
Works
In Production
ALONG THE WAY

“Six individual experiences col-
lide in a speeding subway car
deep beneath the city.” An original
show, all songs written and 
performed by Bob Ross Juice
Box—the a cappella group that is 
Kristen Anderson (Advanced),
Greg Christopher, James Allen
Ford (Advanced), Russ Kaplan,
S a r a  L e v i n e a n d  K a r l a
Momberger. Directed by Shawn
Churchman and performed at the
Duplex (61 Christopher Street at
7th Avenue) Performances 
Schedule: Saturday Feb 9 at 8pm,
Sunday Feb 17 at 7pm, Monday
Feb 18 at 7pm, Saturday Feb 23
at 6pm, Thursday Feb 28 at 10pm, 
Saturday March 2 at 6pm. 
Please call (212) 255-5438 for 
reservations. $5 cover plus 
2 drink minimum, cash only. 
Web: www.bobrossjuicebox.com. 
Email: info@bobrossjuicebox.com.

THE BIRTH
This third event in the Raw

Impressions Musical Theatre
series, presented by La Mama
e.t.c. featured contributions by
William Wade (First Year), Jeffrey
Stock (alumnus), Anita Hollander
(alumna), Tim Mathis (Second
Year) and Andrew Gerle (partici-
pating collaborator). Ms. Hollander
also performed, and Mr. Gerle 
was co-musical director with 
Douglas Maxwell.

DOCTORS & NURSES: A MUSI-
CAL BURLESQUE

debuted in the Ballroom at the
Society Hill Sheraton in Philadel-
phia this New Year's Eve, pro-
duced by Bistro Productions.
With music and lyrics by Claudia
Perry (alumnus) and book by
David Micun and Ms. Perry, the
musical consists of original sketch
comedies and songs. Claudia
likes to describe the hour and a
half musical as “Sugar Babies”
meets “Saturday Night Live” in a
hospital.

HEAVEN KNOWS
book, music and lyrics by

C h a r l e s  B l o o m ( F i r s t  
Ye a r )  w i l l  d e b u t  a s  p a r t  
of the 2002-2003 season at 
The Spirit of Broadway Theater 
(24 Chestnut Street, Norwich, 
CT 06360, [860] 886-2378, 
www.spiritofbroadway.org). The
show is a one-act, 80-90 minute
musical about an actress in New
York,  who spends 24 hours with
God who, in several, varied incar-
nations, takes her on a whirlwind,
deconstucting and rebuilding tour
of her, her life and the other peo-
ple in it. We experience God as a
black man, an old Jewish lady, a
gay man, etc. Artistic director
Brett Bernadini will direct.

MONO Á MONO
an evening of monologues by

Isadore Elias (Advanced), per-
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Herschel Bernardi, Chita Rivera,
Nancy Dussault (a then-unknown
Paul Sorvino was the “2nd Patrol-
man”…); perhaps it was the modal
“gypsy” music (i.e. ersatz and
somehow vaguely “Jewish”),
“gypsy” dancing (ditto) and
“gypsy” patois (ditto…). But all of
these combined nonetheless to
make the experience of seeing the
far less-than-perfect “Bajour”
most pleasurable indeed—even
genuinely exciting. And remember,
“Hello, Dolly!”, “Funny Girl,” and
“Fiddler…” were all running at this
time, too—so you know those
rose-colored glasses were planted
firmly in front of my eyes! 

“Bajour” is the story of a tribe of
gypsies living in New York who
become the subject of a fledgling
(and highly impressionable)
anthropologist…whose love-inter-
est is a police lieutenant…who
happens to be investigating a tribe
of gypsies l iving in New
York…(you get the idea). The book
and score are by Ernest Kinoy and
Walter Marks respectively—who in
1968 gave us “Golden Rainbow,”

with stars Steve Lawrence and
Eydie Gorme. By the way, “Golden
Rainbow”’s 11-month run was 4
months longer than “Bajour”’s 7-
month Broadway stint (the show
closed shortly after being over-
looked by the Tony Awards).

To this day, though, listening to
the cast album remains a pleasure
—certainly more for its ability to
summon up those high-school
salad days than for its contribution
to the American musical theatre.
Or perhaps it’s for the reminder of
who the musical director was:
Lehman Engel… 

My more serious and guiltier
pleasure, however (and one that
needs fewer justif ications for
being a personal fave), is the now
equally obscure “Two Gentlemen
of Verona”—which won the Tony
for Best Musical in 1972 and ran
on Broadway for a year and a half.
I love late ‘60s/early ‘70s-style
rock music and especially loved
the way it was used to theatrical
ends in this almost unrevivable
musical. The songs in the score
(by Galt MacDermott and John
Guare—with additional lyrics by
some guy named “Shakespeare”)
move the plot, develop character,
and are by turns melodic, driving,
soulful, and entertaining. 

So, why “unrevivable”? Well,
these days, it’s certifiably hippy-
dippy and fuzzy with its “peace,
beads and granola” sentiment. Yet
it was exactly this “make love, not
war” message that resonated so
strongly with younger (and older)
audiences who were mystified and
angered by our continued involve-

(Continued on page 19)



formed by the author, Alex
Emanuel, Susan J. Jacks and
Bruce Mohat, and directed by
Thomas Abbey, Mark Armstrong
and Manfred Bormann was pre-
sented for a l imited run by 
Vertical Player Repertory in 
early February.

MURDER IN BAKER STREET
“A Deadly Comedy”—and a

Sherlock Holmes pastiche—by
Judd Woldin (emeritus), directed
by Ike Schambelan, is being pre-
sented by Theater by the Blind at
the Mint Space (311 West 43rd
Street, 5th Floor, a few doors
west of 8th Avenue) from Febru-
ary 22 through March 10. The
performance schedule is Tues-
days through Saturdays at
7:00pm, Saturday and Sunday
matinees at 3:00. Tickets are $19,
$15 for students and seniors. 
They are available through 
SmartTix: www.smarttix.com or 
(212) 206-1515.

A NIGHT OF ONE ACTS
Was presented by the All Over

Theater Company at Theater 22
on February 14-16. Playwrights:
Craig Fols (Librettists), Cathy
Celesia, Elliot Hayes and Rich
Orloff. Players: Rocco Turso,
Najla Said, Sarina Mennasemay,
Angela Hughes, Joane Kaplan,
Stephen Kosmicki, and Eleonora
Madriñàn. Directors: Fols, Turso
and Tamela Aldridge. 

THE SACRIFICE 
a play by John Ross Sorkin

(Librettists) was presented at
Fleetwood Stage (Platform

Series) in New Rochelle, NY on
January 25-27

In Cabaret
LETTERS TO SANTA

a novelty holiday song with
lyrics by Bethany McLure
(Advanced) and music by Howard
Levitsky (Advanced), is being per-
formed by songstress Wendy Kelly
as part of her new cabaret act,
“Make Up On My Faces.” The
song was introduced on Friday,
February 1, at Danny's Skylight
Room. This represents the NYC-
cabaret debut for both authors.

WAGNER ROLES
A comic song by Ben Moore

(alumnus) about the perils of being
typecast as a Wagnerian soprano
was cited by The New York Times
as “the clear highlight” of a vocal
recital performed by opera star
Deborah Voigt. 

In Concert
HEAR AND NOW: 
CONTEMPORARY LYRICISTS
WITH MICHAEL WINTHER

part of Lincoln Center's Amer-
ican Songbook series, wil l
include the work of lyricist 
Maryrose Wood (Second Year)
and composer Andrew Gerle
(participating collaborator). Perfor-
mances are Friday April 12, 2002,
8:00 pm and 10:00 pm at the
Stanley H. Kaplan Penthouse.
Tickets: $45 (8:00 pm) and $30
(10:00 pm), wine included.
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Personals
LOOKING FOR COMPOSER/
LYRICIST TO COLLABORATE
ON AUDUBON MUSICAL

After many years of research
and writing, I completed in March
of 2001 the writing of a screenplay
based on the lives and love of
John James Audubon (1785-
1851) and his remarkable wife
Lucy. My mentor for this project is
Hal Ackerman, a senior member
of the professional screenwriting
faculty at UCLA. Mr. Ackerman
and I agree that the story should
first be told in musical theater.

I will write the libretto with guid-
ance from Mr. Ackerman, whose
background is in musical theater.
Although I am a musician of sorts,
I lack the background to write the
music and lyrics for the story. I am
seeking a composer/lyricist who
might consider collaboration on
this project.

My vision and goal is a musical
stage play that would tell this
incredible “American love story” in
a way that would entertain the
entire family and would stand it
proudly beside the classics. As for
my own financial goals, they are
charitable.

Anyone interested please 
contact Terrence M. McCauley 
(509) 782-1023 or email 
tmlaw@televar.com.

SEEKING COMPOSER/LYRICIST
for quirky new musical comedy.

Show is being shopped to pro-
ducers and festivals. Book 
already complete. For more 

information please call David at 
(212) 744-9550.

COMPOSER WANTED 
FOR MUSICAL

based on an original, historically
accurate Biblical theme. The story
and lyrics are complete and are
ready for collaboration. Geograph-
ical separation will almost certain-
ly be an issue as the author lives
in Colorado. If interested, please
send a representative tape or con-
tact:  Paul Colwell via phone—
(970) 845-7472—or email:
paulkath@vail.net.

SEEKING COMPOSER/
COLLABORATOR 

For musical play in New York
setting. Have book and need
music for ten songs. Call Nita at
(212) 582-3568 or leave message.

WANTED: COMPOSER 
WITH ITALIAN SOUL

Lyricist/librettist, formerly of
Lehman's workshop, has original
musical now ready for composer.
All characters and book fully
developed, all scenes plotted with
song placements, many song
titles and a number of lyrics. Am
awaiting a composer with a love
of Italy and romance.  I love the
theme from “Il Postino.” 
Do you?  Let's talk. Contact:
saluteatutti@nyc.rr.com.
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ed Stephen Sondheim (chair-
man), Sheldon Harnick, Richard
Maltby, Jack Beeson, William
Bolcom, R.W.B. Lewis and BMI
Workshop alumna Lynn Ahrens. 

