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The words “genius,” “icon,” and “legend” are thrown around
 way too often these days in the world of entertainment
 and rarely are they appropriate. This book is dedicated to a
 man who is that rare example of someone who truly embodies
 all three of those words, Howard Stern.


Howard, this is Artie. Thank you for teaching me and a
 whole generation of comedians how to be funny.



Foreword

by Howard Stern

Artie is a complicated subject. Most people who listen to my show will ask me to explain why a guy who has everything going for him has so many issues. You know what I’m talking about: the heroin problem that was so bad he would drive all the way to Delaware to score, the coke habit that got so out of control it compelled him to abandon the set of MADtv and drive to his dealer in a pig costume, and the Jack Daniel’s fixation that caused him to skip dancing with an actual girl at my birthday party and instead waltz around with his whiskey glass, sucking on a straw. All of it—the gambling, the eating, the hookers—forces people to ask: How can a man with so much talent have so many problems?

Artie can get up in front of a crowd and blow people away doing stand-up. He can get on the air with me and crack me up (not an easy thing to do). He’ll blast off and do back-to-back impressions of Biggie Smalls, Jeff the Drunk, and the aging porno queen Blue Iris, then turn around and recite entire scenes from The Godfather verbatim. He can recall all of Belushi and Dean Wormer’s dialogue from Animal House word for word. He can tell a story brilliantly and turn any little event into a major routine.

He has the talent, the fame, the great job, and the money. Did I mention the money? According to Artie, he can get upwards of $75,000 a night for a stand-up gig—very impressive. So from the outside looking in, he has it all. So you, like all other fans of Arthur Lange, ask, “Why the weight? Why the drugs? Why the gambling?” You already know the answer, but you want to hear me say it anyway. The answer is simple: He’s fucked up! That’s it. He’s fucked up. He’s just like us, only ten million times worse.

Some wonder why Artie doesn’t get any help. Everyone has their own theory, but I think it’s one of those neurotic things where Artie thinks all funny people have to be depressed to get any kind of laughs. That’s just psychobabble, and I’m not Sigmund and Roy, so I won’t bore you with my analysis. I don’t know anything about it. This book is a celebration—I’ll save my theories for his next book. Yes, I believe this book will be a hit, and he’ll have a sequel called I Have Gained So Much More Weight That I’m Not Only Too Fat to Fish, but Fucking, Walking, Talking, and Breathing Seem to Be Out of the Question at This Point.

But here’s the bottom line: Artie is my friend, Artie is the funniest, sweetest motherfucker around, and Artie has the biggest heart on the planet. As I write this, Artie is in Afghanistan entertaining the troops during our two-week summer vacation. He could be luxuriating poolside, but instead he’s marching around the desert in a flak jacket that is way too tight on him, high on seventy-five Vicodin. Enough said.

Artie is also a genius. I was lucky as hell that, after Jackie left the show and I was trying to figure out the future of my radio program, Artie dropped into my lap via a guest appearance by Norm McDonald. At first, Artie was just this brilliant guest, but later he became the perfect fit. If ever there was a perfect match, it’s Artie and The Howard Stern Show, but if you bought this book you already know that.

So why am I here and why am I writing this foreword? What I’d like to accomplish in these few pages is to give you some idea of how Artie works. I’ll try to spell out what it takes to become a superstar comedian and radio performer. Usually, we would keep all of the secrets hidden away, like in The Wizard of Oz, but because I like you, I’ll pull the curtain back a bit.
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Oops, I might have pulled the curtain back prematurely. Skip this and pretend it never happened.


[image: image]


