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Program Note



WHEN THE PUBLISHERS FIRST ASKED ME TO WRITE MY memoir, I could only imagine what they were envisioning: sparkling opening nights and backstage love affairs, long rehearsals, and triumphant curtain calls. There was plenty of that to be sure, but little did they know that the greatest role of my life has been the role of Lillian Kaplan Feldshuh’s daughter—a part I never auditioned for, and I couldn’t have been luckier to get. Since the death of my extraordinary mother, Lily, I have felt an urgent need to share her story—and mine—and our lifelong journey to understand one another.


During the more than six decades that Lily and I were figuring us out, expectations for women were transformed again and again by the women’s movement, the sexual revolution, and the subsequent mandate for women to “have it all.” My mother and I are emblematic of the way these changes created a divide between generations—and the way that it might be possible to bridge that divide through patience, compassion, and empathy. I believe that a branch, in order to bear fruit, must learn to bend. As my mother, Lily, endured these shifts, she put it more succinctly: “Oy, my kishkes!” (Yiddish for guts.)


Of course, I couldn’t possibly envision my memoir in any format other than the one I know best: a theater piece. And thus, I invite you into the theater of my memories. There will be generations of family: the births, the deaths, the laughter, the sorrow, and even a bris.


Finally, in honor of my family’s tradition, as well as in honor of the third of the Ten Commandments, this non-Kosher-keeping first-time author has chosen to refer to the Being Upstairs as G-d.















Lilyville



Preshow Announcement


OF COURSE I KNOW THIS IS A BOOK, BUT I’M ABOUT TO CONJURE for you the entire world of Lilyville, and nothing gives me the adrenaline I need like waiting in the wings for my entrance and hearing an announcement like this:


At this time, please silence your cell phones and turn off all electronic devices. As a courtesy to those around you, unwrap all hard candies now.


Please be advised that this production contains fog, haze, smoke, strobe effects, loud sudden noises, mature language, and nudity.


The taking of flash photography… is always a delight.


Thank you.


Places, everyone!















Overture



THE PHONE RINGS. THE CALLER ID SAYS “BARRY WEISSLER,” and I say to myself, “Broadway producer Barry Weissler? I’ll pick it up!”


“Tovah, we’d like you to do Pippin for us on Broadway at the Music Box Theatre. Can you come down to play on the trapeze? We want to see if trapeze is part of your world.”


“Trapeze, part of my world?” I muse.


So I bike down to the Music Box Theatre at Forty-Fifth and Broadway. I enter the stage door, and that is my audition, mind you—playing on the trapeze. They hoist me at least thirty feet in the air: no net, no mat, and no insurance. And I am hanging from the rafters, and Barry yells up to me, “TOVAH, Tovah, tovah! ARE YOU SCARED, Scared, scared?” I take a deep breath and suddenly I realize I’m not and say, “NO, No, no! ARE YOU, You, you?!” Without singing a note or dancing a step, I won the role of Grandma Berthe in Pippin, because I could swing on a trapeze.


My mother, Lily, came to every show I ever did.… Well, almost. One day she called and said, “Tovah, I’m not coming to see you in the ‘Virginia’ Monologues, I can’t say the word! But three women in black dresses in front of three music stands talking about their chach-burgers—forget it! So, if you’re pretty and there’s movement and there’s color, give me a call.”


So I gave her a call to take her to Pippin. Pippin has unbelievable color and movement, and I looked darn good in that bustier with fishnet stockings. All the trapeze work had taken me down to 112 pounds, which is what I weighed in seventh grade. With joy, I took my mother, with her beloved aide Joyce, to the Wednesday matinee of our Tony Award–winning revival. Grandma Berthe sings the hit tune “No Time at All,” which I performed while doing a full-out trapeze act. This number brought down the house. Look, you put an old bird singing upside down on a trapeze and it engenders hope in everyone. So I go to my mother after the show, and I say, “Mommy, mommy, mommy.” Suddenly, I’m three years old, grasping for mother’s milk. “Mommy, how did I do?”


Her voice took on the familiar tone of a strident coronet. “Tovah, that you should still have to earn a living like this, and on a trapeze yet!”


That was my mother. She didn’t give an inch. Looking back at when I portrayed Prime Minister Golda Meir in Golda’s Balcony—which became the longest-running one-woman play in Broadway history and won me my fourth Tony nomination—my mother’s comment was: “Tovah, I rate your parts by how you look. Dolly Levi was a ten. Golda Meir? Zero!”


Once, still aiming to please, I took my mother to the Actors’ Fund of America’s benefit performance of Hair. It too had color, movement, and leading actor Will Swenson, who, in the finale of Act One, left the stage and straddled an audience member’s armrests. He chose my mother’s armrests. That boy was standing over my mother like the arch of St. Louis—in his loincloth! My mother, in her little Saint John knit, she looked up, she looked down, she looked up. As the house lights came up, I timidly asked, “Momma, how did you like Act One?”


She replied, “How did I like it? I haven’t had sex like this since Daddy died!”


Welcome to Lilyville, where my mother Lily reigns. Lily, who gave birth to this adrenaline junkie, perfectionist daughter. Lilyville, where, when I wanted to go to Juilliard, my mother said, “You’re not going to trade school!”


If you came looking for behind-the-scenes tales from The Walking Dead or the history-making miniseries Holocaust with TV’s Crazy Ex-Girlfriend sprinkled in between, or if you’re looking for secret anecdotes about my roles on Broadway in Yentl, Pippin, and Golda’s Balcony, with classics like Juliet and Dolly Levi folded in—it’s all here. Plus you’ll find encounters with Barbra Streisand, Viggo Mortensen, Liev Schreiber, Cybill Shepherd, Patti LuPone, Ruth Gordon, Garson Kanin, Nobel Laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer, and Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg.


And though all my career roles have happened on Broadway, in film, in television, and in concert, my longest run, and ultimately my most profound, was as the daughter of Lillian Kaplan Feldshuh. All these roles took place in Lilyville, witnessed by its monarch during her robust 103 years on this planet. (And in my mind’s eye, eternally thereafter—for better or for exasperation.) So, come on in. I’m Jewish, we are all about schmoozing. Well, schmoozing and suffering. Well, schmoozing, suffering, and guilt. (Did you call your mother today?)















ACT I














SCENE 1



How to Make an Entrance


LITTLE SURPRISE: MAKING A MEMORABLE ENTRANCE IS IN MY DNA. My mother Lillian Kaplan Feldshuh was born on a dining room table in the Bronx on April 18, 1911. You may think the dining room table is what’s remarkable about this story, but what’s remarkable to me is the number 18. Eighteen is the numerical value of the letters in the Hebrew word chai for life. If ever a number suited a person, it was chai for my mother Lily!


My Russian grandfather Gershan and British grandmother Ada welcomed their third child with joy and excitement—and no doubt platefuls of flanken and kneidlach (think Jewish spare ribs and dim sum). My grandparents had a railroad apartment on one floor of a brownstone on Charlotte Street in the South Bronx. They moved there from Seventeenth Street and Second Avenue when their oldest daughter, Rose, got pneumonia. The doctors said, “To save little Rosie’s life, you must move to the country.” Yes, the Bucolic Bronx! Today the Bronx is just moving uptown, but in 1909, escape from the city to the country was exactly what they did.


