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EXT. An apartment building in the Bronx. 1947.

 

Two mothers meet.

 

MRS. GIBSON: I’m so excited. My son Richie is off to study medicine at Kentucky.

 

MRS. FRIEDMAN: Congratulations.

 

MRS. GIBSON: What about Bruce?

 

MRS. FRIEDMAN: He’s going to be a writer.

 

MRS. GIBSON: (considers, shrugs) Oh well, we can’t always get what we want.






Manhattan . . . 1980

What concerned me most was the dry cleaning. When I dropped off my clothing, I’d made the mistake of announcing that I had written the film. There was a pretty girl in the store. I may have been trying to impress her. I was trying to impress her. Now I was afraid to leave the apartment. People on the street would stare at me.

“That turkey that just opened? There’s the fellow who’s responsible for it.”

I asked my wife Pat if she would please pick up the dry cleaning.

Vincent Canby had enjoyed my books and plays. But writing in The N.Y. Times he had described Stir Crazy as “an energetic mess.”

That takes care of that, I thought. Unless there are people who are chomping at the bit to see an energetic mess, I might as well bury the body.

Still, it occurred to me, as the day moved along, that a few friends, acting out of loyalty and compassion, might have braved a viewing of the movie.

I hailed a cab. The driver had just moved to the city from a trailer park in North Carolina. I congratulated her on the move and asked if she would drop me off at Cinema One and wait while I spoke to someone at the box office.

I asked the man in the booth if he had gotten rid of any tickets for the six o’clock show.

“It’s sold out.”

That was odd. Probably a benefit of some kind.

“What about the eight o’clock?”

“Not a ticket left.”

That was strange as well. Must have been a lot of benefits that time of year.

I asked my trailer park friend to take me up to the Triplex on Eighty-Sixth Street. There, I saw a line down the street, stretching far off in the distance. Clearly they were there for another film.

I asked a young man what he was waiting to see.

“Stir Crazy, you fool. Why else would I be here?”

I called Josh, the eldest of my three sons, who lived in the Broadway area.

“Dad,” he said. “I had to get away from the theater. The people who couldn’t get tickets were rioting and breaking down the police barriers.”

Stir Crazy became the biggest-grossing comedy – at the time – in Columbia Pictures history.

All of this puzzled me.

I asked a friend and veteran producer, Martin Ransohoff, to explain the phenomenon.

“They can smell it,” he said.
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“New Yukkeh, they tahd and Proustian. We goan be bold and Tolstoyan.”

From an inspirational speech to the author by
 Capt. George B. Leonard, editor of Air Training
 magazine.

 

 

It’s been alleged by some – a few, and certainly not an entire horde of enthusiasts – that I’ve had a glittering career. For a writer, that is. If so, I never stopped to examine it. It was always on to the next story, the next adventure or, more than likely, the next mortgage payment. Now, with the lights dimming a bit, it might be time to consider that this career I’ve been cobbling together – none of it planned – might actually have had a touch of glitter to it.

It all began for me, in a literary sense, during the Korean War. We weren’t quite part of the Great Generation, having missed out on World War II by a decade or so. Still, I thought of us as being a reasonably great generation. There was a war going on, albeit a dreary affair. The Korean War had very little panache to it. It was mostly about huddling on hillsides, blowing on your hands and losing toes to frostbite. There would be no heroic storming of the beaches at Anzio, with John Wayne egging us on. Still, it was a war,  the only one we had. The country called, and off we went, with no thought of slipping across the border to hunker down in Ontario until it blew over. The questioning would come later, with the war that followed.

I was finishing up a degree in Journalism at the University of Missouri in 1951, awaiting the call to be drafted, then shipped across the Pacific and no doubt expected to shoot Koreans. I could barely find Korea on the map and had no wish to shoot at its inhabitants. On the contrary, my fantasy was that one of their finest sharpshooters would be lurking in a tree, prepared to pick me off the moment I stepped off the plane. Such ego. And that would be it for me, at twenty-one, the only vestige of my literary life being an essay I’d written for a freshman English class on Hemingway’s Lost Generation.

“Were they really all that lost?” I’d asked, in a precociously revisionist spirit. “Or were they just swanning around, pretending to be lost?”

It was a glum time for me. In a devil-may-care spirit, I threw away what little money I had in all-night poker games and had a spiritless affair with a Stephens College history major. As we made love, or what passed for it, she said: “You don’t really care much for this, do you?”

I took the last of my journalism classes, which required that I memorize the names of editors of turn-of-the-century farming weeklies. I was also expected to sprint through the halls carrying hot linotype from a printer to the editor of the local newspaper. As an elective, I’d taken a course in Serbo-Croatian cabals; here again, the cabals were carried off at the turn of the century. And thus would I go to my grave, fortified by a knowledge of turn-of-the-century farming weeklies and Serbo-Croatian cabals.

Sensing my desolate state, my mother arranged to meet me in Chicago and to see to it that I had a pleasant weekend before facing whatever darkness lay ahead.

“You need some fun in your system,” is the way she put it.

“Fun” was the operative word in her life. As she lay dying, on a couch, in 1973, wearing a bathrobe and puffing on one of her beloved Chesterfield cigarettes, she said: “Don’t have any sympathy for me, darling. I’ve had my fun.”

There we were in 1951 Chicago, which might not be the coldest place on earth, but in my experience it might as well have been. Despite the best efforts of the Drake Hotel to keep us comfortable, I felt chilled to the bone for the entire weekend. Years later, on an assignment for The Saturday Evening Post, I almost froze to death standing alongside Lake Michigan, wearing a thin raincoat and waiting to investigate a murder with a pair of late-arriving homicide detectives.

Yet for all of what I found to be the unforgiving weather, Chicago, for Saul Bellow, was the only city. (No doubt the residents of Irkutsk have the same sense of local pride.) I met the Nobelist – and the pride of Chicago – only once, in the sixties, standing behind him in a movie-line in Manhattan. He recognized me. He later claimed to have discovered me, publishing my story “The All-American” in his magazine, The Noble Savage. None of this was true, although he’d read the story in my agent Candida Donadio’s office, enjoyed it and may have considered publishing it.

His only words to me in the movie-line were: “How can you live in this hellhole?”

As for the Chicago visit, my mother meant well, although some might question her choice of activities to amuse me. We had dinner the first night at the Gold Coast apartment of a childhood friend of hers named Munko who had enriched himself by scalping tickets to hot Chicago musicals. As a demonstration of his new affluence, he carved off slices of rare roast beef, holding up each one to be admired.

“You must have made a lot of money, didn’t you, Munko?” my mother said.

“Yes, I did, Molly,” he said with satisfaction, then carved off a few more slices.

To be fair about it, he had grown up dirt poor on the streets of Manhattan’s lower East Side and had every reason to take pride in being able to carve up slices of roast beef with flamboyance.

We spent the second evening of our visit at a nightclub, joining a group of paraplegics in listening to the music of the Tommy Dorsey orchestra. The wounded veterans kept time to the song selections by tapping their drink mixers on the arms of their wheelchairs. Dorsey, too, had been a Lower East Side friend of my mother’s. Several times during his performance, she poked at me and said: “You know how long I know that sonofabitch?”

Such were the highlights of my trip. Still, as she often did, my mother had come to the rescue. I told her my spirits had been lifted – they hadn’t. But thus assured, she kissed me on the cheek and off she went to keep an appointment in Manhattan with her corsetière. (She spent a great deal of time at corsetières. I spent many an afternoon with her. I would sit in a waiting room and snappishly page through corsetière industry magazines, which were maddeningly unarousing.)

Do I have a Proustian recollection of my mother’s scent as we said goodbye in Chicago? Not particularly, but no doubt it was Shalimar, her signature perfume. For the Boise State academics who keep track of such things, I recorded an hallucinatory version of the weekend in a short story I wrote some years later. It was called – and how could it not be? – “The Good Time.”

In a dark mood, I returned to my dorm and dreamed of Korea: the very name rang in my ears and began to sound like an urological disease.

“Stay away from him. He’s got Korea.”

To demonstrate that there is a great balance wheel to life, years later, I had a highly satisfying romance – to a point – with a lovely Korean woman. Not insignificantly, her pitch black hair, when released, touched the floor. She had also convinced me that she had taken a course on the penis at New York University. Had she? Did it matter? That she’d thought of such a course was enough.

