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Part One

“Let’s Be Honest, You’re Not a Celebrity”




My First Gig

Most comics will tell you that, for as long as they can remember, they were funny. They were the class clown, or always putting on funny skits at home, or always entertaining the grandparents when they visited for Sunday dinner. None of this was true with me. As a kid, I never even really knew what a stand-up comedian was. My family and I never watched them. We did, however, watch sitcoms. My parents would laugh hysterically at The Honeymooners and All in the Family. My sister loved I Love Lucy and The Mary Tyler Moore Show. I remember my brother losing it on the couch, watching Hogan’s Heroes. The first shows I remember loving were Family Ties, Three’s Company, Cheers and SCTV. So, I never really dreamt of being a comedian. A comedic actor, yes. I would’ve loved to do what Michael J. Fox or John Candy did for a living, though I kept that ambition to myself, as my parents would have told me I was crazy.

My dad would often tell me: “Gerry, it is vain to think you’re funny.”

In fact, if I ever tried to be funny, it had better be funny, or my family would let me know. So I picked my spots carefully. My whole family was funny, so I had tough competition. I wouldn’t say I was funny throughout any of my school years. I went to an all-boys school, and I carried on like any other boy at my school would do. I think we were all funny in our way. I would say I was more entertaining. Amusing might be a better word.

By university, I started to entertain more. To be honest, I think it was to make up for my appearance; when I reached university, girls entered the picture, and I sure wasn’t going to win them over with my two massive front teeth and my 135-pound body. So I had to try with comedy. And sometimes, it worked.

When I was eighteen, I could do impersonations, mock others, tell a joke (more or less) and make faces. That was it. Still, it was enough that people started telling me, “You’re so funny.” And I liked hearing that. In fact, the more I heard it, the funnier I got. Yet I knew there was a big difference between that guy who could make others laugh at a party and that guy who could stand up on a stage, all by himself, and be funny because he had to. So, the idea of being a stand-up comic wasn’t realistic for me. And yet, the idea didn’t go away.

One day in 1992, I pulled into a Canadian Tire on my way to Yarmouth, Nova Scotia—I was living in Halifax and working for Molson at the time—and bought a hand-held tape recorder. I’d talk into it while driving, and in this way I started to flesh out some ideas for bits. They were all basic premises, and fairly shopworn. Still, I thought they were funny, and I began to dream about trying stand-up. I didn’t have the nerve. I took the tape I’d made while driving around and put it in a box, where it stayed, on my desk, for seven years.

I went to York University for five years—I needed an extra year to get my degree—and teachers’ college for another two years at St. Francis Xavier University. In 1994, I became a substitute teacher. From 1995 to 2003, I taught history, and then physical education, at De La Salle College, a Catholic high school in Toronto. Yet the notion of becoming a comic refused to go away: I was moonlighting at The Keg, and there was another waiter who worked there who was an actual working comic named Michael. He and I used to do bits for each other. Whenever “Beat It” came on the in-house sound system, I’d do my Michael Jackson impression. Quite often, I’d ask Michael about his life as a comic. Whenever I did, he’d always ask me the same thing: “Man, why don’t you try it?”

I was also funny in the classroom as a teacher. It was a way, I discovered, to make your students pay attention. I remember one Grade 12 kinesiology class where I was riffing about something. That’s when it happened—the moment that set off my whole career. A student named Peter yelled out, “Sir, have you ever thought of trying stand-up comedy?”

There it was, the nudge I needed.

“I tell you what,” I told him. “I promise to try it by the end of the year.”

Now, it wasn’t as though they were all invested in making sure that I followed up on this promise. But I was. It was more a promise to myself.

At the time, everything I knew about the world of stand-up comedy came from Michael at The Keg, who told me that Yuk Yuk’s held an open mic every Monday night. In order to get on, you had to phone the club before 3 p.m. and get your name on a list. Then you phoned back around four o’clock to see if you’d been picked to perform that night. Yet Michael warned me that no one gets picked the very first time they call.

“You just have to keep doing it,” he told me. “You have to phone week after week after week. After you do it about eight times, you may get picked. It’s just what you have to do.”

