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For Ann



A PRAYER FOR HANNAH MOLDER

Learning Hebrew is impossible for me. I have tried for years. There appear to be no rules, or at least no rules understandable to people who don’t already know Hebrew. Linguistically, it’s like watching roller derby for the first time. I thought my brain might be more receptive to verbs if I ate falafel while conjugating, so my wife and I went to a Middle Eastern restaurant to study.

A woman walked past us on her way to her table. She overheard us going over vocabulary. She stopped and asked, “Excuse me, are you Jewish?”

“Yes,” I said.

She pulled up a chair and sat down. She said there was a woman she knew, Hannah Molder, whom she believed was Jewish. She was ill. She might not survive the week. She was wondering if there was a special prayer that could be said for her. I told her there was. There were services at my synagogue Monday and Thursday mornings at seven thirty, and on Saturdays. During these services there is a moment when we pray for the ill.

“Do you go to these services?” the woman asked.

“I try to—when I’m not working,” I said.

“Are you working tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” I asked.

“Yes. Tomorrow is Thursday. Are you going to services?”

“Well, I . . .”

“If you were, perhaps you could say a prayer for Hannah Molder?”

I had planned on sleeping in, but there was something in her request that inspired me to make the effort. “Sure. Not a problem,” I said.

The next day, I got up early and went to the synagogue. After the Torah reading, I stood up and said Hannah Molder’s name at the appropriate time. The rest of the service I wondered who she was and if she was getting better. I wondered if my prayer mattered.

The following Monday, I made a pot of coffee and sat down to read the paper. Then, I thought of this faceless person, Hannah Molder. I got dressed and went to services and said her name. As the weeks went by, I kept going.

That was over a year ago. I still feel the obligation to stand and say Hannah Molder’s name. I don’t know who she is, if she is well, or if she even survived that critical week.

I understand that to some, my prayer for Hannah Molder might seem simple-minded. Superstitious. Sort of like shooting a drawing of a man and a woman and our location in the galaxy into space—as Carl Sagan did in 1972 and 1973 on the Pioneer 10 and 11 spacecrafts. Both operate under the same theory: Even if the heavens are empty, a prayer provides its own echo.

I prayed for Hannah Molder because I thought it mattered. Not because I knew Hannah, but because I knew God.

Whatever God is.

When you are telling a story about God you have an inherent difficulty. It is not the problem of belief. It is a problem with nouns.

We rely on nouns to get through the day. Most nouns are easy to grasp like breakfast, work, and children. Some are not as concrete, for example, love. We know what love is. We believe in it. We believe in it even though it can’t be weighed or measured. We believe in it even though it can’t be seen. No constant image comes to mind. When I hear the word love I will occasionally see my mother’s face, or my wife Ann’s, or my children, Robert and William. We change our meaning of love throughout the day without giving it the slightest thought. Inconsistency isn’t the downfall of love. It is its defining characteristic.

There are more elusive nouns than love. Birth and death. We only know these as witnesses. The former we experience through our children, the latter through our parents.

*  *  *  *  *

The most troubling noun of all may be God. Nothing comes to mind. Nothing. Well, maybe childhood thoughts of an old man in the clouds. Maybe any number of metaphors proposed by Hollywood—from HAL the computer, to Mary Poppins, to the shark in Jaws.

I admit that it has been hard to know God. I have had bouts of uncertainty. Being an actor, I have become accustomed to the condition. I have learned that doubt is like a bad hangover. It’s unpleasant, but it’s proof that you’re still alive. There is a religious precedent for man’s difficulty in understanding the nature of the divine. In the book of Exodus, Moses is told he could never see God’s face. To see the actual face of God would bring death. He could only see his back. Rabbis over the centuries have defined seeing “God’s back” as being witness to God’s “trailing radiance.” As poetic as that is, “trailing radiance” isn’t much of a handle to grasp the nature of faith.

Thomas Aquinas in his Summa Theologica gives us something more tantalizing. His explanation of God almost seems to have been formulated with the assistance of quantum physics. He says the proof of God’s existence is in seeing the effects of the infinite on man.

All at once I am overwhelmed by thoughts of mathematics, music, dreams, space, time, and the combinations of them all in a painting by Chagall. I am moved by the fugues of Bach and the frescoes of Michelangelo, all inspired by what artists, scientists, and prophets have called God.

Aquinas found no conflict between science and religion. He said ideas that appear to be contradictory come from the same source. He examined the ways we know the earth is round. Some know by looking at the heavens, some by watching the changing horizon. Different disciplines reveal different aspects of a larger truth.

Like Aquinas, Isaac Newton believed everything was knowable. He said we live in three dimensions: length, width, and depth. We travel through something called time. He proposed that everything in the universe was understandable and foreseeable. It was a smoothly functioning machine where all forces seek equalization. Something will rush in to fill nothing. Mystery was only a product of our incomplete knowledge.

I have found incomplete knowledge at the heart of any discussion about God. I was relieved when I learned that the medieval rabbis who wrote the Zohar agreed. Thoughts of God are intended to create doubt. Doubt is integral to wisdom. I wish I had known about the Zohar when I was in my twenties. It would have made college less stressful.

As difficult as the notion of God is, it is harder to believe in nothing. Even cats believe in suppertime. No matter your individual beliefs, our lives are often shaped by faith. That’s why I still have two pairs of pants in my closet with a size thirty-four waist.

Whenever I am faced with a mystery, I turn to what I learned in math class. Algebra and geometry. I was good at algebra. Algebra is all about finding x. Adding and subtracting. Finding the missing piece—what is unknown.

Geometry is different. It is about knowing the answer before you start. The people good at geometry are good at getting to a predetermined conclusion in the shortest and most elegant manner.

When people who are good at geometry tackle God, they tend to bend the questions to make everything fit. When people who are good at algebra tackle God, there are too many unknowns. They often give up or become Unitarians.

Algebra and geometry might not be capable of deciphering God. There might be a more appropriate mathematical tool: calculus. Calculus focuses on understanding the nature of an arc. Its area. Its trajectory. It is the tool we use to map a curve. Any relationship with God is confusing because it changes throughout our lives. It is an arc and most of us give up on math before we get to that part of the book.

As I reflect upon my arc, it appears to describe the same path as the Torah. My life divided into the five books of Moses. I saw the same pattern in other people’s life stories.

