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FOREWORD



My first thought when Stanhope asked me to create a foreword to his book was that there must be a mistake. I did indeed ask if he was punking me. That is true—that happened. My reaction must have caught his attention as well, as he included that moment in his story though I still don’t know if he is offended or proud of it. After all, he was the same guy who stood on stage and ruthlessly busted my balls without ever having met me! But that was all in our past. I then felt sort of honored. He and I had crafted a friendship across some pretty shitty seas. (If you wish to understand how our friendship blossomed you must read on.) He assured me he was not punking me. Once I realized he was serious I thought, “Well, once he gets the balls, he’ll ask his friend Depp and I’ll be off the hook.” Evidently he never developed the huevos to do it, so here I am.


Having studied his opus carefully, I will tell you this is actually a practical parenting guide. I mean, what child does not need the practical wisdom for managing the vicissitudes of entering adulthood with sage advice such as being sure to buy a love seat rather than a couch, so your loser buddies feel so uncomfortable when they flop at your pad that they do not stay, or learning the fact that you can avoid a flight-change fee if you manage to get kicked off the plane for excessive intoxication. And of course every child should understand that threesomes are awkward and weird unless you are completely intoxicated to the point you can barely function sexually and, finally, that you too can bullshit your way onto a talk show if your story is good enough.


Aside from the practical wisdom Doug dispenses, I want you, the reader, to understand something else. Doug has written a story that Hunter S. Thompson would wish he could have lived. This is, I shit you not, a modern story for the ages. Now let me be clear. This is not a story of healthy behavior and surely not a story written by a healthy person. But this is a human story and it is honest and it is somehow refreshing. I love people, warts and all. I also like to help people to change when they want help changing. That does not mean I don’t love them just as much when they don’t want my help and do not wish to change, or are struggling with what it means to be a human being. Doug embraces his human-ness; he celebrates his pathologies and his flaws, terrible choices and their consequences. I don’t think he ever really hurts anyone but himself along the way. Mind you, you don’t want to be in his crosshairs. Been there—it doesn’t feel good. I don’t recommend it. But Doug’s vulnerability, in the midst of these extraordinary situations you will read about, connects to us on a familiar level. I love Doug for his humanity and, like everyone else, I love him for his comedy. If you are a fan this read will be time well spent. You will feel like you have been on vacation with Doug Stanhope. And although I enjoyed the front-row seat in the adventure that is Doug’s life, I found myself more than once worried about my friend’s survival.


One day Doug may need or have to change. Maybe one day he will look back on some of these experiences with regret or remorse. But I don’t think he will ever regret having lived a life fully lived. And we will not regret the stories and entertainment he has given us. As he says, he has in fact done a lot, if he could just remember it.


So now the warning. Do not follow any of the practical wisdom you cull from this book. Do not consider this a template for how to live your life. This book should also convince you that if you see Stanhope heading your way, don’t make eye contact.


Dr. Drew Pinsky
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INTRODUCTION



I usually skip the introduction to a book if it doesn’t immediately strike me as important. So I will tell you now, read this introduction. I will assume that you read like I read, plodding and without much patience.


There is no letdown greater for me than reading a bio of a degenerate rocker or an otherwise renowned derelict with sordid stories only to have them sober up two-thirds of the way through the book. You know that the rest is gonna suck but you’ve invested so much time, you know that you have to see it through. At no point in this book will I find God, go on the straight and narrow or find any higher purpose. You will always find yourself better than me even when I am calling you a nugget of shit. There is no happy ending. There is no ending at all. I’m not dead, at least at this writing.


I also hate reading memoirs when you have to wade through someone’s childhood years and their parents in order to get to the good parts. If their childhood was compelling, they would have written the book back then. If the parents were of any interest, they’d have a book of their own. Fortunately I got all of that detritus of being raised out in my first book. I hope you enjoyed it.


Like the first book, I use a lot of fancy words when I can. This has nothing to do with a strong vocabulary. I get excited when I find a big word on my own but mostly I use a thesaurus. It feels like cheating but I pride myself on making decent choices in the absence of actual knowledge.


Here are some of the main people who will come in and out of these stories.


Amy Bingaman, known in the book as “Bingo,” is my gal pal of nearly twelve years as of this writing. She has a history of mental illness and being adorable. She is the soul and the muse of the operation. And occasionally the monkey wrench in the gears when her brain goes bad on her.


Greg Chaille, only known as “Chaille” anywhere in the civilized world, is my “tour manager.” He is known as my tour manager as that is his one job. Managing the tours. He also produces, edits and co-hosts the podcasts, runs the website, and packages and ships the merchandise from said website as well as selling it on the road. He also drives the van, sets the GPS for the next town’s gig and hotel, gets us breakfast and makes sure that the gig has sound, greenroom booze and that we get paid afterwards when we are too drunk to see. He also finds the shortest route from the greenroom to where I can smoke and makes sure I have a stool onstage for my drink. He mules our drugs in his anus even though they are usually over-the-counter drugs for heartburn or seasonal allergies. At home, he is currently fixing the Christmas lights after making me fish sticks. His hobbies include gassing up the cars, picking up my friends from the airport and running sound and lights for comics and bands that perform at parties at the house. He will even fill in on most instruments on any given jam band playing at the house, so long as he can get time away from his one job. Tour manager.


