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  To Colleen McGarr &

  Duncan Strauss


  


  What I feel most moved to write, that is banned  it will not pay.

  Yet, altogether, write the other way I cannot.


  Herman Melville
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  PROLOGUE


  Los Angeles, 17 November 1993


  Its late on a Wednesday night and Bill Hicks stands onstage at Igbys, a small out-of-the-way comedy club in West Los Angeles. Folks, I appreciate you
  coming out, the thirty-one-year-old comedian says into the microphone. Its a very sentimental evening for me and a very exciting one.


  He scans the sold-out crowd, crammed around tiny cocktail tables, sipping beers. He runs his hand lightly over his stomach. This is my final live performance I am ever going to do,
  stand-up comedy wise.


  Nervous laughter and a soft chorus of nos float through the room. What? someone blurts.


  He cant be serious. As many of the staunch fans and close friends in the club tonight know, Hicks has made empty threats to retire from stand-up almost every year since he began
  performing professionally in 1980. And at this moment, after sixteen years of virtual anonymity in the country I love, as he puts it, the tide is rapidly turning in America. Hicks is
  already a hot name in the UK and Ireland, has been for two years, selling out 2,000-seat theaters in London, Dublin and Glasgow. Now with the publication, two weeks ago, of a New Yorker
  profile in which renowned drama critic John Lahr calls Hicks an exhilarating comic thinker in a renegade class all his own, his profile at home has never been higher.


  Its almost as though Ive been lifted out of a ten-year rut and placed in a position where the offers finally match my long-held and deeply cherished creative
  aspirations, Bill has just written Lahr in a note thanking him. Somehow people are listening in a new light. Somehow the possibilities (creatively) seem limitless.


  And tonight, at Igbys, there is a change in him. Trimmer than hes ever been, the typically husky six-foot-two Bill has abandoned his signature head-to-toe black for an ensemble in
  earth tones: delightful fall colors, as Bill calls them. No more angry comic, hes been telling friends. His brown tweed jacket, khaki pants and olive button-down
  shirt hang on his lanky frame. The hair he usually slicks back is longish, also thinned out, and hangs just over the rim of his round granny glasses. His dark brown eyes are as piercing as ever
  though they look a bit larger on a face that has suddenly lost its pudge. The effect, in front of the beige stage curtain, is anti-hip, almost professorial.


  Quitting the stage, he assures the audience, has come about because incredible things are happening to him. He has another big announcement.


  I found out today I got my own TV show on CBS coming out in 94. Bill grins beneath his patchy reddish beard.


  He raises his hand, interrupting the cheers. The half-hour show that CBS is about to put on the air every week starring host Bill Hicks is called  he pauses here  Lets
  Hunt and Kill Billy Ray Cyrus.


  The crowd roars.


  Bill nods proudly and, encouraged by the show of support, he paces the stage, one hand in his jacket pocket, while he details how he plans to catch Cyrus, that no-talent cracker
  asshole, by his fruity ponytail, pull him to his knees and put a gun in his mouth. He punctuates his point by shoving his fist in his own mouth and emitting a ferocious gun
  blast.


  His reference to a deal with CBS is a note of typical Hicks irony. Lets Hunt and Kill Billy Ray Cyrus is one of the jokes the producers of the new CBS program The Late
  Show with David Letterman called a hot point when they censored Bill four weeks earlier. (Even though on air, Bill called Cyrus a no-talent cracker
  idiot.)


  On Friday 1 October, Bill had taped a six-minute set for Letterman in its much-heralded new 11.30 time slot. About two hours after the taping, around 7 p.m., the show decided to pull
  Hickss performance: Unsuitable for broadcast Bill was told when he got the call in his suite at the Mayflower Hotel that evening. Certain things you dont talk
  about, CBS spokesperson Rosemary Keenan sniffed to the New York Post in the wake of Bills banning. Religion is one. Blowing somebody away is another.


  But the rumor was that it was Bills pro-life jokes  If youre so pro-life, do me a favor: dont lock arms and block medical clinics. Lock arms and block
  cemeteries  that made the show especially nervous.


  The producers tried at first to say it was the CBS Standards and Practices department who pulled Bills appearance. Standards and Practices, Bill snorted to anyone who would
  listen. Isnt this the same network that shows Full House? What are your standards exactly? Stupid to retarded?


  But Bill knew the truth now. It was Late Show producers under the helm of executive producer Robert Morton and David Letterman  not CBS  who had decided to strike his
  entire set; a set which had been approved by those same producers, information that Bill reminded nearly every one of the roughly twenty reporters hed talked to in the month that
  followed. He had played by their rules for ten years, performed all twelve Letterman appearances with a gag in his mouth until he barely recognized his own act and it wasnt enough
  for them. They were still afraid of some stupid jokes.


  Still, the censorship furor had provided the perfect news hook for the New Yorker piece, which detailed the shutting up of Americas secret boy genius by the nations
  reigning cool comedian. Even Bill half joked to Lahr that the non-appearance had earned him more attention than my other eleven appearances on Letterman times one
  hundred.


