






[image: ]










[image: ]

SIMON & SCHUSTER

Rockefeller Center

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2007 by David Steinberg and Joel Engel

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Steinberg, David.

The book of David / David Steinberg.

p. cm.

1. Steinberg, David. 2. Comedians—Canada—Biography I. Title

PN2308S73A3 2007792.702'8'92—dc22 2007007697

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-4556-9

ISBN-10: 1-4165-4556-5

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



I’d first like to thank my collaborator, Joel Engel, who collaborated with me so well when we were collaborating.

I’d also like to thank my editor, David Rosenthal, for laughing at all the right parts and then making me laugh at all the wrong parts.








To my wife, Robyn.

To Tammy and Harry.

And to the memory of my beloved brother, Fishy.





The Book of David





AUTHOR’S APOLOGIA



The Bible is the direct word of God. Or it’s not. We don’t really know, do we?

Yes, people of faith have faith that it is. But even they have to agree that the words themselves, even if divinely inspired, were not exactly committed to paper (or stone) by God. For though He is omnipotent, omniscient, and possibly omnipresent, He apparently has poor handwriting. Which means that these words we’ve loved and studied and lived by for thousands of years were inscribed by the hands of men. Human men. Which should immediately make the project a little suspect in the literalness department.

After all, such men as these who long ago bothered to take the time and effort to record the words for posterity without the benefit of word processing and tape recorders are the same type of men who enjoy telling stories. I’ve met a few of them in my day, and the one thing I can say for sure about such men is that they cannot be trusted to take dictation. Their natural instinct is to add a little twist here and there—you know, tweak the narrative to make it sexier, more violent, more preachy; more anything, actually, as long as it ends up more interesting and therefore memorable.

Hey, you think your favorite joke was born intact out of the womb? Long before you first heard it, that masterpiece of setup and surprise had been told and retold hundreds of times by people who’d each change a little detail on the fly in order to get a bigger laugh, eventually resulting in the joke you love. And where did they get that inclination to edit and create? From God, of course, in whose image we’re all made. So it’s not such a stretch to imagine Him looking over the shoulder of His scribes as they played a biblical game of Telephone, compressing a little history or exaggerating the facts, and thinking to Himself, Hmmm, that’s not quite the way I meant it, but it’s pretty good.

If indeed the Almighty, blessed be He, intended us to retell these stories throughout eternity, He would’ve wanted them to be as strong as possible. Otherwise, as His beloved Darwin pointed out, they wouldn’t stand a chance of surviving. Which means that when the legend becomes fact, you gotta go with the National Enquirer’s version. So saith the Lord. And if He didn’t, He should have.

David Steinberg

June 2007
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In the beginning—well, maybe it wasn’t exactly the beginning. It could have been closer to the middle, or, depending on what happens in the Mid-east, nearer the end than anyone would care to think about, which is how de Nile got its name. But it was sometime after that pleasant Sunday during the Big Bang years when the Eternal One, blessed be He and His name which you are not allowed to utter aloud or even spell out completely, had taken the formless, black, cold earth and exhaled holy carbon dioxide into its lungs (technically not CPR, because earth wasn’t yet alive), declaring that there would be light—but not just any light; it should be a particular light, not too bright yet good for reading. And God called this light “day,” though of course it is not called day in every language. In Szechuan, for example, the word for day is not pronounceable by nonnative speakers, but since only heathen unbelievers (will they be sorry) live in China, God chose to call the light by its verbal symbol in English, which until recently was the main language of the formerly God-fearing United States. (See: Day of Reckoning.)

