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  For Ma and Pop,
who gave me permission



Recipe for My Family


  Mix together




  one (1) Mom




  named Liat




  with big curly hair




  she always wears straight




  who works as a biology professor




  at the university across from my school




  and one (1) Dad




  named Richard




  with a bald patch




  and a gap between his front teeth




  who works as a financial . . .




  . . . something-or-other.




  Bake in Chicago for six years




  at -10 degrees in the winter




  and 110 degrees in the summer




  and add one (1) baby boy




  named Samuel




  and love him




  like he’s never going to grow up.




  Bake for five more years




  and add one (1) baby girl 





  named Hannah




  and raise her to be . . .




  . . . well, me, I guess.




  Bake for five more years




  before adding one (1) Grandma Mimi




  (my mom’s mom)




  who will put a whisk in Sam’s hand




  and a spatula in mine




  and it will feel like they’ve been there




  all along.



 



  Bake for seven more years




  but be careful




  because a happy family




  is more delicate than a cheese soufflé:




  perfectly balanced




  until it’s not.



 



  Then, beware




  the




  
    f
  




  
    a
  




  
    l
  




  
    l
  




Fall


Fall

Fall is when we make rugelach.

“In honor of Shira’s bat mitzvah!” Grandma Mimi says today.

I lift my spatula in agreement and call out “Hear, hear!” while Sam does the same with his whisk.

My family will take any excuse to bake rugelach. It makes the house smell like fall—butter and chocolate with a hint of cinnamon—and even though no one needs an excuse, it’s tradition to come up with one anyway.

Today, that excuse is my best friend’s bat mitzvah.

“Hannah?” Dad walks into the kitchen half dressed, waving a folded piece of paper. “Mom wants you to write Shira a note in her card before we all sign . . . ooh, chocolate!” He reaches into the bowl of rugelach filling, card forgotten, and—Slap!

“Ow! Miriam!” Dad licks the chocolate from his fingers. “I wanted to taste your arugula!”

Grandma Mimi whisks the bowl of filling off the countertop and points a floury finger toward the door. “On rugelach day, the kitchen is a Jewish space.” She says it all stern, but her eyes are laughing as she talks.


Dad waves his sticky hand at me and Sam. “Then what are they doing in here? They’re not really Jewish!”

“Rude!” calls Sam, and I laugh.

“My grandchildren?” says Grandma Mimi, tugging at her Star of David necklace. “My Hannah? My Sam? With me as their grandmother, they’re as Jewish as they come! Besides, have you seen how they roll rugelach?”

“Yeah, Dad!” I beam at Grandma Mimi and point to my perfectly crafted rugelach crescent. “We’re as Jewish as they come!”

Dad laughs and tries again to reach into the bowl of chocolate filling, but Grandma Mimi pulls it away. “Richard, you’re going to make us late. And you, Hannah?” She turns to me. “Go write a note to your friend. Move!”

Dad goes upstairs to get dressed, and I find a handful of colored pencils in the junk drawer.

I write:


  
    
      Recipe for a She-ra
    
  




  
    Mix together:
  




  
    my #1 sous-chef
  




  
    the nicest person I know
  




  
    the Marlin to my Dory
  





  
    the REAL winner of the sixth-grade Olympics
  




  
    (no matter what Mr. Pierri Says)
  




  
    Zendaya
  




  
    (just cuz)
  




  
    my favorite dance partner
  




  
    the sister I never knew I needed
  




  
    and you get one She-ra
  




  
    (my best friend)
  




  
    Love,
  




  
    Ha-na-na-na-boo-boo
  




  
    P.S. You are the GOAT. And the sheep. And the cow. Moo.
  




  
    P.P.S. Remember, if you get nervous, just picture Jeremy Brewer in his underwear.
  



Then I draw a picture of us. We’re wearing the bat mitzvah dresses we bought together—caramel for her, green for me—and we’re dancing to our favorite song. It’s the one we chose months ago for the first partner dance of her party: “Single Ladies.”


And with that, I hand the card to Sam to sign.

“When I open my own bakery,” he whispers, taking the card out of my hand, “if anyone pronounces it arugula in my presence, I’m pressing charges.”

I laugh. “You better.” Then I return to Grandma Mimi’s side to finish rolling rugelach, my gift to my best friend for her bat mitzvah.



