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liding Readfirst down a vagina with no clothes on and landing

in the freshly shaven crotch of a screaming woman did not

seem to be part of God’s plan for me. At least not at first. I'm
not one of those people who can boast of having been a sparkle in
his mother’s eye. A cinder comes closer.

[ was conceived in a damp, sand-flecked room:of Curley’s Hotel
in Rockaway Beach, New York. August 1936. A headline in that Sat-
urday’s New York Post said “Hot, sticky, rainy weekend begins. High
humidity and temperatures in the 90ssend millions to the beaches.”
At the Paramount Theater in Times Square, Bing:*Crosby and Fran-
ces Farmer starred in Rhythm on the Range. Meanwhile at Curley’s
Hotel on Beach 116th Stréet, Mary and Patrick Carlin starred in yet
another doomed Catholic remake of Rhythm in the Sack.

For several generations Rockaway Beach had been a favorite
weekend retreat for New York’s alcohol-crazed Irish youth in search
of sex and sun. Popular ethnic slurs to the contrary, the Irish do en-
joy sex—at least the last ten seconds or so. But wemust-admit that
[rish foreplay consists of little more than “You awake?” Or the more
caring, sensitive “Brace yourself, Agnes!”

Not thit my conception was the tale of two young lovers, car
ried away by passion and strong wine. By the time my father’s eager,
whiskey-fueled sperm forced its way into my mother’s egg-of-the-
monthr club, she was forty and he was forty-eight—certainly old
enough to be carrying rubbers. The odds against my future exis-
tence were even longer: this particular weekend was a single isolated
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sex-fest during a marital separation that had lasted more than a year.
In fact the preceding six years of my parents’ marriage had consisted
entirely of long separations, punctuated by sudden brief reconcilia-
tions and occasional sex-fests.

The separations were long because my father had trouble me-
tabolizing alcohol. He drank, he got drunk, he hit people.

My mother told me that my father hit her only once. (My older
brother, Patrick, can’t saythe same.) His first marriage ended disas-
trously when his first wife died of a heart attack not long after one
of his beatings. My mother’s theory was that while my father had
been very free with his hands where his first family and Patrick were
concerned, he didn’t abuse her, because she had four brothers and
her dad was a policeman.

Their reconciliations were sudden because my father had a ter-
rific line of bullshit. And because my mother really loved him. The
two of them were crazy about one another. According to those who
knew them they were one of the great pairings of all tire. So while
I sprang from something good and positive, by the time [ showed up
I was a distinct inconvenience. This marriage had gone south long
before. As in Tierra del Fuego.

Getting conceived had been hard enough. Staying conceived lit-
erally required a miracle. My next brush with nonexistence came
two months after the sweaty sex-weekend in Rockaway Beach.

During the five years between the birth of my brother and my
tiny embryo glomming on to a few square millimeters of her uterine
wall, my mother had made several visits to a certain Dr. Sunshine
in Gramercy Square. Never for an abortion, mind you. Holy Mary
- Mother of God, no! The procedure in question was called a D&C:
dilation and curettage—literally “open wide and scrape” A wonder-
fully delicate euphemism for quasi-Catholics with a little money.
Really high-tone too. Gramercy Square was the place to get opened
wide and scraped. No back-alley abortions on my father’s salary.

Legend has it that my mother was seated in Dr. Sunshine’s wait-
ing room with my father who, being a family man, was reading the
sports pages, apparently just fine with my being less than a hundred
feet from Storm Drain #3. The good doctor’s instruments were ster-
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ile and standing by. The old dilator-and-curettager had selected a
nice new pair of rubber gloves and was whistling cheerfully as he
pulled them on preparatory to my eviction.

