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PUTTING TOGETHER A NEW VOLUME of short mysteries is an opportunity to look back. A time to take a look at how the Jewish Regency Mystery Series has developed since the first volume of stories was published back in 2015. And, because the stories in the series are often about family and community, a time to see how events in my own life have influenced the series during these six years. 

The Melancholy Menorah was published in time for Chanukah 2017. In terms of the series, it was written after The Vanisher Variations, a full-length mystery published in the fall of 2016. If I recall correctly, The Melancholy Menorah was written entirely in Kansas, where I grew up. By 2017, the health of my mom, may her memory be for a blessing, was starting to fail, and I was spending more time in Kansas — including spending Chanukah there. 

We lit the Chanukah candles using the same menorah my family had used when I was a child. The menorah wasn’t fancy or expensive. But as the flames danced and glowed, the room was filled not only with light, but with the memories of all those Chanukahs from years past. And some of those feelings of nostalgia and love for this cherished Jewish ritual object crept into my story.

Costumed Foolery was written in Kansas in the fall of 2018. Why write a story about Purim, a happy Jewish holiday that takes place in the spring, in the fall? My mom had passed away six months earlier, and it was up to my sister and I to sort through the things in her house, sort through some financial issues, and sort through some emotional issues as well. So, I guess I needed some cheering up. And I guess I don’t need to explain why the story revolves around a will, although thankfully my mom’s will never caused problems.

I didn’t write anything new for the series for about a year and a half. After my mom’s death, I didn’t have the heart. When I write, I need to be upbeat; otherwise, the story becomes too heavy and starts to drag. So, I put the series on hold. But sales were dwindling. Without writing anything new or doing much advertising, that happens. With 2020 slipping away, I had to make a decision: Continue with the series or not?

I decided I missed my characters — their outrage when an injustice has been committed, their loyalty to their community, and their sense of humor. And now that COVID-19 was forcing me to stay home, what were the choices? I could either just stare at my computer or do some writing. So, during the last six months of 2020 I wrote two full-length mysteries: Matzah Mia! and The Wreck of Two Brothers.

Then came another lull. The Petrified Psalm, the third novella in this volume, was supposed to be ready by mid-May 2021, in time for Shavuos, a Jewish holiday celebrating our receiving of the Torah. It wasn’t. COVID was pretty much under control in Israel by the spring of 2021. Shops and restaurants reopened. We could once again move around freely without our masks. So, I did what many other Israelis were doing. I went shopping at the mall! I went to a museum! I had coffee at an outdoor café with friends! 

Then in Israel we had another little war. There were a few other national tragedies. On a personal level, a few friends and acquaintances passed away. In other words, life — with its moments of joy and times of sadness — was back to normal. 

The mystery of life was back too. Why is there so much hatred and corruption in the world? Why are there so many hurtful misunderstandings between family and friends? When life is so fleeting, why can’t we find a way to get along and work together to build a better world? 

Questions such as these are in the back of the mind of the narrator of The Petrified Psalm, General Well’ngone, who was grown up a bit over the years — but who is fortunately still his usual friendly, wise-cracking self.

So, thanks for joining me on this journey. And I hope you will enjoy the three stories in Jewish Regency Mystery Stories, Volume Two.

Libi Astaire

Jerusalem, Israel

July 2021/Menachem Av 5781
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​​The Melancholy Menorah
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A Jewish Regency Mystery Story

––––––––
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Including:

“A Small History of London’s Great Synagogue”

“WE WON’T DO IT.” Mrs. Leah Prager, a small and energetic woman, tilted her head back as far as she could, so she could gaze directly into the eyes of Mr. Henry Sax, bobbin-net manufacturer. “That menorah belonged to my parents, and my grandparents before them, may they rest in peace.”

Mr. Sax, a tall, stout, and quick-tempered man, looked over the head of the diminutive Mrs. Prager and spoke to the lady’s husband, Mr. Jonah Prager, greengrocer. “No disrespect to the dead intended, sir, I am sure. But times do change. We must change with them, or we shall be left behind.”

“I am not sure I understand what that has to do with my wife’s menorah, sir,” replied Mr. Prager. A man more accustomed to hovering at the margin of life than engaging it directly, Mr. Prager had summoned the wherewithal to answer the more-imposing Mr. Sax only after receiving a sharp nudge in the small of his back from his wife. “Surely, the Chanukah holiday is a testament to the Jewish people’s loyalty to our tradition. Is it not our refusal to change and turn Greek that we recall when we kindle the Chanukah lights?”

Mrs. Prager beamed at her husband’s unexpected eloquence, and shot a glance at their opponent, as though to say, “Answer that, if you can!”

However, Mr. Sax only glanced impatiently at his gold watch, which was attached to his waistcoat pocket by a heavy gold chain. In a few minutes the Evening Service at London’s Great Synagogue would begin. Already the male members of the community were streaming into the synagogue’s vestibule, glancing curiously at the threesome as they passed into the large hall that housed the sanctuary. 

