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The sound of her heels clicking on the cobbled road echoed in the silence. She walked quickly with her arms wrapped across her chest and tried not to look around. Carol couldn’t see, anything to worry about but she felt nervous all the same. She had walked this exact same route a dozen times in the last few years but that was different. That had been before Matilda disappeared and before the papers had been full of stories about Jack the Knife and his prostitute killing spree.

At the end of the alleyway she saw the river. The morning light was still new, cold and frail like a new born lamb. The brittle air found its way up her long coat and into her underclothes. She pulled the coat tighter but it didn’t make any difference.

She could hear sound coming from the river; the gentle wash of the waves hitting the muddy beach and, in the distance, gulls picking over the leavings of the previous night. She looked both ways before walking out onto the riverside street, there was no one around.

It wasn’t the night that scared her, she understood the night. Nor was it the day, which she rarely saw anymore. It was this odd, in between time, which belonged to no one and was coveted by all, that was the really scary time.

If it hadn’t been him she never would have left the brothel. There were few men that she made out calls for, only those who were willing to pay generously for it. Now, as she made her way home, through the empty streets, she wondered if it was worth the risk; the money would do her no good if Jack got his knife in her.

Carol walked as quickly as she could along the riverside. She kept her attention on the road ahead and tried to ignore the growing sense that something was wrong. There was money in her purse, she could hail a taxi, but that would mean finding one and, so far, she hadn’t seen a single carriage. By the time she reached the muddy bank she was convinced that Jack was going to find her and cut out her insides like he had all those other girls. She would fight him, but she was just a woman and she wasn’t convinced that Jack was even human.

There was something large on the otherwise empty beach. The distant perspective played tricks with her vision and she thought, for a moment, that it was a man. 

When it started to move she told herself that she should just ignore it and get on with her own business. Then it started to moan softly.

It was a human sound but that still didn’t mean she had to do anything about it. She knew that the wisest course of action would be to carry on and get back to the brothel. But she didn’t. She stayed where she was and watched the man.

She realised that she was pulling the thread out from the collar of her coat and forced herself to stop. She adjusted her bonnet and took a deep breath. Behind her she heard the clip-clop of horse hooves and the wheels of a carriage.

The man rolled over and Carol heard the splat of wet sand beneath him. His face was shocking white and he was wet.

Despite her reservations Carol stepped over the black iron railing. Her heels sank into the mud and sand. She bent to remove them. They were just a battered old pair of shoes that were mostly black paint now. She hid them behind the railing post.

She found that her stockinged feet sank almost as quickly as her heels. After a few steps she decided that the best thing would be to move as quickly as she could and keep her feet flat. She walked across the mud like a pond skater. 

It occurred to her that it might be a trap. No one had survived an attack by Jack the Knife. There was no one to tell how he had caught them in the first place. Carol stopped a few feet away from the man and moved from side to side in an effort to prevent herself sinking. He didn’t look dangerous.

He was in his late thirties, she guessed, a few years older than her, and a little on the large side. His hair was dark, wet and stuck to his head. There was a few days worth of stubble on his face.

He opened his eyes and he looked at her. His voice was a choked gasp. “Help me,” he said.

“Who are you?” Carol said. If it was Jack then he wouldn’t tell her but she had to ask.

“Please,” he said.

She looked at the rest of his body. His right leg was twisted at an angle so that his foot hung the wrong way around. The material was torn away from the knee revealing a shocking black hole. He was wearing a shirt that was stained with something dark that might have been blood or dirt from the river. It was torn away at both shoulders. If it was blood then maybe he had been shot or maybe he had murdered someone. She still wasn’t sure what to do.

“Please,” he said a final time and then his eyes rolled back in his head and he was gone.

Carol waited for a moment, convinced that she had just seen a man die and done nothing to help him. She hadn’t even been able to hold his hand and comfort him as he passed. She felt weak and, for a moment, she thought she was going to fall over and lay beside him on the wet beach.

When he gasped for air she almost cried out with surprise and delight. His chest rose and fell as he took irregular breaths. His mouth hung open. She looked around to see if the carriage was still behind her but it had gone. If she wanted to save the man’s life then she would have to do it by herself.

