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   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available
  out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the
  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing
  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America
  and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Authors Note


  The following novel is based upon the investigation of a series of murders in Lambeth during 1891-2. Such public figures as Lord Russell and the Hon
  Frederick Smith were involved precisely to the extent described here. The characters of the murderer, his associates, and his victims are drawn from historical reality. However, the personalities
  of the investigating officers have been consolidated in Inspector Alfred Swain and Sergeant Oliver Lumley.


  The fact that the most bizarre incidents of the case are taken from real events does not make them more credible in fiction. Yet the conduct of the killer in his life and
  letters, as well as the irregularities of burial described in Chapter 16, are matters of record.


  Despite the greater notoriety enjoyed by Jack the Ripper in 1888, the Lambeth murders were no less unnerving and perhaps more grotesque. They revealed for the first time the
  nature of a newly defined criminal personality  the psychopath.


  Small wonder that the shadowy figure of the Lambeth slums acquired the nickname of The Rippers Apprentice.
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  PART ONE


  Madhouse Cell


  August 1890  the first entry


  Any prisoner with the strength to urinate has a limitless supply of invisible ink. Offensive though this expedient may sound in polite ears, the secret is old as Egypt and
  papyrus.


  Without its aid, how could I share with you my memories of pleasures past  my private visions of the future delights which the world owes me?


  Who you may be, I do not greatly care. It is enough that someone reads these hidden lines. You make me immortal. I speak from the grave and you hear me.


  Do I truly have my sinister ambitions? A man locked away as securely as I have been? Indeed I do! The world must hear of me again, I promise. The headlines shall be bigger than the last time
   such as you never saw. And, of course, I have learnt from my mistakes. I shall not fall for the same trick twice.


  To business, then.


  This week is the ninth anniversary of my arrival here. A propitious moment to begin this true confession. For some time I have trained myself to observe my own behaviour with
  dispassion. I find I am steadier and more rational than in the first years of captivity. I know the worst and have grown contemptuous of it. No longer do I quail each time a warder snarls. Nor do I
  despair at the filth ingrained in every steel bar and block of stone.


  I eat my slum-gulleon and scarcely notice the stink of it.


  Nine years gone, then, and the rest of a life sentence to serve. The moral frauds who plan our correction in this place will insist that such a fortress of brutality can break any man.


  Not me, good people! Nine years or ninety will leave me just as I was. Unless, perhaps, so much of your brutal attention has made me stronger still.


  Do not misunderstand me. If you could see me now, you would agree that I have cultivated a manner which is as obliging and obsequious as my guardians could wish. The chaplain, Mr Rossiter
   that pennyworth of perambulating ear-ache!  finds me soulful and penitent. Over his shoulder last week, I read a scrap of what he had written about me.


  Promise of moral amendment, it said.


  Moral amendment! No sooner was the fool out of my cell than I well-nigh danced and sang at my little triumph. That night the world within my skull was bright and busy. I lay in the darkness
  after the nine hundred steel doors of the cell-house had been locked. I was deaf to the groans of the long-term convicts all about me and to the quiet weeping of the fresh fish. I celebrated the
  memory of doing away with such painted creatures as the world was better rid of. How exquisite to me was the rare anticipation of similar pleasures which the same world still owes me!


  September 1890


  And now, about this secret writing of mine. How do I do it? There was not room to explain the matter in my last entry.


  The means of transmitting my memoirs beyond the prison walls proved so simple that I hardly dared hope it would succeed. I hit upon the idea of penning my invisible script between the lines of
  that dutiful family letter which every prisoner is permitted to send once a month.


  It must astonish you to see how much can be squeezed between those lines of penitential blather over which the gaoler casts his censoring eye.


  I tried a few modest experiments before making my first proper entry.