Then did God declare that there should be a firmament in the midst of the waters, as if He had a choice unless He wanted His peoples to be fishes (but let’s not skip ahead). Forsooth, you should know that He did indeed consider such a state for a while before deciding against it on the grounds that He needed a drier place to live. Thus, on the second morning He gatherest up the waters together in one place, so He could keep an eye on things when He eventually commanded man to evolve and crawl out of the primordial ooze onto dry land; for that to happen, of course, He had to actually have dry land. Capisce? He called the dry land Earth, this time with a capital E, in order to confuse writers and students and Green Party functionaries with the difference between Earth and earth—as in He and Him and His inscrutable sense of humor. Lo (and behold), on the Earth, God discovered that He had a Green Thumb. You want to talk creativity? Stuff grew everywhere, some of it poisonous, but no matter. He pronounced it good, because He does not have self-esteem issues, even though His own backstory is a little vague (How did I get all this power?).

Now cameth the third morning. He was groggy, for He had stayed up all night fretting and thinking about what to do next—waiting, if you must know, for inspiration. Oh then did His voice thunder onto the landscape, which was already overgrown and in need of pruning: “Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens to separate the day from the night; and let them be for signs and for seasons and for days and years, and let them be lights in the firmament of the heavens to give light upon the earth.”

All of which is to say merely that He created the sun and moon and stars (He was not, at first, a God of few words). And that was pretty good, too, or at least He thought so until He realized how all that good light was going to waste—and trees were falling in the forests without Immanuel Kant hearing them.

Thus, on the fourth day He filled the air with bugs and birds, and the oceans with some good Northern whitefish but also a lot of traife, and He commanded them to multiply, and they listened and they obeyed, especially the bugs, so that now it’s so bad some days in Miami, you could be forgiven for spraying a few of God’s creatures that have been just a little too fruitful. Understand ye that, at the time He animated all of His creatures, God wasn’t really into considering the consequences of His actions or focus-grouping them, for He was too involved in His many works, thinking how He really had it going now. And that explains the context in which He created beasts and other violent things to run around killing and eating each other.

For some reason, He thought that that was good, too. (He has never acknowledged that the law of the jungle may have been a mistake, not even when Rousseau came up with a better idea. Except for some Freudian guilt over the casualty toll from an early flood, He obstinately insists that first drafts are for sissies and lesser gods.)

But then did something begin to gnaw at Him, and it was not one of His beasts; He sensed a vital piece missing from the master plan. Hallelujah, yes: Man! He would create man, and—once again evincing that mischievous ear for language—man would be both man and woman. That should hold them for a while, He thought. And yet, His emptiness persisted—an incredibly big emptiness. What is that missing link? He wondered as His anthropomorphic fingers stroked His untouchable chin, feeling the pressure to create something big and new and yet coming up empty, for He could not manage to think outside the box. Thus did He ponder whether God can create an image that He cannot live up to.

And then after a good night’s sleep He slapped his forehead and remembered what He had chosen to forget: Yes, He would invent free will and implant it into man so that man could disobey Him—and in that way the real fun of being God and having a front-row seat at billions of small Greek tragedies over countless millennia could begin in earnest. It was sublime. It was transcendent. It was foolproof. It would be a living hell.

But wait, for in an inspired coda God decided to create man in His own image.

“Now that’s good,” He pronounced, clapping His unknowable hands in joy—and inadvertently causing a thunderstorm that wiped out sixty-one species, including a plant that would’ve one day cured cancer, which He had also invented on the assumption that man would enjoy the discovery process.

But what now had He wrought? Winners and losers. God, you see, is a master of disguise. Brad Pitt and Rasputin? Both are made in His image. Angelina Jolie and Phyllis Schlafly? Yea, they too.

And so, chaos began to reign, which meant that God’s work was at last done. It had taken six days, and He was quite naturally exhausted. On the seventh day He slept in—right through dinner. Some say He’s been asleep ever since, but some are going to have a nasty surprise waiting for them on the other side.

Anyway, when the time was right, He created the Steinbergs.

Poor God.
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And so it did come to pass in the way that such matters often come to pass in this world banished from Eden because of an apple tasted by someone whose curiosity had been instilled by a Creator who then punished the curious and all their progeny for the same curiosity, that the sons of the sons of the sons of Steinberg with their chosen mates did run from the Cossacks on horses who enjoyed to use their heads for polo. Such was daily life for the Steinbergs and their kind of people in Siberia adjacent, under a ruler who cared not for their excellence in the grocery business and in general did not show them adequate appreciation.

