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By MICHAEL GOLDBERGER
film critic

With Chris Rock’s “Top Five,”
about a revelatory day in the life of
a famous comedian/film star, I ex-
pected funny, but got much better.
More or less autobiographical, it’s
the classic Pagliacci tale
contemporized, about the clown
laughing on the outside, crying on
the inside, just busting to be taken
seriously. Approaching his 50th
birthday, Mr. Rock turns this leaf at
about the same time in his career
that Woody Allen added the darker
yin to his zany yang…apprising us
of the headier, more weighty as-
pects of his ruminations.

 Here, he is Andre Allen, for-
merly of the New York City projects,
and now a rich movie star on final
approach to the celebrity wedding
of the year. Scheduled to be broad-
cast around the globe, it will link
him to reality-TV luminary Erica
Long, a fame-seeker personified
played by Gabrielle Union. You’d
think he’d be happy. But alas,
though there is trouble in paradise,
serendipitously arriving to get to
the bottom of said rub is Rosario
Dawson’s Chelsea Brown, a single
mom and struggling reporter with
some heavy baggage of her own.

 Yeah, you can figure out where
this is headed. But that’s OK be-
cause the going is good. Mr. Rock,
who wrote, directed and then
plopped himself into the center of
his candid divulgences, peppers the
road to a bevy of life-affirming
epiphanies with scads of humorous
commentary along the way.

We tune in just in time to witness
the fallout resulting from Andre’s
just released, would-be piècede
résistance, “Uprize,” a graphic, no
holds-barred chronicling of the Hai-
tian slave rebellion. So far, the box
office is not so good. The general
buzz and upshot? ‘We liked you
better when you were funny.’ But,
just like Joel McCrea’s John L.
Sullivan, comic filmmaker
extraordinaire in Preston Sturges’s
masterful “Sullivan’s Travels”
(1941), he wants to be appreciated
for his humanitarian insight and
kinship with his fellow man.

 However, there is no time to
dwell and stew, at least not without
also negotiating the whirlwind of
hoops and barrels a headliner must
slip through on a daily basis. The
feverish time management, skill-
fully depicted via astute direction
and editing, allows Mr. Rock to
visit his protagonist’s past and
present in quick-spinning, Lazy
Susan style, with Miss Dawson’s
splendidly etched, pretty observer
in tow to serve as tacit moral center.

The recurring theme, a demand
harped upon ad nauseam by both
Andre and Chelsea as they navigate
NYC and attempt to also find ran-
dom oases from their chosen rat
races, is honesty, a commodity com-
plexly subject to each character’s
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sliding scale of just what the truth
is. Especially funny and telling
about the rags-to-riches experience
is a visit to the old neighborhood
where those who knew Andre when,
unabashedly and with love-jealousy
embellishment, delight in exposing
their native son. Of course every-
one says they were funnier. Tracy
Morgan is a hoot.

Meanwhile, back in Tinseltown,
Erica is taking care of all the wed-
ding arrangements, her every deci-
sion from caterer to place settings
being tweeted for mass consump-
tion. Andre, obviously masking his
chagrin, has nothing to say about
it…after all, “weddings are for
women.” But journalist Chelsea
questions the passivity. “Ok, Ok,”
Andre concedes…Erica helped the
recovering alcoholic get clean. A
flashback showing him at his nadir
while in Houston for a gig features
Cedric the Entertainer in a riotous
stint that is at once calamitously
and tragically funny.

There is plenty of humor through-
out the mini-biography, though
rarely freestanding and simply to
get a laugh. “Top Five” is first about
the human condition, the contex-
tual drollery emanating from its
observations. This entails a
scattershot treatment of just about
anything under the sun, but with
special attention paid to race rela-
tions and the war between the sexes.

 Plus, there is a fulfilling of that
long-established tradition when
one’s funny business goes Holly-
wood. Like Jack Benny, Phil Sil-
vers, Red Skelton and other top
bananas who have memorialized
their talent on the silver screen,
Chris Rock assumes his place as
our alter-everyman. Traversing
life’s travails, he is the comedian as
Houdini, extricating himself from
the crucible in which the plot has
placed him by virtue of his wit. Of
course he is likeable. But above all,
as purveyor of those sensitive is-
sues that need a good, cathartic
airing, he is trustworthy.

 A superb cast of supporting play-
ers supplies filigree for the charac-
ter sketch. Particularly informing
is the bond Andre shares with Silk,
his childhood pal-turned-body-
guard/personal manager, excel-
lently exacted by J.B. Smoove.
Symbolic of the love and friend-
ship necessary to making sure fame
doesn’t consume those talented
folk lucky enough to attain it, the
chemistry movingly speaks of re-
lationships. It’s this sort of insight
that, despite the plot’s comfort-
able predictability, should put “Top
Five” high upon your movie going
list.

