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Epigraph



I set out to write this book thinking I’d reveal where all the skeletons are buried.

Turns out most of them are mine.

A joke is a carefully crafted grouping of words and/or images, as well as the spaces, or pauses, between those things.

To one person, it may cause uproarious laughter.

To another, it’s meaningless drivel.

Both experiences can be true at the same time.

Although the drivel person is generally an asshole.
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All Hail the King of Sitcoms!

Courtesy of the author







Chapter 1

Show Me a Sitcom Writer with a Happy Childhood, and I’ll Show You a Network Executive

I’ve read enough autobiographies and memoirs to know that making the reader trudge through one’s formative years can be excruciatingly boring. That said, I’m going to assume you didn’t buy this book to learn about the alcoholism, soul-crushing poverty, life-threatening illness, decade in a religious cult, three failed marriages, and a lifetime prescription for Valacyclovir that led to a wildly successful career in television. So I’ll try to keep it brief.

1960. I was eight years old when my father’s luncheonette* in Bethpage, Long Island,* began to fail. To make ends meet, my mother unhappily went to work at a men’s clothing store.* I don’t think she ever forgave my dad. (This was my earliest awareness that worldly success was what made a man desirable to women. A lot of television would be created as a result.)

With both parents working, I became what would one day be called a latchkey kid. When I came home from school, I’d let myself in the house and spend the next three to four hours alone. It was a sad time filled with the comic genius of Soupy Sales and long conversations with my dog. (To this day, I often chat with my dog, who pretends to listen while licking the spot where his balls used to be.)

1962. Baseball was everything. Mantle, Maris, Yogi, Kubek, Whitey. The New York Yankees ruled the world. A few years later, I switched my fealty to the Mets because they stunk and clearly needed the support of a ten-year-old boy. This was the beginning of a lifelong inclination to root for the loser, the underdog. I’m sure there’s a pathological thread to be pulled here. Let’s leave it for now. There’s lots more threads to come.

Around this time, my Uncle Jack, a professional saxophonist and fall-down drunk, staggered into our house, handed me a small box guitar, and mumbled, “Here, learn to play this.” He then fell down drunk. I did as I was told and learned “The Girl from Laredo,” “She’ll Be Coming ’Round the Mountain,” and “Malagueña.” I found it all incredibly boring. Baseball reigned as the center of my world.

1964. The Beatles and the British Invasion. I was swept away by the sheer joy of “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” but, anticipating my rapid descent into Boone’s Farm, acid, and pot, the first record I ever bought was the Rolling Stones’ “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.”

More importantly, it was clear that girls liked musicians. Even though I was a year or two shy of testosterone, music was no longer boring.

I formed a band and tried to emulate my new heroes. (The band’s name was the Missing Lynx, spelled wrong because, you know, the Beatles.) Thankfully, there are no recordings of twelve-year-old me singing “Mrs. Brown, You’ve Got a Lovely Daughter” with braces and a Cockney accent. But you can imagine.

1965. I discovered that NyQuil was 25 proof. The ease and comfort brought on by this oily green elixir caused me to have sore throats and head colds for many years to come.

You know what? I’m starting to think a linear, timeline approach to this memoir will make for a shitty read. If you don’t mind, I’m gonna pause here and say a few words about my parents.



Robert (Bob) Levine

Dad was a gregarious high school dropout and autodidact. He worked 60–70 hours a week, 51 weeks a year, never complained, never called in sick. I swore I wouldn’t follow in his footsteps. Many years later, I would find myself working 60–70 hours a week for evil actresses and TV executives who couldn’t write a check—bitterly complaining the entire time. I believe the Yiddish-Latin phrase for this is “kvetch ergo sum.”

Dad was also a proud Jewish Republican. One of eleven in the entire nation. He firmly believed in the pioneer mythos of small government, each man for himself, and pulling oneself up by one’s bootstraps (that last thing an impossibility, yet oddly not ironic). All my uncles and aunts, on both sides of the family, were outraged by his politics and were forever arguing with him. He loved it.

