
[image: ]



 

 

 

ALSO BY SHALOM AUSLANDER

Mother for Dinner

Hope: A Tragedy

Foreskin’s Lament

Beware of God: Stories





[image: ]





 

 

 

CORSAIR

First published in the United States in 2024 by Riverhead Books

First published in the United Kingdom in 2024 by Corsair

Copyright © 2024, Shalom Auslander

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-4721-5932-8

Corsair

An imprint of Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51




 

 

For Craig Markus, the best Feh I ever knew
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Feh (fɛ)

YIDDISH ORIGIN

An expression of disapproval or disgust.




 

 

 

Those who do not have power over the story that dominates their lives, power to retell it, rethink it, deconstruct it, joke about it, and change it as times change, truly are powerless.

SALMAN RUSHDIE




1.

The morning of my blinding began like any other.

I was in the first grade, six years of age, perhaps seven, at the ultra-Orthodox Yeshiva of Spring Valley in a town in rural New York named Monsey, waiting for class to begin. Some boys stood at the back of the classroom, laughing and joking and flipping baseball cards. Others sat on the floor and played kugelach, the Jewish version of jacks. Suddenly the door flew open, and a bearded man in a long black coat hurried in. He sat down and flipped open the very old black book that lay on his desk. The pages were yellowed. The cover was frayed. It was held together with duct tape along its spine. Then he blinded me. The way the man blinded me was this:

He blinded me with a story.

The story he blinded me with is called Feh.

Feh was the first story I was ever told. I was told Feh before Cinderella and before Frog and Toad, before Winnie the Pooh and before Peter Rabbit, before The Berenstain Bears and before The Three Little Pigs. Rabbis tell this story. Their rabbis told it to them. Priests tell this story, pastors tell this story, imams tell this story. The story is told by thousands of people to thousands of other people, thousands of times a day, in thousands of different forms. The book from which the original story derives is the oldest, most influential book of stories ever written, so influential that even people who weren’t told the story know the story. Soon they end up telling it too.

It was, the storytellers said, the story of me.

It was, the storytellers said, the story of all human beings.

This is how it goes:

FEH


Once upon a time, there was a man named God who was perfect and never wrong. One day, He created Earth. He liked Earth very much. He liked the land and He liked the sea. He liked the trees and He liked the grass. He liked the moon and He liked the stars. He liked the birds and He liked the beasts. Every day, after creating something, God would stand back, wipe His hands on His smock, and say, - It is good.

So proud was God of His work that He called the angels Gabriel and Elijah over to see it.

- What’s that? they asked.

- That’s the aurora borealis, said God.

- Amazing, they said. - What’s that?

- That’s the Grand Canyon.

- Spectacular, they said. - What’s that?

- That’s a field of dew-dusted lavender bellflowers, awakening in the early-morning sun.

- Breathtaking, they said.

That was Thursday.

On Friday, God created Man.

Man wasn’t great. He wasn’t even good. Supplies were low. All God had left was some dirt. He made Man out of dirt.

- What do you call that? the angels asked, unable to hide their disdain for the hideous lumpen mass laid out on God’s workbench.

- Man, said God.

- So you’re his father? asked Gabriel.

- Kinda, said God.

- Who’s his mother? asked Elijah.

- It’s complicated, said God.

- What’s that? asked Gabriel.

- A penis, said God.

The angels shrugged.

- Meh, said Elijah.

- Feh, said Gabriel.

- It needs work, said Elijah.

- It needs pants, Gabriel replied.

God wasn’t crazy about Man either. In the entire story of the beginning of the earth and the universe and all that is in it, Man was the only creation after which God did not say, It is good.

He didn’t say anything.

He said bupkis.

Bupkis is Yiddish for nothing.

How do we know how God felt about his son? Here’s a clue: He named him Adam, from the Hebrew word Adamah, which means dirt.

He named his son Dirt.

Dirt wasn’t happy in God’s world. Dirt had nothing to do. Dirt was lonely. Before long, Dirt was getting on God’s nerves.

The angels tried to cheer God up.

- He’s a first draft, they told God. - All first drafts are shit.

But they didn’t really believe that, and neither did God. After all, dogs came out perfect – wet noses, fluffy tails, unconditional love. Draft One, nailed it. Sunset didn’t need a rewrite. The Great Barrier Reef was a masterpiece. So God started Man over.

- Oh well, He said. - Writing is rewriting.

God took Dirt, laid him back down on his workbench, and ditched everything but a single rib.

One rib, that was all that was worth saving. The rest was trash.

The second draft, which God named Woman, was an improvement. He turned Physical Strength down a bit, but ramped up Emotional Complexity and doubled Self-Awareness.

Better.

Not great.

Not even good.

But better.

He named her Chava, from Chai, the Hebrew word for alive.

He named her Alive.

Alive isn’t exactly high praise, but it’s better than Dirt.

Now they were a couple. The Dirts. A minimal standard. The store brand. The first thing the Dirts did was to break the rules. Well, one rule. Once. But God was very angry.

- Get out, said God.

