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			FOREWORD

			You never forget that moment when your life changes forever. It leaves a lasting mark—like the deep groove carved into sequoia bark by a logger’s hatchet, the shimmering black sands that whisper of a millennia-old volcanic eruption, or the crescent-shaped scars from your multiple calf implant surgeries.

			Everything seemed so perfect on that sun-dappled, breeze-kissed, nice-smelling afternoon. As I am wont to do in my downtime, I was drinking and staring into the middle distance. I had devoted most of the morning to dwelling on professional disagreements and some mild career envy, and as a result, I was tired. That lady I married was reading a book in the shade as our two young sons played in the pool of our new home.

			Being surrounded by those I love had brought me a sense of . . . I don’t want to say “satisfaction,” because that makes me think of two things: the emotional state of satisfaction, which I define as a cowardly capitulation to inner peace, and also Satisfaction, the criminally overlooked 1988 musical drama starring Justine Bateman and Liam Neeson. I loved that film, but it never caught on at the box office—at least, not domestically. I understand that it’s the highest-grossing film of all time in Estonia.

			I had finally come to terms with the state of Justine Bateman’s film career and taken a celebratory swig of single-malt Scotch when my eldest son, Boy 1, innocently called out, “Daddy, I can touch the bottom.”

			“That’s great, First Boy,” I murmured into my drink. “You sure have grown up fast.” That’s the kind of rapport I share with my children. We have great talks.

			“No, Daddy—everywhere. Everywhere I walk in our pool, I can touch the bottom.”

			A sudden panic washed over me, like a wave of hot turkey gravy. My throat tightened. My left arm went numb. I could smell nothing but the unmistakable odor of burnt hair. “You were having a stroke, Joel,” is what you might be saying. In which case, I would reply, “Gee, I didn’t know you were a doctor. Let me finish my story.”

			“Look at me! My feet are flat on the bottom of the pool, and my head is above the water!” My son’s infectious joy sickened me. He paraded back and forth, waving his hands, making a real show of it. “Yay! Look at me!” Each step was a tiny foot-dagger in my heart.

			I lurched out of my chair and staggered across the grounds of my home, which is a collection of fancy words for “lawn,” over to the car park, which is what we call our driveway, and made sick all over the hood of my Porsche, which is actually the trunk.

			That lady I married appeared at my elbow with great concern. “What is it, Joel? Why did you vomit?” That’s the kind of rapport I share with that lady I married. We have great talks.

			“That kid in the pool is right,” I barked, dabbing at my chin. “We have no deep end. It’s all one . . . one . . .”

			She placed a warm palm against the small of my back. “Joel, take a breath. Find your words.”

			“It’s all one depth!” I shrieked, and the tears came, hot and fast, dribbling down my face like salty rivulets of turkey gravy.

			How did I let this happen?

			How could I even think of purchasing a new home with an inground pool that possessed no deep end? How could I even entertain the thought of a pool that doesn’t allow for reverse dives, inward dives, jackknifes, or even that lowest form of water sports japery, the cannonball?

			After years of hard work, and perseverance, and screaming at people on various phone calls, I had done the unthinkable and settled. As a professional actor, stand-up comedian, and basic-cable television host, I had never settled for anything less than the best. Other than that time I agreed to become a basic-cable television host.

			“Is everything all right?” a soft voice queried. It was Mateo, my loyal manservant. We have a running joke where he repeatedly asks that I not refer to him as a “manservant,” or “Mateo.” But this was no time for our classic “I’m a landscaper, and my name is Hector” routine.

			I grabbed Mateo roughly by his lapels. Yes, I make my support staff dress in formal attire. I don’t know why everyone makes a big deal out of it. Anyway, I grabbed Mateo roughly by his lapels—so roughly, in fact, that his cummerbund came loose. “Cut off my balls, Mateo,” I hissed at him.

			“Mr. Joel—please, not this again.” He was trembling.