He also loved stand-up comedy. On his one night off, Sunday, I would sit with him and watch Ed Sullivan on our little black-and-white TV. (I always lobbied hard for The Wonderful World of Disney. To no avail. It was Sullivan or go to bed early.) As a result, I was force-fed every borscht belt comedian good enough to step on that coveted stage. Little did I know I was getting a priceless education.


CHUCK LORRE PRODUCTIONS, #577

There is an almost perpetual gap between my expectations as to how things should be and the way things actually are. This space, or divide, causes me a considerable amount of discomfort, which I try to alleviate through the use of repetitive thoughts, as well as spoken and written words. This activity is called “complaining.” The fact that it rarely accomplishes anything, other than exacerbate my irritation, does not keep me from engaging in it. Furthermore, it appears that buried deep within my psyche is the firmly held conviction that complaining is therapeutic - even though experience shows again and again that it’s not. In other words, I have a false belief that appears to be immutable, which drives me to take an action that only makes matters worse and I like it. My only consolation is the knowledge that I come from a long line of complainers. One of my fondest childhood memories is looking up at the adult relatives gathered around the kitchen table, the men smoking Pall Malls, the women smoking Newports, everyone eating smoked fish, and all of them talking over each other, loudly bitching and moaning about pretty much everything. I remember that a rant would often end with the resigned, self-deprecating, seemingly rhetorical question, “Oh, well, who am I to complain?” Well, these many years later, it turns out it’s not rhetorical. the answer. And I now know the answer. This is my birthright.

Who am I if I don’t complain?

Vanity Card following The Big Bang Theory, Season 11 Episode 12, “The Matrimonial Metric” January 4, 2018
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Uncle Bob’s

Courtesy of the author


One Sunday evening, Henny Youngman said, “I went to the doctor and said, ‘Doc, it hurts when I do this.’” Henny then waved his arm a little. “The doc replied, ‘Don’t do that.’” I laughed so hard I actually fell off the couch. And I could not stop. This was the funniest thing my eight-year-old brain had ever heard. My father, who probably first heard that joke during the Great Depression, was so amazed at my response, he started laughing too. Not at the joke. At me. This went on for quite a while. We completely lost it. For many years after, he’d impress friends and relatives by getting my attention, waving his arm and saying, “Doc, it hurts when I do this.” Immediately, I’d be doubled over with laughter, at which point he’d turn to his audience and say, “Can you believe that?”*


CHUCK LORRE PRODUCTIONS, #490

When I was in second grade I brought home a report card with mediocre grades and a handwritten comment from my teacher saying I was the class clown, and perhaps I needed to get more attention at home. My father complied by giving me a little whack on the back of the head and telling me to quit being a jackass. He then turned on the TV, put his arm around me, and we watched The Honeymooners.

Lesson learned.


Vanity Card following The Big Bang Theory, Season 8 Episode 15, “The Comic Book Store Regeneration,” February 19, 2015



I was maybe around ten years old, driving with him on the Long Island Expressway, when a teenage motorcyclist went down in heavy traffic. Without hesitating, he pulled the car over, commanded me to stay put, and waded out into traffic. He waved at people to slow down so he could pick up the kid and carry him to safety. Which he did.

This show of courage was not an anomaly. A few years later, a full-blown, post–high school football game riot took place right in front of his luncheonette (named “Uncle Bob’s,” which, because he was my dad, always confused me). Once again, I was ordered to stay in the store while he walked into a raging street fight and carried a blood-covered kid back into the store.

When I turned twelve, I was not asked if I wanted to work at the luncheonette. I was told I’d be working at the luncheonette. This meant getting up at five a.m. every morning to open the store at six for early railroad commuters and cops finishing a graveyard shift. There were countless days, particularly in the dead of winter, when my father would lean into my bedroom and bark at me to wake up and get dressed for work. When I didn’t comply, and I usually didn’t, he would lift me out of bed and toss me on the floor with the loving command “Now!”

