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Bob Odenkirk is an actor, comedian, writer, director, and producer. Odenkirk got his start in sketch comedy in Chicago and went on to write for Saturday Night Live. He’s starred in AMC’s Breaking Bad and Better Call Saul and has written and starred in the sketch- comedy cult hit Mr. Show. He’s also written and produced a number of television shows and di-rected three films. Recently, he has appeared in the action film Nobody for Universal.
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For Nate and Erin—

and, most of all, Naomi,

my biggest break of all





So sometimes, when the car that is life drives into a tornado, the storm could fling you away, but you could land in paradise. And that right there is a fantastic thing to remember.

—CHARLIE BOE, “Essay”
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Introduction

How does one begin a book? A letter, a word, soon a sentence, then another, and suddenly a paragraph is begotten—a two-sentence paragraph. Dickens, Melville, Odenkirk—all have faced the same query, and only one has failed. Melville. “Call me Ishmael.” Talk about giving up.

How about starting with an intention? I will attempt to identify the “big breaks,” wormholes of opportunity that allowed me to move ahead five or ten spaces, or that simply sent me in the right direction. There are obvious ones—getting hired as a writer at Saturday Night Live, being given the plum role of Saul Goodman on Breaking Bad—and lots of not-so-obvious ones. I’d like to point to some of the less obvious ones especially, to drive home the cold fact that these breaks come in all sizes and often don’t look like breaks when they happen. Most of this book is about my time in the comedy trenches, but then there’s the part about drama and acting with a capital A, bereft of buffoonery.

How about starting with a warning? You hold failure in your hands, dear reader. The “bad breaks,” if you will. Don’t look away! I want your eyes to behold my floundering, and I invite you to laugh at it. Go ahead, mock me! Because the sheer amount of failure is worth a sneering chortle. I will grace your eyeballs with a bunch of words about projects you’ve never heard of. Pilots. Outlines. Presentations. Stumbles. Dead ends. Moon shots that ended up under a pile of rocks. Some were worthy, some less so. Often they just got weaker as they were pursued and ended up neither here nor there. Misfires! Some of them delight me to recount; they still bring a wistful smile. Others leave me red with shame, shaking my head at myself still: What was I thinking? I wish I knew. These projects that went off the rails are a big part of my slog through the muck of showbiz. I am writing about them because of all the lessons I learned from them. Did I learn any lessons from them? I believe William Goldman nailed it with “Nobody knows anything.” Let me add to that “Nobody learns much, either.” But I will regale you with as many of these dead ends as I can recall—“Keep ’em coming, Gleep Glop!” I promise that if I can ascertain a pithy truism, I’ll cough it up onto these pages so you can append it to your secret success journal. Also, why is your success journal a secret? Tell everyone about it—we want you to win! I’m on your side.

Here’s what I can admit to right out of the gate, and it’s tragic: I tried just as hard at the stuff that didn’t work as I did at the stuff that worked.

What’s the Upshot?

In writing this ink guzzler, the biggest shock to me was to discover just how single-minded I was. For decades, I pursued my love of sketch comedy like a cartoon horse chasing a carrot. And what d’ya know? I actually got a couple bites out of it! After enjoying that sketch-comedy carrot, I went looking for other carrots. Clop-clop-clop went my dumb ol’ hooves until one day, out of nowhere, dramatic acting opportunities came along. Drama turned out to be a weird carrot that I sort of like and that sort of likes me. This carrot analogy is now over, and I am not sad to see it go—it was a burden for both of us.

So, now I find myself in “drama,” of all things—comedy’s enemy. In the past decade or so, I have been called upon not to mock but to empathize with humanity, to discover dignity in every character, even when the character’s most notable quality is his lack of dignity. It’s a new kind of challenge, approaching humanity’s foibles from a sympathetic stance, my work is turned inside out. For the first thirty years of my career, I did nothing but compromise my character’s dignity—kissing elephants’ asses (see Mr. Show—“Prenatal Pageant”), turning Charles Manson into Lassie (The Ben Stiller Show—“Manson”), and scripting the brief heartbreaking tale of a motivational speaker who lives in a van down by the river (you know that one). So, from laughable indignity to tear-jerking dignity (maybe not tear-jerking . . . how about tear-welling) to . . . a touch of ultraviolence. This, then, is the strange trajectory that my journey has taken, and I’ll try to make some sense out of it in these pages and give crazy luck its due.

Hey Bob, sorry to interrupt, but why are you writing a book about yourself?! You’re not dying, are you?

