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			Preface

			The O.G. (Original Girls)

			Okay, let’s play a little Family Feud. What do you think is the number one question people ask me when they find out I wrote for The Golden Girls?

			Give up?

			It’s “How could you, as a man, and a very young one at that, have written for four older women?”

			Picture it: 1985. Back then, if you were a writer, you were expected to write for all kinds of people, not merely for who you were or what your personal life experiences had been.

			At one of my early drama classes, they taught us the Golden Rule: “Acting is reacting.” That meant listening and observing others. We were told to sit and watch people in a mall. I’m not a big fan of shopping, but spying on strangers, that’s a different story.

			Years later, when I first started writing with Jim Berg, I suggested we go out in Manhattan, watch people from afar, and then ad-lib what we thought they were saying, letting our imaginations run wild. (We do it to this day, so don’t get scared if you see us somewhere talking in strange voices.)

			But observation is only part of the answer to the number one question. I attribute my talent for writing for women to growing up with three strong, smart women: my grandmother, my sister, and my mother. All were so vocal and opinionated, you never had to wonder where they stood on a subject. Without them, I wouldn’t have the career I’ve been so lucky to experience or have met all the extraordinary women I’ve been so fortunate to work with.

			That’s why I dedicate this book to them: three extraordinary women in their own right.

			My grandmother, known as Mama, was the “Rose Kennedy” of our family. Like John F. Kennedy’s mother, Mama carried herself with grace, dignity, and a strong sense of right and wrong—usually with a long Virginia Slim cigarette at her fingertips. (She insisted she never inhaled, long before Bill Clinton stole that phrase from her.) I was fascinated by the bright red lipstick stain she left on the filters and the way she’d tap the long snake of ash into a glamorous glass ashtray.

			Mama was born in Texas, but she seemed East Coast classy to me. She dressed to the nines in the latest ensemble from Bonwit Teller. Once they became permissible for women of her generation to wear, her outfit of choice became a smart pantsuit. She was a real fashion plate. I never saw her without makeup or without her beautiful silver hair perfectly teased. (Think: Rose Nylund’s helmet of hair.)

			Mama attended every play I performed in as a kid. Years later, even after I was working on Golden Girls, she gave me the same career advice whenever I saw her. She’d say: “Stanley, just get your foot in the door.”

			I responded, “Mama, my foot is in. Now, I need to get the rest of my body in as well.” I’m still working on that.

			Even though Mama smoked, ate red meat, and never exercised a day in her life, she lived to be 101. We have strong genes in my family.

			My sister and grandmother were two peas in a pod. My sister is whip-smart, exceptionally creative, and very funny. I thought she should’ve been the family writer, but she chose a different path. She worked in human resources on Wall Street where she met her husband, got married, and started having children. She eventually decided to leave the rat race and become a full-time mom.

			When my sister started having babies, I decided to forgo my overseas traveling adventures and come East to be with them. I wanted her kids to know me as more than a once-a-year visitor at Thanksgiving. I’m glad I made that investment and really enjoy being their “Guncle.”

			My sister was a picky eater, and when she was about five or six, she’d sometimes refuse to go out for our weekly Sunday night dinner with our grandparents. Chinese food is the go-to for Jews on weekends and Christmas, so we’d usually end up at Wing Hong’s on Ten Mile and Southfield Road.

			She’d lock herself in her room, and I was sent to coax her out. My early storytelling techniques started by sitting on her bed and dreaming out loud. I’d make up stories about moving to Hollywood and becoming a wildly successful actor. I’d weave fantastical tales about being rich enough to build my own mansion in the Hollywood Hills. I’d engage her with questions like, “How many bedrooms should I have?” or “Should I have an indoor or outdoor pool?”

			Soon she’d be laughing, eventually getting in the car, and then chowing down fried chicken while everyone else enjoyed egg foo young.

			(These stories turned out to be not so fantastical. Not the actor part, but I am very fortunate to live in a beautiful, three-story home in the Hollywood Hills. Though far from a mansion, it does prove the power of positive thinking at an early age. Kids, start dreaming!)

			Then there’s my mom, Susanne. (With an s, not a z, as she always reminded people.) When we were growing up, my mom wasn’t shy about expressing herself—especially when it came to my father. They had an extremely contentious separation and divorce when I was seventeen. Horrible, loud fights erupted, usually in front of us, always within earshot.

			Once my father moved out of the house, my mother became very depressed. On some dark days, she’d leave the house in a huff and go driving. She was so upset, I was afraid she’d have an accident. I was relieved when I’d hear her keys in the front door. But then she’d retreat to her bedroom and hide under the covers with the blinds shut. Like I did with my sister on Chinese food Sundays, I’d go into my mother’s bedroom and try to make her laugh. And also get her to think about creating a life after my father.

			Fortunately, Mom found purpose. She returned to a local college, Lawrence Tech, to get an accounting degree. Thrilled to discover that she was smarter than all the young twenty-somethings in her class, she loved seeing their shocked faces when she told them she had three kids at home. The more my mom dove into discovering herself, the more I wanted to spend time with her.

