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Special thanks to:

Nick Buzzell at NBTV for thinking enough of me to approach and ask me to write this.

Post Hill Press for partnering in this walk down memory lane, minus all the libel shit I would have loved to have put in.

My new friend, Steve Bruner, for helping me balance writing the way I speak without crucifying English grammar to the point of being deported. You are as intelligent as you are funny.

Jake Strasser, friends and family, and all those during this huge, lifelong education with whom I have crossed paths.

I would now like to cross paths with a “Sugar Momma or Daddy” because I’m tired and would like to stop working.

… Just putting it out there.


   

 

 

 

 

 

Just a heads up …

I use the “F” word in the book.

For those of you a little squeamish about blasphemy,

I spoke to God and he told me to tell you,

it was okay.

 

 


  Preface

I write this book on the eve of my retirement.

You have probably never heard of me. There may be a very slight possibility you recognize my name or maybe my face. But I have no delusions. Way before Kathy Griffin’s My Life On the D-List I always teased, “I’ve sky-rocketed to the middle.” (It birthed my script, The Biggest Mistake of My Life.)

When I was around eighteen, I sent my first comedy demo to a local, stereotypical, old, Jewish, cigar-chomping, talent booker named, Moe Shames. When I called, following up to see if he reviewed my tape, he replied, “Yeah, I saw it. And frankly, you have no talent.”

He could have easily told me I wasn’t ready yet, or I was too blue, or I wasn’t the type of act he booked. But instead he decided to crush a young man’s spirit … if only for a day or two.

Years later whenever I was headlining on the east coast, Moe would regularly send his business card backstage and try to contact me.

It’s a very small percentage of those who become famous. But I never really wanted that. I just wanted to do good work and hopefully follow the path to where I might eventually flourish and ultimately belong. Finding that place is also helpful if someone appreciates your work and opens a door or two for you.

I’ve worked in over forty countries, comedy-toured with some “names,” done some television, a few movies, voiceovers, TV/film puppeteering, off-off-take-a-left-turn-off Broadway, producing, directing, writing, coaching, and I only did restaurant and temp work in my late teens.

But to this day I’m not sure I’ve discovered my true calling or complete expression. Although my ridiculously eclectic life experience through that search now serves me well when I get the very fulfilling opportunities to write, direct or show doctor a project.

Many say show business is ungrateful. But what business isn’t? Stay for as long as it feeds you and try to make sure you have some money saved for when you can no longer wipe your own ass. And in my experience, try to make enough of a personal life and establish roots for yourself to stay “healthy.” I rarely see that.

For years I’ve been told to write a book, but for whom? Who’s gonna read, let alone buy another book about show business from someone you don’t even know? My mother can’t buy them all.

I could’ve gone on and on in this book about the development of the characters, or writing or the craft, but let’s face it. Pages of pontification aren’t what you’re interested in.

I haven’t gotten as far as some, and I’ve gotten farther than others who have tried to live a show business life. This is a little taste of my attempts to move up the ladder.

I never wanted to be the sad performer that sits around telling war stories of when he played “Waiter #2” in the third season of Law and Order and refers to show creator, Dick Wolf, as “Dick.”

If he ever actually met or tried to converse with Mr. Wolf, I’m sure it went something like this.

GUY

Hi, Dick.

DICK

Hello ... Waiter #2.

(As a point of reference, I am the one person in New York City that has never been on an episode of Law and Order.)

This is the same kind of guy who will tell anyone who will listen, “Oh — I’m on set today.” Okay, ummm — no one asked. What forced pretention! I want to reply, “Oh you’re on set? I’m on couch.” Go fuck yourself.

When writing this, it was extremely difficult not to blur the line between telling juicy stories that aren’t always flattering to others or going negative, verbally (or the printed equivalent) bitch-slapping those who have wronged me.

I, like most, have been stolen from, bumped out, cheated, and screwed a multitude of times. That book would have been the size of the Old Testament.

This is just a bunch of weird, unrelated craziness tied together. And to be sure, these are nowhere near all of the stories.

I hope you like it. These are the highlights of my life … so far.


