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			Dedication

			
			
			This book is dedicated to all the furniture at the side of the road.
And all the people who have left it there.
And the other people who pick it up and take it home.

			
			
		

	
		
			
			
			
			
			
			Epigraph

			

			Some of the names have been altered to protect the innocent.
For me, there is no hiding . . .
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			I Love Bruce

			
			Winter 1991. Toronto, Ontario. The streets of the Canadian megacity are covered with snow. My then-girlfriend/now-wife, Laurie, was the manager of Brian Hartt, one of the writers on The Kids in the Hall, and we are there to visit him. Earlier in the day, we’ve gone to the set and watched the Kids film part of a sketch. I’ve glimpsed Bruce from afar. I am an enormous Kids in the Hall fan and an especially rabid fan of Bruce’s, whose characters and performance style I have always marvelled at. He has a delivery unlike anyone I have ever seen in comedy before, and I am desperate to meet him.

			That night, we meet up with the Kids at a bar and I am able to nervously have a conversation with Bruce for a good ten minutes. He is pleasant but aloof, distracted by both people he knows and by adoring fans. But we have a good talk, and even though its content is lost in the nervous haze I get into whenever I find myself face to face with one of my heroes, I leave the conversation feeling like Bruce and I have made a nice connection.

			The next night, Brian tells us he’s meeting Bruce at a different bar and asks if we would like to come. This is my chance to cement my friendship with Bruce. We arrive at the bar, and I sit at a table where Bruce is holding court. He looks at me and I say with great familiarity, “Hey, Bruce, I’m Paul. We hung out last night.”

			Upon which Bruce looks at me icily for several seconds and then says, “No, we didn’t hang out. We talked.”

			And then he goes back to conversing with the other people at the table and never looks at me again.

			And that was the beginning of my long and wonderful friendship with Bruce McCulloch.

			I don’t remember when we actually became friends, or even why. Our paths crossed again because of Brian, and suddenly, we hit it off. It was like that moment when the big, scary dog in the neighbourhood that always chased you and wanted to kill you comes up tentatively and lets you pet him.

			I haven’t technically petted Bruce, but I did marry him to his lovely wife. I’ve holed up with him in his former house in Toronto to write, and we both drank so much Jim Beam and Coke that after a week neither of us could fit into our pants. He got me into collecting Canadian art. He turned me on to some of my favourite alternative bands. He taught me the joys of peeing off the stoop in your backyard instead of using the indoor toilet.

			We’ve been through several dogs together, supported each other through our various movie and TV projects, and had some of the greatest discussions about comedy, writing, directing and life in general that I’ve ever been involved in.

			Simply put, I love Bruce.

			As I alluded to earlier, Bruce is truly unique. When we say in comedy that somebody has “a voice,” Bruce is the very definition of what we’re talking about. His take on the world, his characters, his writing, his one-man shows, the actual voice that comes out of his mouth—they’re all unique.

			When I sat in his Toronto kitchen in the mid-1990s and he informally read me his one-man show, Slightly Bigger Cities, I was blown away. He had me laughing, he choked me up, he made me think. I had done stand-up comedy for years but never could have conceived of communicating to an audience in that way. He’s both a reliable and unreliable narrator, a spinner of tales tall and real, a bobbing-and-weaving wordsmith who makes you burst out laughing a moment before he hits you with some truth that stops you in your tracks.

			But most of all, he’s funny.

			So sit back, lick your thumb to turn the pages (even if you’re using an e-reader) and enjoy the voice and world of my good friend—a man whom I don’t hang out with but simply talk to—the amazing Bruce McCulloch.

			—Paul Feig

			
			
		

	
		
			
			Let’s Start a Riot

			
			I am a writer. A simple man pushing and pulling words around. My whole life, I have been asking myself, “What are you thinking? . . . Hey, do you have an idea?” Stopping conversations in the middle to write down a phrase. I have a series of tartan notebooks that I have been scrawling in since I was a teenager. Perhaps I carried these around to tell myself, and the world, that I was a writer. These books became coffee- and time-stained as I toted them from place to place. My own illegible library.

			Inside of me, there has always been the arrogant dream of writing a book. One day. When I was old. Luckily, and unluckily, that day had come. I had just gotten off the phone with my Busy Agent. I was excited by the news that I was going to be writing a book. I wanted to tell someone. But who? No friends came to mind. I couldn’t really tell the gardeners, could I? I didn’t know the Spanish word for “book.” (I later looked it up. It’s el libro, in case you ever need to know it.) Also, the gardeners can be kind of cold, like they’re mad at me or something. Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Then it hit me: of course! If I have good news, I should tell my family. My Pretty Wife and two kids who allow me to live in their house. That I pay for. Somehow.

