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    Introduction


    Hanu Channuk Chanukah


    TWO YEARS AGO, THE SMOKE DETECTOR WENT ON OVERDRIVE IN THE MIDDLE OF MY LATKEFEST. REINFORCEMENTS (IN THE FORM OF HUSBAND, IN-LAWS, CHILDREN) WERE CALLED TO OPEN THE DOORS AND FAN THE AIR WITH PLACE MATS. I STOOD IN THE KITCHEN, GREASE STAINS ON MY PANTS AND SHIRT, SMOKE INFLAMING MY EYES, AND WONDERED WHAT THE HELL I WAS DOING.


    After all, growing up had hardly been a plethora of potato pancakes. Chanukah came and went with only a few years of lighting the candles, but on December 24 my brothers and I piled into the car to headstereotypicallyto Grandma’s house (though hers was a brownstone in Boston, not a cute cabin in the woods). It wasn’t that all Jewish traditions went amiss, but Chanukah, quiet and unassuming, got pushed aside, the wallflower of Jewish holidays. We had a menorah, but we also had stockings and a ten-foot tree complete with ornaments we’d made.


    “Can you make cheese latkes this year?” my seven-year-old asks me at the market.


    “Um, I could . . .” I answer, thinking back to the smoke-filled kitchen. The truth was that two years ago I’d gone a little overboard. Between my prior days as a chef and my desire to make Chanukah every bit as enticing for my children as Christmas had been to me, I’d spent hours grating. Not just regular potatoes for pancakesthink sweet-potato latkes, zucchini latkes, half regularhalf sweet pancakes. “Maybe this year we’ll just do a big batch of regular latkes. Okay?” I watch his face for disappointment.


    He nods. “Sure. But we’ll still have gelt, right?”


    My turn to nod. The small mesh bags of plastic-tasting chocolate coins still make me happy. The kids look forward to it, and my husband and I laugh while listening to the Leevees’ tune “Gelt Melts.” (Favorite line: “If Goys can eat a chocolate bunny, why can’t we eat chocolate money?”) “We’ll definitely have gelt.”


    “And charity night.”


    “Of course.”


    I thought I would miss the holiday time I had as a kid. What I know now, having watched the season morph from tree to menorah, and deciding with my husband to let go of Christmas and embrace the festival of lights, is that what matters to usto the kids, to our familyis making the holiday our own. We have traditions: latkes, gelt, a night when one child chooses a charity for us to donate to and we skip gifts, rotating years for each member of the family to pick a cause. The kids decorate the dining room with Jewish stars, some crayon-colored, others coated with glue and sparkles. And when we light the candles, with all three of the kids (ages eight, six, three, and six months), there is magic in the room. Each night is a little different; each year is, too. Variations on a theme.


    THE ESSAYS IN How to Spell Chanukah speak to the variety and the sameness of Chanukah. Ranging in tone from comedic to snarky, poignant to poetic, each contributor shares with us the meaning of Chanukah as they’ve experienced it. As many ways as there are to spell the holiday, so are there ways to enjoy, anticipate, loathe, and love the festival of lights.


    This year I will be appreciating the small thingswatching my children’s faces when they sing the prayer over the candles, hearing my husband play from the sheet music I’ve bought him as a gift, tasting the oily crunch of biting into a latke, the pleasant combination of sour cream and applesauce, and the flicker of lights. I will enjoy the quiet that comes after we’ve tucked the kidsand each of the eight nightsaway. And then, perhaps nibbling on a leftover pancake or tryingyet againthe plasticky gelt, I will curl up with a good book. May you enjoy doing the same.


    Emily Franklin


    


    

  


  
    JOSHUA BRAFF


    The Blue Team


    AS A FEROCIOUSLY RELUCTANT YESHIVA BOY IN THE 1970S, I THOUGHT THAT CHANUKAH WAS WITHOUT A DOUBT THE MOST JOYOUS TIME OF THE YEAR. UNLIKE THE FOUR HUNDRED AND TWELVE OTHER JEWISH HOLIDAYS THAT SURROUND IT ON THE HEBREW CALENDAR, THE FESTIVAL OF LIGHTS USED TO ARRIVE LIKE A LIFE RAFT OF OPTIMISM FOR ANY of us who felt Judaism had been crammed down our throats. And yes, of course, it, too, is a holiday that recalls an incident in which a mighty king decided that the Jews of the time were having too much luck or fun or prosperity. And yes, of course, this resulted in mass bloodshed throughout the streets of Judea. But unlike Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah, it was always made clear that the story behind Chanukah held relatively little significance. And I always appreciated that. It was about a guy named Judah Maccabaeus and his four brothers and how they rebelled against King Antiochus because he ordered the chosen people to reject God and all their Jewish customs. After three years of gorging each other with spears and swords, the Maccabees won the war and the Syrians were forced out of Judea, which would become Israel. Judah and the boys reclaimed the Temple in Jerusalem and were granted a miracle of eight days of light from only one day’s worth of oil. The result of this miracle for me was that my horrific school was closed for a week, a mountain of gift-wrapped boxes formed in my living room, Rudolph and Santa Claus were both on TV in Claymation form, and not once did anyone tell me to fast. Even my Moroccan-born yeshiva teachers were in good moods, showing us their tobacco-stained smiles for the first time since Purim.