			She loved movies, as did I. She’d find an offbeat indie film for us to see instead of the latest blockbuster. One was Paul Mazursky’s Next Stop, Greenwich Village, set in the 1960s and starring the late Lenny Baker. I looked a lot like Lenny Baker and could relate to his passion for acting and wanting to study theater in NYC. Playing his love interest was a very young Ellen Greene, who went on to star in Little Shop of Horrors. That movie had a big effect on me.

			Seeing those movies with my mom opened my eyes to a world outside of Southfield, Michigan, a small suburb of Detroit.
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			Life Before the Lanai

			Before The Golden Girls, I was so sheltered, I had no idea what a “lanai” was. I had no idea what a lot of things were. While most kids would play outside, I’d play inside. In my basement, to be more specific.

			I’d corral the neighborhood kids into putting on plays down there. Once I felt we rehearsed enough for the big time, I found the nerve to ask Mrs. Golden, my second-grade teacher at John F. Kennedy Elementary, if we could present the play to our class. (Yes, that was really her name. Foreshadowing?)

			Surprisingly, Mrs. Golden agreed, even without seeing the play. She must have had faith in me because she also called in the other second grade classes. We pushed aside the desks, and the kids sat crossed-legged on the linoleum floor, anxiously waiting to be entertained.

			I don’t recall what the play was about, but it was met with enthusiastic applause and, of course, laughter. Mrs. Golden saw my theatrical potential. I guess she was technically my first “Golden Girl.”

			One day after school, Mrs. Golden called my house.

			I picked up the mustard yellow wall phone in our kitchen. “Hello?”

			“Mrs. Zimmerman?” she asked.

			This was not the first time I experienced this particular embarrassment. I lowered my voice several octaves and responded, “Uh, no. This is Stan.”

			“Can I speak to your mom?” she asked.

			I handed the phone to my mother and waited with bated breath to hear why she was calling. Was I in trouble? Actually, the opposite. Mrs. Golden was so impressed with my creativity and showmanship, she suggested my mother send me to Cranbrook Summer Theatre School (CTS) in Bloomfield Hills.

			My mother immediately contacted the school. One problem: I was seven-and-a-half. Their age requirement was eight. But luckily, the owner, Mrs. Annetta Wonnberger, agreed to meet me in person. My first audition!

			At the theater school, Mrs. Wonnberger took me by the hand and led me away for a private interview, leaving my mom anxiously waiting in the lobby. My heart was pounding. What would this strange, old woman ask me? What if she didn’t like my answers? Or didn’t like me?

			She asked questions like, “Why do you want to be an actor?” “How are you with memorizing lines and taking direction?” “Can you handle rejection?”

			A few minutes later, we emerged from her office.

			I must’ve said the right things, because Mrs. Wonnberger looked at my mother and said, “We’ll take him!”

			Nervousness on the first day of camp changed to worry when I received my first script. I was cast as “The King” in The Princess and the Pea.

			Mrs. Wonnberger’s husband, Carl—also very old—wrote all the plays. They were extremely corny, in my humble opinion as a pint-sized theater critic. Far below the high quality I was used to with my own work in my basement with the neighborhood kids. Carl’s plays were about kings and queens—and not the fun “RuPaul” kind.

			I had to take matters into my own hands.

			Unbeknownst to the Wonnbergers, I stuffed my king’s costume to make myself fat and put on my father’s large, white Jack Purcell sneakers. The minute I walked onstage, the audience roared with laughter.

			It sent a jolt right up my spine. I’d found my home: the theater.

			My mom was my biggest supporter. When I needed ballet shoes for the final production at the end of my first summer at Cranbrook, she bought them without hesitation. But she told me to hide the shoes under my bed and not mention them to my father. Already there was shame around what I loved to do. She didn’t explain until many years later that she knew he wouldn’t approve. She wanted to wait for him to find out once I was safely onstage wearing them, and he couldn’t stop the play and drag his son home in embarrassment.

			My second biggest fan was Shayna Silverman, the mother of my classmate Julie. The Silvermans lived across the street from us. I’d often cast Julie as the ingenue in my basement plays.

			One hot August afternoon, the doorbell rang.

			Mrs. Silverman was out of breath and seemed very excited.

			Me: “I’ll go get my mom.”

			“No,” she said. “I came to see you!”

			She waved a copy of the Detroit Free Press with a big picture of me accompanying an article about my upcoming performance at Cranbrook.

			Mrs. Silverman said, “Can I have your autograph?!”

			Finally, someone besides me understood I was destined for stardom. I guess you could say Shayna was the first “Zimmerfan” (a term coined by Andrew Leeds in song on my Bravo reality show, Situation: Comedy).

			I thrived at Cranbrook and made friends with everyone. Campers, counselors, you name it. Mostly girls. I was celebrated for my talents, which was hard to wrap my tiny head around. So different from school. By the time I was thirteen and at Thompson Junior High, I was constantly bullied or ignored. Or worse, spat on. All because I didn’t act like the other boys. I wasn’t good at sports. My hair was a frizzy mess. And I had horribly crooked front teeth. Not a pretty picture.

