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FOREWORD

Bob Odenkirk

In November, 1987, I was hired as a writer at SNL. I wish someone had told SNL. Like nearly everyone else who got their big break at that storied institution, I was greeted with a kick-line of scowling faces, and the daily question, “What are YOU doing here?” - the unwelcome wagon that the show has become famous for in a billion showbiz bios. The show is notorious for offering a cold shoulder to its wide-eyed new hires, and I got the treatment. It’s a place built for competition, in-fighting, fear, and intense feelings of all kinds, so I was just the latest hopeful to get the hope beat out of him.

Or maybe it was me.

I’m a pretty snarky guy. Critical. I hate a lot of things. That’s one of the reasons, probably the main reason, I gravitated toward comedy. To make fun. Of you. And myself. Of everything.

But here I was in the big city, knowing almost no one, at an incredibly intimidating job where the intimidation factor seemed to grow by the day, cranked up by circumstance, and, I suspected, by the management, who must have thought that there was good motivation in everybody feeling ragged and on-edge all the time. I needed a break.

Where could I go in New York to get some love? How about a dingy, seen-better-days comedy club, located near the then-gross, scum-coated, Times Square… ”The Original Improv” (not the shiny, as-seen-on-TV L.A. version). Yes, I was so bereft of love and warmth that a comedy club was a step up! That’s saying something. Something sad.

But it was…a step up. The comics at the “Improv” in New York at the time – Mike Rowe, Larry David, Gilbert Gottfried, Mark Cohen, Jon Manfrellotti, among many, seemed to have a camaraderie that I did not find in the halls of 30 Rock (at least not until Sandler and Spade showed up). This scene was unlike Chicago, as well, where I had many friends among the comics, but where there was a rougher, disinterested, backstage vibe. In New York, I was somehow supported by the other comics, who didn’t bother watching my “act” – because mostly they seemed to not care all that much about each other’s acts, but had more laughs and fun off to the side, or in the bar, or out on the street (there was no “backstage” at this club), shooting the shit and making each other laugh. Onstage, I did fine…better than I was doing at SNL, which is to say, I got some laughs. Relief…I can still get a few, here and there. Okay. Maybe I’m not an abject failure. But backstage, or, like I said, out in the street, we’d shoot the shit and I’d feel like a human being, sort of. Recognized. Of some value. Three dimensional. I also “got in” for occasional sets at “The Cellar” in the Village, and found the same vibe, if not more so. Take note…these comics could be rough on each other, but there was a connection there that I needed and was thankful to be readily included in.

Or maybe it was Mike Rowe.

Everybody liked Mike.

Like a lot of comics, Mike is funnier out of his act than he is in it. This is very common. Partly because he doesn’t have to worry about hurting the other comic’s sensitivities (just try to hurt another comic’s sensitivities in that day and age – it couldn’t be done! They had NO sensitivities!), and partly because among an audience of comics, there is such a deep appreciation of snarky, twisted, wise-assery, that every inflection and call-back, and reference point, is picked-up-on and dug-into. Mike is, as you will see, a student of comedy, who became a tenured professor before I got to New York when we were both still in our twenties. He can approach and appreciate comedy from every angle, which isn’t true of every comic, and he’s a nice person, which REALLY isn’t true of every comic. Everybody liked Mike, and Mike was a good friend and comic confidant of everybody. His humanity didn’t abandon him in the drive to conquer this twisted, sour, corner of showbiz.

Mike loves classic old school comedy stylings, as well as digging your most ground-breaking, absurdist, up-and-comer. In this way, we connect strongly. He is a one-man Friars Club, but one that would have welcomed Andy Kaufman with open arms. He can crack a corny joke, and revel in the corn like a fucking farmer in Des Moines on a July day, and he can talk about the weirdest, offbeat, comedy show from England (they were all from England until “Tim and Eric” showed up), and be just as jazzed by it. Mike introduced me around and that was all I needed to feel like a part of this scene. At least I was a part of something; it took me years at SNL to finally feel like I kinda, sorta, belonged there.

Mike was a friend when I needed one and we have remained friends for decades now. At some point I moved to L.A. At some point he moved to L.A. We wrote together, a funny homage to Blaxploitation films. We met Rudy Ray Moore once, together. Oh! We met George Burns once, together, too! How about that? I’ve known Mike so long that I have had time to evolve from a comedy wastrel into a shining beacon of dramatical artistry. At least, that’s what my Mom calls me. Mike knows everyone, and is friends with everyone, and if you’re not a friend of Mike’s, then you need medication of some kind.