  There will be a Lets Hunt and Kill Christmas special, Bill tells the Igbys audience, stretching the bit out to three minutes. In that one hell crossbow Marky Mark
  in the abs and watch the model/rapper disappear into the melting blood-soaked snow. Hicks merrily skips across the stage as he describes a perfect Marky-free universe where birds
  chirp in harmony and everyone walks with a spring in their step. All Im tryin to do, folks, is rid the world of all these fevered egos that are tainting our collective
  unconscious and making us pay a higher psychic price than we can fucking imagine.


  That, Bill says, is precisely how he pitched the show to CBS. And all the development executive wanted to know was, Will there be titty? Bill had agreed there would be, and the
  executive had pronounced him a genius. But the guy was curious about something. Where had Bill Hicks been all these years?


  Ohhhh, at the Comedy Pouch in Possum Ridge, Arkansas, you fuck.


  


  ONE


  
    
      Beep. Hey Fallon, this is Willy. Explain to me what this fucking fascination with family values is that people are espousing out of their fucking rectums in all the
      goddamn newspapers. Family values. They apparently didnt know my family. Its all a bunch of horseshit.

    

  


  West Texas, Summer 1976


  Ladies and gentleman, I had a rough upbringing. I was breast-fed.


  The boy stood on the little stage with both his hands stuffed in the pockets of his cut-offs. The kids stared at him. He said breast.


  On falsies.


  Bill shifted nervously. He had done fourteen minutes. Seven minutes his, seven minutes Woody Allens. Like anyone here at Baptist church camp would know the difference.


  Wait until Dwight heard about this. He, William Melvin Hicks, aged fourteen, had gotten stage time.


  Everyone knew all about it soon enough. Some of the ladies in Mrs Hickss Sunday school class asked if she had heard about her son Bills performance. Well, Mary, he is very
  funny, the head pastor said. But you may want to look at how you raised him.


  Now there would be a long conversation with a million questions. His mother in her chair, his father in his. What was with this joke telling? What about baseball? They had no idea that their
  youngest child was upstairs carefully typing one-liners and locking them up in a scuffed briefcase underneath his bed. Bill was a serious kid. If anything, his older brother Steve was the
  clown.


  Bill didnt get his parents either. William Melvin Hicks. It was bad enough that the universe had foisted upon him  son of two Baptists born in tiny Mississippi towns
   the surname Hicks, without adding Melvin to the mix. The fact that it was his fathers middle name, too, made no difference; all it represented to Bill was the gulf
  between him and his parents.


  James Melvin Hicks, born in 1923, was the son of a railroad agent and had grown up on the family farm in Leakesville, Mississippi, a two-square-mile town in the south-east corner of the state. A
  tall robust man, Jim Hicks fought in World War II and when he came home he got a job as a traveling salesman for General Motors in Covington, Louisiana. There he met his wife-to-be, Mary Geneva
  Reese, a petite schoolteacher six years his junior with brown hair and dark eyes. Mary was born in Magnolia, Mississippi, about 140 miles west of Leakesville, and raised in Farmington, Louisiana,
  one of six children, all born at home. As a young girl she tap-danced and once even sang on the radio. In 1950, Mary received a BA in Education from the University of Southwestern Louisiana in
  Lafayette and after shed settled in nearby Covington, a sorority sister with a husband who worked at GM introduced her to Jim Hicks, who had an apartment in their building.


  Jim and Mary Hicks already had two children, a seven-year-old daughter, Lynn, and five-year-old Steve, when they welcomed eight-pound two-ounce baby Bill in the early hours of 16 December 1961
  at Pineview General Hospital in Valdosta, Georgia. As Bill described it in his 1992 television special, Revelations, on the day of his birth the world turned upside down and inside
  and out and I was born, screaming in America. It was an interesting choice of words because the South that Jim and Mary brought their boy into was nothing like the one in which they had
  grown up. As the Civil Rights movement played out in cities all around Valdosta, the South was rupturing. Hardly a day went by without bullwhips, tear gas and fire hoses being used on protesters
  calling for desegregation and almost every morning international headlines screamed about a fresh horror in Atlanta, Nashville, Raleigh, Biloxi, Mobile, Birmingham or Jackson: another bombed
  church, mass arrest or midnight lynching. In May, the historic Freedom Ride bus carrying black and white activists set out on a tour of the South and at almost every stop mobs of angry whites beat
  its passengers and attempted to torch the bus. The attack in Montgomery, Alabama, was so brutal that 600 Federal troops were sent in to restore order.