Back at the Missouri dorm, in one of the Last-Minute-Reprieves that were emblematic of my life, the Air Force put out an emergency call for a dozen administrative officers; they were to be given two weeks of military training, then expected to hit the ground firing off memos at Scott Air Force Base in Illinois. I almost broke a leg dashing over to sign up for the program. Somebody Up There not only loved but adored me.

I reported to a campus military barracks and quickly got the hang of dealing with an M-l rifle. Though I demonstrated great skill at disassembling the weapon, I was all at sea when it came to putting it back together. At one point, before a weapons inspection, I got disgusted and kicked all the parts of it under my bed. I told the officer in charge I must have left it at a party. It was a lame excuse. Remarkably, he swallowed it.

Shaky as I was about military matters, I loved being in the Air Force and loved the uniform. I thought it was much more dashing than that of the other services, especially when the cap was worn at a rakish angle. And I loved being a second lieutenant, and the gold shoulder bars that were part of the package. I did a great deal of crisp saluting and continue the practice to this day, greeting the puzzled Chechnyan doormen in our Manhattan building as if they are superior officers. The wings pinned to the lapels of an administrative officer were virtually identical to those worn by heroic fighter pilots. At cocktail lounges in Illinois, when asked about aerial combat, I would look off in the distance with clenched teeth as if my experience was all too painful to recall. Years later, in the eighties, I became friends with the novelist James Salter. (“Brilliant” generally accompanies his name, and rightly so.) Salter had been an authentic air ace, having shot down enemy aircraft in the legendary MIG Alley. I always felt shamed in his presence. In thin defense of myself, I had taken a stab at being a fighter pilot and been laughed out of the examiner’s office and told to buy a pair of glasses before I walked off a cliff. Evidently I’d been legally blind for four years at the university. This explained why I could never quite make out what was written on blackboards or understand  why people made a fuss over football games when it was impossible to see the activity on the field. Or so it seemed to me. What exactly were they watching?

The Air Force didn’t quite know what to do with me. I dashed off a few memos in the morning on behalf of a heavily decorated Captain who grew pale with fear at the idea of having to respond to written correspondence. My use of the word “hitherto” impressed him and made him feel he was in safe hands. I made sure to kick off each memo with a few “hithertos” and an occasional “aforesaid” while he went off to snap at the panties of Air Force secretaries. (Until, later in the day, his somber 300-pound Cherokee wife and four children came to fetch him and take him home.) In the afternoons, I took naps in a supply room. For a brief period and perhaps because of my allegedly rough upbringing in the Bronx, I was asked to put together a platoon and train it in how to deal with angry mobs. The commanding general was fearful that local electricians, dissatisfied with their contracts, would descend upon the base and there would be no one to fight them off. There were plenty of pilots on hand, of course, but it was felt that for all of their dashing appearance, they wouldn’t be much good at beating up electricians. I found a surly-looking corporal in the supply room, and gave him a quick briefing (“A mob is not like any other gathering . . . It has to be dealt with gingerly before it flies out of control.”)

Then I introduced him to the platoon.

“You’ll find that José here is an expert in dealing with angry mobs.”

Off I went then, once again, to take my treasured naps.

 

I think of my literary career as having officially begun soon afterward, with an invitation to join the staff of a new magazine called Air Training. It was headed up by a pilot named George B. Leonard, a tall and lanky Southern gentleman with a bookish background and a high sense of drama. (He was later to become an iconic figure in West Coast counter-culture.)

When I met him at his office, he fell back, as though in shock.

“This incredible,” he said. “You old Tom Wolfe himself, back from the grave, ready to start kickin’ and fussin’, and preparin’ to plant your big boots on the literary map of America. Why, Tom, you old hell-raiser, welcome back.”

I found this flattering, though I assured Leonard that I was just a young man who had barely gotten out of the gate as a writer, my “Hemingway’s Lost Generation” essay notwithstanding.

“You tebbly modest,” said Leonard, “as befits a young man of your enormous capabilities.”

Leonard was obsessed with The New Yorker magazine and had somehow taken it into his head that Air Training would be competitive with the legendary weekly.

“New Yukkeh, they tahd and Proustian.” he said. “We goan be bold and Tolstoian.”

Then, as if he was addressing the staff of the fabled magazine, he put an arm around my shoulder, raised a fist and cried out a challenge:

“Editors of the New Yukkeh, with your Toke (of the Town) and your long skinny columns of tahp, slahly desahned, of coase, to be phallic and sexual . . . Heah mah voice. Friedman and ah comin’ for you, and we goan whip your tahd and pretentious ass.”

Then he picked up a copy of the celebrated magazine and shook his head in puzzlement, as if he couldn’t understand the appeal of such a publication.

“New Yukkeh,” he said, holding his nose. “Pee yew.”

 

As absurd as it sounds, I found all of this to be inspiring. With Leonard’s supportive arm around my shoulder, I could hear “John Brown’s Body” being chanted in the distance. I had no idea of how an obscure training magazine could hold its own, much less overtake, the iconic home of Ross and Benchley and Thurber – and now J.D. Salinger. But so inspiring was Capt. George B. Leonard that I was willing to give it a try.

I joined a staff made up of a former Chicago bridge tender named Jack O’Callaghan, the folksinger Will Holt, who was to become a famed cabaret performer, and a quartet of gays and lesbians who made up the art department. (With regard to homosexuals at the time, the policy of the Air Force was Don’t Even Think About It.) The staff photographer was a career master sergeant of Mexican descent named Joe Colazzo. A short stocky man with wavy black hair and thick red lips, he had, after a struggle, fallen in love with the new Rolleiflex camera that had replaced his beloved, albeit cumbersome, Speed Graphic.

“I love m’ little Rollei” he would say, stroking it in its leather case. “It will help me to take great fo-toes.”

His main function was to track down women at the base and, for the purpose of morale, to take what were then called “cheesecake” pictures of them. His style was a bit heavy-handed. Pointing his camera, he would say, “You’re so darned cute. If you could just turn around slightly so I can get a better angle on them sweet little titties.” Yet I don’t recall a single one of the subjects objecting to his style. He had a 5-year-old son at home he referred to as “little Hendry.” Often, in the middle of a photo shoot, he would lower his head in shame and say: “What is wrong with me? Little Hendry is home waitin’ for me, and here I am talkin’ titties.”

My first effort for the magazine was a column called “Air Force Fables.” In the opening episode, a serviceman appears in a barracks carrying a magic wand and announces: “I am your fairy sergeant.” No sooner had the first issue been distributed than a cable came in from an infuriated colonel in Pyongyang saying: “What’s gotten into you people? Don’t you realize we’re fighting a war over here? There are shells falling all about us. And this Friedman of yours is giving us fairy sergeants. In the name of decency, STOP FABLES.”

Stop them we did, though my literary education continued. The bridge-tending O’Callaghan instructed me in the sensory appeal of simple foods, often taken for granted.

“Toast” he would say,” then close his eyes and lick his lips as if he’d just taken a bite of a slice. “Warm, crunchy, delicious toast. The cozy smell of it. Ummmm.”

The exercise heightened my appreciation of toast, although I can’t say that it was to make a dramatic alteration in my literary style. Leonard’s contribution was substantial. He presented me with three novels which I recall reading (gobbling up) in a weekend: Thomas Wolfe’s Of Time and the River, James Jones’ From Here to Eternity and, grace be to God, J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye. It was the Salinger book that got to me, as it had, of course, to so many others. I’d thought of literature as having to do with long, tortuous sentences dealing with infinity, the mysteries of the cosmos, the immutable hills of North Carolina (everything had to be immutable), the bitter (and existential?) fate of mankind. But here was a world, and a style, that I recognized. Not at the moment, but who knows, in the distant future I might be able to pull off a story or even a book in that spirit. What I experienced did not rise to the level of an epiphany. Boys from the Bronx tended not to have epiphanies. But I did stare off in the distance with the moist eyes that seemed obligatory. A writer’s life for me? Could it be? My mother had always wanted me to pursue a career in theatrical public relations. (“They all have big homes in Rockaway.”) I meant no disrespect to those in the field. But what if I were to soar beyond theatrical public relations itself and become a novelist, a real writer? Pinocchio becoming a real boy.

(Through difficult times, I often wondered if my mother hadn’t been on to something.)
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Feeling invincible, I headed for a lesbian bar I’d been visiting in
 Greenwich Village. It puzzled me that the unbearably beautiful
 women there tended to shy away from me.

