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[image: image]High-pitched tones rang out over the police radio alerting officers. “Advise, all available units. A possible hostage situation at 29 Hanbury Street.” 

“Unit 220 enroute at Main and Fourth,” Alex responded. “Here we go!” she said, grinning at her partner and flipping on the lights and siren. The two young police officers felt their adrenaline flowing as they heard the cruiser engine rev rushing to the scene. They didn’t have any details about what was going down, but they knew lives were in danger and fellow officers needed backup. 

The dispatcher continued, “Both HNU and MTU are enroute to the location. SRG-2, SVD, and MCS have been notified.” Jason Marks and Alex Tobin graduated from the police academy together and were now partners in New York City’s 47th Precinct in the Bronx, Wakefield Division. To all who knew him, Jason was better known by his nickname, Rip. It had been an entirely dull day before this call came through, and both had been looking forward to a relaxing evening. 

Rip was just back from a month-long sabbatical where he had spent his built-up vacation time. Since he had no family ties and no plans for Thanksgiving, he had gone on a road trip through the southern part of the country. He had decided to travel where the road took him and that was through the Carolinas, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, back up through Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia to New York. It was a great, relaxing experience, but now it was time to devote himself to his law enforcement career. Both officers were on full alert and willing to do their duty. 

“You ready for this, partner?” Alex asked, bringing the car to a screeching halt. 

“Let's do this thing,” Rip declared. The partners situated their car behind the vehicle perimeter already set up around the small, one-story house in the residential neighborhood. Officers could be seen behind their cars with shotguns and assault rifles aimed at the structure. Alex and Rip crouch-ran to a position alongside a corporal parked at the right side of the house.

“Can we get a sit-rep, sir?” Alex inquired. 

“We got a drug deal gone wrong. Undercover guys had it going on when a civilian crashed the party. Perp took his stash and made like he was in the Olympic tryouts! They chased him to this house where he nabbed a thirteen-year-old girl and is now counting on her as his ticket out of town. The girl’s mother must be working or something. They are trying to contact her. Got SWAT, negotiators, and snipers on the way, but it doesn’t look good. You guys work around to the right flank and make sure there are no gaps over that way. Keep in radio contact,” their superior demanded. 

“Yes sir,” Rip said as the two kept low. They stayed behind vehicles and other obstacles between them and the house. Rip and Alex made their way to the back corner of the home and waited for instructions, noticing other officers they knew around the building. As they waited, SWAT and another car arrived. A heavily armed team and one man in civilian clothing exited taking up positions behind the police cars. The civilian took out a bullhorn and queued it up with an ear-splitting squeal. 

“Let Maria go and we can talk! You can make a better deal if you don’t keep Maria as your hostage!” he boomed in a deep and authoritative tone. Dispatch had already ascertained the hostage’s name, and the negotiator used it so the man might not view her as just an object. He might be less inclined to hurt or abuse her if he could see her as a human being. 

“Oh, hell no. We ain’t doin’ nothin’ unless I get a ride outta here right now! I’m tellin’ you, I want a car and little Miss Maria, or whatever her name is, is going right along with me all the way. And if you don’t quit jerkin me around, she’s gonna become my unlawfully wedded wife, right now! You got that, you blue-bellied bastards?”

The negotiations continued for almost another hour with the dealer becoming increasingly agitated, threatening to kill himself along with the girl. The brass finally made the decision to relent and hope for an opening when the dealer made his break for freedom. All officers involved were notified about the plan via radio. A van would be pulled up as close as possible to the front door so that the dealer and his hostage could exit the home and then drive unrestrictedly down the alley toward the highway. However, there would still be a threat to the little girl, but her safety was the number one priority.

Rip knew the van they would sacrifice and remembered it had a luggage rack on top. The front yard had a significant slope, and the van would come in from the left, exposing the driver’s side to the front door of the house. That slope would provide an angle on the van that would leave the passenger-side roof out of view of the dealer as he entered the van with his hostage. He would be more concerned with the cargo section of the van. Rip reasoned that if he could place himself in that blind area on the roof, he would be concealed from the criminal. 

Rip worked his way over to his sergeant, who had recently arrived at the scene, and explained his idea. The sergeant quickly relayed it to the official in charge of the operation. After a few minutes, word came back with his plan affirmed. 

“Are you sure you want to go through with this, Rip?” Alex questioned as her partner donned clothes that would help camouflage him with the colors of the van.

“I’ve got a little sister about her age,” recounted Rip. The tactical officers gave him last-minute instructions and reminded him that he only had seconds to attach himself to the roof between the time the van arrived and when it reached the front porch and the gun-wielding dealer. 

The call came over the police radio that the van was all prepped and heading toward the rendezvous point. Rip had a small-caliber handgun strapped to his ankle and a knife attached by Velcro to his hip. The van came through the alley and stopped long enough for Rip to climb onto the roof and secure himself to the luggage rail. Rip gave the van driver the okay and it proceeded through the yard and up to the front porch of the house. 

The man was at the front door with the girl. He had procured an old dog harness and a collar and attached them to her body. He controlled her movement with two attached leashes as a puppeteer would his marionette. He kept the girl close as he exited the door with his backpack of drugs. Knowing he would be in the sight of the SWAT snipers once outside of the house, he waved his gun at the van driver, signaling for him to exit with his hands up. Then, he used the girl as a shield to enter the van. 