“I have no wish to engage you in a theological discussion, sir,” Mr. Sax replied, closing his watch’s gold cover with a sharp snap. “But your wife’s menorah is a disgrace to this congregation. It is high time it is replaced by one that is more dignified, and I intend to put the matter to a vote tonight.” 

The wealthy manufacturer thrust his watch back into its pocket and strode into the sanctuary, taking his accustomed place at the front.

Mrs. Prager took her husband’s hand and squeezed it tight, hoping to impart another dose of determined courage to her spouse, who after his one sally had shrunk back into his own shadow. 

“You will speak up, won’t you, Mr. Prager? You will make them see that our menorah should remain where it is, in the synagogue, next to the Holy Ark? That it should be lit on Chanukah?”

“Well, it is a little dented,” he said, avoiding his wife’s pleading eyes. He had never addressed a public forum before, and he had no wish to begin a career as a public debater at this late stage in his life. “That does not matter to us, knowing how we do its history, how your grandparents brought it with them from Prague. But to others, who are not so sentimental ...”

“We are starting, Mr. Prager,” said the synagogue’s attendant, Mr. Koch, who stood at the doors to the main hall, ready to close them. “Are you coming inside?”

Mr. Prager, grateful for the excuse to end the uncomfortable conversation with his wife, pulled away his hand and said to her, “I will bring home a nice piece of herring for our tea.”

Mrs. Prager stood alone in the vestibule. A sudden draft made her shiver. She should go home, she knew, and sit by the fire in her small drawing room. She was susceptible to chills and colds. But she couldn’t bear to leave her spot, knowing as she did that the fate of her menorah was going to be decided that night.

“Is there anything wrong, Mrs. Prager?” a man’s voice inquired. “May I convey a message to your husband?”

She turned. Mr. Ezra Melamed, one of the community’s wealthiest members, had entered from the outside courtyard and was standing beside her. 

“It is about the menorah, Mr. Melamed. You have grown up with it yourself, and lit it too. The synagogue would not be the same, without it standing in its accustomed place. You see that, don’t you?”

A muffled “Amen” could be heard through the closed doors. Mr. Melamed tipped his hat and said, “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Prager, I am late. But I will see that your views are heard.”

He hurried into the sanctuary. Mrs. Prager heard the doors close behind him, but did not see them, because her eyes were tightly shut. 

“Please, God,” she whispered, “I did not complain when you took away my two babies. I did not question You, although I did not understand why they could not have lived—why our family will not have a continuance in the people of Israel after Mr. Prager and I have departed this world. But I did hope that my family’s menorah might continue to serve You, and that our memory would be remembered every year at Chanukah, when this holy congregation gathered around it to kindle the Chanukah lights. So, could You please, just this once, make a miracle for me. Melt the hearts of this holy congregation and make them cherish my menorah as much as I do. Let my menorah be victorious!”
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Mr. Melamed sank into the comfortable grandfather chair with a grateful sigh. He declined the glass of wine offered to him by Mr. Samuel Lyon, clockmaker to the fashionable world and respected member of London’s Ashkenazic Jewish community, but did accept a cup of tea. 

Also seated in the Lyon drawing room were Mrs. Rose Lyon, the matriarch of the family, and their eldest unmarried daughter, Miss Rebecca Lyon, the soon-to-be-well-known Authoress (and, Reader, the chronicler of this tale). The younger members of the household were already in their beds and presumably fast asleep, having come down with colds due to the unseasonably cold and foggy weather; although one of them, Master Joshua Lyon, did have the alarming habit of sneaking downstairs and listening to conversations that did not concern him.

“Will you stay for dinner, Mr. Melamed?” asked Mrs. Lyon. 

“Thank you, but my cook will be offended if I do not eat the meal she has prepared.”

Mrs. Lyon did not press her visitor to change his mind; she knew he was that rare person who eschewed the prattling conventions of society for the plain truth. Therefore, if he said he did not wish to stay for dinner, she could consider her duty as mistress of the house done and return to her needlework.

Mr. Lyon, aware of a rumbling in his stomach, cast an encouraging eye over at their guest, hoping Mr. Melamed would broach the subject that had brought him to Devonshire Square, that pleasant corner of London where the Lyon family had their abode. It was clear that Mr. Melamed wished to speak about something, and equally clear that for some reason he hesitated to begin.

“You were very late this evening,” Mrs. Lyon said to her husband, breaking what had become an awkward silence. “Was the leader of the prayer service very slow?”

“On the contrary,” replied Mr. Lyon, stretching his legs toward the fire. If he must be hungry, at least he could be warm. “I am convinced that Mr. Strauss skips every fourth word, otherwise he could never recite the prayers so quickly. But afterward we had to decide what to do about the synagogue’s menorah.”

“I was saying to Mrs. Franks just the other day that we must give it a good polish before Chanukah,” said Mrs. Lyon. “Which reminds me, Mr. Lyon, we must purchase more candles. And sweets for the children.”

