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PREFACE

Inside the Grey Derby

By anyone’s standard their family was Jewish, but they played by their own rules. While they did not keep the Sabbath, they did go to synagogue on Yom Kippur. They begged God to forgive their sins and inscribe them in the Book of Life. They did so while glancing at their watches every ten minutes. They did not speak Hebrew, but they did toss around a few Yiddish words, half of which were made up, such as the grandmother’s word for the TV remote, something she called “der pushkeh.” They did not study Torah, but they did watch The Ten Commandments every year on TV. Even when the long journey through the desert  became unendurable, they stuck it out. They believed enough for that.

There were certain restaurants they went to, not because they were kosher, but because they were “kosher-style.” Kosher-style was like the apartment across the hall from kosher, and whereas keeping kosher required rigorous observation of rules, keeping kosher-style required only a Jerusalem napkin holder on the table and the restaurant’s name written out front in large Hebraic calligraphy.

Growing up, there was a restaurant they went to on Friday nights. It was called the Grey Derby and among the Jews of their town it was very popular. More popular than other kosher-style restaurants like Schneider’s—essentially a living room with a cash register where one learned it was time to go when Mr. Schneider walked out of the bathroom in his boxer shorts, a toothbrush in his mouth. The other competitor was Spaghettiville, a basement operation they never went to, assuming it to be like Margaritaville, but with spaghetti.

They were a big group—a large family of uncles, aunts, great-aunts, sons-in-law, and a man named Goldberg whom no one was sure how they knew, and the Derby was their place. Never mind it was so crowded  on Friday nights that you were guaranteed a half-hour wait—and never mind it wasn’t even a line you waited in. They were crammed into a kind of holding cell at the entrance, shoulder to shoulder, becoming impossibly, ferociously—supernaturally—hungry, the waft of veal and kishke slowly driving them mad.

They always got the same table—a long one in back, by the bathrooms. Once seated, they started in on whatever was left over by the previous diners.

“They hardly even touched the challah rolls,” the mother would say, looking around for leftover chopped liver to spread.

It didn’t take them more than ten minutes to devour their own weight in boiled chickens, stewed chickens, chickens in baskets, flanken, kishke, and a spicy fat called “speck” that has since been made illegal. Then they were on to the next event: the check. They were not a family disposed to acts of athleticism, but the fight for the bill was, for them, a kind of spiritual-emotional sport.

“I swore on my life I’d pay,” the mother would say and, quick like a cat, she’d claw the bill from the table and stick it down her blouse. Swearing upon her own life was a big move of the mother’s in those days. To her  way of thinking it allowed the grandfather to know in no uncertain terms that should he pay, God would strike his daughter dead in the parking lot. Still, her oath did not keep the uncle, a man named Nat, from reaching into the neck of the mother’s shirt while yelling, “It’s a man’s privilege.”

Their table sat below a wall-length mural of David in the midst of slaying Goliath—the moment the rock was colliding with Goliath’s forehead. That was their backdrop—Goliath going down. It was of pretty amateurish quality, probably painted by one of the owner’s kids, but there was something about it that captured the young son’s imagination. As he sat there nibbling bowling ball-sized verenikas, he gazed, self-satisfied, at the ultimate image of the little-Jew-who-could.

Reclining back into their booth, their belt buckles undone, and their braggadocio about how much they’d eaten fading into silence, the young boy stared up at the mural, and subjected his father to a barrage of questions. It was always the same: How old was David when he slew Goliath? How much did God help him slay Goliath? When it comes to slaying, why use a sling?

The father listened attentively, easing back farther  into his seat. Were he a smoker, he would have lit his pipe with a thoughtful look on his face, but as he was not a smoker, he picked his teeth with a salad fork.

“David was no older than you are,” he said, “but even at such a young age, the kid had a sense of show-manship. Sure, he could have snuck into Goliath’s tent and brained the sleeping giant with some heavy piece of ancient pottery, but where’s the glory in that? No, the Jew’s way is to give things a little razzle-dazzle—to give the angels something to talk about. Now the sling had just been invented and most people were put off by its newness, preferring the old-fashioned ways of murdering—a stab to the stomach, a bludgeon to the skull. But not the Jews. We were always a nation of early adapters. Monotheism. Liquid soap. We shrug our shoulders and say, ‘why not?’ and it is that shoulder-shrugging spirit that’s helped us survive.”