Then it happened. My mother had a vision. Sometimes when
you're trying to be born, that religious shit can come in handy. Not
a full-blown vision, like Jesus’ face being formed by pubsic hairs in
the bottom of the shower. But real enough to save my embryonic
ass. My mother claimed she saw the face of her dear, dead mother—
who'd died six months earlier—in a painting on the waiting-room
wall. She took this as a certain sign of maternal disapproval from be-
yond the grave. (Catholics go for that sort of thing) She jumped up
and left the abortionist’s office, with me still safely in the oven. On
the street below she delivered these momentous words to my father:
“Pat—I'm going to have this baby.”

Andso I was saved from an act frowned on by the Church through
an experience smiled on by the Church. It's a wonder I'm not more
devout. In factyou might be surprised that I support a woman’s right*
to an abortion. But [ do. Absolutely. So long as it’s not my abortion.

My father’s response to this dramatic development is unrecorded.
No doubt it included something about finding a place nearby that
had qualified for a liquor license. After all, this was a man who, rid-
ing home from the hospital where my brother had just had a tonsil-
lectomy, said: “Know how many beers I couldve bought with what
it cost to take your damn tonsils out?”

In October 1936, shortly after my aborted abortion, Mary and
Pat decided to try and make a go of marriage again. So here they
were, this time at 155th and Riverside, with another nice home, a
maid and of course the same old problems. And I have to say that
while my father’s drinking must have made a sizable contribution to
the chaos, my mother was an extremely difficult person to live with.
She was spoiled, self-centered, strong-willed and demanding; no
matter who you were, she’d find out how to press your buttons, God
bless her sainted memory.

Somehow though, while I waxed and multiplied within her,
things sailed along smoothly enough for them to stay together. One
day in May 1937.she decided to take a recreational stroll on the then
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new George Washington Bridge. The exertion” brought on labor
painssooner than expected anda couple days later I came barreling
down the birth canal, a nine-pound behemoth, requiring the use of
forceps. My mother insisted care was taken not to grip my temples
lest in her delightful words, it caused “the creation of an idiot.” This
was almost as important to her as the fact that the obstetrician was
Dr. James A. Harrar, the “Park Avenue doctor” who'd delivered the
Lindbergh baby.

The day I was born was auspicious. It was the day King George
VI of England was crowned and a commemorative stamp was is-
sued with the king’s head on it—along with my birthdate, May 12th,
1937. How about that? A New York Irish kid named George rates a
fucking stamp for his birthdayt No wonder I've always been a devout
monarchist. [ was also born about a week after the Hindenburg di-
saster. I've often wondered whether I'm the reincarnation of some
charbroiled Nazi CEQO.

Lying there in New York Hospital, my first definitive act on this
planet was to vomit. And vomit and vomit and vomit. For the first
four weeks of my life I lived to projectile vomit. My mother later told
me with great pride: “They would feed you and you would shoot for-
mula clear across the room. You couldn’t keep anything down.” And
I still can’t. This remarkable inability to hold anything back and to
spew it clear across a public space has sexved me well my whole life.
At New York Hospital, 1 also survived circumcision, a barbaric prac-
tice designed to remind you as early as possible that your genitals are
not your own, "

My first home—the Vauxhall, 780 Riverside Drive at 155th
Street—was, according to my brother, “opulent.” Expensive new fur-
niture, a sunken living room, a dramatic view of the Hudson River
and—Amanda, a very large, strong black woman who was actually
capable of backing my father down. She became Patrick’s and my
protector when Dad got out of line—which was plenty."The bar at
Maguire’s Chop House on Upper Broadway got regular and strenu-
ous workouts. Meanwhile my mother had settled into her Marie
Antoiriette period, sitting at the dinner table, tinkling her little bell
to cue Amanda that the next course should be served. In fairness to
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my old man, that sort of behavior in a New York City cop’s daughter
would be enough to drive anyone qut to the boozer for a few pops.

One night Pat the Elder sailed in, ethanol-powered and very late,
and Mary had a few choice things to say about “what good is it hav-
ing all this nice stuff if we can’t have meals together, blah blah blah.”
During the subsequent debate, to emphasize an abstruse point he
was making, Pat carefully dropped a tray of silver-and-crystal tea
service from their sixth-story window to the street below. He said
something on the order of “This is what Lthink of your nice stuff”
and headed Maguire-wards.

