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PROLOGUE

IS THIS THE END?

March 27, 2024

It seemed like just another typical Friday night at the Charles house. Dinner from DoorDash in front of the TV watching a movie or show with my wife, Keely, and our son, McLain, twenty, while our two big black Malinois, Rama and Kali, whimpered and barked and humped each other to guarantee distraction. Since the pandemic, Keely and I had pretty much stopped going out. We were not social animals to begin with so we sort of loved the excuse to stay home. And that continued once the pandemic ended. Did it end?

I had been diagnosed as an adult-onset type 1 diabetic back when I was about forty, and though it is a life-changing diagnosis, one I had struggled with especially in those first few years, now at sixty-seven I had finally figured out how to deal with it, as imperfect as that process must inevitably be. Calculating carbohydrates, and units of insulin. Many thousands of pinpricks to monitor blood sugar and the needles. It takes its toll. Sometimes more mentally and emotionally than physically. At first. Weirdly, in many ways, I was healthier as a result of my diagnosis. It forced me to be serious about exercise and diet and, as best I could, my mental state. But based on my regular visits to my endocrinologist, I was in great health. All the possible ramifications and consequences of diabetes hadn’t hit me. My heart and brain and circulation and eyesight were all great and had hardly changed in twenty-seven years.

I didn’t like to share my diagnosis with my professional colleagues and kept it hidden from most. Of course, every time I direct a movie, I must have a physical for insurance purposes and have never been denied. So those doctors, and I guess, the producers who had access to those reports knew. And I would usually tell my assistant director, the AD, the right-hand person to a director on set, so that if by chance, anything would happen to me, they’d have that vital piece of information.

I don’t believe I ever told Sacha through our three movies together. Or Paul and Helen on Mad About You. Or the Entourage guys. Or Billy Crystal. Or Nic Cage. I don’t remember ever mentioning it to Bill Maher once until recently. What for? I didn’t want them to judge me or have a lack of faith or confidence in my ability.

I did mention it to Larry David, who was a close friend and mentor, on more than one occasion, but every time I brought it up, he would say, shocked and surprised as if it were the first time I’d mentioned it, “You’re diabetic?!”—until I simply stopped saying it.

Of course, he and Bill were always quick to share their health problems with me, and I was always discreet with that information, not sharing it with anyone. Old Jews talk about their health. But I didn’t.

As I reached my sixties, it seemed like I might be the lucky one who escapes or sidesteps the consequences of this condition. I felt great. And so I began to get lazy.

My A1C crept up. My blood pressure crept up. My weight crept up. I was on many annoying medications. But like the insulin injections, I had gotten used to them and thought that, as long as I stay on that routine, I should be okay.

I had stopped smoking cigarettes for good a decade before, after many years of stopping and starting. But I was still smoking pot. Sometimes a lot. Like that night.

And Keely and I and McLain were having a great time on that Friday night. My recent obsession had become obscure Eastern European vodka. I was so proud, I had taken to collecting the unique bottles. And they were adding up. I enjoyed pretending that I was a Russian peasant knocking back straight shots while I ate food from the old country (smoked fish, pickles, etc.). Not every day. Not even necessarily every week. But that week I had done it twice in a row. The vodka that night was Stumbras, an organic vodka from Lithuania.

And I felt fine when later I climbed the stairs to our bedroom and flopped into bed. Then it hit me. Not pain. But a pressure I had never experienced before. It wasn’t just my chest. It was my entire upper torso. And my head! I knew I was in trouble. Keely knew something was wrong as well. She asked if she needed to call 911. I hated the idea of calling 911. I said no at first, thinking it was going to pass. Thinking I could will it to go away. But it didn’t. My Apple Watch told us that I was in A-fib. My heart rate was in radical fluctuation from high to low. I finally acquiesced. “Call 911.”

We live at the top of a canyon, and there is no shortcut to get here so it took a few minutes for the ambulance to arrive. I worried about things like the neighbors knowing something was wrong. We had been so private. Now I would be carried out on a stretcher for all to see. I was embarrassed.

But there was no greater sense of relief than when the EMTs came rushing up to my bedroom. They were like a football team or an army platoon. I knew they’d take care of me. And I didn’t care who knew what.

They carried me down the stairs. One of the paramedics saw the posters on my walls. A Masked and Anonymous poster from Japan. An original Religulous poster. And a large poster of Jean-Luc Godard’s Weekend given to me as a gift from my eldest daughter, Sophie. As they lowered me down the staircase, he asked if I was a Godard fan. I said yes! And Weekend might be my all-time favorite movie. He concurred. We traded laudatory references to some of Godard’s other celebrated work, such as Contempt and Alphaville, and I thought, A paramedic who’s into Godard. How cool!

With Keely sitting up front with the driver, suffering vicariously with me, I retched into a plastic bag as the ambulance careened down our canyon road, past damaged or destroyed or nonexistent guardrails over which cars that had not successfully negotiated the windy hairpin turns went off the side.

One of the paramedics was named Steelhammer. That was the name on his name plate. It sounded like an action hero from the ’70s or at least a parody of an action hero from the ’70s. In between retching, I asked him if that was real and he said, as he must’ve a thousand times before, “Yup, that’s my name,” while he monitored my plummeting blood pressure.

