

[image: ]










[image: ]



















[image: ]













Copyright © 2016 by Doug Stanhope

Foreword copyright © 2016 by Johnny Depp

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States of America. For information, address Da Capo Press, 44 Farnsworth Street, 3rd Floor, Boston, MA 02210

Set in 10.5-point Goudy Oldstyle Std

Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

First Da Capo Press edition 2016

ISBN: 978-0-306-82440-1 (ebook)

Published by Da Capo Press,

an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC,

a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

www.dacapopress.com

Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at Perseus Books, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA, 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1







To Bingo,


You’re a potatohead and I know you’ll never read this book.


That’s okay, I read you all the good parts


out loud while I was writing it.


Thanks for being there.


I love you.


You’d think I’d dedicate this book to Mother.


Mother is dead and doesn’t give a shit.


I am not a man of faith but I have faith in that.


Of all the things you can’t take with you,


Hopefully ego is the first to be left behind.









Foreword


         “The greatest tragedy in mankind’s entire history may be the hijacking of morality by religion.”


         - - -Sir Arthur C. Clarke (Writer).


         “The superior man understands what is right, the inferior man understands what will sell.”


         - - -Confucius (Philosopher).


         “Life has become immeasurably better since I have been forced to stop taking it seriously.”


         - - -Hunter S. Thompson (Writer).


         “Don’t worry, don’t be afraid, ever, because this is just a ride.”


         - - -Bill Hicks (Comedian).


         “I’m not going to censor myself to comfort your ignorance.”


         - - -Jon Stewart (Comedian).


         “Human dacency is not derived from religion. It precedes it.”


         - - -Christopher Hitchens (Writer).


         “Spare no man the fire should he make his ignorance yours.”


         - - -Richard “Tude” Wells (Moonshiner).


         “Life is like animal porn. It’s not for everyone.”


         - - -Doug Stanhope (Drunk).


         Dear Reader,


                He’s a depraved reluctant visionary and debauched accidental guru who wears old suits that were likely once some dead fucker’s Saturday night prowling outfit - he’s a man of the people who says what must be said for no one else will - total honesty - consequence be damned - no fluffy outside no creamy inside - you get what you get and deal with it - he is our savior - for here in this life where the only guarantee is the ceasing of breath and a healthy death tax for our loved ones he is the one man who dares to plunge the cold dagger of truth deep into the collective brain-dead psyche of our species for the ultimate benefit of all humankind and certainly not since my dearest friend and mentor Hunter have I known an individual with such a profoundly strong sense of moral justice - it makes me sick so I suppose I must ultimately admit that I do not like this man I speak of I fucking love him.


                Him being Doug Stanhope.


Johnny Depp


Los Angeles, CA.


19th February, 2016









Preface


AFTER THIRTY-SOME YEARS OF RUTHLESS DRINKING, IT’S MORE THAN probable that I’ve fucked up a few details. Perhaps it was a year before or after, the wrong town, a different hole. But I’ve made every attempt to fact-check every story, and I thank all of you who took my relentless calls and emails to make this book as accurate as possible. I’m sure some of you never expected to hear from me again, some probably didn’t want to at all. Regardless, I couldn’t have done it without you.


A lot of the people involved have grown into responsible adults with families and respectable professions. For that reason, I may have had to tone down a story or two on your behalf. Even if I wanted to smear you publicly, the lawyers wouldn’t have it. For that same reason, almost every goddamned name in this book has been changed. If you are reading about yourself and that’s not your name, it’s not because I got it wrong. They made me change it. I actually tried interchanging names: Molly Brown becomes Sally Jones and vice versa. You’d still be mentioned, just as the wrong person. They didn’t buy it.


If the story is graphic and true and wrong and I could STILL use your real name, that is because you are fucking blessed to have nothing to hide, are proud of your scars, and have nothing to lose. There’s still a few of us out here and I’m wealthy for still having you in my life.
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Mother’s Last Gasp


ON THURSDAY, I GOT A CALL FROM ONE OF MOTHER’S CAREGIVERS. “I’m here with your Mother. I think you should come over so you two can talk.” She spoke like a mortician from a 1950s horror movie. Since I can’t remember her name, I’ll call her Morticia.


I knew this meant Mother was going to kill herself. There was no need to be mawkishly sentimental. I’d been here waiting for the call. I’m not the “Sit down. There’s something I have to tell you” type of guy. I freak out at traffic or figuring out gadgets. I punch dashboards and smash laptops. When serious shit happens, I’m generally rational and grounded.


“Is it time?” I asked.


“Yes, she’s ready to go.”


“Now . . . as in today?”


“Yes.”


In the background, Mother wheezed out “I’ve had enough” with no less theater.


We’d had enough false flags of a Mother suicide over the years that there wasn’t any immediate panic. In fact, there was no panic at all. At this point, she was in terminal care. So much had happened over the last short period—midnight ambulance rides and helicopter medevacs—that we were happy to have her go, for her own sake. She had no reason to be alive.


Of course, at the forefront of my mind was the suspicion that this was another Mother ruse. There was enough history to consider she might be doing this just for attention.


Emphysema is not a disease you can see. It’s a horrific, suffocating way to die, drowning in your own fluids like being endlessly waterboarded. But you can’t tell how bad just by looking at a person. Mother wasn’t a waifish cancer patient with her eyes bulging out. Not cirrhosis-yellow or covered in the sores of an AIDS patient. So although diagnosed terminal, and no doubt withered, there was no way of knowing how much she’s embellishing for effect. Mother wasn’t above using her own impending death as currency for patronage. I had lost all tolerance for her scheming years ago and now it wasn’t necessary. She was dying and I would be there for her in whatever way she allowed me. I left my girlfriend Bingo at the house to make a short recon drive to Mother’s place.


You could almost hear gothic church bells toll as you opened the door to her tiny apartment and into the rubble. Morticia had a way of making things overly dramatic and hokey, probably in her own self-interest. Mother was in bed. Inside her 300 square feet of filth, cat shit, and clutter she was now piled with an ER unit’s worth of medical equipment. Morticia was playing her role of Sister Helen Prejean, head tilted in earnest sincerity. Mother was sat up, leaning forward as if to vomit up an alien, eyes closed but very alert.


“I can’t fucking take this anymore.” Even with the raspy smoker’s death voice, she could affect the tone of a crying child. “I’m sorry.”


There’s nothing to be sorry about, Ma. You’ve taken this for more years than I ever would. And it’s all your fault.


Morticia left and Mother and I fell into a calm calculated discussion of what happens next. Even though we were alone, for legal reasons we still spoke in silly, roundabout hypotheticals like one of us might be wearing a wire. “Well, if someone were going to end their own life in a situation like this, they would probably want . . .” She knew that I couldn’t “know,” much less “assist.”


She’d spoken to a doctor that she trusted. Establishing that mother was under hospice care, the doctor intimated that hospice was essentially a suicide machine and that if she were in that much pain, hospice wouldn’t assist but she would have adequate medication to make the decision herself. It was offered up that thirty morphine tablets of her dosage would be more than sufficient. She had nearly ninety. Should she decide to do this, she wouldn’t have to go out like Kurt Cobain, not that you’d notice the mess.