So, I called and left my name. I had begun the process. Now I had about eight weeks to get my first five minutes ready. I felt very powerful. I had thought about this for years and had finally made that first step. Since I didn’t want anyone to know I was doing this, especially anyone at my school, I didn’t want to use my real name. This meant I had to come up with a stage name on the spot—and the moniker that flew into my head was the one I still use to this day: Gerry Dee. (My real name is Gerard Donoghue.) I was sure to spell the name—D-E-E—since using the single letter, D, struck me as something that only a big star would do, like the singer Stevie B.

I didn’t even bother to phone back at 4 p.m. to see if I got on, for two reasons. The first was that Michael told me it would take about eight weeks. The second was that I didn’t want to go on. This, if nothing else, should indicate my level of commitment. And yet, just after four, I got a call from Michael (who had called in to see if he got up) and he was like, “Oh man! You got on! They picked you, man!”

“But you told me it’d take eight weeks . . .”

“I know, I know, it’s a complete fluke. Maybe they were a bit short this week, sometimes it happens, but either way, you’re going on tonight.”

I had to be there at eight. That meant I had four hours to cobble together a five-minute set from a bunch of half-finished jokes I’d written on various pieces of paper, little comic premises I promised myself I’d flesh out one day. So there I was, trying to put them into some semblance of order, just to give myself something that even came close to being an “act.” When I was done, I told exactly two people that I’d be appearing: a pair of brothers named James and John who were friends of mine.

So, I went to the club. I walked in the door. I saw that, instead of writing down “Gerry Dee” on the performers list, as I had spelled it, they’d written “Gerry D.” Immediately, I started worrying that the other comics would all think I was too big for my britches. It was a ridiculous concern, since they all had far, far bigger things to worry about. Then again, I was freaking out. I had never been so nervous. Mark Breslin, the head of Yuk Yuk’s, was there. Maybe that had something to do with it? I can’t say. I was completely taken by surprise by my panic. I had never been a nervous public speaker. I did it all day and every day in front of my students. And yet, a part of me realized that if I was this nervous, it had to be because this venture—this standing up in front of other people and trying to make them laugh—meant something to me.

The MC was a comic named Jack who had been on the scene for years. I remember thinking that Jack was the guy I had to impress, as he was the man who would advance my career. I would later find out that Jack was just another comic who picked up the gig to make an extra fifty bucks that night.

I was the ninth of sixteen comics. Just before I went on, Jack started making fun of my name—“Gerry D? Really? Gerry D? What the fuck kind of name is that?” He wasn’t wrong; it looked so stupid. It was my first time onstage and my name on the sheet looked like I was already a star. Hearing this, I made a decision. I wasn’t going to do this. I was going to walk out and never show my face in Yuk Yuk’s or any other comedy club again in my entire life. One second after making that decision, I made another: if I didn’t go on, I’d never forgive myself. So, yes, I would go on. I might spectacularly bomb, but at least I’d have done it. I’d have fulfilled my promise to myself and my students and, at the same time, gotten the comedy bug out of my system.

So I went on, trembling.

My first joke started, “So, my brother is twenty-six and still leaves me voice messages like this . . .” I imitated the messages. Crickets. The next bit was no funnier. There were more crickets. None of it was funny. At least I had a big finish: I’d arranged with some technician to play the song “Say You, Say Me” by Lionel Ritchie, to which I’d lip-synch and do a stupid dance. Yet when it came time for the song to play, there was nothing. I looked helplessly toward the control room. That’s when I heard a voice come over the club’s intercom: “Sorry, man. Breslin’s in the office, talking to someone, so we can’t turn your tape on. You’re done.”

And done I was. Done like dinner. It was the greatest defeat I’d ever had. I stared at the audience. They stared back at me. I put down the microphone and slumped off, my humiliation complete. If there was a consolation, it was knowing that I would never, ever have to do this again. That’s when something interesting happened. Just as I was stepping off the stage, another one of the comics at the back yelled out, “Stick to teaching!”

I paused. I remember thinking, Who are you to tell me to stick to teaching? Right there and then, I swore to myself that I would do this again, and that I’d either get better at stand-up or die trying. This promise to myself was only strengthened a few minutes later, when another comic tried to make me feel better by saying, “You know, you really weren’t too bad for your first time. Of course, you do know that you have to do it for at least five years before you make a nickel, don’t you?” My reaction was the same: if you think I’m going to go five years without making money from comedy, you are out of your mind.