Brian Hennigan, known mostly as “Hennigan” in this book, is a filthy, uncut Scotsman. He is my “business manager” who manages business things like book deals, television appearances and booking tour dates. That means he forces us to make money. He is evidently sometimes a prick about this with booking agents and in other business dealings, but we try to ignore his barbarous and impolite tactics. Too often, on the road Chaille has been confused for Hennigan because of the common “manager” title. Hennigan has the benefit of being able to hide his fancy-lad Scottish accent when he only has to communicate his boorish vitriol via email. Then when Chaille shows up at the gig, the local booker assumes Chaille was the asshole who the booker had to deal with in order to hire me. Chaille gets all the dirty looks that Hennigan has earned. Chaille doesn’t do any of the bookings. He’s only got one job and that keeps him busy enough.


Andy Andrist and Matt Becker are two of my oldest and closest friends and two of the funniest people who have ever walked this planet. For that reason they show up in the book quite a bit.


Save for Bingo who runs ten years behind, we are all around the fifty-year mark and we have all been together for many a moon. We probably should have stopped being fuckups a long time ago. That doesn’t look like it’s going to happen anytime soon.


This book is a journey of a life in the breakdown lane on the highway of fame, a motivational opus for those who strive for the margins. A highlight reel of a life on the stage when most people were looking at a bar fight in a different direction. Often enough, that worked in my favor. Everyone wants to be in the spotlight until it’s their own prison break.


Mitch Hedberg had a joke where he said, “As a comedian, I always get into situations where I’m auditioning for movies and sitcoms, you know? As a comedian, they want you to do things besides comedy. They say, ‘All right, you’re a comedian, can you write? Write us a script. Act in this sitcom.’ They want me to do shit that is related to comedy, but it’s not comedy, man. It’s not fair, you know? It’s as though if I was a cook, and I worked my ass off to become a really good cook, and they said, ‘All right, you’re a cook… can you farm?’”


The joke is that it isn’t a joke at all. It’s the truth with a fantastic analogy. People in the industry look at stand-up as an audition to a shittier platform. If you can do well in a pure, unadulterated and raw format of your own making, then you might be given a chance to be elevated to a place where you can be diluted and neutered for mass appeal. And be made famous.


Like Hedberg, I never wanted to “farm.” In my younger years, I thought that was what I should aspire to if only because they told me so. I’m a cook and I’ve had a lot of fun doing just that. In a sense, this book is akin to Anthony Bourdain’s Kitchen Confidential. The joys and pitfalls of just being a fucked-up cook. The greasy-spoon breakfast to another comedian’s Zagat-rated four-course meal.


The stories may seem to weave off topic but that is how my head works. Stay with me. They’ll get back to the point eventually. Or maybe not. The tone of my remembrances might also ping-pong from positive to negative. That is because I am a drunk. “I will kill you” can turn into “I love you, man!” over the course of a few salty dogs.


Another thing. These pricks at this book-writing company correct me too often. I like to write stories in the present tense, the same as you’d tell them in a bar if you can tell a story worth a fuck. It makes the listener imagine that he or she is with you as you go. Instead of “So now I’m looking down the barrel of the gun” they want it written “I looked down the barrel,” etc. And you never get to feel like you are going to die. For some reason I listen to them. I bet I’m right but I don’t have the time nor tenure to argue. If you find some old story written in the present tense, that’s one I slipped past the censors.


If you are the fan who’s watched every special, bootleg and YouTube clip, listened to every podcast and read every interview, you’ll recognize some of these stories. Fortunately most of you are barflies and reprobates who won’t remember until you read them again. And if you have your glove that deep in my ass as a fan, you couldn’t live without this book anyway.


If you’re like most people and have never heard of me, this book should give you some insight as to why you’ve never heard of me.
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FUNNY FOR NOTHING





I hope that the president gets assassinated. Not for political reasons. You just have to understand that I drink every single day. And it would be nice if for once I could remember where I was on that one day.


—Norm Wilkerson, Unknown Comedian




Early in my career, a young stand-up comic, Josh Perlman who I knew at the time in Los Angeles, came back from Las Vegas after playing a show at the Rio Hotel. He told me that he’d been lounging late night at the casino bar talking to a prostitute playing video poker next to him. He was interested but he was new to the game, shy and didn’t know how to broach the subject. Instead he just continued to make small talk for an eternity, hoping she’d go for the close. Eventually she asked Josh if he’d like to take her to his room for “a dance.” He asked how much it would cost and she told him that it would be two hundred dollars. He hemmed and hawed and finally asked her what she meant by “a dance,” specifically what he could expect for his money. She paused suspiciously.


“Um… are you a cop?”


He laughed and said, “No, no! I’m a comedian!”


She lit up. “Really?! Do you know Doug Stanhope???”
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This is not fame.


“Known in certain circles” would be a more accurate way to put it. This gal in Vegas didn’t know me from my body of work and I’d bet that I never found out if she could actually dance. That was decades ago but the times haven’t changed. The circle might have widened but the audience has remained within the loop. All for one, one for nothing. Or whatever.


So long as the right people remember you.
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Before I wasn’t famous, I was completely unknown. It was so much more fun. When I started doing open-mic comedy, I was only concerned with being famous for that one night after I got off the stage. I wanted someone to tell me that I was great. I wanted the owner to invite me back. I wanted some dude to buy me a drink and some girl to give me a second look. Karaoke famous.


I achieved those goals in record time. Those were the early days of 1990 Las Vegas. I did stand-up as a lark and eventually when a local stripper wanted me to beat her senseless while I fucked her poorly, I considered myself to have been “discovered.” As a twenty-three-year-old, in my eyes I’d made it to the big time.


For most of my twenty-five-plus years since in this business, the stage was just the pivot pole, the jumping-off point. The excuse. The baked potato. You would never eat a plain baked potato. You eat it for all of the great things that go along with it. But you still need it as a platform. Eating butter and sour cream all by themselves makes you look like a glutton.