“This year you need not worry about polishing the Prager menorah,” said Mr. Melamed, rousing himself at last. “Tonight, the synagogue members voted to replace it with a new silver menorah donated by Mr. Sax.” 

“It is a rather remarkable example of the silversmithing art,” Mr. Lyon added.

Miss Lyon, who always delighted in the new, immediately asked about the Sax menorah. But to her great disappointment, her father had not made a drawing and she was prevented from making further inquiries by her mother, who asked, “Why does the synagogue need a new menorah?”

“Progress, according to Mr. Sax,” replied Mr. Lyon. “Our community has grown and prospered ...”

“Only some,” Mrs. Lyon corrected him. “I am sure there are many more poor Jews now than when I was a girl.”

“That may be, but Mr. Sax feels that the ritual objects used in the synagogue should reflect the position in society occupied by those who have prospered.” 

Mrs. Lyon considered this for a few moments. “I am sure I am not against progress,” she said, “but what about poor Mrs. Prager? Will her feelings not be hurt when she finds out?”

“I am afraid they will,” said Mr. Melamed. “That is why I would like your opinion, Mrs. Lyon, as another woman with a sensitive heart.”

Mrs. Lyon acknowledged the truth of this compliment with a nod of her head.

“I understand how Mrs. Prager would be distressed by this sudden banishment of her family’s heirloom from its place of honor by the Ark,” Mr. Melamed continued. “But perhaps we can soften her pain by suggesting the Pragers donate their menorah to the orphanage. The menorah would then still be exhibited in a public place and lit every year. And it is no small thing to gladden the hearts of orphans.”

“That is an excellent idea,” said Mr. Lyon, glancing at his wife for confirmation.

But that good woman was vigorously shaking her head. “It is kind of you to concern yourself with Mrs. Prager’s feelings, Mr. Melamed, but I cannot think the orphanage is the solution. You know how children are. The bigger and shinier a thing is, the more they are impressed. I can see them being enthralled with Mr. Sax’s menorah, if it is as impressive as you say. But I cannot see them valuing the Prager menorah, which is a dear but very humble thing. Do you not agree, Rebecca?”

Miss Lyon blushed. While it was true that she had never paid much attention to the Pragers’ menorah, she did not like to see herself compared to the children at the orphanage. They were all very sweet, but several years younger—for she was almost at the marriageable age!

Her blushes were not observed, though, because Mrs. Lyon suddenly shivered and said, “I fear no good will come from your evening’s work, Mr. Melamed.”

“My work?”

“You are mistaken, dear,” said Mr. Lyon, coming to the defense of their guest. “We all voted on the matter.”

Mrs. Lyon shook her head again. “Everyone listens to you, Mr. Melamed. If you had spoken more vigorously on behalf of Mrs. Prager’s menorah, you would have prevailed.”

“Perhaps,” he replied. “But what is done is done. And I cannot agree that what has been done will cause any lasting harm.”

“I hope you are right,” said Mrs. Lyon, ominously thrusting her needle into the recalcitrant cloth.
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Mr. Melamed’s cook was not the only one whose dinner was kept waiting on the fire that evening. Mrs. Amos Koch was also awaiting the return of the master of the house, because Mr. Koch was still in the sanctuary, performing his custodial duties. 

Although Mr. Koch was frail and his eyes were failing, he was proud that he could still do a proper day’s work and be of service to the community. If that work took him twice as long as it might have taken a younger man, he did not complain—and he expected others not to complain about the expense of keeping the candles burning so long after the Evening Service had finished, although there were those who did quietly grumble about this added expense whenever they had to pay their synagogue dues. 

Mr. Koch had already returned all the prayer books to their shelves, and now he was giving the floor a thorough sweep. When he spied a glittering object on the floor, he bent down—carefully, to prevent further damage to his arthritic knees—to see what had fallen.

“Someone has lost a crown,” said the attendant, bringing the coin close to his face so he could see it clearly. He was accustomed to speaking to himself; in fact, he rather preferred those one-sided conversations, because with the passing years he had grown a little deaf. “Well, better one of our gentlemen than our king, though folks do say that our King George is mad. We don’t need one of those revolutions here in England, like they had in France. Nor one of them guillotines, though some folks say they are a wonder for clipping coins.”

Mr. Koch chuckled over his little joke, and padded over to the table where the synagogue’s charity box stood. He dropped the coin into the box and, pressing his good ear against the box, listened for the clink. Once assured that the crown was resting companionably with the shillings and pennies—for in a charity box there is no division between the upper and lower classes—he retrieved the candle snuffer and began to extinguish the last of the still-burning lights. 

Many years of service had dulled his eyes to the grandeur of the sanctuary, which had been visited and admired by three of the Royal Dukes in the year 1809 and preserved for posterity in Volume III of Mr. Rudolph Ackermann’s famous book of aquatint prints, Microcosm of London. Mr. Koch therefore did not linger at the bimah, the raised platform where the prayer leader stood, but merely straightened the lectern’s covering, before placing the snuffer’s smothering cup over the flames dancing above. But when he approached the low golden gate that stood before the Holy Ark, which stood in an alcove in the Eastern Wall, behind a long crimson-colored velvet curtain, Mr. Koch paused, as he always did, for a few quiet words with his Maker. 