Looking back, I have to say it was a strange sequence of events. One minute after having performed what might very well be the biggest bomb in the history of comedy, I was now determined not only to continue doing it, but to make money doing it. So I kept at it. I played every Monday night for which I was picked. I got better. In 2001, I entered a competition called Toronto’s Funniest Person with a Day Job. My set was full of silly, hacky stuff, all my teacher bits with a few rubbery faces thrown in for good measure. I came first anyway, winning five hundred dollars and, more importantly, a spot at Just for Laughs in Montreal (more about that in chapter 3). It was one of the first, and only, times my dad saw me perform live. After I won, he jokingly said, “I had you fifth.”

I think he was joking.




In Cars

When it comes to cars, I’m not the sort of guy who cares about the latest makes and models, who knows anything about engine specifications, or who cares one whit about performance statistics—acceleration, braking time, top speed. It’s all white noise, at best. If I classify as a car guy, it’s because I’ve always had one. I feel naked without one.

When I was eighteen, my dad gave me his 1979 Plymouth Volaré so that I could get to and from York University. (He didn’t actually give it to me; he let me use it, which was better, since he still paid the insurance. Meanwhile, he had to take a bus to work, at which point he would then drive a bus, often the same one he’d just taken. It was one of those things that only a parent would do.) I remember it well because it was also the first car I had to go on dates with girls. If I was ever trying to win them over with a fancy car, this was not it. Burgundy just read as boring, so any time I pulled up for a date, I wasn’t off to the best start. The brown rust spots didn’t help, either. I’m not even sure they make cars in burgundy anymore, and I can see why. But at least I knew that if a girl liked me, it was for me and not my car.

After that, I got a blue 1982 Ford Mustang, for which I paid five hundred dollars. I was getting a little closer to the normal colour spectrum for cars, but it was baby blue, so it didn’t exactly reek of cool. Then, I got a green Pontiac Sunfire, although this one was a convertible. Why a Sunfire? They were terrible cars, so I could get one for cheap. Why green? Nobody else would buy it, so I got a bit of a deal. Why a convertible? Because I thought it made up for the brand and colour of the car. It didn’t. My reputation for masculinity took a major hit with my friends. And as with the Volaré, if I ever got a date, I knew she liked me for me, because the car certainly oozed “I have no money.”

Later, as I earned more, I would get a better car each time my lease ran out. And after I was married and we added kids to the mix, fun cars gave way to practical cars. That’s when the minivan enters the picture, the true marker of a married person with kids. So, yes, my car was new now, but it screamed, “I have a wife and kids.” I skipped the whole “cool car” phase of life that some people get to have.

But at the end of the day, they were just machines to get me from point A to point B, and most of those points would be comedy gigs as my career was developing. They were just cars, and I always had to have one.

My point is: no single thing has benefited my career more than car ownership. It is extremely hard to make any money in comedy, which means that a lot of comics are flat broke. They don’t even own a car, or have any way to make it to their gigs. Some comics I know don’t even have a driver’s licence. And yet, when I was starting out, I always had a job—be it waitering or teaching or coaching hockey—that earned me enough money to have some sort of car. I was lucky. I could drive. I could give other comics a lift. Agents and club owners were constantly putting me on bills I had no right being on, for the simple reason that I could give the other comics—many of them funnier and more established than myself—a lift to the gig. I was Uber for comics before Uber existed.

I’ve driven all over the country. I’ve driven in snow, rain, sleet and sunshine. I’ve driven all night to get home for my teaching job in the morning. I can’t tell you how many times I made it home at dawn, grabbed an hour’s nap, cleaned myself up and spent the whole day teaching.

It’s those in-between cities that are the worst. If you’ve got a gig in Thunder Bay, that’s fourteen hours of driving, so you’d take a plane, the cost of which would likely be more than you’d be paid for the gig. Then there’s that gig at the back of a restaurant in Pickering. Pickering is an hour, more or less, from my house. Obviously, you drive. The problem is the Windsors of the world. Or the Ottawas or Cornwalls or Sudburys. I’m talking about the cities that are five or six hours away. With them, you have a conundrum: Do you do the gig, leave at midnight and drive through the night? Or do you eat up any profit by grabbing a hotel? In the mind of that working, low-level comic, where money is always the first consideration, you drive. You just do. If there’s one consolation, at least you’ll have company.