Cruel taskmasters dealt with them harshly; it was a harsh life. And shrewdly did the Steinbergs plot their escape to another dominion, doing so without the benefit of travel brochures or Expedia.com. But shrewdly is not the same as well. Compared to the frigid, barren new land, the old land looked like Boca in June. They called the name of this new land Winnipeg, which is Yiddish for something that is funny only in Yiddish.

Thus did Winnipeg become overrun with Steinbergs and with their kind of people. Into two groups did such people split. The first group was Communists. The second group was people other than Communists. God did not seem all that excited about either group.
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Yascha Steinberg had hoped to make his troth but he did not know what troth meant or how a troth got made, so he wed Ruth Runya, who had the same cherry lips as her mother but without the stem. He promised her land, and she was well pleased with the promise and in the meantime insisted on a new winter coat, which he gave her, and then she wished aloud for some modest piece of jewelry that she might call her own, which he gave her (on a grocer’s earnings!), and then for a car, which he also gave—and she was now of course better pleased. Her womb was quickly blessed, a boy and then a girl and then another boy, and for Ruth this was blessing enough. From now on let another woman be so blessed, she declared, warning Yascha that he must make an early exodus on those nights of connubial recreation; she had, she insisted, all the blessings any non-Catholic woman could bear, and any more blessings would not be a blessing.

Yascha did not know whether he himself could endure another blessing—maybe he could, maybe he couldn’t—but he had been a rabbi before he sold cottage cheese and artichoke hearts, and in his Talmudic wisdom he sensed that another blessing on his wife would lessen her marital effectiveness. That is why he made certain to heed her warning. And he did so diligently and carefully for ten years, and except for the fact that he had so far failed to deliver on the land that he had promised (these were good years for groceries but not good enough to buy land at such inflated prices), all was well in the house of Steinberg as long as you did not drive with Yascha, who believed that the rearview mirror hung where it did in order that he may adjust his hat properly before arriving at his destination.

Then came Purim, the festival celebrating capital punishment for which God commands obscene drunkenness, and in his dizzy peppermint-schnapps passion Yascha forgot the early exodus decree, just this once, and did not make his exit before the Red Sea closed up. When his wife saw what he had done, she attempted to smite him.

“You putz,” she cried.

And so it came to pass as it sometimes does, God misunderstood her cry of disgust for ecstasy, and blessed her with child.

And the child was named David, which in Hebrew means “a punishment from God.”*

“So much,” Ruth said, “for the promised land.”
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The child David did not like the truth. He did not like rules. He did not like school. He liked movies after school and did not like that his life was not filled with singing and dancing in the rain like Singing in the Rain.* Ruth and Yascha did not understand any of this about their fourth child until their knowledge was increased to an awareness that school did not, in fact, begin at noon and end at five. Their hearts were hardened and they dealt severely with David and they commanded him to cease his movie adventures. David said, “You are not God.”

But Yascha’s heart was not moved by his delightful child on whom he spared the rod (for he was not as fast a runner as David). He had learned the meaning of the English words “juvenile delinquent” and they were much on his mind when he said to Ruth, “I’m afraid he’ll try to send frogs and gnats.”

Indeed, David now wandered the afternoon streets of Winnipeg, adrift in mental lies, and thus did catastrophe and plagues now descend upon the city—fires, mayhem, children speaking in blue tongues, lactose intolerance. Everywhere that David wandered disasters occurred in his wake—nothing that could be pinned on David directly, but still the citizens were concerned with the coincidences which they referred to as circumstantial evidence. A committee of them knocked on the Steinbergs’ door and were disappointed to hear from David that Yascha and Ruth had recently returned to Russia, abandoning their children for the joys of the motherland. These were the proverbial “some of the people” whom you can fool all of the time, but soon there arrived at the door a second group that would not be fooled a second time, and when Yascha and Ruth read the presentation of proof they wept and wailed and rent their garments as would the parents of a child upon learning that he is the antichrist. And they of course offered David money for movies after school, as many movies as he wanted. Said Yascha, “At least that way there’ll be two hours when he won’t burn down the neighborhood.”

