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“Is this anything?” is what every comedian says to every other comedian about any new bit.


Ideas that come from nowhere and mean nothing.


But in the world of stand-up comedy, literal bars of gold.


You see that same comedian later and you will be asked,


“Did it get anything?”


All comedians are slightly amazed when anything works.


Picture me in the mid-1960s, living room floor, legs crossed, bowl of cereal,


one foot from our twenty-five-inch Zenith measured diagonally, jeans, horizontal-stripe T-shirt,


white, low-top US Keds, staring at a comedian in a dark suit and tie on


The Ed Sullivan Show.


I could say something funny once in a while but everything out of this guy’s mouth is hilarious.


“How are they able to talk like that?”


I was so mystified and fascinated by them.


But I never, ever imagined I could be one of them.


They were like astronauts or Olympic athletes to me.


Some different, other breed of humans.


Not even really part of the world.





I grew up on Long Island and remember, sometime in the early seventies, hearing my friend Chris Misiano’s older brother, Vince, say that there was a place in New York City where young people were getting onstage and doing a new kind of stand-up comedy.


That there was a guy who would tell a story while playing a conga drum, and then he started crying and playing the drum in rhythm to the crying!


That sounded so crazy and hilarious to us.


We thought, “We have to see this guy!”


So we started going into the city, which was incredibly fun and exciting anyway, to see these new comedians at the Improv and Catch a Rising Star.


That comedian, of course, was Andy Kaufman.


And there were lots of other amazing comedians there too.


Like Ed Bluestone, Elayne Boosler, Richard Lewis, Bob Shaw, and Bobby Kelton.


We even saw big stars performing at these places, like Rodney Dangerfield and David Brenner.


Hearing live laughs burst out of these crowds in these packed little rooms was almost a scary sound.


How did the comedians know that what they said would get such huge laughs from a crowd of total strangers?


I could not figure it out.


Then in 1974, two things happened that tripped my head out of whatever thick, suburban haze I was in and off into a whole different realm of life.


I read a book called The Last Laugh and saw a movie called Lenny.


The Last Laugh by Phil Berger was the first book completely about the world of stand-up comedy.


Lenny was a Dustin Hoffman movie about the life of Lenny Bruce.


The poster for Lenny showed him in a smoky nightclub hunched over a microphone.


There’s a scene in the movie where Lenny Bruce is having dinner late at night in a cafeteria after a show that did not go well.


Tie undone, still in his suit, he pushes his tray along and meets a stripper, Hot Honey Harlowe.


I think that was the scene that did it.


The absolute lack of glamour and/or normalcy drove me wild.


What a completely offbeat, nonsensical existence.


Comedians seemed to hurtle through space and time untethered to anything but the sound of a laugh.


I thought, “Oh my god.


I want to do that.


But—


What if I can’t?


What if I’m not funny?”


I remember thinking,


“Well, but I wouldn’t have to be that funny anyway.


I would just have to be funny enough to buy a loaf of Wonder bread and a jar of Skippy peanut butter a week.”


I could easily survive on that.


It was all I ate in my parents’ house, anyway.


And even if that’s all I had, it would be a better life than any other I could envision.


I was more than happy to accept being a not-that-funny comedian over any other conceivable option.


Without realizing it, of course, this attitude is the exact right way to start out in the world of comedy.


Expect nothing. Accept anything.


I had only ever tried to make my friends laugh.


That wasn’t that easy.


How in the world do you make people that don’t even know you laugh?


In The Last Laugh I read about a joke Jimmie Walker did at Catch a Rising Star one night.


How great is that name for a nightclub of new comedians, by the way?


Still the best name I’ve ever heard.


And still the coolest club I ever walked into.


I love that it’s the very first place I ever stepped on a stage to try and do comedy.


Anyway, Jimmie Walker’s joke was that it was raining so hard in New York that night he “just saw Superman getting into a cab.”


I thought that joke was so simple but so funny.


How do you think of something like that?


It just seemed like a miracle to me.


I still don’t know exactly for sure where jokes come from.


I think it’s from some emotional cocktail of boredom, aggression, intense visual acuity and a kind of Silly Putty of the mind that enables you to re-form what you see into what you want it to be.


I was a very, very nervous performer when I first began going onstage.


But I was encouraged by my Queens College friends Jesse Michnik, Joe Bacino and Mike Costanza.


I am still grateful to those guys.


I was not a naturally outgoing person or really even attention seeking in my normal personality.


My favorite thing was to whisper something funny in class to the kid next to me and crack him up so he got in trouble.


I tried being in a couple plays in high school and college but unless the part was all comedy I couldn’t stay interested in the scenes.


I was also reprimanded several times for trying to make a part funny that wasn’t supposed to be.


Loved doing that.


Even in the early years of Seinfeld I had difficulty focusing on the story aspects of the show.


I would only perk up when Larry and I got to writing the dialogue and we needed funny lines for the characters to say.


I got better at story structure as the years went on but still find that kind of work a bit dreary.


But at twenty years old, when I walked into the Manhattan comedy clubs for the first time, every neuron in my little brain just lit up.


I felt like I had finally found my home on planet Earth.


And it wasn’t just that I could now immerse myself in the art of comedy, it was also the world of comedians I was suddenly in.


I have many great friends who are actors, writers and artists of various kinds.