  You can imagine the fears and anxieties I felt. There are punishments administered by the warders here which are unknown to the law or the world at large. My cell is next but one to the
  bath-house. I have heard the screams of men adding an obbligato to such favourite retributions as the water cure and the humming-bird. Were my secret writings to be
  discovered, it would be a mark against the warders in the governors book. I have no doubt how they would reward me. Men have died while wired up to the humming-bird. Despite my
  fortitude, I should be heard a long way off.


  My fears were unnecessary, as you see. The secret writing remained invisible to my captors. After one or two attempts, I knew that I could commit my thoughts to paper in perfect safety.


  Why should I take such a risk in order to record thoughts and memories already well known to me? That, of all things, is the most difficult to explain.


  I have an itching in my brain which drives me to make known all that I have done and what I propose for the future. It greatly soothes that irritation to celebrate my wishes in this form. It is
  no more unusual than the poet who cannot be content with the verses in his mind but must let them boil over on to paper and give them to the world.


  All the same, I am the first to admit that these memoirs of mine are not likely to be read by anyone. Who would bother to warm the shoddy prison paper at his fire in hopes of seeing a second row
  of rusty script appear? I would do it, of course. But, then, I must be set at liberty to accomplish it.


  Sometimes I amuse myself by picturing a descendant of mine, yet unborn, who tosses these pages on the coals as so much useless lumber. How I chuckle to imagine the astonishment in his eyes while
  he watches the paper burn! For an instant, before its leaves blacken and crumble into ash, the heat of the fire will make the secret writing plain.


  What deaths and scandals will shimmer in the flame!


  Rosie Barnes, a blackmailing little tramp, wedged naked on the seat in the wooden lean-to. Dead with a wash-bag over her head and the empty chloroform bottle on the floor!


  Arabel Faulkner, who lived by swearing out paternity summonses, staring up from the table in the morgue with the most astonished expression ever seen on the face of a corpse!


  Helena Stack, would-be extortioness, gasping out her last with her knees in her belly. She seemed about to pass from this world to the next in a gymnastic caper!


  And four others, who deserved all that they got and a good deal more.


  All mine, good people! Prove it if you can. You never will, I promise you. . . . Not without my assistance, I took such care of them, you see.


  So much for the past, the dear dead past. But am I not changed now? Do I not, as the Reverend Mr Rossiter notes, show promise of moral amendment? Am I in earnest when I assert that
  far from ending my business with the Rosies and Arabels and Helenas of this world, I have only just begun with them?


  I am sane and in earnest. Presently you shall see for yourself. Do you care if the city is rid of such creatures, the insolent purveyors of their flesh? Does anyone care? Do you not, on the
  contrary, heave a private sigh of relief? Come, no hypocrisy now! In all honesty, will you not wish me luck in my future endeavours?


  My mirth ends as soon as it began. I know that these grey pages are most likely to rot with damp or burn unseen in the iron cylinder of a strangers stove. No one will watch as the heat
  coaxes my secret into the light of day.


  Unless, of course, I should escape from here.


  October 1890


  Hell-o! Hell-o! Mary had a little lamb, its fleece was white as snow!


  These words, Mr Rossiter tells me, were the first to be recorded on the phonograph by the egregious Mr Edison. I have tried them over and over. Perhaps I shall adopt them as my clarion call.


  You see how well we get on together now, Mr Rossiter and I?


  Last month, in the last word of my memoir, I spoke of escape.


  Escape!


  From the time of a mans arrival here, the day when his head is first shaved and he puts on his zebra-suit, escape is the stuff of his dreams, the favourite topic of whispered
  conversation. This mirage of liberty is all that has kept many a poor fellow from madness or the grave.


  Have no fear, not a man has escaped from here. That is why the guards care nothing for these fanciful whisperings. They know how strong are the walls, how punctilious their security.


  There have been attempts, to be sure. Brave attempts. Such incidents are talked of long years afterwards, until they grow into prison legends.


  Were I to escape  which I intend to do  I should be unique in this.


