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For Diana, of course.
 As with all things.

Who knew it would
 turn out this way



You can put the Frisbee down now, Ubu.
 Good dog.



1985



{ prologue }

I’ve never been to a psychic before and, I have to admit, I feel a little nervous. I don’t know what I’m expecting exactly, but this isn’t it. For one thing, I’m waiting in her kitchen, right now, while she’s downstairs finishing her laundry. I didn’t know psychics did their own laundry.

When she’s done, she comes into the kitchen, sits down across from me, and smiles. Her age is anywhere from twenty-three to seventy-five, and I immediately feel as if I may actually be in the presence of someone with a strong spiritual connection to the universe. I live in California now, and I’ve been assured it’s OK to have these feelings. I grew up in Brooklyn, and the closest I ever came to a psychic was my uncle Morris, who claimed that he could see the future and “it stinks.”

She puts out a deck of cards, asks me to cut, turns over one pile, and begins laying out the cards. She looks up at me a moment, then she laughs. “Why do you feel so guilty about having all this money?” I feel a jolt of electricity go through my body. This is, in fact, the reason I have come to see her.

With the syndication of our television series, Family Ties, Diana and I have, suddenly, become extremely wealthy, and for the first time in our sixteen years together, our relationship is threatened. We’re a little distant. Awkward. Not the usual loving and thoughtful manner we have toward each other. In the upscale neighborhood where we now live, behind huge iron gates, I’m in a lawsuit with every one of my neighbors. Determined, I guess, to prove I don’t belong there.

Diana and I have no romantic construct for being wealthy people. There’s nothing “sexy” about it, for us. It was never a value. Never a goal. And it happened kind of accidentally. We’re not quite sure who we are in this new role. Whether we like ourselves as much.

“I don’t know why I feel guilty. I just do.”

“Before you came into this world, you made a commitment to feed and nurture and care for families and children. It’s right that you have all this money. The universe wants you to be happy.”

She is so much better than Uncle Morris.

“You’ll do the right thing with it, don’t worry. And, it’s OK to enjoy yourself. You’re supposed to.”

For a first reading, this is going very well, I think, and at the end of the session, I thank her and I rise to go. We shake, and she holds my hand, tightly, in hers.

“There’s one more message from the universe for you. Very important.”

“What’s that?”

“Never leave the woman you’re with. You’re nothing without her.”

I nod and smile.

“I know.”



1972



{ chapter one }

We’re walking down the street in Athens and it’s hot. Like in the Iliad hot. There are three of us. Me, Diana, and Ubu, our Labrador retriever. We’ve been hitchhiking around the world for ten months now, and we’re trying to make our way back up to Brussels to catch a student flight over to America. Ubu, who prides himself on never having been on a leash, walks a few paces ahead. He has his big city face on. “Don’t try to pet me. Don’t tell me how cute I am. We’re on official business.”

Actually, we’re on our way to the Red Cross to give blood. We’re almost completely out of money and we’ll be getting ten dollars, a glass of orange juice, and a shower. Diana, who is four months pregnant and will not be giving blood, will get the orange juice and the shower. She’s excited. She can’t believe she’s going to get fresh juice. I can’t believe we’re going to get ten bucks.

The Red Cross building looks more like a souvlaki stand, but judging by the crowd gathered out in front, today’s “shower-juice-American-money combo” is turning out to be a real winner. We recognize a lot of the faces from around town. The American Express office, Syntagma Square. Everyone in their early to mid twenties. Brightly dressed and covered in bangles and beads. Could be a casting call for Hair.

They welcome us into the line and we all smile, hug, do the peace sign, nod and mumble some “hey mans,” and offer each other fruits and nuts. I’ve come to really love and admire this floating community of gentle people we’ve become a part of. Wherever we’ve gathered, from Amsterdam to Istanbul, everyone’s been open and extremely generous. Willing to share everything they have, down to the very last grain of brown rice.

As we get closer to the Red Cross building, I may be imagining it, but I can swear I hear moaning coming from inside. Diana gives my hand a squeeze. “You’re tough. You can do this.” I’m surprised she thinks I can be so easily manipulated. And disappointed in myself when I realize that it’s working.

