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For Laura and Harper, who always tell me 
to be funny before every show.







INTRODUCTION: 
THE MOST WORDS

I was on a call with the publisher, and they asked me what I wanted to call my book. So I’m like, “Okay. I got the perfect title. Big Dumb Eyes.”

And there was this silence on the other end.

Finally they go, “Uh, that is really not the kind of book we had in mind here. That sounds way too dark. Um. Kind of inappropriate, actually.”

So I try to explain, right? I’m like, “Well, the thing is, whenever people talk to me, they always speak real slow. They pause after each word, like I’m not all there. Like I can’t follow. And it’s all because I got these big dumb eyes.”

Then they go, “Ohhhhhh! Right. Okay. You talk kinda funny with that Southern accent. We thought you said ‘Big Demise.’”

From then on, they would only communicate with me over email. By the way, what does “demise” mean anyway? Wait, I’m gonna look it up.

Ohhhhhh. De-mise. This book is definitely not that.

You might be a little nervous opening these pages, because I am very on the record about not liking to read books. It’s a big part of my act, going on about how every book is just the most words. How it never lets up, and there’s just more and more words until it’s like, “What are you talking about? Please, just make it stop.”

And here I am, writing one of my own.

But you’re in for a real good time. Real good. Because I have taken everything bad about books and made it the best. So I can personally guarantee that you will love this book. Or at least that it is, in fact, a book. Because that is what I’ve been told.

Now, is it perfect? Let’s not get crazy. I mean, it has a lot of pages. And I wanted lots more pictures. But it’s pretty darn close, because this is the very first book in the history of the world that was written to not be a whole complicated thing. I’m not saying I wrote it for cats and dogs, but I bet they could knock a couple chapters out if they put their minds to it.

It’s light. It’s funny. It’s relaxing. It’s full of a bunch of stories about me and my hometown in Tennessee, my friends and my family, my old car named Old Blue, and how I flunked bowling my only semester in college. There’s another chapter about how I was almost a genius, but I swear that is not a contradiction. So, basically I talk about the same kind of stuff I talk about on stage, but with new stories that have more fun details and background on everything and everyone in what I like to call Nateland.

This book is never trying to say anything even close to important. At first, I had a thirty-page chapter right in the middle called “The Meaning of Life,” and I really do think I had it all figured out, but we got to the last draft of the book, right before publication, and I was like, “No! Too important! Delete.” And now I forgot it.

You can read this book anywhere or any way you want. You can read it in bed. You can read it upside down. You can read it in the car, but only when you’re driving. That’s a joke, in case that is not clear. When you’re done, you can leave it on your coffee table. I tried to tell the publisher to make it an actual coffee table, like Kramer’s book in Seinfeld, but they said I’d need to write a lot more words for a book that big, so that was out.

You can read this book from beginning to end, or you can open it to any random chapter you want and you’ll be just fine. There isn’t any real order. No rhyme or reason behind much of anything. I was trying to think of one big chapter that said everything I ever wanted to say about food, then I realized my one big idea was “I love food. I love to eat food. Food is good.” So instead I have a few smaller chapters about me and food I’m thinking of calling “Bites.” Or maybe “Snacks.” Or probably “Random Food Things.” Either way, you won’t need any special information to read any of it. You won’t need facts or opinions or, like, smarts. I promise, you won’t find that pesky stuff here. So just dive right in.

As I was learning to read, one of the most annoying things about books was having to keep track of all the characters’ names. It’s possible I shouldn’t have started with War and Peace. So in my book, I will always remind you who I’m talking about, even if you met them before. Like my friend P-P comes up in a few chapters, and I will always helpfully remind you that he’s called P-P because he got hit in the pee-pee by a football when he was in high school. Also because I love reminding P-P of that same story. How you doin’, P?1

I will make sure to have some breaks, a few blank pages to help you keep your head above water, just in case you’re crazy enough to read the book from front to back, which I don’t even know if that’s allowed. And I promise you there will not be lots of big words, because—I’m sorry, “’cause”—I don’t like them.

There is one thing I should clear up, and that has to do with how I talk. Actually, the publishers told me I had to add this note, I think because they still feel burned by the whole “demise” thing.


	 When I write “golly,” it should actually be read as “gaaaaaaaahhhhhhhly!”

