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To a future Ruby reader—my dearest Emma—on the occasion of her Bat Mitzvah

WHICH BIG GIVER STOLE THE CHOPPED LIVER?
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“What do you think, Ruby?”

“I’m thinking pimento cheese and tuna fish disguised as a sushi roll doesn’t do it for me, Essie Sue.”

I use my cocktail napkin to remove all traces of the inedible faux sushi she’s just forced through my lips with her VerryBerry talons.

“But the chef says he’ll name it the Essie Sue Roll in honor of our booking the hotel party rooms.”

“Maybe that should tell you something about how desperate he is for business.” Milt Aboud’s low growl is barely audible inthe background, but Essie Sue hears it.

“He’s not desperate at all—you know this hotel is the best convention site in Austin. In fact, I had to talk the manager into squeezing our Temple Rita reunion group into thehotel at the same time they’re hosting a world-famous convention. This is the final menu-tasting session—the others didn’tgo well.”

Essie Sue doesn’t miss the look Milt gives me.

“You’re just jealous, Milt, because you and Ruby aren’t getting this banquet catering job for The Hot Bagel. You’re alreadycatering the closing Donor Breakfast at the temple—what more do you want?”

“Oh, we’re desperate, too,” Milt says, “sales have been down all year. And you can bet your Lexus I wouldn’t have driven allthe way up from Eternal to Austin for reasons other than financial.”

Milt’s my working partner in our bakery, The Hot Bagel, and not exactly a fan of Essie Sue’s, although in emergencies, I noticeshe always wants his opinion. Not that she listens. She’s been asking and not taking my own advice for years, ever since mylate husband Stu came to Eternal as rabbi of Temple Rita. Yes, Rita. Essie Sue was head of the Rabbinical Selection Committeeat the time, and in a masterful stroke of self-perpetuation, engineered her own election as Permanent Chair of the TempleBoard a few years ago.

The three of us, Milt, Essie Sue, and I are sitting at a lone folding table under a huge crystal chandelier, sampling foodserved by what looks like the entire hotel catering staff. Essie Sue’s bites are always minuscule, in pursuit of perpetualthinness, which she’s already attained six  times over. Her Tawny Blonde page boy of years past—way past—has flipped outward and upward this year in the latest sveltecut, but still remains as tawny and moussed as ever.

This room could easily hold several hundred people, which is one reason I’m wondering why our event, planned for a mere fractionof that number, is being given such attention. Maybe the hotel is desperate, but the more obvious answer is that the banquetmanager, like the rest of us, succumbed to Essie Sue’s Godfather treatment.

“I told them cheap but elegant,” Essie Sue informs us as we’re served something called Imitation Caviar, which more than provesthe point, with the emphasis on cheap. Milt shifts in his chair in an effort to escape, but before he can get up, an assistanthotel manager makes an appearance.

“I’ve brought along my own caterer from Eternal,” Essie Sue tells the manager, “and he’s quite taken with your spread.”

“Yeah, taken ill,” Milt says in my ear, and I kick him to behave. We honestly can’t afford not to get at least part of thisreunion for The Hot Bagel. What my interest in our partnership earns isn’t enough to support me, and it’s rough going evenwith my second job as a computer consultant.

Fortunately, the manager doesn’t notice my boot under the table. He’s more interested in the bookings.

“What’s your latest count on the hotel guests? And it’s for what special occasion, Mrs. Margolis … ?”

Essie Sue sticks an engraved invitation in his face by way  of explanation, though in my opinion, it looks more like a summons to a séance than to a reunion:


Come One, Come Some You Are Cordially Invited to

La Dolce Vita at Temple Rita—Homecoming for the Long-Gone

Join This Exciting Reunion of Those Who Have Departed from Our Beloved Eternal, Texas, and Have Gone on to Greener Pastures

(Psalm 23: He maketh me to lie down in green pastures …)

What Have You Made of Yourself? Share Your Lives, and Especially Your Bounty with the Congregation That Shaped What You AreToday.