He was about to extinguish the candles in the two chandeliers that stood before the Ark, when he noticed that he was not alone in the sanctuary. Mr. Sax was still in his seat, reading by the dim light of the nearby candles. 

“Will you be going home, sir, or will you extinguish these last candles yourself?” asked the attendant, who was accustomed to the occasional congregant remaining in the sanctuary after the prayer service for some quiet study or meditation. 

“Your wife has your tea waiting for you, does she, Mr. Koch?”

“That she does, Mr. Sax, and I do not like to keep her waiting longer than I must.”

“Very wise of you, sir. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” Mr. Sax was a bachelor.

Mr. Koch screwed up his eyes. “I do not recall that verse, sir. Would it be in King David’s psalms or the proverbs of his son, Solomon?”

“Neither, Mr. Koch. It is Shakespeare, the great English poet William Shakespeare. We must learn to quote Shakespeare and Milton too.”

“Why, sir?

“Why? Because we are Englishmen!”

“That we are, sir, and before long the government will be putting a tax on reading and praying, just as they have put a tax on everything else. But will you be staying long, sir? I can come back to lock up in an hour or so, if you like. I live just around the corner, as you know.” 

“I am leaving now, too,” said Mr. Sax, closing his book. “First, though, I would like to have a word with you.” He rose and walked to the shadowy spot where the synagogue’s old menorah was affixed to the wall. After giving the Prager menorah to Mr. Koch’s care, he pointed at some sooty marks and said, “The wall needs a fresh coat of paint. I will pay for the expense.”

“There are those who say that soot should not be touched,” replied Mr. Koch. “They say it contains sparks of holiness from our Chanukah observances of the past.”

“People say many things, Mr. Koch, most of it nonsense. I want that wall painted before Chanukah. I shall also need an appropriate table for the new menorah. Can you help me bring over that unused table at the back of the hall?”

The table was a solid and heavy piece of work, but the two men managed to haul it down the aisle and into place. Mr. Sax then removed the protective cloth from his menorah, which had been standing on the floor, by his seat, and placed it on the table.

“What do you say, Mr. Koch? Will this height do?”

Mr. Koch studied the newcomer with a critical eye. Much as he disliked change, he had to admit that even in the dim light the silver menorah was a wonder to behold. The eight branches, which stood atop a graceful fluted column, which in turn sat upon an embossed pedestal, seemed to float upward, as if the eight linked strands were made from gossamer and not silver. On top of each branch was a flower-like bowl for holding the oil and wick. And on top of the column, which rose a few inches above the tops of the bowls, sat two lions rampant holding between them the two Tablets containing the Ten Commandments. And on top of the two Tablets sat a six-pointed star. The elderly attendant was happy there was nothing sitting on top of the star, because he had a crick in his neck from looking upward for so long. 

“It will take a tall man to light the wicks,” Mr. Koch said at last. 

“An excellent observation, Mr. Koch,” said Mr. Sax, who had no wish to embarrass any of the shorter members of the congregation—the financier Nathaniel Rothschild came to mind—who might be given the honor of lighting the menorah on one of the holiday’s eight nights. “I will procure a shorter table. I think I have a suitable one in my home. But this table will do for now.”

Mr. Sax buttoned his greatcoat and put on his gloves. Mr. Koch, who was still holding the Prager menorah, asked, “What shall I do with this?”

“There is a shelf underneath the lectern. It can stay there until Mr. Prager collects it. Good night.”

Mr. Koch was still holding the menorah several minutes after Mr. Sax departed. He was quite fond of this menorah. On its silver backplate were embossed two Lions of Judah rampant, which looked quite friendly even though their mouths were opened wide and their tongues were sticking out. These lions were holding between them the seven-branched Menorah that had once sat in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem, which Mr. Koch thought a very appropriate thing to have on a Chanukah menorah. After all, it was the miracle of the oil that was celebrated on Chanukah.  Although there was only enough oil in the one small cruse of pure olive oil to light the Menorah for one night, according to the order of natural things, the oil burned for eight nights, a reminder to never give up hope. Even when the night was long and dark and there seemed to be no end or way out of a person’s troubles, the Chanukah lights whisper to us: Don’t despair! 

The backplate was welded to a simple rectangular silver box with eight compartments for holding the oil and wicks. An unadorned silver panel, hinged at the back, covered the oil compartments when it was closed—or almost covered them, because part of the panel had gotten dented during its many years of use and so the cover did not close completely. It was that imperfection that particularly endeared the menorah to Mr. Koch, for, as he was wont to say, are we all not imperfect vessels? Yet we do our best to perform the mitzvos, the commandments found in our holy Torah, even if our best does not reach perfection. 

