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To my children, Abigail and George. I closed my eyes for a minute and you grew up. I’m not sad, though; that’s what’s supposed to happen. I remember every moment. I remember all the good times. I love you forever and ever, amen.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The events, experiences, and conversations related in this book are true. Pretty much. At least as the author remembers them. But the author barely remembers what happened yesterday, so… there you go.













INTRODUCTION



We were dropping out of the sky—fast.


I was strapped into a cargo bay jump seat inside a Lockheed C-130 Hercules, a four-engine military transport. The bay was packed with pallets containing MREs (meal, ready to eat), bottles of water, and boxes of ammo and communication gear. Pallets, that is, plus six passengers—me, my gunnery sergeant, Andrew “Gunny” Lynch, and four gentlemen of unknown origin. Based on their accents, clothes, and equipment, and the stone-cold look of warriors about to do their business, I believe it’s safe to say they were British special forces… but hey, what do I know?


It was an hour past midnight on December 10, 2001, just three months after al-Qaeda terrorists took control of four passenger planes on 9/11 and killed nearly three thousand Americans. I was a captain in the US Marine Corps, and we were descending into the terrorists’ kitchen, otherwise known as Afghanistan.


There were no windows in the cargo hold. Other than a few red lights, the bay was nearly pitch black. I felt the G-forces twist my insides as the pilots maneuvered us into a downward corkscrew, to prevent us from being shot out of the sky by potential enemy fire—thank God I didn’t get airsick. No one spoke. It wouldn’t have mattered if someone had—it was near-impossible to hear anything over the whine of the engines and the creaks and groans of the fuselage. Like a tick on a raging bull, all I could do was hang on and pray… and that’s exactly what I did.


Three months. Technically, eighty-nine days. That’s how long it’d been since I’d first stood in disbelief on top of the devastation at Ground Zero along with hundreds of other military personnel, firefighters, police officers, and volunteers, moving rubble by hand, desperately searching for survivors we would never find. Eighty-seven days since a man in his fifties stopped me on my walk home from Ground Zero to ask, “How’s it going down there?” When I told him it was slow work, the man calmly said, “God bless you.” I don’t know why—it was probably all the suppressed emotion that had been building up for days—but it finally came out. Right there on the street, I started to cry.


I wasn’t just grieving. I was pissed. I felt violated. I lived in New York City; they’d attacked my home. Most of the victims died in the blink of an eye, so they never even had the chance to fight back. But I could do something about this injustice. I was a trained Marine officer who’d served during multiple overseas deployments. I was also a patriot. After my experience at Ground Zero, there was never a doubt in my mind that I’d be raising my hand to get back on active duty. This was the kind of moment Marines were made for. We were America’s force in readiness, her first responders. So if not me, who? If not now, when?


The C-130’s corkscrew tightened. We were close to landing.


The plan was for the plane to set down fast on a short, bombed-out desert runway. Our group was supposed to get picked up by Americans based at a compound near Mazar-i-Sharif, the largest city in northern Afghanistan. I’d already looked at maps to orient myself and mentally run through contingencies for what I’d do if the bad guys showed up before the good guys. Was I prepared to kill someone if I had to? Yes. Was I prepared to die? I’d rather not. The runway we were aiming for ran east-west. The Hindu Kush mountains were to the east. The compound that would be our new home was six miles west of the runway. If the situation turned ugly, my egress would be to the west, which I could do on foot.


Just before takeoff, our pilot had told us, “Heads up, we’re not stopping. The plane will not stop moving. We’ll slow down as much as we can so you can get off, but we won’t stop.” Now, as the C-130 straightened out for its final approach, I remembered the pilot’s words. What exactly does that mean? I thought. Are we talking jump, tuck, and roll? I pictured myself bouncing across the runway like a deadbeat just tossed from his bookie’s car.


A minute later, I felt the bump of wheels touching down. The loading ramp had already been lowered. Instantly, the crew chief was up and rapidly pushing pallets down the ramp and into the darkness as the plane taxied down the short runway. I joined Gunny and the rest of the passengers in hurriedly unstrapping from my seat. As soon as the last pallet left the plane, I ran down the ramp with the others and jumped onto solid earth. Thankfully, the C-130 moved at a slow enough speed—so no bouncing Marines.


I looked back at the plane taxiing away from us. The crew chief stood in the doorway of the now-empty cargo bay. He gave a wave and a quick salute before the ramp closed. The C-130 circled around a crater at the end of the runway, picked up speed as it hurtled in our direction, and with a roar flew over our heads and into the night.


We were alone. The silence was deafening.


I’d already pulled out my sidearm, a 9-millimeter Beretta. The Beretta is a fine weapon, but let’s be honest: It’s a pistol. Effective to about twenty-five yards. I wasn’t gonna do shit with a pistol. Unless the fight was in a closet or a phone booth, I was going be outgunned. But I was a staff officer, not a gunslinging operator, so the military in all its wisdom decided all I needed was a Beretta. No M4 or M16 for me on this deployment. If the Taliban showed up they’d likely have AK-47 assault rifles, RPK machine guns, and rocket-propelled grenades. Too late to worry about that now.


The six of us took defensive positions by forming a circle around the pallets. I lay on my belly, a pallet behind me, the desert stretched out before me in the darkness. Other than the sound of wind blowing over me, the night was still and freezing.


Holy shit, I thought. Just three months ago I was performing improv comedy in a little black-box theater in New York City. Now I’m lying on the cold ground of a bombed-out airfield in northern Afghanistan.


To quote Ron Burgundy, that escalated quickly.


