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        Hanukkah- A celebration of a victory over a tyrant king and a miracle that happened during the rededication of the holy Temple in Jerusalem. There was only enough oil to last for one night, but the menorah remained lit for eight nights.

      

        

      
        Menorah- A nine-branch candelabra used only during Hanukkah.

      

        

      
        Shamash- The “helper candle”. It sits higher than the other eight candles, and is used to light them.

      

        

      
        Latke- A delicious potato pancake, similar to a hash brown.

      

        

      
        Mitzvah- A good deed.

      

        

      
        Tzedakah- Charitable giving.
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            Larissa

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, come on! You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      My new neighbor was not making a great first impression.

      He’d parked a bike on our shared landing. At least, I was assuming it was a he because it was a man’s bike, and I highly doubted a woman would be quite so inconsiderate—plus he was the prime suspect since we were the only two who split the top floor of an old Victorian house.

      Men in general tended to annoy me, so I’d probably be adding this one to my list. Maybe it was a result of surrounding myself with too many assholes. I had just begun doctoral studies in bioethics, a field chock-full of academic men who were pretty certain they were smarter than the other men in the program, and completely positive about the few women.

      I was used to those types. Didn’t mean I liked them, but their brand of sexism was familiar. I found them to be a mild bother rather than a true obstacle.

      Arms weighed down with a box of books, I growled at the bike, hoping if I sounded threatening enough, it would spontaneously move out of my way.

      “Larissa, move your ass, this box is heavy as shit!”

      I glanced over my shoulder at my sister, Helena. “I’m kind of trapped. There’s a huge bike blocking my path.”

      “Then move the damn bike so I can put this fucking thing down! My arms are about to snap right the fuck off.”

      Setting down my box on the very edge of the landing, I held it in place with my knees while attempting to shove the bike to the side. And it moved all right. The bike was apparently a lot lighter than it looked and my, well, vigorous shove sent it crashing into the opposite wall, then falling on its side.

      “Oof! I moved it!”

      Helena nudged me with her box. “Good, now get up there and unlock your fucking door.”

      I slid the box across the landing with my feet, fished my new key out of my coat pocket, and unlocked my apartment door. Helena pushed past me and casually tossed the box she’d been carrying onto the floor. Luckily it was filled with more of my books, so chances were nothing was broken—although I started to question if she really cared.

      “Oh, thank fuck. I don’t know why I agreed to help you move,” she said.

      “Because you wanted me out of your house as soon as possible?”

      She cackled. “Oh, right. That’s why.”

      My sister was a study in contradictions. Ten years older than me, she looked like the typical suburban mom—and she was in some ways. She had three kids, lived deep in the ‘burbs of Baltimore, was president of the PTA and member of the women’s club at her Temple. She also wrote BDSM romance novels under her real name and had the filthiest dirty mouth of anyone I knew. She had absolutely no shame about any of it, and I kind of wanted to be her when I grew up.

      “You know you’re gonna miss me snuggling between you and John every night while the three of us watched TV,” I said.

      “Fuck no, I’m not. I love you, Riss, but you seriously cramp my style.”

      Since I’d moved down from New York to start school in Baltimore, I’d been camping out in Helena and her husband’s guest room. Maybe I’d be ready for the suburban lifestyle in ten years, but I was still at the stage of my life where I needed a city to breathe life into my veins. Baltimore wasn’t quite New York, but it had its own charms. It was Charm City, after all.

      “You are coming over for the first night of Hanukkah though, right?”

      We walked back down the stairs to bring up another load from Helena’s minivan.

      “When is that?” I asked absently.

      “Riss, it’s tomorrow. John’s making latkes.”

      I picked up another box—this one was full of linens—and started back up the stairs with my sister on my heels.

      “You were just saying that I cramped your style, and now you’re inviting me back to your house?”

      “It’s the holidays! It’s a mitzvah to invite lonely people with nowhere else to go to your home to celebrate.”

      I snorted. “And I qualify as one of these lonely people?”

      We set our boxes down in my otherwise empty living room and Helena turned to me with her hands on her hips. “Well, do you have anywhere else to go?”

      “I don’t. But I have a menorah somewhere in these boxes. I’ll manage.” I blew an errant lock of my wild hair out of my face. “Besides, Hanukkah isn’t even a major holiday. Now, if we were talking Passover, my ass would be parked at your table, cramming my face with Grandma’s brisket.”

      “All right. You’re always welcome, though.”

      I snorted. “As long as I leave after dinner, right?”

      “Hell fucking yes! When the kids go to bed, it’s no-pants time. Do you have any idea the sacrifice it was to wear pants all the time when you lived with me?”

      “And I deeply appreciate it. I don’t think I could ever look John in the eyes again if I had to see him walking around in his tighty-whities.”

      Helena gasped. “How dare you! John wears boxer briefs.”

      “Oh no, that is not information I ever needed to have.”

      We trekked down the stairs for another load.

      “What time are the movers coming?” she asked.

      “Who knows? They gave me one of those wide time frames that’ll leave me trapped in the apartment all day. And I’ll get to repeat the torture while I wait for the cable guy tomorrow.”

      This time Helena was in the lead back up the stairs. “Why the fuck do you have so many books, Riss? And why do I keep picking the boxes filled with them?”

      I scoffed. “You’re a writer and you’re asking me why I have so many books?”

      She threw down the box on my worn oak floors. “Dude, I make my living selling ebooks. No one buys paperbacks, let alone hardbacks.”

      Arching a brow, I said, “Number one, that’s not true. And number two, I’ve been in college for a decade. I’ve collected books like my peers with office jobs collect staplers...or whatever it is people with office jobs collect.”

      Helena kicked the box. “Whatever. They’re too fucking heavy.”
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        * * *

      

      My sister and I made several more trips up and down the stairs before she ditched me, leaving me to sit on the floor amidst my piles of books and towels. The movers finally came a few hours later with my meager furniture that had been living in storage in New York for the past few months.

      Once they’d gone and I’d eaten half a pizza on my own, I had just enough energy to unpack one of the numerous boxes of books and haphazardly place them on a bookshelf.

      Since reaching adulthood, Hanukkah was a holiday I mostly ignored. No one was buying me eight presents for eight nights anymore, so I just couldn’t get it up for lighting the candles. But I had to admit, I sometimes missed the tradition of it all. As a kid, I would sit and watch the candles slowly burn down until there was only a tiny flicker at the very bottom. I was always amazed how long that final flame lasted. And even now, whenever I blew out a candle, that thickly pungent scent of smoke took me back not to birthdays, but to Hanukkah.

      So, maybe this year I would light the candles and say the prayers. I wasn’t a cook and couldn’t make a latke to save my life, but damn if a crisp potato pancake didn’t sound delicious right now.

      As I lay in my old bed in my new home, I was a little excited about the week to come. I had writing to do for school, but didn’t have to go to class. So I could stay home, get my shit together, and have a quiet, peaceful Hanukkah for the first time in a long time.
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            Yo

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck?”

      My bike was on its side, like it had been purposely knocked over. Strange. The apartment next to mine was unoccupied, so no one should have been up here. The kids who lived downstairs must have been messing around.

      I propped it back up, wedging it in front of the empty apartment so it wouldn’t fall over again, then went along my merry fucking way.

      It had been a long day and an even longer night. I worked nine hours at the salon, trying to get in last-minute clients before I took an entire week off to do absolutely nothing, and then I babysat my cousin’s kid for three hours.

      Cute kid. But no one tells you how exhausting it was chasing after a newly walking eleven-month-old. It was like he was determined to crash into every sharp corner and hard surface. You’d think babies would be born with more of a sense of self-preservation, but nah. They’re secure in the knowledge that they have their adults wrapped around their little chubby fingers. Hell, tonight I almost knocked myself out diving to save the baby from falling off a chair. And the little fucking cherub laughed.

      Completely wrecked from my long-ass day, I took a quick shower, threw on a pair of sweatpants and collapsed into bed. I couldn’t wait to sleep in until noon tomorrow and then be lazy for the whole day.
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        * * *

      

      Crash!

      My eyes shot open. What the hell?

      I could hear cursing and banging out on the landing. Shit. Scrambling out of bed, I ran to my door and swung it open.

      I couldn’t quite believe what I saw: my bike on its side and a woman with a mass of wavy hair sprawled halfway underneath it. She kicked the tire, then cried out, clutching her knee.

      Flying into action, I picked up the bike and shoved it behind me and then crouched next to the injured woman.

      “Are you okay?”

      “What does it look like? What kind of imbecile parks his bike in front of someone’s door?”

      I stood. Oh shit, indeed.

      “Uh, that was me. I didn’t know anyone had moved in. My bad.”

      Her head jerked up and I finally caught a good look at her face. Her angry, adorable face.

      “My bad? Are you kidding me? I could have broken a limb—I’m not convinced my shin isn’t fractured, by the way—and your response is ‘my bad’?”

      I held my hand out to her. She stared at it with so much venom, I was surprised it didn’t spontaneously turn to ash.

      “You can still be pissed at me, but let me help you up.”

      She groaned—probably from both pain and annoyance—but she placed her hand in mine and I gently pulled her from the ground. Face to face she was even more adorable, and even angrier.

      The freckles on her little round face were accented by the flame in her cheeks. Her hair was everywhere, and my fingers were twitching to get in there and style it for her, although I had a feeling the wildness suited her.

      She bent down to look at her leg and hissed. “Shit, I’m bleeding everywhere and I don’t have any Band-Aids. And my favorite leggings are ruined.”

      I glanced behind me at my open apartment. “I have Band-Aids. I’ll fix you up.”

      She straightened and looked at me through narrowed eyes. “You expect me to go into your apartment? I don’t know anything about you other than you almost killed me.”

      I chuckled. “It was involuntary manslaughter at most.” She did not seem to find the humor. “Uh, I’ll leave the door open so you can make a run for it.”

      “Fine. Just don’t get handsy.” She looked me up and down and appeared to find me lacking. “I’m not interested.”

      I looked down at my bare torso, which I was pretty damn confident in, to check if I’d grown a third nipple or an overabundance of body hair and hadn’t realized it. Nope. Still the same almost-six-pack, an average amount of chest hair, and two mostly matching nipples.

      “That’s unkind,” I said.

      Her eyebrows shot up, but then her face relaxed and she bowed her head slightly. “You’re right. I’m in pain and taking it out on you.”

      “It’s okay, I get it.” I turned to walk into my place to find the Band-Aids and from behind me I heard her mutter, “Of course, it’s your fault I’m in pain…”

      I shrugged it off. I didn’t know this woman, so maybe she wasn’t normally like this. Or maybe she was a prickly asshole all the time. The fact was, she was my neighbor, and I wasn’t prepared to start a war, so I’d be kind even if she couldn’t, whatever the reason might be.

      I pulled out one of the chairs at my dining room table. “Have a seat and I’ll go get something to clean you up.”

      She sat down and I pulled another chair out so she could put her foot up. When she lifted her leg, I finally got a good look. A big chunk of her pants and quite possibly her skin looked like it had been torn off.

      “Oh, wow,” I rasped.

      “Doesn’t look good, huh?”

      I shook my head.

      “Imagine how it feels.”

      I rubbed my face. “Damn, I’m really sorry. I’ll just...I’ll go get some stuff.”

      Since I was prone to slicing my fingers while cooking—which was kind of ironic since I worked with sharp blades as a hairstylist every day—I kept a first aid kit in the kitchen.

      “Do you have scissors?” she called.

      “Yeah, just a sec.”

      I gathered everything I could think of to fix her up, then carried it back out to the dining area.

      She looked up with her hand held out. “Can I have the scissors? I think I need to cut my pant leg open so I can properly assess the damage.”

      Once I’d set everything down and handed her the scissors, I kneeled in front of her to watch. Everything about her was round and soft, except her personality. I kind of dug it. Her eyes were brown, but I bet if she let me get closer, I’d see flecks of gold. At first I’d thought she was just cute, but now that I had the chance to really look at her, I saw she was very pretty. Her mouth was wide, her lips a pale rosy pink. I wondered what she looked like when she smiled. Did she do it with her whole face, or was her smile reserved? Considering how we began our acquaintance, I’d probably never see it, which was a damn shame.

      “Oh man, this is gonna leave a mark.”

      Pulling my eyes from her face, I looked down at her leg and immediately wished I hadn’t. Instead of running away screaming, I picked up the washcloth I’d brought out and handed it to her.

      “Maybe if you clean up the blood, it won’t look so bad,” I said.

      She dabbed at her leg. “There’s always hope. I’m Larissa, by the way.”

      “Yo.”

      Cocking her head, she frowned at me. “So, this is the part where normally, you’d tell me your name. Social norms and all that jazz.”

      I grinned. This woman was entertaining. “Yo is my name. Short for Josef.”

      “Do you spell it J-O?”

      “No, it’s Y-O, like a yo-yo.”

      She twisted her lips. “But, is Josef spelled with a Y?”

      I shook my head. “Nope, a J. It’s pronounced the Hebrew way.”

      “I’m familiar. But I don’t get the logic of the spelling.”

      I held up my hands. “I don’t know what to tell you. It is what it is.”

      “That’s going to bother me.”

      She made me laugh with how seriously she seemed to be contemplating the matter. “Sorry my name bothers you!”

      “Josef is perfectly nice. It’s the nickname I’m wary of.”

      “I will try to do better in the future.” I glanced down at her leg. “Any better?”

      Larissa lifted the washcloth. “Maybe. It’s still pretty gruesome though.”

      “I’m assuming it’s too big for a Band-Aid?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Uh, yeah.”

      Opening the first aid kit, I said, “I’ve got gauze and tape. Should we try it?”

      “Just let me sit here for a minute to catch my breath. On top of my gushing leg, my ass probably has a big bruise on it. I did not land gracefully.” She puffed out her cheeks, then blew a long, slow breath.

      Before I thought it through, I asked, “Do you want me to look at it?”

      I froze.

      She blinked.

      “Well, all right then, I’ll just be heading home now.”

      She started to get up and I started to grab her arm, but she flinched just as I pulled back.

      “Don’t go. I don’t actually want to look at your ass.” I mean, I wouldn’t turn her down, but I hadn’t been propositioning.

      Her brows pinched. “Good. Even though my ass is exceptional, I don’t usually go showing it to men who attempt to murder me.”

      I laughed. “Involuntary manslaughter. And I’m pretty confident the judge would throw out the case.”

      She almost smiled. The corners of her mouth twitched and I thought I had her, but then they collapsed into a straight line. It was unfortunate; her mouth was made for smiling… and probably other things too. Not that I was thinking about that right now.

      “Let’s try to bandage me up so I can hobble out of here,” she said.

      “Want me to do it? I work with my hands and I’ve been told I have a gentle touch.” I wiggled my fingers in front of her.

      She chewed on the corner of her lip for a beat. “Fine. I don’t really want to look at it anymore.”

      I had no fucking idea what I was doing, but I figured it couldn’t be that hard. I wrapped mounds of gauze on her leg, covered by medical tape. By the time I was done, she basically had a full cast.

      “All done. You’re as good as new...minus the ass,” I said.

      She almost smiled again, but it was gone nearly as soon as it arrived.

      “Thank you.”

      “I really am sorry. I had no idea anyone had moved in.”

      Her eyes met mine and my suspicions were confirmed: there was enough gold there that I felt rich just looking at them. She had what my mom would call bedroom eyes. The lids were heavy and sultry just about all the time. I knew she wasn’t directing the sultriness toward me, but still. I was affected.

      “So that explains it,” she said.

      “Yeah. I wasn’t actually trying to murder you.”

      “That’s a relief. I’d hate to have to move so soon. It kinda blows.” She slowly lowered her leg, then pushed herself up to standing. She winced a little, but she stayed up. “Okay, I’m pretty sure I can make it back to my place.”

      Following her toward the door, I asked, “Where were you headed this morning?”

      She paused and turned to face me. “Oh, I was going to the grocery store. But I think I’ll just stay home and put my leg up. I’ll order takeout or something, no biggie.” Her eyes were drawn to my door frame and she traced a finger over the mezuzah that was hanging at an angle there. “Have a happy Hanukkah.”

      Surprised, I said, “Oh. Yeah, you too.”

      Tucking a wave behind her ear, she nodded determinedly, and limped across the hall. Before she disappeared, I got a good look at that “exceptional” ass she’d told me about, and the woman did not lie.

      Well, shit, I might actually like having a new neighbor.
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      My ass was aching.

      Actually, all of me ached, but my ass was the most pressing since I was currently sitting on it. I’d spent the entire day yesterday lazing about my apartment, trying to recuperate from my fall and waiting for the cable guy. I hadn’t done any of the writing I’d planned, and my refrigerator remained more barren than I was comfortable with.

      So here I sat at my wobbly Ikea desk, researching the ethics of genetic testing, which was my special area of interest. Only nothing was coming. My fingers rested on the keyboard but I couldn’t get them to move.

      I would have liked to say it was because of all the pain I was in—and to be honest, that was probably part of it—but I had something else on my mind. Or should I say someone.

