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Dedication

I dedicate this book to you.

No, not you . . .

THE PLURAL YOU!

For the fans of

Parks and Recreation.

Your love for Pawnee,

waffles, and

Li’l Sebastian

has never wavered.
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Boola Boola Boola!

[image: image]
This was a good day. A great day. One of the best. I got to pee standing up.


We’re ambling through the sun-dappled forest when—

Bang!

Nick Offerman is shot.

Wait! We’re on set. That’s Ron Swanson, not Nick Offerman.

We’re filming “Hunting Trip,” the tenth episode of the second season of Parks and Recreation—the show that would come to define my career as well as introduce me to lifelong friends—and we’re on location, far from the soundstage. This is why we find ourselves in the Angeles National Forest when poor old Ron is struck in the back of the head by a stray bullet.

Since you’re already a big Parks fan, you know Tom Haverford shot Ron Swanson.

Jerry wasn’t yet established as a series regular, so imagine my surprise when I pored over the script prior to that week’s table read and came to the part where Jerry looks square into the camera, grabs a beer, and says, “This is such a great day. See, at my house, I’ve got a wife and three beautiful daughters. But this trip, it is the one time of year I get to pee standing up.”

That line from my “talking head” segment (when a character directly addresses the camera) was a turning point for my role. It signaled that the writers and producers cared enough about Jerry to create a backstory, and it suggested I had a future with the show, even if I wasn’t sure of the specifics, including the eventual story arc that I was married to a character played by a certain supermodel.

My pal Retta also had some good news by way of her character. Shortly after Ron is shot, causing panic and turmoil in an already anxiety-fueled episode, a secondary scream is heard, this time from Donna Meagle. Ann Perkins, a selfless nurse, believes that Donna is having a heart attack, with good reason, until it becomes clear that Donna is hyperventilating because someone has shot at her prized Mercedes. It’s apparent that the lady likes nice things, a trait that comes full circle in season 4’s “Pawnee Rangers,” aka “Treat. Yo. Self.”

We all grew much closer on that trip. I remember Retta walking backward up a hill to alleviate pressure on her bad knees as we guided her to make sure she didn’t veer off the road. There were Paul Schneider and I, chopping it up and telling each other dirty jokes till we went blue,* or Amy Poehler and I, screaming unintelligible chants as we ran through the trees—Boola boola boola! There were besties Amy and Rashida Jones laughing so hard that they could barely make it through a scene, which happened often and at random—in this episode, it’s when they force an angry Ron Swanson back to his bed so that he can convalesce. They repeatedly cry-laughed, “Nick is so strong! How is he this strong?”

Amy recovered in time for Leslie to give her alibis to the ranger at the end of the episode, when she realizes she’s dealing with a misogynistic A-hole. If you want to watch a master class in improv comedy, check this out again. Here are a few of my favorite lines, most of which were made up by Amy on the spot: “I was thinking with my lady parts”; “I’m wearing a new bra and it closes in the front and it popped open and it threw me off”; “Bitches be crazy”; “I’m good at tolerating pain. Bad at math. And stupid.” In my opinion, Leslie finds her character-footing in “Hunting Trip.” She’s smart, zany, and uncompromising.

And for me? This episode provided me with a boost in confidence, the most I’d felt since joining the cast. After all, this had been a new show by the great Greg Daniels and the precocious Michael Schur, a Harvard graduate and Greg’s partner in crime. In addition to being the creator and showrunner for the American version of The Office, Greg cocreated King of the Hill and was a writer on shows such as Saturday Night Live and The Simpsons. Michael was also an SNL alum, the writer and producer of its popular Weekend Update segment. He’d go on to cocreate The Good Place, Brooklyn Nine-Nine, and Master of None. No small feat. If these stalwarts weren’t proof enough, Parks and Recreation starred elite SNL alum and improv queen Amy Poehler and was pitched as NBC’s next big investment. Was I nervous? No. I was absolutely terrified.

Which is funny all these years later when people yell to me on the street, “Hey, it’s Jerry/Larry/Terry/Garry/Barry!” Or when I’m stopped in a café and asked if “Pawnee’s mayor” wouldn’t mind taking a photo. Of course I don’t mind—anything for my citizens.