And skip this one too. See, Artie accidentally took too much “medicine” and needed some assistance off the stage. No need to bring that up.
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Now, this one’s better. This picture kind of says it best. Look at the concentration. The body language. The intensity. Intensity is essential for a successful career. While coworker Benjy might look exhausted from the intense work that is radio, Artie, like a panther, is ready to pounce, thinking up the next big gag or schtick. Do you have a fifth of the concentration Artie has? Of course not.
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Okay, here’s an important point for all you kids out there who want to be just like Artie: The man knows that great humor needs tremendous discipline. Food is not food to Artie; it’s fuel. He needs to stay hydrated at all times. Notice the three drinks. Some may see this and think Artie has issues with food, but they would be wrong. Artie makes the extra effort by juggling multiple drinks because he knows staying satiated is going to blast him into hyperdrive for his comedy. Wisely, the man also loads up on sugary snacks and high-calorie foods that will carry him for at least fifteen minutes or so. Artie makes sure to bring plenty of fuel with him into the studio during every break. I’ve often thought how dedicated the octopus-like Artie is as he carries his monstrous-sized 6:30 A.M. snack into the studio. Sometimes I think he secretly has a third arm somewhere.
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Some of my guys forget to eat during the show and they get weak and useless. This guy always knows how to stay on top of his game.
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Like I said, the man knows how to pace himself, and we are only into the first hour of the show. No, it’s not distracting to look over at the next chair and see Artie shoveling—I mean, eating—his fuel. It’s inspirational.
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And he never lets the eating get in the way of the show. He can make a point and fuel up at the same time. Some may think this is gross. It’s not. It’s dedication.
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See, this is the look I’ve come to know. Some people think this is Artie falling asleep from a sugar high, but I know better. This is the look on Artie’s face when he’s about to come up with another great idea.
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Someone once saw this picture and thought Artie was actually being unprofessional by falling asleep during the show. Jerks! Can’t they see the guy is dreaming up the next great routine? Sometimes Artie is the most misunderstood guy in show business.
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Here’s why Artie rules. Right in the middle of the show, he lay down in the green room and worked his ass off coming up with a whole slew of new ideas. I just sat there on the air filling time, waiting for him to finish, because I knew he must really be onto something.
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Here’s a key point: Being a great asset to any organization means you will volunteer for the tough assignments. If you run any kind of business, you know you need a “go-to guy.” While others might shy away from an assignment like this, Artie is the guy who bolts out of his chair and into the hot seat without hesitation. Artie’s motto: Anything for the show, baby, anything for the show.
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And notice he doesn’t stop volunteering! He could have stopped after the previous incident, but he went the extra mile.
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Well, you get the idea—this guy is a winner…no assignment too tough. Look at the concentration—the man is a highly trained comedian.
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I love the guy.
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And obviously, so do all of you.

         

So spend a few pages with Artie. Salud and broccoli rabe, laugh your ass off, and then say a prayer for the man with the biggest heart, my friend Artie Lange.



The Natural

1
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I guess you could say that I won over my first audience at a very young age. I was still shitting myself at the time and I was incapable of wiping my own ass or chewing real food, which, come to think of it, could have been just last week or any other time in my life. But back then I had an excuse: I didn’t have teeth at all, so eating anything other than formula or strained mush from a jar wasn’t even an option. Even so, my diet didn’t stop me from killing them at the Essex County Courthouse in November 1967.

When I was born on October 11, 1967, my dad was on trial, looking at about ten years of hard time for harboring counterfeit money. My dad wasn’t a bad guy at all, and he wasn’t a crook or a thief or even a gambler. If anything, he had a real weakness for get-rich-quick schemes. He was a sucker for any kind of plan that was too good to be true, and that attitude is what got him into this mess. He got mixed up with the wrong crowd, which is what happens when you do what you’re not supposed to do. He had no idea at the time how closely I’d follow that example.

My dad grew up in Newark, New Jersey, which has never been what anyone would call an affluent city. His house was on 14th Avenue, which was a war zone then; now it’s like downtown Baghdad—you can’t even walk there. Like any young man trying to get ahead, my dad made the most of his opportunities, and since he was always looking for his golden ticket, he decided it was a good idea for him and his friend to rob the local bookie armed with nothing but a piece of pipe. It doesn’t take a criminal genius to predict that this scheme wouldn’t go exactly as planned. They got there and suddenly wised up and never went through with it, but the bookie was impressed enough by their stupidity and balls that he offered them “employment” in his operation.

I’m not sure what else they did for the guy, but my dad’s main responsibility was stashing more than $200,000 in counterfeit money, which he packed into a cabinet above our fridge—not exactly burying the treasure. And that’s where the FBI found it when they raided our apartment in Orange on a tip. My mom was very pregnant with me as she watched my dad being hauled off to jail.

