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Content Notes


Below you can find all the tropes, content warnings, and tags that could impact your enjoyment of this book. It's not an exhaustive list, but I think these are the main ones. Your discretion is advised and let me know if there are some you found. 
Themes: unexpected attraction and romance
Tropes: holiday romance, fling, one night stand, happily for now
Tags: quick read, secular Judiasm, high heat, spicy, spinoff series, ex boyfriend shows up with new fiance, cheating, non traditional relationships, job insecurity, last in series
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First Candle

RACHEL


Isat in the car outside my parents’ house, taking deep breaths and counting to ten over and over again. It wasn’t my childhood home that I was stressed about, it was the office I had just come from. That I was in my office on a Sunday was reason enough to be stressed, but it would have been fine if I had been there alone, simply catching up on work. Nope, I wasn’t that lucky! Justin, my new boss, had not only demanded I show up, but he came as well and spent the afternoon micromanaging me. 
“Rachel, where are you on this account?”
“Rachel, did you get these numbers for me?”
“Rachel, what have you finished today?”
I had made it clear that I wasn’t staying past three. My mother, so excited about being able to celebrate for a child again, was throwing a Chanukah party, and I wanted to be there. I had bought too many presents for my niece Sarah, who had recently turned one and was the only baby in our group of friends and family. I wasn’t going to let Justin ruin this holiday for me.
“Rachel? Come into the house!” my mom said, knocking on my passenger side window.
She had her beige cardigan wrapped tightly around her and I could see her breath as she exhaled. She had probably seen me sitting in the car and come out without thinking about a coat. 
I smiled at her, ready to be surrounded by the people I loved, and got out. “Sorry, I didn’t want to bring my negativity into the house.”
"I understand, darling," she said, wrapping her arm over my shoulder as we walked into the house. “Help me finish the decorations. Your dad has become a kitchen dictator.”
This was not a new or different dynamic. My father ruled our kitchen and always had. He was the one who always made our meals, often coming home from a stressful day at his job to cook. He insisted it's how he relaxed. My mother dreamed that they would start their own catering company, but it hadn't happened. At least, not yet.
“Jeremiah and Lila invited one of his colleagues,” my mother said as she opened crates of decorations for different holidays.
Most of the Chanukah decorations had been placed, and the bins were empty, but the one she opened now had the fragile items in it. There was my great-grandmother's menorah, which they had snuck out of Russia in the nineteenth century. There was the one I had brought my mother back from Israel, made from Jerusalem Stone, this golden-colored limestone that almost every building in Jerusalem was made from. There was the glass one my sister Lila had made a few years ago when she took a glass blowing class, failed, and bought something from the teacher to feel better about her failure. There were clay dreidels that Lila and I had made as kids. They were flat, designed to be hung up like ornaments. My mother always put them in windows with the childhood stained glass projects of Hebrew letters and Chanukah symbols. My mother would hand me one thing to unwrap while she picked a place for it.
“Rachel, would you go make sure we have six candles for the menorahs? They’re in the freezer,” she asked when we were done putting out all the decorations.
I went into the kitchen where my father was busy peeling potatoes. The entire room was filled with a variety of smells. It would soon be overpowered by hot oil and frying potatoes.
"Rachel, should we do grated latkes like hash browns or pureed ones like pancakes?" my father asked without looking up from the sink.
He was in baggy jeans and a ratty t-shirt. This was his normal cooking uniform. Hot oil ruins good clothes. I knew my mother would make him change into nicer clothes soon. I could already see the apron laid across the back of a kitchen stool.
“Can we do both?” I asked. “Everyone has a different preference.”
“Good point,” he said, turning around and holding up the vegetable peeler. “Nora can fry the grated ones, she’s good at making sure those stick together,” he said before turning back to the sink full of potatoes.
I went to the sink and kissed him on the cheek before moving to the freezer where I pulled out the frozen candles. They had been there since last year. My mother laid them on top of her grandmother's hope chest, next to the menorahs. The chest was where she stored more family heirlooms, from embroidered linens to baby clothes Lila and I had worn. My mother had tried to pass it down to my sister when Sarah was born, but my Lila had resisted. My mother had also offered the entire chest, but Lila suggested she keep it for me when I got married. I was the more sentimental one of us.
“I have to warn you,” my mother said, once she felt she was done getting ready. “The Levys told me that Golda is coming with them. She’ll have a guest with her.”
My stomach clenched at the thought. Golda’s presence meant histrionics and melodrama. Nora and Jenna should be warned before they arrived. “I’ll let the others know.”
My mother walked around the room, moving things a fraction of an inch and into the right place. “That’s a good idea. I think she’s going to be a bit insufferable. I guess she’s engaged.”