Rugelach



	1C butter


	8 oz cream cheese


	sugar to taste


	salt to taste


	1t vanilla


	2C flour


	butter for brushing






Filling:


For the taste of winter use cranberi cranberries, apples.

In spring use berries: strawberries, blueberries . . .

Summer is peach peaches or plums (stone fruit) and for fall use chocolate.

Beat butter + cream cheese + sugar + salt + vanilla

Add flour until combined.

Split dough in half and press into circles. Spread filling on top, cut into triangles. Roll, brush with butter, and bake at 375 until gold and puffy.




Remember:




Don’t be greedy with the filling.

An overfull cookie leaks and burns.






Recipe for a Best Friendship


  Mix together




  two (2) best friends




  me




  and Shira




  who




  have seen Finding Nemo




  forty-one times




  who




  have built more blanket forts




  than they can remember




  who




  have spent five years




  making up recipes




  for Jeremy Brewer Brownies




  Extra Fudge Fudge Ice Cream




  and




  Snow Day Snowballs




  who




  got their braces on at the same time




  even if they won’t




  get them off together




  who





  have shared every secret




  every story




  every scheme




  who




  are never seen one




  without the other




  except Tuesdays and Thursdays




  when Shira has




  Hebrew school




  who




  once left food out for a backyard raccoon




  and ended up in the hospital




  for emergency rabies shots




  who




  have baked enough




  chocolate chip cookies




  and Funfetti cupcakes




  and strawberry rhubarb pies




  with Grandma Mimi




  to feed the entire city of Chicago




  for one (1) day




  or two (2) best friends




  for five (5)




  years.




Hair

Mom comes downstairs, looking glazed and frosted, frilly and frantic. “You’re not dressed, yet? We have to be at Congregation Beth Shalom in an hour! Sam, take a shower! Mom, at least wear an apron if you’re going to bake in your new dress! And Hannah, shouldn’t you do something with your hair?”

And okay, fine, I get it. Mom’s stressing because she hates doing Jewish things.

And okay, fine, I’m sure it also has something to do with the fact that her older sister, Aunt Yael, is a rabbi at Shira’s temple, and Mom hasn’t seen her in, like, forever.

And okay, fine, it does look like Grandma Mimi has rolled around in a sack of flour.

So I get why Mom’s anxious.

But did she have to take it out on my hair?

I hate my hair.

It’s curly—no, frizzy—no, messy.

Always.

Doesn’t matter if I brush it, wet or dry, or if I put hair gel on my comb and swipe it through.

My hair is always . . .

. . . ugh.

I wish I could


tame

calm

buff

shine

flatten straight

my f r i z z y

lint ball

dust bunny

cotton candy

hair,

and sometimes I wish for hair

like Shira’s.

Dark brown and silky smooth, and she doesn’t have to do almost anything before it shines like the mirror glaze on one of Grandma Mimi’s cakes.

Maybe I should shave my head, or at least make one of Sam’s baseball caps a wardrobe staple.

But today I’ll settle for Mom’s flat iron.


Family

Shira looks beautiful in her caramel dress. I mean, she’s always beautiful, but today she’s extra beautiful. Her hair is done in this braid that wraps all around her head, and the way her cousin did her makeup makes her eyes look big and soft. And in her new high heels, she’s even standing differently than she usually does.

She looks my way, gives me a huge wave, and points to her teeth so I can see her braces are gone.

I give her a giant thumbs-up and smile right back.

“I’m going to say hi,” says Grandma Mimi, and at first I assume she’s going to say hi to Shira and her family, but Mom says, “Do what you need to do,” and I realize Grandma Mimi isn’t going to say hi to Shira and her family.

She’s going to say hi to Aunt Yael.

Mom mutters something under her breath, and I follow Grandma Mimi with my eyes as she meets a woman I recognize immediately, even though I haven’t seen her in seven years: my Aunt Yael.

They talk and laugh and squeeze each other’s hands, and when Grandma Mimi gestures over to us, I see Aunt Yael’s eyes flicker in our direction.

So I wave.


And why shouldn’t I? Grandma Mimi clearly doesn’t think she’s a terrible person—she takes her out to lunch every month! And it’s not like anybody has ever told me why Mom stopped talking to her seven years ago, but I guess Mom thinks I should blindly follow her lead, because as I wave to Aunt Yael, Mom pushes my hand down. “Oh, look at that, Hannah,” she says in a voice all high and fake. “I found our seats!”