    Each December when the Chanukah winter break arrived, the principal, Rabbi Litsky, would hand us a gift as we got on the bus that Friday. I called them “Chocolate Jews,” but they were Judah Maccabaeusshaped candies wrapped in blue-and-white tinfoil. When you bit Judah’s head off, he was hollow inside and you could wear him on your pinkie and lick him like a cocoa lollipop. What a holiday! No pestilence, no slavery, no locusts, no cattle disease or atonement. No synagogue, no guilt, no mortar, and no real lesson to be absorbed and passed down to my Jewish offspring. Thank God. Chanukah was merely the blue team in the color war against the mighty red team, Christmas. We were smaller and got way less press, but who could deny that eight days of presents was oh so much better than one? All that buildup they had with the chimney and the cookies and the sleigh bells ringing and it was over in a New York minute. But with all the obvious differences, I always thought the two holidays had quite a bit in common as well. Both were intended to be religious events but seemed less about God and more about the mall. Both had bearded men on their respective wrapping paper, both had just dynamite, knee-tapping songs written for them, and both were celebrations of truly brave Jews.


    Chanukah in our house also meant it was time to bring out the papier-mâché replica of the Temple my mother made around the time I was born. I’ll have to ask her what gave her the gumption to do this; she constructed a dollhouse, really, a miniature synagogue with a sanctuary and an arch with tiny Torahs and plastic Maccabees and little Hasidic men who came complete with tallises and long gray beards. I think the dome of the building was made of a Tupperware fruit bowl and the tan walls were cardboard, and I remember maroon carpeting and a bimah with pulpits. In hindsight, there was no greater way for me to shed my frustrations with the rituals of yeshiva life than to play with the Temple B’nai fruit bowl. I set up all the evil Syrians in battle formation, making them surround the synagogue with spears in hand. Then I removed the dome so I could reach inside the sanctuary and set up the Jews. Some of them were slump-shouldered and actually had sorrowful expressions on their faces, and to this day I have no idea where my mother found a toy store that sold sad, davening action figures. But she did. So the scenario was simple. The Jews want to pray, the Syrians want to kill and pillage, and the Maccabees want to protect the melancholy action figures. It was all about timing. My role was simple and I was very good at it: play God.


    Luckily for me, I spent heaps of time in school learning how the almighty, blessed be He, handled things when he lost his temper. You had to first let the drama build. This meant the tiny Jews start their service. All they want to do is pray. Next, you need the Syrians to surround the Temple. After that, you need your Maccabees to get into slaughter formation. And lastly, with the bad guys in the windows and the good guys ready to defend Judea, the war begins. Many die in the battle as Godmelooks down on yet another atrocity in the name of well . . . me. And that’s when I step in. One by one I’d start lifting the Syrians by their itty-bitty heads and hurling them across the living room. AAAAUUUGGGHHH! they’d scream as they flew and bounced and rolled under the sofa. My dog, Shana, would chase them and sniff their dead bodies. And in no time, the frightened worshippers inside the Temple would climb to their feet with the help of my mighty hand and once again continue with their prayers. “Thank you, God,” they’d say to me as they put their tallises and yarmulkes back on, dusting off their knees. I’d then reach in through the open dome and tap them on their heads with the tip of my thumb. “You’re welcome,” I’d say in my deepest James Earl Jones voice. “Now cheer up and smile, for Christ’s sake. It’s Chanukah!”


    


    

  


  
    JOSHUA NEUMAN


    Creature Comfies


    I HAVE A VERY INTERESTING BUSINESS PROPOSITION THAT I THINK WOULD BE PERFECT FOR YOU,” MY FATHER TOLD ME OVER THE PHONE. I RECOGNIZED THE TONE IN HIS VOICE FROM TWO YEARS EARLIER, WHEN HE’D SUGGESTED THAT I “START A GAME SHOW”LIKE NAME THAT TUNE, BUT WITH VIDEOS. “FOR THE MTV GENERATION,” HE SAID. AS HE IMAGINED IT, I WOULD BE THE PERFECT HOST.


    Before we got off the phone, my father told me that a new product had found its way to him from China and that I might be able to help him with it.


    A week or so later, we sat down at the Forum Diner in Paramus, New Jersey, to discuss the new product. I had just finished my master’s degree in the philosophy of religion at the Harvard Divinity School and was teaching after-school Hebrew school at Central Synagogue in Manhattan. The other teachers were a mix of rabbinical students and singer-songwriters. I took the F train back and forth from Brooklyn, where I lived, rereading my tattered copies of Kierkegaard’s Sickness unto Death and Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption. I was miserable.


    My father opened a large shopping bag and pulled out what appeared to be a small, furry teddy bear.


    “I call it the Creature Comfy,” he said.


    I took a closer look. It was a twelve-inch-long band of mohair with small Velcro squares at each end and a stuffed animal fastened to it. Synthetic swatches of white fabric were sewn onto its paws and feet; black plastic eyes and nose were glued to its face.


    “I don’t get it. It’s a scarf attached to a teddy bear?”


    “Not a scarf. A muffler.” My dad demonstrated by wrapping the Creature Comfy around his own neck. “Scarves are for Eugenes. This makes it cool to keep warm.”


    Six years of higher education: six years of office hours and highlighters and trying to track down additional readings left on reserve; six years of eight A.M. language labs and sharing a bathroom with the date-raping fraternity on the other side of the hall; six years of teaching fellows who can’t read their own writing in the margins of blue books, of attempting to shed my ethnocentric bias, of making quote signs with my fingers, of quote unquote optional review sessions, of selling $45 textbooks back to the college bookstore for $1.50, of girls with Robert Doisneau prints on their walls, of guys who wear Malcolm X hats and whose last names are also the names of campus dorms, of carrying floppy disks to the computer center to print out two-page reaction papers on what Foucault meant by “power.”


    It had all come to this.


    “Are you guys ready to order?” the waitress asked us.


    “I’ll have the Greek omelet with whole wheat toast.”


    She turned to my father and waited. And waited. She knew he wasn’t dead because his eyes were open and he was sitting in a chair holding a menu.


    “The pancakes with fresh banana, blueberries, and raspberries,” he read. “How’s that served?”


    Luckily our waitress was more patient than me.


    “The pancakes come with bananas, blueberries, and raspberries on top. It’s really good.”