I called her caregivers to make arrangements for transporting Mother and her machines over to my house. Hospice had agreed to deliver a hospital bed that we could put in my living room. Mother was a hoarder, and since she’d become unable to clean up after herself, her apartment was vulgar. I’d long since given up on trying to convince her not to live like that, but I certainly wasn’t going to see her die in that.


I went home and told Bingo that Mother was on her way and that, indeed, this seemed to be the end of the line. We looked at each other comically and shrugged in the way Butch and Sundance did before they jumped off the cliff. How it goes from here, who fucking knows? If you ask me to plan a wedding, I would at least know the basics of hiring caterers and renting a hall. Regardless of how okay we are with the concepts of death and suicide, I didn’t know even the first steps of how to prepare. So we talked about hiring a birthday clown just for the pure satisfaction of watching him flounder. They don’t have any birthday clowns in Bisbee, AZ. Too bad. That was my only idea on short notice.


Mother’s clunky white linen hospital apparatus looked completely out of context with the carnival colors of the interior of our house. We dolled it up with multicolored, polka dot throw blankets. Festive. She was wheeled as far as she could be and the few steps to her bed took an eternity. There she began to build her nest. A tray next to her bed was quickly filled with different pill bottles, a travel mug, kleenex, and, of course, her cigarettes and ashtray for when she’d occasionally turn off her oxygen and smoke. I mentioned—not as a joke—that at least she may as well go ahead and start drinking again. You can’t take those AA chips with you.


“Two and a half years of sobriety down the drain? Fuck it!” It was the first time she smiled since she’d made her decision. I went to the liquor store and bought mini-bottles of Ketel One and Kahlua—she was always a Black Russian drinker—to leave on her stand with her pills. I had plenty of large bottles. This was just symbolic and it brightened up her nightstand.


I’d called my friend Betty—once lovingly and accurately described as the Edith Bunker of Bisbee—to hire her as a nurse for Mother. I can co-host your launch into eternity without a blink, but no way I can deal with piss bags and shitting in bedpans. Mother’s run-on sentences and complaining are hard enough but the idea of holding up her deflated ass-cheek while she forces out a mushy yogurt turd . . . no.


Betty was more than willing, almost like she was happy we thought of her for the opportunity. She lived just two blocks away so she could be on call. She didn’t even want to get paid. We helped her with her long-shot, failed run for Mayor of Bisbee, but that held no candle to dealing with Mother, and there was no way I wasn’t going to pay someone for a job that miserable.


Mother didn’t take to Betty, sniping and snapping at her both behind her back and straight to her face. Fucking ruthless. This sweet lady who kindly agreed to wipe Mother’s ass and change her Foley bag as a favor for a friend was now getting berated at every gentle turn. It was embarrassing and entirely consistent with the woman that I’d now realized her to have been for the last several years of her life. No point in reprimanding her now.


I don’t know if I apologized to Betty verbally at the time but I know I must have done it with my eyes. To her immense credit, Betty never missed a beat, was never flustered or frustrated by the verbal abuse, like a veterinarian with a snarling puppy, taking no offense where I would have wanted to say, “Go fuck yourself,” and hosed her down in the driveway like a messy baby.


Mother, of course, arrived with cats. There were only two left at this point, down from many. Georgia was a decrepit seventeen-year-old, half-blind, matted with nicotine and her own filth, stinky dreadlocks hanging from her belly like stalactites. The other cat was a new arrival, a stray that wasn’t so much rescued as ensnared, dragnet-style, and incarcerated. There’s no such thing as a free lunch, kitty. My house was more minimum security compared to the SuperMax of Mother’s apartment. The new cat lasted one night at my house before beating feet at the first opportunity of an open door and heading for the Mexican border. Mother was in no place to be accounting for cats much less petting them. Thinking they were there was good enough for her.


What Mother was more concerned with was all of her shit back in her apartment. And it was all shit. She was a hoarder before there was a word for it. Once, it had been at least somewhat clean and organized, if only by her own sense of organization, but as her health deteriorated, it had become squalid. It crawled with spiders and houseflies, the floor littered with plates of cat food, her own food rotting in the refrigerator. Now she was at my place and she was terrified that I was going to go back there and raze the joint.


She’d implore Bingo not to allow me to touch her things. “He’s just gonna want to throw stuff away and you can’t let him,” and then she’d identify different items that had to be kept.


“A lot of that shit is worth a lot of money.”


No, Ma. Just because you spent a lot of money on it doesn’t mean it’s worth anything. And you can’t hoard from the grave.


As soon as she was settled in, I set down terms. If you are indeed going to kill yourself, you can’t do it on Sunday or Monday because that’s football. I was not kidding. If you have the freedom to decide when you are going to die, it would be downright rude to knowingly do it while your host has other events planned. And no loud parties.


I turned on whatever shitty television she wanted to watch and tried to go about my day like nothing was different. I’m not much of a collector but the one I do have is a full wall of stolen clocks. One from the Man Show production office, one from the Girls Gone Wild tour bus, the Hammersmith Apollo backstage clock, and so on. And they were all on the wall behind the television facing Mother. It never occurred to me what subtle implications that could have had until years later.


All day Friday Mother drifted in and out of sleep, waking up to have me refill her 32-ounce travel mug with diet soda, eating very little if at all. Soft things like cottage cheese or yogurt. She was down to 79 pounds. She’d lived with back pain for years and complained about it in every lucid moment. She complained about her now-hardened breast implants, which on someone of that weight were like bowling balls on a skeleton. She’d had at least three sets in her life and now hugging her was like hugging your grandpa with a boner in his sweatpants. It was obvious from her short, gurgling breaths that her body was struggling to continue. She was sixty-three years old and she was a fucking mess.


That being said, when Saturday morning came around and there’d been no more intimation of suicide, we started to think we’d just wait the whole thing out. Obviously I couldn’t send her back to that toxic studio apartment, and in the unlikely event that she did last more than two weeks, that would be great to fuck with my manager, Brian Hennigan. He’d be coming to stay in two weeks, and he doesn’t have the spine for this kinda shit.


Saturday afternoon, Tamar Halpern showed up at the house. Tamar had directed Mother in a few independent films back in Los Angeles and happened to be in Tucson. (You’ll know more about all these people and places later. For now, shush up. Mother’s dying.) Tamar had called Mother to say she’d planned to drive down to visit. She had no idea the condition Mother was in and I felt bad for her. Hey, I’m going to pop in for coffee and next thing you know you’re visiting someone on their deathbed. Still, Mother was thrilled to see her. Tamar was one of the only guests Mother ever had in the three years she’d been in Bisbee, and their reminiscing definitely perked Mother up. It wasn’t long before Mother launched into her customary, over-the-top aggressive bids of hospitality, pushing Tamar to stay the night.


“C’mon, it’ll be like a sleepover. It’ll be fun.” Yes, Ma. It’d be a fucking blast. Bingo and I wing-manned it so Tamar didn’t get cornered and detained like Mother’s cats. We had some cocktails during Mother’s unconscious periods and later all four of us watched Bad Santa, a favorite movie of Mother’s and mine, together. Movies were a great way of avoiding talking, or more often, of listening to Mother. When it was over, Mother was out cold and Tamar snuck out. When Mother woke up, she asked where Tamar had gone as though she’d expected her to be there in her footie-pajamas for the big sleepover. I told her she’d left but sent her love. Mother shrugged it off and went back to sleep.


