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Praise for The Other Great Depression

“An urgent, nervous, heartfelt book. . . . Lewis writes with an addict’s jumpy restlessness, staggering from hurt to hurt, from tensely jokey confession to confession, from twitchy spiritual discovery to discovery.”

—Entertainment Weekly



 


“Richard Lewis’s writing completes what his stand-up and acting began. He is the voice of reason and sanity in a world of treason and insanity. He makes me squeal and sob in the same sentence. He is my rock ’n’ roll prophet.”

—Jamie Lee Curtis


 


“Wrenching . . . Wonderfully written and truthful.”

—Houston Chronicle



 


“Richard Lewis may just be the Franz Kafka of modern day comedy.”

—Mel Brooks

 



“Richard Lewis transforms the run-on sentence into an art form. Linguistically twisting phrases created by cerebral synapses that seem to connect from some primordial psychosis, Lewis never stops. At least onstage. And now in print.”

—The Boston Globe


 



“Intimately self-confessional. . . . A heartfelt series of essays in which the comedian—well known for the neuroses that seem to define his life and his comedy—unveils the emotional turmoil from which his humor (and his disease) springs. . . . ”

—Westchester Journal News



 


“Richard was always the best and the brightest . . . and now you can add to that, the most honest.”

—Dennis Miller

 



“Touching . . . brutally honest . . . insightful and thought provoking . . . Most books by comedians tend to be light, brainless, quick and dirty vehicles to capitalize on their success . . . While Richard Lewis’s book certainly has its share of laughs, it’s also a hard-hitting look at one man’s life—warts and all.”

—The Buffalo News



 


“Mesmeric—a dizzying ride on the R&L Express. Don’t miss it.”

—Lou Reed
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This book is dedicated to all the people in my life who really  got to know me, allowed me to be myself, stuck around with unconditional love and support while I struggled to find out who my  authentic self was.

But mostly, it’s to those angels who didn’t fly away when I was soulless, hopeless, and ruled by booze during my maddening, self-centered,  intoxicated, dark days. By the grace of God these folks are still in my corner, years after I have acquired some sobriety, faith and serenity, and still support my daily surrender to this ruthless disease of alcoholism, which—although in check a day at a time—will forevermore be hanging around waiting to destroy me if I’m not vigilant. These winged pals have made it possible for me to experience the greatest gig I ever had . . . recovery.

And finally, my book and prayers are dedicated to those of you living lives of addiction and despondency to whom I want simply to say, “If I can change, you can change. Take it from me, someone who was once convinced that I was forever doomed . . . miracles are out there for the sickest of the sick. Life can actually become precious.” What a concept, huh?






But it’s a sad man my friend who’s livin’ in his own skin and can’t stand the company.


 


—Bruce Springsteen, Better Days







Prologue


Roswell, New Mexico, 1947

FADE IN:

 



Many would have you believe that the United States government has been covering up incontrovertible proof that extraterrestrials landed in Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947 and the thing that bothers me the most about this possible cover-up is not my fascination with UFOs but the fact that that was the year I was born, and that I have no proof or documentation of precisely when I allegedly came out of my mother’s womb; so on a few rare, serene occasions, I have thought that maybe a lot of my issues and psychological problems have nothing to do with my upbringing or even being chemically unbalanced but rather arise from the fact that I’m not from this earth.


 



FADE OUT: 
THE END






Introduction

After nearly twenty-five fun-loving, excruciating years of devoting myself solely to expressing my innermost feelings publicly for laughs, attention, and a living (when money actually changed hands), it suddenly dawned on me that not only wasn’t I being as honest with my audience as I thought I was, but, much more importantly,  I wasn’t being honest with myself, and was actually spiraling out of control as a raging alcoholic.

Since the laughs and I almost died for good, more than a decade ago, I have gone through a daily “recovery” and with it a remarkable transformation. It is with this change, and the clarity it brought, that I became hell-bent on finally—being as fearlessly and rigorously honest as I could be—going back to the womb in my head, and writing a book of my reflections from the past up to the present day. Memoirs, if you will, on the wondrous and oftentimes insane journey I never had the courage, sobriety, or faith to share before.

I figured out while writing my autobiography that I chose applause over tears and booze over fears. So I have this story to tell to anyone who wants to laugh or cry or maybe even (dare I be so bold) be enlightened, about how someone (me), who has been chronically depressed, anxious, and ultimately alcoholic, survived and moved on to a new life, still crazy but finally with a bit of hopefulness and contentment added to the mix.






PART 1: The Beginning





There’s a Candle in My Belly, Thank God

It happened during a week when my family wasn’t exactly having a winning streak on our home court. I mean, there was a lot of tension; so much tension that I remember hiding under my covers for most of it. They hardly noticed. The sounds of arguing came in through the crack under my bedroom door, even though I put a lot of blankets and shit under it to keep the noise out. I was Davy Crockett and I had my own little Alamo going on, man. I also had the screwball Mets on the radio from the West Coast so New Jersey boys hiding from their adolescence could feel better, secure in the knowledge that as bad as childhood seemed, the ’62 Mets were worse. I loved them for that. I loved that brave, mostly ridiculous team of aging stars and young players who seemed to be doing bad Jerry Lewis impressions most of the time. So did the Dodger fans, the bastards lucky enough to have my Brooklyn Dodgers playing out of uniform as their home team. They were screaming even louder than my family. I could hear them over the little portable radio that I crammed up against my ear in the dead of night.

Oh, that night, when none of the yelling in the house made any sense at all and I felt like I was just going to bust. Just blow up. Right there in bed. Like a tiny float in the Jewish Macy’s parade trying to show off to the other giant floats that it had something to say too! I could much more easily understand why the people in L.A. were screaming than everyone downstairs. They had Sandy Koufax. We had a history of angina.