			They burst through the door. Roscoe and Heidi. They’re five and seven, I think. I don’t remember and they won’t tell me. And it seems that as soon as I remember their ages, poof, one of them has a birthday.

			Heidi is seven, and a big seven. She’s nine hands high. She can eat six oranges in one sitting. She can jump over a bouncy castle in a single leap. But while she’s big for her age, she is still a baby at heart.

			Roscoe, on the other hand, is an ad for a boy. A dancing, gentle, happy but not stupid boy. A smallish five, but still he knows how to toddle over and refresh your wine glass. He knows which wine you were—or should be—drinking. In fact, his first word was “Malbec.” And he pours with compassion. He knows what you’ve been through. He knows what you’re going through. He’s on track to become a teenage sommelier. Yes, we recently enrolled him in a course they offer at school for kids with “gifted palates.” There was a waiting list, but I got him bumped up. That’s the extent of my power in Hollywood. That and the fact that I can leave a message for anyone in town.

			Roscoe is crying. Already crying, or still crying, I wonder. He is hard to understand at the best of times, but when he’s blubbering, all bets are off. His older sister translates. Something to do with him getting a yellow belt in karate but not getting a yellow belt in karate?

			“Well, Daddy’s got some interesting news too.”

			Heidi responds, “Apple in a bowl.” Meaning, “Asshole, go get me my apple cut up in a bowl like you do every day at this time.” My daughter has blood-sugar issues. At least we hope that’s what it is. Got it. Apple cut up perfectly in the correctly coloured bowl, then my news.

			“Roscoe, what do you want to eat?” He looks at me and cries a jazzy wallow.

			“Butter sandwich with fish crackers inside,” says Heidi.

			He cries another good blast. “With the crusts cut off. You can eat the crusts, Daddy.” In this house, Daddy gets the crusts. I am a crust eater. I am an apple butler. I am Daddy.

			Heidi is old for her age, but I’m sure she wouldn’t think so. One day when she was five, I came home and she said, “Hey, where’s my sushi?”

			“I didn’t know you liked sushi. How would I know you liked sushi?”

			“Didn’t you get my text?”

			“I didn’t know you knew how to text.”

			Now she is going through a phase (at least we hope it’s a phase): she’s been wearing glasses that she doesn’t need. Prop glasses with lenses, but she is very serious about them. She is so cute in the morning when she wakes up, lurches out and fumbles for them as if she can’t possibly see without them. When she puts them on and yawns, I can imagine her being an old woman someday.

			Enter, my Pretty Wife, carrying an armful of catalogues from the mailbox that sits atop our driveway. They just keep inventing new things for her to need. The catalogue people have her in their sights. Consumerism disguised as creativity. She’s also carrying fresh locally sourced organic foods from the farmer’s market. Or “overpriced” as I often (always) refer to them. But more pressingly, she has two almost identical tile samples for the kitchen floor that I only realized needed replacing when I was told it needed replacing. She has to decide and call her Tile Guy right away. He is a very busy, in-demand Tile Guy. She has a Cheese Guy, a Fish Guy, a Condiments Man and, now, a Tile Guy. I get the quick image of some lunk with calloused hands, not computer-soft like mine, pulling down her Lululemon yoga pants to get at her MILFy goods. But I stop myself because I have good news to tell her.

			I want to say, “Actually, I’m going to be working on a book that will pay for part of that floor.” But she’s engrossed in studying these samples in natural light. And by the way, isn’t all light natural? Roscoe has forgotten karate and is now dancing. Our little Lord of the Dance is suddenly quite happy. He’s dancing on each sample to see which is “faster.” My Pretty Wife calls her sister to get her opinion of the tiles over the phone. She describes them both, and refers to the one that she’s now leaning towards as “well worth the money.”

			Heidi is not impressed. Which is common. She grabs the prop glasses that sit on a chain around her neck, puts them on and rolls her eyes. She goes back to her own project: picking out books from a catalogue she’s been given at school. Which five should she get? For sure for sure, she wants the one about a girl whose sister is a vampire. Or she’s a vampire, I wasn’t really listening. But I thought, “Duh, book? I’m going tell her I’m writing a book.” Life has given me a natural segue. That never happens! (Sorry about the exclamation mark. I’ll try not to do that again.)