My mom worked as a secretary at the time, as she did for most of her life. Without my dad, she was barely going to scrape by, so it really wasn’t looking good. Because my dad refused to snitch, the bookie got him a lawyer and took care of his legal fees. That kind of loyalty goes a long way with neighborhood hoods. I can’t imagine why. That kind of loyalty does not go over well with cops, however, even for first-time offenders like my dad. Let’s just say that from the start he wasn’t winning himself any friends in the courtroom.

So as the trial moved along, my family’s future was not looking at all good. My dad was facing ten years in prison, my mom was on the verge of having me like any day, and the jury didn’t seem too sympathetic to his lawyer’s portrayal of him as a guy who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. But the lawyer kept working the first-timer angle, the hardworking-good-guy-who-made-one-mistake angle, and as the trial wound down he figured my dad had a 50-50 shot at walking. And that is when I arrived.

My dad’s lawyer was not above using a newborn as a prop, so my birth became his new argument for an acquittal. He told my mom to bring me down to the courthouse for his closing statements and gave her specific instructions. He was going to ask the jury to let this entirely innocent man who’d gotten involved with bad men go free for the sake of his wife and newborn son, and at that moment, she was to stand and hold me up in the direction of the jury. It was my dad’s only hope.

That day, my mom tells me, she wore a very conservative dress that might have lead the jury to believe she was Amish of Italian extraction, and she dressed me up in my baby suit, which was some kind of light blue jumpsuit. The lawyer laid it on thick, asking the jury to allow this first-time felon a second chance at life, because, despite his crime, in every other respect he had everything to live for. He talked about me, my father’s first son, and how I’d have no father at all if they sent him to jail for this one small misstep. Right then the guy turned to the gallery, and my mom, who was in the front row, stood up on cue, just like they’d planned, and held me out to the courtroom.

Now, I wasn’t the best baby, but I wasn’t the worst and I was never what I’d call a picture-perfect little angel like the kid on a package of Charmin. I don’t know what got into me, but at that moment, I delivered. My mom stood up and extended me in the direction of the jury, and it was like a light from heaven shone on my face. My eyes lit up, I smiled, I giggled. I had that room in the palm of my little infant hand. They were mine, all right. There was no way they were going to let this little cherub spend his first decade on earth without a father.
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My dad walked—no harm, no foul. And after that he straightened himself out for good. He got a job as an antenna installer, which he loved and was really good at. He did that job until he couldn’t do it anymore. He was a great parent, my father. He is probably the source of whatever it is about me that anyone who has bothered to pick this book up thinks is funny. He understood my sense of humor and shared the same taste for the strange and idiotic that I do. And he definitely supported my choices, as stupid as they got, which is pretty stupid. He was right there alongside me on the path that led to where I am today.

My dad passed away on February 1, 1990, and when he did, I wasn’t anywhere close to where I am now, as a comedian or a person. I was twenty-two, I was a drunk, I was a drug addict, and professionally I wasn’t what I’d call “making it.” I hadn’t done anything at all in showbiz when he died: I got on MADtv over five years later. I was doing stand-up, but I was far from where I wanted to be and I wasn’t what anyone might call happy. But my dad always had a way of showing me the upside of things. He used to say to me all the time when I’d tell him about doing stand-up, “And you get paid to do this?” He got a kick out of the fact that I actually made money to talk shit and make fun of the world, even when I wasn’t making much of it. It was something he knew I’d be doing all my life even if no one was listening. I wish he could see me now. Yeah, I get paid to do that, I get paid pretty good. Now it’s my job, Pop. And it’s the only job I’ve ever really been good at.



Crawl Like a Man

2
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If my father’s trial was my first victory as a performer, then meeting Frankie Valli was my first run-in with one of my peers. I was about eighteen months old, so Frankie and I didn’t have much to talk about, but how we met is another shining example of just what kind of nut my father was. He was amazing—a legitimately crazy Newark street kid with brazen self-confidence and a wild sense of humor that our family and almost everyone we knew found incredibly endearing. There are all types of funny, and his type got you laughing and made you shake your head at just how fucking nuts he was, but you never lost sight of the fact that he meant his jokes, gags, and teasing in an affectionate way.