Yeah, improv comedy. I’d moved to New York in 1997, not just because of the Marines, but because I’d found the balls to pursue my dream—a life in the arts. When I wasn’t on a deployment in Albania or Kosovo, I was a Marine by day and a comedian by night. People ask me all the time, “How do careers in the military and comedy fit together?” Well, they don’t. But often, they do both require a talent for being in the moment and thinking quickly. I may not be good at everything, but I know how to focus and react to what’s going on around me—whether it’s a commanding officer suddenly barking orders or an improv colleague suddenly announcing we’re a couple of goldfish in a toilet bowl. You gotta be ready for anything.


During my time in the city before 9/11, I’d taken all three levels of classes offered by the Upright Citizens Brigade, an improv comedy performance and teaching group founded by Matt Besser, Amy Poehler, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh. In 1999, I began performing with Respecto Montalban, an improvisational and sketch comedy troupe at the UCB. Was my name up in lights yet? Hardly. I was just another actor-comedian who was grinding away, learning the trade, refining my skills, and looking for the break that would launch me. Did I know if I would make it? Nope. However, more than a decade in the Marines had taught me a few important lessons—the most important being that as long as I didn’t give up, as long as I stayed committed to putting in the work and preparing myself, I had a chance to succeed.


That lesson is where the title of this book came from. I spent a lot of hours debating and friend-testing titles. Some that didn’t make the cut were Die Hard or Die Laughing, Embrace the Suck, A Few Good Giggles, Gung Ho Riggle, and My Asshole Recruiter Lied. Though Grit, Spit, and Never Quit isn’t an actual Marine Corps motto, it might as well be one. It definitely matches our mindset and attitude. It’s the same mindset I’ve tried to adopt in my comedy career and throughout my life—you keep going till the job is done or the show is over. No delays. No excuses. No refunds. And definitely no quitting.


That night in Afghanistan, we’d been on the ground only a few minutes when my musings were interrupted by the sound of vehicles. Suddenly, a convoy of white Toyota pickup trucks and vans raced onto the airstrip next to us. It was the moment of truth—were these fellow Americans arriving to transport us to the compound or al-Qaeda and Taliban terrorists about to open fire on us? I didn’t know the answer yet—but I did know that no matter what happened, I had put in the work to prepare myself for this moment. I thought, Bring it.


Now that you’ve read the introduction to this book, it’s your moment of truth. Are you prepared to join me on the crazy ride that’s been my life so far? Here’s what I say: No delays. No excuses. No refunds. Turn the page.















PART ONE


WHEN I GROW UP, I WANT TO BE A LAWYER… I MEAN, FBI AGENT… I MEAN, US MARINE


















ONE



Ready for All, Yielding to None


AKA Bring That Shit!


I think all the funny people were bullied. —CHRIS ROCK


Overland Park, Kansas, was a great place to grow up in the seventies and eighties. It was a time and a land of freedom. As a kid in the summer, I could get on my bike and ride for miles with my buddies. I was in excellent shape because we rode everywhere. Nobody had cell phones. There was no way to track me. I was just gone. My parents’ only requirement was that I be back by dinnertime. If we had a problem when we were out riding, we had to solve it ourselves—a lesson that was driven home to me on more than one occasion.


I was far from a tough guy in those days (still true today). At most, I was average height and weight all through grade school. I was also a sensitive kid. When I got upset, the tears would flow. I once ran home bawling because I got mud on my brand-new tennis shoes. My vibe was closer to lover than fighter. And yet, somehow, I seemed to end up in more fights than Muhammad Ali.


Like the time I was six years old and playing football in my front yard with a couple of eight-year-olds—a dangerous and violent age for boys from that era. The scarier of the two, Chip, lived next door. Chip was a couple of inches taller than me, with long, shaggy blond hair. He was fast and quick. He was also wild and covered in dirt most of the time—the word feral comes to mind.


The worst part, though, was that Chip was mean. Imagine Kelly Leak from The Bad News Bears, only without the talent. This was a kid with no respect for authority. If his mom or dad told him, “Don’t leave the front yard,” Chip would yell back, “I gotta do what I gotta do!” I still can’t decide if I should reveal Chip’s last name. On the one hand, I want to protect his anonymity. On the other hand, there’s a good chance he’s on America’s Most Wanted, and printing his name might lead to his capture.


That day in the yard, it didn’t take long before Chip decided he’d played enough football and it was time to pick on me. When I wasn’t looking, he stuck his leg out and tripped me. Then he did it again. And again. I wore my purple Fran Tarkenton jersey with the number 10 of the little Minnesota Vikings quarterback known for his ability to escape bigger linemen who were trying to pulverize him, but I guess putting on Fran’s jersey wasn’t enough to transfer his nimbleness to me.


Chip soon got bored with tripping me, so the next time I was on the ground, he started kicking my legs. Now I couldn’t even get up.


“Stop! Knock it off!” I yelled. “Let me get up, jerk.” As a first grader, my verbal acumen and ability to cuss with authority had yet to develop. I have to admit it—I was a polite kid with good manners.


My gentle protests accomplished nothing. If anything, they seemed to anger Chip, making him kick me even harder.


Remember, macho was not part of my makeup. When I would get to sixth grade, my teacher would show our class The Velveteen Rabbit. As the film rolled and I watched that rabbit’s dream of becoming real turn to dust, I got more and more upset. I’m not talking about a little misty. This was hard sniffles and gasps for air. Then I realized that other kids in the class had started to notice. I had a desk with a lift top, so I raised the lid, stuck my head in the desk, and pretended to look for something. In reality, I was wiping tears and snot with a sheet of notebook paper… and fooling no one. I was not on anyone’s list of neighborhood tough guys.


