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To Xeli:
For seeing the burning flame and making sure it remained ignited. 
Thank you.

To Rojito:
Thank you for being an alpha, beta, and delta reader, listener, and everything in between.

Thank You. 
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July 27th, 1949

––––––––
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Ursula Doyle stood in relentless anticipation of her imminent encounter with a killer. Shrouded in the thick London fog, she felt a shiver travel down her spine as its icy tendrils coiled around her like malevolent fingers. On nights like tonight, the City of London felt alive, as if eager to divulge the secrets of hundreds and thousands of souls. Living or dead. 

A sudden gust of cold air swept through the night like the eerie breath of a dormant monster. Ursula cinched her trench coat tightly around her and turned to the street sign on the wall. It read: Durward Street. As the city’s mist continued to wrap around her, Ursula wondered whether the winds had been trying to deliver a foreboding message of some sort. Ursula, however, was not easily deterred and ignoring the directive to stay within sight, ventured deeper into the misty street. 

At this point in their marriage, Robert had grown accustomed to her spontaneous nature. Ursula had never conformed to the conventional role of a wife and that was precisely how she preferred it. Unlike her school friends, who’d settled into mundane lives, Ursula harboured dreams beyond being a mere trophy wife. She refused to let her aspirations take a backseat to her husband’s or be relegated to the role of a human breeder, forever confined to her home. She could only assume that it was precisely this determination to be recognised as an equal that had drawn Robert to her.

Ursula had first met Robert at her friend Leah’s engagement party. While she had never given much credence to the notion of love at first sight she could not deny feeling an instant fascination with him, especially when he openly expressed his sympathy for the Communist movement. Ursula’s brother, Rodrigo had vanished after joining to fight in the Spanish Civil War. Before then, she had spent numerous nights engrossed in Rodrigo’s impassioned discussions about social equality and the importance of saving Spain from the clutches of the Fascist regime. Robert filled that void. His conversations and intellect were greater than any man she had ever met and his behaviour towards her was just as gentlemanly. What began as a thoughtful conversation swiftly evolved into a deep friendship, eventually blossoming into a romantic relationship—all while she simultaneously took on the role of his assistant in his detective agency.

Ursula found a fulfilment and passion in sleuthing that she could never have anticipated and the bonus of having Robert, the love of her life, by her side to guide her only enriched the experience. Together, they embarked on a journey of mystery and intrigue and garnered such a reputation, that it was not long until the Metropolitan Police came calling. 

Robert and Ursula had grown accustomed to investigating various murders—crimes of passion or greed, typically. However, their experiences were but a prelude to the grisly case that now confronted them. Ursula, who had only ever read about other infamous cases like that of Jack the Ripper, H.H. Holmes, and the seldom-mentioned Thames Torso Murders, found that everything they had previously unravelled seemed meek compared to this new challenge. 

The victims, all women of similar ages and backgrounds, had suffered a gruesome fate—dismembered bodies, meticulously washed limbs, and faces devoid of any trace of makeup. Panic rippled through East London, fuelled by sensationalist newspapers dubbing the murders a 'new ripper,' an eerie echo of a dark history six decades old. Despite the Metropolitan Police’s attempts to quell the frenzy, the voracious tabloids, driven by both bloodlust and greed, persisted in perpetuating the chilling narrative

In the stifling heat of a London summer, Ursula found herself seated in the corner of a spacious office adorned with the finest polished mahogany furniture. The considerable windows stood open, a futile attempt to invite a breeze that the oppressive heat had unapologetically stifled. It was within this sweltering atmosphere that Ursula vividly recalled their first encounter with Harold Scott, the Metropolitan Police Commissioner. Harold Scott was a man with short snowy white hair and beady eyes hidden behind large round spectacles. Ursula thought he had the appearance of a rather disagreeable man and unfortunately, his conduct throughout the meeting confirmed her suspicions. 

“Those ruddy journalists aren’t happy unless they’re weeding fear into every household in London,” the Metropolitan Police Commissioner had said. “We therefore need to make sure that we aren’t seen to be investigating this any more.”

“How would you propose we do that?” Robert asked him. 

“We tell them that a suspect has been arrested,” he replied. “Hopefully, you find him before he commits another murder.”

Ursula’s eyes shot up from her notebook, a profound sense of disbelief settling in as she processed the magnitude of what she was hearing. The Police commissioner’s intention to mislead the public, completely disregarding the potential jeopardy to women's safety, left Ursula intensely disturbed. She had read enough about the Commissioner to grasp that he was not a man worthy of trust. There were numerous accounts of him doing everything in his power to protect his position, with rumours still circulating that he had blackmailed the previous incumbent into resigning. Some even speculated that he was merely biding his time before turning his attention to Whitehall, eyeing a political career. Ursula looked from Robert to the Commissioner with bated breath, hoping to hear a response that would rebuff the suggestion. 

“I am not convinced that’s the best approach,” Robert said politely. 

The Police Commissioner didn't reply immediately. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, nodding his head slowly, as if considering Robert's refusal.

“Luckily, I run this town and say otherwise,” the Police Commissioner said after a while.