  As in so many other things.


  November 1890


  The Reverend Rossiters kind and beaming eye upon me prevented my adding much to last months memoir. God blast him to hell!


  Now, however, I am left alone and so can return to the matter of my escape.


  Were you to stand a mile off and take a survey of this prison, the problem would be clear at a glance.


  From a distance, you might mistake the building for one of those massive battlemented castles of the Middle Ages set in a vast and open plain. The walls are quite forty feet high, their ramparts
  patrolled by blue-uniformed guards with repeating rifles under their arms. Detachments of armed warders keep a constant watch on the gates to east and west.


  But how, to begin with, would one get out of such a cell as this?


  I have occupied the present one for nine years and a few months. It is eight feet long and four feet wide. Most of the space is filled by the iron bed-frame with its straw mattress, pillow, and
  blanket. My furnishings consist of a wooden bucket, a drinking-crock and a stool. During the day I am forbidden to sit on the bed.


  There is no wood in the structure of the cells, only stone and steel. Like the other lifers, I occupy a place on a corridor without exterior windows. My view of the world consists of a segment
  of the landing seen through the bars of the cell door. Light comes from an incandescent electric lamp in the ceiling which is turned on from outside at half-past five every morning and turned off
  again at nine oclock in the evening.


  In such a place as this, you could not otherwise tell time from eternity.


  There is no way out but through the bars of the door. Our gaolers know this well. Each morning the chief warders patrol passes down the corridors of the cell-house. One of the guards
  strikes every bar on every door in turn with a hammer. If the steel rings true, all is well. The least cutting or tampering is betrayed at once by a dull resonance.


  So much for the cell door.


  Sometimes, of course, one leaves the cell.


  Every morning at half-past five, the light in the ceiling comes on and the whistle blows. Shackled in pairs, we march in lock-step across the yard to collect breakfast from the ration-tables. As
  chance may be, we pass the day in the prison quarry or making chairs in the workshop. Always under armed guard.


  At night they return us here, one by one. When inside his cell, a man must clutch the bars of the door so that his hands are constantly in view until the warder has turned the key in the
  lock.


  Men have tried to escape from here during the working day. To be sure they have. Not one has succeeded.


  Windy Dick and a dozen of his cronies rushed the guards on the east gate with navy revolvers made up from gas piping to look like the real articles. The guards opened fire before
  they got near enough to hold up the post. Four men died. Windy Dick and the rest surrendered.


  My lanky friend Speckled Jim  a spry young housebreaker  hid among boxes of shoes made in the prison shop. He rode half a mile in the van before they heard him.


  They gave him the water cure. Ice water at town pressure, one hundred and fifty pounds to the square inch, was hosed on him that winter day. Two ribs cracked and his
  bowels ruptured.


  Speckled Jim was a game young chap. Absconding from a wash detail, he found a coffin in the bath-house. A prisoner, executed that morning, was inside, awaiting burial in the prison garden. Jim
  hid the corpse in a laundry basket, under a pile of dirty shirts, and took its place in the coffin. His plan was to emerge, terrify the prison gardener who digs the graves, and make off through the
  governors quarters where there were no guards. While he lay waiting in the bath-house, the shirts were collected and Jim was caught.


  They made the humming-bird sing for Speckled Jim. Four warders stripped him in the wash-room and put him in a metal tub. They put a blindfold on him and strapped his arms behind
  his back. His feet were hoisted on a pulley-rope so that he sat in a V-shape. The chief warder applied the electric battery to him, beginning on the spine and working down. You could have heard Jim
  bucking and dancing in the tin tub a block away as the charges went through him. His very bones hummed loud as the metal.


  They checked his pulse from time to time in a lackadaisical fashion. He was still lunging and capering when they took the battery away. But it was only the battery. Jim had been dead for a
  while. Perhaps it was the shocks that made his pulse seem to beat. He died of natural causes, as they call it here. Heart failure.