*  *  *  *  *

Everyone seems to have powerful creation myths. Our childhood. Our families. The first questions on first dates are often when, where, and how did you become you. I was different in that my Genesis included water moccasins.

In the next part of our lives, we go into slavery. Instead of building pyramids, we find other ways to lose ourselves. Some vanish into drugs and alcohol. Some through love and heartbreak. Some through ambition. Some through waiting for an opportunity without the wisdom to know what opportunity looks like. Like the Hebrews in the book of Exodus, we escape, only to end up wandering in the desert. In my case, it was the San Fernando Valley.

In the middle of our lives, we experience a Leviticus moment, when we say, “This is what I am.” A statement of purpose. Many attempt a midcourse correction.

We wander into the book of Numbers as death becomes more personal. Friends and family pass away. The arc is altered again.

Finally, when we get to a place of perspective, we tell our stories to our children and try to make sense of the journey, as did Moses in Deuteronomy.

When I asked friends to describe the narrative of the Pentateuch, many said, “It is the story of Moses going to the promised land.” True, but with a distinction: They don’t make it. It is a cliffhanger. Moses dies looking at the land from atop Mount Nebo. The Hebrew people stop at the border. We have to wait until the book of Joshua to find the journey’s end.

My Adventures with God is a collection of true stories from my life that attempts to trace the curve, to map the unseen face. Perhaps God is nothing more than the combination of the mystery of nouns. The result of imperfect knowledge that haunts us from birth to death and the love we feel along the way. Or perhaps it is the divinity within us that makes us ask these questions.

I believe, I doubt, and I still pray for Hannah Molder.




BEGINNINGS
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When I first encountered God, I was young and afraid.
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THE CONVERSATION

My mother read me bedtime stories. Every night she picked up the large illustrated volume of Grimms’ Fairy Tales and transfixed me with talking frogs. By the time I was three I had learned there are two types of fairy tales. There are the good ones: in which loyalty is rewarded with love, and kingdoms are granted to simple yet honest souls. And there are the bad ones: where the children are eaten, treasure is turned to straw, and the poisoned princess sleeps for a thousand years.

With Grimms’, I never knew what I was going to get. The ratio of happy to horrible stories became detectible in the frequency of my nightmares. Uncertainty is the subtlest form of tyranny, and eventually, I became afraid of the dark.

The product of my terror was a monster that took up residence in my bedroom. His name was Eye the Monster. That’s “Eye” as in eyeball, because I thought eyeballs were scary. Not “I,” the Freudian “I,” as in this child needs a psychiatrist.

Eye terrified me. But occasionally he hinted that his task was not to threaten, but to protect. He promised to come out of the closet whenever danger was near.

One night I heard a noise on the roof. I ran down to Mom and Dad’s room for protection or intervention, if necessary. Mom woke up and tried to reassure me, “Stepidoors, don’t worry. It’s just a night noise.”

“Night noise? What’s a night noise?” I asked.

“No one knows, sweetheart. Sometimes houses make sounds.”

“They do?”

“Go back to bed. Nothing will hurt you.”

Unconvinced, I went back to my room. I got into bed and pulled the covers over my head.

That’s when I heard Eye. He called my name. Eye said, “You can’t hide from me. Come out. Now!” I began to cry.

I forced the covers back and got out of bed. Shaking with fear, I walked to the toy closet where Eye lived. I opened the door. He wasn’t there. I heard his voice behind me. I turned. Nothing. Then Eye spoke, again. He told me he moved from the closet to under my bed. He wanted to be closer to me when I slept. There was no comfort in that. I was never sure if Eye was my fear—or my salvation.

*  *  *  *  *

I always wondered what happened to Eye. He was such a constant companion when I was three, four, and five. It takes a lot of energy to create and sustain an entire monster. If you believe what Einstein tells us, that energy cannot be created or destroyed but only changes form, then what new form did Eye take? Where does our fear of the dark go?

My theory is that over the course of human history our fear of the dark has turned into science, art, and religion. Science to measure the darkness; art to show us its beauty; and religion to teach that light is around us all the time, we just have to believe in it to see it.

During the era of Eye the Monster, I tried many things to ease my fear. I tried science, in the form of a night-light. I tried art, focusing more on the “good” bedtime stories. And I even discovered prayer.

I had never prayed in my life. I didn’t know what a prayer was. I learned about it in our first-grade reader. There was a series of drawings showing “What Good Children Do.” Being good was important to me. One of my chief concerns, besides Eye the Monster, was the Naughty and Nice List that Santa kept. In the last month my teacher had taken away my cookie for opening my eyes during rest period. I had to stand in the hallway for using my desk as a set of drums. And once, I had even made my mother cry. I feared I was falling onto the Naughty side of the ledger.

Chapter One said that a good start to the day was to wash your face, brush your teeth, and comb your hair, to say “please” and “thank you”—and at night, to say your prayers.

I asked Mom, “What is a prayer?”

“It’s when you talk to God,” she said.

I wasn’t sure this was such a good idea. I was already scared of Santa. In the book they had a picture of a very clean blond boy in his pajamas, kneeling by his bed with his hands folded. I showed Mom the picture and said, “I want to do that.”

After dinner I got dressed for bed. I combed my hair just like the boy in the picture. I tucked my pajama top into my pajama pants and knelt down beside my bed. I folded my hands. “What do you say when you pray?” I asked my mother.

Mom thought about it and then said, “Here’s one you can try: ‘Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.’ ”

What? Were they serious? This is what I was supposed to say to God? “If I should die before I wake?” I was horrified. I’d rather take my chances with Eye the Monster. That was the last time I said that prayer. My fear increased. Now I was certain I would die in my sleep and be on the Naughty List.

It was under this dark cloud that I experienced my first conspiracy: the possible collusion between my mother, father, and Santa Claus.

I knew we were Jewish and by all rights should not have celebrated Christmas. We did not have a chimney, which should have made any Santa contact problematic. But we lived in Oak Cliff, a suburb of Dallas, home to only three Jewish families. My mother and father were sensitive to anti-Semitism and feared other children would taunt us if we appeared different. Secretly, I think my parents were afraid of our being different whether we were taunted or not.

Mom and Dad decided not to give gifts during Hanukkah, but to go with the Santa scenario and give us presents on Christmas morning. That way we wouldn’t have to feel like outcasts during our first show-and-tell when we went back to school.

