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        London, 1813

      

      

      

      It was an unusually chilly April in London, and Arnold could nearly smell the snow in the air. The goldsmiths had left early and, too cold to work in the workshop, he’d decided to string the pearls in the lush green drawing room of their family’s stately home. Aunt Eve and his younger cousin, Lizzie, were huddled by the fire.

      “April wears a white hat.” Lizzie got up and stepped to the window, pushing the peridot-colored curtains aside.

      Through the fog, Arnold could barely see past the manicured bushes of their back gates to the bustling street overlooking Green Park. It was about a two-minute walk to St. James Palace or Pall Mall, or another three minutes in the other direction to Piccadilly, where he hoped he could earn a spot for his jewelry business, a flagship store for his family. If he could somehow manage that, and his cousin Fave and Uncle Gustav won the competition for the king’s crown jewels, they could infiltrate the ton, London’s aristocratic gentile society. The ton would be swayed by Prinny and certainly covet everything the new crown jewelers would sell. And if the Pearlers earned the privilege of this place on Prinny’s side, they would have infiltrated the ton from the head down. Until then, they would continue holding their breath, hoping the gentiles wouldn’t sniff them out.

      It had taken his aunt and uncle decades to establish their clientele among the aristocracy. There was no way the noblesse would accept them if they knew they were Jewish—unless the prince led the way, maybe if they won the competition. George IV had become regent only two years earlier and had taken the reins of the competition. An outstanding, extravagant collector and builder, George IV, also called Prinny, had selected twelve competing families to present jewels at his winter ball. The winner of the competition would become the crown jeweler and earn a place at the king’s side and the admiration of his followers, including the ton. It was a risk, Arnold realized. The Pearlers would stand in the spotlight at the royal court and could be uncovered as Jews. He was constantly trying to remind himself that this was England, not continental Europe, so they were citizens and had nothing to hide, but his gut told him otherwise.

      “My flowers…” Aunt Eve mourned. Usually composed, with an ever-ready smile, she furrowed her brows at the dark clouds blocking the sunlight. Odd for this time of year, although English weather was unpredictable.

      Lizzie shivered and pulled the green shrug from the settee over her shoulders. “Are you quite sure that this is a spring ball, not a winter festival?”

      Eve joined her by the window. She’d been planning a reception to welcome Cousin Fave’s new wife into the family. Arnold’s cousin had married a sweet Jewish girl, and Eve’s special welcome ball for her new in-laws was a ruse to introduce them to the ton. Eve had spared no expense for the occasion. Arnold knew the splendor of the ball would distract the aristocrats—it always did.

      “Whatever you call it, Aunt Evie”—Arnold was the only one permitted the privilege of calling her Evie—“invite me some pretty widows, please.” He smirked, but Eve gave him a scolding look.

      “You won’t find yourself⁠—”

      “A good Jewish bride… I know.” Arnold sighed. They’d been over it a million times before. The only so-called ‘good Jewish brides’ were in London’s orthodox community. And they, he was quite certain, wouldn’t be found within a mile of his rakehell reputation or the ton. He wanted a partner for life, a smart girl, not a doll to prance around with during the season and toss aside over the cold months. Like cousin Fave’s new wife Rachel—or had they been found for each other? Arnold shook his head, that was another story.

      He wanted someone he could talk to, wrap into his arms in the cold English winter, and… Arnold wanted real passion. His desires were bubbling up now that Fave was busy with his bride. They rarely emerged from their chambers before dinner. Arnold was happy for them, of course, but he felt a pang of loneliness. Usually, work offered plenty of distractions, but Arnold only had one project today—restringing the Rabbi’s late wife’s pearls.

      While the ladies discussed their gowns for Saturday’s ball, Arnold focused on his work. He’d spread a thick worn leather mat across Aunt Eve’s escritoire and set out his jeweler tools. He examined the pearls on the tray before him: little balls of nacre, each an oyster’s defense mechanism against an invasion of their shell. He sympathized with the poor little mollusks and admired their policy. Whenever something nasty entered their lives, they packaged it in a smooth, shiny iridescent film to make it bearable. They took every obstacle as an opportunity to grow and make something better.

