
  
  Chapter 1


  I HAD JUST POURED A CUP OF COFFEE WHEN A TEXT LIT UP ON MY PHONE. It was from my friend Jill in New York. “Hey,” Jill wrote. “Are you okay?”


  I sat down at the counter. “Yeah, I’m good,” I typed back. “Just getting dressed. What’s up?”


  “I’m on-set in the middle of a wardrobe fitting,” Jill wrote. “But my assistant just told me. I’m so sorry about your dad. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”


  I stared at the message. So sorry about your dad? After a moment, I clicked on a national news site. On the front page, there was a picture of my dad, with a headline under it. “Comedy legend Tim Conway, dead at 85.”


  The words hit me like a blow to the stomach. I couldn’t breathe. I had just seen my dad the day before and was getting ready to visit him again that morning. But now he was gone.


  The phone vibrated on the counter. Suddenly, calls and messages began pouring in as friends from all over the world learned the news.


  My stepmother, Charlene, didn’t bother to inform me of my father’s death when it happened. I hadn’t had the comfort of a few hours, or even a few minutes, to process the news privately before the rest of the world knew about it. My dad’s life had ended in a nursing home only a few miles from my friend Beth’s condo in Sherman Oaks, where I was staying in order to be closer to him. The condo was so close I could have walked there. But it took a friend two thousand miles away to tell me that he had passed away.


  It seemed like my tears would never stop. Had someone been with my dad when he died? Was anyone—Charlene, or Mena, his gentle, kind caregiver—holding his hand as he drew his last breath? When my dad’s spirit parted from his body, was he alone? I would never know.


  The phone rang and rang but I shoved it away. Outside, a cold wind swayed the palm trees against a gray sky. In the past few weeks, I had taken to wearing an old sweater of my dad’s, a slightly frayed cashmere crewneck, and had pulled it on that very morning. Sobbing, I wiped my tears with the cuff. It still smelled like him.


  Over the past year I’d watched helplessly as the father I loved succumbed to a terminal illness. Many people who have lost a loved one to a progressive disease compare it to an abduction. For me, there had been another kind of theft outside of my dad’s illness. My stepmother, Charlene, had denied me any say in my father’s care for the last year of his life. I had been prevented from visiting him, accused of theft, physically attacked, and repeatedly lied to. Ultimately, I would take my fight for my dad to court, and in the process, lose part of a family that I had loved. What had been a close and loving thirty-year relationship with Charlene, and my stepsister, Jackie, was shattered beyond repair. All because I wanted to help my dad suffer less. How had it come to this? It is a question that still haunts me.


  I had spent those final, precious visits with my dad, holding his hand and talking to him. We would watch his favorite shows on television, and I would tell him about my day—the errands I was going to run, or a job I was thinking of taking. I patted his face with a cool, damp washcloth when the room felt too warm or pulled up the blanket when it was cool. I just wanted to be close to him.


  In those last weeks, leaving my dad after a visit was like getting my heart broken over and over. Whenever I said the words, “Okay, Dad, I have to go now, but I will see you tomorrow,” he would instantly dissolve into heaving sobs. No amount of reassurance could console him. “Dad!” I’d exclaim, wrapping my arms around him and trying to hide my tears in his chest. “I promise I will be back tomorrow.” It took every ounce of strength to leave him, and I often stayed past my “allotted” visitation time because I couldn’t bear to walk out of the room. The fear of angering Charlene and being thrown out by security guards didn’t faze me; all I wanted was for Dad to know that it was okay because I would be there with him again the next morning.


  The first time Dad cried as I was leaving, I’d just assumed it was part of the illness.


  “I’m sure he does this when anyone from the family leaves,” I’d said to Mena, his caregiver.


  “No,” Mena replied, shaking her head. “He only cries when you leave.”


  When I had left him yesterday, with my assurances that I’d be back again the next day, did Dad know it was the last time we’d see each other? Did he know that he was leaving this world?


  I stood up, rubbing the tears from my face. It was time to pull myself together and take charge where I still could. I had my five brothers to think about. I needed to reach out to them before they heard the news in the same cold and dispassionate way that I had. I also needed to reassure my friends that I was okay so they wouldn’t worry.


  I felt an impulse to go over to the nursing home—part of me needed to see that my dad was really gone—but there was no point in going over there now. I knew I didn’t want to see my stepmother or stepsister, but I did want to play some role in helping to memorialize my father, something to share a little of the kind, loving, and funny man who had raised me.


  Then I remembered the Willie Nelson song.


  “Angel Flying Too Close to the Ground” had hit the country airwaves in 1981. Willie sang it with tremulous emotion against a background of weepy steel guitar. One day Dad and I were riding in the car when the song came on the radio. Dad had turned it up as we drove down Ventura Boulevard in the Valley. When the song finished, he looked over at me. “That’s the song that I want to be played at my funeral.”