We edge our way forward, but at the front door we’re stopped and told that Ubu has to wait outside. Though not happy, Ubu takes this in stride. On some level he was expecting it. With a big yawn of disapproval, he lies down obediently. But then at the very last moment, he sticks one paw defiantly back into the room. He’s becoming passive aggressive. I make a note to talk to him about this.

The nurse, a fortyish woman, is like every other Greek person we’ve ever met, unfailingly friendly and sweet. Her English is equivalent to my Greek and we quickly realize we have no idea what we’re saying to each other. It doesn’t matter. We’re young. We’re in Greece. And I’m about to give blood in a souvlaki stand. Diana gives my hand another squeeze. She really wants that juice.

We move farther into the room and I’m seated now on a little cot. I’m next in line and the guy in front of me, who’s being poked at the moment, is not very happy. I hear him shout “merde” several times and, even though I flunked French twice in college, I know what that means.

The guy’s becoming more agitated by the moment, and, amazingly, his coloring is beginning to resemble that of the Greek flag—blue on a white background. He begins screaming in a language that I’m pretty sure is French, bearing in mind that I did flunk it twice, and he’s speaking rapidly, and I think he wants to know, “Where is the train station?”

For the first time, the idea of me fainting rears its ugly head. The fact that it’s 115 degrees in this room and smells like we’re inside a diesel engine is not helping. Diana gives me a little kiss for comfort. “You’ll be fine.”

When I regain consciousness, I’m on a blanket out in the alley. Ubu is there with me, as is Diana. Ubu gives me his “you’re still my guy” look and a little lick. Diana gives me the same look without the lick. I notice that her hair is wet and she has the remnants of a cute little orange juice mustache. She holds up a ten dollar bill and she smiles. My work here is done.

In the evening we return to our campsite, which is in a park on a hill across from the Acropolis. In the morning, if you get up early enough before it opens, you can race up the four thousand steps to the top of the Parthenon, and you get to use the bathrooms there for free. While there are NO CAMPING ALLOWED signs scattered prominently throughout this park, in typical Greek fashion these signs are not enforced. We did get one “official” visit from two policemen yesterday. But that was only to alert us they had to do their weekly “sweep” and we should be out of the park between eight and ten but we could return at ten fifteen and put the tent back up and they’re sorry to bother us and they love California.

It was Diana who introduced me to the world of camping and the great outdoors. Growing up in Brooklyn, we were not really tuned in to the glories of nature and rarely experienced it firsthand. The closest you’d get was when someone told you to “take a fuckin’ hike.”*1 But I have to say, I love it now. And in the ten months we’ve been on the road, I think we’ve slept indoors eight times.

On the island of Mykonos, we split the outdoor/indoor difference, living in a cave carved into the hillside above Paradise Beach. We had two “rooms” there. Or, actually, “one plus an alcove,” is how the ad would read. We put down a rug. Hung up a madras bedspread. Forty-five hundred dollars a month in New York.

We wait for sunset now to have our dinner. This evening I’m getting a little extra attention from Ubu and Diana. They know that tonight’s meal was bought with my blood, so to speak. And they want me to know how much they appreciate it.

Diana and I are vegetarians, not from any great moral concerns but rather the fact that meat’s just too expensive. Ubu has not completely bought into this program, and while Diana slices vegetables, he gnaws on some stick meat he’s been schlepping with him since Corfu. Without realizing, I must be looking longingly at the meat, because Ubu picks it up and moves over to the other side of Diana where he feels more safe.

Before we took off on this trip, everyone we knew had warned us, “You can’t bring a dog to Europe.” And, you certainly can’t hitchhike with a dog. Crushed by the Nixon presidency and his policies, we had only purchased one-way tickets, not sure when, or if, we would be coming back. There was no way we were leaving Ubu behind.

It turned out to be a relatively simple matter to get him over here. Just a series of shots, which Ubu received stoically, Labrador style. A letter from our vet. And though he had to travel cargo, something for which he’s not yet truly forgiven us, and we had to stand around at the airport while he did a twenty-three-minute piss when he was let out of his crate, he otherwise arrived without incident.