You don’t get to be friends with the people Mike is friends with if you’re not funny, so, the man is funny. But unlike many of us (including myself, sadly) there’s more to him than just career striving. There’s a real appreciation of being a part of this mad business, and I am sure you will feel it in this memoir.


WALT DISNEY IS TRYING TO KILL ME

I WAS SUITING UP for my first meeting with an actual TV show-runner. We’ll call him Denny. A showrunner is the boss, and usually the creator of the show that he or she is running. Denny read my sample Seinfeld script (or spec script as they call it in the biz) and deemed it adequate enough to consider me as a writer for their ABC family sitcom. He asked my agent to ask me if I could meet him, face-to-face. This would help him determine if I had the comic capacity to keep up with him and his hotshot team at the “funny table.” He also needed to make sure that I was a normal Joe and not a bug-infested, drug-addled vagabond. Good thing I shaved that morning.

I was considerably new to Hollywood, but not new to comedy. I had a decent ten-year run as a standup comic in New York City, and I was already on a few network and cable TV writing staffs. You, no doubt, remember these hit shows: Hi Honey I’m Home, Nothing Upstairs, Mouth To Mouth…No? …Nothing? Anyway, those jobs came to me through my stand-up comedy connections. This meeting came to me by way of my amazing and world’s funniest spec script.

All of the stories in my Seinfeld script were based on stuff that actually happened to me during my New York City days. For instance, a waitress thirty years my senior, at my favorite corner diner, The Money Tree, had an undying crush on me. She was so unrelenting that I had to stop going there, it became too awkward. Just outta bed at 12:30 in the afternoon, I’d wander in for my coffee and precious alone time with the New York Post. Instead, I had to deal with the waitress lingering at my booth, sharing never-ending stories about her darlin’ kitty cats. After I vanished, she tracked me down and started calling me at home. So I felt like that situation was a viable story area for George Costanza and his favorite diner, Monks. Then, my bike was stolen and weeks later I saw it on a rack in front of a Chinese restaurant. It was in their fleet of food-delivery bikes. This smacked of Seinfeld territory. I imagined Kramer retrieving his stolen bike from a high-strung delivery boy. These stories, along with Elaine discovering her boyfriend lied about wearing a hairpiece, wove together nicely. That script opened a lot of doors for me in Hollywood. At one point, it was under consideration as an actual episode for the series. Nonetheless, it got me in the door for that TGIF interview on that day.

All I needed to do for this meeting was to muster up enough charm to sell my young self to this sitcom gatekeeper. I carefully selected my 1990s Hollywood writer’s outfit; stonewashed, pleated and baggy jeans, ball cap and hip T-shirt. If you spent any time in Hollywood back then, us writer-types were easy to spot; pasty and doughy men and women shuffling lifelessly in a gaggle. That’s us, squinting from the sun and hungry, as we searched, zombie-like, for the nearest sandwich hut. Most shows that I’ve been on lately, though, consist of polyethnic staffs, and somehow everyone’s in shockingly good shape. Except, well, yours truly.

My meeting was on the Disney lot in Burbank. It felt like I was walking into an actual Disney cartoon. I was surrounded by quaint, single-story buildings, patches of green grass with smiling squirrels dashing about, and birds chirping merrily. I was instructed to go into the Dwarfs Building (political correctness wasn’t as prevalent back then). It wasn’t that hard to find. I spotted the seven of them, all fashioned from cement. They were positioned high up over the main entrance and looking worried as they valiantly held up the main frame of the building. As I crossed in under them, I swear I heard, “Hi-Ho, Hi-Ho/We hope you get this show.”

The sitcom I was interviewing for had been on the air for a few years and was still holding a massive audience. It featured typical teens and their adult adversaries. I hadn’t paid much attention to the show prior to this meeting, so I watched a few episodes the night before to collect enough recon to gush over it and carry on about how it was my favorite TV show ever. In truth, it wasn’t the worst sitcom on TV, although it’s not a show I would’ve programmed into my TiVo. Nonetheless, this was a big-deal ABC primetime sitcom. It was a much-needed steppingstone to what I hoped would be a wildly successful career as a sitcom writer. Dammit! I had to get this gig.