The year was 2000, and it was my first-ever paid Yuk Yuk’s gig. I had just signed with them, and this was a proud moment for me. I got a call from head office with the details and was asked if I could drive the headliner. I didn’t know him, but then again, I knew virtually none of the comics. “Sure, I’ll drive him.”

I was so excited about this gig. I was about eighteen months into my stand-up career and now that I’d signed on with Yuk Yuk’s, I was officially becoming a road comic. More bookings like this would start to come in. Some would be in clubs, and some would be what we call “one-nighters,” like this one, where you drive in and drive out the same day. They could be a hockey fundraiser, a company party or any event, really, where the organizers had hired one to three comics to perform. This one was just me and the headliner. What a great opportunity to meet another comic who was way more established than me and made a living doing this. Keep in mind, I was still teaching, so comedy was my side hustle, as they call it. It would be great to pick his brain, maybe ask some questions or get some advice.

On the night of the gig, I picked up this headliner at Yonge Street and Lawrence Avenue, which was around the corner from the condo where I lived in North Toronto. He nodded and got in. He didn’t say anything. I learned nothing about him—he just sat there, staring out the window, chewing gum. For the first hour, I tried asking him questions. Had he done this event before? Does it get a good crowd? In return, I got sullen, one-word answers: yup, sometimes, nope. He reminded me of the blond kidnapper in Fargo, though instead of smoking, he kept putting fresh pieces of gum in his mouth. After an hour, I just gave up, and we drove the rest of the way in silence.

After the gig, we got back in the car and I drove the two hours back to Toronto in complete silence. At Yonge and Lawrence, he got out. He didn’t thank me or offer to chip in for gas. I never forgot that. Ever. I have no idea why he treated me this way, but my only assumption is that he felt I was competition to him. Another comic added to the roster who hadn’t, in his mind, paid his dues. Who knows? But it became a theme as I worked more and more. Drive around comics who were often miserable. I used to show up at De La Salle and my buddies on staff would joke about my gig the night before. “You know you get gigs because you drive, right?” they would tease. They weren’t wrong. Who knew that having a car would play such a big role in how much work I would get as a comic?

There were these two comics whom I was constantly being asked to drive. They knew everything about comedy. They liked nobody, and nobody was funny but them. These were long drives. The guys were the epitome of comics on the grind—they were never going to get any better, they were never going to get any worse, and on some level, they knew it. As for why I always seemed to get stuck driving them, I later learned that they’d already worked their way through every other comic who happened to own a car. They were the polar opposite of the first guy I drove to London—they talked incessantly, and everything that came out of their mouth was a complaint. The car was too noisy. The seats weren’t comfortable. They wanted to stop for coffee. They wanted to keep going. It was too hot in the car. Then it was too cold. The club we were going to was shit. The club owner was shit. Their agents were shit and the comedy scene in Canada was shit, shit, shit. When they weren’t bitching about every little thing that crossed their minds, they were telling me how shitty my act was—how this story wasn’t funny, how I needed to do more of that, how I should pay attention to their acts if I wanted to see how a real pro got things done. I paid attention. I learned nothing.

One night, I was invited to play a gig at this company event in Mississauga. As usual, I only got the gig because I was one of the few comics still willing to be a chauffeur. Still, it was an attractive offer: I’d get fifteen minutes as the opener, at a time when I rarely got a chance to do more than five. So even though I dreaded the idea of being trapped in a car with this comic, I agreed, as it was only a thirty-minute drive.

The gig was at seven. I arranged to pick him up at my usual spot, the northwest corner of Yonge and Lawrence, at six, thinking that an hour would be plenty of time to get us out there. I showed up on time. He wasn’t there. I waited. Five minutes went by. I started calling him. No answer. Ten minutes went by. I phoned again. Still no answer. At 6:15, I resorted to phoning a comic named Ian Sirota, who worked at Yuk Yuk’s. He was the only comedian I knew, as we had worked at The Keg together.

“Ian. There’s a problem. The comic I’m supposed to drive is not here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was supposed to pick him up at six. He still hasn’t shown up.”

“Call him.”

“I did. He’s not answering.”

