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Dedication

For my husband, Peter,

whose supportive prodding kept me going.

And for our amazing offspring,

Jenny, Tom, and my indispensable

collaborator on this project, Laurah.

Together, anything is possible.
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Which legendary show of the 1955-56 television season ended the remarkable three-year reign of I Love Lucy as number one in the Nielsen ratings?



a. The Ed Sullivan Show

b. The Honeymooners, starring Jackie Gleason

c. Gunsmoke

d. The $64,000 Question



See correct answer on back.







ANSWER

d. The $64,000 Question












    

One




Its funny how a single dumb decision made in an unthinking moment of weakness can change the entire course of a persons life.

At thirty-four, I suppose that shouldnt come as any great revelation, especially as lifes incredible serendipity is a central theme of much of the worlds great literature, some of which Ive actually read. It also happens to be a major subtext of the popular TV shows I watched obsessively while growing up, and whose humor and moral lessons still inform my general outlook and thinkinga jam-packed cultural cornucopia of after-school reruns and contemporary evening hits that included such indisputable classics as Green Acres, Bewitched, Happy Days, Threes Company, The Facts of Life, that trusty evergreen I Love Lucy, and my abiding personal Bible, The Brady Bunch.

Yet nothing in the seminal works of either Dostoyevsky or Eva Gabor prepared meMarcy Lee Mallowitzfor the amazing, if sometimes traumatic, life-transforming roller-coaster ride I unknowingly embarked upon two months ago, when, against my better judgment, I agreed to be my boyfriends Lifeline.


What is a Lifeline?

In the event youve been living in a cave, or floating on a raft somewhere in the North Atlantic as part of a farsighted scientific experiment testing mans ability to thrive once denied new episodes of Friends, I suppose I should explain.

A Lifeline is one of the clever wrinkles the producers of So You Want to Be Filthy Rich! built into the rules to add a touch of drama to the TV game show, and make it easier to give away the networks money. In other words, its a gimmick for boosting the ratings, whichfor reasons that continue to baffle mehave been stratospheric from the programs inauspicious start a year ago as a summer replacement. Who knew it would become a national phenomenon? A national addiction, really.

But it works. As many as five times a weekor even more frequently if the networks programmers are feeling desperatezillions of Americans plant their greedy bodies in front of the tube to watch contestants perched precariously on a hot seat mounted atop a box of $100 bills field quirky questions for increasing amounts of money.

These questions seem to puddle-jump in no particular pattern from hard to easy, and cover an amazing span of useless, or nearly useless, informationeverything from history, geography, and current events to physics and pop culture. The value of the questions keeps escalating, until finally the lucky player is going for the full $1.75 millionan amount calibrated so the show can honestly claim the winner remains a millionaire even after paying taxes. Answer correctly, and its Easy Street. Answer incorrectly, and the take is a measly seventy-five grand, fake expressions of sympathy from relatives and former friends, and a future of excruciating second-guessing.

This action all takes place inside a circular klieg-lit arenaa knockoff of the set used in the original British version and re-created now in some seventy other countries. Given the demise of the Empire, and Princess Dis tragic death a few years back, Id wager its currently Britains most successful export.

The show is broadcast live from the same New York City studio where Nixon and Kennedy met for one of their famous debates in 1960. The debate is mainly remembered for Nixons bad sweating problem, which many say cost him the election, and Im sure some wiseass Ph.D. candidate in history is already preparing a thesis comparing and contrasting Nixons perspiration on that historic occasion with the flood that surely would have emanated from the forehead of the disgraced former president had he instead been going for the $1.75 million from the Filthy Rich! hot seat.

Under the rules, a stumped contestant is allowed to consult a friend or loved one identified in advance for help in answering a question. This person is the Lifeline.


When all goes well, and the designated Lifeline provides the right answer, the moment becomes a sickeningly giddy bonding experience for the contestant and the helper. When things go awry, however, and the Lifeline turns out to be just as clueless as the contestant, the worst family dynamics can kick in, only to be played out on live national TV to great audience acclaim.

At least, thats what happened to me.

The Big Brush-Off, as some sage at TV Guide dubbed it in a callously accurate cover story, occurred at precisely 9:21 P.M. Eastern Standard Time (8:21 Central), just before the final commercial break of a Tuesday-night episode. During sweeps week no less. If youre a Filthy Rich! fan (and who isnt?), you probably remember the show. Its considered a classic.