Our Founding Fenstermeister Family Will Be Honored Along with the Lifetime Chairwoman of the Board, Mrs. Essie Sue Margolis.

Major Donor Reception Planned for the More Fortunate.

(Dates, places, and events on enclosed sheet)



“So this is a reunion of your temple in Eternal?”

“Odd, isn’t it,” I say, unable to resist pointing out one more time that the idea of having a small-town congregational reunionat a fancy Austin hotel is beyond ludicrous.

“Don’t pay any attention to Ruby,” Essie Sue says. “She  has no imagination. As a manager of a sophisticated establishment, you’ll have no trouble understanding that if one wantsto attract the affluent, one must give them an elegant setting. Why offer them accommodations in Eternal when they can gofour-star in Austin?”

“Maybe because they’re supposed to be reuniting in their own hometown?” Milt does get to his feet this time.

“What’s all this with the affluent?” I ask. “How about the great unwashed, like most of us at Temple Rita? It’s our reunion,too.”

“You weren’t even confirmed at Temple, Ruby—the reunion’s really not for you. You’re embarrassing the manager.”

I leap up from the chair myself this time, but not before the assistant manager, who knows a getaway line when he hears one,starts making his excuses.

“So before you go,” Milt asks him, “you say your hotel is booked for the same time with another gathering?”

“Fully booked. With overflow. Ordinarily, you wouldn’t have a chance this week. Unfortunately, Mrs. Margolis produced a reservationfor your group made three years ago and confirmed in the previous manager’s files.”

“You made this reservation three years ago, Essie Sue?” I ask.

“Right after that mini reunion of my confirmation class,” she says. “I figured we might want to expand the reunion next timeand make a fund-raiser out of it, and that’s exactly what developed.”



Aside from the fact that she makes a fund-raiser out of everything, she’s nothing if not persistent.

“I told Mrs. Margolis we’d give her a much better deal if she’d change the date, and your group would find a quiet weekendto be more enjoyable,” the manager says, “but she wants this one—less than a week from today.”

Naturally.

“And what’s the group that’s booked with ours?” I ask.

“It’s KillerCon, an international mystery convention.”

I’m excited. Maybe Josie Joaquin’s here.

“I have a friend from high school who’s a mystery writer,” I say, “and a well-known one. She may be here.”

“Well, we have over fifteen hundred registrants. We’re quite honored that they chose Austin and our hotel in the heart ofdowntown—it shows what important projects we can take on these days. Truly amazing.”

The man has no idea.
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E-mail from: Ruby

To: Nan

Subject: The Latest Inanity/Insanity (Take Your Pick)

Here’s the invitation to the event you boycotted—I scanned it for you so you could see what I have to look forward to this week. Have you ever heard of such a long reunion? They’ll be sick of one another all the way from Wednesday night arrival through Monday’s final breakfast. Essie Sue’s convinced that the longer they stay, the more donations she can pry out of them.

Aren’t you sorry now that you asked me to leave you off the list? Your grad school years as a temple member more than qualify you, in case you change your mind. Not to mention your status as my best friend! Now that you’re making real lawyer money for the plane fare, you could use the reunion as an excuse to come stay with me. Maybe I’ll sleep better if you’re here—I’ve had a devil of a time sleeping through the night lately—to the point where my doctor’s referred me to a sleep apnea specialist.




E-mail from: Nan

To: Ruby

Subject: One of My Wiser Decisions

No thanks—I’m not changing my mind. You just want company in your misery, although I am sorry you’re having sleep problems, too. But really, it would be a horrible time to try and have a visit. You’ll be lucky if you get two minutes to yourself with Essie Sue conducting a bi-city extravaganza.

You didn’t include the dates and events—are there gleanings scheduled for the less fortunate?

What Fenstermeisters are left standing after all these years? I haven’t heard you mention them in ages.






E-mail from: Ruby

To: Nan

Subject: Freddie Fenstermeister

The Founding Son, Freddie—a former college linebacker—used to look more like a Foundling Son, but the trophy wife took him in hand and now he has that CEO-ish silver mane sculpted in granite. And the manicured nails and the gum implants. Okay, Freddie isn’t a son—he’s Miss Rita Fenstermeister’s grand-nephew, the only family member alive today.

