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July 1975 An Office in New. York City

—Can you help me be a parakeet?

—Excuse me?

—I think it could be funny if I stood on a big perch and squished up my face, like this . . .

—Uh-huh . . .

—. . . but I need a writer to help me figure out what the parakeet should say. Could you help me?

—Realty?

—Could you?

—Sure.

—Realty?

—Yeah.

—Thanks.

—I’m flattered you asked me.

—You are?

—Uh-huh.

—Thanks.

—Don’t mention it.

—I’m Gilda.

—I’m Alan.

—I know.

—How do you know?

—I took the liberty of asking one of the other writers if he knew the name of the big, nervous-looking guy who’s trying to keep a low profile by sitting in the corner behind the huge potted tree, and he said your name was Alan. First job in TV?

—Yeah.

—It’s a little overwhelming, isn’t it?

—A bit.

—Just look at all the talent that’s in this room.

—No, thanks.

—A producer who seems real smart . . .

—Uh-huh . . .

—. . . writers whose work I’ve admired for years . . .

—Me, too . . .

—. . . and a group of the funniest improvisational actors in the country.

—I know, Gilda.

—In two countries.

—Huh?

—Some of the actors are from Canada.

—Oh.

—It’s scary.

—It’s very scary.

—And that’s why you’re hiding behind that huge potted tree? Because you’re scared?

—Yes.

—Because you’re very scared?

—Yes.

—So am I.

—You are?

—Look, is it okay if I sit next to you behind that huge potted tree?

—Realty?

—This is my first TV show, too.

—You’re kidding.

—No I’m not.

—Wow.

—Wet!, can I?

—Can you what?

—Sit next to you.

—Sure, Gilda. Have a seat.

—Thanks.

—Comfortable?

—Sort of.

—Want me to move that branch away from the front of your face?

—No.

—Why not?

—Because this way we can keep talking but no one’ll see our mouths move.

—That’s true.

—I know.

—Plus, if either of us feels like fainting, we could get oxygen from these leaves.

—What do you mean?

—Photosynthesis.

—Photosynthesis?

—Remember? From school? Photosynthesis? The process by which green plants take carbon dioxide and, with the help of sunshine and chlorophyll, convert it to oxygen? Which they emit into the air? Which we breathe? Remember, Gilda?

—Yes.

—So what’s your problem?

—This is an artificial tree.

—. . . I knew that.

—No you didn’t.

—Did too.

—Yeah. right.

—And what if I didn’t?

—Want some gum?

—Sure.

—What kind do you want?

—What kind do you have?

—All kinds of kinds.

—All kinds of kinds? What language is that?

—Here.

—What’s this?

—My pocketbook.

—You’re kidding.

—No.

—It’s bigger than my high school.

—Take whatever you want.

—What are you talking about?

—The gum.

—It’s in here?

—Help yourself.

—No.

—Why not?

—I can’t.

—You said you wanted gum.

—I do.

—Then take some from my pocketbook.

—No.

—Why?

—Because you’re a girl and I’m a boy and I might see things inside this pocketbook that will eventually be inside of you and that could be embarrassing considering that I’m a writer and I have a vivid imagination, so yes, I do want some gum but could you please serve it to me?

—. . . You’re Jewish, aren’t you?

—In a way.

—In a big way.

—I’ve seen bigger.

—Where? The Chabad Telethon?

—What’s your point?

—That you’re going to take some gum.

—No, I’m not.

—Bullshit you aren’t!

—Ow!

—Take some gum!

—Stop pulling my hair!

—Open my pocketbook and take some goddamn gum!

—No!

—Yes!

—Ow!

—Take some!

—You’re choking me!

—I know!

—I can’t breathe!

—Get some oxygen from that fake tree, Jewboy!

—Very funny!

—Take some gum!

—No!

—Take it!

—Never!

—. . . Uh-oh.

—What’s the matter?

—He’s calling on you.

—Who is?

—Lome.

—Oh, Christ.

—It’s your turn to tell your ideas for sketches.

—Oh, Christ.

—Got any?

—Yeah, but . . .

—I’ll handle it.

—What are you doing?

—. . . Zweibel’s got this great idea where I play a parakeet who at first has a lot of trouble learning how to talk so I just stand there with my face all squished up like this, but eventually I learn how to talk and don’t stop talking until it gets to be so annoying that whoever plays my owner finally shuts me up by stapling me to my perch and gagging me with a shoelac,e and . . .

