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Foreword by Howard Stern

As I am writing this, I have a gun in my mouth. I do not like writing forewords, and shooting myself seems like a better option. Forewords are a waste of time. People ask me to write these hoping my name will add value and sell the book. It’s pointless. I’ve written them for Jackie “The Joke Man” Martling, Artie Lange, and Larry “Ratso” Sloman, and it didn’t do a damn thing but diminish my book-forewording value on the open market.

Greg asked me to write this and stupidly I said yes because I have psychological problems and can’t say no. I go to therapy three times a week and I still can’t say no. So, as I am writing this my extremely gorgeous wife that I enjoy having sex with is upstairs alone. Every minute I peck away on these keys is time away from my wife’s adorable vagina. Let’s see: Fuck my stunning model wife, or write a foreword for Greg? To the left is a picture of my wife, just so you know what I’m talking about.

Okay, let’s get on with it. I’m not going to lie to you, I have not read Greg’s book, and I don’t really know what it is about. Something about authority figures and not letting them shit on you. That’s all I know. The best thing I can do here is to tell you how I feel about Greg.

Greg is just like sunshine. He’s so sharp, so funny, so kind of bawdy. He brings so much to the character of Grandma Bunny. He’s just the most charming performer in the whole ensemble, I think.

And that’s how I feel about Greg. Actually, that’s not how I feel about Greg. It is how Sigourney Weaver feels about Betty White. I stole this quote off an audio tape of Sigourney Weaver doing a press junket for her new film. She was asked about her costar and I’m so lazy I couldn’t even come up with my own adorable quote about Greg, so I just took hers. Even though these thoughts belong to Sigourney, it really is how I feel about Greg.

Now here are some of my original thoughts about Greg: A.) He is heaven on earth. B.) J. D. Salinger is a hack next to him. C.) I used to think Richard Pryor was funny until I heard Greg. Richard Pryor was so jealous that he lit himself on fire after he watched Greg.

Two other facts about our author you should know. 1.) Karen Carpenter laughed so hard during Greg’s performance she threw up and killed herself. 2.) Michael Hutchins from INXS heard Greg’s comedy CD and hung himself while masturbating.

All of that is not true but here’s what is: Greg has a big penis. Really. Greg Fitzsimmons is also an outstanding comedian. He is a brilliant writer and performer, and should be a lot more famous than he is. He is so at ease onstage, and I envy his ability to go up there and win a crowd over in seconds. I love him. You will, too. Greg, I do love you. I know that sounds fake, but I have a very warm feeling about you. There aren’t many people I know that I’d almost invite over to my house. I care about you; I don’t know why, I just do. You have balls of steel, and you are one of the funniest guests on my radio show. Thank you for endless hours of comedy, and congrats on getting the book deal you deserve. Now all of America will rejoice in your brilliance and avoid getting shit on by authority.

—Howard Stern



Prologue: How an Indiana Prom Launched a Literary Masterpiece

A little rebellion now and then is a good thing.

—Thomas Jefferson

The letter arrived in my mailbox two weeks after the performance. That particular night stood out from the mind-numbing succession of college shows I’d just performed in the upper Midwest. It had been one of those magic ones that make all the travel and loneliness worth it.

I was living in New York at the time, going to acting school during the day and performing as many as seven shows a night in the city. On a good night, after cab fare, I’d net about $60. The college shows helped make ends meet.

I’d fly to a city, rent a car, and then drive four hours to do a show that night, usually arriving about ten minutes before show time. Afterward, I’d be taken to a Bennigan’s by the Student Activities members (usually headed up by the “gay Asian guy with a nose ring” and his best friend, “the Sad Girl”). Off to bed in a Motel 6, a wood block chained to the room key. Wake up the next day around seven, and by noon I am onstage in a student union cafeteria at a school two hours from where I’d been the night before. This would go on for two weeks at a time and, in general, not end well.

But this particular night was memorable. In routing my tour, my agent presented me with an interesting offer: a high school prom show in the middle of Indiana. Emmet, Indiana, exactly. I stood outside the school that warm June evening, sizing up the senior class as its members exited the school bus single file, having just returned from church as a group before the start of their prom. The principal, “Dr. Henry Nixon,” a big corn-fed jock, sauntered over to me and said, “Now, don’t be a wiseacre up there tonight.”

Things got fuzzy. Church before a prom? Orderly high school seniors? Telling a comedian not to be a “wiseacre”? My buttons were being pushed.

