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  Praise for Fred Stoller’s Maybe We’ll Have You Back

  “This book is a gem. It resonates with humanity. Any actor, writer, or human being should read it!”

  —Jerry Stiller

  “I got a big kick out of Fred’s funny, personal tale of showbiz ups and downs.”

  —Bob Odenkirk, star of Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul

  “Unlike any kind of ‘show biz’ book you’ll likely ever read. There’s a level of honesty to Fred’s work that makes you realize how seldom people bring you along in this way, give you such an unvarnished insider’s perspective. Not only should Fred’s work be required reading for anyone thinking of entering acting, or any career in the arts, but it should be read by anyone looking to be held spellbound by a gifted and funny storyteller with a big heart. Fred’s a real mensch.”

  —Jonathan Goldstein, host of Wiretap

  “Fred Stoller’s painfully honest and truly funny memoir of his career as a character actor has become one of my all-time favorite reads. It’s as accurate and amusing a depiction of the life of a working-class actor as you’ll ever come across.”

  —Bill Prady, executive producer of The Big Bang Theory

  “Do yourself a favor and pick up [Fred Stoller’s] book. Chances are, he’s made you laugh several times over the last couple decades, even if you never knew his name.”

  —Whitney Matheson, USA Today

  “Fred is funny and unique, but still an everyman trying to get ahead we can all relate to. His outsider/insider look at showbiz makes for a fantastic funny read.”

  —Tom Snyder, creator of Dr. Katz, Professional Therapist

  “. . . a funny, lighthearted look at his life and his enormous body of work as a TV guest star. . .. Some of his hilarious stories include his year as a writer on Seinfeld . . . dating Kathy Griffin, and a run-in with Billy Crystal.”

  —Sally Bryant, Library Journal

  “In Fred Stoller’s very funny, self-deprecating Maybe We’ll Have You Back: The Life of a Perennial TV Guest Star, an inside look at the teevee caste system . . . and the tenuous condition of a being a transient performer floating in space between gigs . . .”

  —James Wolcott, Vanity Fair

  “I always liked Fred Stoller. Now I love Fred Stoller. Read this book, and call me after. I want to talk to someone about it.”

  —Loren Bouchard, creator of Bob’s Burgers

  “I’ve listened to Fred Stoller’s stand up for years and he’s always made me laugh. I just read Fred Stoller’s book and I laughed even more. I eagerly await his singing debut.”

  —Paul Feig, creator of Freaks and Geeks and director of Bridesmaids and Spy

  “A view from the trenches of show business by a comic actor straddling the line between success and obscurity.”

  —Kirkus Reviews
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   Foreword by Ray Romano 

  I first met Fred Stoller when I was starting to work as a stand-up in New York. I was never really aware of any physical similarity between him and me until I heard a club owner describe me as “What’s his name, the healthy-looking Fred Stoller.” You know what, I’ll take it.

  Fred had such a unique comedic style on stage. He was a regular at all the New York clubs. Every time I saw him, he made me laugh. Soon after I had met him, he moved out to Hollywood. It wasn’t ’til years later that our paths crossed again. It was in the early stages of Everybody Loves Raymond when the producers and I decided to take advantage of Fred’s comedic talent and similar look and cast him as my annoying cousin, Gerard. He killed it every time. Every line he muttered got big laughs. Without fail he always “brought the funny.” He was just a great addition to the show. Also, the fact that he was on so many other shows fascinated me. I would constantly corner him and bug him with questions: “What’s Seinfeld like?” “Is our food better than on the other shows?” “Does my pulse seem rapid?” He was a good barometer.

  Truthfully, he was so good on so many shows before and after Raymond. How he hasn’t gotten his own show is beyond me. But then I guess we wouldn’t have gotten this hilarious, honest look at the world of a working actor.

  Maybe We’ll Have You Back gives the reader an opportunity to see this so-called glamorous world of acting from a straightforward and very funny perspective. Not only does he take you backstage through so many sitcoms and describes what that’s like from a seldom-heard perspective, but his childhood, dating stuff, and in general, difficulty of fitting in are also fascinating and hysterical. He covers it all, from the women he dated (who only know you from your IMDb page), to how it is to explain to your parents that as an actor in L.A. not having to get a day job is in itself a huge victory. If you want an inside, funny, real look at the life of a hardworking actor, Fred Stoller is the perfect person to tell that story.

