
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Costumed Foolery 

A Jewish Regency Mystery Story

––––––––

[image: ]


LIBI ASTAIRE

––––––––

[image: ]


ASTER PRESS

First published 2018

Copyright © 2018 Libi Astaire 

Cover photo: © kirilstanchev www.fotosearch.com

––––––––

[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

––––––––

[image: ]


Published by:

Aster Press

Kansas-Jerusalem

asterpressbooks@gmail.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


COSTUMED FOOLERY



[image: ]




CHAPTER ONE
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“THIS COLD WILL make honest men out of you and your boys, will it not, General Well’ngone?” Mr. Samuel Lyon laughed, exhaling breathy clouds of vapor that swirled about his unusually red cheeks and nose. 

I like Mr. Lyon, most of the time. Unlike some people, who think they are better than poor orphans who are only trying to keep body and soul together in a hard-hearted world, Mr. Lyon does not pretend he does not know me from Adam, when he sees me on the streets of London. But I did wish he had not slapped me on the back at that moment and spoken so loudly. I was at work, you see, and my fingers were in the pocket of a coat that did not belong to me. 

The friendly slap caused my fingers to jump, which caused the owner of the coat to spin round and glare down at me in a decidedly unfriendly way. Mr. Lyon, possessing a quick eye and a ready wit, saw my predicament at once. Clasping a hand on my shoulder, he said, using the gruff tones of a Bow Street Runner, which he is not, “I’ve caught you red-handed, you young ruffian. Come along and don’t try any of your tricks.”

He pulled me away before the owner of the coat could say a word—or lodge a complaint at the Magistrate’s Court at Bow Street. So, I was safe from transport for another hour. Although considering how freezing cold it has been in London this winter, when even the River Thames turned into a shivering block of ice just the month before, I sometimes wonder if Australia might be such a terrible fate after all.

I knew what was going to happen next, after Mr. Lyon had led me into a quiet side street. He likes to think that one day he will convince me and the leader of our gang, the Earl of Gravel Lane, to leave pickpocketing behind and take up an honest profession. I let him ramble on, because he often invites us on the Jewish holidays to eat a meal with his family at their home in Devonshire Square—which is located on the posh side of Houndsditch, unlike Gravel Lane, where the Earl and I live with our boys—and I was already thinking about the meal we might have for the upcoming Purim holiday: Chicken soup with kreplach filled with meat to begin with, followed by sweet and sour stuffed cabbage and a joint of beef and roasted potatoes.

The Earl likes to pretend it is a bother, because he insists on powdering his wig before he goes into genteel society. The Earl dresses in the manner of a gentleman of the previous century, to show his disdain for the present world, which he feels is in a sorry state of decline. But I have no objection to eating a hearty meal in a well-heated room, even though all the pretty silver forks and spoons on the table are a temptation, especially when the deep pockets of my greatcoat are crying out to be as well-filled as my belly. 

But to get back to my story, which has only now arrived at the point that can properly be called the beginning, Mr. Lyon had gotten to the part of his speech where he was telling me that I was an intelligent, hardworking lad, when we heard a woman shriek. We both turned toward the sound and waited. Sometimes a shrieking woman is truly in distress. But sometimes, I am very sorry to inform you, the woman is a member of my profession; while she is yelling her head off and attracting a crowd, her husband and children are merrily picking the pockets of all the onlookers, who are pressed so tightly together in their eagerness to see what sort of misery has befallen the woman they do not notice they have been unburdened of their handkerchiefs and watches. Consider yourself warned—of the danger of rejoicing over the troubles of another human being.

Now you understand why we did not rush back to Cheapside at the first cry. But then we heard a second woman call out, “Oh! Miss Bunzel! Are you hurt?” 

That got us both running, because Miss Bashe Bunzel is a member of our community, the Ashkenazic Jews who pray at London’s Great Synagogue, and she, I can assure you, does not spend her mornings picking pockets. My heart sank, though, after I had pushed my way through the crowd and saw what was causing the trouble. With one hand old Mrs. Ida Koch, the widowed aunt of the young woman, was supporting her niece, and the other hand was tightly grasping the coat collar of one of my boys. 

Manny, a new member of our gang who is only about seven years old, despite what he says about being older, was trying to squirm out of the old woman’s grasp. His scrawny body went limp when he caught a glimpse of my scowling face. My boys have strict instructions to steer clear of members of our synagogue; it causes more problems than it is worth to do business with them. Manny, being young and not a frequent synagogue-goer, does not yet know the faces of everyone, especially not the faces of the ladies who sit in the balcony, and so I could have excused him for this mistake. But he had also had orders to only observe during the beginning of his apprenticeship, and this breach of conduct I could not pardon. A boy who cannot obey orders is of no use to me, and I planned to tell him as much as soon as I could extricate him from the crowd. 