  That night, after Jims heart gave out in the tin bath, the duty warder spoke to me as I held the bars of the door while he turned the key.


  Nothing gets out through these bars, he said quietly, nothing thats bigger than a rat!


  I sometimes think he was giving me a hint. In his words I saw the solution to my problem.


  I had only to become a rat.


  December 1890


  A rat. The irony of it will be lost upon those who never tasted life in a cell-block.


  A prison rat walks on two legs.


  The warders rat is his favourite convict, who earns titbits by betraying his companions in small matters.


  Prisoners sometimes have their own rats. Lust being as common in the gaol-house as in the world, many a long-term jocker will have his punk among the small fry. The little creature is known as
  his masters rat.


  To adopt the ways of such lower vermin would be of no use to a man in my situation. A warders favours are trivial by comparison with the reward I sought. Therefore, I should be no
  mans rat unless he could assist my grand design.


  I thought carefully and watched my chance. It was more than a year ago when I saw what I must do.


  I would become the chaplains rat.


  January 1891


  At first sight the thing appeared ludicrous.


  In all prisons there are men who curry favour by frequenting the chapel and putting on a hang-dog look of remorse. That would not do for me at all. Such expedients never won a man his freedom. I
  wanted nothing unless it was to be outside these walls, a free citizen in possession of all his rights again.


  How best to accomplish this?


  After seven or eight years of making so little progress with me, the Reverend Rossiter was ravenous for some note of remorse in my confessions. Little by little, I began to show the most
  gratifying signs of contrition. That alone would not win my freedom, of course. However, most clergymen hunger for the sweets of repentance. I put them to the Reverend Rossiter as one feeds a small
  expectant rodent through the bars of its cage.


  You may be sure that I fed these titbits to him one by one. I was careful never to surfeit him. On each occasion there was some further delicacy, merely hinted at, which I held over until the
  next time. His visits to me grew more frequent in their regularity.


  Mr Rossiter is the type of philanthropist who loves talk of women  being possessed of a wife himself who is cold as stone. His pleasure in talking of fallen creatures and their rescue is
  as keen as that of those who caused them to fall in the first place. He fondles and mauls and worries over them in his mind quite as eagerly as the most ardent sensualist. Women of that kind had
  been my undoing. Hence, I became to him a most agreeable companion.


  Yet he possesses an obvious, if rather foolish, look of virile, straight-backed decency. He would climb into the ring and box the devil, man to man, according to Lord Queensberrys rules.
  I could see that, for such a man, my repentance would be welcome. But repentance alone would not spring me from here. Mr Rossiter  rot his priggish soul  would congratulate me on
  having seen the light of religion. And then he would advise me to serve the rest of my life sentence with courage  take in on the chin, like a man.


  Oh no, thank you very much! That was not at all what I intended!


  So, I was gradual. I took infinite pains with him. Never seeming to trespass on his tolerance, I abandoned the servility proper to a convict and began to talk to him straight 
  just as if we were new-found friends. I grew skilled in this, always sensing the moment when familiarity was dangerous. Then, at once, I would draw back, reminding him of my dark crimes and the
  tortures of conscience from which I now suffered.


  Sir Henry Irving could have taken lessons from me.


  My patience was sorely tried by this dog-collared nincompoop and yet I never lost hope.


  My strategy was to confess freely and contritely to the murder of which I had been convicted, while protesting my innocence  on my knees and with eyes brimming  of those deaths
  which they had never been able to pin on me. I did not deny that the little fool Rosie Barnes had died of chloroform, wedged in the lean-to privy at the back of my premises. Yet what had I to do
  with her? There was no jot of proof to show my hand in her death. Less still could it be shown that I was the man who had put her in the family way.


  He listened gravely. Then, to my astonishment, he conceded that I had been much maligned by public gossip over her death.


