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    Introduction


    


    Many and many a year ago, Howard Storm and I worked endlessly it seemed, night after night, in a dinky Greenwich Village nightclub, “Upstairs at the Duplex.” No pay, but a place to work and shape your act. Nobody had heard of either of us. I always watched Howard do his act, admiring his crisp style and his onstage confidence. Or (just as good) his ability to simulate it.


    Surely a tough New York Lower East Side childhood contributed to how he fearlessly faced those not always “wonderful folks out front.” Especially the Neanderthals among them who decide, after copious firewater, that they too are comedy “artistes” with witticisms worth shouting out to enhance the evening’s fun. That detested breed, the “heckler.” I never saw Howard fail to bury them. It would sound like:


    Howard: “Sir, what you are doing is heckling me. The dictionary defines ‘heckling’ as ‘baiting,’ and as far as baiting is concerned, you are a master.”


    Mr. Storm is shorter than I am, bless his heart, but he always seemed to out-measure me when onstage.


    Toughening by that childhood on the storied Lower East Side — with its gangs of tough guys, real gangsters, violent stickball, fistfights, robberies, and dwellings the opposite of luxury — all helped to produce a man who, despite limited stature, could, as the saying goes, take care of himself. Onstage and off. As for the inevitable fistfights, he appears to have survived them without — as S.J. Perelman brilliantly put it — having his salients rearranged.


    Time passed and acting jobs in television and films came and led to more of them, enough to satisfy most showbiz aspirants. But note the almost magic way Howard’s thespian life dissolves gradually into the exalted rank of television director, a job which Howard quickly demonstrates a marked talent for as his career moves up from “making the rounds” to being one of television’s most sought — and most employed — directors. The kid from the Lower East Side is soon handling, shepherding, calming and firmly correcting the biggest stars on the biggest shows.


    Howard’s adventures in the world of directing take you inside a colorful, painful, thrilling, combative, shocking, adventurous world of talent, ego, some artistry, headaches, nerves, unexpected triumphs, and, yes, famous people being pains-in-the-arse.


    (They seem so nice on the screen.)


    Have I mentioned that Howard is a born storyteller? It’s often a case of, “Here comes Howard. Great! Here comes a story.” I was in a play Howard directed and he’d come around before curtain time and regale the cast. His is a God-given gift, with perfect diction, faultless foreign dialects and perfect pacing and timing and “right word” selection, each story a kind of master class in tale-telling and always building to a powerful punchline and laugh. The cast loved these story visits to our crowded group dressing room. (I noticed Howard’s actorly instinct always took him to the currently best-lighted part of the room.)


    As an act of public service, Howard and writer Steve Stoliar — author of the popular book Raised Eyebrows about life inside Groucho’s house — have compiled this wonderfully entertaining collection of tales, exactly as Howard speaks them. I guess you’d call his style “present tense narrative.” As in: “So I walk into the room, I take off my hat,” etc. Stoliar’s shrewd shaping of the material keeps pulling you along no matter what else you thought you’d be doing today.


    Show business is a series of doors. But how to get through them? Howard Storm is one who would not be beaten by the cruel odds, spending the rest of his life lamenting that he “just didn’t get the breaks.” He refused to crumple. He managed to get through those daunting portals. Most do not.


    He manages to look back on it all with a healthy satisfaction. And why not? This is a terrific book about a man who has survived a tough life while seeming somehow to have enjoyed almost all of it. A man who beat the odds, endured the batterings, and can say with conviction, “I am a happy man.” What an enviable minority to be in.


    Enjoy the book and see for yourself why we Howard Storm admirers like him so: for his intelligence, talents, guts, generosity and kindness. To put it simply, we have great affection for Howard. So will you.


    


    Dick Cavett


    May 2018
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    Prologue


    


    It’s the mid-1950s. I’m a struggling young comic willing to play any club that’ll pay me, even if it’s run by the mob, which most of them are. There’s a club in Youngstown, Ohio called The Copa that’s owned by a mob guy named Shaky Naples, part of a notorious crime family out of Pittsburgh. Shaky has a bodyguard named Big Ralph. Next to the club is a lounge, also owned by Shaky. One night, I walk into the lounge and Big Ralph says, “Hey kid, have a drink.” I tell him, “Thanks, I don’t drink.” He pulls out a gun and repeats, “I said have a drink!” This time, I say, “I’ll have a bottle of scotch!” Everybody in the bar laughs and it becomes a ritual: Every time I walk in, Big Ralph pulls a gun on me.


