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garage. Back in the real world. And I need to get my 
butt ready for school.

About my bedroom in the garage…when I moved 
to Long Beach to live with my aunt and uncle, the 
only spare room in the house wasn’t actually in the 
house. This is why my clothes often smell like a 
Home Depot.

I call my aunt and uncle’s house Smileyville 
because when I first got here, nobody ever smiled. 
Not even the dog, Ol’ Smiler. He hadn’t wagged his 
tail in so long his butt was brittle.
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Something to do with him yanking the tops off too 
many Tokyo skyscrapers and munching on them 
like they were Nestlé Crunch bars. I think Godzilla 
ate a few subway sandwiches, too. The kind made 
out of real subway cars.
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Gilda laughs.
I smile.
Gilda has a really cool laugh. A whole room can 

be cracking up, but you’ll always hear her amazing 
giggle rippling through it all. It’s the kind of laugh 
that makes a kid want to keep on telling jokes for 
the rest of his life just so he can keep hearing it.

Yep. Gilda’s laugh is one of the reasons I want 
to be a stand-up comic more than anything in the 
world—even if I don’t exactly fit the job description.
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Ferrell, Ben Stiller, Jim Carrey, Chris Rock, and 
Kristin Wiig are up to at the multiplex. Also, any 
movie from Pixar. Toy Story 3 is my favorite, but 
Gilda thinks Wall-E and Ratatouille are the best.

“Man, that is so gross,” she says as the garbage 
truck dumps another load down its gullet. “What a 
great way to start the day.”

I wiggle my eyebrows. “Yes, I’ve had a perfectly 
wonderful morning. But this wasn’t it.”

Gilda laughs that laugh of hers. “That’s Groucho 
Marx, right?”

“Yep. One of the funniest comedians ever. I’ve 
seen all the Marx Brothers movies. The Three 
Stooges, too.”
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When I was in the hospital, recovering from my 
accident, the doctors and nurses kept telling me 
“Laughter is the best medicine.” (But let’s face it: 
If you have a splitting headache, two aspirin might 
work better than a one-liner.)
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“Uh-oh,” she says. “You know our perfectly 
wonderful morning?”

“Yeah?”
“It’s about to get a whole lot worse than 

Dumpster diving with Godzilla.…”
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Cha
pter 5

Bully for Me

Meet Stevie Kosgrov.
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one who can be funny? No, wait. You’re not funny. 
You’re just funny-looking.”
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“You always were a wuss, Grimm. Lucky for you, 
I’m too hungry to pound you for that little stunt. 
Now gimme your lunch money. Ever since you came 
to town, I don’t get as much breakfast as I used to.” 
He leans over me, giving me a full view of the food 
that got stuck in his teeth this morning.

Did you notice the oat gruel?
That’s right.
Stevie Kosgrov isn’t just a bully. He’s also 

Mr. and Mrs. Smiley’s son.
Which makes him my cousin.
Which means he lives in Smileyville, too.
Stevie Kosgrov is like my own personal 

convenience store of pain and misery.
He gets to torment me 24/7.
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For one thing, we’ve actually kissed. It was 
8:43 pm. On the Long Beach boardwalk. A balmy 
seventy-six degrees. Stars were twinkling overhead. 
Two seagulls and a hermit crab were witnesses.

Hey—you never forget the details of your first kiss.
Another reason Cool Girl is different? She says 
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Cool Girl’s books.
The ones I used to carry for her. (Well, she’d 

dump ’em in my lap and I’d roll along after her. I 
was like her personal library cart.)

“Hey, Suzie,” says the buff dude.
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Or, my new nickname, Fool Guy.
As in, I was a fool to think Cool Girl could ever 		

really like me.
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“If the Cincinnati Reds were really the first 
major-league baseball team, who did they play?”

The customer busts a gut, so I give him one of 
Carlin’s hippie dippie weather reports.

“The forecast for tonight is dark. Continued dark 
overnight, with widely scattered light by morning.”

The next customer up to the register is another 
regular, Mr. Burdzecki. He’s Russian and always 
wears a Cossack hat, even when the weather 
forecast is “hot” instead of “dark.” He loves jokes by 
Russian comics, but the only Russian funnyman I 
know is Yakov Smirnoff, who mostly performs at 
his own theater in Branson, Missouri, these days. 
Lucky for me, Mr. Burdzecki doesn’t mind a repeat 
every once in a while.
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‘You go up there and tell him off. Go on, I’ll hold 
your monkey for you.’”

Uncle Frankie nods and fishes a scorecard out 
from under the counter. He flashes it at me.

“Come on. Hit me again.”
“Okay,” I say, thinking I’m on a roll. “I went to 

buy some camouflage pants the other day, but I 
couldn’t find any.”
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Uncle Frankie groans. Winces a little. He holds 
up another scorecard.