  Dad was just forty-eight years old at the time. The idea of him having a funeral seemed as likely as his flying to the moon.


  “Dad!” I said. “I can’t believe you’re talking about your funeral.”


  “That’s the song I want to be played at my funeral,” he repeated solemnly.


  I was a teenager and thought the song was just silly. And the idea of Dad wanting it played at his funeral was mortifying. I stared at the side of his face, waiting for him to crack a smile to show he was joking. “Oh, sure,” I scoffed. “Because you are such an angel, right?”


  Dad didn’t blink. “I’m serious,” he said. “You have to play it at my funeral.”


  I rolled my eyes and looked out the window. “Okay, Dad. I promise we will play ‘Angel Flying’ or whatever it is at your funeral.”


  I thought that was the end of it, just one of Dad’s many jokes that came with the territory of being his kid. But later, I realized that he was serious.


  “Here’s my song,” he’d say whenever it came on the radio, which was a lot that year. “Remember, when I go, this is the song I want to be played at my funeral.”


  I picked up my phone, not knowing who to call first. Plans for Dad’s memorial were probably already in motion, and I had to let Charlene and Jackie know immediately about the song. I’d promised Dad so many years ago, and I would make it happen. It was so perfect.


  But I paused, knowing that my calls would go unanswered. I was the oldest of my father’s six kids, and his only daughter, but I would have no say in the decisions about his funeral.


  I spent the day making phone calls to friends and family. I spoke with my brother Tim, who also lived in Los Angeles, while my brothers Patrick, Jamie, Corey, and Seann prepared to come into town. Even as we made arrangements to gather, we were completely in the dark. Only when Charlene decided to inform us would we know when the funeral would occur and if we were even invited.


  Beth sat with me as I cried in between phone calls. She brought me plates of food and tried to get me to eat. I was so thankful that Beth was there with me because being alone on that day would have been unbearable.


  By the time dusk fell, I was exhausted from tears and talking. I went into my room and crawled under the covers, still wearing Dad’s sweater. Without the distraction of phone calls, I had no choice but to face the deep, dark hole that Dad’s passing had opened within me.


  A kaleidoscope of memories flashed in my head. There was Dad in the pool at our house in Encino, tan and strong, with me riding on his shoulders as we chased my younger brothers through the water. Dad, spending his only day off creating a “movie theater” for us and the neighborhood kids at our house, complete with real ticket stubs and popcorn in bags. My sweet Daddy, who always knew where I was and what I was doing. My best pal in the world.


  I sat up and felt around for my phone. After a quick search, I found the song “Angel Flying Too Close to the Ground” and pushed play. Putting in my earbuds, I lay back against the pillow as Willie’s mournful voice filled my ears. As he sang about broken wings and the healing power of love, I was transported back to the passenger seat of our old car with Dad humming along to the song as it played over the radio. It was one of those classic Los Angeles days, filled with sunshine and blue sky, when I was no longer a child but not quite yet an adult, and I truly believed my Dad would live forever.


  When the last bars of the song faded away, I pulled out the earbuds. The wind had died down, and a peaceful silence filled the room. “I didn’t forget, Dad.” I whispered to the darkness.
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  In the end, the song was not played at my father’s funeral.



  
  Chapter 2


  ALL MY LIFE, PEOPLE HAVE ASKED ME THIS QUESTION: WHAT WAS IT like to be Tim Conway’s daughter?


  What was life like with such a famously hilarious father? Were we kids always cracking up? Yes. Was our home a den of playful pranks? Yes. Did my mother sometimes want to throw the whole lot of us—me, my five brothers, and Dad—out the window when things got a little too crazy? Oh, yes.


  Some of Dad’s fans need assurance that he truly was as delightful in real life as he’d appeared to be on television. “Please,” they say, “please tell me your father was as great as I thought he was!” So often, we idolize a famous person only to find out later that they were the opposite of what we’d imagined. And sometimes in terrible ways. A glamorous movie star who beat her children with coat hangers. An on-screen idealized father figure later revealed to have committed horrendous abuse. There is no shortage of examples like these in the entertainment world.


  Rest assured: Dad was exactly the same person you remember from television. He was a wonderful father to my five younger brothers and me for all of our lives: supportive, loving, and yes, a hell of a lot of fun.


  Who exactly was Tim Conway? If you’re a certain age, you may already know him from the many characters he played over his decades-long career. He might have cracked you up as Mr. Tudball on The Carol Burnett Show, or the lovable but not-so-bright Ensign Parker in McHale’s Navy. Maybe, as a kid on a Saturday outing to the movies, you saw him in The Apple Dumpling Gang with Don Knotts. Or perhaps you were one of the millions of fans who couldn’t get enough of Dad’s salty, short-statured golf pro, Dorf.