***
 “Top Five,” rated R, is a

Paramount Pictures release di-
rected by Chris Rock and stars
Chris Rock, Rosario Dawson
and J.B. Smoove. Running time:
102 minutes.

Dem Package to Reform
Expungement Laws Passes

Lastly, the bill would require the
courts to order the expungement of
all records and information pertain-
ing to an arrest or charge at the time
of the dismissal, acquittal or dis-
charge. The bill would set forth cer-
tain procedural requirements for a
grant of automatic expungement and
no fee would be charged. When an
expungement of an arrest or charge
not resulting in conviction is not or-
dered by the court, the individual
would be allowed, at any time fol-
lowing the disposition of the pro-
ceedings, to petition the courts for an
expungement. The bill would provide
that an expungement related to dis-
missal, acquittal or discharge would
not bar any future expungement.

“The lingering effects of a criminal
record can make the difference be-
tween successful reintegration and
reentry. These individuals went
through the judicial process and were
absolved,” Asw. Quijano said. “The
sooner their records are expunged, the
sooner they can get back to normal.”

The second bill (A-1815) would
establish the “Expungement Study
Commission.” The commission
would be tasked with studying
whether expungement of convictions
should be automatic, without the ne-
cessity for a petition to the state Su-
perior Court, and whether the
expungement of multiple offenses
should be allowed, as well as any
other related expungement issues.

The commission would include as
part of its study an examination of the
impact of a criminal conviction on
various aspects of life for a convicted
persons including, but not limited to,
employment, licensing, housing and
education. The commission would
be required to submit a final report
within 18 months after organizing to
the governor and the Legislature. The
commission would expire on the 30th
day after the final report is issued.

The bill (A-206-471-1663-2879-
3060-3108) was approved 71-3-1,
and the bill (A-1815) was approved
68-0-0. Both bills now await further
consideration by the state Senate.

State Senate Passes Kean’s
Jobs Bill To Foster Innovation

TRENTON — The state Senate
has unanimously passed legislation
sponsored by Senate Minority
Leader Tom Kean, Jr. (R-21st,
Westfield) to create a post-doctoral
fellowship program that would en-
hance cutting-edge industrial re-
search and development in New Jer-
sey.

More specifically, the bill, S-2442,
would use existing, underutilized
funds to create a fellowship pro-
gram to attract the next generation
of innovators to New Jersey, helping
to develop an innovative ecosystem
and creative network.

“This bill will help make New
Jersey a beacon for innovation, tech-
nological ingenuity and development
opportunities,” Sen. Kean said. “It
will create greater opportunities for
the workforce, develop this state’s
future workforce pipeline and open
new avenues for success with a top-
notch innovation network. New Jer-
sey needs all of these things to be a
true economic force once again, and
I am confident that our Assembly
colleagues will recognize this and
pass the bill to Governor Christie.”

S-2442 is among several “Foster-
ing Innovation” bills announced by

Senator Kean during a recent tour of
one of New Jersey’s key innovation
engines, Bell Labs. It quickly gar-
nered bipartisan sponsorship from
Senate Democrat Budget Commit-
tee Chairman Paul Sarlo (D-36th,
Wood-Ridge).

Senator Kean’s “Fostering Inno-
vation” event marked the beginning
of Senate Republicans’ statewide
rollout of a new six-tiered job cre-
ation and economic growth pack-
age, which the GOP said would not
cost taxpayers extra money and
should attract more bipartisan spon-
sors and support.

Earlier this month, Senator Re-
publican Leader Diane Allen (D-
7th, Burlington) held the second
rollout event at Burlington County
Institute of Technology, during
which she unveiled “Developing
New Jersey’s Workforce” bills. On
January 6, 2015, Senator Joe
Pennacchio (R-26th, Montville) will
be touring Honeywell and rolling
out the “Lowering Excessive Costs”
bills within the new jobs package.

The aforementioned jobs pack-
age supplements Senate Republican
Solutions to Make New Jersey the
Place to Be.

Bill to Make College More
Affordable for Vets Passes

TRENTON – Legislation spon-
sored by Assemblyman Jay Webber
(R-26th, Parsippany) that would help
make college affordable for military
veterans and their families has been
approved by the General Assembly.
Entitled the “New Jersey Tuition
Equality for America’s Military
(NJTEAM) Act,” the bill (A-3967)
allows all veterans and their children
to pay in-state tuition to attend a
public college or university in New
Jersey.