She knelt down beside him and felt herself sink a few inches more. In her line of work she had to be strong. It wasn’t often talked about but a surprising number of men who visited women of the night wanted to be dominated by them, thrown around like they were the girl. Carol slipped her hands under the man’s arms and tried to lift him. He barely moved. He was heavy but that wasn’t the problem. The sand and mud were fighting against her and he was just a dead weight.

“Hey,” she said softly but when he didn’t react she said it again with more force. “Hey!”

His eyes flickered and opened. All she could see was white and she knew he wouldn’t be good for a conversation but he might be able to help.

“You need to help me,” she said.

He moaned which she took as agreement and tried again.

“On the count of three, okay?” He closed his eyes and she shook him. His eyes opened again and this time she could see the chocolate brown iris. “On the count of three!”

“Yes,” he said slowly.

She braced herself and then counted down. “Three ... two ... one ... now!”

She heaved with all of her might and he must have been doing something because this time she felt him move as the beach reluctantly gave up its prize. She dug her heels into the muddy sand and kept pulling and heaving. With his good leg, she saw, he fought for purchase on the ground. When he found it he was able to stand but cried out in pain, loudly enough to cause the gulls to squark and fly away along the river.

By the time he was standing she was panting. She stopped for a moment to catch her breath and to let him recover a little from the pain the movement had obviously caused.

He was no longer moaning but seemed to be reserving all of his strength to stand. She hoped he had a little more left to help her move him back towards the road, otherwise they would both be up to their necks in the mud before very long. After a mental count of ten she took a deep breath. “Come on,” she said, “just a little bit further.”

There were now a few people milling around on the road in small groups, waiting for others or simply walking past. They didn’t look particularly friendly but she thought that anyone who offered to help her now would become a life long friend. It occurred to her that she could simply drop the man where they stood and go on by herself, she wasn’t responsible for him and had no reason to believe that he would be grateful for her help.

She didn’t drop him. Her face grew red and she was warm, despite the cool morning breeze. She pulled him towards the road, one lumbering step at a time.

Carol almost tripped over the low metal railing that marked the point between the beach and the road. She managed to regain her balance and looked down to see her shoes where she had left them.

“We did it,” Carol said, but the man didn’t reply. She felt his body go limp as if he had heard her and decided that he didn’t have to help anymore. As he fell he knocked her backwards, awkwardly jarring her back on the metal railing. She cried out in surprise more than pain and then just lay there for a moment.
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She was roused by the sound of a horse approaching and dragging behind it a carriage. Carol opened her eyes and looked along the street, upside down, she saw a taxi approaching. The man’s weight was more than enough to pin her to the metal railing but she wriggled and shifted and eventually he slid off her. She climbed to her feet, ignored the throbbing pain in her arms, legs and back, and waved the taxi down.

It seemed as if it wasn’t going to stop and, when she looked down, she saw that her coat had come unbuttoned revealing a lacy pink corset that had no place outside of the bedroom. She quickly covered herself but it was too late, the driver must have already seen her. Yet he stopped all the same.

The dark brown horse turned its head to try and look at her but the driver sitting on top of the carriage yanked the reigns and the horse straightened up. The man wore a dirty brown suit and a top hat that looked as if it had been fished out of the rubbish. “Where too?” he said.

Carol looked back at the man who was now half on the beach and half off it. “Lunden Hospital please.”

The driver looked down at the man. “He alright?”

“He needs to see a doctor,” Carol said. “How much will the fare be?”

The driver stroked his dirty white beard. “Say sixpence for you and ten pence for him. Call it twenty altogether.”

Carol looked at the man as if he was mad and he might well have been. The price he was quoting was more than twice what it should have cost. It would make a significant dent to her earnings for the evening and it would all have to come out of her share. She looked back up at the driver. “I will give you eightpence.”

The driver shook his head. “Nice to see you Misses.“ He raised his arms to start the horse moving.

“Wait!” Carol said. The driver lowered his hands. “Will you help me get him in?”

The driver smiled and tied off his reigns, jumped down to the street and joined Carol beside the half-drowned man.

Carol was surprised to find that the driver was shorter than her by almost a foot but he was strong. Between the two of them they managed to heave the man up and then drag him into the carriage. When the door was closed behind her Carol fell back into the worn seat and breathed a sigh of relief.