“I got me a new wife. I call her Olive Oil cause she’s extra virgin!” yelled the maniacally laughing gunman. He checked the back of the van first, then slid in and pulled the girl into the driver’s seat. Commanding her to close the door, he forced Maria to drive slowly through the yard and down the alley. On top of the van, Rip could hear the dealer screaming as she sobbed doing her best to manage the vehicle. 

The van picked up speed as Rip desperately tried to hold on leaning into the curves before they finally entered the highway. The frightened, inexperienced driver drifted from side to side, accelerating and then slowing as the irritated abductor cursed and threatened her. Rip tolerated the biting wind as the speed increased even more as police cars and helicopters pursued the fleeing van. 

After several miles, they turned onto a blacktop road narrowly avoiding sliding into a ditch. After a few more miles, the girl once again turned wildly onto a dirt road. Unaware of the chase, a large dump truck pulled from a side road between the van and the police pursuit. The truck impeded the police as it slowed almost to a stop while the van sped up. This allowed the dealer to get far enough ahead to give the police the slip. Only the helicopter could follow the van, but after a few minutes, visual contact was lost as the van drove into a wooded area. 

Losing sight of a tail, Rip realized that pursuit had been broken, and he was now on his own. The van continued its erratic progress deeper into the woods. On the winding, hilly road, the kidnapper had the girl stop at a clearing near a sparce tree line and frozen ground.

The dealer yelled at Maria to exit the vehicle on the driver’s side. A cold gust of dry air blasted the girl as she stumbled onto a patch of ancient, crumbling asphalt beneath her. Holding the leashes and pressing the gun against her side, he attempted to readjust and put Maria on the passenger side so that he could take over driving. Rip heard the man’s orders and figured this would be his best chance to attempt a takedown. He had quietly maneuvered himself in a position to jump down on the man while the abductor’s back was turned. 

“Get out, bitch, and switch places with me. You gonna get down on the floorboard. You and me are gonna get to know each other lots better. As soon as we get to a safe place, you gonna see what it’s like to be wit’ a real man. Yeah, it’s grad-gee-ay-shun time from a little girl into a woman.” 

Choosing just the right moment, Rip lunged onto the man’s back, knocking him to the ground and dislodging the gun from the dealer’s hand. Maria screamed as she fell against the van, freezing in fear. The force of the impact separated the men, knocking the wind out of them both. As Rip caught his breath and raised himself off the ground, he could see the man rolling over exuding a combined look of confusion and pain. The creep’s expression morphed into anger as he breathed heavily, struggling to regain his composure while attempting to stand up. 

Flashing back to his days on the high-school football gridiron, Rip instinctively exploded from his crouched position into the man’s midsection, throwing him back. Unfortunately, the man was of stockier build than Rip, and the tackle was less severe this time. He pushed Rip off him and kicked, throwing Rip back several feet onto the hard ground.

Walking toward Maria, the drug dealer declared, “Now you’re gonna take a real beating, pretty boy. I hate cops. I’m gonna mess up that face of yours. After I’m done, you can be a witness and watch me and my young bride get married and then divorced, permanently.” As Rip pulled himself off the frozen grass, the dealer insulted, “Maybe instead of the hero, you may turn out to be the joke of the police department.”

The man punched Rip in the face and then stomach. It was painfully clear that this creep was an experienced street fighter. Seeing the pistol strapped to Rip’s ankle, the dealer attempted to grab it. As the two battled for possession, the bad guy released the safety, but Rip knocked it to the side so that the dealer could not grip it. 

As they continued to struggle, Rip reached for the hidden knife strapped to his belt. Pulling it out, he released the blade and attempted a swipe at the dealer. Instead, the man rolled back and then lunged once again, gaining an advantage by getting a grip on Rip’s knife hand. Both men rolled over and over in the cold grass, each trying to control the knife. The drug dealer muscled his way on top, straddling Rip and directed the blade down toward him.

Assisted by his weight and gravity, the thug steadily forced the knife closer to Rip’s chest. As the cold wind blew, only Rip groaning could be heard as he strained to halt the blade. The loud report of a pistol echoed through the clearing. The man’s face took on a blank stare, and the pressure on the knife stopped just as it punctured Rip’s skin. Rip’s face was spattered with blood from the man’s exit wound. For a moment, expression came back to the drug dealer as he realized the blood on his opponent was his own. Just as quickly, his eyes rolled exposing only the whites and then closed. With a death groan, he fell to Rip’s side. 

Rip turned to see Maria struggling to balance the heavy firearm with two trembling hands. The dog harness and collar were still hanging from her body. Rip caught his breath and got up to approach the young girl. Behind the smoking Glock, Maria stood frozen. Her eyes opened wider when she saw Rip approaching her with blood dripping from his face. Rip slowly placed his hands around hers and told her it was over, and that she could give him the gun. Apparently, shock was setting in, Maria couldn’t take her eyes off his drenched face. He had to repeat himself before she finally complied. She immediately buried her face in her hands and started to cry. Stepping forward, Rip wrapped his arms around her, giving her comfort and telling her that everything would be all right.

“Honey, you did what you had to do. Shhh... it’s all right. We're both okay. Thank you, Maria. You saved my life” 

“Well...” she said sniffing, “you saved mine too.” A flush of anguish washed over her expression as the realization of her actions hit her.