Miss Rita, as you know, was the one who inherited the family fortune, and who basically left the money to build the Temple on the condition it was to be named after her. Fortunately, someone came up with the brilliant idea of calling it Temple Rita instead of Temple Fenstermeister.

Freddie’s grandfather. Miss Rita’s brother, was the black sheep—or at the very least, gray. I don’t know why he was in disfavor, but after Miss Rita’s death and some protracted litigation, he inherited the family hat factory in 1930. I’m assuming there was lots of money in addition to the factory, because if Freddie has big bucks today, it certainly ain’t from hats. And I can assure you he’s more than well-off if Essie Sue’s honoring him. He and she have always competed for the position of who really runs the Temple—Essie Sue wins in the public arena, but Freddie considers himself  the founding power broker. Freddie and Essie Sue’s husband Hal were college frat brothers, too, and there’s been a rivalry there for years.

Unfortunately, Freddie also has a problem with Rabbi Kevin. I don’t have time to go into it now, but he can’t stand Kevin ever since Kevin insulted the Fenstermeisters by forgetting to read the names of their departed at last year’s memorial service. Held at the Founders Circle of the temple cemetery, of all places. My Stu would have talked his way out of it, but Kevin, as you well know, never had the knack. I’m meeting him later, in fact, to help with his reunion welcoming speech. I’ll keep you posted.
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The rabbi’s study still reminds me of a furniture store display. Kevin Kapstein has been in Eternal for one contract termalready, and the place doesn’t look lived in yet. I don’t expect it to look like it did over five years ago when Stu was rabbiand the whole town would drop in to sit on the floor pillows or shlump all over the worn sofas. Essie Sue was probably rightwhen she called for a renovation after Stu’s death, even though I hated to see it at the time. Kevin deserved a new start.It’s just that his choices (or hers) were so imposingly corporate. That credenza is as polished and untouched as the day theydelivered it. And people don’t drop in anymore—they make appointments. Like I did today, at Kevin’s request.

Which is why I’m furious that I’m here and he isn’t.

I’m about to leave a note and go over to The Hot Bagel to review accounts, when I hear a clatter in the hallway—unmistakablyour rabbi with his arms too full. His paunch helps him hold up his bundles, but also contributes to his breathlessness. Beadsof sweat are perched at the edge of his receding hairline, and his white dress shirt doesn’t look as if it’s going to holdup past noon.

“Sorry, Ruby. I thought you’d be late, so I made a stop at the post office box—I rented a huge one for all my journals.”

“Am I usually late, Kevin?” The man has this way of putting you on the defensive by turning his mistakes into yours, and I’vebeen trapped by it more than I like to admit.

He ignores my remark, of course, and makes a point of fanning the biblical and rabbinic journals across the front of his desk,facing outward.

“Do you read all those?” I can’t resist—the fanning outward makes me do it. “It’s me, Kevin.”

He looks up and gives me one of the few straight answers I’ve ever received from him.

“No, but sometimes I scan the introductions on the John.”

We both burst out laughing, and I must say the encounter puts me in a much better mood for the morning’s chore.

“Okay,” I say, “let’s dispense with the intellectual discussion and take a look at your reunion talk. Why do I have to critiquethis one? You write speeches all the time.”

“Because I’m under a lot of pressure for this reunion.  Essie Sue told me that I have to make a good showing in front of all these returning members—especially the ones she’s targetingfor big gifts. Now that Eternal’s growing, she wants to use this event to enhance the Temple’s image.”

“Eternal’s growing? By how much?”

“We got fifty new people in town last year, I think. Of course, none of them is Jewish.”

“So Eternal’s supposed growth is her motivation to improve the Temple? And you?”

“I guess so. I don’t question her motivation, Ruby—I just stay out of her way. The founding family already hates me, so Ineed her on my side.”