  I did not deny that I had known Arabel Faulkner. So had a hundred other men. To be sure she had blackmailed me as the father of her unborn child. She had made the same threat to most gentlemen
  of her acquaintance. She died of a drastic medicine, taken to rid herself of the unwanted burden. Was I to be blamed? Not a court in the land had found evidence upon which to try me.


  I concealed from the Reverend Rossiter my sincere opinion that the world was well rid of such tramps as the Misses Barnes and Faulkner  and that it should have awarded me a pension for
  life.


  I went further. I explained to him that the rumours aimed against me in the cases were the work of those who had been responsible for debauching such young women and who sought to shift the
  blame. In the case of Helena Stack, I called their bluff. It was I who demanded an investigation and legal proceedings.


  When the authorities demurred, I wrote an open letter naming Pyatt, the chemist, laying the girls death at his door. What happened? It went to court. My innocence was shown and
  Pyatts responsibility proved.


  I thought for a moment that I had fed Mr Rossiter too much of my innocence. So I confessed hastily and contritely that I had prepared a potion for the victim whose death brought me here. But
  that mixture was intended to subdue and not to kill old Daniel Stott. It was not I but his promiscuous young bitch of a wife, Julia, who overdosed the old fellow and sent him to hell. Still, what
  business had he, at sixty, marrying a chit who might have been his granddaughter?


  I did not put the matter in quite these terms to Mr Rossiter, you may be sure. How, then, was I to excuse myself of murder?


  If there was one thing which went straight to the heart of this cassocked simpleton, it was decency combined with nobility.


  Very well, then, I would be decent and noble. It costs nothing.


  February 1891


  Because I confessed so readily to my part in old Stotts death, the Reverend Rossiter seemed prepared to believe that the other accusations against me might be slander
  after all.


  Still, the wretched Stott was dead. No two ways about it.


  With all the earnest decency I could muster, I made my confession to Mr Rossiter.


  Young Julia Stott came to me, I could not deny it. After one or two visits, I fell passionately in love with the creature. Yet she was the wife of another man and so, at first, my nobler
  feelings strove to extinguish this flame of illicit desire.


  I had almost conquered my infatuation  I assured Mr Rossiter of that  when Julia revealed to me her terrible secret. Her elderly husband  a railway supervisor  was a
  brute who beat her often and used her ill. His violence was made worse by some predisposition to epilepsy for which no treatment had been ordered.


  Julias wide-eyed appeal moved me profoundly and quite overcame my scruples. I tried at first to be only her protector but, almost without knowing it, became her lover too.


  Mr Rossiter nodded slowly at this admission, as if he quite understood and forgave me!


  I had persuaded a chemist of my acquaintance to make up a soothing potion for old Stott. I could not deny that strychnine was one of its active ingredients  yet each dose was too small to
  harm him. My accusers swore that I must have added a further quantity of the poison to the mixture before it was given to him.


  But no one saw me do it! It was never proved!


  Julia alone was responsible for giving the old fellow his sedative tonic. I was never within a mile of him.


  Imagine Julia, I murmured, with her soft sunbrowned body, her dark silken hair and wide eyes. She was desperate in her plight. The old wretch who had bought her on the marriage market ruled her
  by the fist. Could one not understand and pardon how, in fear and despair, the young woman might pour the entire bottle into his drink to be rid of him, once and for all?


  I swear that Mr Rossiters chin hardened and his blue eyes glittered with anger on behalf of the outraged girl. I, who had provided the means of old Stotts destruction, began to
  appear in his view like Sir Galahad himself.


  A less skilful actor than I would now have begun to justify himself, to proclaim his innocence in any part of Stotts death.


  I did much better than that.


  On my knees I groaned in my guilt. Though mine was not the hand which poured the poison, yet I had provided it. Though I was twenty miles away, I would willingly have done the deed to save that
  poor girl from such a brute. I was guilty in thought, however innocent in deed.


