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Chapter One
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Johnny, partly concealed by the curtain, watched from the bedroom window. The clouds opened to a full mo,on and the normal congregation of stars sent streamers of light into the darkest alleys. Far be, bolts rattled,led and the door squeaked open as if in protest. Without a sound, a phantom carriage drew up in front of number 5 Median Road. It had been easy for Johnny to purchase the house next to his shop where his parents lived when they were first married. It had been boarded up for years as it was deemed to be haunted by every potential purchaser.

Noah his fifteen-year-old son was moving on autopilot as if sleepwalking. What vivid apparitions was he experiencing? Johnny considered with an incomparable sense of dread. Am I sharing the same hallucination? He glanced around to the bed where Eliza was lost in the tides of sleep while lying next to his motionless body. The sight reinforced his fear but in this darkest of moments, there was nothing more important other than to take care of his son. He went along with the awful unreality of the situation.

The change in Noah was unsettling. During daylight hours, he remained a bright, conscientious boy, but at night, it was all different. Johnny was desperate to keep his son from the darkness he’d known and never spoke of the other world. Long ago, he’d vowed not to crush Noah’s everyday dreams with tales of how he’d spent his life wandering a multitude of unknowable landscapes where souls continued to live and manipulate behind the scenes. My dearest hope is for him to continue to perceive only those things which played out on the surface, Johnny thought. It infuriated him watching his son being drawn into and possibly overwhelmed by the same forces who’d infiltrated his life, his brother William’s and Mary’s. Noah should be staring at the horizon, not lying with the dead.

The carriage was waiting for him, and in the next second, he was standing in the moist, dewy air in front of the open door. He stepped up and took the seat opposite his son. The boy’s feet were on the bench, his shoulders were hunched, and his curled fists pressed into his cheeks as he stared down into the dividing space. They remained in position without a word passing between them, immobilised and stuck as treacle-thick time drew them towards their destination.

From the window, Johnny gazed out at the epidemic of poverty. The destitute of the night, mostly ill and old, wandered in pain as they searched for a spot to lay their weary frames after a day of walking for miles hunting for work to save them from starvation. Thrown into a situation where it was impossible to take care of body and soul properly, their lives spiralled out of control. 

Johnny watched helplessly as the long line of sorrow and desperation flowed past his window. Scores of men, women, and children in various positions were squeezed together on benches for warmth, wearing inadequate clothes that were shiny with grease and dirt. Three women huddled together in a shop doorway. Then there were the poor wretches sleeping on the concrete wall under the Plane trees which lined the embankment. Waiting the night out was a group of men standing sheltering under the arches of a bridge, trying to avoid exposure from the wind. A bedraggled woman limped past the carriage, her clothes still wet from an earlier downpour. She was followed by a man with a withered arm.

The East End, like much of London, was the camping ground for the homeless. Odd jobs such as minding horses, delivering parcels, or doing anything that came their way did not provide enough for a night’s lodgings. If they were lucky, they would make a penny or two, which would enable them to buy a few slices of bread. With no other options other than to steal or starve, the young and fit were driven to share the company of thieves.

In such a highly ordered society with its strict moral codes, poverty was seen as a sin. These people were considered malingerers of low moral standing who had squandered their security through their own fault. The underclass was segregated and stigmatised, suffering an attack on their dignity. Amongst them were the lowest of the low disgraced women with illegitimate children who dreaded the workhouse as most would lose their parental rights. These were people who probably once cared about their desperate situation but were now too tired.

Bridges, arches, towering chimneys, warehouses and the masts from the heavy traffic of ships all pointed upwards towards the metallic grey sky. Even at night, Johnny sensed the tension between humans and machines.

I would do everything possible to keep my family from standing in front of the workhouse gates, Johnny thought. Never, never will they suffer such a fate. Despite the unfairness of William experiencing great cruelty while he’d been given the chance of a good life, they’d both grown to love and admire Mary. She’d become their anchor, a heroic figure who, through her persistence and perseverance, had risen above humanity's sewer from which they’d all vowed never to return. 

