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READER, MAY I PRESUME that you are also a person of taste and sensibility, and will therefore have interest in events that extend beyond your own familiar circle? I refer, of course, to certain events that have thrown London’s Jewish community into turmoil. And I do not refer to the unfortunate incident that occurred at my family’s Passover Seder, when a certain six-year-old boy who shall remain nameless produced from his coat pocket a hunk of bread while he was reciting The Four Questions.

Since it is well known that it is forbidden for a Jewish family to have even a crumb of leavened bread in their home during the Passover holiday, much less a piece nearly the size of a small loaf, I shall assume there is no need to describe in great detail what followed. Suffice it to say that the matriarch of our family, Mrs Rose Lyon, first screamed and then gasped for air in a most terrifying manner, before falling into a faint and banging her head against the table — a movement that upset a wine goblet and sent the purpley contents spilling all over the new dress of Miss Esther Lyon, who loudly protested the disturbance to not only her costume but also the gown that had been made before the holiday for her favourite doll, Charlotte. 

This commotion quite naturally inspired the newest member of our family circle, Master Isaac Goldsmith, infant (I am an Aunt!), to commiserate with his illustrious grandmother. Isaac broke into a wail that could be heard all the way to Bury Street, I should think, and would not be comforted until his mother, Mrs Hannah Goldsmith, nee Lyon, removed him from the scene of the battlefield.

Meanwhile, the crumblysome situation, which was fast descending into a debacle of the most alarming proportions, was saved by the quick thinking of the patriarch of our family, Mr Samuel Lyon, clockmaker to the fashionable world, who deftly imprisoned the offending piece of bread in the folds of a linen napkin. The napkin was transferred downstairs, where it was safely disposed of by that most excellent of servants, Meshullam Mendel, who had been conducting his own Seder with his wife Sorel and daughter Perl before the ruckus upstairs so unexpectedly interrupted him.  

Mrs Lyon was returned to life thanks to the expert ministrations of Mr Gabriel Taylor, a physician newly arrived in London and a guest at our family’s Seder. And here, at last, I have come to what I meant to tell you from the first. For the storm at our Seder table was but a mild summer rain in comparison to the gale that enveloped Mr Taylor not long after the Passover holiday had concluded — a veritable typhoon that threatened to not only ruin the young man’s career but also send him to the gallows!  

Fortunately, Mr Ezra Melamed, the distinguished benefactor of London’s Jewish community, once again came to the assistance of a fellow Jew and skillfully aided the young doctor during his hour of need. But when the danger had passed, the question again arose as to who should fulfill the important role of chronicler of this interesting story for future generations. 

“Since Miss Rebecca Lyon has shown a talent for writing in the past, I see no reason why she should not set down on paper this story, as well,” Mr Melamed declared. 

Reader, I hope you will sympathize with the natural feelings of confusion and embarrassment that such an unexpected compliment aroused. I would have liked to have run from the drawing room, so overcome was I by this gratifying mention of my youthful authorly efforts—whose success I must firstly attribute to the One Above whom we Jews refer to as Hashem, and secondly to the edifying influence of that well-known female practitioner of the horrid novel, Mrs Anne Radcliffe — if duty had not forced me to stay my ground and protest mightily that a pen more experienced than mine was needed to do justice to this megillah (a megillah being the story of a Jewish person’s near brush with disaster and ultimate salvation by the Guardian of Israel and the true Healer of all souls). 

However, my attempts at persuasion were, alas, only as successful as the oratorical attempts of one of Mrs Radcliffe’s heroines to free herself from imprisonment in some lonesome and loathsome Italian tower, which is to say they were not successful at all. 

Mr Melamed protested that his business and communal concerns precluded him from embarking upon a literary project of such magnitude. Mr Taylor insisted that since he was a physician his acquaintance with the author’s art was limited to the writing of medicines, while his sister, Miss Elisheva Taylor, declared with equal force that her talents lay in other, more homey spheres. Therefore, rather than leave the tale to languish in the dusty, forgetful labyrinths of memory and imagination, I open my writing box and, with many blushes and a fresh supply of ink, begin the tale of Tempest in the Tea Room. 