By now Bingo and I were mentally exhausted from three days of spinning plates with caretakers, Betty, hospice, Tamar, and, of course, Mother. Bingo and I split a bar of Xanax, twice what we’d normally take to sleep. Bingo laid down on the couch in the living room with Mother while I went into my office to catch up on whatever emails or Myspace or whatever the fuck was taking care of business back then.


Somewhere around 10:30 that night, Mother yelled for me with a weak scream: “Doug!” with the same demanding tone she’d had since moving from LA. I gave an abrupt “What?” She doesn’t hear me and calls again, “DOUG!”


I went to the living room, irritated: “WHAT?!”


She was lying on her side, facing away from me.


“It’s time for my pills and my drink!”


Hey, how about you don’t say it like an asshole? I grabbed the diet soda and her travel mug.


“No,” she said, still turned away from me. “My OTHER drink and pills.”


It took a few seconds to sink in what she meant and I felt like a dick for being short with her.


Not knowing exactly what to say, I simply asked her if she was sure.


“Yes,” she said, scrambling for breath.


I shook Bingo awake. “It’s time.”


“Time for what?”


“It’s TIME.”


“Oh, shit.”


I started to move in three different directions, like a fireman looking for a pole that isn’t there. Next I did the first thing anyone should do in this situation.


Cocktails!


Mother was always a Black Russian drinker in her early days before AA, but tonight she asked me to make them White Russians—her thinking being that the milk would coat her stomach for the pills. Amazing she didn’t want to take them with chicken soup. I poured cocktails for the three of us while she took her arranged medication. We talked for a while to make sure she knew what she was doing. I didn’t want this to be an impulse-buy panic decision. She was keen on pulling the “I don’t want to be a burden” card—which, indeed, she’d proven to be in her later life but not because she was dying. She was just a general pain in the ass. I knew that wasn’t what she was referring to. I also had to make a conscious effort to not talk to her in coddling tones, as one tends to do when talking to someone this frail. You’re an adult, Ma. In fact, you are still my mother, making you the authority figure here. So if you say you’re ready, I’m not gonna argue. I’m just gonna look the other way. Hypothetically.


With all the theoretical qualifiers and caveats out of the way, it was indeed “time.”


Mother took what for her would constitute a deep breath and began swallowing morphine. I want to say she took them with her cocktails, but seeing as she ended up taking all of it, I think that much booze would have killed her before the morphine had a chance. Regardless, it was a long process taking that many pills, and we were cocktailing the entire time. She became more relaxed as it went on and eventually we were having what someone might call “fun.” Betty stopped by to check on things, decided it looked like it was a time for family, and left, saying she’d come back later.


I called my brother Jeff and told him what was up. He was aware that this day was coming. Many years prior my brother and I had made a gentlemen’s agreement that when the time came when our parents were in their last days, that he’d be responsible for Dad and I’d take Mother. Jeff lived near Dad and I got along better with Mother, far better than he did. I always had. And even though Dad was eighteen years older, factoring in their lifestyles, it was pretty even odds on who would go first.


Shortly after we’d made that arrangement, Dad was diagnosed with colon cancer. It went through him pretty quick—he wasn’t a fighter and was pretty content in that he’d lived a full life. But while he was going through surgeries my brother would torture me with phone calls.


(Whispering from the hospital room) “Guess what I’m doing? I just had to wipe off Dad’s ass after he shit himself!”


“Stop calling this number!” Click!


Ring!


“I just had to pick up Dad’s dick and put it in a bedpan.”


“Okay! You get the house! Leave me alone!”


Now I was calling him to let him chat with Mother while she was dozing off into the dirt. Enjoy that for awkward. As with me, she kept looking for validation that she hadn’t been a bad mother. He lied and assured her she’d been a fine mother. I went the other way. A bad mother, you ask? Hell yes, you were a bad mother! How else would you raise a child to one day tend bar while you were about to croak! Another round? Me too!


No doubt she’d groomed me with this sense of humor from the beginning. Her Friars Club send-off was just the culmination.


Once she’d finished the unpleasant project of getting all of her pills down her tentative throat, there was nothing left to do but wait and make jokes. She remained lucid for quite a while, ordering more White Russians like it was a Christmas party. I’d bring her drink back, lean in, and fuck with her.


“Hey, Ma! Wait! They found a cure!” and she’d laugh like someone coming out of a nitrous oxide haze, lifting her middle finger towards me.


“Ma, when you go through that white light—see if there’s any way you can make the Saints cover 8 points at Oakland tomorrow. That’ll be our sign of the afterlife.”


She’d occasionally have us crank down her oxygen so she could have a cigarette. Bingo and I had quit for ten months at that point but had schemed since Mother got here to share one last cigarette with her. Considering the prevailing circumstances, it couldn’t really count against us. We’d even bummed non-menthols from someone in anticipation. There is no better cigarette than the one you break down and smoke after a long period of abstinence, and this situation removed any guilt from it.


Now that we were all in our pints and in this situation together, we were doing whatever we could to make this fun and funny and comfortable for her. When I was a little kid, she’d always make me rub her feet. I bet she could remember the exact day when I decided it was gross and stopped doing it. But these were extenuating circumstances so Bingo and I each took a foot and massaged it. We went through the litany of old fun stories, the same ones that she’d been repeating since they happened to us as kids, only now I had to act like they were brand new and still hilarious. It was like pretending to be on ecstasy without the wanting-to-fuck-her part.


Mother was always funny on some level. Her Achilles heel was that any time she got a big laugh, she’d always repeat the punch line ad nauseam until it wasn’t funny anymore. As she drank what was sure to be her last one, I said, “Wow, Ma, you’re really hammering down those cocktails!”


And Mother, barely alert but perfectly intoned in a campy British accent, said, “There’s times to be dainty and there’s time to be a pig!”


Bingo and I fell out laughing. I could see Mother trying her best to follow it up and ruin it. I stopped her before she could.


“No! Don’t say anything else! Those are perfect last words!”


And they were.


Mother lay there in a smiling half coma while Bingo and I put on music. We cried a bit and sang louder than Mother probably would have liked but she was in no state to complain.


I have no idea how long this went on. When my father was dying at my brother’s house, I remember putting a mirror under his nose to see if he was in fact still breathing, and I’m pretty sure we did that with Mother as well. At some point, thankfully, Betty came back over, joining what seemed to be a party in progress and confirmed that she was still breathing. Betty was unaware of what was happening exactly, but she knew me well enough that seeing us in full swing with my dying mother wasn’t curious at all.


I guess I’d expected that this whole thing would take thirty minutes—this based on absolutely no factual information whatsoever. Now it’s been hours and Bingo and I are fighting lots of cocktails and a double-dose of Xanax to keep our eyes open. Finally, after Mother has been unresponsive for far too long, we collapsed on the couch next to her. She drank me under the table to the end.


I woke up and there were people in the house. As a drunk, I’m used to the first several moments of waking up being a cavalcade of confused memories trying to shape themselves like a game of Tetris. It was 6:30 or so and Betty was there, engaged in some sort of activity. There were two men there who at first I thought were paramedics but turned out to be from the mortuary. Waking up in a Xanax-and-vodka haze after just a few hours sleep, my mind was racing to work out the details of exactly what was going on.