“Is he...dead? He’s dead, isn’t he? I killed him.”

“Yes, Maria. He’s dead.” Rip knew that a shot at this close of a range would be fatal. He turned Maria from the dealer’s body and moved to check it, just in case. Moving away from her, Rip wiped the fast-coagulating fluid off his face and pulled his t-shirt up to press against his wound, stopping the flow of his own blood. The young girl moved back to Rip’s side, hugging him, still shaking, and crying.  Rip comforted the girl as much as he could while gently unfastening the dog harness and collar, but he knew she needed immediate trauma counseling for the abuse as well as being forced to shoot the criminal. 

A police vehicle skidded to a stop just behind the van. Two officers got out and asked about the status of all involved.

“Maria is pretty shaken up. I’m all right, but he’s not so well,” Rip said pointing to the dead drug dealer. The officers radioed in their location to have a forensic team out to process the scene. The next step would be to conduct interviews with Rip, Maria, and her neighbors. Paramedics quickly arrived to assess the girl and bandage Rip’s knife wound. 

On the way back to headquarters, Rip was informed that his partner, Alex, had been injured while attempting to clear Maria’s backyard. Upon opening the back door, the family dog lunged up and attacked her. She sustained injuries from the fall and the dog. Apparently, the protective St. Bernard was forced outside while the intruder abused the girl. The dog’s pent-up frustration exploded onto Alex.

When Rip made it back to the office, he followed the post-incident protocol. After briefing his superiors on events, he was told he would be assigned a new temporary partner while Alex was recuperating. Leaving work, he stopped at a local florist shop to pick up a cheery bouquet. Alex had been treated at the hospital and released to her apartment where family attended her. Rip had met most of them, so he was welcomed by her mother at the door. 

Alex was well enough to sit up in bed and talk with Rip. She appreciated the bouquet filled with Southern hydrangeas, sunflowers, tangerine roses, purple stock, bells of Ireland, and eucalyptus foliage entwined in the chic glass cylinder that anchored a mylar balloon with “Get Well Soon” on it. She gratefully thanked him with a big smile. They chatted for some time with the relatives contributing to the conversation. When it was mutually agreed that Alex needed to rest, Rip took his leave. On his way home, he pondered his relationship with Alex. She was an attractive, intelligent woman with a great sense of humor. She was a dedicated officer, and Rip respected her opinions. 

Sometimes, he felt like he wanted a more personal relationship with her, but mostly it seemed as though it was a brother-sister connection. He assumed that Alex felt the same way about their situation. He was not one to press and reasoned that things would work out in time either way. 

It was a few days before Rip was able to meet his new partner. Rip was at his desk catching up on paperwork when an African American gentleman in a blue dress shirt and black slacks walked in with a box, sitting down at the desk opposite Rip’s. He began organizing his desk and putting his materials in the drawers without speaking. Rip realized that this must be his temporary partner. 

Offering his hand, he approached the man, “Hi, Jason Marks. Glad to meet you. Most people just call me Rip.” 

“I know. The man with the Jack the Ripper obsession,” he sneered. “I’m only here for a short time, so let’s keep it tight and to the point.” Retreating from the negativity, Rip pulled his hand back. The officer never looked Rip in the eyes; he just yanked out some files and started reading them. The rest of the day was spent in silence except for a disparaging remark made just before their lunch break.

“I heard you had to get help from a little girl to take that guy down the other day,” the man jeered sarcastically as he left the desk. It took a moment before Rip got the reference. He quickly realized that this relationship with his new partner was sinking before it even left the dock. The man had not even given Rip the courtesy of stating his name. His shiny new nameplate read: Leather Andrew Pron. 

Strange name for a prick, thought Rip. His nickname must be Mr. Hyde. He quickly adjusted his attitude. Maybe the man has his reasons for being so rude. Life is full of irritations, he thought, and this is just another he would have to live with but hopefully not die for.

The next few days were excruciating with a lack of communication between the officers. Rip reaffirmed his goal to stay composed if he could. The guy seemed somewhat paranoid every time they were on the street together. He never got in front of Rip and always seemed to be keeping him under observation. Rip hoped it would eventually wear off and that he wouldn’t have to worry about having his back to this partner. The days dragged on, and Rip worked through the holidays and into the new year. There was no reason to take time off to see any family. His immediate family seldom celebrated holidays while he grew up, so he never missed them. 

The new year brought bleak and blustery weather along with many helpings of snow. Unfortunately, this didn’t seem to deter crime in the city. Rip and his partner kept busy on calls and dealing with the inclement conditions. One afternoon, the officers were called to observe and report on a situation at Berner Street apartment complex. The only details they received were that there had been an unusual amount of freight going in and out of the buildings for the last three weeks. They were given a contact to meet at an adjacent building. The contact didn’t want their identity exposed but would give information about what they had witnessed.

After collecting the information, the officers decided to split up and each take a building for a walk-through. As Rip was peering down from the second-story balcony of his building to observe the sight line, Leather walked out on the ground floor from his. 

Acknowledging his partner, Rip yelled down to him, “Anything over there?” His partner just shook his head from side to side. As Rip turned to go back inside, he glimpsed the silhouette of a man on the third-floor balcony of his partner’s building with a gun pointed directly at Leather’s back. Another bad actor on the ground held a knife as he moved toward him from behind.