I tried to drown out the horrifying noise downstairs by turning up the radio on the taunting screams of the fake Dodger fans. I lay on my bed as if I were lying in state as members of my family continued their filibuster on happiness, unaware that I was praying for something better for me. I don’t really know who I was praying to but I know I was praying because I had my hands clasped together like I thought you were supposed to.

And I didn’t know what exactly I was praying for but maybe it was love because whatever kind of love I was supposed to be getting by birthright wasn’t happening. I mean, should a fourteen-year-old kid be praying in the middle of the night like this? It sure didn’t feel right.

And then, it happened. I got this image. There was this silly little candle in my belly. I didn’t know whether to scream or laugh so I shut up. I just lay there, quietly. The candle seemed to burn brighter the more I thought about it. And the more I thought about the candle, the less I heard the yelling, from both coasts.

It’s easy now to guess what it meant. I think it had to do with faith. With faith in myself—but I got the strength from an unknown place. Maybe God. Maybe some kind of god that was my own special God. The kind of God I groove with today.

But back then I wasn’t so sure. The sense of nothingness I’d had inside me for so long made me want to scream for understanding. But who would hear me? Not the people downstairs. Who would understand? I surely didn’t understand.

I knew only one thing for certain. I didn’t want to be like them. I had very little idea why they seemed so unhappy but suddenly it became very clear, frighteningly clear . . . I had to fly solo. It was that simple. I was getting lost, real lost, and as I reached out for help the only thing that answered the call was this candle. There was a candle in my belly, thank God. And I came to realize, in miraculous fashion, while Koufax was mowing down my heroes, that if the candle ever went out, I would probably either feel dead or BE DEAD.

When I was lying on a gurney in an ER thirty years later, in much the same position but this time hallucinating from excess cocaine  use, the compassionate intern looked down with soulful eyes, and right after brushing my drenched hair back off my forehead, sweetly said, “You’re so funny, Mr. Lewis. What are you doing this for? Why are you doing this?” I knew. I knew all right. I’d gone to the hospital because I honestly feared that if I didn’t, I would die at home, and also, just as importantly, for the first time, I really didn’t care who knew that I had a serious problem. I rarely did those kind of hard-core drugs (I loved alcohol) but whatever it was that got me to be that reckless and feel that hopeless had to be confronted. Somehow, I chose life over death.

Now I know what it means to hit bottom. Rock Bottom. And there was a candle in my belly, thank God.

Oh, yeah. Koufax pitched a no-hitter.




Prince of Pain, Jr.


Sure I quit drinking and felt like I gave birth to myself, but I still have more problems than you can shake a shrink at. I didn’t come by that moniker I’m known by, “Prince of Pain,” just because I spent most of my life doing charity work and helping good-natured Amish people build barns.

So, just who is the man behind this catchphrase? Well, I can comfortably admit to being a mammal but any more than that is speculation. Yet, I feel honor bound to take a wild stab at an answer, which is why I am writing this book about myself. There lies the problem. Me. Every shrink’s wet dream. “Take my dysfunctions, please.”

If pushed, I guess I’d have to admit to being one twisted, lucky motherfucker. I’m just your basic bad-postured, guilt-ridden ball of confusion with a trace of paranoia, self-loathing, and a little faith thrown in for some good taste.

I’m certain that a big part of my authentic being was kidnapped early in life, then got stuck in a kind of suspended animation when I  became alcoholic. I have been trying to unravel the haze ever since. To be frank, that is the main reason I decided to write this memoir. Stopping carousing was the beginning of kind of a new funk for me. One with more dignity and yet still very foggy. One with unsure clarity.

I wish I could rid myself of any responsibility for my past behavior by saying I was abducted by an infamous cult, COCKTAIL, that took a fairly decent guy and slowly but surely ran his egocentric life down on Booze Standard Time. But I can’t.

One morning back in the late seventies I woke up (curiously enough) with tens of thousands of bags of bar snacks all over my apartment floor, and I had no idea how they got there. I could have easily (after a big night out on the town) and for no sound reason taken them home with me; but I couldn’t remember, and still can’t. I have forgotten a lot of things. A lot of things are painful to recall but also essential to recall if I don’t want to relive them again. In any event, it’s kind of hard to piece things together from my past—like who I am—with all that alcohol in the way. They say “Don’t look back,” but even if I chose to, I doubt my own recall would earn me a Pulitzer Prize for accuracy.


But in sobriety, one thing is really clear to me. It’s very hard to lie about anything anymore. Not little white lies . . . those are still easy. I’m talking about your big, fat, in-your-face, manipulative untruths. The kind where my intentions are to alter people’s perceptions of who I am, even if I’m not drinking anymore. If I’m going to do that shit, I might as well get loaded. Why hang around just to be a sober asshole? It might beat death but it isn’t much of a life. So in this book, I’m telling all the truths I can remember, even the ugliest ones.

I must’ve been in a lot of pain to begin with to want to drink so much. It took courage for me to get off the sauce. It takes a different kind of courage to make amends to people who were on the receiving end of all kinds of emotional abuse and irresponsibility that stemmed from my self-centered, fear-based, alcoholic lifestyle. Yeah sure, I cleaned up, and think that I have made most of my important  amends to people; but if I’m not careful, at any moment, I can act unprincipled in the blink of an eye. And without even drinking. It was a hell of a lot easier to be an obnoxious alcoholic than to try, on a daily basis, to be a more decent, recovering human being. When you’re unconscious there’s not much to think about.

Man, do I have war stories! We all do. “Saving Private Lewis” took a lot of work. What a lot of wasted time I spent, slowly killing myself and needlessly hurting others. I blame nobody except me and my own lack of faith—at the time. And now a sober man, a nicer man, I can take no credit for anything, except the faith that I’ve acquired.