  Whatever character he played, Tim Conway possessed a sharp comic wit warmed by a sincerity that made him something rare in the world of celebrity: a relatable and likable human being. That is something his many friends and fans already know. I still hear from many of them today, delighting in sharing their stories of how much Dad meant to them. And because my career has brought me into Hollywood circles, I have met actors and comedians—many of whom are very famous—whose faces light up when they learn who my dad is. “He’s been such an inspiration to me!” they exclaim, naming their favorite sketch or character.


  The Tim Conway known to the world was also a father who adored his six children and always made time in his busy schedule to be with them. The dad who played ringmaster to a backyard circus of unruly little heathens. A man who dreamed up a riot of pranks, fun, and laughter for his kids’ benefit. Dad believed that anything you could imagine should be put to the test, regardless of how absurd it seemed. The trappings of celebrity never distracted him from the responsibilities of being a father. Even after a long day at the studio, he always had time for a wrestling match of six against one.


  While Dad was busy being the biggest wolf pup in the Conway pack, Mom was the watchful and steady presence who always made sure to count heads in the pool and step in when someone was at risk of drowning. She was also a complex, highly intelligent woman often quick to explode under the burden of managing six children. We all knew it was best not to push Mom too far, although it happened frequently. Her style of parenting was as different from Dad’s as night and day.


  I think having these two very different people as parents is what made the chemistry of our family so special. We kids delighted in Dad’s spontaneity, coupled with the pragmatic, disciplined touchstone of Mom. As a family, we had our challenges, but it was a magical childhood set against a backdrop of the Valley and the brightly lit studios of CBS.


  Dad was born in 1933, the only child of Dan Conway, an Irish-born stable manager with a quiet, thoughtful manner, and Sophia Murgoi, a delightful Romanian immigrant we grandkids called Magi. They met in Cleveland and married, later moving to a cottage on a wealthy family estate where Papa managed the horse stables. After their only child was born, Magi and Papa moved to the quaint town of Chagrin Falls, Ohio, settling into the small, neat house where my dad would grow up.


  You may think my dad would have known from birth that he was destined for stardom, but his boyhood dream was to be a jockey. While helping Papa care for the horses at local racing stables, Dad was in close contact with the compact, tough, chain-smoking jockeys walking around in their brightly colored silks, and he idolized them.


  But racing atop a thoroughbred wasn’t in the cards for Dad. He was too heavy, and, as he admitted himself, he just didn’t have the talent for it. Still, he would love horse racing his whole life; I have many fond memories of placing bets with Dad at Santa Anita Park racetrack in Los Angeles.


  My mom, Mary Anne Dalton, grew up in Dearborn, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit. She was the eldest of seven children in a large Irish-Catholic family. Her parents, who ran the local funeral home, both drank heavily and fought loudly. When they went on a bender, Mom would be left in charge of her younger siblings, making sure they got enough to eat and were dressed and off to school on time. Sometimes, when the adults were too hungover, Mom would assist clients in selecting a casket or arranging memorial services for their departed loved one. Where Dad had been the cherished only child who had every ounce of his parents’ attention, Mom and her siblings had to yell at the dinner table to be heard over the noise.


  After graduating from high school, Mom immediately left home to attend Bowling Green State University, where she met my father. The two were just friends at first, and went their separate ways after graduating from college—Dad to the army, and Mom as a performer in the army’s Special Services branch. She had always loved to dance and had spent what little free time she’d had taking lessons, which she paid for herself. I imagine that Mom thrived under the discipline of being a dancer, and I’m sure it provided an escape from her chaotic home life. She had a lithe, graceful body and was a beautiful dancer her whole life.


  As a member of a dancing and singing group that entertained US soldiers stationed overseas, Mom spent a year living in Germany. During her time there, she learned to ski on the steep Alpine mountains, sparking a passion that would last her entire life. All of us kids started on skis when we were barely old enough to walk, and to this day, I owe my love for the sport to Mom. After she finished her army service and returned to the United States, Mom and Dad reconnected. A renewed friendship blossomed into romance, and after a brief courtship, they were married on May 27, 1961.


  After completing his stint in the army, Dad went back to Cleveland. He worked his way up from writing promos at a radio station to producing an afternoon movie program at WJW-TV with his best friend, Ernie Anderson. Ernie’s Place aired during the featured movie’s intermission, with Ernie interviewing local and visiting dignitaries while Dad ran the camera.


  But Dad didn’t stay behind the camera for long. Often there was no guest scheduled for a particular day, so Dad would dress up as a famous Italian chef or a Spanish bullfighter, and he and Ernie would improv a funny interview. Soon the Cleveland audience was tuning in to Ernie’s Place just to see what kind of silly sketch Dad and Ernie would create. People were far more interested in watching the hilarious antics of the two hosts than the featured movie, and Ernie’s Place developed a sort of cult following.