      My asshole neighbor, who I was sort of thinking wasn’t actually an asshole. It turned out I was the one who made a terrible first impression. I cringed when I thought of my churlish behavior yesterday. I didn’t do pain well. I wasn’t the type to grin and bear it. I was more scowl and complain about it. Which I had done a lot of. In front of a ridiculously hot man with a ridiculously silly name.

      He probably wasn’t interested anyway. Not because I was chubby and he was chiseled. I’d been around the block a few times and knew when a man was checking out my ass—and Yo had most definitely been appreciative. Mostly, I thought it was a personality thing. He struck me as a funny, lighthearted guy, and I probably struck him as the exact opposite.

      I could be fun; lighthearted was a bit trickier. I’d read too many studies on epidemics and medical laws for my heart not to be slightly weighed down.

      Giving up on work, I took a shower and got dressed in my comfiest, warmest clothes, now on a mission to get food and Hanukkah candles. I’d missed lighting the candles the night before because all I had was a half-burned votive candle and that really wouldn’t cut it. Plus, I had yet to find my menorah in my piles of boxes. So that was the second part of today’s mission.

      Wrapped in a coat and scarf, I opened my door and almost closed it again when the door across from me flew open at the same time.

      “Sorry! Did I scare you?” Yo was mercifully wearing a shirt this time.

      I pulled my scarf up higher, hoping to disguise what had to be a furious blush on my face. “Just startled.”

      He leaned against his door frame, and I drank in the sight of him in slim-fitting jeans and a snug T-shirt. The man was long-limbed and lean muscled. I liked it. He was a tree I could climb for weeks and never get to the top of.

      “You feeling better?”

      Jerked out of my pervy reverie, I met his eyes, which were so soft with concern I felt a little guilty about objectifying him in my head. Only a little though.

      “I’m okay. It mostly hurts to sit, so I’m going to attempt to walk to the grocery store. Otherwise I’ll be eating cardboard for dinner. Thanks for moving the bike, by the way.”

      He ran a hand through his dark, curly hair, nodding. “Yeah, sure. I took it down to the basement.”

      “Do you ride a lot?”

      “Every day when the weather’s decent. And I have a trainer that turns it into a stationary bike that I use quite a bit in the winter.”

      My heart sank. “So, you’re going to have to trek down to the basement to get your bike each time you want to ride it?”

      “No big deal.” He smirked. “It’ll give my guns a workout.”

      My eyes rolled before his words completely registered. And people wondered why men annoyed me so much. “I’m going to go now. See ya!”

      I hurried down the stairs as fast as my injured leg and sore bum would take me. As I heard Yo chuckling merrily behind me, the possibility that he may have been fucking with me entered my mind. There was a chance he wasn’t actually the kind of guy who called his arms “guns”. Oh, please let that be true.
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        * * *

      

      I was going to do Hanukkah right tonight. I had my potatoes and my onions for latkes, I’d bought jelly donuts—for tradition, obviously—and I had my candles.

      My phone rang as I was in the middle of shredding a potato for the latkes.

      “What’s up?” I answered.

      “Nada mucho. How’s the new place?” Helena asked.

      “Decent. Guess what I’m doing?”

      “Hmm...masturbating?”

      I dropped the potato while my shoulders shook with laughter. “Helena...why would I answer the phone if I was masturbating?”

      “Meh, I’ve had to multitask in the middle of a self-love sesh.”

      “No, you haven’t!”

      She snorted. “Okay, I haven’t. Even I wouldn’t do that shit.”

      “Thank God, or I’d never be able to call you again.”

      “Kill the suspense. What are you doing, darling sister?”

      “I’m getting ready to make latkes! John emailed me his recipe earlier.”

      “Oh, shit! Don’t burn the place down, okay, Riss? I just got rid of you.”

      I was not known for my cooking skills, but I was pushing thirty. The time had come for me to learn.

      “I have faith in myself, even if my pervy sister doesn’t,” I said.

      “Why don’t you just come over here tonight?”

      I sighed. “Maybe tomorrow. I do miss you guys already.”

      “Well, at least tell me you found your menorah.”

      I glanced over at my piles of boxes. “I have the candles!”

      “Riss...unpack your shit!”

      “I will! But I’m kind of injured right now.”

      “Did you chop off your fucking finger when you were cutting the onions?”

      “Why are you like this? No! I kind of flipped over my new neighbor’s deadly bike and fell on my ass.”

      I told her the details of meeting Yo, all while she stayed suspiciously quiet. Quiet Helena was never good.

      “I noticed a detail you left out,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You didn’t say what he looks like.”

      “He came to his door without a shirt on and I forgot for a minute that I was grievously injured.” I chewed my lip, measuring my words. Giving Helena too much information about men was never a good thing. Next thing I knew, she’d be writing a character named Yo, chained to a wall, having his gorgeous, tight ass flogged by a dominatrix coincidentally named Clarissa—she’d already used my actual name in a previous book.

      “Do you like this new neighbor?” she asked.

      “I don’t actually know anything about him besides his ridiculous name and that he’s objectively very attractive.”

      I could almost hear her smirk over the phone. “So, you like him.”

      “No.”

      “You’re hilarious, Riss. You don’t have to be so damn surly all the time. Sometimes it’s okay to be cheerful.”

      I rubbed my forehead. I loved her, but sometimes she was impossible to talk to about the way I lived my life. My surly exterior had served me just fine so far.

      “I’ve got to go. Kiss the kiddos for me and tell them Aunt Riss says happy Hanukkah!”

      She finally let me go, but only after I promised to come over the next night for dinner. To tell the truth, as much as I had been ready to ditch the ‘burbs, I missed their crazy, loud, affectionate house. Going back there wouldn’t exactly be like pulling teeth.

      Since I’d already been distracted from my latke making, I decided to go in search of my menorah. It was possible it was in with my books since I normally stored it on a bookshelf, so those were the first boxes I checked.

      Not a menorah, candelabra, candlestick, or lantern in sight. Soon, I’d checked all the boxes and came up empty. I actually did find my collection of dreidels, and while I was happy about that, it wasn’t at all what I was looking for.

      Well, fuck!

      It would be certainly be tough to light the candles without somewhere to put them.

      My eyes drifted to the wall I shared with Yo. He was a member of the tribe. Maybe he had a spare menorah? I guessed I’d have to suck up my pride and ask.
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      I slammed my cabinet closed in frustration. How the fuck could I be out of candles on the second night of Hanukkah? Oh yeah, because I hadn’t even thought to check since I spent the first night celebrating at my mom’s house.

      This was disappointing. I couldn’t think of a single night of Hanukkah in my entire life when I hadn’t lit the candles. I could probably run over to my cousin Avi’s house, but most likely they’d already lit their candles for tonight.

      I leaned against the wall and sighed, admitting defeat. Then there was a knock on my door.

      Opening it, I was surprised to see Larissa standing there. She wasn’t smiling, but she didn’t look angry either. I thought she looked kind of...embarrassed?

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hi...so, this might be a crazy question, but do you by chance have a spare menorah? I can’t seem to find mine in all my boxes and I was really looking forward to lighting the candles tonight…” she trailed off, her eyebrows raised expectantly.

      “Do you have candles?” I asked.

      She held up the small, blue box she had in her hand. “I do.”

      “Here’s the thing. I only have one menorah.”

      She dipped her head. “Oh, okay.”

      I brushed my hand over her arm as she started to turn. “But I don’t have any candles.”

      She turned back, her head tilted to the side. “Ah, that’s a problem.”

      “We’re both in a predicament, aren’t we?”

      She let out a heaving sigh. “Fine. Come over.”

      I wanted to laugh. She made it sound like she was inviting me to torture her. “I think I will.” Grabbing my menorah and keys, I locked up and followed her back to her place.

      Larissa’s apartment was similar to mine, although hers was filled with boxes at the moment. Or maybe that was her decorating style. No judgements.

      “I was in the middle of grating potatoes for latkes before I got distracted with my menorah hunt,” she said.

      Behind her, her kitchen island was covered in bowls, potatoes, and onions.

      “I could help?”

      A little line formed between her eyebrows. “Was that a question?”

      I chuckled softly. “No, it was an offer.”

      She rolled her top lip between her teeth and glanced over her shoulder. With a huff, she said, “Sure. My sister is concerned I’ll amputate a digit or burn the place down, so I could use the help.”

      Coming closer, I said, “How about we light the candles, then get to work on the latkes?”

      Larissa cleared a space on the island for the menorah, set it down, and added two plain white candles on the right, plus one in the middle.

      “I usually get the rainbow-colored ones,” I said.

      She waved a dismissive hand. “I just picked up the first box I found. Beggars can’t be choosers on the second night of Hanukkah.”

      “True. Looks like neither of us were prepared for the holiday.”

      “Well, luckily we get eight nights to get it right.”

      I fished the matchbook out of my pocket. “It’s a miracle! I have matches!”

      She almost smiled. Almost. Her full lips had the barest of curves and I knew I was close to cracking her.

      Holding out the matches, I asked, “Do you want to do the honors?”

      “You saved the night with your miraculous menorah and matches. I insist you do it.”

      Smiling, I struck the match, then lit the middle candle—the shamash. After I blew out the match, I glanced at Larissa. “Ready?”

      She inhaled deeply. “Yes.”

      Together, we said the Hanukkah prayer in Hebrew as I used the shamash to light the other two candles.

      “Baruch atah, Adonai Eloheinu, Melech haolam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav v’tsivanu l’hadlik ner shel Hanukkah.”

      Our eyes met over the glow of the candles, and that was when she smiled. It didn’t last long, but it was there, and I realized I’d been mistaken before. Larissa wasn’t just cute or pretty, she was goddamn gorgeous. When she smiled, her eyes lit up, her cheeks flushed with pink, and her wide mouth had me thinking the dirtiest of thoughts about my new neighbor.

      As the candles burned, we got to work on the latkes. I chopped onions while she shredded potatoes.

      “Have you lived here long?” she asked.

      I wiped an onion-induced tear from my cheek. “A couple years. I like it. It’s close to family, not too far from work, and normally pretty quiet.”

      “You have family in Baltimore?”

      “Yeah. My cousin and his wife live in Locust Point, so really close. They put up with my constant visits because I babysit for them. My parents don’t live very far either.”

      “You babysit?” she asked.

      “Don’t sound so surprised! I’m a boss babysitter. Ladies and babies love me. It’s a blessing and a curse.”

      She rolled her eyes dramatically. Somehow I knew she would.

      “Gross,” was her response.

      “Wow, you’re super serious,” I said.

      Her eyes were fixed on the pile of grated potato in her bowl. “Sometimes. I’m just not entertained by men who refer to their arms as guns and talk about ladies loving them.”

      “Larissa...I was kidding. It’s a thing I tend to do. My daily mission in life is to make as many people laugh as I can.”

      “How’s that working for you?”

      “I gotta say, not too great today. You’re the only person I’ve seen, and the laughter has been severely lacking.”

      Her eyes darted up to mine. “Didn’t you work today?”

      “Nah, I took the week off. Vacay.”

      “Hmmm...me too. I’m on...vacay as well.”

      She was lucky I didn’t take her derisive tone personally. We were just two very different types of people, and that was cool. Everyone being the same would be boring as hell. I didn’t think she was trying to be hurtful though; she just didn’t find me amusing. And honestly? That made me even more determined to draw her out.

      Maybe that made me an asshole, basically telling a frowning woman to smile. But my intentions were pure. I didn’t want her to smile for me—okay, maybe that was part of it. Mostly, I was just curious about what made her smile and laugh.

      We worked together to form the latkes, then fried them in oil. The smells of the bubbling oil and burning candles were like putting on an old, cozy sweater. I imagined this was what people who celebrated Christmas felt when they smelled pine needles or caught a glimpse of twinkling lights. Oil and candles would always equate to family and presents and some of the best days of the year.

      As Larissa dished out the hot latkes, I opened her fridge and peered inside. “I have to ask: applesauce or sour cream?” But my answer was staring back at me.

      “There’s only one choice,” she said.

      I held up the white container. “You’re breaking my heart, madam.”

      She switched the burner off and turned to face me with a look of horror. “Say it isn’t so!”

      I laughed. “Yep. I’m an applesauce man.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I knew we weren’t very alike but come on! I don’t get people who put applesauce on latkes. It’s just not right.”

      “And you sour cream people are fuckin’ mysteries to me. Sweet and salty is the best combination.”

      I carried the plate of latkes to her narrow table for two and she brought over a couple bottles of beer and silverware. After she set those down, she reached under her arm and pulled out a small jar of applesauce she’d tucked there.

      “If you insist on desecrating the latkes, here you go,” she said.

      “I knew you were an angel. Thanks, Larissa.”

      She tucked a curl behind her ear and looked down at the pile of latkes in the middle of the table. “You can call me Riss. Everyone does.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “That’s cute. Not Yo cute, but still cute.”

      “I don’t think you can call your own name cute.”

      “I didn’t know that was a rule.”

      She gave me one of her almost-smiles. “It is.”

      I watched as she dipped her latke in a dollop of sour cream and then took a big bite. She let out a soft moan while she chewed, and I leaned forward involuntarily. Her eyes met mine as she licked a smudge of sour cream off her top lip. She was so damn cute, I winked at her.

      “Eat your latkes and stop trying to flirt with me.” Her cheeks had turned bright pink.

      I crunched into my latke and it tasted like home. “Flirting paused, these are the shit. They taste like my mom’s.”

      Her blush deepened. “I take that as a high compliment.”

      “It is. And you’re too cute not to flirt with.”

      “Oh, so it’s my fault?”

      I took a sip of my beer. “Am I that unpleasant?”

      She sighed. “You’re not at all unpleasant.”

      “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      She snorted and smiled at me. Her teeth were so straight and white, I wanted to lick them. I’d literally never wanted to lick anyone’s teeth in my life.

      My hand moved before I could stop it. I reached out and brushed a curl away from her cheek. “I like your smile, Larissa.”

      “Riss. And thanks. I’m glad you didn’t say I should smile more.”

      “I had a feeling you wouldn’t appreciate that. I figure you’ll smile when you have something to smile about.” I took a long swallow of my beer and let her eye me. She looked stumped.

      She ate her latkes quietly, still watching with what I thought was interest. And I was more than a little interested in her too. Though her interest was probably more in a science-experiment type of way, and my interest was to find out how her skin tasted.

      “You’ve got a lot of boxes here,” I said.

      “No shit. Normally I would have gotten a lot more done, but I haven’t felt up to it.”

      “Need help?”

      “From you?”

      I set my beer bottle down with a clunk. “That’s where I was going with that question, yeah.”

      “That would be amazing, actually. I’m slow going with my ass and leg injuries.”

      I let my eyes trace over her. “I don’t know, you look pretty spry to me.”

      “Are you flirting again, Yo?”

      I steepled my hands under my chin. “Yep.”

      A short giggle burst out of her. “This has been an interesting Hanukkah. Never had one like it.”

      The giggle was a start. I wanted to know what it took to get her to laugh so hard her shoulders shook and tears ran down her cheeks. I bet she looked beautiful that way.

      “Stick with me, kid. No day is ever the same.”

      She smiled softly at me. “I have a feeling that’s true. However, I’m going over to my sister’s tomorrow night, so no repeats. Do you have somewhere to go?”

      “I’ll find something. I can go over to my cousin’s or my mom’s or a friend’s. It’s more fun to light the candles with someone else.”

      Her soft smile hadn’t left yet. “You’re right, it is. I’ve actually enjoyed myself tonight.”

      I leaned back in my chair, running my hand over my full belly. “I’m kind of known for my good company.”

      One eyebrow arched up and her smile turned sardonic. “Oh really? You’re known for that? Who are you known with? ‘The ladies’?”

      I shook my head slowly. “No, the babies.”

      I saw it. The laugh was so close, but she clamped it down and sent it right back where it came from. I didn’t know if it was me in particular or if she always kept such a tight rein on her reactions.

      Larissa pushed back from the table. “All right, well thank you for the menorah and the exceptional company. It’s been a lovely night two of Hanukkah.”

      I stood, carrying my plate to the sink. “Thank you for the candles and the latkes, and the more than exceptional company. Can I help clean up?”

      She leaned one of her plush hips against the counter. “That’s okay, I’ll manage. Thank you though.”

      I had the distinct feeling she was ready for me to leave. “I guess I’ll just take my menorah home. But I’m a knock away if you want to borrow it again.”

      “If I don’t find mine, I might just take you up on that.”

      With my hand on the door, I looked back at her. “Even if you find yours, take me up on it. I liked spending my Hanukkah with you.”

      Her cheeks pinkened one more time. My work here was done.
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      I’d decided to ignore my boxes and go visit my sister instead. Even though Yo had offered to help, I wasn’t about to go banging on his door, demanding he fulfill his promise. I barely knew the guy. I certainly didn’t want him to feel obligated to me.

      As I drove into the ‘burbs, I thought about my new neighbor. If I was honest with myself, he hadn’t left my mind since he went back to his place last night. I still hadn’t quite decided if he was a total asshole or just a fun, nice guy, though I was leaning toward the latter. I didn’t meet too many of that type these days and I didn’t know how to handle my reaction to him.

