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ONE 

      

This is a love story, or a story about love.  At any rate, it’s the best 

story I know. 

It’s 1972.  I am sixteen years old.  I am living with my mother, who 

has raised me on her own since I was three.  We live in a long 

rectangular apartment over three garages, the only unit in the building, 

built in the 1920s.  Our landlady, Mrs. Seltzer, a kindly, dotty old widow, 

lives in the house next door.  We pay $75 a month rent.  I sleep in the 

tiny bedroom, my mother sleeps in the living room on a bed that slides 

out from under a table/radio combo she bought at Sears.  It is a struggle 

to make ends meet, and my mother has had so many jobs that I often 

don’t know where she is working, or at what. 

My mother is able to live in the moment better than anyone I know, 

to find joy in the present.  She has a smile that is incandescent and a 

laugh that is musical and full.  She dyes her hair a fire-engine red and 

wears it piled high, dresses in the brightest scarlets and yellows and 

greens.  On others it might look gaudy or cheap but on her it looks 

grand. 

In reality her hair was once a deep auburn, I know that from the 

photos of her before I was born.   
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Now under the dye it is turning a steel gray.  Which is fitting, for 

beneath all her frivolity and color there is a part of her that is steel as 

well.  Her constancy, her will. 

I know this too:  my mother did not love my father.   

She loves me. 

# 

There is a family story held between just the two of us that has 

gained the weight of legend, of myth. 

I am three years old, and it is a time when my parents are still 

together.  I am crossing the street with my mother, we are in a crosswalk.  

Suddenly with the velocity of death a pickup truck blasts out of nowhere 

and rockets through the crosswalk against the light, mowing us down. 

In my mother’s telling of it she throws me clear of the truck and 

takes the full impact, is struck down and run over.   

In my own memory, uncertain as shadows cast by rippling water, 

I’m run over too, see the thick piece of lumber that serves as the truck’s 

front bumper loom up and then I’m under the truck, gazing at its 

underside as it slides over me. 

In my mind’s eye the truck is rusty and dented and red, but I don’t 

know if of any this is real or fancy. 

I have no memory of the aftermath, but I do know that while I was 

apparently not injured my mother was hospitalized and the doctors told 
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her that if the truck’s bumper had been metal rather than wood she’d 

have been killed. 

A miracle then that she lived. 

# 

My mother was hospitalized one other time, when I was a baby, for 

Asiatic flu.  She told me that she felt herself rise up out of her body like a 

severed helium balloon, that she looked down and saw herself and knew 

she was dying. 

“No,” she said to herself, “I have to live for my little boy.”  And she 

willed herself back into her body and survived. 

I believe these stories. 

                                       # 

My mother describes herself as a “fatalistic optimist.”  Any moment 

tragedy could strike, a pitiless fate could seize us and everything could 

be taken. 

And yet I am saved and she survives.  We beat the odds. 

                                       # 

It’s a warm July day in 1987, a Saturday.  The following Monday 

I’m to start my first job as a story editor on a television series, and my 

wife and mother and I spend the day driving around town, buying frames 

for lobby cards and movie posters I’ve bought to decorate my office.  This 

is more than mere ornamentation; I’ve chosen the films scrupulously to 

send an unspoken visual message to the writers that will be coming in to 
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pitch as to the kind of stories I like.  Subtlety, style, authenticity, truth.  

Don’t just ape others, these images say -- create something original, 

individual, uniquely your own. 

My mother has taught me this through example.  Her life has been 

her work of art.  And I know if I asked what her greatest creation has 

been, she’d say me. 

That day my mother is excited, bursting with pride.  I’ve already 

sold more than fifty scripts to the networks, have published my first book 

to more than moderate success.  But this job, more than anything that 

has gone before, represents my finally having arrived.  In television being 

hired as a story editor starts your career rise in earnest; soon enough, in 

all probability, I’ll ascend to producer and then executive producer.  I’m 

on my way.  We both feel it with certainty. 

The next time I see my mother she is having a heart attack.  The 

day after, she is gone.  I’m in the next room.        

Through the gray awful days that follow I do my job.  A script is 

due, the production machine is running.  I write it and it gets shot.  Not 

one of my best, but it suffices.   

It’s only looking back now that I realize how impeccable my 

mother’s timing had been.   

She had thrown me out of the way of the truck, had willed herself 

back into her body in that hospital room to stay and guide me. 
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Then when I was well on the way, happily married, starting a job 

that was likely to secure my ascendancy, she finally cut that cord of will 

that had tethered her here all those years and rose up and away. 

Poof!  And gone. 

     # 

My mother has been dead for more than twenty years.  For most of 

that time my career went well, exactly as we envisioned on that warm 

summer day so long ago.  I wrote pilots and episodes of hit shows, I rose 

to producer and executive producer, I earned more in a year than my 

mother earned in most decades. 

Then it all stopped, like a heart attack.   

# 

Why did my career in television stall?   

I could say it’s because those who hired me regularly got shuffled 

out or left the game or had a run of bad luck, or maybe because I was 

more intent on creating work of merit than on making my bosses look 

good, or perhaps because one doesn’t stay lucky or young forever. 