  One of these “interviews” on Ernie’s Place caught the attention of actress and comedian Rose Marie, a star on The Dick Van Dyke Show. While visiting the WJW-TV set during a promotional tour, Rose Marie happened to see the show as it played on a studio monitor. No one can recall which character Dad was playing on that episode, but Rose Marie thought it was hilarious. She met Dad and Ernie and asked if she could take a couple of studio reels of the show back to Hollywood to show her friend Steve Allen, star of NBC’s nationally syndicated The Steve Allen Plymouth Show. After Steve watched the Ernie’s Place reels, he offered Dad some guest spots on his show.


  Dad flew out to Los Angeles to appear as a frequent guest on The Steve Allen Plymouth Show. Realizing that he might have a chance at a real career in television, Dad decided to move from Cleveland to Los Angeles. Mom was heavily pregnant with me at the time, but she believed in Dad, and she didn’t hesitate when he suggested they move to California. To Dad’s delight, Ernie decided to pack up and try his luck in Hollywood, too.


  Mom and Dad packed everything they owned into their VW Bug and hugged Magi and Papa good-bye. Then they pointed west and bounced over 2,300 miles across the country, arriving in Los Angeles just in time for me to be born there. You could say the first gift my parents gave me was the honor of being a true California girl. After moving to Los Angeles, Mom and Dad became friends with Rose Marie and asked her to be my godmother.


  Dad plunged into working twelve-hour days on-set while Mom and I settled into a small apartment in Van Nuys. Mom was living in a vast city without family or friends, taking care of a new baby with her husband gone most of the day. A situation like this might have been too daunting for many women, but Mary Anne Dalton Conway was cut from a different cloth. She was strong and determined, and she kept her sights set on the promise of a bright future in her new home.


  Although it was on the outskirts of the more-intimidating city center of Hollywood, Van Nuys was a far cry from the placid Cleveland suburbs. Having a baby brought out a new side to Dad—he became an ardent protector of his small family. He worried about leaving Mom and me alone all day while he was working. He reminded her to lock the doors when he left and never open them to anyone she didn’t know. Dad probably would have loved for the two of us to stay inside all day, but Mary Anne wasn’t going to stand for that, and he knew it.


  Occasionally Dad would have to go out of town for work. He didn’t want Mom and me to stay alone in the apartment, so he would get us a room at the Sportsmen’s Lodge in Studio City. Although it was not a glamorous place, the hotel’s lounge had been a popular watering hole for Hollywood stars for decades, with Clark Gable, Bette Davis, and John Wayne among the many celebrities who once gathered at the hunting lodge–themed bar for drinks and gossip.


  Even when Dad was home, he worried someone might break into our apartment at night when we were asleep. Always the inventor, he had an idea. Figuring that an intruder would most likely try to enter through the set of sliding doors in the living room, he decided to fabricate a homemade alarm system. He took a brick and held it in place with a small block of wood on top of one side of the doorframe. Then, he ran a length of rope over the doorframe and down the other side. He tied one end of the rope to the door handle and the other end to the wood block. On the floor under the brick, Dad placed a metal bucket. If someone opened the door during the night, the rope would pull the wood block away and release the brick, sending it crashing down into the bucket. Bang. The noise would wake my parents so they could scare off the intruder. Dad was careful to set the alarm every night before bed.


  One night my parents were jolted from their sleep by a loud bang from the living room. They lay still, holding their breath, listening for the sound of footsteps, but there was only silence.


  “Tim,” Mom finally whispered. “Go see what’s happening.”


  But Dad was paralyzed with fear. He might have been clever enough to create the alarm, but damn if he would respond.


  Finally, Mom threw off the covers and tiptoed out to investigate. She returned shortly and climbed back into bed.


  The small block of wood keeping the brick on the narrow wood frame had fallen away on its own, sending the brick crashing down. False alarm.


  For a few minutes, my parents lay there in silence.


  Then: “Did you remember to set the alarm back?” Dad asked.


  “God almighty,” Mom groaned. “Just go to sleep.”


  That story pretty much sums up the parenting styles of my mother and father. The differences became more extreme once my five brothers were born. Where Dad looked at every new day as an opportunity for fun, Mom made sure our rangy gang stayed in some semblance of order along the way. It must not have been easy to manage all of us, and she often had to resort to screaming and cursing in order to be heard, sometimes the only way to get our attention.


  Even as a young girl I was just as wild as my brothers, and could be even tougher. I never stood down to any of them, even if it took a tumble in the grass with fists flying to accomplish it. While disagreements among us siblings flared up quickly, there was always a new distraction that made us forget the argument. Before you knew it we’d all be banding back together again as though nothing had ever happened, ready to move on to our next adventure.