  The City Of Brotherly Love:

  KYW-TV, Dancin’ On Air & Miles Davis

When I was around fifteen years old, a neighbor who worked at WPHL-TV, Channel seventeen in Philadelphia gave me passes to dance on the TV show Dancin’ On Air, a sort of American Bandstand rip off for the ’80s trailer trash of the tri-state area.

I wasn’t a dancer but that wasn’t the point: I’d be on television. That, and I had passes to invite the prettiest girls in my class to score points since I had no “wooing” qualities.

One girl in particular who always had right of first refusal was Jennifer Genaro. OMG, I was in love with her from kindergarten through sixth grade. Then I was in love with Paul Scarfone from seventh to twelfth. Both had the qualities I fell for: Italian, smooth, olive skin. I’d sit behind Jennifer in class. The shampoo in her hair smelled so good. Petite, beautiful smile, big brown eyes … you get the picture.

The dance tickets were a waste on Jennifer because her mother would never let her date me. I was Jewish. I’m not sure how true of a reason that is, but Jen is now married and her mother is dead so, you know … my recollection is fact.

Meanwhile, my mother noticed that the TV show’s producer, Mike Nise, a middle aged, disheveled, schlub of a guy would ogle her with overly demonstrative, octopus-like contact whenever she was in his presence. So like any good mother who wanted to help her son, she led him on until he gave me an internship.

Every day after school my mother would pick me up and drive thirty minutes to the station to work on Dancin’ on Air and the national sister show Dance Party USA on the USA network. The only difference between the shows were the switched out hanging neon signs. That’s about it, aside from the changing of clothes. NKOTB, Jack Wagner, a few of the Jacksons … they all came through Wynnfield, PA. to WPHL-TV.

Years later after I’d moved on to bigger things, I stayed in touch with Mike Nise. He was very nice to me but as I grew up, I realized he was full of shit.

He’d say to me, “Michael hang on. I got The Tonight Show on the other line.” I’m sure Mike was on with The Tonight Show … for tickets. But he was a nice man who stepped in something good. I figured maybe he’d do it again.

As a sophomore in high school, I skipped morning class to be in the studio audience of a local morning talk show called People Are Talking, a franchise format being used in multiple markets.

It was hosted by people like Extra’s Jerry Penacoli (I still have footage of my high school interview he was kind enough to give), Comedy Tonight’s Bill Boggs, The Wil Shriner Show’s Wil Shriner, and the original trash TV host, Richard Bey.

Richard was my favorite character. Sport coat, black tee shirt, jeans, cowboy boots, blue contacts, and make up so dark he could be either very tan or Pakistani. He’d wear the make up the rest of the day. Maybe it was for the attention, maybe a skin condition. I recall his very bulbous nose that bent to the right. He liked himself very much but hey, so did his viewing audience.

I was mesmerized by the set. A fake home made up of a living room and kitchen. So real! I couldn’t keep my eyes off the big lumbering cameras, the prompters, especially the earpieces: listening to direction from some unknown person somewhere else.

It was then I heard the two words that hooked me: “STAND BY,” and the red light went on. My heart pumped fast and hard. I didn’t watch the show. I was too busy watching the floor manager. I was worried for her. Would she get Richard’s attention to tell him to “wrap it up” or “go to break?” What if he was too engrossed? Her sign language was subtle and nonchalant. Fascinating.

When the audience was being led out to the lobby, I took a right and stepped into an elevator. I couldn’t leave just yet. I was behind the big metal doors of KYW-TV3 where the magic happened for shows like Evening Magazine, Check It Out, Eyewitness News, and the late night horror show Saturday Night Dead starring Elvira rip off, “Stella” the man-eater from Manayunk. I was stopped once and asked if they could help me. I somehow pulled a name from the rolling credits I had just seen while seated in the studio audience, and without a blink, said I was waiting on Rob Daniels. Then I gave myself a tour of the station.