He turns to one of the counter workers.
“J.J.? Take over the register. Me and Jamie need 

to hit the kitchen. We have some serious funny 
business to attend to.”
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I shrug. “Seriously. Wherever I go, I have fannies 
in my face. And you can imagine my delight when 
it’s Beanie Weenie day at the school cafeteria. There 
I am, cruising along, wishing my wheelchair was 
equipped with an optional gas mask…”

Uncle Frankie loses his yo-yo because he’s 
laughing so hard he has to hold his sides. I think he 
might roll off his pickle perch.

“Okay, okay. Enough! That’s the stuff. Give me 
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“He’s flunking ELA and health, too,” adds Mrs. 
Smiley. “But, well, we have to choose our battles.”

“Will you help Stephen, Jamie?” says Mrs. 
Smiley. “You’re doing so well in school.”

That’s because I do a few things Stevie never 
does, such as read, go to class, and study.
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Vince squeezes in between Gaynor and Pierce so 
he can tell us all how he’s “one hundred thousand 
times funnier” than I’ll ever be.

“I was going to enter that comedy contest you 
won,” he says, “but something came up. I think it 
was my lunch. Hey, speaking of lunch, did you hear 
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the turkey trots. Did you know that diarrhea is 
hereditary? It runs in your jeans.”

And with that, we all push back from the table. 
None of us are very interested in finishing our food, 
especially me, the guy who went with the sloppy 
joes.
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of the United States. Born in January 1800, he was 
named after a duck. No, I’m sorry. That was his 
brother Mallard Fillmore. Millard Fillmore was the 
last member of the Whig Party to ever hold the office 
of president. Probably because they all wore wigs.”

Fortunately, our teacher, Mr. Johnson, is cracking 
up. Quick note for all you would-be class clowns: 
Make sure your jokes are smart enough to tickle 
the teacher’s funny bone, too.

“I mean, can you imagine a big political 
convention with everybody wearing wigs like Lady 
Gaga? Fillmore started out as Zachary Taylor’s vice 
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president but took over after Taylor died because he 
drank a ton of cold milk and ate too many cherries 
at a Fourth of July celebration. All those cherries 
and milk gave Taylor gas. Really, really bad gas. Oh, 
by the way, today’s dessert in the cafeteria? Cherry 
pie. Served with lots and lots of milk.”

The whole class (except, of course, Vincent 
O’Neil) is laughing. So is Mr. Johnson.

“Yeah. History is funny. For instance, Millard 
Fillmore stopped Napoleon the Third from taking 
over Hawaii and making it French. Seriously. Can you 
imagine that? All those Hawaiians running around in 
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with my mission to win the Planet’s Funniest Kid 
Comic Contest . . . .

Now I know what jokes NOT to tell in Boston.
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 C
hapter 14

Weeping with the Weedwacker

It’s night.
I’m all alone.
There’s no one here to laugh at my jokes.
And my garage bedroom smells like wet concrete 

mixed with motor oil.
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Okay. Gilda Gold would care. So would Cool Girl. 
Maybe even Cool Guy.

But us regular guys? We think hot dogs are great 
anytime, anywhere, any way you want ’em topped.

Including extra rat droppings. You know—the 
green chunky stuff the umbrella cart man calls 
relish.
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now “a million times funnier” than me.
I have to give O’Neil credit. The guy is totally 

oblivious—even when he’s bombing. He’s like that 
Energizer Bunny. Even if no one is laughing, he 
keeps going and going and going.

He points to Pierce’s burger. “Hey, you know 
what they call a cow with no legs? Ground beef ! 
Get it? Because without any legs, it’s on the—”

“I got it, I got it.”
Gaynor tries to hide inside his hoodie.
“Hey, Joey.”
Too late.
“What color is a belch?”
“I don’t know, and, dude—I don’t really care.”



IEvenFunnier_HCtext1F1.indd  80� 9/10/13  2:29:26 PM

a Vampire and a Werewolf III opens this weekend. 
Wanna go?”

“Sure,” the three of us say in unison.
Gilda finally looks up. Smiles. “Great. It’s a date!”
Okay, I’ve heard of a double date with two guys 

and two girls, but three guys going out with one 
girl? Who’s gonna pay for the popcorn? Gaynor, 
Pierce, and I exchange nervous glances. Then they 
both nod in my general direction. I’ve been elected 
to speak for the team.

“Um, with whom?” I say.
“Huh?” says Gilda.
“You said, ‘It’s a date.’ We were kind of curious 

about with whom.”
“Oh,” says Gilda. “All three of you. I’ll meet you 

there at seven!”
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Me?
Well, Uncle Smiley doesn’t have much in the way 

of what you might call cologne. So I splashed on 
a little something in the kitchen. Yes, I smell like 
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note or whatever. Come on. The movie starts in like 
five minutes.”