My almost fiancNeil Postit (pronounced post it, just like the yellow sticky notepads, as the programs nattily attired master of ceremonies, the genial Kingman Fenimore, matter-of-factly observed)was on the hot seat. Somehow Mr. 3M, Neil, had made it to the $500,000 markastounding guesswork, when you think about it, for a thirty-six-year-old orthodontist for adults who never seemed to read much, except about the latest advances in braces. That meant he had just one more question to answer before either pocketing the whole $1.75 mil and joining the Filthy Rich! pantheon, or bidding an abrupt adieu to a singular chance for fame and riches.

So, Kingman Fenimore said to Neil, youve got $500,000. Do you want to stop now and take it home, or are you ready to risk it all and go for the full $1.75 million?

The large gap between the two top prizes is a perverse strategic ploy to bring out contestants avarice and make it almost irresistible for them to keep on playing notwithstanding the considerable downside risk.

Naturally Neil, the greedy bum, fell for it. He just couldnt leave well enough alone.

You bet, Kingman, Neil said, displaying more zest than Id ever seen him exhibit at home. Ever. Lets go for it.

Good luck, Mr. Post-it, the host replied. Were all hoping you can make this one stick. Get it? Stick. Post-it notes. Im trying to make a little joke here, audience. You think its easy being up here?

Neil didnt crack a smile. He was tense, and besides, he hates jokes about his last name. If it didnt mean having to scuttle the lavishly framed dental school diplomas displayed prominently in his office, Im sure hed happily drop the last two letters and make it plain Post, an insight that may account for Neils oft-expressed enthusiasm for Post Grape-Nuts, his favorite cereal.

Sorry, Neil, I couldnt resist that, said Kingman. I should save the bad jokes for my morning show. He was referring, of course, to Gabbing! With Kingman and Tracy Ellen, the ridiculously popular hour-long talk show hed been doing weekdays on the network for years. So back to business! For $1.75 million, lets play So You Want to Be Filthy Rich!

Suddenly, the spotlights were flying all over the place, normal audience noises were replaced by the prerecorded sound of a pounding heartbeat, and the whole studio took on the feel of one of those old low-tech pressure cookers. A close-up shot showed sweat beads beginning to form on Neils forehead and upper lip  la the aforementioned Mr. Nixon. The effect was to mar the boyish good looks I found so appealingnot least, Im sure, because Neils thick brown hair, clear blue eyes, and broad, slightly bemused grin conjured up fond memories of Ted Bessell, the amiable and underrated actor who played the tweedy boyfriend on both That Girl and The Mary Tyler Moore Show, TVs breakthrough odes to single career women, and two of my favorite sitcoms ever.

Right across from Neil, meanwhile, sitting behind his bulky game console and all decked out in his patented rich persons uniform of dark silk shirt and matching tie, Kingman, TVs reigning sixty-two-year-old wonder boy, was looking as cool as a cuke. And why not? Thanks to this gig and his live morning talkfest with Tracy Ellen, he was already a millionaire a gazillion times over, and nothing was going to change that, not even Neil coming up with the wrong answer and blowing his Big Chance.

I was sitting in the front of the audience with my mom, Francine Mallowitz, the still spry and faintly glamorous, if ever-so-slightly stooped, former second runner-up in a long-ago Miss Coney Island contest. I stayed busy cheering Neil on and nervously basking in my appointed double role of almost fiance and Lifeline-in-Waiting. During particularly tense moments in Neils hot-seat tenure, the camera would cut to a shot of me anxiously observing from the sidelines. On two occasions, Kingman paused the proceedings to ask how I was holding up. Fine, I said, lying.

Its not just that I was nervous for Neil and what this whole experience might mean for our three-year-old relationship. I was feeling self-conscious. The current consensus of opinion seems to be I looked terrific. But catching a quick glimpse of myself in one of the studio monitors, I thought I looked pale, bloated, and, if you must be cruel, downright frumpyin all, an unattractive facsimile of the fit five-five poster girl for glowing skin and minimal makeup that is mostly my positive self-image on days I dont have my period. I imagined millions of people reclining at home in their La-Z-Boys, wondering aloud what Neil saw in this auburn-haired blah. I made a mental note to blow up the trendy SoHo salon where my suave Italian stylist, the renowned Giovanni, personal blow-dryer to stars like Madonna, assured me between taking emergency cell phone calls from celebrity clients that a shoulder-length cut with multiple textured layers would bring out my recessive cheekbones. Liar.