Carol watched through the window as the day people came out to claim the world. A front door opened and a boy who couldn’t have been much older than ten walked out. He was a skinny little thing wearing a green jumper and what might once been a white cap. A large woman who was probably his mum came out after him and handed over a package wrapped in brown paper. Then they were gone, left behind the carriage. A group of men stood on the corner smoking and talking in loud monotonous voices punctuated by exaggerated howls of laughter and knee slapping. She couldn’t hear what they were talking about and, frankly, she didn’t want to know.

They turned a corner onto Whitechapel Road. Carol turned to look at the man. He was breathing in ragged gasps and she thought that the dark stains on his shirt were getting bigger. She hadn’t dared to find out whether it was blood or not but Nancy would be able to tell her.

A hatch in the ceiling opened and the drivers gnarled face looked down at her. “Where do you want me to drop ya,” he said.

Carol looked out of the window to confirm where they were. Not quite there yet. “Outside the front,” she said. Then she thought that someone might see them and there were always coppers hanging around the hospital. “Actually, just around the corner.”

The driver gave her a slow wink that made her feel dirty. When he smiled he revealed yellow and black teeth stubs and she could smell decay on his breath. Then he was gone and she could breathe again.

The cab rolled to a stop about twenty feet from the main entrance. Carol looked out the window but she couldn’t see any police.

The cab door opened. “Will you be wanting a hand getting him inside?” the driver said. His rank smell made her want to vomit.

“I can manage,” she said, which may or may not have been true, but she couldn’t let him know where she was actually going.

The driver stood by and held the door open for her but he didn’t offer to help again. She let the man down as gently as possible, making sure that his head didn’t hit the ground.

“That’ll be twenty pence then,” the driver said. “Plus tip.”

She scowled at him and handed over the exact money. He stood there and counted it but didn’t say anything more about the tip. Then he swung back onto the top of the carriage with an agility that he didn’t look capable of. Carol waited until he had started moving and was out of sight before she went on.

She dragged the man towards the hospital. There were wild flowering bushes blocking her view of the main entrance but she turned right before she reached it. There were few people on the street and none of them acknowledged her. This was a hospital, she supposed, people didn’t go there to be social and, even if they did, she wasn’t the type of person they would want to be social with.

To the side of the hospital there were stairs that led down beneath street level to a door Most people probably assumed it was a maintenance room, or something equally uninteresting. As she pulled the man towards it Carol wondered what people would think if they knew what was really down there.

Getting the man down the stairs was relatively easy but she had to take some care not to bang his leg too much. He groaned with pain as his heels and back hit the hard steps. At the bottom Carol stopped, caught her breath, and knocked on the door. She could hear movement on the other side.

Shuffling and moaning that, in the dark of night, might have been terrifying, but now merely made Carol impatient. She needed to get help for the man and every moment it was delayed made his death seem more likely. She managed to resist banging on the door again.

A lock turned and the heavy door creaked open. The room beyond was in darkness but she could see the bright white of the nurses eyes reflected in the morning light. “Who is it?” the nurse said.

Nancy was an old lady with skin as black as the night. Her grey hair was cut into short curls and her eyes were white with cataracts. Not that they concerned Nancy, she had been blind for more than twenty years.

“It’s me,” Carol said and then realised that wouldn’t mean anything to her friend who must have encountered hundreds of people every day. “It’s Carol.”

“Carol?” Nancy said. Her face lit up with a smile. “Carol what are you doing here?”

“I need your help,” she said.

“Has something happened? Are you alright?”

Carol shook her head and realised, to her surprise, that she might be about to cry. She hadn’t cried in a long time. “There’s someone with me,” she said. “I think he might have been shot.”

“Oh dear,” Nancy said. She sounded calm but immediately stepped back to let Carol and the man through. “Well he’d better come in then.”

Between them they managed to drag the man through the door and onto the ward. It was not a ward like any other in the hospital and most people didn’t even know it existed. There were two rows of beds, the curtains were pulled across to hide each occupant from the light. Carol had been there before but the strange sounds still surprised her and the strong smell of sulphur still made her feel as if she was going to be sick.

Nancy led them to the end of the ward where there was a vacant bed with the curtain open. “He’s a heavy sort isn’t he,” Nancy said.

With a great deal of effort they managed to get him up onto the bed and he let out a sigh, as if he was especially satisfied, but it was probably just air escaping from his lungs.

“Go and close the door would you dear,” Nancy said. “There’s a gentleman in bed three who won’t get better with fresh air.”