Some people might think it’s a bit premature of me to be writing a memoir. I hope it is. Here’s what happened . . . 

Ben Greenberg, a big-time New York editor (he made me put that in!), called me out of the clear blue. It was an afternoon in L.A. and I was sitting on my porch, gazing at the barbecue, thinking, I should probably clean that thing sometime this decade, and he planted the seed: “Why don’t you write a memoir?” I’d recently read a showbiz memoir by an actor I respected. It was chock-full of stories about Broadway shows, movies, and classic television shows. I enjoyed it, but also it made me feel kinda bad. I knew my kids, then in their late teens, wouldn’t know a bit of what he was talking about. Not a single project, even though some of them were true classics. Culture moves incredibly fast these days. I figured that if I wanted anyone in the general public to have even a passing knowledge of the projects that would fill my harangue, I’d better get to gettin’. Look, most of the greatest stuff I’ve done is classified under “cult hits,” and that is using the word “hit” brazenly. So I had to write this thing now, before my reference points got smothered under the stream of fresher cultural gloop that cascades upon us all, day and night, from our “devices.”

But also . . . 

Just two days before that fated phone call, I’d had a conversation with an actress who told me about auditioning for an improv team at a hotshot L.A. theater school (this was before coronavirus temporarily shut the doors on live theater). She was in line with more than one thousand hungry-for-stage-time performers. “One THOUSAND?!” I asked, alarmed and daunted. “That’s too many people lining up to make stuff up.” I thought about when I was starting out, about how mysterious showbiz was to me then, how far away and impossible—if I’d been asked to get in a thousand-person line just to improvise, forget it. I would never have stood in that line. But the conversation brought me back to just how unknowable a career in showbiz was to a kid from Naperville, Illinois. It was just a completely ungraspable pursuit. How is it done? I wondered. I just want the nitty-gritty, and please focus on the gritty. Maybe by writing about my journey I can give some young hack a sense of making a career happen, calm their nerves, or maybe drive them away or—who knows—provide someone with a shortcut to fame.

I like shortcuts, big breaks, and showbiz memoirs.

Also, I’m dying . . . in the sense that we all are. And on that bright note—buy the book already, your plane and/or toilet seat awaits.





Chapter 1

A Madman Leads Me Astray

open on: exterior, chicago street, february 1983

A young ME is walking, determinedly, down Wells Street on the Near North Side of Chicago—a lively strip of bars, restaurants, and porn emporiums. The brutal wind whips, cold enough to hurt your face and your feelings. White snow blankets the street, gray slush devouring the edges. I’m twenty and in my fourth year of college. The great maw of my future looms. It looms like a maniac. Enough with the looming! At this point I’ve been writing and performing comedy, mostly on the radio, at Southern Illinois University with my madcap friend Tim Thomas, the first of many comedy partners to come, and after months—years, really, of writing short comic satires and curiosities, I am wondering: How does it work?

“It” being showbiz. Hollywood. A career making television, movies, what have you. Seriously, what have you? I’ll take anything. It’s all such a blind guess at this point, it all seems so impossible, knowing what to aim for, what to commit to, where to step next. Nasty gray slush and potholes abound; in fact, forget what I said about white snow blanketing streets. There’s no white to be seen—it’s all gray, all foreboding.

A few months before that, I was sitting in an empty classroom in Carbondale, Illinois, writing bits for my weekly radio comedy show, The Prime Time Special. Tim and I had a theme each week, but really it was just random “comedy” indulgence. I would write bits, type a few up, we’d record them, then we’d riff live on the radio for an audience of no one. But, at some point while filling pages with comical jottings for the show, it occurred to me that this is what a comedy writer does for a living: fills the page, gets some laughs, fills another page. I’d been doing this kind of stuff since my early teens. First doing my comedy into a Panasonic tape recorder, then scripting stuff on my mom’s typewriter, all through junior high and high school, and now college. By age twenty I’d been steadily pumping out the blithering idiocy for over a decade. I suppose if I’d grown up in Hollywood it would have been obvious that this was my calling, but where I was, in the particular family that I was in, it was far from obvious, and making comedy didn’t qualify as a “calling” or a “job” or “work,” much less a career. But college was ending and a choice would have to be made. This awareness of what I’d been actually doing with my time made me curious if I should, I don’t know . . . try?

My interior monologue was the good old midwestern, glass-half-empty view:

“Young man, what are you gonna do with your life?”

“I could maybe be a comedy writer . . . ?”

