FICTION

STILLMAN’S FATHER

By Todd Pitock

tilman’s father, a well-known fornicator,
blamed the misfortune of having excessive
charm for his exile. It could be traced to an
mcident at his countey club, where he was
a unique figure, a single man among cou-

ples and families. No one ever thought of

him as a widower because he never thought of him-
self as one. The simple trath was, after his wife went
mad and hanged herself twenty vears earlier, he'd
forgotten about her and gotten on with his life. Tall
and trim, with parted, smoke-coloured hair, ele-
gantdy manicured hands and cerulean eyes, he was
the kind of man people looked at twice to figure out
where they'd seen him before, some movie or on
the news or somewhere. At fifty-four, he had had a
busy social life because whatever people might have
said about him, they gravitated to the cacophonous
laughter that always ringed him.

He played golf several times a week and main-
tained a stracegically intlated handicap of sixteen,
shooting in the low to mid-eighties and cccasionally
in the high seventies, depdnding on the soructure of
the betring. His friends would have excoriated that
kind of sandbagging if they hadn’t been able to
count ¢n him to give his winnings back at gin
rummy, where his decisions were a source of sup-
pressed mirch, grimaces and winks. ‘The Boys’, as
the men in the card room called themselves, were
jocose and successful idiots who shouted at ball-
_players on television and agreed on oue thing, that
gambling was the greatest thing since hot food.
They gave one another volumes of personal and
business advice, and argued viciously about weighty
subjects of which they knew just enough to be badly
informed. They enjoyed one another’s company.

Stillman’s father had always managed to keep a par-
dtion between philandering and the club. But one
night his judgement swaved under the influence of a
third whiskey, and thers he was, courting the wife of
the club president, Artie Marks, It wasnt entirely his
faule; Estelle virtually initiated it by telling him she'd
never slept with anyone but her husband. Stillman’s
tacher was so rouched by her innocence and fidelity
he thought he was in love. She was guilt-ridden and
went home and confessed everything.

Three days later, Stillman’s father sauntered into
the pro shop and found himself facing Artie. who
unsheathed a three-izon from his golf-bag and
chased Stillman’ father past the putting green and
into the haif-way house, where he was wrestled to
the floor and held while Stillman’ father, indignant
at having been assaulted, becarme spiteful. ‘Arte,
relax, Artie] he said. “The bloed is going to make
your temples pop. Ity not worth ir, Artie. All [ did
was poke your wife! Artie was angry and frustrated
that he couldn’t get loose, and he finally stopped
thrashing and broke down in the caddie’s arms.

When the scene was related around the club,
everyone sided with poor Artie, who didn’t waste
the public sympathy. He wept on the shoulders of
other men’s wives, who found his declarations of
forgiveness towards Estelle so irresistible that Artie,
for the first time in his life, began having a really
good dme. Stillmans father had no respect for
Artie’s charatan method—the man was a moele. It
galled him that while he was to blame for Artie’
good time, Arde took credit for his social ruin. First,
Artie led 2 campaign to kick him our of the club.
Not content with that, he made calls to ensure that
Stillman’s father was turned down when he applied
for admission elsewhere. All he did was poke the
guy’s wife! How much was he supposed to suffer?
No longer able to find a foursome on a quality golf
course, Stiliman’s father decided to go west,

It took him almost three full weeks to adjust to his
new life. During that lonely, thoughtful period, he
at last acknowledged that his sexual hunger was insa-
tiable, like a glutton who couldn’t stay away from
the panry. He went to a therapist.

“You lack control, she told him.

Fe tried to explain that it wasn’t the conquest that
excited him, it was the chase. ‘At my age, sex 1s
almost antclimactic, he said.

“You lack control, she epeated, sitting up on her
couch and rolling up her stockings.

‘It's not that! he replied. ‘My problem is thac I

don’t want to feel I'm disappointing people!

‘That’s deeply narcissistic.
“What is?’
‘To think other people’s happiness depends
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completely on veur willingness to sieep with them.
Don't you think chat’s evidence of narcissism?’

