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              4. And the Lord said unto Moses,




              “This is the land I promised you,




              but you shall not enter. Psych.”




              5. And Moses died.
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  1.




  When I was a child, my parents and teachers told me about a man who was very strong. They told me he could destroy the whole world. They told me he

  could lift mountains. They told me he could part the sea. It was important to keep the man happy. When we obeyed what the man had commanded, the man liked us. He liked us so much that he killed

  anyone who didn’t like us. But when we didn’t obey what he had commanded, he didn’t like us. He hated us. Some days he hated us so much, he killed us; other days, he let other

  people kill us. We call these days “holidays.” On Purim, we remembered how the Persians tried to kill us. On Passover, we remembered how the Egyptians tried to kill us. On Chanukah, we

  remembered how the Greeks tried to kill us.




  —Blessed is He, we prayed.




  As bad as these punishments could be, they were nothing compared to the punishments meted out to us by the man himself. Then there would be famines. Then there would be floods. Then there would

  be furious vengeance. Hitler might have killed the Jews, but this man drowned the world. This was the song we sang about him in kindergarten:




  

    

      God is here,




      God is there,




      God is truly




      everywhere!


    


  




  Then snacks, and a fitful nap.




  I was raised like a veal in the Orthodox Jewish town of Monsey, New York, where it was forbidden to eat veal together with dairy. Having eaten veal, one was forbidden to eat dairy for six hours;

  having eaten dairy, one was forbidden to eat veal for three hours. One was forbidden to eat pig forever, or at least until the Messiah arrived; it was then, Rabbi Napier had taught us in the fourth

  grade, that the wicked would be punished, the dead would be resurrected, and pigs would become kosher.




  —Yay! I said, high-fiving my best friend, Dov.




  —You should be so excited, said Rabbi Napier, peering with disgust over the top of his thick horn-rimmed glasses, —on the Day of God’s Judgment.




  The people of Monsey were terrified of God, and they taught me to be terrified of Him, too—they taught me about a woman named Sarah who would giggle, so He made her barren; about a man

  named Job who was sad and asked, —Why?, so God came down to the Earth, grabbed Job by the collar, and howled, —Who the fuck do you think you are?; about a man named Moses, who escaped

  from Egypt, and who roamed through the desert for forty years in search of a Promised Land, and whom God killed just before he reached it—face-plant on the one-yard line—because Moses

  had sinned, once, forty years earlier. His crime? Hitting a rock. And so, in early autumn, when the leaves choked, turned colors, and fell to their deaths, the people of Monsey gathered together in

  synagogues across the town and wondered, aloud and in unison, how God was going to kill them: —Who will live and who will die, they prayed, —who at his predestined time and

  who before his time, who by water and who by fire, who by sword, who by beast, who by famine, who by thirst, who by storm, who by plague, who by strangulation, and who by stoning.




  Then lunch, and a fitful nap.




  It is Monday morning, six weeks after my wife and I learned that she is pregnant with our first child, and I am stopped at a traffic light. The kid doesn’t have a

  chance. It’s a trick. I know this God; I know how He works. The baby will be miscarried, or die during childbirth, or my wife will die during childbirth, or they’ll both die during

  childbirth, or neither of them will die and I’ll think I’m in the clear, and then on the drive home from the hospital, we’ll collide head-on with a drunk driver and they’ll

  both die later, my wife and child, in the emergency room just down the hall from the room where only minutes ago we stood so happy and alive and full of promise.




  That would be so God.




  The teachers from my youth are gone, the parents old and mostly estranged. The man they told me about, though—he’s still around. I can’t shake him. I read Spinoza. I read

  Nietzsche. I read National Lampoon. Nothing helps. I live with Him every day, and behold, He is still angry, still vengeful, still—eternally—pissed off.




  —Man plans, my parents said, —and God laughs.




  —When you least expect it, my teachers warned, —expect it.




  And I do. All day long, a never-ending horror film festival plays in my mind, my own private Grand Guignol. There isn’t an hour of the day that goes by without some gruesome, horrific

  imaginings of death, anguish, and torment. Walking down the street, shopping for groceries, filling the truck with gas; friends die, beloveds are murdered, pets are run over by delivery trucks and

  killed.




  Up ahead, past the intersection where the road bends sharply to the right, cars slow, brake lights flashing as they disappear around the bend. An accident, I imagine, and I imagine driving

  by—Shithead, I will criticize the driver, ought to know better than to speed around here . . . —when I recognize the car. It is a black Nissan. —That looks like

  Orli’s . . . And then I see my wife behind the wheel, crushed, bloody, head back, tongue out. She is dead. I can bring myself to tears this way; if I’m in a particularly

  self-loathing mood, I may, like a Reuters photographer, place a child’s toy in her blood-soaked lap, or a colorfully gift-wrapped box on the dash above the very spot where her head had bashed

  it in.