For those who don’t know, Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons were in the late ’50s and ’60s what Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band is to the post–baby boomer generation: The Four Seasons was the singing group for people living in New Jersey. Frankie Valli himself grew up in north Newark, in a housing project called the Stephen Crane Village, which was close to where both of my parents were from. My mother grew up just a couple of blocks away on North 7th Street, while my father lived a few miles away in south Newark. My mom and dad were born around the same year as Bob Dylan, but he was never their spokesman: The whole sixties folk scene and after it the hippie, Woodstock stuff didn’t really affect them at all. It wasn’t just that their upbringing was so different from that of the middle-class rich kids who “tuned in, turned on, and dropped out,” it was that they didn’t relate to the message at all.

The soundtrack of my parents’ young adulthood was simple and it never wavered: early rock and roll. And to them, Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons were the coolest group in the world. To this day, my mother still doesn’t like any of the boomer rock associated with her generation, aside from the Beatles, of course, which transcends all. She loves Chuck Berry, all things Motown, Bobby Darin, and all of the great fifties crooners. My father loved the same stuff, though for a brief period of time he grew his hair kind of long and listened to The Doors. I remember him singing “Roadhouse Blues” and “Light My Fire” really loud in the truck on his way to work. But it wasn’t any kind of statement other than that he liked the tunes.

The Frankie Valli mind-set was different; it embodied the values of the hardworking families from Newark and Union, who did everything they could to try to get a better life for their kids. It was the background music of their lives and it spoke about their lives, so it meant a lot to them. And because of that, especially among my Italian friends, it means a lot to us.

The sound wasn’t current even when I was a kid, but Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons was something that bonded every Italian kid in Union to one another. It was like an unspoken thing, probably in the same way old Italian singers like Louis Prima had meaning for our parents because of their parents. There wasn’t a sense of rebelling against your parents’ music when it came to Frankie Valli—that would be like going against the family. And if there’s one thing all Italians know, it’s that you never, ever go against the family.

I don’t care what anybody says, it’s great music. When I was driving around with my friends, we could easily throw in a Frankie Valli tape and listen to it and really enjoy it. My buddy Mike Ciccone and I see eye to eye over this because in both of our houses growing up, Frankie and the Four Seasons was always on and our parents were always singing along. One night when we were about nineteen, we were out driving in Mike’s Mustang convertible with the radio tuned to CBS-FM, the great oldies station, when “Rag Doll” came on. We sat there enjoying the harmonies and Frankie’s amazingly high voice until the kids who were out with us, sitting in the backseat, interrupted our good time.

“What is this shit?” one of them said. “Get this shit off, put on PLJ!”

My buddy Ciccone was one of those guys who really did not take shit, at any time, from anybody. I will never forget how he calmly lowered the volume and looked over at me, and on cue, we said together: “Frankie Valli is fucking cool, man.” There was no way we were going to let anyone talk shit. The others could have gotten out and walked for all we cared.

Those two didn’t know what they were missing: The Four Seasons easily had thirty or forty Top Ten hit records. And now there’s the musical Jersey Boys, based on Frankie Valli’s life story. I have seen it three times now, and I am far from what you’d call a patron of the theater. Really, it is the only Broadway musical I could ever see myself sitting through, because, much like The Sopranos, it has what you need to keep me interested: a good story, Jersey references like crazy, and an amazing sound track.

Anyway, in the late sixties, my father started his own business. For years he had hung antennas, run wires, and repaired TVs for American Radio on Route 22 in Union. Once he was married and had a child (me), he took stock and decided he needed to make some changes. He was living with his wife and child in a small apartment on Reynolds Terrace in Orange, New Jersey, and like a guy in a Four Seasons song, my father wanted a better life. He decided to buy his own van and hustle as hard as he could to make it on his own. My dad was definitely a hard worker and an achiever, so he got that van, he worked his ass off, and, once he’d saved enough for a down payment, he bought us a house in the suburbs for thirty grand.

Status symbols were important to my father—like having the most expensive new car that he could reasonably afford and taking the family on a big vacation every summer. For two weeks, usually in August, we would go down to Wildwood Crest, New Jersey. We went to Wildwood each summer until I was about twelve, and I have so many good memories of those summers with my family that mean the world to me. In the summer of ’69, I was a few months away from turning two and my sister was just a few months old. My grandmother on my mother’s side, Grandma Caprio, stayed home with my sister to give my mom a bit of a break.