Devonshire Square, London, England

Erev Shavuos 5571/May 28, 1811
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“RE...BE...CCA! REH...! Beh...! Beh...!”

“Rebecca, why do you vex the child, when Isaac cannot speak? Your time would be more profitably spent in helping us hem these clothes.” Mrs Rose Lyon gave her daughter a disapproving glance and then returned her attention to the tiny dress that sat in her lap. 

Rebecca stroked the cheek of her nephew, Master Isaac Goldsmith, age four weeks, to reassure the infant that his inability to articulate the name of his eldest (and surely favourite) aunt was no aspersion on either his intelligence or his affectionate nature. “You want to say my name. I know you do,” she whispered. When she was greeted by a smile, or something that seemed very like, she, in turn, was reassured that her high estimation of her only nephew had not been misplaced. 

“Give me the dress, Mama, and I will hem it,” said the infant’s mother, Mrs Hannah Goldsmith. “Rebecca is much better employed in amusing Isaac.”

Rebecca could feel the tips of her ears turn red. She dearly loved her older sister, considering Hannah to be everything that a Daughter of Israel should be, but wished that Hannah had not brought up the subject, even subtly, of Rebecca’s inability to sew her stitches in an even line. 

“She must learn to master the needle,” Mrs Lyon said with a heartfelt sigh, plying her needle with expert motion. “What will people say when her children enter the Great Synagogue with ragged hems and uneven sleeves?”

“That is still several years away. She has ample time to improve her needlework. The main thing is to want to improve, which I am sure is a thing that Rebecca desires as much as you do. Is that not so, Rebecca?”

Rebecca did not answer at once. The truth was that she much preferred to wield a pen or a paintbrush than a needle, which always seemed to play pranks with her fingers and make the most disconcerting movements on the cloth. When she had heard Mr Franks, the father of her good friend Miss Harriet Franks, discuss with her father a machine that could cut cloth, sew seams and hems, and even produce a tolerable buttonhole, she had begged her father to procure the wonder at once. 

“Is such a machine in existence today?” Mr Lyon had asked.

“Oh, I do not speak of today,” Mr Franks had replied. “I speak of a future time, when the machine will perform many of the mundane tasks that currently occupy our hours.”

At the time, Rebecca had been contented with this answer. Now, however, she silently wondered if that future epoch might occur within the next six or seven years, when she could expect to take her place among the married matrons of London’s Jewish community. If so, she would be spared much agony. In the meanwhile, though, she was aware that both her sister and her mother were waiting for her reply.

“Yes, Hannah, I should like to improve. And I am sorry you no longer live with us in Devonshire Square, as I am sure that now that I am older I should make a much better pupil.”

“Bury Street is not so very far.”

“No, but you are so busy, since you have become a mother.”

“I have not the time, it is true, but perhaps Miss Taylor could perform the duties of a teacher.”

Mrs Lyon, who had been following the conversation with interest, said with astonishment, “Why should a stranger teach Rebecca sewing, when she has a mother to instruct her?”

“I did not mean to offend, Mama, but I think you will like my little scheme when you hear it.”

At that moment the patriarch of the family, Mr Samuel Lyon, entered the drawing room. In place of his usually genial manner, a more serious expression was etched upon his face. “What is this, Hannah? Motherhood should elevate a young lady, not turn her into a schemer or gossip.”

“Yes, Papa, but before you judge me, please do me the favour of first hearing what scheme I have planned.”

Mr Lyon took his accustomed seat by the hearth and motioned for his eldest child to proceed.

“It has come to my attention that the situation of Mr Taylor and his sister is not all that it should be,” Hannah began. “Their rooms are above ours, on Bury Street, as you know, Papa.”

Mr Lyon, having unintentionally fallen into the role of judge, nodded his head in what he hoped was a suitably judicial manner.

“Knowing that they are but newly arrived in London, and apparently without family or acquaintances,” Hannah continued, “I have on more than one occasion invited Miss Taylor to my apartments for tea. But she has refused my overtures.”

