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  “In the world of stories, nothing is lost.”


  


  —ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER




  The Beggar King and the Secret of Happiness




  
PROLOGUE


  


  The Beggar King





  LET ME TELL YOU a tale of long ago, from the old city of Jerusalem, back in the days when Solomon was king. He had reached the height of his power and was known throughout the world for his wisdom. With it, he had brought Jerusalem to a golden age. He was the happiest of men and might well have remained so, had it not been for a strange dream.




  It came to him, one sweltering night. In it he saw the door to his chamber open and felt a cool breeze. A moment later, in came his long-dead father, King David. The elder king spoke to his son from the world beyond, telling him of the celestial Jerusalem, identical in every regard to the earthly city, but for a single difference—in the center of the city stood a magnificent temple.




  “And you, my son, must build such a temple.” He described the building in great detail, even as to the size and shape of its stones, as Solomon listened in awe. “One last thing, which is most important,” added King David. “You must build it using no metal, for metal is used in forging weapons of war, and this is to be a temple of peace.”




  “But father,” asked Solomon, “how am I to cut the stones without using metal?”




  His father did not answer, but suddenly vanished, and the dream ended.




  The next morning Solomon called his advisers together, recounting the strange dream and announcing his plans to build the temple, just as his father had described. When he told them he wished to cut the stones without metal, they were as mystified as he.




  Only one—Beniah, his most trusted adviser—offered a suggestion. “Your father once spoke of a tiny worm called the Shamir. Though no larger than a grain of barley, it was said that this worm could split through stone. In fact, this was the worm that had been handed by God to Moses, to carve the Ten Commandments.”




  “Where would I find this worm?” asked Solomon.




  “It has not been seen for many years, your highness.” Beniah paused. “Not since it came to be in the possession of Ashmodai, the King of the Demons.”




  A hush fell over Solomon’s court, for all knew of the power of the demon king. Only Solomon was not afraid. “Very well, then,” he said. “I shall summon Ashmodai!”




  Solomon looked from their frightened faces to the ring he wore on his right hand. A simple gold band, it had been given to him by his father, and had great powers, for it was inscribed with the secret name of God. Solomon had used this ring to summon demons before, lesser demons. But never had anyone summoned the great King of the Demons, who lived at the far end of the world, where the mountains were made of copper and the sky was made of lead.




  Those in the court drew back, as Solomon twisted his ring. Suddenly, a huge ball of fire appeared before him, and when the flames died down, there stood Ashmodai. All were amazed at what they saw, for the demon king stood fully eight feet tall, with glistening blue skin. He had the feet of a chicken, the wings of an eagle, the head of a lizard, and the personality of a jackass.




  “Well, well! If it isn’t King Solomon!” he said, his voice as slippery as his skin. “The great, the wise, and the powerful! Even so, he is not content with the size of his kingdom, but must intrude upon the realm of darkness as well. Tell me, your highness, why have you summoned me?”.




  “I want the worm known as the Shamir, so I may use it to cut the stones for my temple.”




  “Is that all?” asked Ashmodai. “Then here it is!” he said, producing a small, leaden box. “Now, I demand you release me!”




  “No,” said Solomon. “Not yet. I shall keep you chained up here for the seven years it will take me to build the temple, to prevent you or any other demons from causing mischief. After it is done, I will ask you one question, and only when you answer it shall I set you free.”




  “A question for me from the wise King Solomon?” mocked Ashmodai. “And what might that question be?”




  “I must think of it.”




  “Very well, then,” answered Ashmodai. “I shall be here, waiting.”




  WITH ASHMODAI IN the palace, strange things began to happen. Solomon returned from supervising the building of the temple one day to find that all the pillars in the palace had turned to trees, their boughs filled with greenery and ripe, luscious fruit—figs, oranges, and pomegranates. Another night he looked up to see gold coins falling like rain from the domed ceiling of the palace, only to disappear the instant they touched the ground. Sometimes Solomon would hear sweet strains of music, yet when he tried to listen, there was nothing. Ashmodai was a master of illusion, and these illusions Solomon found endlessly fascinating—and infuriating, for they defied his understanding of the world. Each time he found himself fooled, Solomon felt as though his crown were missing a jewel. So, after seven years, when the temple was completed and perfect in every detail, Solomon spoke to Ashmodai.