[image: A man at a microphone wearing a shepherdess costume with bonnet, surrounded by people sitting at tables]
Dad might’ve been an early comedic influence.

Courtesy of the author


It was a simpler time. Child tossing wasn’t frowned upon.

Neither were mob shakedowns. In the ’60s, every vending machine, pinball machine, and jukebox in New York was owned and operated by the descendants of the Great Roman Empire. One day, I was standing behind the cash register with my dad, when a guy in a sharkskin suit walked in and said, “Bob, we’re gonna put a cigarette machine by your front door.” Dad shrugged and said, “Okay.” At which point Tony, Luigi, or, I don’t know, Frankie Four Fingers grunted his approval and walked out. I was outraged. I turned to Uncle Bob and said, “What’re you doing?! We sell cigarettes. How can you let that guy put a cigarette machine by the door?” I’ll never forget his answer. My father, who I believe loved me very much, put his hand on my young shoulder, smiled, and gently said, “You are so stupid.”

Many years later, in the famous Los Angeles restaurant Chasen’s, Dad got to meet his hero, Richard Nixon. Braving a Secret Service cohort, he walked up to the trickiest of dicks and asked for an autograph. When Nixon went down in the flames of Watergate, my father was heartbroken. His bootstrap illusions were shattered.

I still have the autograph.

My very brave, very old-school dad went from business failure to business failure and died penniless at the age of fifty-seven. But failure wasn’t the cause of death. He was too tough for that. ’Twas beauty that killed the Republican.

Old joke: Why do Jewish men die before their wives?

Because they want to.

Which brings us to Mom. Miriam. Mimi.

Before getting into the weeds here, I think it only fair to thank this angry, frightened, jealous, vindictive, mean-spirited, occasionally funny woman. May she rest in peace or whatever sort of afterlife makes her happy. Not that she’d be happy being happy. (Rest in morose?) Anyway, my gratitude towards her is simple. Had she been a loving, nurturing, encouraging kind of parent, this memoir would likely not exist. Or if it did, it would be about a diabetic real estate broker in Boca Raton named Chucky Levine. So thanks, Mom! (If you were ever curious where Charlie and Alan’s toxic mom came from on Two and a Half Men, just think Mimi, but with money.)

The youngest of five kids, Miriam Abramowitz was raised by a single mom, after her father, who WAS NOT AN ALCOHOLIC, died from a tragic fall. Maybe there was a fire. Probably because he was drunk. Mystery shrouds Grandpa’s life and death because, as everybody knows, Jewish families DON’T HAVE ALCOHOLICS. As previously mentioned, Mimi’s older brother, my Uncle Jack, and his son, Jesse, were also NOT ALCOHOLICS. All of which proves if there’s a genetic component to not being an alcoholic, it seems to not run through the Abramowitz men, because NEITHER AM I.



Why I Changed My Name

Kind of a long story. Sorry. My paternal grandfather, Louie Levine, was a tailor. He worked his ass off for forty years sewing zippers into winter coats in Scranton, Pennsylvania. He saved every penny he ever made, except every two years he’d trade in his DeSoto for a new one (it was a car, google it). One year, he went nuts and bought an Edsel. Louie financed my dad’s ill-fated business efforts and sent his daughter, my Aunt Mickey, to college in the 1950s. Which, at the time, was almost unheard of. Mickey married Eli, a gifted oral surgeon who perfected his craft reassembling jaws during World War 2. Uncle Bob married the daughter of a broke-ass, drunk baker. Grandpa Louie and Grandma Becky thought, not kindly but not incorrectly, that my father had chosen to marry Jewish white trash.

Mickey and Eli went on to raise five kids, all of whom were highly educated and successful. Bob and Mimi raised an alcoholic, acid freak, pothead, college dropout, failed musician, and failed cultist. But to their credit, they also raised my big sister, Joan—a warm and loving woman, who I’m not afraid of. No, really. I’m not.

