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IT WAS THE FIRST NIGHT of Sukkos, the festive Jewish holiday that occurs after the solemn days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Mr. Samuel Lyon, clockmaker to the fashionable world, had returned to his home in Devonshire Square, after attending the Evening Service at the Great Synagogue, that noble place of prayer which was memorialized for posterity a few years ago by Mr. Rudolph Ackermann in his Microcosm of London, Volume 3. 

“Well, children, shall we go into the dining room to eat our supper?” asked Mr. Lyon, beaming at the younger members of the Lyon family.

“No!” shrieked Sarah Lyon, the youngest daughter, at a pitch that could have shattered glass. Fortunately, the family was assembled in the drawing room and so the wine goblets were spared.

Mr. Lyon glanced from Sarah to his only son, Joshua, age seven, who as usual was busy with his toy soldiers. On this evening Joshua was re-enacting the Battle of Salamanca, which Lord Wellington and his troops had won two months before.

“If not in the dining room, where shall we eat?” asked Mr. Lyon. “Whoever can tell me shall receive sugared almonds for his trouble.”

Mr. Lyon went to the mantelpiece and removed a small packet that had been sitting behind a porcelain figurine. Joshua hesitated for several moments, pulled on one hand by the allure of his soldiers and, on the other, by the packet that was dangling from his father’s fingertips in the most tantalizing manner. 

“In the sukkah!” Joshua called out at last, springing up to claim his prize.

“And why do we eat our meals in the sukkah during Sukkos?” Mr. Lyon removed a second packet of sugared almonds from its hiding place.

“Because ...” Sarah pensively eyed the packet. “Because ... Because God told us to!”

Mr. Lyon gave Sarah her prize, as well as an affectionate pat on the head. He then turned his attention to Esther Lyon, who at age eight had begun to turn her attention from the appearance of her dolls to her own, and thus was fussing with her hair ribbon whilst examining her reflection in the mirror. When engaged in such a serious occupation, Esther was oblivious to her surroundings. Mr. Lyon therefore came between his daughter and the mirror, before saying, “Esther, can you expand upon your younger sister’s answer? Why do we eat our meals in the sukkah?”

To Esther’s extreme relief, she was prevented from answering by the arrival of the first of their guests, Mr. and Mrs. David Goldsmith and their son, Master Isaac Goldsmith, not quite age two. Since Mrs. Goldsmith had been Miss Hannah Lyon before her marriage and Isaac was the first and only grandchild of the family, a great flurry of hugs and kisses naturally ensued. 

When the initial excitement had subsided, Isaac was seated on the lap of his favorite aunt, Miss Rebecca Lyon, the well-known Authoress, whose chronicles of recent crimes affecting London’s Jewish community have met with considerable acclaim, at least among persons of sensibility in that community. (Reader, it is she—or rather, I—who is the Narrator of this story!) 

Nearby, a hurried conversation took place between Hannah and Mrs. Rose Lyon, matriarch of the family, concerning whether or not Isaac was dressed warmly enough for the sukkah, which was only a temporary hut constructed from thin boards and topped with a roof of branches and located outdoors. It was decided to bring an extra shawl, just in case, because although the day had been unusually warm, the night promised to be chilly. Mrs. Lyon then suggested everyone go to the sukkah, so the meal could begin.  

“Our other guests have not yet arrived,” Mr. Lyon reminded his wife.

Mrs. Lyon glanced over at the clock. “It is late. Perhaps they decided to eat at the orphanage instead.”

A note of bright hope had colored those words. That hope was extinguished by the sound of a knock upon the front door. A few moments later, Perl, one of the family’s servants, appeared at the doorway to the drawing room.

“Your ... guests, ma’am,” she said, not bothering to hide her disdain for the new arrivals. 

Entering first was the Earl of Gravel Lane, the young leader of a gang of even younger Jewish pickpockets. As was his custom, the Earl was dressed in the manner of a gentleman from the previous century. Although his satin coat and breeches were patched and faded and his powdered wig was more dirty grey than brilliant white, the Earl wore his costume with the careless aplomb that many a real gentleman could only hope to attain. 

Behind the Earl was his second in command, General Well’ngone. The General was dressed much more sensibly for the evening’s weather, attired as he was in a greatcoat that had several capes about the shoulders and a bicorne hat upon his head. Although both the coat and the hat were several sizes too big for his slender frame, the General also wore his clothes with confidence, as though it was the most natural thing in the world to purchase one’s wardrobe secondhand at the Rag Fair, without regard to size and fit. 