My current therapist (as opposed to those I’ve probably outlived or who chose to leave their profession after spending a little time in session with me) always knew I was an alcoholic, and much to her credit, always wanted me to be the one to say it out loud and admit it, first.

I couldn’t, even when I knew, for many, many years.

Eventually, my armor started to weaken, along with my health and sanity. Always yearning to come totally clean to at least one person I trusted not to use it against me, I spilled the beans and told her that I thought I had a drinking problem.

Like she didn’t know that I had a drinking problem. I remember so vividly how my denial felt that day in her office, when she looked squarely at me with an all-knowing but lovely smile that on this day was accompanied by an uncharacteristic bit of uneasiness in her eyes.

“Richard, I have an idea. Why don’t you carry a diary with you this week and just jot down when you drink, how much, and what time of the day it is?”

She then continued the session with her usual, pleasant countenance, but I must have looked like Edvard Munch’s stunt double. I knew right then and there, after this locomotive of reason hit me right smack in the denial, that I was letting my life get away. I was scared out of my mind. How could I feel so in control and yet feel so out of control? What a nightmare! I just couldn’t fathom how to change a  single thing that would make me feel better—without a drink. Sitting there paralyzed with fear, I couldn’t wait to run out and go to a familiar bar and make believe everything was okay.

After the session, heading to the watering hole and being somehow conscious that I was running away from stability, I managed to grieve over the fact that I could never see my shrink again in this condition. Her brilliance and unconditional support made it impossible to lie to her anymore. Even if I didn’t understand yet what I didn’t want to lie about. Besides, what would be the point? In a brief moment of clarity, I silently acknowledged that if I was indeed an alcoholic, then it would be a dangerous charade to fabricate a “healthy man’s drinking diary,” which I had of course considered.

But I didn’t. Nor could I stomach coming in the next week and reading something like, “Monday Morning . . . 7:45 A.M. . . . 5 glasses of Moët & Chandon with a little orange juice . . . Alone in house . . . What was I feeling? . . . Have no idea . . . Just mindlessly watching the Weather Channel.”

How humiliating! How much shame! Who needed it? I just didn’t have the balls yet to tell her the truth. Everyone knew but me, and I was the last one to find out.

So in a dyslexic display of honesty, I quit therapy. And for every second I spent away from my then ex-therapist (who had the acumen to never call me while I was on my inebriated, soul-searching journey), I at least knew that someone else knew that I was living a lie, and that helped me feel strangely less hopeless. (Never in my wildest dreams did I think that anyone else had the slightest notion of what kind of fog I was in. Ha! You have to be in quite a fog to be in  quite a fog.) But most importantly, I knew that I had to be the one to want to change. I knew it, somewhere down deep buried in my subconscious, but by the time it traveled to my behavior, I had no controls; nor did I care one bit whether I was killing myself or hurting others. Even more insane, the last thing I thought about was who I might kill while driving high and living so recklessly in the vicinity of other people’s lives.

This Prince of Pain me somehow justified my living out my own  comedic hyperbole. Fueled by the disease of alcoholism I drank harder than ever, as if to give more life to my deadened perspective of existence. I became increasingly more reclusive. I thought that simply by hiding and drinking alone (or with an unconcerned lover) I wouldn’t threaten my career or get people on my ass.

When you go months and months without returning calls and make endless excuses why you can’t meet people who care about you in person, it’s often only a matter of time before the eulogies begin to flow, and after a touching spot on the News at Eleven, you’re history.

If I had to make a joke I’d say that even my own shadow started to get circles under its eyes. That’s not even that funny. It wasn’t really meant to be. It’s just hard for me to be dead serious. I ran away from my feelings for so long that to this day I am still playing catch-up on events that happened decades ago.

I was a mess; and without faith, your addiction parties like there’s no tomorrow. Today I live for today. Before I lived to drink. Regardless of how sober I was a lot of the time or what pleasure I brought to some, or how successful I might have become, getting high was at the center of things. There was a healthy man trying to get out of my aching, tormented body but he couldn’t find the exit. The disease was in high gear and had a life of its own. My individuality, upon which I prided myself so, was being drowned out for no good reason. Even when I stared at my bloated face, overweight body, and scared eyes in the bathroom mirror and promised myself for what seemed to be the millionth time to stop drinking, I now know that I was only making that pledge to someone else. It wasn’t me talking. And it wasn’t even me listening. I was going through the motions of living. That I finally had a breakthrough and got the chance to begin thinking that there might be another way to live is truly a wonder.

I now believe in miracles and in a God. The biggest part of getting my soul back was the jump-start provided by my best friends. They finally had the nerve to slam the door on my sickness and tell me in no uncertain terms that if I couldn’t stop killing myself, they at least  wouldn’t watch me do it anymore. I love you guys. I love you guys. I love you guys.

So, I’m still the Prince of Pain, but I’ve got my life and (lucky me) even my old shrink back. I love her too. God, I hope she doesn’t over-analyze that.

I’m still a lunatic, but I’m a recovering lunatic. My life is crazier, yet happier and more productive than ever before. Shit happens all the time but what a pleasure that I don’t create most of it anymore. What a pleasure it is to just try to do the right thing and see what happens. What a joy to feel free of the prison of alcohol abuse! How happy I am to finally let nature take its course. No more enemas for me. I like a good bowel movement with the best of them but only if it’s meant to be. It’s out of my hands, so to speak.

It’s so much easier now to let the universe take care of itself without thinking like I used to, that I had something to do with it. I’m just one fuckin’ happy universal tourist.