Richard Rodgers, who was the
first musical theater composer
elected to the Academy, endowed
the annual awards with a one-mil-
lion-dollar gift in 1978, to encour-
age new talent in the field of musi-
cal theatre. The awards provide
financial support for full produc-
tions and studio productions, as
well as staged readings; and since
1980, there have been 51 awards
given. And while the Academy
also gives annual awards in paint-
ing, sculpture, architecture, litera-
ture and music composition, the
Rodgers is their only award open
to competition. Applications may
be obtained by sending a self-
addressed, stamped envelope
to the American Academy of
Arts and Letters, 633 West 155th
Street, New York, NY 10032.

CALICO THUNDER 
by former BMI Workshop mem-

ber Robert Terry has been pro-
claimed the "Official New York
State Historical Musical Drama"
by Governor Pataki.  First per-
formed in August 1996, it will
receive a new production to open
July 25th, 2002 in Loch Sheldrake
New York.

THE DEVIL’S MUSIC: THE LIFE
AND BLUES OF BESSIE SMITH

Librettist Angelo Parra's criti-
cally acclaimed play with music,
was named one of the “Top Ten
Off-Broadway Experiences of

2001” by The New York Daily
News on December 25—an unex-
pected but much appreciated
Christmas present! Plans are in
the works for an open-ended Off-
Broadway run of “The Devil's
Music” sometime in early 2002.

NORMAL
A musical by Yvonne Adrian

(Librettists), Cheryl Stern, Tom
Kochan, and director, Jack Cum-
mings III , has earned for its
authors a grant from the
Jonathan Larson Foundation.
Submitted under the auspices of
the Lark Theatre Company,
“Normal” was presented last fall in
Downbeat III by MusicalWriters
Playground. After three weeks of
rehearsals, the show will be given
a "Bare Bones" Presentation of
eight performances in May at the
Lark Theatre Company, John Eis-
ner, Artistic Director. The Larson
Awards will be presented at their
annual Ceremony Luncheon on
Valentine’s Day at Club 21.

PHOENIX PARK 
(A POET'S JOURNEY)

an opera by Ilsa Gilbert (Libret-
tist alumnus) and composer David
Strickland (Advanced) has recent-
ly earned a $15,000 grant for its
authors, given by the Department
of Cultural Affairs of NYC. The
opera, commissioned by Down-
town Music Productions, and in
progress for the past year, will be
directed by Tom O'Horgan
(Broadway productions of “Hair”,
“Jesus Christ Superstar” and 
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And the
Winner Is…
THE 2002 RICHARD RODGERS
DEVELOPMENT AWARDS…

…were granted to two musicals
by BMI Workshop members. In
alphabetical order, they are:

“The Fabulist”—an epic fanta-
sy-fable about a hunchack, dwarf,
mute slave in ancient Greece, who
performs a heroic deed and is
rewarded by the muses with
speech, story, insight and reason;

and uses the
fables he can
subsequen t l y
create to pursue
his prophesied
fate as a free
man at Delphi. The 
slave’s name…is
Aesop. Book by

Stephen Wi tk in ( L ib re t t i s ts
alumnus), music 
and lyrics by 
David Spencer
(Advanced and
C o m m i t t e e ) ,
based on the
1993 novel by
John Vornholt.
(Vornholt, by the

way, originally
conceived and
worked on “The
Fabulist” as a
musical—in the
BMI Workshop,
L o s  A n g e l e s

branch, during the late ’70’s, when
it was run by Lehman Engel. Mr.
Vornholt is an alumnus too…)

“The Tutor”—a witty, edgy, six-
character, original musical about
the relationship between a neurot-

ic would-be nov-
elist and the
privileged, faux-
punk New York
teenager he’s
b e e n  h i r e d
t o  g e t  i n t o  
Princeton. Book 
and lyrics by 

Maryrose Wood (Second Year),
m u s i c  b y  A n d r e w  G e r l e
(part icipating
collaborator).  
(This is the 
second award 
the in-progress 
musical has
received. While
in development
at the Eugene
O’Neill Music Theatre Confer-
ence this past summer, it earned
for Ms. Wood the very first annual
Georgia Bogardus Holoff 
Lyricist Award.)

The Richard Rodgers Develop-
ment Award allotted to each musi-
cal consists of $38,000 toward a
staged reading, to be presented in
the calendar year 2002 by a not-
for-profit theatre experienced in
producing musicals; and $3,000
for each of the authors. The award
is administered by the American
Academy of Arts and Letters.
The submissions are judged blind
(no by-lines) and this year the
awards panel, most of whom are
members of the Academy, includ-
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ished by September 13, it was
recorded on September 21, 2001
at NOLA studios in NYC. Over 20
Broadway performers and 20 chil-
dren from Pennsylvania donated
their time and money to make the
recording possible. All proceeds
from CD and choral music sales
go to the “We Choose Love”
corporation, which supports
counseling services to aid in the
emotional healing of those
affected by the tragedy. CDs
and choral music can be pur-
chased by calling 1-(800)-628-
6204.

BMI JOINS NAMT

The BMI/Lehman Engel Musical The-
atre Workshop was recently selected
to join the National Alliance for
Musical Theater (NAMT). Founded
in 1985, NAMT is the only national
service organization for musical the-
atre. Its membership includes the-
atres, booking and presenting organi-
zations, universities, and indepen-
dent producers. Located throughout
32 states, Canada, Finland, Spain,
and the United Kingdom, member
companies vary substantially in size,
structure, and purpose, reflecting the
increasing diversity of the field. Their
common bond is a shared commit-
ment to preserve and enhance musi-
cal theatre as the art form that is
America's contribution to 
world stages.

The mission of the National Alliance
for Musical Theater is to advance
musical theatre by providing leader-
ship and promoting artistic excel-
lence, communication, advocacy,
collaboration, financial stability, edu-
cation, audience development and
relevance.

The goals of the organization are:

• To nurture the creation, develop-
ment, production, presentation, and
recognition of new musicals… 

• To invigorate the production, pre-
sentation, and recognition of musical
theater classics…

• To provide a forum for the sharing
of resources and information relating
to professional musical theater…

• And to celebrate the imagination,
diversity, and joy unique to 
musical theater.
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“Lenny”) with production slated
sometime at the end of 2002.

MY GRANDFATHER KNEW
FRANZ KLINE

a short story by Jerry James
( L i b r e t t i s t s )  h a s  b e e n  
awarded second place in the 
San Diego Writers' Cooperative 
3rd Annual Writing Contest . 
Winning entries will be published 
o n  t h e  S D W C  w e b s i t e :
www.sandiegowriters.org. But
Jerry's story appears here first.
See the last two pages of the
Newsletter!

Shelf Life
ANNIE LEBEAUX 
PERFORMS RARE AND 
RIDICULOUS VAUDEVILLE
SONGS (1903-1926)

On her new CD, the veteran
Advanced composer-lyricist plays
and sings her favorites from sheet
music she’s found in antique
stores in her travels up and down
the Mississippi River system, as
entertainer on the Delta Queen
steamboat. Said a review of new
winter releases for 2001/02 in
Show Music Magazine: “This is a
winning program…Lebeaux has
the style down right, sounding as
if she belongs on a vaudeville
stage.” Hear songs with titles like:
If You Talk in Your Sleep, Don’t
Mention My Name, Under the
Anheuser Bush and My Barney
Lies Over the Ocean (The Way
He Lied to Me)—and 13 more!
Inside, you’ll learn about their

songwriters, from the forgotten to
the famous. If you’d like a copy,
you can find one at Footlight
Records, 113 East 12th Street—
or send $16 to: Annie Lebeaux’s
CD, 35 East 35th Street #9H,
New York NY 10016.

AMERICA LIVES ON
Steve Yorra (composer,

Advanced) has written music and
lyrics to this patriotic anthem,
recorded by Sal Viviano on
Jerome Records, the only original
song included in a compilation of
standards performed by broadway
and cabaret stars including Karen
Mason , Stephanie Pope, 
Jeff Harnar and Kristopher
Mcdowell. George Small is pro-
ducing with Daryl Kojak arrang-
ing.  The CD release date is 
February. Proceeds benefit
The World Trade Center Fund.
For further details log onto 
www.jeromerecords.com.

MISGUIDING LIGHT
An internet video series, with

theme song music and underscor-
ing by Patrick Dwyer (Second
Year) and lyrics by Kimberly
Hamilton is scheduled to launch
on January 25, 2002 to coincide
with “The Guiding Light”'s 65th
anniversary of its init ial radio
broadcast.   This parody/homage
of the soap opera may be seen at
the official Guiding Light website:
www.soapcity.com/gl.

WE CHOOSE LOVE
a pop/gospel song written by

Beth Falcone (First Year), in
response to September 11, Fin-
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There were more than a thousand 
bees 

Springing up like weeds.
There were rows of ev'ry shape 

and size.

There were copper-bottomed 
timpani in horse platoons—

Thundering, thundering on their 
merry way.

Double-bell emporiums and 
harpsichords—

Harpsicords having their big fat say.

And so on.

* * * * *

A few years ago on a stock tour of
“Follies,” Maxine Andrews of the
Andrews Sisters was hired to play
the babe who sings Broadway
Baby. One night she went up on
her lyrics and warbled—

At my tiny flat,
There's just my cat…
A bear and a stick.

* * * * *

Elaine Stritch was in the road
company of “Mame,” playing Vera
with Celeste Holm in the title role.
Stritch kept bugging Jerry Herman
to let her play Mame when Ms.
Holm went on vacation. Mr. Her-
man kept telling her she was a
perfect Vera, and to please contin-
ue in that capacity when Holm
was out. Stritch was persistent.
Finally Jerry Herman softened and
agreed to let her play Mame for
the week.That Tuesday evening he
stood at the back of the theatre.
Stritch entered looking dazzling,
lifted her arms and sang—

Light the carpet,
Crash the cymbal,
Throw spaghetti—
It's today!

Lastly, Barry Brown told me this
true story about one night on
Broadway with “Mame”:

In the second act, the Upsons,
revolted by the treatment they
have endured, angrily prepare to
leave Mame's apartment. The
actual dialogue reads—

Mr Upson: “I've had enough!
Are you ready, Doris?”

Mrs. Upson: “I've been ready
for hours!”

However, that night it went—

Mr. Upson: “I'm going! Are you
coming, Doris?”

