

[image: Images]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.





Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Images]






FOREWORD



JESSE EISENBERG


It’s always a crapshoot when two things you love join forces.


Sometimes it’s a perfect union. For example, I love Stephen Sondheim and I love history. So when I discovered Stephen Sondheim’s musical about the opening of Japan’s borders in 1853 (Pacific Overtures), I felt it had been written exclusively for me.


Or when my friend Lee got a treadmill in his apartment. I love running on treadmills and I love hanging out with Lee. Another perfect union at the center of my personal Venn diagram.


But sometimes, this marriage doesn’t work out so well: For the last several years, I loved watching the scrappy Golden State Warriors basketball team. During this time, I also loved watching the elegant Kevin Durant, who played for the Oklahoma City Thunder. But this summer, Kevin Durant joined the Golden State Warriors and they became that horrible, elitist Goliath that so often ruins competitive sports. They became too much of something good; the double-stuffed Oreo, the ménage à trois, the thirty-minute shower.


So when Todd Barry told me that he was writing an anthropological travelogue of the secondary cities on the standup comedy touring circuit, I was cautiously excited.


I love reading travelogues (Pico Iyer, Paul Theroux, Rory Stewart) and my degree in college is anthropology. I’m from New York City but currently living in a secondary Midwestern city and I love analyzing the differences and immersing myself in what feels different.


I also love standup comedy. In particular, I love Todd Barry’s standup comedy. I have listened to Todd’s albums so many times that, at one point, they were my go-to comforting sounds in moments of distress. That is, Todd Barry’s wry observations about modern life were my Babbling Brook, my Autumn Thunderstorm.


Luckily, I discovered that Todd’s hysterical travelogue, Thank You for Coming to Hattiesburg, delivers on my high—and very specific—expectations; it is Pacific Overtures, it is Lee’s treadmill. It is not Kevin Durant’s Warriors.


But what makes these stories really compelling is that, just like in his standup, Todd manages to create a self-portrait that is as honest as it is enigmatic. In his standup, Todd masterfully performs as a kind of neurotic braggart, somehow convincing as a man who a) lives in a ten-room apartment and b) recently bought his parents a crack house because he couldn’t afford to buy them an upgraded suburban home. In his standup, he dates Julia Roberts but is too nervous to talk to strangers; he’s as successful as the Rolling Stones, but still receives e-mails from the audience asking what time his shows will begin. Is it hubris? Is it self-deprecation? It’s not really either and it’s not really both.


Todd is an enigma. And this book, by design, does little to unravel him. But if you choose to wade through his funny anecdotes and ironic reflections, you will begin to see the portrait of a performer who, like any great performer, worries about their craft. Like all thoughtful artists, Todd is much more likely to remember his one bad South Bend, Indiana, show than the ninety-nine shows that went perfectly. To paraphrase a telling line of his, “The show must have gone well because I don’t remember it.” He fastidiously assesses how many people were at each venue, analyzes the effect that the height of the stage and the opening act have on his performance (an analysis I found most surprising), and laments the location of most venues’ bathrooms, which force him to be seen by the audience prior to a show. Whether intentional or not, Todd reveals himself to be someone who is obsessively vigilant about his work and he is able to thoughtfully (and humorously) contextualize it for us.


And that’s what makes Thank You for Coming to Hattiesburg such a successful travelogue. Its nominal focus is on secondary cities on the standup comedy circuit, but it ends up revealing the experiences of someone who cares deeply about what they do.





FOREWORD



DOUG STANHOPE


I read Todd Barry’s Thank You for Coming to Hattiesburg in the intensive care unit of Tucson’s University Medical Center while waiting for my wife to come out of a coma. Of course I hadn’t seen the coma thing coming when I’d initially agreed to write the foreword for Todd’s book and was surprised when Todd said not to even worry about writing it under the grave circumstances. I kind of expected him to say something to the effect of “But you did promise . . .”


I underestimated his humanity.


