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To my children Max and Hope, with love and adoration.





Being Forward


My decision to write this book, and the inspiration for its title, came as the result of an experience I had shortly after my fifty-third birthday. I had gotten up to take my third piss of the night . . . like I do every night. I had actually learned how to navigate to the bathroom in complete darkness, thanks to my slightly enlarged prostate. I sat down to pee. Yes, that’s right, I sat to pee, for a few reasons. (Rednecks, laugh here.) For one, I’m circus-freak tall, and balance at two A.M. when I’m half asleep is not to be taken for granted. Two, aim has never been my forte. And three, I’m a bit OCD, and I didn’t want to spend the rest of the night on all fours with a can of Lysol, trying to figure out where the misfires landed. So I decided to sit my jumbo can down to cut my losses.


As a side note, I’d like to propose that aim is more mathematical than we tend to acknowledge. For me, it’s: smallish dick ÷ long torso = distance to bowl2. And for those of you who don’t know, your early fifties are when your strong single stream of whiz morphs into several unevenly dispersed rivulets, like a sprinkler that was backed over by a mower. In my case, there are four unruly streams: the one on my far right was apparently designed with the sole purpose of hitting the roll of toilet paper; next to that is Mr. Noodle, who prefers to dribble straight down onto my foot; then there’s the second-to-the-left stream, which reminds me of my youth as it arcs high enough to hit the fuzzy toilet seat cover; and last but not least, my far-left offender, who doesn’t show up until my junk is put away and I’m driving to work in my new khakis. It’s crucial to understand that at this point in a man’s life, his “one-eyed liar” is no longer his friend, so guys, erase that from your happy place.


The moment I sat down on the john, I noticed something alarmingly different. Something I had never felt in my fifty-three years on earth. I became aware that the very bottom of my balls was wet. Thaaat’s right. Not damp or overheated but wet. My middle-aged mind was trying to think back. Could I have been sleepwalking and done a snow angel on my Los Angeles lawn only to return to bed and continue my slumber? Could I have pissed myself while dreaming about the chocolate rugelach at Bea’s Bakery? Unlikely. After all, my sheets weren’t wet, and if I’d already released the hounds, I wouldn’t have needed to get up to pee. For the third time.


The harsh reality is that my sequestered twins are advancing in the opposite direction of my earhair. Mother Nature has me by the balls, literally. They have actually started a race with my ex-wife’s tits. And she will prevail, because she will get hers “done” as I continue to disappear into the abyss of recycled toilet brine. In the end, gravity always wins, people. Remember: when you have a heart attack, you fall down, not up.


Middle age is upon me, and I don’t remember this shit being in the brochure. I have six different doctors on speed dial, and the font size on my smartphone is at ten with a maximum setting of twelve. That doesn’t give me much wiggle room for the golden years.


Now, before your denial causes you to throw this book away or use it to flatten out your coupons for Metamucil, please remember that being a comedian allows me to have a more realistic, if not darker, outlook on life, death, aging, hookers, marriage, parenting, travel, premature ejaculation, politics, religion, race, and evolution in general. Add the Jewish component to that equation, and the outlook becomes even bleaker. My people usually have their burial plots picked out by the age of twenty-one, and they try to reserve them in the vicinity of their passed-on relatives whom they’ve hated for most of their lives. Guilt after death, I suppose. Personally, I want to be cremated and sprinkled in with “Love My Carpet” in the “Pardon my Pet” scent, and then vacuumed up by an illegal Filipino in a sundress. That’s right, illegal. Because that adds to the danger.


Don’t judge me yet. You have many more chapters to do that.


*   *   *


After inhabiting this odd planet for over half a century, I’ve discovered the only thing I know for sure is that middle age is the window to your eventual end, and the view is often foggy, with sporadic flashes of light that could be the Lord, a bus to Atlantic City, the cops, or the beginning of a stroke. This book is not meant to be depressing, it’s meant to be liberating, because it’s written through the eyes of an optimistic pessimist. The boneheaded and self-absorbed pseudo-optimist will be familiar with disappointment, whereas the realistic pessimist has the luxury of being pleasantly surprised.