	Take any word that you say, and I probably say it different. Like “boil” is really “bowl.” Though come to think of it, I don’t think “boil” is actually in the book. But I do bowl. Whatever. Just read it in my voice and you’ll have way more fun.

	If you haven’t actually heard my voice before, I talk slow. It doesn’t feel slow to me. But you are not me. And I am not you.



And that’s all you need to know. If you forget, just come right back to the beginning, and it’ll be right here waiting for you.
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Proof that I let my daughter Harper write this book for me.



Footnote

1 We’ve always written his name as “P,” or if you wanna get formal, “P-P.” Some might argue we should spell it out, but I’ve never been good with biological terms.








THE BIGGEST LITTLE SPEED TRAP IN TENNESSEE

I grew up in this tiny little town in Tennessee that thought it needed six police officers. I’d say no one knew why we had so many police officers, except we did know why. They were there to give us all speeding tickets.

That was it. That was the only reason.

They weren’t there to fight crime or stop bad guys from doing bad things. I’m sure there was some of that. But even if we wanted to do something bad to someone, we kinda couldn’t, because we pretty much all knew each other. If somebody broke the law, it would be like, “Okay, let’s talk about this at the church barbecue with the other twelve people in our town, half of whom are apparently cops.”

My town was so tiny it actually existed inside another tiny town. Seriously. You can look at a map of Tennessee and you’ll find a little blob called Old Hickory, and inside that little blob you’ll find an even smaller, blobbier blob called Lakewood, which is so small and so blobby I usually only talk about Old Hickory in my act. I do not know how it is legally possible for one town to exist inside another town—and I never will, because that would require me to read a book—but it must be legal, because Lakewood existed, and it was my home.1

My parents had moved us there in the early nineties—my mom says 1991 or 1992 or maybe 1993, and she’s the one in the family who’s good with dates. So I was twelve years old. Or thirteen. Or fourteen. Or fifteen or eleven depending on the month, which she says was definitely December or absolutely July. Whatever it was, it was a good year. And extremely memorable.

Our previous town was, in fact, Old Hickory, which was one or two miles down the road. So yeah. It was a big transition for all of us.

Lakewood is the kind of place where if you go to the school and look at old class photos, you’ll see pictures of your buddies’ grandparents when they were kids, because no one ever leaves. It’s the kind of place where if you fall down a cliff and get a concussion, your neighbor will pick you up and carry you back to your mom. I know this because it happened to me. It’s the kind of place where there are two different families both named Thompson, then they had kids, and two of those kids got married. Now I can’t figure out if that means there’s one Thompson family or three.

In the winter, if there was a half inch of snow, people would just go crazy. We barely ever saw any snow in the South, we had no idea what was going on. Everything would shut down. We’re talking schools, offices, grocery stores, hospitals, everything. Like you’d have emergency surgeries scheduled, patients flatlining on the edge of death, and the doctor would call in and go, “You kidding me? Have you seen those roads? I’m going sledding!”

And that’s what we’d do. The entire town would gather at the one big hill that was behind our church and right next to the golf course. Everyone would be there. Friends, neighbors, all three Thompson families—or two or one, or whatever—we’d all go. We’d take trays and trash can lids and we’d flop down on our bellies, me on the bottom, my sister on top, my brother sandwiched in between, and we’d bolt right down that single snowy hill, and after five minutes it was nothing but mud. Just pure slop. We’d keep going and going till we were totally covered in muck. Like, “Woohoo! It’s a winter wonderland!”

My dad got so excited one year he went out and bought one of those classic red sleds with the metal runners like something out of A Christmas Story. Got to the mud hill and it was like trying to slice through a Big Mac with a butter knife. I mean, slicing through a Big Mac with a butter knife would be insane to do. I feel dumb even writing it, because no one would ever try that. I don’t think a butter knife has ever even been near a Big Mac. But if you did try to cut one, and you used a butter knife, it would be as effective as going down that muddy hill on my dad’s sled. That’s all I know, and that is the kind of town I’m from.

It was also the kind of town that didn’t need any police officers, except for one reason, and that was to give people speeding tickets.

That was all the Lakewood PD did. The six of them would get to work in the morning and they’d look at each other and go, “What’s it gonna be today? Drug busts?”

“Nope.”

“Murder?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Grand theft auto?”