Also, I had already had to cancel my own tour due to this disastrous turn of events, some gigs specifically mentioned in Todd’s book. I’ve prided myself that in more than twenty-five years in comedy, I’ve never canceled a show for any personal reason save for a few rare television appearances. I knew that reading his book would reinforce why my wife’s life might be more important than disappointing a boozed herd of humps at Sally Tomatoes in Rohnert Park, California.


Todd and I both have an affinity for playing “secondary markets” as he likes to call them. I refer to them as “shitholes” generally. We enjoy them for a lot of the same reasons. The appreciation of small-town audiences, the lack of stress, the curiosity of visiting new places.


But while Todd and I cover quite a bit of the same territory, a lot of the same small comedy clubs or stinking roadhouses, we almost never cross paths. Todd is a different kind of animal. While you will find him in your finer coffeehouse, I will be slumped over the mahogany of your most barren gin joint. Todd will be complaining about the grimy condition of the club’s toilet, unaware that I was the one who befouled it so egregiously in the weeks prior. Todd wants bottled water in his greenroom. I’m happy to even have a greenroom, and the only time I drink a bottled water is if I need to empty it in order to have something to piss in when the greenroom has no toilet. And then I’m upset I had to drink water.


Todd Barry’s book will no doubt give you plenty of insight into the life of a comedian on the road in Middle America. You’ll learn our distinct nomenclature, do’s and don’ts and how to not be an aggravation as either a new comedian or an overzealous audience member. Even I was perplexed at some comedy bombs he dropped within these pages. He speaks of things like “contracts” and “riders,” ideas foreign to me when shoveling out a load of drunken vitriol and sodomy jokes in Little Rock. I’m usually drunk enough by the time I get paid that I simply have to put blind trust in the paymaster, like a blind man counting on human decency that the currency he’s been handed is in the proper denominations.


Todd uses spreadsheets, apps, and programs to keep track and organize his payments and expenses. I have balls of receipts in my pockets, some with poorly scribbled notes on the back, some that have been through the laundry. He gets uneasy when he spots an audience member who’s too intoxicated. I freak out if I spot one more sober than me.


Yet we are both still drawn to these much neglected gems of the road less trampled. Brand-name comedy club chains serve their purpose, but if you limit yourself to only the safe bets, you’ll never see anything new or frightening or fun. You need to jump into the muck if you wanna wake up with a good story. The more hideous the better for me. I love to complain about the shitholes because that’s where the funny lives along with the bacteria. Todd loves to complain too but I think it’s because he really likes to complain and really doesn’t like fungus. To each his own.


And speaking of bacteria, I’ll close with an update on the old lady. During this read she did in fact wake from her coma after nearly a week. I assume Todd will take full credit and I expect an invoice. But shortly afterward my wife developed the superbug known as C. diff. This means all visitors must wear smocks and rubber gloves and that anything that is to be removed from this room where I write (in rubber gloves) must be completely sterilized or thrown in the trash. As it would be impossible to Purell every page of Todd’s book—much less smearing all the pages—I had to complete my reading of it inside her room and now it will be incinerated with the sheets et al.


And I’m sure he will use this quote: “Todd Barry’s Hattiesburg book is comedy at its most toxic!” or perhaps “It’s the comedy equivalent of Fahrenheit 451!” or simply “Burn This Book!”


Finally, Todd has a way of pretending to demean himself in this book with his referring to his brilliantly crafted jokes and the like, as though he is being sarcastic. He isn’t. He and any comedian who has ever watched him knows that he is one of the mostly truly gifted and skilled wordsmiths and creators in the world of comedy. Even when that world takes a detour to the other side of the tracks. Probably in some shithole down the street from you.
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At Madison Square Garden before the tour.








INTRODUCTION



Hello. It’s Todd Barry. Yes, the massively famous comedian. You may have seen me do standup on The Late Show with David Letterman, Conan, or Comedy Central, or some of my spot-on acting in the TV shows Louie, Flight of the Conchords, and The Larry Sanders Show, or in the movies The Wrestler and Road Trip. I could go on and on listing my credits, but I don’t want this intro to be longer than that very long book War and Peace! Actually let’s do one more. I had a comedy special/documentary called The Crowd Work Tour, where I did a whole tour without any material. I just bantered with the audience. It might still be on Netflix when you read this.