“Gerry, you gotta leave. There’s nothing else you can do.”

“So, who’s gonna do his half-hour?”

“You’ll have to.”

“But what about my fifteen?”

“You’ll do both.”

“What?”

“You’ll do the full forty-five.”

“But I don’t have forty-five minutes.”

“Well, you’re just going to have to do it.”

I left. I faked my way through forty-five minutes. There was a lot of ad-libbing and interaction with the audience—“You, sir . . . yes, you. Where are you from? What do you do for a living? Is that your wife, by any chance?”

By the time I got home, there were fourteen messages on my answering machine. From the headliner. They started out somewhat cordial. “Hi, Gerry, it’s 7:05, just wondering where you are?” Then he started to get testy: “Gerry. It’s a quarter after seven. Where in the hell are you?” Finally, he got irate: “Goddamn it, Gerry, you were supposed to drive me. I’ve never seen such unprofessional behaviour. I’m gonna talk to Yuk Yuk’s about this. You owe me three hundred dollars for the money I was supposed to make. This is unacceptable.” By the last phone call, he was attempting to backtrack. “Ha ha, looks like we both made a mistake, didn’t we, Gerry? Looks like the start time was seven and not eight, ha ha. I bet they were wondering what happened to us.” I wasn’t laughing.

I called him up that night. He was still awake. I told him the gig had been at seven, that we’d arranged to meet at six, that he was the one who’d messed it up, and that, far from missing the gig, I’d done his thirty minutes for him. “Oh, and one other thing: I’m done. I’ll never, ever drive you to a gig again.”

And I never did. It was at that moment that I called my agent at Yuk Yuk’s and literally gave him a list of names I would never drive again. “If it means I don’t get the gig, that’s fine, but I can’t do this anymore.”

On top of all that, the driving is dangerous. The graveyards of the world are filled with comics and musicians who left a gig in the middle of the night, and it was snowing, and the last thing they should’ve been doing was driving nonstop to make it home for their day job in Toronto. Around 2004, I was booked to play at a peach festival in Winona, Ontario. Also playing was a comic named Angelo Tsarouchas. Angelo, unlike these other comics I have mentioned, was a good guy, and we decided to drive up together. We weren’t looking forward to the gig. It was one of those day-long events in the middle of nowhere, when you’d be competing with pony rides, puppet shows, midway barkers and mosquitoes. Meanwhile, couples with baby strollers would pass by your tent, stop, listen for thirty seconds and move on. But the peaches were phenomenal.

At a certain point, I had to turn onto a rural road. It went on forever: no bends, no intersections, no markers of any kind. Angelo and I got to talking. Finally, after forty-five minutes on this road, there was a stop sign. The cross street, meanwhile, was a two-lane highway on which the cars were travelling at sixty miles an hour. By that point, I must have been lulled into a trance. Angelo, I remember, was telling a story, and I was laughing, and it felt like that stop sign—which would have been in my line of vision for the past fifteen minutes—seemed to pop into view at the very last moment. I braked too late. Knowing I wasn’t going to stop in time, I hit the gas, thinking I could make it through a hole in the traffic. I couldn’t—out of the left side of my field of vision, I spotted an SUV barrelling toward me.

It’s funny how time really does slow down in these situations. I remember thinking, That SUV is going to hit us. Then I thought, That SUV is going to kill me. In that split second, I took in my surroundings: there were clouds, fields, cows. I cranked the wheel to the right, hoping at the very least to take the impact on the rear of the car. The other driver swerved as well. We missed each other by inches. I rolled to a stop. Neither Angelo nor I could speak. Weirdly, we were only about three minutes away from the peach festival. We drove the rest of the way in absolute silence.

Ten minutes after arriving, I was onstage, batting away flies, ignoring the smell of grilled meat and trying to be funny. It’s hard to be funny anytime, let alone when you have the sun blinding you and the sound of cows mooing in the background. Or were they laughing? Who knows? I was still sweating from the terror of almost dying a few minutes earlier, so the sweat from the sun just seemed to blend in.