Mrs. Upson: “I've been coming
for hours!”

Barry said both
Angela Lansbury
and Bea Arthur
lost it. Ms. Arthur
collapsed on the
couch in hysterics.
M s .  L a n s b u r y
chose to open the

window and stick her head out.
Nothing would ever grow there
again.

DESERT SONGS
by Jordan Brown

When the movie “Ishtar” opened
in 1987, Roger Ebert didn’t mince
words. He dismissed it as “a truly
dreadful film, a lifeless, massive,
lumbering exercise in failed come-
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dy.” Luckily, I happened to see
this infamous flick at a preview
screening—a few weeks before
most critics blasted it. 

Unaware that I was supposed
to hate “Ishtar,” I was charmed by
much of Elaine May’s off-beat
story of two struggling songwrit-
ers, Lyle Rogers and Chuck
Clarke, played by Dustin Hoffman

and  War ren
Beatty. What
these charac-
ters lack in
musical talent,
they make up
for in over-the-
top enthusiasm
for songwriting.
I am especially
f o n d  o f  t h e

scenes that show them brain-
storming lyrics, such as:

She said, “Come look! There’s a 
wardrobe of love in my eyes.

Take your time, look around, and 
see if there’s something 
your size.

During a piano gig at a noisy
restaurant, Dustin Hoffman’s char-
acter honors an elderly couples’
wedding anniversary with an origi-
nal love song:

I promised I’d love you forever,
A promise I’m planning to keep. 
You’ll be well taken care of after 

I’m gone
Off to the land of the Big Sleep.
I’m leaving some love in my will.
Yes, I’m leaving some love in 

my will…

What I found especially engag-
ing about these characters was

their total obsession with song-
writing. At one point, a distressed
Dustin Hoffman sits on the open
window sill of his high-rise, and
contemplates suicide. Despite his
depression, he’s thinking up lyrics
such as: “I’m finally on the ledge /
I’m finally on the edge of my
life…” Or, later, when the song-
writers are stranded in the Sahara,
thirsty and starving, crawling
along the sand, they invent lyrics
about water. Rogers and Clarke
worry that if they don’t get back to
the Ishtar Hilton by evening, they’ll
miss their performance and will
“never work in Morocco again.”

Don’t get me wrong. Most of
this movie is a turkey. The whole
espionage story in Morocco, the
blind camel episode (don’t ask),
and the sappy love story are
mostly cliché-ridden drivel. But as
a neophyte songwriter back in the
80s, I found it strangely comfort-
ing and liberating to see these
characters gleefully writing bad,
bad lyrics.

[Editor’s Note: A guiltily worth-
while exchange from this very
movie:

Our heroes are stranded in the
desert. Beatty has passed out
under the merciless sun, Hoffman
tries to wake him as huge, dark,
winged predators circle and start
to land. Finally Beatty rouses, and
reacts to the creatures with bewil-
derment. “Birds—?”

“They’re buzzards,” Hoffman
explains. “They’re waiting for you
to die.”

Beatty thinks about this for a
beat. Then says: “What, you mean
they’re here on spec?”]
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sion of J.R.R. Tolkien’s “The Hob-
bit.” I memorized the 2-LP sound-
track album growing up, it’s
ingrained in my subconscious,
and so naturally I love it. The
video, still very much in print, tells
the story of Bilbo Baggins, who
finds a ring and goes on a great 

a d v e n t u r e
with a wizard
a n d  1 3
d w a r v e s .
What could
be more of a
guilty plea-
s u r e  t h a n
that? 

The voice
over perfor-
mances are
terrific. Orson
B e a n  a s
Bilbo; Texan
John Huston

as Gandalf; and Brother Theodore
as a crazy, tragic, unforgettable
Gollum. 

It’s not a musical but there are
plenty of songs (music by Maury
Laws and lyrics by Jules Bass,
adapting Tolkein’s verse), some
sung full-throatedly by an odd-
sounding Glenn Yarbrough. Inter-
estingly, the use of music in this
cartoon is similar to  that of “The
Graduate,” with the songs as a
counterpoint to the action and
occasionally a window into the
inner mind of the main character. 

I recommend watching this
movie at 1:00 in the morning; it
goes great with peanut butter.

EIGHT IS ENOUGH?
by Richard Engquist

1. “Aspects of Love”: Rich,
inconsequential, self-absorbed

characters nattering on about next
to nothing. Just like real life, but
funnier.

2. “Rockabye Hamlet”: Won-
derful dance music; otherwise, the
worst idea I’ve ever seen realized
on a stage.

3. “Annie Get Your Gun,” the
1966 revival: Ethel in pink tights.

4. Mae West in “Diamond Lil”:
Mae was in her late 50’s: the other
women in the cast looked older
and uglier. Priceless.

5. “Mahagonny” (1970): The
leading man was stout, unsexy
and the opposite of butch. Cast-
ing this bad happens only once in
a century.

6. “Welcome to the Club”
(1989): How comforting to know
that professionals can come up
with something this awful.

7. “Over Here” (1973): A pure
pastiche score by the Sherman
brothers; great hoofing by Ann
Reinking and John Travolta; and
Live! On Stage! In Person!—Patty
and Maxene Andrews, sounding
very much the way they sounded
in 1938. Great nostalgia, if totally
ersatz.

8. Finally, and above (or below)
all—Joseph Papp’s 1976 pro-
duction of “The Threepenny
Opera” at Lincoln Center: How to
butcher a masterpiece—weird
casting, bizarre choices, and a
translation that was the most
unsingable I’ve ever heard.
Beyond ghastly.

LEISURE PLEASURE
by Stephen Witkin

“Guilty Pleasures”—just thinking
about it, I expect a nun to sneak

RAP MUSICAL
by John Driver

It was deep into December of
1990 and “Shogun: the Musical”
wasn’t doing well. The show had
opened to tepid reviews and a set
piece that fell from the grid hitting
Blackthorne, our male lead, hadn’t
helped either. I had written book
and lyrics, having spent four years
off and on with producer James
Clavell—a collaboration I pro-
foundly treasure to this day. But
the show’s promise was fading
fast and obviously I was feeling
partly responsible. In all fairness
the blame lay on many shoulders.
For instance, one member of our
creative team used to kill time at
top level meetings passing around
copies of Hustler and regularly
came up with such innovative
ideas as painting nipples on body
suits. I doubt this person was able
to spell the word “book” let alone
grasp its significance to a musical. 
That evening I was in an especially
down mood because another
member of the creative team had
just threatened my life. A year ear-
lier in a pub in London he had
excitedly remarked, “John, I just
tried crack. It’s incredible!”

These were dark times and I
had just fled from backstage into
the house intending to catch the
first act when I realized that sitting
in front of me was an audible dis-
parager. Everyone around him was
being forced to listen to his run-
ning commentary: A put down. A
chortle. A snotty comment. A mild
guffaw. Etc. This continued for
three numbers then came a

“thwuk”—the sound of two knuck-
les connecting with the back of a
head. Not hard enough to cause
even a mild injury, but a blow
more like a firm rap on a door.
Shocked and surprised, the heck-
ler stood and, in a huff, left the
theater. He subsequently wrote a
letter of complaint to the general
manager who courteously apolo-
gized. 

I have always denied and con-
tinue to deny any complicity in this
incident. And, in fact, that kind of
behavior is out of character for
me. However, if you do happen to
be an audible disparager and you
ever attend a show I’m involved
with, it may be worth a glance
over your shoulder to be sure I’m
not in the seat behind you.

LUCEEE, YOU HAVE SOME
’SPLAININ’ TO DOOOO…

by Shiela K. Adams

Nothing can quite compare to the
sight of the curtain going up on
“Sarava” upon what looked like
the Desi Arnaz Orquestra which
appeared to be mounted on the
back wall of the set like a butterfly
collection.

THERE AND BACK AGAIN
by Robert Lopez

Forget Peter Jackson’s critically
acclaimed “Fellowship of the
Ring,” with its deftly adapted
screenplay and 13 Oscar nomina-
tions. 

For me, the original is still the
best, and by that I mean Rankin
and Bass’s 1978 animated TV ver-

22



25

everybody was well out of range,
and the way it happened, even
the most preoccupied performer
would have known to get out of
the way in time.

The moment where the bridge
seemed like it really might kill
someone happened early in Act
One. Surprisingly, this is not part
of the legend at all, and seems to
have been forgotten. But not by
me.

(A brief sidebar for those unfa-
miliar with the debut Broadway
production and/or the videotape
of the subsequent road tour:
Depending upon where you sat in
the Uris [now the Gershwin] The-
atre, the “Sweeney Todd” set
slightly or greatly overwhelmed
the small story Stephen Sondheim
and Hugh Wheeler [after Christo-
pher Bond] were trying to tell. The
central wagon depicting
Sweeney’s tonsorial parlor and
Mrs. Lovett’s pie shop was sur-
rounded by director Harold
Prince’s vision: heavy steel indicia
of the dehumanizing Industrial
Revolution. This included a bridge
[actually a piece of a bridge that
looked like it might well have been
excised from London Bridge itself]
that spanned almost the width of
the stage. Sometimes it was still,
allowing access and egress to
platforms on either end, often-
times it was in motion, going
slowly up or slowly down during a
musical moment. The bridge was
clearly heavy, and while I don’t
know the full details of its mecha-
nism, one could see that it was
suspended by four chains.)

The rowboat wagon was being

pulled diagonally downstage, and
in it were Len Cariou (Sweeney)
seated at the rear, and Victor Gar-
ber (Anthony) in front of him
singing, “I have sailed the world,
beheld its wonders…” 

The boat passed under the
bridge, which had not yet been
required to move, and just as Car-
iou’s head cleared the bridge’s
potential vertical path, the thing
juddered, loudly, visibly, heavily,
threateningly—

Ca-CHUNK!
—and you knew it could mash

a person like a potato if it fell, and
you could see the taut chains
holding it on either side get tauter,
and hold it they did, but that
nightmare sound had been so
sudden and startling that Cariou’s
head whipped around, the expres-
sion on his face reading, “What
the hell was that?” And then,
almost as if it had never been, the
moment, if not the danger, was
over, Cariou flipped right back into
the universe of the play, and the
bridge behaved.