Charlotte Street was originally a bridle path across the estate of the Quaker pioneer William Fox, who married Charlotte Leggett, a woman of Bronx pedigree dating back to 1661. Charlotte’s brother, Samuel, founded the New York Gas Lighting Company that would illuminate Broadway for the very first time, earning the longest street in New York City the nickname The Great White Way.


When Lily was a child, Charlotte Street meandered through lazy countryside still covered in bridle paths that ran parallel to the elevated train lines: the old meeting the new in a way that was, and still is, uniquely New York. My mother often reminisced about the wildflowers growing in the vast patches of land she could see behind her home. For the first years of her life, beyond those wildflowers was nothing but horizon. When the eyes can see that far, the mind can dream big. In 1922, at the age of eleven, she witnessed the laying of the first bricks of Yankee Stadium. On April 18, 1923, her twelfth birthday, Yankee Stadium opened its gates for its first major league game—and beat the Red Sox 4–1. The Kaplans have been Yankee fans ever since!


My mother was one of four daughters. First, there was the glamorous, chic, and creative Rose, whose bout with pneumonia brought the family to the Bronx in the first place. Then there was Nancy: chubby, stalwart, kind, and generous. After Nancy was my quiet, modest mother, Lily, and twenty-one months later, Ada and Gershan had their fourth and last child, May. My grandfather had desperately wanted a boy, and so being a resourceful man as well as a master cutter of men’s clothing, he designed knickers for his youngest daughter, which she wore with high socks, high spirits, and bobbed hair.


May and Lily were inseparable. They started out life practically sharing the same crib, then graduated to sleeping on the same pullout couch. Lily played the piano, May played the violin. Lily played tennis, May played tennis. I have a picture of May as a girl wearing boxing gloves and having a pretend prize fight with Lily in their Aunt Leah’s small Boston backyard. Lily stands victorious with her foot resting gently on May’s chest, her gloved fighter’s fist proudly thrust up in the air. I treasure that picture, not because it was unusual to see my mother victorious, but because it was rare to see her visibly proud. She tended to understate her victories when I was growing up, and until my father died, she was extremely modest.


However, in those brief moments of her youth, she was a buoyant spirit of the Roaring Twenties, roller-skating over convention, with her cropped hair and her rolled-up skirts, gliding through the wilds of Crotona Park and navigating Indian Lake, which beckoned her to roller-skate around it in the warm months and ice-skate on it in the cold. Lily was in search of adventure, romance, self-improvement, poetry, and true and endless love. Even as I write this sentence, I see so much of myself in young Lily. Are these innate personality traits also passed along in our DNA?


The diaries my mother kept as a teenager reflect an adventure-filled youth, albeit one on a tight budget. They also reveal a deep, dark secret. Inside, Lily saw her personality as “beige,” uninteresting. In one entry, she compared herself to wallpaper and wrote, “I’ve got to work on my character and my personality. I am determined to become vivid.” Thus, fifteen- and sixteen-year-old Lily wrote about, and exalted in, her outings, her parties, her country excursions, and boys, boys, boys. Her diaries belied her shy personality; she wrote of unfettered experiences with wild flights of imagination. But while Lily was starring in a whimsical, Gatsby-inspired play in her own mind, in reality, she was a girl coming of age in a cataclysmic era of rapid, radical change. She would face the First World War, the Spanish Flu, the stock market crash, the Great Depression, and World War II—all before the age of thirty.


Her mother, Ada, a London girl, wanted to be an actress on the British music hall stage. Ada walked in to audition at the Theatre Royal Haymarket in 1900 ready to sing, ready to dance, and instead, the producers said to her: “Ada, show us your ankles.” Reluctantly, she showed them her ankles. Then, delighted, they said, “Ada, show us your knees.” That was the end of her theatrical career.


Nobody saw her knees except Grandpa—and even then, “Not so often!” she’d yell. Ada’s dreams of being an actress faded to a mere echo when she became a wife and mother of four. For her, the New World did not hold the Palace Theatre, but rather a poker table with friends like Ceil Somack, whom she visited every afternoon after finishing her household chores. Kaplan family lore maintains that she, Ceil, and their poker ring were busted one night by the police. Did Grandma Ada have a rap sheet? That’s one story she never revealed to me, much like her knees. Either way, Ada was considered somewhat of a banditte (Yiddish for bandit). For instance, she would give Grandpa Gershan a good shot of scotch, and as he dozed off in his armchair, she would sneak out for another round of cards.


The four children of Ada Kaplan were latchkey kids. When my mother and her sisters would return from school, Ada was never there. “I left the key by Sadie’s windowsill,” she would instruct. Evidently, this was Ada’s version of home security.


Lily, like her mother, had a rich imagination. If Ada could dream of being an actress, Lily could dream of living the life of a movie star. She gave herself a secret stage name: Hortense. She only shared that name with her best friend, Gladys Loeb. Hortense played tennis in all whites. Hortense went to concerts and plays, bobbed her hair, played a mean piano, and danced the Charleston. Hortense was hopeful, gay, expressive, expansive, and searching for her Prince Charming. Hortense was teaching Lily how to vivify. In fact, Hortense reminded me of myself as a teenager. Perhaps that’s why my mom and I rarely saw eye to eye for years; by the time I came into Lily’s life, she wasn’t anything like Hortense at all.


All four Kaplan girls went to Walton High School, which Mary Walton originally started as a “dame school” back in colonial times. Mary Walton’s first classroom was in her home, where she taught little girls to read, write, and master household chores.


Walton High was still girls only when Mom and my aunts went there. It had an excellent academic reputation, and my mother excelled enough at her studies to be accepted into NYU’s College of Arts and Sciences in 1927—at just sixteen years old! Ada and Gershan, like many immigrant families, couldn’t afford to send Lily to college, so she decided to fund her own education. She secured a job after school and over the summers, working at the Bowery Savings Bank at Seventy-Second and Broadway to earn the four-hundred dollars a year she needed to attend the university.


My dad, Sidney Feldshuh, was wildly handsome. He was voted “Lady Killer” at Paterson High School in New Jersey in 1926. Back then, in the pre-OJ days, that was a compliment. Sidney was an eighteen-year-old sophomore at NYU when he met my mom, because Lily’s locker happened to be next to his sister’s. Sylvia Feldshuh was a senior with plans to enter NYU School of Law the following year.


“Have you seen my brother?” Sylvia asked Mom one day.


Lily replied, “Who’s your brother?”


A few days later, she got her first glimpse of a fellow she thought was Rudolph-Valentino gorgeous. This wow was Sidney Feldshuh. Thanks to the divine providence otherwise known as Lily and Sylvia’s adjacent lockers, Dad also got a glimpse of my beautiful mother. That was it. Shakespeare put it best:




No sooner did they meet but they looked, no sooner looked but they loved, no sooner loved but they sighed, no sooner sighed but they asked one another the reason, no sooner knew the reason but they sought the remedy.


—As You Like It, Act V, Scene 2





Forgive the dramatics, but I see my life as a theater piece, and this is one of my favorite theatrical moments in my family’s history.