However, it wasn’t going to be as simple as celebrating Christmas in the good old-fashioned, nonreligious, strictly commercial way: with a tree, presents, and hot cocoa. My mother felt guilty that she was betraying her Jewish roots. As a compromise, we had no tree, and in its place, thanks to a thought process that baffles me still, we got our presents under the dining room table.

Like all children on Christmas morning, we were up at dawn. We raced into the dining room and crawled between the chairs to get under the table. We scurried in the dark for presents that had our name on them, occasionally banging our heads on the hard mahogany.

One Christmas season I mustered up the courage to ask the tough questions. “Mom, we have no chimney. What is Santa going to do?”

“I put a note out for Santa to use the back door,” said Mom.

That disturbed me. It meant either we were leaving our house unlocked, which seemed unsafe, or Santa had our key, which seemed creepy.

“What is Santa going to do without a tree?” I asked.

Mom said, “Santa is fine putting the presents under the table.”

“But why? Why would Santa want to crawl under the table? That is a lot of extra work.”

“Santa doesn’t mind the work, sweetheart,” she said. “He just doesn’t want you to feel different from other children by not having your presents under something.”

“Mom, we’re still different,” I said. “No other kids get presents under a dining room table. And people who have trees don’t crawl under the tree to get them. The presents are around the tree.”

Mom paused and then did what most people do when they rely on a conspiracy theory as a basis for reality: She passed the blame on to a higher authority. “Stepidoors, we wrote Santa about the chimney and the tree and he said leave the door unlocked. He would put the presents under the table. I don’t know why he said that, but that’s what he said.”

Deferring to Santa worked until I was six. I was in the first grade. My doubts troubled me. I had no one to talk to about it until one afternoon after school, right before Christmas vacation. It was a sunny, cold December day. I was heading over to Dougherty’s Drug Store to read comic books before I walked home. I heard a classmate call, “Hey Stephen, where you going?” I turned around. It was Dwayne.

I didn’t spend much time with Dwayne. He didn’t live in our neighborhood so I rarely played with him. I had never spoken to him one-on-one. He was a special kid. He had already turned seven, and I imagined him to be a much wiser fellow than me. He was handsome. He always made good grades. The teachers liked him. He never played the bongos on his desk or got into trouble. Our school gave him a blue ribbon for being the “Best Citizen” for the entire first grade. Today, he was wearing his ribbon pinned on his sweater. It was flapping in the cold wind. I was a little starstruck.

As we walked, Dwayne asked me if I was looking forward to Christmas. I gave him an enthusiastic but conflicted, “Sure.” Dwayne paused, looked off in the distance, and then turned back to me and said that he believed in Christmas, but wasn’t sure he still believed in Santa.

A fellow skeptic! I didn’t tell him about the presents under the dining room table, I just swallowed hard and told him I was on the fence about Santa, too.

“Yeah, it’s hard not to be,” Dwayne said.

“Last year I thought I heard something on the roof. It could have been a sleigh . . .” I said.

“Do you have a chimney?” asked Dwayne.

“No.”

Dwayne shook his head. “Well, if you don’t have a chimney, Santa won’t stop on the roof. It was probably squirrels.”

“Probably,” I said.

We stopped at the curb. Dwayne looked both ways for approaching traffic. I blurted out, “Dwayne, I just really want to believe in Santa.”

Dwayne turned to me and smiled. He put his hand on my shoulder. “I know, Stephen. Me too. But I think it’s always easier to want to believe in something than it is to say it never was true.”

I was staggered by the profundity of his remark.

Dwayne looked at the deserted playground for a moment and then back to me and said, “Don’t get me wrong, I love Santa, but this will probably be the last year I believe.”

That night, my mother read me a story of children getting baked into a pie. She kissed me on the forehead and told me to sleep tight. I couldn’t. I felt the emptiness of having lost something dear. It wasn’t just Santa. I forced myself to stay awake. I waited for Eye to emerge from the darkness. I wanted to have a conversation with him. Maybe he could explain it all to me. I stared at the closet door. As it began to open, I promised myself that whatever he told me, I wouldn’t be afraid.

*  *  *  *  *

I’ve always remembered my exchange with Dwayne. For years I assumed it stuck with me in that it was the only real talk I ever had about the Santa Crisis. But as I look back, I think it was memorable because it was my first crisis of belief.

That was more than fifty years ago. Many crises of belief have come and gone. I recently went back to Dallas at Christmastime. It was not for anything as festive as opening presents under the old mahogany table. I came back for my mother’s yahrzeit, the anniversary of her passing. It’s always a hard time for my family. A trip back home would give me a chance to see Dad, reminisce with my brother and sister, and sleep on my unsleepable bed, the very same one I had as a child. When that salesman told Mom and Dad my bed would last a lifetime, they took him at his word.

A trip to Dallas also held the potential for archaeological discovery. My mother saved everything. She tucked the bits and pieces of our past in the most improbable places for safekeeping. After she passed away, we became painfully aware she never left a map.

Sure enough, the first night home I found an old manila envelope at the bottom of my underwear drawer beneath a pair of pajamas last worn when I was in junior high school. Inside the envelope was an edition of my elementary school newspaper, The Jefferson Davis Times.

I looked through the little paper. On the back page was a picture of our first-grade class taken in front of the school. I studied it and there was Dwayne! He was sitting next to me with his “Best Citizen” ribbon pinned to his shirt. It is the only picture I have of him. I silently thanked my mother for one of the best Christmas presents ever.

I wrote Dwayne’s words in the margin out of fear that one day I may forget them. It had an unexpected effect. I looked at the photo of all those six-year-old faces standing in front of Jefferson Davis Elementary, surrounded by the words: “It is always easier to want to believe in something than it is to say it never was true.” It became a grim school motto.

Dwayne’s proverb seemed to speak of false prophets and the mechanism they use to enter our lives. His wisdom still shook me to the core—but then again, he was seven. I put the paper down on the little broken bedside table and turned out the light. I began to drift off with the image of our class photo and Dwayne’s words swirling in my head.

I have discovered we often find things when we need them. Maybe all the scraps of paper Mom had saved over the years weren’t a product of her nuttiness at all, but were meant for me to unearth every now and then as some sort of amulet of protection.

I sat up in the dark. I turned on the light and looked at the class picture again. I saw something new. I looked at Dwayne’s words: “It’s always easier to want to believe in something than it is to say it never was true.” Before my eyes, the emphasis changed. Meaning turned on its head. Now the sentence read: “It’s always easier to want to believe in something than it is to say it never was true.”