The Dirts left, but the story only got worse. The Dirts had children. Two boys. The older Dirt murdered the younger Dirt. The very first man born of man, and what does he do? He kills. He stabs. He butchers.

These are my ancestors.

This is my mishpacha.

Hebrew for family.

Up in Heaven, God is depressed. God needs a drink. God creates a pub.

- The usual? the bartender asks.

God nods.

- How’s the human thing going? the bartender asks.

God sighs.

- My spirit will not contend with mankind forever, He says. - I am going to put an end to all people. I am surely going to destroy both them and the earth.

-’Bout time, says the bartender.

- Cursed is the ground because of them, says God.

- True that, says the bartender.

Gabriel was right about human beings, God thinks as He throws back His drink.

They’re feh, from top to bottom.

Totally, irredeemably feh.



The End

It’s a miserable story.

It’s a downer.

It’s a bummer.

My life would have been immeasurably brighter if they’d taught me The Three Little Pigs instead.

Alas, Soul-Crushing Storytime wasn’t over. It was only beginning. The story of Feh is just the first story in a long book of similar stories, the collection of which is a book called You Suck. The first part of You Suck is known as The Old Testament.

Spoiler alert: Moses, the main character, dies before reaching his goal.

Why?

Because he was feh.

The second part of You Suck is known as The New Testament.

Spoiler alert: It ends with God making a huge wine press, filling it with millions of people, and crushing them to death.

Why?

Guess.

Most people who read the Old Testament don’t read the New. Most people who read the New Testament don’t read the Old. They don’t have to. They’re the same story:

Feh.

The name of the man who blinded me was Rabbi Hammer. People in Monsey went to him for advice. Tell us how to see, they beseeched him. But Rabbi Hammer was blind too. When he finished telling us Feh, he closed the book of You Suck, leaned forward, and kissed it. Then he called us up, one by one, and gave us each a small copy of the book.

- To keep in your hearts and minds, he said, all the days of your lives.

Then he handed us our book and shook our hands.

- Mazel tov, he said.

Hebrew for good luck.

He wasn’t kidding. I am fifty years old now and still I am blind. It is a strange blindness. It is not a darkness, not a blackness, not an absence of light. Rather, I go through life as if beneath a shroud; I can see the sky, the earth, the trees, the animals, all the flora and fauna without deviation, without distortion or diversion. But mankind appears to me grotesque, vile, foul, ignominious, none more so than myself. With others I can occasionally be fair. With others there is a chance of expiation. With myself, though, I am a hanging judge. To myself I show no mercy. There is no criticism I don’t believe, no compliment I accept. I avoid mirrors. Mirrors are bad. Catching a glimpse of my reflection in a store window is enough to ruin my whole day. This is what I think when I do:

Feh.

- I wish you could see yourself, says my wife Orli, the way I see you.

As if wishing could make a blind man see.

I was very young when they told me that I am feh, and that you are feh, and that all of us are feh, so young that I don’t remember exactly how young I was. But I remember this: It was the days of laughter and joking. It was the days of flipping baseball cards. It was the days of kugelach. It was the days of light.

Then people began telling me this story.

And behold, the world and all that is in it turned to darkness.




2.

Recently, according to my psychiatrist Ike, I tried to kill myself.

I disagreed.

It was late in the evening. Ike was at home in New York City; I was two hours away in Northern Dutchess Hospital, tubes running in and out of my arms, machines around me beeping wailing flashing blinking.

- I didn’t try to kill myself, I said.

- You drank poison, said Ike.

- I didn’t know it was poison.

- It said Poison on the bottle.

- No, it didn’t.

- What did it say?

- It said Danger.

- And?

- And Toxic.

- And?

- And Not for Human Consumption.

- You drank something that said Danger, Toxic, Not for Human Consumption, Ike said. - That sounds like suicide to me.

I had been in agony for days, my insides knotted and aflame. Some maleficent creature, red-eyed and furious, had burrowed its way into my stomach and was desperately trying to claw its way back out. I lay in bed, sweating, wincing, unable to move.

- Something’s wrong, I finally moaned to Orli.

I’d waited awhile to tell her because I knew that this pain, whatever it was, was my fault. I knew that I had caused it. And I knew Orli knew that too. Self-destruction’s my whole thing. When at last I began vomiting bile, she drove me to the ER, her jaw set in anger.

- How’s Orli? Ike asked.

Meaning, Have you destroyed your marriage?

- Fuck you, I said.

Meaning, Probably.

I hung up.

The doctor entered, Orli behind him, her countenance grim.

- Your pancreas, Doctor Superior said, is eating itself.

- Why is it doing that? I asked.

- You tell me, he said.

I hate doctors because doctors judge me. Everyone judges me, and I judge everyone, but I’m paying doctors. That’s why people become doctors, after all – to pass judgment. It’s the best part of the job. The salary is good, and the respect is nice, but nothing compares to the joy of judging strangers. It’s like being a priest, only you get to have sex. And a Porsche.