“This surprises me,” said Mr Lyon. “They accepted our invitation to the Seder. Miss Taylor seemed to be a sensible, well-bred young lady.”

“She praised my special recipe for gefilte fish exceedingly,” added Mrs Lyon, by way of agreement with her husband. 

“I believe she is a well-bred person, as well,” Hannah replied, “and that it is only the embarrassment of a too limited income that prevents her from accepting my invitations. If she were to have tea with me, she would feel obligated to invite me in return, and it is my belief that she and her brother do not have enough food for themselves, let alone others.”

“I do not understand you, Hannah,” said Mrs Lyon. “Is not Mr Taylor employed as physician to the Jewish orphanage? And how can he engage rooms on Bury Street, if he does not possess a comfortable income? The building is owned by Mr Melamed, who maintains his own apartments in the house next door. It is fantastic to suggest that Mr Melamed would let his property to paupers.”

Mr Lyon cleared his throat loudly and rose from his seat.

“What are you doing, Mr Lyon?” asked his helpmeet, as she watched him search behind the high-backed settle that stood in a corner of the room. “Passover has finished. There is no longer a need to search for chometz.”

“It is not unleavened bread that I am searching for,” he replied, turning his attention to the long-case clock and looking inside. Satisfied that the case was empty of all but the workings of the stately clock, he next walked over to the door that led to the library, which he quickly opened and just as quickly closed. 

“Then what are you looking for?”

“Joshua,” he replied, striding down to the far end of the drawing room, where he opened the door that led to the hall.

“Joshua and Esther and Sarah are in the nursery, in bed.”

“In theory, but I wish to be certain.”

After casting a careful eye behind the curtains, and finally assuring himself that a certain inquisitive six-year-old boy was not hidden in the room, Mr Lyon returned to his place by the mantelpiece. 

“What I am about to say must go no further than these four walls,” he began, casting a solemn glance upon each of the ladies in turn. “Mr Taylor and his sister are, indeed, without family or friends. Their parents died of the fever in Jamaica, as I understand, and Mr Taylor used the small legacy he received to undergo training as a physician. I believe he studied somewhere on the Continent.”

“If I recall correctly, at the Seder he mentioned that he had studied in Gottingen,” said Hannah.

“Why did he study medicine in a German city and not in England?” asked Rebecca.

“There is only one medical school in England that will accept young men of our faith, and places are limited,” replied Mr Lyon. “Mr Taylor was not accepted, perhaps because he was neither born nor reared in this country.”

Rebecca accepted this answer, but as so often happened, no sooner had one question been resolved than another one rushed into her mind. “I wonder that he did not return to Jamaica, to become a physician there. Jamaica must be very beautiful.”

“The island might have its charms for an artist,” said Mr Lyon, well aware of his daughter’s interest in painting and drawing. “But Mr Taylor has an unmarried sister, and the Caribbean is not the place to find her a suitable husband.”

“But if she has no fortune, what good will it do her to be in England?” asked Mrs Lyon, who was always very practical when it came to matrimonial matters. 

“Once her brother is established as a physician, Miss Taylor’s prospects should improve.”

Mrs Lyon remained doubtful. “His work at the orphanage cannot bring him much. Has he other patients?”

“I believe that Mr Melamed engaged his services before Passover. And should anyone in our family require a physician, I have assured Mr Melamed that we shall send for Mr Taylor, as well.”

“Thank God, our children are healthy — pooh, pooh, pooh,” said Mrs Lyon, looking nervously about her to make sure that no demon harbingers of disease had crept into the room. “I should not like to have a physician as a regular visitor to our home, unless, of course, it was to invite Mr Taylor and his sister for a Shabbos meal.” 

“I only say that should one of our children develop a cough or a sore throat, we would be doing Mr Melamed a favour by sending for Mr Taylor. You, Rebecca, for instance, if I am not mistaken, this evening you are looking a little pale. Are you perhaps not feeling well?”

“I am very well, only I am puzzled. Why would we be doing Mr Melamed a favour by engaging the services of ...?” Rebecca suddenly blushed. “Oh, I see. Mr Taylor and his sister are Mr Melamed’s current charity case, is that it, Papa?”