Mr. Koch checked the oil compartments to make sure they were empty, as he walked toward the bimah. Before placing the menorah on the shelf, he gave the lions a friendly pat and said, “Well, sirs, it seems your service is no longer required. I suppose one day they will say to me too, ‘Our compliments, Mr. Koch, and you have been replaced. Find a spot on the shelf under the lectern and please to wait there, until someone comes to collect you.’”

A floorboard creaked in the ladies’ gallery above. But as Mr. Koch was a little deaf and did not hear it, he was not alarmed.
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Mr. Melamed did not linger over his dinner. The beloved wife of his youth had passed away a few years earlier and his two married daughters were living in distant lands. Therefore, it gave him no pleasure to dine at home, even though his dining room was elegantly furnished, and his china and silver were tasteful examples of the best that London’s shops could offer—which is to say that his table was very beautiful, indeed.

Usually, he ate a substantial meal at midday at Baer’s Coffee House, a kosher establishment located at Sweeting’s Alley, in the City. Mr. Melamed did not work in the City—his business was real estate, which took him to all parts of London and even beyond—but the coffee house served excellent food and he enjoyed the company of the establishment’s owner, Mr. Asher Baer.

He therefore was not overly hungry in the evening. But as our Talmud instructs us, “he who has acquired a Jewish servant has acquired a master,” and Mr. Melamed’s cook, like most cooks, was master of her kitchen. When she prepared a meal, she expected it to be eaten. Mr. Melamed was therefore always careful to at least taste the dishes she prepared for him, for the sake of peace.

He did, however, forgo his usual after-dinner coffee and brandy in the library that evening. Instead, he bundled himself up in his greatcoat and set out on foot into the wintry night, which was still cold and foggy. He did not need his carriage, because he did not have far to go. He lived on Bury Street, and so did Mr. Isaiah Rosels.

Mr. Rosels and his family had only just retired to their drawing room, after their evening meal, when Mr. Melamed was announced. He was greeted warmly by the family, who insisted he must have the best seat near the fire and a cup of tea—or something stronger, if he wished, to take away the evening’s chill. But Mr. Melamed, who had no desire to intrude upon the family longer than necessary, asked to be excused and then said, “A word with you, if I may, Mr. Rosels, about the Chanukah charity fund, and then I shall leave you to enjoy the company of your family.”

“Of course,” replied Mr. Rosels. “Let us go to the library.”

Mr. Rosels’s library was a small room where he attended to personal business matters. But it was stocked with a decanter of brandy, and the gentleman poured out two glasses. After wishing his host good health and saying the blessing before drinking spirits, Mr. Melamed took a sip and was pleased to discover that the brandy was excellent. His duties as a parnass, a benefactor of the Jewish community, took him to many houses, rich and poor alike, and he was often pressed to partake of some refreshment, some of it tasty and some of it edible only because it was an expression of the householder’s good will.

“I may have misplaced it, but I do not yet have your pledge for the Chanukah charitable fund, Mr. Rosels,” said Mr. Melamed, taking out a small leather pocketbook, which held a notebook and a silver-encased pencil. “May I mark you down for last year’s amount, or perhaps you can contribute more? The sick and elderly of our community seem to increase every year.”

“Yes, those who have enough coal for their fires and plentiful food and drink must be thankful,” replied Mr. Rosels, but in such a bitter tone of voice that Mr. Melamed looked up from his notebook with surprise.

“I do not wish to pry into your private affairs,” said Mr. Melamed, after a short silence had elapsed, “but if you wish me to decrease your contribution, you have only to let me know.”

Mr. Rosels stared gloomily at the crystal goblet in his hand. Then he raised the glass to his lips and drank down the brandy in one quick gulp. “I have the money right here, sir,” he said, opening the drawer of his desk. “What was the exact figure?”

When he was back in his own library, Mr. Melamed was still puzzling over his strange encounter with Mr. Rosels. Although he was glad to have received the donation, it was odd for a man to have so much cash lying about his home. But it really was not his business, he decided, taking up a book on ancient Jewish history. 
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“I am relying on your honor, sir. This transaction must never reach the public’s ears—ever! Here is something for your trouble.”

The Earl of Gravel Lane, the young leader of an even younger gang of Jewish pickpockets, looked with disdain at the three shillings that Mr. Isaiah Rosels had placed on the table.

“My honor, sir, will buy you a quarter of an hour’s silence,” said the Earl, who sometimes dabbled on the side as a fence for stolen goods. “These coins another three. Eternal silence, minus one hour, will cost you another ten bob.”

General Well’ngone, the Earl’s right-hand man, laughed. While he himself did not have a head for figures—his value to the Earl came from his ability to organize the logistics of the gang’s operations in the field—he thought it very clever of his leader to calculate the cost of eternity so quickly.

Mr. Rosels, who had made the dangerous trek to the unfortunate side of Houndsditch, where the Earl had his dark and dismal rooms, was not similarly amused. “I haven’t got it!” he blurted out, mopping his perspiring forehead with a handkerchief of a good enough quality to catch the eye of the General, who was somewhat of a connoisseur of fine linen, thanks to his less-than-fine profession.