    As you might imagine, the joke wears thin pretty fast. The third time Big Ralph pulls out his gun, I tell him, “Do me a favor. Stick that gun up your ass.” He says, “Oh, you’re not afraid of dying?” I tell him, “It’s not dying I’m afraid of, it’s waiting to die. I don’t know what it’s like to die, so I’m not afraid of that, but what I am afraid of is you pointing a gun at me. So if you’re gonna point it, either shoot me or I’m walking away.” I start to leave and I’m thinking, “I’m gonna get shot in the back.” But I walk away — unharmed.


    Back at The Copa, I’m in my dressing room. Big Ralph comes in with Shaky’s kid brother, Billy. They pull out their guns and Big Ralph says, “Give us all your money.” I tell him, “I got twenty dollars. If that’s gonna save me from getting shot, here.” Big Ralph says, “That ain’t enough. Come with us.” They walk me down the hall into Shaky’s office and sit me down. Big Ralph opens a desk drawer. There’s a pistol inside. He asks me, “Do you know what that is?” I pick it up and I say, “Yeah, it’s a .38 special.” They put their guns away. Big Ralph says, “Do you know how to use it?” I tell him, “I’m not sure. I think I squeeze the trigger and the bullet comes out here and hits you in the chest.” Now I see the blood starting to drain from their faces. Billy turns to open the door.


    Suddenly, I go nuts. I become Jimmy Cagney. I tell Billy, “Don’t touch the door or I’ll put a bullet in your ass! Turn around!” Even as this is happening, I realize the situation is out of control. I tell them, “Both of you, hands on your heads!” They’re standing with their hands on their heads, these two tough guys. I’m thinking, “I got two guys who have guns, but they haven’t got ‘em out and I’m standing here holding a .38 special on ‘em. What’s the next move?”


    And how the hell did I get myself into this situation?

  


  
    Chapter One


    


    My name is Howard Storm. I’m an actor, standup comic and director. I was born on December 11, 1931, on the kitchen floor at 252 Madison Street on New York’s Lower East Side. In those days, during the Depression, they give you an apartment one month free, so everybody moves in for a month and then moves to another apartment. After moving three or four times, our family settles on 172 Henry Street. It’s a five-room railroad flat with no doors, so you can see all the way down the hallway. The only sink is in the kitchen; the bathroom doesn’t have one.


    On the day I am to be born, my mother sends for the doctor. When he shows up, she tells him, “I’m ready!” He tells her, “No you’re not.” She says, “Doctor, this is the third child I’ve had and I know when I’m ready.” He says, “I’m the doctor and you’re not ready.” He slams the door and leaves. Twenty minutes later, her water breaks. I’m delivered by a neighbor’s son, who’s studying to be a doctor. In my standup act, I say, “I was delivered by a neighbor’s son — a plumber. My father said he knew I was born on the kitchen floor, because he heard the water running.”


    My father’s birth name is Zayde Sloboda. My grandmother in Bialystok, Russia, had two healthy daughters, but one son died before he was a year old and the other one was stillborn. So when my father is born, the rabbi says, “If you want this boy to live a long life, name him Zayde,” which means “grandpa” in Yiddish. It works: He lives to be ninety-one. My father — “Grandpa” Sloboda — is four years old when he comes to America in either 1900 or 1902, along with his mother and two older sisters. He speaks Russian but mostly Yiddish. All the Yiddish kids at school know that “Zayde” means “Grandfather” and they tease him, so he changes his name to the all-American “Jack.”


    In those days, everybody leaves school in the 8th grade to help their family. In either 1912 or 1914, my father is called into the office of the principal, who tells him, “You’re too dumb to be anything but an actor, so I’ve set up an audition for you with a friend of mine named Gus Edwards.” Gus Edwards is a major producer in vaudeville. He produces an act called School Days with The Crazy Kids who, at that time, include Eddie Cantor, Georgie Jessel, Fanny Brice and Groucho Marx, among others. Walter Winchell — then a tap dancer — is part of the group, as is Bert Gordon, who later plays The Mad Russian on The Eddie Cantor Show. My father auditions and gets the job. He’s in the second company, playing what they call “The Jew Comic.” At the time, it isn’t considered rude to say “Jew Comic” or “Wop Comic” or “Mick Comic.”