As far as hitchhiking goes, most people who pick us up, pick us up because of Ubu. Sometimes, they put us in the back and ask Ubu to sit up front with them. Those are his favorite rides. And I have to admit, he does know his role in those situations. He will give a paw when asked. Give a kiss. And on a long ride in a comfortable car he will put head in lap and allow himself to be adored and loved, complimented on the softness of his fur and the beauty of his eyes. Behavior I would come to recognize later in certain television stars I’d get to work with.

The lights are coming on now at the Acropolis. Diana has spread out a beautiful batik tablecloth she made while we were living on a kibbutz in Israel. She has an artist’s eye for shape and color, and she’s brought an instinctive elegance and style to our vagabond life. No matter what we’re having, she will always put out napkins, silverware, and light a candle. It seems like overkill tonight when dinner is an eggplant, but that boarding-school training dies hard.

Diana and I have been together three years now. The first time I saw her was at my friend Ben’s apartment in Brooklyn. She was seated cross-legged on the floor playing the guitar. Long hair, beautiful green eyes, she was a stewardess for Pan American, and she wasn’t Jewish. “Yes, one of those,” I thought. “I’d like that.”

After she finished her song, I had to maneuver my way through a large group of guys who obviously felt the same way I did, but eventually I found myself standing next to her.

“Nice guitar,” I said.

A lame beginning to a relationship that was going to last a lifetime, but you have to start somewhere.

“Martin,” she said, looking up at me.

“My name’s Gary.”

“The guitar. It’s a Martin.”

I revise my plan to pass myself off as a musician between gigs who works in a bookstore at night and wants to be a kindergarten teacher, which I sense would work with her. In point of fact, I am a waiter at the Village Gate, a jazz club on Bleecker Street. I’m twenty-five, a part-time actor, I’ve been kicked out of two colleges, as well as deselected from the Peace Corps, and I’ve never earned enough money in any one year to file an income tax return. But I’m not sure I should lead with that.

“I know who you are,” she says.

“Really?”

“Yes. I’ve been warned about you by several of your friends.”

I make a note to get new friends.

“Why? What’d they say?”

“They said you were cute. But, they also said you’re self-centered, shallow, and vain.”

“Perhaps we need to hear from my enemies.”

She smiled and she was so beautiful my knees went weak.

We agree to meet the next afternoon, not a date, nothing as serious as that. Just me, a New York native, wanting to show her, recently transferred here, some of my favorite sights in the Big Apple. The problem is, I have no favorite sights. Although I’ve lived in New York all my life, I’ve never been to the Empire State Building or the Statue of Liberty, and with Ebbets Field no longer there and Coney Island no longer safe, my favorite sights come down to Madison Square Garden and Eddie Sukenick’s apartment, which has color TV.

At the Gate that night I ask Leon, one of the older guys, for help. I explain that I think I’ve met someone “above my station” and I want to know a “classy” place that I can take her. A place that will say I’m surprisingly sensitive, though obviously heterosexual. That there’s more to me than meets the eye, which I think will be my slogan.

“What about the Cloisters?”

“I can’t afford a restaurant.”

“It’s a museum up in Fort Tryon Park. An old convent, beautiful grounds, unicorn tapestries, antiques. Tranquil yet sensual.”

I’m hoping I won’t fall asleep there but it sounds promising. Maybe that’s who I am. Tranquil yet sensual. Maybe that’s my slogan.

The Cloisters is absolutely gorgeous. Set high up in the middle of the park. The main building is made up of portions of four medieval cloisters, which have been integrated into a museum. Hard to believe Yankee Stadium is only half a mile away.

Inside the beautiful Romanesque chapel, the paintings and the tapestries are spectacular. We rest for a moment in front of its most famous acquisition, the seven unicorn tapestries. It’s unbelievably quiet. And oddly enough, it is tranquil yet sensual. Diana speaks in appropriately hushed tones.

“It’s so beautiful here.”

“I know.”