			“Take those hedge clippers and chop off my penis and my testicles. You’ll do it if you love me.” At this point, that lady I married had spirited Boy 1 and Other Boy back into the house. I could hear the hydraulic hiss of the panic room door sealing shut, even over Mateo’s blubbery protestations.

			“Mr. Joel, Mr. Joel—please. The pool can be fixed. It can be done. You just need to dig a deeper pool.”

			I released him. He was right. The problem—like others detailed in the pages ahead—was challenging but ultimately surmountable. And the solution—like many more detailed in the pages ahead—was to rent a backhoe.

			I let out a long sigh of relief and, with great effort, tucked my genitals back into my pants. I cupped Mateo’s sweet, beefy, sunburned face in my hands, gave him a soft peck on the cheek, and straightened his top hat.

			I would do it. I would dig a deeper pool. This endeavor would require money, of course, and a grueling, nearly five-minute Internet search to determine a baseline construction price, and . . . holy fuck—it is really costly. Believe me, I shopped around. I got at least three different estimates. Those short-term backhoe renters are bloodsuckers.

			“It’s too expensive . . . it’s too expensive . . . it’s too expensive . . . it’s too expensive . . .” It was the voice of that lady I married, echoing in my head. She was saying something about this newer, deeper pool being a “fool’s errand” and an “unwise expenditure” and how there wasn’t enough “potable water in the panic room.”

			She was right on all counts, as I would learn much later. But in the short term, I needed a new revenue stream. Sure, I had conquered television—both real and cable. I had mildly defeated the world of cinema—both theatrical and straight-to-video. And I had bent the world of comedy over my knee and made it call me “the Harbormaster.” But this pool thing would require a new, uncharted course.

			I was good at talking, that much was certain. But how could I turn the words I usually talked into a permanent thing that people could purchase at a wildly inflated price?

			And then it dawned on me. A pile of pages with words on them, bound together to give some semblance of coherence.

			That’s right: a book.

			But what sells? Tell-all memoirs, mawkish self-help guides, and stories about teenagers in postapocalyptic death tournaments. It was settled—I would write a book that would feature all of those things.

			I would reveal heretofore private tales of my youth: how and when I got my infamous eyebrow scar, where and why I lost my virginity, and whether or not these both happened during the same Bible camp canoe trip.

			As with any semirespectable tell-all, I would include an unflinching chronicle of my weeks-long struggle to earn a living as a professional actor. And I would spin great tales of Hollywood excess—the parties, the after-parties, the orgies, the after-orgies, and the private, celebrity-only footwear-release events/orgies.

			Then, for the betterment of all, I would impart the wisdom of my experiences. The attentive reader would learn from my triumphs, take heed of my missteps, and maintain a running tally of the book’s frequent grammatical errors.

			It would be everything one could possibly want in a book (including bonus charts and illustrations!), because Joel McHale doesn’t do things half-assed. Joel McHale uses the whole ass, just like the Native Americans used to when they wrote their showbiz memoirs.

			My book would help me dig a bigger, better, and deeper pool. And as a side bonus, it would also help dig a bigger, better, and deeper you.

			I sat down and opened my laptop, which I had slammed shut after the initial shock of the pool renovation costs. But now my frustration was gone, and in its place—inspiration. The words tumbled out of me, hot and fast and chunky, like so much turkey gravy.

			The book . . . had already begun.

			—Joel McHale
Goldeneye Estate, Jamaica
August 13, 1964
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			WE’LL GET TO YOU IN A MINUTE, BUT FIRST—ME

			THE LIFE AND ADVENTURES OF JOEL McHALE

		

	
		
			||||||| 1 |||||||

			THE BEAST AWAKENS

			CHILDHOOD STORIES THAT GIVE THE IMPRESSION THAT I AM RELATABLE AND DECENT

			I’ll always remember the exact moment when I was born into a life of artistic expression. I was naked, curled up in a ball, in a cramped, dark room. I could hear the muffled sounds of a crowd murmuring expectantly. Then someone grabbed me by my neck and skull and yanked me into the light. I was covered in blood and surrounded by large, looming figures in surgical scrubs. I heard tears, laughter, and my father exclaiming, “Honey, look at his little penis.”