Today, I no longer drive comics to gigs. It’s not that I absolutely, categorically refuse to drive other comics. It’s just that I don’t need to anymore. I fly to a lot of gigs now. I’m often the headliner, with the support comic coming from someplace else. On the rare occasion that I do drive to a gig, and there’s an opening comic coming from Toronto as well, I’ll tell them that I’ll see them there. It’s nothing personal. I have things to do. I tape every gig, and when I’m driving to a show, I like to listen to the tape of the previous night’s performance. It helps me gauge what’s working and what still needs to be punched up. Or I’ll get some thinking done. Or I’ll make phone calls.

The bottom line is that those first few years were a grind. Everyone had to take their turn driving the comics who were mean or a pain in the ass. Once you got better than them, you passed this torch on to the next young comic. Eventually, these comics were on everyone’s “don’t drive them” list. So, if you plan on being a comic and you plan on being an asshole, you’d better get your own car or get ready to take the bus or the train quite often.




My First Just for Laughs

After I’d been doing stand-up for about a year, I set my sights on a competition called Toronto’s Funniest Person with a Day Job. The attraction here was that the winner got a spot at Just for Laughs in Montreal, the biggest and most prestigious comedy festival in the world. It was all part of an absurd fantasy I had at the time. I’d win Toronto’s Funniest Person, then I’d kill in Montreal. Then, I’d get a development deal for my own sitcom. If it could happen to Ray Romano and Tim Allen—both of whom got a TV show after a landmark set at Just for Laughs—I figured it could happen to me. This, believe it or not, is the way I saw things.

Toronto’s Funniest Person was held at the old Laugh Resort, which at the time was operating out of a Holiday Inn on King Street. There were about thirty other contestants, most of whom did the sort of clichéd bits that co-workers find funny, if only because it relieves the tedium. There were contestants who performed zany dances; my moves were culled from shifts at the famed Crocodile Rock bar in Toronto, where I danced on the bar every time the song “Beat It” by Michael Jackson came on. There were contestants who went with broad impersonations; mine was of my Scottish father. There were contestants who went big with physical shtick. Again, I was no different. At the time, I was doing a horrible bit about how hard it is to meet women when you’re drinking through a straw. This involved a lot of tongue contortions, and not much else.

I wasn’t very funny, and if I won that day, it was because the other people in the contest were even less funny. I never stopped to consider that. I suppose I was distracted because my appearance on Just for Laughs was coming up.

September rolled around. I drove to Montreal with an old friend of mine named John Macciocchi who also taught high school. John and his brother James were so supportive of me. They came to so many shows in my early years. As well, I could bounce ideas off John, as he was also very funny. After five or six hours in the car, we got to the Montreal Hilton, the hotel that always acts as sort of ground zero for the festival. All of the comics stayed there, all of the agents stayed there, and all of the Just for Laughs press conferences were held there. I’d been given a double room of my own, which went a long way toward convincing me that I belonged there.

John and I checked in and went to our room. It was nice. There was a mini-bar and a hair dryer. I decided to leave John there and go find the Just for Laughs office, where I would sign in. Again, I can’t stress enough how excited I was. I remember how badly I wanted to put on a Just for Laughs lanyard, which would identify me as one of the performers. I couldn’t wait to reach into a Just for Laughs swag bag, if only to see what a Just for Laughs performer might get. I was dying to open the program and see my name on the same page as some of the biggest comics on earth. Most of all, I couldn’t wait to find out when I’d be performing on that huge stage, in that huge auditorium, in front of those glaring white lights that spelled out Just for Laughs.

The office, it turned out, was in a suite on the main floor. There were a lot of people in the room, and they were all talking to one another. There was a table at one end, with fruit and coffee and bottles of San Pellegrino. I approached the woman at the check-in table.

“Bonjour,” she said.

“Hi,” I told her. “I’m appearing at the festival.”

“Great!” she said. “And what’s your name?”

“Gerry Dee. That’s D-E-E.”

She started looking. At first, I wasn’t worried, since hundreds of comics appear at the festival, and if she couldn’t find my name immediately, it must have been because the names weren’t sorted alphabetically. She looked through her list. She looked through her list again. She looked up at me, concerned. “Hmm, I don’t seem to be able to find it. You said it was spelled D-E-E?”

“Yes, that’s it.”

She looked again. “Hmm,” she said. “Give me a second.”

She got up and started speaking in French to another woman. That woman came over and introduced herself. “I understand you’re appearing with us?” she stated, though in a way that made it sound like a question.