Instead of a warning about the ease of self-deception, now Dwayne’s proverb was talking about hope. He was saying the ability to believe is always present, always available. Belief is what gives us the power to see beyond the obvious. In the face of loss or disappointment, belief is the source of renewal and endurance, the foundation of the science of second chances.

I was momentarily startled by a sound on the roof. A night noise! Now I recognized it as the central heat kicking in. Knowledge is the ultimate protection against the dark. I laughed when I realized my first thought was wondering how Eye was doing. Some monsters never go away.

I lay back down and closed my eyes. In an instant, I was back with Dwayne, about to cross the street on that cold afternoon before Christmas. He laughed and put his hand on my shoulder. We looked both ways and ran to Dougherty’s Drug Store . . . and I was in one of the good bedtime stories.

I fell asleep and had pleasant dreams.
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THE NEW WORLD

I wasn’t born in Eden. We moved there when I was four. Our family journeyed across Kiest Boulevard, from Perryton Drive to Watervaliet. You don’t have to travel far to travel far. In a move of less than a mile, a majority of my new neighbors were trees. At the end of every street were woods and creeks to explore. Poison oak and poison sumac to avoid. I spent my days alone in the wilds surrounded by hundreds of animals—most of them water moccasins.

My very earliest memories are vivid—but scattered. I saw a spider on our garden wall when I was two. When I was three, Jill Wortham and I took shelter from a thunderstorm in an empty refrigerator box. I still remember Jill laughing and the sound of those big rain drops like drums on the cardboard. When I was four, I stuck a penny in an electrical socket at the prompting of Lefty Rohm. I was blown across the room. Lefty laughed and said the same thing had happened to him. But my world changed when I was five. Life began to take on shapes that fit into larger shapes. Images became ideas.

It began with my fifth birthday. We had a party at our new house. There were hot dogs and a cake. Back then children dressed up for birthday parties. The girls wore petticoats and polka dots. The boys wore long pants and Sunday shoes. My cousin David even wore a tie.

Despite our semiformal attire, the party was mayhem. We were screaming and laughing. Running in circles in the backyard and falling on the ground. But for me, the noise was only a diversion. The girl I loved was there. Alice Snail Allen. I found out later her real name was Alice Nell Allen. I had misunderstood. It didn’t matter. I liked snails.

I met Alice Snail when we moved. She lived down the street. She was my first friend at our new home. I would run down the block to her house to see if she could play. I always suspected that thoughts of seeing Alice gave my legs more speed. I was probably right. A man will move the world to be with a woman he loves.

At her house I rang the bell and waited for what seemed like forever for Alice to come outside and play. She usually wore the same shirt. It was yellow with pictures of wildflowers on it. Each flower had writing under it. I loved that shirt. I always thought of Alice as one of the wildflowers of Texas.

One day I was overcome with thoughts of her. I decided I had been a child long enough. It was time to make the jump to marriage. I climbed the mimosa tree in our front yard and picked three pink blossoms. I ran down the street and rang her bell. When she came out, I told her I loved her and handed her the pink flowers. She said they were beautiful. I asked her if she would marry me. She looked at me steadily and said, “Yes.” I couldn’t look away from her dark brown eyes. I leaned forward and kissed her cheek. I still remember the feeling of her warm cheek on my lips.

At my party, I watched Alice doing cartwheels across the backyard. What a woman. Now that we were both five, maybe the time was right. I was hoping after everyone went home, the two of us could start setting up house together. Until then, I had to pass the time by opening presents.

I can’t remember most of the loot I got that day. But there was one gift I never forgot. Roy Scott, a playmate from the park, handed me a shoebox. It wasn’t even wrapped. It rattled. Inside were a dozen glass bottles of model paint. It was extravagant. Overwhelming. Red, silver, gold, olive drab, blue, copper, black, green, gray, purple. It was precious to me. A rainbow in a box.

The greatest part of Roy’s gift wasn’t the colors, it was the choice. I was free to paint my models any way I wanted. Now, all I needed were models.

The gift prompted me to change my habits. Instead of reading comic books at Dougherty’s Drug Store, I wandered into the toy section. I studied models of cars, planes, and frigates. I became creative. I built a jet called a Starfighter and Old Ironsides. I glued together a Cadillac and a cocker spaniel. I painted them with my new colors. After they dried, I put them on my shelf where they could fall apart more slowly.

My fifth year was a time for primary colors. No subtlety. There was no filter between the world and me. I saw my first dying man when I was five. He was in a car accident near our home. He was lying on the side of the road. He was hurt badly. I could tell because of the blood. He spoke quietly. He asked me if I would try to find his daughter and tell her he was all right.

I saw my first naked woman. This was more terrifying than the tarantula that followed me home once from Dougherty’s. I was walking home from the playground by way of the creek. There was a crumpled magazine on the ground. It had black-and-white pictures in it. It was lying open to the picture of a woman in a mermaid suit. The top half of her was naked. The bottom half was a big fish tail. She was tied to a stake. She had a distressed look on her face. A man in a devil costume was smiling. He was considering poking her with his pitchfork. The picture shook me. Excited me. I knew it was forbidden. I remember her distress and her fish tail more than her breasts. It became one of my first secrets. Even at five, I sensed the secret was more evil than the nakedness.

One morning at the park I saw some boys throwing rocks at Mike Farnelli. They called him a “nigger.” Mike was running from them, crying, screaming at his tormentors, “But I’m not a nigger. I’m Italian . . .” One of the boys stopped and yelled back, “It doesn’t matter. You’re all we’ve got.” And he threw another rock.

These few memories, like pieces of broken glass on the roadside, reflected my world. It was my job to make sense of these bits of light, to see where it was safe to walk and where there was danger. I told Eye about Mike Farnelli and the man lying in the road. He told me to remember them. I have. I didn’t tell Eye about the mermaid. I was too embarrassed. However, I kept walking home through the same area of the creek where I found the magazine, hoping and fearing there would be another. There wasn’t. One mermaid in distress has lasted a lifetime.

*  *  *  *  *

One night as Mom thumbed through Grimms’ Fairy Tales looking for something to horrify me, I turned the tables. I horrified her. “Mom, where did I come from?” I asked.

My mother froze. To stick to her plan to avoid discussing sex with me before the age of twenty, she jumped to a surprising default. She told me her version of the Garden of Eden. The choice of story was surprising. I don’t think my mother ever read the Bible.