Members of the studio audience, we need total quiet please, said Kingman with a solemnity in keeping with the size of the cash prize riding on the next answer, and the shows pretension to be something more than just an ordinary game show. In just a couple of minutes, the world would find out whether Neil Postit, D.D.S., would succeed in his personal quest to wrest $1.75 million from the network. But the really fun part, as the shows canny producers well understand, the part that keeps viewers returning night after night, is the overwhelming communal sense of anticipation beforehand.

After an artful dramatic pause, Kingman continued.

And now the question: For $1.75 million, Neil, which much-beloved hit 1970s television show, dismissed upon its debut as the worst schlock on television by The New York Times, boasted regular appearances by the actress Teri Garr?

These were the choices:


               a. The Dean Martin Show

               b. Donny and Marie

               c. The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour

               d. Hee Haw



Neil had that deer-caught-in-the-headlights look. Sweaty and scared, he was morphing from Nixon into the Albert Brooks character in Broadcast News.

I suppose worst schlock on television isnt much of a help, Kingman said jovially, doing his best to revive his melting guest. Some criticsI wont say whosaid that about this show when we began. Can you imagine that, Neil?

When Neil failed to respond either with a smile or nervous banter, Kingman tried a different tack.

Of course, you know Teri Garr, he said. She starred in some very good films years ago. Tootsie with Dustin Hoffman, Spielbergs Close Encounters, Mr. Mom with Michael Keaton, Mel Brookss Young Frankenstein. You sometimes see her now in commercials for that lite music station.

The camera was in tight now on Neils face. He twitched. He squirmed. Then, saying he was clueless, he asked Kingman to remove two of the wrong answersthe other help option he still had left.

Now there were just two answers to choose from:


               b. Donny and Marie

               c. The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour



Im really flummoxed, Kingman, Neil said, his game-show gusto suddenly spent. I dont know anything about old TV. Im going to have to use my Lifeline and call on my girlfriend. This is really up her alley.

Okay, said Kingman. No need for AT&T to place a phone call this time. Shes right here in the audience.

As the host spoke, I felt my mother stab an elbow into my ribs, her subtle way of getting my attention. Stop biting your lip, she whispered urgently in my ear. And dont keep looking down. I want to see your gorgeous smile.

By now, the camera and lights had found me, and having somehow managed to stand without much noticeable wobbling, I was trying, not too successfully, to execute my mothers final order, and smile.

We met her briefly earlier, said Kingman. Her name is Marcy Lee Mallowitz, shes in her early thirties, lives in Manhattan, and her profession, it says here, is Personal Life Coach. Marcy what does that mean, Personal Life Coach?

I knew the inquiry might be coming, and I had an answer memorized. It means people talk to me about their problems, and I help them identify and implement positive strategies to solve them, I said.

Sort of a cross between a psychic and a psychiatrist, responded Kingman with his bemused trademark chuckle. Personal Life Coach. Sounds good to me. I think I could use a Life Coach. But thats another matter. Right now, Neils the one who needs your help. Lets see if you can coach him to a nearly two-million-dollar payday. Neil, you have thirty seconds.

What about it, Marcy? Neil piped up. Should I choose Donny and Marie or The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour?

Im only guessing, Neil. Ive never seen either show. But I know Donny and Marie have been doing a new daytime show. Havent seen that, either, come to think of it. It may have been canceled. I remember someone telling me that. Give me a second here.

I closed my eyes and scrunched up my face in concentration. Nothing came. The annoying heartbeat sound in the background was jamming up my circuits. Attempting to stay calm, I reflexively reached with my right hand for something to hold on to, and ended up grabbing a fistful of hair near the roots and tugging hard on it. If I pull out a big enough clump, I thought wishfully, maybe theyll stop the game.

Marcy, theres no time, said Neil.


My eyes reopened, but I couldnt seem to unfurl the fingers gripping my hair. It was as if they were permanently affixed. I was concentrating hard. But it wasnt helping.

Lets see, I said, endeavoring to rise above the steady pain emanating from one side of my scalp. I know Donny and Marie are from a really big Mormon family. They sang, and dressed in hideous costumes. Thats no help. So did Sonny and Cher. Except they werent Mormons. And they didnt have a big family. Only Chastity.

If I keep rambling long enough, I strategized, maybe therell be Divine Intervention. But it better come quick. Ive already shared the total sum of my knowledge, and times running out.