Robert summoned a smile, a well-practised mask that betrayed none of the mild irritation simmering beneath the surface. Ursula, having shared her life with him for long enough, possessed an acute awareness of his shifting moods. These nuances manifested in subtle gestures—a gentle caress of the nose, a fleeting scratch of the head, or the telltale clearing of his throat. On this particular occasion, it was the tautness in his back and the rhythmic scratch of his beard that signalled the unspoken tension coursing through him.  

“I hope you didn’t write any of that down, girl.” Harold Scott said, looking at Ursula. 

Ursula felt the heat rising within her, her blood beginning to boil. However, Robert, as adept at deciphering her moods as she was at discerning his, swiftly extinguished any potential for a testy response with a prompt and deft rebuttal.

“Can you give us more information on all the victims up until now?”

The Police Commissioner glanced at his table, where four folders lay, and opened them one by one. 

“Mary Lou Pearce, 38, our first victim was found in Durward Street at about 5 am by a member of the public on his way to work, a man named James Kelly. He follows the same route every morning, towards Billingsgate Market.”

“All of this information was verified?” Robert asked. 

“Yes. His wife vouched for his alibi; Lisa Kelly confirms she went to bed after him, at eleven in the evening and woke up before him four in the morning the next day. According to her, James Kelly didn’t get out of bed until half past four,” the Commissioner replied. “It takes him about fifteen minutes to walk from his house to Durward Street.”

“So, our first victim, Mary Lou Pierce, was discovered on the 4th of June at around 5 a.m., correct?” Ursula asked, jotting down the details. 

“That is correct,” the Police commissioner affirmed. “The second victim, Kelly McDonald, aged 34, was found on the 18th of June by a young police officer. It was his first night on the beat, poor lad.”

“What time was that?” Robert inquired. 

Harold Scott flicked through the folder. “As soon as the officer arrived for his patrol, so ten p.m.”

“Which means the murder could have happened between—” Robert began. 

“Nine and ten in the evening? Seems like a rather short time frame, unless the officer arrived later than ten,” Ursula interjected. 

“No,” the Commissioner replied defensively, “I was assured they were on-site precisely at ten.”

“Sunset in June doesn’t occur until after nine in the evening,” Robert pointed out. “That would give our suspect less than forty minutes to locate the victim, kill, dismember the body, clean it and return it to Durward Street. It’s improbable.”

“But not impossible,” Harold Scott argued stubbornly. 

“Stating that something is ‘not impossible’ doesn’t make it possible, Commissioner,” Robert replied, his tone unwavering. 

“I could contact the Met Office and consult with Julian Endersby. They will have recorded the exact time of sunset in London on that day,” Ursula suggested. 

“Yes, that’s a great idea,” Robert agreed. 

“Fine, let’s assume that it’s improbable to complete all those actions in forty minutes—” the Police Commissioner argued. 

“Let us not assume anything, Commissioner,” Robert asserted firmly. “It isn’t enough time.”

“For the love of god, they are prostitutes, how long would it take to convince them? A shilling would have one on their knees within a second!” the Police Commissioner spat. 

“And you know this from experience, do you?” Ursula blurted before she could stop herself. 

“Watch who you’re talking to, girl!” he bristled. 

“I’ll need you to watch how you address my wife, Commissioner,” Robert retorted. “Now, do I have leave to continue presenting my argument, or would you prefer to seek alternative assistance in this case?”

Commissioner Scott was flustered. Robert typically saved his stern tone for challenging individuals, opting to sway situations through gentle persuasion. Commissioner Harold Scott, however, was not one to be delicately handled. His nature demanded a firm approach; any failure to meet him with resolve would result in him effortlessly circumventing Robert.

“You may proceed,” the Commissioner said tensely. 

“Forty minutes isn’t sufficient time. There is something we’re missing,” Robert said thoughtfully. 

The Police Commissioner stood up, moving towards the window in search of a nonexistent breeze. This gave him time to ponder what Robert had been explaining and allowed Ursula to propose an alternative theory.  

“Perhaps he is killing them elsewhere and then taking their bodies back to Durward Street,” Ursula concluded. 

“Yes, that’s a possibility,” Robert said, considering her words. “But why would he go through the effort of going back?”

“All of the victims lived within one or two miles of the location,” the Commissioner said. “Not to state the obvious significance of that street. I wouldn’t be surprised if our killer knew that would generate more attention. ”

Durward Street was, of course, formerly known as Buck’s Row, made infamous by Jack the Ripper. That was the location where the body of his first victim had been found. 

“But,” Ursula started. “If he wants to generate attention, it would also mean he wants to be found?”

“Not necessarily,” the Commissioner replied. “Dear Old Jack never wanted to be found. He just wanted to be remembered.”

“That’s a rather interesting interpretation,” Robert said, frowning. 

“If you don’t mind me saying, Commissioner. Given that you intend to lie to the press about the Metropolitan Police’s success in capturing the killer—” Ursula said. 

“Lie is a rather strong word, girl. We’re obscuring facts,” the Police Commissioner interrupted. 

Ursula continued, ignoring the comment. “Since there have been no further killings in about a month, perhaps, you should stop sending officers to Durward Street, day and night.” 

“That would be likely to invite him back onto our streets.” Commissioner Scott said, shaking his head. 