  Exterior—Daytime—Later. I am sitting on the guardrail, inconsolable.




  —You’re still young, says a police officer. —Whole life ahead of you.




  —She was pregnant, I whisper.




  Close-up on the face of the hardened police officer. He has seen it all. But this . . .




  A tear rolls down his face.




  Fin.




  Our unborn baby is the newest star of my horror shows. Just six weeks now since conception and already it’s been deformed, deranged, diseased, miscarried, misdiagnosed, mistaken for a

  tumor and irradiated, sat on, bumped into, impaled during some ill-advised late-term sex, and overcooked when Orli fell asleep in a steaming bath.




  —Are you sure about this? I had asked her as she sank with a sigh into the tub. —Seems a little hot.




  —Get out, she had said.




  I dragged my finger through the steam that had formed on the shower glass.




  —You don’t have to make it easy for Him, I said.




  —Get OUT.




  When I was young, they told me that when I died and went to Heaven, the angels would take me into a vast museum full of paintings I had never before seen, paintings that would have been created

  by all the artistic sperms I had wasted in my life. Then the angels would take me into a huge library full of books I had never read, books that would have been written by all the prolific sperms I

  had wasted in my life. Then the angels would take me to a huge house of worship, filled with hundreds of thousand of Jews, praying and studying, Jews that would have been born if I hadn’t

  killed them, wasted them, mopped them up with a dirty sock during the hideous failure of my despicable life (there are roughly 50 million sperms in every ejaculate; that’s about nine

  Holocausts in every wank. I was just hitting puberty when they told me this, or puberty was just hitting me, and I was committing genocide, on average, three or four times a day). They told me that

  when I died and went to Heaven, I would be boiled alive in giant vats filled with all the semen I had wasted during my life. They told me that when I died and went to Heaven, all the souls of every

  sperm I wasted during my life would chase me for eternity through the firmament. You don’t have to be ordained to play this game—go on, try it!—all you need is terror, bloodlust,

  and a sense of gruesome, violent irony. Here’s mine: I worry that God puts all the healthy, perfect, talented sperm in the early ejaculates of a man’s life—the man’s someday

  reward for the control he has had over his revolting animus—and that, as the years pass and he ejaculates again and again (and again and again and again), sperm quality plummets: by the time

  he is me, all that’s left are the rejects—the cross-eyed, the bucktoothed, the overbitten, the underbitten, the flippered of foot, the webbed of finger, the idiots, the lazy, the

  criminals, the morons, the yutzes, the putzes, the schmucks. That would be so God.




  I was at my office, working on some nonfiction stories, when Orli came by to tell me the news.




  —I’m pregnant! she shouted.




  We kissed, we wept, we held each other tightly; she, I suppose, imagining pink bows, lullabies, and baby booties, as I imagined kneeling beside a hospital delivery bed, sobbing, mother and child

  dead.




  —This almost never happens, the nurse would say, pulling the bloody gloves from her hand and tossing them into the bin. She pats me on the shoulder, and I look up. Our eyes meet. She

  wrinkles her nose.




  —We’re gonna need the room soon, hon, she says.




  The stories I had been working on were about my life under the thumb of an abusive, belligerent god, a god who awoke millennia ago on the wrong side of the firmament and still hasn’t

  cheered up. Working title: God Walks Beside Me with a .45 in My Ribs.




  I’d already written more than 350 pages.




  —Let’s go out tonight, said Orli, we’ll celebrate.




  We kissed, we hugged, we wept some more, and as soon as Orli had gone, I sat down at my computer, sighed, and dragged all 350 pages of my stories into the computer’s trash.




  Are you sure, the computer asked me, you want to remove the items in the Trash permanently? You cannot undo this action.




  I was sure.




  There was no need to provoke Him. I’ve been on God’s chessboard long enough to know that every move forward, every bit of good news—Success! Marriage! Child!—is just

  another Godly gambit, a feign, a fake, a setup; it seems as if I’m making my way across the board, but soon enough God calls check, and the company that hired me goes under, the wife dies,

  the baby chokes to death. God’s pick-and-roll. The Rope-a-Lordy-Dope. God was here, God was there, God was everywhere.




  —I’m telling you, Mouse A says, —that fucking cheese is wired.




  —Would you stop? whines Mouse B. —You’re such a pessi-zzzzap.




