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			Foreword

			By Jerry Seinfeld

			There were many things that bonded Michael Richards and me together. Cereal, interesting automobiles, Tony Curtis, but mainly it was prioritizing our personal life in a very distant second place to our comedy life.

			Some funny people do comedy because of the fun or attention it brings if they can do it well. I think for Michael and me, it much more took the form of a “sacred mission.” A deadly serious undertaking in which no effort can or will be spared. “Kill” and “die” are words comedians toss around very freely. Mostly it’s because comedians love to exaggerate and overstate everything in hopes of getting a reaction. But for some comedy performers those words are not an exaggeration at all. They are literal.

			We must “kill.”

			The audience “died laughing.”

			That line is a “killer.”

			I “died” out there tonight.

			Within the comedy community there are only a small few that approach it like this and it’s not by choice, it’s by birth. It’s what you are and how you’re made. There’s no thought, choice, or decision about it. You think nothing but, “I must make this funny moment work.” The rest of your human life is but an annoying inconvenience.

			I first became aware of Michael on Fridays because I was doing Benson across the hall at ABC Prospect Studios in the early ’80s. I only did three episodes and was fired but I got to see Michael work, which of course changed both our lives forever. I have never just “liked” a comedian in my life. They’re either just okay or if they can actually make me laugh, I fall madly, insanely in love with them.

			It was definitely when I saw Michael do Dick Williams, a Hollywood fitness guru, on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno that I fell hopelessly, forever in love with him. The furrowed “trying to seem handsome” brow, the tension through the neck, arms, and shoulders to appear muscular, the black shoes and socks, the smooth playboy style of walking, it was over for me.

			Poor Michael, he never had any idea that the second I heard he was available for the part of Kramer on The Seinfeld Chronicles the part was his and no one else had any chance. I went through the multi-layered network audition process so that Larry, Castle Rock, and NBC could imagine I would even consider another actor. Not for an instant. It was all a charade as far as I was concerned.

			Michael, of course, was amazing in the audition and after the last one I’ll never forget an NBC executive turning to me and commenting, “Well, if you want funny…” That’s when I first understood TV networks are not actually in the entertainment field. I looked at this guy like, “What world do you live in?” Whatever it was, it wasn’t the kill and die world that Michael and I lived in.

			I never thought that the show would be very popular but I was determined that it was going to be funny. I have to say looking back on it all now, one of my very favorite things that I absolutely miss the most was just looking into Michael’s eyes. It’s the most beautiful view in the world of comedy. If you could only see the way they dance and jump up close when he’s in the curl of the wave.

			It was fun when we rehearsed but when the audience was in, the lights were up, and the cameras were on, and we knew that huge laugh we just got is going out to millions and millions of people, that was comedy big wave surfing. We were riding monsters and we knew it. And of course, it was wonderful when the show caught on and people got into it.

			But the show I saw, Michael Richards six inches in front of my nose, was something else entirely. It was one of the greatest gifts for me personally having Michael’s face right up to mine. It was that place that Michael and I always dreamed of being. A golden comedy heaven.

			I guess there were other events in my life and in the world that took place between 1989 and 1998 but it’s all faded and dim in my mind. It was Larry, Jason, Julia, and Michael. We hung on tight as we could for as long as we could. And honestly, the most vivid reality for me of creating it day after day, year after year, was that Michael/Kramer and I really did live together. He envisioned it so strongly in his mind and I did too.

			Most weeks were seven days long for me and I didn’t have to pretend very hard, which I guess is called “acting,” that our little apartment set was where we really lived. I also didn’t have to act at all that I would love having such a fun live-in and/or adjacent to a friend that I was always excited to see—that was Michael.

			We decided early on that no real-life rules would ever apply to Kramer. His apartment would be a Silly Putty fantasy that we would form into whatever comedic device we needed it to be. And of course, the character itself would also be infinitely re-inventible per each story like Harpo Marx, Stan Laurel, or Bugs Bunny. Whatever’s funny, that’s what Kramer would be. Some of it we thought of but a lot was inspired by what we saw in this wonder of Michael himself. And that was the one-of-a-kind comedy genius that Michael had. Only he could soar, dip, and dive so easily with this freedom.

			I know Michael tortured himself to make this happen 180 times in a row over a decade, but I know it was why he was born. I would tease him about it and laugh at the twists and contortions that he would put himself through mentally and physically to do it, but it was really just part of the fun and pain of doing comedy. It was when we locked eyes in that apartment set that I knew I was in the best cult ever. Two insane lunatics spinning in an out-of-control comedy universe.

			And it was when I felt the spin rate start to slow ever so slightly that I knew we had to get out. This was all way, way too much magic to turn into a transaction for profit enterprise. Not going to end it on that note. I wanted to keep flying on the wings of the comedy gods that had smiled on us for so long. Obviously, all the ingredients were fabulous, but for me, Michael will always be the bubbles that made the drink so tickly and tingly.

			I’m sure you could see how often I was hanging on for dear life to keep from laughing when I was in a scene with him. Nothing ever felt as pure as just looking into Michael’s eyes when we sat at the script read-throughs, when we “laid down some tracks” for the scene, and of course, when the red light came on and we played it for keeps.

			That’s the show I was watching.

			That’s my most indelible memory of doing it.

			That’s why I feel Michael and I will always be at the end of the hall, living right next to each other forever.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Hair

			We’re on a break, and Jerry comes over to me during rehearsal early in the third season of Seinfeld. During these brief lulls, we usually lounge around in his apartment set. We make ourselves at home. In a way, we are home. For all the time we spend in this soundstage—five days, forty-five hours a week—the set has become our home.

			[image: ]

			Jerry is shaking his head slightly.

			“Michael,” he says, with a slightly bemused grin that makes him appear as if he’s listening to a joke in his head before he tells it. “Michael. Michael.”

			I can’t tell if there is trouble or if he is laughing to himself. Jerry has a way of reducing problems to nothing, often to silliness. It’s the not-so-secret ingredient of the show. It’s also Jerry in real life. The two are often indistinguishable.

			Jerry can stay cool in any type of situation, to stand still and calmly assess circumstances as if it’s a puzzle to figure out or some kind of word game that will eventually produce a punch line. It’s an enviable quality, and I have attributed it to his having had good parenting, which he has acknowledged to me to be true.

			As a result, Jerry doesn’t flap easily. He genuinely plays it cool. Not me. I’m a flapper. I was raised around high-strung Italians, and they were not so buttoned up. They always let the goo out. So I say what I feel, no holding back. This is a vital side to Kramer too. He inadvertently shoots his mouth off, which the show’s writers and I are realizing usually gets the ball rolling. 

			As comedians, Jerry and I are both ball rollers. He is more graceful, more methodical, and to the point. For his stand-up he carefully crafts his jokes word by word, rarely deviating from the genius he has put on the page, a true Apollonian. I am and have always been far more unpredictable onstage, riskier, off book, Dionysian.

			I look at Jerry, who is looking at me, paused, as if we’re both at a red light waiting for it to turn green.

			I rev my engine. “So, what’s up?”

			He grins and says, “They’re talking about your hair.”

			I think he is referring to the show’s fans, wanting me to know that they’re getting into Kramer’s look. But no, he tells me it’s the network. The network is concerned about the way my hair looks. Starting in the middle of our previous season, I let my hair grow and pulled it up, using a touch of hair gunk to keep it looking, well, weirdly alive.

			“I’m Kramer,” I say, running my fingers through my hair. “The man wants his hair this way.”

			Jerry nods. “They don’t think the audience will like Kramer if he looks too crazy.”

			“Really?” I say. “Well, tell ’em I’m putting a scorpion tattoo on my neck.”