But when I’m in the company of other stand-up comedians I feel like I’m rolling around in a litter of puppies.





To this day, I feel that same excitement when I walk into a comedy club.


And I have to say, part of it is also this feeling that wherever comedians are working, it is a place of battle.


I am totally in love with the very clear winning-and-losing outcome that a stand-up set can have.


In some ways, it’s more sports than theater, really.


This might work tonight.


And it might not.


The real problem of stand-up, of course, is that you must constantly justify why you are the only one talking while a room full of people sit quietly.


And in the beginning, to just put yourself into what is—let’s face it—that fairly untenable position, you have to love it badly, madly, maybe even sadly.


Getting live laughs is a druggy kind of lifestyle.


Adrenaline, dopamine, oxytocin.


The drugstore of the brain does not ask if you have a prescription.


It’s like those yogurt places where they let you pull the handle yourself.


Oxytocin is sometimes known as “the love drug” because the brain releases it when it receives positive social and/or amorous stimulation.


And let me tell you, when you’re on a stage all by yourself


under a hot light,


with a hot mic,


and those laughs are crashing down around you,


it’s a strong, pure hit of every addiction you’ve ever wanted.


When I was young, I was obsessed with race-car driving, big-wave surfing, skydiving


and really fast motorcycles.


One year into doing stand-up comedy I lost interest in all of it.


I learned very quickly that stand-up comedy survival has a lot to do with how much and how good your material is.


I never met a stand-up who wasn’t funny at all.


But for the most part, it was the people who killed themselves to keep coming up with great new material who were able to keep rising through the many levels.


And whenever I came up with a funny bit, whether it happened on a stage, in a conversation or working it out on my preferred canvas, the big yellow legal pad, I kept it in one of those old-school accordion folders.


So, I have everything I thought was worth saving from forty-five years of hacking away at this for all I was worth.


And I know for sure it was because I loved doing it so much that I was able to spend endless amounts of time on some of the silliest ideas you can imagine.


And they’re all here.





Looking back, I like that I was successful.


I’m happy I made money at it.


But honestly, I swear I have really been in it for the laughs since day one, day two and every other day, including today.


I still go out to the clubs every week.


Still love working on the bits.


And appreciate every set I get to do.


And I still get excited meeting and talking to the other stand-up comedians that live for this peculiar, precarious existence.


It was my agent Christian Carino that convinced me people would like to see all this stuff and that we should put it out as a book.


A lot of people I’ve talked to seemed surprised that I’ve kept all these notes.


I don’t understand why they think that.


I don’t understand why I’ve kept anything else.


What could possibly be of more value?





In the sixties and seventies they would say on TV about certain comedians,


“And he writes all his own stuff.”


Because that was a new thing.


Comedians like Bob Hope and Jack Benny would actually joke about their writers as part of their act.


Stand-up comedy in the sixties made the same turn that music did with singer-songwriters becoming the way it was done.


I’ve never done anything else.


There is something exciting, I think, about being in the same room with the person who originally thought all the ideas you’re hearing.


One of my favorite stories about stand-up comics is from my friend Barry Marder.


Barry is a writer, comedian and creator of the Ted L. Nancy character.


In the eighties Barry was making a living selling jokes to comedians at the Comedy Store in LA.


The going rate was $75 a joke.


When Barry’s father, a home improvement salesman, heard this, he couldn’t believe it.


“Why would they pay that much for a joke?” he asked.


Barry told him,


“Because the guys that need them, really need them.”


And we do.


I can personally guarantee you that every comedian you’ve ever seen feels inside that they don’t have as much good material as they really wish they had.


The biggest comedians you can name still go onstage with a little worry in the back of their head, that whatever they have might not be good enough tonight.


We always want more.


I deeply love the endless, somewhat torturous struggle of never quite feeling that you’ve got your act where you want it.


Because I don’t want it to ever end.


And when a new bit breaks through and gets a real laugh,


that’s when you feel like you’re at the beginning of the journey all over again.


You feel like you’re just starting out.


And maybe you do have what it takes.


I love hearing a laugh that’s never existed in the world before.


Because every laugh is slightly different. Unique even.


So these pages are the map of the forty-five-year-long road I’ve been on to become this odd, unusual thing that is the only thing I ever really wanted to be.


And I wish I could recommend it to you as an experience you should have.


But it’s like recommending that someone become an iguana.


If you don’t have those crazy eyes, leathery skin and the long tongue, it’s tough to get there.





But I hope you enjoy taking the ride that has been my life with me through these pages.


I’m a little frustrated that if you do laugh at something in here I won’t get to hear it.


And that’s why I’ll probably be out at a club in front of an audience somewhere tonight.


“Because the guys that need them, really need them.”







The Left Bit


I’m left-handed.


Left-handed people do not like that the word “left”


is so often associated


with negative things.


Two left feet.


Left-handed compliment.


Bad ideas are always “out of left field.”


What are we having for dinner?


Leftovers.


You go to a party, nobody’s there.


“Where’d everybody go?”


“They left.”









Bumper Cars


Another exciting day in my childhood was when we got to go on the Bumper Cars.


You really find out what you’re made of on the Bumper Cars.


A brutal contest of man and machine.


Driving as an act of pure hostility.


All confrontation, no destination.


Except, when the ride starts there’s always one kid stuck in a pack of empty cars.


