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PROLOGUE

––––––––
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THIS STORY IS ABOUT A BOOK. It is about money too — and when I say money, I am not talking about the jingling coins you find in a gentleman’s pocket. I am talking about the type of money that people fight over and will sometimes even kill for.

But at the end of the day, all the haloo-baloo that follows is about a book. So, if you are like most people in London, who cannot tell a “d” from a “b” no matter how many times you have been introduced, and you do not see why anyone would make a fuss over some old pieces of paper with ink spilled over them, this story is probably not for you. 

Unless, that is, you take the advice of the leader of my pickpocketing gang, the Earl of Gravel Lane. Every time you see the word “book,” picture a diamond or an emerald instead. Everyone likes a story about precious jewels, he says. Though I think that if your imagination is as poorly equipped as your knowledge of letters, this suggestion may not work, and you may be stuck with the book. 

Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.

But speaking of introductions, my scribe, Simon, says I should tell you who I am in this Prologue, so you do not get the wrong idea and think this is a made-up story written by some crazy old man with stringy white hair who lives in a dark attic and spends his days scratching at paper with his pen and his nights scratching with that same pen at the bedbug bites on his back.

My name is General Well’ngone. If you frequent Covent Garden and have been relieved of a handkerchief or two, it is possible we have already met. If not and you should care to call, most mornings you will find me at our gang’s home in Gravel Lane, located on the unfashionable side of Houndsditch. Leave your valuables at home.

Simon is not a member of the gang because he is not a pickpocket. He is an orphan, like the rest of us, but he currently resides at the Jewish Orphanage. This is a more exclusive residence than it sounds because there are far more Jewish orphans in London than beds at the orphanage. 

Simon goes to school during the day, which is why he knows how to read books. He can write them too, when I have a story that we agree is worth setting down for posterity, which is a fancy word for the future. Simon is a generally good fellow, but like all of us, he has his flaws. One of them is that when he runs across a new word, such as posterity, he likes to use it. So, if while you are reading this story you run into a word you do not understand, I suggest you do what I do: Substitute it with one you do know. The result can be funny. 

But Simon is giving me a dirty look because he does not like it when I ramble. It wastes good ink, he says, and paper too. Besides, being stuck in a Prologue when there is a whole story to enjoy is like looking through a glass window at all the food on display inside the shop — and no one ever stopped the rumbling in their stomach by looking. 

So, I am going to end this Prologue with an explanation that is the reason why I began it in the first place. Simon says storytelling has laws and one of those laws is that a story has someone called a Narrator. Sometimes this Narrator is all puffed up with pride and acts like he is God; he pretends he knows everything about everyone and every little thing that happens. The other kind of Narrator will pretend to be an ordinary person and tell only what he has seen and heard with his own eyes and ears. 

Not being overly fond of laws, I see no reason why I should take notice of this one. So, I tell my stories my own way: There are bits where I saw what happened and other bits that were told to me later by the people who saw what happened when I was not there. If you are a stickler for rules and will therefore say I do not deserve to be called a Narrator, so be it. You may call me instead an Innocent Bystander Who Got Involved in This Story Against His Will and Only Got Out of It After Much Exertion and Heartache. 

However, just because people told me things, this does not mean everything that follows is true, because people do not always tell the truth about what they are thinking and why they do what they do. And sometimes it happens you start out thinking one thing is true and it is only later, if ever, you realize you should have been thinking of something else. So, I am only telling the truth as I know it and ... But I suppose I am rambling again, because Simon has gone from giving me a dirty look to shaking his pen in my direction. So, consider this Prologue to be officially at an end and you are invited, with my compliments, to ramble over to Chapter One.

CHAPTER ONE

––––––––
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I HAD NOT SEEN OLD Mrs. Moses for months. She had a house on Duke’s Place, a skinny building that is all windows, except for a few bricks to keep the windows in place, and except for the bottom floor, which has a window and a door. 