			I would hold off using the boys’ room all day for fear of getting beat up in there. Each day after school, my mom would watch for the bus to pull up at the corner. Then she’d hold our front door open for me, so I could have a clear, unobstructed path to the toilet, knowing that every second counted.

			After the bathroom, I’d hide in the safety of my jungle-themed bedroom, where I’d spend hours daydreaming. There, I created my own imaginary TV network with seven nights of programming. I even made a scheduling board out of cardboard and drew ads announcing my new fall lineup. I also created the Junior Emmy Awards show, the first award show given by kids. I invited the cast of The Carol Burnett Show. They never RSVP’d.

			I let off steam by putting on my West Side Story LP and dancing a high-energy rendition of the song “Cool.” My parents didn’t know what I was doing upstairs in my bedroom, making so much racket. My poor mustard-and-orange-colored shag carpet was getting completely destroyed from me sliding on my knees at the end of the song.

			My attempts to create an alternate reality in my room didn’t alleviate the darkness. Adding to that, when I looked in the mirror, I didn’t like what I saw. Behind closed doors, I quietly contemplated killing myself. I didn’t want to go to school every day and face the constant torment. But I was too afraid of pain. I couldn’t even swallow St. Joseph Children’s Aspirin. Using dance again, I choreographed my funeral to another record, one I got for my bar mitzvah, The Moody Blues’ esoteric album, Days of Future Passed. This musical number would play out in front of my junior high school at bus time, so my classmates would know what they’d driven me to.

			When I got to Southfield High School, I used the backstage bathroom at the auditorium. It was safer. I’d also finally stopped my daily attempts to flatten my hair by squashing it under a ski cap at breakfast. (With the humidity in Michigan, it was completely frizzy by the time I got to school anyway.) In the summer between ninth and tenth grade, I let my hair go naturally wavy, into a “Jewfro,” a term at the time.

			I was suddenly popular. I attributed it to my new hairstyle. But I was still confused. Could kids really be that shallow?

			Fortunately, theater came to my rescue again. As did three very influential female high school teachers. These women were quick to recognize that when it came to acting, I was not playing around. First, there was Gladys Bernstein, my tenth grade Play Production teacher. Mrs. Bernstein was a true New Yorker—accent and attitude. We’d talk endlessly about Broadway in her office. Like two grown-ups.

			Mrs. Bernstein was so impressed with me that she recommended Virginia Borts, the main drama teacher, audition me for the fall production of Cactus Flower, even though I wasn’t right for any of the parts. On audition night, I got a call at home.

			Mrs. Borts: “I’m going to write a part in the play for you. A character that was in the movie. A persnickety record store manager.” (I hope there’s a statute of limitations because that’s completely against play licensing rules.)

			I was thrilled, even though I only had a few lines. And boy, did I milk them, getting laughs where there weren’t any. Next cast as a dancer in the spring musical, Anything Goes, I made friends with many upperclassmen. I was so well-liked, I was voted President of our local Thespian Society Troupe for my senior year. I took that job seriously. Some thought too seriously. But theater wasn’t simply something fun to do; it was my everything.

			In high school, it became my morning ritual to head straight from the bus to our school auditorium to meet with the other “theater geeks.” Most of my closest friends were again girls: Leslie Freedman, Tracy Dines, Beth Schwartz, Lisa Pulice, and Adrienne Foner. We’d hang out there until it was time to go to our first class, then meet up again for lunch. After school, we’d be there for rehearsals. It was our home away from home.

			It was a good escape from my own home, where my parents’ marriage was disintegrating. Back then, divorce was not commonplace, and when I heard they were splitting up, the main emotion I felt was embarrassment. Like my life had turned into one of those tragic, over-the-top ABC Movies of the Week. The only one I could confide in about all this turmoil was Virginia Campbell, our African American housekeeper. She was so easy to talk to and always had a sympathetic ear.

			But onstage, I found solace. I could escape into the comedies of Neil Simon’s God’s Favorite and Kaufman and Hart’s You Can’t Take it With You or musicals like Damn Yankees. The bickering at home was replaced with laughter, creativity, and friendships I still have today.

			I was also fortunate to spend two summers as a junior apprentice at Hampton Playhouse in Hampton Beach, New Hampshire, a summer theater camp that my cousin Don Epstein recommended.

			At Hampton Playhouse, I made lots of friends; again, mostly girls: Joann Teitelbaum, Maria Manuche, Laura Spitzer, and Debbie Gardner. I also started to have feelings for boys. Especially one senior apprentice. He was a New York actor who played Jesus in the main stage’s production of Godspell. I didn’t waste my time with an apostle. I went right for the big guy!

			I’d stare out my cabin room window as the object of my affection walked to the theater nightly in cutoff jean short shorts with a little fringe hanging down in all the right places. I knew those feelings I was having weren’t accepted by society, so I did everything in my power to squash them.