I made my standup comedy debut at the open mic night at Coconuts Comedy Club, located in a Howard Johnson’s hotel in North Miami Beach, Florida, on May 1, 1987. It was right at the height of the famous comedy boom of the eighties, where there was a proliferation of comedy clubs, and every bar that had a stage or a floor (or at the sports bar I played in Massachusetts, a boxing ring) would have a comedy night. There was comedy everywhere, and if the club had an open mic night, you could decide to be a comedian on Sunday and be onstage on Monday. Back then, a lot of comedy clubs made their open mic night part of the regular headliner’s show, so you would play to a real audience, then the audience would watch a couple of touring pros. Nowadays, especially in cities like New York or Los Angeles, the open mic nights are at bars, and comics often perform for other comics who are waiting to go on.


I’ve never been a road dog—some guys are out there forty weeks a year—but I do my share of touring. It pays my rent, and I think it’s important to bring the comedy to the people. Sometimes I play big cities. Other times not-so-big cities. These are known as secondary markets. Sometimes they’re even known as tertiary markets, although it’s unlikely you’ll hear a comic say, “I’m gonna tear up some tertiary markets this summer. Those tertiary markets don’t know what’s about to hit them!”


In 2011 I was about to go on tour with two comic pals, Neil Hamburger (real name Gregg Turkington) and Brendon Walsh. The plan was to do eight shows in nine days. At the last minute our agent called: “Would you guys want to do a show in Toledo on the day off?”


Hmmm. Toledo? Instead of a day off? Um, no? I don’t think so? Do I? “Gregg, what do you think?” He said he’d go either way, so it was up to me. I’m not always great with decisions. I liked the idea of a day off, but to quote Mike Watt, bass player for punk band Minutemen, “If you’re not playing, you’re paying.” We wouldn’t make money that off night and would still have to get hotel rooms. Those were practical concerns, but there was something else to consider: I’d never been to Toledo. When will I ever get a chance to go to Toledo? Yeah, let’s do it! We’re going to Toledo!


I don’t remember how the show went there, but I don’t remember it being bad, so that means it was good. And we did have one particular moment preshow that I quite enjoyed. When we got to the venue we were ushered into a shabby “dressing room” (or greenroom; I still don’t know the difference. I’ll use these interchangeably throughout the book) that also doubled as a storage room. Actually, it was a storage room that doubled as a dressing room. I poked around a little. I noticed that the front door of the dressing room was off the hinges (leaving me vulnerable to my more unstable fans!). Also the toilet hadn’t been cleaned in a long time. I wish I knew a forensics expert who could’ve told me exactly how long, but I would guess at least seven years. I was amused and forgiving about the dirty toilet (probably because they at least had a bottle of hand soap by the sink—I’ve made venues go buy soap for me). So we’re standing around in this mess, waiting for the show to begin, when two guys with tool boxes appear from nowhere and proceed to reattach the front door. Gregg and I laughed. “You guys haven’t found five minutes to scrub your toilet in the past seven years, but you found two guys to reattach a door at eight p.m. on a Monday night in Toledo?” That couldn’t have been cheap. There must have been some sort of after-hours door-hinge-replacement surcharge. Now, that’s not the kind of big story people like to hear, but it’s an experience I’ll remember for the rest of my life.


I was quite happy to get booked in Toledo. While I love doing shows in the big cities (New York City, Chicago, Cleveland), I also enjoy a good secondary market (Ithaca, Springfield, Akron). There’s something about performing in a city where they don’t expect to ever see you. They’re appreciative. They say things like “Thank you for coming to Hattiesburg” as much as they say “Good show.” And almost every town has their version of a hipster coffee shop, so I can hang out in a new city and still be in my comfort zone.