  Talk had begun. I described how Stott was dug up from the cemetery and the cause of his death discovered. Who could blame Julia, in her terror of the gallows, for trying to shift the blame on to
  me? I assured Mr Rossiter that I had forgiven her everything. I listened in silence while she swore to the court that it must have been I who added a lethal quantity of strychnine to the bottle.
  The poor girls fear for her neck quite overcame her love for me.


  Raising my moist eyes to Mr Rossiter, I vowed that I loved her enough to take the guilt upon myself. At my insistence, my lawyers did not contest her evidence too vigorously. The court saw that
  I had, in part, consented to my own condemnation. I had lived for Julia, I would die for her. Yet my judges were uneasy, plagued by a certain doubt. Hence my life had been spared, to be spent in
  this torture of perpetual confinement.


  No tragedian of modern times ever acted his part better than I, kneeling on the stones of my cell that afternoon. Mr Rossiter was so moved that he could not speak. He laid a firm but gentle hand
  upon my shoulder and left without another word.


  March 1891


  That night I lay in a mood of the greatest anxiety. Had I overdone it? Did I protest too much? What if he should question those who might tell a different story? But, you see, I
  had anticipated that. I did not deny my guilt. I groaned and wallowed in it, while showing that it was nothing like guilt at all.


  My greatest problem was that he might make a charitable visit to Julia Stott. That fat and self-regarding young slut might certainly have observed me topping up the bottle of tonic! I do not
  think she did, but one cannot be sure. I relied on the probability that, after so much scandal, she would have moved away and changed her name. Ten years had passed. She would not easily be
  found.


  Of course, I would find her if I could. What satisfaction there would be in rewarding her by such a hiding as might make old Stott seem the soul of gentleness! I do not forgive easily.
  Especially when the offence is committed by such as she. You will understand that presently.


  By great good fortune, the judge and the prosecutor in my case have both shuffled off this mortal coil since my arrival here. A good riddance to the pair of them! So their tongues will not be
  able to answer me back.


  I lay in the darkness of the cell-house, listening to the stirring and moaning of the men around me. The soft footfalls of the patrolling warder sounded in the corridor at regular intervals,
  down and back . . . down and back . . . down and back . . .


  Whatever happened, I knew I was clean away with three of my little jobs. Rosie . . .Arabel. . .Helena! The proof, like the little drabs themselves, was dead and gone. I thought of Mademoiselle
  Barnes wedged naked in that lean-to. She looked ridiculous rather than dead. In my new mood of optimism I began to see the funny side of it all and laughed until I could feel the prison bed shaking
  with my paroxysms. The warder must have thought me buffeted by private grief.


  April 1891


  I was so careful after my first little success with the Reverend Rossiter. So very careful. I did not press my case. When he spoke of it, I recognised my guilt quietly
  and admitted the justice of my sentence.


  A few weeks later, as a matter of routine, I was interviewed by the governor. My demeanour was modest and unpresuming. Unlike the rest of the illiterate crew who make up the prison population, I
  made no complaint of having been hard done by, nor did I demand a review of my sentence. I confessed only one small resentment. It saddened me to be locked away in useless idleness, when I might
  have been free to serve humanity in however menial a capacity.


  That, I thought, was a neat stroke.


  For weeks  yes, weeks  I waited in silence and with patience to see what would be done for me now.


  Nothing! Absolutely nothing! It appeared as if all had been in vain.


  I did not despair, however. Not me. Despair never helped a fellow in such a fix as mine.


  There was a moment of hope which almost persuaded me that matters continued to develop nicely. In one of our conversations  we had talked of Shakespeare and the improving effect of great
  literature  Mr Rossiter remarked that chatting to me was quite like conversation with a friend. As if I were not a convict at all.


  Whoopee! Perhaps . . . Perhaps! . . . The Grand Perhaps!