Mary; who was capable of making life-changing decisions on a
dime, made orte now. She was leavirtg for good. Despite my father’s
promises, the pattern hadn’t changed. There was a new baby on
the scene. Who knew when I might be scheduled for a taste of the
character-forming “discipline” my brother had endured since in-
fancy? Three months? Six? As soon as I had hair I could be hauled
around our living space just like him.

That night, Mother Mary headed for the one place she knew
we'd be welcome and safe—her father’s house. Dennis Bearey, the
gentle ex-policeman, lived not far away at the corner of 111th Street
and Amsterdam. Two days after our arrival there, my father was
spotted across the street watchirig the building, hoping to collar my
mother on her way outand stage one of his specialties—getting back
in her good graces with that terrific line of bullshit. But.this time
Mary was having none of it. Three days later she, Patrick and I went
out Grandpa'’s fire escape, down four stories and through the back-
yards of 111th Street to Broadway, where my uncle Tom was waiting
in his car. He drove us up to South Fallsburg in the Catskills and a
farm owned by a couple of my mother’s friends.

There we stayed for two months. I was barely sixty days old but
my life on the road had begun. And my first stop was the Catskills.

A week later, my father forced his way into Grandpa’s apartment
by breaking down the door. The tough old cop, now seventy-four,
was helpless to stop him. The nextday he was dead of a stroke. Chalk
up Number Two to my Dad. Technically he may not have been a
killer but he sure was good at causing death.
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Dennis Bearey had come from Ireland to be a New Yotk City
policeman and, over the years, prided himself on the fact that he
never used his gun. A strong man, he used to play with his foursons
by extending his fist and telling them “Run up against that and kill
yourself.” After seventeen years on the force, he was retired on a dis-
ability from injuries hre sustained struggling with a street criminal.
A few weeks before, he'd passed the test for first lieutenant and was
told by his immediate superior that a payoff of a thowtsand bucks was
expected if he wanted the promotion. He refused to pay the bribe
and told his family, “Principle—if it comes out of a dog’s asst” My
mother said that when [ was just a few weeks old he would look at
my tiny hand and say, “Future district attorney.” Sorry, Pops—it took
a different turn. But T sure wish [ could’ve kndwn you.

Mary was the first of his six children, all born in either Green-
wich Village 'or Chelsea. She was frail as a kid and among other
things was given a glass of Guiriness stout each night to build her
up. It worked. The physical strength she ultimately developed was
matched by mental toughness. When she was ten she sent a box of
horseshit to a girl on her block who had neglected to invite her to a
birthday party. She was small, vivacious, made friends easily, played
.and you didn’t want
her for an enemy. She always knew who she was and what she could
do. She was never “the least bit backward about coming forward.”
She brooked no shit from the world—clerk, waiter, bus passenger.
Anyone who crossed her would get a verbal broadmde and a bellyful
_of The Look, a thing of such withering dismissal it coiild strip the
“varnish from a paratrooper’s footlocker.

This all served her well in the business world—in forty-plus years
of work she had only five bosses. Her second job was great—at a
then hotad agency called Compton. These were the Roaring Twen-
ties and she was a flapper—she played the field shameléssly, a self:
admitted cockteaser. “T'd lead them on but never come across.” Yet
in spite of this intense partying, she never drank, unusual ata time
when so many people’s livers were swelling to the size of beach balls.

While her friends soaked up the gin, she soaked up culture. She

ﬁ read widely in the classics with a special fondness for—of course—:
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tragic heroines like Hedda Gabler, Anna Karenina, Madame
Bovary. [ don’t mean that this cop’s daughter was a cultural sriob.
She almost single-handedly kept the Broadway theater afloat in the
twenties and had as well developed a taste for the thin rot of Ameri-
can pop culture as the lowbrows she tried to distance herself from.

