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To my friends in comedy. The good parts are all you.





They loved each other because they shared a dream … but they hated each other because there wasn’t enough of it to go around.







True Story








Foreword


True Story is a book I wrote in 1991-92 that has confused a lot of people. It was a book by a comedian, and comedians generally put out mass-market, near-the-cash-register, big-print-on-not-too-many-pages, read-it-in-one-sitting books. So True Story—that wasn’t like … you know, a real book, was it?


Yes, in some ways, it’s amazingly like a real book. You can’t read it in an hour. And if you could, and did, you’d be stupid. You’d miss a lot of good jokes.


The provenance of True Story—which is the phrase a comedian uses before he begins a lie—was around 1983 when I became frustrated with having ideas and jokes that just could not be shoehorned into the stand-up form, which is by nature restrictive to needing outright laughter every fifteen seconds. But some good ideas don’t fit there.


So I had to write a book.


What would it be about? Well, that was a no-brainer, and this was before people said “no-brainer.” The conventional wisdom is “write what you know”—and this is especially good advice for people who are not really novelists but have one good story in them.


That’s me. I wanted to see if I could explain the life of the comedian, which, to my and most comedians’ eyes, had not yet been done properly. People’s assumptions about the life of the comedian were, I found, so off, so wrong that I wanted to correct it on record, just because I’m nuts that way.


So for ten years, mostly the eighties, I salted away thoughts, anecdotes, plot lines, dialogue—all the ingredients I would need to write this thing. While in Mexico during December 1985, making a horrendous TV movie called Club Med, I did some of the writing, but most of it was compiled in 1991 and 1992. Those two years, and the years 1979 and 1980 define this book: one, when I was living the story, the other when I was home re-creating it on paper.


And I do mean home. This book got done in the early nineties because I had nothing else to do, because no one was banging on my door for much of anything. I was through with acting/sitcoms, but it was before Politically Incorrect. I was getting into my thirties and getting worried. Writing a novel was probably the least wise choice to make at a moment when some sort of commercial splash was needed.


On April 30, 1992, I printed out the first draft, a day earlier than I had wanted, but the L.A. riots had begun and now seemed to be heading right for my house. I was sitting home watching the city burn and rooting for the printer not to break down as it clanked and chugged through four hundred pages. But it made it, and with minor changes, this is the book that came out that Riot Day, and it remains the only work of any kind in my life that now, seven years down the road, I don’t want to distance myself from at all.


Which brings me to this: I could never write a book like this again. I am not a novelist by trade, and I have the greatest admiration for those who really do this, because it’s a long haul, it’s lonely, it can be tedious, and the end isn’t always in sight. I know I wouldn’t put myself through it again. Just writing this short foreword was difficult for me, and the writing in it is not nearly as good as the writing in the book. After ’92, I left a piece of me on the field as far as what it takes to get yourself to hunker down and keep polishing a product so that every chapter, every paragraph, every sentence is finally exactly right. But I had enough energy, angst, depression, and frustration in 1991-92 to do it one time. I really hope you enjoy it.


DECEMBER 1999





The Act You’re Not Good Enough to See



Five comedians sat on a train. They were Dick, Shit, Fat, Chink, and Buick, so pseudonymed for their specialities de fare: Dick, who did dick jokes; Shit, who did shit jokes; Fat, who did fat jokes; Chink, who made fun of the way Oriental people spoke; and Buick, the observationalist, whom everyone called Buck, and so he came to be called Buck.


“Hey, get down off there!” ejaculated the conductor, and the giggling colleagues dismounted and took their rightful places inside the gleaming trispangled Amtrak Minuteman, bound for Trenton, Philadelphia, Wilmington, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C., towns where comedy was king and the audience peasants.


Near the back of the train, the comedians found a suitable enclave where three could face two and sprawled inside it. Fat took up two seats alongside his mentor, Dick, while the Damon and Pythias of comedy, Shit and Buck, sandwiched their protégé, Chink, on the opposing bench. The boys were dressed in the casual attire of the day: sneakers, Sasson jeans, sweatshirts, button-downs, and almost-leather jackets or blue hooded parkas. Except for Buck, who enjoyed the distinction of always dressing in a sports jacket and tie. They could have passed for any other five young white men who were completely out of their minds.


After the train pulled out of Penn Station, Shit got up to use the bathroom and then returned to his seat completely naked. The other boys laughed at the sight of him, although certainly not as hard as they would have laughed if it was the first time they’d seen him do such a thing. It was the first time for the other passengers, however—but since they were New Yorkers, they probably had seen naked people in public before, probably that day. What they didn’t know was that Shit and his friends were not actually dangerous, just comedians—young comedians at that—and playing was simply their day job.


Amtrak conductors dreaded groups of young comedians. Sometimes comedians could cohabit for a while in an enclosed area, but more often than not, play-fighting would get out of hand or one of them would attempt to pick something off another’s fur and cause a yelp, or drop a rock on his head, and pretty soon the conductor would have to come by and distract them with bananas. This quintet counted itself more mature than most young comics, which is a little like saying absolutely nothing at all.


It was difficult, in fact, even to measure maturity among comedians by any of the usual societal yardsticks; certainly, age was not a factor. Shit and Dick—who, in fairness, had outgrown their nicknames, earned during those first few panicky months of stand-up, when mention of those subjects was the only way they knew to ensure the steady oxygen of laughter—were the eldest, at twenty-nine and thirty-five. But Shit, as worldly as he was—and he was—just liked to get naked. He was especially fond of walking into the men’s room of a nightclub when one of his friends was onstage, then emerging sans attire for a casual stroll back to the bar. Of course, the comic onstage would have to stop Shit to ask if he hadn’t forgotten something, at which point Shit would feign embarrassment and hasten back to the loo, only to reemerge with a drink in his hand and a thanks for the reminder. Not that trains and nightclubs were the only places where Shit liked to get naked: bachelor parties, double dates, hotel rooms, Yankee Stadium—any place where other comedians were around to appreciate it, and the chance for arrest minimal, would do.