  As the 1960s dawned, Dad’s star was on the rise. Unfortunately, just as he’d started to make a name for himself from his regular appearances on The New Steve Allen Show, the show was canceled, and Dad became one of many unemployed entertainers living in Hollywood. It would prove to be only a brief setback, as even better things were just around the bend.


  In 1962, Dad was offered a co-starring role on a new television series called McHale’s Navy, about a naval crew stationed on an island in the South Pacific during World War II. Dad was not a big name at the time, but the show’s producer, Ed Montagne, had seen him on Steve Allen’s show and thought he would be perfect for the role of sweet, bumbling Ensign Charles Parker. Ernest Borgnine, a bona fide movie star and Oscar winner, would play Lieutenant Commander Quinton McHale.


  Ed Montagne’s gamble on Dad paid off. His Ensign Parker was a well-intentioned but hilariously flawed foil to the prickly and easily frustrated Lieutenant McHale. When Dad first met Ernest Borgnine on the set, he could hardly speak. The pressure he felt stepping into this important role alongside such a formidable man must have been enormous. But the chemistry between the two sizzled on-screen, and the show was very popular. Working on McHale’s Navy was also the beginning of Dad’s friendship with Ernest. After Dad’s shyness melted away, he quickly earned not only the respect but also the friendship of the gruff but warm-hearted actor.


  Ernest Borgnine was a regular visitor to our home when I was growing up and remained a dear friend to my father for the rest of his life.


  Dad’s profile rose significantly after the success of McHale’s Navy. And something else was growing along with his fame. Between my birth in 1962 and my youngest brother Seann’s arrival in 1970, Mom and Dad welcomed Tim Jr., Patrick, Jamie, and Corey into the family. With the addition of each new child we moved to a succession of slightly larger houses around the San Fernando Valley.


  After Seann was born, however, Dad was finally able to afford the house that would become our true family home.



  
  Chapter 3


  THE CONWAY FAMILY HOME WAS LOCATED IN ENCINO, NESTLED IN what people in Los Angeles refer to as “the Valley.” It had been built in the 1940s by an art director who had worked on the film Gone with the Wind. He used Tara, the famed Southern plantation home where much of the movie is set, as an inspiration for its design. The house had tall columns and balconies with lacy wrought-iron railings. But the best thing about the house was the space, both inside and out, for our large and highly energetic family. Situated across a sprawling, tree-filled lawn were a swimming pool, a tennis court, and shuffleboard decks. What probably sealed the deal was the expansive brick courtyard set between the pool and the main house. It had a built-in barbecue and bar area with lots of room for people to lounge by the pool, and it was the perfect setting for the many cookouts, birthday parties, and social events to come.


  I was nine years old in 1971 when we moved to the “Tara” house on Magnolia Boulevard. After years of living in small homes, Mom finally had a big place that she could transform into the house of her dreams. Her love for decorating blossomed, bringing with it the scent of fresh paint, giant rolls of upholstery fabric draped over chairs, and big books of wallpaper samples lying around.


  My parents built a large master bedroom suite that Mom decorated in her signature tailored style, with drapes, bedspread, and accessories perfectly matched. When their bedroom was finished, Mom and Dad had a much-needed private space for themselves, one that my brothers and I still managed to invade whenever we wanted. As the eldest child and only girl, I got the old master bedroom upstairs. The room had tall windows with a built-in upholstered seat that overlooked the front lawn, and a fireplace. While I would have loved to paint the entire room purple, my favorite color at the time, Mom wisely vetoed that idea and helped me decorate it in a young but tasteful style.


  With five younger brothers, you would have thought that having my very own room—with a door I could close anytime I wanted—would have been a dream come true. However, having shared a bedroom with one or more of my brothers for so many years, being alone felt strange. With my door shut, I’d get restless and start to wonder what my brothers were doing in their rooms down the hall.


  Although each kid had his own room, the boys tended to congregate and even sleep all together in one room that had two sets of bunk beds. There was always a steady stream of shouts, laughter, and mysterious thumps coming from their side of the house. Who was that yelling? Was that Jamie crying, or Corey? I’d have to go see for myself, convinced that I was missing out on something really fun. Why would I want to be alone when I could be busy playing “mummy,” which meant rolling our brother Patrick in a sheet until he became so enraged that his face turned bright red? Or consulting with Timmy as we dressed our reluctant Maine Coon cat, Kika, in some of Seann’s old baby clothes?