    “I see.” He nodded. “I’ll have the pancakes, then.”


    My father took out a few more Creature Comfies: a monkey that vaguely resembled Curious George, an alligator with a bow tie, and a slanty-eyed Santa Claus. “One of my suppliers in China sent these samples to me. I think they have very interesting possibilities. I mean, couldn’t you see these becoming a trend?”


    “Sure, I mean, I guess,” I said. “I mean . . . it seems like a good idea. But what does this have to do with me, Dad?”


    “Well, if I’m going to get these into the big department stores, you know, like Nordstrom, Bloomingdale’s, and Lord & Taylor, then I’m going to need a salesman. We only have a couple of people working for us and I barely have enough time as it is. . . . I know you want to be a writer, but in the meantime, for moneyyou need something to support you while you’re pursuing your writing, no?”


    He had a point. A graduate degree in the philosophy of religion might’ve opened some doors in ancient Greece, but in New York in 1997, it was an albatross. After a while I had deleted it from my résumé and started telling potential employers that I had spent the past two years bumming around Europe. Other than chasing fourth graders singing songs from South Park, I wasn’t qualified to do just about anything. In fact, the night before, I’d been bemoaning the fact with my friend Joe Braverman, who lived on the top floor of his parents’ brownstone on Seventh Street, around the corner. We were listening to Cypress Hill and he was trying to convince me to apply to dental school with him. Joe had studied philosophy as an undergraduate and was now beginning his second year of a postbac at Columbia.


    “Look, just ’cause you’ve given up on everything you’ve ever wanted to do with your life, don’t drag me down with you,” I protested.


    “What are you talking about?” Joe asked as he snorted a line of heroin from the cover of a chemistry textbook, with B-Real boasting, “I ain’t goin’ out like that” from Joe’s childhood cassette player.


    “Dreams,” I answered. “I’m not ready to give up on all of my dreams at age twenty-five.”


    “Do you really believe the horseshit that comes out of your mouth?” Joe replied. “You don’t actually want to be a writer. That just became part of your shtick along the way. To help you get girls or something. What you really want are the things that everybody wants: money, a hot wife, a family. . . . Now pardon me, I have to go vomit.”


    I wasn’t ready to apply to dental school, but Joe’s advice was fresh in my mind as I sat before my father at the Forum Diner. I needed to start thinking about my future. Up to that point, I had prided myself on not making sacrifices, not giving a second thought to what was practical. During “shopping week” of every semester of college, I would visit classes like Basic Finance or Intro to Programming, only to opt out at the last second for yet another seminar on Lacan or the Seminole Indians. Over a hundred thousand dollars had gone into my education. What skills did I have to show for it?


    “Would I have to come into the office?” I asked my father.


    “Not necessarily. Basically, you would be in charge of making relationships with the buyers at the big department stores. You’re good at making relationships. You have so many friends. It’s not an easy thing. I could never have as many friends as you do. It’s a skill you have, really.”


    “I’m sure it’s a lot harder than just making friends. I mean, these are big corporations.”


    “Look, when my parents got to the United States in 1940, before they started the zipper business, they used to sell sweaters. Papa was in sportswear in Vienna, and when they got to New York he and his brother bought an old machine that would knit sweaters. Then he brought the sweaters to Macy’s. I’m sure you’re right. I’m sure it’s not that simple, but if it was that simple, I wouldn’t need you.”


    Our food arrived. My father frowned.


    “What’s this?” my father asked the waitress.


    “You ordered the pancakes.”


    “But there’s only one pancake here. I ordered pancakes.”


    “Do you want something else, sir?”


    “No, that’s all right. I’ll make do.”


    OVER THE NEXT two weeks I tried to turn myself into a salesman. It felt like that ridiculous Eddie Murphy skit where he turns himself into a white guy and applies for a loan and the guy at the bank just hands him bags and bags of cash for free. I mean, how the hell was I going to fool anybody into thinking that I was a salesman?


    I took out my earrings and had some business cards printed up at Kinko’s. I tried on the suit I got for my first college interview, eight years earlier.


    I called Bloomingdale’s, Lord & Taylor, Macy’s, and Nordstrom to find out who did the buying for their children’s apparel and accessories departments. I collected names and numbers. I left messages with assistants. I said I was “Joshua Neuman of Royal Slides, Sales Co.” and that I was calling “Re: the Creature Comfy.” I left my number in Brooklyn and warned my roommate, Ari, that I might be getting some business calls.


    I left message after message. The calls never came. “Are you sure you gave her the message? . . . I have a very exciting product that would be a perfect gift for Christmas or Chanukah.” I imagined Kierkegaard and Rosenzweig frowning at my crass commodification of Christianity and Judaism.


    Screw Kierkegaard and Rosenzweig. How would they support themselves as writers today? Believe it or not, the demand for critics of Hegel’s phenomenology has subsided in the last hundred years. If Kierkegaard were alive today he’d be hocking Legos in Copenhagen. Rosenzweig would be in med school.


    I called my father. It was already October. Neither of us seemed to have any idea that the buying for the coming holiday season would have been done by the prior January.


    “You need to meet with them face-to-face. Make a visual impression.”


    “Do I just show up at their office?”


    “Listen, there is no simple answer,” he replied. “I wish I could tell you the abc’s, but they don’t exist. This opportunity isn’t going to be there forever. I remember the time I was about to seal that nylon-zipper deal with Pillowtex and YKK beat me to the punch.”


    I thought of my grandfather as a refugee in 1940, with a wife, three children, little money, barely speaking English, heading to Macy’s with his sweaters. I thought of the fresh memories of the war that must have been in his mind. I couldn’t just give up. If the buyers weren’t going to come to me, I was going to have to go to them.