Off we went, down the Shore and headed for the Olympic Motel. The Olympic was fine, but it was definitely a motel, not a hotel—nothing too luxurious, just a place to stay right there on the ocean. (In later years we switched to the Crusader Motel.) Wildwood Crest was teeming with people from North Jersey and Philadelphia who’d come to have an old-fashioned good time on the beach. They wanted to play ball, get a nice bite to eat on the Wildwood boardwalk, which was home to some amazing cheesesteak restaurants, or nearby Seaside Heights, which also had great places for cheesesteak. Where you got your cheesesteaks was always a source of debate. In Seaside, there was Steaks Unlimited and Midway, which was a walk-up joint that used synthetic, welfare-style cheese. That might sound disgusting, but let me tell you, when you’re drunk, five Midway cheesesteaks are just about the best thing in the world—that welfare cheese goes down real easy. While we’re on the subject, though, J.’s Cheesesteak and Steaks Unlimited are my favorites, and on the Wildwood Crest boardwalk I prefer the places that use real cheese—some even use mozzarella, which I have found to improve just about anything.

By the summer of ’69 my parents’ favorite band, the Four Seasons, had hit a bit of a dry patch after a tremendous run of six or seven years of hits. That creative lull happens to everyone at some point, but this was worse, because the music of the time was changing too, so they weren’t winning any new fans. Like so many groups of that era, they were forced to play much smaller venues. The week we happened to be in Wildwood, they were playing a five-night engagement at the Starlight Ballroom, which was a decent-sized venue, but nothing worth writing home about.

My mother and father really wanted to go see them, but they had no idea what they’d do with me for those few hours, so they kind of put it out of their minds. Or at least my mother did; my old man was not the type to be discouraged by anything. One afternoon as they were passing the front desk at the motel, they asked the clerk how to get to the Starlight because they’d heard Frankie Valli was playing. There are certain people in this world who somehow earn the trust of strangers without even trying because of the way they carry themselves. My father was one of them.

“I will give you a little hint,” the clerk said, leaning forward. “Frankie Valli is actually staying right here in the motel.”

“Really?” my mother said, smiling.

“What do you know?” my father said.

There are also certain people in this world who know how to capitalize on a situation regardless of odds or etiquette. My father was one of them too. Being a natural smooth talker, Pop was able to get the room number out of the guy. My father was charming enough that all he probably did was slip the guy a sawbuck. For all you pussies who don’t know what a sawbuck is, it’s a ten dollar bill.

We went up to the floor and passed by the room but didn’t see any action. The next day, we went back, and sure enough, as my father’s crazy luck would go, Frankie Valli’s door was ajar. My parents debated about what to do: knock and introduce themselves as fans or just wander in like they didn’t know he was there, pretending they were looking for someone else. Neither idea made sense to my father. He had a better one.

“Okay, here’s what we’re gonna do,” he told my mom. “That door is open just enough for Little Artie to crawl through. Let’s pretend he got away from us while we were walking down the hall, and he just went in there.”

“Absolutely not!” my mother half-shouted. “No, Artie, that is just crazy.”

“What’s he gonna say? It’s a kid coming in his room! That way we don’t look like two nuts camping outside of his room waiting to jump him or something. It’ll break the ice!”

“We are talking about a baby—how are you going to tell him to do that? No, we are not doing that,” my mom said.

“Oh yeah? Watch this.”

My father took one of my favorite toys and, over the sound of my mother’s protests, threw it inside Frankie Valli’s room.

“Oh Jesus, what have you done, Artie?” my mom said, shaking her head.

My father knew that I went just about anywhere that toy went, and sure enough, I crawled right in there after it. Then they sat there, out in the hall, waiting for something to happen.

“So what now?” my mother asked.

“Shh!” my father said. “He’s gonna come out here in a minute holding the baby, and he’s gonna look around and ask whose kid he is. And then we’re gonna meet him. We’ll get an autograph and maybe a picture, and that’s it, okay?”