      Not that he was going to turn his problems into pearls any time soon. He didn’t know how to solve the present problem: the king’s competition for the crown jewels. What he could do, however, was finish the job at hand. All he needed were his chain and nose pliers, a pair of threading scissors, and waxed silk strands. He just wanted to finish stringing the pearls without his hands freezing. Aunt Eve always kept the fire burning in the drawing room but it was so chilly, the fire did little. As usual, Aunt Eve had been ready to entertain her ton acquaintances for tea, but with the cold today, they hadn’t seen any callers yet. Arnold was pleased with the lack of distraction; it meant more rose-scented scones for him and peace to work on the pearl strand.

      “What’s this, Arnold?” Lizzie picked up his knotting tool.

      “I made it myself.”

      Lizzie sat down and held the handle upside down. “How does it work?”

      “Watch the tip, it’s very, very fragile.” Arnold took the knotting tool from her.

      She looked at him with her big brown eyes and his heart leaped at the joy of jewelry tutoring, just as his grandfather and Uncle Gustav had taught him. The necklace could wait a few minutes. He’d always felt guilty for all the training and education he and Cousin Fave had received while Lizzie sat at home, as useful as a groomed poodle. What a waste to put her on the marriage mart for dull aristocratic debutantes at Almack’s, where England’s high society gathered to mingle and be seen. Her mind was sharp and her eyes hungry to learn.

      “Watch this.” He took a pearl from the tray and inserted it several pearls down the line on the tray.

      “Why are there numbers on the tray?”

      “This? Oh, my laziness, I suppose.”

      Lizzie’s frown remained, so he turned the wooden plate to her as if serving her delectable tarts. The pearls wiggled in the curved grooves on the tray when Lizzie squared it in front of her, but none rolled out.

      “I etched the numbers along the flocked beadboard so I can match them evenly,” he explained. “So, if I switch this around…” He changed the order of the pearls he’d already aligned.

      Lizzie drew back her head and crinkled her nose. “Ha! Who’d have thought?”

      “Thought what?” Arnold took up his tweezers to re-sort the beads. He had the order memorized. Barely perceivable differences between the pearls were landmarks to his expert eye.

      “The order really makes a difference. You arranged them to align…how shall I put it?”

      “It’s called evenly matched,” Arnold said. He liked tutoring Lizzie. She was a quick learner and looked up to him. If she’d been a boy, she’d have made a better jeweler than he’d ever been. She was the dearest girl, and he loved her like a sister.

      He handed his knotting tool to Lizzie by the wooden handle. “Hold it here.”

      She followed his instructions.

      He opened his left hand to reveal a row of pearls on a red thread.

      She inhaled sharply. “Where’d you hide these?”

      Arnold only blinked at her with a boyish grin, proud of his stringing tools. “This is the awl”—he pointed at a thin nail that was tip up—“and this the yolk.” He shifted a metal piece upward. “This pushes the knot close to the pearl, like so.”

      Lizzie’s eyes twinkled in amazement and he felt pretty good about his contraption.

      “Necessity is the mother of invention.” Lizzie grinned, always ready with a saying.

      Arnold nodded and wrapped the silk thread Lizzie had picked up around his index finger and thumb; then he swished his middle finger into the loop and hooked the tool.

      “And voila, the nod is tight against the pearl.”

      “That’s brilliant!” Lizzie beamed and took the tool from Arnold. “Now let me try.”

      Arnold felt it was good for Lizzie to participate in the family’s business. It was terribly unfair to leave her out only because she was a girl—especially these days, when they could use every helping hand.

      “Do you have enough pearls for the competition yet?” Lizzie asked without lifting her gaze from the strand in her hands.

      “Not yet. I’ll speak to Pavel and find out if he has a new supply,” Arnold said, playing down his concern. He didn’t want to alarm Lizzie yet, or Aunt Eve, but there had been no new shipments of pearls or gems recently. Hopefully, Pavel, their supplier at Piccadilly, could explain the hold-up.

      “You’ll need some evenly matched pearls like these for the crown jewels,” Lizzie said, absorbed with the shiny beads in her hands.

      Lizzie’s knotting wasn’t as tight as Arnold would like, but he decided he’d restring the pearls after she left. No need to discourage her.

