Jack’s Knife – By Kate Bradshaw

I stir slowly my head is spinning, my body hurts and my mouth is dry as I try to focus on my surroundings, where am I? I look about me at the unfamiliar room trying to make sense of what I see. Ahhh yes I remember, I am at Bishopgate Police station, I was nicked for being drunk in the street. All I wanted to do was have a little sleep and the floor looked like a good place to do it.  Poor peeler, gave him the run around when he tried to get me to go with him. I think my impression of the fire engine was rather good, at least the rest of the people near The Pump seemed to think so. I needed cheering up, John and me are so short of money it gets you down, Oh but what of John? I was supposed to get money for us to doss at Cooney’s, he’ll kill me. I wonder what time it is, it’s still dark so it must be night or early morning. Maybe I still have time to get the money together and John won’t be mad with me. 

Money! Why is money so hard to get? We all need it and yet some have lots some have none and I am one of the ones that have none. We tried hopping all summer to get some pay but it was no good to us, another bad harvest this year, barely worth walking all that way. Money can make or break your life, I know, I’ve lost my daughters to money, Annie and her lot won’t see me now,  Eliza’s not much better, thinks I am a scrounger and that she’s better than me! ‘You’re always in the drink Ma!’ they say. ‘We can’t look after you as well as our own families Ma!’. I love my children though I have not seen my boys for many a year. Thomas, me ex took the boys and I took the girls as I couldn’t afford to keep all of them, I had so little money. Money! You can’t eat or clothe yourself without it or put a roof over your head. John needed clothes for the winter coming so Emily, my friend from hopping gave me the ticket for her man’s shirt and it fit John ok it did so he has that. My own clothes are old but I do have a pretty dress with Michaelmas daises on it that makes me feel like a lady, cheers me at bit. I have all my clothes on my back as I can’t leave them anywhere, they might get nicked. I can pawn bits if I need to but they are so old they are not worth much so we have already had to pawn John’s boots to buy tea and food. I must to get the money for our doss tonight.
I best see about getting out of here. 
Oh why did I drink so much? Drink and money, can’t drink without money but I drink to forget I have no money. I try to stay away from dark thoughts, always been a happy sort really but I have had enough in my life to make me down; parents dead young, 11 brothers and sister all poor. Not much of an education, though they said I was bright when I had the chance to go to school. Suppose it could all have been quite different if I hadn’t met Thomas. I loved him so much I even had his initials tattooed on me, his mark so everyone knew that I was his. It was with Thomas that I started drinking, we would have such a time together on the beer, what love is eh! The recklessness of youth that makes you leave it all to be with one man, like I did with Thomas. The family didn’t like him but I didn’t care, he was my man! We did have a good time of it selling the books he made we even wrote a ballad about my cousin when he was hanged and sold it about town. Scares me that does, the thought of the gallows, there’s many from Whitechapel end up dancing on the gibbet. Or a worse fate could come, one that carries a knife. ‘Don’t think about the knife Kate’ I say to myself, ‘nothing you can do about it’. Who would listen to me anyway? The man at Shoe Lane didn’t believe me, he thought it was funny to tell me to keep the information to myself like we don’t matter. I think I know who Jack is, him that carries that knife in to the night.  I shudder. Mustn’t think about this if I am to go out there again tonight, will sing a song to make me forget.

Time is passing now and I need to leave here and get back to John.

‘When can I go please?’ I call out to who ever is there. 

"When you are capable of taking care of yourself."
"I can do that now." I call back but I get no response, how long will I have to sit here? If it’s before two we can still get a bed at Cooney’s, John is probably there now. At least we can get a bed together there. Just for once I would like to sleep in a bed no one else has slept in and on my own. I have never slept on my own, I had to sleep with my sisters as a child and have shared my bed with a man since I was 21. Of course there are differences in sharing your bed with a man than your sisters, sex for one thing. Sex. Sex, money and drink, they are all linked. When you have nothing the only thing you can sell is the one thing that belongs totally to you, yourself. Not done it very often as I hate it! Standing in alleys with my skirts caught up while some man huffs and strains against me, but sex gets me money, money that buys me food and a bed and drink. I have to drink to be able to be with a man like that. I try so hard to find money and I try to be straight, I was even going to go to Eliza to get the money today but I knew what the response would be. ‘No Ma! I’ve had enough of giving you money’. I try not to let John know when I go out on the streets, I think he must guess though. There’s many a woman in the East End that’s had to turn the odd trick to feed herself or her family, or to get drink. Some are regular whores but I am not, I just do it when I have to, and I have to tonight. Even though I know it’s out there. The knife. Jack’s knife.
I can hear them talking. They are going to let those of us who are fit out of the cells so I  had best make myself seem sober or I will be here another few hours. John will be so cross, no money and been locked up. I can hear one of the peelers clumping their way to the cells, keys jingling on their belt. The noise of the keys goes through me but I sit up and smile. Be jolly and light, don’t give them no trouble and he’ll let me go.
‘You sober to be let out missus?’
‘Yes sir’ I reply. He opens the cell door.

‘You have to come and be booked out’.

‘Yeah I know cock, I’ve done this before’. I reply.
He leads me to the front desk area. I feel woozy on my feet and so hot. 