Can’t get out.


This is the same guy you see later on with the attendant hanging off the back helping him steer.


I always feel bad when I hit somebody I don’t know.


Feels too much like a real accident.


I get out, exchange registrations.


Inspect the damage.


There’s always some guy a little too into it.


Lives for the sensation of impact.


You’ll see this guy with saliva on his chin.


As he puts a helpless father-and-son team through a wall.









Cotton Balls


I like women.


Although, I find their bathrooms one of the most frightening places in the world.


I don’t even want to see what happens when they crank up some of that equipment.


You have that makeup mirror.


With the aircraft landing lights on either side.


The rows of hot curlers in that plastic thing.


Do you put those in with your hands or do you just launch them right out of the box?


Like little cruise curlers.


I suppose once you got the curlers in your hair,


you can cook potatoes on those things sticking up.


Lot of cotton balls in there too.


Women use a lot of cotton balls.


A LOT of cotton balls.


The thing I don’t understand is, I have never needed a cotton ball.


Never.


Not one.


We’re both human beings.


What’s going on?


I’ve never wanted a cotton ball.


Never bought a cotton ball.


Never had a cotton ball.


Never been in a situation where I thought to myself,


“I could use a cotton ball right now.


I could certainly get out of this mess.”


Women need them.


And they don’t need one or two.


They need thousands of them every single day.


They buy these bags, they’re like peat moss bags.


Big steel straps around them.


They have them dropped on the front lawn with a fork lift.


Two days later, they’re all out.


They’re on their way back to the store to buy more cotton balls.


The only time I ever see them,


there’s always 2 or 3 in the bottom of your little waste basket


that look like they’ve been through some horrible experience.


Tortured, interrogated.


I don’t know what you did to them.


A woman once left 3 cotton balls over my house.


Took me a year to get rid of them.


I put one on the floor of my kitchen.


I thought maybe the cockroaches would see it.


Think it’s a tumbleweed and go,


“This is a dead town, let’s move on.”


Or, I’d go to the doctor.


Before they give you the shot,


they put the alcohol on your arm with a cotton ball.


And when he went for his, I’d go,


“Maybe you could use this one?


Come on, Doc, give me a break.


I’m just trying to use them up.”


Sometimes he’d use it.


Take a penny off on my bill.


Then he gives me the prescription.


I take that home.


Open up the bottle.


There’s another cotton ball in there.


The Cotton Ball Syndicate was always one step ahead.










Dogs in Cars


I love taking my dog out in my car.


Lot of trouble in the turns, though.


Doesn’t understand inertia.


Legs get all tense and quivery.


“What’s happening here…? What’s going on?”


He doesn’t know whether to stand up, sit down.


Dogs like the car because from the outside it looks like a regular person sitting next to you.


They feel equal.


They look over,


“This is nice.


This is more like it.


I think we should sit together like this all the time.”


Then every turn he just drops out of view.


Until he can get back up again.


I don’t know why dogs always stick their head out the window.


I think they think,


“If I could run this fast, I’d be King of the Dogs.”


If you take your dog out into the world, it amazes them the things that you can do.


Any time of the day you get hungry, you can stop somewhere, come out with a hamburger.


This blows their mind.


They look at you with the expression,


“Where did you get that…?


It’s not 5:30.


It’s the middle of the day.


How’d you get fed?


That thing you are eating is the greatest thing I have ever seen.”


The real difference between man and animal is one thing, pockets.


It’s not opposable thumbs.


It’s pockets.


Dogs dig holes in the ground because they’re trying to make pockets.


This is what has held the animal kingdom back.


You may say,


“Then why hasn’t the kangaroo advanced as a species? They’ve got pockets.”


They do.


But they’ve got those short little arms, they can’t reach the pockets.


“I have money to buy things.


I just can’t get to it.”










Life Cereal


Arrogance.


Too much arrogance.


Everywhere.


Even the food industry.


Where in the world do you get your balls


to call a breakfast cereal LIFE?


What do they see in their little square oat cereal


that makes them think that it should be named after our very existence?


“How about Oaties, Squaries, Brownies?”


“Oh no, this is much bigger than that.


This is LIFE, I tell you.


It’s LIFE.”


What other names you think they considered?


How about “Almighty God”?


Was that in the running?


Who wouldn’t want to wake up in the morning to a nice big bowl of “Almighty God”?


Or New, “Almighty God With Raisins.”


And if you don’t like it,


you can go to hell.










Parakeet Mirror


My mother would always talk to me about what she’s going to do with the living room.


This was her obsession.


She was gonna fix the living room.


“I want to change the living room.”


My mother would say,


“You know, if you make one wall of a room a mirror


people think you have an entire other room.”


She believed this.


What kind of an idiot walks up to a mirror and goes,


“Hey look, there’s a whole other room in there.


There’s a guy in there that looks just like me.”


My parakeet would fall for this.


I would let him out of his cage.


He would fly around and he would go “BANG” right into the mirror.


With his little head that was very smooth at the front.


And the feathers would fly.


And he’d hit the ground.


Then he’d fly off in another direction a little askew.


But even if he thinks the mirror is another room,


why doesn’t he at least try and avoid hitting the OTHER parakeet?


“Look—up!”


What happened to bird’s-eye view and all that?


There’s another parakeet coming right at you!