The author, after selling his first short story to The
 New Yorker.

 

 

The Cold War, in the early fifties, was at its height. There were “Commies” lurking about at every turn, or so it was felt. More than one high-ranking officer felt a need to “lob a few into the Kremlin” and settle the whole business. George B. Leonard thought otherwise, and took our magazine in another direction. Though not a Commie himself, he had great respect for Soviet airmen in particular. Imagining a typical one, he wrote:

“Though he of peasant stock and obviously backward in Western skills, and though he little more than a rosy-cheeked boy – observe him as he joyously whips his MIG-23 about the Sahberian skahs, pullin’ G-forces as if they so many blinis.

“He Mitya of the Soviet Air Force.”

There was a fear that the Soviets would slip their Tupolev bombers beneath the radar screen at the Canadian border with the intention of savaging the American heartland. Civilian volunteers  were called upon to peer at the skies and sound the alarm if they saw such aircraft coming our way. It fell to me to present an award to a man named Vince, who had set the record for hours spent peering at the skies over Ely, Minnesota. Though he had achieved nothing in the way of a result and had been rendered half-blind in the process, he graciously accepted an Air Force plaque in his honor.

“Even if you never spot a single bomber,” I said, vamping a bit, “believe me, they know about you in the Kremlin.”

Squinting at me with admiration, he insisted on giving a dinner in my honor, featuring the local specialty which was walleyed pike. Though the fish did not have a distinctive taste – it was a fish like any other – I was taken with its name. Thinking to impress my sister Dollie with my wartime derring-do, I fired off a postcard to her in New Jersey – as if I was Amundsen reporting in from the South Pole.

“I am in far-off Minnesota and I have just eaten walleyed pike.”

Such was the nature of my experience in the armed forces. There was the magazine, of course, the presentation of congratulatory plaques, and for some unfathomable reason I was ordered to hang lighting fixtures for a night club in St. Louis. That was the sum of it. Try as I might, I could not, in the years to follow, whip these materials into a rousing wartime saga. As a result, novels went unfinished and actors were abandoned during rehearsals of at least one play with an Air Force theme (Lawrence of America) that lacked a single compelling moment.

It took me decades to realize that absolutely nothing of consequence had happened to me in the Air Force.

With an exception. To my great good fortune, an episode toward the end of my tour, in 1953, did set me off in a literary direction. The Air Force had built mock peasant villages in the desert at Gila Bend, Arizona, for jet fighters to use as target practice, the better to help them obliterate the real thing in Korea. In charge, essentially, of cleaning up the wreckage and having it built up  again – was a bantam rooster of a major who had been dropped from the jet program because of a hearing disability. He flew me over the target ranges in a tiny propeller-driven aircraft, and became increasingly agitated as the jets whistled by overhead. Standing up in the cockpit, he shook his fists at them, cried out, “Oh, you bastardos,” and underwent what appeared to be a total mental breakdown. A deranged Ahab of the skies, he twisted and contorted us along the side of a mountain, finally crash-landing our little aircraft into a supply shack. One wing was in flames. A ground crew awaited, and doused us with fire-resistant foam.

I was, predictably, shaken by the experience and had no idea of what to do about it. When I pulled myself together, I wrote a short story based on the experience. Writers tend to dance coyly around the question of whether their work is autobiographical.

“I’ve taken a few liberties. It sort of is . . . but not really.”

My first attempt at a story was blatantly autobiographical.

In preparation for this maiden effort, I adhered strictly to Ernest Hemingway’s dictum – that good writing can only be accomplished at First Light. Crawling out of bed at an ungodly hour, I staggered over to the typewriter, waited for the required glimpse of daylight and wearily wrote “The Man They Threw Out of Jets.” I’ve come to feel that Hemingway’s advisory was a hoax, designed to stunt the careers of young writers – and possible competitors – for generations to come. And that the great man himself would arise each day, well-rested, and begin his work day at noon.

On a whim, and not daring to mention a word to my commanding officer, I (rebelliously?) sent the story off to The New Yorker – George B. Leonard’s bête noire –  and promptly forgot about it.

I considered staying on in the Air Force. There was the beloved uniform, of course, but also the freedom, the camaraderie, the magnificent veal cutlets at the Officer ’s Club, being able to hitch a ride on an aircraft – the way one might hail a cab – and to have it take you to a destination of your choice (Las Vegas, being a favorite). I had a feeling, however, that there would always be a  ceiling on the careers of Jewish boys from the Bronx. A great fuss had been made in the press over Hyman Rickover, a Jew who had become an admiral in the Navy. But he was a technical sort of fellow, and there was little that was hell-for-leather about him. Not the model I had in mind. I saw myself rising to the rank of major, held back at that point and becoming an éminence grise, consigned to whispering insights into the ear of a general with a more acceptable birthright. I wasn’t entirely paranoid; it would be almost six decades before Obama arrived. I don’t recall seeing a single black officer during my time in the Air Force. A single airman, for that matter. Jews in the higher ranks were nowhere in evidence. Then, too, there was a woman I’d met in St. Louis. I’d seen Ginger Howard at a dance at Missouri University four years before. I thought she was hopelessly beautiful. (“A gardenia that had been left out in the rain,” was my fictional description of her.) I experienced what the novelist Mario Puzo was to describe as “the thunderbolt.”

Lacking the courage to speak to her, I thought about her all through college. Four years later, I did manage to call, explaining that I had wanted to approach her at the dance, but couldn’t think of a good opening remark.

“Do you have one now?” she was curious to know.

“No,” I responded, “but I’m working on one.”

Though we were never to have an actual conversation – there may have been an exchange about Sinatra – it was tacitly understood that I would return home, get a job and call for her to join me. Marriage would follow. This was the fifties, 1954, to be precise, and we had, after all, rolled around in my car a few times.

So off I went to New York in my beloved ’46 Chevy, with its attention-getting white wall tires. On a used car lot in Belleville, Illinois, the vehicle had virtually winked at me like a puppy, begging me to buy it. An Israeli soldier hitched a ride. He had been sent to Scott Air Force base to train as a fighter pilot. “Small” doesn’t quite describe him. A little slip of a man is what he was. The Arab nations and the Taiwanese had dispatched  dozens of such trainees. The Israelis felt that this single little fellow – a Holocaust survivor – was enough. When we reached Manhattan I had to resist taking him home with me and fattening him up before releasing him to the wilds of Brooklyn. Further along, I learned that he had cleared the skies of Egyptian fighters in the 1967 war.

No sooner had I gotten comfortable in my mother’s Bronx apartment than a letter arrived from a fellow named Hollis Alpert at The New Yorker magazine. His job was to poke through the tons of unsolicited manuscripts (the “slush pile”) that arrived at the magazine and to fish out – and work with – two hopefuls per month who showed some promise. I was fished out along with John Sack, who was to have a strong career as a journalist and foreign correspondent. Alpert said that the esteemed William Maxwell had serious questions about my submission but that Alpert himself felt it had merit and wondered if I had anything else he might look at. There was my old “Hemingway’s Lost Generation” essay, of course, but I didn’t think it was suitable. So I sat down at my mother’s kitchen table and dashed off a story called “Wonderful Golden Rule Days,” about a childhood misadventure. Or at least it seems I dashed it off. I don’t recall writhing in agony to get it right. There would be much writhing in the future. But not just then.

A letter arrived soon after – in the magazine’s signature style – saying, “All of us here are delighted with your story and we would like to publish it in the magazine.”

My response was: “All of us here in the Bronx are delighted that all of you there at The New Yorker are pleased with my story.”

I was thrilled. How could I not be? It was as if I’d skipped the minor leagues and gone straight to the Yankees. Though the magazine has lost little of its gilded position, it seemed to have even more at the time. There was little interfering television in the early fifties. And certainly no iPods. J.D. Salinger fever was at its height. Word of a new story by The Master (or one from Roald Dahl, for that matter) would travel through the neighborhoods, as if spread  by the French Underground. To be in that company. And that of the great Irwin Shaw. My father gazed at me in wonder, although it may have been a reaction to my height. He was a small man. I’d grown a bit in the Air Force and now towered over him. My mother seemed pleased. (“They’re smart people. They must know what they’re doing.”) Still, there was a small area of doubt. How would this further the career she had planned for me in theatrical public relations? Only Ginger Howard in far-off St. Louis was clearly disappointed. The last of her girlfriends had gotten married. She was unthinkably old at twenty-one. If only I’d called and said I had a job and could come and fetch her. In truth, I was in no rush to get married. It nagged at me that we had yet to have a conversation, which did not bode well for the future. Still, there was her great Cyd Charisse imitation, which had to be considered.