			At Hampton Playhouse, the first Saturday children’s play was Hansel and Gretel. The head of the theater, John Vari, asked to see me privately. He walked me over to a big tree in front of the main office so we could talk privately. I was nervous. Did I do something wrong? Am I the worst actor ever? Was I being sent home early? He chose his words carefully. “We want to cast you as the witch,” he said, blinking in the sunlight that filtered between the leaves.

			“The witch?” I asked, curious but intrigued.

			“Because you’re the best actor at camp this summer, boy or girl,” John quickly added. “But don’t look at it as being a ‘female’ role. Something more like a sorcerer.”

			Without missing a beat, I said: “I’m on it!” excited to dig my teeth into the juicy role.

			I’m not sure why, but playing a witch wasn’t a big issue with me. I was embracing gender fluidity before anyone had words for it. And let’s just say, if they gave Tony Awards for summer stock, I would’ve won one, hands down!

			Hampton Playhouse changed the direction of my life again. Literally. Growing up, I dreamed of going to Los Angeles for college, USC or UCLA. My camp counselors told me that if I was really serious about acting, I had to study in New York. It got me rethinking my post-high school trajectory. But first, I had my plate full being Thespian President and scoring the leads in my senior play and musical.

			As “seen” as I felt by Mrs. Bernstein and Mrs. Borts, it was Gail Maudlin, my biology teacher, who really got me. She was one of those teachers who seemed more like a friend. I started hanging out in her back office between classes.

			I got the lead role of “Grandpa” in You Can’t Take It With You and was excited when the faculty picked Bye Bye Birdie as our spring musical. I figured they chose that show because the lead role of “Albert” would be a good fit for me. Like Dick Van Dyke, I was an excellent physical comedian, but not a singer. And they knew that my close friend Adrienne would probably get the part of “Rosie” opposite me. We were certain to light up the stage together.

			She got the part. I did not.

			Adrienne and I also applied to be co-student choreographers. I remember Miss Maudlin called me at home—this was becoming a pattern.

			Miss Maudlin: “Stan, how would you like to be the sole student choreographer?”

			Me: “But I have no formal dance training.” I couldn’t tell her my only real experience were those full-out West Side Story numbers I did in my bedroom.

			“Trust yourself and don’t worry about stereotyping roles,” Miss Maudlin advised. “And just think, you’d be the first male student choreographer in Southfield High history.”

			I accepted, as she probably knew I would. And leaped into my new job with gusto. I became a mini-Bob Fosse, creating beautiful stage moments as well as fun, inventive movements. It made me really love dance and want to actually study it.

			Also, during my senior year, I had to decide where I was going to go to college. I applied to two places, the University of Michigan and New York University. Applying to U of M was a family tradition. Because my parents and all my aunts and uncles and my brother had gone there, I was expected to go as well. They did have a great theater program, but my heart was set on NYU.

			That presented some major hurdles. I had to talk my father into it. He kept insisting I could get the same education in Ann Arbor that I could in New York, causing quite a rift between us. Also, we couldn’t afford NYU. Mom called me into her bedroom.

			“Is this really what you want to do with your life?” she asked. “If it is, I will somehow find the money for you to go. Think about it.”

			I left her room and went to my bedroom to think over this life-shaping decision. About five minutes later, I was back in her doorway. She looked up from her needlepoint.

			“I want to do it!” I proudly proclaimed. She smiled big.

			But another major hurdle loomed. I’d have to audition to get in. I found an appropriate monologue, one from William Inge’s play, Dark at the Top of the Stairs. Mrs. Borts offered to work on it with me, but I declined and rehearsed it on my own.

			Two months later, I boarded a plane to New York with my father, who had decided to keep a watchful eye on me, doing everything in his power to discourage my decision.

			When I got to NYU on the big day, I had to audition in front of all the other students! Everyone seemed to not “perform” their words but simply said them naturally.

			What?! Where was all their carefully choreographed blocking?

			I made a last-minute decision and scrapped everything I’d rehearsed, all my elaborate movements and hand gestures. I pulled up a chair and spoke my part directly to the man running the auditions, my stomach doing the Watusi.

			“Do you ever get a sick feeling in the pit of your stomach?” I began.

			Really. Those were the lines, and that’s exactly how I was feeling. At the time, I didn’t realize I was “method acting.”

			A few months later, I got home from school one day to find a letter from NYU in our mailbox. My stomach dropped. Wasn’t a big packet an indication you were accepted? This was the thinnest envelope I had ever seen. Like rice paper.

			I sat on the couch in my living room staring at the envelope, all alone except for our little dog Toto (yes, like in the movie). I opened the letter, thinking of ways I could avoid going back to school for the rest of my senior year. Fake an illness? Is total humiliation a disease?

			But then I read the first few words: We are happy to say that you’ve been accepted to NYU/Circle in the Square with a work/study scholarship.

			I screamed at the top of my lungs and jumped in the air. Toto barked wildly. Even she was happy for me.