That was a maneuver requiring considerable dexterity—and all of it wasted, as it turned out. Having forced my way into the innermost circle, I urged the onlookers to disperse and give the distraught young lady a little air to breathe, in between demanding that old Mrs. Koch look in her reticule for some smelling salts before the young Miss Bunzel fainted. Having distracted her, I yanked Manny from her grip and tried to push him into the crowd. But instead of dropping to the ground and crawling through the jumble of legs to safety unobserved, the boy was too frightened to budge.

“What has happened?” asked Mr. Lyon, who had also pushed his way through the gaggle of onlookers.

Before Mrs. Koch could empty her mouth of what was certain to be a flood of unflattering words about Manny and me—for she and I were on hostile terms after a certain little incident I do not care to go into—Miss Bunzel cried out, “What does a handkerchief mean to me, when my life, my happiness is over!”

As the young lady looked like she was about to burst into tears right there in the middle of Cheapside, Mr. Lyon informed the ladies he was summoning a carriage to take them home. I thought this was an excellent plan, because the sooner I was rid of them all and could go back to work, the better. But instead of closing the door after they had climbed into the carriage, Mr. Lyon extended his hand to me and said, “You had better come along, General Well’ngone.” He then motioned to Manny to climb into the carriage too.

Like I said, sometimes Australia does not sound so bad.
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The Bunzels live near Duke’s Place, not far from the Great Synagogue. I do not know why Mr. Samson Bunzel—the widowed father of Miss Bashe and brother of Mrs. Koch—never moved to grander quarters. From what I hear, and in my profession a person hears plenty, Mr. Bunzel has made a fortune from trade, although I cannot remember if it was sugar from the West Indies or spices from the Indies in the East. Yet a person would never have supposed it from the look of his rooms, which are situated above Mr. Izzy Esser’s barber shop. 

The drawing room, the room we were herded into, was dark and crowded with chairs and sofas and little tables that had neither elegance nor comfort to recommend them. In contrast to the multitude of furniture, there were only a few sorry-looking lumps of coal in the fireplace, which cast little light and less warmth. Yet I would not say that Mr. Bunzel is a miser, and so you should not think it either. Miss Bunzel is always elegantly dressed when she goes out walking and she sometimes wears a pair of very fine lace cuffs that would fetch a very good price at the Rag Fair. Mrs. Koch’s dress is not so fine, but if her plump figure is an accurate indication, she has never risen from the tea table with her belly still grumbling, as some people I know must do. I would therefore say Mr. Bunzel is like many people, when it comes to money: He spends it upon the people and things he likes, and does not bother with what is, in his opinion, unimportant.

Miss Bunzel bade us all be seated, which I thought was very handsome of her, considering one member of the party had tried to pick her pocket just an hour earlier. But when Manny and I took our seats, Mrs. Koch glared at us, as though she thought we were going to stuff the chairs into our pockets and make off with them.

“Auntie, could you see about some tea? And please tell Abner to see to the fire.”

We could see that Mrs. Koch was none too pleased to be dismissed from the room in this manner, but she removed herself from our presence. 

“I do not intend to prosecute these children, Mr. Lyon,” said the young lady.

“I am sure the General and the boy thank you. But I would like to speak with your father, if I may.”

As that gentleman had entered the room just at that moment, trumpeting a sneeze that must have been heard all the way to Jericho, Mr. Lyon’s request was speedily fulfilled.

“My daughter takes after her mother, may her memory be for a blessing. Her heart is much too kind.” Mr. Bunzel dabbed at his nose with a large handkerchief. “In my opinion, there are too many of these lawless youngsters on the streets and London will be none the worse if we ship a few of them off to other climes.” Mr. Bunzel then took out his spectacles and, after having given them berth on his nose, gave Manny and me a stare. “What have they done?”

“Nothing, Father,” the young lady said with admirable alacrity. “I am certain it was all a misunderstanding. I thought this child was trying to remove something from my reticule, but he only bumped into me. The street was unusually crowded, and ...”

“And your aunt tells a different story. But I shall not go against your wishes, my dear, at least not in this instance.”

The father gave the daughter a knowing look, and even though I did not yet know what was behind that look, I did see that Miss Bunzel turned pale. 

