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The Unleavened Truth

By Darryl A. Forman





The Chosen

When people ask me why Jews are the chosen people, I shrug my shoulders and tell them, “Everyone else said no.” This section is named “The Chosen” not only because the tales are rooted in my Hebrew background, but also because they’re among my favorites. But, like our tastes for sex and food (not necessarily together), our funny bones are tickled by different stimuli. So please read on and find your own chosen.


I’m Davening As Fast As I Can

The Unleavened Truth

I’ll Take It





I’m Davening As Fast As I Can

Dedication

This story is dedicated to two people, both of whom had little effect on my life except to make a couple of offhand comments that irritated me enough to write this essay. The first person is a finance professor at a big Midwestern Catholic college that prides itself on its athletic teams and huge endowment. He was on-loan from said school to a research group at the world’s largest discount broker when I met him in 2000. His sin was to tell me that I shouldn’t be so Jewish about everything. He actually thought that, depending on the situation, ambiance or degree of guilt, the Jewishness could be turned on or off (like a faucet!). Interesting that the only time this white, Anglo-Saxon atheist ever felt at all different was when he was in Japan for a week and he was taller than everyone. It’s a good thing he teaches “Stocks for Jocks” and not “Ethnic Esteem Issues.”

The second person is an African-American former athlete whom I once dated. His transgression was to accuse me of not being a good Jew because I didn’t know where the San Francisco Holocaust Memorial was located. Right, as if all you need to be a good Jew is a GPS!

About Davening

Davening is a Yiddish word for offering Jewish prayers to God. Its less formal interpretation generally includes chanting the prayers while slowly rocking back and forth from the waist in a kind of swaying motion and tap-tap-tapping one’s chest with the hand not holding the prayer book.

* * *

I’m Davening As Fast As I Can

I thought the whole world was Jewish when I was growing up in Newton, Mass. in the 50s. And why not—with at least a half-dozen synagogues in davening distance? That there were about 20 Catholic churches and 31 other chapels of various decidedly non-Jewish denominations never made me question that I might not be in the majority.

This belief, I’m sure, had a lot to do with my extracurricular schedule, which included three or five Hebrew School classes each week, synagogue on Saturdays, Hebrew School dances on Saturday nights, and the rest of my “free” time was spent with my mother’s big, loud Jewish family. So, when my mother told me that I should never marry a gentile because he would someday call me a dirty Jew, I was kind of surprised because I didn’t know any gentile boys. But when she added that I couldn’t date them, whom she very politically incorrectly referred to as shagetzem it became my mission to find out why they were so forbidden.

So on the very first Friday night that my mother went out of town and left me in my inattentive father’s care, I got me a date with a shagetz and not just any shagetz. This guy was so far from being Jewish that he had six siblings and three of them played hockey for the high school team. In fact, he took me to some high school hockey tournament in Back Bay, where it seemed he knew everyone. I was convinced that one of those many “everyones” would know me, my parents and their admonition not to date goyim. And I was sure I’d get busted, but all I got was French kissed by an Irish Catholic. This was my first experience flirting with forbidden fruit. I wanted more.

* * *

College was a lot like high school, though not academically, in which case it was a lot easier. In terms of demographics and cliques, however, with at least one-third of the students from New York City, there were plenty of descendants of Abraham and Sarah for me to befriend and/or date. And I did, rarely straying, which effectively had me still believing that I was in a majority group.

A trip to Europe was, indeed, an eye-opener. With olive skin and dark hair, I often have been mistaken for Italian or Greek, but I was in France in 1969 when someone tried to get my attention by hollering “Juive,” which is French for Jew. Then, just a few days later, on the train to fun-loving, tulip-growing, Anne Frank-hiding Holland of all places, some East German guy opined that Hitler should have finished the job. Interestingly, this was while he was flirting with me. At last, I’d met a man I shouldn’t marry.

* * *

It wasn’t until I moved to California the following year that I really started to notice the differences between “us” and “them” (them being goyim). Prior to that, “us” referred to the members of Temple Reyim and the “them” were the wealthier, if less religious, congregants of Temple Emanuel across town. We didn’t have turf wars, we had shul wars.

My first boyfriend in California was an Irish-Italian-German Catholic, a veritable cornucopia of forbidden fruit. On a good day, he looked like something the cat dragged in and smelled like something cheap and grapey. He was very different from me and if we hadn’t have been tripping our brains out on a mega-dose of some mega-wattage LSD when we met, I’m sure I never would have looked twice at him (although when I did look at him that evening, I was hallucinating his face in triplicate and hearing his voice in quadruplicate). When the drug and newness highs ended, so did the relationship. Although he never said a disparaging word about my Jewishness, this was another guy I wasn’t going to marry.