  Because the six of us kids were very close in age, we operated more like a unified body than individual children. Although there were enough bathrooms to allow for some privacy, we always ended up brushing our teeth together in one, elbows knocking and heads bumping as we leaned over to spit in the sink. The creative mayhem my brothers and I generated could last all day and into the night, with only brief pauses for meals or sleep. Inevitably, someone would dissolve into a meltdown and “go tell.” Then our enraged mother would fly up the stairs after the rest of us, ready to spank whomever she caught. There was a constant battle for one-upmanship, like who could make the biggest leap off the top bunk, or endure an arm-twisting the longest. Ours was not a playground for the faint of heart.


  One feature of the house that held no end of delight for us kids was the aptly named dumbwaiter—a small elevator used to move items between floors. The dumbwaiter was just the right size to fit one or two small children, and then, with a pull of the lever, send them up and down. Technically, the dumbwaiter was a dangerous thing and, therefore, off-limits, but we still played with it anyway. The fun ended one day when we put three-year-old Corey inside the dumbwaiter, lowered it down, and then stopped it between floors. Realizing he was trapped, Corey emitted an ear-splitting screech so loud that our mother came running all the way from the other side of the house.


  “What the fuck?” Mom screamed. “Get your brother back up here now. I told you all no playing in the dumbwaiter, you dumb-asses. You could have killed him!”


  Corey emerged from the dumbwaiter a shrieking, red-faced banshee. He chased the rest of us around with his small fists pummeling the air. Corey couldn’t catch us, but Mom did, and we all got a spanking and were sent to our rooms. After that, Dad nailed a piece of wood over the doors of the dumbwaiter, shutting it off for good.


  When she was really angry, Mom was a terrifying thing, although it was mostly just screaming. She never hurt us beyond a smack on the back of the head or a spanking. Mom had grown up in a loud, turbulent home where screaming was the default for any kind of discipline. It must have been very frustrating to manage me and my brothers; we were wild as a wolf pack. Among us kids, no grudges were held despite how hard we beat up on one another. Once the tears had dried and Band-Aids were applied, the six of us would be back together and deciding what we were going to do next.


  Dad had an entirely different philosophy for dealing with misbehaving children. He doled out punishment in a much more diplomatic and humorous way. Dad’s love of hockey inspired one of his favorites: the penalty box. He built a small bench and installed a light inside one of the family-room closets where offenders were sent to “wait out the game” and think over their misdeeds. Patrick might kick Timmy, and Dad would yell, “Okay, Pat, you get two minutes in the penalty box for kicking. Now!” So Patrick would sit on the bench in the closet while the rest of us fell over with laughter and teased him through the closed door. Each of us kids spent a lot of time in the penalty box, but it wasn’t scary. It was Dad’s fun way of imposing a time-out when one was needed.


  Our house offered limitless opportunities for amusement, but outside was where we spent most of the day playing. The yard encompassed a sprawling acre of land enclosed by a wall. Colossal oak and pine trees cast shade from the blazing California sun, and thick stands of shrubs provided ideal cover for hide-and-seek. Over the years Dad built us a series of treehouses, each one a different style, featuring rope swings and lookout platforms. From the treehouse we could see far over into the adjoining backyards and the streets beyond. It was a favorite place for us to spy on neighbors and drop water balloons on an unsuspecting brother passing below.


  On one side of the property was the tennis court where my brothers and I spent countless hours slamming tennis balls or playing hockey, usually more intent on hitting each other than putting it in the net. When we got tired of tennis, we could go play over at the shuffleboard decks.


  But our favorite place to be was in the swimming pool. At the far end of the pool was a large covered cabana with a sitting area complete with a bricked fireplace, grill, and a long bar. It was our main entertainment area, and we hosted countless barbecues and swim parties there over the years. As the parents of six kids Dad and Mom were very family-oriented, and most of their friends were, too. Everyone from Carol Burnett, Harvey Korman, and Dad’s old buddy Ernie Anderson brought their kids to our house regularly. The adults would gossip over beer and wine while the children splashed and cavorted in the pool.


  Weekends at our house were a blur of kids racing in circles around the pool, jumping in, climbing out, and doing it all over again. My mother and her friends would sit in the sun with big sunglasses on, talking as they sipped their icy cocktails. Dad and his friends would be gathered around the grill, poking at hot dogs or flipping burgers while they chatted, occasionally erupting into roars of laughter at something funny someone had said.


  But Dad loved interacting with us kids as much as he did his friends. He would make up games and contests for us—there could be as many as fifteen children in the pool at one time—complete with prizes for the winners. All of us kids competed ruthlessly for the glory of being declared the winner, and even more for the trophies. That’s because Dad’s homemade trophies were legendary. He would take an old vase, glue it to a small box, and cover the whole thing with aluminum foil. With much pomp, it would be presented to the fastest swimmer or the biggest splash-maker. Every kid wanted that trophy for their very own. I remember one swim contest when I was determined to win the latest prize, an especially elaborate Dad-crafted award with a little foil-covered fish shape on top. I could already envision the trophy sitting on my dresser.