When I met with my book agent for the first time, I told him I wanted to write something, but I didn’t have an idea. We talked for a bit, and I mentioned my love for performing in smaller cities. He said, “Why don’t you write the book about that?”


Sounds good to me.


I wrote up a little treatment and a few weeks later, I had a book deal bigger than J. K. Rowling’s and John Grisham’s combined.


My original plan was to book one secondary-market show in all fifty states, in about a year, but thinking that would work was funnier than anything in my act. I would’ve been away for at least six months. Also getting a gig in Wyoming isn’t easy. Not everything in my life needs to be practical, but that plan was just too ambitious.


So, instead of all fifty states in a year, my agent booked multiple shows in a lot of states, plus Israel and Canada.


Thank You for Coming to Hattiesburg is part tour diary and part memoir. It’s chock-full of juicy details guaranteed to deglamorize your preconceptions about life on the road. There’s also a chance it could glamorize them.


I’d love to tell you more, but I need to go book a flight to Evansville, Indiana.





JANUARY 19, 2015—LITTLE ROCK, ARKANSAS



JUANITA’S CANTINA


On January 14, 2015, I opened for Louis C.K. in front of fourteen thousand people at Madison Square Garden. Five days later I was on a plane headed to Little Rock, Arkansas, to headline a show at Juanita’s Cantina, the first stop on my never-officially-titled “Secondary Markets Tour.”


It amused me that I’d just done a show in a sold-out arena and was now on my way to perform at a small music venue in Little Rock. But I’m realistic; I could never fill Madison Square Garden. And now might be a good time to mention that I didn’t even fill Juanita’s Cantina.


This was my second time performing at Juanita’s. I did a show there in 2008, when they were at a different location. About ninety people showed up on a Tuesday. I remember thinking afterward, Ninety people on a Tuesday in Little Rock. Not bad! Although I’ve always toured, I still spend most of my time in New York City, so the fact that nearly a hundred people would pay to see me in Little Rock was pretty satisfying. But then I think, Maybe if I wasn’t satisfied with ninety people in Little Rock, I’d be playing the Little Rock equivalent of Madison Square Garden. Right?


I arrived the night before the show. I would’ve preferred to arrive earlier in the day, but the only nonstop flight to Little Rock was at 6:00 p.m. After touring for twenty-seven years, you start coming up with some travel dealbreakers, and one of mine is booking a flight with a layover when a nonstop is available. Another dealbreaker: a hotel where the door opens to the outside.


I did a tiny bit of research before I arrived. I asked my friend Jeremy, a comedy producer from New York who used to live in Little Rock, to recommend some places to check out. He not only e-mailed me an extensive list of restaurants, bars, and museums, but he even included links. Not links under the name of the place, but links where you click on the name of the place and its website appears. If I ever do this for you it means you saved my life once or I’m in love with you.


I arrived around 8:30 p.m. My stomach was a bit upset, so I figured the best thing to do was go to the bar next to the hotel and get some chicken fingers with “voodoo” sauce and a glass of Pinot Noir. This pairing is also known as “the upset stomach’s best friend.”


The next morning I dove into my favorite on-the-road activity: finding a coffee shop that makes me feel like I’m in Brooklyn. Going to coffee shops is probably my favorite part of traveling. I’ll go on Yelp to search coffee shops that are near a hotel I’m not staying at for six weeks. In Little Rock, a place called Mylo came highly recommended, and when I read a Yelp review where a guy complained that the barista there wouldn’t grind a bag of beans he was buying because you should only grind coffee beans right before making the coffee, I knew this was the place for me.


Mylo wasn’t within walking distance, so I got an Uber. A male driver arrived with a woman in the passenger seat. She stuck her head out the window and said, “Todd?” I got in, and the driver smiled and said, “This is my wife. She’s also an Uber driver.” Then he pointed to both of their licenses mounted above the windshield. Getting picked up by a husband-and-wife Uber team was a delightful start to my morning.