Rip had no time to warn his partner. He shot the man on the balcony, startling Leather, who immediately crouched low and looked toward the noise. Then, for Leather, it looked as though Rip was pointing his gun at him, so he dropped flat on the ground. Rip fired his second round into the man stalking up before he could use the blade. The quick events confused Leather, and he squatted on the sidewalk trying to get his heart and respiration to come back to normal. Rip had saved his unsuspecting partner from an impromptu ambush. They would find out later that the complex was being used to exchange black market freight and drugs for a gang. 

Once again, Rip had to give his statements and work with crime scene technicians before they could be released. Leather was still in shock from the events and was taken to the hospital for evaluation. Before entering the ambulance, he looked at Rip with a confused expression and finally said, “Thanks.” Rip nodded, then headed back to the station. 

All paperwork pertaining to Rip’s latest cases was fast tracked through the system for some unknown reason. After several days of his partner not returning to work, Rip began to suspect that something associated with his career was brewing. Early the next afternoon, he was notified by his commanding officer to report to the office of the chief of police. This action confirmed his fears.

Hesitating at the large glass door in front of the gold-lettered title: Department Police Chief Frank Aberline, Rip wiped his sweaty hands on his polyester pants. His thoughts raced as recent cases flashed through his mind causing doubt as to whether he had messed up on any paperwork. Relax, he thought. You look weak when you sweat. Rip had only ever met the chief once, and he wanted to make a good impression this time as well.

“Sit down, Rip. How’s everything going with you and your new partner?” The chief motioned to the short leather chair sitting opposite his desk. “You know you’ve really been doing a bang-up job lately with the hostage situation and the smuggling ring, along with all the other groundwork,” the chief praised. 

Feeling a little more at ease with the complements, Rip replied, “I appreciate that, sir, but my partner and I don’t seem to be a good match. I have tried to be civil to him, but he seems to harbor a grievance against me. I just can’t figure out what has his back up. Rip again rubbed his hands on his pants. He wanted to be honest, but he was not sure how far he could voice his thoughts. “I was reluctant to mention it, but I think it would be in the interest of both he and I to be matched up with more compatible partners, sir,” Rip finished. 

“Well, your paperwork has gone through, and you have been certified by the commissioner to become a detective. I wanted to congratulate you on all the hard work and training it took for you to reach this point. Usually, we start new detectives out on mostly paperwork and interviews, but I am going to make an exception in your case. This may be a solution to our problem if you would like to hear it,” the chief offered. Rip quickly agreed to listen. 

“I have a friend in New Orleans who is also the chief down there. His jurisdiction has had to deal with murders right on the brink of the Mardi Gras festivities. They fear that they could be the work of a serial killer. The reason you came to mind is because of your interest in The Ripper killings in London, way back. It seems preliminary that there could be some similarities, and I feel this might be just the case for you to cut your teeth on. Your specific knowledge might be helpful in finding this killer before he wreaks havoc on the celebration, not to mention the tourist trade.

Their department is down a detective after a transfer, and they need all the help they can get. Hopefully, we can kill two birds with one stone. You’d be helping our Southern counterparts, and I can try to lower the temperatures around here while you are gone. I am hoping you can be an asset down there, and by the time you get back, things should be a little less stressed pertaining to your situation,” the chief wrapped up.

Rip didn’t really understand what the chief meant by “less stressed.” It seemed to suggest that he was the cause of some unrest in the department. This worried him, but a mission during Mardi Gras sounded like it could be interesting. Rip didn’t get a chance to formulate any questions, since the chief stood up and ushered him to the door. He felt uneasy about not being able to ask follow-up questions, but maybe a trip to the “Big Easy” would dispel those feelings. He decided to trust the chief and follow the plan.

“I have already booked you on a flight for tomorrow. Here is a very brief report on what you will be facing down there. Good luck and congratulations, Detective.” The chief handed Rip a paper with details of the murders on it and shook his hand, leading him to the office door. Rip walked away with a mixed feeling of excitement and confusion.

The next day, Rip hurriedly grabbed his equipment from the office and checked out to leave. On the way out, he saw his temporary partner, Leather. The guy looked like he had something weighing on his mind as he walked up to Rip.

“I never got a chance to thank you properly the other day. What you did was, well, you saved my life, man. I...I’m sorry I had the wrong idea about you. I mean, I was told..., uh, I mean, I heard you were a showboat, and that you were a... racist ass. Some of the veterans were telling me this shit and I ate it all up. They had me brainwashed and I didn’t even give you the benefit of the doubt. So, I’m sorry about going along with it and the internal investigation and all,” lamented Leather. 

That last statement shocked Rip and left him speechless. Internal investigation? What could have prompted that action? Fumbling for a reply, he thanked Leather for coming over and decided this would all have to wait since he needed to get to the airport ASAP. 