    My father is with Gus Edwards for quite a while and he manages to save two hundred dollars, which is major in those days. He decides to give his parents half of the money — a hundred dollars. He walks in, puts the hundred dollars down, and my grandfather slaps it off the table, saying, “Nobody but gangsters makes that kind of money!” My grandfather figures his son must be a gangster, because my father grew up with those guys. The neighbors are Louis “Lepke” Buchalter, Nathan “Kid Dropper” Kaplan, Jacob “Gurrah” Shapiro and Meyer Lansky! These are his contemporaries. They’re tough. Very tough. When they’re about fourteen, they stand on the corner with Kid Dropper, who takes bets that he can knock a horse down. He walks up and bang! He punches a horse and down it goes.


    One Yom Kippur day, my father and Kid Dropper are standing on a corner with a guy who is a light-heavyweight amateur fighter. Four Irish guys in a horse and buggy come by. Some elderly Orthodox Jews are walking to the river to atone for their sins and the four Irish guys jump off the horse and buggy and start pulling the Jews’ payos and taking their hats. My father and his friends turn the wagon over, break out the thick wooden spokes, and use them to beat the hell out of the Irish bullies! As I say, these are really tough guys.


    Years later, when my father is working as a vaudeville comic at the Loew’s Delancey, Kid Dropper comes backstage to see him, along with Jacob “Little Augie” Orgen, who carries a potato peeler with him as his weapon of choice. They come to say hello to my father, but in the alleyway of the theatre, they get into a fight and Augie cuts Dropper with his potato peeler. My father also cut Dropper, but he doesn’t mean to. In the winter, when they’re kids, they don’t have sleds, so they take the tops off of five-gallon milk cans and go up on a hill in the snow. One kid sits in it and they push him, so he goes sliding down the hill. My father is pushing Dropper and he decides to jump on Dropper’s shoulders to get an extra ride, but it forces their weight down on the metal milk-can cover and Dropper gets a big cut around his ass. After that, whenever Dropper sees my father, he tells him, “You’re the only guy who ever scarred me — and got away with it!” He calls him “Slobbo” because of “Sloboda.” That becomes my father’s nickname to all the guys.


    Another tough kid in my father’s neighborhood is Jacob “Gurrah” Shapiro, a little fat kid who comes over to the States after the others are already here. In the winter, my father and his pals change the tracks for the trolley cars so the driver doesn’t have to hop off into the snow. They switch it and the driver throws them a penny or two. One day, this kid comes yelling, “Gurrah from here! Gurrah!!” With his thick Yiddish accent, that’s how “Get outta here!” comes out, so his nickname becomes Gurrah. Even at five or six, he’s chasing the other kids away. They laugh at him, but years later, Gurrah Shapiro becomes Louis Lepke’s right-hand man and they form Murder Incorporated!


    During the Depression, my father sells ties. He goes to see Lepke. Gurrah greets him in the outer office and Lepke tells him to come in. He asks, “What’s goin’ on, Slobbo?” My father says, “I’m selling these ties and I wondered if you wanted to buy one or two.” Lepke asks, “How many do you have?” My father says, “Twenty.” He asks, “How much are they?” My father says, “A dollar each.” Lepke tells him, “Okay, I’ll take all twenty,” and he peels off a twenty-dollar bill and gives it to him. At that time, a twenty-dollar bill is like a thou.


    That’s a nice story. Everybody has a “nice” story about those guys, but they’re killers: literally “bad guys.” All the guys in my father’s neighborhood are tough guys. They have to be. Either that or they get beat up. Some of them become professional fighters, some become gangsters. Even my father is a tough guy. One day, he turns a corner and sees my brother, Eddie, surrounded by four guys. A woman is coming out of the store with a bag of groceries and a big Pepsi-Cola, so my father grabs the bottle of Pepsi, walks into the middle of the group and says, “Anybody touches him and I’ll fracture your skulls!” Sure enough, the waters part. Twice, my brother watches him knock a guy out in the street with one punch.