On leaving the vehicle, Noah urgently rushed through the warren of grim backstreets towards the river. Johnny followed as his son ran up steps to the tiny back courtyard of a pub. They were high up looking over the major shipping route where the rhythm of the river continued under the moonlight, which scattered over the water. The familiar stench of sewage, coal and oil reached Johnny’s nose, and he turned back into the darkness. 

Central to the small square of space was an old well. The spinners of fate were to be found within the magic waters, gathering strands and weaving them into pictures of the future. Noah had been called to worship at the sacred well. Johnny hovered awkwardly, calm but intrigued, as he watched his son converse with the spirits and see some impending events play out.

Noah straightened and turned to face the river. With a blank expression but eyes wide with fear, he pointed towards the water. Johnny followed the direction of his gaze and saw a shadowy figure dragging something heavy through the unloved backstreets. The person became visible at the top of the steps leading to the water's edge. They heard humming in the air, as though the man was happy with his labour. 

Clinging to the back of the afflicted man and taking refuge in his rotten soul was a dybbuk, a creature from the domain of evil, the other side, the inversion of the divine. The salivating evil skeletal monster was leering over the man’s shoulder, delighting in the macabre process of humiliating the dead. The man kicked and rolled the luminous white broken body down the cold, wet stone steps. It broke the surface of the water with a splash.

“We must stop the murderer!” Noah blurted out, still in a trancelike state. “He will kill many more.”

“Hush. Hush,” Johnny whispered, his lips trembling behind his calming words.

The man did not attempt to hurry out of sight; instead, he turned to face them, and even from a distance, Johnny saw his face light up with macabre amusement. Dybbuks enjoyed prodding and tormenting those who might seek to bring them down. The overcrowding, depravity, poverty and decay of the East End streets was prime spreading grounds for those in a cosmic struggle against the divine. Johnny tried to suppress the rage worming around his brain. The war was being lost, and he didn’t want the creatures to rub up against his son. He needed to prevent his boy from entering a crusade.

There was a high-pitched shrieking full of insanity and never-ending spiritual pain. Johnny sensed there was not much separating them from the evil undertones of the docklands, where people disappeared daily. Father and son hurried from the scene, listening to the thud of their boots on the ground and hoping they weren’t being followed. In the carriage, they sat in vigilant silence.

As they entered the house, Johnny was pulled back into reality and met with Noah on the landing. The boy was yawning and appeared repaired and renewed. “What’s the matter, Noah?” he said gently, with tears starting to form in his eyes. “It’s still early. You’d better go back to bed.” He directed his son to his room.

With mangled emotions, Johnny sat by Noah’s bed. “I had a terrible dream,” the boy whispered with exhaustion. “It was so frightening and felt real. I saw the reflection of a creature in a well, and it had miniature versions of itself crawling like maggots under its skin. We must stop the murderer.”

In Johnny’s experience, after such a terrifying event, if one was able to return to sleep, it was most often deep and restorative, and by morning, much could be forgotten. “This time, when you shut your eyes, it will all disappear.” He rose and peered down at his son through watery eyes. He wanted to grasp hope and some meaning but was unsure where to find the answers he required.

****
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AS JOHNNY’S CARRIAGE drew up in front of William’s Georgian house, he noticed how the City had encroached on the property. Firs still lined the lawn, but the backdrop of the vast emerald fields and watery meadows had gone and were replaced by sprawling London streets and industry. He stepped out into the horizontal rain and rushed towards the front door. The butler, having heard the vehicle, was waiting under the porch. Johnny placed Alexander’s book on the entrance table, took off his hat and coat flashing the ruby-red lining and, embarrassed by the display of wealth, smiled uneasily as he handed it over to the man. He rubbed his eyes, puffy and red-rimmed from the long night of anxiety, picked up his book and ambled towards the breakfast room. He hesitated at the door.

Johnny turned the handle and stood within the frame. They were all there waiting at the long table placed horizontally to the glass doors, which looked out onto the terrace and garden. He slumped onto a chair opposite Iluka with William at one end and Mary at the other. Through the windows, he saw death in the moist petals of the roses and sensed a chill in the summer air. He sat staring at the book, unhinged and anxious. Wrapped in the hush of the room, his eyes travelled around, checking that nothing had changed since his last visit and that life moved along in an affirmed manner. The butler shuffled about, placing food on the table as, for a moment, he tried to recall the combination of events that had led him to call the early morning meeting. It all seemed ambiguous in the daylight.