			Those of you blessed and/or cursed with a family know that a family is a big, lurching boat. You try to stay upright while doing your job. Only every so often do you lock eyes with one of the shipmates who make up your family. Mostly, you are busy. And alone. It’s loud but lonely. Sometimes beautiful things, or moments, fly by you and you miss them. Or you notice them and promise yourself to be touched by them later.

			After a few minutes, I sit slumped by the fire. My Pretty Wife brings me the martini I ordered some time ago. But in all fairness, the kitchen has been backed up with kids’ complicated dinner orders. She joins me. Our first moment together all day. She smiles. So loving and calm for an instant. The girl I married. She asks me about my day. Did anything interesting happen? I look at her, but for some reason I . . . don’t want to tell her about the book. I am now like a baby-man in a snit of my own creation. I can’t get my good mood back, no matter how hard I try. Even though I’m not really trying. Finally, I make her pull it out of me. She is ecstatic.

			I act distracted and even lob, “Let’s talk about the tile some more. Aren’t there other people you could phone to help you decide?” She doesn’t bite. She calls the kids in and tells them, “Daddy is going to write a book.” Roscoe is elated, but doesn’t seem to know what a book is. Though he immediately knows it should be called Let’s Start a Riot. As if to lobby for his idea, he starts to run around in riotous circles. It is very loud and annoying, but at least he’s getting exercise. Let’s Start a Riot  ? Daddy’s the writer here; I think he can come up with a better title than that.

			“Really? Like what?” asks my Pretty Wife, suddenly not so pretty.

			“I’ve got a few I’m rolling around in my head. Nothing I’m quite ready to pitch.”

			Heidi, as always, is worried.

			She says, “A book will be a lot of work for you. Are you sure you can do it?”

			“Of course I can do it,” I say.

			“What will this book be about?” she asks.

			Everything stops. All eyes on me. The house is quiet for the first time in weeks.

			“Well,” I stammer, “it’ll be about how I was once a young, angry punk who crawled out of a crappy family, had this silly show on TV, then somehow became a happy man, with a pretty good family.” Crickets.

			“Why would anyone want to read that?” Heidi asks.

			“People like Daddy,” offers my wife. “Those who know him.”

			Gee, thanks. I feel clammy. I try to remember what I had said in the meeting.

			“People will enjoy my book because it will be funny and touching and sort of relatable.”

			Heidi just glares. My wife freezes a smile on her face. Avoidingly, I grab my laptop to check to see if there were any emails since the last time I checked to see if there were any emails.

			Heidi prods, “Are you writing the book now?”

			“No.”

			“You better start. I’m getting worried.”

			“Get off my back. I’ll start first thing in the morning.”

			“Don’t you usually watch TV first thing in the morning?”

			“Heidi, sometimes Daddy catches up with what is going on in the world in the morning.”

			“You do that by watching House Hunters International  ?”

			“What are you, a tiny cop?”

			She moves towards the kitchen, then stops. She gets serious. “Dad, your book sounds sort of boring. I think you have to put a vampire in it.” I finish my martini and think to myself, “Oh, I will. You and Roscoe and Mom are all vampires.” There will be others, of course.

			In the kitchen, my Pretty Wife knowingly begins to rattle the martini shaker. We both know I have some work to do . . .

			
			
		

	
		
			
			Hollywood

			
			I live in the Hollywood Hills with my two kids and my Pretty Wife. She’s a good Canadian girl. Wonderful lady. She answers every question before it’s even asked. Catches every tear, real or imagined, before it hits the carpet. She’s tough as nails, but whenever she finishes a book, she cries, knowing she’ll miss all her “friends” inside those pages. She can organize a Moms Club fundraiser in her sleep. She actually did just that. I heard her somnambulistically mumbling details.

			And, most impressively, she played Nancy Drew in a short-lived series in the ’90s. I take great pleasure in that fact. So whenever she loses her car keys, I can say, “Why can’t you find them? Aren’t you Nancy Drew?!” I’ve even got the kids doing it: “Mom, why can’t you find my glow-in-the-dark shoes? I thought you were Nancy Drew!”

			Also, as we were getting married, and she was coming up the aisle towards me, I could have sworn I heard her mutter under her breath, “I love it when a plan comes together.” Perhaps I’m being paranoid.

			We are now an old couple. You know you are an old couple when you can share the same eyeglasses. We have been married a long time, but still every so often she gives me “the look.” The look I know so well. The look that says, “Let’s just stay in tonight and get wasted and watch Intervention.” We watch that show because it puts our drinking in perspective. Sure, we like a drink now and then, but we’re not like those people!

			Sometimes, people compare marriage to a war. I don’t think that is fair at all. Because in a war, if you surrender, you get to stop.