I walked through the hallowed Disney halls, wide-eyed, eager, and nervous. The walls were lined with original Disney animated movie cels. There were photos from the ‘30s showing animators sketching out early versions of classic Disney characters. I passed an over-sized framed portrait of Walt himself who, I swear, winked at me as if to say, “Welcome aboard, Mike!”

I found the offices where I’d meet Denny, my new boss-to-be. This job was gonna happen, I was sure of it. I mean, c’mon; I was charming, fresh-faced and, according to my mom, I was funny, so all is good. The young woman assistant at the front desk was busy wrangling a barrage of incoming phone calls. The office’s white walls were covered with sit-comy posters of the cast; kids smiling mischievously while the adults shot them disapproving looks.

Typically, production offices in Hollywood are not all that glamorous, especially back in the 1990s. There were dead plants and random stacks of scripts on worn-out carpeting. Down and dirty is ideal; us writer-types clearly don’t want any unnecessary distractions. These offices were our sanctuary where we rolled up our sleeves and readied ourselves to fight through hours of heated story ideas and pitch bone-crunchingly funny jokes. It was an artist’s workshop where we’d plunge our hands into the comedy ball of clay and masterfully craft it into a hit, primetime TGIF sitcom.

I made my way to the assistant, who was still buried in incoming calls. I whispered, “I’m Mike Rowe….” She pulled the phone from her face and covered the mouthpiece, “Have a seat; he’ll be with you shortly.”

Sitting there nervously I could hear the electronics of the room buzzing; the clock, the fluorescent lights. The phone seemed to ring louder as the assistant answered it over and over, “He’s not in. Can I take a message?”

Finally, Denny emerged from his private office. These moments aren’t usually all that gracious. He just sort of stormed in and barked out orders to the assistant, “Call bellggyy and bavvah caaab. We need jajhh for the jabadada.” Steeped in anxiety, that was all that my brain could digest. I sat there and smiled, unsure of what to do next. Do I stand? Nod knowingly? Maybe throw him a thumbs-up? Denny popped back into his office before I could decide. The assistant quietly mumbled, “It’ll be a few more minutes.” She went back to the ringing phones, “He’s not in. Can I take a message?”

I sat there trying not to sweat as I flipped through an outdated Hollywood Reporter. The humming lights, I swear, adjusted themselves to a pitch designed to purposely play with my frayed nerves. After about fifteen minutes, the assistant got the call: “Yes. Okay…” She hung up and, with a painted smile, pointed to his office door: “Denny will see you now.”

I was dealing with unrelenting, low-grade nervousness. It’s that feeling you get just before stepping into the O.R. for minor surgery. I slinked into his office, youth-first. I was smiling, ready, and trying desperately to stay cool and calm and not let them see the pit-sweat.

Denny’s office, I swear, was about the size of a drawer. It was a windowless space with floor-to-ceiling dark, 1980s wood paneling. I was standing in a casket. Denny was on the phone, harried and concerned, “Well tell Habavaa I need chachdaba right away! And I want wwhaazahaza to baba!” He hung up, looked at me and nodded. Then he yelled through the closed door, “Mary, get whishhhajayba on the phone, over at hhhezee.” I heard her muzzled response through the door. He looked to me, “So what shows you work on?”

I went into my short resume while I situated myself into the hard chair, “I was on a Showtime comedy series about the Friars Club. Before that I was a standup in New York, so…”

Mary, the assistant, entered with paperwork and handed it over to Denny. I waited as he read through it, signed a page and handed it all back while telling her, “Don’t let fhhavaa jaaby until 3. I’ll need jimmbbco, ASAP. I have kaajabjba tomorrow.” She darted out with confidence.

I kept going, “I wrote sketches for TV comedy shows in…“

The phone rang. He grabbed it, “Baaagy, fffassy kaba? …Good.” He hung up. I jumped back into my comedy bio, “But it was a great experience. I learned a lot, so…“

He was curt, “Okay, good. We wanted to see who was out there, so thanks for coming by.”

Wait…What just happened? I was in that office less than one minute and I was getting the TGIF boot. I got up slowly and looked around, wondering if maybe it was a prank of some sort. It was painfully awkward. I mean, how could it not be? I mumbled as I ambled towards the door, “Uh, yeah…Okay, good. Uh…Thanks.” I slunk out, lost and confused. Was my penis exposed? I checked my forehead for a carved-in swastika. When I exited the building and walked under the Dwarfs, I swear Doc shot me a look that said, “Wow, that’s fucked!” I was like, “I know, right?”