I wish it weren’t so, but his take on Essie Sue is probably saving his job. Her competition with the Fenstermeisters is sofierce that any enemy of theirs is a friend of hers. Besides, she doesn’t want a new rabbi who might challenge her unquestionedleadership, so she has a stake in keeping Kevin in place.

“I don’t exactly get it,” I say. “Who’s pressuring you—Essie Sue or the Fenstermeisters?”

“Essie Sue was very blunt about it. She said if I didn’t get with the program and show more excitement about this stellarreunion of all our members who’ve left town, I might be axed.”

“What does she expect from this gala, aside from personal glorification and more contributions? I’ve tried to stay out ofit and concentrate on the catering we’re doing—such as it is—so I’m out of the loop.”



“She wants to redo the temple sanctuary, and that takes big money.”

Oy. The sanctuary’s the one part of our building that has real charm and a sense of history.

“I’ll admit the dark-paneled walls are a little gloomy,” I say, “but the stained-glass windows illuminate the space—I thinkit works really well, don’t you?”

“I like it, but Essie Sue’s decided we need to come into the modern age. She’s thinking all glass and steel—like the new actors’theater in Austin.”

“Yikes … the one with the pipes all showing on the ceiling? I can just picture this. It’ll be a miniature monstrosity.”

“Not so miniature. She believes we should build bigger for the future even if our membership is staying the same.”

“Say no more. I get the picture. Essie Sue will have to step over me if she wants steel pipes.”

I read Kevin’s welcoming speech, which is unexceptional, bordering on dull, but it doesn’t insult anyone or otherwise gethim in trouble, which I suppose was his primary goal.

“The only way I’d improve this if I were you is to throw in one graph each of glowing praise for Essie Sue and Freddie Fenstermeister.”

“I thought of it, but I was afraid each one would feel that what I said about the other was better.”

I can’t argue with that—Kevin’s obviously more tuned in to his predicament than I would have imagined. So we compromise andcompose a sickeningly complimentary section about their joint devotion to Temple Rita, and I’m  thankful the whole thing’s only taken an hour out of my day, especially since tonight we’re going to the hotel to welcomethe reunion guests. Essie Sue’s chartered a bus to bring the whole committee to the hotel and back after the event.

“By the way, Ruby, is your boyfriend coming up from San Antonio for the reunion?”

I pause on my way out the door.

“Not if he can help it.” Kevin never calls Ed Levinger by his name, I notice. Despite the fact that our one arranged datewas a disaster, Kevin still likes to believe that he and I went together. I assumed that was in the past tense, but you never know with Kevin.

“Are you two still tight, Ruby?”

“Well, if you have to ask, I guess I’ll have to reevaluate whether we are or not. If you mean are we still going together,though, the answer is yes.”

“I don’t see him up here much.”

“You know he travels a lot for the newspaper,” I say as I’m out the door.

I can tolerate Kevin a lot better than I used to, and I’m even fond of him in a weird sort of way, but I draw the line atmaking him my confidant. On the other hand, when he’s disarmingly frank like this, he does make me think.

I’m sitting in the temple parking lot in a funk over what he’s brought up, actually. If I’m honest with myself, I’d have tosay that Ed and I are more or less stalled. The intensity’s still there when we’re together, but it often goes negative, andneither of us is very good at making it better.



I’m frankly frustrated that I don’t see him more, and that when I do, it’s unsatisfying. His job at the paper in San Antoniokeeps him busy, but still. I’ve asked him to come up for the reunion banquet, but so far, he’s balking. It’s not that I thinkhe’ll have a good time—it’s just that I want him to do this for me, since I’d do the same for him, and have. At this point,the only thing that will get him up fast is if he hears that I’ve invited police lieutenant Paul Lundy to take me, and I haven’tstooped that low. Yet.
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We file onto Essie Sue’s bus tonight with all the enthusiasm of Bar Mitzvah kids writing thank-you notes. Most of us wantedto do the entertaining here at home—no schlepping, no fuss—but that’s history. Although we only have a thirty-minute ridefrom Eternal to Austin, Essie Sue’s organized the trip like a cross-country tour group, complete with singing on the bus (asilent failure), games (no takers), and a pep talk, which, since she’s the only one involved, is proceeding apace.

