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Prologue


January 2012


I am getting older.


It’s time to write shit down.


When I’m doing my best thinking, in my car,


I tell myself all the things I need to write down.


Because I am older.


I could lie before.


Knocking off years was easy, and I believed the lie.


Not so much these days.


Now it’s different.


I want to tell my kids things about me that one day it might be too late to tell them.


So they know where I started.


So they know where they started.


Without having to fill in the blanks from the dribs and drabs of distant relatives, as I have had to do.


As I am, even now, doing.


I might write it down for them, the three who think that I’ve given them life.


When, really, it’s been the other way around.


They have given me life.


They have grown me up.


It is to them that I am indebted.


Cause time moves quick, and the teenagers aren’t home for dinner as much anymore.


And the five-year-old eats at five, and that’s too early for me.


The conversations feel shorter lately.


The teenagers talk above me.


The little one screams a lot.


I just really need to write it out, so I will never forget.


And so they will always know.


I need to start now.


Because getting older makes me think a lot about the end.


Actually that’s not new.


I’ve always thought—kind of obsessively—about the end.


Having parents die young does that to a person.


I have a keen sense of my mortality.


My shrink tells me all the time that not all folks have that. Who knew?


My keen sense of knowing that this amazing life I have could end at any time is a fucking pain in my ass. Seriously.


And always on my mind.


And because every year someone in my sphere—a manager, or an agent, or a friend—tells me I should write a memoir, saying, “You’ve been through a lot,” I began to take the idea more seriously. But I would need to do it my way, not a beginning, middle, and end recollection. These are my snippets, my musings, the moments that I think you should know. There’s more, I’m sure, but I’m not dead yet.


I have just about had my fill of life’s small distractions.


So it might be time.


I’ve shopped enough. (I think?)


Moved enough, lived in enough new houses.


I’ve traveled a bunch.


I’ve dated and married enough times.


As much as I like to watch TV, even that can’t hold me the way it used to.


In other words, I have time.


Time to write.


I can sit still now.


I meditate now. (Something I never thought possible!)


Two of my three kids are close to launch.


Sarah to college this year.


The boy, Jackson, behind the wheel of a car in March.


I can see that dreamy look in his eyes as he envisions, finally, the bit of breathing room that only your own car can provide.


He cannot wait to fly solo.


The baby, just five years old, will still be the baby for a while.


But still, one kid at home compared with three feels like I’ll have more time.


A psychic (feel free to judge) once told me I would have a life of high highs and low lows, but not much middle ground.


It’s been true.


Until now.


I now feel more grounded in the center of myself, with no desire for overstimulation or permission needed to wallow in wherever I am.


To be myself.


My children provide significance.


So I’ll do this for the three of them.


For you, Sarah, Jackson, and Esmé.


For you.
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The Singing Sweetheart of Cherokee County


When I was ten, my mother taught me to play the guitar. We were living in the Westwood section of Los Angeles at the time. Dark and cavernous, the house seemed to me an enormous Spanish hacienda. (I went back years later, and it was more like a casita.) Mom and I sat in the living room, the dark wooden floors and rich red tiles providing the effect of an echo chamber. My mom, as always, was dressed in her simple way, with her hair cut in a short, unstuffy style that I understood later was meant to avoid adding complications to her life.


“Darling girl!” She called me to her. “Let me show you. This is what I did at your age.”


I sat on her lap, the guitar in mine, with her arms draped around me, and we picked and strummed in tandem, like one person. My hands hurt as I stretched and pressed my fingers into the strings. She rested her hands, bird-like and delicate, on top of mine and helped to mold my fingers into chord formations with one hand while strumming with the other. If I concentrate, I can still feel her small hands touching me. I was so much bigger than her, even as a little kid. She was happy then and suntanned, memorable because it was rare that she had color. She stayed inside so much of the time.


“Down in the Valley” was the first song I learned. A traditional folk ballad my mom played every time she picked up her guitar. We sang loudly. My hands wrapped around the wide neck of Mom’s maple-colored Martin. Her nylon string acoustic guitar, the one she was given by Burl Ives. I never really knew why or how she got his guitar; that’s one of the heartbreaks of having dead parents: no one to fill in the blanks.


“Down in the valley, valley so low, hang your head over, hear the wind blow . . .”