			The year was 1995, and it was the opening-night performance of I, Zygote, an experimental musical about the rigors of childbirth. I was playing the pivotal role of Fetus #2. Noted theater critic Ray Stodell called the production “a competently staged yet showy, overwrought mess. Two stars.”

			But in many ways, my career as a performer actually started twenty-four years earlier, under completely different circumstances. I was naked, curled up in a ball, and pulled into the light of a hospital room. There were tears and laughter. Someone said something about my penis. I had been born—literally this time.

			Yet again, I was playing the pivotal role of Fetus #2 (we had to share the room due to hospital overcrowding issues). Noted theater critic Ray Stodell referred to my birth as “a competently staged yet showy, overwrought mess. Two stars.” Ray is a family friend with very little awareness of personal boundaries.

			The bright lights, the constant attention, the people checking me for basic reflexes and motor skills—this was truly my first taste of celebrity. And I was hooked! . . . up to a machine that monitored my vital signs.

			A few days later, a kindly man and woman took me home. Once my brain grew enough to retain memories, I came to know these  people as Laurie and Jack McHale, my parents. I was born to these wonderful, pale, strong-jawlined people in Rome, Italy. Yes, the same city that created the world’s most widely utilized alphabet, instituted the concept of the three-course meal, and produced some of the most amazing architecture in human history is also the birthplace of the Soup guy.

			My Italian toddlerhood was a magical, picturesque experience. I developed the ability to grasp and hold things while cradling a doppio espresso in the Piazza della Rotonda. My basic language and comprehension skills were honed by correcting tourists who dared to mispronounce “gnocchi.”* And I learned the concept of object permanence while decoding ciphers alongside a noted Harvard symbologist during his efforts to expose a vast cover-up within the Vatican.

			I wish I could tell you I was born in Rome because my dad was an art thief or because my mom was an international assassin. Like you, I secretly wish my parents were criminals.* Cool criminals, like Casey Affleck in Ocean’s Eleven, and not petty crooks, like Scott Caan in Ocean’s Twelve. But no, my parents had dumb, dependable jobs—the kind that eventually pull you away from all the obnoxious, in-your-face beauty, history, and culture of Rome.

			My dad worked as the dean of students for the Loyola University Rome Center,* and my mom was a Canadian student matriculating abroad in Italy when they met. Whoa, whoa, whoa—lower that arched eyebrow. There was nothing weird about it. They were much closer in age than you think: my mom was twelve, and my dad was fourteen. Yeah, he was a real prodigy in the dean-of-students game. Okay, I’m lying. They were both in their twenties, living the high life in Rome in the 1960s. This was the La Dolce Vita era, which is an Italian phrase that means “unlimited breadsticks.”

			So those are the loins that produced me: those of a college administrator and a Canadian student. Oh, and my mom’s dad—my grandfather—helped monitor fish populations for the United Nations.* Obviously, I was destined for a career in the entertainment industry.

			I was the middle child, between two brothers—additional sons whom, I assume, my parents had in order to provide me with easily harvestable replacement organs. We were just a young, pale, carefree family enjoying a comfortable life in Rome.* I mean, it was comfortable for me, because I didn’t have to worry about paying bills. But my dad made very little money, my mom’s side career of being ogled by Italian men smoking in outdoor cafés wasn’t a reliable source of income, and my one-year-old brother, Stephen, just laid around, acting like his dumb baby neck couldn’t support the weight of his skull—you know, like a real good-for-nothing deadbeat.

			Yes, the career of a dean of students for the European annex of an American college is an unpredictable, rough-and-tumble one—so my family headed stateside when I was three. The move to America ensured that my brothers and I could be closer to our extended family while at the same time never experiencing the carnal pleasures of uninhibited Italian women. I still hold this against my father, my mother, and, for some reason, my youngest brother and his dumb baby neck.