My father was chairperson of a telethon produced and broadcasted at the station. So that “gravitas” street cred and emboldening lineage, combined with my little infiltration, introduced me to on-air personality Nancy Glass, who later hosted and anchored several national programs. She was tall, blond haired, blue eyed and very funny on the air. A little crush had developed. (Me for her, of course… I mean, she didn’t know me yet…) She introduced me to the director of programming, Lisa Nee. Local stations rarely have this position anymore since the mid ’90s when budgets dried up for local shows with the exception of news, parades, and the black or Hispanic community outreach shows required by the broadcast regulators.

For some reason Lisa agreed to hire me as an intern. I was seventeen and the youngest intern ever hired at an NBC affiliate. She also offered to pay for my bus pass to and from the suburbs to the station in Center City, in addition to paying my parking on the one or two taping days I’d have to stay late. I don’t know why or how this happened but up till then, it was the most exciting time of my life.

I had to convince my high school officials to allow me to be eligible for the work/study program, usually a curriculum for seniors going to Vo-Tech. They agreed, figuring I wasn’t doing my homework anymore, so why make me go to the pointless electives? I would do the state required courses in the morning, and then go to work at the station: first KYW and later when my contract was up, I jumped to WCAU - CBS Radio, which I got after being the only applicant to drudge out into the worst blizzard of the decade for the interview.

KYW-TV had a groundbreaking history. It was the first nationally broadcasted station, home to The Mike Douglas Show and a springboard for many network personalities. It was also the last wave of what local television “was.”

During my time at KYW, the network and Westinghouse Broadcasting would bring their test shows there before going national. So many stars came through. I remember Miles Davis coming to perform live on the morning talk show in front of a studio audience.

I was assisting the producers by moving everyone into place and keeping an eye on Mr. Davis as we got him in the makeup chair after a very late arrival. The makeup woman was Anne Amiko, a short, heavy, brunette who had worked on every star for the last twenty years who needed cosmetics, in addition to an opera singing cat, and the homeless guy on 5th and Market with alopecia.

Miles was leaning back in the chair like he was at the dentist. He had his pitch-black sunglasses on and was a little clammy looking. He wasn’t moving a muscle. I figured he was either tired from the road or perhaps had a cold. (I was hoping for a heartbeat…) But eventually I heard the murmuring of the concerned associate producers. He had arrived high on — well, more than just life — which was not uncommon for him, especially in his final years.

As Anne was leaning over him applying makeup, Miles awoke from his embalmment, reached around the big woman’s body, cupped her ample behind with two hands and attempted to pull her up onto the chair. With a “Come here baby!” Miles laughed, Anne shrieked, she got a slap on her ass, he got a slap on his face and the moment ended as fast as it began. But he was now conscious and semi-alert, so all were happy.

I escorted him to the studio and handed him off to the floor manager during the commercial break. The band was set, Miles took his mark. There was a countdown, the red light, and host Bill Boggs introduced the legend, Miles Davis.

The band started playing and Miles stood there holding his horn, bobbing his head to the music. A minute in and he still hadn’t played a note. Then, finally, the band led him into his solo, he pulled the famous horn to his lips and he gave one blow … and that was it. One note. The rest of the song he swayed. Not to the music, but the precursor of perhaps falling over. It’s possible he didn’t even know he was in the middle of a broadcast. And if he did, maybe he thought he was still playing.

The producers were nuts over the expense and the embarrassment. They ended up shooting around him. Bill tried to get a short interview out of him, the audience applauded, then we went to break and his people quickly hustled (well, carried) him out the door to the limo.

To me, this was great television. I have seen and been on both sides of many moments like this over the years where you just have to shrug your shoulders and say, “Fuck it, it’s show business.”


  I Should’ve Stolen The Grammy

KYW-TV3 - Philadelphia was a training ground for top talk show producers working today. I worked for Ed Glavin (The Ellen DeGeneres Show), Glenn Davish (The View), Lynn MacCauley (Ricki Lake) and others.

I was originally assigned to a Saturday morning teen show called, Check It Out, with executive producer, Janet King Johnson. She was a slim, African American woman with a flat topped afro, probably in her thirties and she scared the piss out of me.