    I started with Macy’s, which was, I learned, along with Bloomingdale’s, part of a larger company called “Federated.” I carried the Creature Comfies in an old suitcase I had used throughout my childhood when my family went on summer vacations. I took the F train to Thirty-fourth Street and then the elevator to the fourth floor, where the Children’s Apparel Division was headquartered.


    “I’m here to see Katherine Akers,” I informed the receptionist. The name was easy to remember because it was so close to Kathy Acker, the sex-positive feminist writer.


    “Do you have an appointment?”


    What would my grandfather have done?


    I pried open my suitcase, reached in, and handed an Asiatic Curious George to the receptionist.


    “This is the Creature Comfy.”


    She undid the Velcro and somewhat miraculously knew to wrap it around her neck.


    “It’s a scarf?”


    “It’s a muffler. . . . I was hoping for just five minutes with Ms. Acker.”


    Fuck, I said “Acker.”


    “Ms. Akers is in a meeting, but if you want to leave a sample, I can give it to her along with your contact information.”


    “Wow, that’d be great.” I handed her my business card.


    I NEVER DID HEAR back from the buyer of children’s apparel and accessories at Macy’s. I left two messages, once with Ari letting out a loud burp in the background. Neither Bloomingdale’s nor Bergdorf returned any of my messages. Short of standing on Canal Street alongside pirated videotapes and fake Fendi bags, all I could do was try to contact Beverly Shore at Lord & Taylor.


    Unlike Macy’s, Bloomingdale’s, and Bergdorf, the corporate headquarters of Lord & Taylor is in the same building as its store. So I went to scout out the children’s apparel and accessories before making my unsolicited sales pitch to Beverly Shore. While rummaging through some Powerpuff Girls backpacks I noticed two swinging doors below an EMPLOYEES ONLY sign. Wait, I thought, this could be too good to be true: Suppose those doors led to the innermost sanctum? Suppose they led straight to Beverly Shore?


    I realize now that spotting the EMPLOYEES ONLY sign at Lord & Taylor was a turning point in my efforts to transform myself into a salesman. Sure, I had tried to pass myself off as someone I was not, but never had I trespassed or broken any other law in the process. Nevertheless, the thought of not sneaking through the swinging doors below the EMPLOYEES ONLY sign did not occur to me.


    I imagined clinking glasses of champagne with my father and late grandfather, my grandfather making a toast, in his German accent, to our new Creature Comfy empire, my father complaining that his glass wasn’t clean. I imagined myself, twenty-five years older, presiding over that empire: the Creature Comfy Saturday morning cartoon, the Creature Comfy breakfast cereal, the Creature Comfy skyscraper in Times Square with a retractable Velcro roofand it all would begin at this one moment in the children’s apparel and accessories department of Lord & Taylor in Manhattan in November 1997.


    To be honest, the next couple of minutes are kind of a blur: I walk through the swinging doors. I notice that everyone on this side of the doors has identification badges. I find a staircase. I find an employee directory. I find Beverly Shore’s name. I find another set of elevators. I assume that “419” means she is on the fourth floor. I press “4.” I get out of the elevator.


    I didn’t expect that when the doors of the elevator opened I would actually be inside Beverly Shore’s office. But I was. Sort of.


    I was inside lots of officesat least fifty or sixty cubicles crowded together in a labyrinth-like configuration, probably a hundred Lord & Taylor employees, plus me in the suit from my college interview with the suitcase and a dozen stuffed animals, each attached to a twelve-inch band of mohair.


    Each cubicle had a number: 408, 409, 410 . . . I was actually going to come face-to-face with the buyer of children’s apparel and accessories . . . 411, 412, 413 . . . millions of children throughout this country would for the first time enjoy keeping their throats and necks covered during the coldest months of the winter . . . 414, 415, 416 . . . in your face, Katherine Akers . . . 417, 418, 419!


    Beverly Shore’s empty cubicle caught me by surprise. What now? Do I wait? Do I leave a Creature Comfy in front of her monitor with my business card propped in its paws? Do I look for someone else from children’s apparel and accessories?


    “Can I help you?”


    I turned around. A young woman in a business suit, holding a Styrofoam cup.


    “Yes, I’m looking for Beverly Shore.”


    “I’m Beverly Shore,” she replied with not a little bit of hesitation.


    “My name is Joshua Neuman.”


    I fumbled with my suitcase, got down on one knee and opened it up, and two or three of the Creature Comfies tumbled out. I picked them up and held up a Mickey Mouse rip-offan intellectual property litigator’s wet dream.


    She looked at me as if I was a retarded man showing her my collection of string. I had planned to say, “I would like to introduce you to the Creature Comfy,” but the only thing that came out was “Uh, Creature Comfy.”


    “You don’t belong here. I’m going to call security.”


    THE FUNNY THING was that while we were waiting for security to arrive, I had ample opportunity to rebound, to put her at ease, to make my pitch. That’s what a real salesman would have done. But as much as I wanted to make my father proud, find a direction in life and get the Creature Comfy on the shelves of department stores across America, all I could feel during those moments was bad for her. I imagined what it must have felt like for her to experience this awkward twenty-five-year-old with his suitcase materializing in her place of work, brandishing bizarro versions of Mickey, Minnie, and Curious George. So instead of showing her how the Velcro held both ends together and trying one on, I just stood there with my eyes lowered, waiting for security to escort me out of the building.


    Christmas and Chanukah overlapped that year, so when I went home for the holiday, virtually every house on our block but ours was glowing with green and red Christmas lightsthousand-watt suburban altars of excess. The kids on the block were out having a snowball fight, laughing and screaming, all of their necks exposed. I remembered when I was one of them and I used to spot my father turning the corner I was now turning, briefcase in hand, exhausted from doing zipper businessthe loving smile I could see envelop his face the moment he spotted me.


