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One


[image: image]


[image: image]haim Wetzel learned at an early age that the streets of London were as likely to be paved with horror as with gold. On more than one occasion he’d seen the skeletal, wasted remains of some poor wretch being dragged away, unloved and unremembered, to a pauper’s grave. He’d become accustomed to the many random acts of violence and cruelty that went unpunished in the mean neighbourhood where he lived. He’d heard it said that everybody gets what they deserve. He didn’t believe it any more. Who deserves to be born into a hell on earth?


He also knew that somewhere, just a few miles away from Spitalfields, there was another London. Here there was wealth and grandeur, concerts and feasts. Great gentlemen and ladies attended lavish balls and stepped straight from sumptuous red carpets into their fine carriages.


Chaim was standing on the corner of Bell Lane and Wentworth Street on the February day in 1839 it all began. He was looking for a boy by the name of Israel Lazarus. Israel was thirteen, Chaim two years older. Israel was a distant cousin as well as a neighbour and, like Chaim, attended the Jews’ Free School. At least, he used to.


Chaim couldn’t shift the great plug of unease that had been lodged in his throat ever since Israel disappeared. With two other children to raise and a husband in the burial ground on North Street, Israel’s mother was in no position to search for her son, though she was sick with worry. It had fallen on Chaim to look for young Israel.


The trouble was, it was two days since Chaim had sighted Israel being swallowed up in the thronged streets. They’d had a furious quarrel in the moments before Israel went off with another boy, refusing to even listen to Chaim’s pleas to him to come home.


There was sleet in the air that afternoon. It stung Chaim’s eyes and made him squeeze the collar of his thin jacket tight shut against the whipping wind. To his great disappointment, the first familiar voice he heard wasn’t Israel’s. It belonged to Moses Cohen, a pupil monitor at the Jews’ Free School. The job of the monitors was to teach the younger children reading, writing and mathematics under the supervision of the schoolmaster. But Moses thought he was a real k’nocker, a bigshot who didn’t have anything to do with the younger boys.


‘Are you still looking for Israel?’ Moses asked.


‘You know I am.’


Moses gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘You might as well look for stars in a puddle,’ he observed. ‘He’s moved on to pastures new, you mark my words. The little putz has done a runner.’


‘You’re wrong,’ Chaim told him. ‘He wouldn’t do that. Israel’s a good boy.’


‘That’s not what I’ve heard,’ Moses said. ‘Fighting and stealing’s his game lately, ain’t it?’


‘Where did you hear that?’ Chaim asked. He felt humiliated that Israel’s shameful behaviour had become public knowledge.


‘It hardly matters,’ Moses said. ‘The point is, I know. You’re not denying it, are you?’


‘Do you want to hear me admit it?’ Chaim said. ‘There, it’s done. You’re right. Israel’s been getting into a lot of trouble recently. But why would he just walk out of school without a word? He wouldn’t worry his mother like this. He’s devoted to her.’


‘What do you know?’ Moses scoffed. ‘You only see what you want to see. Take my advice. The little shtoonk has found himself work and a bed somewhere. You won’t see him again.’


‘What’s the matter with you, Moses?’ Chaim snapped. ‘Why do you always have to think the worst of people?’


By way of an answer, Moses pointed wearily towards the end of the road. ‘That’s why.’


Chaim knew very well what he was pointing at. Spitalfields, so close to the City of London, was a maze of dank, narrow courts. Many of the houses in the labyrinthine slum were mouldering with age, their time-grimed walls teetering on lakes of filth, endlessly fed by ditches, open sewers and cesspits. The backwash of humanity ended up here. Even at this hour, on the steps of Christ Church there were half a dozen starving children. Not one of them had a home to go to so they huddled together in their pitiful rags and shivered. Chaim looked at their wasted, shrunken faces and he couldn’t help wonder if that was what lay in store for poor, wayward Israel.


‘If you don’t know by now why I always think the worst,’ Moses said, ‘then I feel sorry for you.’ He pinched Chaim’s cheeks. ‘Face facts, my friend, these streets are full of human wolves ready to gobble up the first little lamb to wander by. Forget about Israel and look out for yourself. It’s the only way to get on in this world.’


With that, he went on his way, shoving through crowds of ragged people. Chaim watched him go, seething with shame and embarrassment. Moses was right, of course. But no matter what misfortune had befallen Israel, if he was able to put one foot in front of the other, he would find his way home to his mother.


Chaim waited another half hour, hopping from one foot to the other. The soles of his boots were so thin that the cold of the pavement struck right through into his feet. It was a bad day to be standing on a street corner looking for a lost child. He was about to go when he saw a pinched, familiar face among the strangers.