    My father can really box and he loves it. As a hobby, he gets a license to be a cut man. Because he works with different boxers, my brother and I get to see fights in every arena in New York: St. Nicholas Arena in midtown Manhattan, the Ridgewood Grove in Brooklyn, Sunnyside Gardens in Queens. We always get to sit ringside. I see Bummy Davis fight. He’s from Brownsville, New York and he’s the big hero. Bummy is a Jewish kid with blond, wavy hair, who has a great left hook and is a great fighter. We see a couple of neighborhood fighters in the ring. One is Maxie Shapiro, who’s a terrific boxer. He fights Sugar Ray Robinson and Robinson knocks him out cold. Other great local fighters are Herbie Kronowitz, Harold Green and Danny Kopolow, who goes back to college after the war and becomes the administrator of a hospital in the Bronx.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    Eventually, my father outgrows Gus Edwards and teams up with a guy named Benny Ross, a Jewish kid from Boston who’s tough as nails. He’s also a pool hustler. My father says they make more money hustling pool than they do with their act. Whenever they’re out of town, they go to a pool hall. Benny hustles and my father is his shill.


    There’s a period in Boston when they have something called the Sunday Blue Laws, where there’s no drinking and no act with music can work. Because of the Blue Laws, acts that don’t need music pick up Sunday dates. My father and Benny Ross get an offer for a job in Boston. They get to the hall and there are two white tap dancers on the bill. My father asks, “What are you guys doin’ here? You need music.” One of them says, “We put something together.” The dance team goes out first — and they do my father and Benny Ross’ act verbatim! Benny and my father are standing backstage watching this and they can’t believe it. As the two guys come offstage, Benny slugs both of them: Bang! Bang! He knocks them both down, turns to my father and says, “C’mon, Jack, take a bow; it’s our act!” They go out, take a bow, collect the money and leave.


    My father is never very successful as an entertainer. He struggles in vaudeville during the Depression and then, when vaudeville runs its course, he gets into burlesque. He hates La Guardia, because the mayor feels that burlesque is tacky, so he bans it in New York. It’s silly, because people still want to see burlesque, so they just go across the river to Jersey.


    When my father is dating my mother, Anne, he sings songs to try to win her over. One day, he tells her to meet him at City Hall and bring money. He brings a friend named Abe Kalish — who later becomes double-talk comedian Al Kelly — to be a witness at the wedding. Early in his career, my father uses the names Jack Stanton and Jack Stanley, but when he marries my mother in 1924, he changes the family name from Sloboda to Sobel and he is Jack Sobel for the rest of his life.


    My sister Sylvia is their first child. My brother Eddie comes several years later. I’m the baby in the family. I’m named after my father’s mother, Harriet, whom my father just adored. He really was spoiled silly. His mother doted on him and three sisters adored him and took care of him. He marries my mother and when he isn’t working, he does nothing, although he still gets all dressed up every day, as if he has somewhere to go.


    On my third birthday, my father presents me with a poem he’s written, which a friend of his — in prison — has hand-lettered because he is so skilled in calligraphy. It is entitled “Howard,” is dated “December 11, 1934,” and is as follows:


    


    The first time you saw daylight


    Was three years ago to-day


    When you came to Dad and Mother


    Now we hope and pray you’ll stay.


    You’re a talkative little fellow


    But we love you just the same


    They should have called you Phonograph


    But you got my Mother’s name.


    May her soul in peace be rested


    Her habits were sublime.


    She sure would love to hear you say


    ‘Come up and see me sometime.’


    They needed an Angel in Heaven


    So they took my Mother Dear


    And you came down to take her place


    To bring us joy and cheer.


    If her soul into your body


    Was injected then it’s true


    Just like your Mother and Dad


    The whole world will Love You too.


    


    Dad


    


    More than eighty years later, it remains a remarkable work and a treasured memento of my father.


    In those days, no one has a phone, so people depend on the phone in the neighborhood candy store. On the weekend, my friends and I fight over getting to the phone, because guys are calling their dates. We hang out in the candy store, the phone rings, we grab it, and this is how it goes: “Who is this?” “This is Howie. I live on 172 Henry.” “Okay, listen kid, do me a favor. This is Charlie. Go over to 164 Henry and tell Judy Schwartz that Charlie’s gonna be a half-hour late.” I say, “How much will you give me?” He says, “A nickel.” I say, “No, I want a dime.” He says, “Okay, a dime.” Then I go stand in the street and yell up to the window. A woman comes to the window, “What is it?” “Charlie called.” “What did he say?” “First, throw me down the dime.” She wraps a dime in a piece of newspaper and throws it down and then I yell, “He’s gonna be a half-hour late.” She says, “You little gonif!” because she feels like I hustled her for the dime.