“After honorably serving in the
military, many veterans find them-
selves returning to college in a search
for rewarding careers,” Asm. Webber
said. “Offering in-state rates at our
high-quality state schools to these
patriots can help make their future
goals more affordable, and gives us a
chance to honor them for their ser-
vice.”

Currently, Rowan University in
Glassboro and Richard Stockton
College in Galloway Township ex-
tend in-state tuition rates to all veter-
ans.

“We want these brave men and
women to make New Jersey home.
They have contributed greatly to de-

fending our country, and making col-
lege more accessible will help them
reach their potential in civilian life,”
Asm. Webber said.

The NJTEAM Act was prompted
by Asm. Webber’s comments dur-
ing the Assembly debate on a bill
(A-4225) that allows undocumented
students to pay in-state tuition rates
to attend public colleges in New
Jersey. In the Budget Committee
and on the floor of the Assembly in
December 2013, Asm. Webber
pointed out that A-4225 would pro-
vide better treatment for the chil-
dren of undocumented immigrants
than American military veterans and
their children who, as citizens of
other states, do not qualify for in-
state rates at Rutgers and other pub-
lic institutions.

Only a month after Asm. Webber’s
public comments, the Senate version
of the NJTEAM Act was introduced.

“As a primary sponsor of the
NJTEAM Act and its predecessor
(A-2622) since the day it was intro-
duced on February 20 of this year, I
am proud and pleased to see it take
another step toward becoming law,”
Asm. Webber said.

Bill to Require
Generators

In Apt. Blds. Passes
TRENTON – Legislation spon-

sored by Assembly Democrats to
ensure that residents of multiple-unit
housing facilities have access to
power during emergencies was ap-
proved 47-20-6 by the full Assembly
on Thursday.

The bill, A-864, would require
newly-constructed multiple dwell-
ings with 25 or more residential units
to install standby generators to pro-
vide electricity during an emergency.
The generators would be reserved for
emergency use when needed to pro-
tect the general health, safety and
welfare of residents during a contin-
ued power outage.

Under the bill, the generator must
at least have the ability to provide
electricity to a common use area for
the operation of medical equipment
including, but not limited to, portable
oxygen units and motorized wheel-
chairs. The emergency generators
would be checked weekly, tested
under load monthly and serviced by
the manager or operator of the units.

The measure now heads to the Sen-
ate for consideration.

Bill to Boost UEZs
OK’d by Assembly

TRENTON – Legislation to restore a
portion of sales tax revenue to munici-
palities with Urban Enterprise Zones to
spur urban economic development and
create jobs has been approved, 46-19,
by the General Assembly.

The bill (A-3952) would require
that, as of July 1, 30 percent of the
reduced rate sales tax revenues col-
lected by qualified businesses in ur-
ban enterprise zones (UEZs) be de-
posited to the accounts held in the
Enterprise Zone Assistance Fund in
the name of the respective municipali-
ties having UEZs. The remaining 70
percent of those revenues would be
deposited in the state’s general fund.

The bill’s sponsors said the change
would help urban areas compete for
shoppers, attract new businesses and
prosper economically.“The Urban
Enterprise Zone initiative is one of
our state’s most powerful economic
drivers and this legislation would be
a strong step toward once again rev-
ving the program up and helping our
urban areas be more competitive,”
said Assembly Vincent Prieto (D-
32nd, Secaucus), who represents UEZ
communities Guttenberg, Kearny,
North Bergen and West New York
and is one of the bill’s sponsors. “Our
urban areas cannot succeed economi-
cally if we do not provide the proper
investments into them, and the UEZ
program is the single best way we can
help these cities and their residents
and businesses prosper.”

“The UEZ program is a proven
winner, but we can make it better,”
said Annette Quijano (D-20th,
Union), who represent UEZ munici-
palities Elizabeth, Hillside and

Roselle and is another of the bill’s
sponsors. “With these simple, com-
mon sense changes, we’ll be doing
more to boost economic develop-
ment and create jobs in the places that
need it most.”

Created in the early 1980s, the UEZ
program reduces sales tax in partici-
pating businesses within the state’s 37
zones to 3.5 percent while also includ-
ing several incentives designed to pro-
mote hiring and investment in urban
communities. Originally the program
also sent sales tax revenue back to the
municipalities to pay for needed ser-
vices such as police presence and pub-
lic works, as well as marketing, pro-
motional and support services for busi-
nesses and other beneficial items.
However, that aspect of the program
was removed in the 2011 state budget,
leaving only the reduced sales tax.