Through this relationship, I learned that Jews and Catholics are very much the same, with the main difference being that Catholics feel guilty for what they do, while Jews feel guilty about what they don’t do, like call their mothers enough. In fact, in many ways—except for the Jesus thing, original sin, afterlife beliefs, the pre- and after-marriage rules, confessing to get rid of guilt versus never getting rid of guilt, the Latin and Sunday services versus Hebrew and Saturday services, and that Jews, historically, don’t drink—these two religions are pretty similar. (The reason Jews, as a rule, don’t drink is because it kills the pain.)

When I got a little older, thinner, cuter and a lot more confident, I dated more selectively and went out with whomever I pleased. I cared less about religion and ethnicity than I did about creativity and free expression. I dated Methodist teachers and Lithuanian students, Jewish cardiologists and Catholic heartbreakers, house and avant-garde painters, a card-carrying member of the Communist party and a beekeeper who wasn’t even a WASP.

None of these suitors captured my attention for long; that is, until my wandering minstrel came along with his Texas Jew-boy charm. And while he spent his Wonder Bread years in Texas, his family not only came from the same neck of the woods as my family, some of our relatives still went to the same shul. This clearly was as close to the guy-next-door as I was ever going to find while living in California.

It took a year of dating, but when I finally fell in love body and soul, part of the attraction was that we knew and understood so much about each other. Our backgrounds were similar. Our mothers were overbearing, demanding and adoring, while our fathers were henpecked and would do anything that might mean a quiet evening for a change. The result: the ensuing neuroses matched and our guilt antennae were of the same length and equally attuned. It was a marriage made in heaven until it came to be unmade 10 years later in a San Francisco courtroom. (This is what happens, religions notwithstanding, when the boy next door chooses to move.)

At this point in my life, despite the popularity of Jerry Seinfeld, I was quite aware that the whole world wasn’t Jewish. In fact, several of my friends admitted I was the first Jewish person that they had known well.

Still, I was rather surprised when I showed up to work for a large San Francisco brokerage house and not only were there no other Jews in the group, there was only one other East Coaster. I was knee-deep in Midwesterners, a demographic group I knew little about except the flat A’s and their fondness for calling snowmobiling “sport.” In addition, these particular Midwesterners happened to be very bright, very white, creatively linear and had a penchant for anything statistical. None of them, however, had ever worked with a descendant of Abe and Sarah’s. I was up to the challenge of spreading the gospel, so to speak, but I’m not sure they were ready for me.

My second step in winning over the group was to be sassy and funny. (The first step was my work.) After the humor came the dreidels at Chanukah. I explained to these math and finance PhDs that playing the dreidel game is like playing the stock market—all about probabilities and risk (though I believe the dreidel has a higher rate of return).

Then I became their knowledge guardian of all things Jewish. I answered their questions about customs, ceremonies, appropriate bar mitzvah gifts, food and celebrities. By the time I was through, they could tell knishes from kasha, kasha from kishka, and kishka from Koufax. I felt that along with my responsibility to write for the group, I also had the right to write about the rites, joy and the fun parts of the religion, keeping away from the guilt, which is best passed on by parents.

With the help of the two-volume Jewish Book of Why, I was able to answer all their questions. I almost stumbled, though, when my most unusually named colleague, Dr. Song Ling Ding from Gay Paree asked if the Jews were my tribe, what did this make him and my other colleagues. I replied that they were my pack, my day-to-days versus my DNAs. And just like Dr. Ding can’t help being French and critical of most things non-French, I can’t help being Jewish and critical of almost everything. It isn’t an attitude or an affectation. It just is…and you can’t spell Jewish without is.

The Unleavened Truth

My father was a frustrated, wanna-be rabbi who ended up selling footwear—ironic that he ended up shoeing soles rather than saving souls. I consider myself lucky he wasn’t the opposite, given the mess of my metatarsals and the messlessness of my soul.

I don’t think Dad would have been a very good rabbi, who, by the way, is not required to save souls, as Jews don’t believe in afterlife. He was short on empathy, short of temper, and just plain short. It was like he read about life, but lacked the emotions to feel it. Hence, discussions about anything at all emotional often sounded like old, B-movie dialog. In 1977, when my 27-year-old brother came out to my parents—who should have known by then—my father said, “I hope you don’t go home with just any sailor.”

It made me wonder if, maybe, he once went home with a sailor.

To me, the family skill he most lacked was being able to get real close—a kind of under-your-skin close—and still be able to forgive, forget and move on. Dad had a lot of problems with the forgive part. He carried grudges like we carry water bottles—everywhere, everyday, only he never threw the bottles away.

Freud, one of my favorite famous dead Jews, would explain my father’s shortcomings by pointing to his childhood. Unfortunately, we knew more about Amelia Earhart’s flight plan than we knew about Dad’s early family life.