“Mr Melamed is most likely letting the rooms on Bury Street for a minimal sum, until Mr Taylor’s medical practice is established,” said Hannah, taking up the conversation’s thread. 

“Our Sages tell us that the highest form of charity is to help set up a person in business, so that one day he will no longer need public assistance,” said Mr Lyon. “Therefore, it is the responsibility of all of us to help newcomers to our community, not just Mr Melamed.” 

“But we do not have to make ourselves sick to do so,” insisted Mrs Lyon.  

“That is why I should like to tell you my scheme, Papa. I have also tried to think of a way to help Mr Taylor and his sister.” 

“If your intention is to help and not harm, Hannah, I should very much like to hear what you have to say.”

“You, Papa, would not notice the expert manner in which Miss Taylor has mended and refashioned her walking costume from last year, but such things do attract a lady’s eye. I therefore thought that perhaps she could be employed to teach needlework to Rebecca and Esther and Sarah. We could say that she would be doing us a great favour, since Mama and I are so busy with making bed linen for the baby that we do not have the time to instruct the girls ourselves.”

“If Miss Taylor would give her assent, it would be a very good scheme, indeed. Do you not agree, Mrs Lyon?”

“With all my heart,” said Mrs Lyon. “Invite Miss Taylor to pay us a call the day after tomorrow, Hannah. I shall inform Mrs Baer.”

“Mrs Baer?” Mr Lyon protested. “Surely her duties at the coffee house would prevent her from attending a sewing party.” 

“I do not like to contradict you, my dear, but I assure you that once Mrs Baer hears that there is an orphaned young lady in London who is in search of a husband, there is nothing that will prevent her from making Miss Taylor’s acquaintance.”
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TO REBECCA’S IMMENSE relief, the ladies invited to the sewing party were too busy admiring the skilled alterations that Miss Taylor made to one of Hannah’s bonnets to pay much attention to her own attempt to embroider a handkerchief. Mrs Baer, in particular, was effusive with her compliments, and at the first occasion when Miss Taylor was out of earshot, she whispered to Mrs Lyon, “I know just the young man.” 

“Who?” asked Mrs Lyon, dropping a stitch in her excitement to learn which person had been chosen to be Miss Taylor’s future husband. 

Should the Reader be surprised that the future happiness of a young lady should be decided by someone who has made her acquaintance only an hour before, it can only be because you are not yet acquainted with the formidable powers of Mrs Baer, a woman in our community who is as well known for her matchmaking abilities as for her delicious kugels, which is saying a great deal. Just as some people have a talent for discovering the interlocking mysteries of nature or the navigational secrets of the star-filled sky, Mrs Baer has been blessed with an uncanny ability to dissect the mystery of a young person’s soul and — like the knowledgeable surgeon who knits together a fragmented bone with its fellow — join that soul to the mate who will both appreciate their good qualities and help them to smooth those still jagged edges where improvement is needed.

But before Mrs Baer could deposit the young man’s name into Mrs Lyon’s waiting ear, Miss Taylor had finished her tour of the china cabinet, where a series of china plates painted by Miss Rebecca Lyon was on display and retaken her seat.

“You must be very proud of your daughter’s talents, Mrs Lyon,” she said. “I would give much to be able to paint as well.”

Mrs Lyon, unaccustomed to hearing her second daughter so highly praised, was momentarily at a loss for words. Miss Lyon was also surprised, but her astonishment expressed itself in a torrent of conversation.

“Do you really admire them, Miss Taylor?” Rebecca gushed. “It would be my pleasure to teach you how to paint, if you are sincere in your admiration, and perhaps you, in return, could teach me how to sew. I am frightfully backward in the art, which causes my mother immense pain.” 

“If the arrangement meets the approval of Mrs Lyon, I should be very happy to do so,” replied Miss Taylor.

Mrs Lyon shot a hasty glance in Hannah’s direction, but Hannah’s downcast eyes were busy examining the remains of a piece of seed cake that sat on her plate.

“I fear this is an unfair bargain,” said Mrs Lyon. “You are an accomplished needlewoman, Miss Taylor, while my daughter is still learning her craft.”