      “The pearl is the queen of gems and the gem of queens,” she mumbled as she strung some more. Proverbs bubbled out of her like water from a fountain.

      Lizzie was nearly twenty now and in her first season, poised to marry some gentile aristocrat. It was a terrible plan to ground the Pearlers among the ton but, to avoid muddling their bloodlines, Lizzie was to remain childless. The mere idea of such a union made Arnold’s stomach turn, but that was a matter he couldn’t focus on right now. He needed to help the Pearlers win this competition and earn his place in the family. He didn’t want to be their charity case, the orphan who tagged along.

      His father had died of lung fever when Arnold was four. Less than two months later, his mother had died of a broken heart. His maternal uncle Gustav had taken him in, and Aunt Eve had become his second mother. Grandfather used to make up for all the love the family thought he’d lost as an orphan. His cousin Fave was only eight weeks younger and they’d grown up like brothers. In all those twenty years with the Pearlers, they’d always treated him as one of them, but at four and twenty, Arnold wished to make himself indispensable for reasons other than familial affection. It was time to prove himself.
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      Across St. James’ Palace, a short walk from Trafalgar Square, was London’s Great Synagogue, Hannah’s beloved home. Even though it was located in the heart of London, a few streets away from the British Museum to the northeast and Pall Mall to the southwest, the immediate quarter around the Jewish temple appeared like another world.

      “Why would you read Debrett’s? There’s not a chance in hell you’ll ever dance at one of the ton’s balls!” Esther, Hannah’s fourteen-year-old sister, lacked tact, a trait Hannah had desperately tried to instill in her since their mother had died.

      Debrett’s was a peerage reference book for the haute-couture of London, and Hannah knew she wasn’t a “peer” in the strictest sense—or any other sense for that matter—but wasn’t it the duty of an open-minded citizen to know what the nation’s leaders were up to?

      She rolled her eyes and closed her text. “Such language, Esther. Tate wouldn’t approve.” Hannah resorted to her father’s authority whenever she needed extra firepower in educating her younger siblings.

      “You shouldn’t be reading this; it’s not our place,” Esther said.

      “It takes a certain finesse, you know, to deliver a blow. Yours is all too obvious.” Hannah packaged the scolding in her best teaching tone, but she was hurt. It bothered Hannah more than she cared to admit that she was a spinster in her sibling’s eyes, the reliable egg that would sit in the pantry and never emerge to the salon without an apron tied around her waist.

      “Whatever do you mean by a blow? I’m a girl. I can’t deliver anything but food… argh!”  she said angrily, her brows furrowing in the middle as she did. Esther was fuming but Hannah was secretly pleased, for her little sister’s frustration with the subdued role of girls was her influence. She saw herself as her sibling’s tutor and one thing was for sure, she would not let her sisters be obsequious.

      Hannah smiled. Maybe her sister was learning a little from her after all: the injustices between sexes, between religions, between social classes… Hannah was fascinated by both the unspoken boundaries and the lure of breaking through them. Even as a girl, Hannah had studied the Torah and knew more than most men. However, as a girl, she was bound to domestic duties. It was just that her mind and heart could not embrace the limitations of household duties. She knew she was destined for more.

      “Aristotle said”—Esther interrupted Hannah with an indignant exhale—“No, just listen to me! He said that the aim of the wine is not to secure pleasure but to avoid pain.” Hannah lowered her voice to wrap up her lesson, hoping her recitation from the greatest of philosophers would appease her little sister.

      “Shakespeare said, ‘Hell is empty, and all the devils are here,’” Esther said, brimming with pride at her retort.

      “Touché! Well done! But don’t be ungrateful for what you have. A likely impossibility⁠—”

      “Is always preferable to an unconvincing possibility, I know, I know.”

      Esther really had to stop interrupting people; it was most unbecoming. And yet, Hannah admired her sister’s feistiness, even though she constantly felt a sense of underlying doom for her and for the prospects of all orthodox girls. For them, the future was limited to the home. It was a girl’s duty to become a mother, and it was a mother’s duty to instill pride in their traditions for the next generation. And yet, she could manage this and more. Except she’d not been able to explore what this “more” might entail because she’d never seen anything beyond the margins of their community.