  Whatever hope this raised was dashed in a few days. A fool who thought he could escape, made his bid and failed. They wired him to the humming-bird and gave him the works. This time, I think,
  they meant to send him all the way. And so they did. Another case of heart failure.


  The trouble was, of course, I had heard his yells. Twenty feet from the wash-house, how could I be deaf to them? If they were to let me out now, there was no knowing what stories I might tell
  the world.


  Another year of slum-gulleon, then! Stink and dirt!


  God blast the whole pack of them!


  May 1891


  I saw, of course, where I had gone wrong.


  I had prepared the ground well, but that was not enough. It was going to take something special to get me out of here. The powder was stacked and the fuse laid. I needed the spark. It seemed to
  be the one thing I could not provide for myself.


  I am fit for freedom, of course. I have shown them that.


  They needed a pretext for my release.


  Almost anything would do.


  June 1891


  There came a Sunday. Twelve hours alone, locked in my cell.


  I was sitting on the little stool reading Captain Marryat.


  A warder known as Champagne Charlie for his tall and affected elegance strolled up to the bars of my door.


  Stand up and hold the bars with both hands, he said in his usual snappy way. Theres a message from outside. Your fathers dead. All right?


  He began to walk away. I stood there, holding the bars and trying to remember what my father had looked like when I last saw him. It was years ago. The news brought no great welling up of grief.
  In this place, the outside world has no existence. Life and death out there make no odds to us here. I doubt if I had even thought of my father the past month or two.


  Champagne Charlie came back. He tapped the steel gently with his truncheon.


  Hands off the bars again, he said. Back on the stool. Youll soon get used to being an orphan. Happens to every man. Prison wont treat you any
  different.


  Now that was where, it seems, he made a mistake.


  July 1891


  The day after my bad news, Mr Rossiter fairly smothered me with consolations and good advice!


  I bore up bravely. Of course I did.


  There was no sense in whining for permission to attend the funeral under guard. For some reason, never explained to me, the old man had chosen to return and die in his native Glasgow. It was the
  last thing I should have expected. Glasgow!


  All the same, I permitted the Reverend Rossiter to comfort me in my loss.


  It occurred to me that there was an opportunity in all this which ought not to be overlooked. So I did not weep for myself, nor even for the dear departed. No, sir. My only tears were shed with
  great care for my poor dependent family.


  I confided to Mr Rossiter that I was the eldest, the only one with a head for business. As such I should be looked to for advice and support. It would have been my duty to manage the funds and
  investments which my father had left. Alas, in this moment of their greatest trial, my dependants must look to me in vain!


  Now, there was no reason for him to doubt me. My very worst enemy cannot accuse me of fraud or of any underhand dealing with money. It is wrong to suppose that a man who commits one crime is
  easily capable of the rest. In this prison, embezzlers look with contempt upon burglars. A man who slits a fellows throat for money seethes with moral indignation against a rapist. At the
  first opportunity a boiling vat in the kitchen goes spilling over him.


  So, whatever my other failings, Mr Rossiter quite rightly saw in me a man who could be entrusted with the management of the family wealth. And so I could. I might cheat through necessity but it
  would never give me the pleasure  the sheer pleasure  which my other little japes have brought me!


  Mr Rossiter returned to me next morning. He had spoken to the governor. So he had. And what had he said?


  I could scarcely believe it!


  With his tough-chinned, clear-eyed decency, he had pointed out my familys situation. He added a little coda on the bereavement which I had suffered. I was thoroughly contrite and filled
  with remorse for my part in old Stotts death, he said. Brimming at the gills with repentance.


  There was even some doubt as to whether I was the one who had been primarily responsible for croaking the old man. It was, after all, Julias hand which administered the fatal drink.
  Ah-ha!


  If they had all been quite certain that I was the sole villain, I should not be here now, I suppose. Nine years ago they would have had me dancing on air with a rope round my neck and my head
  comically on one side.


  All this, in politer terms, Mr Rossiter put to the governor. In consequence, the matter of my sentence was at last to be put to higher authority.