			Green light! I floor it. Kramer kicks in like a blower! There is no separating the two of us, especially when I’m around Jerry. (To this day, at seventy-four, around Jerry, I’m Kramer. I’m psychically bound to this character, and Jerry is also “Jerry” around me.)

			“Jerry, look how these network people wear their hair! They’re running the front office. They have to look normal! I’m not normal! I don’t work in the office. The K-Man is eccentric! Every wild, weird, and goofy thing going on in New York City is running through this guy’s blood. You know…Giddyup! Come on, let’s go! Game on! We’ve got things to do! That’s New York City! That’s Kramer, Jerry! And it’s all in the man’s hairdo!”

			Jerry is amused.

			Then in an abrupt U-turn, I go from Kramer well over the speed limit into a slow cruising speed. “So, what’d you tell ’em?”

			“I said, ‘We’re making a comedy.’”

			Bingo! I come to a stop. Jerry gets it. He has always gotten me.

			“Done!” I say. “Let’s have a bowl of cereal.”

			We sit down in the kitchen area of the set and pour ourselves two bowls of high-fiber, no-sugar cereal and move on to whatever. It is the last time the network or anybody on staff will ever question Kramer’s look. But you know, I couldn’t have changed even if they had mandated it. By this time, early in season three, only seventeen shows in, Kramer and I are irrevocably entwined, braided together from head to toe.

			The hair, so essential, symbolizes the irrational that was and is and always will be the underlying feature not only of Kramer but of comedy itself.

			This seemingly senseless spirit has been coursing through me since childhood. I’ve been under its almighty influence since the day I came into this world. I was raised by it, nourished by circumstances that shaped my love for the far out. I became a devotee of the best, most outrageous comedians on early television, and then in theater school at Valley College, then CalArts, but mostly at Valley College, I was drawn to the freakish and oddly humorous playwrights Ionesco, Pinter, Cummings, and Beckett…everything avant-garde—experimental, radical, the unacceptable or unorthodox in art and society. I felt it all within myself, especially the physical comedy, the body movements, so freakish and undignified, where I bumped into things, knocked stuff down, messed up situations, and often ended up on my ass.

			This book is a hymn to the irrational, the senseless spirit that breaks the whole into pieces, a reflection of the seemingly absurdist difficulties that intrude upon me. It can be Harpo Marx turning me about, shaking up my plans, throwing me for a loop.

			Upset and turmoil is with me all the time. It’s at the basis of comedy. It’s the pratfall that we all take. It’s the unavoidable mistake that I didn’t expect. It’s everywhere I go. It’s in the way that I am, both light and dark, good and not so good. It’s my life.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			Got Any Meat?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			If You Want Funny

			If I’m not interested, I’m usually not at my best. And if I hadn’t been able to perform, if I hadn’t followed my interest in theater, I would’ve been a tramp wandering the earth, which is what I was interested in doing many years later. Actually, I’ve always been interested in tramping, but one step at a time.

			Milton Berle once told me that saying a joke and playing a character are two different things, but if you can bring the two together, saying funny and doing funny, then you’re making gold. This explains why I am sitting in Jay Leno’s kitchen in March of 1989. He’s been a fan of mine going back to Fridays, the late-night sketch comedy show that ran for three seasons on ABC starting in 1980, and even further back to when both of us were doing stand-up at the Improv comedy club. He is sitting in for Johnny Carson this week, and he wants me on the next night’s show. He senses we can do something funny together.

			He doesn’t know what that is, and neither do I, not yet. But we’re interested.

			Jay suggests I reprise a character I created on Fridays, an absurd hipster and ladies’ man named Dick. He was one of the show’s memorable characters.

			“Doing that character, whaddya think will be funny?” he says.

			That’s the golden question, isn’t it?

			“I could come in as a weight lifter,” I say. “Dick as one of Hollywood’s top personal trainers, a weight lifter to the stars.”

			Jay mulls the wafer-thin premise.

			“All right,” he says. “Can you sketch it out?”

			“Yeah, let me work on it. I’ll call you later.”

			A routine is already starting to take shape in my head.

			***

			A couple of hours later, I phone Jay from my house and tell him that I’ve figured it out. Jay comes up with the idea of plugging a new book from Dick. Aside from this and my brief premise, we agree to fly without a safety net; we’ll improvise the whole thing. To Jay’s credit, this doesn’t seem like too big a deal working without a script. He trusts me and obviously himself. I’ll do funny and he’ll say funny. Together, we’re going for the gold, Uncle Milty!

			***

			The next afternoon I arrive at The Tonight Show set on the NBC lot in Burbank with a barbell setup, a bucket of white chalk, a towel, and a rowing machine. I have some bits in mind that are similar to some funny moves I put on Dick back on Fridays—one sketch in particular that was called “Dick Goes to the Gym.” I can open it up more with Jay, but as I get into costume—a woman’s one-piece stars-and-stripes swimsuit, large blue shorts, and an oversized weight-lifting belt—I’m not quite sure how I’m going to do that. But I got one thing going through my head: if ya can’t make it funny, make it interesting.

			I’ll just be Dick. I’ll commit to the character and trust in this. Jay will be Jay, and he’s very much at home with himself. Okay, Mikey, got it? Just be Dick. That should take us most of the way home. Everything else, the physical comedy, well, it can’t be rehearsed anyway. It needs to be in the moment, natural. So, Giddyup!

			***

			When it’s time for the sketch, Jay gets up from his desk and walks to the middle of the stage where my workout equipment is set up. He introduces me as his “distinguished guest, Hollywood’s top fitness trainer to the stars,” who is promoting his new book, Health, Wow! “Please welcome Dick Williams.”

			I step out from behind the curtains wearing my workout suit with a lit cigarette dangling from my mouth, plus Dick’s trademark black socks and dress shoes. The studio audience roars. I flex, and they laugh harder. I snap a towel at Jay’s rear end, and we’re off. I get wacky on the rowing machine. I topple over my equipment. Jay sets me up perfectly. The whole thing works. Hail to the irrational!
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			An estimated five million people watch that episode of The Tonight Show, as they do most nights, and among them is New York based comedian Jerry Seinfeld, who laughs as he watches the show in his apartment.

			The next day Jerry calls his friend Larry David, another stand-up comedian with whom he has spent months creating and writing a half-hour TV pilot for NBC. He says to Larry, “I saw Michael Richards last night with Leno on The Tonight Show. Michael was hilarious. He could play Kessler.”

			Like me, Larry was a writer–cast member on Fridays, so he knows me, but I imagine him inhaling deeply, clenching his teeth, wincing a little as he does when annoyed or irritated, and finally, with a nay-saying groan to Jerry, “Ehhh, Kenny’s got a ponytail. I’d like that for the character.”

			“Great,” Jerry says. “Let’s bring Michael in for a read.”

			***

			Four months earlier, Jerry and Larry were working on a sitcom pilot. Both of them had done sets at Catch a Rising Star comedy club this one particular night and were hanging out together at the bar. Jerry mentioned that NBC was interested in doing a show with him, and he asked Larry if he wanted to work on it with him. Did Jerry have an idea? No, he had nothing—except himself, which was enough for a network to want to invest in him. He and Larry wandered into a nearby Korean grocery store, where lightning struck as they joked about things on the shelves. The show would be about two guys talking about stuff—stuff on the shelves, goofy stuff they did during the day, and the stuff going on in their lives. 

			They would stay close to themselves, write from there. There was no premise better than that! They knew themselves well enough. Certainly, they knew what made them laugh. Which was essential since neither of them had written a pilot script. But that didn’t matter! They were the pilot. The whole thing would be about them.

			I can hear their eureka moment… What we’re doing right now, this is it! Two guys, us! Talking about whatever! That’s the show!