Until Act Two.
This is the moment in the show

where everything is starting to
unravel—the lunatics have
escaped from the asylum, Antho-
ny and Johanna are on the run,
Tobias, having discovered Mrs.
Lovett’s awful secret, has gone
into hiding in the dark catacombs
beneath the meat-grinding
room—and way downstage,
Sweeney, holding a lantern, and
Mrs. Lovett (Angela Lansbury) are
below, looking for him, singing
their eerily menacing recitative—

“Toby, where are you, love?”
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up and smack me on the back of
the head with a ruler. However,
since I’ve never been exposed to
nuns, except on the label of a
wine bottle, “Guilty” and “Plea-
sure” go together like bacon and
Yom Kippur.

I love to hang out in Rizzoli
bookstores and thumb through
coffee table books that cost more
than a coffee table. There’s noth-
ing like running barefoot through
the glossy pages of “Homes And
Haciendas” and stubbing your eye
on a sun-splashed villa in Capri. 

Lying on the sofa, channel-surf-
ing through waves of endless crap
is a pleasure du guilt. But then
there’s all those re-runs of The
Golden Girls! I can lip-synch to
every episode. More grazing. More
crap. I’ll stop at anything in glori-
ous Technicolor. Makes me want
to curl up in a fetal position and
stick my thumb in my mouth.
Sometimes I’ll click back and forth
between programs to create a dia-
logue between Barney and Ted
Koppel. Uh-oh. Think I need a life.
Does that mean I should cease my
guilty pleasure of wearing a Walk-
man with the sound turned off so
that I can eavesdrop on conversa-
tions? No more hotel lobby-sit-
ting? Or sitting through movie
credits waiting for silly names to
roll by? 

These days, my favorite guilty
pleasure is driving aimlessly
through the Hollywood Hil ls
“oohing” and “aaahhing” at
homes with my dog Blanche, in
my rear-view mirror. Why just last
week I saw Tom Bosley taking out
the garbage. Guilty. But no plea-

sure. 
But the great thing about being

a writer? You never know when a
guilty pleasure can turn into an
innocent inspiration—and the gas
is deductible. 

LONDON BRIDGE IS 
FALLING DOWN

by David Spencer

It was 1979, the Sunday matinee
press preview, “Sweeney Todd:
The Demon Barber of Fleet Street”
would officially open the Thursday
following. I was seated in the cen-
ter orchestra, toward the front,
having already seen the show
once at an early preview…at
which I had surreptitiously boot-
legged a recording of the then-in-
progress score for myself (using a
mini-mic jacked into my $29
Panasonic brick-box utility cas-
sette recorder). So at this second
pre-cast album viewing, many fas-
cinated illegal listenings later, I
knew the play pretty well. 

Probably because it tells more
harrowingly if exaggerated, the
legend is that when the bridge on
the set of “Sweeney Todd” col-
lapsed, actors were very nearly
seriously injured; and true enough,
there could have been a tragedy—
but at the point of the actual fall,
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“Toby, where are you, lad?”
“Nothing’s gonna harm you…“
—and on those ironic words,

the bridge, upstage of them, 
starts descending—

“Toby…“
“Not while I’m around…“ 
—Slowly, steadily lowering—
“Toby… “
“Nothing’s gonna harm you,

darling…”
“Nothing to be afraid of, boy!”
—and possibly if you’d never

seen “Sweeney Todd” before, you
might think the bridge was doing
what it was supposed to, just one
more element of the hellish col-
lage that was building—

“Not while I’m around”
“Tohhhhhhhh-beeeeeeeeeee…”
—but I had seen the show and I

was thinking: Why is the bridge
sinking into Mrs. Lovett’s cellar? Is
the PSM calling the cues proper-
ly? What—?

“Demons are prowling ev’ry-
where nowadays…”

—and the steel monster keeps
bearing downward at its curious,
agonizing crawl—

—until it reaches what would be
shoulder level or a bit lower on an
average-sized man.

And then it drops to the stage. 
Fast.

WHUMP!!!
And the support chains,

wrenched from their moorings,
can be heard machine-gunning
furiously through their bolt holes in
the flies, steel whipping against
steel—

Clackety-clackety-
clackety-clackety

—as they too are pulled stage-

ward, and as the final links rattle
free, the spilling chains too crash
to the floor like two powerful metal
snakes—

Chink! Chink!
Silence.
Then Len Cariou looks over his

shoulder. The menace leaves his
expression and he closes his
eyes, bending over in helpless
laughter. Lansbury starts laughing
too; and both a little giddy now,
knowing there’s nothing else to do
for the moment, they head right,
offstage. 

The chorus of Lunatics, howev-
er, isn’t yet hip to the situation and
they come barreling in for their
upstage entrance—

“City on fire! Rats in the grass
and the lunatics yelling at the…” 

But it becomes difficult to know
exactly what the lunatics are
yelling at, for the chorus diction
quickly deteriorates into a con-
fused muddle when they realize
there’s nowhere to go, there’s a
big freaking bridge blocking their
path, and as they too start to dis-
pense—

Merle Louise comes on from
the left as the Beggar Woman,
singing, “Beadle…Beadle…” ges-
turing pathetically…and when she,
the last to know, takes a good
look at the chaos, the gesture
transforms into a perfectly timed
Yiddish-theatre shrug, and making
a  bemused face to match, she
too ambles offstage.

Now a player not in the cast list
makes his entrance. It’s Hal
Prince, glasses propped atop his
bald head in the signature manner.
He introduces himself and assures
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the audience that “the show will
continue—as soon as I can figure
out how to do it.” The audience,
which has been laughing good-
naturedly up to now gives him a
round of applause.

The rest is kind of anti-climac-
tic. After a few minutes, members
of the stage crew emerged and
just pushed the bridge all the way
upstage against the set’s rear
wall. The beast had served its
function, back there it would not
impede any more of the story or
staging, and the play did indeed
finish, picking up again at the
search for Toby.

But, to use that line from “Fol-
lies,” the event is like a movie in
my head that plays and plays—
forever captured, along with the
knowledge that the big set piece,
right then, had just made a little
history.

And what makes it a guilty
pleasure?

Why, the telling, of course. I’ve
dined out on this one for years…

GROWNUPS
by Jerry James

I  once saw Robert Goulet 
be good.

T h i s
s ta tement
usually elic-
i t s  T h e
M i c h a e l
B o l t o n
R e a c t i o n :
that stunned
silence and
perceptible
d r a w i n g

away which occurs when someone
announces they actually like Michael
Bolton.

Robert Goulet, who might as
well have “Product of Wisconsin”
stamped on his forehead? That
Robert Goulet?

Yes. At the first preview of “The
Happy Time” circa January 1,
1968, Robert Goulet was good.

I had seen his Billy Bigelow on
television and found it much bet-
ter than anticipated, but that was-
n’t the same thing as sitting in the
last row of the balcony of the
Broadway Theatre at the age of
21 trying to screen out the follow-
spot operator yelling, “OK, now
you’re gonna pick her up down
left!” over the roar of the
Supertroupers.

Meanwhile, on stage in “The
Happy Time” Robert Goulet was
funny and touching and real, and
he sang the songs as if he were in
a show he cared about very
much, not as if he were working a
room at the Copa. And when he
gave up the girl and made his
beloved nephew hate him for the
greater good, he was even a little
bit noble.

“Jacques, my son, you did that
very well,” said David Wayne as
Goulet’s father, and I agreed.
Robert Goulet had grown up.

Then he won the Tony, but “The
Happy Time” was really pretty
bad, and Robert Goulet never got
a chance to be grown up or good
again. He should have.

* * * * *
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sons, rival Hollywood gossip
columnists, served to further the
plot by several appearances, joint-
ly singing “Gossip/Gossip/Scan-
dal/Outrage” as the lyric contin-
ued to tel l  the audience the
shocking details of Monroe’s life.
Never mind that the real l i fe
Hedda was tall and slim and wore
outrageous hats and Parsons was
fat and dumpy. Both these ladies
were fat and dumpy with hats.

The eleven o’clock number,
Miss Bubbles (“They call me Miss
Bubbles/I can’t tell you why…”),
featured two chorines sitt ing
inside oversized champagne
glasses. Then four chorus boys
appeared playing plumbers. We
knew they were plumbers
because they carried clear Lucite
handled plungers and wore white
overalls and not much else. A ref-
erence book I just checked tells us
that this number came right before
Marilyn’s suicide, but my recollec-
tion is that the show’s curtain
came down without any mention
of Monroe’s death, despite the
many warnings given by the “Des-
tiny” trio.

“Marilyn” had Broadway insid-
ers grumbling before it opened.
The writers (at least two com-
posers and two lyricists) were
based in Los Angeles and the
word from Out There was “those
Hollywood people are going to
show Broadway how it’s sup-
posed to be done.” The music
department (conductor, arrangers,
dance arrangers) were New York
based, however, and of course the
most professional members of the
production—including in their

ranks several BMI Workshop
members, whom we wil l  not
embarrass by naming. The gig
was a paycheck for a number of
weeks; leave it at that.

People magazine did a fancy
layout on the show, bemoaning
the fact that the houses were
packed but the show was not
making money. Guess that People
never heard of Paper.

* * * * *

Neil Simon Theatre, Fall. 1986:
“Into the Light.”

The infamous Shroud of Turin
musical. Broadway wags were
alternately calling it “Rag” and “A
Face in the Shroud.” Dean Jones
was making a Broadway come-
back a number of years after
“Company” in the leading role;
and Susan Bigelow, who would
cinch her reputation as City
Opera’s Nellie Forbush, played his
long-suffering wife. The Jones
character was a lapsed Christian
who, come the end of the show,
found his faith by proving that the
Shroud of Turin was not a fake. 

The Jones and Bigelow charac-
ters were parents of a little boy
(Danny Gerard), so lonely that the
bookwriter invented an imaginary
friend for the kid, (I think the pro-
gram called him “Friend”) played
by a clown white-faced mime. By
the final curtain, Little Boy Lost
lost his imaginary fr iend and
gained a real father. And there
were tap-dancing monks.