  To be honest, I have a new show I’m writing and was thinking of making him a regular, but his voice as the outsider guy is so refreshing, why would I want to spoil that?
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  “YOU’VE BEEN ON EVERYTHING!”

  I am on the set of Friends, nervously reciting my six lines in my head, waiting for David Schwimmer, who is directing the episode, to say “action.” For the second time in four seasons I am playing a dopey waiter who works in the kitchen alongside Monica, played by Courteney Cox.

  When I get my cue, I walk toward the counter where she is preparing her food, trying hard not to look down for the little piece of tape that marks the exact spot I am supposed to stop at. I also have to make sure two extras who are playing waiters pass me before I deliver my first line. Little things, but as a guest star actor on a show as big as Friends, I don’t want to make any mistakes.

  “So, tonight’s the night of the big bachelor party?” I ask her.

  “Yeah! Hey! Thanks for getting me that girl’s number.”

  “No problem. So who’s the party for?”

  “My husband.”

  “You hired your husband a hooker?” I hear my first few laughs and begin to loosen up.

  “She’s a stripper,” Monica says, a bit concerned.

  “No, she’s a hooker,” I bluntly reply, getting a few more laughs.

  “Is that what they call strippers sometimes?” More laughs, our scene is clicking.

  “When they’re hookers,” I answer.

  “Oh my God Stu! I can’t believe you did this! Now are you absolutely sure she’s a hooker?”

  “Either that or she’s just the best, most expensive date I ever had.”

  Bingo! The live audience roars as Monica runs out to fix the mess I have gotten her into.

  We nail the scene in only two takes, and just like that my job is done. Schwimmer tells me I did well, and to unwind from my momentary high I head off to munch on the snacks at the craft service table. As I down some free dumplings and sushi, Matt LeBlanc (Joey) starts rummaging through pizza boxes, trying to find a slice with his favorite toppings.

  “The craft service woman here is really nice,” I tell Matt. “I worked on Dharma & Greg a few weeks ago and the woman on that show was very nasty.”

  LeBlanc looks at me with utter amazement. “Man, you’ve been on every show. What show have you not been on? It’s unbelievable!”

  “Well, they’re just these little guest star spots,” I say.

  He shakes his head in wonderment. “Man, I’ve seen you everywhere.”

  On the one hand, he was right. Since my first small role on the short-lived Singer & Sons in 1990, I have done more than sixty sitcom guest star appearances. When people stop me on the street and insist I list my credits so I can tell them where they know me from, most notably it’s as the dim guy on Seinfeld who Elaine was attracted to only because he couldn’t remember her, or Ray’s annoying cousin on Everybody Loves Raymond, or the officious security guard on Murphy Brown, or the moronic pharmacist on The Nanny, or perhaps as the role I was playing on Friends, the jerky waiter. Once in a while it might even be from some smaller hit I’ve been on, like the man attending the masochist’s convention on Wings, the guy who was scared of losing his gallbladder on Scrubs, or the demented bellhop on The Wizards of Waverly Place. And there are some shows I’ve guested on no one knows about (Living in Captivity, Can’t Hurry Love, Alright Already). I’ve played dozens of characters who are “offbeat,” “annoying,” “pathetic,” and “depressed,” all after years of establishing myself as a stand-up comedian whose persona is, well, kind of offbeat and depressed.

  But as LeBlanc heads off, I am tempted to tell him that all the guest star appearances I’d made, and even writing for a season on Seinfeld, don’t add up to half of one week’s worth of his salary.

  At the end of the Friends taping, it is curtain call time and there’s always a very festive atmosphere on every set. They’re either blasting the theme music of the show or some other high-energy crowd pleaser. Every show, from Friends on down to a lowly pilot that may never air, ends in this upbeat party atmosphere.

  I get herded to the exact spot I have to be, based on the age-old pecking order of least significant to most significant role. Going before me is an actor that had one line as a waiter and the actress that portrayed the hooker.

  I come out, get a polite round of applause and step aside for the other guests and the actual stars of the show, who come out to a thunderous ovation.

  I used to think if I got a big enough round of applause, the producers would note this and make an extra urgent attempt to bring me back. But after so many curtain calls, I have come to realize that even if I got the four-minute ovation Michael Jordan got his last game before his third and final retirement, it still wouldn’t matter.

