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Abstract 

Lying on his couch, reflecting on his life, Moses E. Herzog “thought awhile of 

Mithridates, whose system learned to thrive on poison. He cheated his assassins, who 

made the mistake of using small doses, and was pickled, not destroyed. Tutto fa brodo” 

(Bellow 4). Saul Bellow’s titular character offers an excellent metaphor for a complicated 

figure: the schlemiel. Herzog reflects on Mithridate’s inability to die with honor: having 

fortified himself against poisoning, he botches his suicide. The Italian phrase Bellow uses 

to describe Herzog’s state of mind is an idiom meaning literally “everything makes 

broth” suggesting that every little bit helps. In Herzog it is used ironically: every little bit 

helps self-sabotage; everything that helps is also everything that hurts. A schlemiel’s best 

efforts will inevitably come to foolishness.  

handwringers is a collection of short stories which revolve around Jewish identity 

and the figure of the schlemiel. The critical introduction, “‘Everyday’ Scraps and the 

Metacomedic Schlemiels of handwringers,” looks at the form of the stories, the genre of 

metacomedy in relation to the form, and the schlemiel of the collection as a metacomedic 

character. The stories are short, ranging from 17 to 2020 words. The length of the stories 

contributes to the theme of mediation, evoking something of a chaotic media experience 

of clips, soundbites, advertisements, shows, film, and the internet. Moments of epiphany 

and/or crisis unfold within these short forms. Collectively, these moments suggest a 

fragmented sense of self, one assembled through bits of cultural information gleaned 

from various media. Throughout the critical introduction, examples from both my work 

and the creative and theoretical work of others are used in order to clarify abstract ideas 

as well as to suggest a matrix of influence. Ultimately, in this collection, Jewishness as 
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understood through pop-culture is manifested in a kind of anxiety around identity, 

authenticity, religion, and culture.  
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Introduction: “Everyday” Scraps and the Metacomedic Schlemiels of handwringers 

1. Overview 

 handwringers is a collection of short stories which meditate on Jewish identity 

filtered through various media: television, the internet, literature, comic books — to name 

a few. The stories do not adhere to a singular mode or genre, but skip around, like a 

mixed tape, mood board, or flipping the channel.  To explore how Jewish identity is 

mediated through popular culture, I find it useful to consider metacomedy, a genre of 

comedy which is both aware of itself and its medium. Metacomedy is especially valuable 

in delineating the schlemiel figure, particularly a schlemiel which is aware of his/her/their 

schlemiel-ing. My sense of the schlemiel follows Sanford Pinsker’s definition: “A 

schlemiel is one who ‘handles a situation in the worst possible manner or is dogged by an 

ill luck that is more or less due to his own ineptness” (Pinkser 2). Most of the theorists, 

artists, and writers referred to in the introduction were chosen for their particular 

approach to their subject matter. If Marshall McLuhan and David Foster Wallace aren’t 

necessarily the leading voices in television studies today, their work has had an overall 

influence on the collection nonetheless. The same can be said of the briefly mentioned 

Daniil Kharms and Philip Roth. A number of other writers who have been an influence 

on me are: Grace Paley, Sherwood Anderson, Mordecai Richler, Leonard Cohen, Bruce 

Jay Friedman, Neil Simon, and Elaine May. Sometimes references to these writers appear 

as only slight allusions (“Question on the Absent Concept Integral to Identity; or, the 

Rise of the NBC Homunculus” alludes to Mordecai Richler, Leonard Cohen, Bruce Jay 

Friedman, Neil Simon, and Elaine May for example), other times they are quite explicit 
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(“In the End, Man Will Probably Peel his Skin” quotes Grace Paley). Let me turn to the 

title of the collection which illuminates many of its themes. 

In the essay “Funny, You Don’t Look Jewish: Visual Stereotypes and the Making 

of Modern Jewish Identity,” Susan A. Glenn notes that, in 1946, a “good deal of hand-

wringing ensued” over a study that seemed to demonstrate that people who held strong 

prejudices against “Jews, blacks, and Catholics” also “tended to be the most accurate in 

their selection of Jewish faces” (76). Glenn then notes that the “Jewish judges [Jewish 

people chosen to attempt to identify Jewish faces in pictures] proved to be what one study 

called ‘unexpectedly incompetent’ in identifying Jewish faces; however, in others 

[experiments] they demonstrated extreme tendency to see Jewish faces” (76). 

handwringers is named with the Glenn text in mind. Glenn’s comment that “a good deal 

of hand-wringing ensued” conjured for me a crowd of white-coated, bespectacled 

professionals, people who normally pride themselves on objectivity and rigor, holding 

their own hands and twisting, yanking at their collars, sweating, and muttering while 

standing around a large desk littered with months of work. The anecdote itself suggests 

the overall mood of the collection: one of shpilkes — Yiddish for “pins,” meaning a kind 

of nervous energy, which in the collection, as in the Glenn text, is caused by questions 

around what it is to be Jewish.  

Questions about Jewishness (where “Jewishness” is concerned with culture, 

Judaism is concerned with religion) are informed by my potentially idiosyncratic 

experience. My Jewishness has always felt removed — that is, experienced at a distance, 

known and unknown. There was no Jewish culture in the towns in which I grew up; these 

were largely rural Canadian communities without synagogues or delicatessens. My 
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family didn’t practice “properly” or consistently, but sometimes we tried. And I did 

watch a lot of Jews on television, and developed, perhaps, through television, a 

relationship to Jewishness heavily mediated by the trash-glamour of pop-culture. Perhaps 

this mediated experience isn’t all that uncommon: when The Forward interviewed 

librarian Karen Green about acquiring Al Jaffee’s MAD magazine archives and the 

Jewish lineage of U.S comics, she said, “I like to say that I learned how to be an 

American Jew from MAD magazine and the Marx Brothers” (Kaminer). I might say 

something similar, though with substitutions made for Woody Allen and Larry David.  

handwringers is then an attempt to understand a particular experience of 

Jewishness through isolated moments. The moments materialize in short stories (texts 

over 1000 words), flash fiction (under 1000 words), micro fiction (under 300 words), 

prose poetry, and vignettes. The short forms are used to explore moments of revelation, 

and as such the collection adheres somewhat to the concepts Charles E. May espouses in 

order to highlight epistemological differences between short stories and the novel. In 

“The Nature of Knowledge in Short Fiction” May identifies the “everyday” in the novel 

as a material representation of an external world — a kind of plodding along, temporally 

consistent reality: “The novel exists to reaffirm the world of ‘everyday’ reality; the short 

story exists to ‘defamiliarize’ the everyday” (329).  The use of defamiliarization in the 

collection is used to suggest how an individual’s identity can be formed from brief 

encounters (with religion, with cultural practices, with moments that resonate without 

knowing why) and experienced as disjointed, as opposed to an imagined “everyday” in 

which people and culture are integrated. As well, the short forms intend to evoke the kind 

of “everything-all-at-once” reality that media saturation can engender. McLuhan 
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describes this reality in a 1969 interview with Playboy as “a simultaneous, ‘all-at-once’ 

world” in which space and time are “overcome by television, jets and computers” (67). 

While McLuhan suggests that this reality is akin to a preliterate “mosaic world” and 

electric media technologies will work to retribalize humankind, this introduction and the 

fiction that follows has a smaller scope: media saturation and self-conception (67). 

The short fiction I write has similarities with advertisements, clips, and 

soundbites. As such, the collection reflects on the various ways information is 

disseminated in contemporary media, and also how one might maintain a wariness of 

information transmitted in such ways. Wallace identifies the way in which we at once 

question, criticize, reject, and embrace mediated reality in his essay “E Unibus Pluram: 

Television and U.S. Fiction”: “Television. . . ha[s] become Our interior. And we seem a 

jaded, jeering, but willing and knowledgeable Audience” (159). The rather tormented 

relationship that Wallace suggests characterizes our relationship with contemporary 

forms of mediated culture is often the subject of metacomedy, a kind of comedy which is 

aware of its own form and plays with that awareness in ways that neither endorse nor 

condemn the medium under scrutiny. The idea of a metacomedic ambivalence is used 

here in part to understand the short stories as positioned to reflect on their enactment of 

mediation, but as well, to understand the figure which guides the collection: the 

schlemiel. The schlemiel in my collection is not the slapstick fool of Chelm, nor the self-

hating Jew of Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint, but, as we will see, a metacomedic 

schlemiel — a character aware of his/her/their exploitation by both the entertainment 

industry and propagandists but also aware of his/her/their value as a link to Yiddishkeit.  
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2. Short Forms 

 As mentioned, the short stories in handwringers arise from those moments that 

signal a break with habituation — or perhaps, emerge from a state which has never 

known habituation, one marked by perpetual difference or discomfort. Looking to May 

once again: his essay “The Short Story’s Way of Meaning: Alice Munro's ‘Passion’” 

describes the short story as a form which lends itself to a disordered or nonsequential 

rendering of reality:  

The novel involves an active quest for reality, a search for identity that is actually 

a reconciliation of the self with the social and experiential world — a 

reconciliation that is finally conceptually accepted, based on the experience one 

has undergone. The short story more often focuses on a character who is 

confronted with the world of spirit, which then challenges his or her conceptual 

framework of reason and social experience. (176) 

handwringers lives in the “world of spirit” if we define that world as one which is out of 

step with “the experiential world,” the former being a world in which one breaks with the 

regularity of clock time, and in which identity is not the integrated self that May 

associates with the novel. The stories in the collection do not engage in that search for 

identity as a way to reconcile the self with the world, but instead seek to reconfigure the 

“world of spirit” as that which is real. If the novel for May involves a sense of the 

“everyday” that allows for the self to experience reconciliation through an orderly 

progression of conflict and resolution, the “everyday” in handwringers embodies an 

imagined reality of fragments which resonate in the psyche through moments of epiphany 

or crisis. These resonant fragments replace the “everyday” as the constant state of reality. 
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For example, the conflict (an argument between a husband and wife) in the story “Always 

Being, Then and After” is described as having not occurred during the moment of the 

story; the implication is that the conflict has occurred before, it will occur again, and the 

moment of deferred conflict becomes a crisis which extends beyond that moment, 

existing both out of time and impacting the experience of “everyday” time. 

If one can imagine an integrated experience of tradition, religion, and belief as 

lending itself to a narrative that appears whole, is temporally consistent and “realistic,” 

perhaps one can also envision a fragmented and ephemeral experience of tradition, 

religion, and belief as one that favors a reconstructed episodic and temporally disjointed 

reality. The short forms comprising my collection are then indicative of a kind of failure 

of the individual to blend into something of a “utopic quotidian” (if I can make up a term) 

of integrated religious and cultural experience. Nathan Ausubel in his introduction to A 

Treasury of Jewish Folklore, could be said to exemplify this “utopic quotidian” when he 

reflects on what drew him to study folklore: 

Like other children brought up in an orthodox Jewish environment I was 

immersed in Jewish song and story as soon as I became aware of the world around 

me. Years later, I discovered that the lore of my people had entered into my 

bloodstream, as it were, and had become a part of the cultural reality of my life. 

Who has not had this experience? (xxiii) 

For those like myself and the characters of handwringers, those who have not had the 

experience Ausubel describes, or perhaps, have found that their blood streams are 

virtually infected with cartoon theme-songs and ill-remembered prayers, we note a failure 

to achieve the cultural cohesion to which Ausubel belongs. For example, in the story 
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“Dinner with the Devout; learn something,” Loli Crane remembers something of Jewish 

culture from Fiddler on the Roof, but is unable to reconcile her knowledge of cultural 

Jewishness gleaned, in this case, from a musical adaptation of the Yiddish stories of 

Sholem Aleichem, with the rituals of the religion. Not only does Loli question her role 

within the vaguely familiar Sabbath observances, but the narrator seems to question 

Loli’s approach with a subtle jeer: “she wonders more than she learns” (Fahie 69). 

Furthermore, the narrator’s descriptions of Loli’s thoughts flow into Loli’s actual 

thoughts, and the only real distinction between them is signaled through italics: “. . . she 

would like to do something with her heart. Like something that is the right thing. . .” (67). 

The blending of Loli and the narrator calls into question their distinction, and suggests 

that Loli is out of step with herself within the reality of the scene. 

The fragmented self emerges from the disjunction between the ideal self and the 

experienced self; between tradition as embedded in the psyche and the gathering of 

scraps. Here May is useful once more: the fragmented self cannot experience the 

“everyday reality” of an external world and is instead relegated to “the immaterial reality 

of the inner world of the self in its relation to eternal rather than temporal reality” (May, 

“The Nature of Knowledge” 329). The reluctance and thus failure of the self to construct 

a cohesive temporal reality — which could only be achieved by an immersion in the 

lived-in experience of the “everyday” as it relates, in this instance, to traditional practice 

and perhaps, belief — aligns the fragmented self with the figure of the schlemiel, a stock 

character whose invocation reconstitutes that essential alienation of exile as existential 

detachment.  
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When Sanford Pinsker in The Schlemiel as Metaphor writes that “The schlemiel 

of Yiddish literature suggested the continual shifting between ambition and defeat that 

characterized the experiences of East European Jewry” (15), he positions this particular 

kind of fool as an attitude taken up by a continuously exiled and disenfranchised people. 

The schlemiel, for Pinsker, must remain unaware of defeat — defeat which is time-tested 

and absolute — in order to go on. Though I cannot relate to “the everyday” of an exiled 

or disenfranchised Eastern European Jewry, and while it feels like vanity and fraudulence 

to try and make this history mine, I feel somewhat obligated to imagine this position 

partially because many Jewish holidays (Passover, Purim, Hannukah for example) are 

devoted to remembering, to making one feel a connection with a history of exclusion. 

Remembering and refreshing that essential alienation through liturgy and integrated 

cultural practices is a kind of “everyday” for the devout; whereas gaining an in-road to 

Jewish culture through popular culture seems fraught and comparatively trivial. And yet, 

the indefatigable schlemiel who has stood persistently against the rational forces of 

oppressive realities, can be summoned through pop-culture to reinvigorate his/her/their 

own existence as one who still doesn’t know what is actually going on.  

Indeed, a figure who doesn’t know what is going on is useful for both comedy and 

exploring existential uncertainty, the former through an ignorance of social expectation, 

and the latter through an ignorance of social expectation as signaled to the observer of the 

schlemiel. For example, when Larry David’s manager calls him a “social assassin” on 

Curb Your Enthusiasm, there is a reminder that the schlemiel does not live within social 

norms but is positioned to reflect on them and use his outsider status to confront those 

norms (“Palestinian Chicken”). Of course the schlemiel’s fundamental being as one 
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unaware of defeat is upset by knowledge. When Larry attempts to use his ignorance of 

social expectation (which he has now been made aware of as other characters attempt to 

use his attitude to their advantage), in typical schlemiel fashion, he fails. While a modern 

schlemiel can no longer embody the “shifting between ambition and defeat that 

characterized the experiences of East European Jewry,” the figure still moves between 

“ambition and defeat” in a way that can be used to clarify social dimensions (Pinsker 15). 

The schlemiel’s break with social convention runs parallel within the collection to that 

which the short story can be evoked to communicate: a break with the “everyday.” As 

well, when considering the schlemiel aware of schlemiel-hood, it’s useful to refer to 

metacomedy.  

3. Metacomedy 

Jeffrey Sconce, in his essay “Tim and Eric’s Awesome Show, Great Job!: 

Metacomedy,” defines metacomedy as “stand-up, sketch, and even narrative comedy that 

is explicitly about the art of comedy itself, a foregrounding of its expectations, 

conventions, and execution” (75). In order for metacomedy to reflect on comedy itself, it 

draws attention to convention to break with those conventions; in this way it can be used 

to understand both the schlemiel and a variety of short stories, like those of 

handwringers, that are set-apart from the “everyday.” While Sconce identifies Andy 

Kaufman’s 1975 “Mighty Mouse” skit on SNL as a defining moment in the development 

of metacomedy, the generation prior to Kaufman worked with reverence and reference to 

metacomedic precursor Mort Sahl. Jeremy Dauber in Jewish Comedy: A Serious History 

quotes Time magazine circa 1960, saying that Sahl was “‘a strange sort of comic. . . 

whose routines are anything but routine’ and a significant break from the ‘old stand-up 
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joke book comedians” (85). Though Sahl’s innovation does not explicitly fold previous 

forms of comedy into his social commentary style of stand-up, his reinvention of the “old 

stand-up joke book comedians” suggests to Woody Allen that Sahl changed the rhythm of 

comedy: “His jokes are laid down with such guile. He changed the rhythm of jokes. He 

had different content, surely, but the revolution was in the way he laid the jokes down” 

(Lax 14). Allen was inspired by the upending of prior comedic traditions to reflect on his 

own work as a comedian and his relationship to various media: print, film, and stage. 

Most of Allen’s movies practice self-reflexive commentary on the medium in which they 

operate; however, often they aren’t seen as parody of other styles but are often considered 

homage. Allen’s homage/parodies of more serious auteurs like Federico Fellini (Stardust 

Memories parodies 8 1/2 for example) refocus the target of derision from that which is 

parodied to the creator of the parody (the Allen-esque schlemiel that Allen’s movies often 

feature are frequently the butt of the joke). Allen’s muddled parodies, which seem to both 

ridicule and pay reverence, are essential to the handwringers collection as an example of 

art which maintains a relationship to its own medium which is internal, critical, and 

participatory. Similarly, a more recent development in the genre of metacomedy appears 

to be a kind of homage to schlock. The medium — including the viewership and the 

method of accessing the material — is part of the joke, in Tim & Eric Awesome Show, 

Great Job! The format is television itself, described by the creators as “a nightmare 

version of television” (Itzkoff), including sketches, advertisements, songs, parodies of 

television shows, infomercials, corporate training videos, music videos — essentially 

everything available on television (and occasionally the internet) becomes distorted. 

Sconce describes the show’s “highly fragmented structure” as one which adapts “a 
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metacomedic strategy of confusing ‘reality’ and performance’ to the environment of a 

100+ channel cable system, replicating a logic of channel-surfing that also often suspends 

viewers between the real and the parodic” (77). This is comedy that is aware of its status 

as a commodity, but rather than creating satire in which the schlock is the butt of the joke 

and the high-art position of the creator remains intact, the show assumes the position of 

low art; the creators degrade themselves as they are degraded by the availability of their 

attention — as though responding to George Constanza’s answer when NBC asked him 

why anyone would watch “a show about nothing”: “Because it's on TV” (“The Pitch”). 

The parody in Tim & Eric is complicated by a fascination with those things that are just 

“on TV.” For example, the use of celebrity impersonators, public access performers, and 

found weirdos on the show at times seems exploitative; though, like a love of outsider art 

and music that rests not in strict ironic appreciation, but somewhere in the realm of 

fascination, love of ingenuity, and respect for those who exist in whatever shape they 

might take under a mass of iterations and the expectation to be more than one can deliver 

— the performances become sincere, or what comedian Bob Odenkirk calls, “the perfect 

wrong thing at the right time with a rhythm to it” (Golin 9).  

The homage/parody arises from a cluster of relationships: the degraded media 

exists as both an embarrassment and a nostalgic indulgence — and more than a nostalgic 

indulgence, the stuff of youth for any of the generations that grew up with rapid media 

change under the Edward Bernays’ school of “public relations” (or, mass psychological 

manipulation for commercial purposes) (The Century of the Self). The impulse to criticize 

the manipulation as one becomes aware of it, or, in less cynical terms and those that can 

be applied more generally, the impulse to criticize the outmoded approach (the 
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advertisement that once seemed cutting edge becomes dated and embarrassing, for 

example) is complicated by one’s internalization of that same history. There is an 

awareness of the recursive nature of this parody/process, a deeply personal irony that 

characterizes the work of artists/comedians like Andy Kaufman, Woody Allen, and Tim 

and Eric — there is a refusal to move with the joke, to accept the laughter — these artists 

often upset their own success and in that respect persist within something akin to the 

schlemiel’s sense of self-sabotage. The schlemiel that works within the metacomedic 

mode still vies for success but perhaps, with some shame or the couching of shame within 

a metacomedic creation of a new form that recognizes that to inhabit the shape of the 

thing one has come to know as oneself would be a charade. 

Metacomedy fulfills two roles within the handwringers collection. In relation to 

the short literary form in which fragmentation indicates a separation from psychic 

continuity, a fracture with the “everyday,” metacomedy is engaged in a similar break 

from the usual. In the comedy of Tim and Eric for example, metacomedic distance is a 

position assumed from the form in which they operate: television. Watching television 

seems to exist in the realm of the “everyday” — whereas re-creating the experience of 

watching would be a moment outside, as it reflects on the experience rather than 

participating in the momentum. However, to return to Wallace: he argues that the 

experience of watching television is in itself a way of escaping the “everyday”:  

But would mere distraction ensure continual massive watching? Television offers 

more than distraction. In lots of ways, television purveys and enables dreams, and 

most of these dreams involve some sort of transcendence of average daily life. 