      All in all, time had stood still for the orthodox community in London, while people all around them participated in a more modern way of life. Hannah Solomon, the Chief Rabbi’s oldest daughter, was something of a princess of the community, in plain sight for the Jews and yet invisible to gentiles if they happened to pass through the orthodox quarter. Here, the men wore black wide-brimmed hats and long black coats. Women kept their hair hidden under scarves and their opinions to themselves. Except for Hannah.

      Giving her opinion had become her vocation. She was the sole author and editor-in-chief for the Community Circular, a small weekly newspaper. Hannah fancied herself a self-made investigative journalist, passionate about publicizing untold stories of Jews who’d overcome incredible obstacles. She hoped women would find inspiration in her writing and gain the strength to stand against the paternalistic environment that marked their time. Despite all her domestic duties, Hannah’s mind painted strokes of freedom and equality for Jews, especially the poorest among her community. She thought it her humanitarian duty to shape her community’s opinion in an educated and critical manner. To her father’s chagrin, she knew her writing was frequently denounced as risqué by the elders of the temple—all men, of course.

      Her father had—before his responsibilities had gotten the better of his time management—spent uncountable hours teaching Hannah to interpret the Torah. As the spiritual leader of the largest community in Great Britain, Rabbi Solomon was a respected scholar, and he’d taught Hannah everything he knew. Now, Hannah was teaching her younger siblings, who weren’t allowed to attend the best, albeit non-secular, schools. Her younger brothers and sisters missing their education was out of the question as far as Hannah was concerned. Her sense of fairness, justice, and equality was the driving force behind her bottomless energy and devotion to her siblings—along with her big heart. She dearly loved each of her three little brothers and four little sisters, and she wanted the best for them.

      

      Later that day, Hannah chewed on the end of her quill and reread her closing lines before she handed her latest issue to her father, who was seated behind his desk. The next best thing to nourishing her siblings’ minds was doing the same for her community. And so, over the past few years, Hannah had turned the Community Circular, the synagogue’s news pamphlet, into London’s only Jewish newspaper. She had two thousand subscribers, which barely paid the printing cost—but she didn’t care as long as people read her columns.

      

      Yet another Jew converted to Christianity and became a member of parliament this week. Is it not heartbreaking that our kind is reduced to conversion to become eligible politicians? Let us not forget that the Mishneh Torah is our goldmine, our guidelines for virtuous lives of love, humility, and compassion. As such, dear members of the community, let us search deeply within ourselves for the strength to find acceptance in our circles. Together, may we prevail and seize control over our fates. Since Maimonides, we have had time to adapt to our challenges…

      

      “You can’t write that!” Rabbi Solomon put his daughter’s draft of the Community Circular aside. “I won’t send this to the printer. It’s too political and … you can’t speak up against Baron Stone!” he said, slamming his fist on the desk—a functional oak desk with an inkwell salvaged from the Jewish school at Kenton before its renovations. The hand-me-down desk seemed right at home here, with the cracked ceiling, the large wall clock, and the shelves full of reference books. Hannah had always thought her father’s office, tucked away behind the sanctuary’s doors, resembled an old schoolroom.

      “It’s the truth, Tate.” Hannah crossed her arms and stood firm before her father.

      “It is, my zis tokhter, sweet daughter, but nobody wants to hear the truth. Treason on religion is one of those truths…” He leaned over the desk and put his hands on her cheeks. She felt the roughness of his burden.

      “Tate, the members of our community are in a rut. They’re pious but sometimes … if they can’t breathe, they might try to escape.”

      She saw her father closing his eyes. Why was it that he seemed to brace himself for a blow when she spoke of her observations? “They don’t know why they do what they do and why we are so different.”

      “Channi”—he used her Yiddish nickname to draw her closer—“we are no different. Like the English, we bleed when we are cut, we breathe the same air, we drink the same water.”

      “And yet, we don’t eat like the English, we don’t dress like them, we don’t even love like them!” Hannah bit her lip, fearing that her final analogy had gone too far. “You preach of virtues and belief, but we need to educate our community to truly internalize⁠—”

      “There is nothing to internalize; it’s in our blood. How much deeper do you want it to go?”

      “If people understood, then…”

      “They will not lift themselves out of poverty, Channi. They barely have the strength to hold on to what they have.”