  This was the Southern legacy that was Bills great shame, the one he would come to mock relentlessly onstage: the lumbering, stupidly cruel Ku Klux Klan South. Burl Hicks, he
  called his redneck alter ego. Oh, there were a few things that made Bill proud. He read every word Mark Twain ever wrote, including The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, about twenty-five
  times. And then there was Elvis Aaron Presley, born in Tupelo, Mississippi, just 240 miles north of the Hicks family farm. Bills friend John Farneti used to joke that if it were true that
  you only had to go back eight generations to find everyone related to George Washington, youd only have to go back about three to see the Hickses chromosomes cross paths with the
  Presleys. At any rate, from the age of five, all Bill wanted for Christmas and birthdays was Elvis records  which wouldnt have been so notable if he were a decade younger. In
  first grade, for show and tell, Bill stood on his teachers desk and lip-synced All Shook Up.


  By the time Bill was a precocious tow-headed one-year-old President Kennedy had sent 400 Green Berets to Vietnam, which he said he hoped would prevent further direct American military
  involvement. The screaming was just starting.


  But all of this turmoil hardly ruffled the day-to-day lives of young white suburban families like the Hickses. Mr Hicks climbed the corporate ladder at General Motors and Mrs Hicks set up house,
  found a new church and made friends with the neighbors in each place the company transferred them: Florida, Alabama, New Jersey and, when Bill was seven, Houston, Texas.


  In the late 1960s, corporations like Learjet, Greyhound and Shell Oil, drawn by low wages and, believe it or not, the luxury of air conditioning, were relocating to the Sun Belt and spurring a
  major white-collar migration to the South. So it was that when the Hickses settled into a five-bedroom brick colonial on Chadbourne Drive in the upscale Memorial area west of downtown Houston, it
  seemed as if almost all the young families were from somewhere else, too. The new arrivals, eager to fit in, and without much common history, found a bond in their prosperity. Most of the fathers
  in Memorial held executive positions at Exxon, Texaco or Shell in an era when the price of gasoline jumped from $2 to $40 a barrel. Home to NASA (no small thanks to the efforts of President
  Johnson) and the worlds first indoor sports arena, the brand new Astrodome, Houston was a gleaming meritocracy where social access was available to anyone with enough cash. And in Texas,
  where even Pee-Wee leagues are carefully ranked, being big on sports and belonging to the right church helped a lot, too.


  The Hickses new neighborhood, its sprawling trees, neo-Tudors and Taras evenly spaced on manicured quarter-acre lots, was so pristine its planners had succumbed to Anglophilia and named
  the subdivision Nottingham Forest. The streets crossing Bills had names like Dairy Ashford Road, Avon Street and Briar Knoll Drive. (More like Oil Spill Way and Unleaded Lane, Bill and his
  best friend, Dwight Slade, snickered.)


  Bills family fit perfectly into this scenario. Mr Hicks was the kind of gardener who divided his lawn into watering zones and kept track of the number of squirrels he caught annually in
  his trap. After Bill mowed, Mr Hicks measured the grass with a yardstick to make sure it was the right height. The Hickses won Yard of the Year so many times in a row the neighborhood association
  finally left the sign in their lawn permanently.


  At first glance, Bill fit in, too. At twelve, he was a tall good-looking kid and an exceptional athlete. When he wasnt snake-hunting and massacring ants with his buddies down at the
  Buffalo Bayou, which edged Nottingham Forest, he was at sports practice. He was a star running back in football, one of the fastest sprinters on the Spring Forest Junior High track team and he had
  a killer right pitch, breaking several of the baseball records set by his older brother Steve. In Little League Bill played six-inning games and he would strike out sixteen of the eighteen
  outs, Dwight Slade said. Not once or twice, but routinely. Everyone assumed Bill would eventually win a full baseball scholarship, even go on to the majors if he wanted.


  Bill might have been accepted, but he felt like an alien. He was uncomfortable in his own skin, ill at ease in his own home. It was weird, man, Bill said years later. My
  familys always been like strangers to me. He didnt feel that he and his parents ever talked about anything but what they expected out of him. Bills two dogs, Chico and
  Sam, were never allowed indoors. The master bedroom, on the first floor, was locked at all times. Children were not allowed in the formal dining room or living room. (Even Mr Hicks only entered the
  living room every so often to play Kitten On The Keys on the piano.) When one of his friends left a footprint on the wall-to-wall carpeting, Bill stopped playing immediately and got
  out the vacuum. And there was absolutely no swearing on the property. When a friend of Bills was overheard exclaiming I swear!, he was sent home.


  Bill felt like they were all slowly going crazy, their brains choked by rules and routine. It was as if they were hanging on for dear life to a framework, trying to contain something rotten. It
  wasnt as if his parents had big fights or anything; on the contrary they were WASPs who swept unseemly problems under the pink floral davenport. But there was this unsettling silence, this
  quiet tension in the house. His father sometimes sat in his reclining chair in the dark, staring out the window for hours, not saying a word. Other days, he was chatty, munching on sunflower seeds,
  peppering Bill and his friends with questions about school and espousing the virtues of American-made cars.