‘What’s your name?’ He asks. As if I am going to tell him the truth. ‘You told us it was ‘nobody’ earlier’.
‘Mary-Ann Kelly’ I say. Kelly Is John’s name and I have been called Kate Kelly for a long time now. Mary Ann is common enough; they won’t realize it’s me. 

‘Where do you live?’ ‘No where’ I think, I have no home just a bed if I am lucky and if I don’t get out of here soon I won’t even have that.

‘6 Fashion Street’ I reply. It was the first address to pop in to my head. I used to do there for a Jewish family. He accepts this without question and I am to be let go, but what time is it?? Do I have time to get the money sorted? I am still feeling ill from the horrors of drink that you feel after you have had a lot.

"What time is it?" I ask
"Too late for you to get anything to drink." he replies.
"I shall get a damn fine hiding when I get home." I tell him. John will be so angry.
He smirks and snorts “And serve you right, you had no right to get drunk."
You would get drunk too if you had my life I think, but I smile at him. He will never know the terrible triangle of sex and money and drink that I live in. I walk towards the door.
"This way missus," he says, "please pull it to."
"All right'" I say, I steel myself to go out in to the night. "Goodnight, old cock."
And just like that I am out in to the street. The night is clear now but it feels damp, there has been rain and I think there will be more. Where should I go now? I need to find some money to take back to John. I could go right and head back to Flower and Dean Street but there is little point to in that until I have the money for my bed, If I go back towards the pump I can see if there are any likely customers coming out of the men’s clubs. So I head that way. The night air is reviving me somewhat but I still feel ill, I am too old for this. 
It starts to rain and if I can’t get the money then it will be a night on the streets so I would rather not be wet as well. I dip in to a doorway to wait it out, it doesn’t last long, maybe 5 minutes so I head out again. I need to get somewhere with some light as I don’t see that well. I have half a pair of specs I use but I can’t use it now, I see a few men who look like they might be up for custom. 
‘Short time mister?’ I ask one. 

‘Bleedin' whores’ he says ‘Watch out you don’t get what you deserve from Jack’s knife’.

Jacks knife, I am scared of Jack’s knife. I gulp, the air suddenly feels thick and I feel hot again. I try to catch my breath. I want to go back to John but until I have the money I can’t. One customer is all I need, I will ask for 4d, that’s the standard price for a women’s body these days. I have taken less but tonight I must get 4d, I pull myself together, no one will give me the money without work so work I must.

Another man passes my way.

‘Looking for company?’ I ask.

‘Not from the likes of you’ he grunts back. I am the lowest of the low to him but I bet he’s been with a whore, they all have. They call us fallen and wicked but what about the men who come to us, are they not equally wicked? I have been walking a while now and time is ticking on. 

I see another man, he is looking at me and I know that look. He is trying to decide if I am open for business or not so I smile his way and the agreement is made. We both know what happens now but there is a role to play out. 

‘Hello my love, what are you about tonight?’ I say.

‘Looking for you he says’. 

I laugh in a girlish manner. Girlish! I am 46 but I know what they like. ‘Looking for me? I ask ‘And why is that then?’

He smiles, ‘Not for you especially but for one of your kind’.

We are walking now, going to find somewhere for the transaction to take place. I am trying to think about the area as we stop at the corner of Duke Street and Church Passage I turn to him. Mitre Square will be quite for long enough, I get my first good look at my customer, about his neck he has a reddish kerchief; it strikes a cord with me. Some memory, red around the neck, but I can not think what it is. He is young, maybe in his 30s and I think that I could be his mother. I wonder if he thinks of his mother when he is with a woman like me. Maybe she was a whore or maybe she was the type that attended church every Sunday, who knows? He is fair and has a blonde moustache and I wonder if he is a sailor by the way her dresses. I place my hand on his chest and lean in to him whispering promises of what will happen next. Behind him I see three men passing us, Jews from one of the clubs. They stare for a moment at me and I am ashamed, they know why we are there. I press on though, I need that money so I can get back to John.
‘What do you want mister?’ I ask him.

‘Everything he says’. I know what that means and at least with sex I can turn my back and close my eyes and forget what is being done to me. I have even managed to fool some in to thinking they are in me when, in fact, I have them caught between my thighs, they are often too drunk to notice, but this one does not seem to easy to fool. 

‘Its 4d for a good time mister’ I say and he agrees to the price. I will have the money to get back to Cooney’s after all. 

‘Shall we go to Mitre Square then?’ I say ‘It will be quiet now’. 

He doesn’t answer but we walk that way. Something is stirring in my mind, that red neckerchief reminds me of something. The silence has become uneasy and as we enter the square I begin to feel fear, but I don’t know why. The kerchief is bright even in this darkness, like a red slash across his neck, like someone has slit his throat with a knife. The knife, Jack’s knife. This is Jack, I know now. Not the man I had thought, this stranger is him. I think that I should run but where would I go? He would catch me. I have not noticed that he has moved behind me until I feel his fingers gently lifting the bottom of my head up. In an instant I am cut and I know I am going to die. It’s getting darker and I am sinking to my knees. I know what he will do to my body soon as I have listened to the tales spread around by horrified yet fascinated people.
I can’t see now and I know I am going. Just before the darkness becomes whole I feel the knife again. 
Its hot cold sharpness descends upon me as it goes to work.
The knife.

Jacks knife. 