He breathed deeply, gathering his strength and sanity. A waft of Mary’s perfume caught in his nose, reigniting the embers of his thoughts. He glanced up, and they exchanged smiles.

“You look tired, Johnny,” Mary said, opening the business ledger and picking up a pencil.

“This isn’t a business meeting,” Johnny said. “It’s personal – Noah. I think he’s inherited the family affliction.”

“He’ll learn to cope with it,” William said pragmatically. “Stop worrying about the boy.”

Johnny glanced around at them, comfortable, complacent, unwilling to act beyond anything other than making money. “I wasn’t prepared for it to happen. I don’t want my son to experience spirits passing through his flesh or being jumped into situations he has no control over, to sense dread when witnessing another's evil deeds or having painful recollections he doesn’t own.”

“There are advantages and disadvantages to having an infinite field of vision, but it is what pulled me from poverty,” Mary added. “It could be viewed as a gift.”

“For my people, it is an accepted way of life,” Iluka said, wanting to be reassuring. “It is from what angle you view things. With the right structures supporting the enlightened, they may come to understand and control their abilities.”

“You’re saying we should turn our backs on trapped spirits. They might have been considered valueless in life, but remember they were much loved when they were firstborn and are the inheritors of their parents' hopes and dreams, even if, in their time, they were unfulfilled. Taken prematurely, they deserve to exist a few more hours or days to finish their stories,” Mary said, her eyes glinting with tears. “I used to think myself lucky if I saw the break of day and would have not learnt to read without our gifts.”

“Both he and I witnessed the results of murder last night down at the Thames. Such trauma in one so young could damage his promising future. It’s a terrible legacy,” Johnny said.

“You’re seeking to place a wall around the dead so that past souls can no longer merge with the present and influence the future.”

“Mother, none of this is about you or me. I have done and seen so much evil I’m drained of grief and guilt. There are no feelings left in me except for my children. And what about the living? Noah could do so much for them if he takes the ordered route.”

“What about your other children? They are equally capable of taking up the mantle of everyday life,” Mary continued.

“So far, it seems that for them, the ground lays firmer underfoot,” Johnny muttered wistfully. “They are much younger.”

“Stop fretting, son. Everything seen at night takes on massive proportions. I will investigate the tragedy of this murder on his behalf. If it is resolved, the spirits won’t pull him in their direction.” Johnny watched the motion of the pencil scribbling notes as Mary spoke.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t have sent him to that posh school?” William said with a burst of annoyance. “Better to keep him close so we can all keep an eye on him – guide him. He could join Ed as a blacksmith or become my apprentice in the shop. Toughen him up so he can deal with anything. We’ll teach him to be strong and not turn him into some mushy-hearted gentleman.” Johnny watched William eating with relish, wishing the fine meal would slip down his throat as easily. “We all manage to lead double lives, and you can’t prevent destiny.”

“William’s right—the boy needs strong influences,” Mary interjected.

Johnny’s eyes stung as anger simmered. “So, you’re all happy in your ignorance. Eliza and I want Noah to go away to university so he may receive the best education possible.”

“No school can teach him how to live,” William said. “They will manipulate his mind and corrupt his thinking.”

Johnny glanced over at Iluka, hoping for support, but his eyes were cast down as he tried to extricate himself from the uncomfortable situation. “What do you think, Iluka?”

“Our way is to go on walkabout,” he mumbled. “Learning is important, but we get our education directly from surviving in the world. To grow, you need to go on your journey.”

“That’s where I’m different from you all. Learning from the greatest of minds can prevent you from stepping into the abyss. I’ve discovered much by reading. The events of last night prompted me to return to studying Alexander’s book.” He pushed his plate away, moved the large object into his line of vision, and took out a pair of wire-rim glasses. “I’ve turned ignorance into enlightenment.”

“Do we really want to plough over old ground?” Mary blurted. “Our insights have brought us good fortune. Perhaps our powers will leave us if we delve too deeply.”