At the preview performance I
caught, I saw a writer from my
BMI first year, who also had seats
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I went to the final matinee of
“Aspects of Love” on a whim. It
was supposed to be “different”
Andrew Lloyd Webber, no cats, no
trains. Big whup. It was a flop,
wasn’t it?

So I
went—and
I  d i d n ’ t
c a r e  i f
someone
proved that
the three
big tunes

were actually stolen from an
unpublished Puccini opera called
“Il Gatti.”

Maybe the first act only
grabbed me because like Alex I
had been young and in the Army
and had lost a girl (albeit not to my
uncle). But in Act II, when
“Aspects” became a series of
questions about grownups making
very difficult grownup choices, all
thoughts of felines and choo-
choos went flying right out the
stage door. This was not a show
for kids.

Alex and George sharing Rose?
Who is being shared with Giuliet-
ta? Who in turn is sleeping with
George and Alex? One female
friend summed up her reaction
with, “When those two women
kissed... Euuww!”

“Aspects” is not the story of my
life (and aren’t you glad?) but
when the 15-year-old Jenny lifted
her head from the table and began
to sing “Love, love changes every-
thing…” to Alex, who unbe-
knownst to her might be her
father—psychodrama for some of
those who turned 21 in 1967.

It doesn’t matter if I had a Rose,
who like nascent oxygen had to
recombine. It doesn’t matter if I
had a Giulietta, who never thought
of tomorrow. It doesn’t even mat-
ter if I had a Jenny. What matters
is that once there had come a
time in my life when I could no
longer dodge making grownup
choices. And as “Aspects of Love”
reminded me, nothing in the world
would ever be the same…

THAT FACE/THAT FACE
by Frank Evans

Uris Theatre, now the Gershwin,
November ’83: “Marilyn.”

We knew we were in for one of
the rare evenings (actually, it was
a matinee) when the curtain came
up on what purported to be the
biographical musical of Marilyn
Monroe. Three chorus boys billed
collectively as the character Des-
tiny, sprinkled glitter on little girl
Norma Jean Baker and a glassless
window flew in from the flies. As
the window settled, Destiny threw
more glitter and skittered offstage.
Little Norma Jean sang a song so
similar to “Tomorrow,” that
Strouse and Charnin coulda sued.
We were off and running. 

Destiny would wander in and
out of the action throughout the
evening. Joe Dougherty, college
football hero and an early Monroe
husband, made his entrance dri-
ving a full sized convertible stuffed
with coeds. When Marilyn fled
Hollywood for New York, horn-
rimmed, pipe-smoking Arthur
Miller danced on from stage left.

Hedda Hopper and Louella Par-



in the balcony. He took me aside
at intermission and said "I think
there’s something important here."
I rolled my eyes appropriately
heavenward mumbling something
like “You’ve got to be kidding,”
thereby breaking Ed Kleban’s Rule
of Seven—which recommends the
amount of blocks one should be
from the theatre before talking
about the show within. 

A few years later I would meet
the lyricist, who turned out to be a
terribly nice guy, talented too, who
had, yes, taken the job for the
money, the inspiration for, “Sci-
ence without data/Is like alpha
without beta.” 

Rather than go further into “Into
the Light,” I’d rather expound on
the Kleban seven block rule, the
basis of which is: you never know
who’s within earshot. One organi-
zation which used to distribute
comps to writers cut them off
because of the unfavorable inter-
mission and post-show buzz. Kle-
ban once warned: “Your next pro-
ducer may be standing next to you
in the men’s room.” 

Once, at a reading of my own
work, I was speaking to two distin-
guished writers for the theatre and
a BMI workshop member pulled
me aside and said for the auditori-
um to hear: "Aren’t they
OLD????" I ran into the same
member of the workshop who
attended another one of my read-
ings. The member didn’t even pull
me aside, just shouted at top
level: “What’s the story on XXXXX
XXXXX?”—a high profile member
of our company—“Is XXXXX
XXXXX gay or straight or what?”

I responded: “I work with
XXXXX XXXXX professionally. I
really don’t know what XXXXX
XXXXX does in bed.”

There are only six people in this
business, kids. One of ‘em pro-
duced “Marilyn” and the other
produced “Into The Light.” I just
killed 1/3 of the vestiges of my
career. And the BMI workshop
loudmouth killed 1/3 of his/hers.
(Might have been more, but one of
the distinguished old men is
dead.)

So take a tip from Ed and but-
ton up for seven.

ODDMENTS
by Jean Banks

Two Andrew Lloyd-Webber shows:
"Aspects of Love"—the original
version with the incredible voice of
Wil l iam Ball—and "Beautiful
Game"—singing, dancing and
soccer. Of course these were his
two flops.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s musi-
cal episode. All singing, all danc-
ing, all vampire slaying.

Cop Rock: It didn’t work, but
what a goofy idea.

“Moulin Rouge”: Frantic,
schizzy, hysterical numbers with
John Leguizamo pretending to be
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Toulouse-Lautrec.
“Greenwil low”: Charming,

melodic Frank Loesser tunes and
Tony Perkins singing.

“Pacific Overtures”: For years I
defended this bri l l iant score
(despite the second act that falls
apart) and now it’s finally coming
into its own. The former president
of BMI used to pass me in the hall
and say “You really liked ‘Pacific
Overtures’?????” The friends I
went with left after the first gong.

I LOVE SWANS
by Craig Fols

Some years ago I went to see a
play entitled (to the best of my
recollection) “Isle of Swans.” I
went to a preview with a friend
because he’d had a play produced
at the same theatre the year
before. I had never heard of the
author, but the program told of all
the success he’d had in Australia.
The leading actress’s bio said she
was the world’s foremost inter-
preter of his work.

When the play began, it soon
became apparent that this was an
experience not quite like any other.
It was a drama; every moment
was intensely dramatic. More is
more seemed to be the guiding
esthetic. And behind the Sam
Shepardesque story, there
seemed to be another story going
on. The play had three characters,
but for some reason not specified
in the program, the woman who
was the world’s foremost inter-
preter of the author’s work
seemed to be getting all the atten-
tion. For instance, if she had a

long monologue, the other people
on stage were directed to shut up
and stand still. But if someone
else had a long monologue, the
foremost interpreter could do
whatever she wanted. I remember
her scaling a fish during the man’s
monologue, the (real) silver scales
flying out across the sand of the
Isle of Swans and into the first few
rows of the audience. And once,
when the other woman was trying
to talk to her, she hurled a basin of
dirty soap water into her face.

I have to admit I found this all
very funny. About half an hour into
it my friend and I started to laugh.
At first we tried to suppress it, but
it was no use. The high serious-
ness of the proceedings made us
giddy. After a little while, the rest
of the audience decided to join us.
By the time we reached the play’s
dramatic climax the entire audi-
ence was howling with laughter,
greeting each new burst of over-
acting with the hilarity it deserved.
I’l l never forget her staring us
down at the curtain call.

We told friends about “Isle of
Swans” and they went the follow-
ing week, hoping to find in it, as
we did, the anarchic spirit of the
late Charles Ludlam and his The-
atre of the Ridiculous. But they
said the night they went nobody
laughed. The entire audience sat
there in stony silence, resentful for
the waste of their time.

ATLAS SHRUGGED—
AYN DIDN’T

by Richard Gleaves

I  heard a story once, about a
housewife whose husband caught
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her reading “Atlas Shrugged.” He
threw the book out the window. A
neighbor mowing his lawn saw the
book on the grass and, reading
the cover, rolled the mower over it.
This is a typical reaction.

Being a
fan of Ayn Rand
is a l itt le l ike
being Anybodys
in “West Side
Story.” You’re
not a Shark,
you’re not a Jet.
Republicans

hate Rand for being an atheist.
Liberals hate her for being a capi-
talist. You don’t bring her up at
cocktail parties, especially if you
work in the theater, where she’s
considered one of “Them” (i.e. a
right wing nut-job). So, for me, this
is a pleasure that’s not “guilty” but
is certainly secret, hidden, and
only mentioned among trusted
friends.

I read “The Fountainhead” and
“Atlas Shrugged” in the 80’s and
90’s, long after Rand was buried in
Valhalla Cemetery. Just recently,
after witnessing the World Trade
Center attack from across the
street (my day job is now, sadly,
rubble), I returned to “The Foun-
tainhead” and its celebration of
the New York skyline, the sky-
scraper, and the spirit of the coun-
try that built them.

In 1943, Rand wrote: “When I
see the city from my window—no,
I don’t feel how small I am—but I
feel that if a war came to threaten
this, I would like to throw myself
into space, over the city, and pro-
tect these buildings with my

body.”
Was she really one of “them”?
What I love about her work is

how often she stands up for
“Us”—for artists, dreamers, cre-
ators. She was a playwright her-
self, once, and became a novelist
full-time only after bitter experi-
ence in Hollywood and on the
Broadway stage.

For the dress rehearsal of her
1940 Broadway play, “The Uncon-
quered,” Ayn Rand got drunk for
the first and last time in her life. “I
knew it was going to be a disas-
ter,” she would remember, “and I
could not stand the idea of seeing
it one more time. I took a glass
and a half of straight gin—it tasted
horrible—but I gulped it down.
When we arrived at the theater, I
was marching down the aisle
weaving from side to side and try-
ing to control it—but it worked, it
cut off any emotional reaction, and
I could watch the rehearsal feeling
nothing.” The disaster, to her, was
what had become of her play in
the hands of director George
Abbott.

“The Unconquered,” based on
her semi-autobiographical novel
“We the Living,” was a dark drama
about life under totalitarianism in
the Soviet Union, and Abbott was
“intent on sacrificing everything for
comedy.” Imagine the daily battle
of wills between the author of
“Atlas Shrugged” and the author
of “The Pajama Game”! 

Lead actress Eugenie Leon-
tovich (in her mid-40’s playing a
young girl )  “played in the old
Moscow Art Theater hammy way
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and wouldn’t take direction.” She
was fired. Actor John Lodge (later
Governor of Connecticut) was
fired, and his wife showed up at
rehearsals hysterical. The reviews
on the road were abysmal. But the
cause of Ayn Rand’s pre-opening
drinking binge was her helpless-
ness to prevent changes being
made to her script by Abbott. The
script was a composite of ten dif-
ferent versions—a mangled mess
of rewrites. S.N. Behrman, who
wrote “No Time for Comedy,” was
called in as a play doctor, but
nothing worked, and the play bar-
reled towards its bloody Valen-
tine’s Day opening.