			When I shared the news with people at school the next day, they were thrilled too. Except my drama teacher, Mrs. Borts. I could tell she was hurt that I hadn’t sought her coaching or mentioned when I was going to Manhattan to audition. I don’t think she ever got over feeling like I knew better than her. To be honest, I think I did. But I still wanted her to be proud of me.
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			Next Stop, Greenwich Village

			Arriving for college in Manhattan at the tender age of seventeen-and-a-half was frightening. I was so nervous when my mother finished unpacking my stuff and left me on my own in my tiny cinder block dorm room at Weinstein Hall in “The Village.” I didn’t know any other students. My closest lifelines were my cousins, Ruth and Don Epstein, who lived in New Rochelle. Thank God, they were there for weekend getaways and a home-cooked meal. And a pair of familiar, friendly faces.

			But I wasn’t alone for long. On my first day at NYU, I met Rande Leaman from Oceanside, Long Island. Our first encounter was when she chased me around the dance floor with a broom in the basement of the shabby Martinique Hotel in midtown Manhattan during a group improv exercise. That, and the fact that she knew and loved Next Stop, Greenwich Village as much as I did, clinched the deal. She even looked like Ellen Greene in the movie and dressed in supercool vintage clothing. An interesting mix of items from the 1940s to the 1960s. I’d never met anyone like her and immediately started peppering her with questions.

			“Where do you get clothes like that?” “What was it like growing up so close to the city?” “How many Broadway shows have you seen?” “Who the hell are you?!”

			So many questions that she got me a Curious George stuffed animal for my eighteenth birthday. That’s always been my nature. Curious about people and the world and wanting to figure out both. Thanks, Cranbrook!

			Rande and I got close very quickly. But not in the way she (or my mother) wanted. As much as I tried to be straight, it wasn’t in the cards. Rande could’ve walked away. But she didn’t. She was the first person to accept me for who I was and who I loved—even before I could admit it to myself. And her family always made me feel like I was the son (and brother) they never had.

			I had other influential young women in my life at NYU besides Rande—Anna Louizos, Diane George, Roberta Zimmerman, and many more. None of them, especially Rande, approved of my first boyfriend, James Mellon Curley. He was an acting student a grade above us at Circle in the Square. And socially, light years from my humble Midwestern upbringing.

			Mellon was the “Mellon” of Carnegie Mellon University. His family had a huge home on Park Avenue and owned an island. Why he liked me, with my fake down jacket, big mop of hair, and pencil-thin body, I’ll never know. But he did.

			While most college students went to coffee shops or movies on their dates, James took me to Studio 54 at the height of its popularity and notoriety. I’d heard of the much talked about, exclusive nightclub that was taking over the city.

			When I was with James, we’d be whisked in, past the Bridge and Tunnel crowd, beyond the red velvet ropes, and into this dazzling, old theater. The orchestra seats had been removed, the space turned into a huge dance floor with large cushion areas everywhere, and a big moon that lowered in back with a lighted up cocaine spoon.

			All I kept thinking was, “What the hell am I doing here?!” I knew I would never have gotten in if it weren’t for James. He reeked of old school money. He also reeked of 70s cologne and booze. James had a drinking problem. I barely knew what that meant back then. But I did know I would be responsible for getting him into a cab at the end of the night and safely back to his East Village apartment.

			I can still smell him. And picture his toothy, handsome grin. We were SO different. He lived life on the edge. I always played it safe. He came from A LOT of money. We were hopelessly middle class.

			One night at Studio (that’s what the kids called it), when James was probably off talking to Halston or Liza, I was sitting on some couches on the dance floor, slightly stoned on pot and nursing a cocktail. This girl sitting nearby started miming someone taking pictures. I thought maybe I was just really wasted. But then she pointed behind me.

			I turned around.

			There was Andy Warhol, snapping pictures of me. Now, here’s the crazy part. I yelled to him over the pulsating disco music, “Stop taking my picture!”

			Yeah, I know. I said that to Andy Warhol! Even he looked surprised but stopped and walked away. What was I thinking? I’ll tell you. I thought he was taking part of my soul with every picture. I was that kind of stoned. So somewhere in the bowels of the Andy Warhol Museum are pictures of a glassy-eyed Jew, with hair too big and a protruding Adam’s apple, in a polyester shirt, looking like he didn’t belong.

			But I did a lot more during my college years than disco dancing. I got to study with some incredible teachers, most of them women. For acting, I had the formidable and brutally honest Terry Hayden. I liked her tough love approach. I didn’t have time to waste with niceties. I had a career to start building.

			Terry would often ask, “What are you doing? You’re not in the moment. You’re walking through it. Why are you avoiding real feelings?”

			One day she brought our class to sit in the balcony of the famed Actors Studio to witness the great Lee Strasberg teach. I sat there, imagining artists like Marlon Brando and Marilyn Monroe working in that very space, and realized in that moment that I would never have experienced this at the University of Michigan. Take that, Dad! Bitter, party of one.