The name “Felt Shoe” only begins to capture how these two were a perfect fit. He danced like Fred Astaire, and she, like Ginger Rogers. He spoke fluent German, and German was her major. They were a match in their beauty and brains, but Dad told me it was Mom’s common sense and modesty that won him over.


The trip from the Bronx to NYU was a trip between worlds. The trip from Paterson to Washington Square was the same. The young couple kept their romance private, but not secret. Ada and Gershan probably learned about Sidney by the end of 1928, but you didn’t bring a boy home to meet your parents unless it was serious. In fact, my mother didn’t meet Marion Feldshuh, Sidney’s mom, until she and Dad were formally engaged.


Lily and Sidney courted throughout the spring, fall, and winter of 1928. Hortense was in love. By 1929, Lily was elected to student government, and Sidney was pulling straight A’s. The couple studied downtown by day and popped up to the Harlem nightclubs on Saturday nights. They went to hear Bessie Smith, Eubie Blake, and Jelly Roll Morton. “Sidney Feldshuh!” my mother would tease, as my dad put his arm around her in Washington Square Park. “Do you realize you have your arm around the Vice President of the sophomore class?” They were in love, and unbeknownst to them, they were dancing on the razor’s edge of history.


On Thursday, October 24, 1929, the stock market crashed and everything about New York City changed overnight: business closures, mass unemployment, and bank failures. The crash was not the sole cause of the Great Depression, but it did accelerate global economic collapse. Luckily, Mom had saved her pennies. She kept her job at Bowery Savings, where she worked under the name of Lillian Kaye to avoid the stain of anti-Semitism. And luckily Dad’s family still had enough money to support his education until he graduated from NYU in 1930. Admidst this economic crisis, my father won a scholarship to Harvard Law School.


By 1932, Lily and Sidney had dated for nearly five years and reached a critical point in the relationship where they had to go one way or another. Either they would get married or my mother would have to break it off.


“Break it off?” said Sidney, “Are you out of your mind?”


They eloped on January 28, 1933.


Back to As You Like It, Act V, Scene 2:




… And in these degrees have they made a pair of stairs to marriage, which they will climb incontinent or else be incontinent before marriage.


(Note: In Shakespeare’s time “incontinent” meant unrestrained. Thank goodness!)





A few months later, though they had already been sleeping together as man and wife for over two years, they officially announced their engagement. And on Flag Day, June 14, 1935, as far as family and friends knew (except for Ada, Gershan, and Lily’s sisters), they got married for the first time on the rooftop of the St. Moritz.


My last As You Like It quote, I promise! Still Act V, Scene 2:




They are in the very wrath of love, and they will together.


Clubs cannot part them.


(In Shakespeare’s time, “will” meant carnal desire.)





My father kept the elopement a secret from his family his whole life. The truth is, Grandma Marion did not regard Lily as good enough for her one and only “sunny son,” who was also her baby. Lily’s origins were Russian and financially modest. Sidney’s origins were Austrian and German, and financially rich. You draw your own conclusions. Two days before his death, I asked him if he had at least told his sisters that he had been married to my mother for sixty-three-and-a-half, not sixty-one, years. He shook his head and put his finger to his lips and said, “Shhh.”


My parents sailed for Europe on the Cunard’s SS Rex for their honeymoon. No one from my mother’s background could afford that kind of a journey, but somehow, the pennies were saved, and Dad’s mother, now a widow, supported the trip—as long as the honeymooning couple took Sidney’s sister, Sylvia, with them on the crossing. Can you imagine?


I discovered, according to the Paterson-Passaic census, Marion Feldshuh had owned a business since 1917, and she was generating her own independent income that made this honeymoon all the more possible. Stop the ship: My grandmother owned her own business strapped in a corset before she had the vote? I’ll take that bloodline!


When my parents returned to New York, they settled on Park Avenue and Eighty-Fourth Street, renting the living and dining rooms of what was once a single-family mansion. It was quite a step up from the railroad apartment at 1534 Charlotte Street in the Bronx. The living room, with a pullout couch, served as both their bedroom and entertaining space. The dining room was for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and the pantry was divided in two to provide a kitchen and a bathroom. They were in heaven.


They pursued the life they saw in the art-deco movie musicals. They were great ballroom dancers long before Dancing with the Stars. My father used to say to me, “The kids today know only two dances: fast and slow. But in my day, we danced a hundred dances: the Charleston, the Lindy, the Samba, the Mambo, the Tango, the Merengue, the Jitterbug, the Polka, the Waltz.” My mother could follow every step. They cultivated being great dancers because it was a mark of breeding and class. Young Lily and Sidney, with their pals from NYU and Harvard, were living the life. Only one hiccup: Lily could not get pregnant.


After ten years of marriage, my mother went to have her whole reproductive area diagnosed. After blowing air into her fallopian tubes, the doctors reported they were closed. Then in 1943, childless, my father was drafted into the United States Army. With the specter of losing her husband to the war effort, a miracle took place; my brother David was conceived just days before Dad had to leave for boot camp. Necessity is the mother of conception.


At age thirty-three, Sidney was in training for the Army infantry at Fort Benning in Georgia, with soldiers more than ten years his junior. Mom left Park Avenue and moved back in with her parents, who now lived at 955 Walton Avenue in the Bronx. She was in her sixth month.


My father finished his basic training down south and was stationed in New Jersey at Fort Dix. He was granted a weekend pass the Saturday after Thanksgiving and was to meet my mother for the Columbia-Army football game at Columbia University’s Baker Field.


It was November 27, 1943, and my mother was well into her third trimester. She was preparing their warm stadium lunch in the kitchen of 955 when a call came from the Red Cross.


“Are you Mrs. Sidney Feldshuh?” they said.


“Yes,” she replied.


“This is the American Red Cross. Private Feldshuh will not be able to attend the game.” My mother would not see my father or hear his voice for the next two and a half years.


Let it be noted that my grandfather David Feldshuh died November 27, 1926, and Sidney Feldshuh, his only son, was shipped away from American shores on November 27, 1943. There are no coincidences: odd or G-d?


Dad was shipped to England and stationed in Manchester Barracks, where he continued training for the infantry and begged his superior officer for an intelligence test. D-Day was five months away. The US Army finally granted him the test, and his ability to speak fluent German and French whisked him out of the infantry and into Army intelligence, under General Dwight David Eisenhower.


Dad went from holding rifles to running bulletins and intel, from carrying belts of ammunition to sticking pins in battle maps, all in the bowels of Knightsbridge Barracks. He went from taking orders from a staff sergeant to taking orders from the high command. He was promoted from private to warrant officer, and he would be one of one hundred men helping General Eisenhower plan D-Day.


My brother David Mark Feldshuh was born January 31, 1944. My mother said David’s bris was one of the bittersweet moments of her life, because her sweetheart, or as she humorously called him in German, her schmeerkate, was fighting in Europe for a free world. The whole family—six aunts and six uncles, Grandma Marion Feldshuh, and “Papa and Mama” Kaplan—were all at the bris, and cried along with the infant David, who screamed bloody murder as his foreskin was snipped from his infant gherkin. Only Dad was missing, but thankfully not Missing in Action. My father wouldn’t meet his son until David was two years old.