“Patrolling that street will only deter him from leaving their remains there, but not from killing,” Robert said. “Not to mention that heightened security will only serve to continue to create panic. I think you should remove officers from the streets—”

Robert raised a hand to stop the Police Commissioner from protesting and continued. 

“It’ll give him a false sense of security and you know what else? If he is fond of the limelight, telling the press and the public you’ve arrested the culprit—”

“Will anger him,” Ursula muttered.

“And he’ll be out looking for his next victim, at which point, we pounce,” Robert finished, nodding. 

“I can keep watch for a few nights,” Ursula offered. 

“Absolutely not!” Robert exclaimed. “We can get officers to do that out of uniform.”

“Random men loitering about will raise his suspicion,” Ursula argued. “It makes sense if I do it. Your time is better spent—” 

“—visiting local brothels. You’re right.” Robert said, offering a small smile. 

“Sounds like a plan,” Ursula retorted, turning to look at the bewildered Commissioner. 

That’s how she ended up standing on the corner of the notorious Bucks Row, now known as Durward Street. Ursula shivered, watching her breath hang in the frigid air. She couldn't recall a colder summer night or one more endless. Time seemed to have slowed as the world around her shrunk into an eerie silence. Perhaps amplified by the thick mist. 

Woosh.

Ursula turned to the sound. Through the dense haze, a subtle but unmistakable movement caught her attention, and another shift confirmed her suspicion. She instinctively slipped her hand inside the folds of her trench coat and gripped the firearm Robert had provided for protection. As she squinted into the murky unknown, her heart quickened its pace, each beat resonating like a warning in her ears. Blood pulsed viciously in her throat, and she felt the throb of her veins echo the tension in the air. She took a step back, weighing her options. Should she run and escape the veiled danger lurking in the mist? No. This was their opportunity to catch the killer. Ursula tightened her grasp on the cold handle of the gun, a silent vow to herself. The silhouette continued moving towards her, intensifying the unsettling anticipation. And then, it revealed itself. It was a fox.  

For a few moments, they eyed each other, both uncertain of the other, but then with a sudden burst of energy, the fox bolted away, disappearing into the mist as quickly as it had appeared. Relief flooded her senses, yet she couldn't fully dispel the tremors coursing through her. The encounter lingered. Those few moments of uncertainty, where the veil of mist concealed a potential face-to-face with the elusive killer had left an indelible mark etched in the recesses of her mind. 

As the echoes of the adrenaline-fuelled fear subsided, Ursula's consciousness grappled with the aftermath. The abruptness of the encounter served as a potent lesson – she couldn't afford to let her guard down as she had in that fleeting moment of terror. Every step through the mist-laden night should be taken with the acute awareness that danger might lurk just beyond the next turn, like a hunter of the night, waiting to pounce. 

Ursula stood still as a statue for the next few moments. Placing her two fingers beneath her jaw, she felt her pulse slowly decline. Once she regained composure from the scare, Ursula released her grip on the gun and retrieved folded photographs from her pocket. Her eyes were fixated on the chilling, lifeless ones in the image. The first victim was Mary Lou Pearce. Her dark auburn hair had been meticulously pulled back into a ponytail. The killer’s signature - a perfectly etched anchor - marked her neck.

In the second photograph, the second victim, Kelly McDonald, who had met her demise two weeks later. They had been unable to recover her head, so the image only displayed her decapitated torso. She was similarly naked, similarly marked. The third picture depicted Elizabeth Eddowes. Her hands were bound in a distinctive hitch knot. Ursula recognised the unique pattern of the knots, a skill learned from her sailor uncle, who had taught her various rope-tying techniques. Returning her attention to the symbols etched on their bodies, she couldn't help but wonder how the killer had achieved such impeccable precision—perhaps with a knife, maybe a scalpel, or could it be a Swiss blade? 

“Is he a sailor?” she whispered to herself. 

It would make sense. The anchor, the sailor’s knot...the killer had to have been connected to the sea somehow. London was not a port city but the city was abundant with people from all over the country, and all over the world. One thing was certain, the perpetrator had taken his time judging by how clean the anchors were on the victims.  

Ursula swivelled her head, alarmed. This time it wasn’t a fox, she was sure of it. They were the unmistakable sound of footsteps. Ursula drew her firearm and aimed it into the darkness.

“Who’s there?” she demanded.

A calloused, rough hand clamped onto the back of her neck, yanking her to the ground. A musky, nausea-inducing scent of vanilla hung in the air. Ursula shrieked with desperation as her assailant grabbed her by the hair and started dragging her down the street. She heard the echoes of her desperation get lost in the misty night as she thrashed violently, fighting tooth and nail to break free from their assailant's grasp. The panic caused an instant deprivation of oxygen that sent a shockwave through her. 

In that harrowing moment, she felt with chilling certainty that her life was at its end. Destined to die alone in the clutches of her ominous assailant. His menacing countenance, hidden from view by the thick fog until this point, drew perilously near. Before she could see anything beyond his malevolent stare, consciousness slipped away.
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July 29th, 1949

––––––––
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Consciousness tiptoed tentatively back to Ursula, yet her eyes felt heavy, like lead, resisting to participate in the waking world. Each fluttering attempt was a battle against an overwhelming fog of dizziness, succeeded by a searing ache that enveloped every fibre of her being, pulsating like a merciless storm of agony. Slowly, the room materialised around her - it was a sterile expanse of pristine white so stark it stung her eyes. A sharp contrast from the moody darkness etched in her mind from the night of the attack.