“Take one of the bars of soap for yourself, if you insist,” Mr. Rosels added. “But I must have that money tonight.” 

The Earl pushed the three shillings back to Mr. Rosels. “You have not been frank with me, but I will be frank with you, sir. I do not want your money and I do not want your soap. I do not want to have anything to do with you. The General will see you out.”

General Well’ngone rose from his chair, but Mr. Rosels remained seated in the Earl’s drawing room—if a person can call a poorly furnished room with a crumbling ceiling, water-stained walls, and rotten floorboards by that name. Although the room was fire-less and therefore freezing cold, Mr. Rosels was sweating profusely. 

“Some brandy,” he gasped, clutching at the buttons of his coat.

Brandy, like coal, was in short supply in Gravel Lane, but there was some gin and the General went quickly to fill a cup. Even so, Mr. Rosels had already slipped from his chair and onto the floor in a dead faint by the time the General returned. While the Earl propped up the sick man’s head, the General succeeded in forcing some gin down his throat. After several minutes, Mr. Rosels’s breathing became less labored and his face lost its ghastly pallor. 

“You should have let me die,” he said, after he had recovered from his attack. 

“Your heart is weak?” asked the Earl, whose concern was partly for the sick man and partly for himself. He knew from experience how inconvenient a dead body in his living quarters could be.

Mr. Rosels, his eyes gazing fixedly at the peeling ceiling above him, whispered, “Yes, the heart is weak. No matter how much it has, it always desires more.”

“Gambling debts?” asked the General. He and the Earl never frequented London’s many gambling hells, but they knew that otherwise respectable men often came down with gambling fever and some lost their entire fortune in one short night.

“No, I do not gamble.” Mr. Rosels was slowly rising to a standing position as he spoke, and shaking the dust from his clothes. “Nor can I place the blame for my troubles on the Stock Exchange. I know I have only myself to blame. Good evening, sirs. I am sorry to have taken so much of your time.”

Against the Earl’s better judgement, which was telling him to let Mr. Rosels leave and take his troubles with him, the Earl inquired, “Why can you not pawn a jewel, Mr. Rosels? I can help you with that transaction for your three shillings.”

“I cannot do it without my wife knowing, and I would not have her know for the world what I have done. But what is wrong with the soap? It is what I sell in my shop. Its quality is outstanding. All the gentlemen use it.”

“You have answered your own question, Mr. Rosels. The pawnbrokers on Houndsditch buy pretty trinkets from gentlemen in debt, because gold and silver can be melted down and resold and jewels can be recut and reset. Your bars of soap have no value in a similarly altered state.”

“Naturally, but you can sell them as they are—and make a very nice profit.”

“Sell to whom? Gentlemen are not in the habit of making purchases for their personal appearance in this part of town. We who must live here have hardly enough clean water to cook with. Bathing is a luxury, and when we do bathe, I can assure you that we do not waste a week’s earnings on a bar of scented soap.”

“You could sell it elsewhere,” Mr. Rosels insisted. “London is a place that offers many opportunities to an enterprising person such as yourself.” 

“Do I look like a soap manufacturer’s agent, sir?”

The Earl, who affected the dress and mannerisms of the previous century, including a powdered wig and suit of stained and torn satin, removed a snuff box from his waistcoat pocket and took a pinch of snuff.

Mr. Rosels admitted the Earl looked nothing like the agents and shop assistants he was familiar with.

“Bring me something reasonable to pawn, and I will get you your money, with the secret of your identity preserved,” said the Earl. “But do not expect me to cart about London a crate of Rosels Fine Soap.”

Mr. Rosels departed. The General, hating to waste good gin, poured some into a glass for the Earl while he drank what remained in Mr. Rosels’s cup.

“What do you make of it, Earl?” he asked, more for conversation than from curiosity, because the warming gin had left him feeling lazily content with the world. 

“You tell me, General Well’ngone.” While the Earl was the brains behind his gang’s operations, he encouraged the General and the other boys to think too.

The General pushed back the bicorne hat sitting on his head, to give his brains some fresh air, as he liked to say. Even while inside, he usually wore his hat and over-sized greatcoat—purchased at that great center of trade and commerce, the London Rag Fair. “I find it odd that a man like Mr. Rosels broke down like a baby at the mention of ten bob. That is not such a great sum for someone with a shop patronized by the gentry.”

“No, it is not. Therefore?”

The General pushed his dark locks off his forehead, for good measure, because he was not exactly sure where in his head his brain reposed. “Therefore, he must be at the end of his rope. But why?”

“Look to the rope, General. What makes a man fear a noose?”

The General did not need to think hard to answer that. He and the Earl lived in the shadow of the noose every day, although they never dwelled on the topic.  

Mr. Rosels, who had no such calming familiarity, was also thinking about nooses as he trudged down the silent streets toward home. He had behaved recklessly that evening, he knew. He should have seized Mr. Melamed’s offer to pay just a small amount to the charity fund. Mr. Melamed could be depended upon to keep another man’s secrets. Instead, he had handed over the money he had procured with difficulty and needed for a more pressing cause—and for what? If not tomorrow, then surely by the end of the week, he would be ruined and his good name disgraced. And all because of ...