I remember an early open mic in a casino where, after barreling through my set of mostly jerk-off jokes, a Down syndrome man-child ran up on the stage, grabbed the mic and started yelling at me.


“You are evil, Doug! The things you say are EVIL!”


Now imagine that voice in a tone that would be considered mocking or insensitive if I said it aloud, and you’ve nailed it. I was barely three steps from exiting the stage and had no idea what to do, nor did the crowd. Eventually someone gently guided him back to his seat, but I never lived it down with the local comedians for the next six months that I stayed in Vegas. Anything that I said off-color was followed by comic buddies mimicking him.


“You ah eeeevel, Doug! Da theengs you say ah EEEvel!”


That’s not a bad show. That’s fucking funny. That guy made it funny. Without him, that show was just a plain baked potato. Unmemorable.


There was a comic who started his open-mic shows by doing hokey impressions from a wireless microphone in the men’s room. I’m sure he believed the audience was confounded as to why nobody was onstage, yet bad comedy still lived in their ears. He’d make his “Ta-da!” moment, revealing himself coming out of the shitter, take the stage and continue to suck. What he didn’t know or couldn’t see from the toilet was that nobody gave a shit. The only time it was funny was when the other comics got the entire bar to get up and leave the bar as he did his Donald Duck or whoever from the toilet. He went into the bathroom with twenty to twenty-five people in the room and came out to only the bartender silently wiping a glass. Ta-da! I don’t think he ever came back to open-mic night.


I remember doing a show for nobody. There was a flash-in-the-pan wanna-be booker we called “Jack the Wig” due to his ridiculous toupee. He’d started a show in North Las Vegas at the Silver Nugget Casino, a casino whose major draw was people coming in to not get murdered in the surrounding ghetto. The show was being held in the “bingo access room,” a room beside the bingo hall that could be used to hold more patrons should bingo draw above the capacity in their main room.


The loudspeakers in the casino were announcing “free comedy at eight p.m.” every five minutes or so in the hour leading up to showtime. Still, as the hour wore near, there was not a soul in the house. The Wig, in a panic, demanded that the show go on as planned, so on the off chance someone walked past and saw a show in progress, they might venture in. One after another of the local comics went up on the semblance of a stage under a darkened bingo board and delivered their acts to nobody at all. I can’t tell you about the tree falling alone in the forest but I can tell you that your jokes still suck if there’s nobody there to hear them. We all wished bingo had been more popular and there had been an overflow forcing our cancellation. We weren’t getting paid anyway. It would have been better to not play at all for nothing than to play to nobody for nothing. But the story was invaluable. I might not be famous but I could one-up or match any comedian’s story of the smallest crowd they’ve ever played. Nobody for nothing.


People who ask me now for advice about doing stand-up comedy as a profession without having ever stepped on a stage baffle me. Why would you want to skip those ridiculous early days of fucking up and fucking off and skip straight to having to do it for money? I did it as a dare to myself and it took me weeks just to drum up the courage. Asking how to do it for a living is like asking how to be in the X Games before you learned how to ride a bike. Learn to ride the bike first to see if you like it. And be prepared to fall down quite a bit and hurt a lot, knowing that the odds are you will never be X Games good at it.


I got good enough that I found my way out onto the road, playing to a few people more than nobody and for a little bit of money. Off and running.
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A SUNDAY THAT SUCKED



April 18, 1993


Cheyenne, Wyoming, was big city for me and Wiley Roberts on that closing Saturday night on a tour of obscure western towns. It’s certainly the only town on that tour that you would have ever heard of, anyway. Lord only knows what horrible gags I thought were funny back then, much less what the people in Cheyenne thought was funny in comparison. Some places, you can be a celebrity just for being willing to actually go there.


I don’t recall the show at all but I know that the next day my car wouldn’t start and we couldn’t find a shop open on a Sunday to fix it. Not only was I stuck but I was also Wiley’s ride, so he was stuck as well. Serves him right for making the opener drive on this boondocks tour. The car—actually an old Chevy LUV pickup truck—was so badly rusted that you could watch the pavement go by through the gaping holes in the passenger-side floorboards. Enjoy the view, Wiley.


The car shitting out meant that little or nothing of the week’s money that I’d mined out of those Rocky Mountain Podunk towns would probably be left after they gouged me to repair it. Not wanting—or being able to—pay for a hotel, I went back to the bar we’d played and fortunately found the same bartender who’d worked our show. I spun my tale of being shipwrecked and stranded over free beers until she eventually offered up her couch to stay at her place. And with Wiley being included and being the headliner, I deduced that her couch would be Wiley’s and I’d be on the floor. Nothing new and not a problem. Beats a cold, broken-down car.


“I hope you don’t mind animals!” she said and I didn’t flinch when I should have. We drank the day away waiting for her shift to end and then she drove us to her place—which, naturally, was in a trailer park. If I could describe it in detail, which I cannot, it would be no funnier or entertaining than what you would picture when I say “Wyoming trailer park.” Yep. It was just like that. Along with a lot of people. Some of them children. And then there were the animals. Six dogs, eight cats and a pig. I’m lowballing the guesstimate on the cats and dogs. I’m deadly accurate on the number of pigs that lived in the trailer.


You mean the animals all lived inside the trailer?


Oh, yes. Lived, slept, ate and shit in the trailer. Shit everywhere like they’d thrown it as confetti for New Year’s and there it still lay in mid-April, cold and hard to greet the coming spring.