“Do you come here a lot?”

“I do.”

I can see her revising her opinion of me even as we speak. I look dramatically off into the middle distance.

“There’s a tranquillity here I find satisfying. A special peace. I sometimes think I’m more myself here than anywhere else I know.”

I may have gone too far but no, when I look back she’s still seated. She gives my arm a squeeze. I have the decency to say no more.

We’re standing outside now in the beautiful gardens, looking out across the Hudson to the New Jersey cliffs. The sun is setting in what I now realize must be the west but I’ve always thought of as the north.

“Thank you for bringing me here.”

She puts her arm through mine and snuggles closer. I make a note to send Leon flowers.

We stand there silently for one lovely perfect moment, then she pulls apart.

“You’ve never been here before, have you?

“No. Not really.”

“I didn’t think so.”

She nods and smiles sweetly. Somehow that was the right answer and somehow reassuring. We resume snuggling and watch the sun go down either in the north or in the west.

Twenty-five years later we will return to this exact spot with our second daughter, who was then eleven.

“This is it. This is the spot where Mom and Dad had our first date. Where we had our first kiss.”

She looks like she’s going to be ill, tries to force a smile.

“I so don’t want to be here.”



1954



{ chapter two }

“Don’t let him get behind you.”

My brother’s words come out in puffy little clouds this cold December day in Brooklyn.

“Look at me.”

He knows I’m not listening. I’m dreaming of glory. I’m ten years old, I’m in fourth grade, and I’m playing football on my brother’s team. He’s fifteen, a freshman in high school. He’s my hero. I’m going to intercept this pass and run it back for a touchdown. Make him proud.

“We can give up the short pass. That’s OK. Just keep everything in front of you.”

I’m nodding my head as if I’m listening, but I’m already doing the postgame interview with Marty Glickman.

“I owe it all to my brother, Stanley. He’s the one who gave me the chance, Marty. He’s the one who always believed in me.”

That part’s true. My brother always looks out for me. Tries to include me. Some of his friends don’t like it.

“Why’s your kid brother always have to play?”

My brother defends me. He’s the leader of this group so whatever he says goes. And he says I get to play. A couple of these guys don’t like me because even though I’m only ten and they’re fifteen, I’m a better ballplayer than they are. And they know it. One of the reasons they know it is because I’ve told them.

The other team breaks their huddle now, and we fall into our defensive positions. I have been hiking the ball for three hours straight, the price you pay to play with the “big guys,” which consists of me hiking the ball, then getting punched in the head and pushed on my ass by whoever’s playing over me, and this is my reward for getting pummeled for the better part of a Saturday morning. I get to play one play at defensive back.

“Don’t let him get behind you.”

“Right.”

Flanked out to my side now comes Bobby Beradino, my archenemy, my Lex Luthor. He’s the guy who complains the most about me hangin’ around. One day last year, when I was still in third grade, we were sitting on the stoop in front of Butchie Friedberg’s house, and Beradino got up and announced he was going home to jerk off. “Yeah, me too,” I said, getting to my feet. I had no idea what jerking off was, but I felt, if Bobby Beradino could do it, so could I. And I could do it better.

“Do you even know what you’re talking about?” my brother asked.

When I confessed I didn’t, he explained to me what it meant and what was actually involved in masturbation.

“You’re kidding? Why would anybody do that? Anyway, you’re not allowed to touch yourself ‘down there.’ Mommy told me.”

Beradino takes up his position at right end, does a snorty little laugh when he sees I’m the one who’s going to be covering him, and he calls over to the quarterback, Anthony Morelli, and they both point to me, as if to say, let’s go after the kid. Anthony Morelli’s famous in the neighborhood for having beaten up one of the after-school counselors one day, when the guy tried to take away his comb. He’s also famous for having an older brother who is actually in jail, where Anthony will soon be joining him, no doubt. And for having the biggest hands anyone has ever seen.

Beradino’s wearing pointy black hoodlum shoes with taps on the bottom. The kind my mother will never let me get. I’m wearing my all-white Keds. This is no longer just a game of touch football. This is a battle between good and evil.