At any rate, it happened. 

It’s a strange thing when the phone stops ringing, when silence 

descends.  You feel the same, have the same abilities.  You walk and talk 

and carry on as best you can.   

But it’s as if you’ve died and no one has bothered to tell you. 

     # 
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Which I know sounds melodramatic, and is.  There were other 

notes and permutations to my life, a gray scale rather than black and 

white, talk of pilot deals and book deals, some of which came through, 

some not, and of course all the other aspects of a life, marriage and 

friendship and dog walks and the occasional sunny day driving up the 

coast in seeming carefree abandon. 

But this was not how I took in the world, not how I gave value to 

myself.  In the barren places of my heart I held myself a failure and could 

find little comfort.  I was a ghost in my own life, a shadow drifting from 

scene to scene, removed and bleak and sad. 

Whereas my mother, who suffered adversity that would have 

crushed and embittered me, had been ever present, joyful… 

Happy. 

My career in television had gone flickery and tentative, inconstant 

as a held breath.  I had stumbled and faltered, and in faltering had lost 

myself, like a weary child in a dark room, feeling for but not finding a 

door. 

And I knew I had to come home, had to return to her at last. 

Our beginnings are our original selves, our truth; everything else is 

an added coat, an amendment, a disguise. 

My mother had been my constant star, unwavering, fixed, sure.  

Through finding her, I would reclaim myself. 

And so I summon her back now to rescue me once more. 
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    TWO 

                                                 

1972, and I am sixteen.    

I don’t remember what job my mother had at this time.  Sometimes 

I tell people my mother is a professional incompetent.  Beautiful and 

vivacious she can always get a job, but lacking skills she can never keep 

one.   

Many times she and I will be driving down a random street and 

she’ll point out block by block where she’s had jobs.  Stove company, 

Venetian blind factory, medical equipment supplier, diaper service, truck 

driving school, an infinity more.  A job held for three months is a rarity, 

for six a miracle. 

                                                # 

My mother was married four times and had innumerable 

boyfriends who were engineers, actors, artists, spies.  She was intrigued 

by some, infatuated with others.   

With some she just wanted an opportunity to not have to work for 

a while.   

Did she love them?  A few perhaps.  But not forever, not for long. 

                                               # 

My mother had been damaged by men early on long ago and so 

held a deep wariness toward them.  Men were subtly frightening, their 

anger ready to flare at the least provocation, their favor mercurial and 
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fleeting.  They must be guided, handled, cajoled.  To ask directly for what 

you wanted was pointless; worse, it drew contempt.  To admit wrongs 

risked peril.  

So while she could readily dazzle them she never wholly let down 

her guard.  And when they finally left after a number of hours or years, 

she breathed a sigh of relief.   

# 

Fortunately, my mother was a secret agent, a master manipulator 

only with her boyfriends and husbands.  Not with her male friends nor 

her female ones, and not with me. 

Her liaisons were like strangers in bumper cars, crashing into each 

other, lurching away, colliding with the next.   

Even so, she longed eternally for romance, would linger by bridal 

shop windows, wistfully eye the gowns.  

Sometimes there is a life we might wish for but because we are too 

wounded, too fractured, we can’t seize it for ourselves.  But we can 

impart it to others, can be Fate’s midwife. 

My mother chose this role for her own. 

# 

Until her last day on earth my mother didn’t waste time on empty 

diversions.  She focused her mind and heart on people, voraciously 

seeking to know and be known by them.  She was fueled by an insatiable 

curiosity but more than that an inexhaustible compassion.  She had no 
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idea what TV shows were on, rarely went to the movies; instead, with a 

momentum that only increased in later years, she spent her nights and 

weekends in endless conversation with dozens of close friends – many of 

them otherwise isolated and lonely -- who viewed her as their best friend 

because of her unwavering, intense concern for their well-being.   

And after years of flailing in a job market with no visible skills, she 

found her true calling at last; in a handful of ideal jobs, her nature 

became her vocation.  As a placement counselor, she aided hundreds, 

then thousands of young men and women in finding professional 

belonging and personal self-esteem.   

In return they became compatriots, intimates, sensing that she 

was rooting for them and gifting them with the totality of herself. 

And if they had been asked to lend a word to it, to not think or 

hesitate but speak boldly, there’s only one they would have used. 

Love. 

# 

When I was about to be married, the rabbi sat us down, my 

prospective bride Elaine and I, and asked if my parents were still 

married. 

I replied no, they were divorced and had both been married four 

times. 
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The rabbi smiled, but in his eyes I saw the mirror of my future, of 

my life as a re-creation of that of my parents, of emotional transience, of 

fireworks and endings. 

But I have been married thirty years now, and I’m not going 

anywhere.  Love is constancy.  Love is not dropping the ball.  Love is 

staying put. 

My mother taught me how to love. 

But where did she learn this?  And from whom?   

Not from her father or mother, not from her sister, not from her 

men. 

More than that, she held love as her waking state, her baseline, 

with a dogged persistence that rendered her near-impervious to the 

hardest blows of life. 