      “Some rise above. Some use skills to escape poverty. What about Pavel?”

      “What about Pavel?” her father mumbled.

      “He’s the richest Jew in London, Tate.”

      “He’s not. There are others much wealthier than him.” His hand trembled in the air for emphasis. Hannah recognized that he spoke of that family—the Jews who were in the ton. To her, it seemed an unspeakable combination.

      “You’re hiding them from me. You go in and out of their homes and I don’t get to come.” Everyone knew of them, but only her father knew their identity. He’d officiated at the wedding for one of them less than two weeks ago—a clandestine affair. Hannah had been specifically forbidden from running a story on the secret Jewish wedding on the margins of the gentile aristocracy. Whoever they were, those secret Jews were exciting and mysterious, and hiding in plain sight of the ton. Their camouflage had become legendary, for nobody knew exactly who they were. Hannah imagined them hanging from roofs, wrapped in bat-like wings, watching like gargoyles from their palatial perches near the Royal Palace.

      “You said they had renounced their religion. That’s what I fear for others who see no future in the orthodox ways.” Hannah knew that she was overstepping, but she said it anyway.

      “Not exactly. I said they don’t submit to all our customs,” her father said.

      Hannah sniffed. Potato, potahto. All the men she knew wore the yarmulke, the head cap. The women wore a sheitel, a wig, and they all ate kosher.

      “I just want to do the right thing. The community is suffering.” Hannah inclined her head and gave her father a bottom-up glare. With a few more winks through her eyelashes, she’d have her newspaper printed.

      “At times, doing the right thing may diminish one’s character. You imply that Judaism is a burden, and I disagree. It’s what you make of it, a calling, a privilege…”

      “Tate, spare me the sermon on moral attrition. Look at me!” Her hands were ink-stained, and her old dress had been mended so often she’d essentially refurbished it like a tapestry in the British Museum. Since her mother had died, Hannah split the household and familial duties with her aunt, Rivkah. Unfortunately, Rivkah was slow and Hannah nimble, so Hannah did a lot more in a much shorter time. “I dress like a peasant girl, not a scholar. What am I to make of that?”

      She knew this was a low blow. He’d spent uncountable hours with her, studying all the leather-bound volumes on the shelves behind him. He’d told her that even though she was a girl, she was a peer, a scholar to him. A rabbi was, after all, ordained by another rabbi, following a course of study of Jewish texts, such as the Talmud. Her father had been ordained when he was three and twenty, but he’d told her that she was ready now—if only she wasn’t a girl. She couldn’t be ordained or called to any greater purpose beyond the stringent bounds of society, and the rules for orthodox girls were stringent, indeed.

      Hannah batted her eyelashes, forcing a tear to add to her argument. Her father’s eyes sank at the corners, his signature resignation, and she knew she had him.

      “I’ll send this to the printer, but mark my words, you’re no Joan of Arc.”

      “Nor would I want to be, Tate. She was burned as a heretic!”

      “I just want to make sure you have no aspirations to play a heroine.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t need a holiday named after me.” Hannah grinned, knowing all too well that her sly comment bordered on blasphemy. And yet, even in her victory, she felt a pang of discomfort, for she wanted to make a difference to her community and recently, the Community Circular had started to seem insufficient for accomplishing her goals.
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      Hannah walked up the stairs in the back of the synagogue. Their modest home was tucked away behind the sanctuary. It had the Rabbi’s office, a small corridor connecting to the kitchen on the ground level, and then the small salon and bathroom on the first floor, and the tiny bedrooms under the roof that they shared between the ten of them: her father, aunt Rivkah, Hannah, and her seven siblings. Whoever had designed the synagogue had clearly valued the spectacle in the sanctuary over those responsible for putting it on. It was another of society’s friction points where expectations and values didn’t necessarily align. She’d heard of a bare-knuckle prizefighter who earned more in a boxing match than a doctor did in a year. Hannah sighed, and then froze.

      What was that?

      Something dark with a long pink tail scampered past her. She shivered and hurried to the warm parlor, where her brothers and sisters were playing and reading in front of the only fire in the house besides the kitchen.

      “Tate said that we’re going to see the new baby soon,” Lenny, her seven-year-old brother, said brightly.