“Her lively conversation shall right the imbalance,” replied Miss Taylor. “The afternoons are often long, and I would be glad of the company.” 

The matter was therefore settled to the mutual satisfaction of Miss Taylor and Rebecca, and not long afterward Miss Taylor took her leave. Rebecca, expecting to hear praises for the brilliant way in which she had secured Miss Taylor for a sewing instructress, was dismayed to find herself berated from practically all sides.

“What did I do wrong?” she pleaded, turning from the black looks emanating from her mother to the more benign, but still disappointed frown that had appeared on Hannah’s face.

“The plan was to provide Miss Taylor with a more practical remuneration,” Hannah said softly. 

“She needs money, not painting lessons,” Mrs Lyon explained in her usual forthright manner. “You have ruined everything, with your interfering.”

“The child meant well,” said Mrs Baer, giving Rebecca’s arm a reassuring pat. “And, Rebecca, you managed to openly reveal the amiable heart that I could only suspect that Miss Taylor possesses. Her praises of your china plates and desire to become further acquainted with you, despite the difference in your ages, are ample proof that she is as eager to please others as she is to be pleased by her new friends. It is a great advantage in life to be happy with whatever circumstances the Almighty has placed you in, which is why I think that Miss Taylor and Mr Jacob Oppenheim will be very happy together.”

“Mr Oppenheim? Why, of course!” Mrs Lyon exclaimed. “Hannah, you remember Mr Oppenheim, do you not?”

The pinkish tint that appeared on Hannah’s cheeks made words unnecessary. How could anyone in the Lyon family forget the great service that Mr Oppenheim, a former assistant in Mr Lyon’s fashionable clockmaker’s shop, had done for Mr Lyon, when that gentleman was faced with financial ruin? Or that Mr Oppenheim had harboured a secret hope that he might one day ask for Hannah’s hand in marriage—a hope that was dashed when Hannah married Mr David Goldsmith, instead? Since the matrimonial alliance between Hannah and Mr Goldsmith had been approved by Mrs Baer, there was no doubt that this was truly a match made in heaven. But even while the Jewish community was dancing at Hannah’s wedding, there was one unresolved matter that had cast a slight twinge of sadness upon the otherwise joyous occasion — when would Mr Oppenheim also attain such happiness and find his intended bride?

“But Mr Oppenheim now lives in Manchester,” said Hannah, her composure completely regained. “How shall you arrange a meeting between him and Miss Taylor?”

“Oh, I will think of something,” replied Mrs Baer, her eyes twinkling with pleasure. “Manchester is not on the other side of the sea. Boney shall not prevent this marriage from taking place, if it is meant to be.”

“Mr Oppenheim and Miss Taylor,” Mrs Lyon murmured happily, apparently already seeing, in her mind’s eye, the happy couple standing under the marriage canopy. “It is a brilliant suggestion, Mrs Baer, but are you sure Mr Oppenheim will not mind that his bride has no dowry?”

“No dowry?” The light departed from Mrs Baer’s eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Mr Lyon has heard that Miss Taylor and her brother are practically penniless.”

“That does complicate matters. If it is not Boney, it is something else,” said Mrs Baer with a sigh. “No wonder our Sages say that finding a marriage partner is as difficult as splitting the sea.” 

At this second mention of “Boney,” the English patriot’s name for the Frenchman who has wrecked such havoc in these times, Napoleon Bonaparte, the talk turned to news about the war and the battle that had recently taken place near a Portuguese village called Fuentes de Onoro. While Mrs Lyon lamented the fact that the Portuguese and Spanish would insist on calling their villages and towns by the most fantastic and unpronounceable names, Mrs Baer expressed an opinion that Viscount Wellington was stretching his troops too thin. Or so Mr Baer had said, and he was in a position to know since his coffee house — a kosher establishment situated in the City — was frequented by some who were privy to information not readily available to the general public. 

“They say that more than a thousand of our troops were killed,” said Mrs Baer, “and that the French losses were twice as many, if not more. I do not see why Boney cannot be content with being the Emperor of the French. Why must he insist on ruling the entire world?”