			It was something Jerry and Larry had done together for years: talked about their lives, other people’s lives, everything. Jerry would star as himself, and his friend George would be modeled on Larry. Cheers had a bar; they’d have a coffee shop. They would talk about the minutiae and annoyances of living in New York and the relationships in their daily lives, the stuff they always talked about when they got together.

			Depending on your point of view, it would be about everything, or it would be about nothing. Either way, they were onto something.

			Jerry was managed by George Shapiro and Howard West. George was the nephew of comedy legend Carl Reiner. His show business connections ran deep, and he adored Jerry. More than that, he believed in him and believed Jerry was primed for success, which he was. After years of working in clubs, nonstop touring, and numerous Tonight Show appearances, he had climbed the ladder in the comedy firmament to a place where George and Howard were able to secure a deal for him to make his own comedy pilot for NBC.

			Jerry and Larry finished writing the pilot in February. A few weeks later, Jerry sees me on The Tonight Show. Soon after, I get a call from my agent.

			“They want you to audition for a pilot Jerry Seinfeld is doing for NBC,” he says.

			“NBC? But they canceled my show last year,” I say, referring to the series Marblehead Manor, which ran on the Peacock network before getting the ax. “Did they ask for me?”

			“It’s coming from NBC. Jerry’s writing the pilot with Larry David.”

			“Oh, those guys must’ve asked for me. Okay, yeah, I know Larry. We were on Fridays together.”

			“How about Jerry?” my agent asks. “Do you know him?”

			No, I say. I knew of Jerry, though. At thirty-five years old, he is a bona fide stand-up comedian. Like Jay, Jerry is established, a pro, a headliner who’s selling tickets. I am not surprised he has a TV deal.

			Larry is in another category. Seven years older than Jerry, he has worked the stand-up scene since the early ’70s. He, too, is a gifted writer, something he does with more assurance than telling jokes to an audience, which he did with an air of disdain that still came off as rather funny. It was a unique feature of his comedy act that worked. He was perpetually bothered and disgruntled, and though it didn’t make him loveable, he was very much liked. It got him on Fridays and more recently on Saturday Night Live’s 1984–85 season that included Billy Crystal, Martin Short, Julia Louis-Dreyfus, and Christopher Guest.

			Naturally, I tell my agent to send me the script for the audition. I am curious to see what the boys have come up with.

			“What’s it called?” I ask.

			“The Seinfeld Chronicles.”

			***

			NBC might not have told Jerry and Larry yet, but I am probably at the bottom of their network list or out altogether in the discard pile. I can hear the NBC execs say, “We had Michael on a show that didn’t work. Sorry. What about Tony Shalhoub? Have you thought about him? How about Larry Hankin? There are a lot of funny guys out there.”

			Hollywood is tough. But for a guy on the cusp of forty, standing six feet three inches tall, with the physique of a spaghetti noodle, my life is pretty good. I own my own home. I work regularly in television and films. My résumé also includes a few plays at the Mark Taper Forum.

			Stand-up comedy, which is live and a form of theater, is, for me, usually improvisational and raw, a place where I let it all out, like a dog off leash, though lately I’m losing interest in the whole stand-up scene. After my recent co-starring role with “Weird Al” Yankovic in his movie UHF, it’s clear to me I am more of a character actor than a stand-up comic.

			I’ve always felt this anyway, but now I am leaning into it. I’m going to audition for the Actors Studio and look into the Stella Adler Conservatory West.

			***

			I am at home preparing for my audition for the Actors Studio—memorizing the Jerry-and-the-dog monologue from Edward Albee’s The Zoo Story—when a messenger delivers the pages for my NBC-Seinfeld audition. The Seinfeld Chronicles script is still a work in progress, but it’s enough to give me a taste of the show, including a scantily written character named Kessler, the role for which Jerry envisions me.

			The pages are not like any TV sitcom script I have read before in that it’s just conversation, a lot of banter with very few stage directions.

			It’s interesting, kind of like My Dinner with Andre, but without the insight into the human condition. It’s just the condition, which I think is better.

			It is mainly two guys talking in a coffee shop, where they are occasionally interrupted by a snarky waitress who they know from being regulars. Then there is Kessler, a guy who lives in the apartment across the hall from Jerry. He barely has any lines. He walks into Jerry’s apartment and says, “Got any meat?” In the next scene, he turns to George and asks how real estate is going.

			I assume George works in real estate. I imagine Kessler must be a weirdo. There is no explanation or background for any of these people. There are no typical sitcom setups or jokes. It’s just talk.

			I’m intrigued. It’s clear that this show is going to be about people and their ability or inability to navigate their lives in New York City. Since Kessler has few lines and really no story to go on in the pilot, I figure I’ll go into the audition as a character, be in character. It won’t be about saying funny. It will be about doing funny.

			***

			I audition three times. The first takes place in a conference room at NBC in Burbank, the same place I was a few weeks ago when I appeared on The Tonight Show. I walk in thinking NBC doesn’t really want me. No one has said it directly, but the way the network’s executives greet me with chilly, perfunctory hellos makes it seem like they are doing Jerry a favor by bringing me in. It doesn’t matter to Jerry, though. He says he is a fan of mine and thanks me for coming in.

			“Oh, well yeah, I wasn’t going to stay at home,” I say, affecting a look of seriousness that lands on Jerry and doesn’t move until he starts to laugh.

			Right. I’ll make some faces. I just want to make Jerry laugh. I’m not thinking about the network…they don’t want me anyway. But I’ll perform well. I do want the room to laugh.

			We sit down and subtly, like Jacques Tati, I study my chair and try to get comfortable. After a few moments, I stand and get another chair, a desk chair on wheels, which lets me glide awkwardly around the room toward Jerry. This gets laughs. Then I start with the first line. When Jerry says his line, I don’t respond. I turn my head slowly and stare at him, like I have never seen him before, like I don’t know what to say, and he cracks up.

			The others in the room do the same. This is not just an audition; it’s a performance. I’m giving them a character.

			In the clubs, I used to open my act “in character” by standing onstage, acutely natural for five to six minutes while attempting to speak without saying anything. I pretended to have gone blank, to have forgotten my joke. I stood there all blanked out like Buster Keaton with the world falling apart around me. I covertly searched my pockets, trying to find the paper with my joke written on it. I find it. I glance furtively at my joke. Got it.

			Slowly, I started my delivery, stuttering, then pausing, having forgotten the joke again. I look for the paper once more. Got it. Then apprehensively, I deliver, “A guy walks into an antique store and says, ‘What’s new?’” It was the only joke I ever told in a club, and it worked. So here with Jerry, I’m doing my opener but without the joke. I’m in character, just staring at him, very subtly signaling to him to “do something because we’re being watched.”

			Jerry isn’t an all-out actor. He’s a comic who knows comedy. He’s watching me, and at this audition, in this moment, this man is my audience, and the best one I could hope for. He won’t stop himself from laughing—and he is laughing.

			I pick up on this immediately. And so I play to Jerry—something I will do for the nine seasons to come. But first things first. I have to get the job.

			***

			A few days later, I return for a second audition. Same place, but with more people in the room. Some are from NBC. Others are from Castle Rock, the production company that Rob Reiner—Jerry’s manager George Shapiro’s second cousin—founded a couple years earlier. Castle Rock is making the pilot (the network will finance it and put it on the air). I look around the crowded room. Where’s Larry?

			I didn’t see Larry David at my first audition, and he is AWOL from this one too. Strange. We’d worked together in the past…he’s the producer and writer here…I let it go. Jerry warmly welcomes me back, appearing eager to play.