‘T'll certainly take some ume to think about it
Clever women turned him on even more than
women who were not clever. To her credit, this
therapist wasn’t hung up on prefessional ethics. But
all the sessions in therapy, at two bucks a minute, did
no good, so he gave them up. He still felt ashamed
and began to appreciate what made him a scandal.
He repented and sought religious guidance.

Rabbi Eichhorn was nothing like the rabbis he
knew in his yeuth. For one thing, he was about six
foot one and buile like a defensive back from Penn
State. His rich black hair was brushed back with a
blowdryer. He knew hardly a word of Hebrew or
Yiddish, and he had dispensed with the yarmulka,
which, he explained when Stillman’s father asked,
was an affectation iratiated by Jews in the Middle
Ages. He lit up when Scillman’s father told him why
he'd come. '

‘Moses was still having sex when he was a
hundred and twenty) Rabbi Eichhora said.
‘Solomon slept with a thousand maidens. The
Talmud says, “A man shouldn't be alone.” As a rabbi,
I'd say don’t worry about ic/

Stillman’s father was at first cynical. He asked
Rabbi Eichhorn where he'd been ordained. The
rabbi named an institution. ‘Its one of the top ten
rabbinical correspondence seminaries in the world,
he declared.

‘Did you say “correspondence seminaries”?’

“Yezh, you can do your coursework by correspon-
dence. It saves time and money. Whereas 1t used to
take years to become ordained, now you can do it
in six months.

‘Never heard of it, Stillman’s father said.

‘Tell me, Mr Sdllman, the rabbi asked, ‘“when
clients came to you before you retired, did they ask
where vou went to law school?

“Well, I take your point, said Stillman’s father. ‘1
just didn't realize wraditon was so liberal’

‘And based on why you came to me, | hadn’ real-
ized you were so conservative.

‘Oh, well, T suppose I'm not, if you pur it that
way, [ didnt really come here to argue with you,
Rabbi’

‘No, of course not. Listen, your questioning is
good. [t’s healthy. [t the beginming of teshuval, the
process by which a Jew comes into the fold of
Torah. As a grear and learned rabbi ence said, that’s
why God gave us a mund and an opposing finger
called the thumb. The most important thing is to
question, to challenge, to change. It's part of every
person’s personal evolution!

This little speech won Sullman’s fathers confi-
dence and affection. He invited the rabbi to play a
round of golf. Rabbi Fichhorn was delighted.
“When? he asked.

‘How is Saturday morning?’
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“Weli, 1t is the Sabbath, you remember?

‘Right, of course, Sullman’s father said. He was
shightly embarrassed at his own ignorance.

‘So why dont we do it at six-thirty, if thats noc
too early for yvou, so I have nme to get ready and get
to the synagogue before the service’

Stllman’s father had never played with a rabbi
before. He didn’t know what to expect.

‘T think we'ra really of one mind, Rabbi Eichhorn
told him as they walked up the soft slope to the
green on the fifth hole. ‘Can | confide in you? I've
slept with two hundred and twenty-two women.

‘How old did you say you were?

‘Thirty-six.

“Well, I wouldnt worry about it. You're still
voung. There’s ume. And then, you are after all a
rabbi. That can't help much’

*Au contraire. Women come to rabbis all the time.
I usually have a half-dozen cutide my office wait-
g to see me.

‘Realiy?”

‘Sure’

‘[ often wondered what motivated men to make a
career out of religion. How did you become a rabbi
anyway?’ '

‘T didn’t have much interest in medicine or busi-
ness. [ tried law school but dropped out. Anyway, I'd
always been kind of interested,in TJudaism, and I fike
being on a stage. Had [ been more musical, [ might
have joined a rock group’

‘So women actually come to visit you?”

‘Certainly. The other day, for example, I had to let
one of my congregants bite: my index finger so she
didn’ scream and give us away. If T didn’t have such
a high threshold of pain, I myself would have
screamed. After she left,+I let her friend, who was
also having marital difhiculnes, bite my other index
finger. By the end of the day 1 had welts and ban-
dages o four fingers and one thumb. My secretary
wanted me-to go to the emergency room. How s it

_ in the legal profession? I understand it can be good”

Sullman’s father lined up his putt, squatting over
the ball and holding the putter like a divining rod to
figure out the lay of the green. ‘Its like anything
else; he said, tapping the ball and smiling at the
delighttul clicking sound it made as it disappeared
into the hole. ‘It5 what you make of it. In my day
I've certainly had my share of fingers bitten’

Sullman’s father decided that modern rabbis were
far more useful than old-fashioned ones. [t con-
firmed his belief in progress.

