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        With all my love to the Reichman-Besdin clan. Having a family I actually enjoy spending holidays with is my favorite of all the miracles.
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      I once blocked my cousin Rina on every single social media account for the entire month of December when she refused to concede that applesauce is the superior latke topping. It’s difficult sometimes to be the only member of the Radinsky clan with both taste buds and integrity. But sour cream is for suckers, and that’s just a fact.

      Which is probably why I was asked to bring lasagna to our massive family Chanukah party tomorrow instead of latkes, despite mine clearly being the best iteration of my dearly departed Grandpa’s recipe. 

      “I just think it’s really special that you managed to get kicked off your food assignment for a family-only event.” Arielle Becker chews on the end of a Twizzler as she stands in the doorway to our tiny kitchen. “Like, that’s some real magic.”

      “Don’t make me fling ricotta at you,” I warn her as I spoon the cheesy, spinach-y mix out onto the saucy noodles. “I hate to waste food, even food that looks like it’s already been eaten.”

      “First of all, you would never. But also, move faster. We’re gonna be late for the movie.”

      “Just go without me.” I carefully place another layer of noodles, adjusting them so the spacing is just so, even though it’ll all become a blob when it’s baked. “This is gonna need to bake for over an hour anyway, and we both know Bella can’t be trusted to take it out on time.”

      Her phone pings and she glances at the text. It’s probably Danny, our upstairs neighbor friend (who, for Ari, comes with benefits) and one of our planned movie buddies for the evening. “Don’t you think you’re being a little overly neurotic, even for you?”

      “Need I remind you that I am one of literally two cousins in my entire generation who isn’t at least engaged? If I’m going to have to hear ‘soon by you’ the entire party, it’s damn well gonna be accompanied by ‘and great lasagna, by the way.’”

      Ari types out a quick reply on her phone, which is probably something like Liana is being a loser again, c u in 5. “Hey, maybe it’ll even inspire someone to set you up. ‘If her lasagna is this good, imagine what a Shabbos meal she could make!’”

      “Honestly, there are worse things I could have on my shidduch résumé than ‘makes good lasagna.’”

      “It’s one more thing than I’ve got on mine,” Ari says, grabbing an errant piece of shredded mozzarella and tossing it into her mouth. I shudder to think how the cheese tastes mingled with the artificial strawberry licorice, but then again, her culinary standards have always been on the floor. “Love and marriage are overrated, probably.”

      “Just like Jenny always says,” I reply, and we both laugh like the jerks we are, loud enough to bring Bella, our other roommate, in from our bedroom.

      “What’s so funny?” she asks, yawning. Bella Kellerman spends a solid ninety percent of her existence working or studying (though she’s thisclose to becoming a pediatric dentist for real) and the other ten percent (usually Shabbos afternoons) sleeping it off.

      “We’re being mean,” Ari says dryly. Bella is a way better person than both of us; she prefers all her trash talking in reality TV format and reminds us of that every time we might have an…unkind word about a mutual acquaintance. “You wouldn’t wanna hear it.”

      “Jenny?” she asks as she goes into the fridge for one of her omnipresent cans of flavored sparkling water.

      “Look, if God wanted us to abstain from gossip, He shouldn’t have given us terrible friends.” I sprinkle the remaining cheese on top of the lasagna and slide the pan into the oven. “Don’t worry, she doesn’t even remember us.”

      Ari snorts. Bella focuses on her brightly colored can, but she doesn’t scold me because she knows there’s no point when it comes to Jenny Goldman—sorry, Jenny Appel. My college roommate made it very clear that plenty of changes were happening after her massive wedding, including her name, her best friends, and her attitude toward single people in general. Within the month, invites to her apartment for Shabbos meals came only when she was having a single guy, too. All other plans died on arrival, from manicures (I couldn’t keep up with the regular appointments she set up to better show off her rings) to dinners (had to be home to cook for her husband, she said with no small amount of pride) to…everything else.

      Not that Jenny was the only one to blow off The Singles after getting married upon college graduation. Plenty of people couldn’t seem to figure out how to bridge the gap from either side, especially as The Marrieds made the switch from Darchei Emunah (aka The Social Shul, for people who used the lobby and kiddush as flirting grounds) to Sinai, the only shul on the Upper West Side with a dedicated Young Couples minyan. But she was the cruelest about it, and she’s the only one who did it to both me and Arielle despite us having stood up at her chuppah in rose-colored raw silk bridesmaid dresses.

      It’ll be two years this August. I’m sure we’ll get over it eventually.

      “So, for real, neither of you are coming?” Arielle checks her phone again to confirm the time. “You’re gonna leave me alone with Danny and Akiva?”