It was ripped to shreds by the
critics and closed after 5 perfor-
mances, and Ayn Rand never
wrote for the theater again.

But she returned to work on her
next novel, a little 700-page num-
ber called “The Fountainhead,”
and that spring she thought up the
climax of the novel’s plot: the
hero, an architect, would dynamite
his own building out of existence
rather than let it stand defaced by
changes made without his permis-
sion. 

I suspect that Ayn Rand, in her
novel, was dynamiting Mr. Abbott.

Rand was passionate and dramat-
ic and “above-and-beyond,” but
she was not an ideologue hurling
thunderbolts from an ivory tower.
She is a classic rags-to-riches
Horatio Alger immigrant story. Her
hatred of the Soviet Union and
communism is well known, but her
1926 escape from starvation in
Russia is not. After changing her

name from Alissa Rosenbaum, she
spent the rest of her life trying to
“teach America to appreciate
itself.” She was the impetus for
the modern Libertarian political
party, and her philosophy—which
she called “Objectivism”—is now
the basis of thousands of organi-
zations, web sites and reference
books.

But even beyond her politics
and her philosophy—and underly-
ing them—is an enormous respect
for creative endeavors, those of
writers and composers, yes, but
also those of inventors, scientists
and steelworkers. Not a Utopian
or romanticized vision of creativity
achieved without work or struggle,
either. Rand writes about artists
who race against deadlines, can’t
pay the rent, and take day jobs.
She knew the experience well. At
22 years old, in desperate poverty
and speaking very little English,
she wrote in her journal:

“From now on—no thought
whatever about yourself, only
about your work. You don’t exist.
You are only a writing engine.
Don’t stop, until you really and
honestly know that you cannot go
on.”

“Learn to enjoy action, and
effort.”

“You can’t write and do some-
thing else.”

“Stop admiring yourself—you
are nothing yet.”

Her heroes are, every one, people
who have a vision to create some-
thing new and original. People
who struggle within a world of
indifference or hostility, people
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who fight internal or external
obstacles to accomplishment:

Howark Roark, the architect
hero of “The Fountainhead”—who,
on the morning a commission is
due, is found by his secretary
asleep on the floor of his office, his
hand in a puddle of coffee, the fin-
ished sketches of the building
scattered across his desk—barely
completed in time.

Richard Halley, a composer in
“Atlas Shrugged”: “On nights
when some rare orchestra played
one of his works [he looked] at the
darkness, knowing his soul went
in trembling, widening circles from
a radio tower through the air of the
city, but there were no receivers
tuned to hear it.”

Kira Argounova, (played by the
too-old Ms. Leontovich in “The
Unconquered”), who dreams of
escaping to America in order to be
an engineer. She wears a wedding
dress to disguise herself against a
backdrop of snow, but is shot at
the border of Russia. “She smiled,
her last smile, to so much that had
been possible.”

Who among us, in a business as
full of hope and heartbreak as the
modern theater, has not wondered
at times if it would not be better to
pack up our pianos and pencils
and go back where we came
from? When that urge hits, I draw
my shades and read Rand. Of all
authors, she consistently says that
when the struggle is difficult, one
should never, ever give in. If some-
one tried to change our work with-
out our permission, for example,
Ayn would certainly sympathize,

pass the gin, and then the dyna-
mite.

So, while I don’t bring her up at
cocktail parties, and I don’t expect
my friends in the theater to ever
agree with Ayn Rand’s politics, I’ll
never understand the hatred she
stirs. Of all authors, she’s the one
most likely to see what we do at
B.M.I. as heroic, extraordinary and
life-affirming.

Which it is, you know.

PJs, YOGURT AND THE OTTER
by Kristen Anderson

To me, the term “guilty pleasures”
conjures up those Friday evenings
spent with a pint of Ben & Jerry’s
Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough
Frozen Yogurt (yogurt, y’all!) in my
flannel pajamas. It’s not an activity

I’d f launt at a 
dinner-party ful l 
o f  P rada -c l ad
socialites, but it’s
something I do
and enjoy. And the
perfect “guilty
pleasure” musical
companion to 
said flannel paja-

ma/yogurt scenario is popping in
the well-worn video of Jim Hen-
son’s “Emmet Otter’s Jug-Band
Christmas.” Whether it’s Decem-
ber or July, this folk-inspired Mup-
pet-musical with a score by Paul
Williams is the perfect antidote to
the starving artist blues.

Basing it on a book by Rusell
and Lillian Hoban (in turn rooted in
an O’Henry story), Jim Henson
created a whole new cast of Mup-
pet characters to bring the humble
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river-folk of Frog Town Hollow to
life. The story follows Mrs. Otter, a
widowed single-mother and her
son, Emmet as they do odd jobs
and laundry to make ends meet.
Poor as they are, they keep their
spirits up by harmonizing blue-
grass tunes (The Bathing Suit Your
Grandmother Wore ) ,  gospel
anthems (When the River Meets
the Sea), and optimistic foreshad-
owing numbers (There Ain’t No
Hole in the Washtub). (Marilyn
Sokol plays Mrs. Otter and her
inspirational ballads will give you
goose bumps!)

Keeping to the original O’Henry
template, Mrs. Otter and Emmet
risk one another’s only means of
making a living (Mom’s washtub
and Emmet’s tool chest) to secret-
ly enter Frog Town Hollow’s first
annual talent contest to win the
prize money. Both of their individ-
ual songs are good but an over-
produced rock-band takes home
the prize money. Left with nothing
but their voices, Mrs. Otter,
Emmet and the jug-band sing as
they journey homeward and in a
moment of inspiration discover
that their individual songs are even
better put together ( In Our
World/Brothers). Impressed by the
unified sound, the mayor of Frog
Town Hollow offers Mrs. Otter and
Emmet’s band a regular paying gig
at the town inn.

With “…Jug-Band Christmas,”
Henson and Williams deliver a
charming, home-spun testament
to the saying “Do what you love
and the money will follow”—which
is welcome music to this aspiring
writer’s ears.

UNDER THE RADAR
by “a BMI Workshop alumnus”

I must admit that I don’t feel at all
guilty about a musical that failed
that I truly love. I think—I mean, I
know—that it was one of the fun-
niest shows I have ever seen with
probably one of the best scores I
have ever heard. I’m speaking of
course (and I say of course
because anyone who has seen the
show or heard the album would
agree) of “Oh, Brother!” by libret-
tist-lyricist Donald Driver and an
astonishing composer who has
apparently slipped into bewilder-
ing obscurity, Michael Valenti.

As a writer of musicals myself, I
sit in on a lot of auditions not only
of my own work, but friends’ work
as well. It’s a rare session in which
someone does not sing I to the
World, How Do You Want Me or A
Loud and Funny Song from the
“Oh, Brother!” score.

The original cast was outstand-
ing and I must mention a few:
Judy Kaye, Harry Groener, Mary
Elizabeth Mastroantonio, Joe Mor-
ton, Larry Marshall and David—
then David-James—Carroll. All
young performers, most just start-
ing out.

I can’t say that no one saw it,
because during its previews and
short run (I think four perfor-
mances), the theatre was sold out.
I remember having to stand at one
of the previews. I remember too
that not one, but five numbers
stopped the show cold! When was
the last time that happened in a
new musical? What a shame it is
that the public did not have a
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body. A former New Jersey cop
“recruited” against his wil l—
though he got with the program
soon enough—he has been
schooled in the art of Sinanju, sun
source of all the martial arts. His
teacher and constant companion:
a feisty, testy, and by now 100-
plus year old Korean named
Chiun, the reigning master of
Sinanju, himself an assassin of
distinction, latest in a line going
back centuries. Chiun agreed to
teach the non-Korean Remo at
first only because he saw in the
“lowly white” the embodiment of
an ancient prophesy, the human
reincarnation of the god Shiva.
Remo thinks this is all “horse-
puckey,” but there are things even
Remo doesn’t know about himself. 

Meanwhile, Remo and Chiun
can dodge bullets, climb straight
walls, walk on water, bend steel
and generally make your favorite
superhero seem a wuss by com-
parison. There is also an oddly
touching aspect to this relation-
ship: Chiun has more or less
adopted Remo as the son he
never had; and Remo, when Chiun
isn’t being a pain in the ass, will
with great respect, call Chiun “Lit-
tle Father.” (A third character com-
pletes the nucleus of the series:
Harold W. Smith, a lemony-faced,
straight-arrow, suit-and-tie, New
England-bred patriot who is the
head of CURE and gives Remo
and Chiun their assignments.)

Here’s an exchange from an
early training session:

Chiun: “Build calluses on your
fingers, but build strength in your
mind. You must believe; that is

where your strength is. Man is the
only animal that does not believe
in his own powers.”

Remo: “I believe. I believe. I
believe.”

Chiun: “That is not belief. That
is anger.”

Remo: “You should be happy
with anger. You’re a killer.”

Chiun (clutches a delicate hand
to his bosom, deeply offended): “I
do not train you to kill. A truck
kills. Meat of cows kills. A profes-
sional assassin promotes harmony
and brings about a more peaceful
humor to the entire community.”

Remo: “You make it sound like
a public service.”

Chiun: “Professional assassina-
tion is the highest form of public
service.”

The Destroyer was the brain-
child of collaborating authors War-
ren Murphy and the late, lamented
Richard (Ben) Sapir, both brilliant
stylists who eventually distin-
guished themselves in the main-
stream marketplace as well.
Though other writers were brought
on to ghost books in the series
after it became as indestructible
as its heroes—most prominently
Molly Cochran (Murphy’s wife),
Will Murray for nearly a decade
and, since 1998, James Mul-
laney—it has rarely lost its extrav-
agant verve. Over 30 years, three
publishers have played host to the
adventures of Remo and Chiun
(Pinnacle, Signet and Gold Eagle),
but the numbering system has
continued uninterrupted: novel #1
was published in 1971 and, at this
2002 writing, #126 has just landed
on the shelves. And, yes, I have
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chance to discover the show for
themselves.