My cousin Lucille has a memory of my mother back in the Bronx, breastfeeding my brother David in those lonely early months of ’44. Tears were dropping off her cheeks onto her breasts and the face of her baby boy. Was Sidney going to come home to her or was she going to be a widow?


Those years without my father left David reaching for my mother and my beloved Grandfather Gershan who, after four daughters, was delighted to have a grandson. My grandfather, still in the prime of his life, became the center of my brother’s universe.


My father finally hit the shores of America in January of 1946 and immediately made his way from Fort Dix in New Jersey to 955 Walton Avenue. Mom was getting ready to go out with friends for the evening. The doorbell rang, she opened the door, and there stood my father in full uniform.


“Sidney!” Mom screamed, then cried, then laughed. Ada and Gershan came running, and so did Aunt May and Uncle Harold, who charged up the stairs from their apartment. Joy that transcended language abounded. “He’s home, he’s actually home!” my mother cried in disbelief.


My father entered the nursery and carefully walked up to David’s crib to see his son for the very first time. David, with eyes like saucers, brunette ringlets in his hair, and a bit of a sniffle, looked up at Sidney curiously.


“David, I’m your daddy,” my father said gently.


“You’re not my daddy. That’s my daddy,” my brother replied, and pointed to a picture of my father with his officer’s hat on. My father carefully returned his military hat to his head, held the picture next to his face, and said, “That’s me in the picture, David. I’m your daddy.” And so the process of getting my brother to understand who his father was, and forging a bond with him, officially began. Then everybody sat down and ate. Jews and food—no family celebration was complete without being consummated with an embarrassment of food.


The easiest route for Dad to reacclimate to the US and restart his civilian life with his wife and young son was to stay in the Bronx near Mom’s family. So they rented their own apartment in the building at 955 Walton. They lived on the sixth floor, my grandparents lived on the fifth floor, and my Aunt May, Uncle Harold, and cousins Jonny and Peter lived on the fourth floor.
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NOW, LEST YOU THINK I made my entrance in the Bronx, have no fear. Innately, and apparently in utero, I timed my debut so that it could happen on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. My parents were invited to a wedding on December 26 at the Waldorf Astoria on Park Avenue. My mother started to have labor pains after she ate stuffed derma (who wouldn’t?). Dad said, “Why go home? Why don’t we just go to Beth David?” Two hours later on December 27, I was born, happy-go-lucky Terri Sue Feldshuh on Lexington Avenue.… Well, not actually on the avenue, rather in the pristine Beth David Hospital.


My first visual memory is my Grandpa Gershan’s big dining room table at 955 Walton Avenue. My crib was positioned in the corner of that dining room for all family gatherings. Maybe that’s why, to this day, I love to eat. I can still hear the Kaplan clan shouting “PASS THE BRISKET!” with desperation, as if a famine were about to descend upon the entire tribe, rendering us extinct from starvation. Eating and extended family imprinted themselves boldly on the beginning of my life. I remember how warm the air felt from all that nourishment. I remember the smells of eating “Jewish,” from gefilte to kreplach. (Think fish mousse to wontons.) There were mounds of food; “portion control” was a phrase that never entered our consciousness. An abundance of food was a clear symbol of success and security in this gorgeous, new Amerika. Food was more than food. Eating was integral to a heightened sense of family, comfort, and celebration. We all dressed properly for dinner. Well, everyone except me; I was still in my Dr. Dentons.


From the beginning, family l’dor v’dor—from generation to generation—was part of who I was. It was the blood in my veins. My intimate family was my extended family, and home was a cast of dozens. It’s no wonder I wound up in the theater. A good cast in a good play is akin to an extended family. Everybody fundamentally helps each other. They exchange dialogue across a long table called a stage, and each actor gives the spotlight to the next actor when it is their turn. The more the sharing, the better the story. Every member is committed to the same goal. They want the play to be a hit, just as our family wanted our lives to be a hit. No actor or family member leaves the play until they’ve taken the final curtain call.


My home was full of stories. From the time I was two, my Papa Gershan would tell me tales of Minsk Gubernia in Belarus, with its dirt roads and yearly pogroms. I could taste his distaste for the shtetl and the constant strain of uncertainty living in a part of the world that had state-sponsored anti-Semitism. The word “Cossacks” sent shivers up my little spine, for it was the Cossacks who took the life of Great Grandmother Shifra.


By the time I was three and we had moved to Scarsdale, my father would put me to sleep by regaling me with war stories about his involvement in the invasion of Normandy and the Battle of the Bulge. How I ever got to sleep, I’ll never know. My father would finish his story, turn out the lights, give me a gentle kiss on the forehead, tell me how much he loved me, and wish me sweet dreams. I would shut my eyes and have nightmares of armed men in trench coats coming out of my closet.


My first years of life in the Bronx were warm and safe, maybe the warmest and safest of my life. My playground was three apartments, two staircases, and one vast lobby where we could roller-skate on rainy days, and the treasured outdoor courtyard where I could ride David’s hand-me-down tricycle in clockwise circles around the bayberry bushes in the middle of the deep red, oval “racetrack.”


We lived literally on top of one another. How could I be lonely? If Mom were busy, I’d go to Papa and Grandma Ada’s. If my grandparents were busy, I’d play with my cousin Jonny. Happily, Papa, who was retired, seemed forever available. As the Kaplan women were running around housekeeping, cooking, and cleaning, and in the case of Grandma Ada, gambling, Papa would be sewing, mending the family’s clothes whenever they needed it: a button, a zipper, a hem that sagged, or a waistband that lost its elastic. In between stitches, he would sneak me Bartons milk chocolate–covered raisins and almonds. Yum!


Then he would take me for long walks in Joyce Kilmer Park and point out the natural treasures of each season. To bundle up with Papa in the dead of a Bronx winter was a dream come true. He never missed the beauty of a leaf or a fresh snowfall. Each blade of grass, each branch of a tree meant something to him. He never skipped over the opportunity for us to play in nature and to see and appreciate, in a child’s rhythm, the beauty of the natural world—right in the middle of the Bronx!


Growing up surrounded by my grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins ingrained some very strong core values that have stayed with me to this day. Here now are the Kaplan Ten Commandments:




Never hold a grudge—it gives you gas.


No shady money deals—you’ll get an ulcer.


No getting drunk—Schnapps fine; shikker (drunk) not fine.


Eat, Mamele, Eat!—only the skinny die young. (Oy, I was skinny!)


The age of reason for the Jews is three—so get going!


There’s honor in work—so get busy!


Always be ready to travel—the Cossacks are coming!


Always keep hope—wherever there’s shit, there must be a pony.


Honor thy father and mother—and grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins and great-grandparents—and the super.


Don’t suck your thumb, don’t wet your bed, don’t bite your nails—I did all three.




But these anxious inclinations only started when the rug was pulled out from under me and we moved to Scarsdale.





Lily on Mothering


Lily often said to me, “Women from my generation didn’t feel we were good mothers unless we were correcting our children. So Terri, when you get chubby, I say, ‘You’re fat! Lose weight.’ When you get thin, I say, ‘You’re gaunt! Would it kill you to eat a schnecken?’ And when you go shopping, I say, ‘You’re at Chanel, I’m still at Loehmann’s, what’s wrong with this picture?’”


