There are those of you who may choose to live in a dream world where the glass is half full, but if you do, you’re an imbecile. The glass will never be half full. Nor full ever again. It’s simply on its way to empty. It’s half empty, three-quarters empty, then totally fucking empty. Pretty much like your upcoming golden years, if you don’t start catching my drift. When you turn fifty, are you halfway to death or halfway to birth? Point made.


I feel it’s my job as the village idiot to prepare the townspeople the best way I can: through honest observation that their chances of getting to old age without making at least one stinky in their pants while shopping at Target is very unlikely. If you try to oversteer the inevitable course of life, you will ruin the journey. I know that sounds like a crock of shit, and it is, but it’s my book. And please understand, the moral of this story is not just about giving up the crap that continues to disappoint, it’s also about me helping you. Using my high school education and suburban street smarts, I can teach you that by simply letting go of the bullshit that’s been drummed into your brain by others, you shall experience a newfound freedom that comes with not giving a damn. Because if you haven’t noticed, the clock is ticking, hombre.


It’s my sincere goal that the following helps you to better understand what midlife is truly about. Or at least not to feel alone in your unexpected discoveries. Because being hated by your teenagers, misunderstood by your coworkers, fearful of the latex glove, unloved by your significant other, forgetful when shopping, achy when laughing, tortured by your ex, constipated while on a cruise (or on land), intrigued by younger, pretty counterparts and other parts is all par for the course. With more of the same shit to come. The good news: we’re all in this together.


And when you factor in my limited vocabulary, the large font, wide margins, and photos throughout, this book should be a swift read.
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My mother’s sonogram in her second trimester, 1960. (Courtesy of author’s collection)
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I Was a Ten-Pound Preemie


As stated earlier, I am a pessimistic optimist, or what I like to call a “pissed-omist.” This is a person who has lived long enough to know not to expect much from most people or life in general, but still allows him- or herself the hope that somewhere under all the horseshit there may possibly be a pony. As you’ll see, there were many factors that influenced the theories, neuroses, and occasional lunacy that inspired this book, and I feel you deserve the inside track. Therefore, please bear with me as I give you a bit of insight into my life to improve your understanding of how I arrived at this particular mentality.


I was born Brad H. Gerstenfeld on April 14, 1960, to Alvin from the Bronx, New York, and Barbara from Bellingham, Washington. I tipped the scales at nine pounds, eleven ounces. My dad never knew what the H in my name stood for, and my mother didn’t tell me until I was twenty that it stood for Harry, after her favorite uncle. The birth certificate just says “H.” If she was that embarrassed about the name, why the hell would she give it to me? Spell it out or pick another.


“I was such a large sperm, my mother went into labor during conception.” I wrote that joke when I was fifteen, which made sense considering my mother used to tell total strangers, “He was so huge at birth that the doctors wanted to break my pelvis or Brad’s shoulders in order to get him out of me, but I insisted they just use the tongs.” (She had trouble remembering the word “forceps.”) To this day I don’t know if that tool was actually used or not, but there are two tiny indentations on my skull that fill up with water when I sweat.


Every man’s life (and a portion of my stand-up) revolves around the mystery that is his penis. In reality, without one, none of us would exist, so it deserves exploring. Let me start by saying that mine has never been right. Unfortunately, I think it all began with the rabbi, who must have had some resentment toward my family that he indirectly took out on me. My paranoia knows no bounds . . . Maybe the mohel just stank at his job, like most people. Or maybe he had ADD and found himself distracted by the mound of chopped liver formed into the shape of the Wailing Wall or the hubcap-size cheese Danish sweating on the buffet table.


I always found it so odd that people could eat immediately after seeing an infant’s penis being mangled by a stranger in a black robe and sketchy beard. How can an act so visceral and cringe-worthy lead directly to food? Perhaps it’s merely diversion, or nervous eating, or years of conditioning. It’s probably the same mental disconnect by which Italians can dismember a body, dump it in the river, and then go for ribs. I suppose this is where the term “comfort food” originated.