  I wonder if by having a baby, I’m only falling into their trap—God’s, my family’s, Abraham’s, Isaac’s, Joseph’s—of continuing the cycle, of

  bringing another child to the altar. Be fruitful and multiply, saith the Lord, and I’ll take it from there.




  The traffic light is still red, and my mind wanders. It wanders into the graveyard, it strolls into the morgue, it meanders into Bergen-Belsen:




  Something is wrong with the baby.




  Something is right now, at this very moment, as I’m sitting here at this traffic light, twirling a stray eyebrow hair and picking at the rubber steering-wheel cover, right now something

  within my unborn child is failing to develop properly—the something is not getting enough whatever, the whatever is not getting enough something, some cell is failing to split, some other

  cell is splitting too much.




  A few days ago, I resumed work on my God stories. I’m pushing my luck, I know, but if this child somehow lives, I want him or her to know where I come from, why I haven’t taught him

  or her what they taught me, why I have, as my mother put it in one of her last ever e-mails to me, forsaken my people. I know that God knows what I’ve written so far, and I know that He knows

  that He’s coming off like an asshole—He also knows it’s only going to get worse before I am done, and He’s doing everything He can to stop me from finishing. Killing me? Too

  obvious. Murdering the very child for whom I’m writing the book? That would be so God. I imagine there is a tall black building in downtown heaven—lots of steel and concrete, very

  corporate, with a piazza for smokers out front and a cafeteria on the third floor—a building that is the universal headquarters for God’s Department of Ironic Punishmentation, the place

  where they work out just this kind of hilarious twist. This is where writers go when they die—the novelists, the poets, the sitcom writers, the stand-up comedians—to a steel desk and a

  hard chair in a tiny cubicle in the DIP, where every human story needs its own original ending, but where every ending is satisfyingly the same: horrible.




  The driver behind me leans on her horn. The light has turned green. I drive up around the bend where the cars have been slowing to pass a jogger trudging along by the side of the road. No

  accident, no dead wife. Not yet, anyway, not today. I drive by, relieved for a moment, but only for a moment, before imagining that the jogger was my friend Roy, and that as soon as I turn off this

  road and head up the next, Roy, somewhere behind me, will be hit by a truck and killed. A delivery truck. A delivery truck on its way to Roy’s house. Delivering—wait—his

  pornography. Ha-ha, they will laugh at the DIP, that’ll learn ’im. Somebody will get a raise. There will be cake in the cafeteria. If I’ve met you and liked you at

  all, I’ve imagined you dead, decapitated, dismembered.




  —You’re punishing yourself, says Ike. Ike is my psychiatrist.




  —I know, I answer.




  —You haven’t done anything wrong, he says.




  —I know, I answer.




  Ike says something further, but I’m not listening. I’m imagining the call from his sobbing wife.




  —Ike’s dead, she says.




  —I know, I answer.




  And I know how:




  Horribly.




  
 





  2.




  Rabbi Kahn walked into our third-grade classroom, hung up his long black coat, took off his big black hat, and handed each student a small black

  booklet titled The Guide to Blessings.




  We had one week, he told us, to prepare for the annual Yeshiva of Spring Valley Blessing Bee.




  My heart leaped.




  This was just what my mother needed: my winning the blessing bee would make her forget all the troubles of our home—to have a son who was a talmid chuchum, a wise student, that was

  the ultimate achievement. Her brother was a respected rabbi, and if her husband couldn’t be one, maybe her son could be.




  The Guide to Blessings was a seventy-page listing of hundreds of different foods, divided into different chapters: Soups, Breads, Fish, Desserts. I flipped through it, slowly realizing

  the size of the challenge that lay before me, and quickly becoming famished.




  Falafel?




  Herring?




  Eggplant parmigiana?




  I had my work cut out for me.




  Friday afternoons, the yeshiva closed early so that we could all rush home to help our parents prepare for Shabbos, the Sabbath. Rabbi Kahn told us that the Sages tell

  us that the Torah tells us that the preparation for Sabbath is equal to the importance of Sabbath itself. Most of my preparations involved searching the house for kosher wine and pouring it down

  the toilet. It was a thankless job I admitted to nobody. My father’s frustrated rage at not having his Manischewitz Concord Grape was fearsome, but it was far better than his drunken rage if

  he did have it. I’d search the pantry, I’d search the garage, I’d search my father’s closet. But I was only eight years old, and there was always a bottle of Kedem hiding

  somewhere I just hadn’t thought to check.




  That night, my father, drunk on a bottle of blush Chablis that had gotten away, grabbed my older brother by his shirt collar and dragged him away from the Sabbath table. He dragged him all the

  way down the stairs to our bedroom in the basement and slammed the door shut. Even the silverware jumped.