    My father and I had missed the holiday rush, though no competitor, to the best of my knowledge, has since snatched up the Creature Comfies and turned them into an empire. I entered my parents’ house, took off my shoes, and dumped the Creature Comfies on the floor of the living room. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t a salesmanif I was really going to be a writer I wasn’t going to be a successful salesman on the side. I wasn’t going to be a successful anything on the side.


    That night, my father, mother, brother, and I lit the menorahthe menorah my grandfather had bought for my parents in Israel in the early 1970s. We kept it in the window “for all the world to see,” though it was hard to imagine the light from these two flimsy candles from ShopRite being noticed by anyone on a street glowing like the Vegas Strip.


    I stared into the fire and thought about the suitcase, Søren Kierkegaard and Franz Rosenzweig, the suit from my college interview, the potential infringements upon international copyright law, the look on the face of Beverly Shore as I stood in her cubicle, and whether the holes where my hoop earrings used to hang had closed up for good. I thought about my late grandfather, my father, and I standing in front of that same menorah, singing the same prayers every year and dreaming of empires as our neighbors burned watts and drank eggnog, never giving a second thought to the neck warmth of America’s children.


    


    

  


  
    ELISA ALBERT


    Week at a Glance


    I.


    IT’S SIMULTANEOUSLY THE FIRST NIGHT OF CHANUKAH, MY PAPA IRWIN’S NINETY-EIGHTH BIRTHDAY, AND CHRISTMAS, THE LAST WEEK OF 2005. I AM HOME IN L.A. FOR A VISIT, MY FIRST IN A GOOD LONG WHILE. IT’S A CELEBRATORY CLUSTER-FUCK, AND MY MOTHER IS HOSTING A PARTY.


    “We light one candle tonight, for the first night, and this other candle is called the shamash,” she explains in a voice usually reserved for kindergarteners.


    Present are my father and stepmother, my brother and his wife, some cousins, my mother, Papa, and me. Things are a wee bit tense, for many boring and complicated family-issue reasons, all of which boil down to I don’t want to be here.


    My brother’s wife is invited to light the menorah, which is pretty straightforward since it’s only the first night and there is therefore only the one single candle to light. My brother is wearing a pair of two-hundred-dollar jeans that first appeared around the time he and his beloved miraculously found each other on JDate. I’m feeling fairly homicidal, but I sing thinly along with the bracha.


    By the soup course, the man of the hourPapa Irwin, not Jesusis nodding off at the foot of the table, a depressing paper party hat resting asymmetrically on his head. One cousin is totally trashed and keeps telling me that I have sadness inside me and that she therefore would like to hypnotize me. A teenaged cousin smiles shyly and repeats, “What up, Carrie Bradshaw?” ostensibly because I live in New York and spend a good deal of my time having cocktails with the girls, sleeping with strangers, and lounging around my apartment staring at my laptop. Throughout dinner my brother’s wife unwraps and feeds him pieces of chocolate gelt. She eats no gelt, not because she doesn’t love moneyquite the contrary!but because she is anorexic.


    I feel empty and morose, and strangely enough not even my gift-wrapped copy of this year’s Best American Short Stories (Thanks, Mom!) makes things better. I wonder whether I should wake up Papa so that he can enjoy his party, but he’s probably happier asleep, and I’m more than a little jealous. If I could nap through family time I’d probably enjoy being around my family a great deal.


    I excuse myself before birthday cake is served and lie on a dew-covered chaise in the dark backyard. It seems I have a voice message, the blinking red light on my cell like a beacon of hope. It’s from an inebriated friend, himself home for a visit in the Midwest, wishing me a “Shabbat shalom, motherfucker!” which is funny, since, of course, it’s not Shabbat. “I’m calling all the Jews in my phone,” he says. “But you’re the only Jew in my phone, so really I’m only calling you!” This is sufficiently uplifting, and I spend the rest of the evening trying to relax on the chaise, fruitlessly searching for even one star in the Los Angeles night sky.


    A Happy Chanukah to one and all.


    II.


    After last night’s circus of despair, I forgo the candles ritual tonight. I have no plans and I’m in too crappy a mood for polite company. Oh, and it’s the day after Christmas! So the Western world feels shut down, desolate, totally depressing. There is only one thing to be done.


    Every Jew and his mother are seeing Munich tonight. What this means, I realize belatedly, is that I am trapped in the sold-out theater alongside roughly half of heeb L.A. How did I not foresee this? Inevitably, I run into several dozen friends of my parents’. And my ex-father-in-law, who proffers a small wave and thereafter avoids eye contact. (Which, interestingly enough, is not so very unlike how it felt being married to his son.)


    “Are you here by yourself?” asks the fourth or fifth family acquaintance I run into. I feel completely pitiful. Christmas is a time for Jews to see movies together.


    “No,” I lie. Then I duck back into the crowd, muttering something about finding my friends.


    I locate a single seat next to a benign older couple who, thankfully, don’t look the least bit familiar. They endear themselves to me twenty minutes into the film by nonchalantly passing me the popcorn. I have found my friends after all. When the lights come up at the end, the husband is white-knuckled with rage. “What’d you think?” I ask him. As Maestro Spielberg himself has pointed out, this movie is something of a Rorschach test for divergent Semitic passions. The man doesn’t disappoint.


    “I’ll tell you something,” he says, fury cutting away at every word. “It ain’t a picnic being a Jew after Auschwitz.” I want to point out that it probably wasn’t a picnic to be a Jew during Auschwitz either, but I just nod emphatically as he goes on about counterterrorism not being morally equivalent to terrorism. I (violently) disagree, but I cannot afford to alienate my new friends, not when there’s a minefield of family acquaintances still filing out of the theater. He and his wife promise to buy my forthcoming book; I wish them a Happy Chanukah. And voilà! The left and the right have called a special holiday truce.


    III.