(164) 
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Wallace’s characterization of television as that which can transcend as it contributes to 

daily life for “six hours a day” (152) is consistent with my reframing of May’s 

“everyday” for the purpose of handwringers in which the “world of spirit” — which 

exists as resonant moments outside of time — reconstitutes reality. As well, when 

Wallace considers that television enables dreams which involve transcendence, he makes 

no distinction about the effectiveness of various types of programming on that 

transcendent state. It isn’t the substance of the medium that enables transcendence of a 

particular kind, but the sense that television promises a more “lively” life that enables its 

reconstitution of reality (Wallace 164). Reality then is not understood or whole, but 

continually jarring — existing in pieces that are as complete as a manufactured whole, 

though more difficult to parse. Though this is not a lament. As with the Allen parody, and 

the metacomedy of Tim and Eric, the parody does not puncture; it watches. For example, 

the handwringers story “Whatever Larry’s Looking For; It's all in the beef, hot gods an 

money men — god schlock and sellin dogs” uses ekphrasis to render a hot dog 

commercial as a disappointing religious experience. The disappointment is felt, not by the 

character, Larry, (who operates as a schlemiel, unaware of his scripted life) but for the 

imagined observer of the commercial. The story frames the moment of revelation as one 

which hinges on an experience of revelation which has been stripped of significance 

through clever, and knowingly irreverent commodification; watching a facetious God 

operate a hot dog cart is, perhaps, a comically embarrassing moment for the “world of 

spirit.”  

The association between metacomedy and short literary forms which break with 

the regularity of time and are set apart from an “everyday” reality would not be relevant 
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to the collection without the comedic character of the schlemiel. The metacomedic 

schlemiel is positioned to reflect on earlier versions of the figure, aware of the way in 

which those renderings have operated often exploitatively, as felt by Alex Portnoy: 

“Doctor, please, I can’t live any more in a world given its meaning and dimension by 

some vulgar nightclub clown. By some black humorist!” (Roth). However, the 

metacomedic schlemiels of handwringers — schlemiels with an awareness of the 

tradition, even those previous forms aware of their own forms — do not “wring their 

hands” over the anxiety of being characterized as jokes; rather, the metacomedic 

schlemiels in the collection know to what extent they are jokes and wring their hands 

because characters such as themselves have been known to wring their hands. They are 

parodic, but they revel in their own enactment of parody. The metacomedic schlemiel is 

enamoured with failure.  

4. Schlemiels 

handwringers derives its title from the aforementioned image conjured by Glenn’s 

essay on Jewish faces. The image is meant to evoke shpilkes, which is a kind of nervous 

energy, a kind of anxiety. The stories are interested in an anxiety which circles the 

stereotype of Jewish anxiety itself. Imagine or review the antisemitic internet meme the 

“Happy Merchant,” in which a recognizably ghoulish figure rubs his hands together 

(“Happy Merchant”). The image is persistent. Does he wring his hands with greed, with 

cunning, with anxiety, or is he, as the embattled image of the ghoul Jew, an embodiment 

of some terrible fear? Does he exist because he has existed, because every new iteration 

compounds his rude, conspiratorial, contradictory form? Enduring questions around 

representation and antisemitism create a kind of persistent, global anxiety which 
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manifests in handwringers episodically. For example, the story “plain as the nose,” 

describes a family conversation about looking Jewish. The subject is met with minor 

discomfort from the Jewish mother, budding rage from the gentile father, and 

fetishization from the daughter. Each character could be described as suffering, in their 

own way, from a kind of shpilkes — nervous energy around the subject of Jewishness 

(specifically in this story, the idea of a “Jewish appearance”); the sense that one shouldn’t 

say these things, even though they have been said many times before by Jews, gentiles, 

anti- and philo- semites.  

Anxiety manifests repetition: a word, phrase, image, setting, experience, moments 

of degradation, moments of revelation, replay in the life of the anxious. There is a 

repetition of history, personal and inherited for Jewish people. Not only the history of the 

religion, talmudically vast and difficult to know, as well as the antisemitic recurrences 

which shaped that history, but also on a smaller timeline, an inheritance which revolves 

around the modern stereotype of the fallible, loveable, neurotic, haphazard bad luck 

magnet, the schlemiel — who insists on failure even when that failure reaps reward (as is 

the case for those purveyors of the schlemiel as a Jewish archetype cum stereotype who 

have profited from the depiction). The schlemiel is not always present in character in this 

collection, but is continually evoked as a position, a guiding concept, a tribute, an 

homage, a narrative identity that grants thematic unity to the collection. Jewish anxiety is 

often speculated about and conceived of, sometimes problematically, in terms of medical 

discourse and/or cultural transmission. In 1866, for example, Samuel R. Wells writes that 

the Jewish nose receives its peculiarity principally from the quality of “Apprehension” 

(206); whereas Daniel Smith in 2012 writes that Jewish anxiety is, in part, the result of an 
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implied expectation that one should “act as a kind of personal repository for nearly 6,000 

years of collective memory and [be the] bearer of an entire people’s hopes for surviving 

into the limitless future” (Smith). However since it is beyond my scope to provide a 

lengthy history on discourse around Jewish anxiety, the focus here will remain largely 

confined to the twentieth century manifestation of that anxiety in Jewish comedy and 

more specifically as portrayed by the modern schlemiel.  

The schlemiel is sometimes interpreted as emblematic of Jewish humor itself, a 

humor which often links divinity to disaster. For example, Pinsker jokingly speculates 

that “[p]erhaps Jewish humor began when somebody wondered if maybe, just once, God 

might choose somebody else!” (9). In The Schlemiel as Modern Hero Ruth Wisse’s 

characterization of Saul Bellow’s Moses E. Herzog is in line with Pinsker’s sense that the 

schlemiel often enacts this particular characterization:  

Here, on the familial level, is the theological paradox, domesticated: the Jew as 

the repository of God’s Torah, His hope, living in the temporal world as one of a 

persecuted, despised minority. The Jewish son, like Herzog, experiences the 

paradox in his own home. Elected to embody all the unfulfilled aspirations of his 

parents, he knows before he sets out that he will never achieve them. . . (94)  

Wisse argues that this fundamental conflict is often apparent in Jewish humor, and in the 

schlemiel’s ability to turn “hardship into laughter,” that is adapted post-war as “America 

felt its rage and the shrinking opportunities for renewal or even improvement” (75). 

While Wisse’s characterization of post-war America might be contentious, the adaptation 

of the Yiddish then Vaudevillian schlemiel which grew into a much-abused Jewish 

stereotype, is not. The schlemiel became a figure with a forgotten history in Yiddishkeit 
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but a persistent comic presence in American media. On Woody Allen’s on-screen persona 

in Take the Money and Run, Sanford Pinsker says, “Here, in short, is the schlemiel in one 

of his most traditional incarnations — namely, as the man who unwittingly sets comic 

disasters into motion” (170). Though the Allen schlemiel often appears less traditional 

than those schlemiels of Chelm who delude themselves about themselves or else have no 

frame of reference outside of their own foolishness, Pinsker quotes Irving Howe on the 

iteration: “Woody Allen was a . . . quintessential schlemiel of the Yiddish theatre, but 

now a college graduate acquainted with the thought of Freud and recent numbers of 

Commentary” (173). Allen’s schlemiel is one who knows himself as schlemiel — the 

self-aware schlemiel, like that of Alex Portnoy or George Constanza, is unsettled by 

success; he knows what he is and becomes what he is by knowing. 

The schlemiel then often appears in television, film, and literature as a short-hand 

for Jewish anxiety, (which for Allen means his “tsoris [suffering] has a metaphysical 

dimension” (Pinsker 164)) as well as the embodiment of a kind of comic-language 

“momentum.” The term “comic-language momentum” is plucked from an essay by 

George Saunders on the obscure Russian writer Daniil Kharms (while Kharms isn’t 

Jewish, his stories have had an influence on the collection). Saunders identifies the idea 

of “comic-language momentum,” as it appears in Kharms’ stories: “When his stories 

proceed — if they proceed at all — it is often by way of a kind of comic-language 

momentum. A riff will appear, and an elaboration of that riff will follow, along language 

lines rather than sense lines” (Saunders). This type of comic-language momentum is 

apparent in folktales popular in 19th century Eastern European shtetl life. For example, 

many Jewish short story collections contain a folk figure who goes by different names, 
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one of which is Gimpel in a collection of Chelm stories by Solomon Simon. Gimpel, 

while planning a “Golden Broth” for a feast at his son’s wedding in which money is no 

issue continuously downgrades his broth due to the similes used by the butcher and 

shopkeeper: “I’ll select the finest fowl in the city. . . as rich and juicy as pure schmaltz!”; 

“I’ll sell you the very best schmaltz. . . as fragrant and yellow as olive oil. . .”; “olive oil 

as clear and pure and transparent as water fresh from the well”; “At this, Gimpel nearly 

choked with amazement. ‘This means, then,’ he muttered to himself, ‘that well-water is 

better for the Golden Broth than olive oil, which is better than schmaltz, which is better 

than hens and ducks and geese” (79-81). The stories of the schlemiel can be read as 

emblematic of Jewish humour, which in turn characterizes something essential about 

Jewish history (as they are often read, particularly by Wisse and Pinsker), but these 

stories also work simply to induce laughter, perplexity, and thought that amounts to 

nothing. For instance, consider the old Jewish joke adapted from Leo Rosten’s The New 

Joys of Yiddish and Steve Sanfield’s The Feather Merchants:  

— What’s green and whistles and hangs on the wall? 

— What? 

— A herring! 

— A herring isn’t green. 

— So paint it! 

— A herring doesn’t hang on the wall.  

— So hang it! 

— A herring definitely doesn’t whistle.  

— So it doesn’t whistle! 
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Wisse refers to this kind of comic-language momentum as a “humorous displacement” 

(12) which is inherent to Yiddish ironic humour and as such, to the schlemiel:  

Yiddish irony often takes the form of statement and counterstatement, to the same 

effect. . . The primary meaning is challenged by the secondary, but the final 

authority of the primary is never eradicated. As in the saying, ‘God will provide 

— if only God would provide until he provides,’ faith is punctured but not sunk. 

This appears to be the prevalent form of Yiddish irony, and the kind from which 

the schlemiel derives. (48) 

In Wisse’s conception of the schlemiel, the purpose of his comic-language momentum is 

one in which the figure’s antirationalism permits an optimism about situations that, if 

approached rationally, would lead to despair. In this sense the schlemiel is a sponge for 

misery whose adaptability speaks to a generalized despair which refuses to recognize its 

own despair as anything extraordinary — the schlemiel engages a passive resistance to 

the rational.  

handwringers is written with attention to the various iterations of the schlemiel. 

Stories in the collection such as “Little Wisdom” I and II involve characters who labor 

under the misapprehension that their last idea was a good one, a dramatic situation similar 

to those early comic-language schlemiels; however, their meaning in the collection is 

found more in their iteration than in their symbolic hearkening or passive resistance. In 

stories such as “Nothing Mattress,” or “Lizard People” the schlemiel is neurotic and 

urban — characters who are indebted to Peter Mehlman and Philip Roth. And there are 

those schlemiels that don’t appear at all, but guide the story in which the absence of their 

foolishness is felt as a loss, as in the story “Shanda for the Goyim.” In this story, a 
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character’s insecurity about their own Jewishness manifests uncomfortably, rather than 

comically. Those fools, however, of “Find the Bottom” and “A Vote for the Vulgar 

Nightclub Clown,” are painfully self-aware schlemiels. The self-aware schlemiels fear 

failure — the failure to perform their identities, the failure to find reality in their fantasy 

identity, and a general media-saturated everything-all-at-once anxiety which fractures the 

“everyday” through limitless options, none of which seem entirely possible, but are 

nonetheless alluring. The failure of the self to find or commit to a cohesive identity 

generates anxiety and anxiety hinders the performance of a social self and in turn, 

generates more failure. However, anxiety about identity fits neatly into an identity 

popularly conceived of as one preoccupied with anxiety; as well, anxiety over losing 

finds comfort in loss, as George Constanza makes clear when Elaine throws his toupee 

out the window: “I feel like my old self again. Totally inadequate, completely insecure, 

paranoid, neurotic — it’s a pleasure!” (“The Beard”).  

And yet, while I presume to invoke the shtetl schlemiel, the New York schlemiel, 

and maybe bits of the Hollywood loser-who-wins schlemiel, there cannot be a traditional 

schlemiel, and there cannot be an anxious schlemiel written today without calling to mind 

the history of the character and its many mutations. To create the schlemiel is affectation, 

an iteration of a “Jewish tone,” like that worn by Lenny Bruce, as Jeremy Dauber writes:  

He [Lenny Bruce] learned and mastered what’s been called ‘the art of shpritz,’ 

giving himself a patina of Yiddish authenticity, a heymishness, as part of a rapid-

fire patter of words, ideas, jokes, general geshrying: culminating in his 

ventriloquizing a Jewish judge in his indecency trials who has been entrapped by 
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a young hooker. (‘Give it to me, you litvak Lolita!’ is the immortal phrase in 

question.). (Dauber 88)  

Dauber characterizes Bruce’s affectation as a kind of reclamation; however, this 

reclamation is positioned not in reverence but irreverence, not in the “everyday” but in a 

moment of outside of the habitual. What is reclaimed by Bruce, is also parodied; loved, 

but used for a laugh. handwringers doesn’t use the sacred to parody reverence, nor even 

the irreverent to parody cynicism — instead it positions its Jewishness as merely possible 

if not, perverse. The stories call forth a multitude of schlemiels, critical of their position 

as creatures who stand idly at the gate of Jewish folklore and Jewish cultural history, 

cynical of their authenticity, but in awe of both the skill with which they have been 

molded, and the tradition to which their shoes point, even when they walk, as knowing 

fools, in the other direction.  

5. Conclusion 

handwringers is an effort to find something as real as television — something as 

real as the commodified image of a culture. Though, without spiritual devotion, and 

without respect for the tradition of liturgical obedience — where does that identity exist 

outside of television? In the Diaspora, amongst the religious, one is faced with religion; 

in Israel, one is an Israeli. And so, it is a neat conclusion to announce the end of the 

Diaspora, the co-option of a culture, the turn to Orthodoxy, extremism, and Israel — but 

that has been said many times before. So what is Jewish culture without Yiddish, without 

entrenched folklore, without community? I don’t know.   

Not knowing is perhaps an experience of reality in itself; one wrought from 

fragments, scraps and pieces that replace a common and consistent rendering of reality 
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with continual crisis, anxiety, or realization, elation and epiphany. This somewhat bipolar 

version of reality is an internalized version of various media. The self who has seen 

him/her/them-self explained on television, in movies, read it spelled out in magazines, 

and in comic books, interacted with versions of selves crafted for online viewing has 

captured their own attention. One who is aware of self-creation, is aware of the medium, 

and understands the expectation to interact with the world through mediation accepts the 

moment outside of well-integrated living as living. And while this experience of reality as 

episodic could occur simply through a mediated reality and the breaking apart of both 

continuity and the self as a stable subject, the experience in the collection is particularized 

by a fundamental aspect of personhood: heritage. When heritage contains tradition and 

spiritual impetus (as Judaism does) and that same heritage is understood primarily 

through mediated forms, many of which are comic forms, the heritage becomes suspect. 

To be suspect of mediated forms, and yet largely enthralled by those forms, centers the 

characters of handwringers around the figure of a metacomedic schlemiel: a schlemiel 

aware of schlemiels who acts out schlemiel-hood because he/she/they understands 

schlemiel-hood. In absence of knowing where to find, or how to believe in a time-

centered, consistent reality, perhaps my schlemiel makes his/her/their own. 
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handwringers 
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GEORGE: (depressed) I feel like I can't do anything wrong. 

JERRY: Nonsense. You do everything wrong. 

— Seinfeld, Season 8, Episode 20, “The Millennium” 
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A Car Called Vera 

My grandmother kept a razor in her car when I was a kid. She would shave spots she 

missed on her legs because she couldn’t see in the low light of the bathroom. It never 

seemed weird or gross but to say it out loud now it does. Her car always seemed beachy 

and peaceful and faded and crisped by the sun. Somehow the razor fit right in with the 

beach blankets and beach toys. She doesn’t keep a razor in her car anymore. She’s got a 

Vibe now and it doesn’t feel open and summery and it doesn’t smell like dried seawater 

or driftwood. It’s a zippy little red car that reminds me of her sister because her sister has 

red hair and always used to drive a red car. I think maybe my grandmother got a red car 

because she would have thought that she shouldn’t because her sister’s cars were always 

red then she would have resisted the idea that she shouldn’t and played ignorant if anyone 

thought to bring it up. Of course no one ever would. But her car doesn’t smell like the 

beach anymore. It smells a bit like a hospital, an industrial hospital. Like the smell of the 

place they make wheelchairs. Wherever that is and whatever that smells like. Probably 

it’s because of her variety of canes, walking aids with neat features, and orthopedic shoes. 

All the things she keeps in her car to enable her decaying state to continue to walk and 

drive — though everyone wants her to stop — to maintain her freedom. But whether or 

not we take it away or the encroaching smell of a hospital displaces the smell of the 

beach, it’s fading. Her freedom is fading because her body is dying, her mind is dying, 

and her time is dying. But she wants it still. I want it too. For me, already noticing that 

things don’t have the same shape that they used to. My face, my body, my feet, harder, 

more calloused, nails less curved, skin less elastic, all things just conspiring to one day 

hold me down. And for her. I want her to keep her accumulated knowledge; I don’t want 
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to have to squeeze it out of her in an effort to save memories, memories no one will ever 

see or know or hear or feel again. I want her to keep them. I want the living embodiment 

of those memories to keep them and keep her body and keep growing until she’s 

everywhere bigger than everything and we have all her memories still and maybe — 

anyway, maybe that is what happens. Maybe the stories that never get told get to be 

known anyway. No matter how stupid they are.  
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Mary Pepper 

Mary Pepper worked at the Acme Hat Factory in Montreal in 1937. She had a group of 

single girlfriends: Elsie and Faye were sisters, Ethel and Edie both had names that started 

with E, and Annie Wolf was a spry redhead with a soppy mouth. When Elsie and Faye 

were 24 and 25, their brother Maury, who had moved to New York to join the American 

army, said he would sponsor their move to America. Elsie and Faye convinced Ethel and 

Edie, Annie Wolf and Mary Pepper to move to New York with them. They all had 

relatives or distant relatives or friends of family members who would sponsor them and 

with whom they could stay. So the six ladies set out on a pilgrimage to New York to find 

husbands. They had a hard time of it during the war and mostly worked mostly in 

schmata factories and went out for lunches and played cards on the weekend. When 

Maury went missing the first time, Elsie and Faye fretted over pastrami and wept over 

pinochle. When Maury went missing the second time, they made sly comments over 

long-distance wires about brother-of-theirs always going AWOL. And when Maury 

finally came home almost eight months after the war ended, he brought with him two 

brothers: another Maury and the other Maury’s brother Phil. Elsie married the other 

Maury and Faye married Phil and Ethel married Elsie and Faye’s brother Maury. It was 

an affair. All three women throwing all three bouquets in unison amidst cries of joy from 

an immense crowd of extended family, friends, well-wishers and tagalongs accompanied 

by a jazzy background band. Annie Wolf caught Elsie’s bouquet and Annie Wolf 

disappeared into the city. No one knew where she went or why she went but there were 

rumors that she met a gentile and converted. “It’s why she doesn’t come to play 

anymore,” Faye would whisper, her hand drooping knowingly from its fine-boned wrist 
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over schnapps and mahjong tiles, Phil waking in the den to holler into the kitchen, “Faye, 

don’t gossip Faye!” 

Edie didn’t stand amongst the crowd when the bouquets were thrown, she and 

Mary Pepper were giggling at the snack table over Mary Pepper’s impression of a 

desperate Annie Wolf.  Two months after the wedding, Edie moved back to Montreal 

where her parents set her up with a chicken farmer from Saguenay who had lost his wife 

and daughter during childbirth. The chicken farmer was kind to Edie and Edie didn’t 

mind him. He took her for steaks and he took her to see the movies and he took her to 

dance though neither of them made the effort to get up on the horse-hair floor, reserved as 

they both were. And the way that Faye would tell it to Phil and Elsie would tell it to 

Maury is that when Edie realized that marriage meant sex, she broke it off with the 

chicken farmer, returned to New York and worked at a fish market called Pesner’s for the 

rest of her life. Edie saw Mary Pepper who saw Ethel and Elsie and Faye every weekend 

and they played cards and laughed and picked on each other.  