I’m sure that, looking at me, Dr. Henry expected a high level of compliance. I do not appear to be an angry, rebellious person. I wear V-neck sweaters and khakis. My manners are above average (although the average is pretty low), and I am small. But once the buttons are pushed, this other guy emerges, and he is not compliant, rational, or aware that he is five foot eight.

The big “Catholic shame button” had been installed in me as a child on Wednesday nights during religious education classes in the homes of humorless do-gooders who would torture my friends and me. On Sundays, my mother dragged my brother, sister, and me to the eleven-thirty Mass at Transfiguration church, to which we usually arrived around eleven forty-five. Whichever pink-faced Irish Mick family was kind enough to make room for us in their pew would be subjected to three squirming, giggling children being threatened by a tiny woman with a mild hangover. Prayers and songs were mumbled until the second collection came around, at which point my mother would belt out that week’s hymn with the passion of Mahalia Jackson. This allowed her to conveniently avoid the cash basket on a stick being waved in front of her by the “Worker Catholic” anointed to shake down the congregation each week.

Though I received mixed messages from my parents about church, as a child, I was a true believer. I liked Jesus, still do, so finding out in high school that the Bible was a work of fiction outraged and confused me. Since then, I’ve grown to look upon religious people with a wary eye, and this Emmet senior class was a fucking eyeful. Although this was a different mutation of religion—Bible Belt peer pressure versus the shame-based East Coast model I’d grown up ingesting—the results were equally toxic. A prom night kicked off by a field trip to church was missing the whole point of being a teenager.
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Here is just one litter of my cousins as they gather for a drunken knife fight.

Raised by Irish parents from the Bronx, my culture was about short fuses, long grudges, and zero tolerance for giving in. The Irish gene pool is shallow and contains worse DNA than a CSI sperm bank: alcoholism, a psychotic temper, pasty skin accented only by freckles, melanoma, and spider veins. Physically this gruesome, the Irish had to develop a lot of charm and character just to survive. Random bursts of anger from adults seemed fine to me as a child because it was made up for by their incredible sense of humor and fun. I’ve always had a deep love-hate relationship with my 100 percent Irish genes.

You will not find a better party than one of my family’s holidays. The evening will end listening to my relatives sing songs about fighting, and your stomach will hurt not just from a lack of any decent food but from laughing hysterically all night. You can then consider any one of my cousins, aunts, or uncles a dear friend for life, like it or not.

The Irish sense of humor is a reaction to living under an oppressive British occupation, brightened up by the even more repressive Catholic Church, which informed us that upon birth we are guilty of “original sin” (which is like being put on probation while punching in on your first day at a new job). All of this resulted in a people as deeply mistrustful of authority as they are proud of their dysfunction.

But these Indiana kids had no pride, no courage, no clue who they really were. Ask someone from that part of the country his or her heritage, and you’re likely to hear a response like, “I think I’m an eighth Danish, half German, a quarter Norwegian, and my great-aunt was a midget.” It’s like the people from the coldest parts of Europe all had sex with one another and then headed off to the Osarks to birth their frozen genes in a similar climate.

Where I grew up, you were Irish, or Italian, or Colombian, or Cuban, or black, but there were no fucking fractions. Somehow those fractions annoyed me. I’m not racist against any one race; it’s just that as a New Yorker, it only seemed fair that you actually were one.

What these dolts were missing was the joy of the rebellion. In case you missed Dazed and Confused or any of the American Pie movies, prom night is when you shed your virginity, vomit, and stay out all night. With graduation a month off, it is a final uprising against the guardian that will soon cease to be. A poignant moment to feel the daring and excitement of behaving badly, knowing underneath lies the safety net of being old enough and wise enough to keep out of any real harm.

My prom night was along those lines except for the sex part. Ten years ago, I’d invited Barbara Bennedeto to be my prom date. She was not my girlfriend, but a friend who happened to be beautiful and very cool. She agreed to go with me because we were good friends, and because I promised to secure copious amounts of cocaine. Ditching the prom dinner early, we headed to Manhattan and went to Danceteria, a huge disco that had five floors of dancing and the added luxury of admitting kids of all ages as long as they had a twenty for the Guido Neanderthal guarding the door. To give a sense of the times, on the way out of the club, I realized I’d lost one of my packets of coke. I desperately asked the bartender if he had seen it. He checked with the other bartenders, and he then discreetly slipped it back into my hands, no questions asked. I remember thinking that this was “one of the greatest nights of my life.” In reality, the bartenders rightly assumed that high school kids from the suburbs get shitty coke.