Janet had no qualms in exhibiting her displeasure of my presence. She told me numerous times in the first week that I was a seventeen-year-old high school kid with no education in television when there were countless college students majoring in the field. “You being assigned to me makes my job harder, not easier,” she’d say.

She was right. I didn’t know terms or technology. She would turn to me and rattle off ten things to be done. I’d say okay, get out of her sight, then ask someone, anyone to decipher her list. It was usually an engineer that helped after taking pity on me. 

One time she asked for time coded, blacked out, blank tapes for the next taping. It turned out the tapes given to me were not time coded so, when she went to edit, she couldn’t find anything without viewing the entire tape of raw footage back and forth. I’m sure it gave her an extra three hours of work. She loathed me.

Another time I was carrying a pile of videotapes past the bulk tape eraser machine. It was the size of a huge office copier. Instead of taping over shows repeatedly, you put the videotapes on the machine, flipped the switch and the magnetizing erased the tapes, clean. The machine was on as I walked by and ruined my tapes.

I got into the groove eventually. It was mostly grunt work. Month three I asked Janet if my name would ever be on the credits. She said if and when she felt I earned it but to not hold my breath. A month later after I brought back dinner for a late night taping for everyone, she called me into the editing room and showed me my name scrolling by. We hugged. After that I was an equal ... an equal who still did the grunt work.

I had my own desk and handled many of the shows’ responsibilities. When things were slow, I would sneak off to other shows to help (a.k.a. get in the way) and mostly to learn.

One of the tough things was realizing that, while I loved the technical side of production, the performance side was something I also wanted very much. I watched the hosts of all these shows and knew that kind of personality was inside me. But my quiet, shy nature was still holding me back. I was also self-conscious of a nasal voice and a lazy “S” in my speech.

Then one day I was opening the mail at my desk when I read a notice from the Grammy Awards press department informing us that if our station wanted press passes to cover the show, we should contact them by mail with our producer, camera man, and host names. 

Janet had no interest in covering the show — but I did. I wanted to be a host or reporter and I needed to show someone I could do it. So I filled out the paperwork using my home address to receive the passes (clearly pre-911).

I knew nothing about music, but I knew someone who did. I knew Mark Doctrow from a youth group I was in. He was older than me and, more importantly, he was MTV crazy. Madonna was his specialty. He knew and followed everything. He was from Harrisburg and it was clear his obsession was based on the necessity of getting out of his small town life once he was old enough.

I called him up and told him he’d be my producer and feed me relevant questions as the stars came by. He readily agreed and even got his father’s tuxedo shop to supply our wares. The cameraman was an a/v teacher at another friend’s high school. In retrospect it probably looked out of place having a home video camera next to professional television cams on the red carpet, but I dressed the camera in NBC peacock logos from the KYW art department and got a news logo cube to go around my microphone. We were all set.

Then the passes came in the mail. I couldn’t believe it! We got our train tickets, went up together, walked over to Radio City, checked in and stepped behind the barricades onto the press pit. Most of the stars went in through the back door but we saw Billy Joel, Cyndi Lauper, Herbie Hancock, Jody Watley, and I interviewed Howard Stern, who was so incredibly nice to me. He even pushed other reporters aside and moved me to the front of the velvet ropes. This was also going to be Michael Jackson’s first television appearance in four years, performing “Man in the Mirror.”

They then moved everyone inside to the pressroom. It was the first time the Grammy Awards had returned to New York in several years and now I could see why. Radio City Music Hall was a death trap. The pressrooms were in the upper levels of the building and the press was squeezed into very old, very small, very warm, creaky elevators. Total fire hazard. I honestly don’t know how the fire marshal allowed it. Maybe the Grammy producers made Liza Minnelli distract him with a long story about how she and her mother both married gay guys.

Upon exiting the lift, we were given official programs, formats, and network/satellite feed packets. Individual cameras weren’t allowed due to space, so all news outlets patched their recorders into one pool camera system provided by the Grammys. Mike, our cam guy, sat in the back while Mark and I sat only three or four rows back from the “step and repeat” platform and microphone.