Mylo was great. The type of place I’d stay at for hours with the intention of getting work done, but then I wouldn’t get any work done. And as I suspected, everyone there was extremely friendly, and no, not because they recognized me from the one minute, eight seconds I was in the movie Pootie Tang. No one recognized me. Believe me, if someone recognized me there, you would’ve heard about it by now (and there will be that kind of thing if you keep reading!). I sat at Mylo and did a little research about the neighborhood I was in, an artsy community called Hillcrest. I put “Hillcrest” into my little Android browser and found something called “the Shoppes on Woodlawn,” which looked like it was in a house around the corner. It seemed like a place to get my girlfriend a gift from the road. I liked to buy her little gifts when I went out of town. Often they weren’t very imaginative, like a refrigerator magnet from Alaska that just said “AK.” (Treated myself to one, too!)


There was a very friendly man at the front desk of the Shoppes. I asked if there was anything “Arkansas-specific” to buy as a gift. He showed me some sort of tree ornaments shaped like Arkansas. I didn’t know how my girlfriend could use such an item, and I wasn’t going to buy her a tree to go with it, so I left empty-handed.


When you go to Little Rock, everyone tells you to go to the Clinton Library. I’d been on my last trip but figured it was something I needed to do every time I came to town. The visit started out right. I was in line waiting for my admission sticker. An old man had just gotten his. He handed one to his wife and told her, “The woman at the counter said you’re supposed to stick it on your forehead.” It was such a simple, silly, perfect joke.


I saw a sign for a guided tour that started in a few minutes. Hmmm. A guided tour? That’s probably a good way to get some knowledge stuffed into my head that I wouldn’t find on my own, but what about the guided part? Am I really a guided tour guy? I’d like to be, but what if the guide is long-winded? I can’t focus on a conversation for more than thirty seconds. Okay. Let’s do it. The crowd for the tour was basically a sweet group of senior citizens from a local Baptist church and me, a very young Jewish man. The tour started out slow, like “Todd, get ready for a panic attack” slow. At the rate we were going, I couldn’t imagine the tour lasting less than eleven hours, or maybe it was only scheduled for one hour and the tour guide would have to make everyone sprint through the last fifteen minutes. That could be fun. I’m a completist (I never walk out of movies) but this pace tortured me, so I gathered up some strength and disengaged from the group. There’s a good chance the tour is still in progress.


I spent the next twenty minutes wandering around the museum looking for the slight mention of the whole Monica Lewinsky/impeachment thing that I found the last time I was in town. I got overwhelmed by the text-heavy displays, so I left before I found it.


I think I did a good job entertaining the fifty-eight people who showed up at Juanita’s that night (yes, thirty-two fewer than my last trip). It wasn’t the best-publicized show in town (I had to teach the promoter how to retweet), and I wasn’t expecting a thousand people, but I bet I could’ve gotten a hundred fifty. You’re supposed to get more people the second time you come through a city.


After the show, my opening act, Kris Pierce, invited me to a showcase for local comics at a bar a few miles away. I wasn’t feeling great, but this is something I actually love doing—a short, no-pressure unpaid set after doing a higher-stakes paid headlining set. In New York, people like Chris Rock and Jerry Seinfeld will do unannounced drop-in sets at the comedy clubs. The crowd always goes apeshit. I imagined this is what it would be like if I did a set at an open mic in Little Rock. I’d be introduced and there would be a palpable sense of “Oh my God! I knew Todd Barry was in town and was hoping he’d do a set here, but I didn’t think he would!” energy in the air. I defused this energy by showing up after the show ended.


Before I went to Little Rock I posted something about it on Facebook. Below it a woman commented, Tough crowd for your quick clever wit. She posted this before the show. In her mind she was giving me a compliment. She saw “Little Rock” and assumed everyone there was a redneck and that it would be a tough show. It wasn’t a “tough crowd” (and you mean-spirited readers out there are saying it wasn’t a crowd at all). I’ve had this happen when I promote shows in other regions that aren’t in big markets. I remember posting a list of my upcoming tour dates on Instagram (yes, you can do that) that included two dates in North Dakota and one in South Dakota. A woman commented, Living the dream. I’m guessing she was being sarcastic. I doubt she would’ve said this if my tour dates were Chicago, San Francisco, and New York. I didn’t respond to the comment, but I would’ve liked to yell at her, “WHAT DREAM ARE YOU LIVING?!” That would have annihilated her.