The ball is snapped and there’s a frenzy of motion. Beradino comes out about five yards and buttonhooks. Morelli looks over and starts to throw the ball his way. I’m right behind him waiting. This is going to be too easy. And as Morelli’s arm comes forward, I dash in front of Beradino, ready to make the interception, except Morelli doesn’t throw the ball. It’s a pump fake. No one in fourth grade can pump-fake. No one can throw a forward pass. Morelli pulls the ball back and Bobby Beradino is now behind me. The one place I promised my brother he would never be.

I take off after him but it’s too late. Morelli arches the ball over my head, and it’s drifting lazily into the waiting arms of a laughing Bobby Beradino, when out of the corner of my eye, I see my brother come flying across the schoolyard, leave his feet, dive at Beradino, and at the very last second, my brother tips the ball away, and it falls harmlessly to the ground. I come running over. Panting. I’m trying not to cry. My brother’s dungarees are ripped. His nose is bleeding. He looks up at me.

“What’d I tell you?”

We live in the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn, between Bay Ridge and Coney Island. The neighborhood is predominantly Jewish and Italian. It will turn out such distinguished and diverse alumni as Larry King, Sandy Koufax, and Sammy “The Bull” Gravano. Growing up in Bensonhurst and then finding myself later in show business, I’m familiar with two elements of American life purported not to exist—the Mafia and Q scores for actors. I’ve seen both. It’s hard to say which has wreaked more havoc on the fabric of society, though I lean toward Q scores.

The Jews and the Italians coexist, relatively peacefully most of the time, but chasing of Jews is not unheard of. I don’t know how these guys find the time to chase Jews so much. Don’t they have homework?

My brother tells me what I need to do.

“You can’t back down and you can’t run. They’re going to catch you anyway, and it only makes it more fun for them. If they get you, you have to fight back.”

With knees quaking and voice shaking I try to stand my ground when cornered. “Yes, you can beat me up.” And yes, in the end, “you will win and inflict pain.” But, “it will take you longer to beat me up than somebody else.” Not words to rally a nation by, I grant you, but strangely effective here.

The older guys will still stop me, push me around a little, scare the hell out of me, but then they’ll let me go. Not worth the effort. Just like Stanley said. And a good lesson about how to deal with bullies. In Bensonhurst or in Hollywood. Diana feels that much of my life has been devoted to trying to prove that Jewish guys are as tough as Italian guys. Which, by the way, we’re not. Unless we’re in Israel and they’re in World War II.

One day, on my way to the grocery store to get a loaf of bread, I’m stopped by Patsy DiPasquale. Patsy’s in seventh grade, looks to be about twenty-three or twenty-four, and it’s rumored that he’s married and has two kids.

“Where you goin’, Jewboy?”—said with affection in my memory.

“I’m going to Wolkoff Brothers to get a rye bread, which is a food of my people.”

I’m trying to enlarge the purpose of my trip to the grocery store, giving it some biblical perspective, imbuing it with a noble purpose of nourishing not just my own family, but all the people of Judea and Samaria. I’ve pointed out to Patsy several times that Jesus himself was Jewish. That the early Christians were probably all Jews, except maybe Paul, who claimed he was a Roman, but did, in fact, change his name from Saul, so who knows. And Patsy himself, somewhere deep in his own ancestry, might very well be part Jewish. Patsy doesn’t seem to give a shit.

“Lemme have your money.”

“I can’t. I have to get the rye bread. I told you.”

“How much you got on you?”

“I’ve got a quarter.”

I take it out of my pocket to show him.

“Rye bread’s only nineteen cents. Gimme that.”

He takes the quarter out of my hand. Searches through his pockets and gives me back nineteen cents, keeping six for himself. I’m being held up by a guy who makes change. But Patsy understood the “rules.” He had to keep me viable as what we would later come to call a “revenue stream.” If I came home without a rye bread, there’d be an investigation. Patsy had to know I’d “crack.” Six cents was better than nothing, and we’d both get to play another day. Eventually, the game stopped when I got bigger than Patsy, and faster.