While she genuinely appreciated serious playwrights, her pursuit
of high culture was also part of a pattern of social ambition—and
certainly of her plans for me. She often called on her command of
literature when later our lives had become a running battle. I think
my early aversion to reading can be traced to the importance she
placed on it and to her use of literary references in the middle of
an argumént. Maternal monologues would include stuff like: “How
sharper than a serpent’s tooth is the ungrateful child!” or “What a
tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive!” all deliv-
ered with the melodramatic flair of a Sarah Bernhardt. From an
early age I was unimpressed, which was part of a larger pattern in
our relationship. She insisted, I resisted. But one message did fall
on fertile ground—she passed on to me the love of language, an im-
mense respect for words and their power.

The long struggle between Mary and Patrxck entered its final
stages in December 1937 when the court awarded her a legal'separa-
tion. My father fought the action, contending that he was a loving
father and husband. He was brought déwn in court by his own flair
for melodrama. At a key point in the proceedings my mother’s law-
yer had my aunt Lil bring my six-year-old brother Patrick into the
courtroom. My father sprang to his feet, flung out his atms extrava-
gantly and cried: “Son!” Patrick cringed like a whipped puppy and
clung to Ma's skirt. Bingo! Thirty-five bucks a week!

He.didn't want to pay, natch, and over the next two years they
fought through lawyers until my father simply quit his job to deny
her the money. My guess is his alcoholism was probably catching up
with him as well. With time on his hands and liquor on his brain his
harassment worsened. My mother—a policeman’s daughter—had
the remedy. Patrick remembers nrany evenings when the three of
us would arrive from downtown at the 145th Street subway stop,
she’d call the precinct and a patrol car would shadow us all the way

9
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home. More often than not my father could be seen standing across
the street.

These sad and sorry performances were the final act of the
drama—one that in many ways was a tragedy. My father’s children
by his first wife swear to his loving attention; his letters to them are
shot through with gentle, jovial affection. Even my mother had to
admit he could be an absolute joy to be with—thoughtful, romantic,
tender, funny.

And he’d done very well for himself. In the mid-1930s at the zenith
of his career he was national advertising manager for the New York
Post, at that time part of the Curtis chain and highly respected—a
broadsheet, not a tabloid. Several years running he was among the
top five newspaper ad salesmen in the country. Remember, this was
the 1930s, before television and with radio still in its ascendancy,
when newspapers were still paramount in the area of advertising.
Pat Carlin was at the fub of it all—a nationally known figure. All
through her working life my mother would come across ad execs
who'd started in newspapers and would tell her, “Pat Carlin taught
me everything [ know.”

In 1935 he won first prize in the National Public Speaking Con-
test held by the Dale Carnegie Institute, beating out 632 other
contestants, Throughout the thirties he was in great demand as a
luncheon and after-dinner speaker. In.those days public speaking
was a big deal. At one time, according to my mother, between salary,
commissions and public speaking fees my dad was bringing home a
thousand dollars a week—a film-star-sized sum at the imé’

His set speech was “The Power of Mental Demand”—which also
served as the defining theme of his life. Thre title was that of a book
written in 1913 by Herbert Edward Law. [still have his copy of it; on
the inside cover is an inscription: “This is my bible. Please return to
Pat Carlin, 780 Riverside Drive NYC.” The speech itéelf depended
on its dramatic ending. After a forceful inspirational talk, he’d
slowly bring the tone and tempo down dntil by his penultimate line
he was almost whispering, “The power . .. of mental . . . demand.”
He'd point around the room at vatious members of the audience.
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“Each-of you . . . in this room . . . has it” Then the big finish. He'd
practically shout, “PUT IT TO WORK!”

Electrifying, my mother said.