Alpert invited me downtown for a visit to the magazine. A tall owlish looking man, he shushed me down as we walked through the hallowed corridors.

“Mr. Shawn is on the floor now. It upsets him to hear strange voices.”

“Have you ever met J.D. Salinger?” I whispered.

“Many times,” he said.

He pointed to a desk in an unoccupied office.

“That’s where Jerry put the finishing touches on ‘Banana-fish.’”

Jerry. It was the first time I’d heard the iconic figure referred to in that homey manner. A result is that I experienced my first frisson. I now had an epiphany and a frisson under my belt. Not bad for a Bronx fellow. Decades would pass before I heard a second such reference. (A.E. Hotchner, author of Papa Hemingway, said to me years later, “Of course I knew Jerry. We played poker each week at Chumley’s. He was dismissive of American writers, although he did feel that Melville had ability.”)

Alpert advised me not to get married (he was to have five wives).

“They all turn out to be pack rats.”

I was to get conflicting advice on the subject of marriage. Several years later, George B. Leonard, then a civilian, told me: “Do not get divosed.” This, while he was halfway along in his own divorce.

Alpert explained that writers fell into two categories: “Good ones who are New Yorker writers and good ones who are not.”

Though I was about to be published in the magazine, he may have been sending me a discreet signal. Indeed, it was to be fifteen years before I published a second story in the magazine.

Before I left his office, he made a remark that I felt was wounding and unnecessary.

“Keep sending us stories and let us fail to appreciate them.”

Those poor wives. . . .

I met Alpert years later in Sag Harbor. He called out to me. “I discovered you, Friedman. Discover me back.”

 

“The Man They Threw Out of Jets” was snapped up by The Antioch Review and published in 1955, several years after my meeting with Alpert. Not that I was idle in the years to come, but the review published a second story of mine fifty years later, almost to the day. I suggested to Robert Fogarty, the editor, that we pick up the pace, and we did. (Four more stories were published in the review in quick succession.)

For the moment, though, I had a perfect score and there was a part of me that was tempted to quit while I was ahead. Another treat was to follow. “Wonderful Golden Rule Days” appeared in the very same issue of The New Yorker as a story by Roald Dahl, another hero. This was long before Dahl entered his anti-Semitic /children’s book phase, posing an intriguing question. Upon learning that Céline, as an example, has been unmasked as the author of anti-Semitic pamphlets for the Gestapo, does one go back and dis-enjoy his masterful Journey to the End of the Night?

For all the pleasure of having a first story published, there was something unsettling about seeing it in print. Truman Capote had said that the primary reason he enjoyed being published in The  New Yorker was the unmatched quality of the editing. My story had, indeed, been edited, but there was something manicured about the result. It was as if a strange barber had cut my hair to his (immaculate) specifications, not mine. What had happened to the rough edges? I liked my rough edges. In many ways, I was all rough edges.

Still, I was not to let this minor glitch spoil the experience. Feeling invincible, I headed for a lesbian bar I’d been visiting in the Village. It puzzled me that the women there tended to shy away from me. Perhaps if I produced (flashed?) a clipping of my story, it would turn things around. It didn’t. A title for that particular episode – and perhaps for my life in general – might be The Man Who Didn’t Get It.

Still, though the field of theatrical public relations might suffer – the fates had handed me a career, if not a magic wand. All I had to do is dream a little, dash off some stories (there he goes again, dashing off stories) – and someone would be on hand to throw money at me. Indeed, Brendan Gill at the magazine had called.

“Never fear,” he said. “You will receive top dollar.”

I knew nothing of the awful shipwrecks to come, the horrible ten-car collisions. Being pushed, unwillingly, out of a coveted apartment. Half a decade spent trying to pump life into the corpse of an unpublishable novel. But, setting aside the inconvenience of spending long hours tied to a chair, there were unexpected delights as well. A play (Scuba Duba) that seemed doomed became, magically, a hit. A novel (Stern) that caused me to hide away in shame was greeted by a warm critical welcome.

Still, what if I’d gone off in the wrong direction? There was still time for me to take a stab at theatrical public relations – my mother’s plan for me. And what about singing with a band? My mother had once stopped a talent agent on Broadway and asked him to listen to my voice. With puzzled tourists passing by, I sang a few bars of “Careless” into the man’s ear. (Careless, now that you’ve got me loving you. You’re careless. . . . careless in everything you do”)

“The kid’s got good head tones,” he’d said. Then he disappeared into a crowd.

There were so many other fields that lay unexplored. I’d heard there was a fortune to be made in seamless gutters.

But does a writer have a choice?

Mario Puzo, who later became a friend, had answered the question with the following scene.

 

INT. Living room.... Hell’s Kitchen . . . 1935 . . .

 

PUZO, 15 years old, has returned from Fresh Air Camp in a state of high excitement. He had discovered classical literature and was especially taken with The Three Musketeers and King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table.

 

PUZO: (to his mother): Mom, I’ve decided to become a writer.

 

MOTHER: (stunned) Mario, are you crazy. Don’t you want a real job . . . with the railroad . . . where you get a pension and health benefits?

 

PUZO: (patiently) Mom . . . can a hunchback lose his hump?
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A shrine should be built in honor of those fat little beauties.

The author, in appreciation of Big Little Books – his early favorites.

 

 

A bar I liked called Eric’s, which enjoyed some seedy prominence in the eighties and nineties, had a sign in the window that said “No sad stories.” You’d think that someone born in the thick of the Great Depression would have a sad story to tell, but mine isn’t one of them. In the thirties and forties, the four of us – my older sister and I and our parents – lived, or more correctly, were crammed into a small apartment in the Bronx. I slept in a chair in the kitchen and Dollie was put (stashed?) in a bookcase that concealed a small cot which was hauled out for her at night. My father worked in New York’s garment center as a cutter of women’s underwear and supported us on a salary of thirty dollars a week. I was self-conscious about his profession and took some teasing for it. (“Ha ha, your father makes ladies’ underwear.”) I fired back, saying: “It’s only slips and petticoats,” as if the making of a more intimate garment such as panties would establish us as a family of perverts.

It eased my embarrassment to know that Gottfried Underwear produced a “fine” (and expensive) line of garments. Now   and then, my mother would raise (hoist?) her skirt on Sheridan Avenue and demonstrate to a neighbor the superior quality of a Gottfried petticoat. My father would occasionally return from work with a manila envelope under his arm, whistling innocently – as if to conceal a crime, which, to an extent, he’d pulled off. (Gottfried employees were not permitted to take home “samples.”) Each of the envelopes contained a “fine” slip or petticoat which was designated for the wife of Dr. Pasachoff, our family physician. It was my mother’s feeling that the doctor’s fee was insufficient compensation for a man of his eminence. (“His wife will faint when she sees what she’s getting.”)

Pasachoff indeed had been the first physician in the Bronx to discover and make use of the “wonder drug” penicillin. Massive doses of the drug saved my gangrenous right arm in 1945. His brother, a surgeon, had wanted to saw it off. He had served in the WWII Pacific and sawed off quite a few of them. My mother intervened. (“I have a better idea. I’ll saw off your head.”) Happily, the medicine did the trick. I recovered and was treated to a dinner I’d dreamed about – the chopped steak and creamed spinach at Lindy’s restaurant on Broadway. For weeks, throughout my illness, I hadn’t had much appetite. And I still prefer a chopped steak to the finest Porterhouse.

I had enough trouble with two arms. I’m not at all sure I would have gotten by with one.

 

It seemed to me that the Bronx, in the forties, was populated by short feisty dads who wore Fedoras, kept their chins thrust out challengingly and bounced along the streets to a Tin Pan Alley beat. (James Cagney and George Raft of the movies, both born on the lower East Side, would have been the prototypes.) My father was one of them. He did keep his chin thrust out, although a thin scar beneath his lip was evidence that he had thrust it out a bit too invitingly at the wrong individual. One of my earliest memories had to do with running a finger (tenderly?) along the scar. And “feisty” didn’t quite describe him. “Jaunty” was more like it. His  walk was distinctively light and easy; it was right on the edge of tap-dancing. I tried imitating the walk for years – until my knees gave out. My son Josh picked up the torch and for a decade has been jauntily dancing along through the streets of Dallas.