I do not think Duke’s Place was ever an elegant address, but this is where Mrs. Moses moved after she married, an event which took place so long ago that King George II was still sitting on the throne. Her husband, Mr. Naftule Moses, was a wealthy diamond merchant who could have lived anywhere; but he chose to live close to the Great Synagogue, which he regularly attended. He also gave a nice sum of money towards the synagogue’s maintenance every year, a tradition Mrs. Moses continued after her husband died. 

I did not know him. He left this world when he was still in his prime, as the saying goes, which was long before I made my appearance. As they never had any children, I never made their acquaintance either. What I know of the Moses family history is what I was told by Mrs. Moses, who remained alone in the skinny house that overlooks Duke’s Place.

This may sound sad and lonely, but from her windows she had as good a view of Jewish London as anyone who lives in our great metropolis. She could see everyone who came to the Great Synagogue, or who crossed the square on their way from Houndsditch to Covent Garden or the Strand, which was just about everyone.

Including me.

Over the years, her body got busy affixing wrinkles on her face and thick blue veins on her hands, but her eyes remained sharp and her hearing sound. When she used to see me walking through the square, she would sometimes call out from her window, “General Well’ngone, step inside. There is still some soup simmering on the fire.” Or: “There is half a meat pie sitting in the larder. Take it home for supper for you and the boys.” It was all very cheery and neighborly, and in return I would tell her news I had heard in town or recount some funny incident I had seen. And I was not the only one she invited in for a meal and a chat. She liked people and people liked her, and so she was not as alone as it might seem.

I was thinking about all this as I walked across Duke’s Place, because I had not had a cheery day and it would have raised my spirits a great deal to have a neighborly bowl of soup or piece of meat pie.

I will not bore you with the details concerning why my spirits were as low as the crumpled bit of brown paper I kicked across the square with my boot. I will just say the morning started with my receiving a slap on the face from a gentleman who objected to finding my hand in his coat pocket — I had sneezed at an inopportune time — and the rest of the day proceeded along similar lines. 

Now, every profession has its ups and downs, or so I have been told, and so I know better than to expect the great city of London to empty her treasures into my waiting hands every day of the year. But I also know some days it is better to admit defeat and leave the field — a sneezy day being one of them — before you and your sneezes get hauled off to Bow Street, where an overly zealous magistrate might get it into his head that prison is a better place for you than the streets of London. 

I had therefore left the gang under the care of Saulty, my second-in-command, and was on my way home to Gravel Lane when I happened to glance up at the windows of Mrs. Moses’s home, which were not exactly dark, but which were empty of Mrs. Moses.

“Let me knock on the door and say hello,” I said to myself, suiting my action to my words.

After a longish wait, the front door was opened by a little mouse of a woman named Leah Toller. I was surprised to see her and she was surprised to see me, so for several moments we just stood staring at each other. 

“Is Mrs. Moses at home?” I asked, after I had had my fill of staring.

Leah continued to stare. 

“It is not a difficult question,” I said. “Either she is, or she is not.”

Leah stared some more.

I used to think Leah was pudding-headed, as she never had much conversation when she was a girl. She was the only daughter of a widowed washerwoman named Blumah Falk, now deceased and presumably keeping the clothes clean up in Heaven. Mrs. Falk was as stern and taciturn as the wooden paddle she used to stir the clothes in her big vat. So maybe that is where Leah learned to stare instead of talk and laugh like other girls. 

I suppose silence could be considered a virtue in married life — and Leah was married to a young man named Meyer Toller — but I was not married to her, and I wanted an answer to my question. The answer came from someone else, though, because while I was talking and Leah was staring, Mr. Gabriel Taylor, a doctor, came and stood beside me.

“Do you have business here, General Well’ngone?” he asked. Mr. Taylor is still a youngish man, and so he did not have to squint at me or adjust spectacles on his nose to see who I was. Nor did he look down that nose to give me a disapproving look, as another person might, because he is one of those people who is on pleasant terms with just about everyone. 

“Only if a desire to enquire after Mrs. Moses’s health may be considered business,” I replied. 

“I will give her your compliments. Do not be disappointed if she will not see you.”