    My mother’s Havurah has its annual Chanukah party. The Havurah is a group of friends who meet once a month to schmooze, eat, and talk about books and politics. Even though I live three thousand miles away and don’t have all that much to say to anyone, I’ve known these people and their children for about as long as I can remember, and I’m increasingly grateful for this kind of continuity.


    It’s a bustling party, a warm, lively, colorful gathering with food-laden tables and adorable children underfoot and a gigantic pile of gifts by the fireplace. Its resemblance to anything I’ve experienced of late in my own family home is minimal. When we arrive, the three candles in several Chanukiot are already burning in the window, casting a further glow on the proceedings.


    The traditional gift exchange (also known as a Yankee Swap, but insert joke about tightfisted Jews here) goes something like this: Everyone brings a gift costing fifteen dollars or so. We draw numbers out of a hat. Number one picks a gift and opens it. Number two can either swipe number one’s gift or choose another gift to open. And so on down the line. It’s best, in this game, to pick a high number out of the hat, so that you can see everything that’s already been opened and take your pick. Fortunes can be won or lost in an instant. I am excited to draw a whopping 17.


    There’s a scented candle assortment, a neat baking kit with novelty cookie cutters, an M. C. Escher book, a T-shirt reading KISH MIR IN TUCHES!, and then someone opens the gift I know I will claim as my own: an oh-so-apropos humor book called 50 Relatives Worse Than Yours.


    Later, on the way to the bathroom, I duck into a carpeted hallway lined with photos: wedding photos, portraits of the grandparents as young men and women, baby photos, the whole nine. Like all family photos (others’ and my own), they fill me with unwieldy bitterness and hard-core longing all at once. My favorite of the little kids, a porky eighteen-month-old with a six-hundred-word vocabulary, comes toddling down the hall in a rainbow onesie, holding fast to a jelly doughnut. The last time I saw this child she was in utero, and the next time I see her she’ll probably be a bat mitzvah, but no matter. “Hi!” she says. I grab and kiss-attack her and pretend to munch on her belly. She cracks up and we return to the party together. There are things I covet that, alas, can’t be grasped with even the highest Yankee Swap number.


    My friend Heather, also in town visiting her own family, picks me up. We go for Mexican food in her mother’s car and listen to ancient CDs of a local Jewish pop star whose relentlessly earnest, heavily synthesized musicalizations of various prayers and parables have earned him a die-hard fan base of Jewish housewives all over Southern California. Heather and I share a secret past of having been members of this man’s preteen chorus army, when we were each sort of voluntarily molested by, respectively, a much older teen and another aspiring Jewish pop singer. We sing along, doing the cheese-ball jazz-hand choreography as we remember it, more or less exactly like when we where thirteen.


    IV.


    Today I fly to Seattle to spend the rest of the week with two of my best friends: Sarah and Jackie. Jackie and I both live in New York, but Sarah’s in medical school out here, so we three haven’t gotten to spend any quality time together in a while.


    After some requisite gaping at the Space Needle, the lush, hilly views, and the stunning multitude of lovely coffee shops and cafés around town, Sarah takes us to a Chanukah party hosted by friends of hers, an engaged couple.


    The guy is Jewish, but the kind of Jewish that seems to back away from itself: not Jewish, mind you, just Jew-ish. A real fan-of-Seinfeld kind of Jew (not that there’s anything wrong with that). His fiancée is not a Jew but has spent the last three days making latkes. She explains how at first they were too soggy because she’d used too much egg. Then she scrapped that batch and started from scratch. But the frying itself was tricky, so half of the second batch had to be tossed. She wanted the latkes to be perfect. She really respects Jewish culture, and it was important to her that the latkes come out right. The latkes, needless to say, seem pretty loaded (and I don’t mean with applesauce and sour cream, either).


    “Are you guys Jewish?” she asks us politely.


    “Hell, no,” we say, shaking our heads in jest at the distastefulness of such a thought. (Then, when it’s clear that irony has no place here, we feel bad. “Yes. We’re Jewish,” Jackie says. “And the latkes look great!” “Do they?” our hostess asks anxiously. “Latkes are hard for everyone,” I reassure her.)


    When it comes time to light the menorah, our hosts cast about helplessly. It becomes quickly apparent that Jackie and Sarah and I, along with the affianced guy, are the only children of Israel at this Chanukah party. “Don’t look at me,” Sarah says, backing away from the menorah like a vampire from a cross. Jackie and IJewish day school refugees, bothhave a brief argument over whether tonight’s four candles go on the right or the left. I think they go on the right; she thinks the left.


    “Rabbi Hillel said the right and Rabbi Shammai said the left, so it’s fine either way,” Jackie says, with more than a trace of sarcasm.


    “Wow,” someone says. “You guys really are Jewish.”


    We sing the bracha alone and embarrassedly, like we’re on display at the mall next to a giant tree, a cardboard menorah, and a fat old biker dressed up as Santa. People! Chanukah is really not that big a deal, religiously speaking. If it didn’t happen to fall around the same time as the good old alleged virgin birth, Ross from Friends probably wouldn’t even know about it! Will our hosts be throwing a Sukkot dinner in their backyard? A Tisha b’Av study session? A Purim hoedown? I think not. So why, in the absence of any other Jewish observance or identity, this big, blue-and-white-streamered, latke-obsessed Chanukah thing?


    V.


    By some Maccabee miracle, Jackie and I have scored a pair of below-market tickets on Craigslist to tonight’s sold-out Sleater-Kinney show at the Showbox. What a day we’re having: strolling, shopping, eating, laughing. I love this city, it’s official. And I love my friends! And now we’re seeing my favorite band at a storied Seattle concert venue! For eighteen bucks! Which is also chai! Life does not get much better. But for the fact that my sinuses still hurt a little bit after having expelled lemonade from my nostrils at dinner when Jackie made me laugh too hard recounting a comedy routine she saw recently (in which David Cross poked fun at misuse of the word literally, as in “I literally shit my pants!” or “My brother’s wife literally has an ass for a face!” or “My boss is literally retarded!”), I am having a grand time.