“A comedy writer!! Help me out here, I can’t see so good. Who do you think you are? Mr. Bill Shakespeare?!” I scowled at these hopes and dreams. It’s how I was brought up—scowling—and coincidentally, it’s one of the keys to writing comedy, being critical/skeptical. Even being mean at times. The world deserves a swift kick in the pants. I believed that then and still do.

But it was ludicrous to imagine going into showbiz. Beyond insane imagining it. Yet what the hell else would I do? Find work in an “office”? Honestly, I wasn’t real sure how you do that, either.

I’d used my college-radio credentials to get an interview with the great Joyce Sloane. Joyce was “den mother” of Second City theater, in Chicago. She had shepherded the lives and creative choices at that legendary comedy theater for decades, and she did it with a personal touch. Like if your mom ran a theater, but also if your mom liked theater and if she merely rolled her eyes at the smell of pot. Joyce was the best and would one day give me my big break. She was so nice on this consequential day (for me) that she gives me an hour of her time.

I sit in her office and pepper her with names, asking her to tell me of paths to greatness: John Belushi, Joe Flaherty, Bill Murray, Dan Aykroyd, Gilda Radner . . . the list is long and I easily kill an hour with it. I want to hear a story that sounded like something I might duplicate; someone coming out of nowhere, trying and failing, and eventually, through dint of toil and sucking, getting somewhere. I’m sure she thinks she’s giving me what I want as she reels off the “legend” versions of each person’s story. The fan-friendly touch-of-magic tall tales. The one I remember specifically was about Joe Flaherty. I loved Joe’s giddy characterizations on SCTV, best of all Guy Caballero and Sammy Maudlin. Go look them up. So, he wasn’t the most famous of the performers on my list, but I figured I might hear a story that might sound like something I could aspire to. Joyce’s version went like so:

“Joe Flaherty? Joe was in Pennsylvania and he packed himself a sack lunch and got on the train to Chicago. He came right to the theater and walked in and said, ‘Give me a chance,’ and we did, and he was wonderful!”

Seriously, she mentions that he’d made himself a sandwich before getting on that train ride. I guess it was a talent sandwich. Where can I get one of them? All the stories she was telling involved the performers’ innate self-confidence and undeniable talent. Success on this renowned Chicago stage was a three-step process at most:

1. Enter Second City theater

2. Ask to be put on the stage

3. Be gifted

“John Belushi? He showed up to the theater one day and said, ‘Put me on that stage right now!’ and I said, ‘You get up there, mister!’ and he was absolutely a riot and just tore the house down!”

“Billy Murray? He was here with his brother Brian and he was making everyone laugh and we said, ‘GET ON THAT STAGE right now, you!’ And he went up there and we all said, ‘Yayyyy!!’ ”

“Wow,” I sputter, sadly, to Joyce as our hour wraps up. She really was one of the greats, the heart of the theater, and like I said, she actually would, one day, give me one of my biggest career breaks, but at this moment, inside, I am dying. “Shit. Okay, I can’t do this. I’m just a regular person, I’m not ‘gifted’ or ‘special’ or ‘worthy.’ ” After all, I’ve been sitting in her office for an hour already and no one has said “You get up on that stage right now, mister!” I thank Joyce and try to keep my head from falling too far down my chest as I walk out into the February day that has somehow gotten even colder, grayer, more Chicagoey than it already was.

I walk down Wells Street, past the cigar store, past the Zanies comedy club, with headshots of someone named Jay Leno, a stand-up comic who wore a prank oversize chin for yuks. I am pondering my fate and the question of how cold a city should be. Not this cold, I can tell you. I duck inside a bookstore because I like books and there was less wind inside.

I pick around in the “theater books” section, not that I feel comfortable there—at this point I’m years away from feeling comfortable with the “theater,” or calling myself an actor, without giggling in embarrassment. I thumb awkwardly through books on something called “improvisation,” which, as I understood it (and to this day, forty years later, I don’t completely understand it), is related to sketch comedy, because sketch comedy is the thing I love most in this world beyond my brothers and sisters (all six of them).

At this point in my life I am in love with all things labeled “sketch comedy,” Monty Python above all, but also Woody Allen, Steve Martin, and some really obscure stuff. Improvisation seemed a way in to this world of sketch, and to sweeten the pot, improv seemed a swift way in. With improv there’s no need to “hone” skills, but rather, simply learn some “exercises.” A shortcut! I’ll take it . . . Except, nah, I should just give up on this whole thing . . . I ain’t got it. Isn’t that what had just been drilled into my brain? The universe was very clear just now: Stop, go back.