We finally made it to the Pacific Coast Highway.

The juxtaposition of being in a racing ambulance on PCH was not lost on me either. I had never sat backward on this road so I saw it from a brand-new perspective. It was beautiful. Would it be the last time I would see it? I had lost control of my narrative.

How did I get here? I had wandered through the comedy desert. I had come to the promised land, but like a comedy Moses, I could not enter. I had come to the banks of the River of Comedy that separated the Almosts from the Alreadys, but like the restless outsider I was and would always be, I knew I would never wade in, never cross it. I had encountered the inadvertent oracles who generously shared their wisdom and prophecy with me and changed and shaped me and also warned me, warnings I had often ignored, without them even knowing it. I did what I could do and didn’t what I couldn’t. I had destroyed the golden calves, the false idols, but could not change my fate.

I took a violent approach to comedy. A seriousness. An intensity. I treated comedy like life and death. Honor and dishonor. Pride and shame. Triumph or humiliating failure. This wasn’t a pretense. I didn’t know how to be pretentious. I came from the streets of Brooklyn and everything was on the line. Laughter had to hurt. Laughter had to kill. It had to mean something. It had to mean that much. It had to be as important and impactful as crying. As dying. Comedy had to be as serious as drama. I came from the working classes. I didn’t come from the ruling classes. The elite. The privileged. The aristocracy. I was given nothing, handed nothing. If I wanted it I would have to take it. And when others needed help, I would be there. Without hesitation. A Comedy Samurai. I was a soldier and I had a job to do. And when that job was done, I moved on. Every project was a village in need of saving. And I was there to do nothing less than to save it. To rescue it from death. By killing. With laughter. It was the comedy version of the Bushido Code.

It seemed like only yesterday that I was a clueless kid from Brooklyn who’d come out to LA to find fame and fortune and had succeeded but not in any way I could’ve imagined. It was the beginning of this life, and now, alas, this could be the end.







CHAPTER 1

“THE BAD NEWS IS, YOU’RE HIRED.” (FRIDAYS)

Christmas time, 1978. I had just turned twenty-two. I had abruptly left Hollywood, for no reason, on the brink of a breakthrough, as what, something in show business, a writer, I don’t even know, to be a bellhop at the Brickman Hotel in South Fallsburg, New York. And now, a year later, just turning twenty-three, after visiting my mother in Florida, and weeping over my abject failure, I returned to Hollywood, the scene of my existential crime.

To do what? And how? I truly had no idea. I had left town the year before so abruptly, I didn’t feel comfortable calling people who had helped me already and that I never got back in touch with. People like Jay Leno, who had bought my first joke, handwritten on a piece of legal paper, as I stood in front of The Comedy Store. Or Stan Burns, the veteran comedy writer who had taken me under his wing even though he had no idea who I was. That left me with virtually nobody. I hadn’t heard anything from or about Darrow Igus, the comedian and one of the stars of Car Wash, whom I met on Venice Beach as I walked home from my night shift as a parking attendant at the Marina City Club and wound up writing material for. In all the time I was gone, he hadn’t become a big comedian, I hadn’t seen him on The Tonight Show or any other venue, or in any movies or TV shows. But I checked the masthead at Chic magazine, the Larry Flynt publication I occasionally wrote freelance pieces for, and Darrow’s wife, Toi, was still an editor. My thought was, I’d call her and try to pitch some freelance humor assignments for the magazine. Hopefully she’d be responsive.

When I called, she seemed surprisingly happy to hear from me. She said sure, I could write something freelance for the magazine, but as it happened, Darrow was sitting with her in the office right then. I thought he might be pissed and I wouldn’t blame him.

He got on the phone and immediately asked what the hell happened to me. Before I could finish my lengthy explanation, he told me he had been cast on a new Los Angeles–based late-night comedy show modeled after Saturday Night Live and they were looking for writers and he had told them about me but he had no idea where I was or how to get in touch with me. But the timing was great. If I could get my shit together, the producers would look at it and there might be a staff-writing job still available.

My life totally changed in that moment. I told him I would get my material together and call the office. I never pitched the freelance ideas to Toi.

Instead I gathered the material I had, some handwritten, some badly typed and/or copied, and submitted it. In just a few days, amazingly, miraculously, Darrow told me that the producers would like to see me. I called the office. They were actually expecting my call. They arranged a time for me to come in and meet.

I know it sounds crazy, but in a rush of ambition before the meeting, I even hurriedly wrote a couple of new pieces to bring to the interview in an effort to put my best foot forward. I put on a nice shirt, grabbed my unruly sheath of material including the new pieces, and hitchhiked from Hollywood to the ABC Television Center in Los Feliz for the interview.

I remember the guy who picked me up asked what I did for a living and I told him, “I’ll know in an hour.”

Sitting in the office waiting for me were the three producers: Bill Lee, John Moffitt, and Jack Burns. When I was a kid back in Trump Village, Brooklyn, and show business was a vague dream, I would memorize the credits to all the TV shows and movies I watched and knew both Moffitt and Lee as a successful producer-director team from numerous variety specials.