Judging from the looks thrown his way by admiring Bronx housewives, I would have to say my father was a handsome man – bald, before it became a fashion statement – but bald nonetheless. Handsome – and bald. This troubled me. I assumed I would lose my hair as well and spent years guarding each strand and feeling remorse when I lost one. I never did reach his level of baldness. From time to time, I’d run into a lesser player in Hollywood named Howard Himelstein. After an astonished look at my hairline, he”d say: “I can’t believe it. I thought it would be all gone now, but somehow you’ve held the line.”

For all of his slender means, my father was something of a fashion plate. There was only one man in our building who surpassed him in nattiness. As a buyer for the Saks Fifth Avenue menswear department, Mr. Sussman, with all sorts of apparel available to him, held a clear advantage. Passing each other in the street, the two men would exchange uneasy looks. My father wore only Hickey Freeman suits (he had four of them) and owned a variety of straw boaters. We were a hat family. I generally wear one. A fine moment came about for me not too long ago in a restaurant, when the actor Al Pacino said to me admiringly: “Some men can wear a hat.” (And when will this man stop name-dropping?)

A fresh and virtually year-round suntan added to my father’s appearance. Though he rarely left the city, he had the capability of lying on a park bench for no more than ten minutes, sticking his face up at the sun and coming away with a rich tan. (He did much the same in the bleachers at the Yankee Stadium. Rarely looked at the game, only the sun.) Inevitably, a neighbor would stop him, assume he’d been to Miami and say: “You look great. When’d you get back?”

The feisty Bronx dads of the time were all fiercely patriotic, many having been born in harrowing circumstances in Eastern  Europe. They loved this country as few others had; with hands over their hearts they wept openly at the playing of the National anthem in Yankee Stadium. In World War I, many could not wait to get “over there” in 1914 and teach that Kaiser a lesson. My father, born in the States, attempted to join the Navy at fifteen and was rejected for having a hernia. Or so the story went. I was enormously proud of an Uncle Dave who had been gassed at the Marne. (“My uncle was gassed at the Marne’” was a conversation-stopper in my little circle.) He received a full disability pension, never collected a dime of it and organized the “79 Club” which arranged for a small army of wounded veterans to attend the Friday night fights at the old Madison Square Garden. Uncle Sonny, another favorite, had been a motorcyle courier for General Pershing and had “gone in” after Pancho Villa in the Mexican war. Those were my heroes: Salinger, Uncle Dave and Uncle Sonny. Attention, of course, was paid to my father.

In his early twenties, he worked in the pit of a movie theater, playing the piano accompaniment to silent films. The only song he knew was “Whispering,” but he finessed his way through by playing it in several different tempos, a speeded-up version for Westerns, a slow and melodic one for love stories. My 21-year-old mother (Molly Liebowitz) took a seat in the balcony one night. They looked at each other. The result was a marriage that lasted more than four decades. Years later, in her tiny Bronx apartment, she would sit on a sofa, drag on a cigarette and say, fatalistically: “I saw a smile and look what happened.”

Smiles were terribly important in our family. Smiles – and outward appearance in general.

“That was our fate,” my mother would say. “We were so gorgeous that no one ever believed we were in trouble.”

I’m not much good at genealogical tables. Nor do I have much interest in them. You will never catch me writing a novel that leads off with one of those awful family tables that dates back several centuries, one that the reader, maddeningly, has to keep referring to. Or reading such a novel, for that matter. (“War and Peace” is an  exception. Sort of.) My father’s parents were from Romania, or, more than likely, Hungary. I know this only because my mother, when upset with him, would cry out: “You’re a lousy Hungarian.” And he did like goulash. There was something about his forebears making shoulder pads in “the old country.” My maternal grandmother was a sweet and quiet woman who padded about in houseslippers in a neighboring aunt’s apartment and always had a freshly baked cookie for me. She was in her eighties when I knew her and she spoke little English. I discovered later – my sister’s research – that as a young woman she had run a notoriously rowdy, hell-for-leather tavern in Albania. She may very well have been the Elaine of Voskopoja.

My mother’s background is a bit cloudy. I’d always assumed she was born on the lower East Side of Manhattan. A dark secret emerged recently – my sister’s dogged research again. My mother had actually been born in Russia and “come over” on the boat when she was six months old. Who really cares – but had she known it would be revealed, it would have mattered to her. Her family founded Liebowitz Brothers, a good-sized department store on Canal Street, that was on its way to becoming a Bloomingdale’s but the three brothers who managed the store went after each other with knives; the store shriveled away to nothing.

My mother was flame-haired – or at least I think she was flame-haired. Who has flame-hair in their seventies? There was very little schooling in her background and a great deal of dancing. She loved to dance, although in truth, her feet rarely moved and there was very little motion below the waist. What she did came closer to swaying, and making announcements about the effect the music had on her. (“That song . . . it goes right through me. . . .”)

I thought she was quite pretty. The actress Myrna Loy comes to mind, although boys in the Bronx (and Kansas?) do get carried away in this area, more than one feeling that his poor, bedraggled mother is the image of Liz Taylor.

Rounding out the team was my sister, Dollie, who was seven years older than I was and not much of a player in my life. When I was born, she insisted that I be named “Bunny.” When she failed at that, she more or less disappeared as a presence, showing up in 1945, when I was fifteen with a boy she’d fallen in love with named Irving Messing.

I hadn’t realized how much she meant to me until her new crush was invited over for dinner one night. I suddenly got to my feet and cried out: “Boyfriend, boyfriend, boyfriend. That’s all I ever hear around here is boyfriend.” With that, I flew out of the apartment in tears and hid out in the local drugstore. Apparently, I hadn’t been heard from much until that point.

After I’d left, my mother is reported to have said: “Who knew it had a voice.”

I greatly misjudged Irving Messing. He went off to war soon after the dinner and served in WWII Europe, writing a letter to my sister each day, without fail, for six years. (My mother, it’s sad to report, took peeks at them.) When he returned home in 1946, Dollie became frightened and ran off to be with a girlfriend in the Adirondacks. He pursued her. They married and have been together for sixty-five years. I’m not sure I know of a better love story.

 

I had no idea that we were poor. My mother kept reminding me of how fortunate I was. (“There are boys who would give their eye-teeth to be in your shoes.”) Which boys? Did they all live in Somalia? Still, on the whole, I did feel blessed. We lived within walking distance of not one, but two ballparks, the Yankee Stadium and the Polo Grounds. I had the finest t-shirt collection of any boy in the neighborhood. We had a maid, who was paid a salary of seven dollars, which my mother borrowed back at the end of the week. (Queenie also served as a therapist, patiently standing at the sink for hours while my mother smoked her Chesterfields and told the poor black daughter of slaves of the many ways that life (and her in-laws) had conspired against her.) We had a step-down living  room, which seemed grand to me. I was free to have adventures in the street. And I was a theatergoer. An aunt Esther (“Essie”) worked for the Schuberts in the box office of the Broadhurst Theater. From age five on, whenever a show flopped and was about to close – I was tapped on the shoulder and whisked downtown to fill one of the empty seats. Unknowingly, I became an expert on bad plays. More than one had to do with Joan of Arc who was always being burned offstage. A woodsman would stare off into the wings and say:

“My God, I believe they’re about to torch the poor thing.”

It occurred to me, at a tender age, that it might be more effective to have key scenes enacted onstage and not off in the wings somewhere. Other plays that did not fare well featured a central character who had dropped dead before the curtain went up. The Starcross Story was one such production. Poor Starcross had expired long before the proceedings began. The actors were reduced to chatting for several hours about what a remarkable fellow he must have been. A theatergoer beside me muttered:

“For God’s sakes, if he’s so interesting, why don’t they get bloody Starcross out here?”

I’d like to say that these early experiences were useful when I tried my hand at playwriting. They weren’t particularly. A play is a slippery animal. Though I’ve had some successes, I’m not sure I ever got the hang of playwriting. But I did manage to hold an audience’s atttention, even if it meant hitting each theatergoer over the head with a a program. Still, I lit up a few offstage Joan of Arcs of my own.