I got home and called my agent to find out what happened. “Uh, yeah,” he said with his pretend sad agent-voice, “Just got off the phone with Denny…Said you weren’t funny.”

“What…? I wasn’t fu-- How could…?” No. Not cool. It wasn’t right. My agent blew past this. It didn’t even seem weird to him. He tossed out a perfunctory, “Don’t worry, man. Onward, upward…”

Right then and there I learned a huge Hollywood comedy writer lesson: You had to go into every meeting with your funny guns a-blazin’.

Many months later, my agent called with some positive news, “Denny at Disney wants to meet you. He likes your script. He has a new series at ABC. He thinks you might be right for this.” It was him, that same Denny, my former boss-to-be! Aw man, I am taking this meeting. I couldn’t wait. I knew how this worked. I learned my lesson; I was a step ahead of the game. I was gonna load up my comedy six-shooters and go in, both guns firin’.

I hit the Disney lot and merrily headed back to the Dwarfs Building. They were still holding up the building, steadfast and unflinching. Dopey gave me a knowing nod, I was sure of it. I zipped through the same hallways, same office, same buzzing lights. Denny’s new assistant escorted me right into his office. I sat down across from him at his desk. He wasn’t signing anything and there were no incoming phone calls. I had his attention. With my charm at full tilt, I arranged my shirt, “Am I blousing okay…?” Snarky and charming. Nice start.

I don’t actually remember what the fuck I said next to get the funny ball rolling, but I was there, I was present, and in the moment. I started yapping away with all the comedy aplomb of a Mel Brooks on Carson’s Tonight Show.

Denny’s first question, yet again: “So tell me the shows you worked on.”

With huge heapings of gusto and vigor, I answered, “I was a standup comic in New York. That helped get me on staff at a Show-time series about the Friars Club. Then I wrote on a series with the creator of Taxi. That show’s coming out this fall, so…”

He smiled as I prattled on like a boy on a first date. I had my first heavy-hitting casual-meeting joke ready to fire out of the chamber when, yep, he stopped me.

“Okay…Good. We wanted to see who’s out there.”

What-the-fuuuuck!? My only guess at that moment was, “Denny is a ne’er-do-well relative of Walt’s. He gave him this pretend office to conduct fake meetings so’s to keep him busy and out of jail.” I left the building crushed and confused yet again. I found my way back to my car and drove home in a daze. I called my agent. He said Denny thought I wasn’t right for the show. “But I talked to him for twenty seconds. I hardly got past hello.”

My agent shrugged it off, “That show sucks anyway. You don’t want to be on that piece of shit.” I shook my head in disbelief.

That night, I hung out with my new comedy-writer friends and we laughed about my ridiculous meeting. In truth, that experience was an inflection point for me. This is where I realized that all the legendary stories about the insanity and heartlessness of Hollywood were true. Right then and there, I understood that if I didn’t laugh at the ridiculousness of these insane showbiz moments, Hollywood would kill me. Or, at the very least, it would make me fat and bald.

Another year or so later, I got a call from my agent, “Denny at Disney read your script. He wants to meet with you. He’s got a new series starting up.”

I was angry: “Really? Seriously? Okay, that same fucking Denny-guy wants to meet me?!” No way he’s going to make me do this dance again. If this was going to happen, it was happening on my terms. I signed on for the fucking meeting, but I had a plan and I could not wait to spring it on him. Fuck this guy! My strategy was simple: I’d step into his shitty little shoebox office, sit down and ask him, “So what shows have you worked on?” After about twenty seconds, I’d cut him off, stand up and coldly tell him, “Okay, I just wanted to see who’s out there.” Then I’d stomp off the lot victoriously. I was serious. I was ready.

Back at Disney, Dwarfs, winking Walt, buzzing lights…I sat and waited in the outer office, trying to hide my devilish smirk. I was finally called into…a different office. I stepped into a cozy room with huge windows that looked out onto a tree-lined little park. The sun was beaming down, blue birds were flitting about, squirrels were prancing happily on the tree limbs. I was in a warm and welcoming oasis where four young faces were happy to see me. They knew my resume. They didn’t have to ask where I’d worked before. They commented on my spec script. They even quoted a few jokes and laughed.