			I am a writer with a complicated career. Meaning sometimes I work, sometimes I don’t. It’s gloomy when I don’t work. It can be stormy when I do. Married to a writer, my wife must endure and hope. But I have to do the writing. So we both have our crosses to bear.

			So here I sit in Hollywood, part success story, part cautionary tale. Successful because I tend to sell things—movie scripts, TV pilots, etc. But cautionary because they mostly don’t “go.” Meaning, get made. I have realized no one ever stops you on the street to quote from these scripts. Or reads them aloud at your funeral. Or perhaps even goes to your funeral.

			I live in a bubble house. A starter mansion, as I quip. But honestly, I try not to quip. Perhaps I should quip and my scripts would get made more often. I can’t see the Hollywood sign from where I am, but they assure me it’s there. Lurking. Waiting to inspire or taunt. Some days, I ask my housekeeper, Nadia, if, on her way into work, she can check to see if it’s still standing. It’s one of the jokes that we enjoy. That she doesn’t understand.

			It’s a bubble house. When I bought it, it was a perfect time to buy. But in truth, it wasn’t. Where is my breathless real estate agent now? Now is not a perfect time to sell. I’m like all the hopeful fools who wanted to get “in” before it was too late. I got in, and now it’s too late. When I first took possession, as I walked up the cracked driveway, I could have sworn that I heard “I Gotcha” by Joe Tex playing. Now I’m underwater. I swim around the place, seemingly in slow motion. Underwater. Treading water. I mutter to myself, “Don’t blame the house.” But secretly, I do. It sucked me in with its mid-century nonchalance. Now I’m trapped here.

			I empty the dishwasher. Then float around, turning off lights that are always left on. By the time I get back to the dishwasher, it needs emptying again. Somehow. It’s an endless Sisyphean loop that I call my life.

			Now, when I dream, I no longer dream of riches or redheads. I dream of having that guy from Income Property come take care of me. You know that show? Its host, a handsome man with flowing, if complicated, hair and beautiful two-storey teeth, finds people and helps them renovate income suites cheaply and cheerfully. Down to the studs, and he certainly is one.

			I dream he comes to meet me as my family and I arrive at the Toronto airport. He promises to find us a house with rental potential so the cheques can “start rolling into the bank.” Soon, I am hanging on his every word. But truthfully, it is him I want to hang on to.

			He and I would house-hunt with manly vigour. Stopping for the occasional double double at Tim Hortons. We’d stir our coffee and laugh. He’s so tough, he’d actually stir his with his index finger. I’d tell him about my life. He’d tell me about government-approved fire doors. Under his strong, but kind tutelage, I would buy a house. Under asking. Or perhaps he would hold my hand through a rapacious bidding war. Either way, I would win. We would win.

			Days later, he would open his laptop and give me two options. Option one: a full gut job. And option two: a full gut job—that he and I would do behind my wife’s back. I take option two.

			Together, we would demolish. His muscles bulging. My muscles just watching. The soaring sound of Skilsaws would soon segue to the soundtrack of us working and laughing.

			One day, as the sawdust cleared, our eyes would lock. He’d float towards me and try to kiss me. We’d bump our protective glasses and giggle. I’d look at him. “But I’m not gay.” He’d say, “I’m not gay, either, but I think the house is. Things are uncovered when you peel back the walls.”

			The day of the reveal, he’d wear tight pants, I’d wear a sweater vest. And at the reveal, it would be revealed that the upstairs is perfect for my wife and kids and the basement will be perfect for him and me . . .

			
			My Busy Agent phones. He tells me he can’t talk but wants to know, do I want to meet on that project I said I didn’t want to meet on but said I would think about? “Meet on”—makes it sound fancier than it is. I’m really like the guy filling out the job application at McDonald’s. Both hoping to get the job and hoping not to get the job. Not wanting it, but upset when he doesn’t get it.

			My agent always has good news and bad news. “The good news is the last thing you pitched, three places wanted it. The bad news is, in the end, no one wanted it.” He can always tell me where I am. Where I am at. Like some map he keeps in his head or in his office. Or like the pie chart he sends out of the Kids in the Hall, explaining who we are. And which one I am. I’m the dark purple slice because, apparently, I craft narratives Frank Zappa could not comprehend.

			I ask, “Hold on, what was the response to the script we just sent out?”

			“What script?” he wonders. “Oh, right, now I remember: the thing you spent most days of many months on . . . Well, I’m following up. Trading calls. Looking for traction. Can’t talk. Gotta jump.”