Yes, as frightened, addicted, obsessive, and hopeless as I was, having a today is pretty awesome. And for any of you out there suffering, and feeling certain like I did that you can’t get through the day without getting high, why don’t you first see what a day can look like clean—before you close the door on living for good.

I’m still pretty fucked up, and oftentimes I’m still a mess emotionally, yet now I’m a proud mess. I wouldn’t want to be any other way. I always dug standing out in a crowd, and with all the pain and suffering and insanity out there, I figure that if my calling was to survive all those “dates from hell” (or anything else “from hell”) and boast about it, grandiose or not, then “I’ll gladly die on the couch for your problems.”


Martyrdom can be a trip. Sometimes entertaining. Even fun if I’m sober enough to appreciate the laughs. I’d much rather be the Prince of Pain than the King of Jesters. Those clowns never know when to get off stage. They’d rather die out there with their stupid, fucking hats on.

Thank God I knew when to take mine off. No joke.






Mistaken Identity


It all started two minutes after being yanked out of my mother’s womb in unorthodox style through the not-yet-in-vogue C-section; taken by surprise, and ill prepared for all the commotion; without any opportunity to make up my own mind on the subject of whether I felt like coming out or not.

From the first words I thought I heard—“It’s a boy. Shit.”—I had the indelible impression that I had already let the world down. I immediately felt like I was the spanking new owner of a strange “Shroud of Lewis” that was tragically and magically ingrained into my early nakedness, which caused me to feel not only sweaty and ill at ease but unsure of myself as well.

It seemed that almost immediately following my unseemly entry to civilization, I was forced to meet and greet everyone. At least fifteen relatives surrounded me as I lay inside my humiliating, see-through,  preemie housing, displaying an excitement and happiness that appeared totally put on and maybe even scripted. I’m convinced now that shrieks of disappointment or looks from my parents indicating sentiments like “just our luck” or “fuck, like we really need another one,” would have been more refreshing and up front and probably would have helped me psychologically in the long run.

Later, I was displayed on a horrible-looking, “touristy” blanket—one my grandparents got at a World’s Fair—which was sloppily placed beneath my cute little ass. It wasn’t the ugliness of the embroidery or whatever they call this mundane type of “art form” that bugged me but rather that the embroidery on it depicted FDR sitting in front of his familiar fireplace, chatting with his usual passion. This, I swear, even at the tender age of forty-eight hours, pissed me off, and gave me horrific vibes of what I would grapple with later when I was old enough to understand the infinite gravity of the  Holocaust and just how appallingly slowly the U.S. responded to the Nazis during FDR’s presidency.

And to make my early outlook even more tortured, I took the heat for nearly killing dear old Mom. I mean, give me a break! It was purely unintentional! What was I supposed to do, stay put until it was safe to come out more traditionally?

Hey! I’m no baby! I’ll concede, yes it is true, my mother did go through hell having me, and okay, it nearly did her in. There I’ve said it again. I’ve said it a thousand times! So let me once again apologize. That’s the least a martyr can do.

And yet, I could never express enough regret. Throughout my childhood, I was repeatedly reminded in front of company that my mother was lucky to be alive. Sure they disguised this pronouncement as a cute family joke, but I knew that they really meant it: My umbilical cord symbolized a tether to my mother’s hell.

But hey, what about me? It’s no picnic not coming through the main door. Apparently the vagina was closed for the summer and I had to make the scene via a sneaky and humiliating secret bloody passage . . . What a mess! It looked like a Sam Peckinpah film made for Sesame Street. So forget the cigars! Molotov cocktails would have been more appropriate. And at the risk of sounding too Hollywood, I  was the one who got all the bad press!

I know my birth on June 29, 1947, was more about me than anyone else, but oddly enough, it seemed to have nothing to do with me.

One day, many years later, desperately seeking attention and some revenge for my hurt feelings as a newborn, I made a toy model of my whole oozing birth using a doll that I stole from my sister’s room. I poured ketchup all over it and then, for the topper, smeared it with gooey gelatin from a jar of Mom’s® brand gefilte fish. Mom’s® was far and away my favorite gefilte fish brand. I was always taken by the picture of the sweet, understanding woman on the label. If that image could’ve come to life, and been my mom, I would have done cartwheels for her. Anything to make her happy!

My real mom would’ve made a big stink about it, had she known, and would have gotten everyone else in the family on her side. Even  if her feelings were hurt she probably wouldn’t have expressed them (Yikes! Did she have low self-esteem first?!) and I probably wouldn’t have understood anyway and then I’d be made to feel guilty for feeling alienated in the first place. To her, my pain was all about her. In fact, now that I think about it, from my earliest recollection on, my agony and unhappiness always seemed to be about how it affected everyone else but me. It soon became easier to feel responsible for others than to take responsibility for myself. I was lost with no hope of being found. If I were found wandering aimlessly in the street, I wouldn’t even have known who to tell the policeman I was. Curiously, I would’ve known my address but not my identity. It was too confused. I was living inside a Sunday New York Times crossword puzzle.

To be fair, I don’t think that anyone else in my family (or so I gathered from eavesdropping) had any idea who they really were either, and so no one could really express themselves to each other.

My family got real comfortable speaking in some do-it-yourself, circuitous tongue. I used to get motion sickness just standing quietly and listening.

“Kennedy just got shot, go rake the leaves.”

“Put on a warmer coat, do you want to kill your father?”

“If we can send a satellite up into space you can at least make your bed!”

“Don’t accidentally wet the bed on purpose!”

Sadly, the family resorted to consulting Dear Abby-type columns instead of going to family therapy (this would have been way too embarrassing had word gotten out in the neighborhood).

I’m not sure to this day whether I felt that anyone meant any harm. They just didn’t mean anything. I was left to fend for myself without any idea who that was. To this day I’m most proud of the fact that I’m self-made.