I got up to see Mother laying on her back with her mouth gaping open, just like Dad’s had been. When I touched her face, cold saliva that had puddled in her mouth spilled over my fingers.


Betty had shown up after we’d fallen down, stayed while we slept, and made the appropriate phone calls when Mother no longer showed vital signs. She told us later that when the mortuary people showed up, they came through the back door and first spotted Bingo, sprawled out across the sofa, and assumed she was the corpse. As they went to move her, Betty stepped in and pointed them the six feet away to the obvious hospital bed with the old dead lady in it. She said they were mortified at their own gaffe. We still think it’s hilarious.


I don’t remember anything after this. I know the Saints not only covered the 8 points, they won the game, 34–3, confirming that Mother was in a better place now. And by that I mean that she wasn’t all dead and drooling in a hospital bed in my living room while I was trying to watch football.


This is a love story.
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Not Your Average Mother


THE MAJORITY OF MY EARLIEST MEMORIES ARE BLURRED OR DELETED but there’s no forgetting the image of your mother jerking off the family dog. It wasn’t even really the family dog. It was a step-dog, and we didn’t like it. I was around twelve years old, standing at the top of the stairs at our new house in Paxton, Massachusetts, watching Mother lean down and go from a friendly belly-scratch to a two-fingered tug job that neither me or the dog was expecting. She justified it by simply saying, “Well, they like it.”


I’m sure I found it awkwardly amusing because I was twelve and dog dicks are funny. Touching a dog’s dick is gross, and your mother touching a dog’s dick is far grosser and gross equals hilarious. I don’t remember the dog needing any counseling afterwards. I assume that’s why you never see PETA protesting a Tijuana donkey show. So long as the donkey is pitching and not catching, it’s hard to cry abuse. The dog belonged to my stepfather du jour, John Kirk, from whom my mother Bonnie took her name. My brother Jeff and I called her Ma but would eventually refer to her as Mother, usually in the same grim tone that Seinfeld called Newman. Or sometimes as “MOTHER!!!” when the situation warranted, like when she’s jerking off the cat in front of your friends and you’re no longer twelve, you’re a full-blown adult and your friend is comedian Ralphie May. Or when she’s telling your girlfriend’s parent’s—unsolicited—about jerking off her cats. You know. Situations like that.


“What??? They like it!” she’d still say.


It’s tough to pinpoint exactly when Mother started going weird. We grew up in a house on 20 Rich St in Worcester, Mass in a middle-class neighborhood with a side yard big enough to play kickball in. Over the blueberry bushes is an automatic home run. That’s how I’ve glossed up the memory. Mother was evidently quite the drunk until she divorced my father when I was six or seven, but I have no memory of her being sloppy or out of hand. I heard the story early on that after my birth, a neighbor up the street, Rita Herbst, congratulated my mother and asked about me, the new baby. My mother told her that I was the ugliest baby she’d ever seen. The neighbor tried to laugh it off. Mother insisted that she was serious. “No, Rita, he’s really fucking ugly! He’s got this blotchy skin and weird shocks of hair that go in every direction!” Having a lifetime with her to judge by, I can fairly accurately chalk this up to Mother’s insuppressible honesty, not any kind of drunkenness. I laughed when I heard it and I laugh about it now, remembering her telling it. To this day, I’ve never heard a mother saying—demanding even—that her newborn was frighteningly ugly.


I do remember Jeff and I making lots of plans and preparations to run away from home, including tents, survival gear, and a collapsible fire ladder to escape from our second-story bedroom, so it couldn’t have all been summer days and lemonade. But that may have been just as much about us being shitty kids as from any lack of parenting. I had the proclivity to be an unruly little prick from the beginning. Strange early memories of taking a turd out of the toilet and putting it under my dad’s pillow and then blaming it on Jeff, two years older and not nearly as adorable a liar. Another memory of putting one of my mother’s sewing needles upright in the fabric right where she sat on the couch, and pleading my innocence when she impaled herself upon it. I swore I had no idea how that happened. I couldn’t have been older than four or five. That’s not a product of an alcoholic household. That’s just straight-up fucking evil.


I was clever as well. I remember crawling into their bed on a Saturday morning during cartoons to ask for money to go to the store to get cereal. Junk cereal is what I wanted, of course, and to upend me they said that I had to read the ingredients, and that sugar could not be one of the first two. I came back with whatever Count Chocula or Peanut Butter Cap’n Crunch I’d wanted, and then feigned ignorance to the fact that not only was corn syrup actually sugar, but that it was not two separate ingredients, corn and syrup. Plausible deniability. I should have been a fucking lawyer.


More remarkable here is the fact that, in 1972, there was absolutely nothing odd about a five-year-old child hoofing it down to the supermarket all by himself to buy his own groceries. The idea of that, with the added image of the kid reading the side of the box for nutritional information, slays me. It’s weird that I picture the five-year-old me wearing reading glasses at the end of my nose in that image.


Mother divorced my father right around the time she quit drinking and joined AA. He always said that the only reason she wanted a divorce was because it had become a fashionable thing to do, and she would later confirm this. My dad, Russell Stanhope, was Mother’s high school biology teacher and married her when he was thirty-six and she was eighteen, or so went the story. Digging through old letters for this book, I now know that they were already a couple when he was thirty-five and she was seventeen, and still his student. Today, this would make him a sex offender and a felon. That may have clouded my perception that, in reality, he was the kindest, most gentle person I have ever known. If you look through your own family tree, you won’t have to go far back to find what we call pedophiles now. Your great-grandfather that came home from the war at twenty-two and married your fourteen-year-old great-grandmother. Today that war hero would have his head stoved in on the prison yard. Be careful of how you react to buzzwords. If I were now to be informed that a sex offender were moving into my neighborhood, part of me would think of my father and consider that he or she would be a fantastic role model. My father was anything but a predator. He was like a more lighthearted, less involved version of Richie Cunningham’s dad in “Happy Days.” I wouldn’t be surprised if my brother and I represented the only two times he’d gotten laid in his life.
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INITIALLY WE STAYED WITH DAD AFTER THE DIVORCE, A TASK HE WASN’T very well-suited to handle. As much of a rotten kid as I was, at least Mother had some sense of discipline. She could be scary as fuck. One winter she took our two huge toy chests and threw them out of our second-story bedroom window because we didn’t clean our room. Jeff and I were always drawn to pyromania and I remember my brother nearly burning down the garage (with me stuck in back of it) while setting dead leaves on fire. Mother took him inside, lit a match, blew it out, and pressed it to his fingertip while it was still hot. She wanted him to know what fire felt like. It sounds cruel but you could argue her point. It certainly didn’t kill our love of setting shit on fire, but it did instill the fact that we should never get caught by Mother.


Dad was a complete soft touch. He was too aloof to catch you doing anything even right under his nose, and if he did catch you, he was all Mr. Rogers. “C’mon now, guy,” was his disciplinary catchphrase.


“C’mon now guy. You know better than to stand on the roof hitting Whiffle balls full of lighter fluid and burning toilet paper into the street with a bat.”