Kent cigarettes, butts and burning, in an ashtray nearby. The smell of slept-in clothes, dirty hair, and tobacco—the smells of my mom—filling the space along with the low, rich tones of her voice. A deep alto by this time in her life, she still sang with the faint twang of the yodeler she was in her younger years. Long ago, when my mother was eleven years old, she had her own fifteen-minute daily radio show out of Gaffney, South Carolina. She was known as “the Singing Sweetheart of Cherokee County.”


I imagine Mom at eleven to have been hopeful and enthusiastic, full of promise and invigorated by life’s possibilities. But this Mom—the Mom at age thirty-five whom I sat with in our living room—her, not so much. This was years after the radio show. Much had happened in her life—and not happened.


By the time I was old enough to know my mom, she’d moved far beyond “the Singing Sweetheart of Cherokee County” to a life of darkened rooms and hushed hallways, the house’s forced stillness when she had taken to her bed. The official diagnosis was heart disease, but I’ve always thought she had a broken heart.


Mom had started working young and would continue to do so in many different forms until she married. From the radio show at eleven in Gaffney, she was discovered by NBC Radio and sent to New York to continue her show. The family lore goes that my gambling granddad, Daniel, had left my grandmother for the racetrack one day and never returned. And with my mom footing the bill with her radio show paychecks, my grandma moved herself and four kids to the Big Apple. My mom helped to support them all, while Grandma Virginia found a job, went back to school, and eventually landed the position of the dean of women at Hunter College.


In her early twenties, during World War II, my mom entertained the troops overseas on tour with the USO and later appeared on Broadway. At some point, she moved to the other side of the line, got a gig working for Norman Lear on The Martin and Lewis Show as script supervisor, and in time became the first woman assistant director in live television. She also did her share of writing.


What I remember?


Rin Tin Tin comic books and several soap operas written under an alias.


My mom had plans, and hopes; more to say and create.


However, work came to a screeching standstill when she met my dad, a Russian cab driver by day with a theater degree and an ambition to direct. She loved him. She was twenty-five years old when in 1952 she tied the knot, an age considered borderline “over the hill.” And as was expected in her generation, she gave up her career and started making babies. My sense is that parenting paled in comparison with her dreams, and she was never really at home with her role as “Mom.”


I’m the oldest of five. Soon after her second baby was born, her life became filled with bouts of depression and the occasional suicide attempt. Searching for answers, there were medications and therapists, and eventually institutions, sanitariums, and shock treatments. Maybe my mom just needed a job! I always felt she was born in the wrong generation. Things were changing slowly for women during the 1950s and 1960s, but wife and mother was still the norm, and when she tried to do what was now expected of her, it broke her heart. All of the treatments in the world couldn’t make it okay. She felt silenced.


We were living in Encino, California, the first time my mom “went away,” and my grandma came to stay. With three kids—me, my brothers David and Joey—under the age of five, my mom was institutionalized for depression and treated the electroshock therapy way. My workaholic dad neither asked for nor knew how to handle my mom’s illness with much more than hysteria and more work.


So arrived my mom’s mom, Virginia Lee Zwilling. Alabama born, ladylike and soft-spoken, a true Southern matriarch, she knew how to bring calm in the midst of crazy.


“It’s gonna be aaalright, dahlin’, don’t you worry your pretty little head,” she’d say, standing solid.


No hurdle too high.


No waters too deep.


She was unshakeable.


Virginia Lee came into our lives as the wheels were comin’ off and stealthily did what needed to be done.


I have no recollection of my mom leaving for an extended stay.


There was no discussion of “vacation” or “visiting relatives.”


She was just gone.


I have no memory of my grandmother moving in.


She was just there.


As if she’d always been there.


Virginia Lee picked up the pieces more than once when Mom was “away.” With her chicken and dumplings and Bisquick biscuits, over the years she became my teacher of all things domestic.


Each visit, she would teach me a new household skill.


She taught me how to set a table and make bed “corners.” How to sew on a button, iron and fold the laundry, get a hot meal on the table.


How to write a check.


How to mix a martini.


She knew, for me to feel safe, I’d need to grow up quickly.


And I did.


I can hear her voice in my head. Like honey, that Southern drawl, letting me know I would need to be able to take care of myself.


I basked in her organized ways.


She calmed the chaos.


She straightened our squiggly lines and helped us make sense.