    We are busy dancing and sipping vodka tonics when the amazing Carrie Brownstein, between spectacular sets, makes mention of the big C:


    “So tonight’s Chanukah,” she says to the crowd, fiddling with the knobs on her guitar. There are few cheers. It’s a wonderful thing to belong quite so completely to my surroundings. This is what life is for, I think: to be a living, breathing, contradictory mess and belong entirely.


    Janet Weiss, the drummer, concurs. “Yeah.”


    “I think it’s like the fifth night,” Brownstein says.


    “Woooo-hoooooo!” yells a guy nearby.


    “Sixth!” I shout, just to participate, but then realize that I am wrong. It matters not.


    “Sixth? Fifth?” Carrie asks. “Shit, I don’t know. I can’t be trusted with these things.” And with that the ladies rip into “Rollercoaster” (or maybe it was “Dig Me Out,” I can’t remember; I can’t be trusted with these things).


    We forget to light candles tonight, as it’s two A.M. by the time the show’s over and of course it’s raining and we’re pretty buzzed, so as soon as we manage to find a cab back to Sarah’s, we hightail it woozily to bed.


    VI.


    We get into a fight today. Sarah feels left out because Jackie and I share a life in New York; I feel left out because Sarah and Jackie wake up hours earlier than I do and go running together (why would anyone do such a thing?); Jackie’s annoyed because Sarah’s annoyed; Sarah’s annoyed because Jackie’s annoyed; I’m annoyed because Sarah only grudgingly indulges my vegetarianism; and so on. It’s not so much a fight as a crossing of wires, a tripping of multiple overlapping insecurities and anxieties. Finally things boil over and we have a good cry, profess our collective undying love and affection, and immediately feel better. Typical girl bullshit. The truth of it is, my friends are my family (see also: Night I).


    I consider Sarah my cosmic reward for having made it through a decade at Jewish summer camp. We shared a bunk bed when we were eleven, and we got into a fistfight that year. (I won, Sarah; you know I did.) Our time at this Jewish summer camp was the source of much angst for me (and, later, much grist for the writing mill). It was a pretty soulless place. We often reminisce ruefully about the time we, along with all the other adolescent girls at camp, were formally lectured by a kindly and quite well-respected rabbi about the importance of marrying as early as possible and starting a family, and about how prioritizing career and/or self-actualization would mean not only that we would die barren and alone but that the Jewish people, also, would cease to exist.


    Tonight Sarah is hosting Shabbat dinner, so we go to the market and shop for supplies. My contribution will be my signature vegan cupcakes, which are not remotely as unappetizing as they may sound, I swear to God (there is banana involved). In the frosting aisle, I pick up sugar letters (the whole alphabet, in triplicate!) and rainbow jimmies for cupcake adornment.


    The Shabbat crowd is made up of Sarah’s housemates and several of their friends, most of whom are weekly regulars. I can’t overstate the wonder and joy of finding like-minded people gathered here for Shabbat, for Chanukah, for eating and hanging out. It’s that most rare of religious phenomena: organic. One of Sarah’s friends rolls two enormous blunts (“For après-Shabbos,” he says with a grin). In the kitchen, her housemates are ritually washing their hands while they make up an intricate raptwo play human beat box while the third interweaves the bracha and something about his “Shabbos bitches”about, yes, ritual hand washing. Jackie watches them, agape.


    “They’re always doing that,” Sarah sighs.


    First we light the menorah, and tonight everyone in the room knows the words and sings loudly along. Then we light the Shabbat candles, with, again, everyone joining in. Then we feast. Then we smoke the blunts. “In the basement!” Sarah insists. “But it’s Shabbos!” we plead. She relents.


    When I go into the kitchen to frost the cupcakes I find Jackie already arranging the pink sugar letters into words on each one. She’s diligently arranged “fun hole,” “eat me,” “tits,” “poop,” “ass wipe,” “fuck,” “balls,” “jizz,” and a couple others even I won’t repeat. Sounds infantile, maybe, but in our collective state of gladness they are the height of wit and creativity. Especially, of course, as the letter supply dwindles and we are forced to be extra inventive with spelling.


    Is this what our parents had in mind for us when they chauffeured us to day school, Hebrew school, and bat mitzvah lessons? Is this what they hoped for when they waved good-bye and sent us off to that Lord of the Yid Flies summer camp? Pornographic vegan cupcakes, Shabbos blunts, al netilat yadayim woven intricately into a rap in a house high up on a hill in the Pacific Northwest? I must say that I think so. At first glance, the above might seem like religious perversion, but scratch the surface and you’ll see a roomful of young Jews claiming that identity in the context of countless other identities. Dig deeper and you’ll find a roomful of Jews owning Judaismand loving itin a way no easy parochial regurgitation or rote spawning could ever approach. Oh, how I wish that kindly and completely misguided old rabbi could be here with us now. If we could bottle this and sell it, surely we’d be knee-deep in Jewish continuity- hysteria-foundation grants. And just imagine the weed that would buy!


    VII.


    Another party tonight: New Year’s Eve, though it’s difficult to get all that amped up about a milestone so traditionally overloaded with good-time pressure. Every year it’s the same, the anticlimax so much more prevalent than the purported climax. (Like hooking up with a future Jewish pop star. Or whatever.)


    Sarah’s friends from medical school arrive in clusters. A future anesthesiologist has brought the board game Cranium, which we are to play as the evening’s entertainment. A future neurosurgeon bears a bottle of champagne in each fist. A future gynecologist brings her gangly, fifteen-year-old brother, because he had no other plans and she couldn’t bear to leave him home alone for the last/first few hours of 2005/06.