“Sorry, Dad.”


And that would be it.


Jeff and I ran amok. Dad had moved into the parsonage of the church—a house set aside for the minister—that had been unoccupied and, for the most part, we stayed with him. Now, not only were we unsupervised most of the time, we also had free run of an entire usually-empty church to use as a playground. While I know they had joint custody, I don’t remember much custody at all. The parsonage and 20 Rich were walking distance, and it seemed like we drifted at will between the two. We were monsters. I wasn’t big enough to be a bully but I did what a lot of weak kids did. I found someone weaker and paid it downward. On our tiny street that kid was John Schafer. John was two years younger than me and dumb as an onion. We’d send him to people’s doors in the neighborhood, saying that if he rang the doorbell and sang a song, they’d give him a bag of candy. Time and again, he’d belt out “Twinkle Twinkle” and then stand there in painful silence, only to have the door eventually closed in his face. We’d get him to blow us behind the garage. We didn’t even know what it meant exactly. He’d just blow on our dicks and then we’d make fun of him for doing it. Mother came home to us once with John Schafer on a stool in a noose with the rope swung over a branch. She had to have known that there were discipline issues.
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MAURA WAS MY FIRST LITTLE GIRLFRIEND AND LIVED JUST UP THE STREET from Dad’s new digs at the church. There was a small field—giant in my eyes back then—behind the parsonage that we were cutting through when Maura stopped and told me to kiss her. I did so but no differently than you would your grandpa. “No. Kiss me like Captain Kirk.” And then she taught me how to French kiss. So I kissed her like I would my grandpa, only now with my tongue sticking out.


I don’t know why I was hyper-sexual so young. No, I wasn’t molested, and I’m pretty sure Maura wasn’t either. But we knew what fucking was and we knew we weren’t supposed to do it but we tried to all the time in that church. It didn’t feel like anything. Nine years old is way before load-blowing years. It just felt like great mischief, like whipping snowballs at cars. It was a fun summer. I don’t know how nine-year-olds break up, but I know that Maura wasn’t my girlfriend anymore after we moved to Paxton. She would still call me occasionally and I remember her telling me that she had a new boyfriend named Bart and his dick was “waaay bigger” than mine. I remembered Bart because the teachers all called him by his full name, Bartholomew. I was jealous that nobody teased him about that stupid name since he was athletic and good-looking. And now I knew he had a bigger dick and that’s not something you should be depressed about as a ten-year-old.


Years later, when I finally played in my hometown of Worcester at the sadly legendary Aku Aku Chinese Restaurant and Comedy Club, a girl named Susan Joy approached me at the bar and asked if I remembered her. She was someone we knew from Dad’s church and I had a vague recollection of her.


“Guess who I’m here with? Do you remember Maura?”


No fucking way! I couldn’t believe it and would have bet that all those memories had been white-washed from her brain, but I’d have been wrong.


Within the first three sentences of talking to Maura, she said, “Do you remember we fucked when we were little kids???”


“Yes! Yes I do! I can’t believe you remember! I got you to put your mouth on my dick and then peed! You started screaming at me and chasing me, so I ran out to where my Dad was so you couldn’t say anything!”


Oh, happy days!


We laughed and talked for a little while, short recaps of what we had done with our lives. When she mentioned she was married now, I immediately assumed her husband was somewhere at the venue and told her to grab him and I’d buy us drinks.


“Oh, he’s not at this show. Are you kidding? He’s mad that I’m even here. He’s afraid we have ‘unfinished business.’”


Seriously? Your husband is jealous? We were nine god-damned years old! And now we’re pushing forty and he’s at home, pissed off? “Mr Big Shot comedian coming back home to take what’s his!” I’ve been the insecure boyfriend before, pacing, staring at the clock, and every time my girl doesn’t answer the phone I’m picturing her fucking some other guy. But that was as an adult. With an adult girlfriend. If you picture two nine-year-olds fucking, and the first emotion that springs up is jealousy, something is very wrong with you.


God help him if he ever finds out about Bart and his huge ten-year-old dick.
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I HAVE NO IDEA WHAT I WOULD SAY AS A PARENT IF I FOUND OUT my kid was trying to have sex at nine years old. I know I would probably laugh. At least he’s not trying to burn down the house. That’s pretty much how Mother handled things. She could be vicious if it was warranted, but if it was funny, right or wrong, she’d fucking laugh. That was always paramount with Mother, no matter how fucked up other things might be. Humor was right there with it. Comedy albums—Bill Cosby and Bob Newhart—played quite a bit. I remember being tiny and repeating Cosby’s “Little Tiny Hairs” routine to my father while he was shaving. I could do a mean Edith Bunker impression as a kid. Carol Burnett was a staple on Saturday nights though I notoriously always fell asleep before it started. Farts and belches were applauded. Just stop setting shit on fire.


Well that wasn’t about to happen. Burning shit and smashing beer bottles were endless free fun for kids who couldn’t afford a Big Wheel. But like they say, it’s all fun and games until your brother Jeff burns his face off with gasoline.


Dad was in charge of us over at 20 Rich when we decided to take a GI Joe on his final mission. Across the street was a vacant wooded lot where we could burn shit with nobody seeing. Jeff filled a paper cup with gasoline from the can used to fill the lawnmower. GI Joe was outgunned. Before they could even drape a flag over GI Joe’s molten coffin, Jeff thought to throw a lit match into the cup of gas, which then created a tower of flame far larger than expected. Jeff panicked and stomped on the whole thing to put it out, triggering an enormous fireball engulfing him in burning gasoline until he doused himself out in the dirt.


“Don’t tell Dad! Don’t tell Dad!” was all he could say. I told him I was going to go get cold water—at this point like getting JFK a Tylenol for his exit wound—and I ran and told Dad.


It was bad. Jeff was hospitalized for eight days with second- and third-degree burns, and spent weeks after having to smear silvadene, a silver-colored topical ointment that helps heal burns and also makes you look like a hideous freak on a schoolyard where you are already unpopular, on his face. He still doesn’t like to talk about it and he’ll be pissed that it’s in the book.


Mother went apeshit with the GI Joe incident. She was furious with my father for not being there, even though he was 50 yards away on a sunny afternoon. He couldn’t have stopped it without having us tethered to leashes. She wasn’t there either and I’m sure she was directing most of her anger at herself towards my dad.


She’d made their divorce far uglier than it needed to be. There was no way to be mad at my father. He was always agreeable and non-confrontational, almost to a fault. If the blueberries came in well, it was a good summer. He liked bird-watching and kept interesting insects on a pin board. He’d press leaves in wax paper and label them. He taught at Nature Training School where we went to summer camp. My father’s primary state was contentedness. He wasn’t cold and unemotional. He was warm and unemotional. His relationships were partnerships based on achieving shared harmony. Passion was alien and uncomfortable. Mother would convince me that he just swallowed his true feelings, that he was unhealthy emotionally. It was far too long before I realized that she was just being an asshole who couldn’t accept that someone was actually at ease with themselves.