Set ’em Up, Joe

If I could have figured out how to wear stilts and do an impression of an adult, I’m certain that I would have started drinking alcoholically probably somewhere around grade school. If there weren’t age limits in bars and some money-hungry manager thought that having kiddie seats installed for Happy Hour was a good idea—maybe turning the TV on to the afternoon cartoon shows and putting some Walt Disney hits on the jukebox—I would’ve been there in a flash.

Certainly, I would rather have spent my childhood hanging out in a bar than going to Little League practice or being forced to pretend that hanging out in the woods with my fellow suburban Cub Scouts was a way to get badges instead of an assortment of rashes. After making pitiful-looking lanyards—none of us knew what a lanyard was when we were handed our initial assignment but we were finally enlightened by a pot-smoking, assistant scout leader—I opted to blow off the key chain idea (as depressed as I already was) and instead make a real large one, in the shape of a noose.

Yes, when I reflect on my childhood it’s clear that I would have started drinking then if I’d only had the know-how. I would happily have taken up residence in a nice air-conditioned wine cellar with a small kitchen and decent john, rather than go through adolescence the more traditional way, being tormented by almost everyone around me and following leaders who had their own compasses stuck up their assholes.

My inevitable boozing seemed to be foredoomed. I sensed that almost everyone seemed whacked anyway, sober or not, and I had to contend with their bullshit from a very early age. There were so many mixed messages, it was nearly impossible to decipher a lucid one. The straight and narrow was something I had to find all by my lonesome. Nothing made sense. Even more devastating, I rarely made sense to myself.

I know the family was bugged because my early arrival threw everyone’s social calendar all out of kilter, plus it was right in the middle of a heated pennant race and my father couldn’t have been too thrilled. I mean, he worked his ass off and baseball gave him lots of pleasure and, well, to get this “designated whiner” prematurely couldn’t have left him too electrified.

I wish I could have crawled to the nearest sandbox with a liquor license to drown away my guilty sorrows with some of the good shit that I couldn’t get from my mother’s breasts. I almost lucked out. This new formula potion was the rage and there was an outside chance I could pour a little whiskey in it when no one was looking. The only problem was, I couldn’t come close to getting to that closet on top of the sink without making a scene. I told you I needed stilts. And of course I still had some trouble getting my hands to grasp objects or to master the coordination required for pouring. Instead, I had to lie there just crying and dreaming about how one day I would medicate the shit out of myself and not give a flying fuck what I felt or what anyone else thought of me.

That day couldn’t come soon enough. And when it did, I grabbed a drink with as much gusto as I grabbed my cock from the moment I discovered it could get me off.




He’s Soooo Creative


Yeah, that’s what my mom always said. I guess she could’ve been right about the guy, I mean, what the fuck did I know? I was only about six or seven. He smiled, he entertained, he mocked his brother, all the while dressed in suits that Elton John would rip off twenty years later. She watched him with a reverence I felt so lacking in my life, from anyone. She’d try valiantly (yet carelessly at the same time) to make a tasty egg-salad sandwich for me, always with the brand of mayonnaise I hated, while digging Liberace on the tube with one eye, and half watching herself ruin the wretched meal with the other.

Quite frankly, all I expected (and usually received) was that I could get this smelly light repast without her relentless and unconditional praise of the show (it made me jealous) or, God forbid, any small talk that would serve only to make me feel smaller. So after scoring the imitation prison food I would quickly skulk down to the basement, where we had the big TV set that resembled a monitor from outer space in a bad Japanese sci-fi flick, remarkable at the time because it supposedly didn’t need rabbit ears, the antennas for better reception, hurrying so as to not miss the beginning of a movie that was to have a profound impact on my life.


Yankee Doodle Dandy was going to be on again in a few minutes, on this cool show, Million Dollar Movie, which oddly enough, on some weeks, played one movie three times a day. And since this was my week off from school, I’d planned to watch Cagney twenty-one times. No one seemed to care because no one seemed to be home. Even when they were home, everyone was in their own world, as far back as I can remember. Even the Mohel who did me at my briss (I seem to recall with horror) was not only trying to cut my dick off, but chanting beautifully at the same time, almost as if he was cutting a demo to get on some hot, new Yiddish recording label. If that was an early feeling of being castrated, what fun for my shrinks all these years.

I think the thing that somehow hooked me, while in a trance, after watching that film for days on end, thinking of not much else, was just how impenetrable George M. Cohan seemed to be as he worked with such blind integrity for what he wanted. I just loved how hard he tried to score and be authentic. I just loved him for that. Little did I know (while stuffing Mallomars down my throat at an alarming rate) that not only would I one day grow up and discover that I was an alcoholic, workaholic, and had an eating disorder for good measure, but that everything in my life was going to become secondary to having someone think that I was soooo creative.

And I almost paid for it with my life but, wahoo, here I am. And yeah, I think I am creative. Just like that beautiful ceramics teacher who would rove from school to school in our district twice a year.  She’d give us kids a break from the mundane and titillate us with her red lips and sexy, perfumed scarf as she leaned over our little desks (the same ones we would hide under when we thought Khrushchev had too much to drink and was trying to blow us up again). She would see our van Gogh-like ashtrays, made by mistake of course. At least mine were. Her cleavage became more of a vision than my own work. Her beauty was somehow a kind of oasis to conquer and feel fulfilled by; not at all (well, a little) in a sexual context, but as something that I could control and enjoy, something to make me feel I could have something worth calling my own. I didn’t want breasts, I wanted a passion. She seemed creative because she turned me on in my mind. She gave me something to want. Something seemingly unattainable.