Which is why when Chip kept kicking me that day in the yard, I did what anyone who would one day aspire to a career in the military would do—I started to cry. I was hurt, scared, and humiliated. I had no idea how to handle a bully. I had no idea why he was doing this. After another kick, I pushed against Chip’s leg, scrambled a few yards, then jumped up and ran across the yard to my house. Behind me, Chip and the other hoodlum, Jeff, just laughed.


Our big garage door was open, so I rushed inside. Mom must have heard me bawling because she met me at the doorway to the inside of the house.


“Rob,” Mom said, “what’s wrong?”


“They’re being mean to me!” I blubbered. “They’re tripping me and kicking me and knocking me down. I hate those guys!”


You need to understand that my mom, all five feet two inches of her, is one tough lady. Sandra Shrout Riggle was raised on a post-Depression farm in rural Missouri in the early 1940s. We’re talking outhouses here. Her father, Fred, was away at war for the first four years of her life. Mom grew up fast and hard because she had to. She got her bachelor’s and master’s degrees back when women didn’t do that sort of thing and became a junior high English teacher. Think back to what kids are like in seventh and eighth grade. The worst, right? Plenty of them are bullies. But those monsters were no match for my mom. When I was in high school, more than one of Mom’s former students said she’d made them cry. She taught those little bastards—me, my friends, and others much meaner than we were—for thirty-one years.


So, let’s just say that if I was looking for Mom to give me a comforting hug and invite me to sit down and eat of plate of fresh-baked cookies… yeah, that wasn’t going to happen.


Mom cupped my chin in one hand, leaned in, and inspected my face for damage. Seeing none, she turned me around, put her hand on my back, and to my surprise walked me through the open garage door to the driveway.


“Rob, listen to me,” she said. “If you don’t deal with this, those boys will do this to you for the rest of your life. They will always pick on you and bully you. This will be your fate every day unless you go out there and take care of it right now.”


I stood there, my mouth open and tears on my face, as Mom walked back into the garage and pushed the button that brought down the automatic garage door. Suddenly, I had nowhere to retreat. Just like Cortés, Mom had burned my ships.


I might have been only six, but I knew that something big—and scary—had just happened. Mom, what the hell? I thought. You’re supposed to protect me! Just what do you expect me to do? It was the first time in my life that I had to deal with a serious problem all by myself.


I didn’t have much time to think. As soon as they saw what had happened, Chip and Jeff began taunting me. “Hey, look who’s back,” Chip sneered. “You gonna cry some more for us, pussy?”


I felt like David facing Goliath, except I didn’t have a slingshot and wouldn’t have known how to use it if I did. Was I scared? You bet your Super Bowl tickets I was scared! But Mom apparently had faith that I could handle this on my own. I thought she’d gone crazy. Like truly snapped, gone bye-bye crazy, as in she was done being my mom and was inside packing her suitcase to run off with some slick-talking salesman she’d just met. Just playing the odds, I figured she was going to live in the Florida Panhandle with her new family. That’s the level of insanity I was dealing with because none of the math was mathing. At the moment, however, it seemed I had no choice but to find out if she was right.


I walked back into the yard where Chip and Jeff stood with their hands on their hips, taunting me. These idiots looked like central casting’s response to an order for a couple of child thugs—Chip wearing clothes that hadn’t been washed in two years, looking like he’d just walked out of the jungle, and Jeff, a big boy standing with his mouth agape, per usual. Jeff didn’t strike me as a conversationalist. If needed, I figured I could subdue him with a simple magic trick.


Chip’s face twisted in an evil grin. “What’s up, crybaby?” he said. “What are you gonna do?”


That was the moment when everything welled up inside me—the shame, the rage, and just enough courage to outweigh my usual good judgment. I had reached my limit. I was like a cartoon character with steam was coming out of my ears. I was Ralphie Parker in A Christmas Story facing off against his nemesis, Scott Farkus, when Ralphie morphed from bully victim to a whirling, cussing, fist-throwing Tasmanian Devil.


I bum-rushed the surprised Chip and tackled him as violently as I could. Which probably wasn’t that violent, but we hit the ground and began to wrestle in the grass, both of us throwing rabbit punches to the body and shoulders. I was on top first, then Chip was on top of me, then I twisted away so I was on top again. It was like a cage match between Hulk Hogan and Stone Cold Steve Austin—only without the power, strength, coordination, or athleticism.


The scuffle seemed to go on forever, but it must have lasted only a couple of minutes—which, apparently, was already too long for Jeff’s limited attention span. “Hey, you guys,” he said, “knock it off. Let’s either play or not play, but I don’t want to just stand here watching you guys fight.”


I got off of Chip, stood up, and realized I wasn’t hurt. Then a wave of confidence overcame me—it was probably the adrenaline. I began talking some serious shit.


“I don’t care!” I said, eyeing Chip warily. “We can keep going or we can play football. I don’t care.” I knew I was getting out of control. I was starting to sound like my grandfather when his tractor would break down and he’d smash it repeatedly with a hammer.


Chip stood up. His hair was even more unkempt than usual. He glanced quickly at me, then at Jeff, and mumbled, “Yeah, whatever. Let’s play.”


