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Part I


Chapter 1


Vienna, 1938


THE LITTLE GIRL clung to her mother as three men in black leather coats stormed from room to room opening cabinets, pulling out drawers, kicking furniture with their boots, shouting. Suddenly, the young, black-haired one the others called “Obersturmführer Bucholz” announced, “We’re done here.”


As they swept past, the little girl struggled to break free, flailing her arms, pushing against her mother’s grasp locked tightly around her middle. She screamed, ignoring her mother’s whispered pleas to shush.


“The Seder plate. You can’t take that. Papa, Papa, where are you going? No. No. Mama! Let me go. Look what they’re doing.”


New York City, March 1990


“No, No. That’s our Seder plate. You can’t do this.”


There was no one to shush me, and I was barely aware that I’d leapt to my feet screaming until I heard the uproar around me. My sixty-year-old self had morphed back to the impulsive eight-year-old I was that night in 1938. To the last time I’d seen the antique Italian Seder plate that had just appeared on a pedestal on stage. The last time I saw my father—ever.


There was buzzing in the audience of about one hundred collectors, curators, and wannabes at an auction of Jewish ritual items. The gilded faux Versailles hotel ballroom looked like a tennis match as heads swung back and forth from me to the stage and back again.


The auctioneer, Shira Reznik, the head of the New York office of the Mosaica auction firm based in Israel, ignored me at first. A compact woman with frizzy red hair wearing a black pants suit, she maintained a tight smile and waited for the audience to quiet down. Finally, she had no choice. She held up her hands to calm the crowd as she visibly inhaled and addressed me.


“Excuse me, ma’am,” said Reznik. “Is there a problem? Please take your seat so we can begin the bidding.”


“A problem? Yes, there’s a problem. That Seder plate belonged to my family. It was stolen by the Nazis. I saw them take it out of our apartment. You’re selling stolen property!”


I sat down, suddenly winded, my heart pounding. I’m not sure which shocked me more—seeing the Seder plate or making such a spectacle of myself.


On stage Reznik turned her mouth away from the microphone and conferred with the man next to her, Professor Shaul Rotan. Rotan, a tall, stooped Judaica expert from Israel’s Hebrew University, had made scholarly pronouncements all afternoon in his role as “permanent consultant to Mosaica.” His accented English, to my poly-lingual ears, sounded like German roots mixed with Israeli Hebrew, a likely mix for a man that looked seventy-something.


When they finished their conversation, Rotan shot me a withering gaze, hoisted the Seder plate off its pedestal, and darted backstage behind the navy velvet curtain.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” Reznik said as the curtain fluttered behind her, “this piece has been withdrawn, and the auction is now concluded.” Gavel in hand, she immediately disappeared via the same route as the professor.


I shoved past the rows of seats toward the side entrance closest to the stage. Others in the audience glanced at me but avoided eye contact. There was only one exit out of the ballroom toward the elevator.


“What’s with this rude lady?” I heard someone muttering.


Silently, two groups parted to open a Red Sea passage toward the foyer. It was empty except for a few people who’d left during my outburst. In vain I rushed toward the elevator bank and the door to a stairway exit. No Reznik or Rotan.


I stood alone for a moment, catching my breath. I was barely conscious of the snippets of conversation around me:


“Who is that woman? Damn, I wanted to bid on that Seder plate.”


“Do you think she knows what she’s talking about?”


“Did you see that Seder plate? My God. The picture in the catalogue was gorgeous, but up close....”


The catalogue. I had picked one up on the way into the auction; it must have slipped off my lap when the Seder plate appeared. I slinked away from my rest stop and threaded my way against the flow of people treating me like an untouchable. I went back into the ballroom occupied only by hotel staff stacking chairs and lugging a vacuum cleaner.


The catalogue lay on the floor in front of my uncollected chair. I sat down again, no doubt to the annoyance of the crew, and flipped to the last page, the Seder plate’s picture and description. Though it couldn’t compare to the real thing, even a photograph showed how splendid this piece was.


Describing it as just a Seder plate failed to account for its grandeur. Certainly, it fulfilled its function as the bearer of Passover symbols to the Seder table. But its design and decoration made it unique—three tiers increasing in diameter from the top to the bottom, all crafted from the signature royal blue glass of the Venetian island of Murano. A sterling silver spine connected the tiers, which were edged in silver filigree encrusted with sapphires and pearls.