The father was not a religious man. Aside from once trying to teach the boy the Hebrew alphabet through rhyme—“Aleph, bais, give me a raise. Ress, tess, kiss my ess”—and trying to get the boy to start calling him Tateh after having just watched Fiddler on the Roof, Yiddishkeit just wasn’t his thing. He was never one for synagogue, complaining about the hard wooden pews,  the incomprehensibility of the Hebrew language, and the way that synagogue, rather than inspiring him, made him feel as though he were being suffocated in a claustrophobic coffin that reeked of old-man smell.

But talking about the Bible was something else. Its heroes were like superheroes or Greek gods—but better yet, they had really existed. And not only that—they were even distant relatives! The father, who hadn’t even spoken to his own brother in years, took all of this in stride, but the boy did not. He couldn’t see how you could. He had hundreds of questions, and each one spawned more.

“Didn’t Goliath have friends to avenge his death?” he asked.

“What friends? Goliath was a bully and a blowhard,” the father said. “I’ve always imagined him as a giant version of that guy who used to share my desk at the insurance office. Ian something. Now David, he was a good kid, but he made mistakes and God had to teach him right from wrong—by smiting his children and such.”

In the father’s retellings, it often seemed that God was no friend to the Jews. Not like Nixon, whom the family still adored for having delivered bombs to Israel’s doorstep during the Yom Kippur War.

Staring up at the mural, he explained that, in those days, they beheaded vanquished giants. “But try putting a picture of that on a wall and you’ll have the Board of Health up your ass in two seconds.”

From David they veered into Genesis.

“Were there unicorns in Eden?” the boy asked.

“There were,” the father said, “but God had to kill them to punish man.” The father explained how, as an added penalty, “God commanded Adam and Eve to murder the unicorns themselves and so they wandered the Earth, strangling unicorns as they wept.”

“How horrible,” the boy said. “How could someone kill a unicorn—even if God told you to?”

“In the beginning, it was rough on them but they got used to it, making small talk as they strangled. In the end it actually brought them closer and helped their marriage. Don’t worry. God knows what he’s doing.”

From Genesis, they wound their way further back still, eventually arriving at the very beginning. Before the beginning. The beginning of everything—even God. It always struck the boy as a very commonsensical question: if God created everything, who created God? He didn’t understand why the question wasn’t foremost on everyone’s mind. On the very first page of the  illustrated children’s Bible he had at home, God was already there. He would flip backward, to make sure he hadn’t missed anything, but there was only a table of contents. It crossed his mind that the pages dealing with that prebeginning might have fallen out. A lot of the pages were lost, so when he went to his grandparents’, he looked in their Bible—they kept it beside the phone book—but it was the same story: “In the beginning, God created the Heavens and the Earth.” No prequel. Nothing.

As the waiter began the arduous task of clearing the table of empty plates, glasses, oily napkin balls, and ashtrays filled with olive pits and tiny bones, the boy asked his father, “Who’s God’s god?”

“God is beyond time,” he said. “God created time. To ponder this too hard can drive the average man to insanity. Let us instead ponder dessert.” Complimentary lemon tea and coffee was brought forth with a tray of rice pudding and baked apples. The boy could not understand how anyone could eat when such huge questions hung in the air—though to be fair, he could also not understand how anyone could eat after having just ingested a barn’s worth of meat and chicken. How  could someone invent time? That was like inventing dreaming or darkness.

“What was God doing all those millions of years just floating around all by himself in the nothingness all day?”

“He was lonely,” the father said. “He had no choice but to make us. Of course he didn’t get it right out the gate. It took a few tries.”

The father then went on to list the universes that preceded their own.

“Before this one, there were incomplete universes that did not please the Almighty. Some were too cluttered—with daybeds and piles of blankets all over the place making even the beach smell musty and close. Other universes of just one person—a man named Morris who sat in a room by himself, trying to decide whether to cuff his pants or let them drag. And can you imagine the delicate touch it took to create free will? No, I’m sure those early universes were filled with marionette people getting their strings tangled up in each other. Universes of tangled string! Universes of nothing but light! Universes that were perfect in every way but were missing the right support beams and so collapsed  after only five seconds. But what a spectacular five seconds they might have been.”

Spotting a chicken wing bone, gnawed clean, poking out from under a place mat, he went on, inspired.

“Universes where bridges and buildings were made of chicken bones, but chicken bones did not come from chickens. They were grown from chicken bone seeds and chicken bone seeds came from boiling tears because tears tasted like chicken soup! Chicken soup came from chicken soup rain clouds and chicken soup rain coats were made of feathers and instead of carrying umbrellas people carried ladles.”