Beyond that, and not that he remembered it, but as a kid, I’d met John Moffitt when my father would take me to the Ed Sullivan rehearsals to see his buddy Tony Jordan, the production manager.

Jack Burns was a comedy icon. He had been George Carlin’s original partner in a short-lived team that had been discovered by Lenny Bruce. He went on to replace Don Knotts as Andy’s deputy on The Andy Griffith Show. After that, he and Avery Schreiber were a very successful comedy team, appearing everywhere and even having their own show. Their routine about the cab driver picking up the out-of-town conventioneer was a classic. He also produced and wrote for Hee Haw and The Muppet Show, both long running and wildly successful. I was a fan.

I sat down. I was hyped up. But not really nervous. I felt this was a long shot, but the fact that I had made it this far was a good portent, a sign of good things to come. That was all I was expecting. I was resigned to not getting the job. Just being up for something like this seemed like an important step.

There was some small talk. They spoke positively about my material. I told them that I had brought a new piece just for the meeting. They were impressed. Jack took the pages from me. Jack, as I would find out later, was considered one of the great cold readers. He would read the new sketch out loud playing all the parts and see how it sounded.

He began and almost immediately I wasn’t happy with his reading. This was a crossroads moment. Before he got to the end of the first page, I stopped him. I don’t know where I got the temerity, but I told him that he was reading it wrong. I reached out and took the pages back from him and volunteered to read it out loud myself. They didn’t stop me. This could be a gamble, a roll of the dice I might regret my entire life.

Instead the sketch killed. They loved it. They seemed very happy. But it was show business, and I was still wary. The meeting was almost over, and I took another big leap. I actually said to them, pretty much verbatim, “Thank you for seeing me, I understand how these things work, and it’s okay if I don’t get the job. All I ask is that you let me know. Don’t leave me hanging. Just tell me one way or another. Don’t drag it out. I can take it.”

Could I? Could I take it? Or would this rejection break me, destroy me? I didn’t know. What made me say that? No idea. But with that last statement, I thanked them and left. I hitchhiked home. When I walked into the apartment, the phone was ringing. It was Jack Burns: “I have good news and I have bad news. The good news is that we’re getting back to you quickly…” My heart sank. “The bad news is, you’re hired.”
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The first writers’ meeting was an exciting, chaotic affair. I have found after years of doing this that writers enter these first meetings with the personas they want to project—cool, reserved, aggressive, etc.—but after a few weeks of grinding under pressurized deadlines, the masks are discarded and you are who you are. And that’s a relief. Because to interact as a staff and produce the best-quality work, it’s important that people be authentic. Even and maybe especially writers.

I was dressed in black pants, a white shirt, and a black leather jacket. I was wearing sunglasses. To hide the fear.

It was a uniform of sorts. Something I would seek and experiment with all my life. In a world in which I often felt overwhelmed, it would at least simplify something: what to wear.

Like a rabbi. A car valet. A bus boy. A punk. Like me.

I was a raw primitive compared to most. My last job had been as a bellhop. In fact, my hair and beard would not be this short and neat again until I directed Borat. I was now making ten times more money. Now that I was writer, I had to figure out how to be a writer. I had been writing my entire life, lived in my imagination, but it was nothing like this. This was a very new world.

In this world, you had to conjure those ideas quickly and somehow coalesce them into a sketch form. Sketches had certain rules of character, of dialogue, of physical and visual and verbal humor, and a certain length and structure. And most important, big laughs and a big finish. And you needed to have them ready to read and be judged by a certain time, and because the show was live, there was very little margin for error. And if you survived that gauntlet every week and like an athlete had a good percentage of sketches that made it to air, then you were a success. And if you didn’t, you were gone.

I had an innate sense of these rules from my years glued to variety shows. Almost immediately and I don’t know why, I set out to succeed by those rules and break them at the same time.

In dreams begin responsibilities, indeed.

As I surveyed the people in the room, I immediately gravitated to certain writers at that first meeting, never imagining that some of them would change my life.

Elaine Pope, a Canadian who had worked with Lily Tomlin, was immediately like a big sister. Many years later, we’d win an Emmy together on Seinfeld.

Steve Adams, from Massachusetts, who it turned out was the nephew of one of my favorite authors, Kurt Vonnegut, was a sort of high school star quarterback who had become a hippie, and immediately became like a big brother to me. We became office mates. And he was like a teacher, literally teaching me to write, to take ideas and concepts and turn them into fleshed-out sketches, as we went along.

Bruce Kirschbaum and I immediately found common ground in our esoteric high-brow/low-brow cultural references in movies, TV, and music. We would wind up writing a lot of sketches and snorting a lot of cocaine together.

Bryan Gordon was another adult who seemed to have a healthy attitude about being there. He would be the first writer I knew to become a director. That would be inspirational to me later. I immediately liked and, more important, respected him. He was the least competitive person in the room and didn’t need to be. Three of the actors were also hired as writers.

Bruce Mahler, who was a sweet and gentle and almost naive person but with a very specific and singular voice, specializing in conceptual routines. He was also a piano virtuoso and thought musically. I would often notice his scripts were dotted with musical notation so he’d know when to go up or down on a line.