And of course, by five minutes, Gaynor means 
fifteen, maybe twenty. Yes, the lights will dim 
in five, but then we get to watch behind-the-
scenes shorts that are really commercials for TV 
shows, and then movie trailers, which are, well, 
commercials for movies. Going to the movies is a 
lot like staying home and watching TV, except at 
the movies you can also get your eyeballs fried 
from the glow blasting out of an annoying texter’s 
smartphone.
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“Sit down!” someone shouts from the darkness.
“Who’s gonna make me?” Stevie shouts back, 

swinging the beam of his flashlight around the 
darkened auditorium, looking for his heckler.

And he finds me instead.
“Well, what do you know? It’s the Crip from 

Cornball and his nerdy little friends. These three 
guys are on a ‘date’ with Gilda Gold. The one girl 
blind, deaf, and dumb enough to go out with them.”

He grabs my popcorn bucket. I’ve only scarfed 
down about a pound, so there are maybe three 
pounds left in the tub. Stevie dumps it all on my 
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Zits rattles the coin can. “Please give to the Buy 
Jamie a New Diaper Fund!”

“Yeah,” adds Useless. “His future Depends on 
you!”

“And remember,” says Stevie. “We don’t take 
credit cards, but we do take shoes!”

You know those three cool things in a row I was 
just talking about?

This wipes them off the scoreboard completely.
We’re back at bummers ten, good times zero.
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and me the stink eye. We’re guilty by association. 
If we know someone who’s been summoned to the 
VP’s office, we must need a little time under the 
spanking machine ourselves.

There are all sorts of colorful characters lined 
up in the seats outside Mr. McCarthy’s door—a 
half dozen of Long Beach Middle School’s best and 
brightest, waiting their turn to see Mr. Sour Patch. 
Face it—you have to be pretty hard-core to end 
up in the vice principal’s waiting room before first 
period is even over.
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usually junk from three months ago full of scratch-
and-sniff perfume ads. This is why I always leave 
the dentist’s office smelling like mouthwash and 
somebody’s mother.

Finally, Gaynor, head hanging low, face redder than 
a stop sign, emerges from Mr. McCarthy’s office.

“Next?” the vice principal says to a goth girl in 
the chair closest to his Discipline Zone door.

As she shuffles into the interrogation room, 
Gaynor comes over to me and Pierce.
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 Ch
apter 22

Free Joey!

A fter school, we have a last-gasp Free Joey 
strategy meeting at Frankie’s Diner.
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 C

hapter 23

Calling All Gods!

That night, after tutoring Stevie with 
multiplication-table flash cards his little brother let 
us borrow, I’m about to crawl into bed. But I decide 
to say a prayer first.
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“Mr. McCarthy is inside,” she says. “Waiting.”
Gaynor, Pierce, and I march solemnly into the 

office.
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pulls up in his van and tells me he’s going to drive 
Gaynor into the city to see his mom.

“You knew about this all along?” I ask.
“No, kiddo. I only heard about it the other day. 

Some of Mrs. Gaynor’s pals were at the counter, 
talking about how sad it was to see somebody so 
young get so sick.”

“Oh. So that’s what you meant when you told 
Joey how sorry you were about his bad news.”
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fulfill your duties,’ maybe Joey could take your 
place onstage.”

We both think about that for a minute.

“Bad idea?” says Uncle Frankie.
“Terrible.”
We both start laughing, which makes me feel 

better, just like it always does.
I’m thinking I should go visit Mrs. Gaynor. Tell 

her a few jokes.
After all, laughter is the best medicine. And 

it won’t make you sick to your stomach, like 
chemotherapy does—unless Vincent O’Neil is the 
one telling the jokes.
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“I see.”
“I had my reasons for doing it, sir.…”
“Go on.”
“Well, my mom wasn’t home. She was in the 

hospital. And my lame-o dad is down in Florida 
acting like he doesn’t even have a son or a sick wife. 
I mean, uh, ex-wife. And we don’t have any other 
family living here in Long Beach, and, well, I was 
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“Okay.” Gaynor doesn’t look happy about it, but 
my guess is he’ll do his homework.

“So what’s ELA?” Frankie asks.
“What they used to call English,” I say.
“So why’d they change it to ELA?”
“Because…I guess it would be plain English to 

call it English. And if there’s one thing we learn in 
ELA…it’s how not to speak plain English.”

Frankie chuckles, and even Gaynor smiles. Not 
knowing the answer to a question is always a great 
opportunity to make a joke.

Gaynor and I share the spare bedroom in Uncle 
Frankie’s tiny apartment, which is in a five-story 
walk-up just down the block from the diner. 
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Fortunately for me, he lives on the first floor.
We’re both pretty beat, so the room gets quiet 

really fast. You can’t hear anything except the 
ocean crashing against the shore a block away. I’m 
drifting off to sleep when Gaynor whispers, “Thanks 
for everything, Jamie.”