  —Who wants the last matzoh ball? my mother asked. —I made extra.




  When my brother returned to the table, his nose was bleeding. My mother brought him a can of frozen orange juice to hold against the back of his neck, which was supposed to somehow stop the

  flow.




  Rabbi Kahn taught us that it is prohibited to defrost frozen orange juice on Sabbath, because changing food from solid to liquid is considered cooking, and cooking is considered working, and

  even the Lord refrained from working on Sabbath. Of the thirty-nine categories of work that are prohibited on Sabbath, cooking is category 7. That’s why you’re not allowed to switch on

  lights—the electricity causes the filament to glow, which is considered burning, which is considered working (category 37).




  My father came back to the table and drunkenly sang a few Sabbath songs, fudging the words and banging heavily on the table with his fist. I sat hunched over, absentmindedly drawing circles on

  the condensation that formed on the silver water pitcher. My father slapped my hand—Shabbos! he shouted (writing, category 5). Eventually, he stumbled off to his bedroom and fell

  asleep, snoring loudly as we sat in the dining room and picked glumly at our food.




  The following Monday morning, as we all sat studying from our blessing books, there was a knock on Rabbi Kahn’s classroom door, and Rabbi Goldfinger, the yeshiva principal, solemnly

  entered. We all rose. The two rabbis conferred quietly for a moment before signaling us all to be seated. After a few thoughtful strokes of his long black beard, Rabbi Goldfinger sighed deeply and

  informed us that the night before, our classmate Avrumi Gruenembaum’s father had suffered a heart attack and died.




  Some kids have all the luck.




  —Blessed is the One True Judge, said Rabbi Kahn, nodding his head.




  —Blessed is the One True Judge, we all answered, nodding our heads.




  I wondered what Mr. Gruenembaum might have done to deserve death. Had he bowed down to idols? Had he walked four steps without his yarmulke on? Whatever it was, it must have been pretty bad.




  As Rabbi Goldfinger turned to leave, he paused and, with a stern shake of his finger, reminded us all that the Sages tell us that the Torah tells us that until the age of thirteen, all of a

  boy’s sins are ascribed to his father.




  I turned to look at Avrumi’s empty chair. Avrumi was a chubby kid with heavy orthodontia and foul breath, but a sudden respect for him grew within me. I wondered what he might have done to

  cause his father’s death. Whatever it was, it must have been pretty bad.




  Scowling fiercely, Rabbi Goldfinger advised each and every one of us to pray to Hashem, the Holy One Blessed Be He, for forgiveness so that He wouldn’t decide to kill our fathers, too.




  My heart leaped.




  —Blessed is Hashem, he said.




  —Blessed is Hashem, we answered.




  Blessed is Hashem was right—all of a sudden I had two ways I could make everything better. I could win the blessing bee for my mother, and I could sin so much Hashem would have to kill my

  father.




  Courageous Avrumi Gruenembaum. Maybe one Shabbos night he had switched on a light. Maybe he drank milk after eating meat. Maybe he touched himself.




  That night, just before bed, I ate a drumstick, washed it down with some milk, touched myself, and flicked the bedroom light on and off.




  —Break those lights and I’ll break your hands! my father shouted.




  It was going to be a busy week.




  The blessing bee worked the same way as a spelling bee.




  There are six basic blessings on food: hamotzei, the blessing for bread; mezonos, the blessing for wheat; hagofen, the blessing for wine or grape juice; ha-eitz, the

  blessing for things that grow from trees; ho-adamah, the blessing for things that grow from the earth; and shehakol, the blessing for everything else.




  Bagel? Hamotzei.




  Oatmeal? Mezonos.




  Gefilte fish? Shehakol, the blessing for everything else.




  But that was the easy part. Things became much more complicated when you started combining foods: some foods are superior to other foods, and in combination with subordinate foods, the superior

  food gets the blessing. To make matters worse, some blessings are superior to other blessings and you had to know which blessing to recite first. This is where they separated the men from the

  goys:




  Spaghetti and meatballs? Mezonos, the wheat blessing, followed by shehakol, the everything-else blessing.




  Cereal with milk? Shehakol for the milk, followed by mezonos for the wheat in the cereal.




  Twix, the chocolate candy with the cookie crunch? Trick question: Twix isn’t kosher. Of course, for a kosher candy bar with fruits, nuts, or other fillings, the blessing depends upon why

  you ate it. If you ate it specifically because you like the filling, you must recite the appropriate blessing for that filling. However, if you are eating the candy as much for the chocolate as you

  are for the filling, you must first recite a shehakol on the chocolate, followed by the appropriate blessing on the filling.




  Theologically speaking, candy wasn’t worth it.