DON’T GIMME DAT 
OLE TIME RELIGION
by Mary Feinsinger

After having abandoned the
Church at the age of 13—Mom:
“What are you giving up for Lent?”
Me: “Catholicism.” (I’d meant no
disrespect; I hadn’t even realized it
was a funny line)—and having
spent enough money on therapy
to buy myself a small third-world
nation, I at this point no longer feel
guilty for whatever pleasure(s) I am
fortunate enough to cop.

What I didn’t realize (until too
late) is that pleasure without guilt
just don’t hold a candle to the
other kind: who knew that it’s pre-
cisely BECAUSE something is for-
bidden that makes it exquisitely,
intensely pleasurable.

I now lead a mentally healthy,
but fairly dull life.

(But ah, nostalgia: the joy of
anxiously sitting in the linen closet
during a candy-free Lent, sneaking
in those red jellybeans, looking
over my shoulder—and upwards,
of course, watching out for
God…Unmatched pleasure.)

HITMAKER
by David Spencer

The second chapter of #125 (“The
Wrong Stuff”) begins: “His name
was Remo and he was making
lemonade.”

The second chapter of #94
(“Feeding Frenzy”) begins: “His

name was Remo and his favorite
movie was still Gunga Din.”

But perhaps most tellingly—
The second chapter of #85

(“Blood Lust”) begins: “His name
was Remo and he wasn’t asking
much—just someone to kill.”

For Remo Will iams—who
always makes his entrance in
Chapter Two, after a Chapter One
“teaser”—is an assassin. Not just
any assassin, but the lone
enforcement arm of an organiza-
tion named CURE, which is not an
acronym for anything, but rather
its purpose, and officially doesn’t
exist—but takes its orders directly
from the President, when the
worst criminals, domestic and
international, manage to circum-
vent due process.

What puts The Destroyer, a
series of men’s action-adventure
paperbacks, far above and apart
from the rest of the genre are the
additional elements of humor,
tongue-in-cheek delivery, right
wing—and at times a tad nasty—
political satire (yes, I am a liberal,
but remember, this is guilty plea-
sure)…and, especially, myth and
magic.

Because Remo uses no
weapons—only his mind and
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alone. 
(*Sigh*) It’s just as well. If I made

a botch of it, Chiun would only
come after me, one way or anoth-
er. And as Remo is fond of saying,
“That’s the biz, sweetheart…”

[To any tempted to sample The
Destroyer, a few cautions and tips:
The original Pinnacle titles, #1-58
plus the indispensable guide
known as both “The Assassins’
Handbook” and “Inside Sinanju”,
though out of print collectibles, are
readily available as e-books from
peanutpress.com. Avoid the first
two. By their own admission, Sapir
and Murphy didn’t really figure out
what they were doing ’til #3. Of the
more recent Gold Eagle titles,
shun #108-110. For those three
volumes, the editors farmed out
assignments to a couple of scribes
from their Executioner stable, and
the violations of tone, lore and
basic character profile were so
offensive as to nearly tank the
series altogether. Recommended
Destroyer websites: http://mem-
bers.tripod.com/~MrGordons and
http://sinanju.com.]

* * * * *

Speaking of the pulps: one more
very short item, about a writer’s
revenge, too good to resist…for
the revenge is itself a guilty plea-
sure that any writer can appreci-
ate.

A. A. Wyn, president of Ace
Books in the 60’s, was famous for
paying out small advances. The
hugely successful The Man from
U.N.C.L.E. tie-in novels, based on

the high-rated espionage-adven-
ture teevee show, were written for
a flat fee and no royalty. (Leg-
endary pulpsmith Michael Avallone
was hired to write the first book as
a one-shot; Ace’s editor Terry Carr
was merely hoping to ride the
then-current James Bond wave a
bit, and contemplated no further
books at the time. But “The Thou-
sand Coffins Affair” surprised
everyone: It sold over a million
domestic copies and was translat-
ed into sixty languages. Avallone’s
fee? One…thousand…dollars. He
righteously bitched, and Ace
responded by turning to other
writers for further volumes.) 

One of the U.N.C.L.E. novelists
took a more creatively subversive
stand: In book #8,”The Monster
Wheel Affair,” the series’ most
popular author, David McDaniel,
devised chapter titles, and a Table
of Contents page listing them. If
you read downward the first letter
of each chapter title, the character
string spells out this legend: 

“A. A. WYN IS A TIGHTWAD.”

Newsletter Staff

Editor: David Spencer

Associate Editor: Frank Evans

Design: Patrick Cook

Layout: James-Allen Ford
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’em all—in mint condition. 
In 1985 a a major mo’om pit’ch-

er based on the books—“Remo
Williams: The Adventure Begins”
(aka “Remo Williams: Unarmed
and Dangerous”)—was released,
and while it’s not perfect, it almost
works and it’s a great rent. Fred
Ward is an okay Remo, Wilford
Brimley is all wrong but tolerable
as Smith, Joel Grey is so astonish-
ingly perfect as Chiun that you
happily forgive him being a “lowly
white” in real life—and for guest
babe, (the heart throbs) there’s a
young Kate Mulgrew, demonstrat-
ing her pre-Janeway leadership as
a crusading Army major. 

Now why in the name of Mama
Rose should this be my guilty
pleasure in a musical theatre
workshop newsletter? 

I’ll tell you. 
It’s really pretty embarrassing. 
Come close, so I can whisper…
(Because it’s also my guilty

ambition. I want to write a
Destroyer musical.)

There it is. My shameful secret.
Outed.

Yet to use a Remo locution, I
cannot freaking figure out how to
do it. And at least once a year I
give it moderate-to-serious

thought! In 2001 I even
approached two brilliant librettists
with the irreverent sensibility to
“get it,” and while they were vastly
entertained by the stories and the
film they sampled (if not quite so
much as I), they couldn’t crack it
either. And with good reason:

The genre is all wrong, the rules
of the game won’t yield to musical
structure, the characters don’t
grow in musical theatre terms
(what makes series characters
durable is, more often than not,
their consistency from story to
story, it’s that in which the audi-
ence takes comfort and joy, and
you dare not violate the principle,
witness the mega-flop musical
“Nick and Nora”)…

…and on top of that, the heroes
you’re supposed to like and root
for are hit men. Not killers in the
manner of Sweeney Todd, a
wronged, unbalanced victim bent
on a just, if perverted,
vengeance—but sane, dedicated,
stone executioners who enjoy their
work and honor their craft. And
oh, yeah, their acts of violence,
both magical and gruesome, need
to be comic and/or cathartic rather
than off-putting. I don’t think Julie
Taymor could sell those visuals in
a musical theatre context. (Not
that I think she’d be interested;
despite a legion of female fans,
this franchise isn’t exactly a chick
thing.) Yet against all common
sense, I keep believing that Remo
and Chiun have it in them to
somehow sing. The Destroyer,
though, despite my faith, remains
implacably what it is, fantastic
pulp, best left, it would seem,
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Hammerstein devoted himself to
obvious choices like “Me and Juli-
et,” “The Flower Drum Song” and
“Cinderella” was he less than
interesting.

Musical innovation is harder to
pin down, but to me it’s tied to
quality and complexity. A great
piece of music (“Candide,” “The
Merry Widow,” “Kismet”) long sur-
vives an unworkable or old-fash-
ioned libretto. We’re still happy to
hear the music of “Cabin in the
Sky,” “St. Louis Woman,” and any-
thing by George Gershwin, regard-
less of the books attached thereto.
Admittedly, “Porgy and Bess” is
more ambitious than “Funny
Face,” but is it more enjoyable?
For that matter, who’s willing to
say that “Candide” has better
music than “On the Town”? When
two things are superb, compar-
isons become odious, and per-
haps the whole question of being
daring is moot. “Magdalena” (Villa
Lobos) was musically daring, but
who remembers?

What makes something innova-
tive? It can be (1) topic (“The
Knife,” “Philemon,” “Finian’s Rain-
bow”); (2) technique (“I’m Getting
My Act Together and Taking it On
the Road”; the recent “Cabaret”);
(3) style (“Hair”; “Jesus Christ
Superstar”). A show that’s fresh in
all three ways is “Hedwig and the
Angry Inch.” In other words, what
we don’t expect—and there it is.
To see a kind of staging one has
never seen before – “South Pacif-
ic,” “Pippin,” “The Fantasticks!”—
is to be transfixed and, in some
aspects, transformed. The para-
meters have changed, the horizon

expanded. To hear a breathtaking
score—“Carousel,” “Gypsy,” “The
Most Happy Fella”—is to be made
less willing to settle for the hum-
drum, even absent the avant
garde.

Well, this piece started out to be
about innovation, but it has
become about quality, which may
not be far off the mark. Lately I’m
stunned to hear anything of real
quality, to the extent that good
sounds almost like revolutionary.
(“The Full Monty,” “The Producers”
and “Urinetown” are miles from
revolutionary, but they’re all good,
so who’s complaining?) There’s
been so much mediocre out there
in the recent past: bland, bombas-
tic, boring scores in shows that
millions of people are happy to
see. I’m ready to admit (on one
level) that the public is never
wrong, and happy to acknowledge
that there is room for every taste.
Hey—I love polkas, accordions,
honky-tonk pianos, Glen Camp-
bell, Bette Midler and Michel
Legrand!

But if you can come up with
something startl ing and also
classy, I’ll be there with the rest of
the world to cheer you on. Every-
body says don’t? Don’t pay atten-
tion. It’s always possible to “do do
do what you did did did before,
baby”—but why not try doing it
different, and better? Then it’s only
a small step to the unheard of.

Sound challenging?
We’re waiting!

41

Everybody says don’t get out 
of line.

When they say that, then, 
Lady, that’s a sign:
Nine times out of ten,
Lady, you are doing just fine! 

—Stephen Sondheim

This lyrical bit of nonconformist
enthusiasm, circa 1964, can be
imagined to apply to any number
of endeavors, among them, the
very creation of musical theatre
works. Those like Mr. Sondheim,
who attempt to enrich the form by
stretching it in various ways, may
not end up with popular or com-
mercial success, but their efforts
are almost always provocative and
interesting, and often make further
experimentation possible.