After appearing on seven seasons of the show, and on every episode no less, I want to put on my hunting cap, zip up that old fleece-lined vest, and walk you through the years of Parks, with all the silliness, joyful moments, and crazy good fortune of making art with my friends. Friends who enjoy catching you with your pants down. You remember the episode, don’t you?

I can still hear Retta’s delirious laughter after watching Aziz getting pantsed by Amy. “Ohhhh, Aziz be packing!” Retta cried. Unfortunately, that never made the final cut.

I even got pantsed, though not by the “Pants Queen,” Leslie. That honor was done by Mark Brendanawicz. If that doesn’t make you one of the team, I don’t know what does.






The Incredibly Long-Winded and Exhaustively Untitled TV Project

Word was going ’round about the Untitled Greg Daniels and Michael Schur Project, which seemed a little wordy, which is why it was mostly called the Untitled Amy Poehler Project (tie goes to the alliteration). If you’ve been around showbiz as long as I have, you learn of these types of projects as if they’re gossip bombs dropped in middle school hallways. I couldn’t go into any audition in those days without overhearing an actor mentioning how badly they wanted in on it.

Did you hear Greg and Mike are doing an Office spin-off?

Did you hear Amy Poehler is headlining a new thing by Greg and Mike from The Office?

That’s TV royalty, man. It’s gonna be so good; you gotta get an audition. You gotta call your manager!

So I did. I called my manager, Lynda, who confirmed the rumor and told me she’d try to get me in on it.

Amy, coming off her sterling work on SNL, was the project’s champion, which meant that any auditions would be super competitive and nearly impossible to get into. Imagine it: The Office, created by Daniels, had hit its peak in 2008, at the time this “new project” was making its way through Hollywood.


Greg Daniels, Cocreator

Between season 2 and season 3 of The Office, we left Jim [Halpert] on this note of, “If he doesn’t get Pam, then he can’t stay on the show.” And I think everyone in the audience assumed that we’d figure some way around that, but then we started season 3 and he moved to Stamford, Connecticut, where he was at another branch of Dunder Mifflin. So, to create this other branch, we had to cast this satellite version of the office. We had Ed Helms, Rashida [Jones], and some others as well. At that point, Ben Silverman, who was the guy who got the rights to The Office and who brought me on to adapt it, was now president of NBC. He saw the Stamford branch and said, “You need to spin off The Office. Look at how you were able to create this whole other thing, and, you know, I wouldn’t mind watching a show called The Stamford Branch.”

I was reluctant because the idea of a spin-off felt like a throwback to an era of television that was . . . I don’t know . . . I thought it was going to hurt the original show. I thought it would zap some of the energy. I kept putting it off, but [Ben] was insistent. So I started to think about how this could work.

I had two ideas for writers who could leave The Office for this idea, and one of them was Mike [Schur], who’s extremely self-assured and capable. The other was [writer and showrunner] Jen Celotta. I started meeting with Mike before work at a place called Norms Restaurant, and we were coming up with different ideas. I was very into this 1970s documentary called An American Family, about the Loud family, and it was not on air. I managed to find it in, like, a museum. I thought the mockumentary format could work well. I felt like that would be the best idea for a spin-off, but we had other ideas.

One of the ideas was, “If The Office is about private industry, let’s do something about the public sector. And maybe they’ll be different enough—a government story versus a business story.” Remember, one of my fears about doing The Stamford Branch was that the two shows would cannibalize each other. Mike preferred this other idea.

I also didn’t want to leave people like Steve Carell in the lurch, to make it seem like I wasn’t coming back. That wouldn’t work. So I thought I could set it up where Mike could run Parks. I had this other idea for a family and thought Jen Celotta could run that. About a family on a cul-de-sac, starring Catherine Tate. I love her.

Anyway, we’re building the concept for Parks, and one of the things we didn’t want to have was a male lead. We didn’t want to do the same stuff as The Office. We were a little scared based on the enthusiasm from the network, scared that they would do some forced crossover thing between the two shows. So, we decided we didn’t want it to be a traditional spin-off. Part of spiking that tire was having Rashida Jones being on the show but being a different person—you can’t spin off that.