Hmm, this was going to put a damper on my diabolical scheme. They apologized to me because Denny couldn’t make it to the meeting, “He’s in the middle of post [production].” Great. Fuck that guy! (Relax; I didn’t say it out loud.) They asked me what I thought about their pilot. I did read it and I actually liked it -- a lot. We talked and laughed, as the Disney birds and squirrels began to sing and dance outside the window. I truly hit it off with everyone in that room.

My agent called me that afternoon. They were offering me a staff job on the series: “Un-fucking-believable!”

The next Monday, I showed up at the comedy round table and found the best seat (i.e., closest to the snack room), settled in with my new pencil in hand, and then Denny stepped in, “Welcome, everyone!”

DENNY! God-DAMN-it!

In the glory and excitement of getting the job, I forgot all about Denny!

My writing life was truly difficult when he showed up in the writers’ room, which was often. He came in mostly to blow up our work and abandon us in the debris, expecting us to rebuild it all from scratch. The show stayed on the air for one season. This experience was indicative of what I’d go through during my comedy career. It’s the roller coaster I begged to be on, and so far, it’s been as harrowing, heartbreaking and as tremendous as I dreamt it’d be. So then how and why in the hell did I want to go on this ride? Well, let’s take it from the top…


THE SEEDS OF FUNNY

MY HOMETOWN, Waterbury, Connecticut, was once a thriving factory town. Now, after years of corrupt mayors, riots and widespread unemployment, it’s a vast pit of burned-out and abandoned homes and tenements. The Brass City was its moniker from the 1940s to the 1960s, due to its wildly productive brass factories. As a kid, when my mom would drive my sisters, Tracy and Janis, and myself through downtown, I distinctly remember hearing the sounds of heavy machinery clanking and pounding through the century-old concrete walls and steel-framed windows of the massive industrial plants. My polluted hometown prided itself on manufacturing belt buckles, buttons, crescent wrenches and clock parts.

Career expectations were not all that high in Waterbury. Marry early, have some kids, get an OK paying job at the mall, a restaurant, the local tire-repair shop or some such place. Most considered that a noble way to live. I get that. Happiness through simplicity. Why not?

From around 1967 through 1970, my dad owned a bar on East Main Street, just a few miles from downtown Waterbury. He lovingly named it The Carousel. A corner tavern, to my kid-self, was the ultimate clubhouse. If my friends and I could’ve built a neat-o fort, this would’ve been it. It had that hearty stench of spilled beer and Dewar’s whisky absorbed layers-deep into the soft wood of the bar. To this day, when I wander into an old neighborhood beer joint and I smell that same sweet smell, it instantly takes me back to my happy childhood, hanging with stinky and sweaty softball players, bums, pimps and alcoholics.

My dad said he named the bar The Carousel because of the semi-circular shape of the bar, but I honestly think it was because he loved the movie musical Carousel. Many’s the time I’d catch him alone on the front porch of our second-floor apartment, sitting quietly while losing himself in the LP of the soundtrack as it spun on my portable record player. It was hard to imagine that he liked musicals at all, never mind having a favorite. I mean, he was a stocky, half-Italian, ex-Marine who was wounded while fighting in North Korea. He got out of the hospital, got his Purple Heart, and went back to fight overseas. So yeah, if any of his beer-swigging, gun-toting clientele asked him about the name Carousel, he’d tell ‘em, “It’s the shape of the bar. That’s all.”

[image: image]

The Carousel (1968).

The Carousel was adorned with year-round Christmas lights that hung haphazardly across the paneled walls. They lit up posters of Santana, Ali/Frazier, and crinkled Playboy centerfolds, along with assorted banners and pennants celebrating the ‘69 Red Sox. The bar had a jukebox that played Scopitones. They were the first attempt at music videos and were produced strictly for an adult audience. My dad refused to play them for me; they were too risqué for my tender age.

After a lot of haranguing, he eventually let me watch the tamest one, “Yellow Polka-Dot Bikini.” A hottie in a polka-dot bikini grinded and shook her stuff, hoping to entice the schlubby food vendor for a free hot dog. The softcore pornographic imagery was lost on me. What my dad didn’t realize was that I was more curious about the technology and machinery of it all; the sex and innuendo, not so much.

Elaborate breweriana touting ice-cold Budweiser, Piels and Rheingold hung on the walls and in the front windows. They were reminders that for thirty-five cents a glass, you could drink your pain away. Most of these glowing mementos of alcoholism would end up at home with me in my bedroom. My nine-year-old self would fall asleep to the comforting hum of my bedside nightlight: a spinning windmill advertising Heineken beer, imported from Holland.