Mary Pepper stayed in New York. She never vacationed and she never left. New 

York always felt new to her and when people would suggest she get out of the city like 

people do, “Take a vacation! Go to the country” because they go to the country they 

assume everybody should be so happy in the country, she would say, “What can I get 

there that I can’t get here?” And Mary Pepper got loud in New York. She was big and 

boisterous and my grandmother called her a real character, “like the kind you see in 

movies sometimes.” She never married but everyone seemed to doubt that she even 

bothered to look. She seemed to delight in cards, in schnapps, in a thousand houseplants 

that hung in homemade macramé from her ceiling in an apartment in the village. She 
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attended poetry readings, but she never wrote poems. She attended art galleries but she 

never drew or painted. She had a cat who would sit in the window and the sunlight 

streaming through, feeding the plants and illuminating the dust on her knick knacks, lit up 

the dander on the cat and the steam in particles rising from her tea cup.  
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Skinning the Cat 

Sarah laughed. So the story goes. She laughed when God told her that she and her elderly 

husband would become parents. She laughed and God spat. God spat and Abe cowered. 

Sarah shrugged and said, “Who am I to argue?” And laughed all the way to the hut and in 

the hut she swept the floor and she hung a mobile of dried gourds from the roof and sat 

down at the table and started scratching out baby names on a piece of goat hide. And God 

said What the fuck. And Sarah said, “Excuse me?” And God said, It’s mine! My miracle. 

Call him Isaac, and cut his cock. And Sarah said, “Whatever you say.” And God gave her 

a squint eye and thought, Weird tone, weird way to obey, but she obeyed and she tossed 

the hide of baby names into the fire, made a raspberry sound with her mouth, and God 

scratched his head and shook it too. So Abe and Sarah made an effort like dragging a 

dead cat through the desert and trying to prop up the cat and open and close the cat’s 

mouth on the dead mice they found in the sand just so they could call him a mouser, and 

lo! Sarah got fat. And Abe and Sarah saw her swollen ankles and hugged and held each 

other and God said, Don’t I get a thank you? and crossed his arms and Sarah and Abe 

looked at each other and sighed and then got down on their hands and knees and kissed 

the floor of the hut and God said, That’s more like it, and Sarah laughed and Abe laughed 

and God didn’t know if they were laughing with him or at him so he thought it was best if 

he just laugh too. And Isaac came and they called him Isaac and Sarah let Isaac suck on 

her withered tit while she beat her maidservant and the maidservant’s boy with a broom 

she kept just for beatings and Abe said, “God, she’s beating my bastard!” And God said, 

Just don’t worry about it. Sarah — I don’t know, but I think she’s okay. And Sarah held 

up the broom and nodded severely and God gave her a hopeful thumbs up. And they cut 
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Isaac’s cock and he cried and cried and while they were at it, through the storm of tears 

that muddied the hut floor, they cut Abe and Abe cried and cried and Sarah laughed and 

God was once again starting to wonder about Sarah until the moyel came and sucked 

their peckers and Isaac laughed and Abe laughed too. And God knew that there were a 

gracious family full of God and good humor and it was good — though he never 

understood why Sarah insisted on using air quotes whenever she called her son over, 

“‘Isaac’,” she’d say, “Time to say your prayers,” she’d tell him with a penetrating eye on 

the sky, and God could only shake his head and make it rain and think, Weird, weird way 

to obey. 
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Whatever Larry’s Looking For; It's all in the beef, hot gods 

an money men — god schlock and sellin dogs 

After a 1990s Hebrew National Hot Dog Commercial 

“Hello Larry,” says a knowing voice from behind a hot dog cart, “Long time no see.” The 

sky is impossibly blue, the same color as a man in a windbreaker in the sandy 

background, the same color as the ocean, the same color as the side of the hot dog cart, 

the raised area where people put money. A wide woman in a straw hat drags a small boy 

with a yellow tube around his waist towards the blue water; blue water like the blue sky. 

Larry swings his arms high. A white kite hovers overhead. Larry turns, led by his belly, 

in search of the voice that knows him by name. The voice pinches in towards Larry as 

Larry faces the hot dog cart. “You know me?” Larry asks and dips his wayfarers down 

towards his nose, as the hot dog cart tilts and the voice booms, “LIKE A BOOK 

LARRY.” A scuba diver walks behind Larry stiffly, looking like a plastic doll while a 

light mid-day beach breeze blows the edge of a red and white striped cabana somewhere 

in the distance. Larry is confused, he’s amused. Who is this guy anyway maybe Larry 

thinks. Larry in a Hawaiian shirt, Larry with a receding hairline and heavy jowls, Who is 

this guy who knows me like a book and stands here waiting for me, waiting to sell me a 

hot dog? “How about a Hebrew National Hot Dog?” The voice dripping with temptation, 

dripping and running over — HOT DOG — it’s soft when he says it, he lets the heavy 

book of Larry fade away for a second, HOT DOG. An out of focus hot dog with a stream 

of yellow mustard obscures Larry for an instant but not the beach sweeper in blue like the 

sky outside of the red and white cabana. Larry is holding the hot dog. “Take credit card?” 

He asks, no longer concerned with the vendor who knows his name, ready to ignore the 

jokes the vendor makes: “I take credit for everything.” The vendor quips to the who 
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beyond, “This is some of my best work.” The voice intones and Larry gets ready for a 

tour of the grill, “Fresh kosher beef, perfectly seasoned.” Larry takes a bite, “It’s divine,” 

he either says or thinks, the quality obscures the intention. “Thank you,” the vendor says 

while a woman in a black bathing suit stands with her legs spread apart in the sand in the 

sun behind Larry, in front of the beach sweeper. “Take one over to your wife,” the vendor 

insists. “My wife?” Larry asks and bends toward his hot dog then turns on his stomach to 

look at the beautiful girl in the black bathing suit, “I wish,” he laughs to the vendor. 

“Trust me on this Larry,” the vendor intones conspiratorially as Larry runs towards the 

beach and a higher voice from outside the beach, outside the hot dog stand, truly from 

beyond says smugly with a slightly nasal tone, “Hebrew National, because we answer to 

a higher authority.” As the cart disappears in a flash of white light and Larry, mouth full 

of kosher beef is heard to mumble as he runs towards the woman in the black bathing 

suit, “I have a hot dog and it’s for you.” So go get em Larry; who’s on your side.  
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About Dinner; Self Similar 

The baby was 19 days overdue. After 26 hours of labor she appeared, near dead. She was 

rushed away and stored in an incubator; her mother Mitzi was drugged and left to sleep. 

In Mitzi’s drug-induced dream, doctors and nurses sat around a card table eating a turkey 

dinner. Slowly creeping in her hospital gown towards the front of the room, to the front 

of the card table, knowing and unknowing as in a dream, she woke up and screamed, 

“BRING ME MY TURKEY.” The lips on her large mouth tensed outwards, her neck 

strained and her nostrils flared, eyes violent and voice harsh and breathy, “BRING ME 

MY TURKEY.” They wheeled in the incubator; Leah could be seen through the 

window.  

 

“I was born three weeks late with the umbilical cord wrapped around my neck. 

Like a noose.” Leah wrote in the “About Me” section of her OKCupid profile. But she’d 

never had much luck on dating sites.  
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imagine wisdom as wrinkled and wrinkles as decay 

 

“Do you speak Yiddish Grandma?” 

“Yes.” 

“Oh?” (expectant) 

(silence) 
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god to the feral children 

She kneeled at the foot of her bed, one hand squeezing the other, eyes closed, nightdress 

buttoned at her neck, the soles of her bare feet wrinkling under her little weight. Wisps of 

blond hair flying from her earnest, desperate face. Her little eyes closed tightly. Her 

parents stood at the door in bent-head awe of the precious girl giving wholesome thanks 

to the god they suggested lives everywhere. She, however, prayed not everywhere, not to 

the trees, not to the great expanse of the mountains at her door, but towards her ceiling, 

kneeling, at the end of her bed, not like she was taught, but like she had learned 

somehow. Her mother whispered “shh” to her father and took his hand and led him away 

from the room so the girl could say her prayers in peace. At the foot of the bed she 

muttered and urged. She pleaded and whined. She begged and if her parents still stood 

there, they could have heard the girl whimpering and working herself into a frenzy 

because, she didn’t quite think, but felt, somehow, that the more heart she dumped into 

this prayer, the more likely god would listen, “Please god, please,” she whispered to the 

buzz of her lamp that droned softly warm and seemed to extend the moment some elusive 

omniscience. “Please god, make Darren love me and I’ll never ask for anything ever 

again,” she swore falsely to the genie god who hummed and buzzed until her parents 

came and turned off her light and tucked her in under the covers and the silent sound of 

the lamp made empty the site of true devotion.  
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Always Being, Then and After 

Quickly I should mention that Hannah’s mother always wrings her hands in hotel lobbies 

while the hotel clerk asks, “Mrs. Chadwick, Mrs. Chadwick? Do you have your credit 

card?” And she stands there with a wide-eyed child-like sweating face holding one hand 

in the other hand, holding the fingers of one hand with the fingers of the other, her 

wedding ring biting into her right hand as she twists and pulls, “I’m just waiting for my 

husband, he went to get my purse, oh I’m sorry, maybe you could help someone else, oh 

I’m sorry, he’ll just be a minute, do you want me to stand to the side, should I just go up 

to the room? Can we get you the card after, oh, oh thank god, oh honey!” She turns to her 

husband who is out of breath, “Honey, you found it! Oh thank you darling, I thought it 

was lost,” and he looks at her incredulous like he knows something but perhaps it’s 

unclear what he thinks he knows, like he had just said, “What did I tell you,” and what he 

told her she suspects she doesn’t want to know. And Mrs. Chadwick agrees with herself 

to let go of the look he just gave with just a non-look of something like, “What?” Though 

she doesn’t have a chance to ignore the look by looking sharply because the clerk asks, 

“Ma’am? Mrs. Chadwick? Are you ready to check in? We’ll just need your credit card,” 

and distracts her from seeing her husband shake his head, and Hannah is glad her mother 

didn’t see her father shake his head, and knows that had she seen she might have stuck 

out her chin and he would have looked at her with his eyelids mostly lowered and his lips 

smug with straining. Hannah half realizing that she played the role that recurred years 

later when her boyfriend accused her of passive aggression when she sighed affectedly 

after listening to what she thought was the absurd complaint that she seemed to tune out 

when they spoke of anything except her, “Good lord!” she didn’t say but sighed with 
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exasperation and threw her head back silently screeching, “Who gives a flying fuck?” 

knew then that when he said she’s being dismissive, aggressive, and passive her 

dismissive passive aggression was only the short side of a sharp shape that could have 

been complete had her mother seen her father shake his head at which she stuck out her 

chin to meet him while he strained his face and Hannah sighed loud enough to make a 

point about how ridiculous she thought they were. Hannah’s sigh would throw the whole 

thing open and her father would shout, “I’m going for a walk!” And her mother would 

say spitefully while the clerk waited, while the guests stood captive, “You know what, 

don’t come back!” And Hannah would ask for the room key and go upstairs and watch 

expensive hotel movies while her mother felt guilty enough to put snacks on the room.  
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Colour Can’t See 

I wished for fair skin when I was a child. My mother was brownish, like her father. She 

called herself “nicotine stained” and claimed she couldn’t wear green because it made her 

look yellow or yellow because it made her look green. I could always see all the pores on 

her nose and her eyebrow hairs looked wiry against her greasy brown skin. She said that 

when she was a kid people thought she was an Indian. She was small and couldn’t say 

her last name, Miodownik, so she’d say her name was Micmac. And somehow her brown 

skin and her Micmac and pictures of 1960s Indians and Eskimos wearing fur coats with 

big shiny eyes all rolled into one picture of my happy Native mother, who isn’t Native. 

Nor is she Greek or Mediterranean like she said people said. I guess she’s white, I hear 

we’re Polish or Russian or German but I suppose there’s not much focus on retaining 

history in our family. We don’t tell stories about the past, we don’t pass things down. 

And there must be mutts like us — holding up their identities with things they thought 

they heard as children. But whatever we are, I didn’t want to be brown. And she didn’t 

want it for me and somehow, I never got it. I don’t know what my father was — his 

history being more lost and muddled than ours and then distanced by divorce and 

deadbeatism — Irish or something, though mother speculated with some exoticization 

that his mother was Native or Jewish because she looked swarthy in pictures. But I came 

out whitish pink and she called me Alabaster and said it with a swoon. And I can wear 

green and yellow and my dark eyebrows look wiry against my dry pink skin. But I don’t 

look great in orange  

 

* 
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Sick Dance 

Strep throat gave Ruth confidence. She was 12 years old and about to enter grade 7 at 

Langlet when she felt so sore and stiff and got the diagnosis. It lasted longer than 

expected and she missed the first week of school. The tail end of the sickness was non-

stop coughing. She was better, the doctor said she was better, but she had this thin tickle 

in her throat all the time and would cough until her stomach ached. She recovered, 

outside of the yearly, chronic strep she would come down with, maybe allergy related, it 

was speculated, each summer before school started for six straight years of high and 

junior high. After which, it lifted, like a weird fog, and she was cured.  

But she was a week late starting grade 7 and the kids were already getting some 

kind of back to school hoopla together for an interim parent/teacher night in mid-

October. It was like a talent show or an effort show and Ruth glommed on to her grade 6 

friends’ dance number. Crystal, Karen, Katrina and her. They danced a little dance 

choreographed by Katrina, the girl with the most jazz classes under her belt. It was a 

pathetic number, with the girls flailing their arms and struggling to match their footsteps, 

but for 12 year old unprofessionals it was expected – no one was surprised but no one 

really encouraged them either. They picked their costumes, some prepubescent fantasy, 

some budding sexuality, some too much music videos led to crop tops and short shorts 

each in a bold colour. Ruthie wore red, Crystal green, Karen blue, Katrina yellow. And 

they started practicing in costume in the gym every lunch hour. Ruth had never really felt 

anything even vaguely sexual, being a sort of dopey late bloomer with a love of Legos — 

though she had never developed as a builder and insisted on scattering her room with 

little Lego boxes she called houses and learned to loathe by the end of the year. Age 12, 
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she was very much a kid and to wear a crop top hadn’t occurred to her as an event. But 

Katrina, Katrina who danced and had a sophisticated sarcasm that Ruth couldn’t always 

decipher, she picked the outfits and she engineered the whole image. During lunch hour, 

dancing to Sir Mix-a-Lot, wearing crop tops while Katrina proxy-flirted for the three 

other shy silly girls while they played those hand-clapping games, the grade 7 boys 

started hanging around, and oddly, there was a buzz. Each lunch hour, more of the boys 

would show up until a week before the night it had become a legitimate hang out — 

though Ruth worried that all these kids were too cool for her. Katrina reveled, and the 

other girls were moving over, taking cues and learning to be a little coy, a little cruel and 

still, always game. Ruth, dopey dummy, was so awkward Katrina might have banned her 

from the group for failing to pick up now obvious social cues if not for the buzz started by 

Matt Lefner, which spread round to the rest of the gang and back to insider Katrina who 

used it as leverage or as a tool to snap Ruth out of whatever childhood rut she was stuck 

in, “You know,” she told Ruth slyly, “the boys think you have a great body.” For Ruth, it 

was like being told she’d been adopted. No such thing had occurred to her. “What do you 

mean?” She returned suspiciously, confused on how it had happened. “Matt said you had 

a ‘six-pack,’” Katrina said with little awareness of what it meant — and though she 

seemed an expert at covering up immaturity and ignorance or anything that made her 

anything less than what she knew she deserved to be, really, she just didn’t care about 

whatever ignorance she might possess and this was part of her charm. “What’s that?” 

Ruth said, not at all charming in her ignorance, more desperate, more pleading, with a 

kind of confusion that inevitably annoyed. “You have a tight body!” Katrina laughed and 

tried to joke, not wanting this moment to become anything other than sensational, as 



42 
 

usual, she didn’t have time for anything outside of titters, and it was fun, she was fun, 

because of that. Ruth might be sincere, but she could be tedious. “Oh,” she said gravely, 

though somewhere inside a delicate confidence was born from flattery and outside praise 

and maybe it is or maybe it isn’t really different from confidence earned, but each fades 

in time without practice, without upkeep, without coughing. The boys just loved Ruth. It 

didn’t matter that she was awkward as long as she didn’t tell anyone. She really got into 

crop tops. Then she really got into makeup, then hair, and if there were gateways, you 

could, by gateway logic, say that strep throat was the gateway to drinking. Because she 

started to drink by the end of grade seven and she started to lose some awkwardness and 

the look of her Legos all over her room became so offensive she didn’t think to give them 

to her little brother but instead gave them to the trash. Big green trash. Ruth was kind of 

cool and her body became important. Maybe not a direct effect of being flattered once or 

twice as a 12 year old, but the cumulative effect of being in the world in full midriff and 

getting, always, positive feedback. Or even, wearing short shorts or short skirts or high 

heels and getting looks and love and all kinds of things that make a person feel nice. And 

she kept it up, this body, with yearly fits of coughing and young metabolism and that was 

really it. Lucky, it seems, if you value little bodies and men at bus stops buying you 

Slurpees. And who shouldn’t? So it wasn’t until she had graduated high school and 

mysteriously let loose the strep throat for some other little geek to grab hold of and 

maybe oddly, make it her own, that she realized that she might have to take a class or 

something, if she wanted to keep her gut rippled and the prizes coming in.  

 



43 
 

Street Trash 

An injured pigeon flaps a fat body from the middle of the road to the sidewalk beside the 

bank. Pulling itself along with short, shallow spurts of flight, it moves over the curb and 

onto the busy walk. People pass. A man with a lower lip like he smokes a pipe stands at 

the top of the bank stairs surveying the street. He sees the pigeon and resumes a vacant 

scan. The bird drags its fluttering, discordant wings along the sidewalk like a hurt soldier 

resigned to suffer but not without the hope inherent to mindless chronic determination. 

The smooth neck is bent forward and the eyes look down in a kind of anthropomorphised 

grace. A woman in a purple skirt with a kerchief around her head stops and watches the 

bird move erratically along the walk before stepping over the pigeon and moving along. 

A small mousy girl of about 13, with greasy hair, a dirty face, and an oversized sweater 

clutches her head and shuts her eyes. She stops walking and watches the pigeon 

helplessly. She runs in the other direction. Two blocks up, she opens the heavy wooden 

door to the police station.  

“I know this probably isn’t your job, but there’s a bird in front of the bank 

flapping his arms or his wings or whatever and I thought I should stomp on his head and 

put him out of his misery or something, I don’t know, but I don’t have the stomach for it. 

Anyway, the bird is hurt.” 

The blonde woman at the desk twisted up her face at the word “stomp,” and 

looked to the bald mustachioed man in a bursting button-up shirt and said, “Should I take 

this upstairs?” 

The man leaned back in his chair and shrugged. 
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“I’ll just bring this to the back.” She told him, laughed, and turned away without 

saying anything to the worried girl standing at the desk her face shifting from one of shy 

concern to one of awkward embarrassment. The bald man stared at a wall opposite the 

both of them. 

“I don’t really need to follow up on this.” The small girl said in a low voice. 

“You can go then.” He said from beneath his eyelids. 

She walked slowly back towards the bank, pulling her hood up over her flat hair. 

She didn’t see the bird and she wondered if someone had rescued the creature, if 

someone, barehanded, picked up the bird and healed his wings or cracked his neck, had 

done something she couldn’t do.  

Then she saw it. The bird was on its back and didn’t seem to move. But she 

wouldn’t go close enough to see for sure. To watch the belly move up or down, or watch 

the eyes flicker or go glassy still. She sat on a bench with a distant view of his pathetic, 

delicate body and waited to see if the police would come.  
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Karen’t 

Let's play capture the flag, Elijah said.  

I don't know all the rules, Karen whimpered.  

Whatever, we don't have to play, Elijah sighed and turned away from Karen.  

Karen said she wanted to learn, she pleaded slightly and then felt undignified and stood 

more erect, ignoring Elijah’s glance towards her.  

Let's just go home Karen. 

Whatever. Karen said, unable to regain any sort of composure.  
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Camp Cheakamus 

“Tell us a story Julie!” 

“Yeah Julie! Tell us a scary story!” A small chorus of encouragement arose from 

the campers.  

“Well campers, it’s been a beautiful day,” counsellor Julie began, “Don’t you just 

love the length of the day? Like I’m so happy it’s long and almost never ends and 

sometimes sad when it’s morning because I had really gotten used to the feel of 

yesterday. I’m glad life is so long. Though it’s almost a quarter done now and it gets 

scary to think that growing — reaching out towards the sun and sky with hope and 

unknown potential and like, the grip of gold in your pocket — is done, over, never able to 

be refreshed, you know? It was fool’s gold, it’s got no value on the market. One fat 

chance at building from the bud — then the spring is done, and does that mean that the 

best of me is done? I’m afraid of getting worse, you guys. How can you be afraid of 

being murdered by like the Cheakamus Cove Killer with a fishing line around your neck 

and a double hook in your eye when the fear of becoming worse and worse and then like 

a point on the horizon, a zapped dot of worthlessness — when this possibility exists, and 

occurs, frequently, probably more frequently than murder — certainly more frequently 

than being garroted in an outhouse with your swimsuit around your ankles — which is 

just incredibly rare — so how can you be afraid of becoming a victim? Bloody death is 

only an incident. The snap of the skin and the spurt of your blood is an instant — and it’s 

legend! But the decay of your mind and the dull buried glow of your soul is as sad as a 

happy old dog. A true heartbreak. The purest feeling of heartbreak. One that involves no 

one else; no fault of anyone. It is all, completely and unavoidably, your fuck up.”  
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There was a caw, a cacophony of echoing caws, the distant sound of two racoons 

fighting far enough away that the campers felt only faintly menaced. One boy sighed and 

wandered off. Slowly each camper stood up. Some went in pairs, whispering to each 

other, all the way back to their cabins. 