The chance for arrest on the train was getting a little stronger as Shit remained nude in his seat, but Dick was in the middle of a story, so Shit’s arrest, if it came, would have to wait. Especially since the story was about Shit and Dick and another comedian getting naked the week before at an all-girl Catholic school in upstate New York, where the trio had been hired to perform.


“You didn’t tell me about that,” Buck whined.


“Do I have to tell you every time it happens?” Shit joshed. Still, Buck was a little hurt.


“So we walk in,” Dick continued, “and there’s two nuns and another woman—not a nun but, you know, nunlike—and they were all real nervous that we were gonna say something improper or do something like, Christ, I don’t know, get naked or something.”


“Why did they book you in the first place?” Fat asked.


“Who knows, shut up,” Dick said quickly, but then smiled at his idolator. “Anyway, they didn’t want us anywhere near the girls, so right away they hustle us down into this underground rec room with a lot of pictures of Jesus on the walls and a Ping-Pong table.”


“Jesus loved Ping-Pong. He invented that Chinese grip,” Buck offered.


“Although for some reason he’s better known for other things,” Shit added.


“They had Ping-Pong leagues back then—the National and the Aramaic,” Chink topped, with—to no one’s surprise—the better joke.


“Anyway,” Dick tracked, “they put us down there and tell us to stay put until it’s time to do the show.”


The boys were laughing already, because they knew the punchline.


“I had to.” Shit smiled, and everyone nodded sympathetically, as one might for a more normal addiction, like gambling or defecating on glass coffee tables.


“But I didn’t have to!” Dick shouted with a big laugh. “Except now I’m the only one with my clothes on, so—”


“Peer pressure,” Buck said.


“Exactly—I mean, hey, what am I, not gonna get naked? No. So then the two nuns and the other chick come back, and these boneheads are playing Ping-Pong—”


“Naked?” Fat asked.


“Have you been listening to the story?” Shit asked him.


“Yeah, naked,” Dick scolded Fat. “Naked, okay? We were naked, this is a naked story. We’re naked. And then the nuns come in—the nuns were not naked, did I make that clear?—and they see two guys playing Ping-Pong, and their dicks are flopping around, and I’m standing on a chair over the net like I’m judging!”


Everybody howled at that. Then Fat asked: “Who won?”


More howling. More big passenger-alarming howling, which made the conductor come by, and he was howling mad. But Shit had talked his way out of nakeder spots than this, and he toddled off to the bathroom to get dressed. When he returned, though, Shit was in a decidedly fouler mood than when he’d left, which may have been due to the restrictiveness of clothing or just because he liked descending into fouler moods.


“Mind if I eat while you smoke?” he snarled at Dick and Buck, who had lit up just as Shit removed the foil on his Amtrak-microwaved lunch.


“Easy, pal,” said Buck. “God, you’re as ornery as …”


“As a man stuck for a metaphor?” Shit countered.


“Boy, you’re in a mood,” the normally apolitical Chink interposed. “What’s eatin’ ya?”


“Comedy, boys. Comedy is eating me alive.”


With that the others sang out in ridicule of Shit, condemning him for the negative attitude he was now imposing upon their jolly sojourn. They all liked to perpetuate the myth amongst themselves, and especially among civilians, that they were special members of society by virtue of their exemption from all accouterments of the rat race—i.e., alarm clocks, regular hours, long days, bosses, offices, or the need to concentrate on anything for more than a few seconds. They wore the deadly sin of sloth like a badge of honor, and they relished the chance run-in with childhood friends who’d listen, mouth agape, to the description of a life comprised of recess.


But Shit wasn’t buying it today. He bullishly pressed on with a discussion of reality.


“We’re being exploited,” he said. “They’re filling that room every night of the week, getting a five-dollar cover and a two-drink minimum, and we’re getting cab fare.”


Shit was referring to The Club, the premier Manhattan showcase club on the Upper East Side, where the boys were among forty or so young comedians and comediennes presently getting their acts together. On this particular Friday afternoon, however, they were taking those acts on the road, and on the road—well, the wages sucked there, too: $250 a weekend for the headliner, $150 for the middle act, $75 for the MC.


But at least now, in 1979, there was a road. Veterans like Dick and Shit, who’d already been at this game for four years, remembered when the only places for a young comic to get onstage were the handful of showcase clubs in New York and L.A. These hot spots, of which The Club was currently the hottest, presented a score of comedians every night, offering them exposure in the country’s media capitals and a place to “work out” in exchange for their services, gratis. But as the decade drew to a close, a major new trend in the comedy boom was catching fire: the local comedy club. In cities all across the country, a new vaudeville was slouching to be born. Restaurant basements, hotel lounges, old coffeehouses—even storefronts—were being converted into clubs where two or three of these young comedians from New York or L.A. could be brought in each weekend to perform stand-up comedy. It was a trend that fed on itself: Encouraged by the expanding number of young comics available, clubs opened up by the score, and encouraged by all the places to work, hundreds of young men and women began to quit their day jobs.


So what wasn’t to like?


To Buck, the recent comedy boom was the ultimate in bad luck. Because he was not part of a trend! He was one of the ones who was born to do it! He would have been a comedian in any era, and curse the luck that he came of age just as every asshole in America who had ever gotten a laugh at a fraternity party was now crowding the field. For decades, to be a comedian had meant you were literally one in a million, as there were certainly no more than two hundred professional comedians in the whole country. But now, just as he was ready to fulfill his lifelong dream, comedians were positively pullulating, breeding like mosquitoes after a wet spring in these stagnant pools they called comedy clubs. Buck laughed every time Johnny Carson brought a new comedian on The Tonight Show with the standard comedy-is-the-hardest-commodity-in-our-business-to-find introduction.