On that ominous note Mr. Taylor entered the house. I presume he went up the stairs. I cannot say for sure because Leah slammed the door in my face and so I could not see.

Normally, I would have continued to Gravel Lane. It was a blustery day, even though the calendar said it was already spring. And even though I was wearing my greatcoat, with its two capes at the back, and my bicorne hat, I felt hungry and chilled and feared more sneezes were on their way. Yet the appearance of Mr. Taylor and his easy access to the home, which hinted he had been there a few times before, aroused my curiosity. And if I could not satisfy my hunger, at least I could satisfy that!

It was good I waited, or at least I thought so at the time. When the door reopened, Mr. Taylor said, “Mrs. Moses cannot see you. But she invites you to go to the kitchen, where Mrs. Toller will give you a bowl of soup.”

Because Mr. Taylor returned upstairs, I had no opportunity to question him further. Leah was already halfway down the hall, a tactic I rightly assumed to mean that even though I had gained entry to the house, she had no intention of speaking with a lowly pickpocket like me. 

The kitchen was a long and narrow room with a cheerful fire blazing in the hearth at one end and a tall cupboard for the dishes at the other. In the middle of the room was a large worktable. Meyer Toller stood at one end of it, polishing some silver candlesticks. A tall and lanky young man with big ears, small eyes, and shocks of red hair that stood out from his head in surprising places, he looked at me with alarm and moved the candlesticks closer to him. 

“I’m to give him some soup,” Leah said to her husband. 

“What for?”

Leah shrugged, but she did ladle some pea soup into a bowl, which she placed at the other end of the table. After she brought me a spoon, Leah said to Meyer, “Keep an eye on him.” Then she left.

Since Meyer had been staring at me the entire time, I considered that last comment to be unnecessary. In fact, it almost made me stand up and leave the room. But my hunger was greater than my pride and so I stayed.

I did say, though, “I see you have come up in the world, Meyer. The last time we met, you had left the school for poor boys at Jews’ Hospital and were sweeping floors at Mr. Harris’s greengrocer shop.”

“It was honest work I was doing, which is more than can be said for some people.”

“How did you and Leah come to be employed by Mrs. Moses?” I asked, ignoring the jibe at my own profession.

“After her apoplexy—”

“Pox!” 

I jumped up from my chair, fearing the old lady had come down with smallpox or some other pox I did not care to meet.

“Not pox. Apoplexy.” 

Meyer said the last word slowly, so it sounded like A Pop Let’s See. My scribe Simon, not trusting my judgment when it comes to turning sounds into letters, later asked Mr. Taylor how to spell the word, which is how we knew how to spell it properly here. But to get back to my story, I asked Meyer, “What is apoplexy?”

“Mr. Taylor can tell you better than me. But the poor old lady can do almost nothing for herself. She sits in her wheely chair all day. Leah must dress her and help her with her meals. When I am done with my work, I read to her from the newspaper. Leah sometimes reads her one of those novels you get from the lending library.”

“It sounds like a dull life,” I said, sitting back down. I set my spoon to work again, but this time more sadly, because I remembered how spry and full of good humor Mrs. Moses used to be.

“It’s not so bad. We have a comfortable roof over our heads, with plenty of food to eat and firewood to keep us warm.”

“I was speaking of Mrs. Moses. It must be dull for her if she can have no visitors. Was she struck blind and deaf too?”

Meyer shook his head. “She can still see and hear. Her talk is a little strange, because the illness has made her face lopsided, so one side droops a little lower than the other. It is my opinion that is why she will admit no one to the house, except the doctor and her nephew and the occasional tradesman who calls. Although what a woman of her age has to be vain about, I am sure I don’t know.”

I did not know either. And because I had finished my soup, I rose to go. I would have gone too, except at that moment Mr. Taylor came into the kitchen.

“I am glad you are still here,” he said to me. “Mrs. Moses has changed her mind. She would be happy to see you.”