She grips my hand a little too tight and leads our family to our spot: RESERVED FOR THE MALFA-ADLERS.

Second row, center left.

That’s right behind Shira’s grandparents but in front of the rest of my class, and three different people—Dahlia Schulte, Jafari Williams, and Jeremy Brewer (who looks extra cute in one of those little round hats they have at the front of the temple)—all ask, “Why do you get to sit up there?”

I smooth out my newly straightened hair and say, “Because I’m basically family.”


Hebrew

The first part of Shira’s bat mitzvah is the ceremony. It’s the part she refers to as “kinda boring and really scary.” Boring because it’s two hours long and mostly in Hebrew, and scary because she’s leading the whole thing on a stage in front of pretty much everybody she knows. But if she can get through it all without passing out from stage fright, that’s when we get to the fun part: her party.

Shira and her rabbi walk up to the podium, and the room grows quiet. Now that she’s standing right in front of me, I can tell Shira’s nervous. Her hands are shaking, and she keeps rocking back and forth on her new high heels while she chews all the lipstick off her bottom lip. So when she looks my way, I catch her eye. I stick out my tongue and give myself a double chin, screwing my mouth up into a cartoon frown, and that makes her laugh.

“You’ve got this!” I mouth to her, and by the time she’s at the podium, telling everybody to turn to page 283 in our prayer books, she’s smiling and her hands aren’t shaking at all.

Go, Shira!

I turn to page 283, remembering just in time that the pages count backwards, and I spend fifteen minutes following along with what Shira is chanting. Then I accidentally turn two pages instead of one, and before I know it, I’m completely lost.

“What page are we on?” I whisper to Sam. But he shrugs. He’s reading some poem on page 154, and I’m almost positive we never went backwards in the reading.

Or . . . would that be forward?

Anyway, I try one last time to figure out where we are, but then I close the prayer book and resign myself to listening for the remainder of the . . .

. . . one-hour-and-forty-five-minute ceremony.

Sigh.

I guess I should have expected this. I’ve never been able to follow along with Hebrew for more than a few minutes at a time. To be fair, I’ve only had a few opportunities to try. I’ve been inside a temple . . . what . . . three times before this?

I went once, when I was two, for a cousin’s baby-naming service, once when my Grandpa Joseph died, and once for Mark Folds’s bar mitzvah this past summer.

Oh, and one time, when I was eight, I begged my mom to let me go with Grandma Mimi for some big holiday. They had a fight about it, and when Mom finally agreed to let me go, I ended up falling asleep halfway through the service. So I’m not sure if that counts.


Mom never talks about Jewish stuff, and she doesn’t like it when Grandma Mimi does either, so anything I do know about the Jewish side of my family, I learned through TV, social studies, and, of course, Shira.

But something weird happens once I close my prayer book. While I was trying to follow along, the words sounded like nothing I’d ever heard before, but now that my book is closed and I’m just listening the sounds of what Shira is chanting, I recognize some of it. Nothing major, just a prayer here, a song there, but it’s familiar all the same. It’s almost as if little bits of Hebrew have leaked into my brain over the years, like sweet syrup soaking slowly into a pound cake, and when I do recognize the music, I can’t help but sing along.


Baruch atah Adonai

mmmm-mmmm-mmmm-mmmm

melech ha-o-lum
mmmm-mmmm-mmmm-mmmm

Ah—

ah—

mein!



Grandma Mimi sings as well, from the other side of the bench. She’s belting out the words as loud as she can, but after a few minutes I notice that we’re the only ones in our row who actually are singing.

Sam is still reading random bits of poetry he finds sprinkled through the prayer book, and Dad’s checking email on his phone.

Mom also isn’t singing, although something about the way she’s buttoning her lips with her teeth makes me think if she opened her mouth, the words would flow out of her.

I feel silly all of a sudden. Like maybe I shouldn’t be singing along at all. Like everyone is looking at me funny and whispering from behind their programs, Wow, Hannah sure is loud. What, does she think she’s Jewish or something?

Then I feel ridiculous because I barely know every third word in these prayers. Not like Shira.

Shira. The girl who lost our middle school spelling bee in round one because she got nervous and forgot how to spell the word different.

The girl who last month froze in front of our English class when she had to recite a Shakespeare poem from memory.