			As we get rolling, I start fooling around with our dialogue, changing lines, and improvising new ones. Our chemistry this time is even better. Jerry doesn’t know what I am going to do, but he gamely plays along, clearly enjoying himself and keen to see how it will all turn out. Me too. I am flying without a net. I stand up and move around the room. The physicality feels good to me. Talking to Jerry from over my shoulder, I walk toward the conference room door, open it up, and to my surprise, there is Larry, standing straight and tall, listening to the scene through the door.

			He is clearly caught off guard when the door opens. I feign shock.

			“What the hell are you doing out here, you Peeping Tom!” I exclaim without breaking character. “I’m going to get the landlord. I’m sick and tired of you creeping around this building, you pervert. I’m calling the cops.”

			Then I slam the door shut, sit back down, and give Jerry the next line as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. (Later, I find out that Larry worried his presence in the room might throw me off, so he listened from outside.) People in the room are dying. Near the end of the scene, I get up and open the door again. Larry is still there.

			“You’re a sick man, and you need help! A great deal of help!” I slam the door shut.

			I leave. End of audition.

			***

			I am used to getting hired right after the first audition. I have gone in twice now and killed. My chemistry with Jerry is obvious. Everyone laughed. I can come up with only two reasons why they haven’t given me the job already: they don’t know what they’re doing, or my initial hunch about Marblehead Manor is correct—the network considers me used goods.

			Later, Jerry will confide that I was right, NBC didn’t want me from the get-go because of the canceling of Marblehead Manor, but he pushes for me, and that’s the reason I am called back for a third audition. This one is in a plush suite at the swanky Century Plaza Hotel, which must be, I think, something they arranged as a convenience to NBC president Brandon Tartikoff, who is joined by NBC’s head of comedy, Warren Littlefield, and their head of late night and specials, Rick Ludwin. It is clearly the final round. The pilot is scheduled to shoot soon. Decisions have to be made.

			Arriving early, I wait in the lounge with a bunch of other actors, the cream of the crop who’ve made it this far. One guy comes in character, wearing pajamas and slippers. Sure, why not? I am wearing pants (thank God for that) and a button-down shirt. They send us up one by one on the elevator. I’m using it: mentally, I’m in the elevator of our building in NYC, going up to Jerry’s apartment. But now, I walk into the hotel suite pretending it’s my room. After only a few steps inside I stop abruptly, pretending to be shocked by the sight of everyone there.

			“What are you people doing in my room?” Some laughs.

			I slip into the bathroom, wait a moment, and then loud enough for them to hear me, I plead, “Oh, come on!” I flush the toilet. Returning to the room, drying my hands, I look at Jerry seductively.

			“Darling, do you want me to get room service?”

			I’m getting laughs.

			“No, thank you,” Jerry says. “I’m good.”

			“All righty. Shall we do our scene?”

			Jerry cracks up.

			“Yes, we should do something,” he says.

			I deliver the first line: “Got any meat?”

			I don’t want to repeat the business from the previous auditions. Without deviating from the dialogue, I climb up on the nearby table and go straight into a headstand, as if this is ordinary behavior, nothing unusual while we’re having a conversation. Jerry plays it the same way. Nose up in the air. Eyes slightly pinched. Wearing a look that is somewhere between amused and befuddled. Classic Jerry.

			Then I deliberately lose my balance, crash backwards, roll off the table, and fall awkwardly into an empty chair. Everyone in the room is stunned, waiting to see if I am injured. Me too. I sit up and say my last line as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened.

			I get up from the chair, point to Larry and bark, “Pervert!” and walk out the door and back to the elevator.

			Afterward, there is nothing for those left in the room to debate. Marblehead Manor is ancient history. Much later, George Shapiro told me that after I’d exited the room, Brandon Tartikoff said, “Well, if you want funny, go with that guy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Kessler

			The date is April 28, 1989, and nothing about the pilot we are shooting feels right to me. Maybe it’s just nerves before camera. I am always nervy before I shoot. I usually stay apart from everyone to gather myself.

			When I auditioned for Larry and Jerry, I was playing silly and gave myself up to them. I was weirdly funny and off the wall, all out on a limb and having careless fun for their amusement. I didn’t give a hoot whether NBC or Castle Rock liked me. I wanted to make my comrades in comedy laugh, so I played it up, and doing so, I went home foreseeing that they were going to cast me. I was right.

			Now I’m on the set, but it all feels rather empty. I sense my character Kessler isn’t going to come through well. Having recently finished the film UHF, I still have a hangover from the character I played, Stanley Spadowski. I think some of him is still on me, and there is only one day to shoot the pilot, one chance to get Kessler right.

			This is going to be a long day. I’m inside Kessler, but unknowingly, far from the character into whom I will evolve, Cosmo Kramer. He has not yet arrived. For the pilot, it’s just Kessler and “he’s looking for meat,” a suitable metaphor for finding Kramer.

			I wonder whether I will have time to get another pilot before the end of the year. What? I want to get out of here and escape to another show? I can’t have this mindset and perform. I buck myself up. Come on, Michael, you signed on the dotted line. We all signed on the dotted line. Let’s get the job done!

			I’ve worked with all kinds of material before. Once, when I was assigned to act in a weak sketch on Fridays, Jack Burns, our ensemble director, noticed my uncertainty. He took me aside and said, “With your talent, if you fully commit to the material, if you give it all you’ve got, you are seventy percent there. That’s enough for the audience to go on. The other thirty percent lands where it will.”

			It was excellent advice, and I can get by on Jack’s encouraging words. I have read enough sitcom scripts to know the pages Jerry and Larry have written are smart, quirky, funny, and different. Is it too different to become mainstream? What does it matter! Our job is to make it funny, and funny is about as mainstream as you can get.

			Jerry and Larry have never written a TV series. They are first timers who don’t entirely know the rules, and they have inadvertently broken and continue to break many of them by simply doing their own thing. Thank God for that! This is their time—our time—to be funny, and NBC has given us the nod to make it funny or bust.

			As for me, I’m waiting and waiting to get in front of the camera and work. I’m somewhat relaxed but also bugged by this feeling of coming up short for Kessler. Maybe I need something to eat. Yeah, eat a hardy lunch and get funny. Let’s get the job done!

			***

			After I was picked to play Kessler, the focus was on casting Jerry’s best friend, George Costanza, the character based on Larry. Unlike Jerry, Larry had no interest in playing himself. But finding someone who fit his vision of himself was one of the hardest parts of putting together the show. Their search was exhaustive and included Danny DeVito, Larry Miller, Nathan Lane, and Steve Buscemi, to name a notable few.

			For Larry, someone who wasn’t exactly comfortable in his own skin and not particularly fond of anyone else’s skin, it was next to impossible to find an actor who could assume his level of discomfort and irritability with warmth, intelligence, and humor.

			Then he watched a videotape that Jason Alexander had sent from New York. A veteran of stage and TV, Jason had recently won a Tony Award for his work in the musical Jerome Robbins’ Broadway. His talent, timing, and versatility were evident on the tape, so much so that Larry called off the search after watching it. “That’s the guy,” he said.

			Jason, standing five feet five inches tall and with the physique of a fluffy pillow, bears no resemblance to Larry. It doesn’t matter. He’s a gifted actor, and brilliant, and that’s what’s needed to counter Jerry, who doesn’t even pretend to be an actor. But there’s more. For Larry, choosing Jason is personal in a way that is obvious to me. If you’re going to hire someone to portray you, find someone who can do it better than you. And that’s Jason.

			As for me, I was told that Larry had reservations about me because I didn’t look like the guy who inspired Kessler, Larry’s real-life New York neighbor, struggling comic Kenny Kramer. Except I did. Kenny was tall and thin and had long features, like me. The difference was, he had a ponytail, which, on the day we shoot the pilot, Larry suggests I wear.

			“A hairpiece?” I say.

			He shrugs as if to say, “Why not?”