 

  



48 
 

Old Soul 

When you’re quiet, no one realizes you’re an idiot. They say, “She’s an old soul.” And 

you don’t admit that you don’t know what that means either. Either either, anymore than 

when they say, “You’re funny.” And you laugh because you think it’s a compliment, 

though you weren’t trying to be funny specifically, you were just trying to tell a story 

about this time you were seven years old and you were in love with a cartoon character 

and he lived in the sewer and you wrote him letters, fantastical love letters and desperate 

pleas for he and the other sewer dwellers, mad scientists, aliens-in-hiding, with access to 

mutagen ooze to bring you some so you could mutate completely and shed your little 

body for a bigger weirder one. You could be with your love then, and live in the sewers 

in grey and green and gritty romantic decay. And you’d wrap the letters in plastic bags 

(transparent, so they wouldn’t be mistaken for trash) and send them down the drain with a 

little prayer – and the story as you told it ended with the plastic bag of love floating 

through the water or brought along by schools of fish as the little fish swam; and so you 

puckered your lips and made a butterfly crawl with your hands to show Joe what you 

meant by fish.  
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Little Wisdom I 

Miranda was sure she’d get shit on her head. She went under the overpass watching the 

pigeons waddle and walked herself into a railing and winded herself and tipped over and 

yelped. Landing on her back under the overpass Miranda said “Oof.” Then the screech of 

a car called her to sit up and look into the headlights which stopped before they knocked 

her but not before they conked her, right in the head and back on her back she went. 

“Oof,” she said again and rose up as an undesultory woman came crying from her car, 

“Oh my God! My God!! What are you doing? What are you doing?? Are you hurt? Tell 

me you aren’t hurt?!”  

“I fell,” Miranda thought she said but really she just thought before remembering 

to open her mouth. “I fell,” she said this time in words and let the woman know about 

what had been an accident. Cars were honking now and Miranda felt she’d best get out of 

the way and tried to jump back up on the sidewalk which was higher than she could 

manage so she hopped against the cement wall with her arms outstretched while the 

woman from the car watched wondering if this was something that should be stopped. 

“Do you need help?” She asked Miranda who answered with a question, “What?” She 

hadn’t heard the question over the honks and the whoosh of traffic under the overpass 

making an ambient hum louder than she could hear while jumping. “What, What?” the 

driver asked, unsure what Miranda’s what had wanted, but shook her head then and just 

repeated, “Do you need help?” So nodding Miranda suggested that the lady get on her 

knees so Miranda could climb on her back or at least give her a lift with her hands like a 

step, her fingers interlocked, up the concrete wall and onto the raised sidewalk. At this 

the driver felt like Miranda had really hurt her mind and so suggested she get in the car 
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and go to a hospital and conked Miranda turned instead to suggest that the driver, if she 

wanted to help, should give her a ride home to start her damned walk over, but instead 

stood agape while the driver held her hands out in supplication, pigeon shit plastered to 

her brow.  
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the Loose Light of a Pale Wooden Moon  

It looks like a cut-out of a woman on a writing desk. The desk is white. Like a screen 

where the white glows. The cut-out is a woman with shoulder length hair, bouncy hair 

with a flip at the ends. She has a large nose, large eyes and a small square body. From 

above drops a shoe, another shoe, an entire naked woman. She drops into the two 

dimensional cut-out and drops too far. She loses her shoes. She is now in a hole in the 

shape of the cut-out and she is crawling her way out. There is no ladder in the thick 

amorphous hole but she finds she doesn’t need one. She’s weighed down but can swim a 

little, like swimming in a dry jelly, she makes her way towards the surface of the cut-out 

where the clothing and parts of the cut-out have begun to ooze into the jelly. She can grip 

the dripping parts. The cut-out wears blue pants and she takes hold of a pant leg, she 

struggles to pull herself up but finds her arms too weak, she sticks a foot in a drooping 

belt loop and this gives her leverage. She pulls herself up as hard as the gauzy center of 

the hole will allow but is softly restricted when she finds that there is a ceiling to the 

figure she has fallen within. The ceiling of the cut-out is convexed outwards about two 

inches higher than the white white glowing ground. She squeezes into the slots that are 

similar to her own parts thinking that it’s only natural, that from within this shape she 

will make her way around either the gauzy underground or the bright white aboveness. 

Her parts galumph outwards as she sets a foot in the foot hole, her head in the head hole, 

each arm in each arm hole, and her own similarly square body into that of the cut-out 

with a sound like a suction. She is filling the space but she can’t raise herself up. Not 

really. She can see a little of what’s around her moving her own eyeballs within the 

eyeballs of the cut-out, she sees mainly a glowing white board, but she can’t stand up out 
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of it and even thinking that she’d like to, she’s not sure where she would go if she could 

go, and realizing she isn’t sure where she’d like to go coincides with the realization that 

she isn’t sure where she fell from. All she knows is that she has made herself into the 

shape of this cut-out and she has made the cut-out a little more like her. What’s next is 

not in her hands.  
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Reveal Yourself 

Echoes of faith, elusive, inconclusive. The first one, her high school boyfriend, he had 

said when asked by her what he believes — well first he shrugged, and looked like he 

couldn’t have been more bored not by the question but by the existence of the question, it 

was virtually moot, of course, his body said, his eyes said, “Believe?” All-over 

exhaustion, and her sitting watching, her feet dangling in the lake, his pulled out, shaking 

off the water, “I think someone somewhere did something.” She nodded slowly. She 

would nod slowly thinking of it years later. Later, when she had isolated the phrase in her 

mind — why? Because he had said something worth saying or because it was him who 

had said it? Or even — one more option if there were only one more and not a dozen 

more, a thousand more — maybe because she had no better answer. And when he who 

she thought was her true love came along, in a bar, where they do, with a guitar, as they 

do, and they had been rolling around after that for several months, she still having never 

heard anything better than what her high school boyfriend had said once, disposably — 

she asked in the course of a conversation what this love believed — and he, hugging her 

tightly, like a father who had seen a good deed done, or like someone patting their dog on 

the head after the dog had retrieved something worthless, but nonetheless, retrieved it, 

said, “You don’t want to know what I believe,” with mysterious gravity, gravity that 

shuts down inquiry; or else the embrace silenced her; or else she didn’t have anything to 

add — but she was there wound up in him, feeling like he must know something, and 

maybe one day she would get to know it too. And then, in the laws of her own religion, 

all she learned were laws. And knowing while resisting, that in the arms of her lovers, all 

she learned was loss.  
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Shrink  

“Disillusionment is the theme of the night for you.” 

“Don't make that face, it’s not working.” 

“She thinks you’re retarded.” 

She said it, not me. I'm just trying to have a normal time and this is what I get. 

Misha Mannigan has huge tits and a big head and mouth. She wears a corset and high 

heels all the time. She’s so big, like maybe we’re the same size but she makes me feel 

small. She’s always laughing loudly. So loudly it echoes across rooms and everyone 

knows she’s laughing. She makes punk cupcakes. Which never seemed very punk to me 

but apparently I mixed up punk with nihilism and fried food and anyway all the punks 

love her vegan cupcakes with Crass insignia in black and white so I think she has a future 

in punk rock baking and selling handknit naugahyde leather scarves online but I wouldn’t 

work for her if she paid me. I see her at shows, she works the door sometimes. I see her 

on the street, she flags down my bike and tells me I’m looking burnt by the sun and tired 

and I think it’s true so I let her dot my face with blush and bits of concealer and she holds 

out a mirror locket she wears around her neck and tells me how much better that is. She is 

how she cares about people. She fixes people. She makes them cower under her laughter. 

She is good and I am small and I will hide in the bend of her knee while she protects me 

from me.  
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Find the Bottom 

A middle-aged woman sat in a beat-up blue chair in the communal area of the inpatient 

program at Belleville General watching the redheaded girl across from her laugh 

erratically to herself. Thinking the girl was insane, the lady in the blue chair didn’t ask 

what was funny. The laugher, however, crept over face-first to the bespeckled other and 

asked what the matter was. 

“I don’t know, you know — maybe that's why I’m here. Why are you here?” She 

said with a sigh.  

“I don’t know either.” The girl smiled obsequiously. “Maybe that’s why I’m 

laughing.” 

“You’re laughing because you don’t know, or because you’re here?” 

“I’ll tell you.” 

“What?” 

“About the Jews.” 

“Are you Jewish?” 

“Yes, but not very. Do you know about the happy man?” 

“No.” 

“I suppose you wouldn’t. But maybe you do.” 

“Okay.” 

“Well, my grandmother told me this story, I was crying — the dog had died, the 

dog was hit, and anyway, I was crying and she —”  

“I’m sorry—”  

“She said that this — she said it took place in the old country—” 
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“Like Russian or?” 

“Her family was from Hungary so maybe somewhere in Hungary. But anyway, 

she told me about these religious men, Jewish men, who were made to fight in a war. 

They had to cut their curls and their beards and take a train to the front —”  

“Curls?” 

“Yes, with curls and beards and hats. So anyway, they had to cut their curls and 

get on the train and go to war and while on the train they sang and laughed. A Christian 

man, an officer, heard them laughing and singing and asked what they laughed and sang 

about. One man, Yaacov, who had red cheeks, was nearly hoarse from singing and 

shouting, and in response he asked the officer if he knew the story of the happy man.  

“The officer asked, ‘What happy man?’ confused.  

“Yaacov replied, ‘The happy merchant?’ The officer didn’t know and he looked 

annoyed, like you, like your face, his face was like yours, with his eyebrows furrowed 

like he was saying, ‘What?’ like he was saying ‘Why?’” 

“Like I was thinking.” 

“Well Yaacov only laughed. And when he laughed the five other Jews laughed 

too. The officer was getting more annoyed. He knew the war was serious and no one 

wanted to be going, but they must, and they should, and they had a duty. So the officer 

shook his head and said, ‘You’re all crazy.’ And he went to sit down. And the Jews 

continued to sing and shout and sometimes even stood and danced. The night passed that 

way and the men arrived and continued on with their military lives and fighting and 

dying. It was three months before Yaacov would see the officer again and when he did, 

they were in a trench. There was blood all over and he held the officer in his lap and 
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again he sang. And the officer laughed and coughed and said to Yaacov, ‘Why are you 

singing while I’m bleeding? And why did you sing on the train?’ and Yaacov again asked 

the officer if he had heard of the happy man.  

“The officer said, ‘Tell me.’  

“And Yaacov said, ‘There was a merchant and a clerk travelling together with a 

large chest of gold that belonged to the merchant. While they slept at a wretched old inn, 

they were robbed. When the merchant realized he had been robbed, he laughed and 

laughed — but the clerk was confused. The clerk thought the merchant had lost his mind 

but still, they had to go on. While riding through the heavy woods the wheel came off 

their wagon and they were forced to get out and camp for the night. It was in the very 

spot that they went to make a fire that they discovered the chest! It was a miracle, nothing 

had been taken. The merchant wept and the clerk was pleased, but again confused. Upon 

reaching their destination, the two parted. From here, the merchant’s luck continued to 

wobble. He lost his business and his gold and eventually left town. The clerk, however, 

took his small portion of gold, and thrived — he became a very rich man. Many years 

later the merchant was begging with a group of beggars outside of the rich clerk’s 

window. The clerk recognized the merchant and gave him a gold piece while he gave all 

the other beggars silver. Later, the clerk was out for a walk when he saw a man dancing 

naked in the town square. Who else could it be but the merchant! The clerk offered to 

take the merchant home and clothe him and give him something to eat. Then, in his grand 

house amongst servants and fish and fruit and silver and gold coins, the clerk told the 

merchant that he had no family and he would give him half of his fortune to know why he 

laughed when the chest was stolen and cried when the chest was returned. The merchant 
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said, ‘When the chest was stolen it was terrible. Nothing worse could have happened. Just 

as when this evening the other beggars stole my gold coin and my clothes while I was in 

the baths and I was kicked out because the bath keeper closed for the Sabbath, I knew 

nothing worse could happen. And so I laughed and I danced and because everything was 

taken, even my clothes were taken, I danced naked!’  

“‘This is worse.’ The officer coughed. ‘This is worse than being robbed and left to 

dance naked in the street.’ 

“‘But nothing is worse than this!’ Yaacov said to the officer, ‘So that is why we 

sang and laughed. They had our lives and there could be nothing worse and because there 

could be nothing worse, we were happy.’” 

The woman screeched “happy” like, “eeeeeeeeeeeee.” And smiled wide and her 

eyes were wild and she looked at the scowling woman in the blue chair wearing thick 

glasses fiddling with her long dishevelled hair.  

“So — who took your life?” The old woman asked the young woman.  

“What life?” The young woman said and laughed until tears broke from her hot 

red face.  
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A Vote for the Vulgar Nightclub Clown  

Dr. Spielvogel sat beside me wearing glasses, holding a pen, and pretending to come up 

with solutions to the jabbering glut: “I keep finding new versions, new takes. I’m 

overwhelmed,” I said. “It feels like an effort to try and fit myself into a culture, my 

culture — into a history that’s always known its own history. All my experience of 

Jewish-ness is 3rd and 4th hand — and whatever TV-hand is. The only practical 

experience I have of 4000-year-old traditions is looking down while lighting candles and 

muttering a prayer while kicking the table leg — that and being teased about being a Jew 

by boys who liked me in high school — that and people grinning when they found out, 

like it was a cute little joke that I’d tell myself not to make and then found that it was the 

first thing out of my mouth. That and my cousin telling me that he remembers me saying 

that I don’t consider myself Jewish. And the argument we had later on about what I 

meant by what I don’t remember saying. I argued that I meant spiritually, as in, I’m 

agnostic. But the reality is that I didn’t understand that it could be cultural and I never 

knew where to find God anyway. I found Jewish-ness a little embarrassing though I 

wasn’t sure why. But I found everything embarrassing so I’m not sure there’s much to 

unpack there. I could tell you,” I told him, “the story of coming to see myself as 

culturally Jewish by a comment made on the CBC about Curb Your Enthusiasm and 

‘Eastern European culture’ — as the critic put it — but it wouldn’t really be a story, not 

like a story is a story, it would be something of a confession, like a working memoir and 

after I said it, I’d have to believe it — I can’t trap myself by selling you a worse story 

than I want my story to be — there’s no contribution, no creation — it’s spew, the 

unloading of badly digested treyf — and I just can’t find that interesting. I need to map 
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myself onto the good of it but still get the sense of the what of it, if the what of it could be 

more than just a neurotic yada that capitalizes on the cultural capital of the culture its 

tugging at the shirttails of — but why— why resist everything?” I asked him. “Is it spite? 

The need to be special? You tell me,” I answered myself for him, “that’s your job. I 

would really love to know how to be any good,” I said, “but I just have to make whatever 

with what’s in front of me. And appreciate it. Isn’t it better to try than to whine?” I 

whined to the sleepy psychiatrist who wore a neck pillow like he was on an airplane and 

wobbled his head under wild white hair, while I sighed and thought of every psychiatrist 

I’d ever had — of telling them all, telling it all, that I get tired of being myself to myself. 

More stories about lost little girls. More haggard faces in the mirror. “What is the 

opposite of me?” I asked and stood up and shouted and demanded that he wake up and 

look at me and interact with me and not just sit, just sit — ask me about my mother one 

more time, I was about to scream, when he stood up and shook the pillow from his neck 

like a stupid wet dog and said slowly then quickly like catching the rhythm of his own 

dream: “A man I guess.” Pacing then with his pen in his mouth and his glasses pushed 

back on his head he continued, “but a slightly effeminate man. A nearly fat man. A nearly 

fat boring man satisfied with drinking and watching TV and with everything. A happy fat 

man. Who goes to work. Who whistles well. Who looks people in the eye and says, 

‘Hello!’ Who carries on a conversation like he wants to be there. People love him. They 

love his heart but mostly his ease. His whole life as whole as his waistline. He wears a 

moustache like he means it. He’s a civil servant who never tires of sorting through the 

paperwork of the public. He helps them with permits. He’s married. His wife is beautiful 

and vapid. She is blond and classy and prudish. He married her because she was pretty 
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and simple. That is all. He has never felt love, only obligation. He loves his obligation. 

Through obligation he is connected to his mother his father his sister his brother his aunts 

his uncles and his wife and child. A screaming little girl. She screams all day and all night 

and the fat man bought a nurse for his wife and peace was kept. The peace in his heart is 

extended always to the peace of the life around him and so, in spite of the love they never 

feel, the cool calm peace and obligation and support are enough like love, because what is 

love, that he is loved in return. He’s never been to a church or a synagogue or a mosque. 

He cannot see the use. A crutch he calls it. A cult he calls it. He was raised without God 

and he raises without God and he has never deviated from nonbelief, never entertained 

the question. And of course his wife must follow suit. This was his one requirement 

outside of her beauty and that she might maintain that beauty as it aged, respectably — 

that she be godless and raise the child to be civic and secular. While he doesn’t scream 

into the street against the difference of belief, he does vote against it with firm intent and 

the only hope he maintains about life: that everyone should be as happy with his reality as 

he is. That everyone should accept the world as presented and brush their hair and whiten 

their teeth and exercise moderately for health, but not for looks, unless you are a woman 

because that’s different. Of course it is. There’s no question that life is different for a 

woman. It is just life. Of course things happen. He’s had a flat tire, to his dismay. But he 

has an auto club membership. He’s had his wallet stolen, but it’s simply a matter of 

cancelling the cards and filling out the paperwork. It’s an orderly life. Every problem has 

a solution. And so what. That’s the way he likes it.”  

And while he waxed over me I thought it’d be really funny if I took up his pillow 

and wrapped it around my neck and sat in his brown leather chair and put a pen in my 
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mouth so that when he looked at me I could cock my head and say, “Are we just about 

ready to begin?” 
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Horton Hears a Nu 

In a cupboard above the fridge (a fridge, incidentally, her grandparents call the ‘crying 

Arab’ for the sound it makes when the motor kicks on) alongside a cardboard green top 

hat covered in clunky plastic four leaf clovers, and a cowboy boot and hat salt and pepper 

shaker, is the only Sabbath menorah she’s ever known: a three pronged brass holder with 

a circular center featuring a woman in profile lighting candles and waving her hands 

towards her closed eyes. In the center of the brass woman's holder, a small circle suggests 

another woman who lights candles and waves the heat and prayer towards her face. The 

implication then, that one might light the candles held in brass and become like a small 

carved picture — an urn of un-motion replicated by the giants that circumscribe the life 

that contains infinite miniatures and exponential growth — if only for the moment when 

the candle is lit. The recursive Droste like the pulsing heartbeat of a living history — one 

that radiates and remains, simultaneously, still.  
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Schlemiel! Schlimazel! 

I ran out of washer fluid in a snowstorm somewhere between Winnipeg and Toronto. 

Blind and crying and surrounded by slow-moving trucks, I put on my four way flashers 

and not my coat when I got out to wash the windshield with snow. “Always have extra 

washer fluid when driving in winter,” my father said when I told him. Which isn’t bad 

advice. I drove another 15km with the flashers on, looking for someplace to spend the 

night and found a motel filled with wax statues and murals of SpongeBob gaping wide-

eyed and maybe menacing because he didn’t belong there being that big. I got to town 

late the next day and my father was playing solitaire in the living room and my mother 

was making star shaped cookies. They asked me about the drive and I told them about the 

Sponge and the snow and the space out on the highway. I like it, I told them. And he went 

back to the game and she asked me about school and when the cookies cooled she 

brought the icing and the little edible silver beads to the table so we could decorate. She 

asked and asked and I became so bored of answering I sighed, then we sat quietly. He 

finished another game and turned the TV on low and started to pace back and forth 

between the TV and the half-decorated cookies and I asked him about work but he’s 

always such a stoic. And work is always fine, always fine. So maybe I don’t know them. 

Like we lived together so long we have habits we fall into. But what are their lives, I 

don’t know. Maybe it was just getting late and I had driven so far and I was so tired and 

so we sat quietly, reflectively, and I noticed the menorah was still burning.  