“Well,” I say, “I didn’t really do anything except 
have a cool uncle. I hope I turn out to be as good a 
guy as Frankie when I grow up.”

“You’re already a great friend.”
“I’m not sure I’m all that great, but I am a friend 

with wheels. And don’t you forget it.”
Gaynor laughs. “I won’t.”
“Good. Because if you ever need me, I’ll be there 

faster than anybody else.”
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Learning how to handle a muscle car, like my 
classic 1967 Ford Mustang convertible!”

The three of us troop down the block to the diner, 
where Uncle Frankie’s cherry-red ride sits in the 
parking lot, gleaming in the sun. A pair of fuzzy 
dice dangle from the rearview mirror. His vanity 
plates read staaang, which I’m guessing is slang for 
Mustang.

“Joey,” says Uncle Frankie, “climb in the 
passenger seat.”

“Cool!” Gaynor hops in.
“Okay, Jamie. You too.”



134

loop. See, if you know how to cook your own food, 
you’ll be able to take care of yourselves, no matter 
what. Even if you’re on your own.”

I sometimes forget that Uncle Frankie used to be 
married.

I met his wife, Aunt Rose, a long time ago—
back when I was like three and my mom and dad 
and I came to Long Beach for summer vacation. 
I remember she wasn’t feeling very well that 
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“And now, gentlemen, we learn the most important 
lesson of all. We learn how to clean up our own 
messes.”

“Um, I’ve got homework,” I say.
“Yeah,” says Gaynor. “Me too.”
“I know,” says Uncle Frankie. “And this is it. Who 

wants to wash and who wants to dry?”
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thought that was cool and started going crazy all 
over him.

I think he’s hoping for a repeat in Boston.
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I’m about to whip out my notepad when I sense 
somebody standing behind me.

“Hey, Jamie! Wocka-wocka!”
Vincent O’Neil is in the hall, making like Fozzie 

Bear from the Muppets.

“Quick question, Jamester: Why did the Cyclops 
close his school?”



“You and me. Outside. We settle this once and for 
all.”

I am so confused. “Settle what?”
“Who’s the funniest kid at Long Beach Middle. 

This is a formal challenge to a duel that you cannot 
refuse unless you want me to tell everybody you’re 
too big a chicken to stand up for yourself !”

I grin. Vincent came pretty close to a decent joke 
there.

“So how’s this competition work?” I ask.
“We take turns telling jokes. The comic who gets 

the most laughs from the crowd wins.”
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I recognize both voices. Zits and Useless. Stevie 
Kosgrov’s very own goon squad.

They throw me off. I hesitate. Vincent jumps in.
“Hey, today the physics teacher told us that 

photons have mass. Really? I didn’t even know they 
were Catholic!”

“Now, that’s comedy!” shouts Stevie Kosgrov at 
the rear of the crowd. “Right?”

He glares. The crowd laughs.
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 C

hapter 32

Rafe What?
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shopping bags he has somehow crammed inside.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“The things I stole from all those lockers.”

“I’m going to put it all back, except the money. I 
kind of spent that at the movies. But Uncle Frankie 
lent me some cash to live on, and I’ll work until I 
earn enough to pay everyone back.”
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is a heckler shouting, “Who cares about your stupid 
friends or some girl’s stupid locker?”

If I read my horoscope, it’ll probably say, “Today 
is a good day to hide underneath your bed. You 
might also consider running away. We hear Mexico 
is nice this time of year.”

I feel like I’m surrounded by bad karma, which 
isn’t a heavy metal hair band from the ’80s. It’s a 
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me, he’s so right.
I totally tank in Boston.

I’m so bad, I half expect the audience to throw 
me into Boston Harbor with a bunch of tea bags. 
If Paul Revere were here, he’d be riding his horse 
up and down the streets, warning people: “Jamie 
Grimm stinks! Jamie Grimm stinks!”

Even Uncle Frankie deserts me.
He leaves halfway through my fifth knock-knock 

joke. I hear him saying, “Jamie Grimm? Never met 
the kid. He’s not my nephew, that’s for sure. And 
he’s definitely not staying in my spare bedroom. No, 
sir. Never again.”

I come in eleventh out of twelve.
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The kid in tenth place told his jokes in Farsi. 
Without a translator.

The only act I beat is a scruffy monkey from 
Maine who bugged out his eyes, clanged two 
cymbals together, and screeched, “You want some of 
me? You want some of me?”

When comedians flop, they call it dying onstage.
Right now, I just wish I could.
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 C

hapter 36

Never Let ’Em See You Sweat

I wake up, covered in flop sweat.
WHEW.
It was just a dream. Except for the sweat.
We’re talking Niagara Falls. And that’s just my 

forehead. My clothes cling to me like I’m a soggy 
shrink-wrapped sandwich.