My first impression of Eden was pleasant but confusing. The story featured a creative, if somewhat unforgiving God. God created everything and saw that it was good. He managed his time in surprising ways. He spent almost as much time making turtles and tigers as he did making entire planets. By the time he got to man, he only made one. Adam. This presented an unexpected problem. By accident, God created loneliness.

He went to plan B. He made a second human, a woman named Eve. Now the story got interesting, far more interesting than the creation of the whole universe. Adam and Eve were naked and talked to a snake. Naturally, they were punished. The rest was murky. I asked Mom questions, mainly about what kind of snake they talked to. She shook her head and said, “You’ll have to find out on your own, Stepidoors.” I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to go to Sunday school.

When I turned six, my mother enrolled me at Temple Emanuel. She said I would need a suit and tie. I was excited. A suit and tie was a sign of being a grown-up. I already had black shoes. Each of us kids got one pair a year. When the soles wore out, Mom had us stand on cardboard from Dad’s shirts. She drew an outline of our foot. This was my favorite part of the shoe repair process. It tickled. She cut out the cardboard foot and stuck it in our shoe.

I loved getting new cardboard. It felt much better than the ground. When I walked to school, I was proud. I remember showing Mark Wright the inside of my shoe on the playground. I asked how often he got new cardboard. I just got a wide-eyed stare. Mark said he never got cardboard. We looked at each other in amazement, imagining, probably for the first time, what it was like to walk a mile in someone else’s shoes.

For my suit, Mom took me to Uncle Hymie’s clothing store where we got the “friends and family” discount. I loved to go to his store, not for the clothes or the chance of seeing Uncle Hymie, but for the store next to his. They had live monkeys in the window. I could watch them all day. They screamed and threw their poop at us. We laughed. This was back in the mid-1950s, before the age of animal-rights activists. There were no “Do Not Tease the Animals” signs. We teased. They threw. It was the circle of life.

Uncle Hymie’s salesman fitted me in a black three-button suit. White shirt. Red tie. I looked like an undertaker. My mother blushed and said, “You are so handsome, Stepidoors.”

I was anxious that first Sunday. Mom stopped in front of Temple Emanuel. It was huge. It was bigger than the bank. She gave me a piece of paper with my class and room number on it. She told me to be a good boy. She would be back at noon.

A woman from the office with lipstick on her teeth led me to my classroom. She opened the door to a world of chaos. Strange boys and girls were chasing each other. They stopped and stared at me for a moment, then went back to chasing.

I was one of the few children suited up. Most of the boys were wearing ordinary school clothes. No ties. They wore tennis shoes. There were desks just like at regular school. There were crayons and colored paper just like at regular school. It didn’t seem grown-up at all. When our teacher handed out the milk and cookies, I felt overdressed.

Class began. Our teacher pulled out a big picture book. She told us she was going to read us some stories about people in the Bible. These were some of the scariest stories I’d ever heard.

She read about the beginning of the world. Adam and Eve. Cain and Abel. Seemed like nothing but trouble from the start. One brother murdered the other brother. It got worse. God tried to destroy the world. He drowned everybody. Noah saved the animals. The earth dried up. Abraham broke his father’s idols and lied about what happened. He had a son, Isaac, who he tried to kill with a knife. Then, there were Jacob and Esau. They tried to kill each other. Jacob and his mother, Rebecca, lied to his father Isaac when he was old and blind. That seemed like a bad thing to do. Then came Joseph. He was beaten up and thrown into a pit. Who were these people? Why were they so awful?

Our teacher told us these were our forefathers. I was confused. This kind of behavior would never happen in our home. Dad got mad if we made too much noise, let alone if we tried to kill one another. I didn’t even want to think about what he would have done to me if I broke his idols.

Midway through the morning, a strange man came into the classroom. He had dark hair and dark eyes. Part of his face was smiling. Part of his face was serious. With the lens of time I would say that he was very happy to be where he was but was trying not to show it. He introduced himself as Rabbi Gerald Klein, the new associate rabbi at the synagogue. He had a strong jaw and bushy eyebrows. He looked a little like the caveman Lon Chaney Jr. played in the movie One Million B.C. He explained that rabbi meant teacher. Today he was going to teach us some words in Hebrew. This was more like it. Now, I felt like I was with the grown-ups.

He wrote on the board: “Kadosh, kadosh, kadosh, Adonai Tz’va-ot. M’lo chol ha-a-retz k’vo-do. Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts. The whole earth is full of his glory.”

Rabbi Klein asked if there were any questions about the prayer. I raised my hand. He pointed at me. I asked what a Lord of Hosts was. Rabbi Klein smiled. It was a good smile. Now that I have seen many smiles in my life, I can vouch for the rabbi’s. It was warm. It was confident. “Lord of Hosts means Lord of many things. Angels. Man. All things really,” he said.

It’s interesting that I had no problem with the meaning of the word kadosh. Holy. Even at the age of six I understood what that meant. I saw holy as meaning high. Untouchable. Above me.

In truth, the Hebrew word kadosh, which we translate as holy, means separate. The holy is what is removed from the ordinary. It is a line. A line I have always sensed, even though it is often unseen.

Near the end of class we walked in single file to the chapel. It was a big room, dark and quiet, made of stone and stained glass. It was kadosh.

Once we settled, Rabbi Klein said quietly, “This is a room where we can talk to God.”

I liked the idea. I never cared for talking to God when I was wearing pajamas. The rabbi showed us where our prayer books were but said, “We won’t need these today. The first thing we’re going to learn is the silent prayer.”

I liked that idea, too. All I had to do was nothing.

As I sat in the silence, thoughts drifted through my mind. I tried to make sense of the puzzle of Eden. There were obvious connections to my life: snakes, a naked woman, keeping a secret, and death coming into the world. That was enough for me to think the whole story made sense. I was content to put the bits I didn’t understand into the box with Roy Scott’s paints. It could become part of a future model. A future rainbow.
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RETHINKING NEWTON

Isaac Newton was wrong. At least, that is the general consensus of modern physicists. Einstein was generous. He said that as far as we experience the world, it would appear that Isaac Newton was right. We live in three dimensions. We are only able to experience the “arrow of time” moving forward.

Quantum physicists no longer believe in the Newtonian model of the universe as a well-oiled machine. Newton’s balancing act of forces has been replaced by a universe that runs on chaos and catastrophe. A universe very much reflected in the story of Abraham smashing his father’s idols.