Some innovative pieces are
rewarded financially and with
immediate acclaim—“Show Boat,”
“Oklahoma,” “A Chorus Line”—
but others take years or even
decades to be recognized as the
masterworks they are: “Porgy and
Bess,” “Pal Joey,” “Follies.” The
highly original “West Side Story,”
with its gritty subject matter and
revolutionary narrative devices,
was anything but a blockbuster in
its original run: now it’s universally
acknowledged to be a classic.
“Company,” “Pacific Overtures”

and “Sunday in the Park with
George” were seen as elitist. “Alle-
gro,” “Merrily We Roll Along” and
“Passion” all failed. But each of
these works (and many others we
might mention) changed the way
we thought of musicals, and the
world is better for them.

Obviously, daring to be different
is risky, and the chance to get
something risky produced often
depends on the track records of
the creative team. But sometimes
the bigger the reputation the big-
ger the risk: Oscar Hammerstein
dared to be challenging with a
piece like “Allegro” rather than
play it safe. (And let’s face it: no
one is always right. “Allegro” is
bad not because of its ground-
breaking conception but because
it’s an unpleasant story with an
unsympathetic protagonist.)

Hammerstein was famously
provocative. He tackled “unsuit-
able” subject matter in “Show-
Boat,” “Oklahoma,” “Carousel,”
“Carmen Jones,” “South Pacific,”
“Pipe Dream”; even “The Sound of
Music” and “The King and I”
raised eyebrows among the con-
ventional (Nazis in a musical?!
Polygamy?!) But all these odd
choices (except “Pipe Dream”)
found their audiences. Only when
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“Shit,” she said. “Shit, shit, shit.” Then she fell
to her knees on the old man’s clothes and began to
cry.

“Hey, it’s OK,” I said. I leaned over, hugged
her. “It’s OK.”

“I know it’s OK. But it’s not OK, OK?”
“You sound like a Valley Girl,” I said.
Beverly reached into the pocket of her jeans,

pulled out a tissue, wiped her eyes, blew her nose.
“Close the door,” she said. I did. “Does it

lock?”
“No.”
“No matter. Now sit here on the floor with me.

I’m going to tell you a story.” She pulled herself into
a cross-legged stance on the pile of her grandfa-
ther’s clothes.

“Do I have to sit like that? My knees won’t take
it.”

“Sit however you want. But don’t interrupt.”
“OK.” Beverly looked at me. I put a finger to

my lips.
“When my grandparents moved into this place

maybe ten years ago they had their own apartment.
But they got older and less mobile, and they finally
ended up here, the nursing home wing. They weren’t
stupid people. They knew the nursing home wing
was the end of the line.

“My grandmother died first, a little over three
years ago. They’d been married for 62 years. This
room became my grandfather’s world. I bought him
the TV for the Phillies and the Eagles and the Nit-
tany Lions. And when I asked him if he wanted any-
thing on the walls, he said he wanted a print by
Franz Kline.

“They were hardscrabble German boys, he
told me, always in fistfights with the Irish or the Ital-
ians. Then he went west and became a farmer, and
Franz Kline went east and became a painter. Kline
died of a heart attack about forty years ago. He did-
n’t kill himself like most of the abstract expressionists
did.”

“Maybe he just did it in a different way,” I said.
Beverly looked at me again. I shut up. She went on.

“’I like that painting,’ my grandfather said. ‘It
looks like the old days in Wilkes-Barre in the winter,
all black forms in the white of the snow.’”

I wondered if the stone slabs at 30th Street
Station would look that black in the snow.

“I found a quote for him. Franz Kline said, ‘You
paint the way you have to in order to give. Someone
will look and say it’s the product of knowing, but it
has nothing to do with knowing, it has to do with giv-
ing.’”

“You memorized that?”
“Want to look it up?” I was silent. “Remember

that quote, that it has nothing to do with knowing, it
has to do with giving.

“My grandfather was dying. He was dying and
suffering. And I came in here every evening after
work, and I sat in that chair beside the bed, watching
him die, watching him suffer.

“And I looked at the Franz Kline print, and I
thought about the knowing it has nothing to do with
and the giving that it does.

“A week ago yesterday, Friday, I went in to
work, and I made a few adjustments, adjustments
that only someone with the powers of an administra-
tor and the knowledge of an RN who’d come up from
the floor would know how to make. And when I came
back into this room on Saturday morning I was carry-
ing morphine and a syringe.”

My stomach began to contract.
“They’d never detect it. No one would ever

detect it. They wouldn’t even think to look for it. All it
would be was another old man finally dying.

“I sat in that chair beside the bed, and I asked
his forgiveness for what I was about to do. I told him
it had nothing to do with knowing, it had to do with
giving. And then I injected him with the morphine.

“I drove home, and I sat by the phone, and I
waited for it to ring. And I waited and I waited and I
waited, until the sun had gone down and the room
was dark.

“After I’d been waiting for ten hours I called the
nurses’ station. I asked if I’d left a book on the table
beside the bed. When they told me I hadn’t, which I
already knew, I casually asked how my grandfather
was.
“My grandfather, I was informed, was fine. Just fine.
Five days later, he died.”

“Not about the knowing,” I said, “but about the
giving.”

“Yes,” she said. “You know what grace is,
Marty?”

“You mean theologically?” She nodded. “Sort
of.”

“It’s an unearned gift from God. That’s the last
thing my grandfather gave me. Grace.”

“I didn’t think the story was going to end that
way.”

“Neither did I. Would you put the other bags of
clothing in the hamper, please?”

I got up and put them in, black bags against
white canvas. Beverly leaned over from where she
sat cross-legged on the floor and picked up a rubber
doorstop. She handed it to me.

“Put the TV in on top of the clothes,” she said.
“Then stick this under the door. Leave the Franz
Kline for now. I want it to be the witness.”
She took her grandfather’s clothes from the floor,
piece by piece, and began covering the bed with
them. I put the TV in the hamper, then bent down to
jam the doorstop under the front door.

When I turned back she was unzipping her
jeans.

“The Plains Indians burned sage as a purifica-
tion ritual. I have my own ideas.”

“Beverly, they can force that door if they want
to.”

“Let them.”
“A man died in that bed.”
“And now we’re going to make love in it. On

his clothes.”
“I don’t know if I can do that,” I said.
“It isn’t the knowing,” she said. “It’s the giving.”
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“Look at this bathrobe,” Beverly said. “Just look at
it.” She pulled the bathrobe from a tangle of clothing
crammed into one of those big, black, industrial plas-
tic trash bags. “I gave him this for Christmas last
year, and now look at it. No respect, Marty. The dead
get no respect.”

I made some sort of sympathetic masculine
sound from the doorway and wheeled the white can-
vas laundry hamper into position for loading. I didn’t
shut the door. We wouldn’t be long. Rooms in which
people have recently died give me the willies, and
rooms in nursing homes are always rooms in which
someone has recently died.

It had begun the way these things always
began, with a phone call that had Beverly on the
other end, crying. The pattern had been the same for
25, 27 years. She called, crying, and I came. The
first time she was 18. I was... older. I still was, but
her grandfather was not.

The following Saturday I was on a train to Philadel-
phia, pulling into 30th Street Station past those stone
slabs so blackened by rail traffic that no power on
earth could get them clean.

Beverly was waiting. We drove to the low, flat
complex somewhere out in the suburbs, heaven only
knows where, because no one ever really knows
Philadelphia. The talk with the bureaucrats ensued,
followed by the commandeering of the white canvas
laundry hamper and the arrival at the room where
Beverly was now glaring at a dead man’s bathrobe.

She was not a bad-looking woman at 45,
weight still right at the old welterweight limit. But the
roots of her hair were gray, and she hadn’t bothered
to touch them up.

“What else is your grandfather’s? Was your
grandfather’s?” I asked.

“The clothes in these bags. The Franz Kline
print on the wall. The TV.”
The TV was a big portable in the corner opposite the
bed; it was secured with a serious chain and pad-
lock. “You’ll need the key,” she said, as I examined it.

“What for?” I got a grip on the TV, lifted it and
set it on the bed as the chain and padlock hit the
floor in three pieces.

“Bastards,” she said. “Cut one link, and no one
will notice until after the TV walks out the employees’
entrance. They didn’t like me here.”

“Why not?”
“It takes an old RN to call out another RN. I

know what’s supposed to be happening on the floor
and how it’s supposed to be done. And I wasn’t shy
about saying so.”

“Maybe you should have talked to them like a
colleague.”

“He was my grandfather. They were incompe-
tent. I don’t have incompetent colleagues. You learn
that on the floor.”

“When you write your autobiography you can
call it Up From the Floor.” I picked up one of the big
black plastic trash bags and dropped it into the ham-
per. The bag was heavy. “You don’t get that, do
you?”

“Get what?”
“Booker T. Washington called his autobiogra-

phy Up From Slavery.”
“You know entirely too much irrelevant stuff,

Marty.”
“I guess.” I looked at the print on the wall. “Not

to criticize your taste or anything, but why, for some-
one confined to bed, would you choose a Franz
Kline?”

“What makes you think I chose it?”
“Well, very few farmers are into abstract

expressionism.”
“My grandfather and Franz Kline grew up

together near Wilkes-Barre. Hard coal country boys.”
Beverly sat on the bed and looked at the print.

The Kline was wide strokes of black diagonals
on white, as clean and hard as a punch to the face
of Jackson Pollock delivered in the Cedar Bar.

“Your grandfather had good taste.”
“He must have. He raised me, didn’t he? Him

and my grandmother, whatever raising there was.
My mother, well, my mother liked men.”

“So do you. You like me.”
“Yes. But my mother liked the kind of men

who’d pour a pint of Southern Comfort down the
throat of her 15-year-old daughter and afterwards
say he couldn’t figure out what was wrong with that
girl of hers, crying in her room all the time.”

“Am I reading you right?”
“Lost it at 15 to Southern Comfort and my

mother’s boyfriend.”
“You never told me that.”
“Why should I?” I didn’t have an answer, so I

grabbed another black plastic trash bag and slung it
into the hamper.

“After that I moved in with my grandfather and
grandmother, and that’s why I’m a hospital adminis-
trator today instead of a truck stop whore.”

“You had something to do with that,” I said.
Beverly didn’t answer. Instead she got up from the
bed and picked up another black trash bag. The bag
split cleanly, right across the bottom seam. There
had been a lot of clothes in the bag.
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