      Plus, he flipped my switch in a big way. From the mess of curly hair on his head, to his deep brown eyes and the heavy brow above them, to his smile that cut me right off at the knees...he would be exactly my type, if I had one. If he wasn’t my neighbor, I’d be asking him back to my place so I could lick every inch of his long body.

      But he was my neighbor. And casual sex with someone I had to see every day wasn’t a great idea. I’d done it before and things hadn’t ended well.

      Stepping into my sister’s sunny, open foyer, I called out, “Hello! Aunt Riss is here!”

      One screaming, pudgy toddler came running at me, followed by her slightly less pudgy, giggling five-year-old brother. Trailing behind was the too-cool-for-school eight-year-old.

      I picked up Vivi while Hudson hugged my leg. Holding my arm out, I said, “Come here, Delilah. You’re not too old to hug your aunt, are you?”

      With her loose curls and reluctant smile, my oldest niece reminded me of myself. She wrapped her arms around my waist and buried her face in my stomach.

      “Why’d you have to move?” she mumbled.

      I squeezed her tight and felt myself get a little choked up. I’d always been a long-distance aunt, but since I moved in with my sister’s family, we’d all become really close. I finally saw why Helena was so gaga over these creatures.

      “I’m not very far, baby. I know it’s not the same, but once I get my stuff unpacked, you can come spend the night with me, okay?”

      “Me too!” yelled Hudson.

      Delilah sniffed. “I’m not going if he’s going.”

      I snorted. “Maybe we can do separate sleepover nights. How does that sound?”

      “You trying to steal my kids?” asked my brother-in-law, John.

      I held all of them closer. “They’re mine now, muhahahahaha!”

      “Good, then you can change Vivi’s shitty diaper,” he said.

      I looked at my little cherub-faced niece in my arms. “You wouldn’t do that, would you? That’s yucky.”

      She laughed maniacally and then yanked my hair. Oh yes, I’d forgotten for a second that she was Helena’s daughter. This one would be a handful.

      “I’m giving this one back,” I said.

      John scooped her out of my arms and she immediately batted his glasses off his face.

      “Vivi’s cray cray,” Hudson whispered.

      Delilah scoffed. “‘Cray cray’ is over, Hud. No one says that anymore.”

      His little lip poked out. “They say it in kindergarten.”

      Delilah rolled her eyes. “That’s because kindergarteners are babies.”

      “Don’t be cray cray, D. I say ‘cray cray’ all the time,” I said.

      Hudson high-fived me, then ran off to do something boy related. Probably throw rocks or set something on fire. That’s what boys did, right?

      “Where’s Mom?” I asked my niece.

      “She’s in her writing dungeon,” she said.

      I stifled a gasp and a laugh. My sister called her office her writing dungeon because she was literally writing about people in dungeons doing unseemly things to each other. Of course, my niece had no idea, she just thought it was what the room was called.

      “Let’s not bother her, then. She’ll come out after she’s slayed Voldemort, or whatever she writes about.”

      Delilah cackled. “Aunt Riss, Mom doesn’t write Harry Potter!”

      I held her to my side as we went into the living room. “Oh, sorry. I’m so cray, I thought your mom was J.K. Rowling.”

      She pulled me down so that my ear was next to her mouth. “Aunt Riss, ‘cray’ is even worse than ‘cray cray’. Don’t do it.”

      I covered my mouth. “I shall never say it again!”
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      I hung out with John and the kids for a while before Helena joined us. These five people were some of the best I knew and I wondered if one day I’d have something like this. Not exactly like this, of course, because as much as I loved them, three kids was past my limit. It wouldn’t be terrible to have one, maybe two, if I had a partner like John who’d change diapers when I was working, and watch Netflix with no pants after the kids went to bed.

      But that was putting the cart well before the horse. Hell, the horse hadn’t even been born yet. I wasn’t looking for a husband or partner. I didn’t even want a boyfriend. Dating sounded exhausting on top of my schoolwork. If only I could magically fall into a relationship with a fellow who was good in bed and wasn’t possessive of my time and attention. Hey, it was the season of miracles, so why not?

      Once we lit the Hanukkah candles, I gave each of the kids a little present. They already had everything they needed and then some, but it was impossible not to buy them more.

      Vivi threw the book I gave her across the room in disgust, then proceeded to attempt to eat the wrapping paper. She wailed when it was taken away until John picked her up and spun her in shockingly fast circles. She clapped with delight and demanded more, more!

      “I told you not to have a third!” I laughed at my wild niece.

      “Her genes clearly come from your side of the family,” John panted.

      Helena and I looked at each other and nodded. “Yep.”

      Hudson immediately ripped open his Imaginext set and started playing, making up a story with the little characters as he went. Delilah was in awe of the tinted lip balm and hand mirror I gave her.

      No Hanukkah would be complete without a dance party, so the six of us boogied to some T-Swift until the kids were falling down on the floor in tired lumps. I put Delilah and Hudson to bed while John and Helena tag-teamed Vivi. She wasn’t going to be easy to raise, but I had no doubt she’d kick life’s ass in the long run.

      When it was quiet, and all the little people were asleep, the three of us sat around the fire pit out back, bundled up with blankets and coats. The night was crisp and clear and the smell and heat of the burning fire had me sinking down in my seat, completely relaxed. John and Helena needed a little extra help with relaxation, passing a joint back and forth.

      “You sure you don’t want some?” Helena offered.

      I waved her off. “No, I’m good. I’ll head home soon. I know you guys are ready to shed your pants.”

      She grinned. “Hey, you didn’t tell me what you did last night. Did you find your menorah?”

      “It was kind of crazy actually. I searched everywhere and I couldn’t find it, so I asked my neighbor if I could borrow his—”

      Helena looked at John and said, “Her neighbor’s hot as shit and his name is Yo.”

      John looked puzzled. “Yo? Like the greeting?”

      I shook my head, smiling. “Oh, John. You’re such a dad. Never change.”

      “I hadn’t intended to.”

      Helena squeezed her husband’s face and planted a loud kiss on his lips. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, babe.”

      I mean, honestly, have you ever? My sister and her husband were the cutest. No wonder she kept having his babies. And no wonder she wanted no-pants time with him every night.

      “Back to me! Yo had a menorah but no candles, so I invited him over.”

      Helena nodded approvingly. “Mitzvah!”

      “I’m not sure if it was my good deed or his, because we were both in need. But anyway, we lit the candles together and made latkes. He’s...fun.”

      She blew out a ring of smoke and watched it as it slowly dissipated. “That’s, like, high fucking praise coming from you.”

      “He told me I was serious.”

      John laughed. “You are.”

      “Not always!”

      “No, not always,” Helena agreed. “But there’s nothing wrong with being serious as long as you’re enjoying your life, ya know? Not everyone has to be a goddamn comedian.”

      “Anyway, then he offered to help me unpack. I think he still feels terrible that I fell over his bike.”

      “Did he help?” John asked.

      I chewed my lip for a beat. “I didn’t give him the chance. I’ve been here all day.”

      “Well, damn, baby. Don’t thumb your nose at offers of help, ever! I’m sure as shit not coming back to unpack for you,” my sister said.

      “I know. I’ll hang around tomorrow and see if he comes over. But guys, I didn’t tell you the terrible part about him. It might be a deal-breaker.”

      They both looked at me expectantly. “He eats applesauce on his latkes,” I whispered, almost gagging at the thought.

      John and Helena cried “No!” in unison.

      “Yes! And I had to watch him eat my beautiful latkes that way last night!”

      “Was it my recipe?” John had a look of pained horror all over his face.

      I nodded and he slumped over in his chair, too disgusted to go on. We were a sour cream family, through and through. I wasn’t sure Helena would have married John if he liked applesauce on his latkes. This great debate in the Jewish community had ended many, many relationships over the years—or so I assumed. It would be hard to get past.

      “Well, you’re clearly not well-matched for each other. So end this before anyone gets hurt,” said Helena.

      “I wasn’t planning on marrying him, darling sister!”

      She kicked me from under our shared blanket. “Hey, I didn’t plan on marrying John when I fucked him in that alley, but look at us now.”

      I laughed so hard I could barely breathe. My sister never stopped shocking me with her insane imagination. She and John had known each other since they were toddlers, and there had been no alley-fucking as far as I knew.

      Helena and John joined in on the laughter and I realized I must have gotten a contact high, because nothing had ever been so funny in my life.

      “Oh my God, you guys! You got me high!” I had tears running down my cheeks and snot bubbling at my nose.

      Helena rolled her eyes. “Only you would get high from not smoking!”

      John was chuckling quietly next to his wife, his shoulders moving up and down as he tried to breathe between bouts of laughter.

      It was decided sometime later that I’d spend the night there, and I didn’t argue. This was another Hanukkah night that would go down in the history books as one of the best.
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      When I heard Larissa plodding up the stairs at ten in the morning, I opened my door, waiting for her there. She did a double take when she saw me; then she hit me with a full-on smile, and I almost did a double take of my own.

      “Hey.”

      She walked over to me. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Yeah, fancy that.” My damn hand that had a mind of its own pushed a wavy lock of hair off her face. “I knocked on your door a couple times yesterday to see if you wanted my help unpacking…”

      Her eyebrows went up. “You did? I wasn’t sure if that was a real offer.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I told you it was.”

      She bit her bottom lip and glanced down for a moment. “Ah, well, I spent the day with my sister’s family. Sorry I wasn’t here.”

      “It’s cool. I’m not doing anything today. Still want help?”

      “Definitely. I’m actually just getting home from my sister’s, so give me a minute to change, and then come over, okay?”

      I sighed with relief inwardly that she wasn’t coming home from spending the night with some douchebag. Not that it was any of my business. But I kinda liked her. If she went home with any douchebag, I wanted it to be me. Not that I was a douchebag. More like former douchebag. I was reformed from my douchey ways.

      I waited exactly one minute before I went to her place and knocked. I heard her yelling that it was open, so I let myself in.

      “Give me another minute! I can’t find anything in here!” she called. I looked in the direction of her bedroom just in time to see her walk by her cracked door in a black bra and underwear. Shit, fuck, fuck. It was just a glimpse, but the rounded lines of her body were instantly seared in my mind. It was going to be difficult to think of anything else.

      To distract myself, I studied the books lining her shelves. The subjects surprised me. They ranged from biology to medicine, from genetics to philosophy. I wondered if Larissa was in med school. For some reason I couldn’t quite picture her being a doctor or nurse though. Probably her lack of bedside manner.

      “All right, I’m dressed.”

      I turned to face her, drinking her in from head to toe. She’d swept her hair off her neck in a messy bun and I was instantly drawn to the line of her clavicle. It was one of my favorite parts of women, besides the obvious, and hers was exceptional. The bones were softly defined, with a slight dip where they met in the middle. I could easily spend hours licking that line and tasting her skin.

      She’d probably just thrown on the first thing she found to wear, not thinking anything of it. But her V-neck T-shirt dipped low, showing lots of creamy, freckled skin. And her leggings did nothing to disguise the roundness of her hips and thighs. She was curvy in every sense of the word and my hands were twitching to touch every soft bit of her.

      “You’re really pretty,” I said.

      Her chest rose as she took in a surprised breath. Then she looked down, scanning herself. “Really? Thank you. I didn’t make much of an effort today. I didn’t even bother putting in my contacts.”

      She had on dark-framed glasses that I thought made her look even more adorable.

      “It’s okay to just take the compliment. You don’t have to qualify it,” I said.

      She took in another deep breath and met my eyes. She studied me for a beat, then tipped her chin. “Thank you, Yo. That was very sweet of you to say. And thank you for coming over here to help me.”

      “You’re welcome, Larissa. How’s your ass feeling, by the way?”

      She looked over her shoulder and smoothed her palm over her backside. “Better. I have a grotesque black and blue on one side, but I’m pretty sure I’ll survive my injuries.”

      “Phew. I know it was touch and go there for a while.” Glancing around at all the boxes, I asked, “What should I tackle first?”

      “Maybe the kitchen? Right now I’m living with one pan and two plates.”

      I picked up a heavy box marked “kitchen” and carried it to the island. “Do you want things in any particular place?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “Just put things in logical places.”

      I watched her bend down to open a box. Her ass took my breath away. She really had no idea, did she? I didn’t think she was actually trying to torture me, but she was. Every time I saw her, I found her more attractive.

      Running a hand over my face, I shook my head, trying to rattle the mental image of her bent over out of my brain. Then I got to work, figuring out logical places for her dishes and cookware. Hopefully I chose wisely, but I had a feeling she’d tell me if I hadn’t.

      “What do you do, Larissa? I was looking at your books, trying to figure it out, but I’m at a loss,” I said.

      She was sitting on the floor, surrounded by another pile of books, arranging them into some sort of order. “I’m a perpetual student, basically. Right now I’m studying for my PhD in bioethics.”

      “You’re gonna have to tell me what that means.”

      She pushed her glasses up her nose, the corner of her mouth quirking up. “You probably wouldn’t be surprised to know that I have to explain this to pretty much everyone.”

      “I’m glad to know I’m not the only clueless dumbass,” I said.

      “No, you’re not. Anyway, the short answer is that it’s studying the ethics of medicine and medical research. So, for example, every patient has a right to know their diagnosis and what type of treatment is being done to them. That didn’t always used to be the case, but ethicists helped change that. Bioethicists work for drug companies, in hospitals, and they help write health laws. We’re all over the place. My particular interest is genetics.”

      “What do you plan to do once you’re finished with school?”

      She sighed. “My hope is that I’ll be able to teach and research. I’m in a pretty competitive program—there are only ten of us—so I should be able to find the job I want when I’m all done. I’m one of those nerds who really love school. I never want to leave academia”

      “Cool, cool. I’d love to read your studies so I can get a better grasp on what you actually do.”

      She fucking beamed at me and my heart started pounding, trying to break through my chest wall to get to her. This woman affected me in a big and unfamiliar way.

      “I think this is the first time someone outside of school wanted to read my research. I’ve sent my parents and my sister my papers, but I’m not certain they’ve actually read them.”

      “Well, I’m interested.” What I didn’t say was that I was interested in everything about her, not just her research.

      “Before you go, I’ll give you one of my grad school papers.”

      I winked at her. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      She giggled softly.

      “What?” I asked.

      “The winking. It’s cute. I didn’t know people actually did that.”

      I winked at her again. “Oh, is this cute?” I walked toward her, winking wildly with each eye. “You like this? Still cute?”

      She held her hands out to shield herself. “Oh my God, you’re a wink monster!” Her giggles had turned into laughter and when I got down on the floor in front of her, winking in her face, she was full on belly-laughing.

      It was a gorgeous sight, especially this close up. Sitting back on my knees, I laughed with her. I just kind of had to. Her laugh filled my gut and chest so much I needed that release.

      Larissa grinned at me through tear-filled eyes. “I don’t even know why that was so funny.”

      I held my palms up. “Sometimes you just gotta let it out.”

      She swiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You’re right, you know. I am serious. But it feels good to laugh with you.”

      “Nothing wrong with being serious. Just not too serious.”

      I stayed there on the floor with her, taking books out of boxes. I’d always been a reader, but I didn’t own a lot of books. Mostly I went to the library or downloaded ebooks. But I always had one or two books going at once.

      I held up a book on genetic mutations. “Can I borrow this?”

      She made a face. “Really? Why?”

      I flipped through the pages quickly. “Don’t know. Looks kind of interesting.”

      She seemed bemused. “I don’t see why not. Sure, you can borrow it. Is genetics your field of work?”

      I scoffed. “Not at all.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      Frowning, I asked, “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t mean anything by it. You just don’t strike me as a scientist. You seem like you’d have a creative job.”

      “I’m a hairstylist, so yeah, I do have a creative job.”

      I’d never been ashamed of my career. Growing up, it was never a question in my mind that I’d follow in my parents’ footsteps and become a hairstylist. It was just what my family did, and had done for a couple generations. I’d been confronted with assholes who assumed I couldn’t be straight because I did hair, but what the fuck ever. I never let someone thinking I was gay bother me though. It’s not like it was an insult, it just wasn’t who I was.

      But now, in front of this brilliant, educated woman, I was honestly a little intimidated. Yeah, I made good money and I felt fulfilled in my career, but she spent her time with people who did big, life-changing work, while I just cut hair.

      But when I really thought about it, that was bullshit. My job was important. I might not change the world, but I made women feel good about themselves. My brain was used just as much in my job as Larissa’s, I just used a different part of it.

      Her eyes widened and she touched her messy bun. “Really? I’m surprised, but not really. I hope you’re not judging my hair though.”

      I reached out and ran a strand that had fallen down through my fingers. “Not judging. You have kind of drool-worthy hair. To be honest, it was the first thing I noticed about you.”

      She tipped her head just slightly toward my hand. “I haven’t had a haircut in months. Not since I moved down here from New York.”

      “I’d love to get my hands on you.”

      She grinned. “You mean my hair.”

      I winked again. “That too.”

      “Do you ever not flirt?”

      “Not when I’m around you,” I said.