Anyway, Mimi knew how her in-laws felt about her, and in return, she hated them with a red-hot passion. And so, she devised ways to use the name “Levine” as a curse word. If she was unhappy with me, which happened a lot, I was called a “no-good Levine” or the Yiddish variation “Levine-shik.” The maternal criticism I most remember is “You know what you are? You’re a Levine! A no-good, rotten Levine!”

So now you know why I changed my name.

Sadly, after years of her rage-filled indoctrination, I, too, turned my back on the Levines. All of whom were always kind and generous towards me. I’ve since tried to make amends for that. I really have.

One more thing—which maybe has something to do with me becoming a comedy writer. When I was very young, Dad bravely moved us to a nice neighborhood on Long Island. Our neighbors were mostly successful lawyers, doctors, and businessmen. Their very existence and proximity made Mom feel ashamed. So she hated them. So I was encouraged to hate their children. So I spent years without any friends, home alone, talking to my dog. So it’s no big surprise I needed a drink in sixth grade.

Okay, that’s enough family stuff. Mom, Dad, rest in peace. I love you. I forgive you. I hope you forgive me. It’s time to dive into what Bill Wilson, in The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous, politely called “the imperious urge.”

Starting around fourteen or fifteen years old, I was driven by a pathological need to get laid.* Much like with alcohol, more was never enough. Anything that made me feel good, or at least feel better, was relentlessly pursued. I can remember hitchhiking through a blizzard, in the dead of night, because I thought an orgasm might be in the offing. Not surprisingly, this character trait had a rather adverse effect on romantic relationships. “Rather adverse” being my polite way of saying I was a shitty boyfriend and, with wife #1, a disaster of a husband. (Not to absolve myself of responsibility, but I do believe testosterone is, for men, the likely cause of most mental illness, and maybe war.)

[image: A photo of a man and woman standing outside in formal attire]
Grandpa Louie and Grandma Becky levine, or as Mom liked to call them, “Those Hateful Bastards!”

Courtesy of the author


Later in the book, I’ll wade through the flotsam and jetsam that washed ashore when Two and a Half Men sank into Cocaine Lake.* (Charlie once told me he made too much money to smoke crack. He smoked cocaine.) But first, I think it’s important to understand the psychological backstory for what was probably the dirtiest, most irresponsible sitcom in the history of network television. And, I don’t mind saying, one of the funniest.

Like me, like my cocreator Lee Aronsohn, and probably like the artist formerly known as the Rock Star from Mars, Two and a Half Men’s Charlie Harper was burdened by a maniacal sex drive. But, engaging in a bit of wish fulfillment, Lee and I chose to have him not only own the character flaw, we had him revel in it. And yes, we always recognized that if the promiscuity and alcohol abuse depicted in Two and a Half Men were to happen in real life, the result would be, at best, broken hearts, lawyers, penicillin-resistant syphilis, and liver disease. The comedy rule of four.

[image: A teenage boy with chin-length wavy hair sitting in front of a striped curtain]
High school. Something’s wrong. You can see it.

Courtesy of the author
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CBS EXECUTIVE: So basically the story is Charlie running Alan’s office while Alan is away. CHUCK: Yep. CBS EXECUTIVE: Oh, that”ll be fun stuff. (LAUGHING) CHUCK: Oh yeah. And that’s just the beginning. Once he’s there he inadvertently turns the place into a brothel. CBS EXECUTIVE: (LAUGHING STOPS) A what? CHUCK: Um... A... bro...thel. CBS EXECUTIVE: You mean with prostitutes? CHUCK: No, no! Masseuses. Masseusi? Anyway, it’s important to keep in mind that Charlie’s entirely innocent. It’s all... inadvertent. CBS EXECUTIVE: So he doesn’t -- CHUCK: Of course not! He just takes the money and keeps an eye on the clock. CBS EXECUTIVE: The what? CHUCK: The clock. Time. And remember, he’s only there because he’s trying to help his brother. So it’s actually more than inadvertent, it’s... altruistic. CBS EXECUTIVE: Okay. I get it. Sounds... funny. CHUCK: Oh, it is. CBS EXECUTIVE: I”ll have to run it by my boss. CHUCK: I understand. CBS EXECUTIVE: What’s it called? CHUCK: “The Best Little Whorehouse in the San Fernando Valley.” Just kidding. It’s called “Altruistic Charlie.”