  Since I am one of the first, I get pushed all the way to the side, but I have to keep clapping for everyone who comes out after me. The Friends curtain call is a little different than other shows. No one cast member is more promoted than any other, so when the regulars start coming out, there is no ascension of applause, like on Everybody Loves Raymond.

  We stand there, still clapping away, while the audience cheers and applauds. I am sort of happy. I am smiling, and I am feeling good, and I am a part of show business. But my claps start to feel hollow, my smile frozen. I know this cheerful party is going to end real soon. I am almost clapping to drown out the scary thoughts in my head about what lies ahead.

  Curtain calls are very bittersweet for me. They mean it’s the end of my treasured workweek, and I’m minutes away from going back to unemployment and uncertainty. The next day I’d be back on the meat market, going on cattle call auditions for parts I know I am wrong for. It could be months before the next gig.

  Now the energy is fading: The music suddenly stops. The six stars head off, and the crowd gets up to leave. It’s over. But I linger just a bit, pining for just a little bit more validation to keep me going. The executive producers of the show, Kevin Bright, David Crane, and Marta Kauffman, are going through the cast to say thanks, but get stopped and don’t seem to be making their way all the way down the line to me. So I decide to go over and genuinely thank them for a fun week of work. I patiently wait for a pause in the conversation they’re having with a network executive, fantasizing about those five words I hope to hear after every guest star spot I do: “MAYBE WE’LL HAVE YOU BACK.”

  It’s the goal of every actor in my shoes who’s had his six lines (sometimes more, often less) and tried to walk the fine line between not stealing the scene from the actual stars of a show but making enough of an impact that the audience, writers, critics, and viewers at home will remember me and want more.

  Waiting for the showrunners I couldn’t help but fantasize. Maybe this could be the time they tell me I am so funny, they had already devised stories to have me back and become an integral part of the show. Maybe I could be promoted to Monica’s annoying boss and then it turns out we live in the same building and she can’t get away from me. Or maybe, just maybe, they’re thinking of giving Monica her own spin-off series about a restaurant, and I’ll be the co-star.

  But when I finally reach writer-producer David Crane, all I get is a big warm smile and a “Great job, Fred.”

  I’m not crushed or surprised. But the only way to go home happy is to keep hope alive in the back of my mind: surely having to do twenty-two plot lines a year, at some point they will need to bring back the memorably jerky, annoying waiter.

  It’s not the kind of career most people think of when they decide they want to be actors. And it’s not the kind of career I expected when I started. But hey, it’s a living. In what other profession could I profit from being nervous and nebbishy?

  What’s scary is how naturally these off-kilter parts come to me. On several auditions, directors have said to me, “Don’t be so pathetic,” when I had no idea I was being that. On more than one occasion, a show’s wardrobe person has said, “Okay, you’re playing the annoying, nervous guy,” looked at their racks of possible choices and then back at me and asked, “Could we use your own clothes? The way you are is perfect for the character.”

  My knack for knowing how to dress like myself has an economic benefit: it entitles me to collect the union’s mandatory wardrobe fee. The first time this happened, I worried that I was costing the producers more money, but then I found out this fee was $11. I don’t know how they came up with the number eleven, but I’m sure negotiating that issue is what kept the entertainment industry shut down during the last brutal Screen Actors Guild strike. Now, whenever someone makes some snide comment to me that I don’t dress cool, I reply, “Thirty-three bucks it’s earned me, baby! Thirty-three bucks and counting!”

  Getting cast on these shows is always a thrill, but I’m never around long enough to truly revel in it. Partly it’s because I’m not the kind of guy who gets cast as a genuine love interest for a main character. If I am connected romantically, it’s usually as a joke.

  For me, being asked back isn’t a pipe dream. It has happened several times, including The Nanny (four times over four seasons), Murphy Brown (five times over six seasons), Everybody Loves Raymond (six times in six seasons), and Suddenly Susan (five times in two seasons).

  But my longest consecutive stint was back in 1992 when I worked five weeks in a row on the little known show Vinnie & Bobby. That show starred a pre-Friends Matt LeBlanc in the role of Vinnie.

  I’m well aware that not every actor can be Matt LeBlanc. To be out of work is to be in quite a massive company. In the Screen Actors Guild, 90 percent of the active members are out of work at any given time and 10 percent work for less than eight weeks a year. I consider myself lucky for the work that I’ve had. In baseball analogies, I’ve had lots of singles, but never hit that big home run.