After a meal like that, how his father could even think  of chicken—let alone conjure a universe of poultry—boggled the boy’s mind and made him slightly nauseous.

“So why didn’t God mention any of this in the preface?”

The father waved his hand. “Who reads prefaces? A person’s job on Earth is to make the best sense of things that he can. Not to give up and live like an animal, but not to get too hung up on the details. Look at the hamantasch.” A hamantasch was a prune-filled triangular cookie eaten on Purim and the father was often turning  to it for guidance. “Depending on whose version you believe, it either symbolizes the evil Haman’s triangle-shaped hat or Haman’s dirty triangle-shaped ears. Either way, they go good with coffee.”

The idea of eating a pastry made to replicate the salient facial feature of a Jew-hating mass murderer struck the boy as sick—like eating a licorice Hitler mustache—but the father’s point had been made, though many years later when thinking back upon it, the boy would be hard-pressed to say what exactly that point was.

When the bill had been settled, their belt buckles refastened, and the younger sister awoken from under the table, they commenced their walk to the door, the grandfather shaking hands as he went, the uncle handing out business cards. At the entrance, they smiled with compassion at the new crowd of hungry Jews who awaited their turn, and in the parking lot they smoked cigars, chewed mints, jingled car keys, and got into political arguments that devolved into finger pointing, foot stomping, and the shouting of names like turkey, schmo, schmendrick, and schmegeggy. They enjoyed each other’s company and took their time parting. After all, it was only five thirty and the whole night lay ahead.




Adam and Eve

In the beginning, when Adam was first created, he spent whole days rubbing his face in the grass. He picked his ear until it bled, tried to fit his fist in his mouth, and yanked out tufts of his own hair. At one point he tried to pinch his own eyes out in order to examine them and God had to step in.

Looking down at Adam, God must have felt a bit weird about the whole thing. It must have been something like eating at a cafeteria table all by yourself when a stranger suddenly sits down opposite you, but it is a stranger you have created, and he is eating a macaroni salad that you have also created, and you have been  sitting at the table all by yourself for over a hundred billion years; and yet still, you have nothing to talk about.

It was pitiful the way Adam looked up into the sky and squinted.

Before He created Adam, God must have been lonely; now He was still lonely, and so was Adam.

 

 

Then came Eve.

Since the Garden of Eden was the very first village, and since every village needs a mayor as well as a village idiot, it broke down in this way: Eve: mayor; Adam: village idiot.

Sometimes, when Adam would start to speak, Eve would get all hopeful that he was about to impart something important and smart, but he would only say stuff like: “Little things are really great because you can put them in your hand as well as in your mouth.”

Eve would often ponder how one minute she was not there or anywhere, and now she was. Adam would ponder nothing. When she closed her eyes at night, Eve knew that the blackness was all things at once. In her  dreams she danced in the tops of trees. Her beautiful thoughts flew out her ears and lit up the sky like fireflies, and there were all kinds of people to talk to and hug. And then she would hear snoring. She would wake up, and there would be Adam, his yokel face pressed right against hers, his dog food breath blowing right up her nostrils.

Eve stared up at the sky. Adam draped his arm across her chest, and brought his knee up onto her stomach. God, watching in Heaven, must have feared for Adam’s broken heart as though the whole universe depended on it.

 

 

Adam was close to the animals and spent all day talking to them. Except for God, Eve had no one.

She would complain to the Lord any chance she got.

“Adam is a nimrod,” she would say, and the Lord would remain silent.

God was the best and all that, and she loved the hell out of him, but when it came to trash talk, he was of no use.

Adam was constantly trying to impress her.

“Look what I have made,” he said one bright morning, his hands cupped together.

Eve looked into his hands then she pulled away and shrieked. Adam was holding giraffe feces.

“I’ve sculpted it,” said Adam. “It is for the Lord.”

He opened his smelly hands wide to reveal to her a tiny little giraffe with a crooked neck.

 

 

On some days, Adam galloped about exploring. His hair was wiry and when it got sweaty it hung in his eyes. Adam was cute this way. On one such day, he saw a snake. Adam made the snake’s acquaintance by accidentally stepping on his back.

“Boy, that smarts,” said the snake, smiling through the mind-numbing pain.

Adam lifted him from off the ground and brought him up to his face to see him better.