Beer wasn’t even a consideration for me until my late teens though. At The Carousel, I sat with the local drunks and drank myself silly with free Cokes. I played pool with pimps who, to me, were just cool black dudes. “What-up, little man?” they would ask.

It was a kid Fantasyland. I was addicted to the cowboy-themed pinball machine and the shuffle bowl that clacked and pinged and rang all night as it tallied up the strikes and spares. Typically, the bar was jammed with sweaty softball players on the heels of winning a game for my dad’s beer league. These guys were twenty-somethings, just out of college for the summer and man, they were damn good athletes. My dad was a respected softball coach in Waterbury and had an eye for putting great bar teams together. At his peak, he assembled about eleven of them. He even played a few innings, now and again, as a slow-ball pitcher. According to league rules, the losing team was required to go to the winners’ bar and buy drinks for both teams. The more The Carousel won, the better the bar business. But, with almost a dozen winning teams churning through the joint, The Carousel was still struggling.

I truly liked the players. They were silly, corny, sarcastic, and really funny. They especially loved to make each other laugh. One time, old, drunk Tony, a local, showed off a snapshot from his youth. Due to his lifelong bout with alcohol (“the suds” as they called it), his hand shook wildly as he held out the photo for all to see. One of the ball players took the photo and showed it to the others, shaking it as well. “Yeah, looks just like you.” Everyone exploded with laughter.

“Wow, poking fun at someone’s affliction was fun,” I thought. It was building, through laughter, an undying brotherhood right before my eyes. My dad wasn’t afraid to participate, but his forte was not insults. He worked in corny jokes and puns the way some artists worked in oil or clay. When Schaefer introduced a beer can made of glass, he held it up for all to see, examined it and shot, “Hmm. Uncanny.”

When you’re a kid, there’s nothing funnier than a hardcore pun.

Late into the 1960s, The Carousel still had hints of what it might’ve looked like in its heyday back in the 1940s. I distinctly remember wood cutouts of elegant top hats and martini glasses, dirty and worn out, but still attached to the back of the tattered and faded orange, gold and yellow booths. The records in the jukebox were in constant turn-around. When new hit records came in, the old ones would come home with me, so I got to play, over and over, all the Top 40 hits of the ‘60s and ‘70s. My dad demanded that the Sinatra and Dean Martin records stay in the jukebox, though. I was the hippest kid in my neighborhood “music scene,” surprising friends with 45s of The Guess Who, Three Dog Night, Jackson 5, Temps and Tops, you name it. Cool, hip and funny, The Carousel was shaping little me into a sophisticated man.

My dad, steadfast behind his bar, was the captain of The Carousel. Many respected his command. In truth, he was above it all; he just didn’t quite know it yet. I watched quietly as people would belly up to the bar hoping for a free shot and some comforting therapy from my dad. He would have heart-to-hearts with guys who had troubled relationships, money problems or concerns about their softball slumps.

Depression and alcoholism was a large part of the fuel that kept the lights on at The Carousel. Life’s frustrations would get the best of some. They’d start fights for no reason: “Get da fuck outta here! Wille McCovey sucks!” Fists would fly. My dad, with his broom-handle bat, would dash out from behind the bar and start swinging.

A toolmaker from nearby Scovill Manufacturing was laid off without warning. He planted his ass at the bar and tried to drink himself into a better life. Way past his limit, the barmaid cut off his Cutty Sark. He felt she was mistaken and made his point with a small pistol and Bam! Bam! He shot drunkenly, landing a bullet in her hand. Wow! The Carousel was the Old West! Fantastic!

My dad hired a go-go dancer to perform at The Carousel on Tuesday nights at 9 p.m. How, you ask, could I possibly remember that? Damn, how could I not? Every single Tuesday night, I hoped and prayed my dad would let me stay long enough to see her get up and do her thing. The mystery of what she could be or do was all consuming. Was there nudity? Live sex of some sort? Did she read poems? Fuck! The more I thought about it, the more I needed to know.

One Tuesday, I saw the Schaefer Beer clock about to hit the nine o’clock hour. Typically, my dad would’ve had me out of the building and halfway home at this point. Did he forget? Or maybe he thought I was ready to behold the unbridled evil that was (or wasn’t) going to happen? I hid partway behind the ice machine, hoping he’d forget I was there. I started to get clammy and a little woozy as the minutes ticked by.