    When my father’s on the road with burlesque people who like to gamble and drink, he’s very strait-laced. He takes a job for two weeks, but the morning after he gets there, he calls the candy store and they send someone to get my mother. He tells her, “If you’re not out here by tomorrow morning, I’m quitting,” because he doesn’t want to be alone. I’m about eight, Eddie is thirteen and Sylvia is sixteen and a half. She’s a young woman and a wonderful cook — better than my mother. They become my surrogate parents and we’re happy whenever our mother goes on the road to join my father.


    We come home from school and there, in the middle of the kitchen table, is Silver Cup Bread standing straight up — a whole loaf. In between every two slices of bread is bologna, and that’s lunch for the week. There’s a note that says, “I’m with Dad in Ohio.” As soon as we open the door, whoever sees the bread first yells, “Mom’s gone!” We don’t feel abandoned. We’re fine being left to fend for ourselves. I go to school. My sister cooks and makes dinner for us. I can always get lunch in school: Peanut butter sandwich with a bruised apple. Also, in those days, you’re taken care of by your neighbors. Everybody watches out for everybody else.


    Some nights when my mother’s home, she leans over her side of the bed and calls down to my brother and me in the back bedroom: “Anybody in the mood for pizza?” My brother and I jump up and yell, “Yeah!” and off we go. In those days, they don’t sell pizza by the slice — it’s always a whole pie — and they don’t have white boxes to put them in. They use cardboard from a carton, and they put the pizza on the cardboard and put it in a bag. So in the winter, I walk home with the pizza and my feet are freezing from the slush and the cold, but my hand is burning from the grease dripping down from the hot pizza.


    I go to see my dad in a burlesque theatre and Alan Alda’s father, Robert Alda — real name “Alphonso D’Abruzzo” — is the juvenile for my father. He’s a young guy and he sings “A Pretty Girl is Like A Melody.” I go on matinees and hang out backstage. I sit in the box seats and my father introduces me and has me take a bow. I realize that the box seat is too high for them to see me, so I stand on the chair and bow. The strippers make a big a fuss over me backstage. Every Friday night, the cast comes to our apartment. My mother makes a big dinner and it’s great fun. They tell jokes and are just a terrific bunch of lively, loving people. When I’m about eight or nine, the girls make me a G-string and pasties and I do a striptease dance. I love it. It gives me a chance to entertain, to perform, and I’m a ham. A kosher ham.


    When I’m about nine, my father becomes the social director of a hotel in the Catskills. Once in a while, he brings me out onstage. We do stuff like, “How old are you?” “Nine.” “Are you married?” Jokes that have been done a hundred times. He teaches me timing by holding my sleeve. He tells a joke and when the laughs subside, he lets go of my sleeve and I set up the next joke for him. As soon as he gets the laugh, he holds my sleeve again. Timing is very important, because if you hold too long, it’s not good, but if you go too soon, it’s not good either. One day, my father tells me, “Tonight you’re on your own. I’m not gonna hold your sleeve.” I’m very nervous. The laugh comes and I’m holding for it, holding for it, and then I start to get nervous that I’m going to wait too long, so I say the next line. The piece ends and as we’re walking backstage, he says, “You stupid sonofabitch! You stepped all over the laugh!” I’m no longer his son. I’m now his partner.


    About a year later, my father is working the Lake Huntington Lodge during the summer and it’s great for us, because we get a cottage, we see greenery and we get to swim in a lake. I decide to go see another act, some friends of my father who are working down the road at the Loch Sheldrake Hotel. Feeling like a big shot, I go backstage to say hello before the show and the straight man is absolutely panicked. He tells me, “My partner just had an ulcer attack and we have to do a show! I don’t have anyone!” I tell him, “I can do the sketch with you.” He asks, “What sketch do you know?” I say, “All of ‘em.” He says, “Do you know ‘I Got Twenty, You Got Twenty Too’?” I tell him, “Sure.” He asks, “What about ‘Joe the Bartender’?” I say, “I can do that, too.” My father always asks for a derby and “a misfit jacket,” because the sleeves are too long. I tell this guy, “I need a misfit jacket.” Of course at my age, any jacket is a misfit jacket. I do the sketches with him and the show goes great. He’s in shock that I know all the routines, but it’s my life. It’s all I want. Decades later, my dad and I perform those same pieces on The Merv Griffin Show.