Their eyes locked, and in that very moment the snake concluded that, indeed, Adam was an oaf, and that as king of the Earth, his reign would very soon end. There was a new sheriff in town and it was he. It was no longer the story of Adam, but the story of the snake. He  could tell all of this just by simply looking into the man’s idiot eyes.

“I have seen you with another like you,” he said to Adam, “but instead of the dead snake between the legs, she has chaos there.”

“That’s Eve,” said Adam, all animated. “I named her that myself. God made her from out of my rib.”

He showed the snake the scar on his side.

The snake looked at Adam in silence. The idea of Adam—Adam the schlemiel, Adam the fool—being God’s favorite, was enough to give the snake a migraine.

“You aren’t at all like I imagined,” the snake said. “I thought you’d be closer to the ground . . . more pliant—greener. I tried to explain to God that to make you balanced up on your hind legs was architecturally unsound. I don’t know why I bother.”

Adam sat and listened wide-eyed. Eve hadn’t the patience to sit and chat like this, so when the snake suggested they get into the habit of meeting every once in a while to talk, Adam was very excited to do so.

As they lazed on their backs staring up at the sky, the snake would brag about how he was older than the whole world and that he used to pal around with God in the dark, back before creation. He said that in the  darkness, it was a truer, freer time, that in the darkness was the good old days. He told Adam that back in the very beginning, he had all kinds of thoughts on how to make the Garden of Eden a better place, but that God was just too stubborn to listen to reason.

“ ‘Make the earth out of sugar,’ I told him. ‘Instead of stingers, give bees lips they can kiss you with.’ ”

The snake had opinions about everything. Often, he complained about the other animals. “The hyenas stole my pecans,” he said. “The squirrels don’t respect me. A zebra tried to kill me!”

Adam didn’t always agree with the snake—in fact a lot of what he said went straight over his head—but there was still something about him that made him get into a very particular mood. He made the world feel bigger. Sometimes when Adam was with Eve, sitting there in icy silence, he would think to himself, “I sure could go for a good dose of snake.”

Adam really loosened up with him, too, which made it all the more sad to watch the snake’s duplicity. You would think that after all the time they spent together, the snake would find it within himself to start liking Adam, just a little bit, but instead, he only grew to hate him more.

He took to comforting himself with thoughts of Adam’s wife, Eve. From what he heard from Adam, she was, as well as being hot, very smart. Often, he would imagine running into her and the instant synergy they would have.

“Adam neglected to tell me how leggy you are,” he would say, wrapping himself around her calf.

The snake had no idea what he looked like. He was hairless, bucktoothed, four inches tall, and he spoke with a lisp. Adam had the IQ of a coconut husk, but he was still human. The snake, in his arrogance, was unable to grasp this, and so he daydreamed.

“Sometimes I’d think you were watching me,” the snake imagined saying to Eve. “Because I felt like there were ribbons wrapped around me. I would turn around to catch you sneaking a peek from behind a tree, but all I’d see were the hedgehogs who mocked me.”

 

 

On Eve’s very first day Adam had explained to her the rules of the garden just the way God had explained them to him. He had lifted his head up and made his back stiff. He had spoken the way a radio broadcaster  from the 1940s would. Another kind of woman, someone softer than Eve, might have found this charming. He explained that, except for the tree of knowledge, every tree in the garden was theirs to eat from.

“I am a fan of the pear,” Adam said. “It is not unlike an apple whose head craves God.”

“Tell me more about this tree of knowledge,” said Eve. She enjoyed the sound of it. “The tree of knowledge.” It sounded very poetic.

“There’s not much to tell,” said Adam. “If we eat from it, we will die.”

From then on Eve talked about the tree of knowledge all the time. It was tree of knowledge this and tree of knowledge that. It was like it wasn’t a tree at all, but a movie star. Sometimes she would just stand by the tree and stare at it. It was on such an occasion that she met the snake.

When Eve first caught sight of him, she brought her hand to her mouth and gasped. She had seen some repulsive animals in her day—a booby that percolated her vomit to just beneath her tonsils, a dingo that instilled in her a sublime sense of nature’s cruelty, and a death-watch beetle that filled her with existential dread—but still, there was something about the snake that made  her realize in a flash that the world was anywhere from sixty to eighty percent oilier than she would have ever imagined.

“Hi,” said the snake. “In the mood for some fruit of knowledge? It’s fruity.”

“We were told not to eat from that tree, or else we would die,” said Eve.