I tried not to picture my sons Paix and Lux, just twelve and seven years old at the time, waiting for me at home. They are utterly beautiful, those boys, inside and out. I have no idea how they came from me. They seem to love me, though I cannot fathom why. I can only assume they’re idiots. I can’t think of any other reason. Gullible, young – soon they will learn. Orli and I both emerged from severely dysfunctional families, and it has been our life’s mission to give our own children the loving, stable home neither of us ever had. I would rather die than hurt them or imperil our little family. Which is exactly what it seemed, from the look on Doctor Superior’s face, I had just done.

Earlier that afternoon, as we left for the hospital, the boys watched from the front porch as I staggered, doubled over in pain, to the car.

- I’ll be fine, guys, I lied.

Paix reached for his younger brother’s hand.

- Okay, Dad, he said.

Lux buried his face in Paix’s chest.

- There’s pizza in the fridge, Orli said.

Pain slashed through me; I lowered my face a moment so they wouldn’t see their father in agony. Paix waved and forced himself to smile. Lux cried.

- I love you, Dad, Paix called.

- I love you, Dad, Lux called.

Idiots.

Doctor Superior took out his chart and clicked open his pen.

- Did you drink anything? he asked.

- No.

- Did you eat anything?

- No.

- Did you take anything? Pills, supplements, drugs?

- No, I said.

Back home, twenty miles away, in a bag in a box in a case in a drawer in my bathroom, lay a small, amber-colored dropper bottle. GW501516, it said on the label.

Danger.

Toxic.

Not for Human Consumption.

I wanted Doctor Superior to leave. I wanted Orli to leave. Loneliness is oxygen to the fire of self-reproach, and I wanted to burn. I wanted my pancreas to eat itself. I wanted it to eat my liver, my lungs, my heart, my soul.

- Are you a drinker? Doctor Superior asked.

- Of water?

- Of alcohol.

- A bit.

- How much?

- A few martinis.

- A day? he asked.

- A week, I said.

Orli scoffed.

- A few? she said icily.

- A few, I said icily.

The doctor wrote on my chart. I gave Orli the finger. She glared at me with rage-red eyes and brushed a bitter tear from her cheek.

Orli didn’t know about the GW501516 I had been taking. She didn’t have to, because she knew me. She knew I had a thing for poison. She knew that sometimes I drank it, that sometimes I smoked it, that a while back I had injected it.

The only thing to do, Doctor Superior determined, was to shut my system down.

- Shut it down? I asked.

No food, no water, no nothing, he explained. For at least a week. They would take scans, MRIs, look for cancer. Tubes would deliver the necessary nutrition and hydration to keep me alive. The hope, he said, was that my pancreas would stop self-destructing.

- But self-destruction’s my whole thing, I said.

Orli turned on her heel and walked out.

Orli and I are alike in many ways, but in our fundamental approach to Life, Being, Self, and Mankind, we are opposites.

- Fuck me, I say.

As a rule.

The problem, I know, as a rule, is me. Whatever is, is wrong, and whatever is wrong is wrong because of me.

Whereas she says, - Fuck them.

The problem, she knows, is them.

At least we agree on the fuck part.

We’re a lot of fun at parties.

Being of Middle Eastern descent, Orli is forever on DEFCON 1. She treats our small four-person family like a biblical homeland that needs constant defending. At the slightest threat, real or imagined, her Early Warning Defense System lights up, jets scramble overhead. Come into our life and you can expect to have your passport checked, your bag searched, questions asked. If we didn’t rent, she’d install a metal detector at the front door.

- I know you’re from FedEx, she says, but you’re going to have to take off your shoes and step through the scanner.

The FedEx guy is confused.

- If you’d prefer a body search, she says as she pulls on her latex glove, we can do that too.

- But you ordered this package, he pleads. - It has your name on it . . .

- Are we going to have trouble here? she snaps, reaching for her Taser. - Because if you want trouble, I CAN GIVE YOU TROUBLE.

She has a defiance to which I aspire, and as the hospital door closed behind her, the room felt suddenly empty; I knew that once she left me for good, my life would feel empty too. We’ve been together for twenty-five years now, and I still wake every morning expecting to find her gone.

You were right about you, the note she will leave on my nightstand will read. Feh.

- We actually have a wonderful marriage, I said to Doctor Superior.

- Mm-hmm, said Doctor Superior.

And then he left too.

Once upon a time in Harlem, New York, I met a beautiful girl with emerald-green eyes and a sun-filled laugh that banished all my darkness. Her laugh was free and unabashed and total, it was lustful and devilish and joyous, and the very first time I heard it I experienced a desire even more overwhelming than my overwhelming sexual urges: the desire to see her laugh, to listen to her laugh, to help her laugh, every day for the rest of eternity. Her laugh gave me hope for myself, for the world. Her name was Orli, Hebrew for my light. And she was. We fell ridiculously, insanely, achingly in love. She made me want to write love poems, which I loathe; she made me nod knowingly at syrupy sweet Hallmark cards, which before I’d have happily piled on the floor of the pharmacy and set on fire. Together we went to hockey games at Madison Square Garden, and we walked the leaf-strewn paths of Central Park, and we browsed the endless shelves of the Strand Book Store, and soon we rented a tiny basement apartment in Queens and moved in together. She had boxes of art supplies, crates of paints, she had lightboxes and canvases and a drawing table; I had a bong and a notebook half-filled with abandoned ideas for novels. One afternoon a few months later, I took the subway to Forty-sixth Street in Manhattan, between Fifth and Sixth Avenues, a street known as the Diamond District for the diamond shops that line it, most of them owned by ultra-Orthodox Hasidic Jews. I knew the street well, not because of diamonds, but because of books. I was a reader, with thoughts of becoming a writer myself, and many times I visited the only non-diamond store on the street, a dimly lit bookshop with exquisitely creaky wood floors named the Gotham Book Mart.