Hardest commodity to find? You could barely swing a dead cat nowadays without hitting some dickhead who called himself a comedian!


And the more comedians there were, the more the bargaining power of each descended.


“How many seats in the Washington club?” Shit continued, still on his high horse, “Three hundred? Same with Philly. And they’re collecting five or six at the door, plus drinks, times four shows. You figure it out.”


“You’re just pissed because you’re middling for me,” Buck kidded, with a mischievous glint in his eye.


“Blow me,” Shit responded, with absolutely no glint.


Shit, Buck, and Dick, you see, were on a mission of mercy this weekend, helping the novice members of the group, Chink and Fat, secure their very first out-of-town gigs, as MCs in Baltimore and Wilmington, respectively. Unlike at The Club, the MC job in an out-of-town club was the least important, consisting mainly of warming up the crowd for fifteen minutes, then introducing the middle act and the headliner, who performed the bulk of the real comedy for the evening. Thus the task of local MC was normally handled by someone local—even, at times, by a noncomedian, like the owner of the club or a hostess or Gallagher. But Buck and Shit had persuaded the owner of Shennanagins, the Baltimore club, to let Chink get his feet wet on the road in this manner, and in return for this favor, they had agreed to co-headline, thereby ensuring that the show would at least have two veteran acts should Chink prove to be a disaster. Dick, being perhaps the strongest and most in-demand performer currently working in the New York comedy pool, was not asked to make a similar concession—not that Buck and Shit should have been asked to, either. But if the owner of Shennanagins, Harvey Karrakarrass, had given a comedian something for nothing, he would have faced possible disciplinary action from the Schmucks’ Association, to which all club owners belonged.


And, in truth, Buck and Shit were happy to do it: They loved Chink and believed in him. Moreover, they enjoyed doing good, almost as much as they enjoyed the idea that they were doing good. Children of the sixties, Shit and Buck held forth on the train about the new humanity alive at The Club—how different it was from the bad old days there! Why, in days gone by, the senior acts barely spoke to the rookies, and certainly never gave them a helping hand. But then a revolution of kindness swept over the comic landscape behind its charismatic leader, Shit. Upon gaining his own stature at The Club, Shit reached out to the tyros who came along after him. One of them was Buck, who’d arrived on the scene only a year and a half ago—not that you’d know it by the way he carried himself. Buck was the kind of guy who could have headlined only twice before in his life and make it sound for all the world as if he was a grizzled veteran. And since he had only headlined twice before, this talent came in handy.


Now, if he only had an act.


An act would have really been helpful a few months earlier, when Buck did his second headlining gig, in Montreal. The owner there wanted an hour from the headliner, and Buck assured him an hour would be no problem. But in truth, an hour was quite a problem, because Buck did not have an hour of material. He did not have a half hour of material, but with a liberal sprinkling of “Where you from?”s with an uncommonly receptive audience, he had been able to clock in close enough to the usual forty-five-minute headliner finish line to pass muster on his first headlining gig, at Shennanagins.


So Buck went to Montreal feeling pretty cocky—quite a feat for a comedian who was 90 percent attitude and 10 percent act. Of course, a formula like that was right at home in the Big Apple: One colleague had already suggested that Buck bill himself as “the act you’re not good enough to see.” Buck enjoyed that. He liked having a reputation, even if it was a bad one.


And he didn’t want to lose it. So when he got back to New York and everyone asked how things had gone up in Canada, he said they had gone well—referring, apparently, to timely air service, pleasant hotel accommodations, and delightful sightseeing in the day.


As for the shows, he had suffered only a bit less horribly than the crowds who had had to watch him that weekend—watch him die four slow, painful deaths. Nothing in his past experience as a comedian—and almost all of it to that point had been pretty tough—had prepared him for that. At The Club, yes, the first year had been a nightmare onstage, but every comedian’s first year is a nightmare: going on for three drunks at two in the morning, desperately trying to find a distinctive voice, and being rudely awakened to the fact that having been a funny guy all your life is a world apart from being a professional comedian. But at least at The Club you were just one comic in a nightly parade, and the worst beating never lasted more than twenty minutes. But in Montreal, there he was, fifteen minutes into an hour show, and pretty much wad-shot of material.


And no closing bit! The Jordache jeans commercial—which he “parodied” by sticking his ass out—did not run in Canada. The biggest laugh Buck got in Montreal that weekend came from his unintentionally mispronouncing the name of the renegade Quebecois prime minister, René Levesque.


Onstage those nights, Buck thought about stealing from his friends—who would know, it’s Canada—but he had too much pride for that. He even had too much pride to get off at forty-five or fifty or fifty-five, for crying out loud! How much more merciful that would have been for all concerned, not least the audience. Sitting through Buck was like watching an insect that suffers the misfortune of being only half stomped under someone’s heel. He writhed and stammered and got hostile atop a little wooden platform in a small basement that had a liquor license while people despised him in two languages.


Buck was not a comedian who bombed gracefully. It was just so hard for him to say nothing when a good joke died. That was all he ever had to do—say nothing and go on to the next one; the crowd wouldn’t even have realized a joke had been told, and they would have still liked him. What could be easier than to just shut up?


Except for one thing: It hurt. To Buck, an unrequited joke was like offering someone a gift and having it thrown back in your face.


That, and one other tiny, little thing: They were wrong! They, sitting there, staring at him as if it were his fault! To say nothing would be acceding to that misconception—and what kind of weenie takes upon himself the sins of others?


Jesus Christ?


Oh, Him.


At night in the hotel room, Buck cried and thought about something from Greek History 201, some character named Silenus, who told somebody in some play or book or something: “You ask what is best for you? Nothingness. To never have been born. To not be.”