    I have a very good relationship with my father. I like him a lot, I admire him and I’m a little in awe of him. But as I grow older, I start to realize that he really does nothing to contribute to the family. When he isn’t working, he isn’t working. He doesn’t find some kind of job to bring money in, so my mother handles all of it and pays all the bills. Every day, my father gets dressed up, fixes his tie, puts his suit on and goes uptown. My mother gives him five dollars for the week in allowance, because she’s usually the one who’s working. Sometimes, my brother accompanies him. My father gives a dollar to every down-on-his-luck performer he runs into, to make himself look like a big shot. Eddie is furious at my father’s irresponsibility. He never really forgives him for that.


    When I’m about nine, I’m walking past a Thom McAn shoe store on Delancey Street and see a pair of Boy Scout boots in the window. They come to just above the ankle and they have a pocket with a Boy Scout knife inside it. The boots are four dollars. Back then, shoes cost two dollars, but I really want those boots. I know that if I ask my mother, she’ll say no, because there isn’t enough money. I wait until my father’s home, knowing he’ll say, “Give him the boots.” At the dinner table, I announce that I want the boots. My mother asks, “How much are they?” I say, “Four dollars.” She says, “Are you out of your mind? Who ever heard of spending four dollars for shoes? That’s ridiculous!” My father tells her, “Get him the boots.” She says, “Jack, we don’t have the money.” He says, “I don’t understand that. What do you mean we don’t have the money?” She says, “We don’t have the money to pay the rent, can you understand that?” He asks, “When is the rent due?” She says, “Tomorrow.” He says, “Well then why are you worrying about it today?” Even at nine, I know there’s something wrong with his logic, but that’s the sort of man he is.


    My father wins that round. We go to Thom McAn’s, the salesman brings out the boots and I put them on, ecstatic. My mother asks, “What’s in the pocket?” The salesman says, “That’s an official Boy Scout knife!” My mother says, “That’s it. Boots off. No knives. Forget about it. No boots.” I go nuts: “Waaaa! I want my boots! I want my boots!” My father says, “Let’s calm down and let’s work this out. Supposing he agrees not to take the knife out of the boots. Will that work?” She looks at me and says, “You will not take the knife out of the boots?” I tell her, “I promise!” I know I’m not going to take the knife out of the boots, because she’ll kill me. My mother thinks it over, says, “Okay,” and I get the boots.


    A couple of days later, my friend Victor Nagara and I find an old beat-up black leather attaché case near our school and Victor uses it to cut out Zorro masks for us. He hands me my mask, but the holes for the eyes are too small. I ask him, “Can you make the eyes a little bigger?” He tells me, “You got a knife. You do it.” I’m not going to tell him my mother says I can’t use the knife. What am I, a sissy? I take the knife out of the boot and open it up very carefully, but somehow the blade folds over, cutting deeply into the index finger of my left hand. It’s a real gusher.


    I walk up to the teacher and she faints. Somebody runs and gets the nurse. She treats the gash, then wraps a big, white gauze bandage around my finger that makes it look like a light bulb. I go home for lunch and I’m left-handed, but because of the cut, I’m eating with my right hand. My mother asks, “Why are you eating with your right hand?” I tell her, “Oh, I’m trying to learn to eat with my right hand.” She says, “You took that knife out, didn’t you?” She knows immediately. My mother is great with a dishtowel. She can snap it and take your eye out. She starts snapping the towel at me and screaming, “You sonofabitch! I told you not take the knife out! I knew this would happen!” I’m crying, “Ma! Ma! No! Please!” But that’s the end of my boots. They’re taken away from me and never given back.