Then there was the force of nature, Michael Richards. A tall, gangly coiled snake of a man. An adult. Yet there was something very childlike about him. Like he didn’t understand anything. My immediate first reaction before I knew anything was that this guy was a genius. He was incapable of small talk; in fact, conversation itself was awkward. But when he embodied a character, he disappeared within it and spoke through it in the most original and intense ways. He didn’t portray characters, he channeled them, became them. It was the only way he could express himself. It was almost like he was humorless when he wasn’t in character. But he always seemed ready to erupt, explode, not in anger, but in cosmic comic energy. And I think his characters were a way to release that pent-up tension and anxiety.

And then I heard the voice of Brooklyn on the other side of the room. Loud, brash, opinionated, but good-natured and not didactic or dogmatic. Suddenly I was transported back to the streets of Brighton. Hearing that voice and feeling that feeling gave me an unconscious confidence. I belonged here too. I had found my comedy muse. My inadvertent mentor. As it turned out, for life, really. He was a balding, bespectacled grown-up in a Chicago Blackhawks jacket. That was Larry David.

Although there was nearly a decade of difference in our ages, we were even from the same neighborhood. And that transcended age. I immediately stayed close to him in the hopes that I would absorb some of his streetwise wisdom and vision. And he was generous enough to share it.

Although we couldn’t have looked more different, he and I were from Brooklyn and therefore ready for a fight. With anybody. About almost anything. That’s how you bond in Brooklyn. And when it came to his material, Larry’s point of view was as ingrained in him as Michael’s characters and no less unique. He trusted his judgment or at least trusted it more than anyone else’s. And the result was something singular, which was apparent even then. An attitude that seemed to seamlessly synthesize street smarts, literary and cinematic intelligence, and a well-honed natural almost “Brooklynesque” comedy sensibility and attitude.

There were others, all nice people. Joe Shulkin, the head writer, a withdrawn, intellectual, acid-eating Deadhead. Sam Hefter, a wonderful warm, nurturing person who already had a family and who harbored the horrible secret that he had stolen someone else’s material to get the job. Fred Raker, a punster, whose impressions rivaled the cast’s but who had trouble getting sketches on the show. When Reagan was running and John Roarke the brilliant impressionist was assigned to play him, Fred was given the job of playing Jimmy Carter when they’d have to be in the same sketch. And Fred watched that 1980 election with a more desperate eye than the rest of us, knowing inherently that if Carter lost, he would lose his job.

There was Tom Kramer, the only writer younger than me. He was the resident filmmaker, which Bruce and I resented, having our own film ideas.

After a few episodes, a writing team joined the staff. Rod Ash and Marc Curtis. They approached me on the first day and said, “So you’re the one.” When I asked what they meant, they explained that they had been hired but were notified that their hiring was rescinded because they had found someone else instead. Me. But here they were now and we became good friends too.

This was my first television-writing job. Bruce and Steve had worked on Donny and Marie Osmond’s variety show and had lived in Provo, Utah. And that made them among the most experienced on the staff. Yet without cachet, we were uncompromising firebrands.

The first issue was the name of the show. It was still unanswered when we were hired and even first assembled. So it was put to us to come up with a title befitting this show. One thing we were all hyperaware of was the inevitable accusation that we would be perceived as a Saturday Night Live rip-off and that was abhorrent to every single writer. So we went off and came up with titles for the show that would set it apart from anything that had ever been on the air. There were long, absurd, Pythonesque titles; and short, one-word titles; and sometimes not even words. We were excited by the freedom and abandon when we submitted them and imagining how cool it would be for a show to have any of these titles. It would throw down the gauntlet about the kind of show we intended.

When the producers came back and said the name of the show would be Fridays, we were not just taken aback, but in disbelief and anger. There was already a logo, stationery, binders, jackets. It was a wake-up call. Our opinions would be tolerated and even indulged but not listened to. This was another corporate hierarchy. Calling it Fridays couldn’t have made a louder statement that we were nothing but an SNL rip-off. We were embarrassed by the name.

Weirdly, for myself and some others, it made our commitment to even more radical work even deeper. If it was going to be called Fridays, then each week we had to do all we could to offend and even destroy the status quo. It might’ve seemed naive then, but I still believe it and live by that philosophy today.
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I loved the freedom of writing sketches. I soon discovered there were literally no rules—if it worked. No time limits, no structural restrictions, whatever genre, whatever was on my mind, grabbed my attention, struck my fancy, if I could figure out a way to manifest it as a sketch, it was potentially valid.

Later I would be forced into the rules and structure of sitcoms, where you had to service characters and story and some sort of grounded emotional reality, but I got lucky enough to work with Larry and Jerry, who encouraged me to stretch, bend, and break those rules and see what happened.

Another great thing about sketch writing, and I imagine this was true in most sketch shows, was that in essence you were your producer and director as well as writer. On Fridays, you were expected to supervise every aspect of your sketch from costumes and sets to camera angles to performances. Our sketch was our temporary fiefdom, and we were the kings.