Mike said, “What about Amy Poehler?” I thought that was fantastic. Of all the people of that generation from Second City—Steve Carell, Stephen Colbert, Amy Sedaris, and Tina Fey, they were all birthed out of the same Chicago scene. Bob Odenkirk, too. Part of the challenge of making a show is: how do you find someone who has all the chops and comedy experience but who hasn’t been discovered yet? Amy was super popular but hadn’t done her own thing yet. We had been so lucky getting Steve Carell for The Office because he had all the juice of a star like Will Ferrell, but he hadn’t been a movie star yet. I had this feeling with Amy like, “Yes, she’s coming off SNL and maybe she has a higher profile than Steve Carell, who did The Daily Show, but it was sketch comedy. It was a different thing.”

The first actor we hired was Aziz Ansari, though. I was a huge fan of this sketch that he wrote on a show called Human Giant, the one where this guy gets views on YouTube by cutting his own penis off. But Aziz gets views by making silly faces, and he gets slightly more views. That was one of the funniest things I ever saw. I did some research and learned that Aziz wrote that sketch, and I thought, This is perfect. A writer-performer. One of the first people we hired on The Office was B. J. [Novak], and I originally thought that Aziz would be in the writers’ room, but anyway . . .

We got Amy. And there wasn’t going to be a pilot for this show; it was straight to TV. Ben was my buddy and he needed something fast, and he had also done The Office, which was the number one show at the time. There is a drawback to this, though, in that you can’t work out the kinks too much.




Mike Schur, Cocreator

[image: image]
Show cocreator Mike Schur and Amy Poehler, the dream team.


Amy got pregnant and she was supposed to give birth basically the week we started shooting. At the time, NBC had given us a post–Super Bowl slot. We were going to air after the Super Bowl. It was going to be The Office after the Super Bowl and then the Parks pilot after The Office. It wasn’t an actual post–Super Bowl slot, but 28 million people or whatever were going to watch the show. We talked to Amy early on and then she was like, “I think I’m out.” I don’t think we even had an idea when we talked to her. We might have had the earliest germ of an idea, but it was like, “We can’t do it with her; that’s too bad.”

Once we started really developing the show and built it around a woman who was the main character, we started to have this feeling . . . I remember this conversation we had where I was like, “I have worked with Amy. I know who she is and what she is capable of. There is no one else who can do this. We could have Allison Jones go out and find other actors, but this is just Amy Poehler; it just has to be.” So we went back to Amy and said, “If we can wait for you and change your schedule, would you do it?” She said yes. We went back to NBC and said, “Listen, we are going to voluntarily give up the post–Super Bowl slot in order to get Amy Poehler.” Our thinking was that the Super Bowl slot is a short-term decision; that’s a decision you make to be explosive and firework-y and get as many people to see the pilot as you can, but getting Amy Poehler in your show is a long-term decision. It’s the thing that’s going to make the show work.

We had been guaranteed thirteen episodes on the air in the first season, and our pilot was going to air after the Super Bowl. I think we are the only people in history to voluntarily cut our order from thirteen to six and give up a Super Bowl slot, and it was purely to get Amy to do the show.

She gave birth and then, like, heroically, within three months after giving birth, she was on our set shooting the pilot. I am happy to say, all of these years later, that we made the right call. That show doesn’t work if Amy is not at the center of it.



I learned that the well-regarded and brilliant Allison Jones, casting director for shows such as The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, Curb Your Enthusiasm, Arrested Development, and many more, would be spearheading the casting process. This gave the project even more clout. Greg Daniels, Michael Schur, Amy Poehler, and now Allison Jones?

From the start, the project was fueled by rumors based upon the “breakdown” offered by Breakdown Services Ltd., a site that releases casting notices for TV and film. These casting notices go to agents and managers, which then filter down to actors. Since Greg Daniels’s and Amy Poehler’s names were attached to this breakdown, along with a logline about a mockumentary style, many assumed that the project would be too similar in tone and format to The Office, which was famous for its mockumentary, single-camera format. If that was true, then it was also fine with me. For one thing, I’m a huge fan of The Office and the show’s lead, Steve Carell. I knew Steve from my Chicago days, and we had even done a voiceover job together for some beer campaign before I moved to Los Angeles. Getting to join something that would, in the worst case, copy the formula of The Office or, in the best, echo it would be a dream come true.