The animals all rushed out to greet their master for dinnertime and the trailer seemed like an ark. I don’t know my pigs but had to assume that this was one of those Vietnamese potbellied pigs that were all the rage as pets at the time. But I’d also pictured potbellied pigs to be small, pink and cute like a Disney cartoon. This one just seemed like an ugly, hairy, grunting, stupid pig-sized pig. I’ve heard that pigs are extremely intelligent compared to other animals and I have no reason to doubt that. I’m simply saying that this particular pig seemed stupid. Not everybody’s baby is a prize.


All of the beady animal eyes were now on the mom as she retrieved their food—which all came from one impossibly large thousand-pound sack and was spilled directly onto the linoleum kitchen floor where the stable circled around and gorged. If Wiley and I had been polite at all when we first walked into the place, we had drifted into spewing laughter by now. Every walk to the beer cooler was a dance around the minefield of animal shit and the degree of difficulty grew with every drink, as did the hilarity. Stranger still was that our hosts thought our laughter itself was the amusing part. They saw nothing out of the ordinary in the way they lived. They looked at us like we were some kinda high-falutin’ city folk who were witnessing real America for the first time.


Fortunately for me that night, Wiley was a drinker too. Sober people have a harder time finding the amusement in these types of situations. I was also fortunate that Wiley was a better drinker. Meaning he could drink more and longer. It’s the only way I can imagine I pulled off stealing the couch. I must have passed out first.


Wiley found himself a spot on the floor just in front of the couch where people’s feet usually go, hence a small swath of feces-free acreage. As I was waking up in the morning, I opened an eye to Wiley just as the pig was trying to maneuver his way over Wiley’s sleeping head. Wiley woke up in a fit with the pig high-centered and stuck on the side of Wiley’s face, his stubby back hoofs unable to vault him the rest of the way towards the remaining pile of animal food in the kitchen.


The next day we sat back at the bar waiting for the car to get fixed, rehashing the details of the night before. And that is the only reason I can tell you the exact date that this happened because, on the news behind the bar, David Koresh and his followers in Waco, Texas, were all being burned to the ground.


That story was towards the beginning of three years of living on the road, aimless and without any expectations. There were other stories but if I had to sum them all up into one, it would be being famous enough to sleep with a pig for free.
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I wanted to call Wiley to see if he had any other detail to add to this story but Wiley is one of those old friends who you really only have that one good story you share. Every time you cross paths over the years, you hug it out and eventually you say, “Remember the pig???” and then you exhaust your laughter with a moment-closing phrase like “Oh, man. Those were the days.”


The silence kicks in as you both scrape for something more to say. You have nothing. You fake that you’re late for an appointment.
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New comedians email me quite often for advice. I don’t have any. Early in my career I was giving advice to an even younger comedian after an open mic. Joey Scazzola, a comedian just a little bit more experienced than me, pulled me aside and said, “Hey, don’t ever tell these kids what to do because all you’re doing is telling them how to be more like you.”


That was the best advice I ever got. If a young Russell Brand had asked me for advice I would have told him to quit and buy an ice cream truck. Everybody has a different sense of humor, both audience and comedian. It makes me crazy when I hear someone say, “He’s not funny” without acknowledging personal preference. Even comedians do this. Even I do this. I’ll catch myself saying something isn’t funny even when I’m giving advice to some comedian that I know is only telling them how to be like me.


There is no good advice.


Nothing that ever happened in my career was by design. Every credit on my resume is like every stain on my reputation was something that happened randomly, like stepping in a pile of dog shit. All by accident. Run on instinct and take it as it comes. There was no long-term plan. It has always been living in the moment and Whac-A-Mole. That isn’t to say I haven’t worked my ass off but I never knew why or to what ends.


There has never been any kind of system that worked consistently. Maybe you try to write about your life. Maybe try to write about current events. Out of the creek in between, you might find something unimaginable that you couldn’t have ever “tried” to write. But you wouldn’t have ever found it without the trying.


Sometimes you’d have a certain number of drinks before the show and kill only to repeat the same recipe a night later and find yourself slurring. Sometimes bits that consistently destroy inexplicably lie down and die on the night that counts. And later you realize that that night didn’t really count at all.


There might be a day where you work out your material so succinctly, adding all sorts of new tags and dead-on segues that you can feel it killing while you write it. But that night the show goes in a different direction. There are hecklers and spilled drink trays and some guy has a seizure during the middle of your act. You prepared but you are so completely in lockstep with what you’ve memorized and imagined that you can’t adapt. And you suck. You should have written seizure jokes.


You learn a little bit more every time but there are no set rules for you as an individual, much less across the board as a comedian. And the more you learn, the more it tears your ass out when you still aren’t perfect.


Eat before you drink and make the stage as much fun for yourself as possible. Those are rules you can live by. If you aren’t enjoying yourself, what the fuck does it matter. Generally, if you are genuinely having fun, the audience will climb on board. Fuck the ones who don’t. If you try to pander with garbage that you yourself don’t find funny and you still fall on your ass, you can’t even fall back on self-respect. So fuck ’em. There are plenty of other jobs out there for you if you think that the customer is always right.


Giving people advice on how to do comedy is like telling them how to get laid. You try to get laid and when it works, know that you have no guarantee that the same approach will work again. Eventually you might realize that not trying at all works even better or that getting laid isn’t worth all the time you put into it.


Here’s a piece of advice I hear every comedian dole out right off the top and why I don’t necessarily subscribe…
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GET ALL THE STAGE TIME YOU CAN



Bill Hicks—who I’ll get to later—had a line where after any particularly caustic bit, he’d finish by saying, “Yes, and I’m also available for children’s parties.”


Just after I moved to LA, Becker and I played a children’s party. Or didn’t. But we unwittingly booked it.