Guess sleeping in my clothes to save time getting 
dressed in the morning wasn’t such a smart idea.
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whole family, including (unfortunately) Stevie.
“A few of your other fans might follow us, too.”
A few?
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When we pull into the diner parking lot, 
everybody is there to say good-bye, wish me good 
luck, or follow us up to Boston.
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Cool Guy, too. He has bed-head hair, with every 
spiky tip perfectly placed. I figure he spent hours in 
front of a mirror to look like he just woke up.
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bomber jacket and white T-shirt he wore in his first 
HBO special.

You’ve probably seen or heard Billy Creme 
in movies. Like that one where he’s the night 
watchman at an art museum where all the 
paintings come to life and he has that cream-pie 
fight with the ghost of Vincent van Gogh. Or that 
cartoon where he’s the voice of the octopus in the 
sunglasses whose catchphrase is “Let me lend you 
a hand, pal. I’ve got eight of ’em.”
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And then things get even worse.
I see her.
“Hey, Jamie!” she whispers.

It’s Judy Nazemetz. She was in the New York 
State contest with me and was very nice and 
extremely funny—sort of a Tina Fey Jr. She’s also 
the star of a new Disney Channel sitcom.

But somehow, in the New York State competition, 
I beat her.

Which leads me to wonder: What the heck is she 
doing here?
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“I just hope I don’t bomb.”
“You won’t,” I say.
We smile at each other for a couple of seconds.
Then she gives me a quick peck on the cheek. 

“Good luck out there, Jamie. Knock ’em dead.”
“Ditto!”
She bounds off. So now I have Little Willy and 

Judy, the girl with her own TV show, to worry 
about.

Maybe this is why I’m sweating so much.
And why I can’t remember a single punch line or 

setup.
This is not good.
Because Little Willy just finished up and the 

emcee is calling my name.
Stevie Kosgrov is about to have his fondest 

dream come true.
He’s about to see me die onstage.
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totally blinds you. The audience becomes a murky 
silhouette of bobbing heads. I can’t see Stevie in the 
front row. Or any of my friends. All I can sense is 
that there’s a beast out there, one that comics call 
the Audience. And it’s a beast I have to slay.

“Uh, hi. I’m Jamie Grimm.”
“Woo-hoo!” shouts Gilda, off in the darkness to 

my right. I recognize her voice. “Go, Jamie!”
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“Check this out,” I say, holding up a handicapped-
parking placard.

“I mean, how does that skinny little pencil neck 
even support the guy’s bowling ball head? Actually, 
he looks like one of the little pinhead people you 
stick in your plastic car when you play the Game of 
Life. Except his arms come out of his stomach. How 
handicapped is this dude? And how do we really 
know it’s not a sign designating parking for people 
squatting on beanbag chairs?”

Since they’re still chuckling, I take the crowd 
on a guided tour of what’s inside the hidden world 
of the handicapped bathroom. “You roll in, a lady 
offers you hand towels, a guy hands you breath 
mints. There’s also a Jacuzzi, free snacks, and much 
fluffier toilet paper.”

Then I do another bit I’ve done before about 
what the world looks like from my point of view.
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Maine who actually dressed up like a monkey with 
cymbals and told insult jokes.

Fortunately, Monkey Boy came in seventh.
And I came in sixth.
Which means I barely squeaked my way into the 

second round.
Judy Nazemetz and Little Willy?
They were number one and number two.
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powers for good instead of evil. That leads me to a 
tangent about other out-of-work movie monsters.

King Kong gets a job washing skyscraper 
windows.

“He licks the Empire State Building clean in like 
two minutes flat. Buffs the windows with his fur. 
Gives it a good coat of gorilla wax.”
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For whatever reason, I roll onstage. 
The spotlight swings over to me.

“Um, wouldn’t that just be an M?” I shrug. “Just 
saying.”

And I roll offstage.
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First the audience cracks up. Then they start to 
chant.

“Jay-mee, Jay-mee!”
I can hear Gilda leading the cheer. And Gaynor 

and Pierce and Uncle Frankie and Aunt Smiley 
and…

No.
Stevie Kosgrov?
“Jay-mee!”
Yep. That’s him.
“Our decision is final,” says the head judge in a 

dull drone, like he just woke up. When he stands, I 
recognize the curly tangle of wispy hair under his 
baseball cap.
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“Oh, I always knew Jamie Grimm was destined 
for greatness,” the principal says into a reporter’s 
microphone. “I figured he’d be famous long before 
he left Long Beach Middle School.”

Really? Wow.
Now Mrs. Kressin, the drama club adviser, who’s 

a little flaky and dresses like she might be an elf on 
weekends, comes up to me.