  I got into position alongside my brothers and a few friends on the edge of the pool. With all the adults watching, Dad shouted “Go!” and we sprang into the water. I swam faster than I ever had, gasping for breath with every stroke and kicking so hard my legs ached. I could almost taste victory. But my brother Tim reached the far edge a full two strokes before me. He climbed out of the pool, wet and beaming with pride. Dad handed him the trophy—my trophy—and everyone slapped him on the back and cheered.


  I crawled out of the pool mute with fury. I swam faster than I ever had before, and that trophy should have been mine. Tears sprang to my eyes at the unfairness of it all. While everyone resumed playing, I wrapped myself in a towel and sat alone, sulking.


  After a while, Dad came over and sat next to me.


  “What’s going on, Kell?” he asked.


  I was so bitter I could hardly look at him.


  “It’s not fair,” I said. “I am your oldest, and your only girl, and I should have gotten the trophy. I swam so fast, and I was trying a lot harder than Tim was.” I buried my face in my hands.


  Dad put his arm around my shoulder. “But Kelly,” he said gently, “Tim swam faster than you. He won the trophy.”


  “But it’s not fair, Dad,” I repeated. “I am your only girl!”


  “I know you swam your fastest, Kell. You did really great, and next time you just might be the winner. But sometimes even when you try your hardest, you don’t win, and that’s disappointing.” He tipped my head up so that we were eye to eye. “Hey, you did good, and you should be proud of that. But Tim was the fastest swimmer today. Train hard and you will win one day. Are we good?”


  I nodded. Dad was right, and the way he explained it made me feel better.


  A few weeks later, I did swim the fastest, and this time it was me who got the trophy. But Dad’s lesson had hit its mark, and I never forgot it. Sometimes in life you want something so much that it’s almost as though you could will it into being from sheer desire alone. You put so much effort into it that you just know things will pay off—they have to, because you nearly killed yourself trying. But that doesn’t always mean you get it. It’s a tough lesson for anyone no matter what the stakes. All you can do is jump back into that pool and keep on swimming.


  Sometimes there were parties for adults only at our house. We kids would be allowed to come out to say hello and raid the snack table, but inevitably Mom would give us a look that indicated it was time for us to go upstairs to bed.


  One night I lay on my bed, unable to sleep after being sent upstairs during one of my parents’ parties. I got up and crossed the hall to the room with the bunks, where all of my brothers were fast asleep. The windows looked over the courtyard and pool, and I pressed against one of them, looking down. Below, through the limbs of the giant oak tree that grew from the center of the courtyard, I could see the adults sitting around the fire pit. The flames illuminated their faces, and I could hear the soft murmur of voices and laughter. Although it was dark, I could see Dad standing over the fire, motioning with his hands as he talked. As I watched him, an alarming realization crept over me. Someday, my dad was going to die.


  I had an abstract idea of what death was, and knew that all people would eventually die. When we went to church, the priest spoke about the wondrous journey that a saved soul would take to the golden gates of Heaven, where an eternity spent among loved ones awaited. I had heard of people dying—a friend of my parents, or one of my school friends would lose a grandparent. But picturing any of my family dead—in particular, my mom and dad—was a devastating concept.


  I looked at Dad as he stood laughing in the firelight down below, and my love for him welled up into a wave of sobs. Someday he would be gone, and I would still be here. The idea of being alive without him was inconceivable.


  I fled the darkened room and ran back to my own.


  A little later, there was a knock on the door.


  “Kell?” It was Dad. He opened the door and stepped in. Light from the hallway spilled over me in the bed, and he could see I’d been crying.


  “Hey, Pal!” he cried, sitting down next to me. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt? What happened?”


  I sat up. “Everyone is going to die, right Dad?”


  “Uh, yes,” he said. “Everyone dies eventually.”


  “So what’s going to happen when you die? And Mom?”


  “Kelly, I’m forty. I’m not going to die anytime soon. Neither is your mother. Nothing is going to happen, and we’re not going anywhere.” He tipped my chin up. “Okay?”


  I rubbed my nose with the edge of the sheet and nodded.


  “Now, get back to sleep,” Dad said. He kissed me and stood up, shaking his head as he walked out of the room.


  When you’re a kid, someone who’s forty seems so old. But of course, as I know now, as a healthy forty-year-old, my dad was actually very young.


  Later in his life, Dad would sometimes start a sentence with, “Now, when I go . . .” I’d clamp my hands over my ears and refuse to listen. Even in the days before his death, when we all knew it was inevitable, I still couldn’t imagine my life without him.


  Just like that night so long ago when I’d sat sobbing at the window, imagining my father’s death, the thought was unbearable.