      “I really have to study for a procedure tomorrow,” Bella says regretfully, probably a reflex at this point.

      “And I have to not burn our apartment down.” Okay, it’s not the only reason. I also know that, even if Arielle and Danny aren’t actually together, this is gonna feel way too much like an awkward double date, and frankly, hard pass. “Don’t worry—I have an extremely hot date planned with Meredith Grey while the lasagna bakes.”

      “I swear to God, Li, if I come home to find you crying about another dead fictional patient, I am going to change your Netflix password while you sleep.”

      I give Arielle my sweetest smile, knowing that I’m up to a point in my rewatch where I’ll probably be crying about dead fictional doctors by the time she comes home—totally different from dead fictional patients. “Deal.”

      Arielle sighs. “This cannot be healthier for you than actually getting out of the apartment.”

      I point the remote at the TV. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. Watching Meredith’s mother be a terrible human makes me feel much better about my own mom, and that is extremely important on this, the eve of spending several hours with her.”

      “Something tells me you’re still going to be pretty pissed no matter what when your mom inevitably tells you to lose weight if you ever want to get a boyfriend,” says Bella. She adds insult to injury by choosing that moment to glide her skinny butt past me in the tiny kitchen space to start searching through the cabinets for study snacks, none of which will make her gain a pound. “Maybe your contribution to the party should’ve been tequila.”

      “See, this is why you’re the smart one.” I watch her abscond with the very tortilla chips I’d been craving and curse myself for not being faster. (And also for not living alone, but please, this is Manhattan. I’m lucky to pay only eighteen hundred bucks a month for a room barely bigger than my twin bed in an apartment with a fake wall sectioning off part of our living room to make a faux 3BR.) Thankfully, I recently replenished our Oreo supply, and there are at least two flavors in our cabinets that’ll help get me through the evening. “Have fun tonight, everybody!”

      The response is a chorus of grumbles and closing doors, leaving me alone with the living room TV.

      All in all, a pretty typical Saturday night.

      At least tomorrow will be different, for better or for worse. It’s impossible not to love Chanukah, between the fried food and the presents and the view of lit menorahs in windows all over the city reminding you that, even though you are part of a tiny religion, you are not alone here.

      It’ll all be wonderful and lovely, I’m sure, as long as I can get through tomorrow without throwing myself down a well.
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      “Hold it in the corners!” my mother orders as I carry my pan of lasagna up the lawn to my aunt Rachel’s house, her own hands full of the world’s biggest bowl of Caesar salad. 

      “Where do you think I’m holding it?” I shoot back. She can’t even see me over that massive thing, especially when she has both eyes firmly lasering on the back of my father’s balding head, as if that’ll keep his hands any steadier as he balances a quiche in each. (Not that anyone would mind if he dropped the spinach one, to be honest. Especially if it fell into a much-needed tablespoon of salt.)

      “Don’t be fresh.” 

      I swallow down any potential replies. Asking for a ride from my parents was such a mistake, but living in Manhattan without a car does not give me a lot of options, especially when my destination is in New Jersey. Of course, I would’ve happily skipped the gathering entirely, but the excommunication that would’ve followed probably wouldn’t have been worth it. 

      On the bright side, at least it’s not snowing, so I’m not also worrying about falling on my butt in any icy patches like I may have done last year. Nope, this year all the frostiness comes from my mother. 

      It takes some careful juggling, but eventually we all get inside and are met with the mingling scents of food, frying, and perfume. We hand over our dishes and coats, the latter of which will be tossed in a pile on a big bed somewhere for us to fight through for half an hour later, and then, while my mom goes in to help with the food, I immediately scan the house for where The Four Sisters are holding court.

      They’re easy to spot, set up in a row blocking the fireplace, each one sporting chin-length hair whiter than snow. They set up in age order, the matriarchs of the Ostreicher clan, waiting for their children, grandchildren, and now great-grandchildren to pay tribute. My grandmother, the youngest, sits on the end, and there’s already someone perched on the chair opposite her, long brown hair facing me. It has to be either Rina or Shayna, either one of which would be a relief in this room where I increasingly recognize no one.

      “Hi, Grandma.” I walk over and kiss the top of her head, then pull up a chair next to Shayna. “Looks like a pretty rockin’ party so far.”

      She smiles and pats my cheek, her hearing not what it used to be but her happiness at seeing the family congregate in one spot obvious all the same.

      “Grandma was just telling me about her Shabbos,” says Shayna.

