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      What’s a Jewish bakery boy to do?

      Aaron knows that the eight days of Hanukkah can’t possibly be tied to Grandpa’s lost pretzel recipe. As for a prophecy about that recipe changing his life? Well, he never was much a of believer in the first place.

      But when a foot-tall angel intervenes, Aaron and a gorgeous redheaded whirlwind of a soda bottler are thrown together until they’re both spinning faster than their mixers…

      Who said miracles couldn’t happen in eight days?

      (Inspired by the 2021 closure of the tiny Twin Lights Soda Company of Rockport, Massachusetts, after more than a century of operation.)
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      “You’re an idiot, Aaron.”

      “Love you too, Miriam.” I didn’t. But being nice to your older sister on the first day of Hanukkah seemed like a good idea.

      First Night of the eight days of Hanukkah, all Jews were mandated to celebrate. Actually, celebrate for all eight days, making it one of my favorite holidays. Miracles were handy that way. The Passover Pig Out, uh, Seder dinner, was another one where loads of good food was eaten to celebrate a miracle. In general, outside of the fast for Yom Kippur, The Day of Atonement, Jews were much more focused on feast. Probably because of all that famining we did in the times of the Torah.

      Feasting was also good for the family; who’d have thought that Gloucester, Massachusetts—a decidedly Italian and Portuguese town on the North Shore—would rock a Jewish deli and bakery for over a century.

      Also, Miriam is dangerous in an evil-older-sister way, making cautious civility a functional strategy.

      After I’d teased her about looking so different from the rest of us—saying maybe ten or twenty times too often that she looked like some demented denizen of Hell had pulled a fast one on Mom—she’d filled my pillowcase with whipped cream…liberally mixed with electric-pink dye.

      When I’d plunged into bed that night, it had burst forth and splattered all over my room like a goopy shotgun blast. Everything it touched was stained hot pink: my clothes (which might have been all over the floor), my homework, my rug. My posters, the less said about my taste in under-clad female pop singers at that age…maybe it was high time they were ruined.

      I’ve long since gotten my own apartment but Miriam had somehow arranged to have Mom guilt trip me into taking that rug with me. We’re Jewish, guilt works. Jewish-mother-guilt is like an undeniable superpower even Superman could only wish for.

      I still live with that rug; so sue me.

      Over time, the bright pink polka-dots have faded from Madonna “Material Girl” hot-pink to Barbie pastel-pink. Since the movie, I’ll admit that having cause to daydream about Margot Robbie knocking on the apartment door some day isn’t an all-bad thing.

      But I knew why Miriam—too tall and too much lush hair to be a proper Schwartzman—was calling me an idiot this time.

      For this first night of Hanukkah, we gathered about the same table that we’d grown up around. Mom and Dad, Uncle Max who’s at least half as funny as he thinks he is, Aunt Max (short for Maxine), my two girl cousins (who at least look like they belong to the family, though I now keep my mouth shut on that point), and Grandma (on Dad’s side).

      She’d given me a Hanukkah gift on First Night. We aren’t really a gift-during-Hanukkah kind of family. Dad may call our Christmas tree a Hanukkah bush, but he’s not fooling anybody; he’s into it as much as the rest of us.

      No, for us Hanukkah is about fried potato latkes, cheese and blueberry blintzes drowned in sour cream, and smoked salmon on fresh-made sourdough bagels. It’s about Mom putting Peter, Paul, and Mary’s A Holiday Celebration album on because it had the “Light One Candle” song about Hanukkah in among all the Christmas carols. Mom isn’t retro, it’s Grandma’s vinyl and she’s never embraced CD never mind digital. We don’t try to make the music ourselves as we are the Family Schwartzman-can’t-carry-a-tune-for-crap non-singers and none of us, not even Miriam, look the least like Julie Andrews.

      The most serious endeavor for us other than the lighting of the candles and a bit of feasting was playing the Dreidel game for gelt, gold-foil-wrapped chocolate coins. Ganz, halb, nischt, schict, the four sides of the spinning top, deciding who gets and who gives gelt. One year I’d spent hours trying to figure out how to load a Dreidel to always land showing ganz so that I could take all the gelt during my turn. But Miriam figured it out, switched our Dreidels when I wasn’t watching, and cleaned me out. Worse, she shared her winnings with our cousins, but not me.

      Anyway, our household? Not big on Hanukkah gifts.

      But Grandma had given me a present—and only me. There are a few advantages to being the only male of my generation on either side of the house. First-born male has a certain gravitas in a Jewish household, especially to someone as traditional as Grandma, which I totally bought into because of how much it irritated Miriam.

      It was one of Grandad’s first recipes from when his grandad had first taken him to Schwartzman and Sons deli—back when Gloucester was more about fish and less about tourism. Except it was a recipe I’d never seen before, despite playing in the flour bins there since before I could walk.