			I was also excelling at dance classes with my modern dance teacher, Willa Kahn. She had our class start journals and hand them into her at the end of the semester. Unfortunately, she lost them. Somewhere out there are all my secrets from my freshman year. And there were plenty.

			But it did get me into the habit of keeping a diary. Still to this day. As embarrassing as some of my entries are, I’m including them in this book to show you my state of mind at the time.

			Another woman, my jazz teacher, Nora Peterson, was influential in my personal path. She took me aside one day after class. No phone call needed this time.

			Nora: “I think you have real potential, but you have no foundation. You need to learn the basics of dance. That stems from ballet. My suggestion? Look into Joffrey Ballet School. They have a program connected to NYU.”

			I was flattered, but like Shakespeare and improv, ballet scared me to no end.

			“Well, then,” Rande told me when I shared Nora’s advice, “let’s get you to Capezio’s and buy a dance belt and leg warmers, and we’ll take class together!”

			Joffrey Ballet School was on Sixth Avenue and 9th Street, close to our dorm. Skinny girls with their hair tightly pulled back into buns lined up along ballet barres instantly intimidated me.

			We signed up for a beginner’s class. This time I wouldn’t have to hide my dance outfits from my father. And don’t laugh—I still have my dance belt. It would probably make a nice wristband, as that’s the only body part it would fit now.

			I had a hard time stretching in class. I’m not very flexible. I could barely bend over and touch my knees. But I loved going to class twice a week. And I loved our teacher, Arleen Sugano. Coincidentally, Arleen was dating an actor at CSC Repertory, a theater company where I ran the box office to earn money for my student loan.

			I remember walking back to the dorm, down 9th Street after each class, exhausted, legs shaking, but feeling like I was floating on air. I was so happy, although I wish I had started seriously training in my teens. I feel like I could’ve really been a dancer. I must’ve shown some kind of talent because one day when I was signing in for class, Edith d’Addario, the head of the Joffrey school, beckoned me into her office.

			I thought, What is with me and teachers? I must’ve done something wrong this time. Maybe she could smell Stromboli’s pepperoni pizza on my breath and the other dancers complained.

			Once her office door was closed, she asked, “How would you feel about being a Super?”

			I said, “I guess . . . great.” I thought she was complimenting me.

			With a slight smirk, she responded, “You have no idea what that is.” I came clean, so she explained, “A ‘Super’ stands for ‘supernumeraries.’ A supplementary performer hired for a non-dancing background role.”

			I wondered what that had to do with me.

			She continued, “We’ve heard great things about you from Arleen and would like you to be a ‘Super’ in an evening of Diaghilev ballets that the Joffrey Ballet company is doing with Rudolph Nureyev—”

			I didn’t let her finish before screaming, “YES!”

			I later learned I would be performing in the classic ballet, “Petrushka,” created for Nijinsky, with music by Igor Stravinsky. It would only be for a month, but I would be on a real, live Broadway stage, the Mark Hellinger Theatre.

			At our first rehearsal, the director, Gerald Arpino, wanted to give me an actual dancing role, but I guess there was some objection from the young guys in the Second Company. Who was this kid from NYU, not even a company member, taking one of their parts?

			Since I was an acting student, I got the role of an old French teacher. I had a cool costume with a grey wig and even a prop of an old schoolbook. I imagined what all my acting teachers, from Mrs. Borts to Terry Hayden, would say: find moments in my own life that I could put into this character. A stranger in a strange land. Like when I came to NYU, feeling lost and totally isolated from everything I knew. It worked. In fact, in the New York Times review of the show, they mentioned “The crowd scenes had a wonderful bustle.” That was me, bustling away. And somehow, every night, I just happened to land right behind Mr. Nureyev for the curtain call. When the audience jumped to their feet and erupted in screams of “Bravo!” I shut my eyes and pretended those calls of appreciation were meant for me.

			My mother wanted to fly in for the show, but I didn’t want her to spend the money. I knew she was sacrificing so much to get me to NYU. It’s one of my few regrets. I wish she could’ve shared in that glorious, four-week engagement. I relished every minute of it. Riding on the subway up to 50th Street with my dance bag proudly slung over my shoulder, holding the railing, standing stoically in second position. It was fun to come out of the stage door every night to adoring fans. I knew they weren’t there for me, but I believed someday they would be.

			During my time home in Michigan that summer, I noticed a book by Gail Parent on my sister’s nightstand, Sheila Levine is Dead and Living in New York. I started reading it and immediately thought it would make a great play.

			When I got back to NYU, I began adapting the book, figured out Gail’s agent at CAA, and gave his assistant the number of the front desk at my dorm in case he wanted to contact me. He never did.

			I took that as a “yes” that we could perform my adaptation of her best-selling book at school in a workshop production with my classmates. I know; not exactly kosher. I asked my fellow Circle in the Square student, Michael Engler, to direct it. He’s now a big TV and film director, including the Downton Abbey movie and The Gilded Age. I take total credit for all his success. Naturally, I had Rande star as “Sheila.” It was a smash and my first real play.