Well, hey—who needs to listen to a gloomy gus like that? Especially since, other than Montreal, things had finally started going well for Buck. Just the fact that he was working out of town proved that he was finally “on the raft”: that was the image that kept going through Buck’s mind all through that first year at The Club, when he wanted so badly to pull himself out of the intolerable nobody-newcomer sea and get on board with the dozen or so regulars, like Shit and Dick. Their support sustained him in those trying times—it meant so much to have their respect, to know they thought of him as a contender and not a pretender—but it still wasn’t being one of them. It wasn’t being part of the elite cadre, who went on at a decent hour any night they came in and who treated each other like peers and who did real paying gigs around the city, for fifty bucks here, seventy-five there, and sometimes, on weekends out of town, for even more, enough to finally start earning their living from comedy.


From comedy! What a rush that was, to actually be making your living from this! Maybe even to be despised by the waiters at the Blue Spoon diner: that was the ultimate sign of arrival, because the actors who waited tables at the Blue Spoon hated the comedians who ate there—you could see it in their eyes and by the way they threw the food at them—because actors had to work a real job until they hit pay dirt, whereas comedians were finaglers who knew how to survive without busing tables for Greeks. The more the actor-waiters hated the comics, the more the comedians loved it. Oh, how wonderful that would be, Buck thought—to be someone waiters hated and threw food at!


But to move up at The Club was an ordeal even for so ambitious a comer as Buck. There was something of an old-boy network in place, and the dozen or so spots in prime time (after ten and before one, or between the time the crowd warmed up and burned out) went to the same comics every night, the ones who’d been there for three or five or even seven years. At The Club, seniority counted.


Seniority really pissed Buck off. This was show business, he thought—not the Ford motor plant. How could they keep putting up the same people, the same people who obviously weren’t going anywhere or else they’d have been there by now?


Buck had a point about that. Some of the guys on the raft really weren’t that talented. Buck wanted to whisper that opinion to Dick or to another supportive colleague, Norma, because they were the reigning MCs at The Club and as such had the power to choose who went on—but he hesitated. That is, he paused for half a second before saying it.


“He rambles on so much before the punchline,” Buck might say with a cringing disdain about some poor act who couldn’t hear him because he was busy onstage.


“Yeah,” Dick would giggle. “And after.”


Damn, you just couldn’t denigrate another comedian behind his back enough for it to have any impact. Everybody bitched about everybody, so nobody really listened.


Eventually, though, perseverance paid off for Buck one Friday night. The other off-the-raft comics didn’t even come in on the weekends because, unlike the weeknights, the Friday-Saturday lineups were pre-scheduled, so there wasn’t even a chance for a rookie to get on—unless somebody didn’t show up. For months this was what Buck had been hoping for—that some comic with a scheduled spot would be unable to find a cab or would oversleep or, if it had to be, would get bludgeoned to death on the subway.


When it finally happened (the comedian, thank God, survived the bludgeoning), Buck at long last got his chance in prime time. He was nervous and he was raw and he still had a lot of bad habits. But Buck was right about one thing: He was born to do it, and that night he proved it.


After the show, Buck went home to his shithole studio apartment on West 49th Street and exulted, just sat up all night and exulted. He was on the raft. He’d broken through, and it was a feeling that compared to only two other moments in his life—the day he came into the Little League championship game as a relief pitcher and saved it for his team before the whole town, and the night during sophomore year in high school after his first successful date, when he walked home in such a stupor that he overshot his own house by half a mile.


Buck smiled and thought about those two moments and now this third one.


Then he stopped exulting: Twenty-four years old, and I can count only three great moments in my life?


Jesus, this show business shit better pay off.


•   •   •


“I see Ted Kennedy’s going to announce today.”


Shit leaned back against the Amtrak-brown upholstery and spread The New York Times before him.


“Throwing his hat into the river, is he?” Dick asked.


“Illegal spritz,” Buck announced, using the term that meant a comic was committing the faux pas of deploying stage material in a social setting.


“Get outta here,” Dick answered. “I don’t do political stuff.”


“Nobody does anymore,” Shit lamented.


“I do,” Buck protested, perhaps referring to his insightful routine about the choice in the last election being akin to someone asking, “If you had to, what would you rather eat, shit or puke?”


“I mean nobody does it exclusively, like Mort Sahl,” Shit explained.


“Who?” Fat wanted to know.


“Kids today,” said Shit, shaking his head. “It’s gonna be him and Reagan.”


Oh, thought Fat: Mort Sahl would be running against Reagan.


“You think Kennedy’ll beat Carter for the nomination?” Buck asked Shit.


“Oh yeah. The Democrats can’t resist nominating a Kennedy. Will Rogers said, ‘I don’t belong to an organized party, I’m a Democrat.’”


“I hope he didn’t open with it,” Dick snickered.


“Why do you hate the Kennedys so much?” Buck asked Shit. “I never understand that—you’re Irish, Catholic, charming, witty, arrogant. You grew up in Boston. Is it just that you think you should have been a Kennedy?”


“They’re just horrible people. Snot-nosed rich kids on an ego trip.”


Buck bridled: “So? You can’t do good for people if you’re on an ego trip? Isn’t there such a thing as an ego trip for good? A fucking snotty-ass Park Avenue surgeon, okay—but he’s brilliant, his ego trip is saving lives: ‘Saved another one today, honey. They didn’t think it could be done, but luckily I was around.’ I mean, he’s a dick, but he saves lives.”


“So why does he have to be a dick about it?” Shit objected.


“Why? Who the fuck knows. Maybe because he wouldn’t have the confidence to cut open your chest if he wasn’t. You take away all the people who do important things because they’re dicks, who’d be left to run things?”


“So this is your we-need-the-dicks-to-run-things theory,” Shit mocked with a gentle smile.


