FATHERS’ DAY WITHOUT A FATHER

While watching the scenes from the nominated best musicals on the Tony Awards this year, I kept hearing my father
Jerome’s arch voice: “If they sent a /imousine, and gave me free tickets, I wouldn’t go see this show.” He had spent a
lifetime attending New York theater—since he was a teenager—taking the bus from 45 Nye Avenue in Newark. (My
father’s old two-family house is now the northbound lane of Route 78.)

Jerome had been raised on Richard Rodgers, Frank Loesser, Sheldon Harnick, Jerry Bock. Those were what shows
were supposed to sound like: melodic, old-fashioned, funny, handsomely constructed, full of tunes that you left the
theater singing. When Hair arrived in 1967 (which he saw at the Public Theater) as well as the Sondheim shows that
followed, musical theater had altered into something that no longer spoke his language.

I remember on one occasion when my parents and another couple had attended two shows on the same Saturday. The
matinee was Mame—a Jerry Herman show whose songs he adored—and the evening performance of 4 Little Night
Mousic, a show he found tuneless and sleep-inducing. He compared the two shows at length—and his analysis captured
precisely the evolution of musical theater and how much the style of musicals he’d grown up with was becoming
passé. And, suddenly, even the plays of the late 1960s (cryptic, pause-laden puzzles by Harold Pinter) no longer
engaged him. But still he tried. He took me to matinees of Philadelphia, Here I Come (which 1 found
incomprehensible) and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (which, at least, I found funny.) He never gave up on
theater, but as we watched the Tony Awards in the 1970s and 1980s, in front of that small black-and-white television
in his bedroom, it felt as if he were watching scenes from a distant universe.

The scenes from this year’s Tony Award musicals seemed particularly off-putting to me—and felt more like watching
uninspired drag shows than Broadway musicals. Too many men in black tights, too many androgynous females
wearing cat-tails—and music that sounded like second-rate rock 'n’ roll. During the number from the Rocky Horror
musical I actually said aloud to the screen: “If they sent a limousine...”

Father’s Day arrives again without my father. Big Jerome has been gone a dozen years, but, if anything, his voice has
only grown louder in my ears. Every time I drive by the White Castle on Route 1, I hear him speaking French to the
Haitian counterwoman who worked there. At every family celebration he’s there proposing a toast to the table: “The
deep red wine may kiss the glass/And you, my friend, may kiss my...”

Even in his 90s he was satirical; he still saw the world as a toy to be played with. When his daughter, my sister, died,
he somehow survived. My mother did not. His humor, his love of words, kept him moving forward. His love of
language seems to me now his most enduring gift. When he was bathing me as a child he recited poetry from memory:
“Tyger, tyger, burning bright/In the forests of the night/What immortal hand or eye/Could frame thy fearful
symmetry?” (He managed to rhyme “eye” and “symmetry.”) What an extraordinary thing to be reciting to a child!
And it has all stayed with me. I hear him reciting Shakespeare from memory: “The undiscovered country from whose
bourne no traveler returns.” And he lived in an age when he had to recite his bar-mitzvah speech in Yiddish! He still
knew this speech until the day he died—and he delighted in reciting it anytime he was called upon to speak on any
occasion—following it with: “That was my bar-mitzvah speech from 1934. It doesn’t have anything to do with this
evening, but I didn’t want it to go to waste.”

He’s in my blood; he’s in my brain; he’s in every word that pours from this fine-point pen.