			There’s really no telling where I’d be now if my family had stayed put in Italy. Maybe I’d have hosted the long-running pop culture clip show The Minestrone or played the rakish lawyer Gio Vingario on the beloved but low-rated Italian sitcom Comunità. Or perhaps I’d be a semiretired art historian, like Julia Roberts in Ocean’s Twelve.

			But really, the only benefit of my birth in Rome—other than the precious gift of life—was a solid opening line for my Wikipedia entry. Which, in turn, gives any lazy journalist a softball question for interviews, if they’ve decided “Did you really bite Chevy Chase?” is too confrontational.*

			So thank you, Rome—for giving me the opportunity to constantly name-drop my birthplace. And thank you, dear reader, for asking me to bring it up. That was really nice of you. Arrivederci!*

			
			
		

	
		
			||||||| 2 |||||||

			SOME STUFF ABOUT MY PARENTS

			A PASSIVE-AGGRESSIVE GLIMPSE AT THE PEOPLE I WILL EVENTUALLY TURN INTO

			I owe a lot to my parents: a happy childhood, a strong sense of self, the pride of fiscal responsibility, that twenty bucks they loaned me for headshots when I was a struggling actor,* two brothers whom I occasionally love dearly, and what many medical professionals have pointed out is an “alarmingly strong” genetic tolerance for mixing alcohol types. My parents are truly great people.

			Now let’s talk about your parents. Yes, we have to. I want you to imagine your parents having sex. Yes, you have to. In fact, the very act of trying not to envision your mom and dad, in the prime of their lives, humping like jackrabbits will lead to you picturing that very thing. Probably because I keep describing it.

			Your parents.

			Having sex.

			You just imagined it again, didn’t you?

			The reason I bring the aforementioned imagery of your parents* having sweaty, angry sex on the kitchen floor of the home you were raised in is because it’s something that I often think about. No, not your parents banging, you sicko! My parents—Laurie and Jack McHale.

			I have a theory that the way in which our parents have sex can dictate* our future course—that the very position in which their young, supple, sweaty bodies were entwined when they reached mutual orgasm guides every facet of their offspring’s lives. Why are you suppressing your gag reflex right now? Your parents are sexual creatures, and I think it’s time—here in the opening pages of a book I expect you to read to completion—you reckon with that.

			I want you to do something else for me, other than yet again imagining your mother and father engaged in hot sexual congress while you’re at soccer practice.* Next time you’re at a family gathering, ask your parents for some explicit details about the night you were conceived. Make sure other people (ideally siblings or family friends) are within earshot to serve as supplemental witnesses. What you’ll learn—about your parents, their bedroom proclivities, and the destiny forged by both—will amaze and confound you.*

			Maybe what would make this easier and more palatable—and also help prove my theory—are some detailed illustrations of my own parents in various sexual positions.

			THIS IS . . .

			JOEL McHALE’S MAMA-AND-PAPA SUTRA!
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			Here are my parents in the classic missionary position. Honest, forthright, with an unshakable faith in the simple, unadorned act of fornication. The result? My younger brother, Stephen, who grew up to become a priest. That’s right: A LITERAL MISSIONARY.
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			Ah, yes. The spirited “jackhammer” position, which was attempted after my dad had four gin rickeys at an office Christmas party. Certainly this act of lovemaking would produce a child who is handy and accomplished with plug insertion. That’s right: my older brother, Christopher, who is A LICENSED ELECTRICIAN.
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			And here are my beloved parents, Laurie and Jack McHale, on Valentine’s night 1971—performing what many refer to as “the Reverse Cowgirl.” This is probably the most flamboyant and attention-getting sexual position of all. And the result? That’s right: me, Joel McHale—ACTOR, COMEDIAN, ENTERTAINER, and FEARLESS INVESTIGATOR OF PARENTAL SEX HABITS.*

			I think you’ll agree that my theory has been proven, and as a result, I have burned through one page of my contractually required book length. From here on out, I will no longer ask you to envision your own parents grunting and shuddering as they bring each other to heights of sexual ecstasy on the family couch. Yes—the same couch you all sit on when you open Christmas presents together.*

			My parents are amazing, hilarious, and tolerant. For proof, I submit the previous page, where they legally permitted me to print images of them having sex. But what are these incredible people like when they are fully clothed? And no, I’m not talking about dry humping. That’s a completely different theory, and frankly one that is not appropriate for a celebrity memoir.