			I make a mental note to look up the Spanish translation for “Nadia, we need to cut back your hours.” (Later, I do look it up. It’s tenernos que reducir sus horas, in case you ever need to know it.)

			I like to freak my Busy Agent out. It is one of the few hobbies I have left. Like the time I had a very large and important martini around 5 p.m. (It’s five o’clock somewhere. Yes, here at my house.) and phoned him and told him, in all seriousness, that the next thing I was passionate about writing was a children’s book called Angie, the HIV Unicorn. You know? A cautionary but uplifting book for kids. He didn’t smell money.

			“You’re not listening!” I said. “She’s not full-blown, she only has the bug! Big difference.” He didn’t get it.

			If I really want to unravel him, I just say the word “poem.” He’ll start to babble and blister. In Hollywood, there is something called a pilot season. But I don’t think there is anything called a poem season. I’ve sprinkled a few throughout the following pages, just to piss him off.

			
			I had kids late in life. It was like they were just putting the barstools up to close the place down and I ordered one for the road. Well, two for the road.

			I have this game I play with my kids. I say to my daughter, Heidi, “What’s your name again?” She says, “Heidi.” I say, “What a coincidence, I have a daughter named Heidi!” “Dad! That’s me.” It’s a redundant game, but I do it for a reason. That game is my Alzheimer’s insurance.

			Someday, not too long from now, I’ll be slumped in a chair, mustard in the corner of my mouth, that mysterious white stuff in the other corner. The white stuff in the corners of old guys’ mouths, I suspect it’s marrow from their bones. I will wipe the white crud away, look at her and say, “What’s your name again?” Hopefully she’ll think we’re just playing that silly game.

			We also have a game called Daddy Can’t Get Out of the Bathtub.

			But in Hollywood, I’m practically a young dad.

			In Hollywood, the men don’t have trophy wives anymore, but rather trophy toddlers. The Hollywood Hills are filled with men who have children they stare at but cannot lift. Men so old, their kids will be able to beat them up as soon as they learn to walk. Men in thousand-dollar linen jackets still wearing Crocs (for some reason), picking their kids up at daycare, saying, “Which one is mine again?” They always take the wrong kid home. But there’s a service that sorts it out. It’s Hollywood.

			In Hollywood, women get “the surgery.” You know what I’m talking about, I’m sure. They get the surgery so they age only inside their bodies. Who cares about old organs and bones as long as your face looks young and fairly human at one particular angle?

			They get the surgery so the tears they cry will flow beneath their faces. A silent river of tears. You can’t see it, but you can hear it. If you listen closely late at night, as I always do, you can hear their tear glands at work. At first, you think it’s coyotes. Nope. It’s the sad hissing of sub-facial rivers that flow beneath the faces of former strippers, now mothers of three . . .

			In Hollywood, a couple of months ago on my morning walk, I found something I just had to take a picture of:

			[image: LostTeaPot300dpi_bw.jpg]

			The Hollywood Hills—where someone loses a teapot. How does one lose a teapot in the Hollywood Hills, exactly? It must be an important pot, because there’s a big reward for it. My favourite detail is that people have pulled off the little phone number strips. There’s a lot of activity around this teapot. The teapot is hot.

			But aren’t we all little lost teapots? I know I am.

			Sometimes, I’ll be in the middle of a pitch meeting and accidentally blurt out, “Who am I, Mommy?” And the enthusiastic, but distracted executives will look up from their notebooks. “What was the last part?” I’ll catch myself and say, “Um . . . what I meant to say is . . . the characters are really active. Spinning plates. Raise the stakes!” “Oh, that sounds fantastic,” and they go back to writing notes, which I always imagine are simply “pretend to be interested” or “have chicken for lunch.”

			Last week, perhaps the universe knew I was writing a book, because at the side of the road was this:

			[image: VodkaDiaper300dpi.jpg]

			Wasn’t that a party? Clearly, it was the baby who was drinking. Look at the size of the bottle. I can’t figure out those headphones, though. What kind of music do babies listen to these days? I can’t keep up.

			I think this picture tells a classic Hollywood story: baby drives home drunk from the Viper Room, blaring loud music, doesn’t hear the siren and, when he finally notices the flashing lights, shits himself.

			See? Things never change in Hollywood.

			
			I was in Hollywood a while back. Running on a literal, not figurative, treadmill. In my gym. I looked over, and the skinny introvert on the treadmill next to me was Eminem. I say this not to name-drop, but because there is a part you might find funny. In the row of treadmills behind your Rhyming Dark Eminence was his ”security” walking on a treadmill of his own. This man
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