Compared with the harried, distracted, conflicted energy of my mother, trying to fit into her apron and housedress, fighting to stuff her artistic voice into the back of the closet with her working girl wardrobe, my grandma was a steady flow of calm waters. And clear direction.


I loved having her around.


*  *  *


Maybe those shock treatments are what broke my mom’s heart. She began going in for them in her early thirties—and then developed heart disease by the time she was thirty-five. Maybe those electroshocks made her arteries constrict, decreased her blood flow, and stunted the outpouring of happy endorphins.


From then on, she took a lot of pills. At a very early age, I was aware of pill bottles by my mom’s bed, always. She was forever swallowing pills. Some to help her sleep, some to thin her blood, small white nitro pills to explode open the blockages in her arteries, so she wouldn’t have a heart attack. Wherever she went, they went too. She even had bejeweled cases for her pills, for when she was out and about, even just for when she traveled from room to room. They dictated her days. They shut her eyes at night. They were consistent, and consoling, prescribed to keep her engine running.


My dad, a director, was usually at work before dawn, and my mom usually slept until noon. She’d put out boxes of cereal and Sara Lee coffee cakes the night before so we could have breakfast in the morning without waking her up. We didn’t even need bowls. My brothers and I cut along the perforations on those cute little cereal boxes, poured in our milk, and chowed down right from the box.


So breakfast was peaceful.


Dinner was often another story. My mom would sit at the dinner table, pill box at her side, and pop one, two, three, four, small, white nitro pills before, during, and most definitely after a meal. Just in case, and to protect her broken heart from breaking even further, as dinnertime sometimes went way beyond sharing a meal.


It’s when the scabs got ripped off. And my family let it fly.


Whatever had been brewing, festering, the air was let out of the balloon at dinnertime.


It was my mother’s intention to have these family dinners five nights a week. Usually by Wednesday, it would all go south.


“Don’t upset your mother,” Dad would say in a harsh whisper. “You’ll give her a heart attack.”


Emotions stuffed, burden lifted, we’d scatter.


Into our own little corners, our own quiet spaces, with our dinner on TV trays, and no mention of what had gone down at the table: who got yelled at the loudest, who left the table in hysterics, whose head fell in her plate as the family tried to act like everything was normal.


When we could manage a meal as a unit, my mom always had to sit for a time afterward to digest. She couldn’t jump up from the table and clear the dishes because she might have a heart attack. (Even now I wonder: Really?)


She had a buzzer put in under the table so she could remain seated, and someone would be buzzed to clear the dishes—a housekeeper, a nanny, a daughter—whoever was around. Because of the constant threat of heart attack.


I became accustomed to living on guard. Waiting for her to go down the rabbit hole. Waiting for the shit to hit. I became adept at coping with high hysterics, managing, rearranging, orchestrating, and waiting. Always waiting. I lived with a knot in my stomach.


It still knots up.


I often have to remind myself that I can let go of it now.


*  *  *


From day to day, I never knew which ailment Mom was struggling with.


And on some days, there was no ailment at all.


I’d almost have a “Mom” like everyone else’s Mom.


She’d be hustling and bustling, light and engaging, funny and consoling—concerned about us.


Just as I started to feel kid-like again, the change would always come.


She’d take to her bed.


The house would dim.


I couldn’t have friends over because “My mom’s sick.”


I couldn’t play too loud in the house because “My mom might have a heart attack.”


The drapes were drawn.


Wanting to be close, I’d sometimes get into bed with her; my head on a pillow, on her lap, as she stroked my hair.


“My darling girl,” she’d say. “I love you so.”


The nighttime was a good time for her. The middle of the night. I used to love to sit with my mom in our sunken living room in front of one of the six or seven individual-size TVs we had scattered around our house. I’d wake myself up on a school night just to be with her in the quiet great room, hunched over our small set, voices low and whispery, so as not to wake the rest. She was content late at night. Neither bleary eyed nor hysterical, she was even.


Even with what her life looked like.


Even with the sometimes disappearing, sporadically rageful presence that was my dad.


Even with the passage of time and the abandonment of her dreams and passions.


Even okay with that.


She was open and thoughtful.


Interested and sage after midnight.


Gave great advice, told wicked, funny stories, held me, stroked my hair, and told me how much she loved me.


And then sometimes . . .