SCENE 2



You Are What You Wear


“I, AS YOUR MOTHER, GAVE YOU YOUR LIFE, AND I HAVE THE right to feel comfortable when I am with you. I’ve already given the spotlight to Sidney, so I’m already operating at half-mast when I’m with your father. But you are my child. I have the right to feel at ease with you. When you do wacky things that feel unfamiliar, it makes me tense. It makes me frightened, and it makes me ashamed.”


Did my mother ever speak these words? No. But the message was clear even before the age of four.


The curtain came down on the Bronx and rose on sunny Scarsdale and, in the words of George M. Cohan, “Only forty-five minutes from Broadway, oh what a difference it makes.” What an understatement. Here came the first big scene change of my life. Looking back on that seismic move, there was much expected of me, and much for which I wasn’t prepared. I was recast in a new community with a mother who believed, “You are what you wear.” This was no superficial consideration; this had to do with identity, arriving firm-footed as an American family and discarding any traces of the old shtetl roots. But who understands this at three years old? All I knew was that I liked to hang upside down from Dr. Clark’s apple trees next door—there were no apple trees in the Bronx. Call me a tomboy at heart.


Actually, I was so much more than a tomboy at heart. I was a free spirit, and I was being plucked out of a community that was vibrant and cozy, that resonated with an energy that made me feel alive. Now I was in a setting where I was being reined in to conform to something I didn’t quite grasp. It looked more like a magazine photo spread come to life, an image that you gazed at, but never lived in. What followed were two trajectories. On the surface, Scarsdale was lovely. It had space, and it was so green. But underneath it all was the muffled whimper of a lonely soul being tamped down. What three-year-old is interested in being in House Beautiful? Outside the house, there was plenty of space for me to run around, but inside the house, no matter how big it was, it felt closed in yet not at all cozy. I was lonely.


We moved to Scarsdale in November 1952, the day Eisenhower was elected President of the United States. My father was thrilled. He loved Eisenhower. Ever since he was invited to join the Commander’s G-2 intelligence unit as one of the one hundred young men who helped Eisenhower plan D-Day, Dad credited the general with saving his life. On top of this, Sidney was awarded the Bronze Star Medal from Ike himself, who cited Dad’s heroic achievement and meritorious service to the Allied forces. The commemorative photo is proudly mounted in my brother’s home to this day. Sidney knew Eisenhower was a superior commander and also felt he was an outstanding human being. He thought it was an auspicious omen that we moved into our very own dream house on the day the nation chose Ike as the thirty-fourth President of the United States.


The house at 47 Penn Boulevard marked my mother’s clear entry into the upper middle class and my father’s return to it. Building 47 Penn gave my parents the opportunity to thank their parents for bravely crossing the Atlantic to create for their children a better life. My father was very generous, and Ada and Gershan were often weekend guests in our home. My mother was thrilled to have them, for Scarsdale gave them a closer alternative to Rose and Albert’s beautiful Willow Downs estate, which was much farther away in Croton-on-Hudson. In one generation, Grandpa Gershan had gone from experiencing the pogroms of Russia to enjoying the sixteen-acre estate of his oldest daughter and now the fourteen-room Scarsdale ranch house of Lily’s, all in verdant Westchester County.


My father wrote Mother in one of his love letters, “I will build you a house on a hill, and you will never have to wonder whether you’ll be able to afford a new pair of shoes.” Here was the house. The shoes would follow. In the two and a half years it took to build 47 Penn, my mother handpicked every detail: the aged brick for the outside walls, every stick of furniture, every precious antique. She wisely hired Rose’s savvy decorator, Beatrice Small. Aunt Rose had briefly attended Parsons School of Design after Walton High School. It was there she met “Bea,” who graduated with a degree in interior design.


With Willow Downs as Lily’s inspiration and Bea Small by her side, much like a theater scenic designer, my mother built the sets where the formative years of my life would unfold. Meanwhile, Aunt Rose, who had purchased Willow Downs with her husband Albert the minute the war ended, soon opened an antique shop in neighboring Ossining. With her exquisite taste, she was able to accumulate myriad priceless pieces that my mother later bought. The house was Lily’s promise to her parents that the East End of London and the dirt roads of Minsk Gubernia were experiences never to be revisited and left long behind. It was also the brick-by-brick proof of my father’s upwardly mobile success.


What I loved about 47 Penn was that it was flat and long, and to my three-year-old eyes, it looked perfect for roller-skating. I was often firmly reminded, “This house is not a roller rink.” Pity. Our home was adorned with irreplaceable antiques plus wondrous carpets from Persia, as well as custom-made rugs from Stark, whose showrooms glistened on New York’s posh Upper East Side. Not even four years old, I had no idea these were costly items. Yes, they were different than my wooden crib in Grandpa Gershan’s dining room, but whatever Mom put in that ranch house, I regarded as “the new normal.”


“Not so fast,” said Lily. “These things are precious and one of a kind. Be careful!” In other words, roller-skate in the driveway. I did—and even made it out of the driveway, sailing along Haverford Avenue toward Swarthmore like the wind. I loved to roller-skate as much as I loved climbing the forest green street poles marking one Quaker street from another. The whole neighborhood was my playground. The streets outside my home were suburban-silent, just like my mother. It was a new world, but the quietness of it seemed to echo the silence inside our home. Gone was my extended, boisterous, chubby Kaplan clan. That loveable cacophony was replaced by the hush of the suburbs and a reticent mom.


On my very first day of kindergarten, I waited for an enormous yellow school bus to pick me up. I was so excited. I had a new “back-to-school” dress and brand-spanking-new red Keds. I held my mother’s soft white hand at the corner of Penn Boulevard and Swarthmore Road. She wore the colors of fall: a beautiful beige-and-olive shirtwaist with pumpkin accents. She finished the outfit off with her favorite pearls and the smell of Arpège perfume.


As the bus pulled up, my mother simply said, “You sit with Sam Houston on the bus,” and pointed to a young boy sitting toward the back.


So, I did what my Mommy said. I sat with Sam Houston on the bus every day for the entire year of kindergarten.


Sam Houston was the only Black child in my grade and one of only three Black children in our town. In one sentence, a decent mother drastically diminished the specter of prejudice. Lily’s silence belied her open heart. Every day, I walked down the long aisle of that yellow bus and in the second-to-last seat on the left, I sat next to Sam Houston. I remember teaching him cat’s cradle.


Forty-five years later, I was in San Francisco playing Golda’s Balcony at the American Conservatory Theater. I received a letter backstage that read:


Dearest Terri Sue,


I don’t know if you remember me, but my name is Sam Houston. From day one of kindergarten, you sat next to me on the bus. You were my very first friend. Thank you for keeping me company.


May I come backstage to see you?


—Sincerely, Sam


Ours was a tearful and profound reunion.
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BY SEVEN YEARS OLD, I figured that if I wasn’t allowed to roller-skate in the house, I could at least jump rope, and I decided to do that on the sea-green slate floor of our entry foyer. I didn’t notice the Josef Inwald Opalescent Barolac art-deco tulip vase that was proudly centered on the French polished-mahogany breakfront. My jump rope noticed it, however, and grabbed it. Crash, bam, smash! The vase shattered. My mother screamed.