“Nah.”

“How about we park across from the Piggly Wiggly and catch anyone going 35 in a 30?”

“Sounds right to me.”

Everyone knew the speed trap was there, but we all kept speeding anyway. I don’t know why. There was just something about Old Hickory Boulevard that made you want to speed on it. I mean, it’s four lanes, with a lane in the middle. So is that five lanes? Whatever it is, you ain’t going the speed limit. But honestly, the whole thing was so ridiculous it was kind of fun.

One time they got us while we were driving to church on a Sunday morning. My dad was behind the wheel, drinking a Big Red. Big Red is a cream soda. It’s red and it’s delicious. It’s also why my dad has diabetes. He loved it so much he would go down to Kentucky on weekends and buy cases of the stuff, because that was the only place you could get it in old-fashioned glass bottles, and everyone knows soda always tastes better in bottles than cans.

This policeman pulled us over, looked at my dad and us kids all dressed up to go to church at 9 a.m., and he thought, “These people are up to no good.” So he spots the fizzy red beverage my dad’s drinking, and he goes, “What you got in there? Is that alcohol?”

My dad goes, “No, Officer, it’s a cream soda. It’s red and it’s delicious.”

The cop thinks about this for a second. “Well, I should prolly get a little sip. Just to be sure.”

He took that sip. And just like that he also got diabetes.

Once, the Lakewood PD tried to pull over my mom, and she actually managed to lose them in the neighborhood. I’m serious. This is a thing that really happened.

My mom heard the sirens, she saw the flashing lights, she said, “Nope, not today, Po-Po,” and she outran this cop behind the wheel of a used Mazda.2 She probably had to floor it just to get up to 35, that’s how fast that car was. And this neighborhood is like ten blocks long. You couldn’t lose your wallet on one of these streets. I have physically gone to this spot, put on a blindfold, turned myself around, and tried to get confused, and I could not do it. But my mom in her Mazda was able to lose this cop.

To be clear, she’s usually a law-abiding citizen, but she didn’t want to have to tell my dad she got us another ticket so soon after we got busted for driving under the influence of soda pop.

Eventually, me and my brother grew up and moved out, and my parents and my little sister moved to a different town, Mount Juliet, about ten miles away. It wasn’t that big, nothing in Tennessee really is, but it was still about twice the size of Lakewood. It wasn’t as blobby. It had more than just one muddy hill in the winter. Its police did real police things.

And eventually, Lakewood lost its police department. I don’t mean there was a budget cut or a downsize. Once the town became unincorporated, the cops disappeared. One second the Lakewood PD was sitting across from the Piggly Wiggly, shaking down families on their way to church, and the next second they were gone. Just like that.

It was all right, I guess. But still, we were kind of sad. They were our pointless, annoying cops, and now they were gone. Like maybe we should’ve made special trips back to the speed trap. Driven even faster. More dangerous. Just to give them more to do, even if it was the only thing they ever did.

To this day, whenever I’m driving through on my way to visit family, heading down that single main street where no one ever breaks a single law, I always put my foot on the brake and make sure I’m going under 30, in memory of the Lakewood Police Department.

Then, to be honest, I do speed up. Because the street has too many lanes to go that slow.

Footnotes

1 I say “existed” because at some point they decided to make it unincorporated, which is a technical term my mom told me. So it kinda isn’t there anymore, even though we all still call it Lakewood. Anyway, talk to my mom.

2 For people who keep track of these things, this was not my old Mazda “Old Blue,” which we discuss in another chapter, but a different old Mazda that was red. If my mom ever called it anything, it was basically just “My Old Mazda” or “That Car.” She never was much for car nicknames.








RAISED BY A CLOWN

Back when I was a little kid, my dad was a clown. I don’t mean that as an insult or something. I mean he was an actual, real-life professional clown.

And let me tell you, having a clown for a dad was not easy.

Not because he wasn’t a good dad, because he was, but because he was an even better clown. And how was I supposed to compete with that? Maybe if he had been one of those weird, spooky clowns that everyone always says they’re afraid of. But there is nothing scary or spooky about a clown named Yo-Yo who wears a bright yellow wig and does magic tricks.