A spotlight popped on to the little black riser up against the wall near the bathrooms. I scanned the place; my dad was nowhere in sight. Someone got behind the juke to turn the volume way up and then fed it a bunch of quarters. Holy shit, it was happening! I was getting scared. Maybe it’d be too much for me. I could pass out. Who knows, maybe this unknown imagery would forever taint my view of women or sex or even life itself. But there was no turning back now.

Three Dog Night’s “Mama Told Me Not To Come” blasted out from the juke. The nine drunks in the place started to whoop.

A young woman came out of the dark and into the spotlight. She was perfect 1969 sexy, wearing scuffed white go-go boots and a green sequined bikini which really wasn’t all that different than the bathing suits I saw on the beaches of Cape Cod during our family vacations. But this was different. She was different. I was both frightened and stimulated as I watched her dance slowly, working her body to the music. “..that ain’t the way to have fun, sonnnn!” the song went on. Her sequins shimmied wildly as she picked up the pace. The spinning color wheel that my dad stole from our aluminum Christmas tree made her change colors, from red to green to blue. I felt my body fling into puberty. My voice even changed a few octaves in those first few minutes of what I considered to be my first sexual experience.

I was getting worried. If this was her starting point, where did she go from here? My system was already overheating. I was fevered and short of breath. Where was my dad? I started to feel abandoned. It turned out he was deep into the basement going through inventory and forgot I was there. He came back upstairs and saw his kid locked off and lost in the glory of hot, gyrating pulchritude. He dropped everything and yanked me out of there like a fireman saving a child from a burning building.

I’m still not sure why my dad exposed me to this environment at such a young age. Maybe he thought it’d toughen me up. Maybe he figured there were life lessons to be learned. Most of these nights on our car ride home, I’d hope for some sort of incisive, ethereal explanation. All I got was, “Don’t tell your mother…”

My dad was raised by Nancy Petrunti, a very strict and demanding Italian mom. He told me stories of how she’d get mad at him for no real reason and often chase him around their apartment while whacking him really hard on the noggin with a giant wooden spoon. His dad, Charlie Rowe, was the complete opposite of her: Mellow, quiet and seriously funny. I remember visiting their house as a kid. My Grampie, while dead asleep, passed wind. With that, he instantly jumped off the couch and ran to look out the window. For my benefit, he played worried as he announced, “Holy Christ! Lightning just struck a shithouse!” Sadly, as a kid, my dad didn’t really get to know his dad all that well. He was hardly at home, spending most days and some nights working multiple factory jobs.

My dad and his six kid sisters were expected to work as well. His first job was as a bowling-pin setter at the downtown Waterbury lanes. His mom gathered all their monies to help pay the bills, leaving my dad feeling more like an employee than a son. According to him, the only time his mom was motherly to her kids was when they were sick. It’s probably why he often complained about not feeling well. It was, I’m guessing, a clarion call for motherly comfort. He was raised during the Depression, which I think left him with the feeling that he could lose everything in an instant. He was never able to shake this looming threat, so as a result, he lived much of his life worried about impending doom. Growing up, the stress from this permeated our home life and ultimately affected his marriage.

My mom, Joanne LeBlanc, had five brothers and four sisters. She was just twelve when she bravely moved down to Connecticut from Millinocket, Maine without her parents; just her older sisters. She too had a difficult childhood. When she was just six months old, her dad and his brother were on an ice fishing expedition. This took them to a lake deep in the woods of Maine where they were blind-sided by a sudden and massive Nor’easter snowstorm. They tried desperately to find shelter through the blinding white snow. They were found the next day in a snow bank just a few hundred yards from their cabin. Both were dead from the freezing cold.

Like most of that generation, marriage was pretty much just one of the things you were supposed to do -- especially if you were a woman. You didn’t question it, and no girl wanted to end up as what they used to call “an old maid.” The checklist for women read: Go to school (hopefully graduate), learn a skill (as a homemaker), get married (hopefully to someone you love) and then drop some babies (and be a mother).

My dad fell in love with my mom. She fell in love with the idea of being in love and being married and taken care of by a capable and dutiful husband. She wasn’t IN love with my dad, which she freely admits, but for her, thriving in a loving environment seemed like the right idea at the time.