      She sighed like she was the most put-upon woman in the universe. “Fine. If you must flirt, as least keep unpacking.”

      I laughed. “I think I can manage to do that.”

      We worked steadily, getting things put away, breaking down boxes, and hanging up pictures. After a few hours, her place looked like a home and I thought we both breathed a sigh of relief. Larissa offered me a beer and a snack, two things I never turned down, and we sat at her little table surveying our work.

      “I feel like I can breathe again!” she said.

      “Yeah, the mess was stressing me out through the walls.”

      She smacked my arm. “Oh shush. No it wasn’t.”

      “I swear it was! I don’t like knowing there’s a job left undone.”

      “You’re an interesting person, Josef...what the hell is your last name?”

      “Friedman. You?”

      She held her hand out. “Nice to meet you, Josef Friedman. I’m Larissa Miller.”

      Smiling, I took her hand in mine. Before she could pull away, I kissed her knuckles. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      “You are way too much,” she said.

      I cocked my head. “Or am I just enough?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not sure how seriously to take you.”

      “About halfway,” I said.

      “But which half?”

      I held up a finger. “That, you’ll have to figure out yourself.”

      She eyed me as she took a long pull from her beer. “What are you doing tonight for Hanukkah?”

      I tapped my fingers on the table, making up my mind right then and there. “I was actually going to ask you that. I’m going over to my cousin’s house for pizza and candle lighting and I’d love for you to come too.”

      She twisted her lips. “I don’t know…”

      “Come on, it’ll be fun. They have a baby that’s super cute.”

      “Is this the one you babysit?”

      “Yeah, his name’s Logan. You’ll have to ask them who they named him after.”

      She leaned forward, resting her chin on her hands. “Okay, now I’m intrigued enough to say yes.”

      I pumped my fist in the air. “Yes! I knew that would lure you in!”

      She rubbed her thumb over her bottom lip. “I would have come just to hang out with you.”

      My stomach jumped out of an airplane without a parachute. This girl…

      “Good. I’ve got you caught in my web,” I said.

      She looked up at me from under her lashes. “Maybe.”

      Larissa wanted to shower and change before we left, so we made plans to meet on the landing in a few hours. I knew I’d go stir-crazy while I waited to see her again. It was kind of crazy since I’d only met her a few days ago, but something in my gut told me I needed to know this woman.
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      I looked cute. Turning sideways, I checked myself out in the mirror one last time. My outfit of ass-hugging skinny jeans, a shimmery royal blue sweater with a white tank underneath, and knee-high boots said, “I’m festive, yet not trying too hard”...or at least I hoped it did.

      I rarely got nervous, but this was one of those rare occasions. A very small part of my nervousness was about meeting Yo’s family, but I was pretty good with new people. I could turn on the charm when needed. Plus, if they were anything like him, they’d be easy to get along with.

      Mostly, the butterflies were due to Yo. They’d woken up the second I got a good look at him and they’d been flapping around wildly ever since. I didn’t normally react this way with men (mostly because I had so little patience for them).

      But I’d found Yo didn’t require patience. He was interesting and funny and so damn handsome.

      When I stepped out onto the landing, he was there waiting for me. My breath caught in my throat as he smiled. I knew my cheeks had to be flaming—they had an annoying tendency to do that at the most inopportune times.

      “Hey, ready to go?” he asked.

      “Should I bring something? I feel bad going over there empty-handed.”

      He held up a six-pack of beer. “Got us covered. Plus we’re buying the pizza, so I think we’re good.”

      Once we were in the car, Yo turned to me. “I read your paper.”

      My stomach lurched. “Huh? Really?”

      He nodded, a smile playing at his lips. “Yes, really. I found it fascinating. I’d never considered the ethical implications of genetic testing in combination with religion.”

      The paper I’d given Yo to read was only twenty pages long, but I was surprised he’d actually gotten through it. It had been the beginning of my interest in genetics and ethics, so sharing it with him revealed a vital layer of myself.

      I spent the drive to his cousin’s house answering his surprisingly insightful questions. I shouldn’t have been so surprised though. I already knew Yo was intelligent with a naturally curious personality. I just hadn’t known he’d be curious about the same things I was and that left me kind of in awe.

      Could I really fall for a man I’d met three days ago? Given the way I felt right now, it seemed I could.

      When we stood on the stoop of a narrow rowhome, Yo threw his arm loosely over my shoulder. “Don’t be nervous.”

      I looked up at him and my stomach swooped at the gentle look in his eyes. “I’m actually okay right now.”

      The door opened and light flooded out. A very tall man who looked so much like Yo it was startling stood just inside with a squirmy baby in his arms.

      “Come in, please.” Even in those few words, I picked up his Israeli accent.

      When we stepped inside, Yo hugged his cousin and kissed the baby before turning to me.

      “Larissa, this is my cousin Avi. Avi, this is my neighbor Larissa.”

      He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Nice to meet you. I’m glad you could join us.”

      “Thank you so much for having me. Happy Hanukkah!”

      Avi set down the baby, who toddled down the hall at lightning speed, yelling “Mamamamama!”

      After we hung up our coats and took off our shoes, we followed Avi into the house.

      A tiny blonde woman sat on the floor with the baby, trying to get him to stack blocks. She smiled and hopped up when we came in the room, heading to me first.

      “Hi, Larissa, I’m Laurel!” She pulled me in for a tight hug. “I’ve heard so much about you!”

      I glanced at Yo, then back to her. “You have?”

      “I have! Yo called me this afternoon to brag about his hot, genius new neighbor.”

      I looked at Yo, frowning. “We have another new neighbor?”

      He burst out laughing. “Never confide in Laurel. She doesn’t keep shit to herself.”

      Laurel held her hand up. “He’s right, I don’t. Not when I think it needs to be said. Anyway, come in, make yourself at home. We’ll light the candles in a little bit.”

      Yo held up the six-pack he’d brought. “Beer, anyone?”

      Everyone except Laurel took one, and we sat around the bright orange living room, watching the baby repeatedly knock over the stacks of blocks Avi built for him. I’d just met them, but I could already tell they were an adorable family.

      “Yo told me to ask who you named Logan after,” I said.

      Avi looked at his wife. “You should answer this.”

      Laurel smiled sheepishly. “Well, I’m an X-Men fan—”

      I gasped. “Did you name him after Wolverine?”

      She laughed. “Why, yes we did! I mean, we were looking for an ‘L’ name since we were also naming him after Avi’s great-uncle Liev, so it was fate. How could I not name him Logan? Also, I’m impressed you knew the reference.”

      “I can’t say I’m a name-my-child-after-a-character level fan, but I’ve binge-watched the movies a time or two. Plus, my sister married a total comic book nerd. Their basement is full of thousands of issues of Marvel comics. And I lived with them for three months, so I was a captive audience.”

      She laughed. “I forced Avi to watch X-Men with me when we first met, so I feel him.”

      Avi squeezed her foot. “There was no forcing, lovely.”

      He held onto her foot with one hand as he continued to play on the floor with Logan, who was the perfect combination of his parents.

      “I like your socks,” Yo said softly to me.

      I looked down at my feet. My socks had a latke with stick arms and legs who was screaming “Ahhhhhhh!”. “They’re from my favorite Hanukkah book,” I said.

      He winked and my heart jumped in my chest. “I know,” he said.

      “You know Lemony Snicket?”

      “I know The Latke Who Couldn’t Stop Screaming.”

      I shook my head slowly, taking all of him in. “You keep surprising me.”

      He clinked his beer bottle against mine. “Don’t be surprised. I read anything and everything I can get my hands on. Even children’s books.”

      “I wish I could read more for fun.”

      He brushed an errant hair off my forehead. It was a hair I hadn’t felt. A hair I wasn’t sure existed or if he’d just been touching me to touch me.

      “I’ll read to you,” he said.

      “Oh. My. God. Could you two be any cuter?” Laurel exclaimed.

      I hadn’t even realized I’d been leaning closer and closer to Yo until the spell between us was broken.

      “Don’t embarrass her, lovely. Her cheeks are so pink,” Avi said.

      I covered my face. “Am I invisible yet?”

      Yo pulled my fingers apart. “Sorry, I still see you.”

      “I’m sorry, Larissa. My mouth likes to run away from me. How about we light the candles now?”

      It was the fourth night, so we were halfway done with Hanukkah. I felt a twinge of sadness, which was silly since eight nights was a long time to celebrate anything. But still, as flighty as it sounded—and I would never say this out loud—there was something about this time of year that felt magical. Maybe it was all the memories of childhood coming back so strong with that first whiff of hot oil on the stove that it almost felt like I was back at my parents’ house, knee high and jumping around with impatience to open that night’s present. Or maybe it was because it created an excuse to spend eight nights straight with special people in my life. Whatever it was, I wasn’t looking forward to Hanukkah ending this year.

      Avi lit the candles tonight while Laurel held little Logan in her arms. His tiny, chubby fingers reached for the flames immediately, and he didn’t like it when he was told no. I decided he and my niece Vivi would get along just fine—though it was probably better they never met, because I had no doubt that together they could take over the world.

      Why would they meet? Ugh, stop thinking such fanciful thoughts! Weirdo.

      My inner voice could sometimes be quite the asshole.

      While the candles burned, we sat down for pizza. Logan was in a high chair, happily gnawing on crust, giving his parents a break for a few minutes.

      “What’s it like having a kid?” I asked.

      Laurel made eye contact with Avi and they both sighed. “It’s kind of perfect yet equally hellacious, if that makes sense,” she said.

      Avi eyed his wife reverently. “She makes it look easy, though.”

      She laid a hand on her stomach. “That’s how I convinced him to do it again so soon. Smoke and mirrors, baby.”

      My hand flew up to my mouth. “You’re not…”

      She smiled and nodded. “Yep. Two under two, here we come!”

      I looked over at Yo and he frowned. “What?” he asked.

      Laurel and I giggled and Avi laid a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “You’re going to be an uncle again,” he said.

      Yo’s eyes bugged out. “Holy fuck. You expect me to babysit two of your spawn at the same time?”

      “Yes, I do,” said Avi.

      Yo nodded. “When I have a kid, it’s going to be the worst-behaved child on the planet. And I’m going to let it mingle with your children and teach them lots of bad words and how to use a slingshot.”

      I elbowed him. “Your kid is going to be Dennis the Menace?”

      Avi raised a shoulder. “Like father, like son.”

      Yo slapped the table. “I was a good fuckin’ kid. It was when I was a teenager that things got iffy.”

      “What was Yo like back then?” I asked.

      Avi’s eyes filled with mischief as he told me about some of Yo’s misspent youth, a lot of which revolved around banging as many girls as possible. He sounded like he’d been the type of douche I’d assumed he was when we first met.

      Laurel leaned over and said quietly, “Yo is reformed. He’s not like that anymore.”

      “Have you known him long?”

      “Just about two years. But he’s always around, so in a way, it feels much, much longer.”

      “Hey!” Yo said, looking affronted. “I’m not always around. Just most of the time. You guys have to stop being so fun to be with; then I won’t come over so much.”

      Laurel held her hands up. “Sorry, can’t help it.”

      Right on time, Logan suddenly threw his slimy crust to the floor.  He looked up and yelled: “Yo!”

      The room fell silent as we all looked at each other.

      “Did he just say…?”

      “Oh my God, he said…”

      “Did my fucking kid just say your name as his first word?”

      Yo looked really pleased with himself. “Good job, Logan! He knows who gives him the Yogurt Melts his mean parents won’t let him have.”

      The baby held his arms up and yelled with more vigor, “Yoooooooo!”

      Yo laughed and picked him up out of his high chair, snuggling him close to his chest. “I knew you were a genius. Did I ever tell you that you’re my favorite person in the world?”

      Logan giggled and smacked him right in the face. Then he laid his head on Yo’s shoulder, looking like he felt the exact same way.

      Avi leaned close to his son and whispered, “Traitor,” making him giggle again.

      The ache in my cheeks alerted me to the fact that I hadn’t stopped smiling all evening. The muscles in my face were probably wondering what the hell was going on. They’d gotten pretty lazy from their lack of use over the years.

      We hung out for a little while longer, until it was time for baby Logan to go to bed, and then we said our goodbyes.

      As Yo drove us home through the dark and quiet streets of Baltimore, I relaxed down in my seat, feeling more content than I was used to.

      “You good over there?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I sighed. “I really am. It’s like a Hanukkah miracle or something, but I haven’t felt as...I don’t know, peaceful, as I have in the last few days in a long time. I’m not thinking about the future or the loads of work I have to do or anything else. I’m just here, enjoying it all, and it’s pretty amazing.”

      “I’m glad you came tonight. Man, I can’t believe they’re already having another kid. Crazy.”

      I twisted in my seat so I could face his profile. “My nephew would say cray cray.”

      He let out a short laugh. “Cray cray indeed.”

      “They seem like a good couple, though. I’m sure they’ll make it work.”

      “Yeah, they will, for sure.” Yo pulled into his reserved parking spot and turned the car off, and suddenly we were cocooned in complete silence and darkness. The cold started to drift in immediately, but I was still cozy, bundled in my coat and scarf.

      “I’m glad I came tonight too,” I said, keeping my voice low to not break the bubble that we were in together.

      He turned in his seat as much as his long legs would allow, his eyes tracing over my face. “Are you having a good Hanukkah, Larissa?”

      I hummed to myself. “I am. Probably the best I’ve had in years.”

      I saw in the way his eyes flitted toward my mouth that a kiss was a distinct possibility.

      “Good.” His voice had dropped, sounding almost gravelly.

      We were both drifting closer, a breath at a time.

      “And you? Are you having a happy Hanukkah?” I asked.

      This time, he didn’t even pretend to be brushing my hair off my face. He reached out, caressing my cheek with his fingertips.

      “The happiest,” he replied.

      I rubbed my lips together. I wondered what Yo’s kiss would be like. Would it be soft and dry or wet and hard? Or maybe both?

      He was so close that I could feel his breath on my lips. There was no question in my mind where this was leading. So that’s why I was so confused when he sat back in his seat.

      “We should go in. It’s getting cold in here,” he said.

      I let my head fall back on my seat. “Okay.”

      Well, that was...deflating.

      I kept my lips tightly clamped together as we walked up the stairs, for fear of saying something either awkward or biting. It would have been along the lines of “Why don’t you like me?” or “What the fuck’s the matter with you for leading me on?”, neither of which would have been conducive to friendly, neighborly relations.

      With my back turned, I unlocked my door. “Thank you for a lovely evening. Good night.”

      “Good night, Larissa.”

      I hurried inside without looking at him. I was a little bit embarrassed and a lot bit confused. What had just happened in that car and why was I home, not knowing what Yo’s mouth tasted like?
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      I didn’t kiss her.

      Fuck.

      I’d wanted to. God knew I did. But we’d just met and I didn’t want her to think I was the same asshole Avi had talked about who stuck his dick in anything that moved.

      I liked her. I wanted to be around her all the time. I wanted to read her research and then have long discussions where I could ask her a million questions and she’d answer each one excitedly.

      I wanted to kiss her, but I didn’t want to fuck things up. And in trying to be careful, I probably did fuck things up.

      Fuck!

      I paced my apartment, my gut warring with my brain. My gut instinct was to knock on her door and take her mouth until we were both breathless and panting. My brain said we were not cavemen who followed our every base instinct. We could control ourselves and treat her like a goddamn lady.

      My heart clawed at my throat when there was a forceful knock at my door. And when I opened it, there stood the lady in question.

      “I heard you pacing around in here,” Larissa said.

      I bowed my head, heaving out a sigh. “Sorry.”

      She pushed my chin up with her fingertips. “You should have kissed me.” Then she stepped closer, her breasts skimming my chest. “But I should have kissed you too.”

      I couldn’t stop my hands from tangling in the back of her hair. “I know. But sometimes I think too much.”

      She fisted my shirt with both hands. “Nothing wrong with thinking, as long as it’s followed up by action.”

      I bent, she raised, and we met in the middle. Her mouth was just as soft as it looked, yielding easily to the press of my lips. I got lost in her, the taste of her minty breath, the tangle of her thick hair around my fingers, the feel of her full tits against my chest. Her tongue found mine before I could seek hers out and she tipped her head to the side, deepening our connection.

      I wanted to touch her everywhere, to feel the give of her flesh under my hand. But for tonight, this was enough. Her mouth was more than enough. The little sounds she made as I slid my tongue across hers. How she completely melted against me when I squeezed the back of her neck. All of it was enough to drive me the right amount of crazy.

      I pulled back when I felt her smile on my lips. “You smiling at me, pretty girl?”

      She licked her top lip, her cheeks flushed. “I am. I liked that.”

      I rubbed my thumb up and down the side of her neck and she leaned into it, her eyelids fluttering. “Me too. I like the feel of you, Larissa.”

      She pressed her tits against me. “You can touch me.”

      I groaned, both inwardly and outwardly. “You have no idea how much I want to. But I need tonight to be about the best fuckin’ kiss I’ve had in my life.”

      She sucked in a breath, her swollen lips parting slightly. “You’re right. That kiss deserves to stand alone.”