For my seventh birthday, we had a little party at the park. All my friends came. It was the perfect day, the weather was nice, and my dad put on a magic show—and that’s all my friends wanted to do. Just watch the show. They forgot that I, the birthday boy, the whole reason for this entire occasion, even existed. I walked a few feet over to the playground and called, “Hey guys, anyone want to swing with me?”

Everyone was like, “NO! Absolutely not!”



[image: image]
Not easy.



“All right, how about the sandbox? That sand is looking real nice today. Very clean. Lots of fine, clean sand grains. I bet we could make a castle. That would be neat.”

“Um, are you still talking? We are literally watching a magic show by a clown named Yo-Yo. Stop making this day about you.”

My dad was great at magic, but I had seen all the tricks before. The only reason he was hired for my party was because it’s the only entertainment my parents could afford. So I sat there and swung by myself. If someone walking by saw the park from a distance, it looked like this little boy was just not being invited to this magic show.

All my friends’ dads were normal dads who read the newspaper and worked at an office and did not walk around in bright orange tuxedos with big blue floppy shoes. My friends all lived in normal houses, where you walked in and saw normal-house things, like a rug and maybe a cat.

You walked into my home, and the first thing you’d see was a bag of thirty lemons, one stack of fake quarters, twenty lengths of rope, and about seven hundred million decks of cards. In fact, the people who now own our old house recently pulled up the carpet and literally found a dozen marked cards buried underneath. How do I know this? Last Halloween, my now-grown-up brother and sister went to our old house trick-or-treating with their kids, and up on the wall they saw this totally random framed picture of some of my dad’s old cards. My brother and sister were like, “Why are our dad’s old cards up on the wall?” The people who lived there were like, “Why were your dad’s old cards under our floor?” Some questions are better left unanswered.

In high school, I got my first girlfriend. It was the kind of thing where you say you’re “going out” even though you never actually go anywhere except maybe school and church. So, true love. But guess what? She wouldn’t come to my birthday that year.

My dad, after all this time, was still performing at my birthdays. I mean, you try to top having a world-class magician at your birthday, okay? But later on I found out she was afraid my dad would do something silly in his act, like call her up to demonstrate a trick. I couldn’t believe it. After all this time, I had finally found someone who thought my dad was a scary clown. She really was the love of my life.

Anyway, that ended the relationship. But as I look back on it now, fair enough. That is a lot to take in as a ninth grade girl.

My dad’s story is like the stories of a lot of funny people I know, in that it doesn’t start out funny at all.

This, by the way, does not include me. My childhood was pure dumb funny, but that pretty much only happened because my dad got all the miserable stuff out of the way.

First off, he’s from Kentucky, which is obviously very bad, because it’s not Tennessee. His mom was very good at bowling—she’s actually in the Kentucky Bowling Hall of Fame—but she wasn’t very good at being a mom. When my dad was about three, she left him outside the bowling alley because she didn’t want to watch him while she played, and that’s when he got bit in the face by a bulldog.

To this day, my dad still talks with a little bit of a speech impediment because of it. The bulldog tore from his cheek down to his chin and took part of his tongue. He had to have six and a half years of reconstructive plastic surgery, the kind where they take skin from other parts of your body and rebuild your face. So my dad likes to tell people that most of his face is actually his butt. It looks good—he just has real bad breath.

And yeah, he usually cracks that joke right when he meets someone. I mean, how am I supposed to compete with a dad that cool? How?

My dad’s mom was basically what these days they’d call abusive. She and his dad were both alcoholics. Because of his speech impediment, my dad was placed in special ed and told he was stupid for most of his life. His mom pretty much agreed. By the time he reached high school, he wasn’t good at reading, and he could hardly write at all.

The one good thing that happened to my dad during this time was meeting the lady who would eventually become my mom. The two of them met when they were in the eighth grade, at a local teen club. My father never had the guts to ask somebody to dance, because he was afraid they’d say no. So when he saw my mom, he sent his friend over to ask if she liked him. My dad likes to say that they asked seventeen girls, and he finally got back one yes.

My mom, because she’s pretty much a living saint, finds this adorable. She went home the night of the dance, woke up her mom, and said, “Mom, you won’t believe this, but I just met this boy. And I know that someday he and I will get married. I don’t know how, but I know it.”

Which is almost as good as the story of how I met my wife Laura working at Applebee’s.