  I spent the next week sinning and blessing and blessing and sinning, alternately praising God and then defying Him as much as one eight-year-old possibly could.




  Monday morning I stuffed myself—I had a bowl of Fruity Pebbles (mezonos), a slice of toast (hamotzei), a glass of juice (shehakol), half an apple (ha-eitz), and

  a couple of old french fries I found at the bottom of the fridge (ho-adamah). One meal, five blessings.




  Tuesday I touched myself. I also partook of bread without first ceremoniously washing my hands, and that evening, before going to sleep, I sat on the edge of my bed and carefully recited

  “shit,” “fuck,” and “ass” a dozen times each.




  My father banged angrily on my bedroom door. —Lights out, he barked.




  I smiled. For you and me both, pal.




  Wednesday I stole five dollars from my mother and didn’t recite any blessings at all on the bag full of candy that I bought with it. (A Charleston Chew, which is traif, or

  non-kosher, to begin with, and a Chunky, which would have been a shehakol if I weren’t trying to kill my father. A Chunky with Raisins would have been shehakol, then

  ha-eitz.)




  Thursday I didn’t wear tzitzis. Rabbi Kahn noticed that the strings weren’t dangling from my sides, and he grabbed me by the ear and pulled me to the front of the class.




  —Speak to the children of Israel, he quoted loudly from the Torah as he spanked me hard on my bottom, —and tell them to make tzitzis on the corners of their

  garments!




  That afternoon, after both disrespecting my elders by not taking out the garbage as my mother had asked me to, and defiling a prayer book by carrying it into the bathroom, I touched

  myself—twice—and silently begged God just this once to credit those sins to Rabbi Kahn’s account.




  The blessing bee was the following morning, and I could hardly sleep. Cornflakes? Ho-adamah. Potato knish? Mezonos. Root beer. Is it a root? Is it beer? Fuck. Shit. Ass. Bitch. I

  tossed and turned, I blessed and cursed, and fell, finally, into an uncomfortable sleep.




  After a week at home, Avrumi Gruenembaum conveniently returned to school just in time for the blessing bee. It was all I could do to not lean over and ask him how he did

  it.




  —Psst. Avrumi. Was it lobster? Did you eat lobster? Side of bacon? Come on, you can tell me.




  Rabbi Kahn told us that the Sages tell us that the Torah tells us that when Abraham died, God comforted Isaac, as it is written in Genesis 25:11, “After Abraham’s death, God blessed

  Isaac.” We learn from this that it is a tremendous mitzvah, or good deed, to comfort the bereaved. Rabbi Kahn instructed us all to line up at Avrumi’s desk to shake his hand and recite

  the traditional mourner’s consolation: “May God comfort you among the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem.” Being just eight years old, I was not yet wholly conversant with God’s

  compensatory system, but it occurred to me that, along with all my sins, my father might also be getting all my good deeds. I wasn’t taking any chances.




  —May God comfort you among the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem, Dov said to Avrumi.




  —May God comfort you among the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem, Motty said to Avrumi.




  —How’s it going? I said to Avrumi. —Tough break.




  Rabbi Kahn pinched the skin of my upper arm between his thumb and forefinger and twisted.




  —Ow! I screamed.




  —Shmendrik, he grumbled. Idiot.




  After the last boy had asked God to comfort Avrumi among the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem, Rabbi Kahn raised his hand high above his head and brought it down with a crash upon his desk. Even

  the prayer books trembled.




  The blessing bee began.




  We lined up at the back of the classroom, nervously pulling on our tzitzis and twirling our peyis. The rules were simple: name the correct blessing, and remain standing for the

  next round. Name the wrong blessing, and you take your seat.




  Last year’s winner, Yukisiel Zalman Yehuda Schneck, stood beside me. He leaned calmly against the wall, nonchalantly picking his nose. The kid was ice.




  —Auslander, Shalom! called out Rabbi Kahn. I stepped forward.




  —Apple! he shouted.




  —Apple! I called out.




  —Ha-eitz!




  —Correct, said Rabbi Kahn.




  The blessing bees began easily. Dov Becker got tuna (shehakol, the everything-else blessing), Ari Mashinsky got matzoh (hamotzei, the blessing for bread), and Yisroel Tuchman got

  stuck with kugel, which he thought was ho-adamah—food from the earth—but really was mezonos—the blessing on wheat. Three other kids got taken out by oatmeal, borscht

  with sour cream claimed two others, and by the end of the first round, almost a third of the students were already back in their seats.




  Round two.




  —Auslander, Shalom! called out Rabbi Kahn.




  I stepped forward.




  —Mushroom barley soup! he shouted.