Years later, I found myself with the nightmare of having to become sooooo creative on my own. I soon realized that trying to make a living as an artist brings with it a world of critics who force you into a position of defending your own free will. As a young student, my accidentally impressionistic ashtrays sucked, but van Gogh’s paintings were never sold while he was alive. Franz Kafka didn’t want any of his work published even after he died. Maybe more disheartening from a human standpoint, Richard Lewis didn’t even think anyone would care if he created a fuckin’ thing. Least of all himself.

I slowly but surely encountered a very thin line between having the courage to express my personal feelings for a buck, and self-destructing under the pressure of practically everyone else around me. They looked at me like any attempt to be sooooo creative was a self-delusion. The endless lack of support and incredulity from 99.99 percent of those I knew, even those who claimed to love me, left me questioning whether or not I had any guts, or worse, a point of view. That sounds as trite as it was insidious and emotionally crippling.

Looking back on it now, as a full-blown, middle-aged, functioning anxiety collector, I can admit without cringing that my parents had their fair share of tremendous qualities, yet, being human much of the day, had more than just a handful of flaws as well. Much to  my dismay and confusion, some of those flaws of my parents (I won’t name names), and those shared by other close family members, seemed to inject my wavering courage to become a comedian with some sort of “You gotta lot of nerve gas.” It was as if something made them tell my pediatrician to inoculate me with a vaccine to keep me from believing in myself. It was hard to shake, this feeling of always being on the wrong side of a decision, particularly in my early twenties, after graduating college and being tossed back into the unreal world. My God-given right to become me, the sooooo creative  me, whoever the fuck that was going to be, was obviously going to have to be encouraged by strangers.

Growing up, as far as my mind could see, my outlook was that either I was always wrong and never did the right thing, or if I did, it was either never enough or I should find some reason to hide it. I was in a constant state of dissatisfaction. Like man, even if I just checked into the Nirvana Hotel I’d be looking for reasons to check out, immediately. This kind of irrational fear clouded so much of my vision that I was virtually blinded to my own insights, even with my 20/20 eyesight and healthy brain, before I got to kindergarten.

Yup. That’s why I had a need to become sooooo creative. I had to give birth to myself.

Talk about born-again Jews. L’chaim.





He Only Hit Me Once and I Didn’t Even Cry


. . . Dad cried though. He cried a lot. At least that’s what my mom frantically reported back to me, her baby boy, about an hour after the incident.

Physically speaking, I was fine. He really didn’t even hit me that hard, and I did deserve some sort of punishment, given what an asshole I was being that night.

The reason I didn’t cry was because I was so petrified that he had used his belt for the first time, and as soon as he started to pull it out of his beautiful, silk slacks, the only way I could escape the fright was to imagine that it wasn’t happening. I was sort of numb to any real impact it might have had on me. It never should have happened but his sons were acting like idiots and embarrassing the shit out of him in front of his cronies.

Downstairs, about ten close friends of my parents, who routinely came over for kosher food, gossip, and gin rummy, were unaware of the drama unfolding a few floors above, and kept company with my poor, stressed-out mother. She valiantly tried to keep them happy, at the same time sensing the nightmare of a potential early death upstairs. Given my dad’s weak ticker, I suspect Mom was much more concerned with losing a husband than an offspring. Given how I already felt about myself in general, I could hardly blame her.

The brief and rare violence sort of went in slow motion. Dad appeared more like Lee J. Cobb in On the Waterfront to me than anything real, and taken by the intensity of it all, I felt more like a theater patron than a bad boy.

Sure, there was a little bit of shock that set in for a few moments, but I didn’t feel as frightened as I might have because my brother, the other rabble-rouser, also experienced Dad’s frustration and wrath, and having his company sort of diluted the overall panic. There was a safety-in-numbers thing going down between us even though it was just the two of us.

We were somewhere around the ages of David and Ricky Nelson. For some reason that night we seemed to be acting crazily irresponsible and not caring if we humiliated our folks. We simply refused to give a civil “yes” to the scores of pleas from our parents to go to bed. After six or seven snotty “no’s” we were ushered away in a furious energy field of my old man’s pure will.

I don’t remember whether it was my older brother or me who was more to blame for that dark night, but, regardless, the eerie part is that it was one of the few times I can recall, to that point in my life, when I knew with any clarity that I had taken an action (albeit  clearly for attention) and gotten a result. As scary as that was, it also actually made sense. In my house, it was very unusual to take an action—good or bad—and actually get a consequence that bore some relation to it. For example, thousands of times I’d been warned that I might give him a heart attack if I didn’t do what I was told, but this seemed totally irrational and had nothing remotely to do with my behavior and, furthermore, it never happened.

Maybe that’s why the belt seemed almost amusing to me. I actually  was a jerk-off that night and yet it was almost a relief to have some kind of cause and effect, in a home where perhaps only parapsychologists, or maybe archeologists, would have had an outside chance of unraveling any understanding as to why things were said, or why people responded the way they did. An unspoken veil of confusion always lurked in my childhood home, and might have prompted me to joke at the time, the world’s youngest comic, “Hey, I’ll tell you, talk about anxiety, every room in my house is a wreck room.” The central feeling of my adolescence was never quite being sure if my feelings or reasoning counted. This left marks deeper, and more emotionally scarring, than anything a belt could ever do. I felt like a little prizefighter, always on the ropes, trying to defend myself for merely acting decently if whatever I’ve done or said didn’t perfectly reflect my parents’ sense of things or put them in a good light. For some odd and ultimately hurtful reason in their psychological makeup, it was hard for them to allow me to be myself without it almost always becoming adversarial if who myself was didn’t agree with them on every point. If I ate this I should’ve eaten that. If I went to work with my father, it was either “about time” or “I’m not really cut out for the job.” If I felt sick and wanted to stay home from school I was immediately doubted. It was like being in a matrix of control and early on I fought my way out with jokes and isolation. I remember my mother bought me these atrocious-looking green pants and I just couldn’t even think about wearing them but she raised such a stink I wore them anyway, feeling like shit all day until a very cool and hip teacher friend of mine made me see the ludicrousness of it all and it was yet another occasion when laughter  became more and more of an antidote to crushed feelings of identity. One day I was supposed to help my father box and wrap a ton of shit in the basement in preparation for storage and he didn’t allow me to tie one box; instead, he wanted me to watch “how it was done.” I became increasingly insecure about expressing my own feelings or even being capable of doing much of anything and thank God I was a good athlete, had a sense of humor, and the young girls dug me or I might have dug a hole for myself and never come out. The more adulation I got from outside the family the better I felt, and yet the more I felt I needed my family to see what was good about me. But they didn’t. Thus, most success meant nothing because they didn’t know how to make me feel like I deserved it.