Chaim’s heart leaped. His patience had been rewarded. It was Israel.


Chaim was just going to call his name when he saw that Israel wasn’t alone. Two boys were walking one either side of him. Each had hold of one of Israel’s arms. They reminded Chaim of a pair of gaolers accompanying a prisoner. One was red-haired, about thirteen. Chaim recognized him as the boy Israel had gone off with two days earlier. The other was older with lank, dark hair that fell onto his collar. He was maybe seventeen or eighteen. Though his clothes had seen better days, they were flamboyant enough to make a statement. He was a big man in the neighbourhood. The older boy was wearing a brown velveteen coat, breeches, lace-up half boots and white cotton stockings. He had a dark blue belcher handkerchief around his neck and a battered stovepipe hat jammed on his skull. The brim of the hat was drawn low over his eyes and the belcher was partly pulled up over his mouth to offer some protection against the biting cold.


Chaim continued his vigil for a minute or so. He decided against announcing himself. He would have little chance if Israel’s companions were to turn on him. It wouldn’t help Israel much either, if it alerted his captors to the fact that somebody was looking for him. He would probably vanish for good.


Falling in behind the trio, Chaim tailed them as far as Flower and Dean Street. He drew a deep breath. It was a notorious neighbourhood, even for the East End. It had a deserved reputation as a den of thieves. Here, at the top end, the street was fifteen or sixteen feet wide. At the far end it narrowed to no more than ten. From the upper windows, the residents could almost shake hands across the street.


Chaim allowed Israel and his guardians thirty seconds, then followed them into the heart of the Flowery, as the neighbourhood was known. Most of the houses were three stories of smoke-blackened brick and timber. Around them clustered shanties of timber frames and courts that were little more than shambles of brickwork, filthy water and dirt. The street was full of common doss houses where you could get a night’s lodging for as little as two or three pence, though you might have to share the room with lice and bedbugs. If you ever sank low enough you had to sleep sitting up, leaning against a rope tied across the room.


Chaim pursued his quarry as far as a narrow, gloomy alley. It led to a makeshift wooden bridge that spanned an open sewer. The planks were slippery with green slime. Taking care not to give himself away, Chaim crept after them. Eventually, they entered a large, crumbling tenement, propped up by a wooden beam. Chaim stood outside.


He’d told his mother he wouldn’t be late but it was going dark already and the gas lights were stuttering to life all around him. Even so, he would never forgive himself if he abandoned Israel now. After some hesitation, Chaim tried the door. It opened to admit him into a gloomy hallway. Hearing the tread of the three boys on the stairs, Chaim started up after them. He’d got as far as the second floor when he heard people talking on the landing above. If he took another step, he’d be bound to be spotted. Heart pounding, he shrank back, looking round desperately for somewhere to hide. He felt a door-knob at his back. Twisting it hurriedly, he let himself into the room.


‘Oi,’ a female voice protested behind him, ‘what’s your game?’


Chaim spun round to see a shabbily-dressed young woman, no older than he was, sitting in a worn armchair. Her toes were poking through her boots.


‘You gave me a right turn,’ she said. ‘I thought it might be … well, no matter.’


‘I need to stay out of sight for a while,’ Chaim said.


‘It sounds like we both had the same idea,’ the girl said. ‘I come down here from time to time to be on my own. Lord knows, I don’t get much in the way of privacy.’ She stirred herself. ‘Look, you’d better leave. I ain’t sharing my little refuge with nobody.’


‘Shush, will you?’ Chaim said, gesturing desperately to get her to pipe down. ‘You’re going to give me away with your yap. I’d pay you to keep shtum.’


At the mention of money, a light came into her eyes. ‘How much?’


Chaim winced. He only had two penny pieces to his name and he was loath to give them up. ‘I’ll give you a penny,’ he hissed. ‘Just be quiet.’


‘Make it two,’ the girl replied, ‘and you’re on.’ She pinched finger and thumb together. ‘Show me the colour of your money. Betsy Alder don’t trust nobody.’ Chaim wondered how Betsy could have guessed how much he had on him. Aware that he was in a weak bargaining position, he tossed a penny on the bed. Betsy snatched it up and it vanished into the folds of her faded green dress.


‘You can have that now,’ he said. ‘The other will follow when I know you’re not going to give me away. I don’t trust nobody neither.’


He listened at a door for a few minutes then eased it open a crack. As he prepared to leave, he felt Betsy’s bony fingers dig into the flesh of his upper arms.