  “Now, as promised, I shall ask you a question, and only when you answer it shall you be free. For all these years, I have watched your illusions. As a great judge, I am often called upon to distinguish between reality and illusion. Now, all I ask is this: What can you teach me about illusion?”




  With this, Ashmodai laughed such a wild, maniacal laugh that it echoed through all of Jerusalem. “Illusion!” he cackled. “The great, wise king, who has nothing better to do than torment demons, wishes to learn about illusion? Oh, no, your highness. That would be unthinkable, absurd, impossible—” Suddenly Ashmodai stopped, a grin spreading across his lizard face. “Unless—of course—you would be willing to remove your ring?”




  “My ring?” said Solomon. “Remove my ring?”




  Solomon looked at the ring, remembering his father’s words. “As long as you wear it,” he had said, “you will be protected. If you remove it, even for an instant, there is no telling what will happen.”




  And now, here stood Ashmodai, taunting him. “Yes, Solomon. If you wish to learn what I know of illusion, you must remove your ring.”




  “That is out of the question!” said Solomon.




  “Very well, then, you shall not learn the secrets of illusion from me.”




  “Then I’ll not set you free!”




  “That’s quite alright. Time means nothing to me—unlike kings, demons live forever. I am content to wait.” He slumped down in his chains and began humming to himself.




  Desperately curious to hear what Ashmodai had to say, Solomon thought for a time, and finally consulted his advisers. All agreed that it was a bad idea to remove his ring. One even went so far as to say it would be unwise.




  “Unwise!” shouted Solomon. “You dare to tell me what is wise? I am the great King Solomon, known throughout the world for my wisdom!”




  “That’s right, your highness,” added Ashmodai. “Why should someone as wise as yourself listen to them?”




  Solomon’s advisers remained silent, as afraid of the king as they were of Ashmodai. Their comments would have been useless, for Solomon had made up his mind. “I shall remove my ring,” he said, “just long enough to hear your answer.”




  Solomon had Ashmodai placed at one end of the palace, surrounded by twenty-four guards, while he himself stood in the opposite corner.




  “Yes, Solomon,” said Ashmodai. “Remove your ring!”




  Slowly Solomon slid the ring from his finger. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a gentle breeze began to blow through the palace. Soon it grew stronger, turning to fierce gusts of wind. As Solomon watched, he realized in horror that the wind was coming from the wings of Ashmodai. Each time he flapped them, he doubled in size, from eight feet to sixteen feet to thirty-two feet, until he towered to the ceiling of the palace, breaking free of his chains, his laughter shattering the glass in the windows.




  “You fool, Solomon! You should never have removed your ring!” He reached down and plucked the ring from Solomon’s hand, then threw it out of a tiny window of the palace. The ring sailed over the city of Jerusalem, beyond the distant hills, past mountains and oceans, finally landing at the far end of the world.




  “And now, Solomon, it’s your turn! Say good-bye to your kingdom!” With these words, he picked the king up by the shoulders and hurled him through a window on the other side of the palace. Solomon sailed over his beloved city, beyond the hills, over the sea for many hours until, at last, he landed in the midst of a vast desert.




  There he lay for some time, every part of his body aching, his mouth parched. He pulled himself up and began walking aimlessly, first this way, then that, until, as the sun set, he came upon a pool of water. He knelt down to drink and there saw something that sent a jolt of terror through him—his reflection.




  His crown, which had been a gift from the creatures of the sea, covered with every known precious gem, was gone. His beautiful robe, which he’d been given by the wind, was now in shreds, and looked to be nothing more than rags. And his face, which had been the most handsome in all Jerusalem, was now that of a weathered old man.




  Thus it was, lost and unknown, that Solomon began his wanderings. Never could he have imagined the twists and turns his road would take as he struggled, in vain, to return to his beloved Jerusalem. It was a journey that would take him great distances and last a lifetime . . .




  I AM NO KING SOLOMON, nor do I claim his wisdom. My voyage was not that of a king, but of a husband, a father, and a teller of tales. Even so, like Solomon, in the story I had told so often, I found myself in a place I never expected to be, in a life I no longer understood.




  My journey carried me into the world of stories. There I learned of the tricks they play upon us, bubbling up through the depths of time to teach us their lessons, guide us, and, if we let them, heal us. I also learned how they can fool us, especially when we think we know them well, how they can cleverly hide their truths in places too obvious to see. Some of these truths I stumbled over, coming across the same lessons Solomon must have found in his travels, lessons that can only be learned from loss.