I saw in the paper that singer/songwriter Randy Newman had a show in Little Rock with a local orchestra the same night as mine. The next morning I spotted him on my flight from Little Rock to Dallas. This is the second time I’ve been on a flight with Randy Newman. I left him alone, but it might have been fun to talk to him:


“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Newman, but this is the second time I’ve been on a flight with you, so I think that makes it okay. I did a show in Little Rock last night, too. I’m a comedian.”


He’d reply, “Oh, great. How was your show?”


“Pretty good, but there were only fifty-eight people there. I’m guessing your show was sold out.”


He would shrug politely, then say, “I had more than fifty-eight people in my orchestra.”


Brief pause.


“Well, next time I’ll return with an orchestra!”


We’d both laugh and I’d walk back to my seat in coach.





JANUARY 22, 2015—OKLAHOMA CITY, OKLAHOMA



ACM PERFORMANCE LAB


I was brought to Oklahoma City by a collective of comedians called OKC Comedy. These guys do comedy and also produce shows with national headliners. This was the second time they’d brought me there. You might think being booked by another comedian must be a good thing—they know how they like to be treated and treat you the same—but that’s not always the case. If a comic produces a show, there’s always a chance that they’re bitter because they can’t make enough money performing, and they end up bullying or just flat-out ripping off other comics.


The OKC Comedy guys were great. They liked getting some of their comedy heroes down to Oklahoma City, with the added benefit that they got to open the shows. You can only imagine the power of having “Opened for Todd Barry” on your résumé. It pretty much assures your career is a “lock.”


The first time I was there, in 2010, they met me at my hotel with a little gift basket. It included some candy and a $25 Chili’s gift card. This kind of gesture doesn’t happen very often and is always appreciated. I quickly ate the candy, but the Chili’s card posed a slight challenge. I live in New York City, not exactly Chili’s territory. And I probably wouldn’t go to Chili’s on the road (because of my passion for supporting mom-and-pop businesses). So I was walking around with a wallet that was already too thick with coffee shop punch cards and at least one SAG card. (Why not have the current one and the one from the previous quarter, just to prove your longevity in the acting world? Also, in all the acting jobs I’ve done, I’ve never been asked to show my SAG card.) I eventually cashed the Chili’s card at an airport location, which freed up space for a third SAG card.


One of the local comics, Cameron Buchholtz, was nice enough to show me around a few times during my two-day visit. He took me to get an “onion burger,” an Oklahoma specialty I’d seen featured on one of the food networks, possibly even the actual Food Network. This is a burger where a huge handful of onions is mixed in with the meat, probably a 1:1 ratio. We went to a place called Tucker’s. It turns out an onion burger is exactly what it sounds like. Delicious, but not a lot of surprises. If you’re waiting for my great “onion burger story,” it’s not gonna happen.


The show was at the Academy of Contemporary Music Performance Lab at the University of Central Oklahoma, which usually hosts events like Zappa Plays Zappa (Dweezil Zappa playing songs by his late father, Frank). I played to what we call in the business a “capacity crowd.” Not sold out, but full. I was the first comic to perform there, which means they worked some of the kinks out with me, enabling future comedians to have a safe haven to perform. At my show they learned that next time they should serve drinks in plastic cups—there was quite a bit of bottle clanking, which is a problem for a guy like me, who’s in the business of serving up soft-spoken gems.


My favorite memory of the trip is driving around with Cameron and passing a building under construction. It looked like railroad cars stacked up on top of each other in a crisscross pattern, like the way a pretentious bistro stacks their french fries (I’m sorry, frites). If he told me it was a replica of I. M. Pei’s weekend home, I would’ve believed him. “What is that?” I asked.


“That’s going to be a corn dog restaurant.”