We wouldn’t be with Dad much longer. Mother had met John Kirk in AA, and now we’d be moving to Paxton. It was only about 5 miles north of Worcester but it was going to be a completely different and painfully shitty existence for the next three years. John Kirk was a fat ogre of a man who looked like a clammy Donald Pleasence. He played the “when I marry your mother, I’m buying the whole package” card with such thin sincerity that he may well have been beating us while he was saying it. He worked for John Hancock Insurance and brought all the joy and humor of risk assessment and comprehensive liability into the home. He was an ugly dullard and, thankfully, is now dead. Jeff and I weren’t thrilled with the move.
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Paxton: Square Peg in a Sphincter-Shaped Hole


JOHN HAD BOUGHT AN EERIE HOUSE RIGHT IN THE TOWN SQUARE on the common. Paxton is a very wealthy town of about four thousand high-dollar assholes, and our monstrosity was right in the center. The ugliest house in the most visible spot. I’m always grateful to have herpes on my dick rather than on my lip. Pants cover up your dick. This fever blister was weeping square in the middle of Paxton’s cherubic face. The house was big but it was a peeled-paint ghastly eyesore, a fixer-upper that never got fixed up. They’d stripped the wallpaper off when we first moved in and never got around to putting anything up in its place, leaving walls of awful horsehair plaster with antiquated fire-hazard electrical fittings. John Kirk was clearly living beyond his means. In Worcester, we’d always referred to the poor kids as “skids,” and now we were them. My brother and I wore Star Wars t-shirts and Toughskin jeans or thrift store double knit pants while all the Paxton kids wore Izod polos and Levi’s corduroys. For leisure, those kids would go on ski trips or attend tennis camp instead of smashing bottles and burning action figures. We were metaphoric turds in a punch bowl. If I’d been given the chance of literally shitting in their punch bowl, it wouldn’t have been a metaphor.
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MOTHER WAS CONSUMED IN AA AND WE SPENT MANY A WEEKEND night sitting in the back of the room doing homework. They’d tried giving us the responsibility of staying home by ourselves, but I ruined that in no time by daring my brother to dare me to ride my bicycle naked around Paxton Common. Just my terry cloth bathrobe blowing in the wind behind me, little beans and weenie afloat as I stood up and peddled around the town square. A cop knocked at the door shortly afterwards. Whoever called neglected to mention that it was a little kid. The cop thought it was some grown man exposing himself to traffic. Having no parents at home, I was told that I had to tell my parents what I’d done and that he’d be coming back to make sure. I can’t remember if he did return or if I just ratted myself out. Either way, it would be one of countless antics that my Mother would have to act angry about but eventually had to shake her head and laugh at the absurdity. She tried to explain to me: “Some things are funny to talk about doing but you don’t actually do them.” What fun is it to just “say” I rode my bike through the town square naked? I get your point, Ma. But sometimes it’s only funny if you actually do it. Either way, we were screwed now and spending Friday nights sitting in smoky AA meetings.


AA wasn’t all bad. You had to stand up, hold hands, and say the Lord’s Prayer and the Serenity Prayer but other than that, it wasn’t like church at all. People came from every kind of fucked-up background and they’d all take turns telling these amazing stories. Puking and fighting and jail and waking up in weird places. Amazing stories, and the unbelievable part was that they all laughed at them! It was rarely sad unless it had just happened. Once the bail was posted and the wound had turned into scar tissue, it was all show-and-tell. They’d always wrap it up as some cautionary tale, with AA being the hero at the end, but for the most part they sounded like they were bragging, and the laughs and nods of recognition fueled them. Some members even seemed to be a draw. Sometimes Mother would give us a heads-up on the way to a meeting. “John the Indian is going to speak tonight. He’s really good. You’re gonna love him.” It was like AA had headliners. Someone once said that the only difference between sitting at a bar and sitting in an AA meeting is that in the bar you get the stories as they happen rather than after the fact. I was too young to get the bar experience yet, but the meetings were enough to keep me enraptured.


Our world was full of these people now. They were all bruised to some extent but they flaunted their scars. They swore and they smoked and told you about real shit. Half of ’em were probably full of shit but that didn’t matter at the time. They were exciting. Our house would fill up with them on holidays in place of relatives and Mother would always laugh about our “one big, fucked-up family!”


Of course, hearing everyone else’s confessional AA stories meant you’d eventually have to hear Mother’s, and although they might pale in comparison to prison stints or violent altercations, they still came from your mother. And she had a few. She’d been a bartender in her drinking days at the William Paul House, an upscale restaurant in nearby Holden, Mass. She told a story about getting drunk after work and fucking one of the cooks in her car. She said his dick was so small that she didn’t realize until she got home that she’d had a tampon in the whole time. I guess I should have been creeped out by this or at least upset that she’d been cheating on my Dad at the time, but I just remember laughing along with everybody else.


Mother loved getting the laughs, especially from me. Looking back at that period of time, I see how much it meant to her for me to think she was funny, to think that she was cool. I’m sure the stigma of the label “alcoholic” meant the same thing as “bad parent” in her head. If she could win me over with tales of banging thimble-dick line cooks in the front seat of her Vega wagon, she was happy to work blue.


Some nights it would just be the three of us, me, her, and my brother, sitting at the dining room table in this creaking old dark house trying to entertain each other. We’d play Boggle or Yahtzee and it was open season to hurl abuse and obscenities at each other. It was fun to be allowed to call your mother a “fuck-nut” without repercussions. She called me “chicken-shit,” and she called Jeff “chicken-shit’s older brother.” We started watching Monty Python’s Flying Circus on PBS, mostly because we heard there were boobs on it, but eventually the comedy stuck and all three of us had memorized bits and would repeat them in terrible British accents. She’d take us to movies like Network and Kentucky Fried Movie, the R-rating and adult content never a concern. My humor graduated from Crack’d and Mad magazine to National Lampoon and Hustler. Mother usually had Hustler magazine, which she didn’t bother trying to hide under the bed. I couldn’t wait to read the “Bits & Pieces” section for the “Most Tasteless Cartoon of the Month.” My favorite showed a graphically drawn dead dog in the street with a kid talking to a cop. “That can’t be my dog, officer,” says the kid. “Sparky doesn’t have guts coming out of his mouth.” I had a Larry Flynt sense of humor in a Better Homes & Gardens community and it would manifest itself at my peril as I was about to bring it to school.
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I LOOK BACK AT THE THREE YEARS I WENT TO PAXTON CENTER School with a fear like Oliver Twist in the workhouse. Teachers treated me as if I were a special needs student. Students treated me like I had shit in my pants on purpose. I don’t know if I acted like a mental patient because they treated me like one or vice versa, but I fell balls-deep into my role. I remember stacking my textbooks on the desk and slamming my forehead down on them as hard as was possible as a regular gag only because it didn’t hurt. I thought it was a nifty trick. Yes, I just said “nifty.” Maybe I have CTE. I was sent to the principal once for farting. “Douglas was passing wind in class,” was all the note said, and there wasn’t really anything the principal could say. It is, of course, a natural function and I couldn’t be punished any more for that than I could be for having to take a leak. The note didn’t explain that I was purposely waiting for any silent moments before pulling up off the seat just enough to get maximum torque and bounce for volume, repeatedly throughout the class. Regardless, it was the first time I’d heard the expression “passing wind,” and that was probably all I learned in school that day.