Roosevelt Island Tramway


I see they just finished the Roosevelt Island Tramway.


That’s nice…


The city’s going bankrupt,


they’re putting up rides for us.


Next thing you know, there’ll be a roller coaster through the South Bronx.


That would be the first roller coaster where the people scream on the flat part of the ride.









Superman TV Show


For me,


when I was a kid,


I thought the Superman TV show was probably the greatest TV show there’s ever been.


Have you ever seen a rerun?


You go, “What was I, out of my mind for a half hour every day?”


There is not one believable microsecond in this entire series.


The Daily Planet. The newspaper.


Largest circulation newspaper in the entire city.


They had three reporters.


Each week two of them are tied up in a cave somewhere.


I always wanted Superman to one time tell Lois and Jimmy,


“Look, you’re not helping. You’re only making my job harder.


Would you both please just let me deal with crooks?


Believe me, I can handle it.”


Superman and Clark Kent are the same person.


But no one knows because of the secret identity.


The disguise?


A pair of glasses.


That’s it.


No other difference in these two faces.


Jimmy Olsen and Lois Lane. Professional journalists.


Able to observe and analyze every detail of their environment.


They see no resemblance.


These are two entirely different people to their trained eye.


If a friend of yours gets new glasses…


is it impossible to recognize them?


Clark Kent didn’t even have lenses in the frames of the glasses.


He would scratch his eye right through them.


So, Clark Kent wears the Super costume underneath the business suit.


We’ve seen him tear open the shirt.


What about the Superman boots?


They go inside the regular shoes? How does that work?


“I see Clark’s got those red leather socks on again today.”


Did Jimmy Olsen ever get suspicious seeing Clark Kent in the men’s room?


(Peeing in classic Superman “fists on waist” pose)










Dogs Vote


I’m looking forward to being an old man.


I have to.


I can’t look back on it.


Parents always like to blow you away with their “the way it used to be” stories.


“Milk was a nickel. Car was a quarter.”


And I always think, could the world possibly change that much again?


So that we will have equally amazing stories…


I wonder if young people will ever say things to us like,


“Grandpa, you mean when you were a kid, no dogs could vote?”


“That’s right, Jimmy.


They had no say in the world at all.


They were just pets.”


“Woww…”









Disneyland


I never went to Disneyland as a child.


That was never going to happen.


My parents were not taking me to a different state,


thousands of miles away, so I could sit in a teacup.


My mother and father were both orphans.


Their attitude was,


“You have a room. You have a bed. That’s your ride.”


I couldn’t even speak the word.


“Mom, Dad, there’s a place called Dis—”


“What?”


“Dis—… Dis-nuh…”


That was the most I could get out.









Dad’s Thermostat


You can’t beat Adult Power.


Unlimited television.


Cookies any time you want.


Plus you can go home tonight and screw around with that thermostat all you like.


We are in charge of it now.


My father got me so crazy with that thing.


I didn’t go near a thermostat until I was 28 years old.


I was in a hotel room in Pittsburgh when I finally got up the guts to move it a little bit.


The whole night I couldn’t sleep.


I was afraid my father was going to burst in the door,


“Who touched the thermostat in here?


You know, I set it there… for a reason.”


For years I waited for my father to take me aside


and explain to me the secret of the thermostat.


And then one day he did sit me down,


told me this whole story—


The sperm, the egg, intercourse.


I said, “Dad, who cares?


Get to the part where the thermostat comes in.


What does it really control?”









Parents Look Like


I’m wearing contact lenses now but I wore glasses at the age of 10.


I thought I had to get glasses because I couldn’t tell what my parents looked like.


I’d ask my mother for money and she’d always say,


“What do I look like, a bank?”


“Do I look like I’m made of money to you?”


The truth is, when you’re a kid your parents are the bank.


Where else am I going to get money?


Am I going to walk into Chase Manhattan?


They’re going to say,


“What do I look like, your mother?”


“Beat it, four eyes…”









Adult Pockets


One big difference between adults and kids is


the number of pockets they go through when they’re looking for something.


Adults touch every pocket on their clothes when they’re looking for something.


“I thought… for sure… I had… that with me…”


When you’re a little kid,


somebody asks you if you have something,


you just hold both palms straight out.


“No, I don’t have it.”


You don’t have to check.


You have nothing.


Anything you have is in your hand.


You ask a kid, “You have change of a quarter?”


(hold hands out palms up)


He goes, “Nope.”


Ask him to double-check, “Are you sure?”


They just spread their fingers out wider.









Pajamas


I don’t know why the suit projects this image of power.


Why is it intimidating?


“We’d better do what this guy says, his pants match his jacket.”


Men love the suit so much, we’ve actually styled our pajamas to look like a tiny suit.


Three buttons down the front.


The little lapels.


Breast pocket.


What’s that for?


You put a pencil in there.


Roll over in the middle of the night.


You kill yourself.










Ruin Appetite


I really wanted adulthood at a certain point.


I just couldn’t build one more balsa wood glider.


I needed it to be over.


I needed it to be:


If I want a cookie,


I have a cookie.


I will have 3 cookies.


6 cookies.


Or 8 cookies, if I want.


Sometimes in fact,


I will intentionally ruin my entire appetite.


Because as adults we understand…


Even if you ruin an appetite,


there’s another appetite coming right behind it.