Growing up, we didn’t mingle much with Dad’s six siblings, even though they lived just a town or two away. We did hear from Uncle Morris when my sister got married, and he and his chilly wife gave the newlyweds five dollars and a bottle of chicken fat—also called shmaltz. When I married 15 years later, after his wife was in the afterlife, he gave me $500, which could have bought enough shmaltz to throw an entire village into cardiac arrest.

My mother’s eight-sibling-big family plus spouses were 180 degrees away from this and hot like a furnace. My brother called my mother’s family “psychic vampires” in that they wanted so much from you that you felt anemic from filling their needs. The differences between the two families were profound—fire vs ice, extrovert vs introvert, optimist vs pessimist and, if we’d asked, probably sinkers vs floaters and boxers vs briefs—and that’s just my aunts.

My mother’s family also leaned heavily toward the boastful, while my father’s was just degrees away from total modesty. This, along with his natural passive aggressiveness, accounted for two of my three years in therapy. I remember how relieved I was when I finally got my period at age 14. I had begun to wonder if I was one of those sexually ambiguous kids and my parents had hedged their bets by naming me Darryl. I was at my friend Jane’s house and embarrassed as only a teenager can get—MOR-TI-FIED. So when Dad dropped me off at the local Rexall Drug and made ME go buy sanitary napkins, I cried, “Why can’t you go in? They know they’re not for you.” He replied, “Adversity makes you stronger.”

I’m going into the local drugstore to buy my first box of Kotex, and he goes all rah-rah Gipper on me.

The negative chip welded to my father’s shoulders was not so noticeable when he socialized with my mother’s family. This was likely because their family skills may well have been overdeveloped, as they were able to talk and seemingly listen to seven adults talking at the same time. When Dad dared to make a foray into the family fray, almost everything he said had to do with some famous Jewish person, or about all the mamzers in the world trying to take advantage of the Jews. (Mamzers, as you probably can tell from its use, is a Yiddish word for bastards or cheats.) Then, on the way home, he would rant and rave about the mamzers, but this time the mamzer was my Auntie Belle or Uncle Bem.

It was tough for a little kid like me to figure out who the bad guys really were.

Dad was pretty much an omega-male at home, except on Passover, when he took off his fedora, donned his made-in-Israel yarmulke, and turned into SuperJew, maintainer of the Seder. His reign covered both the adult and the kids’ tables, and would last from the first glass of Manischewitz to the last piece of matzos. He was Alpha Alfred, and he tried to extend that time as much as possible.

Seder is a Hebrew word for order and is the ceremonial meal that tells the story of the exodus better than Otto Preminger did in film. The Seder kicks off Passover, a seven-day period, during which all foods with leavening are forbidden, wreaking havoc on the Children of Israel’s colons for seven days each year.

Passover is my favorite Jewish holiday—mostly because of the food, the names of which get stuck in the back of your throat, but also because it’s about spring and hope and how hope springs eternal.

But Seders, which answer the question Why is this night different from all other nights? can run long. I’d guess that the average length of a Dad-run Seder was three hours. This isn’t that long, given that the story tells a tale of a 40-year trek in the desert, but it is long enough for the kids to get hungry, moms and aunts to wonder how overcooked the food could get and still taste good, and uncles to quietly enjoy the wine buzz.

After observing this tradition every year since birth, even a kid like me knew not to try to rush this thing along. And, secretly, as the kid of the Seder leader, I kind of dug watching my father morph into Alpha Dad and hold sway over the tables for as long as possible. And, while he wasn’t much of a believer in hope, seeing him that way made me Alpha Daughter and filled me with hope.

I don’t mean to make him sound like a hopeless guy—it was just that he wasn’t terribly hopeful, unless it concerned his beloved Boston Celtics, a team that began its reign about the same time I got to move from the kids’ table to the adults’.

The Celtics were a basketball dynasty and the season, which now extends through Memorial Day, ran only to Passover. And, it seemed to me that the Celtics played the Lakers every year, though it was hard to see who was playing whom on our 10-inch black-and-white television.

And it came to pass that one year, when Dad’s beloved team was playing the Elgin Baylor- or Jerry West-led Lakers for the title, the gods of basketball (or network mamzers) played a mean trick on Dad and scheduled a game on the first night of Passover.

This meant that tip-off and afikomen-hiding time were both at 6:00. The afikomen is a piece of matzos hidden by the leader just prior to the Seder beginning. After the meal, the children have to find it, with a reward going to that child. These kids are smart, so before they search, they form a little corporation to sell the afikomen back to the leader. This way they all get to share the reward, which usually is money. Afikomen is Hebrew for dessert, but its subtext is more like extortion.

Well, I wasn’t much of a basketball fan then, but I could learn to be if the pregame show ever proved to be as interesting as watching my father struggle with this ethical dilemma. It was Hoops Hope vs. Hebrew Hope, Cousy vs. Canaan, Frank Ramsey vs. Ramses II—which would Dad choose? True, we’d all been through many Seders, and there would be one the next night. On the other hand, if our ancestors schlepped through the desert for such a long time, couldn’t we at least observe the occasion a little? And then my father did something I’d never seen him do before—he compromised. He then set the land-speed record for Seders.