‘Oh no you don’t,’ she said. ‘Another penny, if you please.’


Chaim handed it over. He’d been hoping to get away before she could call him back. ‘Now you keep your side of the bargain,’ he said. ‘I’m going to have a look upstairs.’


At that, Betsy’s face drained of colour. ‘Upstairs? What do you want to go there for?’


Chaim whispered his reply. ‘They’ve got my friend.’


‘This friend,’ Betsy asked, ‘he don’t go by the name of Izzy, do he?’


She had Chaim’s attention. ‘That’s right, his name’s Israel Lazarus.’


‘So who’s looking for him?’ Betsy asked guardedly. ‘Got a name, have you?’


‘It’s Chaim. Chaim Wetzel.’


‘You don’t want to follow him in there,’ she whispered. ‘That’s the Rat Boys’ lair, that is. You’ve heard about Samuel Rector and his devil children, ain’t you? It’s my home too and I wish to God it wasn’t. It ain’t no place for decent folks, if you get my meaning. The day Izzy threw his lot in with Samuel, he put himself beyond salvation, just like me. If he’s in there, you’ve already lost him. God washes his hands of any poor wretch that winds up here.’


‘Don’t talk like that,’ Chaim retorted. ‘I’m here to take him home.’


Chaim had heard the stories about Rector and his infamous lair. The word on the street made him out to be half-giant, half-demon from Hell.


‘Not while Samuel Rector lives and breathes, you ain’t,’ Betsy said. ‘You don’t want to go tangling with the guv’nor. He’s a bad ’un and no mistake.’ She darted panicky looks around the room, as if Samuel might step out of the shadows at any moment. Her voice was breaking. ‘Why, if Samuel knew I’d helped somebody track down one of his Rat Boys, he’d slit my gizzard for me.’


 ‘You keep quiet about me,’ Chaim said, unsettled by the terror in her eyes, ‘and I’ll keep quiet about you.’ He’d heard the name Samuel Rector but he still wondered why the man terrified poor Betsy so. ‘Agreed?’


Betsy nodded. Together, they stood at the door, listening. After a couple of minutes, Chaim heard at least half a dozen people going downstairs, their boots scraping on the floorboards out on the landing.


‘That sounds like the entire gang,’ Betsy said, ‘right down to your friend, the new boy.’


‘Then I’ll be on my way,’ Chaim murmured. ‘Thanks, Betsy.’ He paused at the door. ‘You’re very pretty, you know. Did anybody ever tell you that?’


‘Men say it all the time,’ Betsy answered. ‘They only start their flattery because they want something from me.’


Chaim shrugged. ‘Well, it’s true and I mean it sincerely.’ He held her gaze. ‘Don’t worry, I don’t want anything from you.’


Once the Rat Boys’ footsteps reached the front door, Chaim ventured out onto the landing and peered down over the banister. Israel was now part of a substantial group. There were eight or nine boys, ranging from thirteen to eighteen years of age and an older individual, a great bear of a man. This had to be the one Betsy was afraid of, the notorious thief-trainer.


Chaim waited until the gang had set off down the street, then followed them onto Rose Lane, across Wentworth Street and into an alley lit by a single lamp. At the end of that dismal, dark street there was an old-style gin palace, the kind that was everywhere in the days of the old King, before strong ale became the tipple of choice. Chaim gazed apprehensively into the smoke-filled taproom and wondered if he dared go in. The atmosphere inside was hot and humid in sharp contrast to the winter chill outside. Gaslights flickered in the gathering gloom. He looked at the drinkers dressed in their fustian or cheap cotton, swallowing down tumblers of gin punch. Chaim drew the attention of a man with muttonchop whiskers and retreated into the alley to ponder his next move.


He was still wondering what to do when a woman with gin-ravaged features pushed past, and vanished into the shadows. For a moment he thought she must be a ghost but there was a simpler explanation. He’d failed to notice the disguised alley over to his left. He pursued her through pitch darkness to the far end and saw her slip through a rotting doorway. On the other side of the door he could hear the sound of raised voices and barking dogs. There was another sound, the unmistakeable squeal of rodents. It was a ratting contest. Chaim knew he was bound to be challenged the moment he tried to enter so he searched the walls for an open window. He was in luck. A hurried scramble up the flaking brickwork and he was inside.