“Mother, you call them powers, but I call them chains. A good education is the greatest gift. We need to understand that what has possessed our lives could have equally destroyed anyone of us.” Johnny wanted to articulate what he’d discovered. He dashed around the corridors of his mind, seeking the correct words, but found nothing adequate. Instead, he decided to read Alexander’s words directly. He ran his trembling finger along the lines in the book. “Two pages were stuck at the edges. I peeled them apart, and this is what I read.”

“Yesterday while worrying about my grandson Johnny’s strange behaviour, I lay on my back in the garden and gazing up at the streamers of light floating down through the trees, I saw a twinkling of truth. We are castaways stranded on an island. Our vision is limited as we stumble through our daily rituals. An object imbued with a message washes up on the shore something from another world. A random receiver comes across the message and is compelled to read it. The words make no direct sense but are a form of magic revealing that behind everything, other beings dance, directing us towards an unknown purpose or power.  I now believe that spiritual communications are buried within certain inanimate objects—keys left by others and deposited through time and space. Our incantations are not what give power to our creations; they just help us to pick up messages previously hidden in the rocks, gold and silver. Over time, this contact leaks into and transforms the receiver's soul. I pray it is not a poison message or snare placed by a malevolent being. I will pray for you, Johnny.”

“I think Alexander’s correct. What has happened to us is a deliberate action. Some other being has marched into our lives, causing us to witness diabolical deeds but without revealing how to navigate through hostile terrain.” Johnny glanced up and saw all three staring at him as though he were deranged.

“What others?” Mary blustered. “If someone sends a message in a bottle, it is usually because they need rescuing. And what objects are you talking about?”

“William’s watch, your star of David, my scorpion ring,” Johnny said, shrugging his shoulders as his words sounded ridiculous said aloud.

“You made your ring yourself,” Mary said, exasperated.

“I think Alexander means the message is in the metal, and the rituals of the process of making the jewellery described in this book allow it to be read. I followed the methods scribbled on these pages perfectly.”

“What does any of it matter if the messages are meaningless,” William said, appearing unaffected by the revelation. “Brother, you need to lie down and rest your fevered brain. Why worry when the purpose is unclear, and choice has been taken from us.”

“It is part of our way to believe everything on the planet has spirits and sends messages,” Iluka said, leaking tranquillity into the room. “Wanting what others have causes conflict and then a fight. At home, we dance out any anger or jealousy. Johnny, you desire that your son has a life you see others lead, but that can’t happen. Desire is dangerous and causes hate. Noah can’t have what others have, and neither can you. We must strive to be as we were meant to be, not to be like someone else. You know Noah needs no posh school – he loves learning and will teach himself. Don’t force him to follow false idols.”

“Thanks for your fine words, Iluka,” Johnny said sarcastically. “You think I’m wrong to want the best for Noah.”

“It’s not how we view things and you asked for what I think.”

“The point is if what Alexander says is true. I may keep my son from possessing any items made from this jeweller's recipe book or anyone else who has a fascination for ancient knowledge and powers,” Johnny said, shaking free of his anxiety, relieved that none of them thought him completely insane. “Besides, what if one day we cross paths with these other beings, the ones who scribe the messages?”

“Perhaps we already have,” Mary said, flashing him a silent warning.

“A book with such dangerous content should be buried with its owner,” Will said. Its influence is no longer relevant, as we live in an industrial world that is in direct opposition to Alexander’s beliefs.”

“Can’t you see the way things are manufactured is just a new way of summoning demons?” Johnny retorted, sensing his insanity. Everything in these modern times involves bending and manipulating natural substances and forces. Look at electricity, photography, and steam engines. It could all be a deadly process—an unleashing and interpretation of the celestial message in a bottle.”

“Send the boy to Ed,” William said firmly. “He is a sound fellow, hard-working and isn’t encumbered with our delusions. After all, he was the safest of hands for me and rescued me from horrors far worse than anything Noah has witnessed.”

“Ed doesn’t make any money, and neither will any of us soon,” Johnny said seriously.

“He doesn’t need to,” Will added. “Metal has already provided him with a good fortune. Gold sent him a fine message.” 

“I’m talking about Noah. There will be no need for blacksmiths in the future. Machines make metal goods much cheaper than people. Steamships come from the colonies bringing in vast amounts of wool and other crops. Our small patch of land produces tiny quantities compared to their huge swathes of land. Noah will need to follow a different path.”