The smallest circle, on top, bore a groove to nestle a wine cup for the prophet, Elijah, mythically believed to visit every Seder. The second level held the three matzahs traditional to the ceremony. The six indentations in the large bottom tier displayed the foods that embody the Passover story—bitter herbs symbolizing the difficult life of slavery; salt water for slaves’ tears; the lamb shank bone for the paschal lamb sacrificed; the pasty charoses mixture of fruit, nuts, and wine depicting the mortar the Jewish slaves used to build pyramids; a green vegetable representing spring harvest; and an egg signifying life.


Minus the silver Hebrew letters labeling each indentation, the Seder plate could have been an epergne for finger sandwiches and scones at high tea in a grand English country home. In fact, the catalogue write-up mentioned that its creator, Abramo di Salamone, crafted more pieces for secular use than for ritual.


Di Salamone was described as a master artisan of the sixteenth century. Although he lived in the walled quarter of Venice thought by some scholars to be the original “ghetto,” his reputation filtered out of the Jewish community to the upper levels of Venetian society. Di Salamone creations found themselves in the palazzos of the ruling doges. This was interesting background information for the magazine assignment that had led me to the auction that day. But it wouldn’t help me get the Seder plate back.


I closed the booklet and stuffed it into the black leather tote bag at my feet. I just sat there, feeling powerless either to figure out what to do next or even to get up and leave. I dropped my head, wrapped my arms around myself, and doubled over as if in pain. But it wasn’t physical.


Suddenly, a slight smoker’s cough announced the arrival of a pair of gray flannel legs rising from Italian tasseled loafers. I looked up to a face that was familiar, but I couldn’t put a name to it. The face was craggy, not handsome, with a square protruding jaw line and dark complexion. Thinning black hair was slicked backward from the forehead to a length just above his collar, a style that aimed to make the most of what was left. Not more than five feet eight, build more solid than stocky, wearing the navy-blazer–blue-shirt-striped-rep-tie uniform, well-tailored and fine quality, but not dashing on this physique. He smiled down at me. And clapped his hands together in a slow rhythm.


“Bravo,” said a deep voice that could probably boom, but was deliberately softened. “What a performance. I wanted to meet the mystery lady who stopped the show.”


“This isn’t Broadway,” I said.


He stopped clapping and bent down, placing his right hand lightly on my shoulder.


“No, of course not. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be flip. Really. What you said was serious.”


“And I made quite a spectacle of myself in the process.”


I looked around, saw the hotel staff glaring at us, and stood up.


“I suppose we should get out of here.”


“Don’t forget your pocketbook.” He bent down to pick up my bag still on the floor next to the chair.


“Thanks. I’m so thrown—I don’t know what I’m doing.”


“It must have been quite a shock. And the Mosaica people took it seriously. Did you see the look of terror on Shira’s Reznik’s face? Even that snooty old professor looked scared. You got to them. Stopping the auction right away—that’s unheard of.”


“And not staying around to talk to me? That only makes me more suspicious.”


“Have you ever done business with them?”


“No. I only came because I’m writing an article on the Judaica market.”


“You’re a writer? Have I heard of you?”


“I don’t know. Professionally, I use the name Lily Weinberg, my maiden name. Otherwise, I’m Lily Kovner. And you?”


“Simon Rieger.”


Of course. The scion of Rieger & Co., a decades-old purveyor of jewelry rivaling Tiffany or Harry Winston. A business known among the cognoscenti for its chic lounge in the back of a Madison Avenue shop—a relaxed setting where regular clients could shop privately at custom prices. I’d read about a messy divorce—and endowed university chairs and other top-dollar philanthropy. His photograph appeared regularly in the Evenings feature of the Times Sunday Styles section, usually arm in arm with some stunning woman. Actually, different stunning women, all younger than he. What was he doing talking to me?


“Kovner. Kovner. Arthur Kovner?”


“Arthur was my husband.”


“A fine man. Brilliant. His economic consulting firm did a research project on my industry a few years ago. I heard about his death. How long ago?”


“Just a year.”


“I’m sorry for your loss. And, from what you said today, you must be a Holocaust victim,” he said, glancing at my left wrist.


There’s no number burned into my skin. It’s funny, but I don’t think of myself as a victim, or even as a Survivor. I was deported to Britain on the Kindertransport, a luxurious adventure on commercial railroad and ferry with other children and kind chaperones to a safe destination—in my case the loving open arms of an aunt and uncle. It couldn’t compare to the horrors of the boxcars. But the Seder plate’s fleeting reappearance had resurrected memories of life “before,” and the loss of it all.