  To outsiders, not to mention most fellow comedians and actors, it looks like I’ve got it made. My credits are several pages long and every so often I get diminishing checks in the mail when my episodes are rerun. I’m thrilled to be working in a union where only 2 percent of the members work.

  I have had some years where I have only worked once or twice. I am lucky (mostly in the last fifteen years) to have stayed afloat, but am still looking for that one situation that sticks, that one good working environment that will shelter me from the humiliation and rejection of auditioning or from the despair of not having any auditions at all. I’m trapped in a weird kind of showbiz sitcom purgatory—I get enough work not to quit, but never enough to feel I can take a deep breath and stop struggling.

  But, more than in almost any other profession, steady employment is hard to come by. After being around awhile I realized it’s completely out of my control. No matter how hilarious my guest spot is, I’m just servicing the show, and there’s a whole family of regular cast members, who have expensive contracts and story lines mapped out for them. So, now after I do a show, I try to forget about it and not worry whether the producers will bring me back. I try to relax, but I never do.

  Being a perennial guest star is like being a foster kid being passed around some really great foster homes. I would love for one of them to keep me, but it’s a hell of a lot better than being abandoned.

  It only began to dawn on me that I had a story to tell when I was trying to live through a horrible date, at which my patchy career and life were put under uncomfortable scrutiny. We weren’t really having any fun, and I couldn’t figure out why she had even agreed to go out with me, until she started her litany of questions.

  “According to IMDb you’ve been on many different TV shows.”

  I was weirded out. Sure, everyone researches prospective dates on the Internet—I’ve done it myself—but why was she broadcasting the fact?

  “I saw you worked on The Nanny,” she continued. “Was Fran Drescher difficult to work with? I have heard that about her.”

  I told her that Fran Drescher was very nice and tried to shift the conversation onto other things. Instead, she went right back to her research, as if I were an interview assignment. I don’t usually mind questions, but she was asking them in a clinical way. To her, I was just a private Learning Annex seminar on the sitcom guest star life. Her course was free and included the meal she was eating, a little too slowly for my comfort.

  The topics I was asked to cover included: How do you become a guest star actor? How much money can someone make if he’s never been a regular on a show but has been on a lot of them? And most importantly, what’s it like to be near more interesting and famous people than myself? And of course, she wanted to know as much as possible about Seinfeld. Whether my answers were true or jokes, she just kept plowing ahead.

  “On IMDb, I saw that in 1994 you wrote on Seinfeld. Why didn’t you continue there?”

  “I wasn’t very good.”

  “You have so many credits. I saw about sixty. But are you famous?”

  “I’m actually seven credits short of being famous.”

  But the Chinese restaurant interview still wasn’t over. She proceeded to assault me with such a barrage of questions I no longer even had time to answer.

  “So, is this where you want to be in your career?”

  “Why didn’t you pursue the writing? Can’t you make more money from that?”

  “What TV show was your favorite to be on?”

  “How’d you get into this?”

  “Why weren’t you on Raymond more than you were?”

  “Were you always funny? You don’t seem that funny now.”

  “Do you have a time limit before you give up on show business?”

  Though I do have something of a masochistic streak when it comes to dating, even I have a time limit. So I got up, found the waitress and paid the check.

  But a few days later, when surfing the net, memories of the date-interview spurred me to look up my page on IMDb (Internet Movie Database). There in chronological order were the seventy-plus appearances and my character names. I smiled as I recalled some of my favorite stops and cringed at some of the worst. There were a lot of stories to tell—and other stories that hadn’t made it to the official résumé: the great parts I didn’t get, the shows that never saw the light of day, all of the excruciating downtime, the tyrannical acting teachers, or all of the bizarre auditions. In a way, I started to understand why that woman had asked me all of those questions. I began wondering “How did I end up being this wandering TV actor?” And I realized when I stepped back from the daily anxiety that it’s been an amazing and hilarious journey through many of the best and worst shows of the past twenty years.
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  THE MAKING OF A GUEST STAR

  It isn’t hard to figure out how I ended up with a career as TV’s go-to schnook; it’s a role I was born to play. Looks-wise, I was always a stick figure. Even when I stopped growing at 6’1” I still weighed only 130 pounds. Picture a skinnier Jughead, only with no confidence. Anytime anyone passed me, I always flinched like I was going to get hit. Throughout my life people have had loads of fun raising their hand in the air to see me flinch—including my demented math tutor and a TV repairman. I was so shy I could barely make eye contact with a cat, or a photograph.