			“My luck it’ll fall off during a take, but that could be funny. Kessler wears a fake ponytail. Let me think about it.”

			“Maybe if we do more episodes,” Larry suggests. I respond by imitating him, clenching my teeth and slowly inhaling and exhaling with a pondering “no.”

			Larry laughs. It’s up to me to find Kessler on my own, just as it is up to Larry to write a show as he sees fit. We’re both masters of our domain.

			***

			We are on a soundstage over at Hollywood’s historic Desilu-Cahuenga Studios, where it is still possible to wander into some of the soundstages, as I do, and commune with the ghosts of The Abbott and Costello Show, I Love Lucy, The Dick Van Dyke Show, Make Room for Daddy, The Andy Griffith Show, and other comedy classics shot there during television’s Golden Age.

			The cast looks ready to me, but I’m not feeling ready right down to the way I’m dressed. Kessler’s wardrobe is flat and has little character to it. (Kramer’s distinctive look is vital to my development and understanding of the character, and it will take some time to grow out of Kessler and into Kramer. For now, Kessler is unformed and not so nattily dressed.) What’s his story? There isn’t much to go on, not enough backstory in the script, not any storylines to ramp up his life. Kessler is more of a device for getting laughs.
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			I fret about the naturalness of Kessler. Just how human is he? It gets to me, and to compensate, I fear playing him too broad, falling into caricature and unbelievability. Who is Kessler? This is the puzzle I’ve been given to figure out. If Jerry is playing himself, a working stand-up comedian, Kessler would need a job of some kind too. Obviously an eccentric man, to say the least, he will have to be amusing if Jerry is going to let him come in and out of his apartment. Jerry has to like this guy.

			Wait a minute, this sounds like me, like Michael Richards being admitted into Jerry’s show! Oh, I see, I’m playing myself too.

			Why, yes! I’m naturally touched by a quirky spirit, an irrational ha-ha soul. Yes, Kessler-Richards is right up my alley. This explains why they wanted me to come in and read for a funny, irrational next-door neighbor. I am that neighbor. I am not and have never been consistently normal. How could anything about me be normal given my own backstory?

			***

			It begins in 1948, when my mother, Philomena Nardozza, a twenty-six-year-old Catholic girl living with her Italian parents, Antonio and Theodosa, in south central Los Angeles and working as a receptionist in a doctor’s office, gets pregnant. Keeping this from her own parents and not knowing where to turn, she meets an older woman who is also pregnant but going to Mexico to get an abortion.

			She and my mother form a plan. After this woman has her abortion, she will return to LA and take my mom to Mexico for the same procedure. However, my mother never hears from this woman again. After some weeks go by, she finds out the woman died in Mexico during the abortion.

			Scared and desperate, she goes to the Catholic Archdiocese of Los Angeles. She feels unable to attend to a baby on her own. At home, unbeknownst, she is already witnessing in her mother the early onset of schizophrenia. Her aging father also has health problems. He is a part-time barber but his take-home is meager. My mother, who works as a secretary-receptionist in a doctor’s office, takes care of everyone, but she is overwhelmed, and now she must take care of…me!

			The archdiocese encourages my mother to carry me to term and then give me up for adoption. As she begins to show, she confesses everything to my grandfather. He feels that a baby might help my grandmother “stick around.” She is beginning to retreat, talking to herself in front of them, engaged in a conversation that has nothing to do with them. “Ma!” Both he and my mother interrupt my grandmother to bring her back to our world. “Ma!” So far, this works.

			I am born at St. Anne’s Maternity Hospital, July 24, 1949, at 4:43 a.m. This is a matter of fact according to my birth certificate, one of the few facts about my origin that I can uncover with certainty until I am in my fifties. It also says that my father is William Richards. That will be a source of inquiry for many years. Who was this man? Did he love my mother? Where is he now?

			My mother changes her last name to Richards from Nardozza, and her first name Philomena to Phyllis. She is now Phyllis Richards. Why has she done this?

			Whatever her reasons, it’s all made up.

			I am left at the maternity ward and tagged “Adopted.” St. Anne’s has a large maternity ward that is also set up as an adoption center. My availability and adoption is arranged early. A Catholic couple set on adopting a baby boy arrive the next day and take me home. I am now officially theirs, but only for a few weeks. This couple is in contact with my mother, who now yearns to see me. They kindly arrange for her to come to their house for a visit. When they put me in her arms and she holds me, she cries and wants me back in her life. She pleads with them to understand, and they do.

			To everyone’s relief, the details are quickly worked out, and my mother is able to take me home…home to my grandmother…“Ma” as we all call her.

			***

			My mother takes on a second job to make additional money. She has the one as a secretary-receptionist in a doctor’s office and the other as a medical records librarian in a health clinic. She works from early morning until early evening. With my grandpa at the barbershop, I am usually in the arms of my grandma—“Ma.” She holds me like a doll all the time and never puts me down. She rocks me and wraps me in a quilted blanket she had made years ago in Potenza, Italy, her hometown.

			The times when she talks to herself don’t interfere with her ability to care for me. Not yet. She keeps me clean and bottle fed.

			For now, she can manage herself and me at the same time. She can be in two worlds—one with us and the other in some mysterious realm that comes and goes. Most of her conversations in the “realm” are in Italian. On bad days, and they aren’t too frequent, she gets into heated arguments with someone “in there,” and my mom or my grandfather call her back to us. As I get older, I learn to do the same. This doesn’t upset me.

			As crazy as things were and will get, my family loves me, and I have TV and The Lone Ranger, Amos ’n Andy, The Adventures of Wild Bill Hickok, and my pillows to wrestle.

			By the time I am four, what’s going on with Ma is normal to me. I have nothing else for comparison. Ma loves me. She is maternal to the core. My grandfather was right. My presence has kept Ma with us.

			***

			I can’t remember much about my grandfather. He comes home in the afternoon tired from work but always with something for me hidden in his hand. I rush up to him and pry open his big hand to get my treat. My favorite is a roll of Life Savers candy.

			One day my grandfather doesn’t come home from the barbershop to lie down, as he does each day, being tired all the time. He collapses on Adams Boulevard suffering a fatal stroke. He is sixty-eight years old. I am turning six at the time. My mother cries that night in her bedroom, and I stand by her bed while my grandmother loudly insists that my mother do as she has done: “Live for the boy! Live for the boy!” Taking me in her arms, my mother hugs me, and I hold on to her.

			It’s around this time that my grandmother starts slipping deeper into her schizophrenia, requiring more and louder shouts of “Ma!” to bring her back. Sometimes, in the evening, she locks herself in the bathroom, where I can hear her through the door, arguing in Italian with the voices in her head.

			Within a year, those voices begin to lead her out of the house. She has been living for me until her illness literally pulls her away. She wanders through the front door and down the driveway in her bathrobe and slippers, heading down Adams Boulevard, with all that busy traffic and noise, and maybe the spirit of her husband, my grandpa, somewhere on the pavement. I play a game where I follow her, thinking she can’t see me. We get as far as half a mile from home before she senses my presence, stops, turns, and tells me in broken English to “go home.”

			She knows it’s dangerous for me to be trailing her into the void.

			“Go home, Mike!” she implores. “Go home.”

			“Where are you going, Grandma?” I ask.

			“Go home, Mike! Go home.”

			She knows that I can safely find my way home and that I will be fine without her. And I am. I know my way back home, and I run there as fast as I can, imagining that I am taking my grandma home with me, carrying her on my back, because I know, unlike me, she can’t make it back on her own.

			I run as fast as I can.

			***

			My mother returns from work.

			“Is Ma here?”

			“No, Mom. She went away again.”

			“Have you eaten?”

			“I had some peanut butter.”

			She broils a hot dog for me, with a slice of American cheese wrapped around it.