“We will talk when I get back. I need to get airborne. But thanks,” Rip told him. Leather watched as Rip got into his cab and sped off. From the stained suede backseat, Rip’s thoughts were caught up in a whirlwind as he craned his neck to stare at Leather shrinking into the distance. Facing forward and greeting the driver, Rip forced his mind to shift gears. “Miller’s Court apartments, number 13, please. If you can wait, I need to pick up my luggage and then head to JFK. I’m flying south for the rest of the winter,” joked Rip. 
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The exchange with Leather was upsetting to Rip and he didn’t have time to digest the events that had transpired. Rip got to his apartment and grabbed some clothes and bathroom essentials for the trip. He thought he should eat something before he left because there might not be time along the way. He opened his small refrigerator to see a dried-up, curled piece of pizza in its box and moldy, leftover Chinese takeout in theirs. He saw the only things he had bought just to remind himself of the holidays: a carton of eggnog with a couple of swallows left and the wrapped-up leftovers from a small, convenience store fruitcake. 

He thought about how most people celebrated for weeks with family, at parties and other events as he stuffed down the remaining bites of fruitcake and packed. He washed the dry remnants down his cake hole with the eggnog, sucking on the carton trying to get the few last, thick drops out. Rip racked his brain wondering what he might need during his stay. Grabbing a few more items, he decided that he would have to buy whatever else he needed while down in Crescent City. Checking around his apartment one last time, Rip’s eyes landed on Marilyn. “Come on, dream girl,” joked Rip. He carefully removed the vintage 1953 poster from the wall, gently rolled it up to fit in an empty mailing tube and packed it in his suitcase for safekeeping. 

I’m taking you with me to New Orleans. I’m sure you’ve already been there, but not with me. Maybe you can be my good luck charm in solving this case,” joked Rip.

Once Rip arrived at JFK Airport, he was able to board his flight to NOLA without delay. The full plane waited in line to taxi, so Rip was able to sit back and relax, gazing out the window at the hustle of the crew on the ground. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the movement of a young girl fidgeting in the seat behind him. As he turned his head away from the window, his left eye caught sight of another young girl resembling the first who was doing the same thing.

Confused, he craned his neck to see each one to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. There were twin girls seated in the next row. Turning back toward the window, Rip felt the movement of another person taking a seat beside him. He was too involved in his own thoughts to acknowledge his ride mate. As he gazed out his window, his thoughts took him back to his trip across the ocean. The window gradually morphed into a movie screen in his mind as he reminisced. 

He had only flown out of New York on one other occasion. Because of his fascination with Jack the Ripper, he had taken some time off from the previous bartending job to visit England and learn about the case in person. Rip had been told that some of his distant relatives still lived in England. His family had migrated from there to America sometime around the turn of the 19th century. He thought about attempting to uncover the whereabouts of his relatives, but there wasn’t enough time in his trip. Rip visited museums and took tours to become more acquainted with the case. Over the years, he had already read everything available about the notorious murders. He was keenly interested in the aspect involving graffiti left near one victim’s body which may or may not have been related to the case. Some speculated it had been left by the culprit as a warning or statement to confuse investigators and possibly to gain notoriety for his misdeed. 

Rip’s heritage was Jewish. The mention of “the Juwes” in the graffiti suggested the murderer may have been prejudiced against Jewish people if it was a misspelling and he did write the graffiti. There was a well-known theory that the Ripper might have been Jewish himself. Eyewitnesses described seeing a man with Arabic features with some of the victims. The unsubstantiated accusation that Jack the Ripper was Jewish was a burr under Rip’s saddle. He knew he had a snowball’s chance in hell of solving the cold case, but his quest for knowledge continued.   

“And ‘ere we ‘ave the site of the possible first murder by Jack the Ripper,” said the tour guide. Rip remembered it was a warm night in London, and his tour group contained many people from various countries and walks of life. The closeness was uncomfortable as the group huddled together to hear the story and stay up on the sidewalk out of traffic. The guide expounded in his English accent. 

“We are standing at George Yard in 1888. This is approximately where Constable Barret came upon the body of a woman who would be later identified as Martha Tabram. She had just turned thir’-y-nine. She has not been considered in the conical five, but some believe she might have been the first vic’im. Her throat was cut from left to right and she was savagely stabbed... thir’-y-nine times,” shrieked the guide.

It was hard to imagine the landscape of that time, but the guide’s pictures helped Rip’s imagination paint in the details. Returning to the present, Rip closed his eyes and sank back into his seat. He imagined that fateful fall of 1888 and what police were facing. Looking down through the eyes of the officer to see the lifeless body, he shined his bullseye lantern over it as curious onlookers approached and quickly retreated from the horror. He experienced the morning air, darkness, and dim light during that autumn of terror as he walked through the mist to retrieve a doctor.

Then, his mind fast-forwarded back to the murder location where he demanded space for the doctor to examine the body without interference. Rip scanned the crowd to see if he could pick out a murderous face from the hoard of individuals gathered. He spotted one, then two, then several with strange expressions on their faces as they strained to look upon death. The question broad-sided him; how could the face of a murderer be distinguished from those who were not?

His mind suddenly retreated from 1888 back to the present, where he could feel the G-force as the airplane left the runway. Rip’s eyes opened to the view of the window, which now showed a sight of groundless sky. The sensation of defying gravity and being free from the ground exhilarated him once again. The now familiar sight of shrinking objects and approaching clouds commandeered his interest.

When the plane reached cruising altitude and leveled off, he decided to get comfortable and close his eyes again. He put on his earbuds and a song began to play. Rip relaxed into his seat as the soothing voice of Fats Domino crooned “Walking to New Orleans.” Once again, his subconscious took him back to his tour of London and another location where Jack the Ripper had sent a soul into eternity. 