So now David watched movies in the afternoon, and Winnipeg was saved from a kind of wrath that no one could explain without violating the commandment not to take the Lord’s name in vain. Only one time did David steal—a small gold maple leaf from Hudson Bay Department Store.* The detective who seized him soon beat his breast and wailed with sympathy to hear that David’s parents had returned to Russia without him, and David was conveyed home in a police cruiser while eating a triple scoop of chocolate chip.
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God had been watching David cause his friends to laugh by the telling of lies. They were humorous lies, He inferred; and David’s friends enjoyed them, He saw. And so God felt envious of their mirth, for it looked like good mirth. He checked His commandments and noted the description of Him as “jealous,” then confirmed that “Thou Shalt Not Lie” had not made the final cut of His prohibitions—unless, of course, the lying concerns neighbors, whose ass they were not allowed to covet (though a good spanking properly administered under the right circumstances with the right neighbor was not necessarily a bad thing).

But these of His multitudes were not neighbors of David, and they all derived from the male of the species. So David did not covet their asses (not that there’s anything wrong with it), which therefore made the laughter acceptable entertainment. And God wanted in on it, not having laughed deeply since William Shatner covered “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.”

Of course, being the Lord God Almighty, He had several options open to Him, and this time, just for a change, He settled on speaking directly to David, who was alone on the basketball court, practicing his crossover dribble. Thinking back, He realized that He had not spoken directly to one of His multitudes since Dylan found Him and He had to pretend to be someone else. Nonetheless, His booming voice sounded surprisingly gentle, considering.

“David,” He said, “it’s God. Over here.”

David recognized that this was God calling, but he ignored Him for the same reason that he ignored his parents—because there were better things to do. Like practice the Cousy no-look pass.*

God did not mind His chops busted. He was used to His people blowing Him off whenever it was more convenient for them. And indeed, David’s defiance gave His quick and creative mind an idea for an elaborate plan of great mystery. Which is always the best that can be said of His plans.

Again, God spoke to David. He said, “Hey!”

And again David ignored God, so again God spoke to David. He said, “David, listen to Me. I’ve got an opening for a good man in the Northern Territories. You interested?”

An opening in the Northern Territories? David heard the offer but it was without appeal and so he did not ponder, and because he did not ponder he did not respond. He continued ignoring God while gaily practicing his jump shot—and scheming to convince that red-gold goddess Esther Rambam to bear the grandeur of her lush gold bosom to him. Strictly speaking, she was not his neighbor, as she lived eight blocks over and two down; therefore, coveting her ass was uncommanded against.

In his deceitful deafness, David was not being coy with God the way he wished Esther Rambam would be coy with him. Just as a gag, he considered doing his dead-on “You talkin’ to me” De Niro. But he had studied God and His mysterious ways in school, and had deduced that when it came to cherished human contact, God experienced intimacy issues. Which was a conclusion that had once incited bedlam in his Nearer My God to Thee 101 section.

Anyway, David could see no direct benefit in attempting to close the distance between him and a Being who had taken four hundred years before figuring out how to get His chosen people out of slavery—and then hadn’t even allowed them time enough to bake a little bread and maybe some hamantaschen for the trip. What, would an extra half hour have killed Him? Instead of hurry up and wait, this was suffer and hurry up. The whole episode seemed to David a little on the passive-aggressive side, and he said that if you looked objectively at the facts of His life, God was exactly the kind of “element” your mother was always warning you to stay away from, like those horrible Rosenthals over on Saskatchewan Avenue.

All things considered, David was unmoved by His laws of physics and His great cosmic game of craps, and he thought God had made a stunning tactical error by demanding that His subjects hold feasts to Him and celebrate the mysteriousness of His ways so often in at least four major religions.