We’d run into some tail-wagging new comic who’d been hanging around the local scene. He breathlessly asked us if we could possibly do a private afternoon show in the Hollywood Hills the next day. We knew better. Most comedy veterans will tell you that as a new comic you should get any and all stage time you can when you’re starting out. Not necessarily a bad recommendation. But too much stage time in places that will repeatedly suck can demoralize you on the whole.


Matt and I learned early on that you should never try to open for nor do breaks during a live band. And we would still often ignore what we learned. An audience who are there to hear live music don’t want to hear you talk, no matter how much your drummer friend tries to convince you that they’ll love you. I’ve been booed off stage by many a comedy audience, but it’s nowhere near as defeating as the feeling of playing to a packed bar talking loudly and not even acknowledging that you are onstage. It’s worse than playing a show for nobody.


I’ve done a few private parties for the money or just for the fuck of it even when I knew they would go poorly. One house party for the well-to-do had no mic and no proper room to fit all the guests. I made the call to do it outside at the pool, mostly because it allowed me to smoke. I used the diving board as the stage and the pool as an ashtray and yelled my way through the silence. No refunds.


Another private party was in the living room of a lawyer we’d recently met at a show a few months earlier. The house was filled with his cohorts—cops, attorneys, prosecutors—all easy marks for me at that later stage of my career. Instead of jokes they got a lot of angry opinions and a summary of why they were all the cause of the rot in the core of America. The problem with lawyers is that you can’t hurt their feelings. The easy joke is that lawyers do not have feelings but the truth is that they don’t need them. They have all the power. The same way you can’t shit on white people for being white to any effect. White people own everything and have all of the privilege. They have no reason to be offended.


The lawyer show turned into a drunken heckle-fest and eventually devolved into me leading the whole party through the neighborhood in their gated community, midsummer Christmas-caroling their sleeping neighbors. The lawyer who hired us, Jay Kirschner, remains a good friend and has gotten us out of more than a couple of bad jams in the years since. More of that later.


The next show doesn’t really count as a private party but still happened in their own house. Brandt Tobler was a young comedian in Vegas who got tired of the shitty or nonexistent stage time he was getting in town. He was renting a house in a gated community with a large backyard that he shared with a few other local newbie comics. They came up with the idea to just rent folding chairs and hold shows in the backyard. Bring your own alcohol and tell your friends. He’d done pretty well with it. I loved the idea and booked a night, selling tickets on the Internet through BrownPaperTickets.com. The only advertising was through social media, my mailing list and word of mouth. We sold every rented chair and the rest stood. This, I thought, should be the way of the future. Cut out the middleman. Bring the bar to you, book who you like, charge a reasonable cover charge and folks don’t have to get jacked up on liquor prices. Invite people you already know on (then) Myspace. Why wasn’t everyone doing this? It was the perfect DIY show, sold out and everyone was cool and happy.


Except the neighbors who evidently weren’t big fans of my material, the volume of which they could not ignore. I killed and made bank. Brandt was evicted shortly afterwards because of it.


These stories all happened years after Becker and I were asked to perform at that afternoon private party in the Hollywood Hills. We still knew the gig would probably be agony and there wasn’t even any money. Maybe we thought it might be good careerwise—what if it was Spielberg’s house and we turned it down unknowingly? There must have been a reason we said yes, even if just for free beer.


But nobody had mentioned the children.


Just finding the place in the labyrinth of the Hills in a pre-GPS era was a workload. We found parking about fifty yards down from what seemed to be a 90 percent climb to the house at the top. We could hear the ruckus of the party with a comedian trying to talk over it as we passed the side of the house where ivy covered the chain link before we got to the front door. Allowing ourselves in—talent never knocks—we found our way to the backyard into a full-blown children’s party. Not just a children’s party but a Hollywood children’s party. It was set up to be some type of fundraiser for Arts for Kids. Every kid had a booth set up like a tiny farmers’ market. A face-painting or palm-reading booth, a lemonade stand and such. Cute. All the parents were chatting and drinking wine spritzers while the comic who’d invited us was on a stopgap stage, oblivious to the depths of shit he was eating while fighting for their attention. Wine-drunk mommies showed us to the undernourished beer cooler, while their kids manned glory-hole or origami booths for charity. Becker and I started drinking like we’d crossed a desert to get there, depleting their beer stores before settling for their wine.


Our comic friend finally gave up on his set and announced that there was going to be a small break before the comedy resumed. Nobody noticed, nobody cared. Becker and I were already living in the horror of what was to come like a lucid nightmare.


I am a polite person on most occasions, even when I don’t want to be. It’s a character thing and sometimes a flaw. That day I was polite. I’m also self-aware that I am a one-trick pony as a comedian. I have my material and that is all. I can’t act. I don’t do characters. I fail at crowd work. I can usually handle a heckler with a quick barb but I’m no improviser. Just me and my act, and my act back then was rife with bits like “Suck Your Own Dick Dreams” and “Bucket of Vaginas.” It wasn’t gonna play to six-year-olds hitting piñatas with their parents. On the hostess’s tour of the house to the bathroom, I stopped her in the kitchen and told her earnestly that we’d had no idea this was a children’s event and that Becker and I had no material that was appropriate for the function. We felt bad for drinking all of her beer before we bowed out of the gig but we knew it would be far more impolite to go through with it.


She was completely unfazed. “Oh, don’t you worry about it!”


Becker and I snuck a sigh of relief as she turned her back. We took that to mean that she understood why we couldn’t perform and that we were off the hook. But then she returned to the backyard, yelling for everyone to gather around, that the comedy was about to resume! Becker and I shit each other’s pants through mere eye contact. We thought she understood that our material was too rough for the kids. She was saying that she didn’t care.