Well, that didn’t happen. Five minutes went by, ten minutes, fifteen minutes. My mother, as any mother would, started to get really worried. My father kept reassuring her with statements like: “What? You think Frankie Valli is actually a kidnapper now and he’s doing something crazy with him?”

“Who knows?” she said. “You don’t!” That’s how my mother would deal with him: She’d remind him that his version of a situation wasn’t the only possible scenario, and then follow up with about fifty-two completely logical alternatives. Typically, my father would have absolutely no answer for these.

In this case, she had plenty to work with:

“What if he was in the room with a girl?”

“There could be naked people in there!”

“He is a STAR! You have no idea what those people do in their hotel rooms!”

“There could be some shady character in there dividing up money.”

“He could be on drugs.”

“A million different illegal things could be happening in there, Artie! You don’t know!”

At these times my father would listen, usually rolling his eyes, for as long as he could stand it. Then he’d do something about it. In this case, he walked over to the door and pushed it open. He and my mother walked in slowly and didn’t see anything close to the Sodom and Gomorrah my mother had imagined. At first they didn’t see anything at all. Then they looked toward the bathroom, where the light was on and the door was open. And there I was, sitting on the sink in Frankie Valli’s bathroom, playing with my toy, with a big smile on my face. Next to me, in a robe, shaving, was Frankie Valli. He was amusing me with a blob of shaving cream.

“Okay, little man,” he was saying. “We’re gonna find your parents right after I’m done shaving, but I hope they’re not far, because I’m in a hurry, kid.”

As someone who has become a bit of a celebrity, if this were to happen to me, I would have called the FBI. But there was Frankie Valli, in his room, in a robe, shaving, when a toddler crawled in unannounced. And then the kid’s parents show up? I’m much too suspicious—that would be too much for me. But this was a different time, and my father had that crazy Newark mentality that Frankie Valli definitely recognized and I’m sure could relate to. I’ve made my mom tell this story so many times that I have to believe her when she swears that, as insane as it sounds, it was not an awkward moment.

“Oh, we’re really sorry,” my father said. “We were looking all over for him—thank you so much for taking care of him. We are really sorry he crawled in here.”

Frankie, from the beginning, was completely cordial and they started talking like it was no big deal that they were in his hotel room under the strangest possible pretenses. At some point in the conversation, my mother and father admitted that they were big fans.

“You know what?” Frankie said. “You want to come to one of the shows?”

“We’d love to!” my mother said. “We just can’t find a babysitter for our son.”

“Well, don’t worry about that,” Frankie said. “Bring him. We’ll leave him backstage with some of the girls we have on tour. He will be completely safe, I promise you. Just bring him along, and you’ll come with us. Why don’t you get everything you need and we’ll go down to the show in a few minutes.”

Just like that, my parents went from wondering if they’d even be able to get tickets to meeting Frankie in his room to attending the show as Frankie’s guests! And it wasn’t just for that night—Frankie invited them down to two or three shows. He saw that they were a young couple, in love but struggling with money, and he was very, very generous with them. One of the nights after the show he asked them to come out to dinner with him, the Four Seasons, and everyone else on the tour, and since they were all just people from Newark, my parents fit in just fine. Even though Frankie Valli and the band were hitting some hard times, they weren’t anything less than gracious and humble.

At some point, my parents and I were hanging out with Frankie and his crew, on the terrace at the motel. My father had bought a camera for my mom in the motel lobby, and she took a bunch of pictures. She got me, my father, and Frankie Valli, as well as a few of me alone with Frankie, and then my dad took a few of my mom and Frankie. Actually, my parents took pictures in every conceivable configuration of themselves, me, and Frankie Valli. Most of them were lost in the shuffle over the years, but for most of my childhood the best ones were proudly displayed in our house in Union in one of those square plastic picture cubes.

Talk about status symbols: Displaying a big plastic cube full of pictures of Frankie Valli in your home in North Jersey was like driving through the ghetto in a brand new Bentley. People would come over and pick up the thing and say, “Wow! How do you know Frankie Valli?”

“We’re friends with him,” my father would proudly say. “We were on vacation together there, down the Shore.”