“How dare you jump rope in our home?! Does this look like a playground to you?”


She grabbed my jump rope and said, “You’re going to be punished. You can forget about jumping rope for a while. I’m putting it away. Plus, one full week of no television.”


As terrified as I was to displease my mother, I was more upset by the punishment. My little world was imploding, so I started pleading hysterically, “Take anything, but don’t take my television time! Please, please don’t take my television time! What about Walt Disney?! Please, Mommy, please!”


Lily stood firm, and that was the last precious antique I broke and the last episodes of Walt Disney, Leave it to Beaver, and Howdy Doody I missed.


Scarsdale in the late fifties was a sleepy Quaker township built on a pre-Revolutionary fox meadow, settled in 1701. In the 1950s, it read primarily WASP. However, we moved into a new section called Quaker Ridge, which was primarily Jewish. I guess the 3 percent Jewish population of the town must have congregated in our neighborhood right off Weaver Street. Nonetheless, the fifties stood for conformity. We had just come out of World War II, and now we were involved in Korea. We needed to stand together as a nation. Who doesn’t remember the morning pledge? “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America…”


In uniformly constructed Scarsdale, assimilated white, Christian, and Jewish businessmen boarded the train to New York every morning while their wives stayed home and took care of their 2.4 children. Father Knows Best was on the television, and the Scarsdale mothers all seemed to look like Jane Wyatt, who played Margaret Anderson, Robert Young’s wife—except the Scarsdale wives had full-time help. Shirtwaists and pearls were de rigueur as my mother and dozens of other mothers managed to model themselves after the perfect fifties housewife in a perfect fifties upscale village and manage it all with grace and without breaking a nail—and certainly without smashing a vase.


Simple, right? I don’t think so. And I know. I was there.


Once Mother had finished the construction of 47 Penn, her next task was to cast the supporting players. Like a talent scout, Mom watched what people wore, how they talked, and what they talked about. Her intelligence influenced her taste in friends. She reached out to the many other women who, like herself, had gone to university and were JWAs and JWPs: Jews Without Accents and Jews Who Pass.


Now it was time for the wardrobe, hair, and makeup team. She made friends with Lord & Taylor and Saks Fifth Avenue. She had her hair meticulously done every Friday, first at Macy’s, then at Très Jolie, the crown jewel of the new Golden Horseshoe Shopping Center on Wilmot Road. Like a great wardrobe mistress, Lily sent my father’s suits and our clothes to be cleaned at the esteemed Wilmot Dry Cleaners, which picked up and delivered. Now that I look back at the aspirational Très Jolie beauty parlor, which sought to echo the great salons of Paris, I remember how it abutted the Golden Horseshoe Delicatessen. We’d order pastrami sandwiches that were so thick they looked like a jungle, spilling over with Russian dressing and coleslaw, and we savored every bite, dressed in our preppy Viyella plaid bermuda shorts and blouses with Peter Pan collars. The highbrow couldn’t quite eradicate all the lowbrow in our backgrounds—most of the grandparents in Quaker Ridge had Eastern European accents after all.


The next addition to the Scarsdale cast of characters was a dressmaker, a warm Italian woman named Faust, who custom-fit Lily’s clothing and, eventually, custom-made dresses for both of us. That was quite a leap forward for Mom, whose beloved mother Ada sat at the sewing machine with a broken dream making dresses for her four daughters.


When I think of my mother in those days, I also remember her gliding like the beautiful horses on a carousel, smooth as silk but never stopping. Marketing at Gristedes for the best meat, stopping at the jeweler’s, then the shoemaker’s, filling the Chrysler up with gas, and preparing dinner, in addition to stealing an hour while David was at school to exercise in the nude to Jack LaLanne and his “trimnastics” coming out of the DuMont television. I remember some mornings when I was very young being mesmerized watching Mommy doing leg lifts and stretches in the buff. I could not reconcile her quietness and modesty with her willingness to be naked in the family room. Somewhere, Mother must’ve loved her body and longed to climb her own proverbial apple tree.


She certainly loved Scarsdale. She loved the expanse of her house, the expanse of the lawns, and the safety of knowing her children were going to be well-educated in a public school system upon which she could depend. Lily stood back and breathed it all in.


I have to marvel at how my mother sprang into action given the challenges of such a profoundly new universe. In this pre-computer age, she built her personal World Wide Web from a reservoir of local talent. Lily may have been quiet, but she was capable! Knowledge is power, and she accumulated a wealth of information about artisans and workmen who could help her, giving them explicit instructions. To us, however, her own feelings remained unspoken.


The one place my mother seemed to fully express herself in my young life was at the piano. Through the piano, she entered another world: emotional, melodious, and expansive. For as long as I can remember, my mother spoke to me through music. She emoted through Mozart, she rocked through Rachmaninoff, she beamed through Beethoven. This passion to express the repressed through music was innate in me too. Music is, and always has been, one of the direct portals to my soul. I was also learning an equally important lesson about presentation. My mother was costumed for these most intimate recitals. There she would sit on the antique mahogany chair with the petite point seat cushion in her meticulous, pink, polished cotton shirtwaist dress, cinched at the waist with a red leather belt and a beautiful double-strand of cultured pearls around her neck with matching cultured pearl earrings. As I imagined her transported out of our living room and onto a concert stage, I intuitively grasped that “you never get a second chance to make a first impression.” Suiting up is as important as showing up.


Since I wanted so desperately to be near her, I too became a classical pianist. The Mozart “Rondo,” the Rachmaninoff “Prelude in C-Sharp Minor, Opus 3, Movement 2,” and my favorite, Chopin’s “Polonaise”—these were the first melodies that wove their way into the tapestry of my childhood. They were gifts from my mother. These were her sounds: sensitive, disciplined, beautiful—just like her outfits. Broadway showtunes, though beloved, were a sidebar. The musical priority was the classics.


With all the years that we shared the same musical instrument and related musical repertoire, it’s revealing that my mother and I never sat side by side and played a four-handed piece, something for which I deeply longed. The single mahogany piano chair sent a clear message.


I continued to be lonely for her warmth and long for her verbal expression of love. We never even practiced together. I don’t remember her helping me through a difficult passage or showing me a fingering sequence. Her support only manifested after a piece was mastered, and then she would ask me to “play for the company.” Maybe it was I who shut her out, again afraid of her being critical of my abilities. Finally, perhaps part of the reason we never sat down at the piano together is that she didn’t want to intrude.


I don’t remember ever relaxing with my mother as a child, except when she permitted me to lie on her lap in the master bedroom as she reclined on the pale petal-pink silk chaise lounge. She would invariably be talking on the phone with one of her sisters, or another relative, or one of her close friends. I would lie beside her with my thumb in my mouth and my beige, soft wool blankie under my nose, held up by the arch of my right index finger. I loved smelling my blankie because it always smelled like Tide: fresh and clean, just the way Momma kept her house. I remember the comforting softness of her lap. I remember the beauty of her pale white skin. I remember loving her perfume. Still do!