“People, first and foremost I want you not to embarrass Temple Rita in any way during this reunion. This could spoil the moodof the prospective donors.”

Unless it’s my imagination, she’s looking at me during this diatribe, but then, I’m paranoid when it comes to Essie Sue. Besides,she has other targets.

“My cochairman, Mr. Fred Fenstermeister, has unfortunately refused to travel with us in fellowship on the bus—he’ll be drivingup in his Mercedes.

“There are over a hundred registrants attending, and to please everyone, I’ve planned some of the activities in Austin andothers in Eternal. Listen closely—this will be the order of events:

“Tonight—Wednesday, those of us on the welcoming committee will greet the guests informally at our banner-waving ceremony.Thursday we’ll concentrate all our efforts on the very significant LOCO Cocktail Party (Large Outstanding Contributors Only) at the hotel at 7 P.M. Other guests will be provided for. Friday we journey down to Eternal in private cars and chartered buses for day tours ofour town’s new additions, followed by Shabbat services, and hospitality overnight. After enjoying the Shabbat in Eternal,Saturday evening we’ll bus back to Austin to meet and greet and enjoy a traveling exhibit of Jewish ceremonial art, followedby our Grand Reunion Banquet on Sunday night. The final breakfast in Eternal, catered by The Hot Bagel, will take place onMonday, giving all of you an early start for home that day.”

“Are you furnishing medications for motion sickness?” Buster Copeland, one of my more reliable allies, yells from the backof the bus.

“Isn’t there any way you could have avoided all these backs and forths?”



“My transportation committee agreed that the travel adds adventure to the reunion.”

Her transportation committee consisted of herself, the manager of the charter company, and husband Hal, who settled for taxationwithout representation forty years ago as a means of survival.

I raise my hand.

“Yes, Ruby?”

“Can you elaborate on ‘others will be provided for’ Thursday night? I’d like to know what the peons will be doing while thebig donors wine and dine.”

“We’ve been over this, Ruby, and you understand—you just don’t agree.”

She’s right—and that pretty much sums up our whole personal history. But at least I’m making her spell out how she’s discriminatingagainst anyone who’s not a big donor.

“There’s a perfectly delightful beer and pizza garden on the hotel mezzanine, and they’re reserving a special section, Dutchtreat, for those at our reunion who can’t give their all. Those who can will be treated to champagne, assorted fancy nuts excluding peanuts, and a State of Texas chopped liver moldmade with loving hands by yours truly. We will also feature sushi customized by the hotel chef, and other round-the-worldhors d’oeuvres representing our ancestors’ countries of origin.”

“Who’s Japanese?” Buster wants to know. He doesn’t get an answer.

Having tasted some of the chef’s offerings, pizza and beer  don’t sound half bad. I predict a grand rush to the mezzanine tomorrow night. I’m interested to hear, though, that FrancieFenstermeister, Freddie’s wife, lost the battle of the chopped liver molds. She and Essie Sue both fancy themselves greatcooks, and I’m sure Francie didn’t give up easily. Essie Sue must have threatened her life.

Our bus disgorges us at the lobby entrance. Two paper streamers thrown together by the Temple Teens don’t make it down thebus steps, while a cloth WELCOME TO ETERNAL banner carried reluctantly by the Spry Seniors survives long enough to get caught in the revolving door. Which is a goodthing, since we’re not in Eternal—we’re in Austin, and our guests will be confused enough after hearing the schedule of events.

There’s not a hotel employee in sight at the front entrance. As we walk into the lobby, I understand why. The hotel workersare busy getting ready for the big mystery convention, which begins tomorrow but is dwarfing us already, and we’ve been hereall of five minutes. Commercial banners are going up on the balconies and people shouting directions are filling up the serviceelevators with folding tables.

When we finally summon someone to the reception desk, she informs us that our group is gathering on the Foundation Level.That’s hotel-speak for the basement. Since the elevators and escalators have been preempted by preparations for KillerCon,we lug any surviving greeting material down the back stairs.