There’s no danger of running out of appetites.


I can ruin 100 of them.


Still have thousands left.


Why are we being so careful with each one?


I got millions of appetites.










The Frigidaire Building


The best toy I ever had as a kid was when somebody on our street got a new refrigerator,


and I got that big brown cardboard box to play with.


Because as a kid,


this is the closest you’re going to come to having your own apartment.


You crawl in, “I think I’ll just live here from now on.”


Cut a hole for a window, stick your head out.


“Mom, Dad, you must come over some time.


We live so close.


I’m on the front lawn.


It’s the Frigidaire building.


Apartment #1.”









First Wallet


I remember my first wallet.


The brown plastic one with the little cowboy on it.


It’s the only wallet where you take the time to fill out the I.D. card that comes with the wallet.


Because you need identification when you’re seven years old.


In case they check you getting on the merry-go-round.


“Yeah, I’m old enough for the zebra… that’s me.


I don’t know about these other kids,


but I’ve got the card already filled out.”










Jawbreakers


Must be fun inventing new candy for kids.


The nutritional leeway is unbelievable.


We had candy called JAWBREAKERS.


Candy so hard, it was conceivable you could break your jaw trying to eat it.


We thought this was great.


Kids never go,


“Hey, what’s in this product?


Jimmy, let me check the ingredients in these Jawbreakers.


Artificial coloring isn’t the best thing to put in our system, you know.”


Kids think,


“Only 25¢ for a chance at serious injury?


That’s good value.”









Shoe Store Walk


I think shoes are one of the toughest things to buy.


You just look in the window of a shoe store…


You can see people having a tough time.


Brows furrowed…


Just staring off into the distance.


Why when we try on a new pair of shoes and walk around the store, do we have this vacant zombie look?


(walking around slowly)


“Yeah… these… feel… pretty… good…”


Your brain is so focused on your feet there’s none left to operate your face.


“Are these the 9…?


Or the 9½…?


I… just… can’t… seem… to… feel… my… feet…”


Some shoes come in different widths.


Some don’t.


So…


Do we need different widths or don’t we?


Then you go over to that little one-foot-high mirror on the floor.


So you can see the shoes from your cat’s POV.


Or if I walk past a drunk lying on the street,


“What do you think of these?


I happen to know they look very good from that angle.”









Cub Scouts


I was a Cub Scout when I was 9 years old.


Any ex-Cubbies here…?


Anyone still go to the meetings?


It’s tough to stay with it.


But it stays with you.


When you’ve had a little yellow button on top of your head you never forget.


I remember I’d get the outfit all set up, blue pants, blue shirt, little yellow neckerchief.


That giant metal thing to hold the neckerchief together.


You go outside, get beat up, come back, put your regular clothes on.


You’re not making it to school in that outfit.


That’s why we formed packs.


To survive.


It’s also why they taught us to camp in the wilderness.


If we had normal clothes we’d check into a hotel like anybody else.


In that getup you want to be in the woods.


I spent 99% of my time as a Cub Scout just trying to get my hat back.


That was all I did.


Running back and forth at my bus stop going, “Quit it…!”


I think the first merit badge book was “Bear,” then “Lion.”


I never got past “Bear.”


I thought,


“Bear, Lion, at this rate we’ll never get to women.”


Even at 9 I was thinking,


“Come on, nightclubs, birth control, pick up the pace.


I’m not meeting a lot of bears out there.”










Swiss Army Knife


The Swiss Army.


Never been involved in a war in two hundred years.


It’s a lucky thing.


Did you ever see this little Swiss Army knife?


Corkscrews, bottle openers, nail file.


You don’t want to go to war with this thing.


Unless they’re in the war of the Dinner Parties they have no chance.


“Come on, buddy, let’s go…


You get past me, the guy behind me has a spoon.


I got the toenail clippers out, so just back off.


I’ll clip that pinky toe down to nothing.


Take you three weeks to grow it back.”









Gym Class


Health clubs should be like gym class.


Make everybody wear the little same color gym suit.


Remember your gym suit?


“Where’s your suit? You can’t take gym without your suit.”


It was like a suit.


Top and bottom same material.


Jockstrap.


It’s a three-piece suit.


Strong elastic on those gym shorts.


And those little pant legs that just came straight out.


Really flatters the powerful physique most boys have at 11 years old.


Toothpick legs.


Bell-bottom shorts.


I never washed my gym suit either.


Not once.


What for?


Is it going to look better?


Get compliments from the other guys in my squad?


“Nice, is that the gray medium? Sharp.”


I think one killer thing for everybody in gym class was The Rope.


What was that about?


It didn’t fit in with the whole rest of the little fitness program, did it?


Few jumping jacks, little volleyball, and then North Vietnam POW escape training.


“Come on, get up that rope.”


“Coach, do I need to practice this? I don’t think I’m ever going to date Rapunzel.”


Remember that big knot on the bottom of the rope?


That’s in case you lose your grip at the top, the knot stops you before you hit the ground.


Six inches between the knot and the floor, that’s your safety zone.


And if you ever did slide down the rope,


they could cook marshmallows from the flames coming off your thighs.


What kind of rope was that?


It was like from a Spanish pirate ship.


Some kind of super-heat friction twine?


Did they do tests?