Complained about my dad, wondered aloud if he was faithful, told me that she wanted to die. I held her, stroked her hair, and told her how much I loved her.


When she’d fall apart, I liked it, maybe even the best.


Those times when she’d splinter. The times I could tell she leaned on me, saying without saying, she really needed me to save her life. To give her hope.


Middle of the night was the time I felt I had her full attention.


My first music teacher, my mom was also my greatest artistic support system, and we discussed what music I should be listening to, what plays I should be reading, what movies were worth watching.


When I was in a school play or musical, she came to rehearsals and took notes.


When I wrote a new song, she listened enthusiastically and cheered me on.


She never once told me not to do what I wanted to do.


She had joy and enthusiasm for my creative pursuits, and I could intuit that my dreams were infusing her dimmed life force. Vicariously, she was breathing through me.


“You should go back to work, Mom,” I’d say. “Start writing again, even if it’s those dumb soap operas you used to ghostwrite. Just . . . something.”


There was always an excuse: always another child to raise, always another reason why that wasn’t a good idea—at least not just yet.


“Your father doesn’t really want me to,” she’d say.


But I think dissatisfaction had become her safe place.


My mom, always such a sad mystery to me. Shrouded in secrets, I never really knew what the fuck was in her head. I always felt there was more to the story. Shit I just kind of made up. Something she wasn’t telling me. Years later, I speculate.


But even then, as a teenager, I knew there was only so much I could do; that hers was a fragile life, and that it was only a matter of time before there would be an exit.


*  *  *


On the night my mother died, I went to the house in the early evening to visit or to pick up something—I can’t quite remember. I’d been living in Laurel Canyon for a few years at the time. I’d moved out at seventeen and came home infrequently. I hadn’t seen her in a while.


When I came into the house, she was there with my thirteen-year-old twin sisters, Liz and Jean, and they were on their way out to the movies. That seemed different to me, as did the fact that she seemed so happy. She looked beautiful and glad to see me.


“My darling girl!” she almost shrieked, wrapping me in her arms. “I’ve missed you.”


None of that “Why haven’t you called?” bullshit that other parents pulled, just pure joy at being in the same room with me. It was kind of over the top, really—not what I’d come to know of her. I figured time had passed, things with my dad had settled down, and with two of her five kids launched, she had more space for herself.


Her appearance was such a strong contrast with how she normally looked, that I took it all in.


How glowy and content she was.


How strong and healthy she looked, with color in her cheeks.


Hair washed. Makeup on.


That night would be her last.


She would never wake up again.


*  *  *


The next morning apparently started as usual. My little sisters waking, getting themselves breakfast, heading out the door, while Mom slept. That was nothing unusual. There was no need to knock on her door to say good-bye, no need to let her know they were leaving.


At two o’clock that afternoon, my sisters, arriving home from school, crept into my mom’s bedroom on tiptoe to gently wake her and found her dead in her bed. Cause of death: heart attack in her sleep due to arteriosclerosis.


Liz told me that Mom was covered with bruises.


There was vomit sprayed across the wall above her head.


Is that what happens when you die from a heart attack in your sleep?


I’m not sure.


*  *  *


“Please hurry and grow up, so I can die,” she used to tell my sisters.


“I can’t do this anymore, I wish I was dead” had become her memorable response to any upset, real or imagined.


I’d heard it a lot in my life.


I finally just started to agree with her.


“Do it already, Mom. You are so fucking miserable.”


I was fed up with all that sadness.


Suffocated by it.


She had tried to take her life, for real, twice.


That I know of.


Both times, I found her and made the calls.


Undermining my mother’s wishes.


Her cries of “Leave me alone!”


“Please, don’t tell your father!”


“Just let me be!”


I remember my twelve-year-old self watching as she was lifted into the ambulance.


Her eventual return home.


But I don’t remember any mention of it, from anyone, to me, ever again.


*  *  *


When she did die, Dr. Kadish, our family doctor, and one of the people who was closest to my mom, arrived within a very short time and ruled her death a heart attack.


No talk of suicide. He loved my mom. He wouldn’t have wanted to believe that. There was no autopsy. Zip the bag, shut the door, sign the paper—done.


Years later, I spoke to Dr. Kadish about my mother’s death, wondering about the cause, and there was never a shift in his story. Even more years later, I tried to find my mother’s medical records as a way into her history, only to be told that all records had been destroyed. They were past their expiration date.