Were reaching thirty seconds, Kingman reminded us.

Marcy, said Neil, with an unmistakable note of creeping desperation. I really need your help on this.

I took a deep breath and instantly felt the grip on my hair relax, a sign that my well-founded anxiety was giving way to resignation.

There was someone speaking now. It turned out to be me.

Id go with the Donny and Marie, I heard myself say. I just have a feeling.

A feeling? Were talking nearly two million, Marcy. Dont give me feeling. Are you sure?

Not sure really, Neil, but I think its a pretty good guess. It has to be one or the other.

Less than a nanosecond later, my spotlight went dark. I sat down again next to my mother, and reached out to hold her hand. The butterflies in my stomach were doing back flips, bouncing around like they had a bad case of attention deficit disorder and had forgotten their medication.

Times up, said Kingman. Weve reached that scary juncture: the Moment of Truth. And what a moment for you, Neil. Think over the question carefully one last time, and please give us your answer.

There followed another convulsion of spotlights until it seemed every single one of them landed on Neil, whose face, already drained of color, had taken on the stricken look of a major-party presidential candidate just informed that the networks had changed their minds and were now projecting his opponent to win Florida. The Filthy Rich! hot seat never seemed hotter.

My heart, meanwhile, was pounding like one of Desis congas in the middle of his famous Babaloo number, leading to the frantic thought that it might burst right out of my chest, ruining my outfit and requiring Kingman to declare a short time-out to summon an ambulance. That might not be so bad, I reassured myself. The extra time might help Neil come up with the right answer. And I could always buy another outfit.

Im not particularly big on religion, subscribing as I do to the belief that one bat mitzvah party at Chez Steinberg of Flatbush is joy enough for two or three hundred lifetimes. But with Neil about to cough up his answer, I decided it couldnt hurt to try to enlist some quick help from God. To avoid appearing too craven, I opted against seeking the Almightys intervention to make sure Neil won the money. Instead, I silently prayed for the whole thing to be over already. The suspense was inducing cardiac arrhythmia and Id never gotten around to making out a will.

If its your Divine Plan, I told the Lord, Im prepared to die young and still unmarried. But please dont make me die young, unmarried, and intestate.

I was about to add that going through probate would be hell on my poor parents when the sound of Neils voice shut down this introspective round of celestial bargaining.

Okay, Kingman, Neil decided finally, Ill go with it. Ill say Donny and Marie.

Your absolute answer? Kingman fired back.

Yes. Im going with Marcy on this. Donny and Marie. Shed better be right.

There was a long pause. At least it seemed long to me. Then came the loud buzzer noise, spelling doom.

Sorry, Neil and Marcy, Kingman said, sounding genuinely regretful, the answer is The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour. Too bad. But, Neil, you go home with our thanks for being a great contestant, and

Here Kingman broke off. Paying no heed to the genial host, Neil was walking with all deliberate speed in my direction, shouting as he went.

You bitch. You said you were an expert on old TV shows, he said, temper rising.

Only classic comedy, I responded, alarmed by Neils sudden hostility, and what it might portend. Its what I watched as a kid, and its the only questions we practiced together for tonight. Classic comedy.

Id never seen Neil like this before. Then again, Id never seen the big galoot lose $1.75 million.

Thoroughly caught up in this seamy melodrama, I totally forgot about the TV cameras, which kept rolling right along, capturing all the fast-breaking action. I grabbed my Kenneth Cole shoulder bag off the floor to have it handy for self-defense just in case Neils demented new agenda included transforming Filthy Rich! into WrestleMania.

Sonny and Cher was a variety show, Neil, I added firmly. I know zilch about variety shows. After three years together, you should know that.

Its a comedy show, goddamn it. Look at the title: Comedy Hour, Comedy Hour, Comedy Hour. Only you think its the Sonny and Cher Variety Hour. Thats because you never listen. Im SOOO sick of it, you goddamn witch.

My thoughts raced back to the fun Saturday afternoon when Neil had moved in with me two years ago. I recalled the cozy feeling of couplehood as we struggled to maneuver his prized thinking chair to a suitable resting place at the far end of the living room. This heavy monstrosity was actually the dental chair from Neils first office. Hed had it mounted on a round, stainless-steel pedestal and re-covered in rich, black Corinthian leathera design decision you either thought was dorky, psychotic, or cute. I chose cute. As they say, love is blind.