The only teacher I remember ever “getting” me was a French teacher named Gertrude Healy, who was a lot more tolerant of my monkey business. I remember delivering some well-timed heckle that actually landed, and after the laughs Mrs. Healy said, “I can see you some day, Douglas, writing for Saturday Night Live.” That was quite a compliment back then as it was still the late 70s, when SNL was funny. Mrs. Healy went on to flunk me for not one but two years in a row, but I’d never forget the one time some adult outside of Mother got the joke.


Most teachers generally found me more disturbing than simply disruptive. All of my outbursts derived from a wit too foul or dark. All of my doodles were sinister in theme. I’d trace my hand on paper like any kid does only I’d trace a few of my fingers at an angle on a different part of the page. Then I’d fill in the details of a very realistic, horrific drawing of a hand with severed digits laying in a pool of blood. I honestly thought people would see this as a very clever spin on an old staple.


A random piece of homework I found makes a good example. I assume it was one where you had to use a word in a sentence.
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Even I was taken aback finding this gem but then some of it made sense. Dead baby jokes were all the rage in 1979! Didn’t these people have their finger on the pulse? They did not. I’d seen Michael O’Donoghue on SNL doing his impression of talk show host Mike Douglas as if he had stainless steel needles plunged into his eyes. The gag lay mostly in the elaborate setup. The impression itself was nothing but a man shrieking and writhing in agony. It killed on SNL, and it killed me. It didn’t kill when I repeated it in school. Instead, all my morbid shenanigans led the school to strongly recommend to my mother that I see the school psychologist. Mother wasn’t pleased but she still tended to side with me for the most part because this was the same kinda shit we laughed about at the dinner table. Mother would never hesitate to lift a cheek off the seat at home and tear the air with a fart like a lawnmower starting. All of our humor was vulgar or absurd. It was encouraged. Mother would have looked at my drawing of a gruesome severed hand for what it was—very creative. Did they notice the details of the bone and the veins? That’s a kid with some rudimentary understanding of the human body. And at such a young age! So Mother read the letter from school, shrunk against the wall, and put her hands up in the air in cartoonish, comical defeat, and said, “Douglas, we’re trying to fit into a new town here and this is what you do???” I laughed at her laughing and she’d repeat that joke like a catchphrase for the rest of our time in Paxton.


The school shrink was a fucking idiot and talked to me like I was a retarded version of the Exorcist kid. I went through a battery of tests as part of my Chapter 766 psych evaluation, including lofty titles like “The Bender Visual Motor Gestalt” and Rorschach tests. I took none of the tests seriously and I’d undermine them all. I was asked to draw a picture of my family at home. I drew John Kirk fucking Mother doggie-style (something I’d actually walked in on once and still shudder to recall) while drawing Jeff killing a cat with a knife as I was hanging myself. Hilarious.


The assessments came back saying the tests “indicated Douglas to be experiencing some serious problems centering on issues of sexuality, violence, and death,” which led to further evaluation, and that in those further evaluations there was “indication of serious problems as a reaction to severe environmental trauma” and “extreme sensitivity to his small size with part of the misbehavior at school as an attempt to compensate.”


This made me irate because they were the ones that kept telling me I had an issue with my size. Like I was a dwarf or something. I was just smaller than the rest of the kids. I had no issue whatsoever with my size. If anything, I liked being small. It played right in with my puppy-dog eyes when I was trying to act innocent, which I did quite a bit. The more they suggested I had an issue with my size, the more it pissed me off, leading the assessment to conclude, “Much of Douglas’s anger directed towards school personnel is misplaced.”


AAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRGH! My anger at you was placed with perfect pinpoint accuracy, you simpleton fucks! If you wrote, “He seems to think this shit is funny but I guess I just don’t get it,” you’d have a spot-on diagnosis. But you were prudish, uptight elitists trying to raise preppie snobs into captains of industry, and I had no interest in that world.


That funny business of fucking with my psychological screening only fast-tracked me to weekly sessions with a family counselor as well as extra scrutiny and weekly progress reports from all of my classes. A big target on my little tiny, itsy-bitsy back.


The counselor was back in Worcester, which was a pain in the ass drive and pissed my brother off because it fucked with his after-school drama class, one of a few safe havens he’d found from constantly being shit upon. But once we were there, we’d light up the room. It was our own theater. The counselor was an old, hunched ball of flesh named Ahron Ahronian. He was fidgety and easily spooked, with no sense of humor whatsoever. Jeff and I now did Mother the same way we did her loudly in the grocery store aisles: “Mother, are we going to have to have our beatings tonight?” Mother would bust up while the guy went spastic, slapping at his notepad. “Wait, what’s this about ‘beatings,’ you say?” and Mother would have to try to explain that this was just our sense of humor, all the while Jeff and I sitting stone-faced. We’d make references to doing drugs or drinking alcohol, only to make Mother go back to square one with explanations. It was soon clear that this was achieving nothing but burned hours, and eventually this letter came in the mail from the Worcester Youth Guidance Center.
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Mother never responded. Close your fucking file, dunce cap. Mother knew that it was all wasted time trying to explain that a twisted sense of funny wasn’t a mental deficiency or desperate cry for help. The letter was disregarded completely until years later when I’d include it in my promotional package as an up-and-coming stand-up comedian with the sentence about being “strongly in need of professional help” highlighted.


Turns out that their initial concerns of me “centering on issues of sexuality, violence, and death” would turn out to be the cornerstones for a very successful comedy career. This is the first distinct memory of my mother ever having to firmly stand up for me. I’m sure she felt as much pressure or more in a town where she was boxing outside her weight, a newly sober woman in an affluent, pretentious hamlet. She could have easily caved and played their game. But Mother saw my humor and creativity. She celebrated it at home. I was fortunate enough to have a parent who could see that and allow me the freedom to follow my own path and be my own person, no matter how disturbing it might be to the powers that be. A lot of parents will argue for their kid to get starting positions in sports or demand higher grades. Not so many will defend you for having a morbid and profane sense of humor. Teachers—the vast majority—are there to train you to produce in the appropriate cubicle. They are not concerned with anything outside of that literal box. You can only wonder how many beautiful minds had their creativity, or even genius, stifled or beaten out of them by these glorified, middle-minded classroom babysitters of the public school system. If Benjamin Franklin were a student today, I bet they’d have him under a seventy-two-hour watch in a mental ward as a danger to himself or others. Who but a severely troubled youth would be so disturbed as to be flying a kite in a lightning storm?


At school, I still had to have weekly meetings with the guidance counselor Charles Gruszka to go over my progress reports from each class. He always creeped me out and it always felt demeaning. In a weekly progress update letter to my mother dated November 9, 1979, he writes, “I spoke to Douglas very severely in class because of disrespectful comments and drawings concerning me and Mr. Prince (gym teacher). Several references to homosexuality, mental illness, etc. Told him quite plainly it was unacceptable, I will not tolerate it, and if it happens again he will take his class separately at an after-school time. Wanted him to get the message, his behavior was totally unacceptable.”


I don’t know what the comments and drawings of Mr. Prince and Mr. Gruszka involved, but I notice that while he deemed them to be “unacceptable,” he never said they were inaccurate.