Trust me, babe, it’s lonely at the bottom. How was I supposed to act when I had no idea how or why? My only choice, it became increasingly clear, was to look for that same hole Alice found in Wonder-land so I could split from my own Confusionland, get the hell out of that environment and find some impartial people—delicious strangers, even if they had to look like fucking talking playing cards. Emotional beggars can’t afford to be choosers.

Although I was needy for the right attention, I still managed to be simultaneously paranoid about my trick knees. Because if and when I ever found that white rabbit and jumped down that hole after him toward my hopeful salvation, it seemed like quite a long way and who has time to get knee-pads at a potential turning point in your life like this? Surprise! Surprise! I never found the hole except the one I was already in.

Still, I’m sorry, Dad. I really am sorry. I’m sorry that I made you cry that night, and the few other times, but I swear on your grave that I had no idea who I was or what you or anyone else expected of me. I also didn’t know that the deck was stacked and the house always won. Your house. The House that Guilt Built.

Just like in Las Vegas. The house always wins there, too. You know I headlined a few times in Vegas? I made a lot of bread, too. Ain’t that something, man? You were gone a long time by then, but you would probably have been proud of me, even though it was a  tough room. Just like in the old days, at home, when I used to perform in front of the clan for attention.

Funny, I never stopped performing, even when I wasn’t getting paid for it. And I swear, Pop, it kills me that you were never alive to see me on stage. I bet you wouldn’t have ever cried or dropped dead because of that. I bet you would have applauded. I wish you could have lived to be there.

I guess I never told you this until now but I never really felt like a man in front of you. Come to think of it, I don’t think I ever felt like much of a man until I got on stage. Imagine that, Dad? I bet if I’d only had the balls to tell you that when you were alive, you would have been cool about it and would have made it all better. And I bet you would have liked me more, too. I’m right, aren’t I? Come on, I know you’re listening. Really. You see, I’m spiritual now. I swear. Isn’t that a good thing? . . . Fine, play hard to get. But it better be a good thing because, man, it’s been a long road to serenity and just a hop, skip, and a jump to the bar down the street and insanity. You know what? I have a feeling you know about this shit already without me telling you.

But I don’t think you know that I was always left feeling like the little kid you hit with that cool, big belt of yours, on that night I acted like a schmuck in front of your friends.

Anyway, I was too confused to apologize to you back then, but I prayed, after Mom told me you were crying, that you knew I sort of didn’t know what the fuck I was doing. I never knew really, like I said; not until I went on stage. Not until I became a comedian. People always tell me what guts it must take to be a stand-up. Now that’s  a joke. Between you and me, it’s the easiest fucking thing I’ve ever done or ever will do. It’s like I had no choice; it just came naturally. I rarely admitted it to myself back when I started—or rarely even admit it now—but on stage, I really feel like “the luckiest man on the face of the earth.” Every night when there’s an audience to see me I am as grateful as Lou Gehrig was when he tragically was forced to express his feelings to the world as he retired.

I hate to admit it to you but I always felt more comfortable  around strangers. I couldn’t stand to make you or anyone else cry or unhappy anymore. At least not unintentionally. After you suddenly died, I freaked, and I guess I just needed to hear laughs. Lots and lots of laughs.


I was on a mission. Every day. For the rest of my life. It sounds stupid, Dad, but in a weird way for me I guess it really was true what they say, “the show must go on.” I wish you could have been there. Just fucking once. It only took me about eight weeks to get up the nerve to go to a club but almost thirty years, and then not even to your face, to really tell you how I really felt around you.




The Virgin Richard

I might have been better off just masturbating my entire life. I recall before I ever even experienced an orgasm, my buddy, Phil, called during the dinner hour, sounding so euphoric and with such a sense of urgency in his tone that my folks, who didn’t like me to leave the dinner table for calls, made an exception with the instruction to keep it short and call him back after the meal. When I picked up the phone, all my ten-year-old schoolmate had to say were the words, “Yank it!” before he hung up.

I didn’t exactly put it together right away what Phil meant, and for weeks I yanked everything in my room except my penis: shades, switches, the sheets—everything. Until, one night, running out of things to yank, in a state of frustration, I yanked my penis. And I kept yanking it, and then something happened midway through the episode that signaled my brain to not let me stop. I didn’t stop; and then it happened. I came! Holy, fuckin’, son-of-a-fuckin’, amazing, joy-to-the-world discovery! It might not have been a spiritual awakening but it sure got my attention. I had no idea life could feel so good. And I’m not sure it’s ever felt as good since. In fact, after that first cum, even though I was still a virgin, there was no reason to ever come out of my room again. But for a number of reasons, like  food and funerals, I was forced to leave my room over the years. Otherwise there’s no telling what might have happened to me. Not long after that, with all due respect to the Virgin Mary, I began to feel that bearing that burdensome label “virgin” was a wretched curse, and that I too would need some sort of divine intervention myself to lose it for good and gain a real sense of my male identity.