Another reason that this Indiana event confused me was because it shat upon my image of what the Midwest is supposed to be. This is the real America! Where were the cool guys smoking Camels and racing cars? I thought all Americans saw themselves as rebels. Revolution is America’s creation myth. It is our MO. We justify our mundane lives by fantasizing that we are doing it our own way. Whether it’s a housewife who secretly watches porn, or a lawyer who won’t wear ties and smokes pot, we all quietly but defiantly play out some perversion of what is expected of us.
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My prom night: Two guys dying to get laid, two girls who know it ain’t gonna happen. Because of my looks, my publisher insisted on the blindfolds.

Had these kids missed the news? I watched a president resign amid a scandal and witnessed organized movements fight for everything from civil rights to women’s rights and challenge everything from sexual harassment to war. Rebellion was back, and this was our time! Maybe it wasn’t these kids’ time. They reminded me more of corny 1950s America, when everyone played a lot of baseball and cried while watching fireworks.

“Don’t be a wiseacre?” I said. “I’m a comedian. You hired me. Why not hire a juggler and tell him not to throw anything around?” How could Dr. Henry have known that my parents encouraged their kids to challenge anybody in charge? (Except, of course, when my parents themselves were in charge; I will get into this minor strategic error later in the book.)

The encouragement to disrespect authority was not always explicit with my parents, but in watching them, it was hard to miss. Over the years, I watched my dad park his Lincoln Town Car in front of fire hydrants and slip maître d’s money to get a good table without a reservation. After dinner, the car ride home was like a video game: the Vodka Grand Prix. Pedestrians lucky enough to get out of his way saw three children’s faces pressed up against the rear window much like Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream.

My mother snuck us onto subways and into movie theaters at the under-six-years-old rate long after we started sporting chin whiskers, and she never missed a chance to make fun of people who followed the rules. I got the message loud and clear.

One of my parents’ proudest moments happened on a frigid Sunday afternoon at a New York Giants football game. They turned around from their freezing outdoor seats to see that their ten-year-old son had snuck inside a glassed-in VIP box directly behind them and was sipping hot chocolate with his coat off. They beamed like I had just won a spelling bee. It’s not that we broke the rules; we just lived by different ones.

Back on this night in Indiana, I felt like I owed it to these kids to shake them and tell them how things are supposed to be: that at this moment in your lives, you are meant to express anger and do many drugs. You are teenagers and, accordingly, owe yourselves a night where you break out of the womb of small-town polite society. These kids were brainwashed. Most of them had made pledges to stay virgins until marriage. They had said no to drugs, which made it hard to understand how they managed to listen to Bob Seger and Huey Lewis. I was trying to save them!

So I did the show, and I felt very much like Prometheus delivering the forbidden fire to the mortals. I brought the spirit of everything I saw lacking in their upbringing onto the stage that night, and the Emmet Indiana High School class of 1995 reached into their corn-fed hearts and gave me a standing ovation.

Was I a wiseacre? I’m not really sure. I had never heard the word before, and had just assumed it was some kind of farming term. The letter my agent received from the principal, however, did not reflect the positive feeling I had experienced.

When I first read it, I was angry. Dr. Henry really pissed me off. He was clearly just covering his ass. Parents sent him letters, so now he had to send my agent a letter, and so on and so forth. This letter reminded me of how many letters I’d gotten in my life and how bad they always made me feel when I first read them.
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The lemon that I made a lot of lemonade with.
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Really? If I can tell jokes for one hour and destroy the whole fabric of your community, it seems like maybe you should have created more durable fabric. Give me a break; it’s not like I got them to dance or do anything truly evil!

[image: image]

You know you’re tragically uncool when you have to put quotation marks around the word in. Like, without the quotes, the town elders might accuse Dr. Henry of becoming hip and run him out of town.
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Naturally, a hypnotist is much more in line with Emmet’s teaching methods. If I were a hypnotist, believe me, I could have done a lot more damage that night than I did. For the rest of his life, every time Dr. Henry heard me clap my hands, he would have started jacking off like a teenaged baboon.

But Dr. Henry had booked an actual comedian. He misunderstood our relationship from the get-go. He pays me, I make fun of him and his school, and then I leave (with a check).