  By the time he was thirteen, Bill was trying to exit the family as much as possible while still living under the same roof. His room was his one cell of sanity where he could think his own
  thoughts, his only relief from the matchy-matchy order of the house. After school, Bill came through the back door into the kitchen, downed a bowl of Golden Grahams, and bounded up to his bedroom.
  He turned on his revolving fan, blew off his homework, and read  his little room overflowed with Danny Dunn and Hardy Boys mysteries, The Hobbit, the dog-eared Huckleberry
  Finn  or just put on a record. Hed listen to KISS and Rory Gallagher until his mother called him down to dinner. He played Gallaghers Deuce so much he wore it out
  and had to buy a new one.


  Bill saw no reason why dinner with the family should interrupt his reading and he invariably arrived at the table with a book. As his parents and brother made small talk (his sister Lynn had
  gone off to the University of Texas), Bill buried his nose in his book and tried to answer his fathers questions with one word. Heavenly days! Didnt Bill have anything to
  report? Im sure your mother would like you to talk to her once in a while instead of hibernating in your room. Bill was sure he would like it if his mother wasnt a
  dreaded substitute teacher in his own school (God, your moms a bitch! kids told him as they passed in the hall) and if his father didnt mow the front lawn in a Bermuda
  jumpsuit. What the hell was he supposed to say to people who didnt want him to go see KISS in concert because the group wore makeup? His parents, in turn, were flummoxed. What were they
  supposed to do with a kid like this? Sending him to his room wasnt exactly punishment.


  Sunday mornings were a different story. No matter how vehemently he protested, Bill was going to church with the rest of the family and to Sunday school after that. Every week it was the same
  routine: Bill burrowed under his bed covers while his parents pounded on his door and, finally, just before 8 a.m., one of them would burst in and demand that he get dressed before they were all
  late.


  I dont want to go to church, Bill hollered at his father as Mr Hicks tore his covers off and dragged him out of bed. Give me one good reason.


  When you get your own place and youre paying your own bills, you can do as you mighty well hoo-ha please! Mr Hicks yelled back.


  You make me sick! Just leave me alone.


  But to Mr and Mrs Hicks, Depression babies raised in Southern Baptist congregations, not attending church was unthinkable. It wasnt a matter of religious fervor as much as reflex. Though
  they may have seemed Bible-thumping by Yankee standards, they didnt consider themselves particularly so and in Texas, where the Christian fish symbol turned up in the Yellow Pages, on bumper
  stickers and tiled in the bottom of fish-shaped swimming pools, they werent.


  We were Yuppie Baptists, Bill joked to the Houston Post in 1987. We worried about things like, If you scratch your neighbors Subaru should you leave a
  note?


  Bill tried to lose himself in his thoughts as the pastors voice boomed. He hated all the fire and brimstone stuff, the save yourself scare tactics. Did all these people really believe the
  Bible was the literal word of God? Three hours later, Bill was the first one in the Cadillac and by noon he was back in his bed, pulling the shades, trying to catch a few more hours of
  sleep.


  His exhaustion, ironically, stemmed from a gift his parents gave him. It wasnt dramatic, but looking back everyone agreed that when Mr and Mrs Hicks gave Bill a small black and white
  television for his own room, it was a turning point.


  Until he got that little TV, Bill thought there were only two comedians: Bob Hope and Johnny Carson. Now he was staying up way past his bedtime every night, stretched out in the dark, watching
  The Tonight Show, the volume on low, and he was getting to see comedians like George Miller, Freddie Prinze, Steve Landesberg and Robert Klein. He laughed quietly into his covers, the
  laughter of recognition. These guys were much older than him, of course, Easterners and mostly Jewish, but he soaked up their every clever word, every irony and sarcasm. It cut the syrupy nonsense
  he had to endure all day, the teacher who yelled, Goodbye! Go to church! Have a good weekend! Go to church! on his way out the door. It was more than funny. It was a possibility. You
  could make a living doing this.


  Maybe there was a way out after all.


  Bill memorized their routines and bought a couple of books on stand-up comedy. When his new hero Woody Allen, star of late-night bedroom features such as Casino Royale and
  Bananas, said in an interview that he liked Robert Benchley and Charlie Chaplin, Bill began to collect bits of information about them, too. He wanted to buy Allens book Without
  Feathers, but Mrs Hicks wouldnt let him have it; one of the chapters was called The Whore of Mensa.


  Bill quickly discovered that since he was only fourteen, had never been married and wasnt worried about mortality, stealing jokes from the Tonight Show guys didnt always
  go over at school the next day. He typed up as many of his own Allen-inspired one-liners as he could  My girlfriend is very petite. Shes a stewardess on a paper airplane
   and when he finished one hed slide it under Steves bedroom door for his review. Steve, the one person in his family Bill respected immensely, would critique them and hand them
  back. Keep it up, he told Bill. Youre really good at this.


  Sitting around the Spring Forest Junior High locker room in football pads one autumn afternoon, some of the guys were trading jokes when Bill decided to test-drive one of his own. My
  father was a mortician and he was fired from his job, he said. He was accused of having an intimate relationship with a corpse. We were shocked.