“Ma did you ever go to Hebrew school?” Out of the blue to say out loud I guess, 

but we all spent so much time in our heads to anyone else our non-sequiturs would seem 

as such but to us they were normal. We took them at face value. And I appreciate that. 
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There’s nothing worse than someone feigning surprise when you upset the routine of the 

conversation. Oh how shocking is it really when from the wind from the weather I offer 

you a pickle —   

“Yeah but I didn’t like going up the stairs where they held class so I cried until my 

mother let me quit.” 

“The stairs, whadyoumean?” 

“I was only a child, I don’t remember really, I think they were tall stairs. Many 

tall stairs. Anyway, they seemed very tall. And I was so young, I guess I just didn’t want 

to go up. Like you, when you were small and you wouldn't get in the pool for swimming 

lessons.” 

“The pool was cold.” 

“The stairs were tall.” 

“Well that’s funny. Did you learn any Yiddish before you quit?” 

“They don’t teach Yiddish in Hebrew school.” 

“Oy. Did you learn any Hebrew?” 

“I was very young.” She said.  

“Well I just learned something in Yiddish, apparently I’m a schlemiel.” 

She laughed and poured food colouring into another batch of icing while talking 

and jamming the spoon into her mouth. Then smacking her lips, spitting icing and waving 

the spoon she said, “There’s schlemiel and schlimazel. The schlemiel is always dropping 

things, the schlimazel is always getting things dropped on him. Your grandfather was a 

schlimazel. You think you’re a schlemiel? Then what am I?” 
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“You’re all blue from the food colouring, your mouth and fingers and 

everything.” 

She laughed and ran to the mirror to see herself.  
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Dinner with the Devout; learn something 

Godless Loli Crane chokes back a glass of Manischewitz while grinning uncomfortably 

in Asher and Abi’s small stoveless apartment over microwaved rice and soggy-skinned 

chicken. Abi takes Loli over to a small table to light candles and Loli asks about wearing 

headscarves and Abi says they are for married women only, “Oh, I always wore a lacy 

one as a kid. I should tell my parents they’ve been doing it wrong.” Loli says and Abi 

looks at her sympathetically and says too sincerely, “It’s okay.” Asher and Abi pick up 

prayer books and Loli asks sheepishly if she should be doing something. Asher hands her 

a spare and keeps muttering. He and Abi are pacing in separate directions and Loli 

mimics and picks a page and starts reading the English side. The Hebrew looks beautiful 

and maybe a bit magical, just the shape of the letters, but the translation is like, “You 

Should Think of God All the Time. All The Time. Never Not Think Of God.” It’s really 

empty stuff, she thinks and also wants to know why, if God were writing this or being 

quoted or referenced, he isn’t more involved in some kind of artistic manipulation? 

Couldn’t God make something so beautiful you would fall before it? Though maybe that’s 

the earth, she considers, like the awe from around you. But there’s no words in that. 

Maybe there can’t be words in that or it wouldn’t be that. But how can the earth be filled 

with mountains and the humans are filled with architecture and the bible is filled with 

repetitive commands and smitings. She looks at the English words and they seemed 

stupid and confused. She stares at the plain white wall and thinks she would like to do 

something with her heart. Like something that is the right thing after seeing and feeling 

the mountains and streams but swaying and rocking and muttering and making up tricks 

to have lights on Fridays without touching the switch seems insane. And when what’s his 
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name, Asher, said, “I find all this stuff reassuring, all the ritual and knowing what you 

have to do when, it makes it easy, you know?” Loli had nodded because she did know, 

she does know what he means, like, there’s a system and when you obey the system things 

can get really simple for you. But the rituals of religion seem like a lot of learning with 

no pay off. Like with study, the payoff is these moments of clarity, whether in writing, 

reading, discussion — and the promise of more clarity and the compounded clarity of 

things known fall into a pool of knowledge that mingles together and makes something 

new, but something that makes sense because you were studying the right things — 

instead of like this drugged version of thinking where all useless ego knowledge dwells in 

a dark well and when someone pulls the rope up rises an old wooden bucket of depraved 

ramblings like stagnant water — when you have ideas that are wrong because the input 

is wrong, or there is no input. So maybe if you worship and read God a thousand times a 

day it will be at least better than masturbation and television and headlines on the 

Internet because you won’t be thinking about being inside your own gross brain but 

about serving something at least a little outdoors, though maybe if you instead study 

something really beautiful or really sound, maybe whatever finds its way to the light from 

within wherever all the processing happens will be some version of that beauty — 

depending on what kind of muscle memory you need. And with creating, I mean, you 

don’t need much beyond the basics for muscle memory, but you do probably need some 

structure or else it’s still only your sad shack painted pretty colours and not like a grand 

public building with ornate archways and carved marble angels.  

Asher stops reading and smiles and sits and pours some wine. He waves his hand 

in front of Loli who is still standing and staring blankly ahead nearly drooling all over his 
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prayer book. “Do you know shalom aleichem?” he asks and Loli wakes up, “Oh, yeah, 

Fiddler?” Abi sits down and presses her brows together. Asher nods slowly and starts 

singing, “shalom aleichem malachei hash sharet,” Abi joins in, “malachei elyon,” looking 

at Loli expectantly, hopefully, while Loli regrets accepting the invitation and starts 

wondering if God even cares about God anyway and if these rituals have anything to do 

with God. She isn’t sure because she can’t speak Hebrew so she nods her head 

rhythmically and hums in roughly the same pitchy way as they sing and wonders some 

more — she wonders more than she learns — is being off-key is a measure of devotion? 

When they finish Loli says, “I thought you meant the man.” And they look at her like 

they don’t know those words but they don’t ask her anything about it.  
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Nothing Mattress 

In my early 20s, I worked as a dancer and slept on the floor. I wasn’t a good dancer but I 

thought maybe I had some quality, some charm. I yammered on to the guests and bilked 

them with youth or something like hypnosis. I started making enough money that I could 

afford things but I wasn’t always sure what I wanted so I wasted money on drink and 

spent money on drugs and took long cab rides from far away places and went broke 

before knowing wealth. And then, in the midst of it all, I thought I’d buy a bed. A bed is a 

reasonable buy, an adult buy, a responsible buy. I walked into the mattress warehouse 

wearing all white, like a mattress maybe, and started asking questions. I asked about 

types of beds and prices of beds and kept getting bored by the answers – then I mentioned 

something I saw on TV about space mattresses or about astronauts loving this special 

type of new material now used in the finest mattresses and if the salesman could tell me 

what I was talking about, I’d buy it. He knew right away, he knew I wanted a memory 

foam mattress and he wasn’t sure about outer space, but it sounded close enough. And we 

walked past all the rows of bent up laid down affordable mattresses: queen, king, super-

single, no waterbeds though, waterbeds aren’t respectable, although I had one as a 

teenager and I thought it was pretty good — I left it in a backyard of a derelict house after 

skipping out on rent because the place had bugs, and never saw that super-single free-

flow waterbed again — anyway we walked all the way to a set of small stairs covered in 

a plusher-than-berber berber and edged in gold-coloured metal. Climbing the steps, 

though, I felt like the salesman didn’t believe in me, I got the feeling he thought he was 

wasting his time, like no little girl in a white mini skirt would ever shell out for a mattress 

up the plusher-than-berber steps. And when he pointed to the memory foam space-age 
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mattress of my TV dreams, he pointed with an indifferent glance around the room, and in 

that moment I sat on the bed and jumped up and said, “I’ll take it!” It didn’t shock him 

but I was ready to play it cool till the end too. Up to the cash, no money down, sure I can 

afford it, I can afford anything, I’m taking a taxi home. Him I never saw again, outside of 

fevered dreams tossing, sweating on a sinking mattress holding me hot, drowning, 

drowning me. I slept on the floor the second night. I sold it to Ginger the third night for 

quick $700, a fraction of what I had paid, but told myself: no money down, no matter.  
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for how long did the subject watch the bloody finger 

When Eve was doing science studies for money — having sensors stuck to her head and 

getting her hair washed by research students, counting X’s and O’s, pressing buzzers, and 

recording words over and over and over and over for $5 to $3000 depending on her blood 

pressure and how much time she could put in and whether or not she smoked — she met 

a Taiwanese girl. The girl hosted a $10 study which was just a survey on products: coffee 

and wine, chocolate and books. Or maybe, it occurred to Eve years later, the study wasn’t 

about what it purported to be about. In a series of small rooms, the girl asked Eve 

questions about products and consumption and then left her with a survey about the same 

things she had just asked; then the girl would come back and they would talk about 

products again. In the third room while they talked and the girl held a pen near her face as 

her elbow rested on the table, Eve noticed that the index finger on the girl’s right hand 

was coated in dried blood. The small feathery wrinkles on her finger were filled in deep 

red and speckled lighter along the surface. It made her skin look like scales and Eve saw 

and said nothing. She answered the questions and was paid ten dollars and left. Eve 

thought of the bloody finger. She thought the girl had stuck it up her cunt and forgotten to 

wash her hands.  
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Shanda for the Goyim 

On a cool night, under an orange moon where friends and friends of friends spilled 

Sangria, I met Miles, an older gay man accompanying his younger boyfriend to the St. 

Jean festivities. He nearly fell into the fire and hollered “Oy Gevalt!” and caught himself 

and bowed extravagantly to hoots and applause. Surprised by the saying amongst mainly 

secular Catholics, I asked after his Yiddish and learned of his life with a Jewish wife and 

two Jewish children. Though he had never converted nor learned much of the ritual, he 

did live in proximity for 20 years or so and used the Yiddish freely and spoke with his 

hands and overanalyzed himself and had a large descending nose and veiled lids and 

when I looked at him to try to find the Roman Catholic roots he named — as if I could 

see them in his hair under the bad black dye — I noticed the way he looked away quickly 

between his phrases and mine; how he ended sentences and feigned distraction as though 

he was done and needed nothing else from me or from any interaction and I asked myself 

if it was Jewish to search someone’s eyes for approval as I do — and of course it isn’t 

Jewish just because I do it, but if it were, I would have found his chink. “My wife, 

meshugoo — let me tell you! She gets this little half-breed poodle, doesn’t bother to train 

him, never even attempts it, and of course, he pisses all over the floor, for 11 years! 11 

years, that little noodge Kahlua pissing and shitting. She never trained him! And why 

didn’t I? Well it was her dog! He didn’t listen to me for shit, even though I was the one 

scrubbing the floor, always, I was scrubbing the floor, what did Kahlua care? The little 

pisher. And you know, maybe if not for a speeding car and. . . well, Poor Kahlua! — I’d 

still be in the closet in the suburbs. But I just couldn’t after the accident — you know, it 

was the shock of it, the sudden change, and my wife, my meshugoo wife talking right 
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away about getting another fucking dog! I couldn’t, I just couldn’t imagine myself living 

this life, this lie! through another poodle.” Everyone was laughing now, his story was 

rambling and his hands were flying, his nasally voice floated above the fire and his garish 

clothing in blue and silver reflected the moonlight like a JAP under a disco ball, so when 

I said, “Meshuge?” with a correction to his Yiddish I was hardly qualified to make and 

the small crowd shifted uneasily, I stood smug in the assertion, though he only shrugged. 

“Yeah, of course,” he said and continued with his tale of Kahlua the mutt that broke the 

beard — soon to be a crowd favorite — while I studied his mug and wondered where I 

could find the French Canadian he said his father was. When he threw another log on the 

fire I searched his body for competence and used my antisemitic proofs derived from his 

clumsy hurl to flog my shrinking self. And when he whined of aching feet and knees and 

moaned over a back cracked from bending too swiftly while dropping the cut log into the 

fire and damping the flame to boos from the boys standing around, I shrunk further and 

wondered truly, which kind of fool was I? 
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There Once Was a Horse Near an Oak  

Mother read the signs on the sides of barns — things like “ICE” and “WOOD” — 

roughly painted signs about goods sold at country stores for nearby campers. From the 

time she was small Mother always read signs — she pointed at things and read whatever 

was there and never grew out of it and Grandmother noted, “You are just exactly the 

same,” she said it with some tenderness, “Always such a joy.” Though this hardly pleased 

Mother who read in Grandmother little notes of ownership, imperceptible to most, but 

resting in the inflections of words and the space between, Mother felt Grandmother was 

taking credit and Mother liked to know in her own mind that Grandmother had never 

been a good mother and that this joy from reading signs and making songs and retaining 

mainly that wonder of early life was in spite of Grandmother, not because of her. But 

Mother didn’t say anything to Grandmother about who or what was implicated in the 

compliment, though she did purse her lips when she smiled, which Daughter saw as a 

little twist in Mother, a little edge that she’d seen and known and could expand or diffuse 

by her own inflections and by her own space between words. So to play, Daughter named 

a thing she saw, “A horse!” She said it as though she were new or the horse was novel, 

neither of which were true, but she said it and Mother responded, “In a field!” And 

Daughter, in the same rhythm said, “In a jacket!” for the horse was wearing a canvas 

blanket of a kind, being probably a work or worked-over play-horse. And Mother said 

more slowly, “horse, field, jacket,” then more quickly, “horse, field, jacket!” And 

Grandmother laughed not fully, but with restrained amusement. “Yes,” she said a little 

drawn out, “a horse in a field wearing a horse blanket. . .” waiting for Mother to answer 

the tone of the statement. Mother said, “Well, it sounds like a poem, or like a little joke, 
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like a song or a limerick — what is a limerick anyway?” She asked the car generally, but 

Daughter answered specifically, feeling like it was her place, being an English teacher, 

and Mother and Grandmother knowing she was a English teacher, everyone having little 

expectations about who should know what. “I think it’s the meter,” Daughter said unsure, 

“Like iambic or something, like Shakespeare maybe.” She tried to never make Mother 

feel stupid and so tended to explain and overexplain and qualify, “I think, though maybe 

not iambic, but something like that. You know, like da da DA da da DA,” she said, 

making a sound like a lame horse galloping. “Oh,” Mother said, sort of understanding. 

And Grandmother had looked up limerick on a little everything device and read loudly,  

   “There was a young lady named Bright 

who traveled much faster than light. 

She set out one day 

in a relative way, 

and came back the previous night.” 

Nodding, Daughter said, “AABBA, that’s the rhyme scheme. That makes sense.” And 

explained to Mother that the last words of the lines rhymed regularly. Grandmother said, 

“Well, I don’t know if it has to rhyme. It’s more like a funny little story.” 

Mother said, “I think it does.” Daughter said, “Yes.” Grandmother shrugged and 

said, “Well, I don’t think so.” And closed the device. Neither Mother nor Daughter knew 

what to say because they didn’t want to argue. It seemed silly to argue. Grandmother 

went on, she said, “Your father,” to Mother, “My Telly — he was so clever, he was very 

good at making up funny little stories. I don’t know why, he was just always so good at 

it.” And Mother shrugged, not knowing what to say, her lips once again strained in a 
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polite smile betraying the effort to Daughter who saw and thought that Mother didn’t like 

to hear about her father, having never really known him. Daughter knew that 

Grandmother had told Mother that she was nothing like her father, that her father had 

been a clever man, and Mother was a sweet girl, very sweet, but not clever. “School isn’t 

for everyone,” Grandmother had said to Mother to comfort her perhaps, though the effect 

does not always reflect the intent. Daughter, perhaps trying to prove herself where the 

Mother withdrew, thought she might upset some expectation and pursue something. 

Mother encouraged Daughter to be bright and always told her she was a smart girl who 

could be anything, the smartest girl, not that she was sweet, anyone could see that she 

wasn’t sweet, but she was smart; so Mother felt she finally had a piece of this smart — 

Daughter though, often missing the mark, tried not see whatever she wasn’t. She 

composed her own limerick there in the car, and said to the others while driving in the 

countryside amidst the round puffy trees of regular shape and size, trees that looked in 

line with the English cottages, trees that looked natural alongside each other, she said 

aloud while holding in her mind a distrust of oaks,  

“There once was a woman who thought 

she knew what she really did not.  

She hummed and she hawed, 

she blahed and she blahed, 

and her mind just couldn't be taught.” 

And Mother cocked her head quizzically and looked into the rear-view mirror, 

and Grandmother said to Mother, “Your brother also, he was clever; he had a very quick 

mind.” 
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Maury the Mensch 

I remember the way my grandfather walked, how he hobbled on his bow-legs. Brown, 

bald, big lower-lip. Messed up teeth. Incisors at angles, jagged and sharp. Like my 

mother’s teeth. I had one pulled so the teeth would sit straight, but they’re still trying to 

poke out. He wore nearly transparent polo shirts, so thin, the material, trying hard to 

cover his hard round belly, like dressing a tire in toilet paper. Thick, square, tinted glasses 

obscured his bull frog eyes, my eyes, my mother’s eyes.  

I saw him for Greek food after being told he had brain cancer. He had scabs all 

over his bald head and I wondered if the scabs were related to the cancer. Like it was 

pushing out of him. He talked about baseball with my mother’s brother, Marc, and asked 

me questions about art school, always followed up with, “Good, that’s good.” 

We saw him in the palliative care home the week he died. We walked in the 

garden and my mother told him she had taken a tour of Israel. He said, “I didn’t know 

you spoke Hebrew.”  

She said, “I don’t.” 

It was a closed casket. The rabbi called him a mensch and my mother laughed. My 

father looked sharply to quiet her, and she lowered an eyebrow. 

At the reception, my grandfather’s brother Larry wept grotesquely and dragged 

around a beach towel to wipe his face. Larry asked me if I was writing a story about my 

grandfather while I sat in a cushy chair in the middle of the room drawing unskilled 

pictures of galloping horses. I snickered reflexively, “No.” 

“I can’t believe they called him a mensch.” My mother could be heard saying to 

everybody that asked how she was doing. My father ate tiny tuna sandwiches and talked 
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to my mother’s brother Marc about the Olympics and the economy. My eyes followed my 

mother around the room. She was eager, like a kid at a school dance who just got asked to 

go steady with some loser and she had to tell her best friend about it. I looked down, 

watching my ponies glide through loose ink wheat and snake filled grass scrawls that 

made a sound like the wind, like the ocean, like a hush. When I looked up my mother had 

marched off, my father had moved on to salmon and international peacekeeping, and my 

Great Uncle Larry was asking everyone if they had seen the gold watch he must have left 

in the bathroom, and what kind of a place is this.  

I found my mother smoking outside with her estranged step-brother also named 

Marc, “Maury was a great man,” he was saying, “I’m so sorry for your loss. For our 

loss.” 

My mother watched him for a dramatic second in this arrogant, dubious way she 

rarely but effectively staged. “Marc,” she spoke to him like a teenager to a child, inhaled, 

squinted her eyes and blew smoke out the corner of her mouth, “D’you remember that 

time you were supposed to meet your father at the lake? And you and your mother and 

sister and brother drove 4 hours upstate New York and when you got to the campsite 

there was a message at the front desk and your mother read it, and you all piled back in to 

the car and drove 4 hours home. And she didn’t say anything. It was dark when you got 

home and the house looked the same. But then you noticed that the piano was gone, and 

your father’s rain boots were gone. And your Mother started crying. She cried when you 

moved into your grandparents’ house, and she cried when she brought you to your new 

school. Do you remember, at all, not knowing where your father was, and all anyone 

would tell you was not to think about it and you couldn’t figure out if you should be sad 
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or mad or what — oh wait, wait, that was me. That was my father. That was Maury. 

Yeah. He was a real mensch.” 
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Eulogy for the Man with the Trumpet 

I didn’t know my father. I’m not standing up here in front of you to complain about him. 