It’s easy to be happy when the sun is shining and the air is warm, 

but she maintained it in the face of stormcloud and thunder, of sleet like 

a knife. 

How did she find the strength to maintain her unyielding, 

tenacious grip on joy? 

There’s a voice on the wind that holds my answer if I work to hear 

it. 

If I’m brave enough to listen.  
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THREE 

 

It is 2009 now -- not even the same century my mother inhabited, I 

realize.  I am trawling the past for her, circumnavigating her, trying to 

chart her borders and boundaries, her coastlines, fill in the unmarked 

regions. 

The voice to be heard has lain silent, dormant for twenty years.  I 

need to summon it forth, to commence the duet. 

So why do I hesitate?  Why am I afraid to beckon it? 

I know the place to go, the key to unlock it. 

There are ghosts under my bed. 

# 

It is a crisp gray morning, and I work up my courage.  I kneel as if 

in prayer beside the bed, reach under it and draw forth the small blue 

case that has sat undisturbed for two decades. 

I unzip it and am confronted by the familiar, long-unspoken names 

-- Violet Tsoneff, Eddie Leroy, Jean and Nathan Flappan, Inez Bradasich 

and more, and more.   

The dramatis personae of my childhood, my mother’s friends and 

family and lovers, her ex-husbands, dead and gone now, buried and 

dusted away, cremated to ash, scattered on sea and wind or if 
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miraculously still alive in their seventh, eighth and ninth decades, fading 

away, precarious and fragile as spiderwebs. 

Their names written on small boxes, cases of cassette tape, holding 

within them a past that will burst alive, engulf me at the press of a 

button. 

And on tape after tape, written in ink that has faded with the years 

in my own cramped hand, my mother’s name too. 

    # 

In 1984, fresh from completing my book The Twilight Zone 

Companion, I had the notion of writing a movie about my mother.  And 

so I embarked on a series of interviews with her and her friends, with her 

family, with my father. 

It was a painful and revelatory process in which I uncovered many 

things about my mother that I had never known or suspected, the most 

difficult of which – and the hardest for her to reveal – that I’d had a half-

brother Ronnie born out of wedlock years before me who, due to my 

mother’s being RH negative, had Down ’s syndrome.  He died of 

pneumonia at age four, shortly before I was born.   

To his credit my father – no relation to Ronnie, a later arrival on 

the scene -- kept her secret.  But it explained why my parents, such 

opposites, had come together -- out of his surprising compassion when 

she’d admitted Ronnie’s existence to him -- and why she was always so 

concerned that I be smart, that I be well.    
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I recorded hours and hours with her, tracing down the chronology 

of her life, her adventures and misadventures.  And I wove a Rashomon 

tapestry from the stories, opinions and commentaries of those who had 

been her companions along the way. 

Most tantalizing of all and most like my mother was the fact that 

when I completed the interviews with her, when I had emptied out all the 

cupboards and closets and steamer trunks of her life, she smiled a Mona 

Lisa smile and confided that she “still had one secret.”   

She wouldn’t tell me that one. 

I reflect on this often.  Was she merely toying with me in that 

impish way of hers or did she truly have one last mystery she kept hers 

alone? 

I think the latter. 

# 

Some years back I was invited to give a talk at a school.  I knew I 

would be speaking to a group of little kids and teenagers and adults.  I 

wanted to tell them something that would be of value to everyone, that all 

could understand.  I didn’t want to tell war stories about writing for TV 

or working with stars or any of that.   

I decided to tell them the secret of life, of why we are here. 

And I had to keep it simple. 

I said, “As near as I can figure, I think we are here to be happy, to 

be kind, and to be brave.” 
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It’s something my mother would have said, and when I said it I was 

thinking more of her life than of mine. 

I also came up with the best thing to have on a tombstone. 

He was truly loved.  She was truly loved. 

     # 

I never finished the movie about my Mom, although I wrote several 

drafts of the script and spent the better part of a year on it.  It was too 

big a subject and I had too many feelings colliding at once, love and 

anger and resentment and you name it.  I was in my twenties then and 

she was still alive. 

Mostly I couldn’t forgive her for what I saw then as the ruthless-

ness of some of her decisions – her marriages, mainly – and how I felt she 

had driven me to excel as her justification for an otherwise rootless life. 

Her life is over now, tied up with a bow, and I’m older and 

understand that often life doesn’t allow you choices where you remain 

unblemished, emerge unscathed, where you can stay clean. 

The secret of life? 

Be happy, be kind, be brave. 

But sometimes you can’t be all three. 

And bravery lies in making the ruthless choice, or at least the 

pragmatic one. 

And for one of these choices – her disastrous second marriage -- 

there was a mitigating factor I can’t ignore.  She had a child at the time, 
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ill in body and mind, whom she loved fiercely and was determined to 

protect. 

Not Ronnie in this case, but me.    

You cut your losses, you play the odds, and when the chips are 

down you’re clear on your priorities. 

My mother is a tapestry, or maybe a Cubist painting rather, with 

many conflicting angles all at once. 

We’ll tell you the story, my mother and I. 

  