Scarsdale was luxurious; Scarsdale was class, but for me, Scarsdale was ultimately lonely. I could not feel my mother in the quiet of my custom-made corner room; the air always seemed cold. There was never enough heat, and my bedroom was too far away from the kitchen to catch the delicious smells of Jewish cooking. My mother was spectacular at all of it, from her matzah balls to the walnut cake with homemade whipped cream and bananas inside; from flanken to silver dollar pancakes; from rich chicken soup that was a meal in itself to chocolate chip cookies. We were as American as we were Jewish. The warmth of the stove at 955 Walton that spilled over with dishes from the old country seemed as distant as Minsk Gubernia itself. The hugs that once came from my mother’s Bronx family came only from my father now—and even then, only when he came home from a long day at work.


Before I was even four, I would look into the full-length mirror on the back of my bedroom door and fascinated ask, “Are you real? Do you really exist?” I pondered those questions. I was not sad, I was simply asking if I existed or if my image was a dream, a mirage. To my child’s mind, my reflection was proof that I did exist. I loved performing for the mirror: singing, dancing, making faces. It was my private time with my second self. I made up simple monologues, and after much rehearsal, bursting with enthusiasm, I toured my show to the bathroom. There I stood on my yellow step stool and continued working my routines in privacy and safety. There were no rules, no adults telling me what I could and could not do. No brother waiting to roughhouse. I felt content and safe to keep myself company. This was the beginning of creating my artificial universe. Some children have imaginary friends; I had imaginary scenes swirling in my head.


As I grew older and more confident, I took the big step of touring my show from the bathroom to the living room. There, two reliables awaited me: my mother and my father. My father always made a fuss; he was an easy mark. My mother, not so much.


In July of 1953, Mother sent me to the Heathcote School Summer Program. I had not yet entered kindergarten. On costume day, I was dressed as a bunny. The summer program finished at noon as it always did, and Mom was not there to pick me up. All the other children were met by their mothers, and they were on their way. Slightly panicked, I waited for what seemed an eternity in the enormous glassed-in vestibule outside the large oak-doored auditorium of Heathcote School. Where was my mother? Where was the blue Chrysler? Even as a little boy, David would say, “Mom loves us because Mom is always there.” When she failed to show up, it was so out of character that I assumed she had left forever. And this was her choice. Gone, Baby, Gone.


This was long before my bike-riding days when my two-wheeler Western Flyer would take me from Penn Boulevard to Heathcote Five Corners and back, long before the Heathcote School down the road became a familiar landmark. At four years old, nothing was familiar but my own backyard. Waiting for my mother, I was a stranger in a strange land.


To this day, my body feels the terror of my mother’s momentary no-show. I’m sure that’s one of the seminal reasons I tend to be a few minutes late: to avoid the agony of waiting for someone who might never show up. That day waiting for Mommy is engraved on the cells of my soul. I remember crying in panic, afraid of being heard. I must have looked like Edvard Munch’s The Scream.


I was briefly comforted by an anonymous adult who soon left. I was alone, just waiting, waiting for my mother. I became so nervous that I started to jump in the air in my bunny costume like a frog, knees to my ears, trying to release the panic. When Mom arrived, I was like a bubble that burst. Mammoth tears fell down my burning cheeks. My grief poured forth with relief, but lurking in the back of my mind was this nagging suspicion that my mother didn’t really want to be my mother.


This was the first time I vividly remember her saying, “Don’t be ridiculous.” “Don’t be ridiculous,” in a voice that could cut glass, showed up a great deal in my young life, followed by, “Don’t be selfish.” Soon, I began to wonder if the sun would ever come out around my mother, or whether there would just be a clouded sky of correction filled with the subconscious, lingering thought, “Terri Sue, let me fix you.”


In the evenings, during the school year, Mother would serve dinner in two shifts: double the time, double the effort. She would first feed David and me at 6:30 p.m. After our dinner, we would clear our plates and return to our rooms to continue our homework. Then she would prepare Dad’s plate, clean the kitchen, and lovingly pour his double shot of Jack Daniel’s in a Thermos with ice. Dad’s portable cocktail hour was completed with a plate of Ritz crackers generously spread with Velveeta cheese and carefully wrapped with Reynolds aluminum foil. After a quick mirror check of her hair and makeup, she would grab the Thermos and plate and slip into the blue Chrysler to pick up my father at Larchmont Train Station for the 8:02.


Sometimes Dad was so tired from his day of verbal jousting as a litigator that he would sleep through his train stop, and Mom would have to drive to Harrison to get him. I never heard her complain. She was like Patience on a monument, just as beautiful—but perhaps better dressed. She greeted Dad with a smile on her face and his favorite hors d’oeuvres and libation, her signature Lilyville Happy Hour.


Mom and Dad would then have dinner, just the two of them. Of course, we would greet our father every night and he would regale us with a story or two of his exciting day as a defense attorney, then David and I would hurry back to our desks in pursuit of straight A’s. Until bedtime, my mother looked flawless. It was as miraculous as it was mysterious, and I thought to myself, “How does she do this?” Lily was constantly fulfilling the selfless, seamless role of the ideal 1950s wife.


Sometimes Dad would call Mom around 6:00 p.m. and say he had to have a legal brief in by the morning, and would take the last train to Larchmont, then grab a cab to 47 Penn. When that happened, his dinner went in the fridge with handwritten instructions in perfect script attached to the ever-useful Reynolds wrap, her strawberry-blonde hair went into brush rollers, the makeup came off with Pond’s Cold Cream, the nightgown and satin robe went on, and Lily would put her children, and then herself, to bed.


My mother basically spent a good deal of her life waiting for Sidney to show up from his demanding work that he loved so much. I watched this, and I swore that when I grew up, I would wait for no man. This vision was bolstered by my father’s uniquely progressive advice to me when I was five. “Terri Sue,” he said, “Always remember: Never beg a man for a hat.” I quickly came to understand that this was a metaphor for, “Terri Sue, always have your own money and earn your own living,” because financial independence in a marriage meant freedom. From the beginning, my father was my ticket to gender equality long before its time.


Born in 1911, my mother came from the generation that believed a woman’s fate was inextricably linked to the match she made, and to her husband’s success. A great match meant a husband who was incredibly intelligent, ambitious, and able to provide. Plus, it didn’t hurt if he were handsome, but for our bunch, intelligence always trumped looks (Democrats, please excuse the verb). Lily knew her husband had to bring home enough bacon (Jews, please excuse the noun) for her to spend her days caring for their children. Then there were book clubs, walking clubs, Jewish charities, and local politics. She participated in all of them, mostly as an observer-learner. I don’t ever remember her taking the floor at meetings. Nonetheless, Mother was in the full swing of upper-middle-class life. Point of fact: 47 Penn didn’t own a sewing machine. Point of fact: 47 Penn did have live-in help, six days a week.


I was being raised to be a lady from a fine family, so I was dressed as a little lady from a fine family. In reality, I would have been just as happy hanging upside down from the metal trapeze on my swing set in my brother’s hand-me-down dungarees.