And what could be said about God’s apparent need for people to believe in Him while at the same time pretending not to exist? To David, it bordered on the psychotic. David sensed that it would’ve been better if God allowed you to throw Him an occasional surprise party or something, though of course there was no way to surprise God, since He already knew everything you were planning, just like the children in Village of the Damned who could read behind the brick wall in George Sanders’s mind that was supposed to be hiding dynamite in the briefcase.

So maybe that was why God demanded so many holidays, and maybe that was why God appeared so mysterious: He was lonely. Hell, what God wouldn’t be under those circumstances? Even so, David did not feel up to going out and having a few brewskis with the Supreme Being. Why should he? This was God Almighty; obviously, He’d known what the gig was about when He took it. And besides, He had made the rules, and He was in a position to change them, if He wanted.

So no, David did not suffer the yearning for a personal relationship with God, like that smarmy kreplach-polisher Schlomo Mutsche, who didn’t realize that God never calls on the guy with his hand raised.

But what about this opening in the Northern Territories that God had mentioned? David did have to admit that it was more than a little flattering to have the Creator Himself refuse to take no for an answer, for David did feel curious about a few things and would have liked to ask some questions:

Why, for example, if Abraham had had the cojones to try to argue God out of torching Sodom and Gomorrah, did he soon turn into a good Nazi by binding his own son for slaughter on command?

And why didn’t the great Noah try talking God out of drowning everyone? Shouldn’t he have suggested Plan B—that the Almighty start with one of the minor countries (say, France) as a warning shot?

Or was it that God had been inspired to do the full-on flood thing after reading Gilgamesh in the original Babylonian?

Oh, and what had Mrs. Noah said to Noah after the waters receded, when he broke it to her that they’d been tasked with repopulating the world? “Get that thing out of here”?

All these things and more David was curious about—just not curious enough to stop practicing his between-the-legs dribble and engage God in conversation.

Undeterred, God continued to hound David—not like a stalker, exactly, but it was annoying nonetheless.

And at last David gave in and returned God’s call.

David said, “All right, God, make your best case. You got one minute.”

God said, “David, don’t you know that there is more to life than basketball and girls? Be realistic.”

“Realistic?” uttered David. “Be realistic?! A voice comes out of nowhere and claims He created the world in six days, but we can’t see you, we’re just supposed to believe in you on faith alone, and I’m the one who’s gotta be realistic?”

“Good point,” said God. “But if I show you to Me, then you will not need faith; you will have proof. And then, what’s the point of faith?”

Hmm. For a moment, David was somewhat moved by God’s use of the semicolon. But then he realized that the tautology was even less impressive than Descartes’s narcissistic idiocy about thinking ergo being. This disappointment caused David to refuse speaking with capitalized pronouns. He said, “Listen, God, I don’t know if you know this—I mean, you should—but Winnipeg is the Missouri of the North. You’re gonna have to show yourself if you want me on your team.”

Frankly, David cared not one way or another whether God existed. What was the big deal about whether God existed? In the words of his uncle Schmuel, “Exist, not exist—we’re stuck here.” Exactly.

“That’s not possible,” said God.

“Oh, yeah?” said David.

He decided to call God’s bluff, which he knew from his studies to be an ancient and honorable tradition among Jews—as when Jacob slapped a hammerlock on an angel and instead of being snuffed out got the cute nickname “Israel,” which translates to “You have taken God two out of three falls.”

Thus did David declare, “I have faith now, God. I have faith that when I light my house on fire, it will not be consumed.”

David raised his father’s bottle of peppermint schnapps with a sweaty basketball sock in the lip and struck a match to ignite a Molotov cocktail. He had free will, and could torch the place if he so chose. But would he so choose?

God called upon His foresight vision, which He bothers to use only sometimes in order to see what someone is going to do with his free will before he does it, and He foresaw that David was hoping for God to stop him but did not trust God to intercede on behalf of the house and furnishings. Such ruminations put God in the catbird seat.