“No, not a victim—I never use that term. Although I am the only survivor of my immediate family. I wasn’t in the camps, if that’s what you mean. My parents and grandparents were murdered, but I got out several months after Vienna fell.”


“You must have been quite young at the time. How can you remember the Nazis taking that Seder plate?”


“If you’d lived through a night like that, you’d understand. I was eight years old. We all loved that Seder plate. When the Nazis stormed in...carried it off...you just don’t forget. They took my father, too. It was....” I felt myself tearing up. “Believe me, you’d remember.”


Simon Rieger drew back and took a breath. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I apologize; that was stupid.”


“You don’t have to apologize. How would you know? Count yourself lucky not to know.”


He nodded.


“Listen, it’s been nice meeting you, but I’ve got to get out of here and try to catch up with the Mosaica people. Get to their office.”


“It’s four-thirty on Sunday afternoon. They won’t be there. But we can call to check.”


We were standing near a pay phone. He fished in his trousers pocket, pulled out a quarter, and handed it to me. The number was on the back of the catalogue.


He stood by while I dialed and listened to a recording that spelled out Mosaica’s normal business hours and announced the auction that had just concluded.


“You’re right. They’re closed until tomorrow morning.”


“Why don’t we go downstairs and have a drink?”


I shook my head. “I really appreciate the invitation, but I need to get home and figure out what I’m going to do about this. I wouldn’t be good company.”


Handing me his card, he said, “I might be able to help you. Perhaps we can get together another time.”


Sure, I thought, Simon Rieger is going to ask me out for a drink again. Most single women my age, knowing his preference for dates who appeared young enough to be our daughters—and his—would sacrifice their firstborn for this invitation. I told myself that it was a polite one-time gesture inspired by pity over my dilemma.


“That would be nice,” I murmured as I fished for my own card, which he actually read.


“You’ve written for New York and the New Yorker, haven’t you? And theTimes?”


“All of the above, occasionally. I was a staff reporter at the old Herald Tribune and later at the Village Voice. Just freelancing now. Gives me the luxury of working when I want to on assignments that interest me or something I want to pitch to an editor.”


“Which is this?”


“An assignment. TheSmithsonian Magazine. On Judaica collectors and sales, rising prices, old European pieces showing up on the market. If you’re here, it must mean you’re a collector. Should I interviewyou?”


“I ama collector, and, yes, you should interview me. If you had a drink with me, you could start now.”


I was tempted, but the heft of the Mosaica catalogue in my bag reminded me of the weight on my mind.


“Please give me a rain check. This just isn’t a good time.”


We shook hands goodbye. From the Waldorf lobby he headed toward the Lexington Avenue exit. I walked out onto Park Avenue and turned north, hoping that the brisk air of the March dusk would clarify the conflict raging in my head.


On the one hand, this was the story of a lifetime. On the other, emotional entanglement and upheaval could compromise my professionalism. I was no Hunter Thompson or Nellie Bly—I’d never inject myself into a story.


My professionalism? What was the matter with me? This was my life and my family’s property stolen by the Nazis. Story or no story, I had to act.


But did I need this in my life? Although widowhood was no picnic, watching Arthur suffer had made the inevitable end a blessing for him. Pancreatic cancer doesn’t give anyone a lot of time to reflect. You try to fight it as best you can, but the outcome is unequivocal from the beginning. Deprived of the “golden years” we’d anticipated, I carried on, resuming a routine revolving around family, friends, volunteer work, culture, and travel that we’d hoped to enjoy together and had planned to share for a long time.


After my hiatus as caregiver, I’d started to work again and had just published a piece in USA Today (of all places!) about managing a terminally ill loved one at home. TheSmithsonian assignment was a clean break from the official year of mourning and saying Kaddish. I missed Arthur terribly and still sometimes anguished over how unfair and painful his illness was. But that level of grief had dwindled to waves lasting just hours or even moments. Self-reliance had resumed its place as my best friend.


Yet, I had doubts about whether to pursue the Seder plate. Was my sense of balance steady enough? Would this catapult me back into the bleakness I experienced right after Arthur died?


Did I have a choice?


The Seder plate symbolized my heritage, not as a valuable objet d’artbut as a tangible remembrance of my childhood and of the parents who were squashed like mosquitoes by the Nazis. Cavalier as I was about the victim label, I couldn’t help but be staggered by the hatbox of memory, long shoved onto a high shelf, that suddenly toppled down on my head.


I had to get the Seder plate back.


The air felt good, and it would be a pleasant walk to my apartment on Central Park South. But I needed to go somewhere else—fast.