Stepping into the Sewer
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Chapter Two
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Not wanting to appear as someone delighting in her success, Mary had discarded her fine clothes in favour of something plain leant to her by one of the servants. An air of wealth would be regarded as an insult by the occupants of the squalid dockland streets of the East End. People whose appearance indicated they belonged to the West End were despised and considered fair game to the savage street gangs. There was solidarity in their hate. Mary was without any safe company, determined to solve the mystery of the murder on her own. Reverently, she moved with her head bowed.

It was a sultry summer's day. Mary was exploring the area east of the Roman and medieval city walls and North of the River Thames and heading towards the Royal Docks, the river Lea being the eastern boundary. She wandered down the narrow streets between tenements corroded with poverty and neglect with ugliness on both sides of the road. Youths and drunkards strode by as though they owned the pavement, making crude remarks in her wake as they asserted their dominance. Doorsteps were packed with tangle-haired toddlers with dirty skin and clothed in rags, which left them almost naked. Older barefoot children stopped in their games to regard the stranger in hostile silence. Mary’s fear increased as she was forced to pass women leaning against the walls with their bare arms crossed beneath their bosoms who stopped gossiping with their neighbours to throw curses and vicious words in her direction. 

There was a bend in the road, and she saw she was drawing closer to the busiest river in the world. Her ears were blasted with an extraordinary and extending discordant symphony caused by activity on an industrial scale and added to this noise was the sound of a steam engine gathering speed.

Here, the pungent smell thickened, and the pulse of life was heavier and more tortured. The sight of the backbreaking toil was sickening. Public houses and squat shabby shops lay beneath the shadows of the storehouses and warehouses, which rose like cliffs in the sea of activity. Her gaze landed on the Dock House, where gentlemen commanded from on high, governing lesser beings as they raked in millions and spread their form of civilisation across the globe. Their wealth was unimaginable, and Mary understood how the vast increase in commerce had led intense political action to boil under the surface. They weren’t so different to the occupants below both dishonourable and emotionally crippled.

Leaning on a wall at the base of the building was the skeletal figure of a man. His parched lips were parted, and his eyes glazed with incomprehension at the strange way his life had flipped. From his appearance, he seemed like someone who was once considered of good conduct, a dutiful worker, not a wife beater or drinker, and probably was once popular with his family and friends.

Mary turned from the distressing sight and stood marvelling at the mesmerising scene. Enormous ships floated on the acres of water that stretched into the distance. Tall masts towered towards the sky with small figures climbing the rigging. Every form of craft littered the river: barges full of merchandise waiting for space to discharge their goods onto the dock, steamboats and tugs. Miles of walls sheltered the fleets while police and customs men moved amongst the throng ever vigilant for those willing to risk their lives in the pursuit of plunder. Not even the terror of execution or deportation could keep the impoverished from stealing.

Mary pushed past the carters, porters, hungry day labourers, sailors, a clerk rushing around while studying a book and groups of ladies and gentlemen being guided towards waiting coaches. Trying to make themselves invisible, the poor immigrants moved like shadows through the multitudes. 

Hot and exhausted, Mary sat on a barrel and watched the dust-covered workmen, black from lugging sacks of coal or white from flour, heading towards wagons. Others moved slowly, with their backs bent, carrying meat and heavy bales. There were crates of wine, and tobacco also making their way to the warehouses of the rich.

Mary’s eyes flicked away from the glaring water, and she realised she’d arrived at her destination. Over the road was the shop which traded in wild beasts positioned close to the water to be near the shipping routes. Locked in a cage and deliberately displayed to attract an audience was a large cat, which, to Mary, appeared more dead than alive. On the higher ground was The London Inn with its backyard and steps going down to the river. It was here amongst the pub's customers where she thought the information would be found. 

Outside the building and running down the hill, the area was packed tight with a dense mix of hard-drinking men, sailors, thieves and prostitutes, their faces rust-coloured from exposure to torturous weather. 