No more four questions—two would do just fine, thank-you-very-much. The 10 plagues got downsized to six, when frogs, gnats, locusts and flies got lumped together as “yech.” The four sons must have committed fratricide while we were slurping the matzos-ball soup, because we heard only about the wise and wicked ones. (The “simple son” and “son who could not ask” were likely flushed out of the gene pool by 1958, so no need to even mention them.) When it came time for the ritual hand washing, we used Handiwipes. Traditional songs got scratched until later when we sang them during time-outs.

It was clear to me why this night was very different from other nights. Not only were we kids conspiring with adults—they weren’t all mere adults—one was my usual party-pooper Papa. Alpha Alfred, my father, King of the Passover Seder, was the lead conspirer. This time, I was so full of hope and matzos that I almost exploded.

Of course, once the TV clicked off, the Seder ended and my predictable life resumed—my father morphed right back into the same boring omega guy I was convinced couldn’t really have sired me, and the Celtics won in overtime. I think my father felt a little guilty about the speedy Seder because on the way home, he didn’t call any of my aunts or uncles mamzers, and he promised to double the reward for the afikomen if we didn’t tell anyone about the truncated meal.

This offer made me happy for reasons other than the money. It promised the continuation of the conspiracy within the family and made me, the youngest, feel just a little less powerless than usual. But the real reason I was so very happy was how sage I felt finally knowing why that night was different from all other nights.

Epilogue

A few years later, I met Bob Cousy and Tommy Heinsohn, stars on those winning Celtics teams. When I told Cousy that my father would be so excited if he knew I was talking to one of the greatest basketball players ever, the Cous just about yawned and said. “Fathers, fathers, fathers, that’s all I ever hear about are fathers.” So when I met Tommy, I tried a different tack. I told him how I used to watch him on a little black-and-white TV, and that I’d always remember him as 10 inches. He didn’t yawn.

I’ll Take It

“I’m sorry, but these come-fuck-me-now shoes just don’t go with my I’ve-fallen-and-can’t-get-up knees,” I complained to the 27-year-old shoe sales guy, who either hated me or hated women in general. In either case, this young dude knew little about the anatomical stresses a five-inch-heeled shoe could put on a woman’s knees, especially mature knees, like the ones I hoped to keep for at least a few more decades.

For some reason, I thought not of my father who was a shoe sales guy himself, but of my mother who wore high heels every day of her working career. She also wore a long-line bra and girdle that stopped just north of the knees—I’d seen racing horses less harnessed.

When Mom got home—like you, like me—she made herself more comfortable. Unlike you and me, she didn’t have a drink (although she should have) and, unlike me, all she took off were the shoes. The rest of the body armor stayed on till just before she went to sleep. She even slept in a sleep bra. I used to wonder if she showered in a shower bra.

Despite the constraints of modesty my mother endured, she was smart enough and married enough that she didn’t have to work at my age, which was only one way in which we differed. What’s another? Let’s talk about exercise, for example, which was all she’d do—talk about exercise. Her six-stair commute into my uncle’s Chevy was followed by five stairs up into the building, a freight elevator ride to the second floor and a few trips to the powder room in those damned high heels.

At home, it was control she’d exercise; control over the vast fiefdom of our family of five. It was “go get my cigarettes,” which always were upstairs if she was downstairs and downstairs if she was upstairs, and I was the Camels’ camel. Outside of the home, it was “can’t you park closer?” or “run into the store for me.” It was almost as if she had to pay for every step she took and was afraid she’d run out of money.

Speaking of money, I’ll tell you one thing—if my mother had exercised, there’s no way she would have paid $100 for a pair of sneakers, even if they ran for her, because the control she exercised over the family so paled in comparison to the tight hold she had on the family’s finances. Hell, if she’d been as fit physically as she was fiscally, we’d be singing, “Happy Birthday Eleanore” for the 93rd time next month.

And she knew how to make money as well as how to save it. Her first foray into entrepreneurship was as a Tupperware Lady. Right away, everything in our house was in a plastic container with a vacuum-packed lid. If Tupperware & Co. had made a big enough “Servalier” bowl, our sofa would have been entombed in it (instead of just under a thin layer of plastic).

So it was no surprise that one day I found a liquid-filled plastic container in the medicine chest. I wanted to paint and here was this lovely little bottle of water waiting for me—I thought. I was way too young to wonder why it was in the bathroom, sequestered from all the other bottled liquids. It was all I could do to paint inside the lines, so I was as surprised as anyone when Mom asked my father, “Pete, what happened to the urine specimen I left in the bathroom?”
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