But I had trouble cracking the code on the first two episodes. I couldn’t get a sketch in the show. It was quite frustrating, and not being represented in the show makes one feel insecure and left out. And even in employment jeopardy. That’s the competitive nature of the show. By the same token, I thought what was being produced was rather lame and tame. I was committed to a more extreme vision.

The third episode’s musical guests were the Clash. They may have been my favorite band, and they were at the height of their powers. I really wanted to be part of that episode.

I wrote a sketch called “Diner of the Living Dead.” I was a big George Romero fan. I loved the original Night of the Living Dead. But I especially liked the 1978 follow-up, Dawn of the Dead. It contained an element of satire, drawing parallels between our mindless consumerist culture and the undead. I was very struck by that metaphor in a sketch format, and “Diner of the Living Dead” seemed like a perfect follow-up. It had all the elements.

We had a cast and crew read-through every week. Despite the entire cast and all the writers being there, Jack always read each sketch aloud himself, playing every part. It was kind of strange and there was grumbling about it, but it was an accepted ritual. It happened that my sketch did great at the read-through. Everyone could see and was excited by it. This would be my first sketch. And it would be on the same episode as the Clash.

Also on that show was a Steve Adams piece. Steve’s pieces were quiet and seemingly normal with one strange twist. In this case, it was a talk show called Women Who Spit. It was just a mundane talk show with women discussing mundane issues but spitting like guys at various points.

The Clash performed their already instant classics: “London Calling,” “Clampdown,” “Train in Vain,” and “The Guns of Brixton.” Coincidentally, Joe Strummer also quite spontaneously spit during one of the songs.

Of the first three shows, this one stood out. For me, the audience, the public.

Later at Yamashiro, the vast Japanese restaurant in the Hollywood Hills where we sometimes held the weekly wrap parties, I got to smoke large spliffs with the band and declare our commitment to radicalism and celebrate our triumph. It wasn’t just Yamashiro’s location overlooking the city, but I felt on top of the world. This was my life. Not carrying bags or driving cabs or washing dishes. And this was what this show could be. Anarchic, radical, extreme. Not corporate. Not safe.

This became a running theme in my work. In my choices. I fancied myself, in my head at least, as the outsider artist on the inside. This was an inescapable path to futility filled with thwarted desire and suffering that can never truly be reconciled. And many artists, inside, outside, have grappled with the question, only to find there is no answer. Could I have it all? And what the fuck was “all” anyway? An illusion and seduction that are hard to resist.

Indeed.

The next day almost all the ABC affiliates in the South dropped the show. I was proud. Fuck the South. But the producers and especially ABC were extremely unhappy and anxious and frightened. Yet at the same time, the show got tremendous attention for the controversy. And that episode remains one of the best we ever did.

The writers had been relegated to a cinderblock sub-basement in a building on the lot at ABC Television Center. This lot seemed more geared to live or live-on-tape shows. The local news was done there. ABC’s West Coast soap operas were done there. Some sitcoms, like Benson, ABC’s spin-off of the hit show Soap, were done there. Benson starred Robert Guillaume as the aide-de-camp to the governor character, both of whom had appeared on Soap.

The writers would spend a lot of time out of our windowless prisonlike offices, fucking around in the long hallways, racing, throwing a ball, playing football with a piece of balled-up garbage, throwing coins down the hall for money.

At the end of the hall, a couple of the lesser characters of Benson had their dressing rooms. They were as far from their action as we were from ours. But more isolated. After all, the Fridays writers were hanging out, sharing ideas, and eventually drugs. Very communal and fraternal. These supporting actors would sit in their “cells” all day waiting.

One short-lived character on Benson was a comedian–joke writer for the governor. The part lasted only a few episodes. Sometimes the actor would sit forlornly in his dressing room. If I was down there at the far end of the hallway, I would engage him in conversation. He was unhappy being there and soon would be gone. I never thought in that moment that we would run into each other again. That was Jerry Seinfeld.

At that time he was a beleaguered comedian forced to recite substandard sitcom jokes for a steady paycheck. He was one of many who dotted the TV landscape in the ’70s and ’80s. They aspired to their own shows based on their stand-ups and some got that chance and quickly failed. Then what? What do you do when your “life” fails? Jerry was about to be cast adrift from a minor role on a mediocre sitcom. Far removed from a show based on his life and his stand-up. It might seem hard to believe, but he was nervous about his future.
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In order to produce and remain prolific on Fridays and survive, essentially living in that sub-basement, in order to have a live show every week, cocaine was introduced into the mix. We needed to pull all-nighters and turn around the day after the show and start all over again for weeks and weeks at a time. Although most of us were young and strong, your brain, your creativity wears down under that kind of duress, and coke helped keep it perked up. And it gave you the confidence you didn’t really possess. And it was absurdly fun. At first.

The producers couldn’t have us driving all over town to various dealers to cop so a system was worked out where we had grams of coke literally delivered to our desks like pizza on a regular basis. This became a survival tool, and indeed for those who did not partake, their work suffered and they couldn’t keep up the pace and most of them fell by the wayside.