“Yes,” I told her. “I won Toronto’s Funniest Person with a Day Job.”

“I see.” Pause. “And what is that?”

“It’s a contest,” I mumbled. “At the Laugh Resort?”

“I tell you what,” she said. “Why don’t you return to your room, and I’ll look into it. Then I’ll give you a call when I hear something?”

“Okay,” I said.

I went back upstairs. John was there. I told him what happened.

“It must be some kind of mistake.”

“I know,” I said.

By now, I was worried and confused. I was worried that I had come here for nothing, and I couldn’t figure out how they didn’t know I was there. Were they not aware of the contest? I had my room; how did they not have my lanyard? It was all about the lanyard. I guess it was some kind of validation for me. Like my comedy trophy, in some ways. With all of this weighing on me, I decided to go back down to the lobby and see if maybe they’d found it; patience is the enemy of someone with ADHD. I went back down the elevator, passed lots of comics wearing their lanyards, and went into the same registration room. There, I asked the same people the same questions and headed back upstairs to my room with the same answers. They had nothing stating that I was in the festival. Then things got worse. I arrived back at my room, where John was waiting.

“Guess who called?” he asked.

“Who?”

“Brent Schiess. He sounded important. And pissed off.”

Brent was the manager of programming for the entire festival.

“What?!” I said.

“Yeah. He called. Right after you left.”

“Jesus, John, what did he say?”

“Not much.” He grinned. “I told him I was your manager.”

“You . . . sorry?”

“I told him I was your manager, and that there was a problem.”

“John. Why would you do that? Comics don’t have managers after six months!”

“I dunno,” he said, still grinning. “I thought it would make you sound bigger.”

The phone rang. This time, it was Ellen, the owner of the Laugh Factory. Usually, I’d be pleased to hear from her. Not this time.

“Gerry,” she said, “what is going on there? I got a call from Brent. He said you were bothering everyone, looking for your festival package?”

“Well, ‘bothering’ is a strong word. I was just trying to check in and get my lanyard and stuff.”

“Please call Brent and straighten this out.”

So I called.

“Look,” he said. “You need to understand something. You’re not a part of Just for Laughs. Your name’s not in the program, you don’t get a free pass for all of the events and you don’t get a lanyard.”

“Oh.”

“We’re giving you a spot at one of the side venues. You’ll get five minutes.”

Ouch. That call hurt. I had been put in my place.

“Okay,” I said. “Five minutes.”

That night, I went to a club called ComedyWorks. It held about eighty people; the vast majority were there to see the other eight comics who’d be appearing. To see me, there were exactly two people. The first was John. The second was Michael, who I had worked with at The Keg. I should also add that, by this point, my dream of being a sitcom star had pretty much vanished. In all the excitement, I had forgotten an important fact: Ray Romano and Tim Allen had been gala acts, performing on the biggest night, and on the biggest stage, of the festival. On the other hand, here I was, about to do five minutes at a small, out-of-the-way club. As I looked at the rest of the lineup, it occurred to me that, even here, I was punching above my weight: all the other comics were seasoned professionals, many of them well known. Furthermore, they were using ComedyWorks as a warm-up, and they would appear a half-dozen other times at the festival. Not me—my five minutes that night would be my only performance.

I went on fifth. The MC’s introduction was: “This guy won a little contest in Toronto, so we’re going to let him come up and do five minutes.”

I did my Scottish Dad impersonation, I did my “picking up girls with a straw in your mouth” bit, I did my funny dancing. I received polite applause. It would’ve been better if I’d bombed; at least then I would’ve stood out. The comic who went on after me was a guy named Dave Attell, who is extremely well known today: he’s appeared on most of the late-night shows and had a recurring guest spot on Pete Holmes’s series Crashing. He destroyed that night. Not only did he destroy, but he did it with a bit about a guy walking down the street, holding a bunch of balloons. That was it—I couldn’t believe he could be so funny with a story about some guy holding on to balloons. Yet it was silly and absurd and very, very funny. And his delivery was impeccable. The audience loved him. I sat at the back and watched. It was depressing. I thought I was funny until I saw Dave Attell.

That’s when I had an epiphany. For the first time since I’d started doing stand-up, I realized that I wasn’t that funny. I might have been funny-guy-at-work
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