He was a dynamo, well matched to his live-wire wife. At its best
their marriage was a great romantic adventure filled with energy,
excitement, sparkling repartee. My mother claimed that when she
and my father were married, “Madison Avenue said, ‘That’s not a
marriage—that’s a merger. ” He called her Pepper after her spunky
personality; she called him Ever Ready after his sexual drive and
availability. Several times she told Pat and me how great the sex in
their marriage was, and when she did a wistful look would come
into her eye.”Dad’s approach was uninhibited for such prim and
proper times. According to Ma she’d'sometimes hear him call from
another room, “Mary, is this yours?” go in and find him standing in
the nude, holding his penis with the ice tongs.

She told me once about the last day he ever saw me. I was only a
few months old. He came to whomever’s home we were staying with
at the time, and began playing with me on the living-room floor.
Then he picked rhe up, held me above his head and sang this song
to my mother:

The pale moon was rising above the green mountain
The sun was declining beneath the blue sea

"Tivas then.that I strolled to the pure crystal fountain
And there [ met Mary, the Rose of Tralee

She was lovely and fair as the rose in the summer
But 'twas not her beauty alone that won me

Oh, no, "twas the truth in her eyes ever dawning
That made me love Mary, the Rose of Tralee

Early irr their courtship they’'d made “The Rose of Tralee” their
own song. I'm sure it poured absolutely sincerely from his great sen-
timental Irish heart. But it didn’t work. The Rose of Tralte was de-
termined and he was history. He never saw me again.

11
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Something—I don’t know what—happened in 1940 or early 1941
that changed his course. It must have been related to his alcoholism
because the next trace I have of him he was working as a kitchen
assistant at the monastery of the Graymdor Friars in Garrison, New
York. In a letter to his daughter Mary—by his first marriage—he
chirps:

My new job is assistant to Brother Capistran who is in charge
of the cafeteria. On Sunday I attend the steam table, dishing
out food. During the week I have charge of the men who mop,
clean up and get the place ready for the following Sunday. I have
a private bedroom and I eat with five privileged characters in a
small dining room, the same food as.the priests and brothers . . .
I have lost thirty pounds, mostly around the waist. I feel swell—
not a drink in over six weeks and there is plenty available.
Oh yes!

[ first saw this letter in 1990 when I was fifty-three, the exactage
he was when he wrote it. Besides the eeriness of that, there were
other things that struck me. His spirit seemed completely unaffected
by the change in his financial circumstances—this was a man'who
only five or six years eatlier had been at the top of his game, promot-
ing and employing the Power of Mental Demand and commanding
a small fortune doing it. But he seemed to be a person who defined
himself and his selfworth in terms of his own relationship to the
universe at large—not the material world and its narrow standards.
It made me proud of him and gave me reason to believe that my own
very similar sense of what's important had come directly from him.
It's a connection, aprofound one. | don’t have many.

By the fall of 1943 he was writing to his other daughter Rita from
Watertown, New York, where he'd landed a job at radio station
WATN, selling commercial time and playing records ot the air—
the same thing I'd be doing just thirlcen years later. “Well here I am
a veteran ‘cowhand’ with twelve days’ experience lousing up the air.
I think I've set radio back twenty years . . . This old horse is learn-
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ing something new. I'm going to stick it out until I develop enough
technique to up myself.” Best of all there was a station sign-off he
said he’d like to deliver; and this was at the height of World.War II
and its patrietic fervor:

“Ipledge allegiance to the people of the United States of America
and all the political crap for which they stand. Big dough shall be
divisible with union dues for all”

As conclusive evidence. it’s scanty, but suggests to me that my
father saw through the bullshit that is the glue of America. That
makes me proud. If he transmitted it to me genetically, it was the
greatest gift he could have given.

His enthusidsm for radio didn't lead anywhere except heme a
year later, with daughter Mary in the Bronx. He might have had an
inkling his health wasn’t good and kept it from his family. Anyway
he died at her house, aged fifty-seven, in December 1945, of a heart
attack.

