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Her face lit up when he told her, and she wrapped him in one of her trademark mother-bear bear-hugs: tight and inescapable.  

“Did you hear that?” Judith called to the crowd.  Almost everyone in the room was family, so they were used to the noise.  “Did everybody hear what my Noah just said?  He’s going to appear live on national television!  Paul, did you hear that?”

Noah’s uncle nodded slightly, signalling with his hand for Judith to lower the volume.  Even a family celebration couldn’t tear the guy away from television, not that Noah could blame his uncle.  After all, the candles were lit, dinner already devoured, aunts on clean-up duty.  The dishwasher did most of the work, but he never dared to say those words out loud.  

All these family visits over the holidays had been fun when he was a kid, but now everyone had grown up and turned into boring tools.  Noah was the only person in the family who planned to do something interesting with his life.  After high school, he’d be off to a culinary institute in France, far away from all these losers. What he wouldn’t give to be up in his room right now watching Iron Chef: Hanukkah Edition or whatever was on the food network.  Instead, he was stuck making small talk with his older cousin, Sam the Mortgage Broker.

“That’s pretty exciting, being on TV.”  Sam had the fakest smile you ever did see, like her lips had been stapled that way.  Maybe they had been.  The women in his family were quietly obsessed with plastic surgery.  They went in for it early and often.  “How did you end up getting picked for the Sunny and The Bear show?”  

“Yeah, I’ve been wondering the same thing.”  By the time Noah’s girlfriend spoke up, he’d already forgotten she was hovering.  Megan was the only girl in the entire world his mother liked—or, at very least, the only girl his mother didn’t fanatically dislike. 

Noah looked between his girlfriend and his cousin.  He knew precisely what they were implying.  The show focused on home décor, style, and cuisine.  It was popular with straight women, but (or maybe because) it was hosted by a pair of gay guys—a skinny Asian dude named Sunny, and Phil “The Bear,” a gentle giant with a handlebar moustache.  

Could Sam and Megan have been any more obvious?  They were suggesting that if a man was chosen to be a guest on the show, that automatically meant he was gay too.  Come on!

“They booked a gourmet chef and they wanted a Jewish kid to come on the show to help out.  I think they booked someone who wasn’t Jewish, so they wanted a helper who was.”  Noah knew his voice was high, almost screechy with defensiveness.  “They’re doing a Hanukkah special.  They’ve got their style guest and their artsy-crafty guest, but the original student sous-chef had to drop out at the last minute.” 

Oh great, and now his mother was listening in on this conversation.  Perfect!  

“But how did they find you?” Megan asked.  “Do they have some sort of...”  Her eyes narrowed to slits. “...some sort of directory?”

“Directory of what?” Noah asked, but his mother stepped in before Sam and Megan could prod any farther.

“Well, of course they would call on Noah!”  Judith threw both hands up in the air.  When they came back down, one landed against his far shoulder, yanking him in for a sideways hug.  His arm pressed up against mom-boob, and he tried to shift away, but Judith was like a boa constrictor.  “I’m amazed the TV stations haven’t called on my Noah sooner.  I always said he’d be a star.  Sam, you remember what a little performer Noah used to be when he was young.  He’ll have his own program by the time he graduates.”

Sam nodded and laughed in a way that struck Noah as strangely accusatory.

“It’s just daytime TV, Mom.”  Noah felt embarrassed, but he smiled nonetheless.  Despite her hyperbole, it was nice to know his mother would always be in his corner.

“Well, what do they want you to cook?  Do you need any of the old family recipes?”

What he needed was a drink, already!

“No, Mom.  I’m sure the gourmet chef has his own recipes.”  Noah managed so squirm away from her snake arms and mom boobs, but she followed him as he edged toward the alcohol.  He was allowed a bit of wine on special occasions.  

Megan and Sam flanked Judith, one at each shoulder, like haute couture henchmen.  “What does a gourmet chef know if he isn’t Jewish?”  Judith’s eyebrows went up so fast they looked like they were going to fly off her forehead. “Noah, my recipes have been handed down through the generations!”

Funny how nobody’s managed to perfect them in all that time, Noah thought.  

“Yeah, Mom, I know.”  He reached for a glass.  It was dirty, but cooties were the least of his concerns as he poured himself some sickly sweet Jewish wine.  “But a gourmet chef does all this for a living.  Doesn’t matter what religion you are or where you’re from.  If you’re a really good cook, you can make curry one day, jerk chicken the next day, and blintzes after that, and everything tastes delicious.  I’m sure the chef knows what he’s doing.”

“And your great-great-grandmother?  She didn’t know what she was doing?”

Sam folded her arms across her chest and nodded.  Megan stood behind Judith like a mannequin.  She never came to Noah’s defence, but he couldn’t begrudge her that.  Moms could be scary as hell.  He felt surrounded, though he could have escaped in either direction.  

Noah fantasized about the day when he could run.  Go out.  Any time.  One day, he’d make a nice living, maybe stay in France after culinary school, or come back home and buy a condo downtown, close to work, close to...everything.  Life.

“You know what, Mom?”

Imagine the freedom...

“Noah?”  Judith’s eyes narrowed and she cocked her head to one side.

Sam hovered over Judith’s shoulder, scowling.  He almost wished his cousin would say something, just so he could tell her to mind her own business.  Though, what point would there be in that?  She would only reply, “Family business is my business.”

With a deep breath, Noah harnessed his strength.  “You know what, Mom?”  He tried to say no.  He tried to say it.  “Why don’t you write down a few of those old family recipes?  I’ll ask the chef if we can use one on TV.”

All at once Judith’s cheeks lost their blush, and she staggered toward him, mouth gaping.  “My recipes are going to be famous!”

So now they’re your recipes, are they?

“Maybe one of them, yeah.”  He tried to come across non-committal, but with Megan’s squealing, Sam’s clapping, and his mother’s incessant jabbering, he was sure they’d missed that minor detail.

“Well, what should I start with?  Which ones should I write out?  These television people, did they ask for anything specific, Noah?”

“Yeah, actually they did.”  He took another gulp of wine like a pleasant pill.  “We’re making latkes.”

“Well, of course you are, of course!”  Judith threw her arms around Noah’s neck and kissed his cheek.  She then turned to Megan and explained, “I know the secret to a perfect latke, and it’s nothing a gourmet chef can prepare in his fancy restaurant.”

When they headed off to the kitchen, Noah stayed behind.  Uncle Paul had taken his spot on the couch, but there was just enough room to squeeze in between his uncle and his young twin cousins, who’d fallen asleep with their curly little heads resting together.  All his agitation melted away when he saw the girls like that, all tired out after an evening of Hanukkah fun.  He took another sip of wine, feeling pretty damn mature for his age, and he nestled in.

* * * *

Noah couldn’t recall if she’d introduced herself as producer or director, this woman named Leslie who was giving them a quick tour of the studio.  Judith had insisted on coming along.  It didn’t take much convincing to get Megan out for the big event.  In the end, Noah was glad to have them along for the ride.  Everything happened in a whirlwind, and his mother always had the presence of mind to ask pertinent questions. 

“Who is your fancy gourmet chef going to be?” Judith asked poor Leslie.  “Don’t you think my son should get a chance to discuss a few choice recipes with him before they go on the air?”

“Absolutely,” Leslie said, but she was obviously distracted





































































































































images/cover.jpg
Jhe
SECEET
o a
Pesfect Latke

F-)

FORGLOWE LEE