  Mushroom barley soup, mushroom barley soup. Damn. I knew I should have studied the chapter on soups more; I’d wasted half the week on entrees.




  Was it ho-adamah on the mushrooms, which came from the earth, or was it mezonos on the barley? Maybe it was shehakol, the everything-else blessing, on the liquid? He

  hadn’t said anything about croutons . . . what if there were croutons?




  —Mushroom barley soup! I called out. —Mezonos!




  Rabbi Kahn glared at me and tugged on his beard, his eyes narrowing into angry little slits.




  —And . . . uh . . . shehako? I added.




  Rabbi Kahn smacked his desk, signaling that I was correct. His expression conveyed a sense of triumph, as if his sneering and unspoken threats alone had been responsible for my success.




  Apple strudel took out Dov Becker, Yoel Levine, and Mordechai Pomerantz. My friend Motty Greenbaum got stuck with cheesecake, and I could tell, just by the expression on his face, that he had

  absolutely no idea. He wisely offered two answers, one for thin crust and one for thick, and somehow managed to stay alive.




  It was hard to believe this was only round two.




  —Gruenembaum, Avrumi! shouted Rabbi Kahn.




  Avrumi stepped forward. I smiled at Motty. Avrumi may have killed his father, but other than that, he wasn’t very bright. He was lucky to be in the second round at all.




  —Bagel! shouted Rabbi Kahn.




  Bagel? I looked at Motty in disbelief. Was he kidding? Bagel?




  —Bagel! Avrumi called out. —Hamotzei!




  This was bullshit.




  —Correct! shouted Rabbi Kahn. —Very good!




  Ephraim Greenblat, Avrumi Epstein, and Yehosua Frankel all got out on cholent with barley and large pieces of meat, while chopped liver on challah with a slice of lettuce and a bit of

  olive took out four more, including Motty.




  And then there were three: it was just Yukisiel Zalman Yehuda Schneck, Avrumi Gruenembaum, and me.




  Round three began.




  —Auslander, Shalom! called out Rabbi Kahn.




  I stepped forward.




  —Ice cream, shouted Rabbi Kahn. —In a cone!




  Ice cream in a cone, ice cream in a cone. I knew ice cream, but why would he add the cone? Was the blessing different if it was in a cone? What was a cone made from, anyway? Was it cake? Was it

  a wafer?




  —Ice cream in a cone! Rabbi Kahn shouted.




  —Uh, hmm . . . is that a sugar cone or is that a regular cone?




  —A sugar cone! he shouted. —A sugar cone, of course a sugar cone!




  Is the ice cream subordinate to the cone? Is the cone subordinate to the ice cream? Most of the calories came from the ice cream, so perhaps the cone was subordinate to the ice cream? Was it

  calorie-related? Then again, if it’s a sugar cone, maybe you really desire the cone, and then the ice cream is subordinate to the cone? Dear God, were there sprinkles involved?




  —ICE CREAM IN A CONE! Rabbi Kahn shouted again.




  —Ice cream in a cone! I called out. —No blessing!




  Everyone in the classroom turned to face me.




  Looking back on the whole episode, Rabbi Kahn had really left me no choice.




  —No blessing? said Rabbi Kahn. —Why no blessing?




  —Because, I explained, nervously twirling my long white tzitzis, —because . . . because the room smells like doody




  There was a long silence. Motty giggled, and others followed. Soon the whole room was filled with laughter. Rabbi Kahn slowly rose to his feet, his thick fists pushing themselves into the

  desktop.




  It may have been a loophole, but technically speaking, I was correct. Rabbi Kahn himself had told us that our Sages tell us that the Torah tells us that there are three situations in which one

  is absolutely prohibited from reciting a blessing: (1) while facing a male over the age of nine years old whose genitals are showing, (2) while facing a female over the age of three years old whose

  genitals are showing, and (3) in the presence of feces.




  Frankly, given the other two options, I think I chose the least offensive answer.




  For a big man, Rabbi Kahn moved pretty quickly.




  —It’s true, I said as he barreled toward me, —the Torah says that . . .




  He grabbed me roughly by my arm, lifting me clear off the ground, and dragged me toward the door, shouting angrily in Yiddish the whole time.




  —But it smells like doody! I yelled. —The room smells like doody! Wait! There’s a naked girl in the room! There’s a naked girl. . . !




  The door slammed shut behind me.




  I stood in the hallway, rubbed my bruised arm, and began to cry. The blessing bee was lost, I was not a great rabbi, and my father was still not dead.




  I tiptoed toward the classroom door and listened closely. Two minutes later, Yukisiel Zalman Yehuda Schneck fell victim to matzoh brei with maple syrup, and the last man standing was Avrumi

  Gruenembaum.