I sat next to Rob Garrett from ABC News, across from Mary Hart of Entertainment Tonight, and behind Rona Barrett, famed entertainment broadcaster and columnist who was probably in her late sixties, more glammed up than some stars, and who became the thorn in every journalist’s side that evening.

You see, once the presenters and winners exit the stage, they go upstairs to each pressroom (print, TV or radio). The press only gets three to five questions with the talent before they are rushed off. So asking a bad question fucks the chances of everyone else in the room for getting picked by the moderator to ask their question. I didn’t realize this until an hour in.

Ms. Barrett’s first question was to a Grammy winner: “You didn’t win last year, but you won this year. How does that make you feel?”  Okay, the room accepted that without a blink.

Her next time chosen she asked a presenter: “You get to see these people win. How does that make you feel?” There was a grumbling and fidgeting around me. I got an eye roll from Rob Garrett.

Her next opportunity was quizzing a winning producer: “How does this make you feel tonight?” Now I, a seventeen-year-old high school student had joined the angry mob in asking the moderator to stop picking Rona Barrett. Somehow I was now one of the boys. No one seemed to care or notice that I was a fetus.

Eventually I needed to go stretch my legs. I got up and walked to the back of the room and into a dark hallway. I looked down and couldn’t believe what I saw … a box full of Grammys. Apparently back then, the awards were dummy awards and not inscribed until later. After the stars came through the pressrooms they dumped them into this cardboard box! I was alone for a good minute. I was in a panic. Do I steal a Grammy? Walking by a random, unsecured pile of anything, I’d question taking one. And these were Grammys. There’s a pile of Grammys right there. Finally my ethical dilemma/life of crime was interrupted by pedestrian traffic.

I returned to the room right before they brought a few of us down, group by group, to sit in the theater for a segment or two. I interviewed Liza Minnelli, Patrick Swayze, and a handful of others. It was a good night.

Mark Doctrow later moved to New York, got a job at MTV and became Madonna’s exclusively requested producer. He now works for CNN.

Janet King Johnson was rumored to have subsequently worked on The Oprah Winfrey Show. I’ve thought about finding her, but why poke a sleeping lion?


  First Night In New York Comedy & Rodney Dangerfield

Seeing someone in his or her element is an aphrodisiac, I discovered very early on. Like anyone seen doing what they do best, the super attractive people who might not normally take notice or consider me, would watch me perform and then throw room keys, underwear, and themselves at me, figuratively speaking … except for when I opened for Tom Jones. (At the end of his shows, the stage looked like my mother’s hamper.) I had this awesome, superhero power. As I matured I tried to use “my powers” for good and not evil! I’m speaking about once the act was polished. It took a few years to get there.

It was my third or fourth time doing comedy in Philly when local headliner, Big Daddy Graham, told me about a club in New York that was making room for new showcase spots. A showcase was three to five minutes of stage time given to a new comic to try stuff out in between the three professional acts. Nowadays there’s no such thing because the public is paying for a comedy show and getting twelve guys doing six minutes each, most of them sucking.

For the record, the meat grinder format is disrespectful to the audience, the comic, but most importantly, to the craft. Six minutes is not enough time to create a beginning, middle and end of anything an audience could be truly invested in, especially if a comic’s piece is different than the last seven guys. It’s whiplash and the audience can’t switch gears fast enough. But I digress.

I drive up to New York on a Saturday night in my Nissan Sentra (a.k.a. the juice can on wheels) to the address I was given, 78th & Broadway, home to Stand Up New York.

The club was dark and there were lots of people pacing by the bar … all comics. I couldn’t find Big Daddy, but I put my name on the list to get stage time. While I was waiting, I watched a short, tomboy type of girl on stage … really calm and understated. After my set we talked for a bit and a year later, I saw her on Saturday Night Live. Almost eighteen years later, Janeane Garofalo and I acted together in The Ten.

But after Stand Up New York, I hung around tryin’ to figure out what people were doing next. One of the New Jersey comics invited me to jump in his car to go do a late night set on the east side at Dangerfield’s, then still owned by Rodney. I was told he never came to the club.
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