  I’ll share those truths I found as I tell you my tale, which is itself a true story. But first, let me say what I mean by “truth.” I use the word as storytellers do, the way my old teacher, Lenny, once spoke of truth. He had just told me a most amazing story—about a golden retriever he’d once owned and a blue ‘67 Mustang convertible—and I asked him if it was true.




  “True?” he snapped. “What do you mean by ‘true’? You want to know if it happened, word for word, exactly as I told it? Makes no difference. You may as well ask me if it’s a good story, because a good story is true, whether it happened or not. And a bad story—even if it happened—is a lie.




  “The question,” he added with a grin, “is not whether the story is true, but whether it has truth inside it, the kind with a capital T. And that is a mystery only time can solve. But I’ll warn you, Joel—never be such a horse’s ass to think that just because you can tell a story, you’ve found all its truth. There are stories in this world that need to rattle around inside your brain for twenty years before they reveal a final, hidden grain of truth.”




  Lenny had collected many such grains over the years and they stuck to him, like grit to sandpaper, which may account for his personality. Yet his warning comes to mind whenever I use the word “truth.”




  That said, I’ll tell you my tale essentially as it happened, though I will change some parts along the way, for that is what we storytellers do. Yet, as you read this book, you may find some things that strike you as flat-out unbelievable. I know, for that is just how they struck me when they happened. These are things I could not have made up, and so I’ll leave them unchanged. As Mark Twain said: “Truth is stranger than fiction . . . Fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; Truth isn’t.”




  With that, sit back and let me tell you my tale, of a journey that took me through dark times, yet gave me a gift that I treasure. That gift is this story, which I now pass on to you—a tale of lost horses and found wisdom, of buried treasures and wild strawberries, of the beggar king and the secret of happiness.




  
STORY ORIGIN: CHINA





  The Lost Horse




  Long ago in a village in northern China, there lived a man who owned a magnificent horse. So beautiful was this horse that people came from miles around just to admire it. They told him he was blessed to own such a horse.




  “Perhaps,” he said. “But what seems like a blessing may be a curse.”




  One day, the horse ran off. It was gone. People came to say how sorry they were for his bad luck.




  “Perhaps,” he said. “But what seems like a curse may be a blessing.”




  A few weeks later, the horse returned. It was not alone. It was followed by twenty-one wild horses. By the law of the land, they became his property. He was rich with horses.




  His neighbors came to congratulate him on his good fortune. “Truly,” they said, “you have been blessed.”




  “Perhaps. But what seems like a blessing may be a curse.”




  Shortly after that his son—his only son—tried to ride one of the wild horses. He was thrown from it and broke his leg. The man’s neighbors came to say how sorry they were. Surely, he had been cursed.




  “Perhaps,” he said. “But what seems like a curse may be a blessing.”




  A week later, the king came through that village, drafting every able-bodied young man for a war against the people of the north. It was a horrible war. Everyone who went from that village was killed. Only that man’s son survived, because of his broken leg.




  To this day, in that village, they say, “What seems like a blessing may be a curse. What seems like a curse may be a blessing.”




  




  
CHAPTER ONE


  


  The Lost Horse





  JUST HOW I CAME to be a storyteller is a story in itself, a tale of curses turned to blessings. I certainly wasn’t born into the art, though I’ve met many who were. In a pub at the southernmost tip of Ireland I heard a genuine seanachie, who sang the ancient ballads with such resonance that you could hear the ghosts of his ancestors singing the chorus. In the Jewish quarter of Jerusalem I came to know a Hassidic maggid who could trace his lineage back to Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav, the great eighteenth-century mystic teller of tales. And once, on the north shore of Oahu, in Hawaii, I shared the stage with a woman who had been chosen as treasurer of five thousand years’ worth of her ancestors’ stories.




  Me, I had no such credentials, and it always left me feeling a little embarrassed among other storytellers. I had grown up in the least magical place on earth, the suburbs of the suburbs to the east of Los Angeles. Where my family lived there were no movie stars, no beaches—no water of any sort, for that matter. In fact, there was no geography at all, as far as we could tell; though we were told of purple mountains to the north, we could not see them through the smog.