“Are you familiar with the no-room-at-the-inn syndrome?” Buck shot back.


“No, but I am familiar with the no-room-service-at-the-inn syndrome. That’s where you have to go down to the coffee shop for incense and myrrh, which is just as well, because room-service myrrh is usually wildly overpriced,” Shit joked.


“No, it means the world does not want a powerful birth. When they know a Jesus is coming into the world, there’s never any room at the inn.”


“Maybe they were remodeling that week,” Dick kidded.


“And you’re saying that’s why they killed the Kennedys?” Shit asked.


“No, I wasn’t, but now that you mention it, that’s exactly right. It’s always the people that give hope who get shot—Lincoln, King, the Kennedys.”


“McKinley,” Fat said, surprising everyone.


“Ah yes, McKinley,” Shit said. “Gave every kid in America hope, ’cause they figured if he could grow up to be president, everybody had a shot.”


“Ted Kennedy,” Chink piped up. “His brother was a hero because he smashed his boat during the war, this guy drives a car into a river. Close, Ted, real close, but it’s gotta be a boat. There’s gotta be some kinda war goin’ on.”


“That’s so funny,” Buck pronounced. “You gotta do that.”


“He speaks in material,” Shit added.


“Do we have to talk about politics?” Fat asked, pissed that once again Chink had scored with the big boys.


“Everything’s politics,” Shit said. “Talking about us getting paid what we deserve, that’s politics.”


“So stop talking about it.” Dick laughed.


“You know, the reason we don’t get paid at The Club,” Buck rejoined, unable to forgo the argument he and Shit had already rehearsed a dozen times, “is because The Club is a place to work out, not to work. It’s a trade-off. They use us, and we use them to get our act together. If they paid us real money, we’d be obligated to do our best set every time. We couldn’t experiment.”


“Oh, come on,” Shit returned. “How much experimenting is really going on in there? Everybody’s so afraid they’ll lose their place at the trough, they do their best set every time anyway.”


“I don’t,” Buck said.


“You don’t have a best set,” Dick teased.


“No, you need a guitar for that,” Buck came back, implying that Dick’s use of a musical instrument adulterated the purity of straight monologue.


But Dick was genuinely ungored. Most comics were thin-skinned and easily goreable, but not Dick. He was hard to gore, no matter how many brightly colored sharp sticks one stuck into his back.


“That place is our studio,” Buck continued. “Stand-up comedy is an art form. You don’t pay the artist to go to class and learn shading and perspective.”


“We need a union,” Shit stated flatly, and then launched into his speech about how the club owners were scum and how the comedians could break their exploitative lock if only they would band together.


But the comedians did not want to talk politics on this afternoon, so Shit’s jeremiad was quickly hushed. Dick especially was bored by the subject because he was—and would be the first to admit that he was—still a little boy. Not that this wasn’t true of most comedians, but with Dick it was more literal. He was a little boy who continued to enjoy all the pleasures of little boydom—pinball, video games, comic books, cartoons—although none of those pleasures came close to supplying the fun that kept on coming from the best new toy any towheaded lad could ever hope to receive on his thirteenth birthday: an erection. And being a comedian was just the best job in the world for a boy who wanted to play with that toy all the time.


Dick’s reputation as a hound was so notorious in the comedy world that on the signature wall of one club’s green room, below where Dick had signed his name, someone had added the words fucked this and then punched a small hole in the wall.


Dick did not mind. He remained so permanently pleased at his accomplishment of avoiding work and getting a lot of women that he was not even bothered by the slightly embarrassing predicament of being a thirty-five-year-old young comedian. It may not have been the perfect situation, but, like for Russians who once defended communism because they remembered the czar, it beat the old life—which for Dick was his twenties, when he had worked as an engineer and hated every minute of it. Dick never tired of explaining why being a comedian had it all over anything else a man might do to make his living.


“If you work in an office, you see the same chicks every day. Okay, four of them are married, one’s a dyke, two of them are ugly—so after you fucked the pretty one, you’re done. But us—say you do five shows a week, average a hundred people a show, half of them are women, that’s two hundred and fifty new women you could meet every week.”


Of course, Dick’s ceaseless philandering did have its downside, such as it sometimes bothered his wife—but since she’d already divorced him, there wasn’t much she could do about it except move out, which she so far hadn’t done. This arrangement baffled everybody: a couple divorced for three years yet still living as man and wife with their eleven-year-old son, Joel, in a nice apartment in the Riverdale section of the Bronx. (Dick also maintained a small pied-à-pussy on the East Side of Manhattan.) People who didn’t know the couple well surmised that it was a marriage of convenience, devoid of passion, but that was not the case. It was, in fact, a marriage of constant inconvenience, with plenty of passion. Dick loved having sex with Janet, because wooing her out of the constant state of resentment and hatred she felt for him was just a different form of the song and dance he had to perform for strange women to get them into bed. It was the song and dance, more than the sex, that motivated Dick—and the fact that the one form of it always made the other more exciting was the beauty of his system. Dick often told his cronies how much he loved to come home to his marital bed after a weekend away cruising bimbos—although even Janet drew the line the time she found a blond hair while removing her husband’s underpants. Janet didn’t like the arrangement; she wasn’t a happy woman. But for some reason, she let Dick have his cake and fuck it, too. She knew he wouldn’t change, but she was tragically unable to extricate herself from a man who believed that “finding a blond hair in your underwear is what show business is all about.”


Perhaps, then, they stayed together for the child. Janet could not deny that Dick and Joel had a special relationship. Certainly, no son could have asked for a more constant playmate, even if it did come in the person of his father. Dick often took Joel on gigs near home, especially if it was a club where they could play pinball or video games together before he went onstage. Then, after the show, Joel would watch his father try to score in a different way. Dick never betrayed the slightest embarrassment while chatting up a girl closer to his son’s age than his own, although on the way home he always told the boy, “Don’t tell your mother about this.”