  Bill paused.


  It was purely platonic.


  His teammates stared at him. No one knew what platonic meant.


  


  TWO


  
    
      Beep. These fucking whore-like pieces of shit goddamn fascist fundamentalist scumbags. Anyway, Im at home and Im playing Mario. I guess Im gonna put
      it on Pause cause Im going all the way tonight. Im going all the way. And all the tricks are going to be known to me. So Im going to put it on hold a minute and go
      rent a film with a woman takin a shit in another womans mouth. And, uh, just try to feel good about myself. Hahahahahaha. Later.

    

  


  There was only one other person Bill knew who got comedy like he did and that was his friend Dwight Slade. Dwights family had moved to Houston from Marietta, Georgia,
  when his father took an upper-level management job with Shell and they lived a few miles away in Nottingham II. The boys had met in the seventh grade during a neighborhood game of Commando Tag.
  Dwight, the youngest of four boys, was a quiet kid, and a perpetual outsider because his family moved around so much. Dwights parents drove him crazy, too. The Slades, though interfering,
  were actually more relaxed than the Hickses. But here was my friend who I aligned myself with, who had a TV in his room and told his parents in no uncertain terms to basically fuck
  off, Dwight said. And I felt obliged to do that, too.


  Throughout junior high, Commando Tag was Bills favorite game after baseball. Most evenings after supper a gang of neighborhood boys met at Nottingham Elementary, which provided any number
  of excellent places to hide amidst the low classroom buildings and playground equipment. Once everyone had hidden, two It commandos roamed around trying to hunt the others. Once you tagged a guy,
  he too became a commando. Bill loved being outdoors at dusk, with the fireflies flashing and the cicadas screeching.


  Bill and Dwight paired off as an It team most of the time, cracking each other up with inside jokes and impressions of the other guys while they were supposed to be counting to a hundred. Not
  only could they make each other laugh, they both felt indescribably separate from everyone else in the group. Dwight had a secret, which hed shared with no one until he told Bill during a
  Commando Tag game the summer before eighth grade, about a year into being official best friends.


  I want to be an actor, he told Bill while they crouched behind a dumpster. Dont tell anyone. The other guys would think he was a fag.


  Bill nodded. Ive been writing jokes, he said.


  From that moment, their relationship took a turn. They were partners as well as friends. We talked on the phone every day, saw each other for lunch, between classes and we walked home
  together as long as we could before we had to go our separate ways, Dwight said. And then we spent every weekend together. Most of it was just sitting around, talking about comedy and
  writing in our journals about the pretty girls at school who liked the jocks. We called them depressors.


  Bill was unwelcome at the Slades after Dwights mother had caught the boys reading the skin magazine Dapper the previous summer (which they had pinched from Dwights
  brothers stash and folded into a copy of Boys Life), so Dwight usually arranged an alibi and went to Bills house. Not that he was ever really comfortable there. Mrs
  Hicks would offer him an apple and ask what church his family went to and Dwight would squirm as the truth came out that the Slades rarely went.


  Bill did his best to spare his partner. We would walk in the back kitchen door and there would be a little plan. Bill would go, My parents are in the den, just walk through, go
  upstairs, dont stop, dont talk to them. If they ask you a question, dont stop. It was a battle plan, every time. Bill would lead the way, rushing Dwight through
  the den, past Mr and Mrs Hickss reclining chairs, right by the door to the master bedroom and vault up the stairs. Bill would just be moving, moving and I would be behind him and
  then, Bill . . . Bill! Where have you been? Hel-lo, Dwight! Hows school? What kind of grades you making? So I would stop, and Bill would be at the top of the stairs going,
  Come on! Then Mr Hicks would go, Im askin him questions! And Im stuck in this fight all of a sudden.


  Once they shut the door to Bills bedroom, Bill played Dwight stand-up sets he had taped with a little audio recorder off Merv Griffin and The Tonight Show. The
  boys favorites were Richard Lewis, Ed Bluestone and Billy Braver. They played Steve Martins first ever Tonight Show set over and over with Bill acting out the essential
  visual gags each time. Dwight wasnt exactly sure why Bill had chosen to recruit him to his comedy mission, but he felt he might be the only one, except for Steve, who also said, Yes,
  be funny, yes, write more jokes.


  I looked at Bill differently from then on, Dwight said. He educated me that humor was not something one just did. It was something that was labored over, embraced
  and cultivated.


  About four months into eighth grade Dwights older brother Kevin brought home an audio tape of Woody Allens nightclub act. It was a coup for Dwight: he never had anything cool on
  Bill when it came to comedy and now he held unheard work of the master. The boys listened to Allens act until they could say it with him and Dwight started writing jokes with Bill. They
  decided they would be Mel and Hal (shorted versions of their ridiculous middle names, Melvin and Haldon), misfit twin brothers.