      With my thumb, I tipped her chin up. “I think if we keep kissing, it could all count as part of the same kiss.”

      She nipped at my bottom lip with her teeth. “I think you’re absolutely right. Very good point.”

      I didn’t know how long we stood in my doorway kissing, but I was basically delirious by the time Larissa stumbled back to her place. It could have been oxygen deprivation, but more likely it was just her. She did crazy things to me. Made me feel a lot of things about myself and about what I could have that I hadn’t felt before. I’d never had such an insta-connection with someone else, but it was there, pulsing between us almost tangibly.
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      At loose ends the next day, I decided to grab my bike out of the basement and attach it to my trainer back in my apartment. A really long workout sounded like exactly what I needed to keep myself from camping out outside Larissa’s door, begging for attention.

      Normally I was so busy with work and life I didn’t have time to obsess over women. But I had a week of nothing laid out before me and that, combined with the fact only one wall separated me from a gorgeous, lush woman who I was kinda desperate to see naked, left me pretty needy for her in a bad way.

      When I reached our landing, my rear tire scuffed and banged against the wall. Larissa’s door cracked open and she poked her head out.

      “What’s with the racket, mister?” she asked.

      I set down the bike and flexed my biceps. “Oh, did you come for the gun show?”

      She closed her door and my breath caught in my throat. Shit. Guess that wasn’t as funny as I thought. But a second later she opened the door again, laughing.

      “Please never say that again,” she said.

      “Hey, I got to see your smile, so I might have to say it again...and again…”

      She pulled the corners of her mouth down with her fingers. “Not smiling now. Frowning profusely.”

      Grinning, I leaned my bike against the wall and stepped close to her. “I’m going to have to hug you now.”

      She laid her hands on my chest, smiling back. “And I’m going to have to let you.”

      Wrapping my arms around her shoulders, I pulled her against me. Her arms circled my waist and she laid her head on my shoulder. I liked that she wasn’t super short so I didn’t have to contort myself to hold her. And her body was so pliant, it molded to mine perfectly. I was half-hard just from hugging her.

      I pressed a soft kiss to her temple. “What are you up to?” I asked.

      “Well, right now, I’m taking part in a delicious hug. But before this, I was doing some writing.”

      I kissed a trail down the side of her face to her jaw. “I was just about to ride my bike.”

      “Inside?”

      “Yep. On my trainer.”

      “Would it be weird if I watched you?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, but, like, a good weird. The thing is, I usually go for a couple hours, so I have a feeling once the novelty wears off you’ll be bored.”

      She stepped out of our hug. “I’ll go get my laptop. I needed a change of scenery. I’ve been sitting at my desk since six this morning.”

      Larissa disappeared inside her apartment, and I went into mine to set up my bike. She came in as I was attaching the rear tire to the trainer.

      “I’m just going to sit on your couch and periodically ogle you. Deal?”

      She looked so sexy and sweet in her glasses, with her hair piled on top of her head and her sweater slipping off her shoulder, I forgot to speak for a second.

      I cleared my throat. “Deal. As long as I can return the favor.”

      Her eyebrow arched. “Didn’t you just do that?”

      “Not nearly enough.”

      She plopped down on my couch with her legs tucked under her. “Well, ogle away.” Then she opened her laptop and started typing as if she sat there every day, doing the exact same thing. I just stared at her, drinking my fill and thinking how good she looked in my apartment, on my couch. It was hard to believe I hadn’t known she existed less than a week ago.

      Slipping in my earbuds, I turned on my music and started my ride. My trainer mimicked a real bike ride, so it felt like I was pedaling up and down hills as well as riding flat. When I rode my bike outside, I normally went thirty to forty miles. I couldn’t do that every day since it was a big time commitment, but I usually managed to do it two or three times a week, with shorter rides interspersed here and there.

      I’d dated girls in the past who got annoyed with my bike rides, but it wasn’t something I was willing to give up. I had the kind of mind that had to keep busy, or bouts of anxiety would creep in. Reading was the answer a lot of the time, but I was full of this excess energy that buzzed through my limbs and had to be released. Biking long distances quieted my brain and gave me the release I needed.

      Larissa was fully immersed in what she was doing, and so was I, but every once in a while, we’d catch each other’s eye, and it was all I could do not to go flying off my bike. She had me off-balance and twisted up, but only in the best way.

      I spent an hour and a half riding, and when I got off, I was soaked with sweat. Larissa looked up over her computer and smiled at me.

      “Gross,” she said, but she didn’t sound like she meant it.

      I lifted the hem of my T-shirt to wipe my face. “Okay, that wasn’t so gross,” she conceded. “What’s it like to be all muscly like that?”

      Toeing my shoes off, I shook my legs out. “Since I’m not allowed to brag about my guns, I’m not sure how to answer that.”

      “I wasn’t particularly admiring your ‘guns’, although they’re lovely. I’ve always been soft, so I don’t know what it’s like to be hard like you are.”

      Walking into the living room, I stood in front of her, letting my eyes roam over her face and bare shoulder. “I like your soft.”

      She smirked. “Oh, I know you do. And I like your...hard.”

      “God, I want to kiss you right now, but I’m really disgusting.”

      She snorted and shook her head, like she’d just told herself a joke.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I was about to say, ‘I like your disgusting’, but I really don’t. I’m sorry. I want to be one of those girls who lets a big sweaty man rub all over them, but I’m just not. Take a shower and you can rub on me as much as you want.”

      A surprised laugh burst out of me. “See ya! Going to take a shower now! Got a girl I need to rub all over.”

      She stood from the couch, stretching her arms above her head. “I need a break. I think I might go for a walk if I don’t freeze when I go outside.”

      “Can I invite myself to come along?”

      She picked up her computer. “We just hung out for nearly two hours. Aren’t you sick of me?”

      I pointed over my shoulder. “But I was over there and you were over here. Doesn’t count.”

      She mulled it over for a moment. “Sure. Just knock on my door when you’re ready. We can go get coffee?”

      I tugged on a strand of her hair. “Give me fifteen minutes.”
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      The cold was pretty bitter, but we bundled up and huddled together as we walked to a nearby coffee shop.

      “Have you ever had red bean donuts?” Yo asked.

      “I haven’t, but I’m intrigued.”

      He grabbed my gloved hand and held it the rest of the way. The gesture was so sweet, he was so sweet, I kind of didn’t know what to do with myself. I thought I didn’t want this—dating, romance, obligations, and all the other stuff that went along with it—but I knew for sure I wanted Yo. I didn’t know exactly what I wanted with him, and that’s where things got tricky. Because he was my neighbor and because I really liked him, I didn’t want to hit it and quit it like I normally would. But there was no way this could end well, right?

      We still had four more nights of Hanukkah and vacation; a lot could happen in that time. I might be sick of him. He might be sick of me. Or I just might keep falling.

      The coffee shop Yo took me to was incredibly cozy, with a fireplace and deep, velvet couches that enveloped anyone who dared to sit on them.

      I leaned back, vanilla latte in my hand and Yo at my side, with a plate of donut balls between us. “This is the life,” I sighed.

      “I don’t do a lot of this,” he said.

      I shifted to face him. “Going to coffee shops?”

      “That, and just, I don’t know, slowing down. Relaxing. I don’t know if you noticed or not, but I tend to be kind of wired. I work a lot, and when I’m not working, I’m usually out, with my people. That’s why I took the week off, to force myself to stop it all and just be, you know?”

      I watched his body as he spoke, twisting his paper cup round and round in his hands. He had his ankle resting on his knee, though I wouldn’t call it resting, actually. His foot was jiggling non-stop.

      “How is that working out for you, Yo?”

      He pointed to his moving foot. “See this? This is as relaxed as I get.”

      I let myself sink further into the couch. “Not everyone can be a sloth.”

      He picked up one of the little donut balls. “Open.” I obeyed and he put it by my mouth, so I took a bite. I was expecting red beans inside, but I was surprised that I actually liked the taste.

      “Yum, I like that.”

      Yo popped the other half in my mouth. “Avi knows the guy who makes these.”

      I finished chewing and took a sip of my latte. “You guys are close, huh?”

      “Yeah, he’s basically my brother. After I moved here from Israel when I was ten, he came over and spent summers with my family. We got into some shit together.” He shook his head. “But he moved here for good like six or seven years ago and I rarely go more than a couple days without seeing him.”

      “I love that. My sister is ten years older, but we’re like two peas in a pod. She has the mouth of a sailor and the heart of an angel. I haven’t lived in Baltimore since I left for college a decade ago, but I hope I’ll find a job here because I love living so close to her and her family. Since our parents retired to Florida, I’ve felt, I don’t know, unmoored— but now that I’m here, I’m tethered again, and I like it. I’m more secure than I have been in a long time.”

      His foot was still moving, but he never took his eyes off mine when I spoke. He listened and absorbed. This wasn’t the first time I noticed this about him. I liked the feel of his attention on me. I liked knowing that my words and thoughts were important enough for him to give me all of his focus.

      Yo squeezed my leg. “I get it. I take it for granted most of the time, but there’s something about this time of year that really makes you reflect on family, you know?”

      The warmth of his hand seeped into my skin and I had trouble responding. And he looked so earnest, like he had no idea the effect he had on me.

      “I want to respond, but can I just kiss you first?” I said.

      His hand tightened on my thigh and he inhaled deeply. “Yeah. Go for it.”

      I brushed my lips over his. His mouth was warm from his coffee and I wanted so much more of it. Sliding my hand around his neck, I pulled his face closer to mine and nipped and nibbled at him. He tasted so delicious, I couldn’t get enough. We were in public, so I stopped myself just short of climbing on his lap and licking his face. But oh, did I lick his mouth. His tongue was just as warm as his lips and when it slid over mine, I couldn’t stop the little moans that escaped me.

      Yo pressed his forehead to mine, cupping my cheek in his wide palm. He stroked his thumb back and forth over my bottom lip while we both tried to regain our breath.

      “We just made out in a coffee shop,” I said.

      “We did.”

      I pulled back to meet his eyes and found them so full of warmth, I had to grin. “I just needed to state that for the record.”

      “It’s been filed away in the official documents.”

      I moved away from him. Otherwise I would end up straddling him. “This time of year makes me reflect on family too,” I said.

      Yo choked on the sip of coffee he’d just taken. “I just had my tongue down your throat and you’re talking about family?”

      “First of all, if you had actually put your tongue all the way down my throat, I would have hightailed it out of here. But your tongue reached the perfect depth in my mouth. Secondly, I said I’d respond after we kissed. We kissed, so I responded.”

      Yo looked stunned and I liked it. His mouth had fallen open and his eyes were frantically tracing my face, like I was a puzzle he was desperate to put together.

      “What are you doing tonight?” he asked.

      I chuckled. “Most likely more writing and lighting the candles. You?”

      “I’m hoping I can take you to dinner.”

      I tucked my hair behind my ear and met his eyes through my eyelashes. “Yeah, I’d like that. But can we finish our coffee and donuts first, before we plan our next meal?”

      He picked up another red bean-filled donut ball and I opened immediately so he could pop it in my mouth, and then he popped one in his own mouth.

      “Tell me about your favorite bike ride,” I said.

      Yo sighed and smoothed his palms over his jeans. “I like going up hills, which I know sounds crazy, but it’s my favorite thing to do. Some people do something called “Everesting”, where they climb the same big hill over and over until they’ve reached the height equivalent of Mount Everest. I’ve done that once, but the monotony of it almost killed me.”

      “Wow, that sounds intense.”

      He nodded. “It definitely is. But I’m kind of into intensity.”

      “I see that about you.”

      He smiled softly. “Anyway, my favorite rides are the hilliest. It’s not climbing one hill over and over. I live for the feel of cresting a steep hill that I wasn’t quite sure I’d make it up. Like, when I get to the top, I can look back for a split second and say, ‘Holy shit, I did that’, you know? There’s this one hill that’s nicknamed ‘the wall’ because the incline is so steep, it looks like it goes straight up. There’s a route I’ve mapped out that has ten or twelve of those types of crazy hills. I never feel so high as when I make it through that ride.”

      “What do you do after rides like that?” I asked.

      “With any high, there’s always a crash. But I try to make the rest of the day just as amazing. Read a really good book, eat a lot of pasta, take a beautiful woman to bed if I have one in my life.”

      I swallowed hard. I wanted to be around when he had one of those days. I could picture him coming home, soaked with sweat and his eyes on fire.

      Without realizing it, I’d moved closer and closer to him while he talked, until we were knee to knee. The plate of donuts had disappeared, so there was nothing between us besides too many clothes.

      “I never thought I’d find another person’s bike rides so...fascinating,” I said.

      He caught my chin between his fingers. “You’d be surprised by how many fascinating topics there are in the world, if only people would listen.”

      Yo made me feel warm and limp. His voice reminded me of cozy nights, snuggling under a blanket by a fire. It was familiar and soothing, yet it felt fleeting, like I had to listen to his every word closely because it couldn’t possibly last.

      In the back of my mind, I wondered when I’d start to find Yo annoying, as I was wont to do with most men. In a week, would I look back on this conversation and roll my eyes?

      But I just...didn’t think so. I hated to say it was because he was different. Yo was just human, like I was, like we all were. My reaction to him was what was different. I wasn’t crawling out of my skin to escape his stories. I didn’t feel patronized when he told me about things I didn’t know. I liked him in a way I hadn’t liked a man in, well, ever.

      And that was scary as hell.

      We stayed in the coffee shop for a long time, talking and talking, sometimes interrupted by more kissing. Then we went out for an early dinner, returning home to light the candles once again.

      “Night five,” I said.

      “Only three more nights.”

      He stood behind me, his arms circled around my waist, my head resting on his chest as we watched the candles burn together. The worst part of getting closer to the end of Hanukkah was the more candles there were, the hotter the menorah became, and the quicker the candles burned out. The last night  was always the most melancholy for me, and this year, I thought it would be worse; that would be the end of our excuse to be together every night.

      Yo played with the hem of my shirt as we stood there quietly, until he’d worked his hand underneath to my bare skin. My stomach wasn’t my favorite part of me, but from the hardness I felt pressed against my ass, he didn’t agree. He didn’t try to touch my breasts or go any further. His fingers just glided back and forth across my skin until I was mesmerized both by the candles and him.

      “Your skin is so soft. I knew it would be,” he murmured.

      I didn’t respond, only tipped my head back to kiss the underside of his chin.

      “I’ve never had a Hanukkah like this,” I said.

      He kissed down the side of my neck. “Me neither. It’s been perfect.”

      “It has,” I agreed.

      When the candles finally melted away and all that was left were small plumes of smoke, I walked Yo to the door.

      “Today was really good,” I said.

      He cupped the back of my neck. “Really good.” Leaning in, he kissed me softly, chastely. I wanted so much more from him, but this felt like the right ending to tonight. Romantic, sweet, and a promise of what was to come.

      He didn’t say goodbye or see ya, he just left me with that kiss and went back to his place, right across the hall. And I... Well, I went to my bed and thought about him for a long, long time.
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      Larissa didn’t answer her door when I knocked. We hadn’t made plans, but I’d just assumed we’d hang out again. Over the span of the morning, I knocked on her door three times, each time getting antsier when she didn’t answer.

      I was kicking myself for not getting her phone number. I’d feel much less stalkery if I could just text her instead of pacing outside her door.

      Thank God Avi called to meet up for lunch. I needed the distraction.

      He was working, so I drove the twenty minutes outside Baltimore to the small town where his salon was located. He’d worked with my family for several years, before deciding to try something new. He’d been at his current salon ever since.

      He was at the front desk when I walked in, talking to a very pregnant redhead. I knew I’d met her at Avi and Laurel’s wedding, but I wasn’t sure of her name.

      Avi came around the desk when he saw me and clapped me on the back. “Rachel, this is my cousin, Josef.”

      She waved. “I’d get up, but I don’t think I can.”

      I laughed. “Don’t worry about it. Nice to see you again.” I turned to Avi. “Ready, man?”

      “Yes.” He tapped the desk. “Be back in an hour.”

      We agreed to have lunch at the brewery up the street. As we walked, I asked, “That was one of your bosses, right?”

      He ran his hand over his hair. “Yeah. In a few months, it seems I will be practically the only one working. Rachel will soon have her second child, my other boss, Eliza, is now pregnant, and my co-worker Anna just had a baby. It will be rough, especially with Laurel pregnant again.”

      I laid my hand on his shoulder. “If you need me, I could always come help out a couple days a week until they come back to work. Let me know.”

      He nodded slowly. “Actually, that might work. I’ll talk to Rachel about it.”

      I already worked too much, but this was Avi, my family, and he sounded stressed, so I’d help. It’s just what our family did. He’d bend over backwards to help me if I needed it.

      We ordered beers and sandwiches and talked for a few minutes about Laurel and Logan and my parents.

      “Tell me about her,” Avi said.

      “Who?” I knew exactly who he meant, but I was trying to be cool.

      His eyes flicked down to my hands. “You have not stopped moving since you sat down. I am afraid you might actually saw the table in half with that knife. I know you. Tell me.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about her. You do know me. You know how I get. When I have an idea, I can’t let it go. And she’s the idea right now. Only, I don’t think it’s just for right now. I have this weird feeling that she’s going to be this important person in my life.”