Despite our pinched circumstances, I was sent off to camp each year at the first whisper of a summer breeze. I learned eventually that C.J.I. (Central Jewish Institute) was a charity camp. Had I known that – even as a child – I would have been indignant. At the age of five, I was packed into a grim and antiquated train to Peekskill, New York, there to live in a tent with heavy-legged Israeli pioneers. To be fair about it, the air was fresh. The Israelis were good-natured and spent most of their time tramping  through the woods in search of blueberries. I was issued a pair of yarmulkes (skull-caps): one for daily use, another, a lovely white satin one for the Sabbath, that brought me to the edge of becoming a serious Jew. Still, I did not do well. Turnips, the featured course at most meals, caused me to become deathly ill. My mother came up to whisk me out of the infirmary, nurse me back to health in the Bronx and then return me to the camp for more turnip-eating. But there was a single bright feature to the experience. On Friday nights, I would gather round a campfire with other 5-year-olds and listen to Dr. Schoolman, the camp director, tell a story about the Wise Men of Chelm. They weren’t wise, of course. In the style of Sarah Palin, they built bridges to nowhere. But I found the stories (written by Sholom Aleichem) spellbinding. Did they ignite a need in me to take a try at (slightly bent) stories of my own? It’s not inconceivable, though the forces that turn an individual into a teller of tales – instead of a salesman – are varied and mysterious. It might be genetic. It certainly can’t be a hunger for riches.

We were not, as an example, an especially bookish family. My father would occasionally take on a serious demeanor and page through a biography of one of his heroes, generally a white-haired patrician type such as Edward R. Stettinius, a secretary of state in the Roosevelt administration (considered by some to be one of the worst to hold the office). Still, my father would stop after a few pages, shake his head in wonder and say, “He was some guy.”

My mother was a passionate theatergoer, her favorite actors being Gertrude Lawrence and Tallulah Bankhead (irritatingly referred to as ‘Taloo.’) Ethel Merman was “that bitch,” spoken with admiration. It was the performers who were key. My mother paid little attention to the playwrights. When my play, Scuba Duba, became a surprise hit in 1967, I called her, expecting to be showered with adulation.

“I could not take my eyes off that boy,” she said.

“But mom, he wasn’t reading the phonebook. What about the play?”

Her response?

“Thank your lucky stars you had that boy.”

On reflection, she may have been on to something. “The boy” was Jerry Orbach, later to star for years in the television series Law and Order. He was brilliant.

For all her love of the stage, my mother, too, would occasionally say:

“I know what’s wrong with me. I’ve got to get into a good book.”

And off she would go to the corner candy store which housed a Lending Library. Books could be borrowed – for a few pennies a day.

Enormously popular in the forties was Kathleen Windsor’s scandalous novel, Forever Amber. The great clarinetist Artie Shaw berated his wife, the actress Ava Gardner, for reading such “trash.” Then he promptly divorced her and made Windsor his sixth wife. Following the publication of my short story collection, Far From the City of Class in 1963, Shaw called and asked to have lunch. And then, there I was, at the Carnegie Delicatessen, eating a tongue sandwich and sitting opposite the man whose renditions of “Begin the Beguine” and “Stardust” had provided the soundtrack for a million summer romances, mine included. I felt I owed him royalties. And I wanted to hear about his marriages, to Windsor, of course, but also to Ava Gardner, Lana Turner and a favorite of mine, the maddeningly sexy and under-rated Evelyn Keyes. He waved all of this aside. He wanted to talk only of short story construction.

 

My sister wasn’t especially bookish, but she devoured movie magazines. She clipped out pictures of her favorite stars and pasted them to the walls of the cabinet in which she slept. In 1970, I saw the very same sepia-toned pictures of the identical stars (John Payne, Loretta Young, Robert Taylor) affixed to the wall of Anne Frank’s bedroom hideout in Amsterdam. It was the only time the Holocaust got through to me with full force. Anne Frank. My sister!  The same age? Fans of the same movie magazines? Never mind the “good Germans.” The ones who were “kept in the dark.” At the time, I was capable of tearing out the throat of anyone who spoke with a German accent.

Of course, Hitler, too, liked Betty Grable movies – which was maddening.

And why this lifelong need of mine – still unfulfilled – to set aside some time and learn German?

There were five volumes actually on display in our apartment, each with the faux leather binding of a classic. My father won them in a contest sponsored by the Hearst-owned Journal American. One was Westward Ho, which I still haven’t read. Another was The Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini. I pored over the latter half-a-dozen times, thinking it was the confessional of a foreigner, an Italian at that. Surely it would include some naughty passages. No such luck. Nor did I fare much better at the sanitized local library. Virtually all of the books seemed to be written by (Janet) Taylor Caldwell, the Joyce Carol Oates of her time. I took home a sack full of Caldwells every few days, along with a thick diversionary volume dealing with Manchuria. But never once was I rewarded with so much as a heaving bosom, a verbal glimpse of thigh. This was understandable in the case of Grandmother and the Priests. But to come up empty after a thorough search of Melissa and Your Sins and Mine was inexcusable. Actually, there were several passages about Manchurian washerwomen that were moderately arousing.

“Innocence” did not begin to describe the period. In the mid-fifties, and on into the mid-sixties – I worked as an editor of a group of men’s adventure magazines. When sales dipped a bit, the publisher agreed to have the phrase “dark triangle” put into play. (“She stood before Hemmings, a dark triangle visible through her flimsy negligee.”) Before getting a dark-triangle go-ahead, we had to wait until the publisher had removed his name from the mast-head so that his Long Island neighbors would not connect him with rakish behavior. The word “risqué” on a book  jacket gave off a promise of bedroom shenanigans. Raphael Philipson (“Phipsy”) an English teacher at DeWitt Clinton High School, reading aloud from a novel, would wink, and alert us to a passage that was “a bit hotcha.” A biology teacher had an internal debate before explaining, in a sweat, that a male frog mates with a female by using – and here he paused – “the pressure of his limbs.” He then surveyed the room carefully as if to check for any erotic damage.

It is often said that the forties and fifties were a better time, when much was left to the imagination, and giant cascades of pornography did not come showering down upon us from every direction. I wonder.

A book that appealed to me at an early age was The Wonderful Adventures of Nils. An illustrated volume, it was, for some reason, kept under glass in a special reference room and had to be read while two librarians, like prison guards, folded their arms and looked on warily. Nils is a young boy who falls in love with a flock of geese and hops on the back of one of them to fly off in search of adventure. (Were the librarians concerned that I might fly off with their book?) The appeal of the classic story to a boy who, all theater-going to the contrary, slept in a kitchen and lived in a world of concrete, was obvious. ‘Adventure’ remained my favorite word in the language. At one time, throughout the eighties and nineties, it meant traveling, as a journalist, to darkest Haiti under Duvalier (“Papa Doc”) to witness voodoo ceremonies and adversaries hung by the neck and left to swing on poles in a village square. Or flying off to investigate the fleshpots of Hamburg. Now it’s more likely to mean a visit to a new restaurant. But adventure it remains. In the self-serving department (which will no doubt grow as this hallucinatory memoir moves along) William Emerson, editor of the Saturday Evening Post (I was a contributor) wrote of me:

“Friedman is a modern-day Huck Finn, sailing down the Mississippi on a riverboat, stopping off here and there to see what he can see.”

This from a child of the Deep South, writing with affection about a Jewish boy from the Bronx. Does anyone doubt that this is a great country?

 

Other favorites in the Taylor Caldwell-dominated library were the Blue Book of Fairy Tales, The Red Book, etc. which continued to appear until the publisher ran out of colors. There was to be no Chartreuse edition. Like many short story collections, they were front-loaded with the most delicious tales – Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, Sinbad the Sailor, Aladdin and his Magic Lamp – and then tailed off a bit. I don’t know if it was a direct route, but I was soon caught up in the irresistible Hardy Boys series, which held me in high excitement until the tenth volume or so. Here again, in terms of quality, the narratives seemed to go off a cliff. Had my interest flagged? It was more likely that new – and ineffectual – writers had been brought in, an unthinkable measure at the time in a series of beloved books. There was no such tail-off in the mystery novels of Agatha Christie. I tend not to read anything twice, but it was entirely natural to wolf down And Then There Were None and Ten Little Indians a dozen times, marveling each time at the author’s ingenuity.