When word got out that Rashida Jones (no relation to Allison), who was a fixture of The Office’s seasons 3 and 4 and a key interloper in the relationship between Pam and Jim, would also be involved, the naysayers complained, “Now it really is The Office.” Oh well, let them complain, I thought. I still want in.

* * *


Mike Schur

When we started to form the idea, we knew Aziz from his work on Human Giant and we were like, I don’t know what role that guy is going to play, but that guy is funny; let’s get that guy on the show. Aziz signed on to the show without having even heard the idea. Then, there was Rashida—I’ve known Rashida since the second day of college, but Rashida had been on The Office, playing Karen. It was like, “Rashida, come on board,” and she was like, “Great.” We had Rashida and Aziz, at least, having committed to the show before we really knew what the show was, if memory serves.

Greg was very wary of breaking up the kind of magic formula of The Office, and he had long believed that the key to that show’s success was how many different characters there were. He used to tell us that we will know that the show is a success when people start coming up and saying, “My favorite character is Stanley,” or “My favorite character is Phyllis,” or “My favorite character is Kelly,” or you know. Even though there were so many people in the show, he was very concerned about the idea of moving some of the actors into a different show. So, what he said to me was, “Look, they want this spin-off, but I told them I was just going to kind of do my best to come up with a good idea, and if that idea happens to be a spin-off, then great. And if it doesn’t, we will do something else.” So he asked me if I wanted to do it with him, which was amazing, and we spent a long time thinking of a bunch of different ideas. We thought about spin-offs of The Office with different characters; we thought about new ideas; we thought about family shows, work shows, whatever.

Eventually we got to this point where we had this idea, which was basically that there is a woman who works in government, and there is a giant pit in a lot and she wants to turn it into a park. We really liked that as the starting point. And the thing that we liked about it the most was that with The Office, Greg Daniels, Ricky Gervais, and Stephen Merchant had done what amounted to a satire of all of corporate culture. And they did it by just picking this tiny kind of unimportant office in this unimportant industry in this unimportant part of the country and then examining what it’s like to work in that office, and really, in any office anywhere. It was so relatable because everybody has worked in an office—it was like everyone has had a crush on someone they worked with, everyone has had an annoying boss, whatever.

We realized that by doing this idea, we had the chance to do for an entire town what The Office did for a work environment. Everyone has lived in a town, so everyone knows about the park system, the local celebrity journalist Joan Callamezzo–type person, the mayor, the parks where you played soccer when you were a kid, and the public swimming pool. We realized we could create an entire fictional city in the way that Greg, Ricky, and Stephen had created a fictional company, and that started to get interesting to us because it’s really about world building. If we do this right, and the show lasts a long time, we will get to this point where Pawnee is a real place—it has rich history, and it has all sorts of people who live in it, who can float in and out like in The Simpsons.

We settled on that idea, and I think NBC still would have preferred, honestly at the time, that it be a spin-off, because spin-offs at the time were very valuable things. But Greg, true to his word, was like, “We are going to pick the best idea, and the best idea is the one we will write.”




Greg Levine, Script Coordinator and My Cohost on the Parks and Recollection Podcast

I lost my job during the 2007–08 writers’ strike. I had a buddy working as Allison Jones’s casting assistant when he called to say, “Come over here, we need a second set of hands around the office, just answering phones and whatnot.” I had no interest in casting, but Allison hired me sight unseen. Little did I know it then, but she would end up being one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.