As for Joel, he seemed to take it all in stride. He was a bit of a brat, but only because Dick simply had not an iota of will to discipline his boy. Discipline was not a part of their relationship, or of Dick’s character or in his vocabulary. To hear Dick and his son talk to each other was a riot, because it sounded more like two young brothers—arguing over trivial matters, calling each other names, leading each other into childish conversational traps. And Dick loved it. He didn’t want to be his kid’s father, not in the way his father was to him, remote and strict and fatherlike. Dick preferred being the older brother—although, in truth, it was Joel who more often took on that role, routinely shepherding Dick toward the more responsible course of action when Dick wanted to delay a show so he could finish a Pac-Man tournament or have sex in the bathroom.


Of such behavior Shit took a dim view. Dick had once explained to Shit that his ease in bedding so many women had, in fact, hurt his career, reasoning that men only entered show business to garner the fame and wealth for which women were the natural reward—but if he was getting the reward already, whither the motivation to succeed?


What really made Shit furious, though, was when he caught Dick flirting with women from the stage, because the idea that stand-up comedy, a legitimate art form, should be used as a means to troll—that was too much. Even more disturbing were the recent, albeit pathetic, attempts by Fat to emulate this tawdry behavior, so much had the impressionable youngster come to idolize Dick. The friendship of Fat and Dick was a natural, Dick feeling most comfortable around fellow little boys, and Fat, thrilled for once in his life, to have a powerful friend—or any friend.


•   •   •


On the train, the talk among the comedians turned, as usual, to show business, a profession the boys were under the illusion they were in. Dick was advising Fat on the advantage of having a manager, as if the eighteen-year-old kid who made calls on Dick’s behalf during his lunch break (at his father’s tuxedo store) could, under even the loosest of show business standards, be considered a “manager.”


But at the level the boys were on, this eighteen-year-old kid actually aroused envy among the other comedians. Because if you had a manager—any manager, even one who really sold tuxedos—well, then you could … you could say you had a manager! You could always say, “You’ll have to talk to my manager,” and then you’d really feel like you were in show business.


Which was, of course, what the boys wanted more than anything.


Especially Dick, Shit, and Buck, because they were still on a high from having reached that first rung of the ladder: they were, technically, professionals. They did not have day jobs; they did not live at home with their parents. And they were big fish in their own little pond, even if it was almost too little to be called a pond. But even if it was just a puddle, it was a puddle called show business, or so they thought. Of course, it bore very little resemblance to actual show business, where performers got paid by check, retained legitimate representation, and had strangers halt their progress in the street.


Dick, Shit, and Buck were not in that.


But at least they were not in it together, because it is equality of stature that on all levels of show business forges the key element of bonding. Frank and Dean and Sammy were always comfortable walking into a casino three abreast, because no one of them felt bad that the other two were stars and he wasn’t; nor did any of them feel like he was wasting his time with inferiors—and that psychology goes all the way down the line. And when it gets far enough down, you have Dick, Shit, and Buck—the bottom of the barrel—but, at least for them, the same barrel. Of course, if you lifted up the barrel there would be Fat and Chink, the greenest of the green, en route to their very first paying gig out of New York, scared and excited and looking at Buck, Shit, and Dick as if they were Frank, Dean, and Sammy.


And the way Buck, Shit, and Dick talked, you’d have thought they were Frank, Dean, and Sammy. Because in the absence of any hard evidence linking them to the show business fraternity, the boys talked about show business a lot. They told stories involving big stars, but in a way that made it seem as if they could easily have been in the story themselves, instead of at that fifty-dollar gig in Passaic, New Jersey, and they discussed the latest trends in the movie industry with such intimacy that one would have thought it had some effect on them beyond the price they paid for a ticket at their neighborhood theater. And they constantly professed their love of show business. Over and over they told themselves that show business was their life, even though there was every chance that their future might include employment in a completely different industry.


That was the one thing they could never admit. As in war, the comedians clung to the belief that it would be the other guy who didn’t make it.


In the meantime, surviving, waiting for stardom to strike—and for some it had been on strike for quite some time—the comics shared a camaraderie. And although they did not know it, they were presently living the purest part of their careers, because this was the time when being funny was still the hardest currency. All of them wanted to be, and tried to be, the funniest one, wherever and whenever they were. Like cats who constantly need to keep their claws sharp, the boys were forever verbally clawing, using anything, including each other, as scratching posts. And when somebody tried to be funny but wasn’t? Only the manner in which the Israeli government deals with terrorists was harsher than the reprisals visited upon a bum ad-lib.


Knowing this, Fat and Chink kept relatively quiet on the train. Neither of them needed a trauma before his first real gig, or, for that matter, ever again in his life. Life had not been easy for either of them, and for that reason, it seemed to Buck and Dick and Shit that Chink and Fat should be better friends, sympathetic to each other for their common plight—kind of like the way it was with blacks and Jews, at least in the minds of people who had never seen blacks and Jews together.


But Fat, for his part, was too competitive, too insecure, and too ambitious to allow around him any lean and hungry men, especially lean. And now he and Chink were fighting again, and if the kids were going to fight, well then, the train would just have to pull off the road. And what were they fighting about? Nothing was more typical of the newcomer’s insecurity than the custody battles waged over a joke. A rudimentary knowledge of astronomy would have been helpful here, especially as regards the sun, under which there was nothing new—but being as green as the tyros were, they believed each of their jokes had just crossed its first mind.


But Fat accusing Chink of stealing from him? That was like a plagiarism suit brought against Homer by Harold Robbins. Nevertheless, Fat and Chink repeated the argument already rehearsed a thousand times by a hundred other young comedians:


“You know that McDonald’s bit you did? That’s my bit.”