Looking back, if I had finished my soup a few spoonfuls quicker — or if Mrs. Moses had changed her mind a few minutes later — I would have been spared a lot of bother and you would never have heard about the book. But as neither of these things happened, please to follow me up the stairs.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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BECAUSE I HAD BEEN WARNED by Meyer, I did not expect to be surprised by Mrs. Moses’s appearance. But I was. For one thing, half of her had disappeared. Not that she was ever a stout sort of person, but she was never all skin and bones either. Now she was. As for her face, it looked like there were two people staring at me. One of them, the one inhabiting the left side of her face, was greeting me with the usual twinkle in her eye. The person hiding behind the droopy right side lacked all animation.

I therefore addressed her left eye and said, “My compliments, ma’am, and my thanks for the soup.”

She gave me what I supposed to be a smile, although it only made her face look even more lopsided. Then she said to Mr. Taylor, with a little difficulty, because some of the words slipped out of the droopy part of her mouth before she could fully form them, “You may go now. The General and I have some business to discuss.”

“Do not overtire yourself, ma’am,” he told her. “I shall call again tomorrow.” He then gave me a nod — which could have meant anything from “Do not wear out the lady with your talk” to “Do not steal the silver”— and left.

After I sat down in a grandfather chair placed next to her wheely one, both of which were comfortably situated in front of the fire, Mrs. Moses said, “General, I am in a pickle.”

I smiled. Usually, when we had our little chats, I was the one in that less than welcome state and Mrs. Moses enjoyed hearing how I got out of it. Looking around her comfortably furnished room, with its chairs covered with blue fabric that was not a bit torn, its tea table and writing desk that did not wobble, and its walls that were covered with pictures and not damp stains, I silently wondered about what sort of trouble Mrs. Moses could be in. All seemed safe and cozy to me. 

“Soon I will be leaving here,” she said, as though reading my thoughts.

“You are moving to Bath?” 

I have never been to Bath myself, but I have heard about it. There are so many sick and crippled people who go there to take the waters that there is a wheely chair made especially for them called a Bath Chair, so they can go from place to place. I do not understand the attraction of Bath, because I have heard it said the waters there are smelly and taste as bad as they smell — and if you are looking for something smelly and foul-tasting, you need not travel so far. You can sample the water that flows once a week for a few hours from the pump at Gravel Lane. But there is no accounting for people’s taste, and I was already silently mourning the loss of my neighborly bowls of soup here in Duke’s Place, when she said, “No, I am not going to Bath. I am going to die.”

That made me sit up straight in my chair. When I tried to protest, she shook her head and I remained silent.

“I am not afraid of dying,” she told me. “There is one thing I do fear, though. I—”

She was interrupted by the entrance of Leah, who said, “Beg your pardon, ma’am, but Mister Abner Moses and the other gentleman have come to see you.”

“Other gentleman?”

“The one who called last week. Mr. Key ... something.”

Mrs. Moses gave me a glance, and I said, “I can come back tomorrow.”

To me, she shook her head. To Leah, she said, “Ask them to wait in the drawing room, until I call for them.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Leah made a lumpy curtsy and left. Although I still hold that she is pudding-headed when it comes to making polite conversation, I have to admit Leah knows how to keep a house tidy. I did not mention this before, but I noticed, while I was eating my soup, that all was neat and clean in the kitchen. Mrs. Moses’s sitting room also showed that someone had taken care to give it a good dusting. Mrs. Moses herself looked like she had been given a good dusting too, if what Meyer had told me was true and she could not take care of herself. Her face and hands were clean and the white cap sitting on her head was not a bit stained or crooked.

But apparently Mrs. Moses did not think highly of Leah’s brains either, because it was to me she turned when she needed something done that required some thinking. After we heard Leah’s footsteps going down the stairs, Mrs. Moses wheeled her chair around, so she was facing me and was close enough to whisper.

“I have a favor to ask, General Well’ngone, and I will pay you for it. Wait outside, until you see those two gentlemen leave my house. Try to hear what they say. If they are talking about a book, follow them for as long as you can, without being observed. Then come back and tell me what they said. Will you do this?”
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