Anyway, we cast The Office that season and it was soon revealed that The Office was going to do a spin-off that was probably going to be about Dwight. Unbeknownst to me, about once a week, Allison Jones called Greg Daniels to tell him that he should hire me to be their writers’ assistant. One day we went to the Office set for season 4, and Allison pulls me over and asks if I want to meet Greg. I talk to Greg for a minute or two and then he asks if I want to meet any of the writers. I’m thinking, What?! What have I stepped into? This is so cool. We walk through the set to an office where Mike Schur and Jen Celotta are, and I start shooting the shit with Mike. We talked about The West Wing and M*A*S*H for five minutes, shows we both loved, when he told me about this new show they were launching and asked me if I wanted to come on as a writers’ assistant. That’s when I realized that that’s the way you should interview—you should interview when you’re not realizing you’re interviewing. And that’s how I ended up being there, the first person hired on Parks and Recreation. I was there pilot to finale.

[image: image]
Writer extraordinaire Dan Goor and me goofing off.




I had grown up loving shows featuring ensemble casts: M*A*S*H, Cheers, Mary Tyler Moore, All in the Family, The Dick Van Dyke Show, and heck, The Golden Girls (RIP to my girl Betty White), where a main character could recede at any time in service of another cast member’s story. The Office harkened back to the time of Golden Age TV—full of quick dialogue, tight plotting, and surprising character arcs. The only drawback I imagined was there’d be no part for me.

[image: image]
On the set of Hot in Cleveland. This is one group of funny ladies, led by queen-of-funny Betty White.


I had reason to think this: a few years earlier, I’d auditioned for Allison Jones for a guest spot on The Office and didn’t get it. If I’d failed to make the cut for a show like this one in the past, then why would I succeed now? I leapt from grief’s first stage to the last, simply accepting I wouldn’t be part of it.

You can imagine my delight when my manager, Lynda Bensky, called and told me I’d been invited to come in. “Don’t mess it up,” she said.* I arrived at the audition to find a bunch of macho men with big chests and strong jawlines. Why? I was auditioning for the role of Ron Swanson.

[image: image]
This, my friends, is not a test. It’s a selfie by one of the most selfless people I’ve ever known, Mr. Nick Swanson. I mean, Ron Offerman.


You and I both know there could only be one Ron Swanson, and his name is Nick Offerman. If you talk to Nick in real life, you can see Ron Swanson’s characteristics at play: the monotone, the fascination with woodworking and other trades, the mustache . . . the mustache! Nick influenced the development of Ron Swanson as much as Ron Swanson reflected some of Nick’s nature, and it was a perfect marriage of actor and character.


Mike Schur and Me

MIKE: I wrote an episode of The Office and the idea behind the episode was that Michael Scott goes to New York City, and there is a meeting at the corporate offices with all of the managers of the regional branches. Michael managed the Scranton branch, and then there was the Buffalo branch and the Albany branch and the Stamford, Connecticut, branch and whatever. The reason we wanted to do this episode was there was a feeling, an earned feeling, which was basically like, “How does this idiot have a job?” Right?

ME: Yes, I love The Office and I say it every day. “How does the idiot have a job?”

MIKE: The guy is a moron. How does he have his job? So, the idea was, we are going to go to this meeting with all of the regional managers, and we are going to show you that in the corporate world, any idiot can be a regional manager. He had done absolutely nothing at all to prepare. The idea was that Michael Scott might be an idiot and a moron, but when push comes to shove, he also does the thing he is supposed to do. Whereas there is this guy in this other branch and that guy is a total moron.

The guy who played the part is named Craig Anton, and he is very funny. But when we first were auditioning people for the role, Nick Offerman came in. I lost my mind. He was so funny and weird. I remember him leaving after the audition and it being very clear that he was the right guy. I said to Allison, “How is that guy forty years old and I’ve never heard of him before, never seen him before? How does a person that good at comedy and acting get to be that age without any of us having had any idea who he is?” It turned out that he had had this kind of wild history of getting cast in pilots and then getting recast after table reads because he was too weird or whatever. He had just kind of managed to kind of fall through the cracks. So, we offered him the job, and I was so excited . . . and he said no. The reason he said no was because he had a guest spot already booked that week on Will & Grace.

ME: Where Megan was . . .