He dropped lightly to the floor and looked around. He was standing in a disused gallery overlooking the ground floor. Below him the ratting was underway. The hubbub was deafening. The crowd, mostly men, were clutching betting slips and pots of ale. They were shouting and cursing at the tops of their voices as a mastiff tore a stream of attacking rats to shreds. In addition to the yelling of the men, the barking of the dogs and the scream of the rats, there was much clanking of dog chains as terriers and bulldogs strained to break free of their leashes and join in the fight.


Chaim had heard about these gatherings though he’d never seen one. Around the walls were tubs and barrels, railed boxes and kennels. The rat pit was in the middle, surrounded by boards about four feet high. On a shelf that ran round the full perimeter of the rat pit were many iron-wire cages of squealing rats, scratching to be free. On either side of the rat pit there was a blazing brazier. For a moment Chaim stared at the bulging-eyed audience and wondered at mankind’s cruelty. Then his attention strayed back to the mastiff in the pit which was finishing off a pair of sewer rats the size of cats. The mastiff’s owner staggered forward, clutching a pewter tankard and his winnings.


‘See that,’ he roared drunkenly, ‘my Caesar could clear the whole of London of its rats. Just look at him. He’s killed twenty of the blighters and he hasn’t even got started.’


Some of the audience who’d bet on the dog killing fewer started booing and whistling. A moment later, they fell silent. Samuel Rector had made his appearance, followed by his Rat Boys. Some of the onlookers fell back. They whispered in awe of Rector and his entourage. Some said Rector was just a vicious thug. Others hinted that he was so much more. The fearsome mastiff Caesar registered their approach in his own way, whimpering and retreating into a corner of the pen with his tail between his legs. There he cowered, the whites of his eyes showing.


‘Devil children,’ hissed one man.


‘And the Satan of Spitalfields himself,’ murmured another.


The Rat Boys fanned out across the floor, taking command of the room. Chaim leaned forward. His heart was pounding. Please God, don’t let them see me. He clung to the shadows and watched the group’s progress. Rector stood with his legs akimbo, dominating the scene. So this was the man who’d ordered Israel’s abduction.


‘Don’t go quiet on account of me,’ Samuel told the crowd. ‘Let nobody say Samuel Rector ever spoiled another man’s pleasure.’ He ran his gaze over the assembly. ‘Who wants to see my party piece?’


‘Go on, Sammy,’ one man shouted. ‘I’ll bet a shiny shilling that you lift seven of the blighters tonight.’


Immediately, the rest of the crowd started shouting their bets. Chaim wondered what they were betting on. He soon found out when two of Samuel’s lieutenants, including the dark-haired boy in the top hat, lifted a barrel into the rat pit. The betting rose to fever pitch. Chaim leaned forward.


Samuel shrugged off his woollen great coat and his dark blue frock coat, then handed his billycock hat to one of his boys. Next, he peeled off his shirt to reveal a greyish vest underneath. His thick, muscular arms were bare and criss-crossed with scars. He stood there for a moment or two, most probably for effect, Chaim thought, then nodded to the two boys. They removed the lid from the barrel and Samuel shoved his arm inside. Instantly, there came from the barrel a deafening chorus of rodent squeals and shrieks. Now Chaim understood. The vermin had been starved to the point of madness. Samuel glanced across the room at a man with a fob watch. The man counted to thirty. Not once did Samuel flinch or give any indication that he might be in pain. No wonder the people of the abyss thought him more than human. For a moment Chaim felt sour bile rise in his throat. He thought he was going to be sick.


‘Time’s up!’ the time-keeper shouted.


Samuel removed his arm from the barrel and the two boys secured the lid. At least ten rats were clinging to Samuel’s arm, biting and tearing for all they were worth. It was a stomach-turning spectacle. But it was about to get worse. Without so much as flinching, Samuel marched over to one of the braziers and plunged his arm into the red hot coals. Chaim stared hard at Samuel’s flesh. Why didn’t it blister? Is this how he earned the name Satan of Spitalfields? The rats were less well-protected than the man on whom they were feasting. The dying creatures’ squeals were like fingernails on slate.


‘Eleven rats,’ the time-keeper shouted. ‘Let’s see any winning bets.’


There were none.


Samuel’s dark eyes feasted on the rats as they burned. Once his appetite for dead rodents was satisfied, he turned towards Israel who’d been looking on in horror.


‘See this young gent?’ Samuel shouted to the throng. ‘He wants to join my Rat Boys. Ain’t that right, Israel?’


‘Taking up with the Hebrews now, are you, Sammy?’ a man from the crowd shouted. There was sarcasm in the question.


In response, Samuel stiffened and swept the crowd with his eyes, searching for the speaker. ‘Is that a problem?’ His dark eyes seemed to spear the man. ‘Oh, it’s you O’Shaughnessy. Still a warehouseman at the London Dock?’