  I loved TV and movies, but the world of show business was galaxies away from mine. I thought to be on TV you had to start real young, like the kids from The Brady Bunch. I envied these actors. I’d see the cast of Welcome Back, Kotter or The Partridge Family having fun and kidding around with each other on talk shows and Battle of the Network Stars. They seemed like they were a part of something important together and I wanted to have that too.

  Truth is, I wasn’t brought up to dream big. I was raised in Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn, New York, in a lower-middle-class Jewish neighborhood that consisted of rows and rows of identical two-family houses. On more than one occasion we’d hear drunken neighbors trying to insert keys into our door, thinking it was their home. The neighborhood was reminiscent of the one in Saturday Night Fever. I remember when the film came out that instead of everyone seeing how racist and small-minded it made them all seem, they strived to emulate the strutting, goombah-type it depicted, seeing it not as an indictment but as something to aspire to.

  Growing up, there weren’t a lot of expectations for me to excel in life, especially from my mother who was constantly panicked, like a hooked fish flapping around on the dock. All I heard from her my whole life was: “It’s almost over,” which would often be followed up with: “What do I have left, fifteen, twenty years? It’s almost over!”

  I’m pretty sure I’m the only nine-year-old who set up a lemonade stand and his mother reacted by panicking: “What if it goes under? Don’t do it, Freddie.”

  She also panicked about my imminent rejection when I wanted to work at Burger King to earn my own spending money. “Yeah, right! Like they’re waiting for you!” she brutally informed me.

  My mother never gave me any responsibilities. She wouldn’t even let me walk the dog, but then she’d make me feel guilty that my father was certainly going to have a massive heart attack for walking Bon-Bon, our neurotic French poodle, in the cold. So once, when I was about twelve, I insisted that I walk Bon-Bon, but she blocked me at the door, yelling, “No, you don’t know how! It’s too hard for you.”

  My one sibling Cindy, who’s six years older, was so detached from my parents that she never could bring herself to call them Mom and Dad; they were always Pearl and Morris. Cindy recently gave me her thoughts on why Pearl had such low expectations of me, but not of her. She theorized that since she did so well in school, Pearl figured, what was the chance that someone could have two children that were okay? “There has to be something wrong with one of them. I mean, what are the odds?” It was as if my mother had made up her mind before I was born that there’d be something defective with me.

  I grew up petrified about my future. I had no faith that I had the necessary skills to become a grown-up with a daily job. My father’s life did not inspire confidence. He was a commercial artist who designed displays for department stores and each day he’d spend almost two hours in rush hour traffic driving to work from the outskirts of Brooklyn to Manhattan and back. He’d always come home and sit two feet away from the TV with a martini in his hand. But, for some reason, he never sat facing the TV. He always sat parallel to it. It looked to me like he was going to have a drag race with the set.

  My father never talked. He was able to. He wasn’t mute, but he hardly spoke more than two sentences in a row. When my mother would go hysterical, my father would just withdraw by pretending he was reading. One time he just stared at a blank calendar for about fifteen minutes. Another time, I swear he spent ten minutes reading a matchbook cover. My mother, on the other hand, talked and screamed more than enough for both of them. I’d tell her I was going to Coney Island and she’d scream “It’s so rough there! You’ll come home in a box! Morris, say something! Say something to him!”

  For the longest time I took her words literally and really believed that if you were murdered, they’d bring you back home in a coffin. I then wondered, if your parents weren’t home, would they leave you by the door waiting for them to return?

  Truth is, I favored the non-entity of my father over the constant noise of my mother. The most I ever saw him stand up to my mother was one night when my family was walking home after seeing the movie, Charly, about a mentally challenged man who is only briefly cured with an experimental drug. We stopped at a newsstand so my parents could buy the Sunday New York Times. (I’ve never understood why the Sunday Times kept coming out earlier and earlier on a Saturday night.) But anyway, we waited in line and, for some reason, I was handed the big, bulky paper. And then, for some reason, I dropped it. It didn’t fall apart or anything disastrous. But as the paper hit the ground my mother screamed at me, “You’re just like Charly!” I saw my father flinch and his face scrunched in distaste at my mother’s comment. This was the best stance I’d seen from him, and as inconsequential as it seemed, I appreciated it.