When the first copy of Superman appeared, the earth shook for me. Though Superman himself never became a particular favorite of mine – too super, much like the invincible and corporate-like New York Yankees, who played their games just down the street. The Submariner and Human Torch were more like it, especially when the Torch took on the boy Toro to help him along. Freud claimed that sexual stirrings begin in the cradle. Such longings came over me when I held a fresh new copy of Captain Marvel , for example. The very feel and smell of it. The trick was how to get my hands on it. A dark note was sounded in my life when my father, in the late thirties, awakened me in the middle of the night, handed me a coin and whispered: “That’s the last dime I’ll ever be able to give you.” (I keep stressing that mine is not a sad story. On reflection, perhaps there were a few less than blissful  moments along the way.) I felt awful, of course, not for me, but for my poor father. No doubt he’d been asked to take a cut in his anemic salary. I would get along very nicely; all I had to do is resume the seduction of Albert Beitler.

He was the rich boy in our building. Both his parents were teachers which, in the Bronx, positioned him in the wealthy category. He could always be counted on to be holding a fresh copy of the latest comic book, which he would breeze through in a few moments and be about to dispose of when I cornered him in the building courtyard. There I would argue, with less than Churchillian eloquence, why it was only fitting that he hand it over to me.

“C’mon, Beitler, you know what Batman means to me. You’ve already read the damned thing.”

After holding the comic out of reach, as if protecting his virginity, he would inevitably “yield,” and fork it over. He wasn’t mean. A thin, bespectacled boy, he wasn’t terribly popular. I think he enjoyed the attention, the almost daily courtship.

Years later, in Hollywood, when I was attempting the seduction of a fringe Hollywood actress, she lowered her eyes in B-movie style and said: “You always get what you want, don’t you, Friedman . . .”

I did, when it came to Albert Beitler.

A word here about the Big Little Books. A shrine should be built in honor of the creator of those fat little beauties. The adventures of Dick Tracy or Flash Gordon or Little Orphan Annie, for that matter, seemed to take on new layers of meaning when read in this strange and tasty new format. As thick as it was wide, the Big Little Book was a comic all right, yet it was also a (cardboard-covered) book as well. Tarzan, Prince Valiant, Popeye, and the beloved hamburger-eating Wimpy – could all be savoured one delicious panel at a time. The road to acquisition of these robust little treasures led through Murray Cohen, a much tougher nut to crack than Albert Beitler. Nor, to my knowledge, was he ever cracked. Dark, round-shouldered,  and furtive-looking, he was the first boy in the neighborhood who needed to shave. A Big Little Book tease, he would invite me to his parent’s dark apartment for a look at his collection. After unlocking a rolltop desk, he stood by as I hungrily stared at the stacks of them, each in mint condition, probably unread.

“All right if I borrow a few?” I would ask.

Shaking his head in the negative, he indicated that they were only for display and led me back to the street. Though I was disappointed, a more grave concern was that he would go forth in life, perpetuating age-old slanders about the covetous ways of the Jews. (He became an accountant.) Yet I forgave him. His father, a cab-driver, had a degenerative back condition and walked at a 45-degree angle, his nose almost touching the ground. Finally, he broke, like a pretzel, and that was the end of poor Mr. Cohen.

Radio was a great friend, especially when I was ill. It was almost a joyous occasion to wake up with a fever. There were the medieval mustard plasters and enemas, a favorite of my mother’s, often inserted, forgetfully, without lubrication. (Is it a wonder I didn’t wind up as an afternoon regular at S&M parlors?) But once these horrors were out of the way, the treats began. Fortified with slices of toasted Wonder Bread, and propped up in my parents’ bed – an actual bed – I got to listen to afternoon radio shows – Lum and Abner, and Fibber McGee and Molly for a taste of the heartlands. Later in the day, there was the wildly non-P.C. Amos and Andy, The Shadow, The Green Hornet, The Lone Ranger and my favorite of all, I Love a Mystery. Jack, Doc and Reggie were the three heroes. How I wished I could have tagged along on their adventures, as a fourth. Years later, I was to feel the same about Gus McCrae, Pee Eye Parker, Joshua Deets and Jake Spoon, characters in Larry McMurtry’s magnificent novel, Lonesome Dove. When I came to the end, I was ready for another thousand pages. And how I longed to have tagged along on one of their cattle drives. I’m not sure I would have been welcome, but I felt confident I could have proven my worth, the Bronx background nothwithstanding.

I’m not the first to observe that those invisible I Love a Mystery characters, cooked up in a radio studio, and embellished by a boy’s imagination – were more real than those on the screen, or on the street, for that matter.

 

Saturdays were set aside for the Fleetwood Theater and a visual banquet of two full-length movies, a newsreel, several cartoons (Bugs Bunny, Looney Tunes), and a serial adventure, each chapter ending with a “cliffhanger,” which made a return trip mandatory. A favorite featured twenty or so Lone Rangers. One of the masked law enforcers was killed each week. Only after the twentieth episode would the real Lone Ranger be revealed. None of these afternoons came together without a beloved box of chocolate-covered Goobers. Years later, the writer Sally Kempton told me, astonishingly, that she was able to nurse a box of Raisinets through two movies. My Goobers were usually gone by the end of the opening credits. Small wonder that the patient Kempton became a swami in far-off India.

Queenie was my silent partner at the movies. At the end of the program, and on special occasions, a birthday, for example, she would buy a five cent toy soldier for me at Kress Department Store. I was heartbroken when I played with it. Where had she gotten the five cents? Clearly, she would have to do without something, now that she was even more impoverished. Neil Simon’s title for a 1972 movie based on my short story, “A Change of Plan,” was The Heart-break Kid. I’d never met him, but apparently he knew something about me.

I loved the movies when I was a boy and didn’t much care for them while I was actually working on them in Hollywood. Sunshine, room service, pretty girls – it could hardly be called work. I was actually offended when someone suggested I leave the tennis court and write a scene or two. But whatever interest I had in writing scripts tapered off with the arrival of a group I think of as The Arc People. Fresh from MBA courses, they became studio executives and weren’t quite sure what an arc was. When asked to  describe one, an executive might shape one in the air. But arcs were known to be terribly important and there was an insistence that several be sprinkled into each film.

With the dreaded arcs behind me, I’m back to loving movies again. With a rare exception (Donnie Brasco, for example) it’s unusual for me to want to see a film a second time. Yet, as a boy, I thought nothing of watching She a dozen times or returning week after week to watch the climactic scene of The Last Days of Pompeii in which Preston Foster holds up the collapsing Coliseum on his shoulders, so that his fellow Romans can escape being crushed in the destruction. Even Sh! The Octopus demanded several viewings.

A dreary aspect of youthful movie-going was having to walk out into the streets and be confronted with everyday life in the Bronx, which seemed stale by comparison. No cocktail parties, no South of France. No David Niven for instructions on sophistication. Not so much as a cattle drive in the West. To this day, I have a glum sensation as I leave a movie theater. Unless it’s one of the many films about family dysfunction, in which case the outoors comes as a relief. Still, that may be one of the advantages of watching DVDs. You can be glum in the privacy of your home.

For all of my being enraptured by movies I had no interest in the process of making them. I wanted to be Humphrey Bogart and Gary Cooper – Cary Grant was a bit of a reach – but that was the extent of it. As a boy, I had no idea there were people who actually wrote whatever was spoken on the screen. When that finally sunk in, screenwriting, for literary aspirants in the fifties and sixties, had come to be thought of as a déclassé activity. The Gods were Hemingway, Fitzgerald and Faulkner. Scribners – and not Warner Brothers – was the temple. The editor Maxwell Perkins the High Priest. Writers “sold out” when they went off to Hollywood. There were women in Greenwich Village who refused to sleep with a writer who had anything to do with the screen.

“You mean you’d actually sell your book to the movies? Or write for those people? Prostitute yourself?”

All of this spoken in horror, and generally by those who had never received a film offer.

 

Writing seemed such a romantic profession when I was a boy. The same could not be said of orthodontia, for example, and certainly not of theatrical press agentry, my mother’s appointed career for me. Although in truth, the first job offer I received came from Bill Doll in the early fifties. He was a legend in the profession who had long locks of gray hair and swirled around theatrically in a black cape. My theater-connected Aunt Essie had introduced me to the iconic press agent. After asking me a few questions in Schubert Alley, he reached beneath his cape, whipped out thirty dollars and told me to commence writing press releases for a play starring Boris Karloff. Sadly enough, it closed after a weekend try-out in Boston, bringing down the curtain on my career in theatrical press agentry as well.