			“Let’s go,” she says.

			We get in her blue ’52 Chevy Bel Air and drive to the police station. They have Ma. She’s dirty and half-dressed with a police blanket around her. She sits silently in the back seat of the car, in the dark that hides her from herself. As we drive her home, I eye the Baldwin Hills in the distance, telling myself that I’m going to walk up there someday, and to Ballona Creek, where there are snakes and frogs and this weirdly colored water—discharge from the nearby Styrofoam plant.

			Is this too far for me to walk? No one ever asks or wonders. I certainly don’t. On my own, I already venture for miles on the railroad track along West Jefferson Boulevard, picking up small granite rocks that glitter in the sun. I pocket them like jewels and bury them under a large red-berried toyon bush—the ones that look like holly scattered throughout the foothills here. Hollywood, that’s what it’s sometimes called. The blue-bellied lizards here will guard my magic stones.

			No matter how far I go, I can always find my way back home. But Ma can’t. Next year, she will enter Norwalk Sanitarium, the Metropolitan State Hospital for the mentally ill. This will be her home for the rest of her life.

			***

			Who is this Kessler character who is out to get meat? He’s lost and only at home in Jerry’s apartment. If he can’t make it there, he’s stuck in the building, unable to get out? Who is this guy? I am looking at my script. “Got any meat?” Kessler could be hungry for the whole of life. The character stands unjustified, loosely written, undefinable. I have to make it all up, have to imagine a backstory to put flesh on Kessler’s bones.

			Where is Larry in all of this?

			For the time being, I want to leave Larry alone while he’s into shooting the other scenes for the pilot. He’s up to his neck, working to get George and Jerry right. Larry knows funny. We’ve been in the trenches before, digging deep for laughs late at night in the clubs and during those grueling days on Fridays, scrambling each week to throw a show together. Larry knows the heat.

			Jerry is equally focused but remarkably cool, like his alter ego, Superman, standing unfazed with hands on his hips as bullets bounce off him.

			We’re making comedy out of the mix, this cuckoo world that’s always pushing us around, all round and round we go. I watch Larry go for laughs. Jerry’s laughing it up too. Lee Garlington, as the waitress, plays along. She’s very present, a very good actress, and literally serving Larry/George and Jerry through her role as the waitress. She plays smarter than they are. The boys need this. It’s compensatory. They don’t have to be smart all the time. It’s too exhausting, too one-sided, and reeks of hubris if they do.

			The day drags on. Finally, there’s a break in the action and I get my moment with Larry. I am now standing with the source for Kessler. Larry is the one who wrote him into the show, and I want to know how he sees Kessler, who this guy is, and what his relationship with Jerry is all about besides the fact that he lives across the hall.

			“How do you see Kessler?”

			“I had this neighbor, Kenny Kramer. He was always thinking of ways to get by.”

			“He likes money?”

			Larry snickers. “Yeah, he likes money.”

			“Kessler’s got his own apartment. How does this knucklehead pay for it?”

			“Kenny gets by. He figures out something.”

			“He’s a moocher?”

			Laughing. “Yeah, yeah, Kessler’s always mooching.”

			“How about if he got the apartment ten years ago? It’s a tiny studio, just an eight-by-eight room. Hardly any rent.”

			“Yeah, that could be.”

			I should leave Larry alone. Stop talking about Kessler. Just make it funny and leave it at that, but I’m curious to see what more Larry could say.

			“What does Kessler do in the city?”

			“Oh, he never leaves the building. He figures it all out from inside the building.”

			“He’s always inside the building?”

			“Yeah, he’s got agoraphobia.”

			“So, he can only get as far as Jerry’s apartment?”

			This is hilarious to Larry. “Yeah, he’s terrified to go anywhere else!”

			“So Jerry’s place is his whole world?” I ask.

			“Right! For Kessler, going out on the town is going to Jerry’s apartment.”

			Larry’s done and so am I. It’s like we’re on Fridays again, rushing to build a sketch. There’s never enough time. It’s not perfect, but it’s good enough. Larry was probably screwing around, but this background story intrigues me. Kessler is acutely introverted, stuck in his building. I’m an introvert and can feel stuck in myself. I had a grandmother who was “severely introverted” and stuck in herself. How does Kessler try to get out of himself to meet the world? It’s all in Jerry’s apartment. For me, everything happens there.

			***

			We tape the pilot episode without a studio audience. This is like Kessler unto himself without the world. We make up the studio audience’s response to what we think is funny. Naturally, they’re laughing at everything we do! Without the actual audience, without the real world responding, we are deeply introverted unto ourselves, which makes the soundstage seem vaster than it already is, an ocean of darkness with a small island of light in the distance—the coffee shop, where the action is for most of the day.

			It’s called Pete’s Luncheonette, not Monk’s Cafe, as it will come to be known. I spend much of the day and into the evening waiting to work, lying in the corner on the empty audience bleachers of the soundstage and listening to Jerry and Jason in the distance as they work and shoot their scenes. I’m Kessler all alone in the corner of his building, waiting for his turn in life, waiting to enter Jerry’s apartment.

			Jerry, who greeted me earlier with enthusiasm, is now fully engaged in his scenes with Jason, who not only impresses but intimidates me with his photographic memory and ability to change direction and add nuance instantly upon request. I quickly see the dynamic between the two of them, and with Larry hovering, watching, adding lines, totally involved in perfecting the material, I get that this will be the all-consuming thrust of the show.

			Onto myself and running my lines, I write notes on the front and back of my script, including one that says, “Alone with the Alone.” I run my lines, and though each time I do them in a way that feels good, I worry that I won’t be able to get to that place again.

			A satisfying delivery becomes more elusive as the hours pass. I get to the point where I am not sure if I can even remember the lines. It’s because the character isn’t on me yet and won’t be for the shoot. I envy the apparent comfort the others display across the soundstage. Though Jason will say he channeled Woody Allen in the pilot, he is playing it through himself, as Jason Alexander. He is securely natural in his own skin.

			At one point, Jerry looks at the cameras, the set, and grins. “So, this is how it’s done. We’ll keep it funny, and that should be that.” Remarkable. It’s that easy for him. He, too, is natural in his own skin.

			What happened to the confidence I had in the audition? There I was relaxed. I improvised. I played around as a funny-bone actor. Here I am playing someone outside myself, which Kessler is, obviously. The problem is that I am trying to play the character rather than be the character. This is different from playing myself, being natural in my own skin.

			Kessler is just the beginning of something that I am not keyed into yet. It will come. I get up to take a walk. Larry sees me.

			“Ponytail?” he says.

			“I’m thinking of shaving my head and just leaving the sideburns,” I say.

			“Really?” Larry looks concerned.

			He knows that I could possibly do this. I’m a freak, very tuned into the irrational. I reassure him with a smile that says, “Don’t worry. I won’t let you down.” I wouldn’t be in this show if he really thought otherwise. I know this, and it provides me with the fuel to deliver. I want him to feel right for casting me.

			Buck up! Play it for laughs. I’m stuck inside a Kessler, who is stuck inside his apartment building. We’re all stuck inside of something. The only way out for me is comedy. Play it for laughs. “Live for the boy” becomes live for the laughs!

			***

			I finish the day with the annoying sense of not having done enough with the part. Just two short scenes, little interaction with the others, and no strong connection to my character. If the pilot is picked up, how the heck will I fit into it?

			My agent sends over a script for a movie with John Ritter. It’s a comedy called Problem Child. Good; if the pilot doesn’t go, maybe I’ll be on the set with John Ritter. I don’t know whether Jason, or even Larry and Jerry were also mulling other commitments or hatching backup plans, but I am quite sure that none of us had any idea of the extraordinary ways this pilot would begin to change our lives.