“Ursula,” Robert said.

His voice was a balm to her fractured consciousness.

“It’s me. Robert.”

Amidst the bustling crowd, Ursula could have recognized Robert’s distinctive timbre. Even now, through the haze and echoes of pain, the outline of his comely face stood clear, drawing her back to the world.

“You’re in hospital,” he added, sensing her confusion.

Ursula forced a smile, meeting her husband’s bright hazel eyes. In that fragile moment, fragmented flashbacks of the attack flickered in her mind. A menacing figure skulking towards her through the mist. The hand that grabbed her throat. The sound of her desperate cries...the cold, daunting eyes. Her pain intensified once more and was only calmed by Robert’s embrace. His warmth felt like a beacon of hope, an escape from the dark labyrinthine corridors of her mind. Ursula sat wrapped in Robert’s cocoon of safety for what appeared to be an eternity. As the dark chains that held her mind hostage began to loosen, she summoned the strength to pull herself away.

“How long have I been—” she began.

“Two days,” Robert gently caressed her face, his emotions overwhelming him. “I thought I’d lost you.”

The relief in Robert's voice carried the weight of fear as he pulled Ursula into another tight embrace, his strong frame trembling. The warmth of his tears drenched the collar of her hospital robes. Unable to find words, she held him just as tightly, allowing the vulnerability of the moment to seep in. In that embrace, amidst the sterile hospital scent, she wondered how she would have coped with the mere thought of losing Robert - would she have remained as resolute?

As Ursula pressed a gentle kiss on his forehead, a silent assurance that everything would be okay, she caught a waft of the sweet, musky scent of the oud he’d been gifted. Its potent aroma intertwined with the sickly sterile hospital smell, creating a peculiar blend that stirred conflicting emotions within her. Gratitude washed over her as she realised they had the opportunity to share this moment, to embrace each other after the brink of potential loss. Yet, a poignant reminder lingered—those women in the images, frozen in time, had not been granted the same fortune. The scent became a bittersweet reminder of the fragility of life and the resilience of love.

“But you didn’t,” Ursula managed a fragile smile.

“I should’ve never agreed to it,” he paused, deep regret etched on his face. “The Commissioner was right.”

“He'd rather see me in an apron, in the kitchen, obediently waiting at the dinner table, like a 'proper' woman,” Ursula replied with a touch of anger.

“You should never have been there alone,” Robert pushed past her frustration and held her hand tenderly. “There's something else...”

A blend of apprehension and excitement danced in his eyes, creating an intriguing mosaic of emotions. The silence between them hung in the air, pregnant with the weight of undisclosed thoughts. Ursula observed an unusual hesitation in Robert, feeling a subtle unease settle in. His atypical behaviour put her on edge, prompting an uncomfortable shift in her posture. She waited patiently, her curiosity tinged with a hint of anxiety, while Robert grappled with the challenge of articulating his thoughts.

“You’re pregnant,” Robert beamed, breaking the silence with the life-changing news.

A heavy silence enveloped them as Ursula deliberately looked away from him, unable to meet his eyes. She could not bear to see his excitement, too ashamed to show him the fear in hers. This wasn’t a path she was ready to undertake, and he was well aware of that. They’d had numerous conversations about it. Ursula felt a slight pang of resentment towards Robert. This wasn’t going to change his life in the same manner it would hers. The last thing she wanted to do was look at the face of someone whose feelings around the subject of parenthood didn’t reflect her own.

“I can’t be. I would have known,” she replied.

“They confirmed you’re twelve weeks pregnant.”

Dread surged within her as silent tears strolled down her cheeks, making it increasingly challenging to conceal the truth. She pulled her hand away from his.

“Sweetheart,” Robert’s voice trembled, echoing like the breaking of a heart.

This time, it was Ursula who struggled to find the words to convey what she was feeling. She desperately wanted to tell him that she was content with things as they were, that the current moment was not the juncture for such changes and that she did not want to be a mother, not now. Perhaps not ever.

Her life was filled with boundless possibilities and motherhood would ruin all that. She wanted more time with Robert, not less. Ursula yearned to continue on her career path, not stall it. The thought of relinquishing her freedom to assume the role of a mother filled her with nothing but overwhelming anxiety.

Motherhood, a prison Ursula had spent part of her adulthood fighting to evade, now loomed like her own personal Alcatraz. She feared she’d never be able to break free and swim back to the shores of her former life.

Ursula would have loved nothing more than to embrace being a mother and acquiesce to the weight of societal pressures, but she found herself unable to. Did that make her unworthy of being a woman? The last couple of years instilled in her a passion for detective work that she did not want to let go of, and suddenly, she heard her mother’s voice echoing in her mind: ‘A woman’s duty is to be a wife to her husband and a mother to her children. There should be no other devotion.’

“Did you catch him?” Ursula said, breaking the silence.