The diamond shops were full of customers.

The bookstore was empty.

Wise Men Fish Here, read the weathered wooden sign that hung above the bookstore.

Well, I thought. That explains the emptiness.

- Can I help you? the man at the counter had asked the first time I went in.

- Yeah, I said. - What’s funny?

Ever since I was a child, laughter has been my salvation, my under-wastewater breathing apparatus, my Davidian slingshot against the Goliath of being, created by God, I am certain, on the evening of Day Six, when He realized that the man He created that afternoon wouldn’t survive a week without it. I imagine a Genesis before Genesis, a prequel, Genesis 0:1, in which Adam didn’t steal from God’s tree but hanged himself by the neck from it.

- Uh-oh, saideth the Lord.

- That’s the third one in a row, said Gabriel. - Better give the poor bastards laughter.

It’s not much, I know. Laughter, to borrow Camus’s phrasing, is a man charging a group of machine guns with only a sword. But it’s the only weapon I’ve got.

The bookseller led me down a narrow, book-lined aisle, wonderfully musty, perfectly dusty. I was a student in an Orthodox yeshiva high school at the time, my yarmulke stuffed in my pocket, my tzitzit stuffed in my pants. The only writers I knew were Moses and Solomon. He pulled out a book called The Trial, by someone named Franz Kafka.

- What’s it about? I asked.

- It’s about a guy who gets arrested, he said, but they won’t tell him what he did.

- What did he do?

- We don’t know.

- Does he know?

- No.

- Do they know?

- No.

- What happens?

- They find him guilty.

- And then?

- And then they kill him.

- That’s not funny, I said. - That’s my life.

- That’s why it’s funny, he said.

This particular day, though, I hurried right past Gotham Book Mart to the diamond shop on the corner of Sixth Avenue. I had decided to ask Orli to marry me. I was broke, earning just two hundred dollars a week at a small advertising agency on East Eleventh Street, but I wanted to buy her the biggest diamond in the world. She wasn’t materialistic, I just couldn’t imagine any other reason she would agree to marry me.

- Can I help you? the heavy Hasidic man behind the counter asked through his bushy black beard.

I looked over the diamonds beneath the glass countertop, and my heart sank. Even the smallest ones, some no larger than the head of a pin, cost thousands of dollars.

- Yes, I said, pointing to the large stone at the center of the display. - I’d like to steal that diamond. Would you mind looking away so I can grab it and run for the door?

He looked me over.

- Farshteyn d’yiddish? he asked.

Yiddish for Do you understand Yiddish?

- A bissel, I said.

A little.

- Kum, he said. - Let me show you something.

He led me to the far end of the counter, where, from a low glass shelf, he produced a tray of diamonds, each one delicately wrapped in its own soft velvet bag, tied with a golden string. He opened one, and the precious stone tumbled into his hand.

- You like? he asked.

I did.

- You want? he asked.

- I can’t, I said. - Unless you’re okay with the whole stealing thing.

- Gib a kik, he said – Yiddish for take a look – as he passed me his jeweler’s loupe. I pressed it to my eye as he held the diamond up to the light.

- You see? he asked.

I did. There in the center of the stone was a thin cloud, invisible to the naked eye, wispy and white, like a soul trapped in ice that would never melt.

- What is that? I asked.

- A flaw.

- Can it be fixed?

He shook his head.

- It’s internal, he said, pointing to his chest as he did. - Can’t be fixed. But God willing, no one will ever see it. And I can give it to you for cheap.

We obviously had very different ideas of God. And very different ideas of cheap. He knocked a hundred dollars off the price and agreed to throw the setting in for free. I reached into my pocket and handed him all the money I had in the world.

That evening, I sat on our futon beside Orli and held the ring out to her.

- Will you marry me? I asked.

Tears filled her eyes, eyes that to this day make my soul dance, eyes that give me hope in this dark, despoiled world.

- It’s beautiful, she said.

- It’s flawed, I said, pointing to the soul trapped inside. - Like me.

- Yes, she said softly.

- Yes you will, or yes I’m flawed?

She laughed.

- Yes. She nodded. - Yes, yes, yes, I will.

- Are you sure? I asked her, my own eyes beginning to fill with tears. - You can do better.

She threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly.

I wondered if she thought I was fat.