  —Apples! called out Rabbi Kahn.




  —Apples, Avrumi answered. —Ha-eitz!




  —Mazel top! called out Rabbi Kahn. —Mazel top!




  Total bullshit.




  That night we had the traditional Friday-night gefilte fish (shehakol) with a little slice of carrot (ho-adamah). My father was drunk again, fudging the words of

  the Sabbath songs and banging heavily on the table with his fist. My mother went into the kitchen and brought out the soup. When my brother said he didn’t want any my father slapped him and

  poured the hot chicken soup onto his face and lap.




  My mother took my brother into the bathroom and sat with him on the edge of the bathtub, pressing a cold washcloth against his cheeks, and I went back to the dining room to wipe the chicken soup

  off the floor. Chicken soup is a shehakol, even if it is cooked with vegetables, since chicken is the dominant taste in the soup.




  Rabbi Kahn told us that the Sages tell us that the Torah tells us that the Holy One Blessed Be He sent the Egyptians ten plagues in order to teach us that He gives people many chances to repent,

  and only then, if they still continue to sin, does He punish them with death.




  I went downstairs to my bedroom, took four steps without my yarmulke on, touched myself, flicked the lights off and on, and fell asleep.




  
 





  3.




  By the time I was eight years old, I had already learned twelve different names for God, not including the One That Must Never Be Said. There was

  Hashem, El, Adonai, Shadai, He Who Is Full of Mercy, He Who Is Quick to Anger, the Holy Spirit, the Divine Presence, the Rock, the Savior, the Guardian of the Worlds, and He Who Was, He Who Is, and

  He Who Will Always Be What He Is. One day Rabbi Kahn was teaching us the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden when he referred to God as “Our Father Who Is in Heaven.”




  I shuddered.




  There’s another one? In heaven? That’s God? Did He stumble around in His underwear? How big was His fist? As big as a car? As big as a house? What was it like to get punched

  by a house? If someone hit you with a fist as big as a house, you’d probably die, right, I mean, if God ever got drunk . . .




  Rabbi Kahn stood behind his desk, a Chumash, or Pentateuch, in one hand, his other hand solemnly twisting his beard.




  —And God, said Rabbi Kahn, —was very angry.




  He shut his eyes, slowly beating the top of his desk with his fist as he shook his head with disappointment. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. Nobody even breathed.




  —ADAM! Rabbi Kahn suddenly shouted. Everyone jumped. Rabbi Kahn rose up on his toes and extended his arm over his head, index finger pointing to the heavens above the drop ceiling

  above.




  —You . . . have . . . SINNED!




  Yukisiel slunk down in his chair and picked his nose. Avrumi nervously twirled his peyis. I pulled a hair out of the top of my head. Rabbi Kahn slowly opened his eyes.




  —Get OUT! he shouted, pointing suddenly to the windows. —GET OUT!




  Shmuel started to get up. So did Yoel. Our classroom was on the second floor.




  —BOTH OF YOU! he continued. —Get OUT of my Garden of Eden!




  Rabbi Kahn glared at me. He glared at everyone. His finger, still pointing to the windows, trembled with furious rage.




  I pulled another hair from the top of my head.




  All he’d forgotten was the underwear.




  I am sitting in a coffee shop in Woodstock, New York, trying, despite the Islamic Jihad’s best efforts, to work. I can’t help noticing that every time I begin to

  make some progress on my stories about God, attacks in Israel increase, and I feel guilty and stop. Am I causing these attacks? Is God showing me what it will be like if I piss Him off, if He

  decides, once again, to let our enemies destroy us? My rabbis taught me that it was wrong to say God caused the Holocaust; that He had simply, in 1938, turned His head. He looked away. What?

  Huh? Geno . . . really? Shit, I was in the bathroom. Not a murderer, just an accessory. Were the day’s headlines a silent threat? Am I next? My teachers told me that it is a sin

  punishable by death from above for a Jew to embarrass the Jewish people, which I am concerned these stories do. But I take a deep breath and remember that Aaron Spelling’s doing okay, and if

  he’s not an embarrassment to the Jewish people, I don’t know who is.




  —What about Aaron? I say to God. —Go bother Aaron.




  For the People of the Book, words, being the stuff of books, have weight. Words have consequences. In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was the name of the Lord, and so the second word

  they came up with, immediately after the Word, was the word Holy, which described the first Word, which you were now prohibited from uttering, even though there were only two words in total,

  effectively cutting the entire language in half. Soon came the words “shan’t” and “mustn’t” and “stoning” and “kill,” and then a whole

  lot of other words that you were required to say in case the first Word was uttered, words of penance, apology and promise that you would never utter that Word in vain again, so help you Word.