“Really?”


“Yes.”


I’ll be back.
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Future corn dog restaurant. Oklahoma City.











FEBRUARY 4, 2015—ROHNERT PARK, CALIFORNIA



SALLY TOMATOES


It’s rare that I get booked in a city I’ve never even heard of, so I’m surprised I didn’t do more research on Rohnert Park, a city forty miles north of San Francisco. From the little bit I’d done, I got the feeling it was going to have a Silicon Valley vibe, or perhaps a wine country vibe. If you asked me to give a specific description of either of those vibes I would probably give you a gentle sneer and say, “C’mon, you know what I mean.” When I actually arrived I updated my description to Boca Raton vibe. That was solely based on seeing a golf course and some low-rise, nondescript buildings. (I actually spent two semesters at Florida Atlantic University in Boca Raton, so I guess it was a somewhat informed assessment.)


The next day one of the local opening comics, a friendly guy named Steve Ausburne, offered to drive me around a bit.


“What goes on in Rohnert Park?” I asked.


He shook his head. “You know, I start to tell people about it and I get bored,” he responded.


He suggested taking me to Santa Rosa, a nearby town that was a bit more happening. We went to a coffee shop there, and because it had white walls, I concluded that it had a Charleston vibe.


My show that night was in a complex called the SOMO Village Event Center. Everything was dark while we were headed there. It seemed like we were driving on service roads, and I never got the feeling of “Ooh, we’re about to reach the entertainment district.” We arrived at the complex. It was very warehouselike. I couldn’t get a feel for what even went on there. It felt like some sort of community rec center. There was a group of guys playing darts in what seemed like an informal league, a snack bar, and the nightclub I was performing at, Sally Tomatoes. As a comic, I was used to playing comedy clubs with silly names (In 2001 I played two different clubs with “Banana” in the name). This time I was happy about the name because it gave me another chance to use this obvious opening line: “A couple of weeks ago I opened for Louis C.K. at Madison Square Garden, so I’m pretty excited to be playing Sally Tomatoes . . .” There was an eruption of laughs and it turned out to be a fun show, in a weird room that seemed like a banquet hall.


I didn’t bring any merch (what we call merchandise in show business) to sell on this trip. (If you want to seem like a showbiz insider, say things like “I wonder if the band is selling any merch” next time you go to a concert.) But I still did an informal little meet-and-greet, meaning I stood in the hall by the dressing room door, groveling for “That was great”s and “You were funny”s. If I were a bigger comic playing big theaters, I could sell separate, higher-priced tickets that included a meet-and-greet, and I would get paid to meet my fans and get extra compliments. But at my level, I do it for free. And my fans are so great I’d pay THEM—never mind.


After shaking a few hands at Sally Tomatoes I saw a familiar smiling face approach me: Metallica drummer Lars Ulrich. I’m not a huge fan of heavy metal, but I am a colossal fan of meeting famous people. No one is more starstruck than a celebrity. When you see some celeb hanging out with another celebrity and you wonder what they have in common, it’s mainly that they’re just celebrities.


Lars was a very friendly guy and, as it turns out, a huge Todd Barry fan. He told me he listened to my albums with his teenage son. He quoted jokes of mine that I’d forgotten about. People caught on he was there and started asking him for pictures. He obliged but made sure to include me, so I didn’t get upstaged at my own show.


During one of these pictures I had one of those “Why did I say that?” moments. We were posing with a mutual fan when I felt the need to ask Lars, “What’s your son’s name?” What a weird, dumb question. What’s your son’s name? It’s not like he was wheeling the kid in a baby stroller at my show. His son wasn’t even with him. He did introduce me to his glamorous and friendly fiancée. I imagined Lars asking her, “Baby, you want to go see Todd Barry tonight? The comedian who does the joke about trying to buy a wallet at Old Navy. He’s playing some place I’ve never even heard of. I’ll Google Maps it.” He asked me how the Madison Square Garden show went. I realized he probably approaches a show there the way I would a small club.
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