I will never know 100 percent for sure how she met her end—and I suppose it doesn’t really matter. But it does explain, for me, that final evening before her passing. It helps me understand and give resonance to the joy I felt from her, and for her.


I sometimes imagine, if she had resolved herself to an exit plan, she could have and would have allowed herself the quiet contentment of a darkened movie theater with my sisters. She would have confidently driven them all out into the night, showed up in a public place without her usual anxiety, and enjoyed herself, knowing that later in the night, she would be successful at last.


Sad no more.


I wasn’t surprised my mother died so young.


I was kind of relieved.


For her.
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The Director


I loved my father.


I hated my father.


I was afraid of my father.


I am just like my father.


It’s complicated.


Like my dad, I am a morning person. When I was young, if I wanted to be with him, I had to wake up early to catch him before he left for work. If my mom’s time with me was the deep night, my dad’s was the early morning. I craved my time alone with them both and got used to sleeping odd hours so I could have them, alone, at their best. I rarely saw them at their best together.


Although he went the Hollywood way, becoming a TV director instead of accepting his overbearing mother’s wish that he become a lawyer, my dad never adopted an artist’s erratic habits. He was the immigrant’s son; the hard worker. He’d fought for his job and the success it brought. It was not what his mother had originally intended for him but it was clearly what he wanted and was meant to be. He loved his work and was good at it. He always wanted to get out of the house in the morning and get to the set.


When it was still dark out, new again, a virginal day dawning, birds and coffee, my father would reset and see the world as possible. Enthusiastically energetic, he was bright in the morning. Fast moving, feet flying, engaged and curious, with me, about me, he saw me.


He used to make me scrambled eggs and ask me questions.


“Have you read any good books lately?” he asked me, always wanting to know what I was reading, what I was thinking.


I answered him eagerly, loving his attention.


He’d call me his special daughter, his firstborn, his oldest, his gift.


And I’d hold those moments. Like a Polaroid. Snap! The things he’d said. The smile he’d given me. The love he’d claimed was mine.


Even at his warmest, my dad was never an easy person. Full of contradictions. For example, his best compliment for me was “handsome.” On reflection, I’m pretty sure it was a saying back then. But still, it made me feel weird. The implied masculinity of the old-school compliment stuck with me my whole life. Why do you call me that? I’d wonder. Did you want a boy?


I am his heir in so many ways, and I bloomed under the slightest nod of approval from him. The morning was the magic time when such moments of connection were possible between us.


All would be forgiven. The night before, almost forgotten.


Because by the evening, he was gone, my morning dad.


The man who came home after work was a bleary, snarling, exhausted, and intolerant slammer of doors. When his arrival was imminent, I hid out in my room, listening intently, cocooned in the safe womb of the dark purple bedspread and drapes I had chosen. Mercurial and hair triggered, he had to be read closely. Never quite sure what set off what, I stood guard. Behind doors, under beds, waiting to hear his footsteps through the door, I became adept at reading steps. By the weight of his gait, I could tell if I’d be criticized or praised. Safe to enter his space or best to slip out the back.


When I read it wrong, happened into the crosshairs of his anger accidentally, I froze, waiting for the barrage of disparaging comments that sometimes came.


“You’re too much,” he said to me, my siblings, my mother, exhausted after long hours of what he declared, “doing what I love.”


“It’s all your fault,” he said.


“I have to work so hard,” he sighed.


The five of us and my mother, just all . . . “too much.”


We all took our turns pushing back when he lost his shit. Very rarely was there a compromising response from him.


Ultimately, he was “the papa.”


We backed down in the name of “respect for your elders.” His constant reminder.


We never said anything to defend ourselves. Just took it all in when he yelled. Nobody outside our family knew how loud it got at my house. Though I’m sure it was loud at a lot of houses on the block. That was how it was then. Everybody was screaming, and nobody was talking about it.


Those were the days.


Dad loved his job, but it was high pressure, which took its toll on him, and on all of us. As did his fear that his success would vanish. Or that whatever current job he had would be his last.


He cradled that burden.


He was imprinted with a superstitious way of thinking that came along with Eastern European Jewish tradition, which cast a shadow on everything he accomplished.


The kina hora.


The evil eye.