  It’s unfortunate I never had the over-compensating “I’ll show them! I can do anything in the world!” instinct. Instead, I just bought into all of my mother’s fears and self-doubt. She resented pushy, nervy people, and later admitted it was because she secretly wished she could be more pushy and nervy. I may have inherited that same disdain/envy for the annoying pushy go-getters.

  I don’t mean this to be an indictment of my mother. She tried her best, but she was saddled with many worries that she passed onto me with the highest anxiety. There were some incidents of generosity and support that I did appreciate. I feel it’s only fair I mention some of those. Although she put up a fight, I did get to keep up with the fad of high-end sneakers my peers were buying. It must have been hard for her to understand. I was part of the generation that had that sudden expensive jump from regular Converse sneakers to $40 Walt Frazier Puma Clydes.

  And she had a jovial side. It might have been something that tickled her that she displaced on me, but anytime a monkey came on TV, she’d scream for me to watch it and laugh hysterically how much the monkey amused me, even though I don’t remember loving the monkey as much as she did. And she stuck up for me when I was literally left out in the cold. One day, when I was around fifteen, I came home from school and realized I’d forgotten my key. It was winter and I’d also forgotten my gloves. I headed down the street thinking my friend Hal would be home and we could hang out until my mother returned. Hal’s mother opened the door and told me Hal wasn’t there. “Okay, can I hang out in his room till he gets back?” I asked.

  “No,” she answered without a thought and closed the door.

  I walked home and paced in front of my house, trying to keep warm. When my mother got back, she was livid when I told her Hal’s mother wouldn’t let me wait there.

  “How could she do that?” my mother inquired. I was shocked when she marched herself down the street to Hal’s house. She returned some time later, almost in tears, admitting she didn’t have the courage to confront Hal’s mother. “It’s better to just let it go,” she sighed, then showed me the book on assertiveness she’d checked out from the library, hoping in the future to do better at speaking up for herself.

  What my mother wasn’t shy about, however, was seeking out therapists for me. I went to see various ones since I was thirteen. One would tell racist jokes and get mad at me for being uptight and not laughing at them. And then for a brief while, she began seeing her own therapist. She’d come back from a session and for an hour or so be very nice: “How was your day, Freddie?” “Are you excited about any TV shows on tonight?” “I brought you some cookies.” I have to say that scared me to death.

  I knew the shrink must’ve instructed her to make an extra effort to be nice to me, and I have to give her credit that she was trying her hardest, but I also knew that smile on her face would wear off rather soon and things would just go back to the way they always were. After a few months she announced she was quitting therapy. “I know I have hang-ups. You go! You deal with it!” So I went. After three sessions she said, “So, are you better yet?”

  Out of all my mother’s neuroses, I think she was most afraid of me not doing well in school. She had been left back in first grade because she’d been very ill and had missed a lot of days. So I could never miss school, no matter how sick I was. I could be gushing blood and she’d say, “School goes on whether you’re there or not!” For years in a row, I won a perfect attendance certificate. Other kids may have been good at sports or drawing or music, but my greatest accomplishment was sticking my arm up in the air and calling, “Present!”

  My mother also insisted I have a regular tutor, and I later found out that she paid others to secretly tutor me. She gave my babysitter, my sister’s friends, and some kids on the street small amounts of money to sneak in math lessons in any unsuspecting way they could. Most of them, though, had no math skills and just pocketed the cash.

  Although I had that impeccable attendance record, I still felt invisible in school. I only had the one friend, Hal, who lived down the street (and who, to this day, still lives down the street, with his unwelcoming mother). I was often jealous of the kid in my class who always got chased and beaten up. I could never figure out why he was the chosen one; he wasn’t chubby or brainy or anything that distinctive. But then one day when he was absent, they chose me to pick on; they chased me and pulled my string tie through the fence and threw me down. It was actually kind of thrilling. For once, I wasn’t invisible. The next day, when the other kid returned, I felt a little sad it was over.

  Let’s just say my imagination was not exactly encouraged. My mother threw out my G.I. Joe action figures because she thought I was a sissy for playing with “dolls,” so I resorted to clothespins to enact my mock battles.