“We are entering the area where the famous ‘double event’ took place on another ‘orrible night that year. We are near the street where the first body of the night was found, and just down the way is the location where Constable Watkins found the second body,” said the guide. 

Rip’s mind once again transported him to 1888 from his tour as he imagined the fog-chilled night and saw through the eyes of the officer while in the performance of his duties. He felt the stress and adrenaline the constable’s body surely must have experienced while dealing with these highly unusual circumstances. As he imagined the situation, like riding a surfboard, he began to feel a wave transporting him and building into one he might not be able to ride out, lest he be sucked under. Suddenly, he found himself standing on a corner under a gas lamp post speaking to a fellow PC about recent events.

“We ‘auled in about fif’een suspects for questioning yesterday. They all were very good candidates for being the Ripper. I, meself, was almost accosted on me day off. I was walking down the street in me mufti when a bloke yelled out, ‘tis the Ripper!’ I was followed for quite a distance. I upped me pace, but a crowd ‘emmed me in and grabbed me clothing. I was lucky, being recognized by a couple of PCs from H Division. They pulled me out of the mob and verified me identity to the angry vigilantes. 

And, just the other day, a man stared at a woman on Whitechapel-road, and she at once screamed that he was Jack the Ripper. The man was quick surrounded by an anxious and threatenin’ crowd. ‘e had to be rescued by the police too. ‘e was taken under strong escort to the Commercial Street station followed by an ‘uge mob of people, shoutin’ and screamin’ at ‘im in the most extraordinary manner. 

Then, at the station, the man proved to be a German, unable to speak a lick’a English. ‘e ‘ad an interpreter ‘splain that ‘e arrived in London from Germany on Tuesday and was to leave for America today. Afta confirmation of this was obtained, he was set at liberty. Things are gettin’ out of ‘and with this,” finished the officer while he stroked his short beard in thought.

Rip’s mind once again pulled him back to the memory of his tour and the guide asking him an odd question. The words came from his male guide in a female voice, “Sir, would you like a drink or snack?” The inquiry was repeated in a louder tone. Rip’s focus came back to his airplane seat from his recalled experience, and he opened his eyes to see the female flight attendant offering him refreshment. 

“Yes, thank you. A Sprite and some pretzels, please,” said Rip, just catching her eye at the last minute. He could feel the eyes of his fellow passenger upon him, so he turned to meet the pair of the elderly woman over a kind smile sitting in the seat next to him.

“Oh, uh, excuse me. I should have introduced myself. Sorry for being so rude. I hope I wasn’t too obnoxious while I was dozing off. My name is Jason Marks, but people just call me Rip,” he said. 

“No worries. Nice ta see someone relaxed and not all fixed on their little pocket television. My name is Julia Brown, but most people know me as Aunt Julia. Glad ta meet you, Rip. I suppose you’re headed to New Orleans?” she said. “I go on a little farther. My destination is Lafrenière. I have not been there in a hundred years. I think it has changed quite a lot since then. I heard they had a flood a long time ago, just as I was leaving. I sure do miss that place. I wish ya luck on your stay in New Orleans,” she said. 

“Well, thank you. I am sure they will be glad to see you back in... Lafrenière, is it? And I hope the town has recovered to the way you remember it,” Rip replied, respectfully. 

His mind was still preoccupied remembering his trip to England and the double murder event. He remembered thinking about how bloodthirsty a killer would have to be to risk murdering two people in one night in such a tight area. It would have required a massive amount of chutzpah, along with a giant helping of insanity, to accomplish such an abominable deed. A human would have to be almost supernatural to pull off two heinous acts within the confines of that section of town. That is one reason why people thought the Ripper was the Devil up from hell. 

He also recalled that there were people working in and around that area at the time so the killer should have been visible if someone were present to see him. The tour guide said that the murders took place in two different police jurisdictions which might have been to the killer’s advantage. Rip spent some time sipping his Sprite, munching his pretzels, and considering how the New Orleans’ murders could mirror those of 1888. As he pondered the facts, he heard the old lady softly singing, “I had a long and fruitful life and when I die, I’ll take the whole town with me.”

He thought the lyrics to her song were odd, but his mind was heavy with thoughts, and it took him back to his younger days with his family. Growing up in a city in the Midwest, he had an urge to go out on his own early. He wasn’t close with his family and that made it easier to leave the nest. He was drawn to the “Big Apple” and was able to get menial jobs there for a while. 

As a bartender, Rip thought he had found his dream position. It was exciting and unpredictable. The pay was low, but he had the personality to fill the tip jar. Dates and party invites were easy to swing, but something was missing. Then, he remembered how he had transitioned from bartender to police officer. 

Rip was a natural at forming relationships with the regulars at the bar. He loved hearing about their lives and opportunities.  One older Jewish couple, Doris and Ralph, who came in frequently became endeared to him. Rip enjoyed hearing tales of their younger years. He marveled at how they still had a zest for life and spent so much of their time dancing and socializing with other young regulars. 