I believe that my father was born with a grounding in the Jewish faith, but as with so many Jewish families who suffered atrocities in Eastern Europe, his family had lost their faith along the way. With nothing to protect them spiritually, having abandoned a belief in God, as they believed they’d been abandoned, they turned to rituals and superstitions.


That went kind of like this:


Don’t say something positive, or you will tempt fate.


The evil eye will make your worst fears come true.


Don’t speak too loudly about your success. If you let people know you’re doing well, it might just be taken away.


Don’t be greedy and ask for too much.


Don’t be a braggart.


Humility, bordering on humiliation, for accomplishments achieved.


Considering the ramifications of this kind of thinking—passed on to me and ingrained in me—makes a lot of things make sense.


My perceptions.


Why celebrity has never been my comfortable place.


Why being able to accept a compliment has been a learned behavior.


Why I don’t want anyone to know how much love I need.


Why, for many years, I tried to quiet myself down, as I’d been told to do.


Even though it was nearly impossible.


*  *  *


Some people are at their best at home. Not my dad. Large and in charge, he really was at his best at work. I didn’t understand what my father did until I was old enough to visit and sit still on the set and not talk when the red light was on (the really hard part at that age). Seeing Dad on the set, I kind of fell in love with him from that point on. He was so engaging and revered at work. And everybody wanted to make him happy, just like I did at home.


My dad directed some of the great early television shows, starting with Playhouse 90, The Twilight Zone, and Peter Gunn. I loved to visit when he was directing Dr. Kildare or The Man from Uncle. In fact, Richard Chamberlain was my social ace in the hole with some of the unapproachable cool girls in my elementary school. I bribed friendships out of them with visits to meet Dr. Kildare himself.


I was a shy kid. I always felt invisible, and in social situations, my timid nature easily came undone. But in the presence of my daddy’s TV star friends, I was considered. And considered was a step forward. I got prettier, chattier, way more desirable to those little bitches who never wanted to be my friend at school for my merits alone. It was no wonder I, like my dad, loved his hard-earned job.


*  *  *


The world was a scary place for a little Russian boy who came to America at the age of seven displaced, unfamiliar. His name had been Boris, but when they got to America, his mom changed his name to Bernard. To fit in. To be a part of. Must be weird to feel hidden at that age. Could make you feel ashamed of who you are. I imagine that might have been a struggle. Losing a sense of who you are and all you are familiar with at such a young age could cut deep—along with my very strong, opinionated Yiddish grandmother imposing her sense of right and wrong, what worked, what didn’t, what it meant to “be an American.” What they had to do as a family to be seen as appropriate in this new world they now called home. Obstinate and strict, Grandma Rose pushed my father hard. In the name of moving him toward excellence, she busted his balls and left him never feeling up to snuff.


When my dad’s family escaped from the Soviet Union, he didn’t speak English. No one in his family did. Rose spoke only Yiddish and very broken English throughout her life, and he was the only person in his family to ever really learn English.


They’d been through a lot, my dad and my grandparents. I imagine that the family fled Russia in response to the repressive regime of dictator Joseph Stalin. (Once again, I have no one to ask, so it’s all speculation.) They brought very little with them. The one thing I remember they had from home was the big samovar: the large silver tea maker that it seemed like every Russian family owned. They left behind my dad’s three brothers, all of military age. Two were killed in World War II. My uncle Daniil, who entertained the troops, went on to become a movie star in Russia.


They landed in Detroit. My dad’s dad, Rose’s husband, Lewis, came first, and once he had a job and a place to live, he sent for Rose and his youngest son. In Russia, Lewis had been a cantor and a sometime painter and contractor. In America, he worked as a house painter. Rose had been a ballet dancer in Russia, but in her new country, she became a union rep for the United Automobile Workers, helping to organize and support the factory employees. They worked very hard and had very little money. Living hand to mouth, life was tough, but it was better than where they’d come from, and in that, there was joy.


There was gratitude.


There was freedom.


And real appreciation for every penny earned.


But, too, worry and woe over every dollar spent. Financial security being the ultimate fulfillment—food on the table, a roof over their heads—far outweighed the satisfaction to be attained from work you loved. As my godfather, Norman Lear, points out, the mandate of the Yiddish immigrant was to be “a good provider.”


In Detroit, they became involved with the Yiddish cultural movement, which emphasized Jewish heritage and the Yiddish language. As a child, Dad studied Yiddish language, drama, and culture.
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