What happened next was one of those beautiful and all too rare moments between close friends where Becker and I didn’t have to say a word. We were staring hard and open mouthed at each other having a telepathic emergency meeting, when the comic who’d brought us to this gig wandered towards us. Without any audible discussion, we pulled the kid by his shirt through the front door, yelled, “GO!” and started running. We ran like heap-footed fat convicts past the side of the house where the voices dulled from frivolity to confusion as they heard the trampling going down the slope, skidding in the loose gravel, our wheezing and giggling as we sprinted for our lives. Fight or flight in the absence of communication skills, only making the half scream, half laugh of girls on a roller coaster as we fled. I threw the key into the ignition before I even shut the door. As I jammed the Oldsmobile into drive and spit unnecessary amounts of rocks and dust into the air, I could see our hostess at the top of the hill standing with her arms wide, palms out, incredulous as to what had caused such a panic. She probably thought we’d stolen jewelry from her bedroom. She will never know that serious a fear. She will never know the need to run or the ability to trust your instincts in those situations, even if they would be deemed unprofessional or impolite.


So my advice to those who ask is to do all the stage time you want to do. Personally, with shit gigs for no money being involved I’d balance the story value against the pain threshold. A Klan rally or a swingers’ orgy have to be worth the risk just for the story. The company Christmas party for Dell computers will simply deaden you more and nobody will want to hear about it.


Private parties are for crashing, not performing.
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PARTY CRASHING



Sometime after I’d just moved to Los Angeles, my neighbor told me she’d found out from an industry friend that Bill Maher—then the host of Comedy Central’s Politically Incorrect—was having his annual Fourth of July party and had gotten an address should we want to crash it. I wasn’t even that well known in comedy circles at that point. But I lived next to people who knew people who worked for people who represented some famous people and in LA—it’s all about who you know.


We’d crashed a few parties at that point. One was at some producer’s house where I stood next to Oliver Stone while he smoked a joint that I would have shared with him even though I don’t smoke pot. But he didn’t offer. I later went into a bedroom looking for a bathroom and walked in on Ellen Barkin and Howard Stern, who I hadn’t yet met at that point. Unfortunately there was nothing going on. They were just grabbing their jackets to leave. If they had been fucking I might have blackmailed them. Or some other harebrained scheme. In reality, I just stood around and apologized to nobody listening. Aside from some names to drop when I got home, it was pretty much like any other party back then. Stand around and nobody talks to you and if they do, you have nothing to say in return.


Around the same time one of our friends had found a flyer for a bondage-themed house party that was just a few blocks away from my apartment. We were already drunk at home when he brought it to our attention. I broke into a sprint trying to figure out what kind of slapdash, poor-kid-on-Halloween S&M outfits we could put together. I was breaking my arm patting myself on the back when I came up with my idea. Simple duct tape. I didn’t pause to think it through. By the time I’d covered myself from midthigh to near my belly button, someone else spotted the flaw in the theory.


“What happens when you have to piss?”


I paused waiting for the solution to appear like a lightbulb over my head. After those few fruitless seconds, I found none and proceeded to the bathtub and to the agonizing process of ripping duct tape off of body hair.
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Crashing Bill Maher’s party required no special dress code and although I didn’t know him, I knew he was a comedian. I figured there’d probably be other comedians in attendance and if I knew another comedian there and I got busted crashing, maybe they’d vouch for me. Also, my manager had already been talking to Maher’s people about getting me on his show. So I had that. I was really overthinking it. I couldn’t have known it at the time. When you live and work in the industry, especially in television, you meet so many people that it would be impossible to remember them all, even the ones you should. Bill Maher probably couldn’t remember half the people he’d actually invited much less know who they were bringing as a guest or the ones like me who just came on a hot tip.


We walked into the party like we were walking onto a yacht. It was obvious that nobody was checking IDs against a guest list. No muss no fuss, no need for a fake mustache. In fact it was just the opposite. Nobody looked or cared. I made myself well acquainted with the bar and looked for familiar faces. The only person I remember seeing who even talked to me was Jeff Cesario, a comedian I didn’t know personally but was and is well respected, and I’ll always remember him for being friendly to me that night. Bill Maher hadn’t even shown his face before I was well torqued up on his liquor. Everyone else was seeming to pace themselves, sipping their wine and aw-shucksing at the offer of a second glass. I didn’t care for it. I bided my time waiting for comedians to take over the pace of the party. They never showed. So in a burst of genius, I shed all of my clothes, ran through the party and jumped into the pool.


These things have to happen sometimes. A lot of stagnant parties need one guy to set the bar by being the first to look like an idiot. Especially at an LA party where the talent doesn’t want to fuck up in front of the agents and the agents don’t want to fuck up in front of the execs. And everybody is afraid of the people they don’t know because they could be anybody. Then some asshole who is too drunk too early comes screaming through the evening air butt-naked and belly-flops in an otherwise empty and placid pool.


You see, what happens is that everyone can now relax and step it up a notch. Trade in the wine for that bourbon. Take off your jacket and spread out a bit. Tell a bawdy joke or salty anecdote. At least you won’t be the naked idiot splashing around and trying to drink beer underwater. You’ve rewritten the code of conduct to where they can get far more loose while still remaining in the middle.


I’d expected immediate results. I was imagining throngs of people following suit like I was the Pied Piper but I was still ignored. Yet as new people started to arrive, a few people started to filter into the pool, keeping a wide distance from me with my dink and berries floating free. But coming in nonetheless. One girl swam towards me. She evidently didn’t know anyone there either. I imagine Bill invited any random hot chick he ran across or could yell out a car window at. She was—get this—a Swedish flight attendant. And no, I didn’t steal that from Fonzie from an episode of Happy Days. He would have had Swedish flight attendant twins.