In the interest of trashing my betters, I would disagree with both Newton and Einstein. The initial premise is wrong. We don’t experience the world in three dimensions. We recognize length, width, and depth. Science-fiction movies have taught us to respect time as the fourth dimension. All of these are important, but, in truth, our lives are ruled by a fifth dimension. Like time, it is invisible. It has size and shape and yet it is difficult to describe.

The fifth dimension is narrative.

Narrative creates a gravity that alters the way everything behaves. Action and reaction. Cause and effect.

We experience this force in daily events. An example: You are a student in drama school. You audition for plays, but you never get cast. At this point you are living in the ordinary universe. You are depressed, but only in three dimensions. Four, when you tell yourself, “Next time, I will get the part.” Chance dictates your number will come up.

Then you overhear two faculty members discussing you. You learn that one of the acting teachers dislikes you and will make sure you are never cast. Narrative has entered the picture. From that moment on, the laws of chance are no longer in effect. All your thoughts and actions are bound by forces that exist beyond those acknowledged by science. You are living in another dimension.

We like to think that science is immune to narrative. It’s not. In fact, it’s usually funded by it. More often than not science has been employed to prove a predetermined hypothesis. Hypothesis is another word for story.

It is a mistake to think narrative is a man-made device born from the desire to spin a good yarn. It runs through all of nature. The scarlet king snake imitates the markings of the coral snake. It is narrative used as a defensive mechanism: “I am poisonous—beware.”

The fifth dimension is the source of motivation. Motivation works like a vector in physics: energy with direction. Our direction is dependent on what narrative we think we are telling. Are we part of a love story—or a tale of revenge?

On an unconscious level we understand the importance of the dimension of narrative. We have developed code phrases to explore this realm. Here are a few common ones:

“What’s happening?”

“How have you been?”

“What do you think you’re doing?”

*  *  *  *  *

Sometimes the search for narrative moves to the metaphysical plane:

“What’s up?”

“What’s the big idea?”

Man has always searched for the “big idea.” This is a theme that makes the most story elements fit into a worldview. One of the most powerful engines of the fifth dimension is the Ten Commandments. Even those who don’t recognize the existence of God understand the effectiveness of the commandments. Several of my atheist friends like to assign various commandments as natural aspects of the human heart and discard the rest. It is their prerogative to do so, but it does seem like a form of plagiarism.

I encountered the Ten Commandments my first year in Sunday school. Rabbi Klein took us to the sanctuary. The sanctuary was nothing like the chapel. This was the biggest room I had ever seen. There were pieces of gold, silver, and turquoise wedged between the bricks that seemed to go all the way to heaven. If the chapel inspired silence, the sanctuary inspired something else. I was too young to know the word. It was the first time in my life that beauty created awe.

On the stage, or bema, was the ark that held the Torah. Above it was the Everlasting Light. On the brick wall were gray tablets with letters of gold: the Ten Commandments.

Our class sat down in the front row. Rabbi Klein, reverentially, pointed to the commandments and read each one. I was disappointed. I had no idea what he was talking about. The jealous God, graven images, and honoring the Sabbath went over my head.

I asked Rabbi Klein what taking the name of the Lord in vain meant. He asked if my father ever used a hammer. I said he had. The rabbi asked me if he ever hit his thumb with the hammer. He had. Many times. The rabbi looked amused and said that was when he probably took the name of the Lord in vain. At that point, all I knew was to stay away from tools.

And the Sabbath? What was that? The rabbi explained it was Saturday. That was when I played baseball with my brother. If playing right field was part of the Sabbath, I was more than happy to honor it.

The fifth commandment, Honor your father and your mother, was different. I understood this commandment. There was a sliding scale of punishments for breaking this one. It went from having to go to my room for making too much noise, to making Mom cry. This offense usually resulted in a trip to the bedroom with Dad. A spanking invariably followed. I so completely understood this commandment, it gave me hope I would eventually see the value in the others.

The next group was shorter and more to the point. Thou shalt not murder. Easy. I could obey this one. Adultery. I had no idea what that was, and Rabbi Klein wouldn’t tell us. Thou shalt not steal. Got it. False witness? Rabbi Klein said that was lying. I broke that one all the time. Coveting? I had never heard the word. This commandment confused me throughout my life. Then I moved to Los Angeles, and it all became clear.

Even though they encompass ten short phrases, the commandments have always been controversial. The traditional teaching says that the first five commandments deal with man’s relationship with God. The second five deal with man’s relationship to man. I’m not sure I agree with that division.

Take coveting. It is hard to see that as anything other than your relationship with yourself. Coveting is the way an individual sees the world. If you are content, you are less likely to want anything of your neighbors. It builds from there. If you are content, you are less likely to steal, kill, or bear false witness.

Together, the commandments form a narrative for civilization. Their purpose is to draw an invisible line—the line of kadosh: what is separate, what is holy. Remembering the Sabbath day, not taking a name in vain, honoring your parents, respecting your neighbor’s life and property has one connecting theme. Limits. Even though the composition of the Ten Commandments is placed at around 3,500 years ago, the author understood human nature and happiness. Happiness requires freedom. Freedom requires boundaries.
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THE GARDEN ON ORCHID LANE

I loved the game of Authors. It was the first real card game I ever played. My aunt Sarah taught it to me after Sunday school. She was a librarian at a nearby junior high school. She loved books and would tell me stories about Mark Twain and Charles Dickens as we played. She planted the seeds of reading, great literature, and gin rummy all at the same time.

Sarah was my father’s sister. She lived on Orchid Lane with my grandfather, Abraham, my grandmother, Lena, and my uncles, Sam and Sylvan. Sarah, Sam, and Sylvan were all unmarried and were well into their forties when I was a child. Sam and Sylvan still shared a bedroom like they did when they were little. They lay on their single beds and listened to baseball games at night on the radio.

Sam was an accountant and Sylvan was a tax attorney. They watched wrestling with Grandfather and tried to explain to him that the matches were rigged. Grandfather never understood. He was always pointing and yelling in some incomprehensible language that one of the wrestlers was cheating.

A trip to Orchid Lane always meant magazines and cookies. There was a pile of month-old magazines next to the television by the never-used fireplace: Life, Look, Time, Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report. I doubt if anyone in the house had a subscription. It was more likely someone had access to a doctor’s waiting room. We would rummage through the magazines every week and take a stack home. It never bothered us that the news wasn’t current. Dad said he liked having magazines around the house. It made us look like people who read magazines. You can’t argue with that logic.