Patsy died in Vietnam.

         

Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, in 1954 is a paradise for two sports-crazed boys like my brother and myself. Sports is all we care about. All we talk about. There’s not a book in our house. Not a magazine. We read the Daily News, starting from the back, where the sports section is, and when we’re done with that part, we close the paper and put it away.

The New York Times may as well be printed in Sanskrit for all the influence it has in our neighborhood. I see it lying there on the counter at the candy store next to the News and the Mirror and the Post. Seems very pleased with itself. Like it knows that it’s important. But to buy the Times would be to make a statement. That you thought you were too good for the neighborhood. That you were showing off. That you were trying to be “somebody.”

We live in the same building with my grandparents, my mother’s parents, Jake and Jenny, who live downstairs. My grandpa Jake would easily win the award as the world’s sweetest, kindest man if it weren’t for my father, who’s the world’s other sweetest, kindest man. And, of course, my brother, the world’s sweetest, kindest, younger man. And so it’s a three-way tie there at the top.

Grandpa used to own a hat company named after my brother, “Stanley Hats.” But when the workers decided to go out on strike, after some deliberation Grandpa decided they were right, and joined them. This confused everybody for a while and really screwed up their sing-alongs about worker solidarity. And then the company went bankrupt. It’s still a case study at Harvard Business School under “Hat Company: How Not to Run One.”

Any push for achievement or success (outside the sports world) comes from the female side. My mother is a brilliant woman who graduated at the top of her class in high school but never went to college. Her teachers came to the house to beg Grandpa to let her continue, but money was tight. Mom was a near genius at math and much sought after as a bookkeeper in the millinery trade, where Grandpa worked, and they needed her salary.

She’s in charge of all academic matters. If I get a 98 on a test she always asks, “What happened to the other two points?” If I get an A, why not A-plus? She always reads my homework, makes notes, routinely changes what I’ve written. This will turn out to be good training for my future career writing for TV and film.

But it’s my grandma Jenny who is the real power in the family. In the building. In the neighborhood. In the borough. And, through some nephews and cousins she controls, her influence extends into Queens and two apartment buildings in the Bronx. She can’t read English; she can barely write her own name. In her whole life she’s spent a total of a half a day in school. But she is without a doubt the smartest person I will ever know. “A woman of valor,” my father calls her. Admiration, mixed with just a touch of fear, which is how she likes it.

Jenny understands instinctively about power. How to get it. How to use it. How to keep it. And she controls all access to the outside world. She has a telephone. We don’t have one. We can use hers. She has a television set. We don’t have one. We can use hers. She has a car, which she will never learn to drive. We don’t have one. We can use hers. So if you want to talk to anyone, watch anything or go anywhere, you have to go through her. Not bad for half a day in school. She must have really been paying attention.

The lack of a phone in our apartment is becoming a problem for my brother. He’s fifteen and beginning to get calls from girls. It starts with Grandma yelling up from downstairs, “Stanley, telephone. A girl.” This announcement causes other doors in the building to open, so the neighbors can offer up their sage advice and encouragement to my brother on his journey to speak with a girl, which somehow has become a community event.

“Ask about her parents.”

“Don’t chew and talk at the same time.”

And finally Mr. Koplowitz below: “Don’t do it. Leave the girls alone. They’ll ruin your life”—until his wife would drag him back inside.

Once inside Grandma’s apartment and actually on the telephone, Stanley still had to deal with Grandma herself, who would sit across from him, arms folded, watching, as he began his conversation.

“Can I have some privacy, please?” he would ask.

This was a concept not much valued in our neighborhood.

“Privacy,” Grandma would shoot back, as if that one word embodied all the ills of the modern world. “What? You have secrets from the family? Who are you, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg?”

Making this request for privacy, an act of betrayal so heinous that you couldn’t be simply Julius or Ethel Rosenberg. You had to be both. In case one of them got off, posthumously, on a technicality.

I benefit a lot from being Stanley Goldberg’s little brother. Everybody assumes that I’m as nice as he is, though I’m really not. I’m an emotional child. I cry easily. Movies. Books. If the Dodgers lose. Anything to do with animals. My mother says I’m sensitive. Bobby Beradino says I’m a homo.