The girl who a few minutes ago was shaking and rocking and gnawing at her lips because she was so nervous about singing in front of people.

She chants everything perfectly. She doesn’t seem scared now. She doesn’t stumble over words, and she has this smile on her face, like she knows she’s doing a great job and is proud to be standing there.

I shouldn’t be singing along at all. It’s weird that I tried. So I quiet my voice and look at the bench across the room, where Aunt Yael is standing, and once I’m looking at her, I can’t stop staring.

She’s singing, all right. Oh boy is she singing. She’s singing and rocking and smiling and hitting her hand against her thigh, and she looks so full of the song that it’s bubbling out of her like water boiling in a too-small saucepan.

And as the words float around me, I find myself wishing that one day I could be like that. To know every word to every song so deeply that they take over my body. To feel them when I sing, as if they’re a part of me, as familiar as breathing.

Dad must notice I’ve stopped singing, because he nudges me. “Don’t you wish they’d sing in English?” he whispers. “You know, for those of us who aren’t Jewish?”

He grins at me as if I’m in on the joke, but something about the way he says it bugs me.

I laugh anyway. “Heh. Yeah,” I whisper back. “For those of us that aren’t Jewish.”


As Usual

When the ceremony is over, I practically leap out of my seat to be the first to give Shira a hug. “You did such a great job!” I say.
 
“Thanks.” Shira shakes her head like it’s no big deal. “I messed up twice,” she adds.

“Oh my gosh, stop.” I play-smack her on the shoulder. “No one even noticed.”

Shira laughs because she knows I’m right, and I laugh because I am right, and we hug again, and I admire how amazing her hair looks all braided up and marvel at how straight and white her teeth are now that her braces are off, and how is it possible that Jeremy Brewer looks even cuter than usual in his hat? And do I mean a kippah? And yeah, I guess that is what I mean, and oh my gosh, he looks so cute, but isn’t it weird that Kyle Goldstein brought his own kippah? And ahhhh! It’s all over! I can’t believe tonight is her party, and—

Someone calls Shira’s name, and she turns to say hi to them. I think it’s one of her Hebrew school friends.

“Bye, Shira!” I say, but she doesn’t hear me.

That’s okay. We’ll have our big moment tonight on the dance floor. And for the time being, there’s a whole line of people:

family members


neighbors

classmates

members of the temple

Jeremy Brewer

and everybody

waiting to congratulate my best friend.


Kiddush

After the service there’s a mini-party, which Grandma Mimi calls a Kiddush. I fill my plate with cheese and crackers, grapes and strawberries, and a couple slices of mushy-looking apples, because everything else looks blech.

I hold up a dried-out piece of rugelach from the table and give Sam a look. He sticks his tongue out. “When I start my own bakery,” he says, “rugelach like that will be illegal.”

I laugh and go find my friends. I sit with my usual lunch crew, Delilah and Lin, Chris Rodriguez and Chris Wilcoxen, but Shira isn’t with us. She’s still swarmed by people wishing her “Mazel tov!”

“You tried the rugelach yet?” I ask Chris R., pointing to the rolled-up cookies on his plate.

“Rug-lah?” he asks.

“Roog-eh-lah,” I say slowly. “They’re Jewish cookies. My grandma makes them, but these don’t look very good.”

“I didn’t know you were Jewish,” he says.

“Well, I am, but not really.”

Chris R. takes a bite of rugelach but spits it out. “Blech! You’re right, Hannah. Jewish food is gross!”

“Hey,” I start. “That’s not what I meant. My grandma makes—”


But no one wants to hear about how Grandma Mimi’s rugelach tastes like fall melting on your tongue. Everyone is far more interested in discussing who they want to dance with at Shira’s party tonight. Chris W. is planning to ask Blair Thornburgh, and Delilah wants Boggy to ask her, and everyone knows Chris R. is planning to ask Arjun Sawhney.

“Are you going to ask Jeremy Brewer?” Lin asks, nudging me.

I smile and shrug. “Who knows?” I say. But I do know. I’m not going to ask Jeremy Brewer, and neither is Shira. Instead of the DJ playing a slow song for the partner dance, we’re going to surprise everyone with a fast one. “Single Ladies.” Our best friend anthem.

Tonight, the only dance partners we need are each other.