Mr. Bunzel then turned to Mr. Lyon and said, “If that is all, sir, I have some business to attend to.”

“It is not all, sir.” Mr. Lyon then pointed a finger at Manny. “Do you not recognize this child?”

Mr. Bunzel readjusted his spectacles and gave Manny another stare. “I cannot say that I do.”

“This is Emmanuel Isaacson.”

“Joseph’s boy?”

Mr. Lyon nodded his assent. 

There was a tense silence between the two men. If you do not recall the story, I will tell it here. Joseph Isaacson worked for Mr. Bunzel, in his warehouse. One day a heavy crate toppled off a shelf and hit Joseph on the head, killing him at once. The community elders decided that Mr. Bunzel should pay the widow a small sum of money monthly, so she and the orphaned children would not starve. He paid, and they did not starve, but last month the whole lot of them got carried off by the influenza—all except Manny.

“You were supposed to have found the boy a place,” said Mr. Lyon, who was not an elected elder, but did often concern himself with the community’s affairs, which is why, I suppose, he felt it was his duty to involve himself now. “The community did not intend it to be with the Earl of Gravel Lane and General Well’ngone.”

There was another tense silence. Then Mr. Bunzel gave another sneeze, which made his spectacles slide down to the tip of his nose. After pushing the spectacles back into place, he gave Manny another long look and said, “You are right, sir. I am to blame.” He motioned to Manny to come forward, which Manny was none too anxious to do. “I suppose I shall have to find him work around the house. He is still too small to work at the warehouse.”

“We do not need a boy,” said Mrs. Koch, who had returned with the tea tray. She was followed by their servant, Abner, who had brought in a pail of coal. “Especially not a boy as weak and skinny as that one. He will only get underfoot and bother the servants.”

“He can polish the shoes,” said Miss Bunzel, “and I am sure there are other little tasks he can do until he is older and stronger. And I can teach him to read and do sums. Perhaps one day he will be able to become a clerk. Do let him stay, Auntie.”

“I am sure it is not my place to say yea or no,” that lady replied, her aggrieved air contradicting her words. “If your father wishes to take the boy into his employ, I shall do what I can to see he has plenty of work to occupy his time. But if something of value should go missing, do not say I did not warn you.”

She smiled darkly in my direction. I pretended not to see. People are always accusing me of crimes I have not committed. So long as they do not catch me at the ones I do commit, I do not mind. 

I did mind, though, that Manny had turned servant. Although I was not convinced he had a future in my profession, the Earl has often commented that servitude is not befitting for a Jew. After our great Exodus from Egypt—and that is a story I am sure you will recall—God told us we should not be servants of anyone except Him. So, we do not like to see a member of our people at the beck and call of someone else, always serving a meal they cannot eat and laying a fire they cannot stay to enjoy. 

On the other hand, sitting at a desk all day and clerking until your hand is cramped and your back is permanently hunched is not much of a life either. I therefore felt sorry for poor Manny, and said as much to the Earl when I returned to Gravel Lane. 

“We must not question the ways of the One Above,” said the Earl, who was examining a lady’s vinaigrette case when I entered our drawing room. 

I suppose some people would consider the Bunzel drawing room a palace, in comparison to our room, which is sparsely furnished and whose only decoration is the stains that many years of damp and neglect have left on the walls. We do have a fire for an hour or two, after the boys return home at night for their supper. But during the day, the windowless room is lit only by the flame of a solitary candle. Some visitors have remarked that the room is gloomy, but the Earl says the dim lighting lends a certain mystery to quarters that would otherwise be unremarkable. 

The Earl was seated at the table we use for both dining and business, with the candle beside him. He enjoys pretty things, and this vinaigrette was a lovely piece of work—all gold and blue enamel and pearls. But he is scrupulous about observing the tenth commandment, the one about coveting, and so the pretty things that come our way rarely spend the night on Gravel Lane. Instead, they find a temporary home at one of the pawnbroker shops on Houndsditch we frequent. Where they go from there, we do not ask. 

The Earl handed the case to me, so I could take a closer look. While I could admire its beauty, it also made me sad. For some reason, it reminded me of Miss Bunzel, which made me think of the unknown lady who had lost it. Perhaps she was a scold and had a dozen others like it on her dressing table, and so it did not matter. But perhaps she was young and kind, and the case had been a gift from someone she cared for very much, and so she was even now, at this moment, crying over its loss. 

“We should assume, then, that God wants us to be thieves?” I asked, giving the vinaigrette back to the Earl. 
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