  Surely, surely my time had come? Mr Rossiter sat and talked with me about the world beyond the prison walls. How changed I should find it since my arrival here. How I must adjust my mind to
  it.


  For some reason, which I cannot fathom, he believes that all men must be interested in sport. So, when the stock of conversation ran low between us, he began to talk to me about cricket.


  Life, he said, was very much a matter of keeping a straight bat upon a sticky wicket.


  I stared at him in amazement. I have put to death half a dozen people. How, then, should I be interested in cricket?


  The last entry


  The end of my memoir in captivity. Next week, they promise me, I shall be out of this place for good.


  Why do I bother to make this last secret entry? It is because I have a horrid fear that I shall quite simply expire of excitement before the week is over and my last thoughts never be known.


  How shall I explain myself  my frame of mind  to you, whoever you may be? You are so unlike me that you cannot imagine why I should seek out another Rosie Barnes or
  Arabel Faulkner with whom to enjoy my little capers. Very well, I will explain.


  It seems to me I lack the indifference to insult which other men have. A milliners assistant looks at me with insolence in her eyes. A draggle-tail in a promenade bar turns her head with
  contempt from my appreciative gaze. Another gives me impudence or a coarse answer. I cannot leave such creatures alone. The red rag is shown to the bull and the challenge is accepted. I promise you
  I think of such a young woman for weeks afterwards and meditate my retribution. No lover ever felt such a thrill, such quickening of the heart, as I.


  As a rule I can do no more than dream and wish. Yet my interest is solely in those women who have thrown down the gauntlet to me by their insolence or indifference. I would not give a
  Thank you for the chance to wreak havoc on some mild maiden with downcast eyes.


  Ah, but the others! The Rosies, the Arabels, the Helenas, the arrogant and self-regarding dross of the city streets! What satisfaction to apportion their desserts. They ask for them  I
  assure you, they really do. And at my hands they drink a bitter broth!


  You see? You do not understand me. I knew it would be so. Who can comprehend another mans lusts without standing in that fellows skin? Still, I have tried to explain my feelings. I
  have pleasure in ridding the world of those creatures whom the world can easily spare. Remorse? I have never felt it for an instant.


  There, now. That was what I had to put on paper in case I do not outlive the week.


  So, after all the harsh things which the law has said of me, it has behaved in the most irrational manner. Because my father has died, my sentence is to be reduced from life to seventeen years.
  By a process of judicial mathematics, which I do not pretend to understand, seventeen years makes me eligible for release after ten. Yet the same law once thought me unfit to live in human
  society.


  My ten years will be over next week.


  Each night I celebrate with secret riot in my skull.


  I did for Rosie Barnes  and shall go free!


  I snuffed out Arabel Faulkner  and shall go free!


  I booted Helena Stack to a happier land  and shall go free!


  I croaked old man Stott  and shall go free!


  I chuckle and feel almost virtuous at the thought of the two drabs and the blackmailing hussy. To have lived ten years in this place for coopering the lot of them is an outrage. I am not
  unreasonable. If mankind had sent me here for a year or two, I might have shrugged off the injustice. I am a good citizen. I pay my taxes and my debts.


  Ten years in hell is quite another matter. The bill has been overpaid. Now comes the time for some adjustments in my favour.


  I chalk up Rosie Barnes, Arabel Faulkner, Helena Stack . . . After what I have paid, I am owed at least half a dozen more.


  I do not suppose that you  whoever you may be  or Mr Rossiter, or the governor, or the gentleman whose name appears on my commutation, will see the matter in quite
  that way.


  I, on the other hand, do. We must agree to differ.


  All the same, I tell you this. I have learnt my lesson, by which I mean I have learnt the mistakes to avoid. You think I will be nabbed at my first attempt. I think not.


  So, good people, as we go our separate ways . . .


  Catch me. If you can!
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