While the married ladies discussed this interesting question, Rebecca had other weighty matters to consider. Somehow, she must repair the damage she had caused to the Taylors and think of a way to transfer payment for her sewing lessons into Miss Taylor’s hand without causing the young lady embarrassment. As her brain was unusually devoid of ideas, she decided to ask the opinion of Miss Harriet Franks.

Ever since the Franks family had returned to Devonshire Square — a happy event that had occurred after Mr Franks had been cleared of the charge of being a spy for Napoleon — the two young ladies had resumed their friendship as though there had never been a separation. Thus, Perl, the Lyon family’s housemaid, was not surprised to see Rebecca slip on a pelisse over her muslin dress and then dash out the front door. Nor was the housemaid of the Franks family surprised to see Miss Lyon standing on the doorstep of the Franks’s residence, which was only two doors down from Rebecca’s home. During the course of almost any day there were any number of reasons why two young ladies of not quite the marriageable age must consult one another for sage advice and judicious opinion. On this occasion, though, Rebecca was very surprised to be informed that she could not see her friend. 

“Miss Franks is indisposed,” said the housemaid. “The entire family is indisposed.”

Rebecca noticed at once the girl’s anxious expression. “It is not serious, I hope.”

“I am sure I do not know, Miss. Perhaps Mr Taylor can tell you, for I think I hear him coming down the stairs now.”

The housemaid opened the front door wider, so that Rebecca could see inside. Mr Taylor was, indeed, descending the stairs. Yet unlike the sweeping wooden staircase, which had been polished until the steps shone like new, the young physician looked curiously worn and troubled.

“Mr Taylor, perhaps you will remember me. I am Rebecca Lyon. You and Miss Taylor were at my family’s Seder.”

Mr Taylor bowed, in acknowledgement of her salutation. “I hope no one in your family has taken ill, Miss Lyon.”

“No, thank God. But Miss Franks is my very best friend in the entire world. Please say that I may see her, and that her condition is not serious. And that her parents will recover, as well.”

For the first time, Mr Taylor smiled. “I apologize that my gloomy expression has needlessly alarmed you. I have every expectation that your friend and Mr and Mrs Franks will recover. I believe it is nothing more than an indisposition brought on by a tainted piece of fish. But because they have all spent an uncomfortable night, I think it best that they spend today resting undisturbed. If, however, you would like to send a note to Miss Franks, I am sure it will do her much good.”

“You have relieved my mind immensely,” Rebecca replied. 

The housemaid allowed Rebecca to enter the drawing room, where Rebecca knew that paper and pen and ink would be at her disposal. While she wrote her note, Mr Taylor requested that the housemaid escort him to the kitchen so that he could give instructions to the cook.

Dear Harriet (she wrote), 

Your illness has alarmed me to no end, and I should have been frantic with worry had not Mr Taylor assured me that you will soon be well. Please follow his instructions diligently, as I have a very important matter to discuss with you. I will fly to your bedside as soon as I hear that you are strong enough to receive a visitor. 

Your faithful friend who intends not to sleep a wink until she hears that Hashem has sent you a complete recovery,

Rebecca

P.S. Isaac tried to say my name today. I am sure of it. But that is not the matter I wish to discuss with you. 

P.P.S. Please send my compliments to Mr and Mrs Franks and my best wishes for their speedy and complete recovery.

When she was quite sure that she had no more postscripts to add to her letter, she carefully blotted the page and waited for the ink to dry. By the time she was ready to hand the important missive to the Franks’s housemaid, Mr Taylor was also ready to depart. 

“May I walk you to your door, Miss Lyon?”

Rebecca was momentarily flustered. She had never walked alone with a man who was not a member of her family — unless it was with their servant Meshullam Mendel, who was almost like a family member — and even though the distance was just a few steps away she was not sure if she should accept the invitation or find a reason to remain in the Franks’s home. But Mr Taylor was already leading her to the pavement, and in an instant he made his intentions clear.

“I did not wish to speak in front of the servants,” he said, “but I am curious about one thing. Is their cook newly employed, or has she been with the Franks family for some time?”
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