Soon after, Bill Maher made his grand entrance from upstairs, coming down in a ridiculous Apollo Creed–as–Uncle Sam costume, cocktail swinging in his hand, bringing the level up to ten. He went through the throngs of guests like a regular Hugh Hefner and after not too long he saw people in the pool and jumped in with a thousand lemmings right on his heels.


The pool was quickly mobbed and except for occasional forays to the bar for more drink, I stayed floating in a corner with the Swede. As the party started to wind down and people left the pool, she and I followed. Only we had no towels and by late night it was fucking cold. Yes, it can get really cold even in LA in July, especially when you’re wet and naked. So I beelined her into a bathroom with a shower and turned it on as hot as was possible. There was no fucking going on, just teeth-chattering survival. After several minutes, Bill Maher came barging in, saw us and screamed, “Hey! No shower scenes in my house!” before slamming the door. He’d probably done inventory of the available hot chicks who were left and was then unpleased that I might have pilfered one.


I sheepishly walked out, grabbed my clothes and tried to sneak out, only passing him briefly where he shook his head in contempt and made some kind of “Not cool” utterance.


The next day, my manager at the time caught wind of my high jinks and castigated me for cock-blocking her efforts to get me on his show and suggested I send a letter of apology. I’m not big on apologies but I did send a letter with a key to my place inside saying, “Dear Bill. Thanks for the party. Enclosed is a key to my apartment located at 12—Avenue #9 Los Angeles, CA 90046. Feel free to stop by anytime, run around naked, drink all my beer and fuck up my stuff.”


I still haven’t heard back so many decades later but I did keep the “jump in pool drunk ’n’ naked” thing hip-pocketed for other similarly awkward events. I think my comedian friend K. P. Anderson and his new bride were a little pissed off at me for a brief while when I did it to break up the monotony of their backyard wedding, but a lot of their friends and family seemed amused.


The last naked pool-dive I remember was in The Man Show days at legendary producer Robert Evans’s grotesque mansion where he was hosting a premiere party for Comedy Central’s new-season shows. I guess he had some cartoon coming out on the network. I was with Andy Andrist and after Andy was loudly berated by the fully deranged Gary Busey for cutting the buffet line, we determined it best to just get shit-housed and find cocaine. Robert Evans was legendary for his admitted cocaine use back in the seventies and eighties. The problem was getting to him. He was seeing people by appointment only in the main room of one of his houses but only after some network geek came to find you and tell you it’s your turn to see him.


Our turn came and we were led in by our Comedy Central liaison. Robert stood in the foyer flanked by assistants and flunkies, a wax figure in the receiving line at a stranger’s wedding. Andy and I were introduced.


“Well hello, gentlemen. Welcome. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“Yeah, thanks for having us, Bob, but let’s cut through the bullshit—where can we get some blow?”


“Ooh heh-heh-heh. Heh, I don’t mess around with that stuff anymore. But I’m really looking forward to a successful new season on Comedy Central for all of us!”


“Yeah, yeah, Bob. But seriously. Where’s the blow?”


He kept a vacant old-man smile and muttered something about how since his previous cocaine issues he couldn’t even get a speeding ticket. And with that, the mortified Comedy Central lady shuffled us off into some more-private party in the back. I found drinks and Andy found Craig Kilborn with a harem of ladies in a hot tub.


“Hey, Kilborn, got any blow?” says Andy.


Without getting an answer he followed up with: “C’mon Kilborn. You gotta have blow. These ladies ain’t with you cuz you’re funny.”


One of the gals took great exception to this and protested in a way that made us all the more certain that they must have had blow. We didn’t keep pushing.


We went back to the front of the main house where we ran into Slash from Guns N’ Roses. Gold mine, you’d think. But Slash said he was on the straight and narrow. He’d even quit smoking, which sucked because I was out of cigarettes. Andy asked Slash where one might find cocaine at that party and Slash told him: “I dunno. Try the bathroom.”


“Sure,” says Andy. “Maybe that works for you.”


As we were about to have our limo summoned, I noticed a pool up near where the valets come around. It wasn’t technically a pool. It was a fountain. A giant fountain the size of a pool. I dared Andy to jump in naked. He was only a writer on the show; how much trouble could he get in? He said he’d meet me halfway by jumping in with his underwear, which was meeting me none of the way for the dare of jumping in naked. So I had to strip to actual naked and jump in too—so as to not come off as lightweights. As our limo was coming—to the delight of most everybody there—I got dressed in the driveway while Andy went to the bathroom of a guest house to put on his clothes. I assumed it was his Slash-inspired last check of the bathroom for coke until I saw him awkwardly shuffle back out with an obvious square in his pants and hurry into the limo. He’d stolen Robert Evans’s graduation picture off the bathroom wall.
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I used to get invites to Sarah Silverman’s notorious annual shindig, which always surprised me because I didn’t think she even liked me. But the invites came every year long after I’d moved to Arizona—and always when I was on the road so I couldn’t go even if I wanted to fly out to LA for it. A couple years back I finally got the invite on a year when I wasn’t working and I bought a plane ticket immediately. First I went to a party at Drew Carey’s house where someone—or seemingly everyone—offered me Ecstasy. I was reticent at first because I didn’t want to be too lit up and make an asshole of myself with the Silverman crowd. But I succumbed to peer pressure within three drinks and took it anyway. Sarah’s party was delightful and to the best of my recollection, I didn’t say anything off-putting, was well mannered so far as I know and had a wide-eyed, smiling good time. I didn’t steal anything or even think to jump in a pool naked.