The bottom line is my circumcision was fucked up. I have more of a two-skin. The Yid must have stopped the trimming somewhere in the middle. He bailed on my rehemming like a Vegas dealer suddenly asked to go on break. He clapped his hands, wished everybody luck, and left the cards where they were. It’s no secret that when a circumcised penis is at rest, it appears as if the little fella is wearing a cozy turtleneck sweater, right? Not mine. It’s as if my dick is wearing a hoodie. He looks like the smallest criminal on record. Like a little poker player with his head on his chips. Either way, I got ripped off. Literally. And it’s made me second-guess my manhood my entire life.


My urologist, Dr. Spiegelman, who by the way is the only person not to pass out from laughter after I remove my pants, believes the size has nothing to do with the botched circumcision. He also tried to convince me that in my case, “the appearance of having a small penis is only an optical illusion because it is on a body of massive girth.” Optical illusion? He actually brought up magic in a medical context to make me feel better. In other words, like in real estate: location, location, location. I suppose if my penis were on a Chinese fellow, it would look enormous. I will have to test that theory the next time I’m dining at Twin Dragon.


*   *   *


In addition to bad taste in mohels, my mom had a flair for drama. It went along beautifully with her Kabuki makeup and sequined outfits. She was like a Liza Minnelli impersonator without the gay husbands.


I’ll never forget when I was six years old and I saw two dogs getting it on for the very first time. Bewildered and concerned, I blurted out, “Mommy, what’s wrong with those two dogs?”


“Well, darling,” she said after a considerable pause, “the dog in the front is very sick, and his friend is pushing him to the hospital.” This obviously messed me up for years to come, because every time I injured myself, I would seek out the neighborhood dog in hopes of being led to the ER.


Regardless of what anyone believes, almost every guy marries someone either very close to his own mother or the complete opposite. This is why I’ve spent the majority of my adult life with women who are borderline comatose, for fear of being with someone who inadvertently breaks into “Don’t Rain on My Parade” during a canoe ride.


When I was seven, my parents divorced. It was very difficult for me, but I felt worse for my older brothers, Jeff and Paul, whose biological father literally disappeared after divorcing my mother, never to show his loser face again. To this day, I cannot comprehend a parent who could walk out on his or her children. Some people are truly heartless and narcissistic enough to do such a thing, I suppose. I always felt bad that I had such an involved father and my brothers would never know theirs; even though my father adopted my brothers early on, their relationships were strained at best. You really couldn’t blame my brothers, because how could they trust a father figure again, let alone one so quickly?


My dad was a six-foot-five handsome chap with tough good looks and piercing blue eyes. He also, unfortunately, happened to be bipolar. Back in that era, no one knew what bipolar was, so he was written off as moody, difficult, compulsive, and extravagant, with grandiose ideas of a better life that kept him in constant debt. But he was my hometown hero, and I desperately needed one. He always had my back regardless of the situation, and I loved him for that, although it didn’t make for a realistic later life.


He used to say, “It’s you and me against the world, kid,” and as wonderful and comforting as that may have been at the time (especially considering I always felt very alone), it often made me wonder why the world was against us in the first place. I guess having several ex-wives can make you feel like you’re on the run or that life is based on a “you versus them” mentality. But he was super-cool and different from most dads, with his Indian jewelry and antique cars. He was literally the greatest salesman who ever lived, and through his constant, sometimes manic drive, he was able to convince me that I could be anyone and do anything.


*   *   *


After the divorce was final, my mother moved us to an apartment in the San Fernando Valley. Soon after, she would start dating a gentleman whom she met over the phone. He was cold-calling parents of boys who were of bar mitzvah age off a list he got from the local temple, offering his services to provide music and entertainment for the upcoming event. His name was Lionel Ames, and he was known for being the town’s most popular Jewish singer and bandleader, playing weddings and bar mitzvahs all around Southern California; once in a while he would play one of the local clubs on the Sunset Strip. He was every Jew broad’s dream guy: handsome, a freelance cantor/balladeer, and he could sing the shit out of “My Yiddishe Mama.” He also drove a purple Chevy Impala (though he swore it was blue), and I’m sure that gave him some Hasidic street cred.