So I’m leafing through two books: Viola Spolin’s hefty tome Improvisation for the Theater and Keith Johnstone’s slimmer, idiosyncratic Impro. I’m leaning toward the shorter, more soulful of the two when into the store ambles a jabbering mound of clothing with a human being inside. He appears to be some kind of down-on-his-luck wizard, muttering incantations. And, actually, I will find out, the man is a WITCH, and he will change the course of my thinking and even my life on this very day.

A WITCH, ladies and gentlemen. He calls himself that with pride!

The woman behind the counter calls him Del. “No, Del, that book isn’t in yet.” “Yes, Del, you can use the washroom, but please try to hit the inside of the toilet.” I don’t remember exactly what she said to him, but she used his unique moniker multiple times: Del. Del . . . where did I know that name from? It rang a bell, but it shouldn’t’ve. I’d seen it before, maybe twice. Maybe. In the program for a Second City revue that I had attended when I was fourteen, six years earlier. Or possibly as one of the final credits on the long scroll at the end of Saturday Night Live, where Del Close had briefly worked as an “acting coach.” It doesn’t make sense, except if you knew, if you only knew, just how intensely my prefrontal cortex had stored any and every tidbit about sketch comedy I’d watched in the past ten years. I did not know what Del Close looked like, and I certainly didn’t know his legendary status as a guru of sketch-comedy performers, because that hadn’t happened yet. Still, despite the obscure and threadbare connection of that name to my favorite thing, this next thing happens . . . 

I step up to this unkempt, some might say “seedy-looking” stranger and ask, “Are you Del Close?”

“Yes.”

“Can I interview you?” I say, waving my tape recorder in the air to show I mean business.

“Well, I just quit Second City, again, yesterday, and I just quit cocaine and heroin and Saturday Night Live, too, so, fortuitous timing, this is a good moment to look backwards, and forwards, and . . . inwards.” Then he laughed, which turned into a cough. He was always saying things cleverly and portentously, and coughing. Del was at a juncture and I was, too, and so our junctures junctured.

Our next stop is a bar where Del orders a Bloody Mary—a blast of nutrition after what he’s been putting in his body the past few years. Then we walk up the cold wind tunnel of Wells Street and down an alley to his penurious digs. A one-bedroom, cluttered-on-the-verge-of-hoarded-level, smoke-stained pad. He talks the whole time. I listen, happily.

Signs and Portents in the Sky

This “Del Close” fella, as I come to learn over his two-and-a-half-hour ramble, is a survivor of nearly every edgy comedy scene from the past thirty years: the Compass Players in its St. Louis and New York iterations, and The Committee in San Francisco, and an important decade at Second City teaching Belushi and Murray and Ramis and everybody good. He is the grand master, the oracle—someday his name and legend will be known far and wide. He is also, by appearances, in dire straits: fresh out of work, his cramped apartment cluttered with books, pulverized furniture, rampant ashtrays, and picture this—the octagonal window in the front door lacks a pane of glass. This is February in Chicago, and the wind is barging in like a boorish jerk.

“It was a jealous husband that broke my window, last year, January first, and I’ve left it open as kind of a memorial.” He explains to me (and this dialogue is verbatim, from my tape), “It was the coldest day of the year, twenty-six below zero, and I suddenly didn’t have a front window! So, this is balmy compared to twenty-six below! But the cats like it, to get in and out of,” and then he laughs and coughs at the memory of it all. As I sit, transfixed, turning down repeated offers of a wizened brown roach, the demon February wind grapples with the gasping radiator heat . . . and the wind wins, and THAT’S the last you’ll hear from me on the temperature in Chicago in February . . . YOU keep bringing it up.

Del was only forty-nine at the time, but he looked much older because of DRUGS. The usual suspects: caffeine, pot, heroin, cocaine, peyote, LSD, psilocybin, mescaline, but also, back when he was traveling with “Dr. Dracula’s Den of Living Nightmares,” a traveling show in the 1950s, he would visit flea markets and pick up old, outdated medicines collected from private stashes and swallow whatever was inside the little brown bottles, ingesting random substances from the early 1900s. He very likely ate polio. This regimen had left him a physical wreck, but his mind was as sharp and feverish as a college student on shrooms. I couldn’t be more entertained by his scattershot ramblings if it were Shakespeare himself spinning a tale. It’s funnier than Shakespeare, that’s for sure.