  We have problems, many problems, they said into the tape recorder, choking with giggles.


  Yes, and this started when we were young . . .


  We were once Siamese twins . . .


  But we were separated at birth . . .


  When the doctor spanked us with the scalpel still in his hand . . .


  Coming up with one-liners to volley back and forth was a grind, their comedy homework, but what the guys did effortlessly, for pure joy, was spend hours perfecting drawling impressions of their
  parents. Their mother characters were nattering phone friends, heartlessly obsessed with the grotesque misfortunes of the neighbors, their swelling purple tumors and pets squashed by speeding cars.
  The boys saved their most vicious lampoons for their fathers, who became a pair of drawling, racist boobs who compared lawn mowers, admired each others buttocks and visited Chinese
  restaurants together.


  Now the menu looks fiiine, Chang.


  But may we puh-leese have some waffles?


  Sometimes the father friends morphed into father and son having a passionate affair and sometimes they became incestuous goody-goody twin brothers, Aaron and Terry. There was also the dorky
  principal and the stern, yet clearly homosexual, football coach.


  The only figure of authority Bill had any use for was Mrs Linder, his eighth-grade English teacher. He thought about her all the time. He told Dwight he had this recurring fantasy/nightmare
  about leaving English class and dropping his jockstrap from the pile of gym clothes he was taking home to be washed. The thought was mortifying and yet . . . compelling. Dwight thought Mrs Linder
  was perfectly attractive but he thought it was weird that Bill had a crush on a middle-aged woman, and he teased him mercilessly about it.


  Bill and Dwight had been compiling material for almost four months when they went on their first professional audition in the spring of 1976. During their weekly scan of the Houston
  Chronicle job section they found a wanted ad for performers for the local Easter Seals Telethon. Auditions were in one week and since there was no way their parents were going to give them a
  ride to something like that, they carefully mapped out a two-hour bike route which avoided all freeways. So it was, a week later, that they stood, drenched in sweat, in the hallway of a city school
  for the deaf surrounded by magicians, jugglers and rouged little girls in tutus.


  Standing in front of a row of judges seated in the school auditorium, they introduced themselves as Mel and Hal.


  We were sick and tired of being pushed around, so we threatened to run away . . .


  . . . Our parents were very strict and when they heard about our threat they punished us cruelly . . .


  . . . Yes, they took away our legs for a week . . .


  The judges chuckled politely. A guy with a cigarette nodded whenever he thought something was really good. You guys are great writers, he said.


  But they didnt get picked.


  When notices for the Eighth Grade Talent Show audition appeared in the hallways at school, Bill and Dwight decided they needed a sure-fire routine. They didnt think stand-up would go over
  well with the teachers and they had no intention of blowing another shot with an audience. They turned once again to Woody Allen, writing a scene about a guy who gets a knock on the door from
  Death, which they basically lifted from Allens Death Knocks (A Play).


  We thought we were being smart. But you can imagine being a teacher in this very white, Christian, upper-middle-class school, Dwight said. Okay, whos next? Its
  Bill and Dwight with Death.


  Bill came up with his own bit for his stage entrance. He gave the stagehand some directions about the spotlight and marched out to center stage in shorts and Sunday shoes with thick-soled
  seventies platform. So hes got these pale bony legs and hes clomping across this wooden stage toward the light. Every time he got near it, it would move to the opposite end. He
  finally got his foot into the light and the spotlight centered right on the shoe and Bill modeled his feet with these huge dorky shoes.


  Hi, Im Quincy Marple, Bill announced, and I had a very interesting experience with Death. Id like to share it with you now. The curtain pulled back to
  reveal a little apartment set with some furniture. Dwight, playing Death in a white sheet with holes cut for the eyes, knocked on the door.


  QUINCY: Who are you?


  DEATH: Im Death!


  QUINCY: (speaking very slowly and attempting sign language) Oh, Im sorry, do you need a donation?


  Bill and Dwight were crushed when they didnt make the cut. How could Woody Allen fail to get into the talent show? They found the speech teacher and asked for a meeting. She said they
  were very funny, but that the scene needed a little polish. She offered to let them perform Death in front of the speech class if they shortened it. Excited to receive some direction,
  the boys tightened up the script, rehearsed some more and brought Death to the classroom.


  It just killed, Dwight recalled. People were shaking their heads and going, I cant believe you wrote that! That was a huge boost for us. The real
  payoff was that a few girls were suddenly paying attention to them. In a few weeks, the boys yearbook would include a few acknowledgments of their talents: Dwight, you and Bill are
  about the funniest things in this school. Keep on being funny. Love, Valerie . . . Good luck next year and have a great summer! Stay funny. Love, Debbie.


  So were practicing, were trying to figure out how we can perform more, if were getting better. It was hard to judge. There was no one else. No one knew we were
  writing jokes, no one knew we were thinking of becoming stand-ups. That was a secret dream of ours. We know we have the talent because we blew away the speech class. And we know we have this
  driving ambition. So lets go! What else is there?