Lionel would soon become my mom’s third husband, just in time for my brother Paul’s bar mitzvah. The entertainment was free. And Lionel became my closest link to anyone involved in the entertainment industry. Lucky for me, he shared every tidbit he could. It took a special man to marry my mom with three boys in tow, and he had his hands full attempting to maintain some stability in a very emotional (and often turbulent) household.


Throughout my childhood, my father tried to see me as often as possible, while also bouncing from one sales job to another. Over the course of his life, he worked as a stockbroker, owned a design studio, sold “questionable” land in the high desert, owned a pie restaurant, and spent twenty-two years selling hearing aids, among other things. He was a brilliant guy who could figure out my high school algebra homework even though he barely finished seventh grade. He had a photographic memory and a laugh that made you laugh. And he was funny as hell. Sure, he had swings like Benny Goodman, but not when it came to being a responsible father. Just about every weekend, I would stare out my bedroom window, waiting for his car to pull up, as it always would. As I grew older, I became more of a best friend and wingman than a son. As a teenager and young adult, I found this pretty exciting, but after a few more years of maturing into manhood, I realized it wasn’t the healthiest of scenarios.


Our close bond meant that my dad recognized the toll their divorce was taking on me, and when I was nine, he introduced me to a child therapist. Nate was like a hip college professor who smoked a pipe, wore sleeveless sweaters, and drove an original yellow MINI Cooper. I had to leave my classroom every Thursday at ten A.M. to see him, and my excuse to all of my dumbfounded classmates was that I had a dentist appointment. They knew something else was going on, because in those days my teeth looked like hell, and who on earth has a dentist appointment every week? But in 1969, if a kid went to see a shrink, he had to be crazy, right? Life was already too shitty at school to let that one out of the bag, so I got the reputation as the kid who had to constantly go to the dentist. Which of course turned into “Gerstenfeld has like a hundred cavities . . .”


Nate and I would walk around the neighborhood and talk rather than sit in his office. One of his exercises for helping me conquer my extreme anxiety was to coerce me into stealing oranges from people’s trees; years later, he admitted he just loved oranges. He was a compassionate and kind man when it came to communicating with children, and to this day we remain close friends. My father was always strained financially, and Nate told my dad he could pay for my sessions over time so I could continue with therapy. I never forgot that, because it made me feel that maybe I was worth something.


As grateful as I am for the positive aspects of my early years, there is no doubt the more troublesome ones left their mark. At three years old, even though I appear happy in photos, I already have bags under my eyes that look like I’m burning the midnight oil while holding down two jobs to make ends meet. The bags have followed me throughout my life. They’re my earned stripes, my medals of horror. They’re from years of insomnia combined with my Semitic coloring, constant worrying, angry masturbation, my inability to roll with shit, fear of the Nielsen Family, feelings of inadequacy when showering, and the daily dread that comes with pursuing the American dream. Take it for what you will: nature or nurture. It wasn’t always pretty, but it got me here.
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Jews Don’t Dribble


When you’re a large kid, people always assume you’re older than you are, and they tend to treat you as such. This comes with both an added pressure of expectation and some undeniable perks. The irony of age, of course, is that we want to appear older when we’re young and younger when we’re old, proving that the human species is rarely content with any stage of life. That is, until you experience the true bliss of total voluntary surrender—but I’ll get to that later.


School was a nightmare for me straight through junior high. I was as tall as my teacher in the third grade, and by sixth grade, everyone thought I was an undercover narc or had flunked a couple of years. I always sat in the back of the class so as not to block the blackboard for the poor bastard sitting behind me.