  It was called the San Gabriel Valley—not to be confused with “the Valley,” which is so well known. Ours was “the Other Valley,” a world flat and square, with relentlessly straight streets leading to freeways in every direction. Those freeways led to other freeways which led to still more freeways. As far as I knew, this was the world.




  I can’t say I grew up in a home filled with stories, either. The truth is, stories take time, and my parents’ time was spent trying to keep our world from crumbling, as they struggled against poverty and my father’s failing health. We belonged to the descending middle class, and my father had tumbled through a dozen careers in an effort to keep us from falling any further. He dreamed of great things for our family, and when those plans inevitably failed he would shrug off the loss with a joke or a proverb. I suppose these might have grown into longer stories had they not been interrupted, usually by the ringing of the telephone. He would rush to answer it, not wanting to miss that all-important call, the one that would surely make us rich, the one that would get our family off welfare, the one that never came.




  As for my mother, she didn’t actually tell us stories, but rather referred to them as she drove us around town. “You must have heard the stories about Chelm? You know, the Jewish town of fools?”




  “No, we haven’t,” my brothers and I would say. “Tell us!”




  “Chelm,” she’d repeat, a dreaminess in her voice coming through the guttural sound of the word. “You must have heard about it. It’s in Poland. Where it snows all the time. Oh, they were the most wonderful stories.”




  “Tell us one now!”




  “Oh, we used to love them. There was one about the Chelmites building their temple, carrying logs down from the top of a mountain—but I’m no storyteller,” she would apologize. “Your Grandpa Izzy was. We could sit and listen to him for hours.” She would then trail off, leaving a picture in my mind of Grandpa Izzy, the great storyteller from the faraway city of Cleveland. Years later, when I began telling stories, I would take his name for my own—Joel ben Izzy, Hebrew for “Joel, son of Izzy.” But I did not know that at the time. All I knew was that something magical was missing and in its stead we had smog. We rolled up our windows to keep it out, and the station wagon became a vacuum, filled with untold stories, winding its way through the endless suburbs.




  It was the absence of magic that sent me looking for it, and I remember the day I found it. I must have been about five. My two older brothers were at school and I was in the supermarket with my mother. I could see she was miserable. Though I didn’t know it, she had just learned that my father would need to go to the hospital for another operation, this one for his cataracts. I wanted some way to make her happy, and I found it in the produce section.




  “Mommy,” I said. “Look over there! That eggplant—it looks like Nixon!”




  The resemblance was indeed amazing—with the top of the eggplant curled over like his nose—but not nearly so amazing as my mother’s face, which lit up with laughter. What a wonderful thing to make her laugh, to pull her out of her misery, if only for a moment. A few words, and the darkness went away. I started collecting jokes and telling them to her whenever I could. It worked with my father, too, and when I managed to make him laugh, what came out was hearty and full, the laughter of a healthy man. Then I would laugh, and it was at these times I felt close to him.




  I became a performer for my parents, doing puppet shows and comic routines. I told jokes and stories in the hospital when my father was there, and every night at bedtime, to my mother. She would come into my room, sit on the bed, exhausted from her life. “Joel,” she would say, “tell me a story.”




  I had no idea that I had found my life’s work. But I did know that I loved telling stories to my mother. I told of a world far beyond the one we knew, a land with smogless skies, where poor people became rich and sick people became healthy. With each story that world became more real to me; I could see it reflected in my mother’s eyes. And I knew it was that world to which I would someday escape.




  JEWISH CULTURE IS RICH with curses—“May you grow like an onion, with your head in the ground and your ass in the air.” “May you live like a chandelier—hang by day and burn by night.” “May all your teeth rot and fall out but one, and in that one may you have the toothache from hell.” Of all the curses I’ve heard, though, the strangest may well be this one: “May you do what you love for a living.” Indeed, it sounds not like a curse at all, but the title of a self-help book that would sell well where I live, in Berkeley. Yet I had come to understand it, in the many years it had taken to turn my love of stories into a livelihood. “Traveling storyteller” isn’t exactly a can’t-miss career choice, and more than once I’d found myself ready to give it up. Stuck in the rain, with no money and no work, in Manchester. Sick and unable to work in Tel Aviv. Broke and burned out in the subways of Tokyo, wondering what the hell I was doing. Then a voice inside my head would say, “For God’s sake, Joel, why can’t you get a real job, something that pays? How about law school?” It wasn’t the voice of my parents; on the contrary, they loved my stories and were thrilled that I had gone off to chase my dreams. No, it was simply the voice of reason.