I just want to tell you what he means to me. I only have two stories, short — then we'll 

get the rabbi back up here. The first one, I was too young to remember but was told to me 

by my late mother, who hated him. She rarely spoke of him but when she did it was 

bitterly. It was about lost money, and lost opportunities. She blamed him for things I 

won’t go into, but you can imagine. Except — except when she told me the story about 

how he left, she told it with something like tenderness or sadness or wistfulness in her 

eye. She wasn’t mad, so I thought I saw, she understood him through his tricks. Maybe 

that’s what she hated about him — that she understood why he left, that everyone 

understood, that it was understandable, and that he did it anyway. It was different for me 

though. When I first heard the story, and I heard it many times after, I didn’t understand 

it. I didn’t have the life to understand it. It was a myth for me. And it helped me to make 

up who I thought the great man was. I came to think he was great, of course, because of 

the reasons everyone here thinks highly of him. Because of his work, his writing, his 

public life; the insight they say he has, the ability, the charm. But imagine this as your 

introduction. Imagine, or maybe you already know to see him this way — imagine his 

success as tragic and the man as a story. The first time I heard my mother’s story of him, 

I half knew it, so I must have heard it before, but this was the first time I remember so the 

knowing was more like a fundamental knowing, not a conscious knowing — I hadn’t 

been surprised by what she told me. We were driving back from the grocery store — I 

remember it was snowing heavily and we were moving slow in the old blue station 

wagon. And I must have brought it up — said something a child would say, would hope 
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for, perhaps, seeing their mother scared, pulling a brave face, trying to get home without 

crashing the car and what might happen if it did crash; how there was nothing and she 

was always on the edge, not knowing how we might come down — and I said something 

like, “When is Daddy coming home?” She looked at me and she smiled and called me 

“Love.” She said, “Daddy isn’t coming home.” She told me “Your father— your father is 

not a fool, but he’s fool enough to think that he could get away with being crazy.” He was 

selling insurance at the time, running a team and really working. He hadn’t graduated 

high school, he didn’t have experience; he’d worked his way up through hard sales and 

long hours — and she thought he did for us. Other times she thought maybe he just 

needed to work, needed to move, needed to be absorbed by something so he didn’t have 

to stop to look at his life and see the shape of it. He worked himself dumb and maybe 

when he looked at what he’d made, maybe it wasn’t big enough to justify the effort. His 

whole life was insurance by the time I was born. He ran the place and he came home to 

us every night. He set up the routes for the salesmen, he sent them around to the counties, 

he led the team, I guess, that’s what she told me. He’d come home each night looking 

tired and he never wanted to talk to about it. Sometimes she’d go find him at the office 

and try to take him out but he was tired then too. And then one day he went to work early, 

without breakfast, and he looked at his secretary Darlene and he told her, “My feet are 

wet and they keep getting wetter.” And he ran out into the street, stopped a car with his 

hand held out flat like STOP and tried to get in the driver’s seat. The driver was still 

sitting there and he was just clambering over her, trying to get in like she wasn’t there. I 

can’t remember the woman’s name, my mother told me she spoke to her and neither 

understood what he was trying to do. It wasn’t clear. He had no leverage. He was a 
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desperate man, but what was he desperate about? She couldn’t say what he thought he 

was doing either because when she went to see him in the hospital he said he didn’t 

remember. He couldn’t squeeze himself into the car I guess and he just sort of fell down 

on the street and had like, a seizure — though the doctor told my mother at the hospital 

— with my father resting in the other room — that the seizure had been forced. Forced? 

She asked the doctor, what does that mean? And the doctor told her that he faked it. She 

went in to see Wendell and he looked happy to see her — all woozy like he’d been on 

drugs, but they hadn’t given him anything; he grabbed my mother’s hand and told her 

that she was a really special person and then he threw his head backwards as though 

something had taken hold of him, as though he thought she’d think he’d just up and died. 

And my mother shouted, Wendell! What the hell! Wendell! And she shook him and could 

see his eyes struggling to stay shut and feel his body resisting and she said, You’re faking 

it! The doctor said you faked that seizure and now you’re faking this death, you’re being 

crazy Wendell! And Wendell opened his eyes and looked up at her like he was playing at 

waking up to his own stupor and asked in a small voice why she was shaking him. She 

didn’t believe him. She asked if he thought it was easy to fake insanity, epilepsy, death, 

and unconsciousness. She knew he was still in there, she wouldn’t believe that he wasn’t 

in there. She told him, Wendell, I don’t know what this is but I want you to snap out of it 

and I want you to come home. And she left him there in the hospital. She regretted that. 

She said she shouldn’t have left. She said she should have stayed, should have worried, 

should have played his game. But she hated his game. So she came home; and my father, 

he never came home. My mother went to see him the next morning and he was gone. The 

next time she heard about him was in the newspaper, something about the success of his 
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most recent book, though she would never read it. She would tell me the story of his 

disappearance and we would laugh. We laughed at my father the farce, the farce who had 

left the family. There was something else to it. He hadn’t hurt us, he’d left us the story. 

And while my mother could only occasionally see through the hassle of the life we were 

living without him, I thought he was a great comedian. I read his books, I read everything 

he’s ever written. I knew I could see the failed illusion in his words like crimes against 

himself. I could see through him and I loved that he persisted. He never dropped the act. 

And I never discussed it with him. By the time I’d tracked him down, I was free, I 

thought, of any fantasy of him. I had no illusions, but by my love of disillusion I’d made 

a new myth. I thought I needed to know him, I thought maybe he had something for me. 

But he didn’t. He really didn’t. He hardly knew me though we had the same receding 

jaws and the same small ears. He looked at me and needled in his seat. There was no 

great act. And I hated to see him squirm, to see him lowered. I begged for the sham, the 

charade, the dressed up nut who could schnorr his way out of anywhere, but he wouldn’t 

give it to me. And so I had to love him from afar, his work, his vision, his voice, the 

knowing, pushing, self-asserting fraud. So this, the final story, was really a gift for me. I 

know it was. His gift to me. I want to ask you all, everyone, do you know how my father 

died? Well of course you don’t want to shout it out, but I know what you think, you think 

he died of stomach cancer in seclusion in the Northwest Territories, holed up in a shack, 

writing furiously through the pain, thinking of the frozen land and the whistle on the 

snow plains — and let me tell you — the truth is much better. I’ve pieced it together, I 

know what his press agent thought was beneath a great man and I’ll share it with you.  
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My father had been on a cruise ship in the Hawaiian Islands with his new wife, 

Amber — she couldn’t make it here today. I was told that they often danced by the pool 

after lunch — lunch, a daily feast of wine and almost always a dish they called on the 

Aquanautica the “Fantasy Al Forno” which is a kind of pasta the staff noticed my father 

ate an obscene amount of — there was one steward who had dropped a tray of the stuff 

and Wendell threw himself on the ground and shovelled it into his face to what maybe he 

assumed would be applause or sordid orgy but was instead a kind of restless 

embarrassment. The steward shrugged and told me, “There was plenty more in the back.” 

Amber, though, always laughed at his open-mouthed antics and they roamed the vessel 

together. After lunch there would be a party on the deck and a DJ would blast top 40 jams 

and oldie hits over the Pacific Ocean; my father would shimmy shirtless in a pair of swim 

trunks and plastic flip flops amongst the tanned, oiled, age-hardened bodies. Often over 

the course of the trip he was seen wandering the deck, his face smeared with pasta sauce, 

trunks hanging low under his belly, a toothpick on the edge of his lips. Or — no 

toothpick. He died of peritonitis four days after the ship docked in Oahu. When I saw him 

in the morgue he was still wearing his gold chain with the words “Amber Baby” nestled 

in the sun bleached hair of his tanned chest. Afterwards, the autopsy revealed a small 

sharp piece of wood lodged in his abdomen. He’d swallowed a toothpick and died. And 

it’s my favorite thing about him.  
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“a timeless shrug” 

The short & swarthy man ambling awkwardly down the street, hunched from the cold, 

nose gifted from the Greeks persists because — what else do you do when it’s cold but 

try to get home? maybe he’s a Jew.  

Eli from that dating app who spent ten years in a mental hospital and wonders out loud 

why we’re all so nervous,  

“I don’t think you can say that.”  

“But it seems true.”  

He’s not neurotic, he likes, “TO THINK OF MYSELF AS ONE OF THOSE SEXPOET 

JEWS. LIKE LEONARD COHEN.” 

Cousin Allan, bad skin, contrary tone, sitting on a dirty beige couch blaming his mother 

for giving him everything including the miniature mezuzah around his neck (“Is there 

blood in it?” “My history teacher told me ‘of course not’.”). maybe he’s a Jew, but has he 

had his DNA tested?  

And Allan’s girlfriend, so pert and tidy, leaves the house like she’s gathering kids from 

kindergarten for a hand-in-hand walk from the playground to the classroom, “Is everyone 

ready to go?” Shiksa, I’m telling you.  
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Krumholtz & Me (a jellyfish) 

The Science of Love on TLC made me think that I loved me. Take this female face and 

make it male — ideal. You love you, once removed, twice removed, at slight remove. 

Breed you to you — TV knows what you do. Different enough to beat disease, but 

enough me that I get to see the polyps grow and make their own solipsoul. In each piece 

of DNA a ghostly outline, and each outline lives then dies then floats thereafter amongst 

its other — more tangible than he (though they thank him, immortal jellyfish of their 

blood), every other he that he met to make ye, young growth. 

The Addams Family Values on TBS made me think that sickly asthmatic depressives 

were my heart’s desire. Was I like the female face of little David Krumholtz, the child 

nebbish, effectual enough to play ineffectual in the movies, on TV; matching little you’s 

to little me’s through qualities serialized and love pangs of good timing? But he never 

found me and my polyps are me finding me and breeding the rhythms that were the love 

that made me think it was me as a male celebrity. And whoever finds whatever words 

generated by transdifferentiated me, picks up the outgrowth soul and reads.  
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What is on 

Snorting unprincipled laughter watching children’s movies made for adults 

in front of the TV in sweatpants, licking gravy from the plate, 

eyes fixated on the opaque, crowded window  

into places she is invited to observe only. but observe is all she wants. 
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 “Give it to me. I’ll do it.” 

Sandy Shelley was really good at buttering matzo. She kept the butter in the fridge 

because she was afraid it would spoil so it was always too hard to use. Her daughter Gina 

would break the frail cracker into bits trying to butter it or just glob on lumps of butter 

and mash them around with her finger or eat mostly plain matzo with bursts of butter. 

Sandy would use the same cold butter as her daughter and spread it around carefully, 

never breaking the unleavened bread, making sure every inch was covered in a thin layer. 

Maybe owing to Gina’s bad buttering or some innate quality, she liked the butter thicker. 

Sandy did it perfectly, but, Gina thought, a little thin. It didn’t seem like it took her too 

long, like any longer than it took Gina, but she had more practice maybe, or like, adult 

hands. I don’t know if Gina still can’t cold butter matzo, cause she leaves her butter on 

the counter now and Sandy died suddenly, years ago.  
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Joke’s on You 

In the synagogue there was Stan, a filmmaker with a ponytail. A lovely serene man who 

wore, like a uniform, khaki cargo pants and a fleece vest. When the ceiling came down all 

he said was, “Ohhh Oh,” and held his friend back, the very old one. So old he was hazy. 

He was hunched in two over a walker. He must have been quite tall in his youth because 

bent over he was still as tall as most, and much more imposing. He took up double space 

this way. Height and width. A skeletal man with massive width and a squeaky walker. 

Sparse white wires jutted from his head indiscriminately — as much from his ears and 

nose and eyebrows as his scalp. Discus nostrils and a thin tip peaking between; thin and 

pointed as though everything around him was drawn towards that point — everything 

hung on the end of his nose and his nose wasn't big enough to hold it all. His voice when 

he wheeled up to read with the minyan was booming and nasal — like projection with the 

settings askew. He sang out of turn also. The rabbi would call and wait for a response and 

the hunched man would always call. He was old though, over 90 and there was no need to 

stop him. No need until the ceiling fell and Stan held him back like a child in the front 

seat at a quick stop. Neither were hit though the dust afterwards made the old man cough 

and Stan could be seen with his arm over the man’s shoulders escorting him to the small 

equipment-laden bus that waited in the parking lot every Saturday.  

There were three other walkers at the ends of the pews. None of them squeaked 

like that of the hunched and pinched man. But the three other walkers didn’t look as old 

as his. One belonged to Lilian whose face was grey and who wore a floral dress with a 

crocheted kippah and tallit — all the women, even the very old women wore both 

kippahs and tallits at the synagogue. And Lilian made her own and those that her 
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daughter Jill wore. Lilian and Jill looked identical. They sat next to each other like time 

was jumping. The other two walkers blocked the aisle which no one usually bothered 

about and only became a problem when the rabbi read from Ezekiel and the wheels 

started rolling — at least that’s how the story would go after. There were only 12 or so 

people there for the service but more than half of them couldn’t be counted upon to jump 

over the walkers in the aisle, though it didn’t stop them from trying.  Scattered limbs and 

fearful faces from every direction shouting, “Oh my god!” after they heard the ceiling 

rumble and wondered if they would survive. Then they wondered about punishment. 

How do you see a tangle of fragile bones and hollow aluminum stretched out before you 

under an amber glass Star of David and not wonder how your life has come to this? It 

was telling — though of what, no one could be sure — which is why when the 

wisecracking Cincinnati doctor shouted “God has spoken!” like he was getting the last 

laugh, and the South Asian convert cracked back, “But what did he say?” No one 

answered though there might have been a few chuckles if that hadn’t been the same 

moment everyone saw that the lonely looking girl in the blue dress who’d shown up only 

that day, could not be seen. “She couldn’t be under all that.” “We’d see her. A foot or 

something.” “I think she left.” Well they had to dig, and dig quickly, because if she was 

under there, she might be suffocating and they’d have to save her. How come they didn’t 

know? It made them wonder. The rabbi dug and the gabbai helped the two old women 

detangled their walkers from the one woman who was trying to get free and Jill dug, and 

Stan dug, though the old man couldn’t be asked to help as bending over would have 

cracked his back, crack! That was the sound they had heard and the rabbi had blamed the 

weather — though had they thought about it they would have wondered, as it hadn’t been 
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cloudy — though weather changes, weather is changeable, and the crack sounded if not 

like the weather then the crack of a whip or the crack of the back from inside your own 

body. So no one expected the hunched old man to help dig out the new girl if she was 

even under there, though the Cincinnati doctor assured everyone that she wasn’t, “She 

left! I’m sure!” While his wife stood by his side looking like it wasn’t worth the headache 

later bringing up the doubt she felt in him right now. And they dug and the words 

replayed in their minds, taking on more gravity than the irreverent levity with which 

they’d been uttered, “God has spoken!” “But what did he say?” The rabbi didn’t let on 

through his digging, pushing aside drywall pebbles and twisted scraps of painted metal, 

that he was trying to frame this, trying to parse this, trying to get a sense of how he could 

spin the tragedy if it was a tragedy or uplift the congregants if they’d all been spared, 

though he chastised himself for thinking of anything other than the girl while he dug and 

Stan dug and Jill and the gabbai now all dug. And only the very elderly or very certain 

stood by, unsure. And it was odd that no one thought to call emergency services until 

eventually, they did. There was something isolating about the cave-in. The congregants 

all felt in that moment as though they were the only people in the world. To call the 

ambulance, had it occurred to them, which it didn’t until they found the shoes, would 

have made them unclean, impure, and unable to remain standing before each other in the 

synagogue amongst the debris of a partially caved-in ceiling. They felt spared, though it 

isn’t something you can say — besides, it all happened so quickly. And the shoes! The 

shoes convinced them something worse was happening. The Cincinnati doctor said, “It’s 

a trick!” And the gabbai ran to call for help and the elderly started to filter out of the 

synagogue, it was too much, they could be heard to say, it was all too much.  



93 
 

And of course, they weren’t her shoes at all, but just some shoes that had been left 

under the pew. You know, maybe they were her shoes, but there was no body, the fire 

department concluded, and so nothing was so tragic. “Who would leave their shoes 

behind?” said the South Asian convert named Joshua, who mentioned when he told you 

his name was Joshua that it was an assumed name, one he’d taken when he converted, 

and curious, one thought when hearing the admission, that he would have mentioned the 

change at all, which otherwise wouldn’t have been considered, but when Joshua said, 

“Who would leave their shoes behind!” and embodied the relief and the head shaking 

disbelief of the fact of it and fed a hastening of their escape, as it had been occurring in 

the panic of the search that the rest of the roof could fall at any time, when he said, “Who 

would leave their shoes behind!” the Cincinnati doctor could be heard to shout to the few 

folks who were left and the firemen who were pushing them out, “At least the shoes 

didn’t leave her behind!” Though no one was heard to laugh.   
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eyelids askance; knows best 

“Oh. Well, you never know what will happen,” my grandmother said when I told her I 

planned to open a bagel business in northern BC. And whether the business flies or fails 

she will not need to tell me that she told me so. 
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Please Don’t Eat That 

I can’t stomach a food court. Bad memories. Bad visceral memories brought back by 

smells of fries and spring rolls and muddy feet and sweaty faces. So if you’ve ever taken 

a date to a food court to scour the tables for half empty soup bowls and refuse to see the 

disgust hidden under the beard, then maybe you can feel the small sticky stress of bad 

food court memories. Though I can’t imagine why anyone would. I can’t imagine. It 

shouldn’t be hard to imagine the person I was only ten years ago and maybe the — no — 

I was going to say, maybe I’m too far from that person now — or maybe I’ve blocked it 

out — but that gives me too much credit for growth or progress. Like I’m so far removed. 

Like I can’t be held responsible. The truth, what’s the truth? It didn’t gross me out — and 

it only disgusts me out now through acquired shame, through failure forcing me to see 

that maybe when he stood stiffly and watched me slurp something wet from a brown 

plastic tray, maybe that face he made was disapproval. But then I could only see that the 

old food, the half empty bowls on scratched trays, was free. And free made me feel like I 

was doing alright. The old crusted moustache that sipped his soup till he got sick of it and 

ambled out of the basement food court with something else planned was as far from me 

as the beakless chicken bred extra fatty. It was food. Caleb, who’s a chef now — maybe 

that’s why he squished up his nose like he was on a date with a trash eater while he was 

on a date with a trash eater — Caleb didn’t seem to see it that way. But I mean, all the 

punks in Montreal dumpster dived. So it wasn’t the farthest thing from whatever kind of 

lives we were living. The Atwater dumpster felt cleaner than the average trash can and 

that was the hot spot, but I’m sure he spent time in the Aubut dumpster too fishing for 
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freshly expired yogurt from under cardboard boxes soaked with sour orange juice. I’m 

sure. 

There were other things though. Two main other things. Three main other things. 

The time, the time I had a date at the free McGill movie night put on by the neuroscience 

department where they would link the movie to some kind of brain issue and get a doctor 

to speak on the things he knew about brains. I had a date but it was more of a friend-date 

and Michael was late, quite late, and I thought maybe he wasn’t coming so I saw Caleb 

sitting in the front row and I went to sit with him. Hello I said. I was stood up I said. The 

movie had started and he didn’t make much reply. Sort of a Oh I see Hm Hm. And we 

watched, maybe some normal things were said. Ha ha, Look at him go about the movie, 

which might have been Superman 1. And then Michael showed up and he was so late and 

he had snot dripping from his face from the cold as he had biked; he biked even in winter. 

And he, Michael, inexplicably sat on the other side of Caleb. So our date, not so much a 

date but Caleb didn’t know to what extent it was a date — our date surrounded him. And 

Michael’s comments to me were filtered through Caleb and my comments to Michael 

were filtered through Caleb. And Caleb sat stiffly and I considered that maybe it was odd 

so I tried to do what people sometimes do which is make it light, make it normal, with 

like smiles and pats. And I thought maybe I did. And we all left together somehow. 

Michael remaining on the wrong side of Caleb and me trying to act upbeat as though we 

were having a great time and then on the walk through campus Caleb said, I have to go. I 

have something to do in my office which is nearby, Goodbye, he said. And I thought little 

of it at the time, I didn’t consider that it was late, maybe 11 and he most likely had no 

work, had no meeting, in his office at that hour. Most likely. 



97 
 

So there’s that, and then there’s this: Caleb was once loved by a talented woman, 

a woman I knew who drew pen drawings of strangers and the drawings were not made to 

be real but she always captured something in their face that made it more than a cartoon. 

She loved him. And I could see when we all met that he didn’t love her. I could see that 

he looked like my ex-boyfriend, that he looked like my future boyfriend. That he had a 

face that could have loved me. He was the type that always loved me. And he tried. He 

invited me places. Like once to a bar and I was an hour late and he was still there reading 

a book like Jean Rhys or Joan Didion or something and I had been crying hysterically 

over a man I loved who would never love me who didn’t have a face I could recognize as 

someone who could ever love me, and me, my face was red and puffed but I thought I’d 

covered it with enough pale makeup to make myself presentable. I hadn’t. His look of 

shock. Caleb’s. I remember it now. I didn’t know it would stick. And what was worse 

maybe than all of this, is that when I did try to know him, know Caleb, I couldn’t really 

make him know me and so I never really knew what he could like about me, except that I 

had dated men like him. Men who I had been good around. Men who I could see what 

they liked in me because I was being a really good version of me. And maybe both Caleb 

and I expected that. But we couldn’t connect. And I don’t want to think it was because he 

was smarter than me, but maybe it was. Or maybe something about how we were 

emotionally — that’s a nicer thought — out of sync. Like I can see the lower level food 

court in the underground mall — Caleb standing in the moat before the pool of laminate 

tables and chairs while I showed him what we could get for free. What kind of people we 

could be if it didn’t matter what kind of people we were. And while I couldn’t see them 

then, I could draw the lines around his nose now — animated in my memory: the small 
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change in his face and the slight change in my ease that made me less funny, less 

intelligent, less in the pocket, on the ball, round the corner, up the street, fuel the car, fill 

the tank, round the bend, then I thought I could be. Like I wasn’t the best me with him. 