Grandmother was always in the kitchen, cooking. I had a Sunday routine. I would run into the house, bypass the wrestling matches, and go straight to the kitchen. I’d hug Grandmother around the waist. She would laugh and lift me up in the air and set me on a kitchen chair. Then she would stand back and study me and say, “Stevie, you are so much taller than you were last week! You are growing up into such a big man.” I was always proud when Grandmother saw the man in me.

After sizing me up, Grandmother pulled out a big jar of vanilla cookies from the pantry and set it on the kitchen table. She played a game where I had to guess in which hand she was hiding the vanilla cookie. The game was rigged. She had a cookie in both hands. I learned early on you could bend the rules to make sure someone you loved always won.

The smells from her kitchen on a Sunday were so thick you felt like you were walking through chicken soup. Grandmother had a big pot of lima beans on the stove. She was generous with samples. To this day the combined smells of chicken, vanilla cookies, and lima beans has an almost aphrodisiac effect on me.

One Sunday, Sarah wasn’t there. After my cookies and lima beans, I wandered in to watch wrestling with the men. Grandfather was yelling. My father tried to explain to him that jumping off the top rope wasn’t hurting anyone. Grandfather said something indecipherable that sounded like gargling. Sam said, “Papa, you’re right. It’s against the rules. But they’re faking it. No one is getting hurt.” Grandfather continued to mop his brow at the injustice of it all. Sylvan stretched out on the couch with an open book on his lap. He smiled and patted the spot beside him, “Have a seat, Stevie.”

I sat on the sofa next to him. Sylvan was different from the rest of Dad’s family. There was a refinement to him. He had spent most of his career working in Washington, DC. Dad told me he was a successful lawyer. A tax attorney. After he worked for the government, some of Hollywood’s biggest stars hired him to find ways to keep from paying their taxes. I loved Sylvan. He never talked to me like I was a child. He always treated me like a client.

“Stevie, what did you learn at Sunday school today?” When Sylvan asked me a question it was not only accompanied with the warmest of smiles, but he would listen to my answer as if it were the most important thing he had heard all day. With Grandfather yelling at the TV in the background, maybe it was.

“We learned the Ten Commandments,” I said.

Sylvan was impressed. “Really? What was your favorite one?”

I lied and said, “I liked them all.”

Sylvan laughed and patted me on the leg. “That’s good. You should like them all. You should follow them all. You’re learning morality. Do you know what that is?”

I shook my head. Sylvan said, “It’s how we’re supposed to act. There’s morality and there’s ethics. They’re different. Have you heard of ethics before?”

“I think I’ve heard the word.”

Sylvan nodded. “Morality comes from God. Ethics comes from man. Morality is what you should do. Ethics is what you can get away with. Ethics is like football. Most of the big plays have handoffs. Fakes. Laterals. Some kind of deception. They go down the sidelines, rarely up the middle. Ethics tells you what you can do before it’s called cheating. Ethics tells you how big the field is and where the goal posts are. The Ten Commandments aren’t interested in football.”

I stared at Uncle Sylvan, trying to follow his explanation. He laughed at my confusion and added, “Take me, for instance. I deal with taxes. People want to keep as much money as they can. I find ways for them to do that before it’s called stealing. The Ten Commandments says . . . what?”

“Thou shalt not steal?” I answered.

“That’s right. That’s morality. That comes from God. That’s why it’s so simple. Once it becomes ethics, man has taken over. That’s when you need people like me.”

Even though I couldn’t understand the finer points of Uncle Sylvan’s thesis, I felt safer in the world because he understood it.

Aunt Sarah came in with a large shopping bag. “I’m sorry I’m late, Stevie. How was Sunday school?” she asked.

Sylvan answered for me, “He learned the Ten Commandments.”

Sarah made a face as if she were impressed. “Which one is your favorite?”

“He says he likes them all,” Sylvan said.

Sarah laughed. “Well, that’s good. I bought you something at the store.”

I expected more cookies. Sarah reached into her shopping bag and pulled out a large box. She handed it to me. I looked at the cover. It was a picture of the most beautiful garden. There were trees. There were flowers of all different kinds and colors. “It’s a painting set,” Sarah said. “You paint that picture on the front.”

I shook my head. “I can’t paint this picture,” I said and gave the box back.

Sarah handed it back to me and said, “You can do it, Stevie. It’s easy. It’s Paint-by-Numbers. Open it up.”

I took the plastic off the box and looked inside. There was a white canvas board. It was covered with little lines. It was like a map drawn with almost invisible ink. Inside each tiny area was a number. Sarah pulled out a brush and a plastic palette that had twenty small containers. Each container had a color, from the deepest green to the lightest shades of pink. Sarah explained, “Each paint has a number. All you have to do is match the number of the paint to the number on the drawing. Stay within the lines and you’ll have a beautiful picture.” She handed the top of the box to me. “Use the cover of the box as a guide. Follow the numbers. You can do it.”

The world felt generous. Someone else was the artist. Someone else did all the work, but the picture could still be mine.

I finished the painting that afternoon. It looked a lot like the picture of the garden on the box. Sarah was impressed. She took the painting and admired it. “Good job, Stevie. It needs time to dry,” she said. Sarah stood on a chair and put the little painting on the top shelf of the bookcase. “No one will bother it up here. You can get it next week.”

The next Sunday, the picture was still on the top shelf. I climbed up to have a look. Sarah said it was ready to take home. I thought about it for a second and said, “No. I want to keep it here. I painted it here. Do you like it?”

Sarah said, “I like it very much, Stevie.”

“It makes me happy to see it here,” I said.

“Then, we’ll keep it right there on the top shelf. We’ll keep it safe for you until you’re ready to take it home.”

I jumped down and handed Sarah the Authors deck. And amid the noise of Abraham stomping and begging for justice, Sarah dealt the cards and quietly told me the story of a young man with great expectations.
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A PRIORI

In listing the defining elements that separate humans from other animals, there is one that is seldom mentioned. With the exception of Disney movies, animals don’t have philosophers.

The philosophers of ancient Greece were not taking on issues randomly. They had a specific goal. As Plato stated in The Republic, the purpose of philosophy was “to protect the human soul.” That’s a big job. It presupposes that there is such a thing as a soul and that it needs protection—but who better than a group of philosophers to figure that one out?