Mary spotted two women standing together in the shade of the lower wall. In the eyes of men, women are the rot in the soil that makes the flowers grow, Mary pondered dismally. One was young, pregnant, and leaning on a stick, and the other was taller, had red hair, and was more robust in appearance. Both were young enough to be dreamers, still hopeful for a break in their mundane and fraught lives. Not far away, a man in a shabby grey suit lingered, smoking his pipe. I must be careful, Mary thought. Watch my tongue. The murderer could be standing close. 

“It’s a hot day. May I share your cool space?” she said, strolling towards the girls. They nodded and regarded her with dull-eyed indifference. 

“What’s your business in these parts,” the older woman asked, her hands on her hips and her shoulders thrust forward, confronting Mary. “The folks here don’t tolerate new faces.”

There was arguing coming from the courtyard above and Mary glimpsed the shabby man who’d been standing too close run up the steps. With him out of the way, Mary was less loathed to speak.  “In truth, I’m here looking for a couple of girls to take on some small roles in my theatre.”

“Well, that wouldn’t be enough to pay the rent,” the redhead said.

“That would be no good to me, would it, Harriet?” the fragile woman said, laughing and addressing her friend. “I’ve got a gammy leg. Had it since birth – born with no muscle. I can hardly walk without my stick.”

“I can provide shelter,” Mary replied in a nervous tone. “Besides, I have a second sight and can see your son growing up strong with the legs of a dancer.”

“Are you nuts,” the woman blurted with a look of dismay. “He’s more likely to die in the workhouse.”

“Why not take a chance on me then?” Mary had derailed. She’d just wanted to shrink the gap between them, and what better way than a generous act? Not for a moment had she planned on taking on two more girls who seemed to possess no redeeming features, but perhaps that was why.

“You could be worse than what we’ve already got,” the older woman said sadly. “Besides, we’re undeserving of any kindness.” 

“We know nothing about you. You could be part of the gang taking and murdering the girls from here and about,” the young woman said, glancing nervously around.

“Be quiet, Emilia,” Harriet scolded. “Who knows who's listening.”

“Doesn’t that make it more important to leave?”

“It’s the same all over, love. Girls vanish all the time,” Harriet added. “We’d be no safer on the stage. Some of the men that pay us attention come from the fashionable parts of London.”

“Those girls didn’t disappear, at least not for long. They were found in the Thames, and the injuries inflicted on their bodies was something terrible,” Emilia said.

“Is there anyone around here with a history of violence against women?” Mary bravely asked.

“Everyone in trousers,” Harriet said as both girls laughed at the ridiculousness of the question.

“We did have our suspicions and told the police, but they don’t care about us working girls,” Emilia said, staring into the void. “I think I’d like to be on the stage,” the woman mused. “Could I keep my baby?”

“Those girls probably didn’t pay the moneylender, and we all know what he’s like,” Harriet said, her face colouring with bashful anguish. She fell silent as the man in the shabby grey suit reappeared and pushed close with a savage expression. The women trembled. Mary looked away and gawped at the spangled light dipping between the buildings. 

“What are you whores gossiping about?” he demanded, thrusting his face close to Harriet’s and spitting out his hate. “If you don’t have any customers, you can relieve your master.” His hands planted on Harriet’s breasts and twisted, and then he dropped the other to her skirt. Mary’s emotions tossed about like a ship on a rough sea out of control and broken. Although she’d seen sights of uninvited molestation before, the blatant act in broad daylight was beyond hideous. Rage roared in her head. She was in a spitting fury. 

Standing behind the man, she shot words at him that she had forgotten the moment they had left her lips. She tugged at his grimy coat. He turned to rid himself of the annoyance. “Get gone, you stupid woman or you’ll be next.” Having lost all her control, Mary struck him hard around the face.

Harriet, with her back against the wall, slid out from behind the man’s body while he was momentarily stunned. She grabbed Mary by the wrist and reached out for Emilia’s hand. “Come on. We’re done for,” she shouted and pulled the two women along as though dragging them from a rip-tide. Emilia limped as fast as she could with the help of her friend, who threw over crates in their wake. The strong woman led the way down alleys and dark places away from the main throng to escape the group of men giving chase.

“If they catch us, we’ll all be in the Thames,” Harriet said angrily as her pace dwindled and she gasped at the air. “What were you thinking doing such a mad thing?”