Say what you will about boys, but one thing we’re generally good at is moving on from a conflict. My pop psychology take is that once the punches have been thrown, there’s nowhere else to go. So we just started playing football again. Pretty soon a couple more neighborhood guys joined us. There were no problems. We played till dinnertime, then each of us went home. Nothing more was said about the fight. In fact, Chip never pulled any of that stuff on me again. He was still crazier than a shithouse rat, but he didn’t pick on me anymore. I discovered that day that sometimes the best response to a bully is to just stand up to them.


I learned something else too. I already knew that Mom was tough, but I’d thought her son was more Chuck E. Cheese than Chuck Norris, a harmless weenie just trying to get through life without getting beat up. Maybe, however—just maybe—some of that maternal grit was in my DNA too.


When it came to parenting, my mom and dad were in lockstep. I guess that explains why when I was ten, my dad taught me almost the exact same lesson about bullies.


Robert “Bob” Riggle grew up in Iowa and Kansas City. He learned early the value of hard work. Dad had his own paper route when he was seven. Then he got a special work permit so he could be a car hop when he was twelve. He was the first in his family to go to college, which—you guessed it—he worked his way through. Dad sold group insurance for the Washington National Insurance Company for thirty years. He was good at his job, and his clients loved him. His colleagues loved him. His assistants loved him. Everybody loves him!


Maybe that was because Dad knows how to treat people. He is a gentle man and a great listener. His manners are outstanding. He is compassionate and patient. Throughout the free world he is known as “Smiling Bob.” During my entire life, I’ve never seen anyone disappointed that Bob has just arrived.


This does not mean that Dad is a pushover. I have rarely seen him angry, but when I did, it scared me to death. All it took was the word Hey! in a low tone, and everyone knew things were about to get real. And like Mom, he also believed in standing up to bullies.


In my younger years, every Sunday our family piled into Dad’s company car—usually an enormous Buick Regal or Oldsmobile Cutlass—and drove to Country Club Christian Church in Kansas City. Don’t let the name fool you—this was a regular church, not a country club. There were no weddings on the tennis courts or baptisms taking place in an Olympic-size pool, though I did have to wear a suit and tie. The deal was that after attending church, my sister, Julie, and I were supposed to go to our separate Sunday school classes while my parents went to the class for adults. If Julie and I were good that morning, we got to go to McDonald’s afterward. In those days, that was a huge treat. I’d order a Big Mac, fries, and a Coke, save my food till I got home, and then devour everything while watching The Lone Ranger (a lawman fighting injustice) and The Rat Patrol (four dudes in jeeps battling the Nazis in Africa) on TV. Back then, this was as close to heaven as it got for a grade school boy.


On one of those Sundays, however, Dad found out I was skipping Sunday school. A friend of his must have spotted me wandering around the church when I was supposed to be in class and ratted me out. I spent most of each class session hiding in the bathroom.


After church that day, Dad sat me down at our kitchen table. “Why,” he asked, “are you not going to Sunday school?”


The problem was another bully I’ll call John P. He was a ten-year-old like me, but five inches taller and twenty pounds heavier, with a lot more muscles. For whatever reason, God wanted me to blossom last among every boy I knew. It seemed as though they all went through puberty early and with a vengeance. Everyone was stronger, faster, bigger, and better. Nerds, girls, everyone could take me down in those days.


Like a predator that can smell fear in other animals, I’m sure John P. could sniff out the dread dripping off me. I must have had BFE—big fear energy—because John decided to pick on me. He was always ready with a verbal jab. If I said, “I like Trans Ams,” he’d quickly announce, “The Trans Am is a piece of shit car. Only rednecks who obsess about Smokey and the Bandit would drive something like that.” This would draw laughter from everyone within earshot—he knew how to work a crowd.


John P. was not physically abusive. He just kept hitting me with putdowns. He was sophisticated—think a muscular, ten-year-old James Bond villain in a blue blazer, khakis, and penny loafers. He sorta had it all. He was physically well put together, he was smart, he was articulate, and he was charming. I actually liked him—I just didn’t like being in his crosshairs. I felt like a tug boat going up against a battleship. I was outclassed in every way.


Mom’s instruction on how to handle bullies didn’t seem to fit here. Starting a fight at church felt out of the question, not to mention the fact that he’d beat the crap out of me. The only solution I could come up with was to skip class.


I didn’t want to admit any of this to my dad. I was embarrassed and a little angry. Finally, though, my head down and my voice low, the story came out. Dad listened closely to every word, then thought for a moment.


“Rob, I want you to go back to class,” he said. “If John says anything to you, I want you to ask him to step outside.”


I looked up. “Dad, you’re not listening to me,” I said. “He’s bigger than I am. He’s stronger than I am. He’ll kick my ass.”


Dad shook his head. “I don’t care,” he said. “You stand up, you ask him to step outside, and you do it in front of everybody in the class. Just be ready. If you go outside and he comes with you, you’re going to have to fight him.”


“But… Dad,” I said. “I don’t want to start a fight. I don’t want to get in trouble. I don’t want to embarrass you and Mom. I don’t want to get in trouble with the church. Plus… he’s going to beat me up!”


Dad leaned back, a calm expression on his face. “I don’t care,” he said. “You’re going to fight him as hard as you can, and you’re going to give it everything you’ve got. He may win the fight, but he’s going to feel it.”


This was a revelation to me. I figured that starting a fight—especially at church—was one of the worst things I could do, a move that would bring serious consequences. Yet Dad was giving me the green light.