And so I didn’t love him — but think how different things might be — if he just would 

have eaten the garbage.  
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PIG MEAT 

Janey’s attempt to seduce the rabbi failed when he found a pork bun in her purse. The 

Chinese bakery six blocks from the synagogue was open at 10am and Janey couldn’t 

resist an open door filled with pastry and pork meat. She stepped in and swallowed a 

shrimp spring roll and stored some snacks for after the Hebrew lesson she’d arranged at 

the synagogue she’d started to attend, late in life, she thought the congregants thought.  

The door asked for no outside food in a black sign with golden sans serif, so she 

stuck the bun in her purse and snuck it through secretly. And though she dressed 

modestly for her first private lesson, the bun in her bag said meat, and the half-eaten 

sweet pig and full blown bottom-feeder on her breath made even her black dress look like 

sacrilege. So in the small yellow and white walled room, postered with pencil mascots 

and star-shaped cheers, young but not too young Janey pulled the silver-haired gapped-

tooth rabbi — looking like an aging soap star, smelling of aftershave and his wife’s 

potpourri — towards her unholy mouth before he sniffed and she asked, “Does my breath 

smell?” 

He, with his right hand on the small of her back, dug his left hand into the gap in 

her sloppy sac and pulled out crunched-up half-chewed shredded BBQ pork roll. He held 

it up and gave his head a small tsk-ing shake before coolly removing himself from her 

within her little arms which lifted as she shrugged and snatched back the bun. “I’m still 

learning,” she snapped.  
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Lizard People 

Last night I was telling Liz and Nick about this thing with Beth and Trevor. I didn’t think 

it was such a great story and I kept qualifying it like, “I probably shouldn’t be telling this 

story.” Because just because it made me think of this time I betrayed a nice man in a bad 

suit. I was working at the Paramount under the name Lorelei Lee — after Marilyn 

Monroe in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes because I thought she had the best line, “Don’t you 

know that a man being rich is like a girl being pretty?” And I always forgot the end of it, 

something like, “You wouldn’t marry a girl just because she’s pretty but it doesn’t hurt.” 

I would kind of make up my own second sentence like, “It isn’t everything, but it doesn’t 

hurt.” I’d tell guys the story when they asked what my real name was and sort of distract 

them or tell it in a way that would make them laugh. And one night I met this blond man 

with cherubic cheeks and wet worried eyes. His suit looked too big and he seemed so 

small. He told me he never normally comes to places like this, and he doesn’t know if it's 

the right place for him, then he told me he had a secret and he made me swear to never 

tell anyone. And he was like any other guy in the place, I mean you can like them or 

notice that they have funny qualities like a big suit and the morality of a 12 year old boy 

in a movie about the 1950s where he finds like a porno collection and looks at it tenderly, 

appreciatively, fearfully, but you’ll also tell them whatever they want to hear, that’s the 

hustle, everyone knows the hustle, or at least you think they sort of do. Anyway it doesn’t 

excuse my behavior, though it feels like I’m trying to, I suppose I’m really just trying to 

think of reasons I did it. But he tells me in a whisper with his eyes pointed down and his 

face turning red that he would like to see my feet. And I laughed and I was like, “Sure!” 

Feet guys were O.K. with me, I found them gentle for the most part, respectful, with a 
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real love of worship. Anyway he begged me again not to tell when I told him I had to go 

do my stage routine and I said, “Yeah of course, sure.” And he asked me to meet him at 

the bar afterwards and I was like, “Sure sounds good.” And I went to the back where all 

the girls sat in front of the big mirror behind the stage — the Paramount was cool, it was 

an old theatre, so the stage smelled like a stage and had curtains like a stage and tall 

ceilings and dark corners and a basement full of marquee letters. And all the girls sat at 

the long mirror, a mirror the width of the building, putting on beautiful makeup like 

sparkly makeup and giant eyelashes and they sat there smoking too. I picked a paisley 

kind of loose synthetic silk dress out of my locker, one with a high neck and no sleeves, I 

was thinking of the foot fetish guy too, I don’t know why, it just felt like an outfit that he 

would like. And I danced to a Fleetwood Mac song, or maybe it was Stevie Nicks, 

anyway it had her voice, and I always danced to that song when I wore that dress and I’d 

just learned a new foot move that two of the girls said was much better than anything I’d 

ever done before, which made me think it was kind of backhanded compliment, but not 

untrue as I was generally really uncoordinated in life and dancing around on six inch 

patent plastic platform heels was a feat for me. So I was happy dancing, liking the song 

and the dress and lacy black underwear that snapped off — the stage routine was 

everybody’s favorite part; you got to be on stage in pretty things dancing and singing 

along (they told me to stop singing along but why would I?) and feeling like people 

wanted to look at you, at all of you, they didn’t even just want to look at you, they wanted 

to possess you, to hold you, to spend money on you. Anything they could do to you, they 

wanted to do it, and I liked the feeling. Especially from the stage where no one ever got 

close enough to complicate the nice life with their hang ups. Afterwards in the dressing 
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room fixing my makeup and picking a good floor outfit for the foot fetish guy I told 

Skyler who was sitting next to me with her straight blond bob and aquiline nose, with her 

perfect fake tits and orange-brown skin, that I had a foot fetish guy waiting for me and he 

was so shy and cute. Skyler laughed and we talked about how sweet foot fetish guys 

were, not like we were experts, but it was backstage talk, we weren't best friends, so we 

said things that were basic and easy like about how sweet foot fetishists were. Then I 

came down the stairs on the right hand side of the stage and I saw the blond man in the 

suit sitting at the bar watching me and occasionally bringing his hand to his forehead like 

wiping the sweat or clearing his hair away or just for the feeling of a hard push against 

your forehead then I saw my friend Ivy and she was sitting with the long-haired Chinese 

guy who wore small round glasses, who smoked and didn’t say much. She flagged me 

down and asked what I was doing for food, and I told her I had to go I had foot fetish guy 

waiting and he was right up at the bar looking so sweet and cute with his big suit and 

small shiny shoes and she laughed and looked back at him then we said maybe we’d get 

sushi later and the Chinese guy didn’t mind what Ivy did or said or if she even paid 

attention to him, just as long as she was there with him he’d slip her quiet $20s every 10 

minutes till he’d get up, shake her hand and just leave without ever really saying much. 

She liked him so much and everyone was always jealous of those kinds of set ups but he 

wouldn’t talk to anyone except Ivy. One night when she was home sick or something he 

took a different blond, Jasmin, to a backroom for a dance and as soon as she was done he 

left. With Ivy he’d stay about an hour or two and this was only three and a half minutes 

and he never took another girl after that. But I left her sitting with the quiet guy and they 

both looked straight ahead at the stage. Then I started up to the bar but I stopped quick 
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again when the waitress asked me if the last guy I was with bought me a drink cause she 

didn’t write it down and I said he did and then we laughed like people do when they just 

say normal things so that it doesn’t get tedious just walking around talking to people 

forever. And I walked towards the bar where the blond cherubic man with a big lazy suit 

and little teeny tiny shiny shoes was sitting with his head completely collapsed in his 

hands and I said, “Hey.” And he looked up like he was startled and said that he loved my 

stage routine, he loved it and he loved the dress I wore and the shoes and even the song, 

he gushed until I felt really good about myself then he said he had to go to the washroom. 

And he ran towards the door looking like he was pulling up his pants and brushing his 

hair at the same time, and he had a look on his face like he’d seen a ghost or a bunch of 

ghosts or he was used to seeing ghosts but he wasn’t used to them talking, and then he 

ran right out and I never saw him again. And at first I was really confused, like I thought 

maybe he was just a weird liar, or messed up in the head or something. And then it sort of 

creeped over me, this feeling like I was an evil sinner, like I was a Godless, heartless, 

temptress who couldn’t be trusted and there was a hell and I was going or maybe I was in 

it and I was just reliving that moment of realization over and over forever and all the sick 

gross feelings that came with it.  

When I told Liz and Nick about Beth and Trevor I thought about the blond man in 

the big suit, but either I was desensitized, or Beth and Trevor aren’t little angels of the 

strip club so I’m not the little devil that sits opposite, or Nick laughing and shouting, “Are 

you serious?” outweighed any feelings I’d had about Beth and Trevor. Because they were 

just two dumb kids, and they didn’t beg me anything and they didn’t trust me anything 

and they just apparently both had a crush on me and ditched me because I was coming 
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between them and when I read Beth’s text out loud to Liz and Nick saying, “I probably 

shouldn’t be telling this story,” I kept telling the story, the story about how Beth and 

Trevor were entrapping me in this private little drama, but I didn’t ask for it or know 

about it, or even invite myself over. I just played music with them sometimes and I could 

feel them both looking at me in that way and I knew they didn’t get out much so I tried to 

remain in this plain space with like an air of professional friend, and when they both 

stopped talking to me altogether I half figured it was some twisted isolation that drove 

them to think weird thoughts about me. And then Beth confirmed it telling me she owed 

me an explanation and when she wrote that I got like a tingling, like something sordid 

was being revealed and I was the king of all gossips, and she said they both felt 

something for me and how it came between them and I said no problemo and half forgot 

about it and wouldn’t have even told the story if Beth hadn't sent me a panicked text later 

saying that she had told Trevor that she had told me and he wanted to see the 

conversation and she deleted the conversation and he was going to think that was 

suspicious so she wanted me to recreate the conversation with her and she was scared that 

he was cheating on her. And I just said that he probably wasn’t cheating because he was 

sort of worthless and she was really much better than him and left it at that. And I told the 

last part in a frenzy, the part about Beth and the recreating the message and I threw in a 

bit about how Beth and Trevor killed a lizard because they were incompetent and his sad 

cage was too small and how the lizard deserved much more and Nick shouted, “That’s 

insane!” and Liz looked at me like a little jealous she wasn’t the one telling a good story 

about a dead lizard but still like she was happy to be hearing it, just with that okay this is 

funny face and I felt totally okay with telling Liz and Nick all about Beth and Trevor and 
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their poor dead lizard, but I wouldn’t have told them, any of them, about the man in the 

dishevelled suit that I betrayed in a strip club even though I was thinking it the whole 

time.  
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Crowded Rooms 

Josephine holds the leash taut then yanks and kicks the dog — no, she would never. She 

walks past grass and figurines decorating happy grandparents’ lawns and closes her eyes 

for one second under the sun and the dog pulls her into traffic and they die together in 

front of her own grandmother’s house — her grandmother races outside after hearing a 

noise and trips on a horse like a kite planted in her yard and wails, “Oh my Josephine!” 

But of course Josephine isn’t in the same city as her grandmother and so shakes her head 

quickly to retrain her thoughts and forgets for less than a second what city she’s in. The 

dog tugs and pulls and Josephine screams “Aleister, Tara, Winston, Freddy — Freddy! 

Please!” Running through a short list of dead dogs and one cat (Winston) known from the 

time she was born (Aleister was ten at the time and she remembered him from pictures 

and also, slightly, the gritty thickness of the fur near his skin) to her eleventh birthday 

(Tara from the SPCA who never broke the habit of peeing happily and showing off her 

belly whenever she met someone at the door) to her 26th year in an apartment with a 

chain-smoking webcam girl in Regina who takes in strays and forgets to bother over them 

after. Josephine shouts again “Freddy! Please!” As Freddy tugs and whines and screams 

and arrooo’s like a husky because he wants to chase a jackrabbit whose runs across the 

street and gets clipped by a motorcycle that spins out and flips over both her and Freddy 

— Freddy who’s thinking, Josephine thought, if he thought, that it was a good thing he 

wasn’t allowed to chase that jackrabbit. And they turn the corner, having almost made it 

home on the early morning walk, the one before breakfast, before coffee — saving those 

things like life's little treats, deferring, deferring eating until the need gives way to a 

gluttonous impulse so great Josephine overpays for Canadian Chinese chicken balls and 
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sweet red sauce and watery wonton soup while stuffing and bitching about herself doing 

both; she defers and defers until everything is life's little treat, the shower in the evening, 

the bed at 6AM, and depriving herself of sleep so that she may love to sleep later after the 

dog gets walked — she begins to drift over the sinkholes she makes with each heavy step 

and the neighbours drown in pebbles with hands reaching out of tarred over roads along 

the suburban street fenced by the bones growing out of the grassy patches of the route she 

takes only every other day because to take it too often would be saving nothing for later, 

when, it might have been nicer to take another route. So you see, she thinks to herself, 

lighting a cigarette and coughing, life’s lessons look like living much worse in order to 

take comfort in anything better. “Is that true?” She asks herself out loud and Freddy looks 

at her quickly then darts his eyes away, without the ability to be interested.  
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Who’s There 

Jesus Christ. My roommate is downstairs chopping something and I can only assume 

from the sounds that her hair is flying and her arms are flailing. There’s a bump and the 

house shivers. She’s listening to alt-rock and preachy podcasts. Her boyfriend comes 

home and they squeal at each other. He slaps her ass and they scream and tear down the 

house. It’s mayhem. He coughs, he hacks, he hoarks something. They cover the remnants 

of the living room, the kitchen, the unused dining room in a layer of low-lying grey 

smoke. Shuffling closer and closer to my door I will it away and it works. Slams a door 

and marches again down the stairs and familiar sounds from familiar lives drift back 

upwards towards my own sealed off, shut in, creaky hinged hollow. Scraping the dust 

with her slippers, she must have forgotten something else until until she’s calling from 

outside the door, “Gloria! Hey! Gloria!” My ears are ringing from the chaos of every 

other life I’ve watched be lived and all the years I watched them live it, “What ma?” 
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Strangers in the Vent 

I understand why someone would murder the Russian girl in the adjacent apartment just 

for cutting her food rhythmically. She doesn’t cut rhythmically at regular hours, she cuts 

rhythmically at irregular hours which is worse than if she cut rhythmically regularly 

obviously. 2AM, 8AM, 4PM, 732PM, she eats when she’s hungry and she cuts her food 

into, presumably, small squares which she hardly has to chew because the squares are so 

small. She doesn’t crunch, you would hear her crunch, she just cuts her food, saws at it, 

slices, and swallows. Metal to porcelain cleek, cleek, cleek. When you hear the plate 

scrape you know it’s over but by then you hear every other small noise in the world like it 

were being played for you: the birds like a fraying cassette tape, the cat on the roof 

rolling, arching and cowling in heat, the incessant bandsaw of suburban Saskatchewan, 

and the Russian again, while she washes her dishes and the smell of a cheap orange 

scented dish soap flits through the vent and you are forced to recognize yet another aspect 

of her life. Lighting incense, sandalwood, and finding that it doesn’t work to drown the 

stink of the life that moves methodically when it goes and erratically when it halts — 

what does she do in silence for 18 hours a day? — you open the window and risk the 

moths at the light until the moths fly at the light and you realize that your life is the real 

fucking mistake. Swatting at the dusty confused insects you knock your freaking glass 

lamp shade off the light on the ceiling and it crashes to the ground, missing your head — 

but you know what doesn’t miss your head? The bodies of the dead brethren of the 

accursed moth you let in with your spite games — why play a game with a girl who isn’t 

looking? Who can answer? Not her — those moth bodies are multitudinous, 

multitudinous! They’re everywhere, all over your head and shoulders, they’re in your hair 
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and getting in your eyes! And the glass has shattered all over the floor. You, barefooted 

fool with eyes of bug dust step carefully and find your runners at the door and wipe your 

face on a jacket. GOOD FUCKING LORD you shout at no one, because there is no one, 

the sounds from next door having utterly ceased. Does she read quietly? Does she sleep 

when she isn’t eating? Like a cat curled up against the window? Well, there’s one way to 

find out, storm the damn vent that plays the sounds of her eating like a stereo speaker, 

then push your moth covered body through with a dustpan full of glass and dump that in 

her orange smelling sink or on her orange smelling head — why would she put dish soap 

in her hair? Who knows with these cutlery obsessed Russian day sleepers. You would 

know. You would know the life that sounds like scrapes by a vent and smells of cheap 

orange dish soap, and she would know — she would know exactly what kind of things 

she makes you do 

* 
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plain as the nose 

“I was standing at a bus stop on East Hastings at three in the morning and a Jewish 

looking girl— ” 

“You can’t look Jewish.” Georgia’s gentile father interrupted, shaking his head 

and fanning emphatically the fingers on his left hand.  

“Well she did. Anyway, this Jewish looking girl came up to me and asked me if I 

was Jewish. I said I was and she handed me this piece of paper and said I should look up 

this organization for a free trip to Israel.” Gary nodded, bent his neck, rolled his head to 

one side and Fran said, “Oh, I’ve heard of these things. I think you work on a kibbutz. 

Will you go?” 

Which Georgia dismissed as beside the point, “Yeah Ma, I mean I’ll look into it, I 

want a free trip. But don’t you think that’s something that she just came up and asked me 

like that?” 

Gary shrugged up to his head shaking, eyes closing, and Fran cooed, “Ohh yes, 

very funny!”  

“Actually,” Georgia pushed her parents’ unformed uneasiness, thinking she 

thought she heard in the distance maybe, some mass of wily wanderers, cats probably, 

hiss and scratch at the lamp posts, “I thought I could tell a Jew, you know? I mean, Uncle 

Ira — ” 

“You can’t look Jewish.” Gary said. 

She went on, angling towards her mother but keeping something, an eyeball, a 

backwards eyeball on Gary, “I thought maybe I could tell, like the girl at the bus stop 

could tell; like how some of our family— ” 
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“I had it taken care of.” Fran laughed and petted her nose. 

Georgia snorted. “So I ran into this other girl, very cute girl, in the bathroom of a 

bar. We were drunk, laughing and sort of bonding over costumes — she was the paper 

bag princess and I had blood smeared all over my face — and I looked at her frizzy hair, 

bulbous nose, and bullfrog eyes, and I asked, ‘Are you Jewish?’ And I expected she 

would say yes, of course, though I didn’t think — I wouldn’t have asked — but she 

looked at me —” 

Fran laughed through her ski-slope nose, pursed her lips, eyed Gary and shrugged 

a single shoulder while Gary glanced at Georgia’s half empty glass then stared at the lake 

out the restaurant window thinking of fishing wondering if they stock this lake.  

“And she was like, ‘I’m Orthodox.’ And I’m like, ‘. . . Orthodox. . . Jew?’ and the 

girl in the paper bag dress tells me — says stiffly, ‘NO. Eastern Orthodox.’ And sort of 

quickly, but politely, I mean she was polite, leaves the bathroom.” 

Fran said, “Hm.” And shifted in her seat. Gary raised his eyebrows and looked 

around the restaurant and bobbed his head rhythmically in a way where if he was an 

isolated figure you might think he was doing neck exercises for a sagging chin, like he 

had taken up face yoga because he was getting old and self-conscious but in this context, 

sitting with his family at a lakeside restaurant, he was just moving the conversation along, 

maybe not totally interested, maybe choosing disinterest, because — why Gary? Georgia 

went on, clearly sloshy, “So I don’t know, I mean, I know you can’t look Jewish, but you 

can right? And she did, but she wasn’t, and I feel like I actually upset her—” 

“Maybe she thought you were telling her she had a big nose,” Fran said cutely. 

Gary cleared his throat.  
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“I guess. I mean, I didn’t take it as an insult when the girl at the bus stop asked 

me. I thought she was like, magic — I felt like I’d been asked to go to wizarding school!” 

Georgia and her mother cackled obscenely and threw their little fists down upon the glass 

table, shaking the silverware and quoting movie lines about wizardry under their breaths, 

under their breeths, settling suddenly when Gary BLEW, “That doesn’t make any sense! 

How can you look Jewish? You can’t look like a religion! And why would you want to? 

It’s prejudice, you sound so. . .  wrong. So wrong.” 