But for those of us becoming steadily and increasingly addicted, it became a bonding agent. We all carried little metal spoons with us and would spoon each other before the show. Soon it was before, during, and after and sometimes in between sketches of the show. And soon after that, it was simply all the time, even on the rare days off, until the bonding ended and was replaced by each of us going into our offices, alone, paranoid, locking the door, and snorting a few lines ourselves.

The producers were as bad as we were. Jack Burns’s personality in particular underwent a transformation. He was upbeat, funny, supportive, but soon he could only be found brooding in his darkened office wearing a large Stetson cowboy hat and massive sunglasses. He was like a comedic Kurtz. You dreaded being beckoned in because he would literally start to mumble gibberish and gobbledygook, and you didn’t know if it was the drugs or he was having a stroke. It was scary.

Some of the cast managed to stay relatively straight, including Larry and Michael. Some indulged but managed to handle it without going over the edge. But not everyone. I’m not sure all of them realized they were performing coke-fueled sketches. Much of our material became drug drenched.

But before it all went south, it was an exhilarating environment and corresponded to the increasing success of the show. Suddenly West Coast celebrities were coming to the show just to hang out and party.

Once Larry Flynt, confined permanently to a wheelchair following the attempted assassination on his life, with his wife, Althea, came to the show. They brought Jimmy Carter’s sister, Ruth Carter Stapleton, with them as well as a large entourage of bikers and hangers-on. Flynt has recently converted inexplicably to born-again Christianity, and the president’s sister, also inexplicably, was his spiritual adviser.

The word filtered down to the sub-basement that Flynt and his entourage wanted a joint. I quickly and excitedly volunteered and rolled one up to bring to them in the green room. I was moving at breakneck speed through the whole process, running up the flights of stairs to the green room, joint in hand. I raced to the open door, through which I could see Flynt in his wheelchair along with Althea and the president’s sister, but as I leapt through the portal, I found myself on the ground, taken down by two Secret Service agents who had positioned themselves on either side of the entrance. They held me down until I exclaimed, “I have a joint for the president’s sister!” I displayed the hastily rolled spliff and they helped me up and I delivered it, taking in the surreal scene. Everyone seemed quite fucked up and out of it already, before I returned to the sub-basement.
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Jack wanted Fridays to be an outlaw show. And indeed, the more coke got trafficked, the more we were breaking the law.

But nothing fed Jack’s desire to produce an outlaw show, even if it was funded by one of the largest corporations in the world, more than a letter I received one day. It was from a federal prisoner in Missouri. His name was Larry Scott Andersen, and he had chosen my name out of the dozen or so writers because I, too, was a Larry.

The letter, well written and well typed, which I still have, said that he, too, was a writer. That he had been framed for his crime. That his goal was to embark upon a writing career when he got out of the pen. And he was hoping I might be able to help.

Jack was exhilarated by this correspondence. He vociferously encouraged me to continue the correspondence. Soon I was receiving collect calls from the prison, too. This went on for at least a couple of months. I’d have to stop whatever I was doing and take a call from the prison.

But then they stopped. In a way I was relieved. But also curious.

One weekday morning, earlier than I would’ve normally gotten up, I received a phone call telling me to quickly turn on the TV to The Today Show. There was Larry Scott Andersen being interviewed by one of the hosts. He talked confidentially about his fledgling writing career and the help and encouragement he was receiving from such notables as Neil Simon and Cheech and Chong. He was parlaying that support into an early release from prison and hoped to start his writing career in earnest once that occurred.

I confess, I was a bit offended. After all, he hadn’t mentioned me. I was a bit skeptical. Would these prominent people really help him? And though Jack was disappointed, mainly I was relieved. Having moved on to greener pastures, he stopped contacting me. And I thought that was the end of the chapter. But it wasn’t.

A couple of months later, someone showed me a newspaper article. Larry Scott Andersen had been rearrested while on parole and would be imprisoned for a long time.
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The jewel in the crown of the late-night shows was the opening sketch. It reached the widest viewership and thus had the most impact. And because of that, budgets for the opening sketches were quite a bit more generous than the weird esoteric sketch that played at ten to one in the morning.

But the formula for the opening sketch still seemed elusive. At one of the writers’ meetings, Larry David, who felt the show was often not putting its best foot forward and instead did a lot of cheap and exploitive material while quality stuff wasn’t getting on or being relegated to the end of the show, went off on a harangue about the bullshit of the opening sketch.

I remember him saying that the opening sketch was just about a play on words of a popular movie. And he gave some examples that Joe Shulkin had written and were produced. And he was right. Like Star Wars Memories, which combined a Star Wars parody with the Woody Allen movie Stardust Memories. Often these sketches’ biggest laughs came on the titles or the appearance of a celebrity portrayed by our skilled impressionists, including Larry. Otherwise the sketches were less than inspired.

In his ire, off the top of his head, Larry gave an example of a title without a sketch. With Reagan having defeated Carter in 1980, Larry blurted out, “The Ronnie Horror Picture Show.” A takeoff on The Rocky Horror Picture Show. He said it off the cuff in passing and with some disdain, and everyone sort of smiled and moved on. Except for Bruce Kirschbaum and me. We were able to immediately see a full-fledged sketch, plus play with the music, something we each harbored fantasies about, and we immediately volunteered to write it.