Here’s Del, abridged a bit. I’ve edited out the coughing spasms. “And the soberer I got, and the more successful Second City got, the more we all realized that we were just repeating ourselves over there, and so it finally came to a head—Bernie [Sahlins] has directed the last two shows over there . . . and there has been a great—I mean for us, for the public, it’s a trivial little disagreement, for us, a great crisis of artistic vision and it was mutually decided that, since I was so heavily into experimentation and the use of improvisation to find out more and more about what constitutes a human being, and Second City is more into success and auditioning for television, that I am no longer the director that they need over there.”

On and on. He talks about doing off-off-Broadway, about his medicine show/sideshow beginnings, about the Compass and Second City runs in New York, about The Committee and trying to create a long form of improvisation he called “The Harold” (which would ultimately be his greatest artistic legacy). He talks about drugs. He likes talking about drugs, almost as much as he likes doing them.

“I was taking a lot of methedrine on those days!” and “Tim Leary was saying that he’s going to send me some ketamine in the mail. I’ve gotten to know Tim in the last few years, and he says it’s great!”

And he talks about being a witch.

“I had been accused of practicing shamanism for so long—that’s what led me to practice witchcraft. They accuse you of practicing these things, so you figure, I’d better go out and find out how it’s done, and the only way to find out how it’s done is to do it. Shamanic journeys out of the body . . .”

You’d think his mad ramble would put me off. Me, a fairly good suburban, Catholic boy. A Boy Scout, no less! Proud of it! I had great times in Boy Scouts. So what is this witch doing? Puttin’ a spell on me. All I can say is that it drew me in and shook me by the collar and screamed in my face, “YOU CAN DO THIS! THIS IS GONNA BE GREAT!” I trembled in the presence of his galloping mind. This stinky old dude in this cluttered apartment—one entire wall stacked with books about halfway to the ceiling, which, he explained, he bought with excess money he now had because of quitting cocaine. Del had wild gray hair, tangled and oily, and his short-term memory was shot, hence the repeated offerings of tiny, twizzled turd-brown joints . . . but his long-term memory was astonishing. He was a gnarled, shaggy Sasquatch of a man, spouting a run-on sentence that Jack Kerouac would struggle to follow, but I loved it so much. AND, understand this: it was reassuring. Del’s disconnected monologue made everything I secretly hoped for seem possible.

I was so happy afterwards. I wanted that. I wanted lots of people and ideas and offbeat things to happen to me in my life, more than I wanted to play golf or drive a big car or tell people to take their shoes off when they came into my house.

I’m from a very nice town called Naperville, which is what it sounds like: a small town in Illinois named after a determined white man of upstanding, righteous self-certainty named (no kidding) “Joe Naper.” Nothing against the old dude—he got a town named after him; good on ya, Joe. Every morning as I headed off to school, my mother would lean out the door and shout, “Be good!” And basically, I try to do that. Please do not send me ketamine in the mail. I think it’s illegal. But here’s the thing: I’d never met a person anywhere near Del’s age (he looked sixty-something to me, but, like I said, he was forty-nine)—anyway, an “old guy”—who talked with excitement about what he’d done in his life and what he was going to do next. Del was burning with inventive energy. He seemed wildly entertained by his own saga, even by his failures, of which there were many. He’d lived an unmoored, precarious, and sometimes genuinely dangerous life. But it was also full of new chapters, surprising moments, and now here he was, an abject wreck, but still in love with the possibility of something amazing happening tonight or next week.

In fact, he was right then planning a show for a club called CrossCurrents that would be his home for the next few years. “Signs and portents in the sky! Eclipses of the moon and fireworks! I belong in struggling organizations, I’m just not comfortable with successful operations, and so the show at CrossCurrents is certainly struggling, I mean, it doesn’t even exist yet, it’s going to be a monthlong struggle just to get the first half hour out, we’re going to have to figure out how to work together . . .”

His words, plans, grandiose pronouncements, the hacking coughs poured forth, filling my soul. I stare at his chattering head and think, And if I did everything that you did, except for the drugs, I wonder where I might get to? I bet I could afford glass in my windows.

That night it was settled. I was committed. I left college at the end of the semester, three credits shy of a degree, and headed to Chicago to make my way into writing, making funny things, and not doing drugs.
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Del’s journey to icon status as a trailblazing improv guru was just beginning, but he would inspire many, many others in the years to come—even, despite his legendary misogyny, many great female comic voices. He did a lot of good in the end, and all while fighting demons few others knew about, though they could be guessed at—self-hatred, frustration, resentment; a lot of hurt feelings inside that guy. As Janet Coleman, author of The Compass, the best book on those early years of improvisation in American comedy, told me, “You know what Del did that was truly amazing? He didn’t commit suicide. He figured out other things to do.”
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