‘Y-es,’ O’Shaughnessy said warily.


O’Shaughnessy was in the company of a woman in her late twenties or early thirties. He was reluctant to lose face in front of her but retreat was called for.


‘But that’s not your major source of income, is it? Who’s that, with you? It wouldn’t be the lovely Kitty Flaherty, would it?’


‘You know exactly who I am, Samuel,’ Mrs Flaherty retorted.


‘I see you’re as fiery as ever, Kit. I do miss our little skirmishes.’


Samuel made his way towards her and patted her cheek. She recoiled and flashed him a look of pure hatred. That only made him laugh.


Mrs Flaherty slapped his hand away. ‘Get away from me, Samuel Rector.’


O’Shaughnessy looked put out by the exchange but he wasn’t fool enough to pick a fight with Samuel.


‘What’s your latest sideline, O’Shaughnessy?’ Samuel asked, shifting his gaze from Mrs Flaherty to her companion. ‘Is it housebreaking, street robbery, or have you found something more lucrative?’


O’Shaughnessy blanched.


Samuel held his gaze. ‘That’s right, I know my territory inside out. You think you’ve got my measure? Well, I’m the one with the all-seeing eye.’ He let the words sink in and pressed forward through the crowd towards O’Shaughnessy. ‘Now, I just asked you if you had anything against my young Hebrew friend. What’s your answer?’


‘No,’ O’Shaughnessy answered hurriedly, ‘nothing at all. You know me, Sammy, when I’ve had a tankard or two of porter I do let my mouth run away with me.’


‘Here’s a piece of advice,’ Samuel said, ‘one that may save your life, O’Shaughnessy. Watch who you’re taking a pop at in future. You might just pick the wrong man.’ He glanced at Mrs Flaherty. ‘I thought you’d have given your flunkey better advice, Kit. He’s going to get himself killed, the way he’s behaving.’


Mrs Flaherty remained cool. O’Shaughnessy, on the other hand, was trying to babble an apology but Samuel was having none of it.


‘One more thing,’ he said, ‘the next time you address yours truly, don’t call me Sammy. I don’t appreciate it. It’s got to be Samuel or Mr Rector or guv’nor. Is that understood?’


‘Sure, Sa— I mean, Mr Rector.’


Some of the men around O’Shaughnessy shook their heads at him. Samuel had made him lose face in front of the entire criminal fraternity.


Samuel turned his attention back to Israel. ‘Did my boys tell you there was an initiation ritual?’


Israel, quite terrified, shook his head.


‘It’s like this, see,’ Samuel said. ‘A Rat Boy ain’t a Rat Boy until he’s eaten a rat.’ He enjoyed the look of disgust on Israel’s face, then plucked a charred rodent corpse from the coals. ‘Don’t you worry, though. It don’t have to be a raw one.’ He dangled the roasted vermin. ‘They take a bit too much chewing. Here’s one that’s well cooked. That’s right, he’s toasted through to his wicked, little heart.’ He handed it to Israel by the tail. ‘Eat up. Six bites should do it.’


Israel took the rat and stared at it. Mrs Flaherty tried to intercede.


‘Don’t make him do this, Samuel,’ she protested. ‘He’s just a child.’


‘Keep out of my business, Kit,’ Samuel warned.


Then, grimacing, Israel raised it to his lips and prepared to take a bite. Chaim could see the tears welling up in his eyes. He wanted to stop him, but he didn’t dare reveal himself. Before Israel could tear off a single morsel Samuel clapped him on the back and tossed the rat back in the brazier.


‘That’ll do,’ he said, glancing at Mrs Flaherty. ‘I only wanted to see if you’d obey me.’ He put his arm round Israel’s shoulder. ‘Good lad. You’re Sammy’s boy now. You’re in.’ He raised the boy’s arm. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, a toast. To our latest Rat Boy.’


Israel was treated to loud acclamation, though Chaim noticed that, here and there, some of those present looked sullen and resentful, none more so than O’Shaughnessy who was slinking from the room. Mrs Flaherty stayed for a moment, staring at Samuel with barely-disguised hatred, then followed O’Shaughnessy outside.


‘Was it something I said?’ Samuel quipped.


Two thirds of the room laughed. The rest looked away. Even now, Chaim noticed that one woman was kissing a small crucifix on a chain before tucking it into the bodice of her dress. The Rat Boys were feared and loathed in equal measure. Once the betting on the rat fights had resumed, Samuel took Israel to one side. Chaim, listening from above in the balcony, managed to follow some of the conversation. The rest he guessed.