Vanity Card following Two and a Half Men, Season 3 Episode 2, “Principal Gallagher’s Lesbian Lover,” September 26, 2005



Okay, let’s give the timeline another try.

1967. Two friends who will remain nameless, because I forgot their names, came to my house and suggested I smoke pot with them. I knew nothing about pot but eagerly agreed. I don’t think I got high, but I certainly tried my best.

1969. The two best shows on TV, The Smothers Brothers and Star Trek, were cancelled. I loudly proclaimed that television was an idiotic medium and I wanted nothing to do with it. Kind of ironic, huh? (Years later, my finger firmly on the pulse of western civilization, I would also proclaim there was no future in bottled water, expensive running shoes, and the World Wide Web.)

Also 1969. The Mets won the World Series, and the Jets won the Super Bowl. So maybe there was a god.

In the meantime: Alcohol, pot, speed, mescaline, and LSD were part of my daily routine. I knew I had a problem but oddly decided to be proud of it. To my way of thinking, addiction added character. And yet, when a stoner friend encouraged me to join him in a sobriety program called Phoenix House, I readily agreed. Not exactly sure why. I might’ve just been lonely.

As best I understood it, the Phoenix method to achieve sobriety was something called encounter therapy. Once a week, a group of guys would sit in a circle and yell at each other. The goal was to crush the ego so something better could take its place. I was a seventeen-year-old, pot-addled, Boone’s Farm–swilling, acid-dropping knucklehead. It took roughly twelve seconds to crush my ego. Sadly, nothing better was waiting to take its place. And yet, amazingly, the fellowship and community of Phoenix House enabled me to stay sober my entire senior year of high school. I purchased a ticket to go to Woodstock that summer, but gave it away when my Phoenix brothers told me I was unlikely to stay sober at a three-day outdoor rock festival. Instead, I went to see Savoy Brown and the Sir Douglas Quintet at the Singer Bowl in Flushing Meadows Park. Not exactly Jimi Hendrix shredding the national anthem, but I stayed sober that weekend.

1970. Time to go to college. I picked State University of New York at Potsdam after consulting a gas station map to confirm that Potsdam was close to the Canadian border. I could literally walk there. (There was a war and a draft going on. I weighed 120 pounds and didn’t see myself thriving in the Mekong Delta.)

First thing I did when I arrived in Potsdam—at freshman orientation—was forget everything I learned from Phoenix House and get loaded. I would remain inebriated, stoned, tripping, or some combo every day for the next two years. On the plus side, my student deferment meant I didn’t have to stop communism from crossing the demilitarized zone.

1971. Uncle Bob’s was going under. My dad had no choice but to walk away from it with nothing. He and Little Mimi Sunshine moved to God’s waiting room, aka Fort Lauderdale. I lit up their lives with a Christmas break visit from Potsdam. I borrowed Dad’s car to enjoy an evening out. Maybe there was a concert, a party, hard to know. Acid was dropped, pot was smoked, wine was drunk. Around two a.m., somebody gave me a ride back to Mom and Dad’s condo. I was about to walk in when I realized I had begun the evening with my father’s car. Unfortunately, I had no idea where I’d left said automobile. This was not something you’d want to mention at breakfast. Instead, I hitchhiked around Fort Lauderdale and North Miami in the dead of night, trying to retrace my steps. As the sun was coming up, I managed to locate the vehicle. Crisis averted. For now. This would not be the last time I misplaced a car.

Mom and Dad suspected something was amiss with their son, but, in keeping with the times, they chose to live in total denial. Not easy to do, given my appearance.

1972. Back in Potsdam. I decided there was no future in being in


[image: A young man with a mustache and shoulder-length hair playing guitar]
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