On Sunday nights we gather downstairs at Grandma’s to watch Ed Sullivan. It was the one night my dad, who worked a lot of double shifts at the post office, would always be home.

“Anyone want to…,” he would begin.

“Get ice cream,” I would yell.

“I was going to say go to sleep early.”

And we’d all laugh, even though we’d been playing these same parts for years now. Dad always gave it his all and was, in his own way, a much better performer than Ed Sullivan.

Stanley and I would run out the door with the ice-cream orders, always the same orders, ringing in our ears. Everybody would call out different and exotic flavors, at first. “Pistachio.” “Black Walnut.” “Mocha Almond Fudge.” The boldness of their choices echoed in the halls so everyone could see that they were not afraid. That they were ready to participate fully in all the opportunities this new land of America had to offer. And then, at the last minute, the changing of their minds, prudence prevailing, not quite ready for that much “experimenting,” falling back on what was tried and true. On what was known.

“Wait…vanilla,” from Grandpa.

“Vanilla,” from my dad.

“Vanilla,” from Mom.

And then from Grandma, “Chocolate…, no, vanilla.”

No ice cream would ever taste that sweet again. Ever.

Almost forty years later I would do a television show, Brooklyn Bridge, about my grandma. About our family. About our neighborhood, where we were everybody’s children and they were all our parents. My grandma, who had outlived her husband and all her children, was in her nineties then, still very alert, still very sharp. I asked her how she liked the show. She liked it.

“You made me look very pretty.”

I was glad she liked it. And she was very pretty, I reminded her. She smiled a little thank-you.

“You know those two boys on the show?”

“Yes, Grandma?”

“You weren’t that good.”



1972



{ chapter three }

Diana, Ubu, and I have hitched our way easily out of Greece and up through Yugoslavia, but we’re stuck now in the south of France, a little town called Saint Louis. We’re trying to get to Paris to meet up with one of my old teachers, Dr. Goldberger. She’s at the Sorbonne and has invited us to spend a few days with her and her family. A gifted teacher, she encouraged me to attend to my more “artistic” side, when I wasn’t even sure I had one. But we have a rapidly closing window, because today is Monday and we have to be in Brussels on Thursday to make our student flight back to New York.

We’ve been in Saint Louis for three days, unable to get a ride out, and it has occurred to me that we may actually die here. Not that any of the townspeople would notice. This is the height of De Gaulle’s anti-Americanism, and the locals are not shy about showing their displeasure. Cars full of French families speed by with eighty-year-old Frenchwomen giving us the finger. “Show them what we think of Americans, Grand-mère!” And up will come another gnarled middle digit.

We play Frisbee on the side of the road. Throw a softball back and forth. Work with Ubu on “sit” and “stay” in French. Diana and I are together twenty-four hours a day on this trip. We provide our own entertainment. Diana sings, does arts and crafts. I do book reports, mainly history and biography. This trip has featured my reports on Oppenheimer, Einstein, and Freud. It’s the “Smart Jews Tour” of Europe.

We’re our own world and depend on each other for everything. A pattern that would continue throughout our life. Even later, when I achieved some small amount of public success, it never really mattered. It was never really real to me until I could bring it home to Diana and she could validate it. I was always, am always, writing for an audience of one.

As dusk falls, we give up for the day and start back through the town toward our campsite up the hill. The main square is lovely. Every brick and stone in celestial harmony. Every design element perfect. They may be mean bastards, the French, but they do have style.

We stop in front of a cozy bistro at one end of the square and peer in through the window. The tables are set, the candles are lit, the evening’s specials marked on the chalkboard by the bar. Altogether lovely and inviting.

“You go here tonight.”

A softly accented female voice causes us to turn around. We see a fashionably dressed woman in her mid-fifties, looks like Claudette Colbert. She’s smiling. We didn’t know French people were allowed to smile.

“No, no.”

I laugh, and take out a package of Knorr’s dried soup.

“Soup we make. Dinner to have.”

I
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