Well, even with my mom in his life, my dad was still having a lot of trouble at home. Once he graduated high school, my grandma made it pretty clear she didn’t want him around anymore. So he ran away from home and went to Tennessee. I’d like to tell you that as soon as he crossed that state line his whole life turned around, but that ain’t what happened. He lived on the street for a few months, and he tried to take his own life once, which he’ll tell you was the dumbest thing he ever did. He’d basically hit rock bottom when he moved in with his cousin Ronnie, who was an assistant coach on the Vanderbilt basketball team.

If you know anything about Vandy’s history with sports, you know Ronnie had it about as bad as my dad did. That was a joke, but only kinda.

Living with Ronnie and his wife Melinda was what finally started to turn things around. I don’t think my dad had ever experienced what it meant to have a family before, but with those two he finally had one. My dad had this old shoulder injury from a fight he’d had with his mom, this time when she pushed him down the steps. So my dad started wearing a big cast to help fix it, and he couldn’t move his arm or get it wet. One day, Melinda comes by and she goes, “You stink—you need a bath.” So my dad goes, “What can I do? I can hardly move.”

“Well, get some swim trunks on,” she said. She ran the bath, put him in there, and she helped him wash off. He was seventeen years old. No one had ever been kind to him like that before.

Ronnie and Melinda, they went to church, and they got my dad to go with them. God, he learned, offered the same kind of grace, the same kind of mercy. He’d love my dad no matter what. He’d be there for him unconditionally. From there on, everything changed.

That last part, by the way, was what people in the South call testimony. That’s just between me and you. Normally I try to play down the whole Southern thing. So don’t tell a soul.

To be fair to my dad, he did try his best to make me part of his act. This was possibly a worse idea than trying to live on the streets of Nashville.

Back when I was in kindergarten, he did a show for my whole school in our big auditorium. I, of course, was very ready to accept my fate as the son of the neatest dad in town. I knew the drill. He would get attention, I would get a great show. It was fine by me. But my dad was like, “Son, I’m gonna give you a shot. This’ll be your big break. You get to help me with a trick.”

Now, I’m gonna be honest with you. I could spend the next two and a half pages trying to describe this trick to you with all my amazing skills with, like, words, and you still wouldn’t get it. You have to kinda see it in action. But all you really need to know is that there was a little dog that was running between a couple boxes, trying to get a forbidden sausage, and all I was supposed to do was scream real loud every time the dog got close to getting the sausage.

That’s it. That’s all I had to do. Just scream on cue. Just lose my mind. I mean, I was five years old, so I pretty much spent most of my time like this anyway. It is a natural state of being for a child that age.

Even then, even with something that basic, my dad wasn’t leaving anything to chance. We actually practiced. My dad and I stood there at home, and he was like, “Nathan, scream!” So I screamed. Over and over and over. Looking back, it kinda makes me wonder just how stupid I seemed back then. In between rehearsals, was my mom walking up to my dad and whispering, “I don’t know—should you remind him to breathe too? This all feels so advanced!”

But you know what? I got that screaming down. I had that thing mastered, dude. I was a pro.

Then I got on stage, right next to my dad, in front of my entire school. And I froze. Terrified. Couldn’t make a sound. I honestly doubt I was breathing either, which probably didn’t help with the whole being-stupid thing.

So the dog is running back and forth, going from one box and into the other, and my dad is looking at me, and I’m opening my mouth as wide as I can and saying absolutely nothing. And then the final reveal, when magically, incredibly, the dog somehow appears out of the wrong box and eats the forbidden sausage.

Which was when I finally decided to scream: “BUT DAD, THERE’S A SECOND DOG!”

You see. The deal was that there were two dogs. The audience could only see one. But behind my dad, I could see the whole trick and noticed there were two dogs. I guess you could say I was the first Masked Magician.

And if you don’t get that reference, it’s probably a good thing neither of us went into magic.

Getting saved by Jesus was the beginning of my dad’s career in magic. A tale as old as time.

Back in grade school, he’d met a teacher who used magic to make my dad want to read. This teacher was a very good sleight-of-hand guy, and he kind of planted the seeds of the magician my dad could become. But it wasn’t until he got his life together in Tennessee that my dad realized he could tap into something else to make him really stand out—comedy.