We’re late, of course, and to add to the general chaos,  Essie Sue has outsmarted herself. She’s insisted that the hotel hold up the refreshments until she could give the word, andthey’ve followed her orders. One hundred or so hungry, thirsty, and unhappy reunion participants have been stuffed into aspace the size of my upstairs bedroom without so much as a glass of water. She’s mobbed, but undaunted, and heads toward themicrophone near the door.

“Welcome one and all. As soon as I notify the waiters, our reception will begin. Please line up to receive your name tagsand goody bags.”

“Forget the goody bags—just give us some ice water.”

“How about a cold beer?”

“Hold on, ladies and gentlemen—you need to be properly welcomed to La Dolce Vita at Temple Rita.”

“Why aren’t we at Temple Rita?”

I’d like to see her explain that one, but she ignores it as she pushes the ten people closest to her into a makeshift line.The waiters appear with food and drink, and the line dissolves into the crush of bodies.

I recognize many old friends, and when I don’t, I check my jacket pocket for a cheat sheet—the proof pages for the programbook we’ve compiled, complete with photos. I’ve also left a message for my high school author friend at the mystery convention.

We’re actually having fun, which obviously isn’t part of the overall plan. Essie Sue is determined to form a line, even thoughthe crowd is proving adept at finding name tags without further instruction.



“You need your goody bags, and I must have your name signed in the registration book, people.”

They’ve picked up their own goody bags, too—it’s only the registration book that’s suffered.

Allison Levy, a reunion guest who’s an ex-president of the temple Sisterhood and no stranger to Essie Sue’s tactics, asksif I’ve had anything to do with the giveaways.

“Are you kidding?” I answer. “She wouldn’t let me anywhere near them—her husband Hal’s nieces filled the bags with her.”

I take a look at Allison’s bag, and believe me, the word goody is a stretch by any measure. First we pull out three free coupons to the Lube Rack of Eternal—that’s appropriate, consideringthese people won’t be here after this week. Essie Sue’s splurged on half a dozen hard candies, a plastic pocket comb, a one-ouncebox of raisins, a paper bookmark from our recent Humane Society banquet, and in a futile attempt at relevance, a calendarof Jewish holidays, which expires next month.

“No wonder she wouldn’t let me near these,” I say. I start to apologize, but Allison won’t hear it. I guess as a former presidentof the Sisterhood, she needs no explanation.

“Who’s that guy?” she asks.

I follow her eyes, then grab my cheat sheet, but can’t find him. There’s something odd about the man she’s pointing out, orquite a bit odd, I should say. He needs a shave, although he could be starting a beard—that’s not such an easy call thesedays. His green plaid pants look as though he’s just come off some golf course, and he’s wearing them with a brand-new lightgreen dress shirt and  wrinkled paisley tie. His run-down black leather sneakers complete the outfit—a weird amalgam of old and new.

“Maybe he’s some ex-member’s husband,” I say. It’s obvious that neither one of us believes that, and I’m about to go over and introduce myself when I notice the crowd stirring in the direction of the door. All I can seeis Freddie Fenstermeister’s elegantly coiffed do, rising above the throng. Freddie is six foot two at least, and with hissleek head serving as a beacon, I’m able to move through the mob scene to see what’s going on.

“This is it?” he says to me. “This is the space Essie Sue’s reserved for over a hundred people?”

“Hi, Francie,” I say to his peripatetic second wife, who’s about to wander out of orbit to find a drink. She used to be thetolerable one in the family, despite what Essie Sue said about her. I liked having her on hand whenever I took on Freddie,but in the last few years she’s become his clone.

“You’d better keep him away from the Margolises, Ruby,” she says in passing. I grab her hand.

“Not so fast. I came over here to find out what’s going on between Freddie and Essie Sue. Can’t they stifle it during thereunion at least?”

“Why don’t you ask me?” Freddie says. “The woman’s not only bossy, she’s incompetent, too. Nobody in her right mind wouldstuff so many people into this closet—not with all the money this is costing.”