He felt inside the pocket of his coat. The threatening scrap of paper was still there. He did not have to read it again, because he knew by heart the ominous words. If only he knew the author of those words, he thought, with rising anxiety, he would ...

His steps had led him to Duke’s Place and the Great Synagogue. Usually a welcoming and comforting sight, the synagogue looked coldly implacable in the foggy darkness. 

“Do what?” he whispered, shuddering at the unexpected turn of his thoughts.
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The first arrivals for the Morning Service were shuffling to their seats. Even though Mr. Koch had got the stove going a good half hour earlier, the sanctuary was still uncomfortably cold. Therefore, the usual greetings were uttered through woolen scarves still snugly wound about the lower face and neck or with chattering teeth.

Mr. Melamed was engaged in rubbing his half-frozen hands to warm them, when he—and all the others—became aware of an altercation going on at the front of the room. 

“Where is it?” shouted Mr. Sax. He had taken Mr. Koch by the shoulders and was giving the elderly man a vigorous shake. “Where is my menorah?”

A crowd had begun to form around the two men, and Mr. Melamed knew he must join them. Restoring peace was one of his duties as a deputy of the synagogue and leader of the community, and while it was always pleasant when peace had been restored, getting to that blessed state was usually an irksome affair.

“Remove your hands from Mr. Koch’s person, sir, and then let us hear your complaint,” said Mr. Melamed, who matched Mr. Sax in height and strength.

Mr. Sax looked about him as one who had awoken from a daze. He stared in amazement at his hands, which still grasped the elderly attendant’s frail shoulders, and removed them at once. “I beg your pardon, sir,” he said to Mr. Koch. “But where is my menorah? Why is not on this table, as I instructed?”

All eyes went to the empty table standing beside the Holy Ark.

“And why is that back on the wall?”

All eyes went to the wall, where the Prager menorah was hanging in its usual place.

Mr. Koch was looking hard at the wall, along with the others. “I cannot say, Mr. Sax. When I locked the doors last night, your menorah was sitting on the table, right where you put it. And the Pragers’ menorah was sitting on the shelf of the lectern, right where I put it.”

“Then who ...?” Mr. Sax’s sharp eyes swept over the crowd. When he saw the pale face of Jonah Prager, his former anger returned with full force. “You!” He made a movement to grab the greengrocer, but Mr. Melamed’s hand stopped him.

“I didn’t,” Mr. Prager was saying, his eyes searching the crowd for a friendly face. “I didn’t touch his menorah. I didn’t. Truly. I am as much in the dark as the rest of you.”

“Gentlemen, we will make a search of the premises after the Morning Service,” said Mr. Melamed. “For now, I ask everyone to take their seats. Mr. Sax?”

Mr. Sax looked as though he might say something. But when he saw that the rabbi of the congregation, Rabbi Solomon Hirschel, had entered the room, he changed his mind and went silently to his place. The others followed, while the leader of the Service ascended the steps of the bimah.

“Here is one mystery solved,” the man cried out. “Your menorah is here, Mr. Sax!”

The silver menorah was returned to the table, the Prager menorah was returned to the shelf under the lectern, and the Service was conducted without further interruption. Afterward, Mr. Melamed authorized the purchase of some paint for the back wall, per the request of Mr. Sax. He also suggested that Mr. Prager take his menorah home.

“I would not like to leave it in my shop all day unattended,” said Mr. Prager. “But I shall be more than happy to take it with me after the Evening Service, seeing how it is not wanted here anymore.”

However, that evening Mr. Prager was not among the congregants. During his midday meal, at which he had recounted the morning’s events to Mrs. Prager, who had brought him his food, he became so agitated that he fell into a nervous collapse so severe he had to go home and to his bed—and once there he was unable to leave it.

“At least there will be no menorah tricks tonight,” said Mr. Sax, with unabashed satisfaction, when he heard the news of Mr. Prager’s illness announced from the bimah. Then, having noticed the astonished faces around him, he hastily added, “Of course, I wish Mr. Prager a speedy and complete recovery, along with the rest of you.” 

After the Evening Service had concluded, Mr. Melamed joined his friend, Mr. Asher Baer, for a visit to the Pragers’ home. Mr. Baer had brought along some of his wife Miriam’s famous potato kugel for the invalid, which it was now his intention to deliver. Although Mrs. Baer rarely left her home, which was situated above their coffee house, she somehow was always among the first to know when someone had been taken ill and was among the first to respond with a health-restoring pot of chicken soup or plate of kugel.

“I hope Mr. Prager has not taken too much to heart the unfortunate outburst of this morning,” said Mr. Baer. “We must try to reassure him that no one except Mr. Sax thinks he tampered with the menorahs.”

When Mr. Melamed did not reply, Mr. Baer gave him a sidelong look. “Does your silence mean you think he might have done it?”