You would think that scenario would have scared the Happy Meal out of me. But it didn’t. Dad had not only just given me permission to stand up for myself; he’d insisted on it. I doubt that I knew the word empowered at age ten, but if I had, that’s what I would have used to describe how I felt. If I had the freedom to stand up for myself—even fight if necessary—in church, I had permission to stand up for myself anytime, anywhere. It was like being handed a lifetime supply of “Get Out of Jail Free” Monopoly cards. My new attitude was “Ready for All, Yielding to None” (the famous motto of the 2nd Marine Battalion, 7th Marines Regiment). I could not wait to go back to Sunday school.


After the church service the following weekend, I was ready. I said a quick “Bye, Dad,” hustled off to the classroom, and sat down at a table.


Sure enough, John P., wearing a suit and tie like me, soon sauntered in and sat at another table. I was tempted to jump up and challenge him right then, but even at age ten, I realized that was the wrong move. If we were going to come to blows, I wanted him to be the aggressor. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to be patient when you’re a young boy on the verge of battle? Nevertheless, I bided my time. Rather than provoke, I had to be patient and cunning, let him come to me. I was like a samurai warrior, Jedi master, and World Series of Poker champion, all rolled into one.


I didn’t have to wait that long. Our teacher, Mr. Comer, told us to look up a Bible verse. A minute or so later, John glanced up from his table and spotted me. He then proceeded to make a smart-ass comment about me that I didn’t even completely hear. But it made the other kids at his table laugh.


Booya. That was it. Now was my moment. The trap was sprung.


“What did you say?” I called across the room. The laughter abruptly stopped. Everyone froze.


John smirked. “You heard me,” he said. I hadn’t actually, but who cared. The game was afoot.


My senses were now on hyperalert. This was fight or flight, just like that dustup in my front yard with Chip. Now, though, it was different. Even though I knew this could go badly, I felt strong and confident. I was almost giddy with anticipation.


“Hey,” I said, “if you wanna go, let’s step outside.” Some of the guys in class, shocked by my audacity, said, “Oooooh.” They sensed that Rumble in the Jungle II was about to break out right there in Sunday school.


I’ll never forget the look on John P.’s face. His mouth opened, but no words came out. For once, he didn’t have a zinger to throw back at me. Then he recovered. “What the hell, Riggle,” he said. “Chill out.”


“Whatever,” I said, doubling down on my challenge, “but I’m not going to listen to your shit anymore.”


John shook his head in disbelief. “Whatever, man. Calm down.”


At that point, Mr. Comer reasserted some control over his class. “All right, everybody calm down,” he said. “Let’s get back to the verses.”


And that was it. I didn’t have to step outside, and I didn’t have to throw a single punch. John P. never gave me a hard time again. Much to my surprise, this drama wrapped up faster than an Afterschool Special episode. After that day, whenever I was around John P., we acknowledged each other with a nod or even made small talk. We were good. I’d put him on notice that I wasn’t going to take any more shit, and I think he respected me for it.




READY FOR ALL, YIELDING TO NONE





—MOTTO, 2nd BATTALION, 7th MARINES REGIMENT


After the service, Dad was very interested to hear about how I’d applied his advice and how things had turned out. But he didn’t gloat or say anything like “See, all you have to do to succeed in life is listen to your father.”


All he said was “Great. Now you can go to Sunday school.”


You might think that after all the great instruction I’d received on bullies by the age of ten, I would have figured out how to avoid fighting for the rest of my childhood. You would have thought wrong.


I was a seventh-grader and had been attending Indian Creek Junior High School for all of three weeks when I got into my next inadvisable altercation. I had just finished lunch and walked into the courtyard to kill a few minutes before my next class. Most of the guys already there were horsing around, giving each other little shoves and burning off energy.


One of the guys doing the shoving was Tony Aguirre, by far the biggest kid in my class. Tony looked more like the Incredible Hulk than a seventh-grader. He must have been at least six-foot-two and two hundred pounds. I think he shaved twice a day. He probably went through puberty in kindergarten. Tony was not a guy you wanted to cross.


Another guy there was a seventh-grader named Brad. He was half of Tony’s size, closer to five feet tall and a hundred pounds—about the same as me at the time. I don’t know if Brad said something Tony didn’t like or if he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but Tony suddenly grabbed Brad and slammed him hard against the wall. To me, it looked like more than a playful push. It was a fighting move.


To this day, I don’t know why I did it. I didn’t even like Brad. But some instinct told me that Tony had crossed a line and that I could do something about it. Without thinking, I jumped between the two of them.


Surprise—Tony didn’t like that. This time he gave me a hard shove. Suddenly, I was in the middle of a mob of bloodthirsty seventh, eighth, and ninth graders, all chanting “Fight! Fight! Fight!” At that point I started to go into shock. It was like I was starring in my own personal version of Lord of the Flies.


Oh my God, I thought. What is happening here? I have to fight Tony Aguirre?


To be fair, I don’t think Tony was looking for a fight either. But we were surrounded. There was no escape and no way to save face. Tony put up his hands and closed his fists, so I did the same. My eyes must have been big as saucers as I looked up at Tony. It was game on.


The “game” didn’t last long. We each threw a few punches. Then Tony uncorked a beauty, a straight jab that got me right in the nose. Blood—my blood—spurted everywhere. The crowd started screaming. I didn’t know it at the time, but twenty years later, during a physical exam, I learned I had a broken nose. It had to have been from Tony’s punch.


Then someone yelled, “Teacher!” As quickly as they’d gathered, the savage mob disbursed. Tony got out of there too. One moment, I was a gladiator in the Roman Coliseum. The next moment, a friend was escorting me alongside the escaping crowd.


What the hell? I thought. What just happened?