As she turned to him again, she couldn’t help but notice the distant gaze in his eyes. There was a stoicism etched on his face, a rigidity in his posture, and a clenching of the jaw—all signs of restrained anger. Though physically present, it was evident Robert's mind had ventured elsewhere, likely grappling with Ursula's unfavourable reaction to the news of impending parenthood.

“We tracked down an address for a brothel on Poland Street,” he replied curtly, after a short time. “All the victims had been known to frequent it,” his tone darkened. “There’s been another murder. Ann Stride. She also had connections to the same brothel and had been missing for a couple of days. Her body was found in Mitre Square.”

“Not too far from Durward Street,” Ursula noted. “Any leads?”

“Yes, some of the girls at the brothel mentioned a young man, Yuri F. Milan. He worked there cleaning rooms after punters were done. They said he seemed harmless, but the girls always felt a little uneasy around him. I got a second address, to another brothel in east London, down by Gunthorpe Street. Ye Olde Pub. I spoke to the landlord and confirmed that he did have a young man by the name of Yuri F. Milan working there, but he hadn’t turned up in weeks. The landlord didn’t seem to think he could have anything to do with the murders.”

“Yuri F. Milan? Sounds like a foreign name,” Ursula said.

“That’s exactly what I thought.”

“It might be Italian,” Ursula suggested.

“Or Spanish,” Robert added.

“Yuri doesn’t sound Spanish,” Ursula said thoughtfully. “Perhaps French? I'll reach out to the embassies to check for any individuals registered under that name.”

“Sweetheart,” Robert's tone shifted. “Can we talk about it?”

Ursula sat up, took a deep breath, and met her husband's gaze.

“We have four deceased women and a killer still at large. So, no, I don't want to discuss it today. I'm exhausted. Would you mind leaving me alone?”

Understanding that avoiding an argument was the wiser choice, Robert planted a gentle kiss on his wife's forehead and silently departed. Ursula watched her husband walk away, as an ache welling within her. A part of her wished he had chosen to stay, even if just to sit in silence. Little did she know that this yearning for his presence would become a recurring sentiment in the years to come.
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December 24th 1953, 7:49 AM

––––––––
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No matter how many times death beckoned, Ursula couldn’t bring herself to let her in. The temptation was ever-present, often coaxed by her curiosity, and then, at the very last moment, her resolve crumbled. Not that it came as a surprise, running away was her custom. She’d left Somerset for London when her brother needed her the most, a decision that’d haunted her for years, especially since the news of his disappearance. Ursula was certain she could have convinced him to stay had she been present to address the issue head-on. Instead, she ignored his letters and calls, failing him as a sister and, more importantly, as a friend. They had been thick as thieves as children, often mistaken for twins. Ursula was in no doubt that her absence and quiet rejection of Rodrigo contributed to his decision to go fight in the Spanish Civil War. It was a burden she would carry for the rest of her life.

Ursula hadn’t just faltered as a sister; she had also stumbled as a daughter. Unable to confront her father's sudden illness, which occurred only months after her mother's passing, she chose to stay in London, resisting Robert's persistent advice to return. Ursula allowed her work to consume her, using it as a shield against the inevitable. By the time she mustered the courage to journey back home, it was too late—death had already claimed him.

She wondered how long she could elude death’s grasp. Anticipating its return, she feared the inevitable night when death would come knocking again, whispering her name in a sweet, dulcet tone. Ursula had come dangerously close to accepting death’s embrace one night in her Notting Hill flat, shadows concealing her pallid face framed by long, raven-black hair cascading like a river of ink. Transfixed, she watched as her eyes, akin to pools of the darkest night, and lips resembling a rose kissed by morning dew, drew nearer. Robert intervened that night, saving her life, but she knew death would return—it always did, like a jilted lover. Ursula chuckled, envisioning death at her doorstep, crying out her name like Marlon Brando in ‘A Streetcar Named Desire’.

It had been six arduous and torturous months since that incident, a year since Lucía’s passing and over four since the night of her attack. She felt a chill run through her as her mind lingered on all that had occurred. Ursula rose from the bed and approached the large window that overlooked the expansive hotel grounds. She watched as delicate snowflakes descended onto a bed of their brethren, only to disappear, leaving no trace of their existence. A gentle smile graced her lips as the image of her daughter, Lucía, materialised in her mind.  She had loved the snow. Ursula turned around, half expecting to see Lucía tugging at her nightgown, but the laughter she had once cherished was nothing but the echoes of her loss. There was no one in that room except her and the man who had shared her bed the night before.

Settling into a delicately crafted wooden chair propped against the window, she lit a cigarette, inhaled the noxious fumes and surrendered to the tranquil ripples that coursed through her body as the nicotine worked its magic. Her eyes were drawn to the man sleeping in her bed, his chest wild with a carpet of thick hair, rising and falling with the deliberation of a hibernating bear. Ursula closed her eyes and, recalling the night they’d shared, felt his hands caressing her face and his tongue tracing a tantalising path from her breasts to her navel. Ursula’s carnal dalliance with the stranger was the first time she’d felt desired since her divorce.   

Unfortunately for Ursula, the memory of her ex-husband loomed like a haunting spectre, overshadowing the vestiges of pleasure she’d felt at the hands of the stranger. Annoyed, she opened her eyes once more, attempting to dispel the intrusive memory of Robert. In frustration, Ursula reached for the bottle of whiskey on the writing table, seeking solace within its contents, hoping that it would wash away the vivid image of Robert. 