Comedy is counterculture, and it has become my way of fighting back in life. I was raised with guilt, but comedy turned out to be my way of taking back that power. Dr. Henry struck a raw nerve in me, and I became a small, angry child again.

Like most boys, my first and most powerful authority figure was my father. Early on, I began stuffing down the anger I felt from my inability to fight back against my dad. Despite his ability to light up a room with his personality, his moods swung as wildly as Darryl Strawberry on a coke binge. At six foot one, his rage was absolutely crushing when it fell upon you, and there was no outlet for my humiliation. As I got older, I shifted the focus of this anger toward teachers, police officers, selfish automobile drivers, and even God. (He’s the only one who didn’t hit me for it, by the way.)

After an unpromising first quarter of my life, I found a place where I could channel all of my hate and rage in a productive manner: drunken, smoke-filled stand-up-comedy clubs. Rather than taking on the world at large, I could spew my anger at paying patrons who only encouraged the immature and self-destructive behavior.

In my pathetic nascence as a comedian, I allowed the audience to become the authority figure. Their role, like a parent, or a boss, was to either accept or reject me. Later on, the drive to be a good comedian convinced me to stop drinking and redefine my relationship with the crowd. I soon learned to take that power away from them. (Is it corny to say that this is the same relationship I have with my father? If so, you may want to skip over chapter 8, which could read to some like a pathetic Billy Crystal one-man show.) I made the audience see me as the one in charge, and if they did not accept their subordination, I punished them like bitches. Learning to control rowdy crowds night after night changed how I felt about myself to the core. I especially enjoyed the dumb jock who’d bench-pressed himself into believing he had a future. Following his heckle, a one-hundred-and-fifty-pound nothing redefined his life for him in front of a crowd of his friends. The microphone in my hand let me turn the tables on a life I’d felt bullied by up until then.

For comedians, breaking the rules is win-win. In success, we are heroes of the downtrodden; the ballsy laugh-in-the-face-of-life alcoholic perverts that other people wish they could be more like. In our failure, we are a morality tale; audience members laugh at our bad judgment and feel better about their own, more conventional lives. Society’s definition of what is acceptable or inappropriate often follows the lead of what comedians get away with (or don’t).

During my first appearance on The Howard Stern Show, Howard’s longtime producer, Gary Dell’Abate, aka “Baba Booey,” gave me advice that I would never forget. He told me that when I was in the studio, I should never deflect and just tell the truth. I remind myself of that every time I go back on the show. Now, rather than attach shame to embarrassing incidents, I broadcast the details on national radio, television, and stages throughout the country. My wife really wants to thank you, Gary.

In my ongoing struggle to make sense of my life, I received a helping hand in an unlikely place this past summer: my Aunt Jo’s basement in the Bronx. Amidst the broken space heaters, shredded extension cords, and other fire hazards we’ll all hear about on the six o’clock news someday, I learned some things I will never forget:

1. Collector’s edition Mad magazines from the 1970s lose all their value after a crazy aunt has spread them on the floor while varnishing a table.

2. Aunt Jo has a sizable collection of used Styrofoam human organ–transport boxes from her nursing days. No, I did not look inside them.

3. My mother saved every bad report and complaint about me that she ever received. Every one.

I was now staring at a stack of my own hate mail from over twenty years ago. It felt almost grotesque, like standing on a mirror and staring at your own taint strip (from what I hear …). A normal parent would hide or destroy any evidence so clearly illustrating her child’s failures. My mom, however, preserved each one in its original envelope like a trophy case, ensuring that, someday, I would be reminded of how much of a pain in the ass I really was.

Reading the letters, I began to understand myself more and more. They told the story of how I was bred to blindly challenge anyone, anytime, over anything. The letters pulled back the curtain of my now bourgeois life and reminded me who I really was but was now running away from. This box of letters reached out and tore the shoulder off my button-down Gap shirt, revealing a sunburnt and freckled shoulder; a tattoo of the Fighting Irish leprechaun pathetically challenging the world to a fistfight. It was in my DNA. I cannot suppress it, and I cannot keep it from my children. I can only try to warn them of their fates.

At forty-four, I may seem young to write a memoir, but I have not exactly been sitting on my ass this whole time. Have you got a problem with that? Good, because I’m going to write another one after this one. How about that, fuck-face?