Georgia downed the last of her double and choked on some celery salt, “Yer just 

jealous,” she drawled absurdly, “ya goy.” 
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Heart to Heart 

A 30-something woman sat on a train to Ottawa. She sat and thought of her mother’s 

views on trains and planes: “It’s like a mini vacation, like a vacation within a vacation,” 

her mother believed. On the train, on the plane, you weren’t expected to be anywhere but 

on the train, on the plane. This is where her mother could relax. This was guilt-free 

indulgence in TV, in movies, in scrolling the lists of content invented for distraction or 

clicks or for something else, no one is sure. The woman on the train didn’t find relief in 

trains, in planes, she found the trap of her mind and the places it would go and the 

inability to walk it out of her soul. She particularly hated planes. She thought terrible 

things. She scowled at the people around her, they moved too slow, they moved without 

regard for her or anyone else. They took up space without awareness of their jutting 

bodies. She hated them and thought the worst things she could think about them. She 

thought in slurs and reproached herself. Trains were stressful, planes were more. She had 

lines forming around her mouth and down the center of her forehead. But the lines hadn’t 

displaced her features, not yet. She sat on the train and tried to silence her mind by 

thinking of the sound of the wheels on the rails and the smell of her parents’ house and 

the babble of the televisions within, one from the kitchen, one from the living room, one, 

perhaps, in her mother’s bathroom had been left on. Imagining another place helped 

distract from the cold aerosol sprayed smells of her place on the train. Without telling 

herself then, she turned to the window and saw in the trees a hag face. There was a 

moment when she couldn’t place herself on the train and she couldn’t understand the hag 

hovering in the green. She groped around her mind for order, position. She tried to 

remember who she was but there was nothing to remember. She had gone, there was only 
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the image of the hag, like a dream image, accepted and real, but without context. It 

occurred to her in the heap of her mess-mind that she was seeing into the future. She 

could locate herself now but she could only barely locate the hag in the window. How 

many years in the future? How long until she met the hag whose heavy wrinkled skin 

moped beneath its own gravity? What did the hag want, now, with this visit? She 

searched her mind again, a mind that was slowly reforming into known shapes and there 

she found a reference, under lore. There had been an old woman she’d heard of. An old 

woman who was very poor and who had a dream to one day see the inside of a hotel. It 

was a small dream. For a year this woman saved. And at the end of the year she was able 

to afford one night in a hotel room. She went up to the room and there she met a dirty 

little perturbed woman. She returned to the desk and told the clerk that if he insisted on 

her sharing the room, she would prefer a friendly woman. The clerk realized then that this 

poor woman had never seen her own reflection. And he told the woman, “A face answers 

to a face in water.” And the woman went away dwelling on the face in water, the face in 

water — when she again saw the old woman in her room, she smiled at her and received 

a smile in return. On the train then, with wind whips of trees flying behind electric 

locomoted time, the woman who sat smiled to the hag in the window and saw the hag 

smile in return, a green grassy smile of the countryside beyond. Re-adjusting herself to 

her real future, and dismissing the magical years of manifested thought to come she let 

the smile drip down her face and reminded herself while pulling open her purse and 

digging desperately for lipstick, that the middle man was glass and the image was not 

true.  
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Be Fruitful 

“Rogerson’s.” 

“Hi, I’d like info about your sign on 6th Avenue.” 

“6th and?” 

“13th Street.” 

“What kind of info?” 

“Information.” 

“In what sense?” 

“I’d like to know what the sign is doing.” 

“What it’s doing? Are you interested in buying space? Or is this more of a complaint?” 

“Neither, it’s a query.” 

“Okay I’ll put you through to sales.” 

“6th Avenue sales?” 

“Just the general sales department.” 

“Then why did you ask where the sign was?” 

 

CLICK 

 

“Jim here.” 

“Hi, I was wondering about your billboard at 6th and 13th.” 

“Just a minute here, let me take a look.” 

 

MUSIC 
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“Hi Ma'am, that space is rented, did you have a business you were looking to advertise 

for?” 

“No. Can you tell me who rented that sign?” 

“What is this regarding?” 

“I want to know what the big idea is.” 

“Is this a complaint, I can put you through to –” 

“No, it's a query.” 

“Well, maybe I can help.” 

“I was hoping.” 

“What is your concern with the sign?” 

“Can you tell me why there is a rotten pomegranate on the billboard at 6th and 

13th? Who pays to have that there? What is the message?” 

“I’m not sure I see the problem. . .” 

“No problem, it's a query.” 

“Oh, you want to know who paid for the pomegranate?” 

“The rotten pomegranate, yes.” 

“Well, I have him down here as Dave.” 

“Dave?” 

“Yes.” 

“But you don’t know what he's selling or why he posted the pomegranate?” 

“The rotten pomegranate?” 

“Yes.” 
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“No.” 

“Can I speak with Dave?”  

“You want his number?” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.” 

“Okay. Well, can you pass along a message?” 

“What’s the message?” 

“Hi Dave, I noticed you posted a rotten pomegranate in a field of yellowed grass 

at 6th and 13th. I noticed it at night, as it's being lit up at night. Did you know, Dave, that 

people can see the pomegranate even at night? I wondered if you could get back to me 

about this because I was startled to see it and I wasn't sure what barren message was 

being pasted or if it was intended it to be taken as such. As well, Dave, are you aware that 

there is an ad for chili on the other side of the billboard—” 

“That's a different ad.” 

“I assumed.” 

“So why mention it?” 

“I thought he should know.” 

“You think he doesn’t?” 

“Anyway, can you pass this message along? And have him take my phone 

number.” 

“Alright, but I can't say if he'll get back to you. We haven’t spoken with him for some 

time. And, well, I shouldn’t be mentioning this but, he paid for a 7 year lease on the 

sign.” 
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“Is this information confidential?” 

“Seems like it ought to be.” 

“I’m not so sure.” 

“Okay Ma am, well I’ll see about the sign.” 

 

CLICK 

 

“Oh, but — Oh.” 
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Better you don’t 

Not right now but later I’ll tell you about Diana, or Julie. Diana first. Diana wanted a 

baby. She was 30 years old and she had no partner and — I’m too tired for this. I need 

coffee. Diana Diana Bo Bana Fe Fi Fo Fanna, she was desperate. She cut holes in 

condoms, she buried plastic dolls in the garden like a spell, a witch’s spell. She wrote to a 

woman online about her fears and her spells and the woman told her she was too weak to 

be feared, that she needn’t worry about any damage her pathetic spells would do because 

she had barely the power to cast them. And Diana thought, if i don’t have the power, who 

could have the power, no one, no one has more need than i do, more longing, more 

desire, my, she thought, my fat wet heart is breaking. She looked at artificial insemination 

but found it shameful, horrible, she couldn't say why, she just imagined the lie, she 

couldn’t say that she couldn’t find someone who would love her enough to want to make 

more of her so she would have to lie and pretend she wanted it this way and then she 

would have to lie to the child, and so the child would never know her, and the child 

would be tormented by his fatherlessness and by his mother’s pridelessness, she wouldn’t 

do it. She thought about adoption, but it meant nothing to her, it had to be a piece of her, 

that’s what she wanted, new flesh in the world, touring and living in youth with the 

knowledge that escaped her; to be more than she was, to be more than the entire last 

generation and yet imbued with their knowledge and the energy from youth to take it 

further. She couldn’t adopt. She couldn’t lie and she couldn’t be honest and she wrote 

back to the woman who practiced witchcraft on the internet under the name WindWoman 

and said perhaps i am weak, if i can’t admit what i desire, if i find shame in science and 

force myself to lie, perhaps i am weak, but how do i become strong, what is the next step 
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and the WindWoman said, “Stop grovelling.” And Julie, she had several children with 

her husband Mitchell.  
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“It’s a Channukiyah, actually”  

— Erica Strange 

The Diaspora Jew is doomed to assimilation,  

by gentiles or by Israelis. 

 — Irving Layton, The Whole Bloody Bird 

Some barely there relationship. Like I sent my mom a picture of these shoes I found with 

little menorahs embroidered on them. I didn’t caption the picture — I don’t know why, I 

usually do, people have to be told why I think something is relevant to our relationship or 

to the world or to whatever — but I didn’t caption the picture and she didn’t respond and 

it made me think there was like a little edge in the air, maybe not, maybe she’s taking her 

time, but it made me think — and the thought was about us: her relationship to her 

culture and then to mine. I always felt like she wanted to be the person doling it out. Like 

I shouldn’t want more Jewishness than the amount allotted for me, because it’s hers. It’s 

only mine through her. And my mother is a bit funny about it. Maybe funny, but not like 

cousin Rachel funny. Rachel buys “Get Lit” Chanukah sweaters but never lights a candle, 

dreidel socks but she doesn’t know the rules of the game, “Oy Vey” aprons for cooks 

who can't cook, but with no more knowledge of Yiddish than a native New Yorker. My 

mother doesn’t go in for paraphernalia as a way for Jews in the Diaspora to be Jews, she 

doesn’t even go in for a Diaspora. She’s Canadian. And she believes in assimilation. She 

believes in Christmas like it’s a patriotic duty. And then, she lights the menorah when she 

can — she taught me a basic prayer. She knows it’s there, this gaudy Jew scratching at 

the door, but it shouldn’t intrude. And when it starts to intrude, she finds it ugly, out of 

control, not Canadian, un-Canadian. And so the used shoes I saw with little embroidered 

menorahs, that were two sizes two big and I didn’t buy them for what could I do with 
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them, hang them on a wall but never wear them without sliding out, slipping around, plus 

cracking my skull on the outside walk, slick with ice — in fact, who can wear a 

Chanukah ballet flat during Chanukah at all, it’s cold in Europe, it’s cold in Canada, so 

maybe they travelled here from Israel to lure us to a place where they must assimilate to 

us, where we don’t wear boots in winter. And yet I don’t believe in the fences around the 

rules that let you boil water from a machine you start before sundown and use for the next 

24 hours, “The machine is boiling the water, not me, I’m clearly behind the fence, far 

behind the fence, can’t even see the fence from my safe distance” — this is the logic that 

lets us, lets my mother equally say, “I believe it in my heart,” and with such sentiment 

and internal miming of devotion the practice becomes moot, then the tradition, then the 

culture. The tall wall fence erected through the thought that I am it so I don’t need to do 

it. And maybe some little guilt and questioning seep in, like, is it enough? And that’s the 

thing that makes her possessive, the insecurity that it is hers with little practice, with self-

erected fences and idiosyncratic reasoning, through a really vague heartily removed 

knowledge of the Torah. So why do you need those shoes, so why is she sending me 

these shoes, maybe she wonders, maybe she thinks, shoes you can only wear with festive 

logic in Israel. Would I trump her so severely to take up practice in Israel? Renounce the 

grounding assimilative feature of her practice of feeling and knowing but not really being 

a part of anything? And if I did, her question would be, as my question would be, as is the 

question of the secular, scoffing a little, disbelievers would be: how could you like — do 

you really believe in God, or do you just like the shoes? 
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“In the End, Man Will Probably Peel his Skin” 

Ms. Paley stood up on a park bench and her worn grey socks fell and bunched around the 

holes of her shoes. She tried to climb onto the arm-rest but stumbled back and settled for 

standing on the seat. She said, “Who’s the bum who leaves the Kleenex in the halls?” and 

people walked quickly past. She said, “The truth finds its own level and floats!” and 

several people stopped and gathered around her grey ankles. She told the people gathered 

that whether or not their lives were ruined by monkeys, snakes, and seething teenagers or 

cured by durable plastics, they would remain, rain or snow or wind-swept pavilion, 

diurnal. And the few who had gathered, vacated, unsettled. We, sitting across from her, 

having a picnic smoke and a cherry coke, took notice. We remembered forever.  
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Mrs. Yablunsky 

I sat between Mrs. Yablunsky and Mr. Marchand at my Aunt Louise's house over 

Passover before the rift between Aunt Louise and Aunt Myrna. Ben and Myrna and their 

kids and Myrna's mother Mrs. Yablunsky stopped coming or being invited for the high 

holidays though Mr. Marchand still came and I still sat next to him as he was an uncle or 

something from Louise's daughter in-law’s side of the family. Before the rift — which I 

think was about somebody not getting a proper greeting on a night-out at Moishes, or 

there might have been something about Louise not sending her regards to Myrna's grand-

daughter after the girl broke her collarbone — the dinners were large. Maybe 15 people 

sitting around a long table with several panels and no room to get out once you were in 

— without shuffling and having everyone pull in their chairs and suck in their bellies.  

Mrs. Yablunsky sat with tissue paper arms limp at her side as Louise piled on the 

brisket and handed it to me to hand down the line. Louise called on me to eat and to take 

more and I did and passed it down to Mr. Marchand who nodded his head and met my 

eyes with his, clear and quivering blue. “Merci,” he said in a French accent and I felt the 

plate drop a little when he took it. Louise loaded Mrs. Yablunsky's plate with meatballs 

and she sat rigid with an approving but tight-lipped expression. “Which is your favorite?” 

I asked her. 

“Hein?” 

“Which dish is your favorite?” 

“Oh,” she said trilling air from her thin lips, “I used to like Louise's meatballs but 

I can't taste them anymore.” 

“Oh?”  
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“I can't taste anything. I think it happened on my 80th birthday.” She laughed 

lightly like she had an inside joke not with me. I laughed politely.  

“It's lousy.” She said.  

“Yeah, it sounds lousy.” 

“It's LOUSY!” She said again.  

“The brisket—” 

“What's the point?” she interrupted, “I don't need energy because I only leave the 

house when Myrna picks me up!” 

“What Ma?” Myrna yelled from the end of the table, “Ma?” 

Mrs. Yablunsky shook her head and waved her hand dismissively towards her 

daughter.  

“I like staying home,” I told her, “I watch TV.”  

“The TV, I always have on. Before Nachum was dead, we didn't have a TV. We 

played cards.” 

“Which games?” 

She picked up her fork with one hand and the other hung down slack past the seat 

of the chair. She mashed the meatball slowly with her fork. “I can't remember. I can't 

remember a damn thing!” She laughed. I laughed too and ate and thought about why 

Louise serves so much meat. Why she serves chicken, meatballs, brisket, and fish. 

There’s challah, sweet kugel, and knishes but nothing holding it all together. No rice, no 

mashed potatoes. It started with matzo balls, though Mrs. Yablunsky didn’t take any. Mr. 

Marchand and I agreed it was our favorite soup.  
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Fork in hand, Mrs. Yablunsky called across the table to Louise's grand-daughter 

Nicole, “Aren't you pretty! Aren't you pretty!” The blond toddler eyed her suspiciously, 

whispered to her father, slid off the seat, pressed herself between the backs of the 

mahogany chairs and the maple hutch, and grabbed a bald Barbie from her sister minded 

by her mother in the small great room adjacent to the dining area. Her father Barry 

watched with frozen interest and called to his wife, “Cybil, get the doll from Nicole!” and 

then to Nicole, “Give it back! Nicole, give it back!” And shoveled heaps of sweet kugel 

into his maw. Mrs. Yablunsky and I watched and I willed him to make eye contact. My 

Uncle Barry — I used to think he was so cool. He travelled the world in olive green 

short-shorts and hiking boots, had a wiry beard, laughed good-naturedly over everything 

and always took the left side. Four years and 50 pounds into family life and he sneers out 

the side of his food-full mouth over anti-austerity. Family dinners during my university 

years felt different. My Uncle Barry — who I guess is more of a cousin but I had called 

uncle as a child — Uncle Marc, my mother’s brother, and my cousin Heather's husband 

David would talk politics and morality and ethics and the recession and the student 

strikes and —  and now Barry eats for energy, Marc died of cancer, David's at the far end 

of the table — probably the same as ever — and I'm more comfortable amongst the 

silence and slowness of Mrs. Yablunsky and Mr. Marchand — who eats tidily, wore a 

beautiful blue suit, and combed his hair so neatly I could see bits of soft pink scalp 

between the combed partitions: “Chère, I like best the brisket too.” He whispered to me 

as Louise was clearing the plates and Mrs. Yablunsky's heaps of half-mashed meat 

jiggled and slid. “Yes.” I told him and we smiled and he patted my hand and I could have 

wept but for the Zoloft. 
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But Barry didn’t look up and Mrs. Yablunsky loudly sipped some water.  

“I don't think he tastes it either.” I whispered to Mrs. Yablunsky with a side eye 

on Barry.  

“Hein?” She shouted, crunched up her face, and looked at me like we'd just met.  
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Little Wisdom II 

Miranda was afraid of being maimed. Was it the papercut or the paronychia that caused 

her hand to hurt around the right red swollen ring finger? She was guarding it, babying it, 

taking extra care of it, thinking anxiously while she half-slept that should she sleep wrong 

and cut off the circulation to that side of her body the blood would be trapped, the finger 

engorged, and the infection would become further infected with some necrotic ever-

expanding fester. She would have to have the hand removed and then relearn how to type 

and so relearn how to think. Waking after stressfully sleeping she stood up, put potatoes 

in the oven, made tea and sat down. Everything took longer with extra care and she even 

found that the extra care for her infected hand left other parts of her uncared for – then 

burnt, on the rack of the oven, while removing an overbaked potato, her left hand. 

Worrying now that the blister would be prone to infection unless she took care, she took 

extra care so she didn’t lose both hands from un-regarded infections and so lose the 

typing that lets her think, lets her thoughts lay out in a line and not swim chaotically like 

lost members of little schools of fish shouting and smashing into to each other never 

knowing where they are going, where they are from, and to what relationship they have 

with the fish around them, and so eat the wrong fish for their fish type, and wrestle the 

wrong fish for their fish type, and find, ultimately, no relief. Then while over caring for 

her hands she found she used utensils much worse and so cut her food very awkwardly 

and the overbaked skin of the overbaked potato was cut into chunks too large for her wee 

mouth now working in weird ways and biting cheeks and tongue and causing blood to 

drip out onto the table and becoming concerned that the hands are prone to infection and 

the mouth is prone to infection — though mouths heal quickly and she’s less attached to a 
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mouth because the jumble of coloured fish that come from her mouth are better pushed 

back and upwards into the crowded pool of fighting mouth-breathers and then left to wait 

until a healed hand or proficient stump pulls them down and types a place alongside 

another, alongside another, alongside another, and you can see some sense in them then 

— but still, it might be hard to negotiate the hospital with no health card and no mouth 

and thinking this while taking a cloth and dropping the cloth on the blood and scooping 

the potatoes away into the sink, she uses her foot on the low table to sop up the blood to 

avoid using her hands and falls backwards and bangs her head against the lacquered 

concrete floor. She lays and wonders why she doesn’t have carpet but remembers then the 

dust in carpet and the bacteria in dust and finds this concrete so easy to clean if not nearly 

deadly to fall backwards upon when wiping up the mess of the potato bloodbath with her 

foot to save her hands and protect her brain from rerouting information to who knows 

where, not her mouth if she’s mouthless, maybe out her ears though in wax and fish and 

dripping things, and lying there thinking of the future of words crippled by hands, feels 

drowsy, and naps.  
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Question on the Absent Concept Integral to Identity; or, The 

Rise of the NBC Homunculus 

Lenny Cantrow died around 1989. It’s approximate because he just sort of dissolved. 

Angelyne said that “When you die, you drop your total DNA into the world and everyone 

gets a piece of it.” And that’s exactly what happened to Lenny Cantrow. Do you 

remember him? He came into his own in the mid-1800s in the shtetl when everyone 

spoke Yiddish. Now only the old and the religious speak it. Maybe a couple of college 

students. You know by the time Lenny started getting attention in America he had lost all 

but the cutest Yiddish words, plotz and putz, boychik and bupkis. He used them in his 

act, that great act that got him so many laughs in the Catskills, the one where he killed 

himself, dragged himself out, cuckolded himself and chased blondes, joked about his 

failure on the stock market, his failure as a man, a lover, a husband, a father, a friend, a 

Jew. It was spun gold. That’s probably why it caught fire. Everyone was doing it; 

Cantrow was everywhere. Nebbish on the town. In 1978 Time said that 80% of comedy 

was Cantrow comedy. No one could get enough of him. Crazy to think that everyone 

knew his jokes but no one knew really his name. Part of the bit I guess. Even that grizzled 

Montreal detective knew it, the guy always telling it like it was, you know; and that slow 

moving poet, the one who was born old, he knew it too. Lenny failed even when he’d 

succeed, he’d moan and shrug for our amusement. He became known, overknown, 

dispersed, then only available for telethons, talking head and guest spots. People used the 

outline of him, he even became a Simpsons character. So by that time he was already 

satire. Post skewered, he hardly held a shape; a revised Simpsons character, something 

the writers adjusted well after the family went to Hullabalooza. He’s psychobilly: 

adulterated. He’s rustic sign night at the Cat Café. But what can you do when you’re the 
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ghost of an artifact besides join a historical society and spin Lil’ Dicky records on a 

phonograph?  
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to whom life happens 

On a page for synched media streams, in the nightmode, grayscale, 50 or more channels 

are listed in order of viewers; follows, the top three and the bottom two:  

RealLYFERoom,Deal With It Assholes,Documentaries 24/7,Learn Why The Worlds So 

Fuct Up; Do Communists Have Better Sex? (Documentary); Connected 108. 

🎥 ❱❱ Movie Boi ❰❰ 🎥 - best movies 24/7/365 

(movie_boi);  tt0085811_Marty_1955.mp4; Connected 65.  

╳ ? ? Sｅiｎf℮ld ? ? ╳ ⁽ ʰᵗᵐᶫ⁵ ⁾ ⁽ᶰᵒ ᵘˢᵉʳˢᶜʳᶦᵖᵗ⁾ (SEINFELDHD); Season.08.Episode.19; 

Connected: 24 

⚯ ⚡ Harry Potter ❾¾  (Atmosphere); Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.mkv; 

Connected: 4. 

卐 ÜBERMENSCH 卐 - The National Socialist German Workers' Party (ubermensch); 

Sex, Productivity, and Motivation - ROBERT SEPEHR; Connected: 4. 

A slow consistent chat runs alongside the videos in each channel.  

rokosbish: 

ANOTHER POINT FOR MILOSH 

[02:03:40] 

blondhair: 

why is seinfeld so comfy bros 

[02:13:12] 

rokosbish: 

cos we're jewz 

[02:46:04] 
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