      My brain was often frenetic, bouncing around from one idea to the next, but on the flip side, sometimes I hyper-focused on things and it was like I couldn’t do anything else. That focus had never landed on a woman before. Normally reading or biking took over my brain, but right now, it was Larissa. Her smile, her wild hair, her soft skin…

      I was doing it again. Spacing out on my cousin.

      “Sorry, what?” I asked.

      Avi grinned wickedly. “I said she seems nice. She fit in with us well. And I know your mother would love her.”

      I raked my hands through my hair. “I’ve thought of all of those things, even though I know I shouldn’t be. It’s too soon, man. But I’m a man obsessed. I can’t get enough of her.”

      Avi tipped back his beer, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I think that is normal. That is how I felt for Laurel when I met her. I still feel that way. So I’ll never be the one to tell you it is too soon.”

      “Thanks. I look to you for your level-headedness and this is the bullshit you serve me?”

      He smirked and took another swig of beer. “Not bullshit. I don’t hold back or play games. That’s bullshit. If you are both honest, then things will either work out or they won’t. But no one will be left wondering.”

      “You’re right. I really just need to relax about the whole thing. If I met her at any other time, when I was busy with work and all the other shit, I wouldn’t be so consumed.”

      “You sure?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all. I’d probably be on more of a tear because I wouldn’t have time to spend with her.”

      “Why are you here with me if you want to be with her?”

      Right before I took a bite of my sandwich, I muttered, “She wasn’t home.”

      Avi laughed. “What was that?”

      I tossed my sandwich down on my plate. “I said she wasn’t home, motherfucker.”

      He laughed more, clapping his hands. “Oh, so I’m second choice. I see how it is.”

      “You’re goddamn right you are.”
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        * * *

      

      On the drive home, I felt better. Lighter, like I did after a long bike ride. I’d rid myself of some of my crazy, dumping it on Avi’s lap.

      I avoided going home for a long time. I spent a couple hours in a book store, reading and drinking coffee. Then I went for a long walk along the waterfront. The air had that distinct feel it gets right before it snows. I did a mental inventory, deciding I had plenty of bread, milk, and eggs, which apparently were the important things to have before a storm. I guessed people liked to eat a lot of French toast when they were stuck at home? Actually, that sounded good.

      I didn’t even know if it was going to snow. I figured I should probably check the weather.

      The sky had started to dim when I finally went home. It was time to light the candles for the sixth time.

      I had to physically restrain myself from knocking on Larissa’s door. I needed to give her space and if she wanted to see me, she knew where I lived.

      Right now, I wanted to concentrate on Hanukkah and what it meant to me. Luckily I’d stolen some candles from Avi’s house, so I pushed six into the menorah, wax from the previous nights making it difficult to fit the candles in. I placed the shamash above the others and struck a match.

      The tap on the door was timid, and I barely heard it, but it was enough for me to pull my hand away from the candles and shake out the match.

      I swung open the door and was greeted by a straight-faced Larissa.

      “Hey.”

      I opened the door wider and motioned her inside. “I was just getting ready to light the candles.”

      She caught my hand as I turned to walk away. “Hi,” she said.

      I took a deep breath, then faced her. “Hey, Larissa.”

      “I didn’t come over for the candles, but I’d love to join you, if that’s okay.”

      I squeezed her hand. “That’s more than okay.”

      I lit another match and held it out to her. “You want to do it tonight?”

      “Sure.” She took the match from me, using it to light the shamash. Holding it, she used it to light the six other candles while we said the prayer. The glow on her face grew with each one she lit and I found myself watching her instead of the candles.

      “Happy Hanukkah,” she whispered.

      “Happy Hanukkah, Larissa.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “Would it be weird to say I missed you today?”

      The knot in my stomach started to unfurl, just a fraction. “If it is, I’m just as weird, because I started missing you the second you left last night.”

      Her lips quirked up for a second. “I like how honest you are.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve heard it’s the best policy.”

      She stepped into my space, lightly touching my chest. “I really want to keep talking to you. I love your voice. Like, I want to record it so I can listen to it when I’m not with you. But right now, I just really want to kiss you and feel your skin on mine.”

      I cleared my throat and blinked at her. What she’d just said registered bit by bit. First the voice thing, then the kissing, and finally the skin.

      Pulling her firmly against me, I slid my hands up the back of her sweater. “Like this?”

      Her tongue darted out to lick her top lip. “That’s a start, but not nearly enough.”

      She ripped her sweater off, throwing it somewhere behind her. I caught flashes of creamy skin and light pink lace before she pushed my T-shirt up and over my head and pressed herself against me, her soft to my hard. And fuck, was I hard. One glimpse of her and all the blood rushed to my cock.

      “Josef…” she sighed.

      I buried my hands in her hair and tipped her head back, kissing her like I hadn’t seen her in months instead of hours. My hands stayed in her hair, but she touched me everywhere. Her hands roamed over my shoulders and arms, down my back and across my chest. She dug her fingers into my ass, pulling me even closer.

      Breaking from her mouth, I licked the length of her neck and her head fell back, giving me the access I wanted. I dragged my tongue across her collarbone and she tasted...oh God, she tasted like sweet, silky, butter.

      I slid my hands up her waist and cupped her breasts. They overflowed my hands so perfectly. “Is this really happening?” I murmured against her skin.

      She inhaled deeply, her chest rising. “Oh, God, I hope so. Your mouth is driving me crazy.”

      I kissed along her jaw and around her lips and chin. “Your goddamn mouth has driven me crazy since the second I saw you.”

      Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled into my kiss. “You have no idea how many ways my mouth can drive you crazy, Josef.”

      “I’m taking you to my bedroom now, Larissa.”

      “Yes!”

      I backed us into my room, never breaking our kiss. Larissa fumbled with my jeans button while I unhooked her bra and slid the straps down her shoulders. I couldn’t keep my mouth off her. I kissed her neck, her shoulders, her chest, and cupped her breasts to my mouth, circling my tongue around her tightened nipples as she clawed at my shoulders and chest.

      “I really need to look at you,” I said.

      Larissa took a step back and hooked her thumbs in her leggings, slowly easing them down her hips. The light from the streetlamp outside my window cast an ethereal glow on her skin, and my mouth watered and heart ached from the sight of her.

      She straightened, her hands smoothing down her sides, and met my eyes. I tried to hold her gaze, but I wanted to look at all of her. I started at her breasts, round and full, capped with pale pink nipples. Her stomach and hips were softly curved, and her thighs were so thick and smooth, I couldn’t wait to spread them wide and lose myself between them.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful, Larissa.” Absently, I stroked myself through my underwear as I drank and drank and drank my fill of her.

      She eased her lacy boy shorts down her legs and I practically choked on my own tongue. She sat on the bed and curled her finger. “Come here, right now. I can’t stand another second of you not touching me.”

      Kneeling in front of her, I pushed her legs apart and lifted a heavy breast to my mouth, swirling my tongue around her nipple until she was shaking in my arms. Her thighs tightened around my sides, and I smoothed my palms up her legs, sinking my fingers into the flesh of her generous ass.

      “Lie back,” I said, gently pushing her chest.

      She reclined on the bed, bringing her heels up on the edge, letting her legs fall open, without any shame or hesitancy. She clearly wanted my mouth on her as much as I needed to taste her. I spread her with my thumbs, opening her like a flower.

      I dragged a finger through her slick folds, spreading her arousal around. Larissa’s hips jerked when I paused at her clit, rubbing tight circles that elicited little whimpers from her.

      “More,” she said.

      Her hands tangled in my hair when she propped herself up on her elbows to watch me. I met her fiery eyes as I kissed a path up her thigh, then licked the center of her. Her toes curled next to me as I lapped at her, getting to know her distinct scent and taste.

      She came apart on my tongue, groaning wildly, hips arching off the bed, pushing my face even closer with her hands in my hair. Every sound she made, every move of her hips, each touch of her hands, had me going mad for her. I both wanted to sink inside her, slamming us both to oblivion, and to stay between her plush thighs, devouring her for the rest of the night.

      Larissa decided for me though. “I need you. Inside me. Now.”

      I couldn’t get out of my pants fast enough. They were already halfway down my hips, so I pushed them the rest of the way off, along with my underwear. Then I stopped, just for a moment, to savor her. Larissa was a visual feast; all silky flesh, the roundest of curves, and in her face, the starkest, most blatant look of desire. Her eyes were all over me too, and they zeroed in on my hand fisting my cock.

      “Yo, please.”

      I crawled up her body and nestled my length between her legs. She pulled my face down to hers and kissed me, taking her taste off my tongue. I had one breast in my hand, rolling her taut nipple between my fingers, the other hand squeezing the back of her neck. She melted under my touch, sighing each time I rubbed my hardness across her clit.

      I rolled on the condom I’d fished out of my bedside table and then I pulled back, watching her eyes. She nodded, almost imperceptibly, and lifted her pelvis to meet the head of my cock.

      “Hard,” she said.

      That was all I needed. I slid into her slowly at first, so we both could get used to each other. Her inner muscles gripped me like the finest, custom-made glove. I stilled when I was fully inside her, needing to remember this.

      “Damn. You feel so good.”

      She pushed her feet against my ass. “Hard. Please,” she repeated. And then she lifted her head and bit the side of my chest....not gently. And I went completely wild. Pulling out, I slammed into her, and slammed and slammed and slammed. I didn’t slow, didn’t stop. I took her hard and she bucked and writhed beneath me.

      I’d never seen anything sexier than Larissa at the edge. She couldn’t decide what to do with her hands. She dug them in her hair, then she gripped my shoulders, and then she held her breasts, pulling hard at her nipples. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Her cheeks pinkened and her lips parted just as she began clenching around me.

      “Right there, right there,” she panted.

      “You like that?” I took shallow strokes, hitting that same spot over and over until her eyes rolled back. “Does that feel good?”

      She hummed, lifting her hips higher and digging her fingertips into my ass. I couldn’t last, there was no way. Not when I had soft, plush thighs wrapped around me and full, heavy tits pressing into my chest.

      When she finally came, it was quieter than before. Her eyelids fluttered rapidly, she inhaled sharply, and her entire body tensed. I could almost see the waves of pleasure washing over her and carrying her along.

      Just seeing her like that, lost in ecstasy, had me riding the wave with her. I pumped into her in short, shallow strokes, and then I buried my face in her neck where I was quickly engulfed in the heat and scent of her, losing myself completely in this woman. My groan was so loud, it probably travelled through the walls. Luckily, my next-door neighbor was the cause of those groans, so I could let myself go, holding nothing back.

      “Fuck, baby, fuck!” I whispered.

      Larissa stroked the back of my neck languidly. “I know.”

      Pulling out, I flopped on my side and she laid her head on my shoulder. “That wasn’t how I thought tonight would go.”

      She ran her fingers slowly up and down the center of my chest. “Me neither. But I’m so glad it did. It’s strange that I feel like I’ve known you for longer than I have.”

      I gripped her hand in mine, twining our fingers. “I get it. If we were dating or whatever, we’d probably only see each other once or twice a week for a couple hours at a time. These last few days have accelerated the process.”

      “Have we been dating?” Her tone was laced with teasing.

      “I hope so. Because otherwise I just had sex with a woman I’ve only taken to dinner one time. And she’ll probably think I’m some kind of floozy.”

      “Come on now. This woman sounds lovely. I’m sure she’d never judge.”

      I grinned down at her. “She’s really kind of great.”

      Larissa propped herself up on my chest. “I want to do that again, but first, I bought some ye olde traditional donuts that I would like to share with you.”

      I kissed her sexy little chin. “All I heard was ‘do that again’.”

      She gave me a closed-mouth smile. “Come on. We need sustenance for the night ahead.”

      She stood, looking back at me over her shoulder. “Follow me.” Then she walked, completely naked, out of the room. I sat there for several seconds, tongue-tied and as hard as I’d ever been. Because as much as I’d studied and savored and salivated over Larissa’s body, this was my first glimpse of her curved back and luscious, ripe ass. And fuck if I wouldn’t follow her absolutely anywhere.
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      I went home sated, satisfied, and smeared with jelly.

      I could have stayed. I probably should have. There was no doubt Yo had wanted me to. But I needed to pump the breaks, just a little bit. I wasn’t scared, but I was a realist. The thing between us was so new I didn’t want to rush and end up ruining it. I hoped we wouldn’t end up like the Hanukkah candles; each night they glowed hotter and brighter, but they also burned out faster and faster, until there was nothing left but cozy memories.

      I’d disappeared all day for the same reason. Well, that wasn’t the entire truth. I’d had to go to campus to meet with a professor and then I’d hit the library. I’d stayed longer than I needed to, but I knew if I went home, I’d spend my day ogling Yo again. Ogling Yo was good. Everything about Yo was good. He was fantastic.

      So I pulled away. I didn’t pull far. Just enough to let myself see what was happening clearly. Because I had feelings. Warm feelings. Sexy feelings. Wanting feelings. And I had to decide what to do with those feelings.

      But the second I went over to his place and saw the relief mixed with desire in his eyes, my decision was made for me.

      If we burned too bright, too hot, and we ended almost as soon as we started, then at least I’d get to feel the flames.
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        * * *

      

      My bedroom was brighter than normal when I woke up. The light streaming in from my windows was a blinding white. Sitting up, I got a better look at the cause of the brightness: snow. I moved to the window and smiled at the winter wonderland outside.

      There weren’t many things that filled me with glee, but snow was at the top of the list. And this snow was gorgeous. The flakes were big and fluffy. The reminded me of the paper snowflakes I made in kindergarten, each one perfectly symmetrical but impossible to replicate, no matter how hard I tried.

      Wrapping myself in a thick fleece robe, I ran across the icy cold hall and tapped lightly on Yo’s door. It was still early, but I reasoned my light knock wouldn’t wake him if he was still asleep. I just wanted to see if he shared my excitement. If he didn’t, I might have to throw a snowball at his face.

      He opened the door wearing a crooked grin, heavy-lidded eyes, and no shirt, all of which worked for me immensely.

      “It’s snowing,” I said.

      He fisted the collar of my robe, pulling me inside. “Do you have any idea how happy I am to wake up to the sound of you at my door?”

      I circled my arms around his neck. “Shit, I was trying not to wake you.”

      He pushed my hair aside and nuzzled the side of my neck. “You...were trying not to wake me by knocking on my door?”

      I huffed. “It was a tap!”

      “Definite knock.”

      “You’re distracting me from the reason I came over.”

      “Mmmm.” He captured my mouth, kissing me completely stupid. He made me melt, there was no other word for it. My mouth took to the shape of his, melding, changing, until I couldn’t even remember if they were my lips to begin with. My arms hung limply over his shoulders and my knees felt like liquid.

      “Yo...the snow…” I breathed as he bit a line across my shoulder.

      “Mmmhmm...I like snow,” he mumbled against my skin.

      Finally, some sense came back to me, and I grabbed his cheeks, lifting his face so I could see him. “I want to go play in it!”

      He blinked at me, his eyes glazed and unfocused. “You want to play? In the snow? Not naked, in my apartment?”

      “There’s a high probability that I’ll get very cold and need to be warmed up when I come back inside.” I waggled my eyebrows playfully.

      “That sounds like bribery,” he said.

      I tapped his chest. “You can stay inside where it’s warm and boring. I’m going to go bundle up and make a snow angel.”

      I turned toward the door, but he caught me, pressing his chest to my back. Against my ear, he whispered, “I’ll have you know, I make fucking amazing angels. They put all other snow angels to shame. My wingspan is out of this world.”

      I giggled, tipping my head back to smile at him. “Challenge accepted.”

      Back across the hall in my own apartment, I kept catching myself smiling. Yo made me feel playful and free. I had so much work I could be doing, but it was barely a thought in the corner of my mind. I had two days left of vacay and there was no other way I’d rather spend it than being silly and ridiculous with Yo.

      I had snow pants from the one time I went skiing—despite my love of snow, it was not my bag—so I slipped them on over leggings and piled layers on top before pulling on my coat, scarf, hat, mittens, and boots. Yo was waiting for me on the landing, looking like a sexy snowboarder, while I resembled a marshmallow. A warm marshmallow, but still a marshmallow.

      But he grinned at me and pulled my puffy body in for a kiss. “You’re so fucking cute, Larissa.”

      “And you look like you walked out of the Winter X Games.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “I’ve been skiing and snowboarding a time or two.”

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop the smile. “Ugh. You’re one of those natural athletes, aren’t you?”

      He gave a nonchalant shrug. “Maybe. I just like to be outside and move my body. Always have.”

      We started down the stairs. “I don’t mind those things. I just tend to not be so great at them.”

      “When it’s nicer, you’re going on a bike ride with me. I’ll get you to love it.”

      My chest flooded with warmth. I knew Yo liked me. That much was clear. But hearing him plan something for a few months from now like it was no big deal was something else entirely. I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about that.