    Two old friends of Jackie’s join the party too, thankfully rounding out the left-brain contingent. We four form a Cranium team, as the med students want no part of our liberal arts asses. The med students also Just Say No, which means that our team at first appears to be at something of a disadvantage.


    Here’s a piece of advice: don’t ever play Cranium with a bunch of medical students. Especially don’t ever play Cranium with medical students if you are a) someone with an iota of perspective on board games, b) someone with an iota of perspective on competition in general, c) extremely stoned, or d) all of the above.


    We are incapable of taking the game seriously, which frustrates our furrowed-browed, adorably Type A opponents to no end. While they huddle together and strategize, we gleefully sing rounds of “Light one candle for the Maccabee soldiers, with thanks that their light didn’t die! Light one candle for the pain they endured when their right to exist was denied!” We lose track of whose turn it is. We shout out answers to other teams’ questions, trying to be helpful and sportsmanlike. And, eventually, we legitimately win the game. This is infuriating to the losers, whose losing is almost enough to incite the kind of existential crisis usually sparked by fatal botched diagnoses in residency. They’ve lost Cranium to a bunch of stoners?!


    “Good game. Congratulations,” they say tightly.


    By then it’s about eleven fifty-five, so we head out to the street with noisemakers and pots and pans, looking out over the city and the Space Needle, where fireworks will signify the end of the year.


    Unbeknownst to us, the fifteen-year-old has been drinking champagne all night, and he starts vomiting his brains out (not literally) pretty soon after we welcome the New Year.


    Once again we’ve forgotten the candles.


    VIII.


    We almost forget all about the eighth and final night, too.


    When we finally do remember, just before bed, we load up the whole menorah together, no debate tonight about where the candles go. We set it in the window, the rest of the house dark and quiet. It is the first day of 2006 and tomorrow we’ll all go back to our lives: Sarah to three months of internal medicine rotation in the middle of Idaho, Jackie and I to Chelsea and Brooklyn, respectively. It’s going to be a big year for each of us: lots of changes and miracles and stepping-stones and new challenges we vaguely know are on their way. And who knows when we’ll all be together again?


    I am nominated to hold the shamash, which I find I’m excited to do, like when I was little and it felt like a great honor. I light the candles from left to right, starting with the newest and lighting one for each of the past seven nights as I go.


    First is tonight’s, eight, with my girls beside me and the sound of Seattle rain gently pelting the window under our three tone-deaf, exhausted voices. Then last night’s, seven, and the collective ruckus we made banging our pots and pans to usher in a new year while fireworks exploded over the city. Six, Shabbos blunts and porno-cakes. Five at Sleater-Kinney. Four as token, pseudomissionary Jews in a roomful of well-intentioned holiday whores. Three at the Havurah party. Two alone at the movies. And by the time I make it to the last candle, the first night, Christmas, my uniquely fraught family and my uniquely fraught place in (or out of) it, I’m almost able to own even that. It’s been a good week, it’s a new year now, after all, and the whole menorah is glowing, full, finally complete.


    Jackie and Sarah and I stand looking for a moment at the blazing menorah and its reflection in the window. Above it our faces are reflected, too. We linger for a moment and then we turn away, off into a new week, a new year, and a blessedly blank slate.
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THERE WAS ERIC S0 PLAINLY DIPN'T CARE
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ANYWAY, THE PLAN WAS FOR THE TWO OF THEM
AND SOME OF THEIR FRIENDS TO HAVE A GUY'S
5Ki WEEK, AND THEN TO REJOIN ME AT SCHOOL FOR
‘THE DURATION OF THE BREAK, WHERE WED GO
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ERIC AND 4 OTHER GUYS SHARED
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1T WAS TOO EXPENSIVE TO FLY TO NOTHERN
CALIFORNIA TWICE IN ONE MONTH, MY PARENTS WERE
‘GOING ON A CRUISE ANYWAY, AND MY SISTERS
WERE BUSY WITH THEIR

BOYFRIENDS.
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MOM CALLED TO TELL ME THAT SHED SENT
CHANUKAH GIFTS AND A MENORAH AND THAT
EVEN THOUGH SHE AND DAD KNEW THE CRUISE
WOULD BE NICE, THEY WERE REGRETTING THE

DECISION WED ALL MADE AT THANKSGIVING TO
GO OUR SEPARATE WAYS THIS WEEK.
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THERE WASN'T MUCH TO DO OR BUY IN THE RUNTY
MEDFORD NEIGHBORHOOD JUST BEYOND THE
UNIVERSITY'S GATES, THIS WAS MASSACHUSETTS
AFTER SHOES AND TEXTILES, BEFORE COMPUTERS,
‘THE PLACE HAD BEEN DEPRESSED FOR A
HUNDRED YEARS...
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SOME GIRL ANSWERED THE PHONE AT THE $KI
CONDO, SAID THE GUYS WERE ON THE MOUNTAIN.
| HEARD GIGGLING IN THE BACKGROUND AND ASKED,
“WHO'S THIS?” BUT SHE HUNG UP...
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SHE WAS BACK IN A FEW HOURS, HOWEVER,
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ANYWAY, EVE-THAT WAS THE R-A.§ NAME--
RELENTED. SHE SAID SHE COULDNT LET ME STAY
IN MY ROOM BECAUSE OF THE LACK OF HEAT--

BUT THAT WE COULD MOVE MY MATTRESS UP TO
HER APARTMENT AND | COULD BUNK THERE.






OEBPS/Images/008TommyCU_fmt.jpeg
1DIDN'T LOVE TOMMY, BUT | HADN'T YET WEANED
MYSELF FROM LOVING GOING OUT WITH HIM. HE
WAS HANDSOME AND FUN

AND CHARISMATIC.
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MORE POUNDING, THEN FINALLY, A VOICE.
SOMEONE CALLING AT ME FROM AN UPPER FLOOR.
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