Whenever teams were picked during PE, I was always second to last before Ronald Wulfson, who was known as “Planet” for obvious reasons. In dodgeball, I was always the first out because I was the biggest target. Having the speed of a sloth didn’t help, either, so I had more welts on me from that fucking game than you could imagine. Those big red rubber balls that smelled like asphalt found their way to my head more often than not, and the asinine rule was that if you were beaned in the head, it didn’t count and you weren’t out. The shot had to be below the neck, meaning every whack to the noggin bought me another round of torture, in which I could only hope to take one to the dick for a change. It is for this same reason that I have zero desire to go to Israel. Seven-foot Jew equals Arab’s wet dream. Just lob one over the wall and leave with any prize from the top shelf.


When I hit the six-foot mark at thirteen, I noticed the majority of the population was in denial with regard to my athletic potential. The townspeople refused to believe that I couldn’t play ball. I would have killed to become a good basketball player, because that would have gotten me the acceptance I constantly craved. When I would tell coaches I could not play basketball, they needed to see it to believe it, thus adding to my angst and embarrassment. “All you have to do is jump, Gerstenfeld!” Coach Tuccimini would bellow as I lumbered up and down the cracked, blacktop courts at George Hale Junior High. My room was lined with posters of John Havlicek, Jerry West, and Lew Alcindor (the early Kareem) in hopes that they would give me extra motivation. No Jewish players in that lineup, you’ll notice—Jews don’t dribble until they get to be around eighty. I never heard a sportscaster yell, “Rebound by Robinowitz!”


I dreamed of becoming the next Wilt Chamberlain. He was the star center of the Los Angeles Lakers at the time. My dad told me stories about how he would see Wilt every now and then leaving a nightclub with two or three women at a time. For this reason alone, I wanted to wake up black and buffed, with a penis that required a spotter when erect—not to mention a stealth hook shot to beat the Celtics at the buzzer.


I wanted so desperately to own Wilt’s trademark gold headband, but every sporting goods store was sold out of them. So I decided to cut the waistband off of my underwear, paint it gold, and wear it in my next pickup game at recess. I knew it would fit perfectly because I always wore my underwear on my head when I imitated my aunt Esther for my brothers. I was naive enough to think the other kids wouldn’t be able to tell the difference; I thought if I colored the waistband correctly, I could fool everyone, even though it said “Waist 32” and “Fruit of the Loom” on it. Skip Goldwaser, the only Jew at my school with a jump shot, was onto me the minute I hit the court. The whispers started and the chuckles followed and I became officially known as “the giant loser who wore his underwear waistband on his head.”


It was around this time that I decided to sport a mini Jewfro in hopes of, again, being more Wilt-like. I looked as if Herman Munster and Greg Brady had a child. I couldn’t win. And to top it off, my mom was insistent on cutting my mop. “The Afro is not going to get points with the Latin students, darling. You have enough trouble already with the whites,” she said as we waited in the drive-through for tacos at Jack in the Box. What the hell was she talking about? What Latins? I think she meant Latinos, or perhaps she was confusing Latin with Latin Americans. Either way, she wanted the ’fro gone.


What I think puzzled me even more back then was that Jack in the Box sold two tacos for thirty-nine cents. Not one but two tacos. This was baffling to me, because gum was forty cents and didn’t contain beef. Or at least what we thought was beef. How did they do it? What part of the cow could they sell for thirty-nine cents? This shit kept me up at night. In more ways than one.


My dad sided with me to convince my mom to leave my hair alone. He had a mini-fro as well. But to my mom, it showed disrespect to wear your hair long. I wanted to be like my two older brothers, with long, cool, wavy hair, love beads, and bell-bottoms. When I tried to pull off that look, it was not kind. I looked like a tranny at a luau.


It’s odd how men have a very deep connection to their hair that I can only assume goes back to the prehistoric days, when we were forced to camouflage among other furry land dwellers in hopes of not being devoured. The shit guys go through to save their fuzz is insane. Just think of James Taylor, Sean Connery, and Bruce Willis. You think they have trouble getting laid? Let it go, gentlemen.