      But that wasn’t really true. I felt hopeful, which wasn’t a common emotion for me. But it was Hanukkah, a holiday that was about nothing if not hope. So maybe the holiday had infected me with the spirit...or maybe it was just Yo. Either way, I wanted to believe we’d be riding bikes together in the beautiful spring weather, like a romantic comedy montage.

      No Everesting though. I drew the line at Everesting.

      When we stepped outside our little house, I filled my lungs with the icy air. The cold bit at my cheeks and nose, but the rest of me was cozy in my many, many layers.

      Lifting my face to the sky, I let snowflakes melt as they hit my skin. I stuck my tongue out to catch even more.

      “You really love this, don’t you?”

      I grinned at Yo, blinking the snow out of my eyes. “Yeah. I’ve always loved the snow. My mom used to have to drag me inside when my lips turned blue.”

      Yo tipped his head back like I had, letting the snowflakes hit his face. “What do you love most about it?”

      I picked up a handful of fluffy snow and rubbed it across my lips. “Listen.”

      He paused and stayed perfectly still. “What? I don’t hear anything.”

      “It’s quiet, but not really. You just have to listen.”

      There was at least a foot of snow coating the road, so there were no cars driving, but in the distance, probably blocks and blocks away, I could just make out the rumble of a plow at work. It was still early, but if I tilted my head to the side, I heard the laughter of kids playing. Hopefully they were having an epic snowball fight. And the snow itself had its own distinct sound. A quiet, somber hum. It wasn’t white noise; it didn’t snow often enough for my ears to relegate it to the background. But it was still soothing, relaxing. A sense memory that brought me back to the happiest times in my life.

      Yo sat down, then lay back in the snow, his eyes closed and a smile curving his lips.

      “I hear it.”

      I lay next to him, some of the snow seeping through my beanie, but I didn’t care. I was too content to really feel it. Yo grabbed my gloved hand with his and we lay there quietly, just listening and letting the snow cover us.

      “Can I say how surreal it is to be lying on a city sidewalk without being trampled?” he said.

      I turned my head to smile at him. “You’re telling me you’ve never done this?”

      “Can’t say that I have. I spent my prime snow-playing years in Israel, and we got more rain than snow during the winter.”

      “I’ve lived in a city my entire adult life. If I didn’t lie on a sidewalk every once in a while, I’d miss out on a lot of awesome.”

      He returned my smile. “I wouldn’t have taken you as this whimsical.”

      I threw some snow at his chest. “A little bit of whimsy is good for the soul.”

      He tossed snow back at me. “Are you trying to start a snowball fight, Larissa?”

      “If I was, I wouldn’t do it lying right next to you. I’d find a place to take cover. Preferably higher ground. And I’d get a good stash of snowballs before I launched my attack.”

      He snorted. “Not that you’ve thought about this.”

      “Hey, my sister would have fucked me up if I hadn’t learned a strategy at a very early age. She’s ten years older, but she never took it easy on me.”

      He rolled to his side, his face hovering above mine. Yo’s eyes actually sparkled with happiness. I’d read about eyes described that way but had thought it was some throwaway term. Until now. But a lot of things with Yo were ‘until now’.

      He rubbed his cold nose on mine and I shivered. “Cold?”

      I pulled him down and kissed him. His lips were cold too, but that didn’t stop me. The friction from our mouths rubbing together would keep us warm. He half-laid on top of me and the weight of him combined with the cold of his lips and heat of his tongue had me shuddering and needing more of him. The sound of the approaching plow was the only thing that broke us apart.

      “No,” I said.

      He was still just above me, and his brows pinched together. “What?”

      “No, I’m not cold.”

      The corners of his eyes crinkled and his mouth drew up into a slow, lazy smile. “If you’re not cold, then I think it’s time I demonstrated my snow angel skills.”

      I clapped my mittened hands together, releasing a puff of snow. “Let’s do this thing.”
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        * * *

      

      After taking a snowball to the face and then stuffing a chunk of snow down the back of Yo’s jacket, we called it a day and headed inside.

      “I’m impressed you didn’t take it easy on me,” I said.

      He held his hands up. “I swear I was aiming for your chest. But you did peg me twice in the face. So you were kind of asking for it.”

      We stopped on the landing between our apartments, quiet for a moment.

      “I’m about to ask for something else.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”

      I gripped the front of his coat. “Come inside with me. Help me get warm.”

      “You don’t have to ask. I’m just gonna follow you.”

      And follow me he did. Inside my apartment, we shed our layers, leaving them in piles by the front door. We weren’t quite naked, but both of us were down to our underwear, shivering...this time from the cold.

      “I’m fucking freezing,” Yo said.

      My teeth chattered as I hugged myself. “Come get under the covers with me.”

      “That is the best offer I’ve had all year.”

      Pulling back my thick comforter, we climbed beneath the flannel sheets and fluffy bedding, snuggling together in the middle of my bed. My legs twined with his and his arms wrapped around my shoulders, holding me close.

      “I want to kiss you, but I can’t feel my lips,” Yo said.

      I smiled, nuzzling closer to his chest. “That’s okay. This is really good.”

      He stroked his hand down the back of my head and over my shoulders. “Yeah, it really is.”

      Using the excuse that I needed to warm my hands, I rubbed them across his chest and down his back, letting my fingers memorize the feel of his skin. Last night everything had been so frenzied that I hadn’t really taken the time just to touch him.

      Men didn’t generally have the artistic curves of women, but I still saw the beauty in their bodies. The thicker, tougher skin. The coarse hair covering the planes of muscle. The narrowness of their hips. The V that some men were lucky to have. If I’d been an artist, all of my paintings would have been of that V.

      Yo had the V. I ran the tips of my fingers along the ridge of the muscle and he rocked his hips forward, toward me.

      “Are you warming up?” I asked.

      “Keep doing that, I’m still a little cold.”

      Reaching between our bodies, I wrapped my hand around his hardening length, and slowly stroked the silky skin. He groaned, shifting around so that he was closer, pressing into my belly.

      “God damn, you’re so soft. I feel like a broken record, but I fucking love your body,” he said. He cupped my ass in his big hands, kneading it. He pulled back when I hissed. “Oh, shit, baby, did I hurt you?”

      I twisted my hips to see the bruise on my bum. “It’s still a little tender.”

      He got on his hands and knees and crawled down my body, leaving a trail of kisses along my side. He stopped at the circular black and blue mark that was just now starting to fade a bit, so it was tinged with a gorgeous shade of green. “Poor you,” he murmured. Then he kissed and licked all around the bruise until I was a writhing, panting mess.

      “Turn over,” he said.

      I complied, rolling onto my front. Yo’s hands were on me immediately, outlining my back and ass, careful not to touch the tender spot again. He pulled my underwear down my legs, discarding them next to the bed. I could only lie there and feel his touch. For me, it was more than enough. His hands worshipped my body, stroking and gliding over every bump and curve.

      He lowered himself onto me, his breath hot in my ear and his cock hard against my ass. I tilted my hips up, needing to feel him now. He hadn’t touched my breasts or between my legs, yet I was on fire for him.

      “Condom,” I said, pointing to my bedside table.

      The heat from his body lifted off of me for just a moment, and goosebumps formed in his absence. Then he was back, blanketing me.

      “Lift your hips for me, Larissa.”

      He eased some weight off of me, allowing me to draw up my knees and push up, so that I was open and ready. He rubbed his erection up and down my center, drawing out the moment and driving me crazy. I rocked back, seeking...anything. Just anything to ease the ache that had come on so strong and fast, it took my breath away.

      He sank into me slowly, steadily, hands gripping my hip and tangling with my hair.

      It was such a relief to have him inside me, filling me the way he did, that I let out a long, low moan. The hair on his chest brushed against my back, making me arch up into him even more.

      “You’re so warm,” he said.

      I turned my head, trying to see him over my shoulder. “Oh, is that what this is about? Stealing my heat?”

      He bit my shoulder just as he slapped his hips against my ass. “That’s exactly what this is about. It isn’t that I like you more than I should.” Slap. “Or that I find you so fucking beautiful I can’t think straight.” Slap. “Or that your pussy is like hot velvet and I never ever want to leave.” Slap, thrust, slam.

      Yo slid an arm under my stomach, angling my hips up more, then moved his hand between my legs. His fingers found my clit, swirling slowly, working me higher and higher. And he kept talking, whispering dirty, loving things in my ear. I was so out of my head, I couldn’t even say anything back.

      I wanted to say he fit me so well, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be fucked this good again. I should have said the feel of him pressing me to the bed was addictive, and I would die a happy woman if I could have this every day. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that my body was now completely his to pleasure as he pleased.

      Instead of words, I gave him whimpers. I let him know how good he felt sliding in and out of me by clawing at the sheets and bucking beneath him. And finally, when he brought me to heights of delirious ecstasy I couldn’t help but fall from, I clenched around him mewling like a wild animal.

      Yo fell on top of me completely, thrusting erratically and without finesse. But I didn’t care. He kept pressing on my clit and I kept coming and coming. His teeth clamped down on the side of my neck and he growled as he ground into me one final time. He stayed there, as deep as he could go, my delicate skin between his teeth, holding me tight.

      After a long moment of panting and trying to regain some sort of equilibrium, Yo pulled out and flopped right next to me, one of his hands splayed over my back. I smiled at him, still a little delirious from the orgasm he’d just given me. And maybe a little delirious from the feelings that were currently making my heart swell and throb.

      Yo smiled back, his face flat on the bed, and his eyes glazed. He looked like he was just as delirious as me.

      “Still cold?” I asked.

      “Not even a little.”

      “Glad I made you play in the snow?”

      “Hell yes. And there was no making me. You tell me we’re going to make broken-glass angels, I’ll probably come.”

      I snorted. “Oh, please don’t. If I ever suggest something like that, tell me that’s a fucking terrible idea.”

      He laughed and swiped his hand down my cheek. “Will do.”

      I turned over on my side. “I want you to know I have so much reading to do today. But honestly, all I want to do is lie in bed and talk to you.”

      He turned on his side too. “So let’s do that. Tell me what you’re researching.” He rubbed his thumb over my bottom lip. “I want to know what you’re learning. Hell, you can read to me if you want.”

      I grinned and my heart did a crazy, fluttery dance in my chest. “Yeah? You want to talk about the ethics behind expanding the use of genetic testing?”

      He did. He wanted to talk and he wanted to listen. I never thought I’d spend the day, half-naked in bed with a gorgeous man who had stumbled into my heart, discussing my research. But that’s just what we did.

      And at sundown, when we went to Yo’s place to light the menorah for the seventh time, there was only one empty spot. One more day of Hanukkah and then reality would set in.
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      This time, I was at Larissa’s door first thing in the morning.

      She hadn’t spent the night. I’d wanted her to, more than anything, but I hadn’t asked. The days she gave me were fucking magical. I knew we’d have our nights eventually.

      She opened the door with a smile. It was hard to believe when I first met her that I’d thought her smiles would be reluctant or reserved. That was the complete opposite of the truth. She’d been slow to warm—and I couldn’t really blame her since I’d almost killed her at our first meeting. But once she’d warmed up, neither of us had stopped smiling.

      “You’re up bright and early,” she said.

      “It’s the last day of vacay. Didn’t want to waste it.”

      Her smile fell slightly and she groaned. “Don’t remind me! This week has gone way too fast.” She opened the door wider. “Come in here.”

      Stepping into her place, I kicked the door closed and pulled her against me. I buried my nose in her wild hair, still tangled and messy from sleep.

      “What’s your plan for today?” I asked.

      She slid her hands under my T-shirt, resting them on my chest. “I really just want to hang out with you. We can do nothing. Or something. It doesn’t matter.”

      My heart sped up. I wondered if she felt it under her fingertips. I covered her mouth with mine, capturing her lips and tongue, licking and sucking, and just memorizing her taste. Her hands moved around my waist, gripping me tight.

      I was lost in Larissa. Her sweetness along with her sharp edges. It was all her and she was all that I wanted. That might seem crazy. But then the men in my family loved big and we loved hard. My dad proposed to my mom within a month of meeting her. My cousin Avi married Laurel within six months. I wasn’t thinking marriage, but damn if I didn’t think I was falling in love.

      “What was that for?” she asked breathlessly.

      I ran a finger over the freckles on her nose. “That was a hello. It’s been eight and a half hours since I last kissed you, and I didn’t think that was right.”

      She stepped back and pulled the tie on her robe, letting it fall open and slide off her shoulders. “It’s been nine and a half hours since you were inside of me and I know that’s definitely not right.”

      She held out her hand and I went.
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        * * *

      

      I lay on Larissa’s bed, relaxed, with my arms under my head, watching her get dressed. She’d just showered, her hair wrapped in a towel on top of her head, and the only clothing she had on was underwear. If we hadn’t just had sex twice, she wouldn’t have that on either.

      But right now, I was content to watch her. Actually, I was more than content. I was captivated by the movement of her ass and sway of her hips with each step she took. There was nothing delicate about her except the softness of her skin, and I liked that. When I held her, she filled my arms and when she was pressed against me, there was no space between us. Larissa fully owned the shape of her body and if she wasn’t confident about any part of it, I couldn’t tell. She didn’t hide or cover. I’d made it clear from the beginning how fucking gorgeous and sexy I found her and she’d let me see her and have her in any way I wanted.

      And I wanted her in every way. In every way.

      “Are you sad the snow’s melting?” I asked.

      She pulled a sweater over her head and sighed. “Sort of. But I’m hopeful we’ll have a snowy winter. I didn’t even get to build a snowman yesterday.”

      I grinned at her and my heart went pitter fucking patter. “You are simultaneously the most adorable, sexy, and delightful woman I’ve ever met. And I am going to take you to my favorite library.”

      She leaned over me and kissed me with a smile on her lips. I pulled her down and rolled over, wedging myself between her still-bare legs. “Didn’t we just do this?” she asked.

      I growled into her neck, sending her bucking and laughing.

      “We are going to the library. Right after I eat your neck.” I held her hands above her head and rubbed my face wildly all over her chest and shoulder, making her laugh and scream.

      I rolled onto the bed, watching her laugh. “You’re crazy,” she said.

      “Crazy for you.”

      She sat up, flipping her hair out of her face, and then she cupped my cheek. “Same.”

      I sat up too and wrapped my arms around her. “Put your pants on before I keep you in this bed all day.”

      She smirked. “Is that seriously a threat? Because…”

      Grinning, I pushed her toward her closet. “Pants!”
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        * * *

      

      The city had been pretty efficient in clearing the roads and sidewalks, and there were now tall piles of grey snow on every corner. Not quite the winter wonderland of yesterday.

      “Have you been to the Central Library yet?” I asked.

      “I haven’t. But can I tell you how excited I am that you’re taking me there? Libraries are my happy place, though the ones I frequent are mostly academic.”

      When we arrived at the 1930’s building, Larissa’s eyes widened with awe. And when we stepped inside, her head swiveled left and right, taking it all in. This library wasn’t the closest to home, but I came here a lot. It wasn’t cozy like the little library near my house, but when I stepped inside, I felt like I was part of something. Part of the thrumming history of the city.

      “This place is gorgeous,” she said.

      “Tell me how this makes you feel: there are one million books here.”

      She gasped and held her chest. “That’s...positively erotic.” She grabbed my hand. “Can we go look?”

      “Do you want to get a cup of coffee first? There’s a place over there.”

      “Books first, coffee later.” The gold flecks in her eyes glinted with excitement and she grabbed my hand, pulling me through the great hall into the depths of the library.

      We spent an hour wandering. Larissa touched every book she passed, pulling some out to read the jackets or look at the covers. If she picked up a book I’d read, we shared a quiet, whispered conversation about my thoughts.

      Once we’d wandered every corner, I took her to sign up for her own library card. As she told the librarian her information, she kept her hand in mine below the desk.

      I’d never done anything like this with a woman before. Hell, I couldn’t remember the last time I went to the library with someone else, period. Probably when my mom took me as a kid. But this thing with Larissa was different than anything I’d had before. Maybe it was because of the holiday bringing us together, bonding us on a deeper level than just amazing sex and fun times. Whatever it was, I had this strong desire for her to know me deeply, down to the core, to the meaty, gristly center of me, and I wanted to know her in the same way.

      When she turned around, proudly holding her fresh new card, I took out my phone to capture the moment. Her smile stretched wide across her face and she let out a little celebratory giggle. I studied the picture and realized I was looking at the moment I went from falling to landed. All it took was eight days for me to love this woman.

      Hooking my arm around her waist, I kissed her temple. “Ready for coffee now?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I have this card burning a hole in my pocket. I want to go check out a book!”

      So we wandered around again, splitting off for a few minutes and then meeting back up at the desk. Larissa held a stack of magazines in the crook of her arm and I’d found a Haruki Murakami book that I had yet to read. We both checked out, then wandered out to the little cafe area.

      When we settled at a small, round table with two cups of coffee, I lifted my chin to her magazines. “No books today?”

      “Nope. I’ll come back another time for books. Today I want to mindlessly read about the best eyebrows for my face shape and the hot looks for winter.”

      I held up my book. “I’ve got Norwegian Wood to keep me busy while you read your lady mags.”