This bill would restore roughly a
third of the original sales tax revenue
to the municipalities – a total of $27
million in direct state investment in
the UEZ program – while also pre-
serving the 3.5 percent sales tax rate.

The bill includes safeguards to en-
sure that the sales tax revenue is spent
only on approved measures, and mu-
nicipalities would have to justify ex-
penditures to the Department of Com-
munity Affairs. The funding would
provide direct property tax relief to
these municipalities by funding items
such as police presence in UEZs and
landscaping and maintenance costs to
beautify shopping areas, making them
more attractive to consumers, accord-
ing to a press release from the Assem-
bly Majority Office. The bill will now
be referred to the state Senate.

Carroll Calls MVC Surcharge
Program a Farce and Costly
TRENTON – Assemblyman

Michael Patrick Carroll (R-25th,
Morris Plains) has blasted Demo-
crat-sponsored legislation (A-222)
that would require the Motor Ve-
hicle Commission (MVC) to admin-
ister a monthly payment plan in or-
der for motorists to pay surcharges
on installments. The surcharge
would be paid off over four years for
surcharges under $2,300 and six
years if exceeding that amount. The
bill is estimated to cost $33 million
in lost revenue due to the excessive
length of the payback time frame.

“All the money from these sur-
charges goes to pay off Economic
Development Authority bonds,” Asm.
Carroll said. “This securitization
scheme was commenced under Gov-
ernor Jim McGreevey and it is a statu-
tory authorization. Republicans voted
against it and there was Democrat
support.

“These bonds are used for de-
velopment projects in our state,”
Asm. Carroll explained. “If the
state faces default on these finan-
cial instruments, we would then be
forced to dip into general revenues.
If we do that, we would we be
violating the constitutional pro-
scription on borrowing without
voter approval.

“As I understand the scenario,
Governor McGreevey and the Demo-
crats wanted to use future MVC fines

and surcharges to spend money that
we don’t have by selling bonds, and,
now, want us to default or pay from
taxpayer funds, despite not going to
the electorate to secure approval of
the borrowing.”

MAIL FOR HEROES...Since early December, Pingry has been participating in
the Red Cross Holiday Mail for Heroes program, for which K-5 students sign
holiday and Christmas cards that will be sent to members of our armed forces on
active duty and to our veterans in Veterans hospitals. As part of the program
Lower School students in Kerry MacIntosh's third-grade class on the Short Hills
Campus write cards of thanks, encouragement, and holiday cheer to be sent to
members of the U.S. Armed Forces serving overseas and distributed to veterans
in New Jersey.

ALL ABOARD...Kindergarten students at Lincoln School in Westfield recently
celebrated the holiday season with an imaginative ride on The Polar Express. The
class enjoyed reading this popular book, wearing their wintery pajamas with
train tickets in hand. Donning train conductor hats in Mrs. Surace’s kindergar-
ten class are from left: Reese Leavitt, Anthony Narciso and Gavin Martin.

Probitas Verus Honos

TRENTON – A two-bill legisla-
tive package sponsored by Assembly
Democrats, including Jerry Green (D-
22nd, Plainfield), and Annette
Quijano (D-20th, Elizabeth), to re-
form New Jersey’s expungement laws
has been approved by the General
Assembly.

The first bill (A-206-471-1663-
2879-3060-3108) would reduce the
statutory waiting period for an
expungement from 10 years to five
years from the date of the person’s
last conviction, payment of fine, sat-
isfactory completion of probation or
parole, or release from incarceration,
whichever is later, in the case of an
indictable offense. In the case of a
disorderly persons or petty disorderly
persons offense, the waiting period
would be reduced from five years to
three years.

“Expungement offers an incentive
against recidivism. It gives people
who currently have little chance of
finding legal employment the oppor-
tunity to leave past mistakes behind
them, find a job and be productive,”
Asm. Green said. “The fact of the
matter is, the system is working
against those individuals who have
served their time and want to change
and do better.”

The bill would also grant auto-
matic expungement of the records of
a criminal conviction to certain per-
sons who have completed a sentence
to a term of special probation, com-
monly referred to as drug court. The
court would be permitted to order the
expungement of all records and in-
formation relating to all prior crimi-
nal arrests, detention, convictions and
proceedings, provided the person
satisfactorily completed a substance
abuse treatment program as ordered
by the court and was not convicted of
any crime, or adjudged a disorderly
person or petty disorderly person,
during the term of special probation.
An individual would not be eligible
for automatic expungement if the
records include a conviction for any
offense barred from expungement
under current law.
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