			But I didn’t think of myself as a writer. I had simply adapted a book. I still wanted to be an actor. So, when someone came to class one day with an ad from the newspaper about an open call for teen actors/dancers/singers, we all jumped at the chance. It was for a new musical film called Hot Lunch, later changed to Fame. You might have heard of it.

			A bunch of my classmates decided we had to skip school and go wait in line to audition. We didn’t care how long it would take; this could be our big break and ticket to stardom. It seemed like anyone from the ages of eight to eighty-eight were there.

			I finally made it inside, and a young woman behind a desk took my picture and résumé. I guess she liked what she saw because she handed me a piece of paper with “Montgomery’s” monologue on it. I was told to work on it and wait in another line. My friends were all sent home. I think they kept me because I looked like I was still fifteen, the character’s age.

			A few minutes later, I got called into a room, and suddenly I was being introduced to an older British man, the director, Alan Parker. They filmed me reading my lines. He gave me a few acting notes. I adjusted my performance, and then suddenly I was back outside on the street.

			My first major audition, and I got to read for the director. But that’s where it ended. I never heard from them. Well, actually, I did hear them. As if it to haunt me, Fame ended up shooting across the street from my new East Village apartment. At PS 101 on East 9th Street. I had to hear that damn music all summer long!

			During my sophomore year, I had a major decision to make. Thanks to Amy Niles, a friend at NYU, I got offered a job as assistant to acclaimed director, Franco Zeffirelli. He was staging Filamina, a new play starring his wife, famed actress Joan Plowright. I would have to quit school and head straight to Boston, where the show was having out-of-town tryouts.

			I agonized over what to do. My mom never pressured me but patiently suggested we think of all the “pros and cons,” her method for solving problems. Eventually, I decided it was more important to stay and finish college. I’m glad I did. The play quickly flopped on Broadway. But I heard his assistant moved to Italy to work with Zeffirelli for many years. The Golden Girls would never have been in my life if I’d chosen that path. Although I’m sure I would’ve met many Sophia Petrillos over there.

			While all this was going on, I met someone who would alter my life forever. This was with Jim Berg. We met through a mutual friend, Jack Eckstein, a Parsons Art School student. Parsons was sharing our NYU dorm, and Rande and I fell in with the creative and extremely liberated group of students.

			Jim was studying journalism at NYU’s University Without Walls. We made each other laugh whenever we’d run into each other on the street. I told him I wished I could write, but I barely read books growing up. We both had similar middle-class, Jewish, suburban upbringings, although his parents had quite a bit more money than mine. And he was way more advanced than me (sexually, spiritually) and a couple years older. He had recently left dorm life and moved into a cute, one-bedroom apartment on University Place and 12th Street, right next door to Cinema Village, a revival movie house. He invited me to see a film there one afternoon, and after, we went up to his apartment to smoke a joint. Somehow, we got on the subject of our love for TV and decided to write a sitcom pilot together. When I found out Jim was also obsessed with Next Stop, Greenwich Village, we decided to “adapt” it to a sitcom. Pay homage.

			Okay, rip it off.

			We called it Good for One Fare, a slogan they had on subway tokens back then. We learned TV structure by watching sitcoms on my tiny, black & white set. I’d write down how many scenes they’d have in each half hour episode.

			August 21, 1980, Journal entry

			Jim is terrific! I feel so natural and at peace around him. I’ve never been so in tune with someone else. Our humors really connect! We work so hard, even on weekends. I hope all this time and commitment will pay off for us one day.

			From the beginning, Jim and I took our careers seriously, and we knew we’d be successful. We weren’t necessarily after money, but what money could bring: freedom. Freedom to create what was truly in our hearts and minds. I don’t know why we were so confident at that young age, probably because we were both raised with the idea that we could do anything.

			Early on, we came up with this agreement—Jim would get his name first in the credits, but our company name would be Zimmerman/Berg. Another thing we decided was to not talk during weekends. That way, when we got to work on Monday, it would be fresh and exciting.

			During my last year of college, Amy Niles came through with another intriguing offer. She was now working at TNI Casting and wanted me to audition for the part of a young Washington DC page on a new ensemble sitcom pilot for CBS. I came in and read for her boss, Julie Hughes. I was so nervous, my face was shaking. I guess I wasn’t a total embarrassment because I got a callback. The pilot wasn’t picked up, but it did lead to an internship at Theatre Now, a theater management company connected with TNI. They handled almost all the big Broadway shows, which is why I got comps to practically every show that year.

			At Theatre Now, I met Leonard Finger, who was producing a new Mark Connelly play called A Stitch in Time for Broadway. We got to talking, and my next semester, I moved over to his office across the street at 1501 Broadway. Unfortunately, Mark died before Opening Night, and all his old lady investors pulled their money from the show.

			Leonard ended up getting a few more small gigs, and I’d go to plays to scout actors for him. I got to witness the dynamic Jenifer Lewis in her New York debut in El Bravo, a new, Off-Broadway musical. The minute she walked on stage, I knew she was going to be a star.