One night, just after closing, Rip walked toward his apartment and heard a faint call for help. He followed the sound to a closed garbage container and opened the lid. The sweet old lady from the bar was lying inside, beaten and bleeding. She whispered a devastating story of three thugs beating and robbing them both and then dragging her husband back to their car to steal it. Rip told his friend that he would call an ambulance for her and find her husband. When he got to the scene, the old man was lying face down on a set of stairs. He turned the man over to hear his last words. “Where is Doris? Is my wife all right?”  Moments later, the old man passed away followed by his wife later at the hospital. It took Rip a long time to move past that tragic event in his life. However, it still haunted him from time to time in his dreams. 

That tragedy is what motivated Rip to devote his life to making a difference. Once he became an experienced officer, his enthusiasm to become a detective grew. He knew it was highly improbable that he might discover the elderly couple’s murderers, but it was always in the back of his mind.

As the flight continued, the passengers had mostly settled in. Rip adjusted his seat to relax back a few inches. Aunt Julia sat quietly reading a paranormal magazine. Once again, Rip’s mind took him way back in his life as a child in the small midwestern city. His father frequently carried on with his alcoholic ravings in a back room of their old house. One dark evening, Rip was the only one home to hear the glass breaking and foul language. Although frightened, Rip peered in through the half-open door. He inched closer to the opening to see his father pacing the floor, holding a Jack Daniels whiskey bottle in his hand. He remembered the black woolen, worn pants held up by suspenders and the dingy, sweaty, half-buttoned cotton shirt hanging from his slender frame. His long black hair was greasy and disheveled.

“Get your lazy ass in here, boy! Did you get...ANY of those chores done I told you to? I bet you been stretched out on that couch again, haven’t ya? Why should I even try? You will grow up to be just like him. I can see that evil look in your eyes. Why not? It’s in our blood. There’s no use, no way to outlive a curse. Go the hell away before I...” His father ended his threat with the bottle flying toward Rip. Luckily, it smashed against the door, pushing it shut. The only other sound was that of something falling on an old cot in the room. What haunted him most from that memory was the question of who the “him” was his father was referring to.  

“Ladies and gentlemen, we will be landing at Louis Armstrong International Airport in approximately twenty minutes,” informed the pilot. He gave the weather along with other useful information and signed off with a “Thank you for flying with us.” As Rip adjusted his seat for landing, he gazed out the window to see the flaps on the wings come down as the wind bounced them. The descent seemed to drag on for a while as Rip followed the shadow of the plane with his eyes.

Rip had the sense of being on a roller coaster as the plane descended rapidly. He imagined his viewpoint was like that of a giant looking down and suddenly beginning to shrink as everything on the ground increased in size. Rip decided to say goodbye to his fellow traveler but was stunned to see the seat filled with a young Asian student reading a book. The student glanced at him but didn’t address his surprised expression and went back to his book. Rip looked all around to see if he could locate the woman. 

“Where did the old lady that was here go?” asked Rip. The student just shrugged his shoulders, shook his head, and went back to reading. Rip finally gave up trying to figure out where Aunt Julia had disappeared to. The runway rose to grab the rubber tires and gravity and friction began to take over to slow the winged chariot. With help from the brakes and wind, the plane found the departure point for Rip and his fellow travelers. There was no sign of Aunt Julia disembarking the plane. Rip thought to himself that this must be his initiation into the realm of the mysterious within the Southern atmosphere.

Picking up his luggage from the carousel, Rip noticed there was a small bag tied to one of the zippers. It looked harmless enough and he thought it may be someone’s idea of a joke. He looked around to see if anyone was watching and then opened the bag to see several kernels of seed corn in it. This coupled with the mysterious disappearing old lady made him think it might be a taste of coming attractions.
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Rip caught a cab from the airport to the Eighth District Police Station. As he walked toward the front, he noticed large columns and a portico, that added a unique flare to the serious structure. He entered the building to suspicious glances and double takes. Finally, a stocky officer asked if he could be of help. 

“I am looking for Police Chief Chuck Warren. Got my papers right here. I’m from New York, down to help with homicides,” Rip said while shuffling through papers in his carry-on bag. The officer looked him over and read his papers.

“Homicide is down dat hall and to da right. Officer John Neil is who ya need ta see,” said the officer. Rip took his papers back, thanked the man, and began down the narrow hallway. Poking his head into a cluttered office furnished with a desk, two visitor’s chairs, and a sad, wilting plant, Rip found Officer Neil, who pointed him to the briefing room. Unlike every other entrance in the old building, this door stood grander with Greek Revival flairs. Stepping in, the carpeted room held a long table surrounded by worn leather rolling chairs. Rip saw whom he assumed to be the chief of police sitting while another well-dressed man paced around staring at his phone. 

“You must be Marks from New York.” stated the chief.

“Yes sir. Detective Jason Marks, but everyone calls me Rip. Here are my papers and ID.” 

“Finally, we can get started. I have a full schedule today with a parade and some street problems to deal with, so I would appreciate some priority, if possible,” prodded the man in the suit.

“Sure, mayor. But we are still waiting on the governor and lieutenant governor to start the meeting,” informed the chief as he studied Rip’s papers. 

“This is Mayor Henry Smith,” the chief gestured toward the aggravated guy without much enthusiasm. “So how is old Abby, or a..., Chief Aberline, doing? We were school chums up in Indiana. Played a little b-ball together up there. Almost won the state championship. Close, but no cigar,” he said, smiling while he reminisced. 