“I never saw you do it.”


“I didn’t say you did, I’m just telling you I already do it.”


“How long have you been doing it?”


“I’ve been doing it a long time.”


“So have I.”


“How long?”


“Long.”


“But you’ve only been doing comedy six months.”


“I know, but it’s in my notebook from before I started. I can show you.”


“You could have just written it in.”


“No, I can prove I didn’t.”


“How?”


“It’s on papyrus.”


It was always a silly argument, but at least it settled nothing. And after a while comedians did get tired of having it. That’s when they adopted the “mature” viewpoint:


“They can steal jokes, but they can’t steal you.”


Shit had given Buck this advice when Buck was just a tadpole, and then added: “Material is nothing. Especially yours.”


Buck was not insulted. It was a generic joke, driven by rhythm and opportunity, so he stopped right before the fork reached Shit’s neck.


But Chink and Fat were not yet this mature, and as their battle escalated, Dick noticed Shit and Buck stirring to the sound of the debate—Shit and Buck, who fancied themselves mentors, guidance counselors, solvers of other people’s problems, despite the fact that they did not seem able to solve their own obvious problems, or even agree with each other most of the time. But an exchange between the two novices would surely drag them into the conflict on opposite sides, much the way the skirmishes among the tiny Balkan nations had suckered in the major combatants of World War I. Since Dick did not want to see the lights go out all over the train, he turned the focus to the one topic he knew would rivet everyone’s attention like flies to a dog’s mess.


“Pussy? Her name is Pussy?” a wide-eyed Fat asked upon hearing the swear-to-God moniker of a waitress who worked in the Baltimore club.


Buck shot up in his seat. He had also made the acquaintance of this waitress, on his previous visit to Baltimore—but he was stunned to discover that she had shared with someone else so intimate a revelation: Pussy, of course, was not her real name but rather a pet name given to her by some either very naïve or very disturbed parents, based on her childhood fondness for the pussy willow tree. Pussy had shared that part of her past with Buck during a night in which she revealed a great catalog of personal secrets, secrets that, up till now, Buck had thought were … secret.


Was it possible Dick knew two girls who were nicknamed Pussy because they liked a tree?


No, that did not seem possible, even for Dick.


“She told you that?” buck asked Dick.


“Yeah. I think if you fuck her she’ll tell you anything.” Dick chuckled.


Buck was crushed. Then he was angry at his own naïveté. Wouldn’t it have been more odd if there was a waitress on the road who Dick hadn’t fucked? And yet, this girl, she seemed different. Buck was sure he had started something special with her. After all, wasn’t that why he didn’t fuck her?


Well, not exactly. It actually had more to do with the fact that at the time, Buck didn’t know how to fuck. Darn the luck, because it was not long after that when said skill finally revealed itself to him, epiphanylike, with another waitress, whilst middling on another road gig. Like everything Buck learned, he learned it late, but once learned, he locked it in solidly. For that reason, Buck had been looking forward to this trip to Baltimore to show Pussy what he’d learned.


Shit looked up from his newspaper in time to catch the hurt Buck was hiding. Shit loved Buck too much, and was too secure in his own standing with women, to reveal that Dick was not the only comedian to have bedded Pussy. Ironically, or perhaps prophetically, Pussy had somewhat grown into her nickname, but Shit knew that her immense popularity with stand-ups sprang not so much from easy sex as from easy understanding, the empathy that comedians crave more than, and confuse with, sex. Pussy was a great audience, and nothing got to a comic’s heart more than that. If a comic had the plans to our NORAD system, an adversary would only have to cackle shamelessly at him for an hour to steal them.


Buck meanwhile reflected on the night he had spent at Pussy’s apartment. He had stayed up with her until dawn, lying fully clothed in a wonderful warm embrace, talking until she fell asleep on his chest. Buck had always dreamed of a girl so simultaneously beautiful and interesting that he’d be forever torn between using his mouth for kissing or for talking.


Pussy, alas, was not that girl. But she did laugh at everything he said, including sometimes when it wasn’t a joke. No, she wasn’t the ultimate girl, because she didn’t really understand his problems; giving someone understanding is not the same thing as actually understanding. But it sure beat having someone rattle on about her own problems! And it certainly was reason enough to have sex with her.


Now Buck was locked in a fierce big head-little head debate. On the one hand, he didn’t want to—in the parlance of the profession—follow Dick—and God knows who else—onto Pussy’s stage; on the other hand, he was getting turned on by the news that she was such a slut, and hoped the others didn’t notice the large pool of foamy drool forming on his chin. He weighed the arguments of the one hand and then the other hand and then decided, in the interest of giving his own hand a much needed rest, that he would, after all, fuck Pussy.


•   •   •


But all that was neither here nor there. What really mattered was that Fat was loose on the train with a mountain of food. The theme from Jaws began to play, even though the picture of Fat struggling with a piled-high tray of grub was actually quite funny, although possibly not to the people on either side of the aisle, who got sprayed with french fries and soda as the train lurched to and fro. In units of time too small to be measured by civilian instruments, the boys inhaled their food, then waited for the movie to begin. Remembering this was not an airplane, they instead took turns stepping into the rear compartment for a breath of fresh joint.


Massive giggling naturally ensued—mostly from the other passengers, who couldn’t believe these guys thought they were fooling anybody about not being stoned. Back at their seats, Fat started to crack up during a conversational lull. The others wanted to know what was so funny.


“No, it’s too stupid,” Fat protested, getting no argument from his colleagues.


“So,” Chink asked Fat, “which one of us do you think will be banned from the city we’re going to for the rest of our life?”


“I think I can do good,” Fat betrayed.