His jokes came from a place of darkness. He believed we needed to laugh at ourselves—and at each other—otherwise we’d probably cry. Like his speech impediment. At first he was kinda embarrassed to talk. But as Yo-Yo the clown, who cared? He had his clown voice, and people loved it. Then eventually he realized he could still be funny without the wig and the makeup, so he left the clown act behind and did a different kind of magic.

His favorite trick was what he called the Straitjacket of Death. He’s a huge Andy Kaufman fan, and Kaufman was a genius at doing these ridiculous stunts. So my dad came up with his own Kaufman-style routine. He’d perform at these little clubs where he’d get into a straitjacket, and the trick was—he never got out. He’d just keep struggling and struggling, and the show’s supposed to be over, but he’s still on the stage, struggling. Eventually he added a bit where a volunteer from the crowd would actually start fighting with him, trying to pull this thing off him.

These strangers would tear his shirt, stick their foot in his back. Like he’d get into actual fights—he eventually had to have back surgery from this stunt. But the audience loved it. They’d be dying laughing. He toured all over the world. He likes to say this trick made a living for his family. He’d probably say it put me through college if I didn’t flunk out after a semester.

As for my dad and my grandma, they didn’t speak for years. Honestly, me and my brother and sister don’t have a ton of memories of her. It’s not like he talked bad about her. It wasn’t like he was bitter or held a grudge. They just weren’t in each other’s lives.

But then a couple years ago my dad’s mom got sick, and he went to see her. He’d tried to connect with her a couple times before, but there was always a barrier. So this time he just said he was sorry. He started crying, and he told her he was sorry for not being a better son. He was sorry for not trying harder to make her a part of his family, for not doing more to give her a relationship with his kids. He goes, “I just need you to forgive me.”

And it melted her. For the first time in his life, he finally felt close to his mom. He said he’d see her in Heaven, and they’d have a long time to straighten everything out. She died the next day.

I finally figured out that the best approach to take with my dad was, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” Except in this case I made him join me.

So yeah. I guess pretty much the opposite of that first thing I said.

It was back in 2007 when I was just getting started in comedy. I was living in New York, and I had just done my very first TV appearance on the show CMT Comedy Stage for Country Music Television. Some folks at Belmont University back in Nashville saw me and wanted me to do a show on campus. They were like, “We’ll pay you a thousand dollars.” And I was like, “That is more money than I’ve ever seen in my life. I am officially a billionaire.”

But they also wanted me to go on stage for an hour. Which was terrifying, because I had enough material for maybe thirty minutes.

So I called up my dad and asked him to open for me. I told him I needed him to do at least thirty minutes, and—this was the most important part—I told him he couldn’t be too funny. Like, for once in his life, could he please hold back just a tiny bit. He could have all his magic and all that, but please just let me be the funniest guy that night. Please.

And I offered to pay him two hundred bucks for the gig. I mean, what was I gonna do? You have to pay your openers.

The night of the show came around, and of course he didn’t hold back at all. He absolutely killed. Like everyone was literally crying laughing, just rolling in the aisles he was so funny. Me and Laura had just gotten married, and this was the first time her parents had ever seen me or my dad perform. They came by to say hi after the show, and they were very polite to me. But I could tell—they really just wanted to meet my dad. When he finally walked over, their jaws dropped and they go, “You were amazing.”

Like, “Are you sure you don’t want to marry Laura instead? Doesn’t that seem like a better arrangement for all parties?” I think they figured worst case I could just open for my dad and support their daughter that way. To this day, my father-in-law still brings up that show. My in-laws will come over for the holidays, and Laura’s dad kinda shakes my hand real quick, then pushes right by me to ask for a card trick. And then my dad starts hunting under the floorboards.

But that night wasn’t all bad. Opening for me was the first time my dad ever got to really introduce me to an audience. He started saying how proud he was of me, how filled with gratitude he was that so many people had come to watch me perform. And I like to think that he wasn’t just grateful for how far I’d come, but for how far he’d come too. Because who I am and what I’ve done wouldn’t be possible without him.

Whatever it was, he got this catch in his throat, and he just started crying. I still have him open shows for me to this day, and he still starts crying every single time. The crowd always soaks it up, because it’s so incredibly authentic. He shines brighter than anyone else on that stage.

Oh, and he never saw a dime of the $200 I promised for our very first show. He still reminds me of that every chance he gets.
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