“A bit early for that, don’t you think?” the man said. 

Ursula mustered a smile and locked eyes with his. They were a warm golden brown, twinkling disarmingly under the room’s light. She took a few more puffs of her cigarette, savouring the moment as she observed the man's striking appearance. A defined jawline, peppered with thick black stubble, framed a face that James Dean would be proud of. Silky, coal-black hair added to the allure. What intrigued her most was the air of nonchalance he exuded, a rare quality in a place like the Grand Loch Linnhe Hotel, which was often full of stuffy, holier-than-thou personalities. 

“Last night was—” the man started, breaking the awkward silence.

“I’m tired.” Ursula interrupted as politely as she could. There was a smidgen of severity in her tone. Enough so that he understood she did not wish to engage in small talk.

Men were not always equipped to understand the subtleties offered in a conversation. On this occasion, and perhaps in an attempt to protect his pride, the man rose from the bed and began dressing himself. Ursula watched him, appreciating his physique, especially the thick, veiny hands that had slid so gently across her skin. It was then that she noticed the shadow of a ring around his ring finger. She paused and allowed her mind to fill with speculation. Could he have been married and seeking an escape from the tribulations that often accompanied a separation?

“Are you going to be alright?” he asked, buttoning his shirt. 

His voice carried a genuine note of concern that resonated with Ursula. It was a simple question but one that almost broke her. Ursula considered her response and wondered what he would do if she confessed that she wasn’t alright. Would he cradle her in his arms and try his best to pull her out of her pit of sorrow? Would he wipe away each tear as they fell? Would he reassure her and ask that she keep faith? 

“Yes,” she said. “Thank you.” 

The slight twitch of the lips indicated to Ursula his disbelief. She could feel an unspoken question hanging in the air, reflected in the mesmerizing dance of his eyes across her face. His hesitation at taking her word was warranted; after all, only a few hours ago, he'd yanked a drunken Ursula off the cliff’s edge. Deciding against pushing the subject, he continued getting dressed. When he was done, he stood awkwardly, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, clearly considering his next words.

“I guess I’ll see you around?” 

“Mhm,” Ursula nodded with a thin smile. 

As soon as the door closed behind him, Ursula reached for the whiskey, taking a gulp, followed by another drag from her cigarette. The exhale carried the weight of her emotions, but even in the confines of her solitude, Ursula struggled to release her tears. When was the last time she’d cried? Even on the day she laid Lucía to rest, Ursula had found herself incapable of shedding a tear, as if an impenetrable dam obstructed the torrent of her emotions, creating an internal ache that could only be snuffed with the aid of alcohol. It was the only thing that numbed the overwhelming pain. 

Ursula savoured the final sip of her scotch, its liquid tendrils flowing down her throat when a piercing scream echoed from the hallway. Without a second thought, still in her nightwear, she rushed across the room towards the door. In the expansive hotel corridor, Ursula saw a distressed blonde woman in her silk pastel-pink nightgown, huddled against the wall as her anguished cries reverberated through the walls. 

The same man who had shared Ursula's bed only moments ago now knelt beside the distraught woman. Their eyes met in an awkward exchange. Ursula felt her cheeks flush, and her stomach churned with disgust as her gaze instinctively darted towards his ring finger, now adorned with a wedding band. He looked away from Ursula, embarrassed, and turned his attention to the woman on the floor, continuing his efforts to soothe her pain.

“We’ll find her,” the man said softly. 

The jangling of a sizable set of keys announced the arrival of Ophelia Clyde, the hotel manager. She was a petite and plump woman of advanced age with greying black hair framing an intense pair of small, black eyes. Her already small mouth appeared even tinier as she pursed her lips. Despite the early hour, Ophelia was attired in her black uniform—a simple, ankle-length dress. With an air resembling that of a headmistress, conveying a stern demeanour one dared not defy, her vigilant eyes scanned the surroundings with every step as if anticipating a potential threat at any moment.

Following close behind Ophelia, was the groundskeeper, Finlay Muir. His impressive physique, with broad shoulders and a muscular build, combined with his pale blonde hair and cold blue eyes, gave him an almost mythical Viking-like appearance. If he had introduced himself as Ragnar Lodbrok, it would have gone unquestioned. He was a figure shrouded in an enigma. Rarely seen and even less often heard. Ursula recalled their encounter from a few days prior at the station. He had been polite enough, but the manner in which he stared at her so intently, made her feel ill at ease. He'd treated her with the utmost courtesy and made her feel as welcome as his stoicism allowed, yet, the intensity of his gaze had left her feeling uncomfortable. To further his mystery, it seemed as if he was currently trying to conceal a limp that Ursula was certain the groundskeeper hadn't had when they met. Finlay noticed her eyes following him and abruptly came to a halt, shifting his weight to lean against the wall,  and turning his attention to the unfolding scene.

“What’s the matter, Mrs. Blakesley?” Ophelia asked the blonde woman. 

“It’s Blanchette, we don’t know where she is,” the man replied in her stead.