The truth was, after that week, my parents completely lost touch with Frankie Valli and never saw him again. I asked my mother if they got Frankie’s contact information and tried to see him again, but she said no. She talked my dad into just being happy with the time they had had with Frankie there that week. She didn’t want to stay in touch and bug him, which in modern terms we call stalking. My mother also wouldn’t ever have wanted Frankie to think they were taking advantage of his generosity.

They might not have spent time with him again, but they continued to watch Frankie’s career closely and remained big fans and supporters. When Jersey Boys opened on Broadway and Frankie was back in the news, I mentioned to Howard how I’d met him as a toddler and I had my mom dig out the one remaining picture we still have with him. It was up on the Stern Web site for a while, and now here it is, forever in print.

I’ve stared at this picture so many times over the years, because it shows my father in his heyday. He’s twenty-four or twenty-five years old, and as you can see, he looked like a movie star back then, my old man. He’s in great shape from climbing roofs, and there I am, sitting on his knee, blond hair, dressed in all my little baby-rabilia. And there’s Frankie Valli looking at me, smiling, trying to make me laugh. I get so unbelievably emotional when I look at this that sometimes I just start to cry. That moment captures so much: It’s my family, it’s my father, and it’s Frankie Valli, a New Jersey hero who was to my father what Bruce Springsteen is to me. I’m there with my hero, meeting his hero. It’s hard for me to see myself as just a cute little kid, unaffected by life, without a care in the world. I had no idea then what I would later do to myself and my body as an adult.


[image: image]


When Jersey Boys opened in 2005, it became an instant success, taking in something like 400 grand in ticket sales in just one day. It’s still packing houses on Broadway, and it’s gone on to be a huge national touring production as well. As soon as I heard about it, I immediately got tickets to take my mother to see it for her birthday. Four of us went: my mother; my beloved godmother, Aunt Dee, who is my mom’s younger sister Diane; my sister, Stacey; and me. I’ve seen it two more times since, and I assure you, it must be good for me to be recommending it here in my book. Did you think when you picked up this book that Artie Lange would be giving you tips on great Broadway musicals? Really, if you get a chance, see fucking Jersey Boys when you’re in town because it is the most fun you will ever have, whether you like the music or not.

All of that attention a few years ago put Frankie Valli back in the public eye again: He was on a few talk shows, he got a small role on The Sopranos, and he released an album covering love songs from the sixties. This was around 2006–2007, when The Stern Show was making the move over to satellite radio. One day Gary Dell’Abate, the show’s producer, came in and said to Howard during a break, “Would you like to have Frankie Valli in as a guest?” We’d just had Paul Anka on, who had delivered in such an amazing way—he really was one of the best guests we’d ever had. Howard did one of his classic, brilliant interviews, and Anka told great stories about Sinatra and the old days. People at the show had been on the fence about having him, but Anka blew other guests away. So when Frankie Valli came up, I stepped in.

“Oh man, that’d be great,” I said. “Look, you know, I got this great story about meeting him as a baby, and I could bring in the picture of me and him and see if it jars anything in his memory at all when we do the interview. Would it be all right if I had my mom up here to say hi to him in the greenroom after? She literally has not seen or talked to him in person since this week that she and my father and I spent with the Four Seasons at this motel in the summer of ’69.”

Howard, as anyone who’s met him or heard him in action knows, is always thinking—that guy’s mind is just incredibly quick. “That would be great to do on the air if your mother agrees to it,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

I called my mom that afternoon, all excited to make this reunion happen. Now, my mother really hates being on camera and hates attention—in that way and so many other ways, she’s the complete opposite of me. It took some time and a lot of badgering, but eventually I convinced her to come up to the show that day and see what would happen. Then, of course, some shit luck went on and for whatever reason Gary wasn’t able to book Frankie. Then Frankie’s character on The Sopranos got whacked, so he wasn’t in the public eye anymore. But the musical is still going strong and I’m still holding out, hoping that one day Frankie Valli will come up and do The Stern Show and I’ll be able to reunite him with my mom. It’s sappy and odds are that he doesn’t remember a thing, but it would mean a lot to her and to me and to the memory of my dad to be able to stand there with him and show him that picture. It would be a special memory coming full circle. In my life, things like that are what I live for and what I look forward to. In the meantime, I’ve always got the musical.
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