—Psst . . . Gilda.

—What?

—Telt him that you’d like to play Howdy Doody’s wife, Debby Doody.

—. . . and Zweibel also has another funny idea where I play Howdy Doody’s wife, Debby Doody . . . Yes, we’re going to work on these and lots and lots of other ideas together . . . you know . . . like a team . . . Thank you.

—Hey. everyone laughed.

—Debby Doody?

—Why not?

—Okay.

—Hey. Gilda?

—What?

—Thanks.

—Want a piece of gum?

—Yeah.

—Where you going?

—To buy some.
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On a New York City Street That Night

—. . . and there’s the Empire State Building . . .

—Uh-huh . . .

—St. Patrick’s Cathedral . . .

—Right . . .

—. . . and you see that little guy who’s selling pencils next to the subway?

—Yeah . . . ?

—That’s Mayor Koch.

—Zweibel . . .

—I swear.

—Cut it out.

—Hey. ask any of these people. They’ll tell you – it’s his way of staying in touch with us commonfolk.

—Will you stop?

—Oh. you’re just jealous because your mayor in Cleveland probably wouldn’t think of a disguise like that.

—Detroit.

—Oh. like there’s a difference.




In a Restaurant Later

—My dad died when I was fourteen.

—You were real close, weren’t you?

—How could you tell?

—By the look on your face when you mentioned him.

—I miss him a lot.

—Sorry. Gil . . .

—He’s the reason I became a performer.

—Really?

—Yeah. he loved performers. He owned a hotel in Detroit, but back in the thirties he somehow became friends with a few radio personalities.

—Like who?

—Gosden and Correll?

—The guys who played Amos and Andy on radio?

—They used to come over to our house all the time.

—Wow.

—Fibber McGee and Molly, too.

—You’re kidding?

—No.

—God . . .

—They really made my dad laugh a lot.

—I’ll bet.

—My dad used to love to laugh.

—Uh-huh.

—He was a quiet guy.

—Uh-huh.

—Sort of like you, Zweibel . . .

—Uh-huh.

—But better-looking.

—Oh.

—And when he’d laugh, his whole body would shake . . .

—Uh-huh.

—. . . and then everyone else in the room would start laughing . . .

—Right.

—. . . and then their bodies would start to shake.

—Wow.

—So. when I was a little girl, I’d try my best to make my dad shake. I’d tell him jokes or make up funny lyrics to show tunes or do impersonations of some of our goofier relatives . . .

—And he’d laugh?

—Yep.

—And shake?

—Like a leaf.

—That’s great.

—What about yours?

—What about my what?

—Your family.

—What about them?

—What are they like?

—I don’t know – just your typical middle-class, Long Island Jewish family who spend half their lives trying to figure out whose car they should take. Why are you laughing?

—I know that family.

—I had a feeling you’d understand.

—Oh, yeah.

—But I’m glad I have them.

—That’s nice to hear.

—Family’s always meant a lot to me, Gilda.

—Right . . .

—When I was a little boy, I used to watch the old Dick Van Dyke Show and say that that’s the kind of life I want to have. You know, be a TV comedy writer, have a wife, a family, a home. That was my goal.

—And you’re achieving it.

—The TV writer part, anyway.

—Are you seeing anyone, Zweibel?

—Well, sort of . . . not really . . . you know.

—Yeah.

—You do?

—Oh yeah. I just ended one of those “well, sort of . . . not really . . . you know” relationships.

—You did?

—Can you please get that waiter’s attention?

—. . . sure. Excuse me, sir? Here he comes.

—Thanks.

—You want dessert, Gilda?

—No, I’m stuffed.

—Anything else I can get for you two?

—Just a check, please.

—Very good.

—Oh, and sir?

—Yes, ma’am?

-Could I please have two cheeseburgers, a large fries and a vanilla shake to go?

—Absolutely.

—Thank you.

—. . . Gilda?

—Yeah?

—I thought you said you weren’t hungry.

—I’m not.

—Then who did you order that food for?

—Koch.

—Who?

—That little guy we saw selling pencils on our way over here.

—You’re kidding.

—No.

—Wow.

—Wow?

—Yeah.

—What do you mean?

—You might be the nicest person I’ve ever met in my entire life.

—You just met me five hours ago, Zweibel.

—Okay, the third-nicest person.
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