This isnt just mine anymore, I remembered Neil telling me as he stood back to admire the unique piece of furniture in its brand-new habitat, his right arm affectionately draped over my shoulder. It belongs to both of us, he said. To prove he meant it, he then showed me how to adjust the big foam headrest and which button to press to tilt the thing back. Afterward, we took a break from moving chores and made love for the first time as its ostensible co-owners.

The chair was bulky and ugly, and clashed with my pastels. I didnt even think it was that comfortable. But seeing it there every day made me feel secure. It told me I could stop worrying about a lonely middle age spent rummaging for Mr. Right in the crowd standing in line to get into the Ethical Culture Society singles mixer on alternate Friday nights. It said I could look forward to wedding bells, and, someday maybe, the patter of little feet.

Obviously, I had missed something.

Some Life Coach, Neil ranted. Anyone who takes advice from you after this belongs in a goddamn loony bin. Thanks to your so-called coaching, Ive just blown a million dollars. After taxes!

Neil then moved on to his next victim, taking a gratuitous swipe at my silver-haired and petite sixty-six-year-old mother, in the process terminally alienating his biggest fan in my family, and sacrificing any audience sympathy he might have had left.

And I cant stand your busybody mother either, Neil all but screamed at me. Or her gross, fat-filled cooking. Her cement matzo balls could turn Elie Wiesel into an anti-Semite. Every time she cooks her greasy pot roast, its like Tinkerbell: Somewhere a bypass surgeon gets a new Mercedes. If you want to give a heart doctor an expensive German car, why not just write a check? If I die before Im fifty, Marcy, Im blaming you.

That makes no sense, Neil, youll be dead, I replied, injecting a note of logic I hoped would help calm him down. You wont be around to blame me.

I was trying to lighten things up, but the truth is Neils pent-up anger came as a shocking and hurtful revelation. So did his expressed hatred of my mothers cuisine, which he did a good job of suppressing for the three years we were together, perhaps because he was so busy shoveling in third and fourth helpings.

Happy now, Marcy? Neil resumed sarcastically. Youve ruined my one chance.

Forget him, my mother shouted back, rising like a phoenix from her chair and seething with all the venom of a Jewish Mother scorned. You were too good for him anyway. She waved her fist and spit in his general direction.

Thanks for the support, Mom, I said, expecting her to sit back down. Instead, she was just getting started.

Look me in the eye, she challenged her former almost-son-in-law-to-be, glaring hard at him. So this is what we get for treating you like a member of the Mallowitz family? Lies about greasy cooking? Defaming my grandmothers favorite recipes, which her own mother, may she rest in peace, handed down to her back in the old country? You should only live so long to find a more perfect matzo ball, or a cut of brisket to match my delicious pot roastso lean even that fuddy-duddy stick-in-the-mud Dr. Pritikin would approve. Neil, you should be ashamed.

I was proud of my mothers ferocity, even if mildly perturbed that shed worked up more steam defending her matzo balls and pot roast than defending her daughter. I hoped no one else would notice.

Comedy Hour, Comedy Hour, Comedy Hour, Neil repeated, leaning over the low railing that separated the stage from the audience and screaming like a maniac at the top of his lungs.


Its strange what pops into your head at horrible moments like this. What popped into mine at this point was totally frivolous. It was a sweet memory from childhood: Foxs U-Bet Chocolate Flavor Syrup. I wondered if U-Bet still came with a coupon you could mail in for a free pump. I could make Kingman an egg cream. I could make egg creams for the whole audience.

Snapping back to the present, I felt fury beginning to steam through my system. Couldnt Neil have just taken me out to dinner and quietly told me it was over between us? I would have gotten the message. There was no need to trash me and my mother, not to mention my grandmother and great-grandmother by indirection. Nor was there any excuse to attack my professional honor in front of millions of my fellow Americans, including, it was fair to presume, all of my clients, who were either watching the show or would somehow hear about the lively encounter soon afterward.

A Personal Life Coach must inspire confidence to be effective. In addition to hurting my feelings, getting dumped so publicly could not be good for business. As I tend to do when confronted with an unpleasant situation, I asked myself what Marcia Brady, the pretty and generally levelheaded oldest sister on The Brady Bunch, would do in a similar fixa habit derived from repeated exposure at an impressionable age to all the lame Brady plots in after-school syndication.

Almost instantly, my inner 
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