That was twenty-five years ago, the promising act 1, in storytelling terminology, of a stirring romance I never expected and probably don’t deserve. Of late, though, our love story has been veering precipitously toward tragedy; darkness has been overwhelming light, resignation has been smothering hope. And so I’ve begun to think of our marriage like that diamond, beautiful and precious and marred by one fatal, irreparable flaw:

Me.

I lay in the hospital bed, listening to the beeps and whirrs of the machine trying to save me from myself. The morphine was beginning to wear off, and I pressed the button for the nurse, desperate for the release from myself that the drug would provide.

- The laughter thing’s not working, said Gabriel. - Another one hanged himself this morning.

- Damn, said God. - What else we got?

- Opioids.

- Aww, God whined. - I was keeping those for myself . . . What about humor?

- What’s humor?

- It’s this thing I made. It seems to cause laughter.

Gabriel was skeptical.

- It causes laughter? he asked. - How does it cause laughter?

- I’m not sure. It doesn’t always work. Sometimes it just causes anger.

Gabriel shrugged.

- It’s worth a shot, he said.

A few moments later, the nurse entered. I tugged at the too-thin hospital bed linen, trying to cover myself, to hide myself from her view. I wondered if she thought I was fat.

- Are you in pain? asked the nurse.

- Who isn’t? I said.

- You’re crying, said the nurse.

- Who isn’t? I said.




3.

- God, Rabbi Hammer told us, needed to breathe life into the man made of dirt, but where could He do so?

He couldn’t breathe life into the man’s mouth, he said, because He knew that with that mouth the man would lie.

He couldn’t breathe life into the man’s eyes, he said, because He knew that with those eyes the man would look upon women with lust.

He couldn’t breathe life into the man’s hands, he said, because He knew that with those hands the man would kill.

He couldn’t breathe life into the man’s feet, he said, because He knew that with those feet the man would run to commit sin.

So God breathed life into the man’s nostrils.

- Why his nostrils? asked Rabbi Hammer.

- Because He knew that with his nose, said Rabbi Hammer, the man could smell the stench of his own foulness.

The End.




4.

- Noah, Rabbi Scold said to our third-grade class, was a man without sin.

I doubted it.

Men had not exactly been the noble heroes of the stories he’d been teaching us. Adam had stolen from God and blamed it on his wife; Cain had murdered Abel; Lamech had murdered Cain; and to top it all off, a bunch of monstrous male giants were running around Earth raping Canaanite women.

And we were only up to chapter 6.

A man?

Without sin?

That didn’t sound right.

I, too, lived in a world of monstrous male giants. My father was a fearsome, violent man, barrel-chested, hairy-armed, thick-wristed, and filled with terrible rage and resentment. He cursed, he roared, he slammed the bedroom doors so hard that the walls of our home shook. I worried/hoped that one day his rage would bring the whole house down and kill us all. On Friday night, the night of Shabbos (Hebrew for the Sabbath), my father would get drunk, slur the words to the traditional Shabbos songs, bang his heavy fists on the table, and slap my brother in the face.

- Fuck you, my brother would shout.

- Cocksucker, my father would reply.

Afterward, I would lie in my bed, wide-eyed and terror-struck, blanket pulled up under my chin, waiting for my bedroom door to burst open and one of them to appear, knife in hand, having at last realized it was all my fault, whatever it was.

My rabbis at school were fearsome male giants too. They pinched our arms, pulled our ears, slapped our hands, and smacked our faces. Rabbi Scold was the most fearsome rabbi of all, a stocky, furious man with a white beard and a red face. One time he shook a student so hard that he broke the student’s arm. He slapped another so hard that the boy’s nose bled.

- Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, Rabbi Scold continued with the story of Noah, and was full of violence, and every inclination of the human heart was evil.

Now that sounded right.

That afternoon, after yeshiva, as the school bus lurched to a stop in front of my house, I looked out the window to find my father mowing the front lawn.

Shirtless.

Goddammit, I thought.

My father was a heavy man, and his belly hung over the waistband of his pants as he tossed the lawn mower around the yard like he tossed my brother around the dining table. A cigarette dangled from his lips, and with every furious jerk of the mower, gray ash fell onto the gray hair that covered his chest. His body jiggled and shook, and it filled me with dread to know that someday I would look like him.

And Adam looked down at himself, and he felt shame.

At least Adam had the good sense to put on a shirt.

I averted my eyes from the grotesque specter of my inexorable future and headed straight for our mailbox. One of my few joys in those days was reading the comics of the Rockland Journal News; the laughter the strips provided was weak, the jokes lame, but how desperate I was for even a brief respite from the tumult around and within me. A joke could change a mood. A joke could stop a fight. A joke could make my father laugh when he was getting ready to shout or slap or hit. And so every afternoon after yeshiva, I raced to the mailbox to grab the paper before my siblings could.

- Gonif, my father would say.

Yiddish for thief.

That day, though, as I tugged open the rusty door of the old black mailbox, a curious pink catalog tumbled into my waiting hands. On the cover was a woman of such otherworldly beauty that I gasped to see her, a blonde-haired, ivory-skinned goddess draped across an elegant red velvet couch, wearing nothing but her gatkes.