Fat was a bit insecure. As a nineteen-year-old virgin with a fat person’s squeaky voice and a fat person’s wardrobe (he had vests with sweat stains under the arms), Fat had yet to taste any of the joys of life. He still lived at home with his parents in Brooklyn, and there endured their daily scorn for becoming a comedian instead of going to college. For that, Fat’s parents threatened him with every possible reprisal, including being thrown out on the street.


Fat never flinched. And sadly, his parents never recognized how rare it was for a teenager to be as focused as Fat was, as determined. The only use Fat had for every day of his life was to get one step closer to this dream—comedy. It was the way out of the nightmare. And as certain as obesity had brought on the nightmare, it would also be the means to realizing the dream.


Fat had paid dearly his entire life for being fat, and he was dead set that what had always made him a pariah would now make him a cynosure, not that he knew what either of those things was. He once considered losing weight as a way to acceptance—for about ten seconds—before he said to himself: “Fuck that—fuck everybody who scorns me for being what I am!” Fat wasn’t going to give in just because Americans were fatist; there was a better way to stake his claim, and that was comedy.


God bless comedy—that was Fat’s view. Was there another profession that held out the potential of turning obesity into an asset? Comedy was made for fat people, because Americans insisted on believing that fat people were jolly, as ridiculous as that was.


Fat knew how ridiculous that was, but if that’s what people wanted to believe, Fat had no problem feeding the lie back to them—hell, comedians did that all the time! TV was full of sitcoms where black people acted like stupid niggers, and those stupid niggers laughed about it all the way to the bank. And that’s what Fat would do: laugh about it all the way to the bank. And when he got to the bank, he was going to take out a big wad of money and buy all sorts of things for his parents—not because he wanted to bring them joy, but just so there would be all this stuff in the house to remind them, every time they used it or sat on it or turned it on, of how wrong they had been about their son, the assholes.


In one of the ironies of human nature that induces one to fruitless analysis, Chink had endured a childhood remarkably similar to Fat’s and yet wound up taking an opposite approach in his comedy. Chink never entertained the idea of compromising with his audience, and for that reason his audience often felt he didn’t have very entertaining ideas. At twenty-one, scrawny and beset by bad skin that he tried to cover with a beard that just wouldn’t come in, Chink was still fighting his physicality in the same way as Fat. But Chink was cursed with an additional burden in the form of a mumbly, slurry speech that made it difficult for an audience to understand what he was saying—which, given the esoteric nature of his material, sometimes was the key to his getting any laughs at all.


Not that Chink couldn’t have scored, and scored big, because his ideas were always just flat-out funny. But Chink had yet to break that mystical barrier that every comedian must break, where one night you recite a certain set of jokes and get no response and the next night the same routines bring down the house. It is the X factor in comedy, the unexplainable connection with a roomful of strangers that cannot be practiced. One can hone material, rehearse delivery, bone up on all the tangibles, but in the end it comes down to something very much like what makes a man and a woman have enduring passion—something that no one can ever know, because such knowledge, like that coveted by Adam and Eve, would itself be the agent of destruction. It is the mystery itself of why two people are drawn together that gives the relationship its power, and a similar chemistry must obtain between a comedian and his audience. This was what Chink was still looking for.


Unfortunately, the stage at The Club, circa 2 A.M., was a tough place to look for anything; there was definitely better light over there at ten-thirty. But although the MCs believed in Chink and gave him a good spot whenever they could, there were other considerations, like not having to explain to Bo Reynolds, the owner of The Club, why the audience was leaving. For Chink, it was especially trying that the showcase clubs had ceased for some years to be great venues of experimentation. The Club in 1979 was not the Village Gate in ’63; in the audience there were no poetic types in berets hoping to be challenged by a Lenny Bruce. It was a lot of tourists and bachelor parties from Brooklyn and New Jersey hoping to hear dick jokes. The more the non-cognoscenti took over the club scene, the more the comedians tailored their acts along crowd-pleasing lines to survive. And the more the comedians did that, the more the people in berets stayed away.


Or maybe it was just that the cover charges had gone up. At those prices, comedians could experiment on their own time—these audiences wanted product. This was a bottom-line generation, and they didn’t want to pay a cover and a minimum not to laugh. They wanted laughs guaranteed, neat and easy, every fifteen seconds. They were spoiled, mainly by TV, and they didn’t want to do the work. They weren’t stupid. They just knew what they wanted.


And Chink wasn’t it.


But why should comedy be different? All his young life, Chink was a guy who had loser written all over him. When one night at The Club this literally came to pass—some asshole stuck a sign on his back that actually said LOSER—Chink went home in tears. It was just like school, where Chink had endured the kind of cruelty of which only children are capable. SS shock troops, the ones even other Nazis feared, could find no better venue for a refresher course in sadism than a fourth grade classroom—and like those elite Nazis, Chink’s classmates conducted exhaustive medical research on him, day after day testing his limits of endurance by thorping (flicking with a painful fillip from the middle finger) his ears until he cried. Chink served his classmates as the butterfly whose wings were pulled off when no butterfly was available, the frog whose head was sacrificed to a firecracker when no frog was around. School for Chink was a prison, a prison in which he suffered the worst of both worlds: thrown into solitary, yet never left alone from abuse. Chink was that person who brought out in some people what is perhaps the most despicable trait in the human catalog, the inclination to perpetrate cruelty on the very thing that will suffer from it most and that can retaliate least.


And now he had chosen to be a comedian.


So Chink slunk silently, with his head braced against the madly vibrating window as the train rattled south through the blighted landscape that was Amtrak’s eastern corridor—a 261-mile stretch of track that never disappointed in its ability to produce images of ugliness: junkyards, swamps, abandoned good and bad ideas, toxic dumps, dirty laundry hanging in tiny backyards, landfills, tire repositories, gutted anything, graveyards—and, always, the end of town that brought to mind the phrase wrong side of the tracks.
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