And then it finally happened, although it didn’t come from God but from a pal of mine. He’d lost his condom inside this high school junior, a buxom spitfire, then seemed to suffer a slight nervous breakdown over the mishap and I seized the moment, which delightfully turned into the beginning of the end of my virginity.

I was about sixteen and was primarily frightened that I’d never get accepted into a college. I was also paralyzed with fear that I would remain both zit-faced and hypochondriacal, and was scared shitless of going into New York for a hooker or making it with one of the school sluts and maybe getting a disease that might ruin my dick forever, even though the daily disgrace I felt over being a virgin was driving me insane. As far as sex went, I was striking out. I had the worst time finding a decent young woman who would mercifully make me feel like a man, and quite frankly, where or when this transformation might occur could have hardly mattered as long as I officially had penetration. I would have gladly settled for almost any scenario to get that monkey off my back and my penis into someone’s nirvana. I was desperate! A sympathy lay was next on my agenda. I privately jotted down names of potential women who might be of service to me if I was able to come up with the proper frantic fairy tale. Basically, I was praying for any decent-looking chick to help me finally taste manhood and would have gladly settled for a surreptitious, unceremonious fuck in the janitor’s closet, say after Folk Dancing club wound down its activities. Beggars can’t be choosers when one’s manhood is at stake.

It’s a striking contrast when I realize that just a few years after this adolescent torment I would soon be in the middle of the “summer of love,” and my penis would have such a full date book that it would  (even without the aid of hallucinatory drugs) seem to beg me for sanctuary, or at least plead for time off for magnificently reckless behavior. Nevertheless, before things broke loose for me at college and I was still stuck being a sixteen-year-old virgin, I had to shamefully and simultaneously contend with a cool-looking older brother, who was sort of the Wally to my Beav, and a father who had the air of a William Holden. I felt that if I didn’t get laid before getting out of high school I would implode, not only from feeling desperately uncomfortably boyish and inadequate around these two men, but from the sense that the longer I remained a virgin, the harder it would be to get the gold. The notion of wasting my penis left me feeling empty, impotent, and carrying around an important appendage for no apparent reason. Nevertheless, I was well on my way to setting the Englewood, New Jersey, Dwight Morrow High School masturbation record for anxious, sexually inexperienced Jews.

So when my buddy felt his life was over after allegedly screwing some girl from a rival high school, having his condom stay in her vagina long after he was gone, and ejaculating a potential child into this incredibly hot-looking babe, I hardly felt badly for him. Rather, I was consumed with jealousy. I would have taken on his fear of impregnating someone in a flash if only I could have lost my virginity in the bargain. The drama began around 2 A.M. The party was over and once again I hadn’t scored. A few guys from our high school were munching on chips while my friend was humping away in his bedroom. Each moan made me cringe with resentment. He finally emerged half naked and screaming for guidance. The girl in question, this siren of sirens, coolly called a cab, and got herself as far away from the frightened, neurotic, hysterical display by my shaken friend as possible. I kid the feminists, but even though this condom faux pas had the potential to become a major problem, I found myself focusing more on her vagina than on my buddy’s paranoia and deteriorating mental state. I heard nothing as he pleaded with us indifferent, unsympathetic wise guys to get him out of this jam. My eyes were totally fixed upon the woman in question and I was  overwhelmed by her coolness and her sumptuous body. I was masterminding as quickly as I could a way to meet this strange and glorious-looking creature and shamelessly, clandestinely, cozy up to her before she went outside to wait for her taxi. I was filled with hope that we would exchange numbers, and that I might be one step closer to knowing penetration and finally walking around with that “gleam” in my eyes that I felt came as part of the package. My friend’s nervous wailing in the background somehow made my unscrupulous pickup even more exciting, and the intensity I felt must have registered when our eyes met; hers quickly hinted that my long-awaited virginity might soon come to an explosive end. Without having to say much, I soon held the Holy Grail. As I looked down at her scribbled number, which she gave to me without so much as a guilty twinkle in her eye (this immediately sent any blood I had rushing helter-skelter to my cock), I saw light at the end of her  tunnel and the end of my enduring frustration. I would not be denied, even if it meant totally fucking over my school bud and acting like a scumbag before I’d even get a chance to wear one.

I went home, a man with a mission to have his first legitimate emission, and immediately called this curvaceous answer to my dreams. An older woman answered so I hung up faster than I would eventually cum once I actually got the chance to have intercourse. (And trust me, that took some doing. It wasn’t my fault or the girl’s but my cock just wouldn’t be a team player). The next day I got the girl at home and found out that her mother had answered the night before. She went to some school in a neighboring town and, though I rambled on and on about how guilty I felt hitting on her right after she’d been with my friend, nonetheless it was still only days later that I got the chance of my young lifetime.

She apparently wanted me, and from what I learned later, many others (at any time, regardless of where or when). That hardly mattered to me at the outset, a whining virgin who had done everything I could with a woman except feel what it was like to slip that “thing” inside that mysterious other “thing” and I was beside myself with glee. To make matters even better, my parents were planning to  leave town for the weekend. I had the whole bloody place to myself, to finally do the deed . . . or so I thought. She was smart and seemed to dig me and I was just in awe of her body and at the prospect of getting steady nooky throughout my senior year, then heading off upon acceptance to a university, feeling finally like I was a complete man. Little did I know the horror of what was about to occur. I didn’t understand until almost thirty years later when my therapist told me that innocuous orgasms and applause from strangers seemed to be my only outlets for stress management. That was the last thing I could have known as a potential senior in high school on the verge of screwing myself into unconsciousness.
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