“Taxi,” I yelled, plucking the catalogue from my bag to give the driver Mosaica’s address.




Chapter 2


TRUE TO THE message on its answering machine, the office of Mosaica, a storefront gallery with a security admittance button, was shut tight. The space was dark, and even if Professor Rotan and Ms. Reznik were in a back room, my buzzing went unanswered.


I knew this would be a wild goose chase. They wouldn’t be so foolish as to go straight back there. But I had to give it a shot to convince myself that I was pursuing every avenue as quickly as possible.


Heading back downtown, I drifted west to Park Avenue, a busier and more visible street to walk alone as dusk eased into evening. This was Mayor Dinkins’s Manhattan. In the past few years, homeless people, many chronically mentally ill, had appeared on the street, intimidating pedestrians into giving them handouts. Crime reached an all-time high. Tourists emerging from after-theatre suppers were robbed at gunpoint. The vicious “Central Park jogger” rape of the previous year still gnawed at everyone’s consciousness. Accustomed as I was to the vagaries of the city I loved, I knew to watch my back and cradle my bag like a football.


I was only going to Sixty-eighth Street, between Park and Madison. I bounded up the few stairs to the varnished black door of a classic brownstone as venerable as its owner.


“Lily, such a delightful surprise!”


The old man in the leather chair reading the Sunday Timeshad left Warsaw for good in 1939 and spoke English well, but his syntax still betrayed his roots.


He beckoned me over for a kiss after his weekend housekeeper ushered me into the library.


“How are you, Uncle?”


“Good, good, for an old guy. Better now you’re here. I’m having Estelle order Chinese pretty soon. Sunday night. You’ll stay, of course?”


“Sure, you know me, the freeloader. Why do you think I dropped in at this hour?”


Nachman Tanski laughed heartily. At ninety-six he looked remarkably similar to when I first met him over fifty years earlier—better in some ways. He still sported a neatly trimmed mustache, but his face was barely lined, and his former paunch had diminished. Always impeccably turned out, he wore black slacks and a gray cashmere sweater. In his prime he was only about five feet six; age had shrunk him down at least four inches. I’m five five, and I could kiss the top of a head that even photos from sixty years ago revealed to be bald.


I’d started calling him “Uncle” when I first arrived in London. He was living there in the early days of the war, a refugee like me. Aunt Lottie and Uncle Arnold invited him often, and he occasionally treated me to a children’s performance at the theatre or ballet before moving on to New York City a few years later. Once I came to the States, married to Arthur, he permanently assumed the role of uncle, or surrogate father. A lifelong bachelor, he cherished the memory of the one great love of his life—my mother.


Outside his house was New York City in the 1890s. Inside it could have been Paris 1930, authentically Art Deco, replicating the décor of his mansion in Warsaw, and still packed with priceless paintings and objets d’art, including Judaica, despite having donated or sold significant chunks of his collection. Uncle had abandoned his Warsaw house and its contents in August of 1939, two weeks before the Germans attacked Poland. He had traveled to the final prewar Zionist Congress in Geneva, the last congress for many years.


At the meeting the delegates, fully cognizant of what was about to befall European Jews and anguished by Britain’s strict limits on Jewish immigration to Palestine, agonized over their inability to rescue them. When the meeting adjourned, Uncle simply left Switzerland for his flat in London, never to return to the art-packed Polish house that delighted Nazi looters a month later.


“Something’s wrong, I can see it from your face,” he said to me now. “That same determined look. Like when you were a little girl.”


“I’m in shock. You won’t believe what happened.” I sat down on the ottoman alongside his outstretched legs.


“Nu, so tell me,” he said, folding the business section on his lap.


“I went to a Judaica auction at the Waldorf this afternoon for work. I think I told you—I’ve got an assignment from the Smithsonian Magazine. The auction was great for the story. Until they brought out the last piece...it was that Seder plate you brought us when I was a little girl. You remember it, don’t you?”


“Who could forget it? It was a di Salamone; I bought a menorah of his at the same time. Of course, the menorah...” his hand flung out dismissively “...lost in Warsaw. That Seder plate—that was a special gift for your mother. What year?”


“1937. The last Seder before....” Tears welled up in my eyes. I looked at Uncle; he remembered, too.


“Yes, 1937,” he said quietly.


I composed myself. “Uncle, do you realize that I hadn’t seen the Seder plate since the Nazi soldiers came to our apartment and took it away at the same time they took my father? It’s stolen property. This auction house is trying to sell property that belongs to my family. It belongs to me.”