And I’ve never been invited back to her party since. Maybe I wasn’t living up to my reputation. Or maybe she’d forgotten that she didn’t really like me.
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FUCKING THE WAITSTAFF



I don’t know the temperature of the current comedy club landscape but I do know that for a while in my earlier years, most comedy clubs would try to implement a “no fraternization” rule between comedians and waitresses. That means “don’t fuck the waitresses.” The motivation for this rule was never clear. It may have been so that comics didn’t relentlessly hit on uninterested waitresses while they were trying to get their side-work done after a show. It may have been that the club owner was trying to fuck all of his waitresses himself and didn’t want to compete with talent. It may have been that they wanted to use a big word like “fraternization” in a sentence. I’ve done the same with big words in this book.


Clubs would always have a yellowed copy of these type of rules listed on the greenroom wall. I always took that as a list of dares. The list of comics who fucked waitresses regardless would be longer by far. Many of them are still together, some now with families. The rule might as well have included “don’t fall in love.”


I fell in love with a comedy club waitress in the mid-nineties. It didn’t work out. She’s now married to some other guy and they own a coffee shop together in Switzerland. Not that I still stalk her on the Internet like I did in person back then.


People are always quick to justify the aftermath of a bad relationship by simply using standard and somewhat empty words to describe intangible emotions. “I thought I was in love but it turned out I was just obsessed,” they’ll say, as though they’d just gotten the results of lab work done to pinpoint it. It’s a common cover story for the relationship that ended when she had to change her phone number to get away from you.


I’ll call this girl Krystal. She was one of those girls, one of those circumstances that I couldn’t be held responsible for. I was a victim of her beauty and her mystery, as mysterious as any girl could be at twenty-one years old. Mysterious and mischievous, the kind of girl who’d talk you into having sex in public only to walk away just in time for you to get caught all alone with your pants at your ankles, and then giggle while you were hauled off to jail.


I met her during a two-week stint at a comedy club in Minneapolis in the summer of 1994, after having lived on the road for a little over a year and a half. She was one of two out-of-my-league women who decided in the same week to show interest in me, leading me to buy my own press and suddenly dismiss a lifetime of being ignored by hot chicks as a fluke, a mere oversight on their part. I left town feeling like a pimp on navy payday and imagined both of these ladies crying into a pillow at my absence. I never considered the possibility that they may have only shown interest in me because I was leaving town. It didn’t occur to me then, nor did it occur to me several weeks later when, on seeing an empty couple months on my calendar, I decided to return to my waiting angels.


My cockiness quickly ruined things with the other girl within a very short time of my arrival but it didn’t matter, as I was sure Krystal was the one I really wanted. For one reason, she was the one I hadn’t had sex with yet, and two… Well, there was no reason two. Reason one was plenty. And I was so sure she wanted me that I honestly hadn’t detected her obvious sarcasm when she’d said on the phone before my arrival: “Sure. You can stay with me. My mother will love it.” Now I was scrambling for a place to stay.


I wound up doing couch time at my friend Paula’s house and spent my days corrupting her thirteen-year-old son Jonathan. My car had shit the bed a hundred miles outside of town so I showed up broke, homeless and without a ride or a place to be. I was no longer the life of the party. Krystal would take me out and get crazy on occasion at best. One minute she was giving me a noncommittal and unsolicited hand job while we sat in her car and the next minute she’d go out of town for days with friends that she didn’t want to talk about. She’d fuck me and a week later deny to me that she ever had, straight-faced save for a devious sparkle in her eye. It drove me mad.


One time whilst I tried to make the love with her on Paula’s couch, she became bored and said, “Just rape me.”


“Whu???”


“Rape me!”


Spindly as she was, I couldn’t even pin her arms. She’d just throw me off of her and onto the floor. I’m the worst fuck alive.


She blew me off a few times on plans we’d made and started to become more distant. I became stalkery but in inventive and entertaining ways. She had a day job as a secretary for some classified ad circular. I got a job there telemarketing for a day, just to see the look on her face when I punched in for work. I put on a big fawning display of bullshit in the interview and the boss couldn’t have been more impressed. Krystal hadn’t seen me come in but was at her desk when I walked out with her boss—perfectly timed—telling me: “Well, we look forward to seeing you first thing Monday morning.” I put on an over-the-top, cheese-dick smile, looked right at her and said, “Oh, believe me, I’m looking forward to working here, too!” She tilted her head back, rocked it sideways and yawn-laughed in defeat. It was funny until I had to do telemarketing for a few hours that Monday. As soon as Krystal went to lunch and the joke had run its course, I went permanently AWOL.


It was clever but eventually that type of nonsense wore thin. Krystal told me she had another boyfriend and that I should, in so many words, fuck off. I was devastated.


I had gigs coming up out of town and got myself together to get back to life on the road. The night I was set to leave, I took out the trash at Paula’s apartment complex and noticed an enormous box next to the Dumpster filled four feet deep with brand new stuffed animals. I couldn’t imagine why anyone would throw them away. So I got the bright idea and headed off to the club where Krystal was working. I found her car, a tiny old Honda Civic, unlocked, and as my parting romantic gesture, I filled it to the walls with stuffed animals, covering every inch but the driver’s seat. I called her drunk late the next night after a gig in Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan. She seemed mildly amused at the stuffed animal gag, only because I had left town more than likely. But the conversation wound up in one of those sad, slurring “I loved you and you didn’t care” diatribes where you could hear her eyes roll. She called me a psycho and told me not to call again. I’m sure I did a few more times till she took the phone off the hook. I woke up with that familiar stink of shame and left it to actual road miles to distance me from the embarrassment.
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