      Hannah smiled. Her sister Leah, only eleven months younger, had married a Rabbinical student in Birmingham less than a year ago. Leah’s husband seemed nice, but just like every other man she knew, he had a beard and peyot—sidelocks—that made him appear much older than he really was. Their first baby was due soon, and Leah had sent notice that there was no mohel in town. Tate was going to have to perform the brit milah—ritual circumcision—if the baby was a boy.

      Hannah knew it was a tremendous honor, especially because it would be Rabbi Solomon’s first grandchild. But it had been years since he last performed a brit milah, and he was wary; he’d told her as much last Shabbat when they went for their weekly father-daughter walk. Leah and Hannah had grown up like twins. But after their mother had died, Leah had married and moved out of the house. Hannah didn’t want to worry her and assumed all motherly duties in addition to her tutelage of Esther and Alma, her sisters aged fourteen and ten. Now, with little ten-month-old Ruthie in tow, Hannah had no time to write to Leah as often as she’d wished.

      Hannah looked around the salon, the same room in which her life had taken a dramatic turn less than a year ago…
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      Mother was sitting on the wobbly kitchen stool, her belly stretching forward. It was a Friday morning. The challahs had to be delivered to the twenty needy homes in their community—some single parents, some elderly, and the blind Mrs. Markovitz, a former opera singer from Moscow. Hannah always brushed extra egg wash on her challah, so she could feel the shiny golden goodness with her fingers.

      “How good of you to write with Leah and Esther. You’re such a good egg, Channi.” Mother always called Hannah her good egg, as if she hadn’t hatched yet. Hannah liked it. She felt cozy, safely nestled under her mother’s care. Tate had been so busy since he’d been appointed Chief Rabbi, and she rarely saw him except on their Saturday walks and when he studied with her. All the same, those moments were always organized, and always treasured. Somehow, her parents made time for each of their children, no matter what else was going on. They had the uncanny ability to find more than twenty-four hours in a day

      “Can I bring you a glass of water?” Hannah asked when she saw beads of sweat running down her mother’s temples. This was a late pregnancy; her mother was almost forty, and Hannah knew the risks. At the same time, she had heard her father’s prayers and thanks for the blessing of another child at the bimah, altar, on Saturday mornings. Her mother looked exhausted, but Hannah didn’t have the heart to dampen Tate’s enthusiasm for baby number eight.

      “No, I’ll have to go back upstairs to the chamber pot if I drink water again. I can’t face it,” her mother said, breathless. Mama had told her that her urine was frothy, like foam on a beer. She seemed busy with the chamber pot more than during her other pregnancies.

      “I’ll braid the challah as soon as—” Her hand cramped over her heart, and her eyes rolled backward, disappearing under her lids.

      “Mama?” Hannah dropped the quill, spilling the ink on her column draft.

      Mother stared at her, frozen. Hannah rushed to her side and wrapped her arms around her. “Mama?”

      Her mother didn’t seem to be breathing. She crumpled in Hannah’s arms, and sank to the ground.

      “Mama?” Hannah said, lips trembling

      No response.

      “Mama?”'

      Silence.

      Hannah let go of her and sprinted down the stairs, two at a time. “Tate! Taaateee!” she shrieked in horror. She felt like her life was unfolding before her, like the stairs would never run out in this terrible nightmare. She staggered down to her father in a panic.

      By the time Hannah and her father returned to the kitchen, mother had rolled into a ball, violently throwing her arms against the box of flour, her skin splitting open against the wood.

      “Ruthie!” Tate turned her around.

      Hannah’s heart dropped when she saw the foam around her mother’s mouth. Tate lifted her upper body, but Mother was shaking uncontrollably. She spasmed and stretched her arms and legs as far apart as her body allowed, her round belly pointing into the air.

      The door opened and Lenny came in, and then froze. “What’s—Mama?” He grimaced and tears of shock welled up.

      Tate got up. “Lennikush”—he used his Yiddish nickname, his telltale method of softening a blow—“run to Pavel. Tell him to come with Dr. Stuart. Run as fast as you can and tell Pavel it’s life or death. Now!”

      Lenny darted away.

      Hannah stayed by her mother’s side, holding her like a child, but the shaking didn’t stop.