We? The man had said, the use of the plural form was the confirmation she needed. She’d been nothing more than a married man’s temporary distraction. 

“Finlay,” Ophelia said, noticing the cluster of guests in the corridor. It was only then that Ursula turned to see that she hadn’t been the only one drawn to the scream. “Could you escort Mr and Mrs Blakesley to their room?” 

“Aye,” mumbled the groundskeeper.

Mr Blakesley extended a hand to help his wife off the floor, still making a conscious effort to avoid Ursula’s gaze. 

“My sincere apologies for the disruption,” Ophelia said to the remaining guests.

“Do let us know if you locate the girl,” a man with a raspy voice remarked.

Ursula studied the man in luxurious burgundy robes, his raven-black hair streaked with hints of white framing a friendly face. His eyes, however, remained stern. Close behind was a tall and handsome man with dark olive skin and piercing green eyes, something about his features suggested North African origins. Two women completed the group. The first, with rich ebony skin and saucer-like brown eyes, absent-mindedly fingered a gold chain, concern etched on her otherwise pristine face. The second, a little older and exuding regal poise and a daring flair reminiscent of a young Katherine Hepburn, observed curiously with one hand tucked into her suit trouser pocket. All four, unmistakably part of the same group, entered a room together, leaving Ursula as the sole observer. 

“Is there anything I can assist you with ma’am?” The hotel manager had encroached so closely that she had taken possession of Ursula's personal space.  

“No...” Ursula replied but stopped before entering her room. “Ms Clyde, do keep me informed.” 

“Of course, Ms Dankworth. I’m sure we’ll find her soon. Blanchette is a troublesome child, this would not be the first time she caused a ruckus.”

The hotel manager turned to leave, prompting Ursula to return to her room. Sinking into her bed, she immediately reached for a cigarette, her eyes falling on the empty whiskey bottle resting on the bedside table. How would she have coped without that numbing elixir? It had extracted a high cost, yet paradoxically, it had also been a lifeline, warding off the beckoning call of death. Ursula delved into the bedside drawer, retrieving an unopened whiskey bottle. Closing her eyes, she summoned every ounce of inner strength to resist the urge to open it, when fragments of the night of the attack materialised in her mind, each memory a jagged knife to her consciousness. A menacing figure skulking towards her through the mist. The hand that grabbed her throat. The sound of her desperate cries...the cold, daunting eyes. This time, however, there was no Robert to cocoon her in warmth and love. She had nothing but her solitude and whiskey. 

Inevitably, she took a drink.  
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The warm melody of ‘I Love You for Sentimental Reasons’ filled the dining hall as Ursula entered. On the stage stood an enchanting African-American man, singing every note of the song as if it were his last. His voice, like liquid honey to her ears, instantly transported her to a magical time when she was surrounded by the love of Robert and her daughter, Lucía. With the rhythm of bittersweet nostalgia pulsating in her ears, Ursula settled onto one of the vacant tables nearest to the stage, the singer's timbre evoking the spectre of Lucía’s laughter.

To fend off the painful memories lurking at the edges of her consciousness, Ursula redirected her attention to the expansive dining room hall and its beautiful Christmas decorations. Tired and inebriated when she’d arrived the previous afternoon, Ursula hadn’t fully grasped the grandeur of the Grand Loch Linnhe Hotel. The furnishings, reminiscent of a bygone era, stood frozen in time, exuding the timeless elegance of an extravagant 1920s palace. Hundreds of twinkling lights cast a celestial glow overhead, illuminating the hall like a star-studded sky. The roaring fireplace, large enough to accommodate a handful of people, beckoned with its warmth and dancing flames, offering solace from the winter chill. In one corner, towering majestically, stood the tallest Christmas tree Ursula had ever beheld, its branches adorned with a lavish display of red, silver, and gold baubles that glistened like precious jewels. As Ursula took in the breathtaking scene before her, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of awe, finally understanding why families chose to spend their Christmas in this enchanting sanctuary—a haven where time seemed to stand still. 

Tense whispers shattered Ursula’s reverie, drawing her gaze to a nearby table where the four guests she’d seen earlier that morning were embroiled in a heated discussion. Their voices lowered to mere murmurs at the prompting of the olive-skinned man, who seemed to sense Ursula's scrutiny. Despite his attempt at a smile, the furrow creasing his brow betrayed the unresolved tension lingering among them. She offered a polite smile as the man with salt-and-pepper hair, glanced her way, his forced grin quickly fading as he returned to his breakfast.

“Good mornin’, Ms Dankworth,” said a young voice in a thick Scottish accent. 

“Good morning,” Ursula replied, still a little distracted. 

She looked up to see a pock-marked, fair-skinned adolescent with fiery red hair standing at her side. He looked down at her with watery grey eyes that revealed his inner innocence and youth. He couldn’t have been much older than sixteen or seventeen, certainly teetering at the cusp of manhood. Ursula noted a sullen demeanour, further accentuated by puffy, red eyes, as if he’d been crying. He extended the breakfast menu to Ursula, which she perused briefly before placing her order.  

“I’ll have the eggs florentine and the breakfast tea, please,” she said with a polite nod of gratitude.