		

	
		
			Part 2

			Oh Mama!

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Backstory

			Starting at a very young age, my imagination is the key to my survival. My mom works all day, my grandmother is slipping into her madness, and my grandfather is dead. One day in nursery school, I see a comic book with Prince Valiant on the cover. He’s wearing armor and holding a big, shiny sword illuminated by the sun.

			That image of the young hero is all I care about at school, Prince Valiant and the grape juice we get at snack time. My mother buys me a Prince Valiant sword and scabbard at the toy store. I wear it everywhere. Imagining myself as the warrior-knight, I ask my mother about my father for the first time. She tells me that he was killed in the war. I believe this and live with it for many years.

			My father was killed in the war.

			I like to fight the enemy, my pillow. It tries to kill me but I won’t let it, and I see people fight on television, guns going off and people dropping to the ground. I think about my father in the war and getting killed. I fight my pillow as hard as I can.

			At five, my mom gets me a bicycle. From then on, I am riding for miles. Despite my young age, I know the streets, and from Hauser and La Brea, I ride all the way to Culver City! I zip past the Helms Bakery trucks parked along Washington Boulevard and as far as the MGM studios. What’s in there? I discover where I can crawl under a metal fence and walk around the studio’s back lots. I hang out for hours on the sets of an old western town and a palace in ancient Egypt! Sometimes, I bring other kids to marvel at all this make-believe.

			One morning, I’m watching Laurel and Hardy’s short film Hog Wild on TV. They’re trying to install a radio antenna on Hardy’s roof, and in the background I see the Baldwin Hills. “Hey, I know those hills!” Then, the two are driving down Hauser Boulevard. “I know that street! I ride my bike on it all the time.” At the end of the movie, they’re driving out of control right through Culver City!

			After that, whenever I’m outside riding my bike, I keep an eye out for Laurel and Hardy! They’re around here somewhere. It’s like I’m on TV with them.

			Here I am at six, walking along the railroad track, my pockets full of magic stones, but I feel that ultimate power comes from the Baldwin Hills rising in the distance, too far away for now, but I will climb to the top someday, maybe when I’m seven, which is just in a few months. This huge amount of earth swelling up to the sky feels alive and a part of me as I scan the ridges as high as they can go. I think I am more at home in the Hills than in my house with Ma.

			My mother worries. She knows she can’t take care of me, not with all the hours she works, and my grandma is becoming less reliable, sometimes wandering away from the house and getting lost. My presence isn’t enough to keep Ma at home anymore. I also feel my own urge to ride away on my bike and do what I want. Unlike my grandma, I get power from my stones, and no matter how far I roam, I can always find my way back home.

			My mom’s brother, Mike (I never see much of him), tells her to send me to a boarding school for first grade—Page Military Academy here in Los Angeles, billed as “a big school for little boys.”

			[image: ]

			At first, I imagine a connection between wearing a uniform and being close to my father, but I quickly grow to hate this place. I get the measles and I am sent to the infirmary. I pass the time with my Prince Valiant classics until the nurse takes them from my bedside and throws them away. “You’re here to get well,” she scolds me, “not read comics!”

			One weekend when I am home, I make my way up to the top of the Baldwin Hills, and there I discover an army post! Amazed, I see uniformed soldiers with rifles slung over their shoulders patrolling the perimeter. I tell them that I go to Page Military Academy and wear a uniform too and that my father was a soldier who died in the war. They give me Juicy Fruit gum, and when I see them again, they greet me with a salute.

			Back at Page, the older cadets order me to tear pages out of a textbook. They know I will get into trouble, and I do. The headmaster yells at me and calls my mother at work. I cry and plead with her to not send me back to Page. I don’t want to go back to that school. Figuring out that I was duped by the older cadets, she places me in a day care center close to home until I am able to start second grade at the Catholic school where we go to church.

			I don’t like day care either. I sneak out and walk home to be with Ma and watch TV. The phone rings a lot, but Ma never answers it. Neither do I. Ma doesn’t know anything about the day care center. She’s content inside of herself and not in need of much. I have seen her sit on a sofa for hours, looking at nothing and appearing to be fine with that.

			***

			I can’t remember learning how to read, but at this Catholic school where I go for second grade, we read out loud in class. I read with great emotion, punching up the words as I feel them. I don’t know it, but I am performing and getting good reviews. My classmates compliment me during recess. They think I’m funny—and a good reader!

			But my teacher dislikes how animated my reading gets, especially when it makes the class laugh! She stops calling on me to read, and as a result, I lose my interest in school.

			It’s not until I hear Sister talk about “God our Father,” that we have a “loving Father” watching over us, that I am intrigued again. Sister tells us that if we all behave, we’re going to the church tomorrow to see “our Father.” Why hasn’t my mom told me that I have another father? When I ask her about this, she tells me that I do have this Father, and that Sister will teach me more about him.

			When Sister speaks of the Father, he sounds a long way off, in a distant place called Heaven. She once said that Moses was at the top of a mountain and saw the Father up there. I got to the top of my mountain and saw army men. They were sort of like my father. But Sister tells me that the Father in Heaven is my real father.

			My real father?

			Yes!

			I can’t wait to see him!

			The day arrives. We are going to see God, our Father. Sister says this with a solemn reverence that heightens my anticipation. I keep my hands folded on my desk all morning. I pay attention and don’t fidget or talk out of turn. Finally, Sister leads us single file into the church, crossing ourselves with the holy water, and walking down the red-carpeted aisle. Genuflecting, we shuffle into a row, where I end up kneeling next to Sister before the golden altar.

			After a few minutes of waiting, I get anxious.

			“Where’s God?” I ask.

			Sister points to the altar.

			“But I don’t see him.”

			The nun puts her finger to her lips for silence.

			“Is he here now?” I ask.

			“Shhhh.” She’s getting annoyed.

			“How about now?”

			She nods, intimating that yes, our Father is with us. He’s at the altar. But I don’t see him.

			“In the box?” I ask.

			She nods yes and puts her finger to her lips.

			“Doesn’t he want to come out?”

			“Michael! Shush!”

			She startles me. I won’t ask any more questions.

			I slump and lean back on the edge of my pew. This angers Sister, and she snaps at me to get up from the pew and kneel!

			After school, instead of getting on the bus that takes me home, I return to the church to see my Father on my own. The church is empty. I head straight for the golden box on the altar and carefully open the little doors. Inside I find a white cloth napkin, just a napkin.

			Walking home that afternoon, I start thinking that Sister and all the people going to the church and kneeling before the box with no god inside, it’s all make-believe. They’re pretending that God is in there, and now they want me to pretend too? They’re kind of like my grandmother and her kind of make-believe, except they can find their way around without needing the police to pick them up to bring them back home.

			Of course, I am too young and unaware to understand that the people in the TV shows I watch are also pretending. The Greek word for actor is thespian, which translated means “of the gods.” One day I will find myself to be an actor on TV—a “god” in the box.

			***

			Grandma is not home. I go up into the Baldwin Hills. There’s a lot of rough brush, lizards, and jackrabbits, a king snake or two. Once a rattlesnake. There are some dirt roads, one that the soldiers in their trucks use. There are some oil-pumping rigs. Some of them are not working. They sit like prehistoric monsters petrified by time. The soil around them is stained with oil, and the air is still tainted by the muck. The army post up here can guard the “monsters.” That’s how it’s done.

			Looking at the city basin sprawling far and wide beneath me: The Baldwin Hills Dam and downtown LA is to the east. Across the city basin to the north, pitched on the hills opposite mine, is the Hollywood sign. To the west is the Pacific Ocean. I can see my house below on Blackwelder Street. The Hills uplift me. I feel larger than the city. I see all the hills surrounding Los Angeles. The mountains of Santa Monica loom higher than the sea, the clouds higher than the mountains, and the sun…what makes it so bright?

