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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.
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