My dad proposed to my mom a few times before she said yes. She was almost 23 and dad was 25 when they were married. Young by our standards, my mom actually was close to becoming a dreaded “old maid” -- perhaps another reason she felt the need to tie the knot. After two years of trying to get pregnant, my sister Tracy was born. I came along exactly one year later, on my sister’s first birthday. Janis, the youngest, was born ten months later. Suddenly, my mom went from worrying she’d never have children to finding herself herding a house full of crying and cranky “Irish Triplets.”

My dad lacked a college education, but he did have some tool-making skills and was able to support his young family by working in one of the Waterbury factories, just like his dad did. In truth, there was no way my dad was going to spend his life crafting hammers at a metal lathe. Eventually the day-to-day tedium of it all became too much for him and he quit. He couldn’t take it. He was suddenly flailing as he tried to find a new career that would bring some sense of accomplishment and perhaps a little joy into his life. A manageable paycheck that would take care of his new family would be pretty sweet, too. I remember him, early on, selling insurance. When that didn’t work out, he partnered up in a butcher shop with an old Marine buddy. When that ended abruptly, he found work in an auto body repair shop.

These were tough rows to hoe, especially for a man who cared about how he was perceived by his peers. The “elites” he hoped to impress were his friends, the local lawyers, bankers and politicians. My dad always carried with him an unrelenting sense of pride and dignity. It was important for him to be seen as a pillar of success. This was evident at the local events, fundraisers and parties where he was the snappiest dresser, typically in his bright red or green blazers and white shoes. This was the cool, smart look of the mature adult male of the late 1960s.

[image: image]

John Rowe stylin’ in the 60’s.

His pride is what drove him to buy The Carousel and keep it up and running for almost six years. It was important to him to be seen as the owner/barkeep of the city’s meeting place. He felt that the idea of owning his own business was the sign of a true entrepreneur. The bar was a struggle, but he kept up the good fight. Sadly, his deep frustration in trying to keep its lights on started to seep into our family dynamic.

At one point my dad stopped coming home. My mom told us kids that his back was bothering him again and that he found comfort sleeping on the hard, slate surface of his pool table down at the bar. He was gone for at least a few days, maybe weeks; it’s hard to remember. My dad did have serious back issues that plagued him throughout his whole life, so there was no reason why my sisters and I would think this was odd. We were too young to understand that their marriage was in jeopardy.

Finally, my parents made a decision. They felt it was best that they stay married until we were older and ready to start our own lives. In retrospect, this decision may not have been the best. This dynamic brought with it a stressful household with some rage and combustibility and, at times, severe declarations of disappointment aimed at us kids. Those came mostly from my dad.
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Me with Janis and Tracy (late 1960’s).

My mom did her best to protect us from any verbal abuse. It was never extreme, but the subtly of it all can carry a lot of weight when it’s inflicted at a tender young age. To this day, the residual stress of our childhood continues to affect my sisters and me. Luckily, Tracy, Janis and I figured out how to stay strong, find resolve, some success and happiness while struggling to stave off the remnants of those childhood demons.

Janis, since her teen days, was always surrounded by close friends. As kids, I hardly remember her being at home. She was always out and about and having a blast with her circle of pals. She was always cute, immediately likable and had a natural, quick, sarcastic wit. She’s since raised an amazing daughter, Kristen, who lives in Connecticut with a young and wonderful family of her own.

Tracy has always been creative and a gifted and imaginative artist. After trying her hand at the corporate world, she soon learned that it’s not where she wanted to be. She went back to school and studied theater. Not a lucrative career by any stretch, but she spent 25 years painting and designing sets in Hollywood and later in community theater in Connecticut. Like my mom, also a gifted artist who continues to win awards for her inspired oil paintings, my sister is a visual thinker.

So right about now, I bet you’re asking, “Where are all the neato Hollywood stories?” Just relax a minute; I’m getting there…

As we all consider our childhoods and how they shaped us as adults, we see flashpoints or moments of clarity that help us understand who we truly are. When I was a kid, there were times when my family was truly calm, relaxed, and at their happiest. It was during our summer vacations in Cape Cod. Also, when we were crowded around the TV watching sitcoms. Those warm family gatherings started in the 1970s, during the days of the sitcoms All In The Family, Welcome Back Kotter, MASH, Laverne and Shirley
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“If you've ever had any interest in comedians, like what went wrong in our lives to make us so
deeply disturbed, you will devour Mike Rowe’s insightful, personal, and yes, very funny book.
Such a great read for smart people—and morons will like it, too.”

— LARRY DAVID
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HOW THE PROFESSIONAL COMEDY BUSINESS
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