  We need an agent, Bill told Dwight when school let out that summer. They called the few talent agencies listed in the phone book and asked if they needed stand-up comedians. To get
  an agent, the two discovered, you needed a tape of your act and an eight by ten glossy.


  What was a glossy? they asked. And where could they get one? The receptionist at the Universal Talent agency patiently explained all, and back they went to the Yellow Pages to search for a
  photographer. Most wanted $50, but they finally found a guy who would take one roll for $35. The boys got their map out again and plotted their route to the guys house with a black magic
  marker. For wardrobe, Bill stuffed a couple of Mr Hickss wool sweaters into a backpack.


  When the envelope containing their contact sheet arrived at Bills house a few days later, Mrs Hicks opened it. There was Bill, in Mr Hickss cardigan, the shoulders dropping to
  mid-arm, and Dwight swimming in one of his turtlenecks. She wanted to know what this was all about but Bill was hardly willing to explain. He was furious she had opened his mail. You could have two
  prints for $5 so the boys picked out one to send to Universal Talent, along with a thirty-minute tape of their act, and another to keep for themselves. They stuffed that one into Bills
  briefcase with their jokes, practice tapes, Career Journal, movie ideas, notes from girls at school, Woody Allens play and the bicentennial issues of Penthouse and
  Playboy.


  A week later, all Beverly, the assistant, would say over the phone was that they had received the package and the tape was funny. Obviously, if they wanted to be taken seriously it was going to
  take a personal appearance at the agency offices downtown. According to their map it was going to be a seventeen-mile bike ride each way, in Houston midday heat and traffic. But the comedy of Mel
  and Hal was worth it. They packed lunches, told their parents they were going to Tower Records and set off. When they finally arrived two and a half hours later, having stopped once by the side of
  the highway to eat, Beverly greeted them warmly and said, Were working on it. Well give you a call. Five minutes later, the boys were back in the elevator, their faces
  still flushed from the ride down, fumbling for the keys to their bike locks.


  A couple of weeks later Bill had to go to Bible camp (where he would make his stand-up debut with Woody Allens falsies joke) and Dwight had to leave with his parents for
  a beach trip. Bill kept him updated on their progress by mail. Hey Dwight, guess what? Bill scrawled in his tiny print. I have some fantastic news, and some fairly poor news on
  the next page.


  
    
      Fantastic News


      I called Carry Fox [the agent]. He said he got the tape, and we had a job. Labor Day at Conroe, a pool party, and get this: $60 bucks for ten minutes!


      Just think thats how much you make in thirty-one hours at the paper route!


      Bad News


      We dont get the job! I dont know why, but dont fret. It will happen a lot. Im sure after we make a few performances our Fame will spread and we will be very
      popular, and in much need.


      Our main problem is: #1 Conroe is pretty far away, we will have to tell your parents. It is imperative!


      #2 Our performances are not on school days because our parents will have a fit. And, I might add, if our grades go down were doomed. Our parents will blame it on comedy. I feel we
      should fight all opposition and work only for success.


      William Melvin Hicks


      P.S. Get home fast! because . . . WERE GONNA MAKE IT SOON!

    

  


  In August, Universal Talent called with an even more exciting offer: did the boys want to be in the local Labor Day Muscular Dystrophy Telethon at the Red Apple nightclub? And
  could they perform for three hours? They would have to go on around 2 a.m.


  No problem, Bill said. Theyd figure out material later. The bigger question was how to deal with their parents. They debated convincing Dwights brother to drive them down in the
  middle of the night, and then it dawned on them: this was television! They were now a legitimate act. Their parents had to see how great that was.


  The first person the boys went to was Mrs Hicks. They stood there in the den and told her all about it. She actually seemed kind of excited. Well, you boys are going to be little
  stars! she said, smiling. The boys exhaled. Now all they had to do was get it past the Slades. Bill had been gradually reintroduced to the family months after the Dapper incident
  and the two enthusiastically told Mrs Slade the great news. She seemed impressed at first too, but then the questions started. This was going to be in a nightclub? An adult nightclub? Downtown? In
  the middle of the night? How would the boys get in?


  Were the entertainers, they explained.


  Mrs Hicks and Mrs Slade exchanged calls and it quickly became clear that Bill and Dwights first television appearance was about to be canceled. The official reason given was that it was
  not a school-sponsored event.


  Our parents said we couldnt, they muttered to their agent. The boys were expecting a little commiseration but instead got a chipper Maybe next time.
  Fortunately, since Bill and Dwight had been booked in the middle of the night, most of their schoolmates didnt realize when their big TV debut didnt happen. So at least they got some
  notoriety out of it as they started freshman year at Stratford High School.


  


  THREE


  
    
      Beep. You got to look up when you feelin down . . . you got to look up when you feelin down.