      I called my grandmother on Friday before sundown as I do every week, so I’m already well aware of what her Shabbos plans were, especially because they’re always some variation on the same: dinner at one of her two widowed sisters, both of whom live in her same building in Forest Hills, then shul on Shabbos day (as long as it’s not too cold or icy out), then lunch with those same sisters. There’s generally a long nap involved, and a reading of the paper (I’m actually not even sure which paper, as it’s been “the paper” for so long I never thought to ask), and it’s always “very nice.” It sounds it, honestly. Even though we never say it aloud, I know for every set of Ostreicher-descended sisters, including me and Aliza, they’re #OldLadyGoals.

      “Did you go to Betty’s for dinner?” I ask Grandma anyway.

      “Yes! She makes very good chicken soup with matzoh balls. Always nice to have when it’s cold out.”

      I’ve never had my aunt Betty’s chicken soup, but I do know my grandmother’s inability to cook is legendary, so the bar for “very good” is pretty low.

      “Glad to hear it,” I say, squeezing her hands in mine.

      “Did you have anything to eat? Estee brought the most delicious blintzes.”

      “Of course she did,” Shayna and I say in unison before we can stop ourselves, and then we both bite our lips to keep from laughing. We love Estee, but of course we do—everyone loves Estee. She’s the cousin who can do no wrong and isn’t even annoying about it. She’s just perfect. And if she brought blintzes, she probably handmade them from crepe to filling. “We’ll go try them, Grandma,” Shayna adds.

      “Good girls.” Grandma gives us each a pat on the cheek, and just like that, we’re dismissed, the shadows of the next row of greeters looming over us.

      “I know I’m not supposed to take it personally that Grandma only wants to talk to us for five seconds each,” I whisper to Shayna as we maneuver through the chairs, “but it has got to be the least grandmotherly move of all time.”

      “You know it’s just because she can barely hear us,” says Shayna. “Anyway, I’m in it for the cheek pats. Should we say hi to the great aunts?”

      I glance back at where no fewer than ten cousins I’m not sure I can name swarm around them. “Maybe later. I’m curious about the magic blintzes.”

      “No argument from me.”

      Rachel’s dining room, with its swan-printed wallpaper and enormous chandelier, has been transformed into a selection of buffet tables covered in chafing dishes, salad bowls, and platters of everything from crudités to cookies. Before Shayna can so much as pick up a serving spoon, she’s accosted by her mother, my aunt Kay, who sweeps her over to meet some third cousin or something. Then it’s just me and the food.

      I really love food, is the thing. It shows in the padding all over my body and means being subjected to a million passive-aggressive comments about how I’m making it difficult on myself to get a shidduch, as if I’m dying to meet my future husband through a setup. It wasn’t so bad until I hit the wrong side of twenty-five, but now it feels constant. I can’t help looking around to see if my mom is watching before I start to fill my plate.

      No Mom in sight—just a few older cousins chatting in the corner who smile and wave at me, a couple of younger, more distant ones digging through the dish of mac ’n cheese, and a guy about my age I don’t recognize who’s probably a second cousin’s new fiancé or something. There are just way too many of us to keep track these days.

      Coast is clear.

      As promised, I take one of Estee’s blintzes, poking at it first to make sure the filling is fruit or potato, not cheese. (Second time’s the charm. Of course she made several different kinds.) There’s penne a la vodka I recognize from past years, though I have no idea who makes it, and I grab a big spoonful because I do remember that it’s good. After a quick internal protest, I take a latke, which, maddeningly enough, looks store-bought, requiring extra applesauce. Two kinds of salad and an iced dreidel-shaped cookie later, my plate is full, and I allow myself to collapse in one of the chairs in the empty corner of the room to eat.

      I’m just lifting the first bite of penne to my mouth when I see that the unfamiliar guy hasn’t moved. He isn’t filling a plate or picking at a salad or…anything. He just looks frozen in place, utterly overwhelmed by the masses of Ostreichers that keep coming through the door.

      Much as I don’t love the cousin-bonding aspect of these parties, there’s just something so sad about it. I finish my bite and then put down my plate and walk over. “If you’re trying to figure out what to eat, I can make some recommendations,” I offer.

      The guy blinks through his square black frames. “No, I’m…yeah. Okay.”

      “I made the lasagna, so I can personally recommend it,” I say, handing him a plate. “The quiches…I would avoid. I haven’t tried the latkes yet but eh.” Then my brain catches up to my big mouth, and I realize I don’t know who brought the latkes this year. Could be it’s the same person who brought him. “Are you here with Yael? Or…” I rack my brain for the names of more female second cousins around my age. It’s a little embarrassing that I don’t know them all, but the other branches of the family are more religious than ours and have a bunch more kids. Even the single ones don’t
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