My mom always cut our hair herself with a device called the Hair Whiz, which she bought from a late-night television commercial. It was pretty much like a straight razor with a plastic handle. I think it was originally designed to shear sheep or cut upholstery. No matter how we pleaded, we all got a variation of an accidental mullet. I recall once running away from home the day before I was supposed to get my hair cut. I’ll never forget the bravery it took as I closed my eyes and jumped down nineteen inches from my bedroom window onto a cushy patch of succulents. We had a one-story house. I guess walking out the front door wouldn’t have been as dramatic as doing a tuck-and-roll onto plush landscaping. To me, it might as well have been an escape from Terminal Island: I ran for dear life in broad daylight (Jews don’t run away if it’s dark out) to the market three miles down the hill, where I called my dad from a pay phone. He drove all the way from downtown as I hid in the produce section of Vons. When he picked me up we went to have some pie at Marie Callender’s, like we always did, and he told me about the importance of sticking up for what I believed in, which included preserving my Afro.


We loved pie. We bonded over it. Marie Callender’s was like our clubhouse. And one day my dad would buy a franchise called House of Pies that almost drove him to an early grave. He had to do most of the baking from midnight to five in the morning and had no idea what he was doing. He sold it in two years and lost a bundle.


*   *   *


It should come as no surprise that I was bullied beyond belief, and once the smaller guys knew I wasn’t great at fighting back, I became fair game for a large part of the student body. That’s when I discovered the Goon Squad: a gaggle of oddities who ran in a pod consisting of fat kids, brainiacs, those with special needs (evident or not), loners, nerds, redheads, and kids who freely ate boogers in public. I was immediately elected president of the Island of Misfit Toys because I had the loudest voice in all of Platt Ranch Elementary, and my screams for help could be heard across the schoolyard. I was Foghorn Leghorn with abandonment issues. And I became the resident comic of this group because I had the ability to ease our dread of inferiority by secretly making fun of the bullies while also imitating our least favorite teachers. The goons needed some comic relief, and I needed an audience. I had found my niche.


My strategy from early on was always to draw the uncomfortable focus onto myself before others had time to point and ridicule. The idea is to beat the haters to the punch. In the same way that Quasimodo needed to run up to the bell tower and ring the shit out of the bells to gain even more attention (as if being a deformed hunchback wasn’t enough), we must all make sure we draw attention to our flaws before others do. This is recommended for my diminutive counterparts as well. And large folks, listen up: don’t stoop or slouch, because then you look like a Great Dane who just laid one out behind the couch. Stand tall but not too proud. Pride can make you look like a dick if you’re not careful.
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Hamming it up at my mom’s third wedding, 1968. (Courtesy of author’s collection)
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Bitten


My turbulent and awkward childhood led me to devise a survival strategy, which was to try and become anyone but myself. Over the years I’ve noticed this is the same process that propels many people into show business. Ironically, it’s the opposite of what we want to accomplish later in life. That’s the delicate balancing act that most everyone struggles with: “Who the hell am I today? Right now? And are there any other choices available?”


In my earlier days as a stand-up, like the playground tactics that preceded them, my humor always leaned toward self-deprecation. There’s still some of that today, but I think every comic, especially in the beginning, is fueled by his larger emotions or feelings about himself, which are almost always negative. That’s why we’re comics. These years also saw the birth of my irreverent sense of humor and my need to push the envelope in both personal and professional life. I chose not to be the typical giant who slumped over or hid in the corner or on top of the beanstalk. Instead, I decided to create a humor as loud and unfiltered as I was. Fortunately, this served me well in later life, because women love humor. It’s a known fact that next to musicians and athletes, comics get laid the most. Luckily, comedians age much better than bass players or quarterbacks, so if you think you are truly funny, you can cancel your gym membership right now. Broads want to laugh, not fight you for the mirror.


My childhood dreams of becoming a fireman, policeman, or doctor were dashed by age nine when I could no longer fit into a youth-size Halloween costume for any of those occupations. It was as if I went from Casper to Richard Nixon overnight. (Even a few years ago I went to Party City to buy a costume to take my kids out trick-or-treating. I figured a clown was easy until I went to try on the clown feet. I couldn’t get them on; they were too fucking small. They were three feet long, why the hell couldn’t I get my size-fifteen flipper in there?)