  Words have weight.




  —It sounds like narcissism to me, my friend Craig says of my relationship with God. —Like you’re so important.




  I imagine us, bound and blindfolded in a dark basement as a masked intruder holds a gun to my head. I’m trembling, panicking, on the edge of tears.




  —He’s going to kill me, I whisper.




  —Jesus Christ, Craig scoffs. —You are really full of yourself.




  We were at a bar in Manhattan at the time, and I was concerned God would kill him on his way back to Brooklyn just for having this conversation with me.




  —We shouldn’t be discussing this here, I said.




  He shook his head and laughed.




  —You really think God is running around with nothing better to do than fuck with people?




  The television above the bar was tuned to CNN. There were bombings in Israel, killings in Gaza, murders in Darfur. Shiites were killing Sunnis, Afghans were killing Pakistanis, Janjaweed were

  killing everyone. There were heat waves on the West Coast, floods on the East. There were earthquakes, tsunamis, hurricanes, tornadoes, mudslides, diseases old and diseases new—there were

  syndromes and himdromes and plindromes and shmindromes!




  —Yes, I answered him. —I do.




  Lately, the person I thought He was fucking with most was me. I was nervous about the forthcoming birth, unsure of how I would raise this child, and terrified that the introduction of this baby

  into our lives would somehow reintroduce with him or her the families from which we had worked so long to distance ourselves, a distance I was just beginning to gain, a distance that had saved my

  marriage and my life; I was less volatile, less furious. I was writing. I was a better husband and about to become a father, and I was worried that this was God’s punch line—the walls

  of our world stronger now, the roof solid and secure above our heads, we decide to open the door to a child, and that in that opening, the rats and pests of my past scurry inside and bury

  themselves in the walls and the beams, and soon the house collapses.




  —A baby, I had said to Ike the week after learning of the pregnancy.




  —So?




  —So they’re going to want to see him.




  —Your responsibility is to your son, he said.




  —So, what? I just say no?




  —You just say no.




  —I’m not sure I can be that big an asshole.




  —I believe you can.




  —You’re a good friend.




  A few days later, I ran into an old acquaintance from Monsey. I told him we were expecting a baby; he’d recently had a child of his own, and I shared with him my concerns about my family.

  He e-mailed me the following day, saying that I had to accept them. That I had to realize that this child wasn’t just my son, but also their grandchild. That there were going to be holidays

  and birthdays, and that I had to accept that I couldn’t just cut them out of my life.




  —No, I replied.




  And cut him out of my life.




  The coffee shop this morning is blissfully quiet. It is early morning; the only ones awake at this hour are construction workers, landscapers, and writers. Perhaps it’s the silence,

  perhaps it’s the organic Zanzibar double espresso, but I think I’ve finally figured out the theme connecting all these disparate stories I’ve been working on: they’re

  basically just stories about one man’s desire to . . .




  Suddenly there are four of them—breasts—making their way toward me. I have looked up for only a moment, and there they are: two women crossing Tinker Street, heading toward the

  coffee shop. They are just my type, in that they are almost naked and wearing high heels; white tube tops each, one of them in a short, loose green skirt, the other in a long white one, see-through

  in the sun rising slowly behind her, the Peeping Tom’s sly celestial accomplice. I didn’t know who had invented high-heel shoes, but I wondered, as they walked toward me, if he was

  dead, and what punishment God might be causing him to suffer. Forced to walk in heels for eternity? Tied to a post and beaten with four-inch stilettos by all the furious souls his evil design had

  caused to be wasted? Or maybe—a DIP special—he’s in a world where every woman wears flats? Maybe he’s been sent back as a heel of a shoe? Maybe he’s one of the heels

  of these two? One of the women is thin and blond, the other is thick and black. This is my God—this is El, this is Shadai, this is the Guardian of the World—this is Him, not taking any

  chances, covering the bases of my myriad perversions. They float across the street, wiggling, jiggling, swinging, swaying, a thousand irresistible movements in every single irresistible step. They

  would be chased out of Jerusalem, these two; they would be shot in Afghanistan; they would be hanged in Iran. The price of freedom is eternal titillation. They don’t belong here in Woodstock,

  either—this is a small town, I have lived here for more than ten years and I have never seen either of them before; it is as if they materialized, Star Trek style, in the middle of the

  street, as if Kirk had been having a party in the Enterprise and a couple of the strippers, looking for the bathroom, stumbled through the transporter room instead.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
w
SHALOM

AUSIANDER
FORESKIN





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