My mother’s tone made it clear that she wasn’t as excited as Golda’s parents. She never cared for Golda, always seeing her as a girl who would hurt others to get what she wanted. Considering what I knew of how she treated Jenna and Nora, I agreed. I was older than the others, so I had rarely spent time with Golda, nor had I been subjected to her bullying.
I went upstairs to change and sent a flurry of texts to my friends. I only stopped when Jenna called.
"We're driving over together, and you're on speakerphone," Jenna said, and I heard the other three people in the car say hi to me.
“What’s so important that you needed to call?” I asked.
“Do you know who she’s engaged to?” Nora asked.
“No, my mother didn’t say. Do you?”
“No,” Nora said. “We’re curious.”
“She quit her job and moved back here when she learned that Jenna was moving to New York City,” Asher said, and I was sure he was rolling his eyes.
“When was that?” I asked, slightly annoyed that I wasn’t a bigger part of their circle. It made it hard to keep up with gossip.
Asher was quick to answer. “At the end of October. She stuck around Manhattan a few more weeks. I think she was waiting for me to insist that I couldn’t work without her. I made her train her replacement, hoping the discomfort would convince her to leave earlier.”
I wanted to laugh but didn’t.
“I saw her at the donut shop this afternoon," Noah added, a bit of excitement in his voice. "Her ring was massive but felt old. It was yellow gold.” I was sure he was thrilled to have something to contribute. 
“I’m sure she’s only coming to show off the ring. She wasn’t here for Thanksgiving,” Nora said. I could hear her making an effort to be disinterested.
“No,” Jenna said, her voice trailing off. “Whatever she has planning, I’m willing to bet it’s for Asher and me.” 
This was probably true, but we wouldn’t know until she showed up. I took a few minutes to clean up and relax. I was looking forward to my friends and cousin being at the party. They arrived while I was changing and, as I walked back down the stairs, I could hear Nora and Noah arguing.
“You’re burning the edges!” Noah said with a firm voice.
“They are supposed to be crispy. Stick to your pancakes, which should be golden, not pale,” Nora said, giggling in response to her boyfriend’s irritation.
Even though they still bickered, since they started dating in the Fall, there was a different vibe to Nora and Noah’s arguments. I was pretty sure it was foreplay for whatever would happen later tonight.
Noah wasn’t done standing his ground. “I went to culinary school. I know how to fry potatoes.”
“Well, maybe you need a refresher.” Nora scoffed. “None of those are ready to be flipped.”
I ignored my cousin and her boyfriend. When they thought nobody was listening, they often complimented each other. I left them alone and said my hellos as I went into the living room where Jenna and Asher were waiting.
“I think everything's moved out,” Jenna said when I sat down next to her.
I had moved back into my parents’ house in September when my boyfriend Seth had ended our three-year relationship. He wanted to be with the woman he had been having an affair with, which had been going on since May. Jenna still had a few months left on her lease, even though she was moving to New York City to be with Asher. I decided to take it over until I found the right apartment. I loved my parents and living here was easy, but I was nearly thirty and needed more space than this arrangement allowed.
“I’m going to move in over the week. Where are you staying tonight?” I asked, trying not to appear too giddy about this change.
"We have a hotel room," Jenna said and waved her hand. "You don't have to, like, worry about the bed and bedroom furniture. My mother didn't want it back, and I don't need it in New York."
“Then I can probably move in tomorrow after work,” I said with a wide smile.
I thought about all my furniture stored in the basement, and how exhausting it would be to move it all again. This would make things easier and save some money.
“Baby Sarah, incoming!” I heard someone call out as the front door closed.
My sister walked in, looking flustered, and extended my niece in my direction. I quickly got up and took the squirming and giggling toddler out of her hands. I turned to Jenna and Asher to see if they wanted to hold her, but the look of reluctance on both their faces made it clear that they were unlikely to become parents any time soon. I got down on the floor and pulled out some toys my mother had kept from when Lila and I were kids. My sister moved to a corner, dropped her bags, and collapsed next to Asher on the couch.
“Do you want me to get you a drink?” Asher asked her.
“Something that makes me so drunk I can’t drive,” my sister said with a smile as her head fell back on the couch cushion.
Asher got up to make Lila a drink. This was something he was happy to do because it got him out of playing with a baby.
“We brought a guest,” Lila said, looking up at the ceiling and not moving. “Jeremiah is doing introductions.”
“Who?” Jenna asked, sitting up as if expecting someone exciting.
Lila waved her hand, still not lifting her head. "Max, he's one of the new professors. He's not going anywhere for the break, and he's Jewish."
Asher walked back in and handed her a drink. Jeremiah, my brother-in-law, followed with Max. He looked almost exactly the way I expected a professor to look like. A modern, younger professor anyway. He wore a fleece over a t-shirt that made some sort of sociology related joke that I didn’t understand. He had straight
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