I remember walking up the hill to our house—by now we’d had a
home on West 121st Street for several years. It was a few days before
Christmas. I was singing “Jingle Bells” and thinking of the presents
my uncle Bill had let me pick out the week before, wrapped and
waiting under the tree—an electric baseball game, an electric foot-

‘ball game, a real leather football.

The kitchen was quiet and my mother more serious than usual.
She sat me down on a little stepladder that doubled as a chair—I still
have it—and handed me a death notice from that day’s New York
Journal-American. 1 didn’t need to.read beyond his name; I knew
what death notices looked like. I don’t recall any emotion. I just
knew my brother would be happy and my mother relieved.

Years later I came across the only tecord I have of his feelings
for me. It’s a telegram he sent to my mother on my first birthday
in May 1938. We’d been separated from him for about ten months
by then but my mother hadn’t found work yet, so he was probably-
still fanning the hope things might work out. He wrote to her: “Just
to let you know that one year ago today, [ shared every moment of
your anguish and prayed that I might share each pain—while your
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present advisors said nothing and cared less. Thank God and you
for the sunbeam you brought forth, whom I pray will outlive all the
ill-founded gossip.”

He did have a terrific line of bullshit: praying to share the pains
of childbirth sounds like vintage Pat Carlin. Buthe called me . . . a
sunbeam.

And he got his wish, though there are very few people alive to
whom it matters. Not only did I outlive the gossip—by which I'm
sure he meant my mother’s quite public and vocal negative opinion
of him—but I lived to write this book which will serve as testimony
to my old man’s great heart and soul.

A sunbeam. Imagine that!

P
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MOTHER OF GEORGE

Mary Catlin with a young George
{Courtesy of Kelly Carlin-McCall)
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y mother’s visit to the funeral home was a frigid affair for

both sides—her family and the Carlins. She had always

kept her distance from Patrick’s folks, considering them
shanty Irish, and I'm sure they saw her as a climber, an uppity, gold
digger. They weren’t farwrong,

My mother’s capacity for good living had long been blunted by
the realities of salaried employment, but she retained her class pre-
tensions and tried to realize some of them by using us kids as adver-
tissments for her taste. Pat, when he was young, had always been
dressed like a little sissy'in Eton collars and short pants, explaining
in part why his fighting skills developed so rapidly. I escaped the
worst of that because she couldn't afford it, but she still took me to
have my hair cut at Best & Co. on Fifth Avenie, because she knew
that was where “the better people” had their kids' hair ciit. The bet-
ter people went to Best.

Much of the sttuggle Between Mary and her sons revolved around
her “plans” for us and our strongly developed instinct for indepen-
dence. She was a woman with-decidedly aristocratic pretensions,
indoctrinated with the idea that she was “lace-curtain Irish,” as op-
posed to the shanty kind with its stereotypes of drinking, lawless-
ness, laziness, rowdiness, all the things which—to the degrée that
ethnic generalities have any meaning—come from that side of their
national character that makes the Irish fun.

There was a fierceness to my mother’s striving typical of her gen-
eration (she was born in 1896). William Shannon in The:American
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Irish writes: “Social rules and conventions in America are set by
women, and the standards women enforced in late Victorian Amer-
ica as to what was ‘nice’ behavior . . . could be cruel and rigorous.
And to these stahdards the Irish mothers and maiden aunts often
added exacting requirements of their own because resentment and
competitiveness impelled them not only to want to be accepted and
well thought of but also superior and invulnerable.” Voila! Mary
Bearey in a nutshell.

She felt she had detected a diamond beneath my father’s rough
shanty-Irish exterior, and:could clean him up, polish the gem. Itsa
common courtship fantasy. That mission thwarted, she turned her
sights to the more malleable Silly Putty of her sons. Pat the Younger
quickly screwed up that strategy. One time in the elevator of our
building on Riverside Drive they encountered a lady of particularly
regal bearing. “What a lovely little boy,” she purred. “And what is
your name?” “Son of a bitch!™ answered the lovely little boy. Pat was
dismissed early on by Ma as “being a Carlin” and having the “dirty,
rotten Carlin temper” and I became in her eyes “a Bearey,™ a scion
of her superior, cultured, lace-curtain ancestry. My quiet nature as
a little boy became “the Bearey sensitivity.” She had even named
me for her favorite brother, George, a sweet, gentle soul who played
classical piano.