  To escape the fear I had about the world out there, I had two outlets. First was my imaginary basketball league. I’d shove a wire coat hanger I rolled into the shape of a hoop into the opening at the top of my bedroom door and closed it so it stayed in its place. My ball was a rolled up pair of socks. For hours on end I played games. But the basketball stars I grew up with such as Willis Reed, Dave DeBusschere, and Walt Frazier didn’t play in my bedroom. The players I invented had names, faces, and skills totally unlike anyone I had ever seen. There was Globolo, the tall thin guy with just one arm. And Dvest, the short muscular black guy who’d probably be labeled autistic today. He didn’t speak or communicate. One had a facial deformity, one shook nervously, one swatted the ball like a volleyball, and the rest were other misfits who shined in my bedroom.

  My other outlet was acting out scenes from my favorite movies. But unlike most kids who grow up idolizing decisive, macho heroes like Clint Eastwood or Harrison Ford, I shunned the stars and gravitated toward the invisible bit players or outcast characters. In Dog Day Afternoon, I pretended I was the guy who chickened out in the beginning. In The Parallax View, I was the guy with the tuba who points out the bad guy. On long car rides I’d sit in the backseat with my head pressed against the window pretending I was Ratso Rizzo from Midnight Cowboy on his doomed bus ride to Florida. And I’d spend hours pretending to be Billy, the mentally disabled deaf mute from The Last Picture Show, who spends the whole movie sweeping only to get killed by a truck. I’d sweep the house with an imaginary broom and then lie on the floor, face down, pretending I too was run over by a truck. A less disturbing hero was Donald Sutherland playing the goofy character amongst all the other macho stars in The Dirty Dozen. I also connected with guys like Herb Edelman and Ron Leibman, and any other quirky character actor who made me sit up in my seat like a lone dog when it sees another of its own species. “I could do that! I could be that!” I’d exclaim. I knew I had no hope of being the leading man, but I could be an awkward blind date; I could trip and crash into the wedding cake.

  Then, when I was in high school, I discovered another way you could get on TV, even if you didn’t start as a kid. One night, I tagged along with my sister and her friends to Pips, a local Brooklyn comedy club. Somehow I got in without being carded. Richard Lewis and Billy Crystal were performing; neither had broken through yet. Crystal actually did a bit about fake IDs. He said, “I see we have some people that snuck in tonight.” Despite being terrified that I was going to be singled out for being underage, I remember laughing. More than that, I became mesmerized with the idea of being a comedian. I had seen comics on The Ed Sullivan Show and The Tonight Show, but seeing it live and up close made it seem so much more accessible.

  Even though Crystal wasn’t famous yet, he had a life from just doing comedy. That intrigued me. I had never been a big student of stand-up comedy, but I remember noticing on the back of the menu a list of all the famous comics that had started at that club: Rodney Dangerfield, David Brenner, George Carlin, Joan Rivers. One of my sister’s friends told me that actors like Jimmie Walker from Good Times and Freddie Prinze from Chico and The Man did routines at a comedy club in Manhattan and were spotted for The Tonight Show. From that, they got to be on a TV show. Even though both Walker and Prinze would end up as subjects on the E! True Hollywood Story, back then they were gods to me. The idea of me putting an act together began gestating that night. For the first time in my life, I thought there could actually be a place in the world for a guy who so far had only been noticed for raising his arm in the air.
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  “YOU’RE TOO DEPRESSED TO BE A COMEDIAN”

  It’s kind of amazing that I made the decision to get onstage in front of strangers and tell jokes, since at seventeen I was so shy, I practically needed to ask permission to enter a supermarket.

  It was the summer before I graduated high school and also my eighth year at Camp Sequoia, an eight-week sleep-away camp in upstate New York where I had risen up the ranks to camp waiter. I bought the comedy albums of Richard Pryor, Steve Martin, and George Carlin to start off my research. For those eight weeks I honed my routine muttering my jokes to myself while walking alone in the woods. But then a bully went through my cubby and found my notebook I was using to craft my routine and read it aloud to everyone else.

  “My name is Fred Stoller and if you never heard of that name before, you’re deaf because I just said it.”

  “What kind of retard writes a letter to his parents and says what his name is?” he taunted.

  I tried explaining it wasn’t a letter, but a joke I was writing. “A joke? What kind of joke is that?”