“No, we’re not getting enough redness and inflammation from this type of rope.


We need something with like little spiny things coming out the sides.”









75% Body Heat


I was reading this article about how to dress for cold weather.


And they said that 75% of all body heat is lost through the top of the head.


Which sounds like you could go skiing naked if you got a good hat.









Parent Boss


The best job security is the jobs you do as a kid around the house.


You cannot lose that job.


No matter how bad you did.


I knew my father’s not going to call me in the house,


“Listen, son, you’re not really cutting the mustard out there on that lawn.


Now, I know you’ve been our son for 15 years.


But I’m afraid we’re going to have to let you go.


Don’t feel bad.


We’re making cutbacks all over the house.


The dog’s only coming in 3 days a week.


He missed a couple Frisbees at the picnic.


We had to trim his hours.”









Mom’s Walls


My mother’s very into walls.


Always looking at walls.


Thinking about walls.


Working on walls.


Always wants my opinion.


“What do you think about this wall?


I’m thinking about changing it.


How about mauve?


What do you think?”


“I don’t know, Mom.


I don’t think about walls.


To me, if it’s forcing you to use the door to get out of the room, it’s working.”


Then we’d have to go to the wallpaper store and she’d look through these huge wallpaper books.


Giant books with huge pages.


They’re like the Koran.


Each page is 3 feet.


It’s a religious experience for her.


“Whooosh… Yes. I see what they’re saying.”


I would get so bored I couldn’t pick up my feet.


“When can we get out of here?”


That’s what happens when you’re a kid.


There’s a level of boredom where you cannot support your body weight.


My parents would take me to the bank and I would just liquefy.


I’d walk in,


“Oh, I can’t handle this…”


The legs just give out.


They’d turn around from the teller’s window and I would be flat on my back in the middle of the floor.


Out cold from boredom.


How many times did your parents have to say to you, “Would you get up off the floor?”


“I can’t. I’m so bored.”


They do that scream whisper,


“I said, GET UP…”


They would grab your arm to try and pick you up, and you would just twirl around the floor like cooked spaghetti.


“I can’t get up, Mom.


I’m so sorry.


I have no bones anymore from the boredom of this bank.”


Adulthood is the ability to be totally bored and remain standing.


Supermarket line, Motor Vehicle Bureau.


You hang right in there, solid as a rock.










Skydive at 19


I went skydiving once.


I was 19.


Horrible thing to do to your parents.


They’ve just spent 19 years trying to protect me from harm, injury, disease.


I turn around,


“Mom, Dad, it’s a pretty nice day…


What do you say we risk the whole ball of wax right now?


My idea is this,


I go up in a plane thousands of feet in the air.


Hurl myself out.


Attempt to operate the parachute correctly.


And avoid plummeting to an almost certain death.


… Can you lend me the 75 bucks?”









Red Metal Horses


The only thing they had for kids when I was out with my parents


was sometimes on the sidewalk they’d have like two red metal horses.


It wasn’t really a ride.


It was like a ride fragment that somehow chipped off of a real ride.


Nobody went “wheee” on these things.


It would just kind of grind back and forth for 45 seconds.


It felt like a motor from a grain elevator.


Like you were milling buckwheat.


But compared to lying on the floor of the bank it was Space Mountain to me.


I get off, “Mom, I feel 1,000% better after that.


I’m refreshed.


I’m calm.


I’m ready for the wallpaper store again.


You want to go back there?


Guest towels. Throw pillows. Drapery.


I’m into all of it.”









Skydiving Helmet


Skydiving is definitely the scariest thing I’ve done.


My question,


what exactly is the point of the helmet?


Can you “kind of” make it?


I think if you jump out of a plane,


and that chute doesn’t open,


the helmet is now wearing you for protection.


Later on, the helmet’s talking with the other helmets going,


“It’s a good thing he was there or I would’ve hit the ground directly.


You never jump out of a plane unless you have got a human being strapped underneath you.


That’s basic safety.”










Scuba Dying


Learned to scuba dive last year.


Another great, fun sport where your main activity is to “not-die.”


(singing)


“Don’t die… don’t die, don’t die, don’t die…


There’s a fish, there’s a rock, who cares? Don’t die…


I don’t want to die. Don’t let me die.


Let’s swim and breathe and live.


Because living is good and dying is bad…”


You die, that’s scuba dying.


It’s a whole different sport.


A lot less equipment.


Just grab a cinder block and jump in.


I went and got a waterproof wallet.


In case I run into a sea turtle that can break a fifty, I guess…


I got a waterproof watch.


That’s important.


“Well, I’m completely out of oxygen and look-at-the-time.


Now, I’m dead AND I’m late.”










Sister Married


I have an older sister who’s married.


It was hard at first but I’ve adjusted to it now.


When a brother or a sister tells you they’re getting married it’s a shock,


because the way you know them,


you can’t believe anyone would marry them.


I met the guy,


I said,


“Let me get this straight.


You intentionally want to spend the rest of your life with my sister?


I have to tell you,


I’ve done what you want to do.


It’s a big mistake.


Have you ever tried to borrow a record album from her?


Ever shared the back seat on a long car trip?


You’re going to need an imaginary line.


NO ONE’S ALLOWED TO CROSS IT.”










Coming Out to My Parents


My parents never knew I was funny growing up.


I don’t know why but I was very embarrassed to show them that side of myself.