    I still have a scar on my left index finger from that official Boy Scout knife.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    My maternal grandmother, Mary, is quite a character. Before she comes to America from Poland, she’s already been married and divorced twice and has a son with each of her two Polish husbands. She’s about to leave Poland with both boys when her first husband stops her and says, “You’re not leaving with my son,” and he takes the older boy. So she leaves Poland with only my Uncle Harry. They come to the United States and she has no idea where her older son is or what’s going on with him.


    One day, she’s walking down the street in New York and she runs into a woman who has just arrived from Poland. She tells my grandmother, “I saw your son and his family.” Mary gets the information and sends money to her son, who has become a gangster in Poland. His name is Menke — Menke the shtarker, the tough guy. She sends for Menke, who comes to New York with his wife and three children, my cousins Abie, Harry and Bessie. Later, he has two more children, cousin Sylvia and the youngest, cousin Bernice.


    In 1931 — the year I’m born — Menke shoots and kills a mob guy on Essex Street, so the mob is looking for him. The guy he kills is with a gang run by Longie Zwillman, who controls New Jersey. He’s a Jewish mobster, about six-feet-two, and because he’s tall, they call him Longie. My father knows him, so he hides Menke in the Catskill Mountains, then goes to Jersey and has a meeting with Zwillman to tell him that this is his nephew and the guy had done such-and-such and that’s why Menke shot him. Because of my father’s intercession, Zwillman lets Menke off the hook — for the time being.


    A year later, they lure Menke into a phony card game in Brooklyn, tie him in a blanket, pour gasoline on him, and light him up. My poor mother goes to the hospital to see him while he’s still alive and he dies a short time later. Menke’s wife died of cancer sometime earlier, so my mother takes in all four of her half-brother’s children, two girls and two boys. To his credit, my father is very open to having them all come live with us. Of all the children, Bernice is the one who stays the longest.


    When I’m about six or seven, Bernice’s older brother, Harry, gets a job riding a horse and buggy, and he passes by the house at the end of the day to bring the horses to the stables on Cherry Street. I wait for him and I hop on and he lets me hold the reins. We ride to the stable and then we walk back home together. It’s great fun!


    When my cousin Abie gets married, his wife, Frances, stays at our house. As a kid, I’m in love with her. Abie is a great guy. When Gone With The Wind opens, they raise the price of a ticket from ten to twenty-five cents. I have no idea what the movie is about, but I know it’s important and I want to see it, so I ask my mother if I can have a quarter. She says, “Who ever paid twenty-five cents for a movie? That’s crazy!” But my cousin Abie gives me a quarter, so I get to see Gone With The Wind. He also buys me a cowboy outfit for my birthday. It has fur chaps, a plaid shirt, a cowboy hat and two guns. I love that outfit!


    In the early ‘40s, when she’s about eighteen, Bernice gets a job as an usherette at the Paramount Theatre. She meets Pigmeat Markham there — the black “Here come da judge!” comedian — and they get married. Everybody but my mother disowns Bernice for marrying a black man. They cut her off.


    Bernice has two children with Pigmeat, a boy, Dewey — which is Pigmeat’s real name — and a girl, Cathy. When Dewey is about two, I go up to Harlem, pick him up and take him to Central Park. We go to the zoo and we get a rowboat. My brother Eddie has a great sense of humor. One day, he takes Dewey home with him to Syosset, where Eddie is living. Dewey is playing in the backyard and a neighbor calls my brother and says, “There’s a colored kid in your backyard.” Eddie tells him, “Yeah, I know. It’s a major problem for me. He’s my wife’s child from her first marriage and she insists on bringing him out here.”


    Pigmeat Markham is a brilliant comic. We have Thanksgiving dinner together. The whole family goes up to Bernice’s in Harlem. My father and Pigmeat have a lot in common — except that Pigmeat works the Chitlin’ Circuit and my father works the vaudeville houses and in burlesque. But they’re both performers and the two of them go at it, telling story after story. It’s great listening to the two of them swapping show-biz tales.


    Pigmeat never lets his agent meet Bernice. Since agents are usually Jewish white guys who don’t live in Harlem, he worries that if his agent finds out about Bernice, he won’t get work. When the younger black comics like Dick Gregory are coming in, they attack the older black comics, calling them Uncle Toms and condemning them for wearing blackface, even though that was the accepted style in vaudeville. As a result, the older black comics can’t get jobs. After a while, Pigmeat is broke.