“Be not afraid of greatness, James,” she says 
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very, well, dramatically. “Some are born great, 
some achieve greatness, and some have greatness 
thrust upon them whilst in the Athens of America 
treading the boards.”

“Huh?” I say.
“Don’t worry, I speak Shakespeare,” says 

geekmeister Pierce, stepping in to translate. “Mrs. 
Kressin just said you’re awesome because of what 
you did up in Boston.”

“Oh. Thanks!”
I pump Mrs. Kressin’s hand. She curtsies. I guess 

that’s what an elfin princess would do.
A lot of the teachers want to tell me their 

favorite jokes. To be honest, I don’t write any of 
them down in my notebook.
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And finally, for the first time ever, our whole 
table actually cracks up because of something 
Vincent O’Neil said.
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Boston on Saturday. But Ethan didn’t want to miss 
that picklefest in Brooklyn.”

“Wow,” I say. “I can’t believe Cool Girl and Cool 
Guy broke up.”

“Who’re these cool people?”
“That’s what I call Suzie and Ethan.” I tap my 

head. “In my mind.”
“Oh.” A queasy frown wiggles across Gilda’s face. 

“You think she’s cool?”
“I guess. Yeah. I mean, the way she acts. The way 

she looks. The way—”
“Okay, okay. I get it. She’s Cool Girl.”
And I’m Dumb Boy. I’ve hurt Gilda’s feelings.
“You’re cool, too,” I say, without thinking.
(Note to self: Next time, think.)
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Before I can explain, Gilda turns away.
“This is my corner. Have a great night, Jamie. 

Congratulations on being the most famous person 
to ever go to Long Beach Middle School.”

And she basically runs away.
Girls. They make being a guy very, very difficult. 

Sort of like being on the bomb squad. Do I snip the 
red wire or the blue wire or just wait and see what 
blows up in my face next?

I decide to take a little detour and head over to 
the boardwalk to think about how I can fix things 
up with Gilda, who really is a great girl friend—as 
in, a friend who is also a girl.

But then I see her.
Cool Girl. Sitting all by herself on what I like to 

call our kissing bench.
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sit around a table and point at charts. They’re 
saying super-serious stuff about fast-food joints, 
which they call QSRs. It stands for Quick Service 
Restaurants…or Quality Sure Reeks. One of those.

In another room, creative people in blue jeans 
and lumberjack shirts are presenting a storyboard 
(they told me it’s kind of like a comic strip that 
shows what a TV commercial might look like) to 
several people in suits.

The people in suits are frowning.
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Anyway, I’m glad Gilda is in my corner. She’s a 
pretty good critic and coach.

“Okay,” Gilda says one day after school, “let’s look 
at what Letterman and Leno do.”

“Well, they usually come out and do a monologue 
of jokes at the start of their shows.”

“Exactly. And what’s the monologue about?”
“I dunno. Stuff. Whatever happened that day.”
Gilda touches a finger to her nose. “Bingo. 

Current events.” She pulls a newspaper out of her 



MODEL WEARS MOST 
UNFLATTERING DRESS EVER 
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His yo-yo stops spinning. Just kind of droops 
sadly on its string.

“This is bad, Jamie.”
“I know. But, well, I’ve been focusing on my act 

and—”
“You should’ve been focusing on your schoolwork, 

too. They call that multitasking. Like flipping 
burgers while looping-the-loop. To make it in this 
world, kiddo, you’ve got to be able to handle more 
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that’s the extra stuff. The gravy.”
“But comedy is my life.”
“I know. And when you have a dream, you should 

chase after it with everything you’ve got. But, and 
this is a very big but…”

(I would’ve laughed at that very big but except 
I’m not supposed to be thinking about comedy or 
butt jokes until my grades improve.)
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to drag him across the finish line from an F to 
maybe a C- or a D+.

Stevie does not wish to be dragged. In fact, he is 
still threatening me with serious bodily harm.

“Don’t even think about making me think, 
Grimm. It hurts my head.”
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I try to explain to Stevie that his brain is like 
any other muscle. “Sure, it’ll be sore when you use 
it for the first time. But the more you work with it, 
the less pain you’ll feel.”

And then Stevie explains all the pain he is 
planning to inflict on my head. With his fists.
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“Hey,” she says when she hears my wheels 
squeaking up beside her. (Note to self: WD-40 the 
axles soon.)

“Hi,” I say. “How’s it going?”
“Not bad. How about you?”
I shrug. “I dunno. My head is so full of history 

and math I think it might explode.”
“Like in a cartoon?”
“Yeah. BOOM! There goes the Mason-Dixon Line 

dividing the middle colonies from the Southern 
colonies. POW! I no longer know the difference 
between an isosceles trapezoid and a rhombus.”