‘You’re one of us now, Izzy,’ Samuel said. ‘I’ve got a very important job for you.’


‘What is it?’ Israel asked.


‘Not yet, young Sir, not yet,’ Samuel said. ‘You’ve got an apprenticeship to serve first. The boys will show you the ropes and introduce you to our company’s general business.’


Chaim had been craning forward to hear every syllable. To his horror, he leaned just that bit too far and his cap fell from his head. He watched it fall and land with a loud slap on the floor by Samuel’s right boot. Chaim threw himself back from the balustrade but not before Samuel had spotted the sudden movement on the balcony.


‘Who’s there?’ he demanded.


Chaim flattened himself against the wall.


‘We’ve got a spy up there,’ Samuel roared. ‘A guinea for the man or boy who catches the white-livered cur.’


There wasn’t even time to check for passers-by on the street outside. Chaim closed his eyes and forced himself to jump out of the window through which he’d gained entry. He fell heavily, the jarring impact shuddering through his spine and exploding in his skull. Scrambling groggily to his feet, he pounded down the alley and ran in the direction of Brick Lane. The gin palace spewed his pursuers into the night, cursing and shouting. Chaim didn’t break his stride. His hair was damp with sweat in spite of the cold. At the corner of one alley, a strong arm grabbed him and a hand covered his mouth.


‘Down that way,’ the man hissed. ‘I’ll send them the wrong way.’ He shoved Chaim on his way. ‘I owe the guv’nor for what he did to me tonight.’


It was O’Shaughnessy. Mrs Flaherty was standing next to him.


‘Thank you,’ Chaim said, glancing back gratefully.


‘Forget it,’ Mrs Flaherty replied, ‘we’re not doing it for you. We owe Mr Rector one. Now get on your toes boy, and good luck.’


On and on Chaim ran, but he wasn’t safe yet. He was keenly aware of the thudding beat of his boots on the cobbles. Every time a pedestrian turned a corner his heart pattered. The city was alive with horrors, but where were the Rat Boys? Suddenly, he heard an ominous scuttering sound behind him. It was them. His pursuers were swarming through the narrow streets, light, agile and remorseless. Some closed on him from behind, others tried to outflank him, forcing him to backtrack. He skidded to a halt, darting glances. He soon saw a blur go past on the opposite side of the road. Then he realized who it was.


Top Hat.


Chaim turned to escape down the alley to his right but the red-haired boy had also appeared, blocking his way.


‘We’ve got him cornered, Noah,’ he shouted at Top Hat.


Chaim retreated a few steps, his heart pounding.


‘Good work, Malachy,’ Noah said.


Chaim knew he had only seconds to make his getaway before the rest of the crowd arrived.


‘Come on then,’ Noah sneered, reading his intentions, ‘try it. See if you can get past me.’


Chaim chose what he thought was the easier option and lunged at the smaller, slighter Malachy. Still sore from the fall, he was no match for the agile Malachy. The Rat Boy skipped across and lashed out with his right leg, catching Chaim’s ankle and sending him crashing to the ground. Chaim jarred his elbow but there was no time to nurse the injury. He rolled over on his back and saw both Noah and Malachy looking down at him.


‘Get up,’ Noah ordered, dragging Chaim to his feet. ‘Oh, Samuel’s going to enjoy meeting you. He don’t like spies.’


‘No,’ Malachy confirmed, ‘he don’t like them one bit. He scalped a man once for sticking his nose in. He’ll rip your heart out, and eat it with boiled potatoes and cabbage.’


Noah and Malachy were grinning fit to burst, obviously anticipating a rich reward for delivering Chaim to the guv’nor. The smiles lasted only a few seconds. Suddenly, Malachy screamed. Out of nowhere, there had come a sudden rush of scalding heat. His clothes were on fire.


‘What the devil?’ he cried.


He tore off his jacket and set about beating out the flames. Simultaneously, Noah spun round to see what had caused Malachy’s clothing to catch light so inexplicably.


‘Who the ’ell are you?’ he demanded, seeing a shadowy figure approaching.


The stranger simply stretched out his arms. Instantly, a second searing jet of flame cleaved open the gloom and temporarily illuminated the newcomer’s face. It seemed to have boiled up from within him and sprung from his fingertips. Impossible, Chaim thought, just impossible.


‘Run!’ the stranger told Chaim, taking advantage of Noah and Malachy’s surprise.