“The Ronnie Horror Picture Show” turned out to be the crowning achievement of Fridays. A twenty-plus-minute musical sketch, performed live. It received a tremendous amount of attention. So much so that the producer of the actual Rocky Horror Picture Show, Lou Adler, threatened to sue for not getting the proper permissions. Instead of fighting it, the corporate lawyers immediately buckled and the sketch would never be seen again. But it also contributed to a surge in the ratings, which had the media giving us a second look beyond the trite Saturday Night Live rip-off charges. This, coupled with what were the weakest seasons of Saturday Night Live, allowed us to dominate for a moment the late-night comedy conversation.

This attention would be parlayed just a few weeks later by the now infamous Andy Kaufman episode.
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Andy was admired by virtually everyone on the show. He was not just the most radical conceptual artist of his time but he was also the lovable Latka on the hit series Taxi. So there was excitement about having him on the show. For Jack, it was another opportunity to break all the rules. His coke-fueled desire to tear everything down dovetailed nicely with Andy’s desire to push through all known boundaries in comedy. Andy was a philosopher of comedy. He asked, What is funny?

I believe he told us himself at the first writers’ meeting with him that his desire was to interrupt a sketch. Bruce K and I were both like beatniks attending a poetry reading at a coffeehouse, snapping our fingers and “gronking.” There were those who had mixed feelings, some even negative, but Jack took over and made the deciding vote. We were going to disrupt a sketch on live network TV. He was super excited. Andy’s ideas were so avant-garde, yet his affect didn’t change much. But his ideas were savagely savant-like and idiosyncratic, just bouncing off the top of his head, but perhaps bouncing around inside his mind for his entire life.

The decision was made to use a sketch by Steve Adams, which was a simple dinner sketch in a restaurant with a simple twist. Each member of the dinner party unbeknownst to the others would excuse themselves to smoke pot in the bathroom. The transgressive action took place off camera. Our audience quite indiscriminately loved drug humor, and in many sketches, their laughter was replaced by whistles, noises, and howls.

But this would be a domestic relationship sketch. Two couples at a restaurant, a relatable situation that included drug references, during which Andy, at some point in the sketch, would choose a moment to stop following the script. And then see what happens. How will the actors react? How will the audience react? How will the audience at home react?

Andy did other sketches that night. All equally radical, but more containable and staying within the confines of one reality, regardless of that reality. For instance, another memorable piece involved Andy as himself and a guest, the masked magician played by Bob Zmuda. The masked magician was going to reveal trade secrets. This made Andy uncomfortable. He didn’t like violating the “Magician’s Code.” So when the magician swallowed his sword, Andy jabbed it and it went in too far down the magician’s throat and the magician spit up blood. It was the perfect exploration and deconstruction of an audience’s expectation of what was acceptable to be funny. When is something still a laugh? Even when you gasp or scream and cry? Or perhaps those are even deeper laughs that conjure up myriad emotions and reactions.

These were the laughs, the comedy, that I would try to pursue all my life. The deeper codes of comedy. Thoughts and reflections that reached their apex first through Larry David and then Bob Dylan and finally Sacha. These three would be teachers.

As the sketch approached, all those who knew what was coming and were fortified by coke, none more than Jack, held our breaths in anticipation.

But there were many who didn’t have a clue what was to come, including the other actors in the sketch with the exception of Michael Richards, though even he didn’t know exactly how all this would play itself out. Also the crew. One thing I’ve learned from doing this for many decades now is that crews will follow you to the ends of the earth. There are always exceptions but as a group they are the most loyal people I’ve ever dealt with. And of course the audience, the live audience there to see a show and have an experience and the home audience, somewhat detached but still involved.

So even though it was Andy Kaufman, the sketch, two couples at a restaurant, sneaking off one at a time to smoke a joint, lulled everyone into a sense of complacency. Their expectations weren’t very high. The other actors had done this so many times before by now. The crew knew there were no elaborate camera moves or special effects or stunts. And the audience, familiar with couples in restaurants and always enamored of a drug reference, imagined something quite safe.

First, Maryedith Burrell left to smoke and came back high. She didn’t play an obvious stoner, instead highlighting the shifting and heightened perceptions of someone who was high, noticing things that the others were baffled by.

Andy was next. He exited and then returned to his seat. He seemingly tried to soldier on with the sketch, but within seconds it was abundantly clear that he was not going to do that. He broke the fourth wall of the sketch by glancing at the audience with his patented bemusement. Michael, like the caged comedy beast he always was, simply waited to see where Andy would go. Maryedith seemed to get that something was off right away and began to laugh, though I never quite believed the laugh was sincere. It had a nervous quality to it and I wouldn’t blame her—though she was a skilled improv comedian, she was entering uncharted territory. Melanie Chartoff seemed truly confused, trying at first to get Andy back into it and then stunned when she realized that was not going to happen.