    

  


  Stratford High on Avon Street was a brand new three-story brick monolith without any windows (except a few that looked out on an interior courtyard) and inside it was pretty
  much what Bill and Dwight expected it would be: a perfectly bland mix of 1,600 well-to-do nerds, jocks, heads and freaks. It could easily have been mistaken for a state prison, Dwight
  recalled. But it was a school of kids of upwardly mobile people who had come from all over the country and they were their darlings. It wasnt just proms and keg parties, it was road
  trips in beautiful cars and seven kegs. It wasnt just shoplifting at the mall; it was we stole a whole stereo. Stratfords pride was its athletic facilities, which
  included a $3 million basketball court and a regulation size football stadium with AstroTurf. The football players had gone to state finals three years in a row and, predictably, were local media
  figures. Naturally, they cut in the lunch line, drove jacked-up trucks and had Serious Relationships with the leggy girls with Farrah Fawcett hair. What Bill and Dwight marveled at was the fact
  that each football player had three Spirit Girls assigned to him. Spirit Girls were way beyond cheerleaders. The sole purpose of being a Spirit Girl was to bake cookies for the team and decorate
  their lockers with streamers, candy and notes before every game.


  Bill and Dwight were just two more gangly freshmen wandering the halls  Bill with his bowl hair-cut and white T-shirt tucked into his jeans  and whatever acclaim they got out of
  their brush with television wasnt enough to help them when they auditioned for the 1976 Stratford Talent Show a couple of months into the school year. They performed Death and
  did twenty minutes as Mel and Hal, including their new shock joke.


  We babysat for abortions . . . Bill said.


  It was an easy job . . . Dwight added.


  I mean, the babies didnt make any noise . . .


  Even if they had we wouldnt have heard em in those little glass jars . . .


  Mrs Barni, the Biology teacher in charge of the show, told them they just werent loud enough.


  Werent we funnier than the football players who dressed up as girls? Bill asked.


  Mrs Barni said that unfortunately not everyone who tried out could be in the show.


  We just thought, Goddamnit. Weve ridden our bikes all over Houston, found an agent, gotten booked on television, and gotten shot down by our parents,
  Dwight said. And now were not even good enough to be in the high school talent show.


  Bill tried to remain optimistic. All this rejection was preparing them for Hollywood, where, Bill had read, only the most dogged performers made it. And hadnt every audition netted them
  more exposure? Even this talent show debacle had sprouted them a tiny fan base.


  The few students who had seen Bill and Dwight perform for Mrs Barni gathered around the guys in the cafeteria at lunch and egged them on as they tested out new jokes, did their parents and
  pulled stunts like running through the cafeteria, trying to balance raisins on spoons. Most of the student body, however, thought they needed to have their asses kicked. Class clowns were one
  thing, but these two were just losers. The jocks hurled food off their trays at them and one afternoon Dwight got wedged between a Coke machine and the wall. Dwights brother Terry, who was a
  junior, told them that they were about to laugh their way right out of school. And you, Mr Bill Hicks, I heard that you said that your father breast-fed you, Terry added. If
  thats your idea of humor, I feel sorry for you.


  But the only thing that made six hours a day at Stratford bearable  the only point of showing up every morning  was performing. If they couldnt do that, they might as well
  run away. (In fact they had started mapping out a hitchhiking route to Los Angeles, linked by KOA Kampgrounds.) Bills most despised class was Typing, run by Ms Hazy. Ms Hazy was big on
  conduct charts and punishment scales, the kind who practically begged for insubordination. The entire class would chant Haz-ee, Haz-ee, Haz-ee while her back was turned, or yell
  This sucks! in disguised voices. Bill usually tried to sleep through the whole thing, but one afternoon when Ms Hazy stepped out, he grabbed a roll of masking tape off her desk, lay
  down on the floor and proceeded to outline his body like a murder victim. For that, for napping through Algebra, for delivering his English class book report like a stand-up routine, and for
  countless other infractions, Bill ended up in Vice-Principal Buddy Allens office at least twice a week.


  Even Buddy Allen, assigned to guide the class of 1980 from freshman to senior year, had his uses. Mr Allen, a balding man with a W. C. Fields nose who wore three-piece polyester leisure suits,
  was Bills perfect nemesis. After their meetings, in which Bill invariably received another detention, he ran home and spent hours in front of the bathroom mirror perfecting Mr Allens
  facial expressions and thick Texas accent. He was a fantastic character, for whom it was worth enduring the weekly lectures on school citizenship.


  As for baseball, Bill had lost interest. Mrs Hicks cried when he announced he wasnt going to pitch for Stratford, but at least he agreed to join the freshman track team. He and Dwight hid
  in the pit at practice while the other guys did circuits around them. There was something perfectly symbolic about watching their classmates run in a circle.


  One day Bill sat on a wall near school, reading a book. A carload of boys from across town pulled up. Stratford sucks! they yelled.


  Yeah, I know, Bill said. I go there.


  That summer, Bill and Dwight, both now fifteen, got grill jobs
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