My mother felt a young lady needed a coat for three out of the four seasons. After all, who needs a coat in summer? A cashmere sweater will do. However, for fall, winter, and spring, different coats were a necessity, along with three different matching hats—a beret for the High Holidays and cool fall weather, a fur cap to keep me warm in the winter while I played in the snow, and a flowered spring bonnet to celebrate the buds of April and Passover. My mother called this spring millinery confection an “Easter Bonnet,” even though we never celebrated Easter. Well, truth to tell, one spring afternoon Peggy Schwarz and Edith Banks, the mothers of David’s best friends Eddie and Harold, joined Lily Feldshuh in our kitchen and dyed Easter eggs. We put bunny decals on them, and then our mothers hid them in our back lawn, and we had an Easter egg hunt. I have no doubt this came from my mother’s British-Jewish side of the family. Please don’t tell Daddy!


Besides my Easter bonnet, I also perpetually had patent leather Mary Janes so shiny you could see your reflection and, of course, those white lace anklets. Top it off with wee matching purses and white gloves, and my ensemble was complete. Before I was allowed to put these garments on, my mother would perfectly coif my hair. She then taught me how to step into a dress, so as not to muss my hairdo.


If you were looking into my closet back then, what would you have learned about me? Well, first you would have learned that my closet and the clothes therein meant a great deal to my mother. My hangers were custom-made, navy-blue cross-stitched polished cotton, with navy plastic heads and a white bow around the neck. Yup, no wire hangers. There were coordinated outfits in colors that fit the season: olive green, burnt orange, and taupe for fall; navy blue and forest green with a touch of red (but not too Christmas) for winter; and pastels for spring: pinks and yellows and the palest greens. Summer brought white, and woe unto you if you wore white past Labor Day weekend. It was a clear message from my mother that clothes were not just clothes; clothes were the message to the world that my father and mother, children of immigrants, could pass “for Scarsdale.” I looked like I had just walked out of Seventeen magazine, and David looked like he had just walked out of a catalog for preppy sexy fashions. My brother and I both knew that when it came to fashion, Mother’s aesthetic was developed and spot-on, just as her older sister Rose had developed a discerning eye for priceless antiques. These girls looked, learned, and launched.


One morning, when I was four, I remember my brother David coming to the dinette table in his pajama top. He finished his breakfast, got up, and Mom said, “Where are you going?” He replied, “To school.”


“David, you’re not going to school in your flannel pajama top,” Lily said.


“But Mom, please,” my brother pleaded. “I love it. It’s so comfortable.”


“You can love it at home,” Mom said, “but you’re not going out of this house dressed like that. In this house, we dress like respectable human beings, especially when we go to school. We do not dress like vilda chayas.” (Yiddish for wild animals.) “Now go change, please.”


Courageous, imprudent David made a mad dash for the utility room side door, his school books tucked under his arm to minimize wind shear. My mother did not even look up from her New York Times. As he passed her, she extended her right index finger, effortlessly caught a small hole in the seam of his pajama top, and ripped it right off his back in one fell swoop. David was speechless. He was also topless and without options. He howled in grief. I hid under the dinette table. He had no choice but to surrender and slink back into his bedroom to change.


“Remember what Papa Gershan said: ‘If you dress like a bum, you are a bum.’” Now yelling down the hall as David took cover in his bedroom: “Your grandparents did not escape the pogroms of Russia and the anti-Semitism of Victorian England for their grandchildren to dress like a chazzer.” (A pig.)


One morning in the fourth grade, I put together a fabulous outfit I believed deserved to be in the display windows of Saks Fifth Avenue: a pink polka-dotted blouse, a pink striped belt, and a brown-and-pink flowered skirt. None of these three garments were related in design, but they all were related in color. At the time, I thought I was the bee’s knees. I walked into the kitchen like a runway model on a catwalk, waiting for my mom to notice me. I thought for sure she would compliment me on my impeccable sense of style.


Remember, this was the ’50s—coordinated outfits were a must. Madonna wasn’t born yet. Lady Gaga wasn’t even a zygote. My mother took one look at me and said, “Terri Sue, you cannot go to school wearing that outfit. The belt doesn’t go with the skirt and the blouse doesn’t go with either. People will look at you and get dizzy and then they’ll think you’re dizzy, mishuganah!” (Yiddish for crazy person.) “Don’t embarrass us.”


“Mom,” I said, “This looks great! I mean, it’s 1958!”


She replied, “Exactly, it’s 1958. When have you ever seen a concoction like the one you’re wearing?”


“Mommy, c’mon,” I implored.


She came back quicker than a flying matzah ball: “Your grandparents did not escape—”


“I know.…” I yelled, “The pogroms of Russia and the anti-Semitism of Victorian England—”


Then together: “For their grandchildren to dress like a chazzer.”


“OK, OK!” I burst, “What can I keep on?”


Mom said, “Take your pick, but I would go with the skirt. Now go get your solid-pink blouse that matches those flowers and your solid-brown belt. At least then the outfit makes sense.” In that moment, a potential Saks Fifth Avenue fashionista died.


My mother being involved in every aspect of my early fashion choices at least gave me contact with her. Dressing properly and with style was one of the pillars of Lily’s mothering, which I yearned for in those years. I craved my mother’s time and her touch, so when she spent the time and focus to straighten each ruffle and tame each ringlet, it felt like heaven to me. It bridged the gap. For a moment, it penetrated the silence.


In addition, through her role as my chief fashion advisor, my mother and I finally had a forum in which I was the object of her attention. Even though as an actress, my process is not from “out to in,” when it came to the Lily Feldshuh Costume Department, we soared. Fashion was our lightning rod of connection. It was in Lily’s blood. After all, her mother’s immigration papers read “Ada Kaplan, Hebrew Tailoress, London, England.” And Gershan’s read, “Hebrew Tailor, Belarus, Russia.”


How I loved those shopping forays! Daddy gave us a $200 budget for my fall wardrobe, which I would carefully select with Mom. He was generous. In those days, $200 went a long way. I also loved my mother’s shopping rules. We only bought underpants and “quiet” garments at Alexander’s Department Store. Our good clothes had to come from Saks Fifth Avenue or Lord & Taylor. My mother loved American designers: Bill Blass, Anne Klein, and Geoffrey Beene. She would buy her own clothes mainly from Saks or the upper-crust boutique Schulman’s on Main Street in White Plains, New York. She always went into New York City with white gloves, a custom-made hat, and matching purse.


Daddy wore perfectly pressed suits and elegant silk ties to his New York law office. On weekends, when he wasn’t in his jodhpurs and hacking jacket, he wore a Brooks Brothers blazer that I’m sure Lily picked out for him. Sidney was right out of Ralph Lauren before there was Ralph Lauren. On formal occasions, he wore this superb white dinner jacket that reminded me of Desi Arnaz. Mother wore taffeta cocktail dresses in jewel colors with a crinoline underneath that swished as she walked.


After our shopping trips, I put on fashion shows for my father—clearly, this was the precursor to Project Runway and, for these moments, I was America’s Next Top Model! Dad: he loved seeing his all-American girl, and I loved modeling my fall wardrobe for him.


One Thanksgiving, Mother even took me to Signora Faust in Yonkers and asked her to attach a white ermine necklet to my new winter coat. The genuine little ermine was a gift from Mom’s furrier. Quel faux pas! Today it would be faux fur. Still, I felt like a Disney princess.
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