Chaim didn’t need further encouragement. He spun round and fled, still wondering how the stranger had harnessed those intense jets of flame. He raced through the streets as if all the legions of Hell were on his heels. He lost his saviour along the way but he hardly cared. Soon he was climbing the stairs to the three rooms he shared with his mother, father and sister Rebekah. That night, as he lay awake in bed, he had two questions for the night. What had Israel got himself into and who was the mysterious stranger who had probably saved his life?





Two


[image: image]


From the diary of Arthur Strachan, deputy chief engineer, London Commercial Railway
Monday, 4 February, 1839


[image: image]t has been a most perplexing week. Work on the new line from Minories to Blackwall, hitherto progressing at a most satisfactory rate, has been halted by unforeseen circumstances. Last Wednesday, a gang of tunnellers uncovered part of a wall, concealed beneath layers of clay and shale. It appears ancient, possibly even Roman. It is of a remarkable sturdiness and solidity. Is it any wonder the modern age has such an admiration for the works of antiquity? But there is something more noteworthy than the quality of the construction. It is the curious effect the discovery has had on the labourers.


On Wednesday, two men were taken ill with an ague whose onset was as sudden as it was extreme. That was only the beginning. By close of work on Thursday, the number suffering from curious and unexplained maladies had grown to nine. Every one of them complains of hearing strange noises, though I am unable to confirm any such thing from my own observations. They speak of a hideous screeching, as if all the dark angels of the night had been let loose in their brains. Though I am sceptical about the wilder tales the men are telling, there is no doubting their fear is genuine.


Something is affecting them very badly indeed. I have witnessed them being physically sick until they were bringing up blood. Strong men have been reduced to mewling kittens within hours of excavating a stretch of the wall.


I have investigated what the men have been eating and drinking, hoping to find some rational explanation for the outbreak of insanity. For a while, I even feared it was cholera. I thought that there might be something in their victuals that would account for this sudden onset of sickness. My enquiries have come to naught. There is no common thread which might explain the outbreak. I confess that I am quite confounded.


Friday saw the strangest incident yet. Two of my most trustworthy employees, men with whom I have worked on the construction of two bridges, and who have always been the greatest of friends, were discovered trying to beat one another to a pulp. Even I, the most rational of men, am unable to comprehend one detail of the incident. At one point they started speaking in tongues. It sounded uncannily like Gaelic. Naturally, I had them removed from the site. Oddest of all, when I interviewed them not half an hour later, neither of them could explain what had provoked the barrage of fisticuffs. Nor could they reproduce a single word of the strange dialect in which they had been speaking. They seemed to have no recollection whatsoever of their behaviour. I have suspended them for five days.


This episode is most regrettable. Only a week ago the Chief Engineer on the line, Mr Robert Stephenson, stressed to me that the project must be completed by the summer of next year. I will speak to him urgently on this matter. Robert is a north Briton like myself and a most doughty and reasonable man. I am sure that together we will find a solution.





Three
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[image: image]he morning after his dramatic flight from the gin palace, Chaim ate a breakfast of oatmeal porridge and tea, then got ready for school. His mamme wanted to know if he had any news about Israel. Mrs Lazarus had been asking. Chaim decided that the events at the ratting contest would do nothing to put Mrs Lazarus’s mind at ease.


‘No,’ Chaim said, ‘but I’ll keep looking. He’ll turn up. I’m sure he hasn’t gone far.’


‘What makes you say that?’ Mamme asked.


Chaim shrugged. ‘I’ve been talking to people. They say he’s still about.’


‘I just hope you’re right,’ Mamme said. ‘You hear such stories.’


Chaim made his way to Bell Lane, picking his way through the crowds of muffin men, costermongers and baked potato vendors. He peered into the coffee houses and penny pie-shops along the route, just in case Israel was hanging around one of them. He wasn’t. All Chaim saw was working men and women downing their bread-and-butter breakfasts. Part of what he’d told Mamme was true, of course: Israel hadn’t gone far.


Soon after Chaim arrived at school, he heard the clanging bell announce the start of the day. The school consisted of two large, barn-like rooms, one for boys and one for girls. Chaim was both pupil and teacher, taking lessons from the schoolmasters and teaching some of the younger boys by rote under a lantern roof supported by cross beams. Hundreds of pupils were packed into the teaching space so the roof was paved with sacks to deaden the sound. The walls were constructed out of unplastered, whitewashed bricks. Draughts cut across the stone floor, discomforting everyone. To make things worse, the only heating was provided by a single stove that did little to off-set the bitter cold.