“I couldn’t help it – I didn’t mean to cause harm,” Mary said, overwhelmed with humiliation and shocked by her unpredictable behaviour.

“Where’s this theatre of yours?” the woman said, forcing them to run again as she heard and sensed hostility baring down on them. 

“The West End.”

“We’ll head there.”

As Mary hoisted her skirt to run again, she thought of the large cat in the cage dismally consuming raw meat. She sensed an affinity with the creature and for all those who should be set free.

Riots
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Chapter Three
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Noah was the hub of his family and enjoyed the privileged position of being the eldest son of his doting father, Johnny, and his mother, Eliza. His uncle William, Iluka, Moses, and most of the Jewish cooperative had always been there in his life, ready to rush in and help each time he fell. Now they’d all gathered under the early morning sky thick with soot and dirt to join a contingent of the unemployed, the steady stream of destitute immigrants and the more established impoverished numbering six thousand at Clerkenwell Green. The only people missing were kindly Ed, who hadn’t wanted to be involved, having experienced enough battles in his own life, Mary and his mother, Eliza. He was shielded by the familiar, the earthy odours of the working man, the heat from the tightly packed bodies, the cobbles beneath his feet, dark alleys and cool shadows of the narrow streets and the faces of friends and companions. 

Noah shivered with the thrill of the crusade, flicked his raven fringe out of his dark blue irises and gazed around. Beneath the shroud of black, red flags and banners, he viewed the starving, physically frail and afflicted, restless with earnest expressions and inner strength and determination burning from their eyes. Others gathered were neatly dressed, respectable artisans, craftsmen and shopkeepers. 

The protesters’ accumulated concerns and a need for a solution had reached a small number of wealthy supporters. They faced their enemy in clean, well-made clothes and hid the shame they felt for any vested interests, as their lives of excess didn’t prevent them from pitying the poor. Boldly on behalf of the workers, they advocated better working conditions, an eight-hour day and for the government to bring in measures for ‘outdoor relief’ to provide benefits for those out of work. Amongst them, the anarchists theorised and thoughtfully disdained the wealthy and the law.

On this day, factory hooters and the old farmer’s songs fell silent. Industrialisation had caused unemployment and the vanishing of old customs and traditions as people focused on relieving hunger and praying the certainties of their working life would be renewed. In desperate hope, the crowd calmly and quietly listened intently to those standing on a platform shouting their perceived truths, all equally aware of the lies whispered behind the fog of government pretence. They were all like-minded people who’d gravitated together, forming a cohesive presence that made their voices louder.

Albert Morris, standing on an improvised stage, addressed the crowd. He spoke boldly and fearlessly despite the large presence of police and a supplement of soldiers mounted on horseback. Other members of law enforcement mingled with what they perceived to be anarchists, ready to strike even though there was no signs of disorder or violence. 

“The government say we’re in a period of deep recession, but they do not suffer. It is you, the working people of England, who have no jobs through no fault of your own or are starving due to seasonal layoffs,” Morris said authoritatively. “Grotesque inequalities and the underlying misery of unemployment have caused our discontent and hatred for parliament and the injustices of capitalism. The privileged pretend the poor don’t exist but expect them to lick their boots. Should the starving apologise for needing more? You will have your revenge.”

The crowd cheered their agreement, demonstrating their approval of Morris’s fiery words.

“Today, you’re not alone. Large crowds have assembled at various meeting points throughout London to voice their opposition to the existing order of society, and we will march to unite with their number. When workers are of no use, they are discarded and viewed as a dormant disease which needs to be kept suppressed, but today, we will become virulent and won’t be ignored anymore.” To an outpouring of encouragement confirmative voices and applause Morris stepped from the podium. 

“Johnny, your friend seems to think having money is a bad thing, but he dresses like a wealthy man,” William moaned, glancing around anxiously. “Where I come from, it’s not a sin to be rich. I can see why Ed didn’t want to be involved.”

Noah remembered the many times he’d heard Mary, Ed and Will expressing how their good fortune delighted them and how fearful they were of returning to the dark days of their youth. He listened to them lamenting their losses and the need they had to distance themselves from those who might
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