Perhaps, thought David, this will become one of His implacably mysterious fiascos, like the Crusades and Pat Buchanan. Perhaps God will let the house burn down and I’ll go to prison for arson, and in prison I will cry out, “Oh, God, I believe, I believe. Hear my prayers,” but by then my faith will come too late to stop half of Manitoba’s skinheads from making me their bitch.

David blew out the match.

“All right, God, you win,” he said. “Dammit.”

But God did not gloat over his victory, for the night was young. He said, “David, you believe in the magnificence of Esther Rambam’s nakedness, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course, God.”

“But you’ve not seen that, either.”

David started to say, “Good point,” knowing that the one God, if this were He, had many times witnessed the glory of David’s manhood fill the bedroom when David was alone with his sexual thoughts, which had the tactile palpability of creamy twin mounds topped by rose-hardened tips.

But instead David said, “God, that’s so 1st century B.C. It just makes me doubt you even more, that you would stoop so low—like that burning bush stunt. Why a burning bush? Why not a talking tree, or a flying squirrel, or, for that matter, why not a text message? And how about the ten plagues and the Egyptians? The way you did it, you come off like some dime-store magician. Don’t you realize that? And do you really, honestly, truly expect us to believe you dictated the five books to Moses? With chisel on stone? Come on, think about it: An aleph—a single aleph—probably takes half an hour.”

God did not answer. He just listened, for He had given man skepticism in the hopes of hearing feedback and sharpening His own skills. Of course, He had also given them the tendency to rubberneck at accidents, thus tying up traffic for hours. And for what?

David continued: “Oh, and how come we’re supposed to stone an ox to death for goring someone? What’s up with that? You’re the one who made the ox a beast, but you want us to punish it for that—and yet it’s okay to sell one’s daughter? That’s just too creepy to take seriously. And what’s the big deal about wearing linen and wool together? And why can’t we smell our own breath? And horses become glue? How’d that happen?*

“You know, God, I gotta tell you, seems to me you started getting into the cooking sherry around day three or so. And I’m not the only one who thinks that, either. It’s no wonder so many people doubt you. So if that’s what you want—well, you got it, big fella.”

God laughed, just as He’d hoped from David, making a sound that few ever hear—the guffaw of God laughing with them. Mostly they hear, if they actually stop to listen and consider such details, the mocking screech of God laughing at them, usually when they make plans or sit down to dinner with their teenage children and expect pleasant conversation. What else does God have to laugh at but such things, given his precognitive perception? Poor God. He can’t help anticipating the punch line before you say it, which of course takes the fun out of even the best material.

But now David had made God laugh despite Himself—by insulting Him; go figure—and God was much pleased and much amused, for it helped Him to understand why His multitudes adore Don Rickles. Yes, He thought, they really are made in My image.

David waited for His laughter to subside before saying to Him, “Hey, if it’s comedy you’re looking for, go talk to Wayne and Schuster.”

God snorted. “Oh, no,” He said. “Not Wayne and Schuster.”*

“Why not?”

“David, it’s you I want. So what about My offer?”

“For a good man in the Northern Territories?” said David.

“Yes.”

“Just for the record, Almighty, I noticed You didn’t answer any of my questions. But that aside—by a good offer, I assume you mean, point guard in the NBA?”

To which God said, “David, I am a miracle worker, yes, but work with Me, okay? You’re five-seven, you’re Jewish, you still can’t go to your left—and the NBA won’t be in Canada till the ’90s.”

“Really? Not till the ’90s? So then I get Esther Rambam.”

“Of course.”

“Great. When?”

“Soon as you marry her.”

“Oh, God,” David moaned.

To which God retorted, “David, what did you expect, carnal knowledge? It’s 1958. The sexual revolution’s not for another ten years—twenty in Canada.”

“All right, God, I give. What is it you want from me?”

“I want you to say this to the people of Winnipeg. Say, ‘I am has sent me to you.’”

Now it was David’s turn to laugh, and he took his turn, loud and hearty and derisively, and afterward said, “God, if I say, ‘I am has sent me to you,’ they’ll put me in remedial English.”

“Nonsense,” He said. “Trust me.”
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