			My dad is insanely cheap. I wouldn’t call him “frugal” or “thrifty”—that would suggest there’s an awareness or motive behind his actions. No, he’s so cheap that his behavior transcends simple fiscal moderation and suggests a worldview where currency itself has no meaning. The act of refusing to pay full price for goods and services is, in itself, the only thing of value to my father. Yeah. He’s psychotically cheap. My dad is the Jeffrey Dahmer of cheapness—except he would never pay for an extra freezer to store human heads. (I love you, Dad. Just think of all the free dinners you’re gonna get from the money I make on this book.)

			When I was a kid, we had a cat named Ashley. For years, I assumed the cat was named for Kiss the Girls star Ashley Judd, but a quick IMDb search now suggests those dates couldn’t possibly sync up.

			We all loved Ashley the Cat.* She was a member of the family. She liked to play with my brother Stephen, and she’d often leave gifts of dead vermin on the back porch, just like my brother Chris did. But there was an issue. Ashley had terrible breath.

			This was breath that went beyond normal pet breath, which we all know is inherently awful. It’s not like you ever hear someone bragging about the quality of their pet’s breath: “My boxer-pit mix, Duke, has the most sublime breath. Duke, come here and let the nice lady take a big whiff of your open mouth . . . See? Fresh sage, with notes of peppermint and dark stone fruits.”

			So you know Ashley’s breath was bad because my dad actually agreed to take her to the vet to determine the cause. My brothers and I accompanied my dad and Ashley to the appointment. We got out of the car, and after Dad informed the cat that the mileage we’d just incurred would be docked from her daily ration of food, we went inside and had the following exchange:

			MY DAD: Good afternoon, Doctor. Could you please perform a cost-efficient examination of this cat’s teeth and gums?

			JIFFY LUBE EMPLOYEE: Sir, this is a Jiffy Lube. The vet’s office is two doors down.

			MY DAD: Two doors down? I thought that was the locksmith.

			JIFFY LUBE EMPLOYEE: No, that’s in the other direction.

			MY DAD: Hey, you’re right. I guess I’m accustomed to getting my sense of direction from looking into your establishment, whereas your point of view is informed by always looking out, toward the street—

			JIFFY LUBE EMPLOYEE: Sir, I don’t mean to be rude in front of you and your delightful little boy and these two street urchins, but could you please point that goddamned cat away from me? Its breath is fucking awful.

			[Five minutes later, at the actual veterinarian’s office]

			MY DAD: Dr. Mandelcorn, thanks for seeing us. It’s about—

			VETERINARIAN: Your cat’s breath, I know. It’s fucking awful. I noticed the exam room door’s paint bubbling and cracking from the outside. [Performs cursory feline tooth and gum exam.] By the way, your son is an incredibly magnetic personality. Funny, self-assured, with the charisma of a young Brando. And it’s kind of you to give shelter to these other two. Anyway. Ashley the Cat’s teeth are very dirty and will need to be cleaned.

			MY DAD: [long pause] And what will that cost?

			VETERINARIAN: Thirty dollars.

			MY DAD: [no pause] And how much to put her to sleep?

			VETERINARIAN: Fifteen.

			Ashley the Cat survived that trip to the vet, but I’m not exaggerating when I tell you it was a disturbingly close call. In fact, the whole experience gave my dad some troubling new ideas about how to cut corners. In the days after that veterinarian appointment, I overheard him on a phone call, revising his will to stipulate that, in the event that he loses control over his faculties, he must be dressed in a man-sized cat suit and taken to Dr. Mandelcorn’s for a simple fifteen-dollar procedure to end his suffering.

			
			TRUE OR FALSE QUIZ!