If it seems strange that two such persons should be invited to the home of a respectable family, the explanation is simple: It is a Jewish tradition to invite poor people to share one’s holiday meal, and Mr. Lyon had not given up hope that one day he would succeed in convincing the Earl and the General to give up their chosen profession for one more reputable. Mr. Lyon therefore greeted his guests with sincere cordiality. 

Now that everyone was in the drawing room, there was nothing more to do but to quit that cozy place for the dark mews in back of Devonshire Square, where the Lyon family’s sukkah stood, along with the sukkahs belonging to the other Jewish residents of the Square. The party therefore retreated to the entrance hall, where the gentlemen bundled up in their overcoats and hats—excepting the Earl, who insisted he did not feel the cold, and the General, who was already wearing his greatcoat—while the ladies buttoned up their pelisses and tied the strings of their bonnets. 

Outside, Perl led the way, holding a lantern, which was barely needed thanks to the happy fact that there was not a cloud in the night sky. The full moon therefore could cast down its silvery light upon the streets of London without obstruction—and there were many jovial comments, as the group made their way, about the perfect weather, for it often rained during Sukkos, which made sitting in the little booth impossible. 

After a short discussion about who should sit where, everyone took their seat at the table—which was covered with a white damask tablecloth and set with the family’s finest china, crystal and silver—and Mrs. Lyon prepared to light the Festival candles. As it is forbidden to light a new light on Yom Tov, the Hebrew name for a Jewish holiday, she took a spill and transferred a flame from an already lit candle. Mrs. Lyon then said the blessings over the candles and the rest of the party answered “Amen.” 

After that, Mrs. Lyon took her seat at one end of the table, and Mr. Lyon, who was seated at the other end, stood up.

“Kiddush!” said Sarah, happily, referring to the blessing over the wine that begins a holiday meal.

“Are you certain all of our guests are here?” asked Mr. Lyon.

Sarah looked around the table. As there were no empty chairs, she confidently replied, “Yes.”

“Do you see the seven Ushpizin in our sukkah—the Patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and Moses, Aaron, Joseph and King David?”

Sarah gave another look around the table and shook her head. “I don’t see them.”

“Perhaps that is because we have not yet invited them to enter. Let us do so now.” 

Mr. Lyon took up his prayer book and began to intone the ancient prayer of welcome for these seven holy shepherds of the Jewish people. The children glanced over at the sukkah’s door with nervous giggles, each one hoping to catch a glimpse of the distinguished visitors, who are said to visit every Jew’s sukkah each night of the holiday. Although Miss Rebecca Lyon was almost at the marriageable age (at least in her opinion; her mother did not approve of young ladies marrying too young), she too let her eyes stray to the flimsy, but firmly closed door.

“They’re here!” shouted Joshua, rising from his seat. 

And, indeed, to everyone’s surprise the door had been flung wide open. But instead of the Ushpizin guests, a very different being flew into the sukkah. 

“There they are!” roared Mrs. Bluma Kimmelbrod, pointing her long, bony finger in the direction of General Well’ngone and the Earl of Gravel Lane. “Mr. Kimmelbrod!”

Mr. Kimmelbrod, who was a head shorter than his wife, as well as rotund whereas his helpmeet was all sharp angles, reluctantly came inside. “Good Yom Tov,” he said, casting a sheepish glance in the direction of Mr. Lyon.

“This is no time for niceties,” Mrs. Kimmelbrod reprimanded her husband. “Call for a constable!”

II.

Several seconds passed before the astonished party could respond. Before I relate what followed, I must preface my remarks by assuring you, dear Reader, that Jewish ladies are renowned for their great modesty in dress and speech, compassionate natures, and refined manners. Yet we are but frail creatures, and when provoked we do sometimes temporarily part from our better selves and let baser emotions prevail. Thus, when Mrs. Kimmelbrod—that same Mrs. Kimmelbrod who caught Joshua Lyon releasing a small mouse into the Ladies Section during the Rosh Hashanah Morning Prayer Service at the Great Synagogue, and soundly berated Mrs. Lyon in front of everyone, until the cheeks of that distinguished female member of the community turned bright red with shame—when this same Mrs. Kimmelbrod made her present accusation, every fiber of Mrs. Lyon’s being was aroused.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
o | SL8 e
~ LIBI ASTAIRE
H:‘ 1"2‘ Y : A
' ] ] ‘ r |
- | b i

What's in a
Flame?

A JEWISH REGENCY MYSTERY STORY






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