  
  Chapter 4


  IN 1975, AFTER SEVEN YEARS OF APPEARING ON THE SERIES AS A FREquent guest, Dad became a full-time cast member on The Carol Burnett Show. When the show debuted in 1967, Carol and her supporting cast quickly won viewers’ hearts with their clever, slapstick-style comedy. This was a group of performers who did not hesitate to make fun of themselves or each other. Instead, they reveled in it. Carol could morph seamlessly from a hilarious portrayal of Scarlett O’Hara to a hunch-backed charwoman dressed in rags to a prim Queen Elizabeth II. The show parodied a popular soap opera with the recurring sketch, “As the Stomach Turns,” and “Went with the Wind”—a spoof on Gone with the Wind with Carol as a melodramatic Southern belle stumbling around in a gown of green velvet drapes—is still as hilarious today as it was in 1976.


  Carol was already a star in the television comedy world when she’d first approached the CBS executives about having her own variety show. They insisted that only a man could successfully lead a prime-time comedy show and offered her a sitcom instead. Carol didn’t want to do a sitcom, and she continued to fight for her show. She and her husband, Joe Hamilton, realized there was a clause in her contract, called “push the button” in programming-speak, that obliged CBS to do the show if she wanted. Whatever reservations the studio heads may have had about a woman fronting a variety show soon disappeared. The Carol Burnett Show became a hit for CBS, making household names of the cast and producing 279 episodes until it ended in 1978.


  Dad’s style of ad-lib, and sometimes downright bizarre, humor fit like a puzzle piece alongside that of Carol, Harvey, and the other cast members. The resulting sketches would often go off-script, peaking into a screwball riot that left the actors fighting to keep a straight face and audiences clamoring for more.


  It was on The Carol Burnett Show where Dad met his comedic soul mate, Harvey Korman. The two had an intuitive ability to play off each other, and they would create some of the most legendary comedy sketches ever seen on television. The camaraderie between them was just as strong off the set. Harvey, a Jewish kid from Chicago, was like the brother that Dad, a small-town boy from Ohio, never had. Harvey, his wife Donna, and their kids, Maria and Christopher, were regular guests at our pool and barbecue parties. Later in his life, Dad would describe his time working on the show as the happiest days of his entire career.


  The Carol Burnett Show aired twenty-three shows a year for CBS. Dad and the rest of the cast would go into the studio on Monday for a table read of the upcoming show. Tuesday was for rehearsal, line learning, and reworking anything that didn’t seem right. Wednesday would be a full run-through of the show, and Thursday was the dress rehearsal, where the actors would spend the day blocking to figure out how to move through their sketches and musical numbers. Finally, Friday night was when the show was taped in front of a live studio audience. In all, the cast and crew only had four short days to learn new material, rehearse, and get it all right before the taping on Friday. It was a tough schedule with little room for error, but Dad and the other cast members were dedicated pros, and The Carol Burnett Show was always ready when the cameras rolled on Friday night.


  Friday-night taping of the show was an exciting event with a celebra-tory feel, so many of the spouses and friends of the cast and crew would attend. It became a kind of social outing for them all, and after the show was “in the can,” the whole group would go out for dinner and drinks. Friday was Mom’s one night out away from us kids, when she was free to talk and laugh with her friends.


  After the show wrapped, the whole group would go to their favorite bar, The City Slicker. It was right across the street from CBS, and most of the clientele were people who worked at the surrounding studios. Despite its proximity to CBS Television City, where some of showbiz’s biggest names worked, The City Slicker’s atmosphere was unpretentious and relaxed. Everyone from the show’s star to the cameraman could cozy up to the bar shoulder to shoulder and gossip over a beer or a gin and tonic. After a round or two of drinks, the group would head out for a late dinner before going home.


  Friday-night visits to the set were just for the adults—my parents claimed that an “insurance issue” prevented children from being on-set during a taping. I realize now that this was probably just an excuse to keep us from whining about being left at home.


  Kids were allowed to attend on Thursday nights when the show went through its dress rehearsal, so a couple of Thursdays a month Mom would pick up my brothers and me early from school to take us to CBS Television City. We had to drive over the hill to get from the Valley to the studio, and on the way we would stop at an amusement park called Kiddieland. Kiddieland’s main attraction was horse and pony rides, so we would spend an hour taking rides on the horses around a circular, fenced-in corral. There was one corral with ponies for the little kids and another with regular-size horses for the older kids. The horses were sunken-backed and droopy with age, but I guess plodding in a circle wasn’t too bad a gig for a retired horse. Plus, we would feed them carrots and apples, laughing as their big lips brushed against the palms of our hands.


  After our rides, we’d sit at wooden picnic tables to eat hot dogs and popcorn before packing
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