My hands trembled, but there was so much adrenaline pumping through my body that I didn’t even feel the pain in my nose. I was guided into the bathroom, where I checked out my face in the mirror and tried to clean myself up. Despite the mess, I was relieved. I’d stood up for Brad, fought Tony Aguirre, and lived to tell about it. Other than a bloody nose, it seemed I’d survived the incident without any long-term repercussions.


You know how in every horror movie there’s a scene where the soon-to-be victim looks in a mirror, sees nothing unusual, turns away for a moment, then looks back and sees the monster in the mirror standing right behind him? That’s what happened that day in the bathroom. I was at the sink, cleaning my face. I looked down to pour more water onto a paper towel. I glanced back up at the mirror—and was shocked to see the ominous image of our vice principal just inches away from me.


Rob Winters was the school disciplinarian. I’m sure in his regular, non-school life he was a lovely man. He may have even had a loving family and been involved with his community in a positive way. I’ll never know, because to the students of Indian Creek Junior High School, he was the Grim Reaper. He was six feet tall and stocky, with a bushy, jet-black mustache and hairy arms. We would often speculate on what happened to Mr. Winters’s victims. We figured he’d stuffed the bleached bones and moldy retainers of troublemaking juveniles into the trunk of his car. The Reaper spent his days wandering the halls, looking for any excuse to torture preteens and young teenagers. If he was talking to you, it was bad news.


Mr. Winters did a sweep of the bathroom with his eyes. He didn’t miss the blood all over the sink in front of me. The Grim Reaper put his ice-cold fingers on my shoulder—it was the grip of death. “Are you Mr. Riggle?” he finally asked in a deep voice.


“Yes,” I croaked.


“So what’s going on, Mr. Riggle?”


“Not much, sir.”


“Right,” he said. “Tell you what. Why don’t we go to my office and talk about not much?”


“Ohhhkay,” I managed.


The school rules about fighting were cut and dried—if you fought, you were suspended. I’m going to the vice principal’s office, I thought. I’m gonna get suspended! This can’t be happening. What am I going to do? What am I going to tell Mom and Dad? I’d just started junior high, and now I was about to get kicked out. That’s when my emotions kicked in. Tears started flowing right there in the bathroom.


I have a hunch that at that point, the Reaper knew he had his man.


I spent the rest of that afternoon in Mr. Winters’s office. Tony was there—he’d been fingered too. We both had to explain what happened. With classic 1980s male etiquette, Mr. Winters made us shake hands and apologize. I expected the scholastic death penalty—expulsion from school. Goodbye to my friends and my future. It was all over. I just hoped my folks wouldn’t send me to boarding school. However, it wasn’t quite that bad. Tony and I were both suspended from classes for the next day. That was it. I still had to go to school, but I spent the day in the principal’s office. My homework was even delivered to me.


By the time Mr. Winters released me on the day of the fight, I had calmed down a little but was still in shock. School was out, and all the other kids were sitting on buses in the loading area, waiting to leave. I lived close enough to school to walk home, which took me right past those buses. It seemed like every kid in school had their face pressed up against the windows and was pointing at me and whispering things like “There he is. That’s the guy from the fight. He looks mean.” I was like an Old West gunslinger who’d lost his showdown with the sheriff and been forced to leave town—unarmed, but still dangerous. Suddenly, I was the bad boy in school, the troublemaker. I imagined the real baddies in school watching me and saying, “You think you’re tough? Wait till I get a hold of you.” If they only knew that a few minutes earlier, I’d been in Mr. Winters’s office, crying like a baby.


To my surprise, my parents were cool about it. Well, Dad was, anyway. Mom wasn’t pleased. She taught in the same school district, and I’m sure she thought I had sullied the Riggle name.


When Dad got home, he asked me to come upstairs. He was like Mr. Rogers—he’d come home and change out of his work suit and tie into jeans and a casual shirt. While he changed, I sat in a chair and gave him the whole story. All Dad said was “Yeah, I understand how these things can get out of control. You’ll do better next time. Let’s go have dinner.”


That was it. I wasn’t in trouble at home. For the rest of junior high and later, when we were around each other in high school, Tony and I got along fine. I served my one-day suspension at Indian Creek, and as more kids got to know me, they realized I actually wasn’t a wannabe gang leader.


Here’s what I learned early in life: Bullies suck. Here’s what I learned later in life: Bullies keep showing up in one form or another, and they still suck. It might be scary, but the sooner you confront ’em (if you can do so without getting killed), the better. Kick their ass and keep moving forward.















TWO



Whoops, the Microphone’s On


I made an important discovery when I was a kid—I loved making people laugh. Science tells us that laughter releases endorphins, which makes us feel good. Shared laughter creates bonds between people. If you tell a good joke, it’s a sign of intelligence. Laughter can even be a predictor of satisfying, long-term relationships.


Of course, I didn’t know or care about any of that while growing up. I just knew that it was fun to make fart sounds when someone was giving a speech at school or delivering a lesson to my church youth group. It got my friends to laugh. Fart sounds are funny and always will be.


I think I first discovered the power of laughter at the two-story house Uncle Chuck and my dad were building on Lake of the Ozarks in Missouri. They were of that generation of men who just knew carpentry and masonry and how to build a home from the ground up (I, on the other hand, know how to write a comedy sketch about a masturbating storm chaser—not my best work, but I’ll stand by it).