      The index card, faded to mud-brown and handled until it was as soft as fine leather, was covered with a child’s scrawl. Half the ingredients were blurred past recovery. I could see there were a lot of steps, but the ones I could read made no sense. Of course, neither did the title.

      Root Beer Rye Pretzels.

      Grandma tapped the old card with a thwack of her knitting needle almost hard enough to scrape away a few more clues. “You make that. Make it good like your Grandpa. It will be very good for you.”

      My instinctual agreement to one of Grandma’s mandates is what had earned me Miriam’s, You’re an idiot assessment once she’d managed to read the title. Which only made me twice as determined to resurrect Grandad’s recipe.

      It was just past sunset as I watched Mom set the central shamash candle on the Menorah and the First Night one to the far right of the nine-place holder.

      Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha-olam…

      As I echoed the blessing, watching Mom light the shamash then lift that to light the first candle, I could somehow see deeper.

      Blessed are thou, Lord Our God, Defender of the Universe…

      She replaced the shamash and headed for the kitchen. That’s when things went kinda sideways. I half imagined that I could see something in the candlelight—Dad as a young man, kneading bread. It made me ask him if he’d ever seen Grandpa’s recipe or eaten one of his root beer pretzels. He made a Hell no face not all that different from Miriam’s.

      That’s when she kneecapped me with her chair as she rose to help Mom serve dinner and I lost sight of whatever I’d imagined seeing.
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      “No. No. No. And No!”

      “You’re being silly. Those soda flavors are all lovely.” We’d just finished taste testing four different batches of root beer.

      Mum the Encourager wasn’t helping. Growing up, everything I did was a success, even when it wasn’t. Mum Reality versus Real Reality wasn’t often easy to reconcile as a kid. I thought I’d grown accustomed to it but on this one she was dead wrong. “You have Uncle Samuel’s gift, Tizzy.”

      “Lizzy!” I don’t know why I bothered. I’d been fighting that nickname since I’d been born. Since I was in Mum’s womb. Since Moses first parted the Red Sea, followed closely by his wife Tzipora—the source of my nickname. Or at least that’s what I decided. It couldn’t be from Mum’s favorite saying Don’t throw a tizzy, Tizzy. I’m a redhead, I get upset. Nyah! Nyah! Nyah!

      Okay. Maybe I should stop complaining, I don’t want to be the Pride and Prejudice heroine Lizzy Bennet even more than I don’t want to be the wife of Moses.

      The fact that I was named for Great Aunt Elizabeth, for reasons no one could agree on, didn’t enter into the matter. My vote was for our being the only two with flaming red hair. She’d been hot back in the day, I’ve seen pictures. Me? At least I got the thick red hair.

      When GA Elizabeth had died last month, she’d left The Company to her namesake—me. Good thing or bad? The jury remained deadlocked on that one.

      B-Dam—short for Beaver Dam of which we have a lot here on the Massachusetts North Shore but read it as Best Damn, please—was one of the last small independent soda pop bottlers in the US. It had folded three years ago when Great Uncle Sam had stroked out while lifting one of the last-ever cases of Birch Beer Tonic into his rattletrap delivery truck. Probably the way he wanted to go.

      But tonic? It was a word that, like, one in a thousand people in this century still used for soda. Maybe. GU Sam had refused to change with the times. Not soda, Tizzy, it was tonic in 1907 when my grandpa founded it, and it’s tonic now. When I tried to shorten his moniker to Gus, he’d shut me down on that too. I was a newborn named for Uncle Sam during the war. Now that I’m your great uncle, that’s good enough for me. Stubborn old man. Three years gone and I still miss him every day.

      Now the formulas and the ancient equipment in the front of the old house that had served B-Dam Bottlers for so many decades were mine. I fought the sniffles, again. GA Elizabeth hadn’t let go of her throttlehold on his defunct business until the will had pried it from her dead fingers.

      “You’ve always had the itch,” Pop noted as he set the Second Night candles into the Menorah. “You got it from me.”

      “Maybe I got it from Tzipora,” who had certainly patched up Moses enough times during Exodus. But he knew I was teasing. I’d inherited the need to fix broken things right down the paternal line.

      Mum’s eternal patience with the two of us escaped as a small sigh as she and I raised our shawls for the prayer before lighting the candles.

      Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha-olam…

      GU Sam’s formulas were clear and legible. He’d made eight soda—because seriously, tonic?—flavors. I’d chosen to start with his all-natural root beer. I’d made the batch straight from his old recipe and three minor variations.

      None of which were the flavor I remembered.

      Thinking back, I’d never seen him use any recipes. I’d unearthed them on an archeological expedition, from which I’d barely survived, into what had laughingly been called his office. After all those decades, every nuance was in his brain, maybe even instinctively in his fingers as he hadn’t exactly been all-there at the end—but his flavors had never varied. How he’d shifted the original recipes was gone, putting me most of the way back to square one.

      I’d always loved to hang out with GU Sam while he was mixing syrup and I tried to see his motions
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