  I knew I couldn’t tell all of them I wanted to be a comedian and get my dreams trampled on so early in the game. But I told myself that when summer was over, they’d be surprised that the guy they called “Galaxy Man” (because I always took off and went into my own world) would end up in a world of comedic stardom on game shows, talk shows, and movies!

  When camp was over and I got back home, I went as soon as I could to The Improv, a famous New York comedy club where I was determined to make my mark. It hadn’t occurred to me that before my first time stepping on stage, it would have been wise to visit different comedy clubs to get a feel for the place, the comics, and how tough the crowd may be. But who had time to think about scoping out clubs—I had TV stardom waiting for me! That Sunday night there were dozens of other hopefuls like me who had waited hours in line praying that they could pass the audition. “Passing” meant the right to hang out all night in the bar so that maybe once every few weeks you’d get a shot to perform for no money very late at night after most of the crowd had gone home. In line was a guy actually skinnier than me named Steven Buse. His act consisted of him taking his shirt off and making muscles. I’d later see him pop up in movies when he went back to his real name, Steve Buscemi.

  That first audition, I talked so fast that my five-minute prepared routine took only about three minutes. My jokes were not sophisticated, I talked about pay toilets. I said, “They should make it that you have to pay to get out, because anyone would pay to get out of there with that smell.” I also did one about asking this girl out. She told me I had to gain weight. I told her that every time I look at her, I do gain weight. I didn’t realize an erection meant you didn’t actually gain weight, but your weight was just a bit distributed elsewhere.

  One night, I did a little better than the others. On the train ride to the club, I came up with this routine and, with nothing to lose, tried it out. “My friend told me that he was at a party, and he ate so many cookies, ‘it wasn’t even funny.’ Does that mean eating cookies is usually funny, but not in his case?” And then I took out some cookies and proceeded to eat them as I waited and got a few laughs. When I got off stage, another open mic comedian said, “You eating cookies, now that’s funny. You did that funny.”

  But the long train rides to Manhattan for the longer waits to being rejected was more than I could take, so I quit and went to Kingsborough Community College as a way to keep my mother off my back. In some of my classes I sat with convicted felons. They were let out of prison to study at Kingsborough during the day and then had to report back at night. One fellow English student decided to skip school one day and go on his own field trip instead, a kidnapping and robbery spree at the local mall. He was sent back to a maximum security prison which he escaped from and went on another notorious kidnapping spree. He may well be Kingsborough’s most renowned former student.

  During college, I worked for several years at horrible part-time jobs. I sold bootleg T-shirts at rock concerts where I had to watch out for the cops or the hired security of the rock groups or other vendors who tried to pickpocket my earnings. At Coney Island amusement park, I worked at a cheap haunted house called “The Tunnel of Laughs.” The ride was slow and dull, so to give the customers some sort of a fright, I was paid to dress up as the Wolfman and jump out and scare them. During several heat waves, I had to stand in the hot tunnel, wearing a heavy furry mask, waiting for the next car to pass. It got so hot that sometimes I’d take the mask off, put it on my fist, and just shoved it at the people. On several occasions, gang kids who were mad I scared them went on the ride again, knowing I was going to be there, and spit and swung at me. I’d sit in the tunnel between rides and think, “What the hell am I going to do with my life?” I felt as terrified about my future as when I was a kid. The Bruce Springsteen song “Factory” kept going through my head. It was just the working life for me, too.

  Although three years had passed, I finally decided that I had to go back to the comedy clubs. I blocked out the prior rejections and recalled I did get those laughs when I ate those cookies. So I walked out of the dark tunnel, handed the owner my Wolfman mask, and quit.

  After my three-year absence, I felt I had a stronger resolve to make it happen this time. On August 6, 1978, I was twenty years old and number thirty-seven in line for The Improv. I finally got onstage at around one in the morning. Besides my new opening joke, I did probably the only “political” joke of my career: “I think Gerald Ford was going after the Italian vote. Yeah, he made over fifty vetoes.” My big statement on religion was, “It’s a waste. Look at the Jews, for example. When we want to pray, we often go to The Wailing Wall. What good does that do? It’s like talking to a wall.” And my big closing was the last impression I ever did in my career: Ed McMahon. McMahon, of course, was famous for saying “And, heeeeeere’s Johnny!” My impression was of Ed McMahon as a baby, “Goo Gooooo, Ga Ga!”
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