“Rhombus is a funny-sounding word,” says 
Cool Girl.
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“I agree. Just being friends is totally cool.”
And then Cool Girl reaches over to take my hand.
“Is this what friends do?” I ask.
“Sometimes,” says Cool Girl.
“And then do they kiss?”
“No. At least not tonight.”
Yes, life can sure be confusing. But hopefully 

it will never get any crazier than middle school, 
which, in my opinion, has got to be the craziest time 
in anybody’s life.
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how it feels, because we’re having so much fun.
“Come on, Jamie,” Uncle Frankie says when a 

group called the Chords starts crooning a doo-wop 
classic. “Sing along with me!”

Easier said than done.
Frankie starts out. “Hey nonny ding dong, alang 

alang alang, boom ba-doh, ba-doo ba-doodle-ay…”
Yes, those are the real lyrics.
“Do the sh-booms!” Frankie cries out. And he 
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The heart doctor reappears while we’re in the 
middle of our giggle fit and says, “I guess you 
already heard the good news.”

“No,” says Aunt Smiley.
“What’s up, Doc?” asks Uncle Smiley.
“Mr. Grimm is going to be okay. He’ll need to take 

it easy for a while, of course. Stick close to home 
and lay off the fatty foods. But he’s going to be 
okay.”

And then the doctor starts giggling.
Because all of us are hugging him, and group 

hugs kind of tickle.
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the restaurant running and keeping up with their 
regular lives and jobs. Even Ol’ Smiler is busy. 
Someone has to clean up the food people drop on 
the floor.

The only thing Mr. and Mrs. Smiley aren’t doing 
very much of these days is sleeping. And I have to 
say, I am impressed.

They’re actually pretty cool.
Well, maybe cool isn’t exactly the right word. 

They’re solid. Dependable. Hardworking.
And I’m counting on them to let me go to Vegas 

on my own.
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in at the diner, the restaurant will most likely 
go out of business while Frankie’s stuck at home 
recuperating.

“Hey,” I say, “maybe they’ll do the comedy contest 
again next year.”

Aunt Smiley sniffles back her tears. “You’re right, 
Jamie. Maybe they will. That’d be great. And you’d 
win, Jamie. I know you would.”
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reconsider the error of your ways.
“Frankie’s watching it at home,” says Mrs. 

Smiley, gesturing with her cell phone. “Says none of 
these kids will be half as funny as Jamie Grimm!”

The whole diner erupts with applause.
“Jay-mee! Jay-mee! Jay-mee!”
I soak it up for a few seconds because it feels great. 

But then I see Ray Romano come on the screen.
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“Hey!” says Vincent. “He stole that doctor joke 
from me!”

When Little Willy is done (as in burnt toast), Ray 
Romano comes back onstage holding an envelope. 
He is ready to announce the “eight comedians 
moving on to Hollywood” for the finals.

But first, the offscreen announcer has to tell us 
how the kids heading out to Los Angeles will be the 
stars of a one-week reality TV show.

“Our Planet’s Funniest Kid Comic camera crews 
will follow our nine finalists around Tinseltown as 
they prepare for the biggest performances of their 
young lives!”
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I’d also like to maybe, someday, have a chance to 
walk again.

And I thought being on TV, maybe landing a 
talent agent and booking a couple of paying gigs, 
might give me a shot at the walking thing, too. 
Let’s face it—operations and medical miracles cost 
money.

Well, anyway…
Zero out of two isn’t so bad, right?
And I’m sorry my story has such a lousy ending.
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excitement. She gets this way whenever she has 
one of her “amazingly awesome” ideas.

“We’ll stage it in the hallway. We can borrow that 
cordless microphone from the chorus room. Pierce 
can rig it up to an amplifier. That’s all you need, 
right?”

“Well, sometimes there’s a spotlight….”
“The drama club adviser is a pal. She’ll let us 

borrow it. We’re good to go.”
“Mrs. Kressin? Seriously?”
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smartphone. I can’t believe the size of the crowd. 
Even the school bus drivers have come inside to 
catch my act.

This may be my biggest audience ever.
“Wow,” says Vincent O’Neil when he sees the 

packed hallway. “It’s every comedian’s dream come 
true. Someday I hope I can perform for a crowd this 
size.”
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right? Grim. Which, of course, means gloomy, grisly, 
and grumpy—put it all together and you end up 
with a group of very sad dwarves. Snow White 
would’ve had a real blast if she’d ended up in our 
hollow tree.”

I move into some school-related material.
“Just finished cramming for my semester exams.” 

I get a round of recognition applause. Everybody in 
the hallway was in the same boat.

“I am sooooo glad all that useless information is 
finally out of my brain. What happened in 1853? I 
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every day. Usually on my way to and from school. 
Seriously. You know those blinking lights on every 
corner? I never, ever walk when they tell me to.”