I took a music class in school and toyed with the thought of becoming a flautist to offset my mammoth persona. Unfortunately, the smaller instruments went to the girls, and I was stuck with the baritone horn, one size under tuba. After one week of having to schlep my instrument home from school, a mile and a half uphill, I decided maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a musician. I was diagnosed with a hernia three weeks into orchestra class. My doctor suggested not blowing hard for six weeks after the operation. He also advised that I not carry the large horn home for at least the same amount of time. I was moved into percussion, but unfortunately not the drums. I rotated from the triangle to cymbals depending on the holiday program.


To me and my dad, black musicians and artists were the epitome of cool. My dad was great at doing impressions and inspired me to venture into that realm also. Flip Wilson, Bill Cosby, and Jimmie Walker were the first in my arsenal. I’m slightly embarrassed to say that my first act, at fifteen, was an impersonation of Jimmie Walker. In blackface. As off-putting as that sounds, I need to inform you that my act was highly regarded on the bar mitzvah circuit, and the impression was so dead-on that I somehow got away with it. At the time, Jimmie was the biggest star in television on the show Good Times, and truly, it was done out of admiration and respect, however misguided.


On further consideration, it occurs to me that perhaps the screams of laughter were from the fact that I was walking into a temple in blackface, as opposed to my impression being great. I would recite the jokes off Jimmie’s hit album, wearing his trademark jean hat and burgundy turtleneck. In hindsight, I guess I was lucky to have made it past my fifteenth birthday. I didn’t find any of this to be racist, though I did find it racial and provocative and actually pretty damn funny. Especially to a kid who was being influenced by a new show called Saturday Night Live. To me, it was no different than when Eddie Murphy brilliantly portrayed the old Jewish men in his films or when Richard Pryor made fun of white people. The general population just wasn’t used to white guys trying that kind of stuff.


As I look back on it today, I can’t believe my utter fearlessness, my lack of propriety, and the balls I possessed in my teens. I also can’t believe I was allowed to leave the house in friggin’ blackface! My parents, who were very supportive of my comedy as well as very liberal, clearly didn’t see the harm or offense. I was acting. Like Othello on weed, perhaps, but acting.


*   *   *


My cousin Darren and I, born nine days apart, grew up more like brothers, since his house was just down the street. When we had sleepovers, we would quietly turn on his television after bedtime to catch Johnny Carson’s monologue on The Tonight Show. We would always make sure to catch the young comics: Robert Klein, David Brenner, Joan Rivers, Steve Landesberg, Martin Mull, and David Steinberg were the staples.


Then one night I caught Don Rickles on The Tonight Show, and my life changed forever. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. It was the first time I’d ever witnessed Carson and Ed McMahon crying from laughter. Don was ruthless and hysterical. Jabbing Ed about his weight and boozing, and roasting Johnny about his marriages and salary. Making fun of the black guy in the band. Telling irreverent stories about his buddy Sinatra. There was a sense of discomfort when Rickles took to the stage that made everything even funnier because he was fearless and no one was safe. But his genius came from the audience knowing full well he didn’t mean it.


After seeing Don perform, I knew for certain I wanted to pursue comedy as a career. I wanted to make folks laugh about themselves the same way I had to laugh about myself. To make everyone fair game no matter who they were. Ironically, it wasn’t until later in life that I realized how much my comedic style was influenced by this middle-aged curmudgeon. I always felt like the put-upon outcast who wanted his day in court, and Rickles’s humor made it okay to play the judge. One thing I was keenly aware of, however, was the fact that I had to make fun of myself before turning the tables on the audience. Rickles was short, bald, and pudgy. I was a giant with a big voice. If I didn’t set it up right, I’d come off as nothing more than a bully. I would have to let the audience see my vulnerability, insecurity, and playfulness. They needed to know what really lay beneath my surface before I could be trusted to unload on them.
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