My reports for the most part were good even when they shouldn’t have been. I had an English teacher named Mrs. Davidson who also happened to be on my paper route so I knew where she lived. I should now apologize to the people that were on that route for the infrequency of the deliveries. Papers were dropped in a bundle in front of my house at about 5:30 in the morning, and if it were too cold or too snowy or if I was just too tired, I’d chuck the papers down the sewer, wait, and then call the dispatcher to say the papers never showed up before heading to school.


Mrs. Davidson was 60ish, bunch-bellied, and rat-eyed with a meanness that was almost certainly rooted in a palpable fear. I’m sure she was horrified just having me in her class, much less now having to do weekly audits of my grades and decorum. She was always trying to catch you doing something wrong, and I usually was. One day, doodling, I drew a picture of her house with the street number on the door just like I’d memorized it from my route. I drew sticks of dynamite under the stairs with wires running to a plunger. Then I wrote out gibberish as some sort of coded instruction. On the opposite page in my notebook, I wrote in large print at the top, “CODE,” and then under it, “9 = A, $ = B,” etc. before tearing the rest of the page away. Then I just waited for her to do her prison-guard rounds to catch me doodling.


When she found me not doing my assigned work, she snatched my notebook and brought it to her desk. I saw her face blanch as she realized what I’d drawn.


She walked back to me carefully, leaned in close to me, and said with almost tearful terror, “I Know What You’re Doing!” I was sure that I was in serious shit now and waited for the blowback. But nothing ever happened. Turns out, rather than ratting on me, she actually must have thought I was really going to blow up her house and gave me nothing but positive progress reports from then on.


I think about this now any time I hear a news story of some foiled plot by a student to blow up or shoot up a school. I wonder how many of them were just bored and misunderstood kids fucking around and finding an outlet in a fantasy that was really just a goof. If I had done that as a school kid today, it could have easily been national news, with armor-clad police in military vehicles crawling across a locked-down campus and a bomb squad searching the teacher’s house with a robot; Mrs. Davidson trembling at a press conference and me being marched off in an orange jumpsuit. Because I thought it was funny.
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JEFF WASN’T FARING ANY BETTER IN PAXTON, PROBABLY MUCH WORSE. He didn’t have the evil class clown persona to hide behind. He was just a geek with a scarred face. They were cruel to him in ways I’ll never know. I still load guns in my head when I remember this story. It’s straight out of a John Hughes movie. One of the upper-crust kids in his class was having a house party that was basically an open-invite to the class. For some reason—probably a girl he had a crush on, women being the primary reason for every bad choice a man makes in life—Jeff mustered up just enough self-confidence to actually show up. He rode his bike the twenty minutes up the long hill to the outskirts of town to the party. Initially everyone ignored him, which he was used to, but at some point a few of the popular guys started being overly friendly with him. He realized then that they were all drinking. They asked him if he’d do the guys a favor and go buy cigars for everybody. Jeff was so eager to be accepted he would have bought guns and drugs for them. They even offered to let him use one of their own bikes, it being a three-speed to his one-speed, so he’d have an easier time getting back up the inordinate incline. The ride probably took him thirty-five minutes round-trip but it was a small price to pay just to be included finally. Jeff got back, out of breath, and everybody avoided him like used toilet tissue. They wouldn’t make eye contact. He couldn’t understand. And then he found his own bike, smashed like it had been demolished in a garbage truck. Every part that could be broken, was. The spokes smashed out, the seat torn off. The wheels bent and dangling. He didn’t know what to do. It was late at night now. He walked what was left of the bike to the street. He couldn’t carry it all the way home on foot but he was too afraid of John Kirk to call for a ride. He stood there in blind terror on the side of the road until one kid who’d been picked up by his parents saw him and felt enough sympathy to offer a ride home. I know your names and I hope your kids grow up to be better human beings. I don’t know how many times I’ve been drunk on Facebook and had to stop myself from telling them what human bags of garbage they were at that age.


Jeff and I even played football in our last year in Paxton, foolishly thinking that might help raise our status as losers and outcasts. It didn’t change a thing except to terrify Mother for our safety. First of all, my team stunk. We were tied with Holden as the worst in the league. I played tight end on offense and only made one catch all season. It was an incredible “Bad News Bears” catch that I made with my eyes closed with three defenders swallowing me. I was as shocked to come up with the football as everyone else. This was ESPN highlight reel shit. At my earliest opportunity I ran to Mother on the sideline for exuberant congratulations. She hadn’t been paying attention and missed it. She’d been talking. She was too nervous to watch, thinking I was going to get hurt, regardless of the pads and helmet weighing more than I did. I was crestfallen.


Football wasn’t nearly as cool as playing soccer in Paxton. One day I said to another geek-act kid at school that soccer was for fags. He ratted me out to some soccer players, one of who confronted me at recess. I denied ever saying it. He pushed me down anyway. And then he walked away. That was it. I was unfamiliar with soccer. I didn’t know that a simple fall should have sent me into the writhing agony of a career-ending injury. Fag.


Thankfully, Mother’s marriage was quickly tanking as Jeff and I were becoming more and more ostracized at school. The three of us started to feel like the whole fucking scene was a common enemy bringing us together. Soon, we were no longer trying to fit into this new town. This town had gotten old fast, and we were getting the fuck out.


I wasn’t leaving anything behind in Paxton. No friends, nobody I cared to keep in touch with, no happy memories. The only girlfriend I had had there was short-lived, although it did lead to my second pre-jizz days of prepubescent sex. I remember one time she read a book during it. I wouldn’t get better at it in my later years either. That all ended when I caught my brother in my bedroom finger-banging her. I don’t remember being all too hurt about it, but then again, I was too young to cum so sex really had no value save for you weren’t supposed to do it. There’s a t-shirt slogan for the boys section of Wal-Mart: “Too young to come, too young to care.”
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@*Guidance Center

December 3, 1979

Mrs, Bonnie Kirk
4 Richards Avenue
Paxton, Massachusetts 01612

RE: Douglas Stanhope

Dear Mrs. Kirk:

I am writing to inferm you that I spoke with Mr. Gruszka on November 30, 1979.
The information received from him indicates that there has been a little back-
sliding regarding Douglas' academic work and in his behaviour.

In accordance with eur last meeting on November 2nd, I am sharing this
information with you and want to give you my opinion as to what the next
step should be.

very strongly believe that Douglas is very much in need of
| essional he But as you know he is extremely negative about getting
help. In fact, as you also know he doesn’t acknowledge that he has any
problems with which he needs help.

If you would like to meet with me te discuss this further, please give me
a call before December 15th and we will arrange an appointment, If I should
be tied up or otherwise unable to take the call, please leave a number and
time when I can reach you.

If I do not hear from you by December 15th, I will take that to mean that
you do not wish to follow through at this time and Douglas' file will be closed
out. In that event, you may reapply at any time in the future when you may
feel the need to do so.

Sincerely,

Staff Clinical Social Worker

Guidance Counsellor T

Center School g

)’axt:orlé A PARTNERSHIP CLINIC BETWEEN THE CHILD GUIDANCE ASSOCIATION OF WORCESTER, INC. AND THE
0161l DEPARTMENT OF MENTAL HEALTH OF THE COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETT:

MEMBER OF THE AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF PSYCHIATRIC SERVICES FOR CHILDREN