“He's doing okay and talked highly of you,” Rip threw in as a complement.

“Yeah, he’s a good ol’ man. Too bad about his son. He had some high hopes for him. He would have been about your age by now. It’s a damn shame a good guy like that had to lose his only son─a damn, dirty shame! We got some time if you want a coffee. It’s right down the hall. I made it fresh about five minutes ago,” offered the chief as he reached for his jumbo cup. The mayor gave a huff, pulled back his sleeve to glance at his wristwatch, then moved to the window to look out.

Rip excused himself, found the restroom, and got a quick coffee. He made it back as two African American gentlemen strode up. The first was a well-dressed man who entered the briefing room, followed by a larger man in an expensive suit, sporting a Minnesota Twins lapel button, and adorned with gold jewelry. The first man acknowledged him, but the Twins fan just glanced at him with a look of scorn. Rip entered last and shut the door behind him. The two men took seats on the far side of the table as the chief introduced them.

“Jason Marks, this is Governor Theo Halslip and Lieutenant Governor Adonis Moitié. Jason is down from New York to assist us with the murder investigations,” as the governor nodded, and the lieutenant governor quickly jabbed.

“I don't know why we need this outsider to help us solve these cases. Are your men that deficient in their abilities’, Chief?” he barbed, creating an intense atmosphere in the room. 

Ignoring the insult, the chief informed, “Rip here, as he is generally known, has a unique knowledge of some similar cases that you all might have heard about in history. He is essentially an aficionado of the Jack the Ripper murders of England,” the chief boasted.

“Aren't we getting a little over-dramatic now? I suppose he is really Sherlock Holmes also?” joked the lieutenant governor. 

“These cases are eerily like the Ripper murders in England. The mutilations, body parts taken, and similarities of the victims were all hallmarks of the earlier murders. All three were murdered on the east end of the city during the fall. We may have a copycat from over 100 years ago, the chief replied with a hint of desperation. “We have a preliminary profile on this guy that doesn’t tell us much. What’s your take on the murderer?” he asked turning toward Rip. 

Noticing the tension in the room, Rip did his best to assure the men present that he could help. “From what I have learned, like the Ripper, this man has no regard for human life, and he has a vicious hatred of women, stemming from a relationship with his mother or a lover. The only sexual component of the original Ripper case was that he wanted to destroy and desecrate female bodies. He was well-practiced at killing and slicing up his victims. Both killers had to be proficient to be able to carry out their agenda so quickly in the dark. Jack was able to roam the streets by night and lay low during the daylight. Both must have known their areas and had incredible luck. 

Our copycat must have the same advantages, but he also knows modern forensics and has studied his prey before deciding to strike. I would say he is also a medical person of some sort since blood exsanguination seems to be the main goal. Jack the Ripper only wanted to kill and mutilate where this guy has some purpose for his brutality. Suspects in the Ripper murders were doctors, barbers, surgeons, slaughtermen, and even midwives,” concluded Rip.  

“We’ve got Fat Tuesday in a few weeks, and people are coming in from all over the world to celebrate. This city needs the 145-million-dollar direct income not to mention the 322 million indirect dollars they bring with them. And a knife-wielding killjoy among the sheep, we don’t need to scare those dollars...uh...I mean, tourists off and spoil the merriment. So, we need all the help we can get in heading off this showstopper!” blurted out the governor. Despite his smart clothing and winning smile, he seemed quite frazzled.

“I agree with the governor. Let’s get some resources mobilized to get this thing fast-tracked and dealt with. My pot of gumbo is already boiling over and needs the fire put out with a lid on it. If the press gets a hold of this, our main source of revenue and our throats are going to be cut. Pardon the sick pun,” the mayor chimed in but quickly reclined back in his seat to withdraw from the spotlight.

“We have been working to keep a tight seal on the situation and hope our friends in the media understand the consequences if this leaks out,” assured the chief.

As the group shook their heads in agreement, the room seemed to deflate a bit. The Lt. Governor wore a scowl and shook his head from side to side as he looked at Governor Halslip while Mayor Smith fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat, taking out his handkerchief to wipe his forehead.

“Now, what is this about some kind of brand he puts on the victims?” asked the governor.

Heaving a big sigh, the chief leaned forward to share what little he knew. “So far, it looks like a bunch of different symbols, representing pirates, Voodoo, vampires, etc. These designs are all common at any retail store in the quarter or could have been ordered online. Our guy connected these together inside a hand chain and constructed a branding tool to mark his victims. For what reason, we have no idea yet.” finished the chief.

“The killer must have found an artist who could weld these all together or was able to do it himself. We need to check with metal artists and where these materials could be obtained,” said Rip. 

“Good point, Detective. Share this with your team members and get right on that,” praised the chief.

As the four officials exchanged their concerns, a female entered the room and took a seat at the end of the table. Dressed in casual green top and gray slacks, the young lady with a slim build, attractive face, and dark complexion leafed through the pages. The chatter became a background noise to Rip as he stared at her for a few seconds then snapped out of his trance. She kept her eyes glued to the file in front of her without notice.

“This is Detective Erzulie Renou, lead investigator in this case,” the chief introduced. “Erzi, Rip, ─or ah, ─Jason Marks, will be assisting you with specific knowledge. He only has preliminary
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