It was the novelists who fascinated me. The idea that someone knew enough to “fill up” an entire book was beyond comprehension. It seemed the most noble of professions. When a writer visited Public School 35, I had little interest in what he had to say. It was the way he dressed that interested me, his stance at the podium, the way he smoked. Irving Caesar was not quite a novelist (he composed the lyrics for “Tea for Two”), but he was a writer of some sort and I made do with him. When he came to address our class, I secured a seat in the front row. Half-way along in his talk, he stopped and said to me:

“Why are you staring at my socks, young man?”

Hollywood fed into the portrayal of the novelist (or foreign correspondent) as romantic figure. Writers wore trenchcoats, stood at the railing of ocean liners, jaws clenched, a pipe between their teeth. They stared off at the horizon, bemoaning failed love affairs.

“Why can’t we continue?” a puzzled lover would ask.

“Because it just wouldn’t work out” was the usual answer, though exactly why it wouldn’t work out was never explained.

Still, how I longed to be standing on the deck of one of those ocean liners, with a pipe between my teeth, bemoaning a hopeless love affair. Off I went as a young man, egged on by the movies, in search of a doomed romance; I had little difficulty in arranging for several of them. It took decades for me to realize that a successful romance was better than an awful one, although in truth, it was the latter that made for better fiction.

Still, there must have been more to writing than striking poses.

It occurred to me that women would notice me, even find me attractive, if I became a writer. After all, clenched jaw muscles, poverty, insecurity – what woman in her right mind could resist such a package? I adored women, lusted after them, of course, but I had a tendency to become strangulated and to clutch at my throat when I was actually in the presence of one. The women in my family were not supportive. Whenever I received a rare phone call from a girl in my public school class, my mother and sister would howl with derision and then gather round the one phone to hear my end of the conversation. This forced me to burrow deep into the clothing closet and to speak hoarsely with overcoats piled on top of my head. In preparation for the few dates I had, I would scribble down half-a-dozen jokes on my cuffs, taking sly peeks at them and hoping they would launch me into an actual conversation. The jokes were borrowed (stolen?) from the routines of Borscht Belt comedians – who stole from one another. A representative greeting to a puzzled young woman might be: “I don’t have to do this. I can make a living selling bagels to midgets for toilet seats.”

I became convinced that if I wrote a little something, affixed my name to it, girls would see that I was more than a boy who became strangulated when he approached them. This was an odd thought, since there didn’t seem to be any girls in the Bronx. The few that existed were kept indoors and could be seen on the second floor of apartment buildings, peering through the drapes. Nonetheless, I pressed on with my plan and, through great good fortune, came under the care of the aforementioned Raphael  “Phipsy” Philipson, a teacher who headed up a program for a group who were called “newsers” at DeWitt Clinton High School. I was assigned a weekly column for the Clinton News, which I cleverly (or so it seemed at the time) called “Anybuddy’s Business.” (My nickname was “Buddy.”) It was filled with breezy items about one thing or another on Broadway, about which I knew little. This didn’t matter. The main thing was to be breezy and to see my name in print, which was addictive. There was no turning back. After years of being referred to by my mother as a pronoun (“It has a voice?”) I had an identity, albeit a breezy one. Women did not, as I had expected, fall at my feet. For one thing, DeWitt Clinton was an all-boys’ school. And for that matter, I never met a single individual of either sex who read the column. Never mind. I was on my way. Sort of.

 

A next step, after graduating from high school in 1947 was to begin angling for a college – and some semblance of a profession. There was something amorphous and fanciful about a writing career. One didn’t just jump in and begin whipping out novels. To Jewish mothers in the Bronx, medicine was the only profession of any consequence. Why someone would choose to become a writer – and not a dermatologist – mystified them. As a result, hordes of boys in the forties dutifully trooped off to become surgeons and gastro-enterologists. Allen Sandler, at ten, strutted regally along Sheridan Avenue with a serious demeanor as if he was weighing a diagnosis. (He became a heart specialist of renown.) Allan “Muff-diver” Procter, trailed along behind him. He had earned his nickname by claiming to have committed (performed?) cunnilingus on a superintendent’s daughter. “The Muff,” as he was called, also famously celebrated his first ejaculation by throwing open his bedroom window and shouting to the neighborhood: “I just shot.” For all of his lubricious activities, off to medical school he went. A boy in the Bronx could not show his face unless he’d been consigned a nickname. Doodles, Ref (for ‘refugee’), Pickles, “Half-Ass” Schneider, the great three-sewer stickball legend, all stormed the gates of  medical schools. Here and there, parents reluctantly indulged a stray daughter and permitted her to enter law school. In search of a livelier career path, a few of the rowdier boys chose Murder, Incorporated and spent only a brief time on the planet. Young Tommy McKenna, a regular at bar mitzvahs, had a tryout at shortstop with the Yankees and was swallowed up in the minor leagues. Woe to watery-eyed Cantrow who became a shoe salesman.

Setting aside my frail literary aspirations, I joined the herd and took a try at becoming a doctor. Years later, I suggested to my second wife Pat that had I not become a writer, I might have done well as a therapist.

“But you don’t listen,” she said.

“Oh, that,” I said. “I’d forgotten.”

An important hurdle on the path to a career in medicine was the obligatory interview with the aforementioned Dr. Pasachoff, reigning physician of the Grand Concourse, who had saved my arm when I was fifteen. It was felt that with a wave of his distingished hand, he could deliver a qualified boy into the finest of premed programs. (Beset by private demons, he was later to meet his end by hurling himself through the window of his seventh-storey apartment.) The Doctor agreed to see me and listened gravely as I told him of my authentic love for Bunsen burners. I went on at length about the paramecium, which had always intrigued me.

“It’s a restless little organism, isn’t it? Always wandering off in search of adventure.”

The doctor was baffled. He was also unimpressed and led me to the door in silence. All in all, this was a good thing. Who knows how many suffering souls would have gone to an early grave had it not been for Dr. Pasachoff’s intervention.

Nonetheless, I stubbornly pressed on and sent out a single application for premed school at Columbia University, not thinking for a moment that anyone would have the gall to reject me. One college application was plenty. I’ve always had trouble with applications, and generally become bored after filling in the blank for  my mother’s maiden name. The Dean of Admissions, Dr. Arbolino – and why do I remember his name? – called me down to his office and explained that all the premed openings were taken up by returning World War II veterans. The year was 1947. But he’d seen a flicker of writing ability in an essay I’d sent along on the pride I took in my t-shirt collection. He suggested that I forget premed for the moment and reapply for Arts and Science.

“Once you’re in the school, you can change your mind. If you’re still interested, it’s an easy matter to change your major to premed in your second year.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir. It would be misrepresenting.”

“Let me explain again,” he said patiently. “Just put down Arts and Science for the moment. It will get you into the university. After that, you can do what you like.”

“Out of the question, sir. It’s premed, or it’s no go.”

He shrugged. I’ve done all I can. Why am I bothering with this individual? Off I went to be a waiter at summer camp. Unsurprisingly (to a normal person) a letter awaited me from Columbia saying that my application was impressive but that there were no openings in the premed program.

“Regrettably, we are forced to turn you down.”

This was distressing. Fall was approaching. It seemed that everyone I knew was going off to some leafy college in the MidWest. And I would remain behind in the Bronx, taking lonely walks along deserted railroad yards. I was particularly upset about not being admitted to Harvard. It’s true that I hadn’t bothered to send the school an application. But somehow I assumed that Harvard would find out about me and send a delegation to my apartment in the Bronx, pleading with me to return with them to Cambridge, there to begin eating popovers and poring over Platonic dialogues.

Once again, fate happily intervened on my behalf, this time in the form of a young woman the novelist Terry Southern would have called “a blonde nifty.” Her name was Doris Donn. We met on a volleyball court. She was going off to Missouri University, which  had a fine journalism school. There was no need to concern myself with applications. Anyone could get in. You simply walked onto the campus and began studying. That’s all I needed to hear. I immediately headed to the MidWest. Harvard might offer Suetonius. At Missouri there would be farming journalism, Serbo-Croatian cabals and, of greater importance, three women’s colleges, attended by the most beautiful creatures I’d ever seen – every bit as lovely as those who were to show up, years later, at my local Whole Foods each day at five-thirty in the afternoon.
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