Chaim was lucky. He taught a group of middling ability boys. Some of the other monitors had more unruly pupils and struggled to maintain control. Moses was the strictest of them, thinking nothing of cuffing his charges round the ear for the slightest misdemeanour. A tap’s no use, he would say, it just shows them you’re soft. They need a thrashing to keep them in order. Once or twice he’d been as good as his word, even catching up with boys after school to give them a sound beating. Chaim disliked Moses intensely. He was cold, brutish and selfish and many thought he preferred beating his young charges to instructing them. There was no doubt that one day there would be a settling of accounts between them. But this morning, Chaim was too busy trying to control a particularly fractious boy by the name of Solly Jacobs to worry about Moses.


‘Do try to concentrate, Solly,’ Chaim urged him.


‘What for?’ Solly demanded. ‘My old lady might fancy me as a rabbi or a surgeon, but it ain’t going to happen, is it? At best, I’m going to be a schneider like Tatte.’


‘In school,’ Chaim told him, ‘you’ll say tailor not schneider and Dad not Tatte. Mr Henry wants his boys to grow up to be English gentlemen.’


‘Gentlemen!’ Solly guffawed. ‘There ain’t many gentlemen in the East End, excepting your good self, of course, you being a cut above the rest of us.’ He winked to his classmates.


‘Cut it out, Solly,’ Chaim warned him.


But Solly was in flow. He adopted a mock-posh accent. ‘Your Majesty, may I h-introduce His Lordship, Mr Chaim Lardy-dah Wetzel.’


The other boys laughed. Chaim knew that this was a major challenge to his authority. Either he dealt with it, or every successive day the task of controlling the boys was going to get harder.


‘You’ll apply yourself to your English grammar this moment, Solly,’ Chaim warned, ‘or I’ll know the reason why.’


‘Here’s the reason, if you’re so bloomin’ interested,’ Solly retorted. ‘I don’t want to. So there!’


Chaim could see some of the other boys being emboldened enough to copy Solly. A few ‘lardy-dahs’ were starting to float around the group. It was time to act. Grabbing Solly by the scruff of the neck, Chaim boxed his ears firmly.


‘Now,’ he said firmly, ‘pick up your slate and write down what I tell you.’


Solly still looked grudging so Chaim shoved a clenched fist under his nose.


‘Do it!’ he ordered.


Solly’s resistance broke and he started to scrape pronouns onto his slate. He paused for a moment, but it was only to brush away a tear. He still looked resentful but he didn’t raise another objection. Chaim caught the eye of the other boys who might be tempted to follow Solly’s example. ‘You lot, too,’ he said.


His boys were twelve or thirteen. Some of them would be leaving Bell Lane soon. He was supervising his pupils’ work when he caught Moses’ eye. Moses grinned. He’d seen the confrontation. Chaim argued that resorting to corporal punishment was a sure sign you’d lost control and that physical chastisement should be avoided where possible. How he hated the superior expression on Moses’ face.


After his victory over Solly Jacobs, Chaim lunched with the other monitors. He took advantage of a lull in the conversation to ask if his companions knew anything about the Rat Boys.


‘What makes you ask about those low-life scoundrels?’ David Marks asked.


‘Simple,’ Moses said, interrupting, ‘Chaim thinks young Israel Lazarus has got in with bad company.’ He winked. ‘I’m right, ain’t I?’


Chaim hesitated. ‘It’s a possibility.’


‘Didn’t I tell you?’ Moses said. ‘I always knew he was born to swing from the gallows. Yes, any day now he’s going to learn to do the Newgate jig.’


‘That’s a wicked thing to say,’ Chaim protested. ‘Well, do any of you know anything?’


‘I might,’ David said. ‘My zaydeh has a shop in Hanbury Street.’ David’s grandfather sold hosiery. ‘He gets to hear things.’


‘What kind of things?’ Chaim asked.


David started to explain what his grandfather had told him. ‘Samuel Rector’s the one behind the Rat Boys. A right villain, he is. They say he’s got a few murders to his name. Some even say he dabbles in the Dark Arts, stewing his victims in a cauldron so he can cast spells.’


‘Just the facts please, David,’ Chaim said.


David revealed what he knew. ‘He’s got two boys under him who he’s training to take over from him some day.’


‘Does one of them wear a top hat and a blue belcher?’ Chaim asked, reliving the confrontation in the alley. He gave David a description of the boy he’d seen with Israel.


‘That sounds like Noah Pyke,’ David said. ‘The other one’s called Jacob Quiggins. You want to stay out of their way, if you know what’s good for you. They’re as vicious a pair of cut-throats as you’ll encounter anywhere.’
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