      The moments stretched into eternity and Hannah felt her mother’s tremors weaken. Alma and Esther came and went—Tate didn’t let them stay. Esther brought a bowl of hot water and some clean linen rags.

      By the time Dr. Stuart arrived with another man, a big leather bag, and a stack of cloths. Hannah couldn’t see her mother’s chest falling and rising anymore, she looked puffy but limp.

      Pavel came and whispered something to Tate, but Hannah couldn’t hear any more. She felt as if she were stuck in a dark tunnel, pushing with her soul. She knew she was hatching.

      Someone grasped her arm. Pavel helped her up and took her downstairs.

      “What is happening to Mama?” Hannah asked, afraid to hear the answer.

      “They’re going to try to save the baby now. It won’t be long,” Pavel said.

      Hannah’s eggshells shattered around her and splintered into a bleak future.

      As she and Pavel stepped into the sitting room, where her siblings were waiting, in silence with solemn faces, Lenny sobbing and gurgling silently on his tears, they heard the cries.

      First, a loud wail, probably her mother’s pain at being sliced open. Then a yowl and whimper from Tate. Some voices mumbling in English. Finally, a baby’s first screams. Esther got up and took Ephraim and Simon, the five-year-old twins, by the hands and walked to the courtyard with them. She, too, had hatched, Hannah thought. It would be her duty to care for the younger siblings now. Hannah was the oldest; she would raise the baby.

      The helper Dr. Stuart had brought came to the room, holding a screaming bundle of bloody cloths in his arms. “Which of you is Channi?”

      Hannah stepped forward, her arms limp, her lungs constricted with pain.

      Pavel put his hand on the back of her head. “Ti virst es kenn tin, klig maidale.” You will manage it, smart girl.

      And so unfolded the worst day in Hannah’s life, when she became a mother to her little sister at the same time as she became a half-orphan. By the time Dr. Stuart had left, Tate had arranged the funeral, painstakingly following every Jewish custom to honor his beloved wife. It was late afternoon, and a body had to be buried before sundown, before Shabbat.

      Hannah wasn’t allowed to come; she had to stay home and hold the little bundle that was Ruthie, sleeping in her arms. A rosy and wrinkly little darling, unaware that she’d been named after her mother, whose body was barely cold.

      If she was completely honest, Hannah had always been secretly relieved that she’d missed the funeral. She couldn’t imagine throwing a shovel of dirt on her mother’s body wrapped in linen, the age-old custom of returning the body to the earth. What if her mother woke up again? Hannah had spent uncountable nights awake pondering this question, never reaching an answer. Some customs were greater than she could comprehend. She’d seen funerals from afar, but she’d never been to one. One was considered a child in Jewish tradition for as long as both parents were alive and children—tradition dictated—didn’t belong at funerals. She hadn’t said goodbye to her mother, and yet she had a piece of her in her arms in the shape of baby Ruthie.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah blinked and surveyed her siblings with all the love in her heart. In moments like these, with the baby sleeping on her chest, heavy against her, doom wasn’t really so bad. She’d call Ruthie her “good egg” and not let her hatch too soon. And so far, Hannah had protected her siblings’ shells as best she could, which made her feel proud. Yet, as she looked back down at the baby’s sleeping face, she thought of something Esther had said to her not so long ago—“You’ll still be here at forty, by the time we’re all married and hatched.” And somehow, despite her love and devotion to her family and the community, Hannah had never pictured this to be all her life would hold.
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      The city seemed quieter than usual as Arnold stepped out the front door of the Pearlers’ four-story townhouse. Although it was springtime, a chill ran down his back and he rubbed his hands together. He’d finished restringing the pearls and decided to deliver them himself. Of course, they had people in their employ for deliveries, but Arnold had learned it all from the bottom up, and he liked to take care of some aspects himself, rather than always sending an employee.

      He’d just decided to take the shorter route, cutting through St. James Park and then along Pall Mall toward the synagogue, when a man called, “Ehrlich!”

      A young man of middle height, with dirty blond hair, and a somewhat large nose walked up the stairs to Arnold’s home. His coat was as bulky as Arnold’s, lined with the finest shearling, just visible around the hem.