I’ll never forget how incredibly nervous I was bringing them to my show the first time.


I had my little gay closet moment.


“Mom, Dad, I don’t know how else to say this, but… I’m funny.


I’m a funny person.


I’ve always been funny.


It’s who I am.


I don’t want to be ashamed of it anymore.


I want to lead a funny lifestyle.


I want to have breakfast at 2 in the afternoon with other funny people.”


And I was out.









Father Sofa


Fathers like when you visit.


He’s always got some heavy thing he’s been waiting 3 weeks to move.


“Hey, look who’s here. Give me a hand with this.”


My father would never move a sofa unless he had a cigarette in his mouth.


Burned down to about a quarter-inch long.


With the smoke going right in the eye.


“You got your end? (cough)


You got it?


Your end has got to come around… (cough)


You got it?”


Because you want your eyes blinking and tearing


when you’re walking backwards down a staircase holding a wall unit.


That’s the easy way to do it.


That was his other big advice when we’re moving something.


“Easy… easy.”


What does that mean?


“Easy, easy, easy.”


It’s not easy.


It’s very difficult.


You should be saying,


“DIFFICULT… DIFFICULT… DIFFICULT…


EXTREMELY DIFFICULT.


IMPOSSIBLE. IMPOSSIBLE.


PUT IT DOWN. PUT IT DOWN. PUT IT DOWN.


IT’S IMPOSSIBLE.”


At least be honest.


You want easy?


Let’s leave it here in the hallway.


That’s easy.










Toilet Roll with a Hat


I come from the kind of family where


my mother kept an extra roll of toilet paper on the tank of the toilet


and it had a little knit hat with a pom-pom on it.


I didn’t know if it was so people wouldn’t know that we had an extra roll of toilet paper


or because my mother felt even toilet paper is embarrassed to be what it is.


But the toilet paper had a hat, the dog had a sweater,


and the couch arms had little fabric toupees.


I think it might be why recreational drugs never interested me growing up.


Reality was trippy enough.









The Parakeet Life


To me, the ultimate would be to live the Parakeet Lifestyle.


It’s the most efficient apartment possible.


A well-ventilated room overlooking the paper.


Don’t even have to walk to the bathroom.


Toilet and newspaper are already combined.


Food and water mounted on the wall.


You want to go to sleep,


turn your head around, put it in your back.


Morning you don’t even have to get up,


you’re already standing.


Double-check the cage door lock.


See what the cat’s up to.


Take the rest of the day off.









Cold Cereal


The most magic words to me as a kid were: FREE INSIDE.


I guess they said that because it would have been a drag to see,


TOY INSIDE. WE’LL BILL YOU LATER.


Didn’t matter what the thing was as long as it was FREE INSIDE.


Your mother has to pay $1.29, but to you it’s free.


Because all you have to do is dump the cereal out on the counter


and you get a little plastic monkey.


Hangs on the side of the bowl and watches you eat.


Sometimes it would say, MINIATURE REPLICA.


Which was also exciting.


But what is that, really?


It’s a tiny fake.


The other thing it would say is, ACTUAL SIZE.


Which meant it was actually the size that it was.


I got this from inside my Fruity Pebbles box.


It’s a Fred Flintstone glitter patch.


It’s an interesting cross-section of prehistoric and modern times.


Who’s into the Flintstones and glitter?


Those recipes on the side were always weird.


I don’t know why I could never get my mother to make Cornflakes Cantonese.


I always wanted to have a dinner party and make one of those recipes.


Invite people.


Get them all seated.


Roll out a serving table.


Then lift up a sterling silver cover on Cocoa Peanut Logs Parmigiana.









Grape-Nuts


Grape-Nuts is a mysterious product.


You open the box,


pour it in the bowl,


no grapes,


no nuts.


What’s the story?


Can you call things anything you want now?


Can you call “milk,” “shoes”?


You open the carton.


Pour it on your feet.


“Hey, these aren’t shoes…


What the hell is this…?”










Cereal Serving Suggestion


On the front of cereal boxes they always have that perfect picture.


And for some reason it always has to say right next to it, “Serving suggestion.”


Like,


“We’re not insisting on a bowl.


Just a suggestion…


Put it in your hat if you want…


Milk?


Just another idea…


Putting it out there.


Throw it up in the air.


Run under it with your mouth open…


We don’t care.


It’s your business.


We suggest,


MILK.


In a bowl.


With a spoon.


But, just to be clear…


we only suggested it.


Somebody gets hurt, it’s not our fault.”










Cookie Crisp


Our parents had no clue there was no food in any of these products.


Until the Cookie Crisp people came along and blew the lid off the whole racket.


Just one little step too far…


Cookie Crisp should have been called,


“The Hell wth Everything.”


This is a cereal that…


it’s not like cookies, it is cookies.


This is your breakfast, a bowl of chocolate chip cookies.


Ice cream for lunch, cake for dinner, bacon and cigarettes in between.


This is the Cookie Crisp Total Health Plan.


I think it was after a bowl of Cookie Crisp that Nietzsche said,


“If it doesn’t kill you, it makes you stronger.”









Void Where Prohibited


There’s a lot of scary things on cereal boxes to a kid.


“Void where prohibited” used to scare me a lot.