But the truth was it was a middling sketch, getting more whistles for the drug references than laughs. And so it took a minute for the audience to even realize something was off. The whistles and “whoops” died down as confusion set in. Finally Andy explained calmly that he couldn’t do the sketch, that he couldn’t play stoned. It kind of ground everything to an awkward halt, which I believe was Andy’s goal. I believe he would’ve been happy creating an unprecedented but quietly awkward moment and then perhaps walking off.

But Michael hopped out of his chair and darted off camera and returned with the cue cards, which he dumped in front of Andy. Andy picked up the cudgel and gently spilled water from his glass onto Michael, who avoided most of it as he jumped out of the way. Melanie seemed annoyed and threw some butter at Andy, which he played as if he was now pissed and threatened to shove the butter back in her face and you can see her flinch. She doesn’t want that to happen.

The brilliant Mark Blankfield, playing the waiter, never broke stride and continued filling water glasses and tending to the extras playing the other patrons.

But Andy, true to his comedy aesthetic, was not at that point looking for fireworks. Just the upending of comic expectations. Is this funny? That’s what he was curious about. But for the actors and audience, they wanted laughs and, if not laughs, action.

It was too late for laughs. Andy had successfully soured the audience, and winning them back was not in the cards, nor on his agenda. But this weird anticlimax, this small-scale conflict of a moment, was not sufficient for live TV, and Jack Burns perceived that. You can first see him in the corner of the screen trying to intervene and really trying to spur someone to action. But Melanie was backing away in fear, Maryedith kept laughing, and Michael, an avant-garde artist in his own right, was okay just letting it be what it was and not contriving it any further.

So Jack entered the scene. He was yelling for Bobby, our director Bob Bowker, to go to a commercial, but Bob knew not to cut away too quickly. Jack then upped the ante by instigating an altercation with Andy. Within seconds the loyal crew, thinking the sketch, indeed the show, was being ruined by this interloper, rushed the stage and swarmed Andy, ready to hurt him if necessary. As the struggle ensued, the curtain was pulled, Bobby cut to a long shot, and indeed we went to a commercial.

At that point Jack had to let the crew know it was all planned so they didn’t lynch Andy. But people were pissed anyway.

Honestly, I can’t really remember whether the show continued or whether that was the last sketch. But clearly, the moment not really intended to be a national sensation became just that. We have seen Carol Burnett and Harvey Korman and Tim Conway and Vicki Lawrence break character on The Carol Burnett Show. They would try to restrain themselves but suddenly burst into laughter. And indeed the audience loved these moments of supposed spontaneity. Late-night comedy writers were less enamored of perceiving it as a way to get laughs when the material was weak.

But this was different. The goal was not to up the laugh quotient but to break it apart, deconstruct it, question and analyze it. It was not funny. But in some ways it was better than funny. And it used the medium, the liveness, which is usually a facade where everything is really planned to the second to its fullest extent. Live finally meant reality and reality can’t be predicted.

At the after-party that night, a few of the writers gravitated to Andy. I thought he was a visionary and genius, which were not two words usually applied to comedians. I remember casually saying to him, How do you top this, what do you do next, you’ll have to stage your own death. It was a tossed-off comment though many great comedic concepts grew out of such comments. He wasn’t the kind of person who needed outsiders pitching him ideas. He had his own ideas of what he would do next.

As he appeared in Fridays twice more and then began his illustrious wrestling career I didn’t think about that conversation again until May 16, 1984. The day Andy died.
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One Monday night, December 8, 1980, while Boston-born Bruce and I were writing together in our office, feeling the weekly pressure of an unrealistic deadline that could only be met with the assistance of artificial substances, Bruce excused himself to go upstairs to our main offices, where there was a TV, to check in on the Patriots, who were on Monday Night Football. I wasn’t happy because of all the work we had ahead of us, but he wasn’t gone too long. However, when he returned, he was weeping. Glibly, I asked him if the Patriots were losing. He told me that John Lennon had been killed. I didn’t cry. But I was shocked and stunned and saddened. It seemed like a permanent end to something. Something mythical and magical but obviously not real. John himself had said just a few years before, the dream is over. And now it really was. And with it, all our illusions.

I don’t remember exactly when Jack was fired. It seemed in retrospect, like the death of Lennon, inevitable. Jack had lost control. Of the show and himself. And though I would always think of him as more than a mentor, a father figure really, and me to him, something of a son figure, that was now over too.

Bill Lee’s drug use masked a virulent cancer. He called the writing staff in to his hospital room at Cedars-Sinai, but rather than rail at the random inequities of life, he chastised us for not coming up with more memorable repeatable sketch characters. He died soon after. A producer till the end.

Suddenly loss snuck its way into the show and hung over it like a dark cloud. The combination of the new news show Nightline’s strange success exploiting the Iran hostage crisis, and the fact that, unlike Fridays, it was owned by the network, made it easy to hand them the coveted 11:30 time slot and push us back to midnight. And our failure to hold on to their lead, led inevitably to our demise.

There was a lame toothless attempt to do a prime-time special to see if the show could catch on at a more family-friendly hour, but both Bruce and I refused to do it. However, Bruce demanded that we get paid anyway, per some weird clause in the basic WGA contract. And we were. That would be the last money I would earn for a long time. A long time.
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