“I understand you’re helping underwrite a lot of it,” I say in my most conciliatory tone.

“More than her cheap husband Hal is doing. I understand he’s in a lot of financial trouble, by the way.”



My stay-away-from-this vibe is kicking in fast. I learned a long time ago not to hang around when someone like Freddie shares these not-so-innocentconfidences.

I leave Freddie to his glad-handing—he’s certainly taking this cochairing seriously. Within a five-minute span, I see himgiving his hearty smile and handshake to a string of guests—Brother Copeland’s in-laws from Little Rock, the guy in the greenplaid pants, and one of our former temple treasurers, who’s moved to Michigan.

Essie Sue’s doing her share of politicking, too, on the other side of the room. I guess we can consider ourselves lucky thatthey’re not going mano a mano.

“Freddie thinks he’s a big shot because he’s taken a suite upstairs,” she tells me.

“I thought the whole place was sold out except our block of rooms,” I say.

“Not his suite—it’s the Presidential Penthouse Suite. He paid plenty for it.”

“So what, Essie Sue? Why can’t you relax and enjoy the reunion like everyone else? After all, you and Freddie aren’t runningfor anything—you’re cochairs.”

“Where’s the rabbi?” she asks. I’m used to having Essie Sue change the subject in mid-sentence, but it’s still disconcerting.I point to a waiter who’s apparently giving Kevin first dibs at a fresh plate of the faux sushi Essie Sue ordered. Only Kevinwould have the nerve.

With one hand Essie Sue grabs my wrist, and with the other she grasps Kevin’s elbow, steering us both toward a couple I don’tknow.



“Rabbi and Ruby, I want you to meet two of our most honored guests—Charles and Cynthia Stone. They’ve come all the way fromCalifornia to attend the reunion, and we were all in confirmation class together when we were sixteen.”

While I’m saying hello to this well-dressed couple, Essie Sue hisses to Kevin, “Plan A.”

He’s frozen in the headlights, which isn’t unusual, and it dawns on me that Plan A is a code from the How to Get Donations workshop she conducted last week.

“What’s Plan A?” Kevin whispers. Except that since he’s never been able to master whispering, we all hear him. I do my bitto divert the Stones while Essie Sue and Kevin get their codes straight.

“It’s so nice to have you here,” I manage to say before Essie Sue interrupts.

“Rabbi,” she says, ignoring me as usual, “ask Charles and Cynthia about the wonderful memories which bring them here.”

“I’m refreshing his memory about Plan A,” she hisses in my ear. “If you remind big givers of precious memories connected withthe Temple, they’ll contribute more. And a rabbi can do it better than other people.”

Not this one, but if she doesn’t know that by now, she’s not hearing it from me.

“Uh, what are your memories?” Kevin asks them, looking at me to see how he did. I guess he doesn’t dare glance at Essie Sue.

“What do I recall about confirmation, you mean?” Charles  says. “I remember my kid brother sticking his leg into the aisle as I marched down to receive my blessing. I broke my ankleand couldn’t play football for the next season.

“And I was the captain,” he says, looking more pained by the second.

“Oh.” Kevin looks at Essie Sue this time. “What was Plan B again?” he says.

“Family,” she says in his ear.

“If all else fails, involve the family,” she mouths to me. “People love their families.”

“So what are your memories, Mrs. Stone?” Kevin says.

Mrs. Stone was obviously fortified before she came—the bargain zinfandel the waiters are pouring wouldn’t affect a fly.

“At sixteen?” She gives out something between a snort and a sniffle. “At sixteen, I didn’t have the sense to stay away frompimply-faced football captains. We had to get married the next year. Remember, Essie Sue?”

“So you started a little early,” Essie Sue recovers. “You have a wonderful son from the experience. How is Justin, by theway?”

“Serving time for embezzlement,” Charles says. “He embezzled from his own father’s business.”

The Stones’ mood is heading south fast, but Essie Sue’s undaunted.

“I’m sure the rabbi can counsel you while you’re at the reunion—that’s what he’s here for,” she says.
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