			I also saw the seedy side of the business—the casting couch. Cute, young actors would be traded between male agents and casting directors. I was disheartened that this was the way things worked. Not based on talent.

			One of the actors that came through our office was an adorable Midwestern boy with a military haircut since he had just finished filming his first movie, Taps. Tom Cruise. He was so excited about this gig, working with such actors as Sean Penn, Timothy Hutton, and George C. Scott, that he was literally jumping up and down on our office sofa. Years later, I wasn’t surprised to see him do the same on The Oprah Winfrey Show.

			As much as I didn’t like to see the way these boys were treated like fresh meat, I did learn an extremely valuable lesson from Leonard. One day, he needed to get a script to Elaine Stritch’s apartment, and I had to find her address.

			“But how?” I asked. We didn’t have computers or IMDB Pro to look up her representation.

			“You’ll figure it out,” he replied, swooping out the door to dine with an older, rich female investor at Joe Allen’s.

			I was freaked out. I didn’t know what to do, so I sat down and started to make a list of all the people I knew in show business, even if they were somebody’s assistant, or dog walker, or second cousin twice removed. I began frantically calling them and asking if they knew anyone who might have some connection to Elaine Stritch. I pulled in every favor I could.

			By the time Leonard returned from lunch, I had the address. It’s a method I use to this day. If there’s something I want, I sit and figure out how to get it. I don’t stop until I do. If I hit a roadblock, I work around it. Like a maze. This process has served me well.

			While all this was going on, Jim and I were still writing TV half-hour comedy pilots on spec. Using his copy of the Writers Market, we found a young agent, Seth Kadish, who worked at an agency that handled mostly sports and news talent. He was looking to add some young writer clients to his roster. He sent one of our pilot scripts out to LA. It got interest from Gary Keeper, a comedy development executive at Paramount TV. Gary asked Seth what else we had written.

			Obviously, Seth couldn’t say, “Term papers.”

			Here’s where fate seemed to play a part. In high school, Gary was good friends with my boss, Leonard Finger. And I had handed Leonard a message from Gary two days prior, not knowing that our paths would cross this way. What are the odds?! Leonard offered to call Gary and put in a good word for us.

			A few weeks later, Jim’s parents said they’d pay for him to join them in California for a cousin’s bar mitzvah. We decided I should go out there at the same time so we could meet Gary and hopefully make a few more industry contacts. I called my childhood best friend, now living in Woodland Hills, and asked if he wanted a visitor. He was thrilled, and Jim and I started planning our first business trip.

			I’d been to LA once before. For our thirteenth birthdays, my parents offered me and my siblings our own trip with them. Anywhere in the world. My brother chose Israel. Guess where I picked? Hollywood, naturally. I loved every second of it. We even got to meet movie stars. Well, one star. While leaving the Brown Derby after a fabulous lunch, a large pepper mill fell off the table and onto the floor in front of us. My mother picked it up and handed it back to an older woman with jet black hair, tightly pulled back.

			As soon as we stepped out of the restaurant, my father asked, “Do you know who that was?”

			I shook my head, “No.”

			He said, “Ann Miller!”

			I desperately wanted to rush back in. But what would I have said to her? “Can you make some calls to the studio for a nice Jewish boy who’s dying to be an actor? I can give you some pens I got for my bar mitzvah.” I chickened out. My one chance to get discovered. So close. This trip with Jim, I wasn’t about to let that chance slip by again.

			I had been to a Hollywood studio on that previous trip. But touring the Universal backlot on a tram with other tourists isn’t the same as driving up to the famous arches on the Paramount lot and the guard handing us a pass with our names on it. We parked our cheap rental car and followed the studio map to Gary Keeper’s office.

			August 28, 1981, Journal entry

			Jim and I had a marvelous time with Gary Keeper. We ate at the commissary and then walked around the lot. On the inside, I was like a little kid in a candy store, but on the outside, we kept it very cool. I can’t believe how beautiful it is here. The palm trees are something else. It will be so depressing to return to my tiny fifth floor walk-up studio apartment on 15th St. I could really get into living out here. Actually, I don’t think it’s that far off.

			Gary had two pieces of advice: Move to LA since that’s where all the TV action was. And write a spec script for a sitcom that’s already on the air. That way, producers in Hollywood could see if we could recreate the sound of existing characters. Jim and I didn’t waste a second and began a script for Alice, the hit CBS sitcom starring Linda Lavin.

			At the same time, my job with Leonard Finger wasn’t working out. He wasn’t finding casting jobs, so he couldn’t afford to pay my paltry salary. I was sick of being poor in New York and started to seriously think about moving to LA. Jim wasn’t ready to go. He was happy since he landed an apartment with exposed brick and a boyfriend. But I could sense that things wouldn’t be happening for me in the city, and it was getting too expensive to stay there. Extra work on such films as The Chosen and Woody Allen’s Zelig were not going to cover rent and food. I was starting to feel depressed.
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