I was five years old when the lake house was finished enough that we started spending chunks of our summers there. It had no TV or telephone. This was way before the internet and cell phones. We had just each other. The result was that we ate every meal together and talked to each other. At least, that’s what we did when we weren’t water skiing, tubing, or swimming at the lake during the day, or playing charades, board games, or cards at night. I remember the adults playing cards for hours, telling stories and laughing so loud that it hurt my ears. Even though I wasn’t in on the jokes, it just felt good to be near people who were having such a great time. (I also remember they were so busy playing and laughing that they didn’t notice me sneaking Oreos from the kitchen—sorry, Mom!)


It was during those evenings at the lake house that I got my first tastes of show business and comedy. I blame my sister, Julie.


I better say something about Julie here, or she’ll beat me up (kidding… but I’m sure she could if she wanted to). My sister is five years older than me. She is also smarter and far better looking. She’s like my dad, universally loved by everyone who meets her. She graduated law school cum laude. She works full-time; she and her husband have raised three beautiful, well-adjusted daughters; she maintains a beautiful home; she volunteers at school and church; she hosts holiday parties… You get the idea. I was saddled with the curse of growing up as Julie Riggle’s little brother. Every school year, on the first day of class, teachers would say to me, “Are you related to Julie Riggle?” I’d reluctantly admit, “Yeah, she’s my sister.” Then the teacher would say, “Julie is amazing! Such a great person, such a great student! I’m expecting big things from you, mister.” By the end of the first week, those same teachers figured out they’d better start lowering their expectations.


One day during that first summer at the lake, after I interrupted my dad’s work one too many times, I was banished from the construction site and told to “Go play with the girls” (Julie and our cousin Dawn were not excited to see me—don’t ask me why). While the girls tried to ignore me, Julie suddenly said, “Hey, let’s put on a show! We can do sketches, some jokes, some singing and dancing, entertain everybody, and then we’ll pass a hat and get some quarters.” It sounded like a great idea for raising money. We could take the change we earned to Dogpatch, an amusement park area at nearby Bagnell Dam, and blow it on arcade games, go-karts, water slides, and ice cream. Even so, I was a reluctant participant. First, as a five-year-old, I had no idea what they were really talking about. Second, I could see by the look in my sister’s eyes that she already had diabolical plans for me. Third, we hadn’t discussed what my split of the take would be!


Let’s be clear about the performance standards for these “shows.” We (that is, Julie and Dawn) wrote out a program of silly skits, jokes, and songs, most of it based on whatever church or Girl Scouts camp the girls had just attended. Our rehearsals lasted ten minutes at the most and usually consisted of three children yelling ideas at one another for eight of those minutes. The shows themselves were shorter than the rehearsals, usually performed by the three of us plus any other cousins who happened to be there. Our stage was the concrete dining room floor, while a few feet away, the audience of ten or so parents, aunts, uncles, and friends sat at the dinner table. Julie and Dawn were the stars. My role was more limited.


One Julie-Dawn act featured Julie’s voice and Dawn’s legs. Julie sat on top of Dawn, with Dawn’s upper half and Julie’s lower half hidden behind a skirt, so that Dawn’s legs appeared to be Julie’s legs. While Julie sang, Dawn “danced,” complete with cancan kicks. It was so funny, for the performers at least, that Dawn started laughing, then Julie started laughing, then Dawn shouted, “Get up! Get up!” but Julie was laughing too hard to move, and Dawn ended up peeing on the floor, which really cracked up the adults. Comedy gold! It was the equivalent of SNL members breaking during a sketch on live TV. It was happening right there in the moment, and it was real. Fifty years later, we’re still laughing about it.


After the cancan performance devolved into a puddle of pee, the girls ran from the stage to get Dawn cleaned up and ready for the next act. “Rob!” Julie half-whispered, half-shouted. “Get out there and do something!” She pushed me toward the adults and put on a record, Glen Campbell’s “Rhinestone Cowboy.”


You might think five-year-old Rob would be intimidated by this moment, but by then I was already a stage veteran. Earlier that summer, I’d danced in that same room in front of the same audience to the Village People’s “YMCA.” Yes, I spelled out every letter with my arms… and yes, I was proud of myself since I’d just learned my ABCs. The “crowd” was into it that day—at first. But I noticed that around the third time through the chorus, people weren’t paying as much attention. They’d already seen all my moves. I realized that even my own family didn’t want to watch me act out the alphabet through a whole song. I had to give them just a taste and then get out of there. My first lesson in show business: Always quit while you’re ahead.


Now more confident because of my vast experience, I presented my enthusiastic dance interpretation of “Rhinestone Cowboy”—which mainly consisted of running in place, doing somersaults, and performing a modified Charleston, all to hoots of laughter. Then, halfway through the song, I bowed and walked off stage. It was so satisfying. I felt like a man who’d finally attained mastery of his craft. The applause was vigorous, appropriate for the dynamic performance the audience had just witnessed… in my humble opinion.


I can’t say that a light bulb went on over my head during those summertime shows at the lake, that I knew I was destined for a career in comedy. I can say that it was great to make the adults smile and laugh. It felt powerful and fun and scary all at once. For a kindergartner, that was a lot to process, but I knew I loved it.


I might have realized that I enjoyed making an audience laugh, but you would not say that the comedy talent scouts were circling when I entered Indian Creek Junior High. My only stage performance during those years was in a Christmas program at our church. My dad played a shepherd, and I was his son (talk about casting to type). When the spotlight hit us, our job was to point up in amazement at the Star of Bethlehem. I may have oversold it—my mouth gaped, and I probably looked like someone who’d just been jabbed with a cattle prod—but c’mon, this was the Christmas Star!