Whenever there was an offer to send away for something,


on the back of the box it would always say,


“Void Where Prohibited.”


So, how do you know if your house is in a prohibited zone?


Your father’s got to drive you over the state line so you can play with it.


Like, a battery-operated plastic frogman.


He sits in the car waiting for you.


“Hurry up and play with it. We’ve got to get home.”


“I’m hurrying.”









Proof of Purchase


Proof-of-purchase seal seems like another overly serious terminology for a box of cereal.


“Proof of Purchase.”


“Prove it.”


“Freeze. Whose cereal is this?”


What happened with just sending in box tops?


Are they getting too many forgeries down at Kellogg’s?


“Jim, run these Cocoa Puff lids through the infrared scanner one more time.


I’ve got a gut feeling about this Tommy Wilson kid.


If he thinks he’s going to put it past me again like he did with that Civil War set he’s got another thing coming.”









Enough Jokes


I guess the big question at this point in the evening is,


when are you people going to leave?


I know, it’s a tough thing to decide.


“One more guy?


Let’s see if the next one’s any good, then we’ll leave.”


When you’re in a restaurant,


you know when you’ve had enough food.


But when you’re in a nightclub how do you know when you’ve heard enough jokes?


“Ha, ha.


You know what? That’s enough for me.


No really, thank you.


I’m full.


Not another routine.


I’m stuffed.


I’m serious.


I could not possibly have one more witty aside or clever remark.


I’ve really had more than enough.”









Parents Comedians?


People do say strange things to you when you come offstage.


Someone once said to me,


“Hey, you were really funny.


Were your parents comedians?”


“Yes, and all my relatives are comedians.


Every single member of my family is a working, professional stand-up comic.


You ought to come over at Thanksgiving.


It’s a riot.


When I was 5 all the other kids were playing with toys.


My parents gave me a tuxedo and a pinky ring.”










Sock Closet


When you buy socks they always come on a tiny hanger.


Does anybody have a tiny sock closet to hang them up?


Tiny doors.


Go through them to pick out what you’re wearing that day.


(fingers going through)


“Argyle… crew… tube sock… over the calf…”









The Sock Escape


But the life of The Sock is not good.


We know that.


The stinky feet.


The boring drawers.


They want out.


Laundry day is their only chance to escape.


And they know it.


How many times do you do your laundry?


Go to the dryer.


Count up the socks.


One of them got out.


Escaped.


Where did he go?


Took off on his own.


Never takes his partner.


“This is my chance.


I’m tired of everyone thinking we’re the same.”


The dryer door swings open.


The sock hides himself up against the side wall…


(arm feeling around inside)


“I know he’s in there…”


Sometimes he grabs on to a sweater.


Give him a little head start.


And then he takes off down the street…


(chase scene music)


“Da dada… Dada dada…”


How could one sock even survive in the world?


In what circumstance?


On a golf club?


Puppet show?


Amputee?


There’s just not that many options.


Sometimes you’ll see one sock just lying there in the street…


Dirty… twisted… exhausted.


He only made it a couple of blocks…










The Sock Left Behind


And what about the sock that gets left behind?


What are his prospects?


“Oh, so I get thrown out now…?


Because of him?


How is that fair?


What did I do?


The whole drawer knew he was going to pull a stunt like this someday.


Why do you think he was always inside out or rolling down at the top?


He was never really one of us from the beginning.”









Smokers Win Arguments


The ultimate conversation prop is the cigarette.


You cannot win an argument with someone that has a cigarette in their hand.


They’re always waving it around.


“I’ve got fire right in front of my face.


See that?


Does that intimidate you in any way?”





And then when they put it out, that just ends the argument.


I can go,


“I think this.


I feel this.


My opinion is this.”


They go,


“Really?


That’s what you think?


(exhale smoke)


Pphhphphph…


(twisting toe on the ground)


No.


It’s out.


You’re wrong.”









Vivian Is Back


I saw a sign in a beauty parlor,


“Vivian is back.”


From where?


Lunch?


Prison?


It could be anywhere.


I didn’t even know she left.


They never had a sign,


“Vivian’s on a chain gang in Alabama.”


Can’t this woman have a private life?


Everyone’s got to know where she is?


“Vivian’s getting an egg salad on the corner.”


“Vivian’s making license plates in Coxsacki.”










Notary Public


These notary public people seem to think they’re pretty something.


With their special little stampers.


“I need to get this notarized.”


“Well, the notary isn’t here right now.


You’ll have to wait.


NO ONE ELSE can do it.”


Only The Notary has the power, the skill, the training.


To take a stamper and go,


“Boom—boom”


You ever want to just grab it out of his hand and go,


“There, I have the power now!


You see?


He’s just a man!


(holding it out like a ray gun)


Back… everyone back.”


I’m going to bring my own stamper next time.


With just a huge OK on it.


Stamp everything on his desk.


“There, now your stuff’s approved by me.”


What kind of course you have to go through to become part of this elite corps anyway?


Some class where the teacher stands at the front and goes,


“Alright, everyone. Ready… and…


Stamp and press and hold and up…


And… BACK to the pad.


And press, and stamp


Rock it on the pad, rock it on the pad.


and hold and up


And… BACK to the pad.


And… breathe…


Higgins, you’re not breathing.


Alright, alright, shake it off, everyone, shake it off.


That was very good stamping.”
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