“I accuse no one. But someone moved the menorahs.”

“It might have been some of the boys, up to their usual tricks.”

“I hope you are right. But I wish I had remembered to bring the Pragers’ menorah with us. I have a feeling that the sooner the menorah is out of the synagogue, the better.”

“We could go back,” said Mr. Baer, without enthusiasm. Once again, the night was foggy and cold.

Mr. Melamed shook his head. “We are already here,” he said, and just a few minutes later they were ascending the stairway that led up to the small set of rooms that comprised the Pragers’ home. 

Mrs. Prager accepted the kugel with gratitude and begged Mr. Baer to give her compliments and her thanks to his wife.

“Here are some visitors to see you, Mr. Prager,” she called out to her husband, who was sitting before the fire, attired in his nightgown and cap and wrapped in a heavy shawl. 

The invalid attempted to rise from his chair, but Mr. Melamed insisted that Mr. Prager remain seated. 

“The community sends its wishes for a speedy recovery,” he said. “Is there anything else we can do? I will be passing the home of Mr. Taylor on my way back to Bury Street, if you are in need of a physician.”

Mr. Prager glanced over at his wife, who said, “That is very kind of you, sir, but I am sure we need not disturb Mr. Taylor. All that Mr. Prager requires is a good night’s sleep and some of this delicious kugel, and he will be himself again tomorrow morning. Don’t you agree, dear?”

Mr. Prager nodded his head. “It was just the shock. I am not used to being accused of ... I am still not exactly clear what Mr. Sax was implying.”

“I think Mr. Sax moved the menorahs himself, just to embarrass us further,” said Mrs. Prager. 

“Hush, Mrs. Prager,” said her husband. “It is forbidden to say such a thing. Let us put the incident behind us.”

“A very wise suggestion,” said Mr. Melamed. “I hope to see you in synagogue tomorrow.”

Mr. Prager was in the synagogue the following morning, and so was the wrath of Mr. Sax. This time, the bobbin-net manufacturer had something to shout about. Not only had the Prager menorah returned to its spot on the wall, but the new silver menorah had been heartlessly toppled from its perch and one of its delicate branches had been bent out of shape.

“You dare to show your face here?” Mr. Sax screamed, shaking his damaged menorah at Mr. Prager. “Sick, indeed! I demand that this liar be thrown out at once!”

“I was fast asleep in my bed.” Mr. Prager, pale-faced and wide-eyed, once again sought a friendly face in the crowd. “I didn’t come near the synagogue at all last night.”

While the day before the congregation was inclined to believe Mr. Prager, the sight of Mr. Sax’s damaged menorah both pained and puzzled them. Before the murmuring could grow too loud, Mr. Melamed stepped into the center of the crowd and said, “We shall get to the bottom of this matter, but we shall do so in a calm and dignified manner. I propose that the deputies of the synagogue should remain after the Morning Service, when we will discuss the best way to proceed.”

A half-dozen men sat in the synagogue’s library, where a fire had been hastily lit after the Morning Service by Mr. Koch. Rabbi Hirschel was not present, because that morning he was needed to perform an unhappy but necessary duty—write up a Bill of Divorcement for a member of the congregation who was about to be transported to Australia for life and had decided it would be best to leave his wife and children behind, in England. The Rabbi had therefore appointed Mr. Melamed to head the committee for restoring peace to the congregation and calm to the sanctuary, a duty that gentleman had performed many times before with success.

While Mr. Melamed would have preferred that neither Mr. Sax nor Mr. Prager be present at the meeting, he could see no way to prevent them attending, when they insisted. But he did warn them that any name-calling or other angry words would result in their immediate dismissal.

“I only wish to find out who has damaged my menorah,” said Mr. Sax, “and why.”

“And I only wish to clear my name,” said Mr. Prager. 

“May I then assume that the happenings of the past two evenings are not connected to a previous feud, and that neither you nor an agent you have hired for the purpose are responsible?”

Both men looked offended and insisted they were blameless.

“I then ask, Mr. Prager, that you take home your menorah,” said Mr. Melamed, handing over the small menorah. “I also suggest that we set up a watch in the sanctuary for the next few nights, to see if we can discover who is behind this prank.”

As all those in attendance were working gentlemen, this proposal was not greeted with enthusiasm. But because he saw its necessity, Mr. Lyon volunteered to perform the first night’s watch with Mr. Melamed.

“Perhaps we can convince Mr. Baer to join us,” said Mr. Lyon, when no one else volunteered to fill the third position. 

“I shall bring you some warm food and drink during the night,” Mr. Koch assured them. He then turned to Mr. Prager and said, “If you have a moment, sir, I will find a cloth to wrap around your menorah. We do not want the lions to catch cold, do we?” 
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Mr. Prager had intended to go straight to his greengrocer’s shop after the meeting. But he was hailed by an acquaintance of his, Mr. Abner Bobenes, who had been waiting for him outside in the courtyard and who insisted the two go to a nearby kosher coffee house for some refreshments.
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