      “What are you doing out in the cold?” Arnold asked, recognizing his Oxford classmate, Baron Gregory P. Stone. “Isn’t it warmer in the House of Lords than out here in the street?” He patted him so hard on the shoulder, Gregory almost stumbled on the Pearlers’ front steps.

      Arnold had to remind himself that most men of his age weren’t as strong as he was. Arnold and Fave didn’t overindulge in unhealthy habits. They preferred to fence, ride, and run in the early morning hours, burning their energy until their bodies burned with exhaustion. But recently, Fave’s athletic energy had been redirected to his new wife, and Arnold felt a bit superfluous. He loathed his sentiments and kept them to himself because he was so happy for Fave and Rachel, and yet, he missed his best friend, his cousin, the only and dearest brother he’d ever had.

      “I came to speak to you,” Gregory said sternly and Arnold shifted away.

      Everything had changed since they’d returned from Oxford. Gregory was technically of Jewish lineage, but his father had been baptized before Gregory’s birth. He never had to hide as much as Arnold and Fave had to get a gentleman’s education at Eaton and Oxford. If anyone had known the Pearler boys were Jewish, they’d have been expelled because Jews weren’t admitted to the highest and most prestigious educational institutions. Despite his parents’ conversion to Christianity, Gregory had remained an ally to the Jews, privy to the Pearlers’ secret—one that few among the ton knew. Arnold appreciated Gregory’s loyalty. For years, a former patroness of Almack’s, Lady Carol Bustle-Smith, had extorted and blackmailed the Pearlers. She had threatened to expose them, and by extension, endangered their livelihood as the haute-couture jewelers of the ton. Gregory wasn’t like that.

      Arnold straightened before his old friend, “What can I do for you?”

      “I think the question is what we can do for each other,” Gregory said.

      Arnold inclined his head expecting Gregory to explain.

      “I know you’re running in the competition for the crown jewels“—Arnold nodded—“but the rules are changing.”

      “How can the rules change?”

      “It’s Prinny”—George, Prince of Wales, the eldest son of George III, and Prince Regent since 1811—“His father rarely emerges from his chambers, he’s lost his mind, so Prinny’s in charge of the competition and you know how⁠—”

      Arnold groaned and kicked the stone steps. “He’s not playing fair, I’ve heard.”

      Gregory tilted his sideways as if he had a hard time dislodging the right words. “He’s a devout supporter of the arts.”

      “Hmpf,” Arnold muttered.

      “I wouldn’t disregard that if I were you. He’s generously commissioning architects, poets, musicians…”

      “You mean we have to sell him jewelry as an art form to garner his support?” Arnold asked.

      “That’s why I came to see you.”

      Arnold nodded appreciatively. “The street’s not the right place to discuss business.”

      “Certainly not.”

      “Would you like to join us for Shabbes tomorrow? We can speak freely after the ladies retreat. Fave and Gustav will be there.”

      “I’m afraid I have dinner plans, but I can join you for a drink later in the evening.”

      “Alright.” Arnold turned, ready to hire a hack.

      “One more thing.” Gregory put his hand on Arnold’s shoulder. “My sources tell me that Prinny wants pearls—lots of them.”

      “Prinny’s Pearls. Preposterous.” Arnold sneered.

      Gregory laughed. “If I were you, I’d get as many as possible. And then more!”

      Arnold eyed him incredulously. “It’s not about quantity when it comes to⁠—”

      “Pearls, I know. But my sources tell me that pomp will sway the jury in this competition.” Gregory’s face wrinkled. “See you tomorrow then.”

      Arnold closed his eyes and inhaled as he watched Gregory walk down the street into bustling Piccadilly Circle. He knew this competition meant everything to Uncle Gustav, and Gustav and the Pearlers meant everything to Arnold. It was their chance to earn a place in the ton. Arnold tasted acid at the thought. As if they hadn’t more than earned their place already—many times over. The difference now was the competition was judged by Prinny alone, so the Jews stood a true chance. Their regent had a reputation for being eccentric, and also unbiased. If they won the competition, their position would be founded in merit on the side of the monarch. With his pearls, Fave’s original designs, and Gustav’s business sense, they were unbeatable. Whatever complications Gregory could throw at them, Arnold’s resolve was unshakeable. He’d do everything in his power to help the Pearlers win.
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