			It’s so round and higher than any mountain or building or church. The only thing that boxes it up is the night. I also love the moon. When I am outside at night, waiting for my mom to come home and feeling alone, I look up at the moon, and through my tears I see streaks of rainbow colors that comfort me. The moonlight soothes me, keeps me company, and makes me feel that I’m not really alone.

			***

			Each Sunday for the next five years, my mother and I drive out to Norwalk to visit Grandma at the sanitarium. She’s been committed to a lockdown ward, but they let her go outside into the visitor’s garden, where we all sit together on a bench and eat ice cream cones from a vendor on the grounds. Ma doesn’t speak much, and so it’s just sitting together for a little while and then we leave. That’s the usual visit.

			My mother sells our house and moves to the San Fernando Valley. She buys a small two-bedroom tract house situated in a walnut grove (once a sprawling farm) in Van Nuys. I now attend St. Brigette Catholic School on Sherman Way. I’m in the fourth grade. A math problem is presented on the blackboard, and Sister calls on me to work it out.

			I don’t understand this stuff and consequently, she gives me a page of these problems to do at home. “And don’t come back to school without them,” she adds.

			I can’t do the problems, so I don’t go back to school. When my mother drops me off in the morning, I pretend to walk through the school gate, but then I turn around and head home. There I study the TV Guide, circling the programs and movies I want to watch all day, especially the comedies: I Married Joan, I Love Lucy, The Phil Silvers Show, and My Little Margie, whose star, Gale Storm, buttons her scenes by clucking her tongue, producing a funny sound like some of Kramer’s funny utterances.

			This goes on for two weeks before the school finally gets ahold of my mom and asks why I haven’t been at school. Well, I have been; it’s just another kind of school, one where I watch the finest character actors on TV. My mom is not happy. Through tears and breathless sobs, I explain that Sister told me not to return to school without completing the math problems, and, well, I couldn’t do them and she wasn’t around to help, so I took Sister at her word and didn’t go to school.

			I show the problems to my mother. She doesn’t understand them either. She’s furious—not with me to my surprise, but more with the school for letting me and her down.

			“Get in the car!” she says.

			We drive to the convent, find Sister, and my mom lets her have it. That’s the end of Catholic school for me.

			***

			I’d rather go to the public school where all the kids in my neighborhood go. I promise my mom I’ll do better in school if I can go there. Though I flunk out of fourth grade, I’m still passed into the fifth, where I find myself at the top of the class and becoming best friends with Dave, the toughest kid and best athlete in the school.

			I tell him and another tough kid from our class about an empty farmhouse in a nearby field and suggest the three of us should go there and explore it. The old farmhouse is dirty, dark, and spooky. “It might be haunted,” I say. As we enter, I make a few scary sounds and convincingly fib about a dead person upstairs in the closet. Both Dave and the other kid bolt out of there. With the power of my imagination and my sense of fun, suddenly I’m the leader, the toughest one around. It’s all make-believe, what you imagine yourself to be. Unknowingly, I’m thinking like an actor.

			Dave has two older brothers, who call Dave and me “sticks” because we’re so skinny. From this, I entertain them by hiking up my pants and playing a nerd à la Don Knotts, and they laugh. I like making them laugh. It comes easily for me. They have a friend named Lloyd, and I make everyone laugh by doing a funny impression of him.

			One day, I do this impression in front of Lloyd. He gets mad and chases me around Dave’s yard. I hop on top of a brick wall and scramble up to the roof of their garage. Lloyd tries to keep up, but from the roof, I wildly leap into a large sycamore tree, and, like Johnny Weissmuller’s Tarzan, I swing from limb to limb until I’m back on the ground. This chase is like a few I’d seen in old film comedies with Keaton, Chaplin, or Laurel and Hardy. Everyone is laughing hard, even Lloyd. My antics busted them up.

			From this day on, I am into slapstick comedy—big, broad, crazy antics, like riding my bike into trash cans, bumping into walls, or suddenly falling or tripping in grocery stores, movie theaters, or the middle of the street. Anything for a laugh, I’m on all the time. It’s really the only reason for going to school—to make my friends laugh.

			But I get to seventh grade at Mulholland Junior High, and I don’t know where my friends are. We are put in different classes, different periods, all controlled by a bell that begins and ends everything. I can’t help but think of Victor Hugo’s Quasimodo, the freaky Hunchback of Notre Dame, who said, “The bells made me deaf.” In fact, I can’t hear much of anything at school, until one day, some kids from the school’s drama class come into my English class to perform a few scenes from a play.

			I sit up and take notice. I’m interested! I’d like to try that! I find out that this drama class is an elective that I can take next semester. I can hardly wait!

			***

			On my first day in this class, the drama teacher hands out a mimeographed scene to each student. We’re assigned parts and begin to read the scene. I take to it very easily and read well enough to keep my part as other students are replaced to give somebody else their turn to read. I am never replaced, and during the course of this first exercise, something happens to me: I regain the feeling I’d had when I read with expression in the first grade.

			It’s like reconnecting with a friend. Oh, there you are! Reading out loud is so natural to me. It’s all I want to do.

			Then the bell goes off and class is over. This is the first time I’ve ever disliked the bell ending a class. But Mr. Boardman, the drama teacher, asks me to stay so he can have a word with me. As the others file out, he introduces me to someone new—William Shakespeare. He has a few students working on a scene from The Tempest, and he would like me to play Caliban.

			I agree, but I’m not sure what a Caliban is or what I’m getting into. I really liked the play reading, though, and knew that I was good at it. Now a teacher is telling me that I read very well and appear to have a knack for it, and he wants me to be in an acting scene. But the scene isn’t for another English class, he says. It’s for an open competition at UCLA in which junior high schools from all over Los Angeles will perform scenes from Shakespeare.

			It’s a big deal.

			I respond with the diligence of a boy who craves this type of affirmation and opportunity to stand out. The language of Shakespeare doesn’t hang me up. Caliban is a kind of monster, and I like that. I slip into character without any struggle. Mr. Boardman goes through the part with me word for word. I lower my voice and limp around the room. I’ve got it or it’s got me, and by the time of the competition, I have morphed into Caliban, so childlike, crying for the lost island that his mother once gave him but Prospero took away. “Curse be that ye did so!”

			I feel Caliban’s lost island; I miss my Baldwin Hills!

			I am Caliban! I slump to the ground.

			“Which first was mine own king! And here you sty me in this hard rock whiles you do keep from me the rest o’ the island!” Mr. Boardman is awed by my performance.

			We advance to the finals. By this time, we have been at this competition all day, and I am exhausted, spent. We begin the scene, and I am deeply engaged in Caliban’s anger toward Prospero, and then, suddenly, I go blank. I don’t know my line. I stand onstage stuck in the mire of Caliban. “You taught me language!” But here I have no language to speak, only the feeling of being lost in empty space. I use it. I’m slowly moving convulsively through my space, and then I blurt out the line. It’s all rather effective. We place third in this competition.

			From this day on, I always work hard to know my lines, obsessively running them until they become second nature, which lets me soar through a character.

			***

			Impressed by my work with Caliban, Mr. Boardman wants me for the lead in a school play he has written about an unruly “Spirit” character who causes kids to mess up the lunch area until he learns the folly of his careless ways. I throw myself into this role. My character wears a cape, and I drag my left leg as if it doesn’t work. I grease my hair straight back and speak in a deep, gravelly voice. I have a facial twitch. I get laughs.

			At the end of the play, redemption: the lunch tables are cleaned. The play is a hit with the whole school. When kids see me in the hallway, they ask me to play the “Spirit” for them. Even the teachers congratulate me. I am a star.
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