			My dad did the following things to save money:

			A Returned a suit to the store after wearing it for eight years.

			B Shattered his pelvis falling off a ladder because he refused to hire tree pruners.

			C Left my infant brother Stephen on the front lawn for an entire afternoon with a note taped to him that read, “Healthy white baby—$5,000 OBO.”

			D Asked for financial compensation in exchange for my using his “name, likeness, and that Ashley story” in this very book.

			>> Answers <<

			

			My mother is a perfect match for my dad.* Laurie McHale is, like her husband, lovely, pale, and accident-prone. She is also an incredibly supportive spouse. I witnessed this firsthand as a kid. In a typical relationship, there’s a balance. One person is a hotheaded firebrand, while the other is calm and collected. One is obsessively tidy, while the other is a bit of a slob. And one is a suicidal Vietnam vet, while the other is a by-the-book family man with only two weeks until retirement. My point is that relationships usually have that balance, in order to forge a stronger bond, and to more effectively bring South African drug dealers to justice.

			But not my parents. If someone cut my dad off while he was driving, my mom didn’t offer a gentle pat on the shoulder and tell him not to lose his temper—she demanded that he follow the other driver home to “put the scare in him.” You may think I’m exaggerating. After one incident of road rage, I actually heard my mom mutter to my father, “Get ’em, Jack.”

			But there’s so much more to my mom than just childhood memories of her encouraging my father’s violent retribution upon others. She is actually—driving habits excepted—the kindest, most decent person I have ever known. Like so many mothers, she held the family together. Laurie McHale was tasked with keeping four clumsy males—my father, me, and my brothers—from getting killed. I can’t even keep track of the number of times she said things like, “Hey, maybe unplug that table saw before you climb on the roof, Jack,” or “I don’t like the looks of that slow cooker, resting uneasily on the lip of that full tub you’re about to step into, Chris,” or “Boys, take off those capes before you play near the wood chipper okay?”

			But my mom is not only nondumb—she is quietly brilliant. The kind of brilliance that sneaks up on you, after many decades of being preoccupied with boyhood things like roof climbs and playing on industrial farming equipment. She met my dad, in Rome, as a sweet, reserved Canadian girl. And like all Canucks, she was inherently intelligent and gullible. The intelligence stayed intact, but my dad’s all-American playful dishonesty* eventually chipped away at her gullibility.

			When you meet my parents,* you’ll see what I mean. You can’t get a straight, nonsarcastic answer out of my dad. When they were much younger, my parents were in Chicago, where my dad grew up. He gestured out at Lake Michigan and told my mom, “Hard to believe this was the site of one of the biggest naval battles of World War II, huh, Laurie?”

			My mom blinked out at the lake. “Really, Jack?”

			“Oh, sure—the Germans air-dropped hundreds of miniature submarines right here, into Lake Michigan.” Being young and Canadian, my mother believed him. My dad laughed, and once she realized she had been fooled, my mother—again, being young and Canadian—apologized profusely.

			My mom got used to these kinds of harmless flourishes and eventually came to appreciate them as part of my dad’s very strange personality. She would later become a newspaper editor, back when there were still newspapers, and I can’t help but think that her single-minded focus on factual accuracy is somehow informed by spending many years around my dad.

			So my parents have always been this unstoppable force—a two-headed beast of love and support that is always out there, scanning the horizon for a deal on radial tires or one of those industrial tubs of mayonnaise they sell at Costco. If you ever encounter them, please remember: Use your turn signal. Otherwise, they will follow you home.

			
			A HANDY CHECKLIST OF THINGS I INHERITED FROM MY PARENTS

			[image: ] above-average height, below-average width

			[image: ] love of the written word or some shit

			[image: ] thick, flowing, lustrous head of hair*

			[image: ] pretty good nipples

			[image: ] hopefully some of their real estate holdings

			[image: ] stupid, useless gallbladder

			[image: ] pick up dry cleaning

			[image: ] prehensile tail*

			[image: ] love of checklists
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