    At the time, my brother Eddie has a route delivering Mission Sodas to different groceries and candy stores in Harlem. He starts out with one truck and he ends up with three and a partner. They basically have the whole New York area. My mother tells my brother to ask around and find out where Bernice is, because she knows Bernice and Pigmeat are having a rough time making ends meet. Eddie finds the apartment and goes to visit her. I remember him telling us, “They’re sleeping on a mattress with bricks holding the mattress up.” As he leaves their place, Eddie puts a $20 bill on the table. My mother takes the train up from the Lower East Side, stops at a grocery in Harlem, buys loads of food and brings it to them. She does this once a week, but it’s still very rough going for many years.


    In 1968, Flip Wilson goes on Laugh-In and does Pigmeat’s trademark bit: “Here come da judge!” Later, Sammy Davis Jr. does the same bit. Some comics contact the producer, George Schlatter, and tell him he can’t do that to Pigmeat, who has been struggling for such a long time. Schlatter brings Pigmeat on the show for an entire season and he’s just hilarious. Because of Laugh-In, Pigmeat gets The Ed Sullivan Show. I remember Bernice asking me if I can lend her fifty dollars so Pigmeat can buy a suit to do the show. Of course, I lend her the money.


    Their son Dewey goes on to become a world-renowned wine connoisseur who lives in Bordeaux, takes people on tours of the vineyards and writes a book on wine that James Beard absolutely raves about. It’s strange how things work out sometimes.


    After my grandmother Mary comes to America, she marries a man named Penn and they become my maternal grandparents. They have a son named Moe, who is my mother’s full-blooded brother. He owns a store that sells hats that mob guys just love. Years later, I’m working as a comic in Pittsburgh and I see a guy take off his hat. I notice the label says “Moe Penn” and I say, “Moe Penn. That’s my uncle.” The guys says, “You’re kiddin’ me! These are the best hats. I order six of ‘em at a time. They ship ‘em out to me. C’mere! What do you want? You want a steak? Give him whatever he wants.”


    When she’s in her seventies, my mother finally reveals that when she was four, she’s sitting on the fire escape with another brother who’s two years old. None of us knew she ever had another brother besides Moe. He starts to fall off the fire escape and she’s holding his leg, but she can’t hang on and he falls to his death. My mother carries that guilt with her all those years — but it explains why she always makes such a big fuss over Uncle Moe.


    In the early ‘30s, some mob guys put my father in business. He’s out doing his comedy act wherever he can, but he’s never very successful, so they tell him, “We’re gonna open a haberdashery store on East Broadway. You run it and we’ll run bookmaking and numbers in the back.” My mother tells my father, “Take in my brother Moe. Make him a partner.” Since my father has no interest in business, he says, “Fine.” They call the haberdashery store “Moe-Jack’s.” Uncle Moe handles the buying and paying the bills, and my father is the charmer with the customers out front.


    One day, a mob guy comes in and orders half a dozen custom-made silk shirts, but my father doesn’t put the order in. The guy calls a month later, “What’s happening with my shirts?” My father tells him, “Oh, they’re working on it. I’ll have ‘em in a week.” He keeps stalling, because he figures, “This guy is going to get killed in a week, so why bother making the shirts? I’ll just hold on to the money!” One mob guy puts in an order for silk underwear, because he’s cold all the time, then he gets shot to death on Delancey Street. My father saved the money on that one.


    Eventually, my father and Uncle Moe start to get calls from the factory saying they haven’t been paid. My uncle is getting shipments of material from the factory, but he isn’t paying for it. My father’s sister, Aunt Bea, has a husband who’s a CPA. He looks the books over and tells my father, “Walk away. You’re in a lot of trouble if you don’t. Moe’s never paid any of these bills. All that money is owed.” They close the store down. A month later, Moe Penn opens up his hat store. Where did the money come from? My mother never complains and my father couldn’t care less. Give him a stage and a microphone and he’s a happy man. Moe’s business begins to thrive and eventually becomes very successful, although he owes everybody money, because that’s the kind of guy he is.


    Eventually, Moe gets cancer and dies at the age of 58. His wife can’t handle that he’s dying, so my mother moves in with them, sleeps in the bed with my uncle, nurses him and takes care of him in his final days.


    She really is the matriarch of the family.
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