The young man acknowledged her order with a brisk nod before departing. Ursula continued to watch him, noting his unkempt appearance. The boy’s oversized uniform— a thin white overcoat with a grandfather collar and black detailing around the chest pocket and front placket— hung loosely around his thin frame. The black trousers, stopped short at his ankles, two inches too short for him. 

Her eyes tracked him as he walked past a young boy sitting at a table by himself, deeply engrossed in quiet conversation with a well-worn wolf stuffed toy. Sensing her gaze, the boy looked up from his plush companion, meeting Ursula’s eyes briefly. His vacant eyes seemed to pierce through her, his expression illegible. The young boy offered a faint smile before swiftly returning his attention to the stuffed toy, leaning in as if anticipating a response to a comment he’d made.

It was peculiar, though not entirely unheard of, for children—especially those on the shy and introverted side—to form profound connections with their toys. It was, however, uncommon to witness such behaviour in a boy of his age, seemingly on the brink of adolescence. Ursula, too, had owned a doll that she’d treated as a real companion. Angela had been her bedtime confidante for years, witnessing countless tea parties with her and Rodrigo, much to his chagrin. A twinge of envy touched Ursula as she reminisced about that period in her life. She longed for the days of escaping into make-believe realms, a luxury often scarce in the adult world with its burdensome troubles.  

“Can I join you, ma’am?” a voice asked, his unmistakable American accent cutting through the air.

The singer had descended the stage and walked over to Ursula. He had a wide, friendly smile, which revealed dimples likely to be the auteurs of many a broken heart. 

“Of course,” Ursula replied. “But only if you promise to drop the ma’am.”

“My apologies ma—It’s a force of habit, I’m James Wilson,” the singer said introducing himself. 

“I’m Ursula Doy—Dankworth,” she stopped to correct herself. She was still having trouble adjusting to the idea of having to use her maiden name. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, ma—I mean...Ms Dankworth.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the waiter's return. His pale face turned an instant shade of red at the sight of James sitting at Ursula's table. 

“Is he troubling you?” the waiter asked. 

“Hamish, c’mon!” James said quietly, though ruffled by the waiter’s attitude. 

“You shouldn’t be sitting with guests.”

“Sorry, I didn’t quite catch your name,” Ursula said. 

“Hamish, ma’am. Hamish Mackenzie,” the waiter replied. 

Ursula offered him a thin smile. “What gave you the impression that Mr Wilson was troubling me?”

“He’s sat next to you, Ma’am.”

“You assumed Mr Wilson was troubling me because he is sitting next to me?” Ursula said, serving herself some tea. 

“Staff members aren’t allowed to sit with guests, it’s—”

“Do I look troubled?” Ursula interjected. 

“No, ma’am but—”

“But nothing,” Ursula cut in. 

“I just thought...you know? He is...a...a...”

Hamish looked at the singer, his eyes almost apologetic. 

“He is a...?” Ursula started coaxing the rest of the waiter’s sentence. 

“A negro. Is that what you’re tryna to say, Hamish?” James asked, unable to hide the disappointment in his voice. 

Hamish shifted uncomfortably and looked down towards his well-worn shoes to avoid eye contact. Seeing his face twist with discomfort and noticing that the hushed dining room had become a stage for their awkward exchange, Ursula decided to put the boy out of his misery. 

“You have my leave,” Ursula dismissed the waiter. 

“My apologies, ma’am,” Hamish murmured, as a blush of shame coloured his pallid cheeks. With a silent nod, he turned to leave. 

Ursula and James sat in contemplative silence for several moments until the singer eventually broke the quiet.

“Do you know what the worst thing is? We play cards every night. But I guess, no matter where I go, I am a negro.”

She didn’t know how to respond, but the depth of emotion in his eyes revealed more than mere hurt. Ursula wished she could undo the exchange, erasing the fleeting but palpable pain on the singer’s face. 

“What brings you to Loch Linnhe?” Ursula asked, trying to brighten the mood. “It’s quite a long way from—”

“Birmingham, Alabama, ma’am,” James said, before adding quickly. “I mean Ms Dankworth.”

“Quite a long way indeed. Have you enjoyed your stay?”

“Summer was beautiful. But as soon as Fall came,” James shivered. “Damn, it was cold. Beautiful, but cold,” James leaned towards Ursula and lowered his voice. “The beautiful British women make up for the cold.” 

Ursula let out a genuine laugh.  

“Not as many as you’d hoped perhaps?” Ursula quipped, glancing around the empty dining hall.  

“The right amount,” James said, revealing those charming dimples again. 

Ursula was not one for easy flattery, but she felt a subtle flutter within her as James looked into her eyes, a spark of something intriguing. His unwavering stare left her without any doubt of his intentions. ​​Breaking eye contact, she served herself a fresh cup of tea, followed by a dash of milk.

“You hardly put any milk in,” James observed. 

“I put in the right amount,” Ursula replied, with a smile, the echo of their earlier banter lingering in the air. “It’s an art, you see. Mother always said that you truly love someone when you can make tea just the way they like it, without you even having to ask. It becomes second nature,” shifting the conversation, she continued. “My ex-husband had his in a large mug, with two tea bags to make sure it was strong enough. He always complained I bought the wrong brand of tea. He was a Yorkshire tea man and I, more
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