Recipe for a Bat Mitzvah After-Party


  Mix together




  fifty-two (52) kids in our seventh-grade class




  seventy-five (75) other guests




  family




  friends




  family friends




  one (1) DJ




  five (5) party facilitators




  one (1) three (3)-layer cake




  covered each in sprinkles




  candy crumbles




  and coconut shavings




  from that fancy downtown bakery




  Her Cakes




  six (6) sappy toasts




  one (1) party dress




  two (2) high-heeled shoes




  one (1) brand-new




  first-ever




  iPhone




  and one (1) guest of honor




  my best friend, Shira Rosen




The Best Night of Our Lives

Sometimes, when you’re baking something new, you look at the recipe and have a picture in your head of what it’s going to look like, smell like, taste like—and it comes out of the oven looking nothing like you pictured.

I’m seated beside Shira at dinner, but she doesn’t sit down all night.

My hair shines bright and straight at first but begins to curl as I sweat.

We dance the hora in a circle, but I’m stuck holding hands with Kyle Goldstein.

We lift Shira in a chair, but I fall on my butt.

Shira has barely said two words to me since we left the temple, but when the DJ announces it’s time for the first partner dance, my heart pounds. This is our moment.

All the guests gather around Shira, like we’re a doughnut and she’s the hole, and I stand up front so she’ll see me. I wait for the opening notes of “Single Ladies,” bopping my knees in anticipation, mentally rehearsing the choreography we learned four years ago during an extended summer sleepover.

But when the DJ says, “All right, bat mitzvah girl. You get to pick a special someone to be your dance partner,” it surprises everyone—

even me—


  especially me—




  only me



when the fast-paced clapping song in my head gets replaced by a slow, mushy piano ballad.

I try to lock eyes with Shira, to ask if maybe the DJ played the wrong song, but Shira isn’t looking at me. She’s facing the exact opposite side of the circle, walking right up to Jeremy Brewer, and asking him to dance.



Recipe for Jeremy Brewer Brownies

Make a normal brownie batter but add . . .

. . . extra sugar—because he’s so sweet


. . . hunks of chocolate—because


he’s a hunk (duh)


. . . peanuts—because, to be fair, he’s a little nuts.





Firsts

Soon, everyone is dancing. One big

tangle of arms and legs. Shira

stands with Jeremy. Still.

So close together they

could smush an egg

between them, and

good thing that

Shira’s braces

are now off

just in time

for her

first

kiss.


Jeremy Brewer

Nothing was ever supposed to happen with Jeremy Brewer. For either of us. Not me, and not Shira.

He was supposed to be someone to talk about at sleepovers. Someone to stare at in our yearbooks. Someone to write recipes for when we were bored and hungry. We could analyze where he sat in English class for hours—maybe he didn’t sit next to you because, if he did sit next to you, it would look like he liked you, so he sat two seats away from you because he could actually see you better while not making it too obvious he was staring—and we could fill an entire sleepless sleepover discussing how he wore his hair.

Neither of us was supposed to dance with him tonight, and definitely neither of us was supposed to kiss him.

I know today is Shira’s big day, and I know I’m supposed to be happy for her, and I know I’m supposed to smile and hug her and tell her it doesn’t matter that she swapped out the first partner song at the last minute and it’s okay that she decided to dance with Jeremy Brewer instead of me. I’m supposed to tell her how lucky he is to have kissed her, and how they make such a cute couple, and I know this, I know this, I know this.

But it’s hard to make yourself feel something just because you know you’re supposed to feel it.


I can’t watch them anymore, so I leave the dance floor to find my family. Mom is at the bar with some of the other parents, and Dad is balancing as much cheese-and-caramel popcorn on his dessert plate as he can, and Sam is flirting with one of the dancers who looks like he’s about double Sam’s age. But Grandma Mimi is by herself at the table, watching everyone dance around her.

“What’s wrong, bubbelah?” she asks as I sit beside her.

“Nothing,” I say, but my eyes sneak back to look at Shira and Jeremy.

“Ahh,” Grandma Mimi says. “I see.”

“No. Don’t say anything. It’s not a big deal.”

Grandma Mimi pats my knee. “Of course not. It’s no big deal.”

“It really isn’t. I’m happy for her.”

But these words must sound as sour as they feel, because Grandma Mimi doesn’t say anything in response. Instead, she sits with me silently, watching the party spin on around us while I remake the recipe for Jeremy Brewer Brownies in my head.
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