MIKE: I said he should bail on them; there won’t be a better part than this. This is a juicy part, and he was like, “No, I’m married to Megan Mullally.” I was like, “Fair enough. Go do your wife’s show.” I wrote down the name Nick Offerman on a Post-it note and put it on my computer. I left it there because I thought, Someday there will be another part and that guy is going to be right for the part.

Years went by and then this role came up, and I was like, “That’s the guy. It’s Nick Offerman!” I talked to Allison Jones and said, “This is Nick Offerman’s part; let’s just get him in here and read him.” Greg, true to his word and character, said we should read a bunch of people. So, Allison brought in a bunch of people, and one of those people was Mike O’Malley. Mike came in before Nick and just blew the doors off the place with his audition. He was so great, and suddenly it was like, “Oh no, what do I do?” I was suddenly terrified because there was this other great performance. Then Nick came in and he was great, and I was even more tortured and whatever. Eventually it got to the point where we had these discussions, and it was like, “You know what, our gut was Nick; Nick was the guy. We kind of had him in our brain, and let’s go with him.”

I remember I wrote Mike an email. I was like, “Listen, man, I don’t know if this will make you feel better or worse, but you gave as good an audition as you could give. You were perfect. There is nothing that you did that wasn’t great. It’s just that I had this guy’s name on a Post-it note on my computer for three years, and I kind of just think that that’s the way we are going to go.” He wrote me back the nicest note that said, “Hey, man, the show is great. Nick Offerman is great. It’s going to be awesome. No hard feelings.” What a good guy. I am still friends with him, very good friends with him, now.

To me, that was the universe saying everything was going to be okay. The truth is that there is a tremendous amount of good fortune that plays into any project like this one lasting for a long time and being successful, but it’s also not so much a miracle as it is just a lot of good people doing a lot of good work. There is an aspect of miracle, luck, good fortune, whatever, but there’s another aspect of the best casting director in the world and the best TV producer in the world working together and finding one of the best actors in the world. When you think of it that way, it’s less fragile, I think, then sometimes I feel like it was.

ME: Had Nick done the guest spot on The Office, would that have negated his possible role?

MIKE: Totally possible. Who knows? That’s what is funny. I think he would have been great. Rashida, obviously, had been on The Office for a whole year, and we cast her. I’m not saying we wouldn’t have cast him for that reason, but everything kind of lined up perfectly and worked out the way it should have. It’s hard to go back now and wish that anything had been different about the way it all went.

ME: Especially because you are between Mike O’Malley, who is amazing, and Nick, who is amazing. If you are looking for reasons to make it easier, you could say that Nick did The Office, and blah blah blah.

MIKE: Who knows? Maybe Nick gets a stomach virus while on set and barfs everywhere, and our association with him is unpleasant and we don’t want that guy because he barfed everywhere or whatever. Whatever stupid thing could have happened. I saved that Post-it note, and after the show ended, I framed it and gave it to Nick as a parting gift.



I was nothing like Ron Swanson, meanwhile, or at least nothing like the way Nick made him. On the internet you can find a video of how my Ron Swanson sounded, almost wispy as compared to Ron’s famous baritone. It wasn’t wrong or bad, but it wasn’t Ron. That character could’ve only been played by one guy, and his name is Nick Offerman. “You see someone funny, and you always put them in your back pocket,” Greg Daniels told me recently. “I don’t think it was the case where it was ‘It has to be him and no one else,’ but he left such a great impression. He was perfect for it.”


Allison Jones, Casting Director

Nick Offerman’s and Paul Schneider’s roles were auditions and metamorphosed with every side’s rewrite (and I assume some discussions among writers about how characters were coming together). I believe we had new sides with different character attributes, quite a few iterations of some. It became more about how someone they loved could fit in best. I think Nick’s role evolved quite a bit to what they thought was an enigma who collected World War II military weapons.



My Ron audition might not have been perfect, but it was memorable. Sometimes you go into a room and are met by blank expressions, which you intuit as negative. But the chatter was lively in this room. I mentioned my connection to Steve Carell, which made the banter with Greg and Mike less formal. Not just that, but I was making them laugh. The audition involved the scene where Ron spoke about a piece of war memorabilia on his desk, and divine inspiration must’ve struck in the form of comedic timing, because I was hitting all the beats. This is good, real good, I thought as I walked to my car.