Yiddish for underpants.

Her legs, endless and lean, were dipped in white silk pantyhose, and her long blonde hair tumbled over the armrest, a waterfall of gold and sunlight. Above her, in the calligraphic handwriting of an angel, were these inscrutable words:

Victoria’s Secret.

The lawn mower coughed and died.

- Piece of shit, my father grumbled.

He looked over and saw me holding the newspaper.

- Don’t go disappearing with my newspaper, he said. - Lousy gonif.

Actually, I was a fantastic gonif, and later that night, as my brother slept soundly in his bed across from mine, I slid the Victoria’s Secret catalog out from beneath my mattress and flipped through page after page of beautiful women in beautifully appointed rooms wearing nothing but beautiful gatkes. I was only eight years old at the time, and the seeds of sexual desire had not yet begun to bear their wicked fruit, so that what I was overcome with as I turned one glossy page after another was not lust but jealousy. Bitter, all-consuming jealousy.

Women were graceful and refined; we men were clumsy and coarse. Women’s underpants were crafted of the finest silk and satin; mine were made of dingy white cotton with an ugly elastic waistband that Nechemya Leibowitz, the class bully, would grab, yank up, and snap painfully against my skin. Women’s underpants were made of lace and straps and beads and pearls and said Delicate on the label, Hand Wash Only. Mine had a cartoon of an apple and grapes on the tag and said Fruit of the Loom. Even their shoes had feathers on them.

Feathers!

On shoes!

Victoria used words I had never heard before, words like music, words like flowers – chemise and charmeuse and teddies and bodice and boudoir – available in colors I never knew existed: mauve and lavender and aubergine and lilac.

Victoria’s Secret for purple.

On one page, an angelic woman was seated on a Parisian chair, her long legs tucked off to the side, her back arched, swanlike, her eyes closed with the sheer ecstasy of being female.

In her boudoir, Victoria wrote beneath her, a woman prepares for an evening of intrigue. A final fascination: the lacy ruffle at your hip. In rose and honey beige.

I had no idea what Victoria was talking about. I didn’t need to. How utterly delighted these women seemed with themselves! They held their heads up, their shoulders back, their breasts proud and high. I couldn’t imagine such self-contentedness. What must it be like, I wondered, to wake each morning and find such beauty in the mirror? To not merely be beautiful, but to be Beauty itself? How fortunate they were to have been born women, I thought; what a lucky flip of the coin. Heads, you go through life as purest poetry, your every movement a symphony, your very being the envy of all creation.

Tails, you’re a man.

Through page after page I turned, each seraphic beauty more breathtaking than the one before; white-skinned women in black gatkes, black-skinned women in white gatkes, blonde-haired women in red gatkes. And then, on the last page, as if to remind me of my own vile loathsomeness, a man. A foul, hairy, thick-fingered man, despoiling with his mere presence this Eden of female beauty.

Wearing nothing, God help me, but his gatkes.

The hideous beast’s back was turned to the camera, Baruch Hashem (Hebrew for Blessed is God), so I was spared a preview of the grotesque transformation that lay ahead for my doomed male genitalia. But the rear view wasn’t exactly good news either. The backs of the beast’s thighs were covered in a hideous undergrowth of wiry hair that only grew denser the closer it crept to the swampy morass of his fetid haunches. I pitied the smooth-skinned, raven-haired beauty beside him, who would no doubt have run screaming from the room had he not been restraining her about her waist with his thick arm, it too covered in a dark coat of fur. She smiled, the poor thing, but surely it was with relief to be wearing silk long-sleeve Christian Dior classic pajamas in azure with delicate eggshell trim, which kept her from having to touch the hideous ape who would soon be dragging her screaming up the side of the Empire State Building.

And here’s a secret, wrote Victoria. It’s machine washable!

Bullshit.

Victoria wasn’t fooling me. Her secret wasn’t laundry. Her secret was this:

Women were beautiful.

And I was hideous.

I heard my father upstairs, fee-fi-fo-fumming his way to the kitchen like a rampaging Canaanite giant, and quickly buried the catalog beneath my pillow. I switched off my bedside lamp, pulled the bedcovers up under my chin, and shut my eyes tight, as tight as I could, so tight they burned, imagining that for one brief, blissful moment there was nothing beneath my covers, nothing below my neck – no torso, no arms, no legs, no body, and nobody, at all.

…

The following morning, I pulled on my non-silk yeshiva pants with no curve-enhancing waistline, stepped into my non-stiletto yeshiva shoes that had no delicate ankle straps, and looked in the mirror.

Stupid God, I thought. The creation of Eve was a clear admission that he had blown it with Adam. He should have named her Whoops. He should have named her Mulligan. Women were the update, the new and improved; car manufacturers did it all the time, so why was God still creating the first version? Ford didn’t still make Model Ts. They had a better model now. So why was God still making Model T people? And why did I have to be one?

- What are you so broyges about? my mother asked as I trudged into the kitchen.

Yiddish for glum.

Easy for you to say, I thought. You’re a woman.