Carol hurried to do as Nancy asked. Very little light came through the small door but it was enough to see by and enough to be a danger to some of the patients. She closed it and the room fell into total darkness. This wouldn’t be a problem for most of the people being treated and Nancy had long ago learned how to get around without seeing. Carol didn’t find it quite so easy but she managed to retrace her footsteps and returned to the bed where she could hear Nancy humming and hawing under her breath.

“Is he going to be okay?” Carol said.

“I should say so,” Nancy said. “The water is more of danger to him than the bullets. Here, we need to get him out of these clothes.”

Carol had seen hundreds of naked bodies in her career but suddenly felt awkward. This man hadn’t asked to be stripped naked by two women who were strangers to him.

“If we don’t get his clothes off he’s going to die of hypothermia,” Nancy said.

Carol nodded and together the two women were able to take off his clothes. She couldn’t see him in the darkness but she was suddenly aware of heat radiating from his body.

“I need towels,” Nancy said. “Stay here with him.”

Carol stood as close to the bed as she could. It felt intimate, even though he was unconscious and she couldn’t see him. She wanted him to know that he wasn’t alone and reached out to take his hand. Her fingers brushed across his stomach and she felt a tight mass of muscle. The man had seemed big but he wasn’t fat. She tried not to linger on his body and took his hand before Nancy returned with the towels.

“Here,” Nancy said. She switched on a small lamp by the side of the bed. “That should make it easier for you.” Together they towelled him down and Carol tried not to enjoy feeling of his muscular physique, but she couldn’t help sneaking a peak or two.

When they were done Nancy dressed the bullet wounds on his shoulders and knee. They were flesh wounds, not very deep. The bullets had glanced his shoulders and caused heavy bleeding but that was about it. The bullets hadn’t even stayed inside and there was no need for stitching. Once that was taken care of Nancy examined his leg and shook her head.

“What is it?” Carol said.

“It’s broken,” Nancy said. “See here?” She pointed just below the man’s knee where the bone made a sort of second joint and the flesh was grossly twisted. “I’m going to need to put it in a splint.”

Carol nodded and Nancy got to work. It took less than twenty-minutes for her to correct the angle of the man’s leg and to secure it between two strong sticks. It looked hideously painful but the man never made a sound, he didn’t even open his eyes.

“Is there anything else?” Nancy said when she was done. She wiped her hands on a grimy piece of cloth and then put it back in her pocket.

“He’s not awake,” Carol said.

“He may have suffered some head injury,” Nancy said casually. “A trauma. I can’t find any sign of it though so it’s probably just shock.”

Carol nodded and the two women just stood there for a moment.

“Are you going to tell me what happened to him?” Nancy said.

“I don’t know,” Carol said. “He was like this when I found him.”

“You found him?”

Carol nodded. “By the river.”

Nancy looked surprised by this but her expression quickly changed to concern. “So you don’t know anything about this man and you brought him here?”

“Don’t be mad Nancy,” she said. “What else was I supposed to do?”

Nancy looked at her for a moment, her face darkened and she looked as if she might explode. “You should have left him where he was or taken him to the hospital.”

“I brought him to the hospital.”

“You know what I mean child,” Nancy said. “He’s not your problem and he’s certainly not mine.”

“I couldn’t just leave him there,” Carol said but she couldn’t think of a reason why. “What would have happened if you’d just left me?”

“That was different,” Nancy said a little too defensively because, Carol knew, that it hadn’t been. “Well he can’t stay here, we need the bed.”

“Where’s he supposed to go?”

“That isn’t my problem, is it. You should have left well alone girl.”

Carol shook her head again and couldn’t think of anything to say. The truth was that she should have left well alone but she hadn’t and now she felt responsible for him. “Why can’t he stay here?” she said.

“Because I said so, do you need any other reason?”

“No,” Carol said.

“No you don’t,” Nancy said. “I’ll help you get him upstairs but after that you’re on your own. Understand?”

“Yes,” she said and then added as an afterthought, “thank you.”

Between the two of them they got the man dressed in some dry clothes that Nancy had managed to find. They got him out of the bed and into a wheelchair that had been thrown out by the hospital above and reclaimed by the ward below. Nancy wheeled him as far as the door and then they dragged him up the stairs and onto the street.
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