Memoirs have become the lowest form of writing, which is what drew me to the genre. It is soft and forgiving, like the enabling wife of an alcoholic. Readers will suspend their disbelief over outrageous claims just as long as the narrator is charming. The Irish have contributed generously to this form because of our gift for romanticizing and embellishing.

Although I am 100 percent Irish, 110 percent lazy, and very fond of exaggeration, I will discipline myself to writing “good honest sentences,” as Hemingway instructed. As such, I am issuing a challenge to my dear reader: prove me wrong. In any instance, if you think I have stretched the truth or am full of shit, go to DearMrsFitzsimmons.com and call me on it. I will respond and tell you what a hateful piece of shit you are and why. Or I’ll cop to having lost my grip on my attempt at the nonfiction version of a memoir.

James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man set the memoir bar extremely high; it’s been all downhill from there. The McCourt brothers wrote good books that were painfully truthful, but Frank suffered the wrath of the citizens of Kilkenny, who wished to be thought of in a better (less honest) light than they’d been portrayed. Typical fucking Irish.

Then came Oprah. Her book club lowered the bar on memoirs forever. I am fairly certain that I’m barred from the OBC which is fine with me because I don’t rely on television shows for tips on which books to read. (That being said, I am set to promote this book on any show that will have me.) First, the Big O hoisted James Frey onto the country with his tell-all A Million Little Pieces (and by “all” he apparently meant “all the things he could fabricate to make his boring life seem interesting”). Then she took us to new depths with Herman Rosenblat’s Holocaust memoir about being imprisoned in the Buchenwald concentration camp while a girl from the outside would pass him food through the fence. Years later they accidentally met and married. Winfrey had him on her show twice and called the story “the single greatest love story, in twenty-two years of doing this show, we’ve ever told on the air.” When she found out he had made it up, I could swear that when she went to commercial she muttered, “that lying Jew.”

Naomi Campbell admitted in an interview recently that she had not even read her ghostwritten autobiography. Lucky her.

Therefore, I literally open my book to you and invite your scrutiny. Maybe you beat me up in fourth-grade and demand your assault be put on the record. Perhaps you are an ex-girlfriend wishing to flesh out the chapter on my sexual skill set. More likely, you are one of the hundreds of thousands of people who ingested fried onion rings and a two-drink minimum while I made cracks about how gay your shirt was. If I bombed, yet failed to detail it in my journal, go to the site, write it down, then just sit and wait. I’ve got nothing to hide except that one thing, but hopefully that won’t come up on the website. I’d appreciate you not putting it up there.

If I seem defensive about the contents of this book, it is probably because, despite my violent tendencies, I am a small, friendly forty-four-year-old man with a receding hairline and a loving family. You would not think to look at me that I have done the things I have done. I don’t wear a leather jacket, I have no tattoos, and I drive a Volkswagen Passat. For this reason, I have included the letters, behavioral reports, and arrest documents to back up the stories in these pages. I am showing my work. Unlike James Frey.

For some reason, I have always tested the limits and taken things to the edge of what is allowed. I don’t step too far over the line, but I don’t trust anything that’s not right up against it. This behavior has, and still does, make my life far more difficult than if I had just shut up and done what I was told. I am the better for it in most ways, but, quite frankly, I’m fucking tired and look forward to a life with less testosterone, fewer things to prove, and less boundary testing.

Throughout my life, I have felt myself fighting a seemingly invincible power. Looking back now, I see that often I gave this power to people in authority. I now have the insight to see that I was creating the fight myself. In other words, very often I was being an asshole.

The first dusty letter I exhumed from the A&P milk crate (clearly marked “It is unlawful to keep this crate”) brought me back to 1980 and the tenth grade. It was that awkward stage for an Irish boy where the relief of finally sprouting a few pubic hairs is quickly replaced by the horror that they are orange.
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My parents were horrified that I knew about the 69 position. I was more horrified that they also knew.

My father had just finished “eating” (my mother is not a very good “cook”), when my mother slid an envelope across our Formica dinner table. Consuming his own body weight in red meat and booze each week had taken its toll, yet to me, my dad seemed indestructible. As he pushed his chair back with his two-hundred-pound frame, he lit his fiftieth Viceroy cigarette of the day. (I believe the pack came with a skull and crossbones on the side. Eventually the skull and crossbones sued Viceroy for defamation.) That night, his mood seemed not good. Opening the envelope with his bloodied steak knife, he expelled two to three metric quarts of smoke from his nostrils as if doing so were not only natural but also really good for you. He then read the letter aloud.
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