  Time and again I would bump and skid down to what I thought was the bottom, and just when it seemed things couldn’t get any worse, they did. Yet even as the tentacles of despair began to tighten around me, something would always come up—usually the next gig. And when I got there, I had a story to tell. Therein lay the beauty of my profession; whatever did not kill me made for a story, and as long as I could tell that story, all was well.




  With that discovery, the work began to roll in, and I found myself able to pursue another dream, one so near to my heart that I had scarcely let myself consider it. I would marry a wonderful woman and raise a family. Our children would know a childhood as different as could be from my own, with healthy parents and money in the bank, far from the suburbs I had known. They would grow up in a home filled with magic, laughter—and stories.




  The wonderful woman showed up one night at a party, where I was telling stories. I fell in love as soon as I saw her. She liked me, too, I could tell. But she had dreams of her own, and in none of them had it ever occurred to her that she might hitch her fortunes to that of a traveling storyteller. This was clear from the first words she spoke to me.




  “So, what’s your real job?”




  Her name was Taly, and winning her over took three years and everything I had. It wasn’t just my offbeat career choice; adept as I was before a crowd, I floundered miserably when it came to intimate relationships. Joan Baez said it best: “The easiest kind of relationship for me is with ten thousand people. The hardest is with one.” Like so many men, I had no idea how to talk about my feelings. Over the next three years, I learned a great deal about how to be with someone, not as a member of my audience, but as a friend and partner, and we turned our attraction into a marriage.




  It was not easy at first; anyone who has been married knows that it takes work. But we did the work, and as we did, our love grew. We settled into a hundred-year-old redwood house, tucked away in the hills behind the UC Berkeley campus. And it was there, on the back porch, that we sat on a beautiful afternoon in early spring, watching our son and daughter, who were trying to rake up the leaves as they fell from the oak trees in the yard. The first of that year’s freesias had just opened, and the air was filled with the scent of their yellow blooms. I looked around, took a deep breath, and suddenly realized that I had made it. That’s when I whispered the words.




  “Now I am completely happy.”




  I don’t even think Taly heard me. If she had, she would have responded by spitting three times, the traditional Jewish gesture to keep away the evil eye. But I wasn’t worried about the evil eye, or anything else. Nothing could stop me, I believed. When I donned my gray fedora, I could talk any curse into a blessing.




  You see, I thought I had found the secret of happiness. And I planned on being happy for a very long time.




  “PEOPLE MAKE PLANS and God laughs.” That’s what my father used to say. The Yiddish expression was a favorite of his, one I heard him say at least a thousand times. Still, I must have missed something. Otherwise I would not have been foolish enough to announce my happiness.




  It was the morning after my statement that God saw fit to laugh. The day was Purim, appropriately enough, the Jewish holiday that celebrates twists and turns of fate. The story behind the day tells of an evil man who had plotted to kill all the Jews, but failed to realize that the queen was Jewish. In the end, he meets his death on the very gallows he had built for others, while everyone else celebrates. In that sense it’s a classic Jewish holiday: “They tried to kill us. They didn’t. Let’s eat!”




  I awoke that morning from a bizarre dream in which I had climbed down the stairs in our house, lifted the piano high above my head, then dropped it onto my right big toe. The strange thing was that, on waking, I found my toe was actually swollen and throbbing with a magnificent pain.




  “You’d better call the doctor,” Taly said when she saw it.




  “Don’t be silly. It’s nothing.”




  “Joel, something’s wrong. Look at your toe! My God—it looks like it’s going to explode! Call the doctor.”




  “It’s nothing.”




  I had always avoided doctors, having seen more than enough ushering my father to his death. Taly, on the other hand, lives by the motto, “Cancer until proven otherwise.” As a result, she makes frequent trips to doctors and almost always comes back with good news.




  “Joel, would you call the doctor?” she said again at breakfast, as I finished my oatmeal.




  “Look, it’s nothing. It’ll go away.”




  “You can barely walk! How can you perform like that?” she asked later, as I was halfway out the door, my storytelling bag in one hand and an armload of Purim costumes in the other, running late to the first of three gigs.




  “No problem. I’ll tell them the story of Hillel.” Hillel was a great Jewish scholar who had once been challenged to explain all the teaching in the Torah while standing on one foot. “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” he said. “The rest is commentary.”
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