“Die! What an ignorant thing to say,” said the snake, all chewing on a blade of grass in the side of his mouth. “If there is a trap door in paradise, then it is not really paradise, is it?”

The snake made interesting points. That appealed to Eve. He could see he was making an impression.

“All I’m saying is to give it a try. Many things will be made immediately clear to you once you partake. I can talk about it all day and you still won’t get it. You have a right to at least try it, right? I’m not saying go out and eat an entire fruit. Have a nibble. A nibble isn’t really eating, is it?”

Eve found arguing semantics exhilarating. But then she thought of what God would say and how he would say it.

“Thou hast disobeyed me,” He would intone. There would be a lot of intoning.

She looked at the tree. The way the sun shone through its leaves was beautiful. Everything seemed to point to “Nibble the fruit.”

Then the snake said: “Think about it. Does God want companions who can think for themselves, or does he want lackeys and yes-men? Wouldn’t God want a few surprises? God’s telling you not to eat the fruit was just a test to see if you could think for yourselves, to see if you could exist as equals to God. The day you taste the fruit is the day God will no longer be lonely. At least give it a lick.”

Eve looked at the fruit. Then she looked at the snake. Then, slowly, she parted her lips and pushed out her tongue, all wet and warm and uncertain. She ran its tip along the smooth flesh of the fruit.

The snake smiled.

“Has anyone died?” he asked. “Now take a tiny little nibble. Just a speck. Just to see.”

The fruit was squishy and tart. She smooshed it around in her mouth. She squinted her eyes.

It was a bit like trying on new glasses. It was a bit like an amyl nitrite popper. It was a bit like a big wet kiss on the lips right at first when you weren’t sure if  you wanted to be kissed or not. She felt a thousand little feet kicking at her uterus.

The idea of her own nudity, as well as Adam’s, had always felt more like a Nordic, coed health spa thing; now, with the fruit of knowledge, it felt more like a Rio de Janeiro carnival thing. Her breasts felt like water balloons filled with blueberry jam and birds. Her nipples were like lit matchsticks. Her thighs, the way they swished against each other, were like scissors cutting through velour.

With her lips still glistening in tree of knowledge fruit juice, she ran off to find Adam. The snake watched her as he chewed on his slimy blade of grass and, as she receded into the distance, he thought something along the lines of “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

 

 

 

 

“Kiss me, Adam,” said Eve. “Taste my lips.”

Adam, like any lummox truly worth his salt, could smell the minutest trace of knowledge coming his way, and thus he knew how to avoid it like the plague.

But yet there was also this: Eve had never sought  him out in the middle of the day before just to kiss him. It felt like a very lucky thing. When he took her in his arms, he told her that he loved her with his whole, entire heart.

He closed his eyes tightly and brought his lips to hers. Then he squinted. Then it started to rain and Eve began to cry.

 

 

During the darkest days ahead, with the fratricides and whatnot, Adam would often think back to his brief time in Eden. As he became an old man, he would talk about the garden more and more. A couple of times he had even tried to find his way back there, but he very soon became lost. He didn’t try too hard anyway. He didn’t want to bother God any more than he already had.

When Adam met someone he really liked, he would say, “I so wish you could have been there.” It didn’t seem fair to him that he was the one who got to be in Eden. “This sunset isn’t bad,” he’d say, “but the sunsets in Eden! They burned your nose hairs! They made your ears bleed!” He couldn’t even explain it right.

“When you ate the fruit in Eden, it was like eating God,” he would say. “And God was delicious. When you wanted Him you just grabbed Him.” Now when he ate fruit, he could only taste what was not there.

But it wasn’t all bad. After Eden, Eve became much gentler with Adam. After getting them both cast out, she decided to try as hard as she could to give Adam her love. She knew it was the very least she could do. She sometimes even wondered if that was why God had sent the snake to her in the first place.

Adam would tell his grandkids, his great-grandkids, and his great-great-grandkids about how he and Nana Eve had spent their early days in a beautiful garden, naked and frolicking, and the kids would say, “Eeyoo.”

The children would swarm into the house like a carpet of ants. The youngest ones would head straight for Adam, lifting his shirt to examine his belly for the umpteenth time. They smoothed their hands across his flesh and marveled.

“Where’s Grandpa’s belly button?” they all asked. He stared at the children—they were all his children—and as they slid their little hands across his blank stomach, he wondered what it was like to be a kid.
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