“You’re right, darling. A serious matter. Did you tell the people running the auction? Whose auction was it?”


“Mosaica. They’re based in Tel Aviv, but with a New York branch.”


“I know the name. Of course, for me, always Sotheby’s.”


“The manager of the office here and a professor from Hebrew University were running the auction. I made quite a spectacle of myself leaping to my feet and accusing them of selling something stolen. Then they shut it down. The professor snatched the Seder plate off the stage, and they both disappeared.”


“What do you mean ‘disappeared’?”


“I ran to the elevator, but they were gone already. And just now, before I came here, I went up to the Mosaica office on First Avenue. It was closed up tight. But I do have the catalogue.” I pulled it out of my bag and flipped to the last page.


“Yes,” said Uncle, quiet again after glancing at the photo and handing the booklet back to me. “Who could forget it?”


I opened the front and came across a listing of Mosaica’s management.


“This is interesting, the names of the people who run the auction house. Short write-ups on them. The top person—someone named Eliezer Ben-Shuvah. He received a degree from Cambridge. Here’s one on Rotan....”


“Who?”


“Professor Shaul Rotan, emeritus from Hebrew University’s Judaica department. He was the professor I mentioned who was on stage at the auction. He has a degree from Cambridge. Maybe that’s how they met.”


“Rotan I’ve heard of,” said Uncle. “He does what for this Mosaica?”


“Permanent Consulting Scholar is his title.”


“Whatever that means. Probably a good deal financially. Hebrew U. doesn’t pay very well. And who was the other person running the auction?”


“Shira Reznik, manager of the New York office. Not a Cambridge grad, Columbia, with a master’s in Jewish art from the Jewish Theological Seminary.”


Just then, the doorbell signaled the arrival of the Shun Lee deliveryman. Uncle got up and led me into the dining room. Even for Chinese take-out the table setting maintained the elegant standard of this household—candlelight, red brocade place mats, ivory and silver chopsticks, bone china plates and tea cups, crystal water goblets. Estelle carried in the familiar white containers on silver platters.


Once seated, Uncle plopped three steamed dumplings—my favorite—on my plate.


“I need to find these people to find the Seder plate. It showed up one second and just vanished again. I wonder if I dreamed it all.”


“Don’t be silly. You have the catalogue—you know it’s real. But you’ll need your strength. Eat!”


Nibbling a pot sticker, I spit out a name. “Bucholz.”


“Bucholz? What’s that?”


“The name of the Nazi officer who looted our apartment and took my father and the Seder plate.”


“You remember that? You were what—seven?”


“Eight. The name is written in Mama’s album.”


“Ah,” he said, “of course. Elisabeth’s album.”


Uncle knew about my mother’s record of important family and historical events from the time I was born until I left Vienna. It consisted of newspaper clippings, photographs, and her written commentary, and was packed in my suitcase for the Kindertransport. I’d ignore it for years, until a nostalgic or lonely mood would lead me to pull it out. That had happened often since Arthur’s death.


“I picked it up last week and reread the part about the night the Nazis came. I really need to have that scrapbook fixed. The leather on the cover is all scratched, and a lot of the pages are ripped.”


“Such a long time,” Uncle said. “And you still look at it.”


“Honestly, the older I get, the more I pull it out. Maybe I’m reaching for her.”


“Maybe that’s what finding the Seder plate is all about.” Uncle arched his eyebrows.


As a child, I thought my mother didn’t care about me as much as my father did. She could be withdrawn and snappish. When she deposited me on the Kindertransport and didn’t come to retrieve me in London after months had passed, I thought she had deliberately abandoned me. Her writing straightened me out by revealing the depth of her character and intellect and the pride and pleasure she felt as my parent. Her decision to send me off must have been wrenching. She had already lost my father, and her twin brother had left for Shanghai. Staying in Austria was a death sentence she’d tried to evade but hadn’t, out of duty to her elderly parents. To part with her child, the single source of joy in an atmosphere that was already grim and would soon become desolate, was a selfless sacrifice to guarantee my survival.


Uncle served me a generous portion of eggplant in garlic sauce and then helped himself.


“Such a precious gift your mother gave you...life. Twice—once when she gave birth and again when she sent you on the Kindertransport. That album, it’s a gift, too. She was....” He dabbed his eyes with a damask napkin.


“I know.” I stabbed a chunk of eggplant with my chopsticks and stared at the candlelight, lost in memory for a moment and giving him time to compose himself.