I slumped down at the kitchen table, poured myself some Rice Krispies, and watched her shuffle about the kitchen, one hand on her aching lower back, the other massaging her aching temple.

- Oy, she said. - Vey iz mir.

Yiddish for woe is me.

My mother was possessed of a glamorous, classic beauty. With her dark, almond-shaped eyes, high cheekbones, and elegant arched brows, she could have been a film star. Alas, that was from the neck up. From the neck down, it was a different story, a story of aches and pains, poor design and cheap materials.

Here’s another story Rabbi Hammer told me. It’s called Why Women Deserve Pain. This is how it goes:

WHY WOMEN DESERVE PAIN


Once upon a time, God created a woman named Eve. She was a better design than Adam, but she still had many flaws. She was too curious. She was too strong-willed. She wanted to vote. When she tossed her hair, Adam’s penis grew stiff and his mind went blank.

One day, she ate an apple.

It was God’s apple.

God was very angry. He pinched her arm and slapped her hand and decreed that Eve would suffer terrible agony when she gave birth.

- What’s birth? Eve asked.

- It’s when you have a baby, said God.

- What’s a baby? asked Eve.

- Keep tossing that hair, bitch, said God. - You’ll find out.

God was so angry that He decided punishing Eve wasn’t enough, and so God declared that all women, for all time, all over the earth, for ever and ever, would suffer agonizing pain when they gave birth too.

The End



My mother must have eaten more than just an apple, though, because her suffering didn’t end at childbirth. Her back hurt and her shoulders ached. Her sinuses were congested and her feet were sore. Her neck was tight, her stomach was upset, her nails were ingrown, her eyesight was failing, her head was splitting, her throat was sore, her hands were stiff, her knees were creaky, her skin was dry, her lips were chapped, her feet were numb, her nerves were pinched, her teeth were cracked, and her gums were inflamed.

And she wasn’t the only one.

All the women in shul – Yiddish for synagogue – seemed condemned to eternal agony. Mrs. Goldstein was bent at the waist and went with a walker, which she clutched with her clawlike arthritic hands. Mrs. Balsam had swollen ankles and gut-unt-himmeled with every step. Mrs. Mayefsky needed a cane to climb the stairs. Men and women sat in separate sections, as per the ancient law, but why they put the Women’s Section up two flights of stairs I’ll never know; by the time they all oy veyed their way up there, the services were over and it was time for them to start vey iz meering their way back down. And so, watching my mother in agony that morning, I found my mood mysteriously . . . improving.

I found myself strangely relieved.

Victoria, I realized, was a liar.

She was a fraud. A phony. This right here, holding her lower back with one hand and spraying Afrin nasal decongestant up her nose with the other, this was a real woman. The women in Victoria’s Secret catalogs weren’t real; it was lighting, makeup, tricks, no different than the Sea-Monkeys I had ordered from the Johnson Smith novelty catalog the summer before. After waiting an eternity for them to arrive, I poured the packet of dried Sea-Monkey eggs into a bowl of water, waiting, hands clasped, for the creatures from the advertisement to emerge: the handsome Father Sea-Monkey, the smiling Child Sea-Monkeys, the pretty Mother Sea-Monkey with a delicate pink bow in her hair. But all the eggs brought forth were tiny, squirming shrutzim.

Yiddish for bugs.

Sea-Monkeys, it turned out, were just shrimp.

- Treyf, my mother said as she flushed them down the toilet.

Yiddish for nonkosher.

The realization cheered me; the women in the Victoria’s Secret catalog were as fake as Sea-Monkeys. Real women didn’t hold their heads up. Their shoulders rolled forward, and they carried their breasts neither proudly nor high, but like sins, like burdens they were desperate to set down but had been cursed by God to carry for eternity. Were breasts punishments too? I wondered. Did God consider bras cheating? Woe unto she who strappeth her breasts to her shoulders.

I laughed at my own gullibility. When did real women ever dress like the women in Victoria’s Secret? When had I ever seen a real woman wearing feathered shoes? I wasn’t thrilled with being male, not by a long shot, but the women around me weren’t making a great case for being female either. And so later that morning, as we gathered in the yeshiva synagogue to pray, I called out the traditional male prayer – Blessed are you, Lord our God, Ruler of the Universe, who has not made me a woman – and meant every word of it. I decided I would throw out Victoria’s catalog of lies when I got home, and I would have, too, if I hadn’t gone to Dov’s house after school.

I loved going to Dov’s house. Dov was my best friend, and his house was a joyful place filled with laughter and jokes. His father was a large but gentle man, and his mother wasn’t in constant agony. Sometimes she was even happy.

- Grass stains mean you had fun! she laughed that afternoon as we tumbled in from playing outside. - No grass stains, kiddo, you’re in big trouble!

She sat us in the kitchen and placed a plate of cookies before us.

Cookies!

Before dinner!