I didn’t carry the kind of self-doubt that usually overtakes me minutes after leaving an audition. You can imagine the kind: the uncertainty that creeps in and becomes frustration until you’re yelling in the car while sitting in traffic about how you screwed it up. How you made all the wrong acting choices while you redo the audition in the rearview mirror, as if that will make it better. Not this time, though: I felt satisfied if not a bit uplifted by my performance, knowing that if I didn’t get the role of Ron, which I was sure I wouldn’t, then the showrunners might be able to find something for me down the line. Perhaps a juicy guest spot? For a show that seemed like it would have some legs, this was as good a sign as any.

Talking and laughing my way through an audition was a strategy I’d employed, unconsciously, to good effect in the past. Though not always. Some years earlier, I’d been up for a dramatic role in a film. As a journeyman character actor, I understood that my weight and outsized personality led me to be perceived as the “fat funny guy.” Actors get labeled all the time, as if someone’s rounding out the roster of a high school rom-com—the friendly neighbor, the realist best friend, the stoner, the cocky athlete. I’ll take any opportunity to show that I’m more than the silly fat dude. As Amy has said to me on more than one occasion, “We’re in the most ridiculous profession ever. We perform for other people.” Her point? That by showing up to do our work in front of others, we’re also continuously setting ourselves up for unfair judgments. But hey, there’s nothing else I’d rather do. Or there’s nothing else I can do.

I was so set on getting this dramatic role and showing another side of my acting skills that I rehearsed ad nauseam, to the distress of those around me. In short, I overprepared.

When it was time to step into that room, I thought I had nailed it . . . but not in the way I’d expected. I engaged in a twenty-minute conversation with the producers and casting director where we talked, laughed, and roasted one another. After the audition, I believed I’d nailed it. Not a doubt in my mind.

An hour after leaving, my agent at the time called me. “How did the audition go?” he asked.

“It went great!” I boasted. “Really, really great. I nailed it. I gotta tell you, I freaking nailed this one.”

“Yeah? Well, I have some bad news.”

No way.

“You lost the job,” my agent said clinically.

“Oh my God, but how?”

“You had too much fun. They enjoyed you so much that they couldn’t see past the humor and laughter.”

It’s a lesson I’ve thought about since: If I go for comedy, I work the room. I make them laugh, I trade stories, I bring up Steve Carell. If I go for a dramatic role? I play it straight. In the years since Parks went off the air, I’ve been called into dramatic auditions and asked by producers to talk about my time on the show, what it was like to improvise with Amy and play patty-cake with Chris Pratt. I respond in the simplest and most straightforward way I know how: “Just a gift.” No more emphasis needed. No reason to be denied a role for being funny. “Just a gift for seven straight years,” I tell them.

Unfortunately, that gift would not come in the form of playing Ron Swanson, but two weeks later I received a call from Lynda telling me that the producers would like me to audition for the role of Jerry. “You interested?” she asked.

“Lynda, stop asking me stupid questions.”

Anyway, when I arrived at the lot, for the Jerry audition this time, the waiting room held the most diverse group of men I’d seen in Hollywood since . . . ever. Generally, when I go to an audition, I’ll see guys who look like me. This was different. There were fat guys with short hair, skinny guys with long hair, Indian guys with no hair, Black guys with purple hair. Jerry was a side character at the time, aka a character that is not officially in the script but could be, so the writers, producers, and showrunners didn’t know what Jerry would look like. This has a dual effect: On one hand, it means you’re not competing against a hundred guys who look like you. On the other, they’ve widened the proverbial pool, which makes it more difficult to lean into a singular direction.

I was ready this time, though, and less nervous than I’d been before because Mike, Greg, and Allison were already familiar with me. And since as a side character Jerry’s lines consisted of random bits that lacked cohesion, I used instinct to guide me. That sensitivity that Jerry carried episode to episode, his nervous posture behind the desk, his shying away from Tom’s disapproval? That trait began in that room, perhaps because of my real-life vulnerability.