That was the extent of my theatrical experience during junior high. The truth is, because so many of the guys in my class—not to mention more than a few of the girls—were a foot taller and could bench press me if they wanted to, I lived in fear at Indian Creek. I may have had a few moments of successfully standing up to bullies, but those moments were few and far between. In junior high, I spent most of my time evading situations and people that scared me. Which was almost everything and everyone. I always felt vulnerable to attack, like I might get my head shoved against a locker or into a toilet at any moment. I was a calf on the verge of being culled from the herd.


In ninth grade, however, I discovered a solution to my problem—one that would be highly useful to a future improv comedian, but one that also came with unintended side effects. I developed a razor-sharp tongue. If someone made fun of my size or my braces, I fired back, twice as nasty. Everything was fair game—their weight, their boobs, their clothes, their shoes. And I was good at it!


Julie L. was the first of my classmates to endure my newfound talent. In science class, when I was about to pick up a box full of Bunsen burners, she dryly observed, “Rob’s gonna need help lifting that box. It’s as big as he is.” I hated it when people—especially girls—made fun of my size. Without thinking, I fired back, “At least I can bend down to reach the box. If you tried it with those huge knockers, you’d just tip over!” The group in my immediate vicinity roared with laughter. Julie L. shot me a mean look and it was over… and when I say over, I mean she never bothered me again.


The more I turned my acid wit on my obnoxious classmates, the more they kept a wide berth. No one wanted to harass me if they knew I might verbally cut them down at the slightest threat. After years of being Ponyboy, it was great to feel like Two-Bit for a change (sorry, The Outsiders was a big part of my life at the time).


Yeah, I was starting to feel pretty good about my life. Then came the fateful Presidents’ Day weekend ski trip.


We were on a Greyhound bus, making the twelve-hour drive to Colorado’s Breckenridge Ski Resort. Most of the students were playing cards, listening to music on their Walkman, or making out in the back. I was talking with a friend, Kim Hay, about a girl I liked. That’s when she dropped a bomb on me.


“Rob, you probably need to know this,” she said, lowering her voice. “Everybody hates you.”


“What?” I said. “What are you talking about?”


“Yeah,” Kim said, “a lot of people are pissed at you.”


“What do you mean? Why would anybody be pissed at me? I’m nice to everybody.”


“Oh my God, no, you aren’t.”


“What are you talking about?” I said again. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Give me an example.”


“Remember that time in science class? You said Lisa was so fat, her dress size should be zeppelin.”


I vaguely remembered being mad at Lisa for something she said to me and saying something back. “Yeah,” I said, “I guess. But I was just kidding around.”


“Well, Lisa was humiliated. Then she was mad. All the girls supported Lisa and hated you.”


I was shocked. But over the next few weeks, my prepubescent brain began to connect some dots. Oh, man, I thought. My words have a real effect on people. I’m putting some poisonous seeds out there. After my cutting comments, all I’d heard and seen were the laughter and smiles by the kids within earshot. I hadn’t noticed the embarrassed looks and hurt feelings suffered by my targets.


This was not good. All I was trying to do was keep the bullies from hurting me first. Instead, I had turned into a kind of bully myself.


Yeah, I’ll admit it—I can be an idiot. But idiots can change. I’m living proof. For the rest of that school year, I made a focused effort to be nice to everyone at school—especially the girls. Girls had become very interesting to me by that point. I thought I might even want a girlfriend someday—which would be much easier to accomplish if all the girls at school didn’t hate me. So, I decided I would not say anything mean-spirited, would not say a word that would embarrass anyone. Well, except for the dirtbags who were my best friends—those guys deserved to be harassed.


I started greeting people in the hallway with “Hey!” or “What’s up?” If I saw an athlete, I said, “Hey, great game last night.” It was humbling and led to some strange looks at first. But the more I put out positive comments—and the more I kept my mouth shut when I was tempted to snap back at someone (and there were ample opportunities, because junior high kids are shitty)—the more my classmates warmed to me. It was the first time in my life that I’d worked on improving my personality. As an athlete, I’d worked on my skills in football and basketball. But this was my first attempt at trying to become a better person.


Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t suddenly turn into Mother Teresa—as evidenced by my argument with Mike B., a fat asshole I didn’t like who didn’t care much for me either. One day before class, he announced, “Let me guess, Riggle, you didn’t do your homework again? Ya fucking idiot.” To which I responded, “Shut the fuck up, fat ass, before I fuck the fat rolls in the back of your fat neck.” So original. Sorry, Mike.


Still, for the most part, I was a new man (or ninth grader, anyway). And people were noticing. Near the end of the school year, during a short break between classes, I was enjoying the smell of Pine-Sol in the hallway and retrieving a notebook from my locker when Kim walked up and leaned close.


“So, Rob,” she whispered in her most gossipy voice, “I hear that Laura likes you.”


Of course I tried to play it cool. “Oh, yeah?” I said. “That’s interesting.” On the inside, however, I was doing backflips. Yes! I thought. A girl likes me! My positive approach is actually working!


I learned a valuable lesson that year—life gets better when you’re kind to others, when you start with a smile and try to lift people up and make them laugh rather than try to tear them down. I’m grateful I figured that out in ninth grade. Some people never do.


High school. Yeah, that was a different story. Thankfully.


That summer between junior high and high school, puberty finally took hold of one Robert Riggle, and once it corralled me, it didn’t let go. I grew five inches over those three months. I added weight and muscle. My braces came off. My lopsided face settled into its form and started resembling the look of a male human being. Oh, and I finally got a decent haircut.
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