But cookies were only the first miracle of that day, for a moment later there appeared in the doorway a vision of beauty as otherworldly as any I’d beheld in the pages of Victoria’s Secret. I thought for a moment I must have been dreaming; she was tall and graceful, all curves and long limbs and proud breasts, and she floated into the kitchen as if upon wings, her auburn hair tumbling over her bare, olive-skinned shoulders, the air trailing behind her as she floated by kissed with the most delicate scent of rarest flowers.

- Hey, Raizy, Dov said without so much as a glance in her direction.

Yiddish for rose.

Raizy? I thought.

That was Raizy?

I had seen Dov’s older sister before, of course, but it had been a while. In that time, she had somehow transformed into an otherworldly being of heart-stirring magnificence. She smiled at me as she entered, her teeth white as brand-new tzitzit, her lips the same deep red as my favorite yarmulke. With the tips of her long, elegant fingers, she playfully snatched a cookie from Dov’s plate.

- That’s mine! Dov wailed. - Mom!

Raizy threw her head back and laughed, a gleeful, wicked laugh, a laugh that lit my soul, before spreading her wings and sweeping back out of the room as miraculously as she had swept in.

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t move.

Kina hora, I thought.

Yiddish for holy fuck.

I lost all sense of time and that other thing. Dov said something, and then his mother said something else. She did a thing, and then he did a thing, and then some other thing happened, and then he went somewhere. It was only the loud, angry blare of my father’s car horn that roused me from my reverie.

- I think that’s for you, Dov’s mother said.

I thanked her for the cookies, hurried out, and climbed into the front seat of my father’s car. He squinted through his dreary cigarette smoke at the grass stains on my pants.

- You think we’re made of money? he asked.

- No.

- Grass stains don’t come out.

I could have argued Dov’s mother’s point – that perhaps grass stains, though financially lamentable, could also be seen as positive indicators of a well-spent youthful afternoon – but I didn’t want my father to punch my best friend’s mother in the face. My father was like God – loud, violent, reactionary – and Yahweh, I knew, was never prouder of His children than when they were being as violent as He was. I wondered if perhaps I could appease my father by being violent too.

- Dov pushed me, I lied.

- Did you push him back?

- Yes.

- Hard?

- Really hard. He fell down.

- Good.

I eyed his thick, hairy, male hands strangling the steering wheel as he drove – the cracked and yellowed fingernails, the blisters he’d been picking at, the dead skin sloughing off – and then I turned to the window and thought of Raizy. I thought of her long, elegant neck and her white painted fingernails and I thought of the way she held that cookie between her thumb and forefinger, and of the way the rest of her fingers gently fanned out when she did, like the petals of the delicate flower for which she was named, and I tried to imagine how it must have felt to be possessed of such beauty that even the most mundane of motions was somehow made song.

My father pulled into our driveway, parked the car, and belched, a deep rumbling quake that roiled up from the subterranean recesses of his vast abdominal netherworld. He trapped the toxic gas in his cheeks, and I thought for a moment he was trying to save me, to protect his child from the deadly reactor core meltdown that was occurring within him – Run, child! Save yourself! – but he merely twisted his lips in my direction and blew the noxious fumes out.

I smelled borscht.

I tried not to breathe, to think only of Raizy, but all I could think of was gas chambers.

He killed the engine.

- You better hope those grass stains come out, he said. - Money doesn’t grow on trees.

He belched again, climbed out of the car, slammed the heavy door, and trudged inside to rape some Canaanite women.

And that, more or less, was when I decided to steal my mother’s pantyhose.

…

- Fuck you, my father said to my brother.

- No, fuck you, my brother said to my father.

It was Shabbos and for once, I had been looking forward to their fighting, as it would provide me cover to sneak down the hallway to my parents’ bedroom. Raizy was living proof that women like those in Victoria’s Secret did exist, even in Monsey, and I wanted to experience, if only for a moment, what it would be like to be her.

He who wears the clothes of a woman, said God, is an abomination.

Easy for God to say, I thought. He doesn’t even have a body. Who was He to tell me what to do with mine? Besides, if God was cruel enough to make me a First-Draft Man, I didn’t see why I shouldn’t take matters into my own hands and edit myself into a Second-Draft Woman.

My father grabbed my brother by his collar and shook him.

My brother swung his fist at my father.

My mother sang Shabbos songs.

My sister cried.

I slipped out and headed to my parents’ bedroom, where I went straight for my mother’s underwear drawer. I grabbed the first pair of pantyhose I could find, stuffed them into the pocket of my dark-blue Shabbos pants, and was back at the table before my brother was even bleeding.

Lousy gonif, my ass.

…

Once upon a time, Rabbi Scold had told us, Jacob wrestled with an angel. They wrestled all night, hour after hour, from evening to morning, neither one willing to relent or surrender, but it was nothing compared to how I wrestled that evening with my mother’s pantyhose. For what seemed like hours, I tried to figure out how to get the damned things on, as it was impossible to tell the front from the back, or even if there was a front or back. I grew irritated, angry. Would a label have killed them? Every time I tried to slide my foot down one leg of it, the other leg seemed to disappear, leaving me no choice but to back my first foot out, find the other leg, and start all over again. It was as if they didn’t want me to get them on, as
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