Rabbi Eichhorn himself knocked down a long
putt, though his expression was as blank and uncon-
cerned as if he'd missed it. ‘How many women have
you slept with?” he asked.

‘Oh, I suppose eleven, twelve hundred. I'm not
sure exactly. [ counted up to a thousand but after
that [ lost track. 've found reaching long-term goals
is often anticlimactic. My late thirties and early for-



ties were paruicularly good vears in many respects.
Of course, when 1 was your age, I also worried
about the numbers. So you say you slept with two
hundred?’

"Two hundred and twenty-two, Rabbi Eichhorn
sard. "That’s besides my two wives of course!

“You're a bigamist? asked Stillman’ father, who
was beginning to love Rabbi Eichhorn. In compar-
ison, he felt like a saint.

‘No, of course not! Twice divorced. 1 made
youthtul mistakes! He mumbled something in
Yiddish.

“What does that mean?’

‘T'm not exactly sure. Its something my
grandmother used to say. I always assumed it
meant time heals all wounds. She said it the day
she died, which happened to coincide with my
separation from my second wife. I'm presently
engaged. 'm hoping it'll be three dmes lucky’

‘Now thats something | don't understand, if
you'll pardon my saying so. Why would someone
who knows from experience that he isn’t made for
marriage keep going back in? You know, as a
dvorce attorney, 1 can tell you how expensive those
kinds ot decisions can become’

‘1 know. Believe me, [ know. The thing 15, | love
her. I'm crazy about her. Besides, it’ll sit better with:
my congregants net to have

2 bachelor rabbi, Bad
appearances can effect
your chances of a long- ¢ ¢

term contract.

“Well, I can understand
that. I don't mean tw pry,
but do vou intend w be
faithful? Being a loyal
husband is nothing to
be ashamed of”

‘T hadn’t really
thought about it. T guess
I'll see how it goes. I

think people put too A@
much pressure on them-

selves by anticipating goals and expecting too much
of themselves. The Talmud warns against making
overly ambitious goals, and it tells us that we can ask
forgiveness for not living up to them!

‘That’s very wise. | guess there are some things to
be taken from the traditions. But the reason [ ask is,
is it going to look worse you being a bachelor or
being an adulterer? Word gets around, you know!’

‘Believe me, 1ts worse being a bachelor. All che
grandmothers want to introduce you to their grand-
daughters visiting for the week from Long [sland or
San Diego. And of course if she happens to look like
a horse or a cow or some other four-legged creature
and you say no thank you, right away they suspect
you're gay, and thats a hard one to live down’

Stillman’s father nodded ar the owisted logic of it

all. He emjoved hearing an insider view. 5Still, he
wasn't completely convinced. ‘But a scandal still has
o hurr, I mean, adulter—

“You know, according to Halakha, its only adul-
tery when a man sleeps with 2 married woman who
1s Jewish. It doesn’t really macter if a man is married
or not, nor :f 1t a shiksa’

‘No kiddmg!” Sullman’ father thought how you
learn something new every day. To think, he'd felt

all that guilt and ninety-eight per cent of the time it

wasn't even a sin!
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became thoughtful—Talmudic, Stillman’s father
thought. The rabbi continued: ‘I'll admit it’s a bit
patriarchal insofar as women de not have the same
freedom. From an ethical point of view, 1 don't
agree entirely with it] He teed up the ball and hit a
long straight shot on to the fairway. Following its
course, he appeared to salute the Almighty. ‘But of
course we don't have to agree with the Law in order
to obey 1t/

[t turned out Rabbi Eichhorn was being modest
when he said he wasn a good golfer. He birdied
three holes, and Stillman’s tather ended up owing
him four hundred and fifty dollars. He didn’t mind,
though he suspected Rabbi Eichhorn of husting
him. It was cheaper than the psychiatrist, his shame
had been cured, his heart was light again.

Besides, he figured he'd have a chance to win the
money back another dme, ¢ '
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