      She grabbed the book from me and tried to hit me with it. “Please never say that again!”

      I chuckled. “You have something against Norwegian Wood?”

      She swung the book at me again. “I have everything against men who say ‘lady mags’.” She smiled though as she opened a magazine, slowly flipping through the pages.

      I settled in too, reading and sipping coffee. This was something I did as much as I could, but having Larissa here—even though we weren’t talking—made it that much better.

      I got a chapter in when I felt her looking at me. “Read your lady mag,” I said, not lifting my eyes from the page.

      She kicked me under the table. “Will you read to me?”

      I met her eyes and she smiled softly, a hint of pink on her cheeks. “Really?”

      “Yeah, just a little. I haven’t read Murakami since I was in undergrad. Your soothing voice combined with his elegant words…” She rubbed her arms. “Please?”

      I couldn’t say no. Not that I wanted to. So I read to her. And when my mouth got dry, she took the book and read to me. It wasn’t a happy book, but it was a journey, and when we read it to each other, it felt like we were on it together.

      Finally, Larissa used a napkin as a bookmark and closed the book. “You can’t read that without me.”

      I slid the book to my side of the table. “I’ll try to wait for you. I’m in the middle of another book, so this can be my Larissa book.”

      She leaned her cheek on her hand. “Why won’t you ever call me Riss?”

      Leaning back in my chair, I exhaled heavily, studying her. “Not sure. That feels like something I’d call my buddy, and I don’t see you that way.”

      Her lips quirked. “That must be why my past relationships didn’t work out. Note to self: don’t let future men call me Riss.”

      That stung, I had to admit. I knew she was joking, but here I was realizing that I’d fallen in love with her, and she was talking about other men.

      She must have seen it on my face, because she reached across the table and covered my hand with hers. “I’m sorry, that was a crappy thing to say.”

      I turned my hand over to hold hers. “Yeah, it kinda was. But it’s cool. We’ve only known each other for a week, so I get it.”

      “Eight days.”

      “Right, eight days.”

      She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “But it feels like longer. I mean, I feel like I really know you. I don’t know why I made that comment about other men. There’s no one else.”

      “Do you...date a lot?”

      Her eyebrows raised. “Like boyfriend, date? No. Casual, no-strings stuff? Sure. To be honest, that’s been my thing for the last few years. I haven’t really wanted more than that. From what Avi said, it sounds like you’re on the same page.”

      “Nah, not anymore. I sowed all the oats that needed sowing. I’m here for the real.”

      She nodded. “I like that. The real. I don’t know how it fits in my life, but suddenly I really like the idea of it.”

      “Suddenly?”

      She looked down at our linked hands. “Yes. Suddenly.”

      “Let’s go home. I’m going to make you some latkes for dinner. The Friedman family recipe.”

      She squeezed my hand. “Let’s go home.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Thirteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Larissa

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s up, ho?”

      “Nice greeting on this sacred eighth night of Hanukkah,” I said.

      Yo had run out to the store for more potatoes, and I’d stayed at his place to call my sister and the kids.

      Helena snorted. “I don’t remember any rule about not calling my sister a ho during the holidays. If it’s actually a sin, I’ll go to confession and ask for forgiveness. Do some Hail Marys or something.”

      “Helena, for the last time, we’re Jewish, not Catholic. Yom Kippur is when we wipe the slate clean.”

      “Shit, I need to write that down.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re such a weirdo. Anyway, what are my children up to?”

      “My children are currently jumping on John like a trampoline, as they do. I don’t think they even remember an aunt Riss.”

      “I’ll come see them as soon as I have a spare second, promise.”

      I did miss the kids, but if I was honest, I’d barely thought of them over the last few days, which probably made me the worst aunt in the world.

      “Do that. And maybe bring that neighbor of yours so I can get a good look at him.”

      I sighed, thinking of Yo saying he wanted something real. Did he want it with me? I wasn’t stupid or naive. I saw how he looked at me. It was probably a helluva lot like I looked at him. A little bit stunned and a lot enamored. So yeah, I knew he wanted something real with me and I hoped I could have something real with him too.

      “Maybe. Isn’t that weird or too soon?” I asked.

      “Better to introduce him to the crazy-ass members of your family from the beginning. Then he’ll know what he’s in for.”

      “He took me to the library today, Helena. We read Murakami together. I might be in deep already.”

      She inhaled sharply. “Oh, shit. That’s serious business. By the way, I love that he’s a reader.”

      “I love that about him too. He’s really great. Amazing. But it’s been eight days.”

      “Mmmhmm. And from what little I’ve spoken to you, it sounds like you have spent almost every goddamn waking second together. It’s okay to like him, Riss. It’s fucking awesome that you think he’s amazing. Just let it happen, babe.”

      “I’m pretty sure I have no choice. It’s happening.”

      I heard Vivi’s screams in the background, followed by John calling for her to come back. “Oh shit, the tiny one is on the loose. She’s headed for the phone.”

      “Let’s FaceTime. I want to see my baby.”

      I turned on the camera, and five of my favorite faces all smooshed together filled the screen. The kids told me about all the presents they’d gotten—there was no doubt they were spoiled completely rotten. But then Delilah held up a cute little box she’d decorated in Hebrew school.

      “This is for tzedakah. I asked Mom and Dad for money instead of a present tonight. I’m going to give it to a charity that feeds hungry children. Aunt Riss, did you know that some kids don’t have enough to eat? Some kids don’t even have clean water to drink.”

      My heart swelled. These kids were spoiled, but they weren’t rotten. Their hearts were gold. Even I sometimes forgot that this time of year, and really all year, should be about tzedakah—giving back—and recognizing how truly lucky we were. Our homes were warm, our bellies were full, and our nights were peaceful.

      “Make sure you keep the tzedakah box out when I come visit, okay? I’ll make a deposit.”

      Yo came through the door and I waved at him over my shoulder, then pointed at the phone. He dropped his bags and crouched behind me.

      Vivi took one look at him and yelled, “Monster!”

      I laughed. “No, Vivi, that’s Yo!”

      She scrunched up her face and waved her balled hands in the air. “Monster!”

      I looked back at Yo. “You hear that? Vivi’s got your number.”

      He grinned. “Who am I to argue? Hi, Larissa’s family.”

      Helena’s eyes went wide. “Holy shit, Riss. He’s gorgeous. Hello, neighbor!”

      “Am I going to have to go fight for your honor, honey?” John pretended to roll up his sleeves. “This isn’t the first time I’ve come to fisticuffs.”

      I covered my face and mumbled through my hand. “Please excuse my crazy family.”

      He kissed my shoulder. “Happy Hanukkah everyone. It’s great to meet you.”

      Delilah pushed her family aside and held up her box. “Hello, sir. I’m Delilah Miller-Stein and I am collecting tzedakah for children who don’t have enough to eat. Would you like to donate?”

      Yo nodded. “Yes, I would. What a wonderful idea.”

      “Thank you, sir. I take cash or checks!”

      Yo chuckled. “Thanks for giving me the option. And it’s very nice to meet you.”

      After that, Hudson had to have his say, while Vivi periodically called Yo a monster and climbed all over her beleaguered father. We finally said goodbye with promises to get together soon—although I thought they’d settle for Yo on his own if it came down to it.

      He came around to my side of the couch and sat next to me. “I like them.”

      I cupped his cheek. “Me too. There’s never a dull moment with those people.”

      “Kinda like with you. You must be related.”

      “Oh believe me, there are a lot of dull moments with me. You only know Vacay Larissa. Just wait for School Larissa. So dull.”

      His hand moved from my shoulder to my breast, squeezing it. “Oh, somehow I doubt that.”

      “Could we not talk about my family and maybe kiss for a little while?”

      His hand slipped inside my sweater and bra, thrumming my nipple. “I’m going to make you latkes.”

      I arched into his hand. “Kissing first.”

      We started kissing and it wasn’t long before clothes were discarded and Yo was nestled snug between my legs, sinking inside me. He cupped the back of my neck, holding me in place, watching me. His eyes never left mine, not once, as he slowly slid in and out of me.

      We went from playful to intense in a breath. There was something behind his eyes, maybe a wariness, like he couldn’t quite believe I was there with him. But I was there. I wanted him so badly. I had him and still I wanted him. I wanted this—both the intensity and the playfulness. And if I could have him inside of me every day, I’d take it.

      “Larissa…” he murmured.

      Circling my arms around his neck, I pulled him down to me and he buried his face in my chest and shoulder. “This is real,” I said.

      “So real, baby.”

      I rocked and he plunged. He circled and I clenched. We were both close, but prolonging. He held back, and so did I. His jaw clenched and I held my breath, solely focused on the feel of him. His skin, his cock, his heat. In those seconds, my world narrowed down to just the parts of him that touched me.

      I held on and held on by the very tips of my fingers until I had no choice but to let go and allow myself to fall. Yo fell too, but he held onto me, never letting go.
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        * * *

      

      We stood together in Yo’s little kitchen, grating potatoes and chopping onions.

      “I’m having deja vu,” I said.

      He chuckled softly. “I like that everything changes except the holidays. Hanukkah, Passover, Rosh Hashanah...they’re always the same. Same people, same prayers, same food. In fifty years, it’ll be just like that. Well, the people may vary, but everything else will stay the same.”

      “I never really thought about it, but it is comforting, isn’t it?”

      “Mmm...yeah.”

      I put down my knife. “Although—” I cut myself off before I said something crazy.

      He frowned. “What?”

      I picked the knife back up. “Nothing.”

      “Tell me.”

      I put the knife back down again and crossed my arms. “I was just going to get way ahead of myself and ask what if my family does the holidays different than yours? But then I thought that was pretty presumptuous to assume we’d be spending holidays together after eight days.”

      Yo set down his grater and without a word, he walked to the fridge and grabbed something inside. He held up the white container and grinned. “Some changes are worth it. Even if they’re disgusting.”

      I gasped. “You bought me sour cream?”

      “I sure as hell did.”

      I threw my arms around his neck. “You are the absolute best. Do you know that?”

      “I’m still going to judge you and make faces while you eat that shit.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Honestly, same.”

      By unspoken mutual agreement, we put off lighting the candles. It was already past sundown, but we ate a slow dinner, teasing each other over our choice of topping the entire time.

      When it couldn’t be put off any longer, Yo set the menorah on his coffee table and we sat on the floor on either side of it. Each branch was filled tonight, signifying the end of the holiday—the miracle of the lights.

      “You want to do the honors?” Yo asked.

      I shook my head. “No, you light them. I always feel like I’m going to burn my hand when there are this many candles.”

      Yo struck the match and I held my breath until the shamash was lit. Then together, we said the prayer one last time, as he went down the line, lighting all eight candles.

      The menorah burned bright between us and I knew the moment wouldn’t last long. Wax already dripped down the sides and the shamash was so hot, it curled to the side.

      Yo held both of his hands out and I placed mine in his, watching him over the flames.

      “I feel like I’m in the final scene of a Jewish version of Pretty in Pink,” I said.

      “Make a wish,” he said.

      I laughed and said the next line. “It already came true.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Aren’t we supposed to lean in and kiss now?”

      “But this isn’t a movie, and if I did that, my hair would probably light on fire.”

      “What do you think’s going to happen tomorrow?” he asked.

      I chewed my thumbnail for a second. “I have so much to do. Classes, teaching, writing. It’s going to be busy.”

      He nodded. “Me too. I’m booked solid and in a couple months I’ll be helping out at Avi’s salon too.”

      I sighed, already frustrated and we hadn’t even had to face it yet. “This is why I’ve always kept things casual.”

      “This doesn’t feel casual to me.”

      I squeezed his hand. “No, not to me either. But the obstacles feel insurmountable.”

      He was silent for a moment, watching the candles get lower and lower. Then he looked up, the flames reflecting in his eyes. “So let’s be Judah Maccabee.”

      I huffed a short laugh. “What?”

      “Judah Maccabee. He led a small band of soldiers to defeat the largest, mightiest army and reclaimed the holy temple. You know, the story of Hanukkah, defying insurmountable odds, believing they could do it, and they did. Let’s be Judah and say fuck the odds, fuck the obstacles, we want this, so we’ll make time.”

      It was like one of the flames had leapt inside me, lighting me with hope. A minute ago this felt like the end of something.  But now? Now, I could see that this was the beginning. We wouldn’t have days on end to talk and read and make love. Sometimes we’d only have flickers of time, stolen moments. But I was already tabulating in my head how I could carve out those moments for him.

      “I love you, Larissa. I know it seems crazy, but I’m not going to qualify it. I just love you.”

      I blinked.

      He exhaled.

      One candle burned out.

      “I...I’m falling, Yo. I’ve been holding myself back, trying to stay guarded, because I wasn’t sure how this could possibly work. But I want it to.”

      He reached out and cupped my chin. “That’s all I need to know. That you want this and that you’ll let yourself fall.”

      “I do and I will.”

      Another candle burned out.

      “Then everything else will fall into place. I have hope.”

      And another.

      I inhaled the pungent smoke. “Me too.”

      Sometimes, hope seemed impossible. The odds were too bleak. Experience and heartache defied the belief that things could and would get better. The work that had to be done was too big, too hard.

      But right now, with one flickering flame left in the menorah, I looked at Yo’s easy smile and expressive eyes, and saw that hope was the thing. The biggest thing and the most real.

      It was Hanukkah after all.

      The last candle burned out.

      And yet…
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      “I’m literally dying.”

      “You literally aren’t.”

      I pulled up my shirt, exposing my sunken-in stomach. “Look. I’m starving to death.”

      Larissa ran her hand over my belly. “I think you’ll survive. One more hour until we break the fast. You can do it.”

      My head hurt, my mouth was dry, and I was getting hangry. One more hour sounded like a lifetime. “I can’t make it. Go on without me.”

      She curled up next to me on our bed. “Never.”

      In the last nine months, we’d had highs and lows—though the former far outnumbered the latter—celebrated Passover, birthdays, and took a trip to the beach, met families and friends, and fell in love. Yes, I’d loved her back in December, but that was only the beginning. And Larissa was slower and more deliberate in her falling, but that’s who she was. It took another month for her to say the words after I did, but I never worried.

      Technically, we still had our own places. But Larissa had spent almost every single night in my bed since that last night of Hanukkah. Some days our schedules were so hectic the only time we saw each other was that last few minutes before we fell asleep. But we’d fit in library days and bike rides, and plenty of ogling.

      All of that was over though, since I was on the verge of death. We were fasting for Yom Kippur and had spent the first half of the day at temple. I was supposed to be reflecting on the past year, atoning for my wrongs, and wiping the slate clean. And yeah, I’d done that. But now I needed a fucking bagel.

      See? Hangry.

      “I have to get everything ready before everyone comes over,” Larissa said.

      “You’re leaving me here to die alone?”

      She laughed. “I’ve never seen this whiny side of you. Not too sure I enjoy it.”

      “Still love me even though I’m a giant baby?”

      “There’s no chance I’ll stop.”

      Exactly an hour later, our apartment was crowded with my family and hers. Vivi and Logan were in the corner, plotting our demise in toddler language, while Delilah and Hudson were mesmerized by Laurel and Avi’s baby girl, Grey. (Yes, they’d named her after Jean Grey from X-Men. They were people who chose a theme and committed.)

      I tried to be a good host, but all I could see were the platters of bagels and lox and fruit.

      Larissa squeezed my arm. “You can eat. Go for it.”

      I tore my eyes from the food. “You’ve never been more beautiful to me.”

      She stood with my mother and her sister, laughing at me. I didn’t even pause for anyone else to get their food first. I just stuffed cantaloupe in my mouth before I loaded a plate with more food.

      “He’s always been like this. Can’t go more than two hours without food,” my mom said.

      “I think it’s cute,” said Larissa.

      “You’re so in love. It’s fucking adorable,” said Helena.

      I took a bite of my cream cheese and lox laden bagel, and slumped back in my chair, chewing with relief and pure bliss.

      Larissa smiled at me. “How could anyone resist that face?”

      I took another bite of my bagel and winked at her, making her laugh, something I’d managed to do a whole hell of a lot since I met her.

      “Are we eating?” Avi asked.

      “Yo is,” my mom said.

      Avi laughed. “Why am I not surprised?” And then, because he was a far better man than me when it came to food, he made plates for Laurel and Logan before he made one for himself.

      After a while, everyone was gathered around, filling up on bagels and family. Even Logan and Vivi had stopped their plotting to join us. When Larissa met my eyes from across the table, her arms full with baby Grey, she mouthed “I love you” and I mouthed it back. Her eyes stayed locked on mine, letting me see all of the emotion behind them.

      This was our life. These crazy, wonderful people were now both of our families. These were the people who’d be at our holidays and birthdays and every happy and sad moment. We’d add more, and eventually, we’d lose some too. But I saw it in her eyes and felt it in my heart that this was the real we’d been talking about all those months ago.

      And soon, when we finally found a house to move into together, I would ask her to be my wife. I still carried that flame of hope that meeting Larissa had ignited, but I didn’t need it this time. Because together, we had enough warmth and light to fill one hundred menorahs, defeat an army, and defy every single insurmountable odd there was.
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