“Uncle, the Seder plate. With the name of the Nazi who led the looting party, can’t I find out what happened to him through someone like Simon Wiesenthal? You know him, don’t you?”


“Wiesenthal? Certainly. I’ve got his private number. But I’ll call first to tell him to take your call. Still such a busy man, driven. This Nazi hunting never ends. Dangerous business. Not child’s play like...like...like hunting for the Afikomen.”


“Afikomen! That’s great, Uncle. The perfect code name for my search.”


The Afikomen,literally meaning dessert, is a piece of matzah hidden early in the Seder, then hunted for by the children at the end. Hiding the Afikomen might symbolize the scattered twelve tribes of Israel. At least, that’s one of the theories. In most families it gives children a reason to stay alert during the ceremony. The winner of the hunt gets a prize—a little money or some other treat.


Uncle laughed. “Oy, a code name. What am I going to do with you, Lily?”


“Oh, I almost forgot, I met another Simon today—Simon Rieger.”


“The jewelry man? At the auction? I know he collects. We were on the Jewish Museum board together. So, what did he have to say for himself?”


“He was very solicitous about the Seder plate and offered to help me. I don’t know if he was serious. He did invite me out for a drink, but I wanted to take off quickly. I don’t think I’m his type.”


* * *


When I got home from Uncle’s after dinner, I decided to call my children. Reaching my son, Jacob, in San Francisco was always a hit-or-miss proposition between the difference in time zones and his schedule. The moment he picked up the phone, I knew that I’d guessed wrong again. It was bath time. I heard my daughter-in-law, Amy, in the background pleading with Gabriella and Joshua, their three-year-old twins, to stop splashing each other. This signaled that it would not be a long conversation.


“Hi, Mom. A hectic time around here.” California had not altered my son’s staccato speech style.


“I can tell. They sound pretty hyper.”


“Long day. Purim carnival at temple, they dressed up, the works.”


“Purim? Already? I guess so, it’s March. Did they go as Queen Esther and the king?”


“Josh had to be Haman.”


“What a little devil! If I were really a good grandmother, I would have baked hamentashen to send them.”


“You’re a wonderful grandmother, Mom, don’t worry. They had plenty today, got really sticky in the process. Anything new?”


“Well, only that this afternoon I went to an auction and saw the Seder plate that the Nazis stole from us fifty-two years ago. It came on the block, then was withdrawn after I made a fuss.”


“That Seder plate that you talk about—the one Uncle gave to your parents? Wow! Shocking! Did you get it back?”


“Not yet. The people running the auction took off with it. I’ve got to find them.”


“Unreal. Sorry, Mom, I’d like to talk but I’ve got to help Amy with the kids. And I’m on call. Terminal little boy in the hospital.”


“I understand, I just wanted to let you know,” I said, resigned to the inevitable brief conversation.


“Call my sister, the investigative reporter. And you’re no slouch. The two of you will put your heads together, figure it out. Let me know if I can help.”


“Thanks, dear. You’re all still coming for Passover, aren’t you?”


“Got the tickets. The twins are learning the Four Questions. Can’t wait to show off for Grandma.”


* * *


It was too late to call my daughter, Elizabeth, in London. I’d consumed the Sunday Times hours ago before the auction. I picked up a magazine but couldn’t concentrate. Sleep was out of the question. Talking about Purim had reminded me that I hadn’t sent my kids any “care packages” lately. I needed to do something I could manage without much thinking, an activity to keep me busy and accomplish something until I got sleepy.


Precisely when I’d started plopping spoonfuls of cookie dough onto a baking sheet, goopy batter on my hands, the phone rang.


“Hello, Lily, this is Simon Rieger.”


“Oh, hello,” trying sound nonchalant, despite my surprise and the buttery mess I was depositing on the receiver.


“I want to help out your research, so how about starting our interview by having dinner with me tomorrow night?”


“That would be nice.”


He named a restaurant on the East Side, and we agreed to meet there, after I remembered a five o’clock appointment with my accountant.


“Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up?”


Somehow, I didn’t link chivalry with a ladies’ man.


“Positive. See you there, Simon.”


By the time I climbed into bed after midnight, I’d baked dozens of cookies, packed them to send to my two sets of far-flung children, and in the process eaten at least four myself. I’d better watch it, I thought. I need to find the Seder plate before I gain twenty pounds, which will guarantee that Simon Rieger would want nothing to do with me.


Drifting off to sleep, I dreamed—what was it? Something about my mother as a young woman...the Seder plate...Uncle.






End of sample
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