Allison Jones

We knew that we were going to have folks in the office who were there every week, and I was a huge fan of yours as someone who felt like an enthusiastic, small-town, good-father, smart-worker, hard-worker type (my words, not Mike and Greg’s). You fit into what I thought was the universe, and luckily your agent at the time knew we had turned these roles into important roles on The Office. (They took my Phyllis!) Also, you always delivered the comedy in a real way. It was never fake or trying to be funny. You and Retta both. Thrilled to get you both in there.



Two weeks later, I received the call that changed my life.

Lynda again. “Jim, the Untitled Amy Poehler Project would like to book you.”

“Oh my gosh . . . for Jerry?”

“For Jerry, yes. Do you want to accept?”

“Lynda, stop asking me stupid questions.”


Greg Daniels and Me

GREG: Allison [Jones] would bring people in to read for other roles. I don’t know if she knew you were coming in for the role of Ron or if she knew in the back of her head, Hey, I love this guy; he’s a great improviser . . .

The way I first heard about you is Allison saying, “You gotta know who Jim O’Heir is. He’s a Chicago guy and a great improviser, and he’s got that background.”

ME: I love that.

GREG: To speak about The Office, the pitch to Angela [Kinsey], Oscar [Nuñez], and Brian [Baumgartner] was, “Look, you know, you’re not necessarily characters in the beginning, but be there, be funny. You’re on the set where the home base is and you’re going to thrive.” So, to hear you say that you were worried you weren’t necessarily going to be a character is so silly to me because we always had a plan for you.

ME: I never knew that. A lot of nights’ sleep were lost over that.

GREG: I’m so sorry.




Retta, Donna Meagle

I got my job because I’m a chatter. I had just gotten this new watch and Mike [Schur] commented, “Hey, nice watch,” and I quickly fired back, “Oh thank you so much, so there’s this website called Gilt Groupe and you have to be invited to be a member and I can totally invite you if you’d like, just give me your email and . . .” I knew right then that Mike thought I was a maniac in the best way and that Greg [Daniels] probably thought I was a maniac in the worst way, but that he loved me anyway.

I did one audition for Donna. So did Octavia Spencer and Yvette Nicole Brown. I didn’t hear back for weeks, but I got the call from my manager at the time, who described it as a “glorified extra.” At this point, I had done an episode on Moesha and a little part on a smaller movie. If somebody had asked me whether I was an actor or a stand-up comedian, I would’ve said, “I’m a stand-up trying to be an actor.”



I was over the moon about working with Amy Poehler. Amy, ten years my junior, is a matriarch of sketch and improvisational comedy, not only through her work on SNL but before that in Chicago’s Second City and her founding of Upright Citizens Brigade along with Matt Walsh, Matt Besser, and Ian Roberts. Though she’s not from Chicago, I often associate Amy with the town in which I grew up and that I love, as well as with the ceaseless talent that has come out of this network—everyone from the previously mentioned Steve Carell to Sean Hayes to freaking Tina Fey. An alumnus of the Second City training program myself, I was ready to learn everything I could from her.

* * *

Now, you might be wondering, what got me to that audition room? Allow me to share.

I was born at 1:15 a.m. on February 4, 1962, at St. Francis Hospital in Blue Island, Illinois, to the greatest parents ever, Eileen and John O’Heir. My mother’s maiden name was O’Keefe, so the green was running through my body from the very start . . .

Oh God, Jim. Are you kidding me? This is boring. Skip to the good part!

I credit three things with getting me to where I am now. The first is interning for the college radio station at Loyola University in Chicago, WLUW, which encouraged my love for performance















[image: image]













OEBPS/images/f00x-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Stovies of Friendship, Waltlles, and Fuks and Recreation

JIM O’HEIR

WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers






OEBPS/images/f014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f030-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780063293526_Cover.jpg
"Welcome to Pawnee is funny and straight from the heart, and it took me back to the
absolute joy it was to make this show with people like our dear Jim O'Heir. Jim did a great
job of not Jerry-ing this book.”=AMY POEHLER

Stories of Friendship, Waffles, and
Parks and Recreation

JIM O'HEIR





OEBPS/images/f008-01.jpg