More laughs as I take off on a riff about the big 
red hand and the sideways-walking man.

“He looks like a guy escaping from a Lite Brite 
board. ‘Sorry. Gotta go.’ He just cocks his LED arms 
and hikes off. ‘Enjoy the go, sir.’ Man. He makes it 
look so easy. I wish I could do that.”

I flex my hands so everybody can see my leather 
driving gloves.

“You’re probably wondering why dudes in 
wheelchairs sometimes wear racing gloves. Is it 
to protect our sensitive hands from the rough tire 
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hand or pat me on the back or tell me what the 
funniest thing I said was.

Vincent O’Neil is one of the first in line to 
congratulate me.

“Thanks again for letting me go on, too!” he says.
“Hey, you were funny.”
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I turn to Gilda. “How soon can you upload your 
video to YouTube?”

“How about now? Why?”
“Laughter is the best medicine, remember?”
Gilda smiles. “Give me like an hour. It’s a big file.”
Gilda and Pierce hurry off to the computer lab. 

Gaynor heads for home.
Me? Well, I just hope Mrs. Gaynor likes jokes 

about Millard Fillmore, doo-wop music, and bears 
pooping in a bathroom instead of the woods.

Because, as I learned the hard way, laughing can 
make you feel great even when you don’t.
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Uh-oh. This could be urgent.
I reach over and undo the lock. Yank it open.
“What’s up?” I say. “Is everybody okay?”
“You tell us,” says Mr. Smiley.
That’s when Mrs. Smiley hands me an envelope.
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“Nobody sends certificates of participation in an 
overnight FedEx envelope. That’s what the regular 
mail is for!”

“Open it, hon,” urges Aunt Smiley.
So I do.
Very, very slowly. It’s like I can’t get my fingers 

to work.
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Saturday afternoon. Goes on air at eight that night. 
They say we’re supposed to call the production 
office ASAP to arrange air travel and hotel 
accommodations for me and ‘my family.’ ”

“Woo-hoo!” says Mr. Smiley. “We’re your family!”
“Where’s this show being taped?” asks Mrs. Smiley.
“Uh, let’s see. Las Vegas. The Laugh Factory! 

Just like the first semifinals!”
My aunt leans down and gives me a humongous 

hug. “I’m so happy for you, Jamie. I prayed and 
prayed that someday you’d have another chance to 
make your dreams come true.”

“I’m happy, too,” says Uncle Smiley. “I’ve always 
wanted to visit Las Vegas.”
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the Brooklyn championship. Maybe it’ll bring you 
luck, too.”

That yo-yo is in my pocket on the plane. It’ll be 
in my pocket the whole time I’m in Vegas.

For me, this Judges’ Picks Wild Card Show is like 
the Super Bowl, American Idol, The Voice, America’s 
Got Talent, and Dancing with the Stars all wrapped 
up into one.

Well, maybe not Dancing with the Stars.
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Stevie? His favorite stop is M&M’s World, where 
the walls are lined with clear plastic bins filled with 
every color M&M imaginable. Stevie doesn’t use a 
plastic bag to load up. He just positions his mouth 
near the chutes at the bottom of the silos and opens 
wide.

Yes, Las Vegas is hysterical. Unbelievably funny.
I just hope people here say the same thing about 

me when I roll offstage.
Tomorrow!
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(Yes, “identify six national parks” was one of the 
questions on my recent geography exam.)

My knees twitch in an involuntary spasm that 
makes my shoes chatter against my wheelchair 
footplates. It sounds like I’m tap-dancing.
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But the winner won’t be announced until tonight, 
when the show’s on TV. I guess the judges want to 
play back the performances. See how we look on 
camera, not just in person at the comedy club.

So I’ll find out if I won at the same moment the 
rest of America hears about it.
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A stubby kid in a baggy suit and loose tie comes 
out to do a junior Rodney Dangerfield routine. His 
catchphrase is “I tell ya, folks—it’s tough being a kid,” 
and he is hysterical. I crack up when he talks about 
his mother licking wads of Kleenex that have been in 
her purse “since the Nixon administration” to wipe a 
peanut butter smudge off his face. “In the cafeteria. At 
school. I tell ya, folks—it’s tough being a kid.”

Finally, Cheesehead comes on. But I don’t hear a 
word he says because I know I’ll be the next comic 
behind the microphone.

On national TV!
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We still don’t know.
Ray Romano pulls a Ryan Seacrest and says the 

winner is…going to be announced…right after the 
break.
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“Awesome,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. 
“Because I think hugging and kissing and junk can 
totally ruin a friendship.”

“Yep,” says Gilda. “It sure can.”
And then she kisses me.
On the lips.
It’s very soft and very sweet—with a hint of 

strawberry.
I kind of like it.
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