There were rival opinions. Epicurus opposed religion. He believed in man. Plato believed in the gods, but he too felt there was a higher truth than religion. This is a truth that begins with no hypothesis. It can only be explored by reason. To find this knowledge one must use a series of simple questions. The answers lead to deeper truths. The philosophers of ancient Greece called this process dialectic.

Here is an example of how it works. For the sake of demonstration, I have to answer my own questions. I will try to be fair.

Q: Can someone who is blind from birth really know what the color red is?

A: No. They’ve heard of it, but they can’t really know what it is.

Q: Does this mean red does not exist?

A: No. It exists. Just not for them.

Q: So you’re saying all things are not knowable to all people?

A: I guess I am.

Q: If you personally cannot know something, does that mean it cannot be known?

A: No.

Q: Or that it doesn’t exist?

A: Not really.

Q: So it is a universal truth that truth is not universal.

A: ?

This dialectic reveals the ultimate weakness of philosophy. This whole train of thought only makes sense if you know the color red. Like most of Plato’s analogies, you have to know some sort of answer before you start. Philosophers call this a priori knowledge. This knowledge you have from birth. Or before. It is knowledge you have without the benefit of experience.

A well-known story from the Talmud about a priori knowledge holds that before a baby is born, an angel teaches it everything there is to know. At the moment of birth, the angel touches the baby’s lips and it forgets everything. The little indentation on our upper lip is the impression made by the angel’s finger. The baby cries at birth for the lost knowledge. We spend the rest of our lives trying to relearn what the angels taught us (TB Niddah Chapter 3 30b4).I

Experience and observation can help you through most of the problems in life. But eventually, you have to dip into a priori knowledge. What it is and where it comes from depends on your philosophy.

In our home, we didn’t have Plato or Epicurus. We had my mother. She was the spiritual center of our family, our philosopher in chief. She was a devout believer in wishful thinking. I think she was Orthodox. She came up with odd bits of wisdom at the oddest times. From out of nowhere she would look at me and say, “What goes up must come down.” Or “A penny saved is a penny earned.”

Sometimes, she would make up her own adages. One morning as I watched cartoons, Mom walked past me carrying a load of laundry. She stopped and said, “We should all be cats.” Then she walked on. Did she mean we should be cats because cats didn’t have to do laundry? Or should we all be cats because cats like to sleep on clean laundry? Impenetrable. She was my Oracle at Delphi.

She had favorite bits of wisdom she imparted in times of need. One of her “old reliables” was something she attributed to the great Ben Franklin. She turned to this maxim throughout my life whenever I had my heart broken by a girl. Mom would sit with me, hold my hand, and say with kindness, “I know it hurts sweetheart, but remember what Ben Franklin said, ‘All women are the same in the dark with a basket over their heads.’ ”

Unfortunately, she used this all the time. At family gatherings. Graduations. I had no idea where she heard it. I don’t know if Ben Franklin said it. All I was sure of was that Mom had no idea what she was saying. But she would always deliver it with the deep reverence so richly deserved by Dr. Franklin.

The end of the Ben Franklin quote came one Thanksgiving. I was fifty. My brother came over with his wife, Judy, and their two boys who were home from college. Andrew and Mark were talking about recent breakups. Mom overheard their tales of freshman heartbreak while she was putting out the brisket. She said, “You know boys, that reminds me of something Ben Franklin once said . . .”

I jumped out of my chair, “Hey, Mom, let me help you with the yams!”

I got her back in the kitchen and said, “Mom, we have to stop with the Ben Franklin quote. I know you think you know what it means, but it doesn’t mean that.”

Mom was perplexed. “What are you talking about, Stephen? Ben Franklin was saying there are other fish in the sea. Life is short. You can’t let your heart be broken by one person.”

“I know, Mom. I know. But that’s not what he’s saying. Ben Franklin was saying that . . . a man, doesn’t really need that much to have a relationship with a woman.”

Mom looked at me. Blank. Zip. Nada.

I tried again. “Mom. Ben Franklin was saying, I’m sure in jest, that a man can have a perfectly fine time with a woman—even in the dark with a basket on her head.”

Nothing. Then her eyes lit up in horror. “Oh no, Stephen! No! No!”

“Yes, Mom. Yes.”

Years of misguided quotation were coming home to roost. “But Stephen—I’ve said that my whole life!”

“I know, Mom. Don’t worry. We all knew what you meant. I think we can just let it go.”

“But why? Why would Ben Franklin say something like that?”

“I don’t know.”

Mom stared into space, put some invisible pieces together, and was at peace. “Well, they always said he was salty.”

But occasionally, between the inexplicable and the inexcusable, Mom would throw a philosophical fastball right down the middle of the plate. Her favorite bit of wisdom by far was: “Self-preservation is the primary instinct.” She used this axiom even more than the Ben Franklin quote.

I was six the first time I remember her saying it. I was walking home after reading comic books at Dougherty’s Drug Store. I saw a forest fire in our woods by the creek. I thought it would be fun if I walked through it. I had no idea a fire could get so hot! My tennis shoes began to melt. I couldn’t breathe. The smoke burned my eyes. I stumbled down to the creek and jumped in, choosing water moccasins over being barbecued.

I swam out of the fire zone and ran home. Mom took one look at me and was horrified. She started to clean my face with a washcloth. She rubbed my cheeks hard as if the soot had become an unintentional part of my character, a part she wanted to banish forever. She was down to the second layer of skin before she murmured, “Thank goodness self-preservation is the primary instinct.”

After that, I remember Mom mentioning self-preservation at every sharp turn in the road. She said it when she read me the story of the three little pigs at night. She said it when she saw my terrible report cards from school, praying to unseen forces that I would do better. She said it when we watched gladiator movies together on Sunday afternoon as the handsome Demetrius rallied to beat the evil Atrius. Mom nodded wisely and said, “You see, Stepidoors? It just goes to show you, self-preservation is the primary instinct.”

I believed Mom with all my heart. Her pronouncement became one of the central pillars of my life. I felt certain that if the oncoming traffic became too much to bear, the human soul had a passing gear that would take one to safety.

As a child I felt protected, not just by my society which I thought honored the good; not just by my family whom I knew would sacrifice anything for me; but also by something hardwired within me. Something a priori. Something that would always keep me safe. My primary instinct.
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