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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 head—stereotypically—to 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 pancakes—think sweet-potato latkes, zucchini latkes, half regular–half 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 us—to the kids, to our family—is 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 things—watching 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 kids—and each of the eight nights—away. And then, perhaps nibbling on a leftover pancake or trying—yet again—the 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 Maccabaeus–shaped 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 God—me—looks 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 money—you 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 roof—and 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 offices—at 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-off—an 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 lights—thousand-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 business—the 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 salesman—if 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 menorah—the 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 hour—Papa Irwin, not Jesus—is 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 money—quite 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.
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“Runny and poignant.” —usa Today
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