(George, by the way, spent most of his life in the nuthouse. He
had taken all his clothes off on the crosstown bus and they said don’t
do that, but he did it again two years later. So they put him in Rock-
land State Hospital, Building 17, diaghosed with dementia praecox.
He would come home at Thanksgiving and Christmas and play the
piano. One Thanksgiving he turned to me and said, “I'm an admi-
ral. Isail out of Port Said.” He pronounced “Said” as the past tense of
“say,” not with the vowels separated. I thought it was wonderful that
he’d spent hislife in Rockland and claimed to be n admiral. But he
never told me any more about his seafaring days.)

Part of my mother’s strategy for advancing her life-agenda and
redlizing her material dreams demanded careful control of the de-
velopment of her children. I don't mean rnioral guidance or practi-

cal life-advice but a code that would make her look good and feel *
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comfortable. “Everything you do is a reflection on me.” She was
obsessed with appearances, utterly dependent on the approval of the
outside world, in patticular that segment of society for whom she
worked and that met her approval, the ruling class. Her vocabulary
was full of tripe like “A man is judged by his wife,” “When you speak
you judge yourself,” “You are judged by the company you keep.”
Judgment, judgment, judgment. Judgment of others, judgment by
others.

The other control factor was guilt—how our behavior made her
feel. She turned everything into a test of how considerate gr incon-
siderate we were being. She carried it to melodramatic lengths—
infused it with a sense of martyrdom. It wasn’t just “I give you
everything” It was “I trudge home nightafter night, my arms loaded
with bundles for you boys, my poor arms loaded with bundlesand
the doctor says [ may drop on the spot because my blood pressure is
185 over 9,000 and the garbage isn’t even out.”  know lots of people
heard that shit but there was some extra dimension for me—it was
frightening. I had the nornial need to differentiate from the parent,
especially one of the opposite sex, but she was repelling me with
these aspects of her behavior and of her dreams for me.

When her marriage broke up, her living with a maid on Riverside
Drive and having nice crystal and all that shit went away. It was un-
finished business. I think she wanted me to finish the job. On one
occasion | overheard her saying to Patrick that he would amount to
nothing because he was a Carlin and so on, but. .. “I'm going to
make something out of that little boy in there.” It gave me steel. It
made me determined that she wouldn't make something out of me.
[ would be the one that would make something out of me.

And yet she was my mother, so she’s deep in my art, both for what
she gave me—especially that love of words—and for what I rebelled
against in her. And she made me laugh, she had a way with a punch
line. Once she told Pat and me about coming home on the bus that
day. A big fat German man plonked down beside her. “A big Hun
sat next to me,” she said, “a big mess! He was taking up far too much
room. So I took out my hatpin and showed it to him and said: ‘Con-
dense yourselft” ”
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Il never forget the moment when 1 made my mother laugh for
the first time. That 1 actually took an idea and twisted it and she
laughed. And it was real—not just cute-kid stuff. I provoked a laugh
in her by means of something I thought of. How magic that was, the
power it gave me.

Even after I'd made the break—made it pretty clear that I wasn't
going to let her make something of me—she hung on. She’d find
excuses to come visit me on the road when I was playing these lit-
tle nightclubs in the early sixties. She’d show up in Boston or Fort
Worth or Shreveport. “T just want to see if you have nice linens.” By
then I'd begun to claim my independence and my manhood and
was able to accommodate that—we hadn’t wound up killing each
other after all.

But then she showed up on my honeymoon! My partner, Jack
Burns, and [ were working at the Miami Playboy Club, and my
brand-new wife, Brenda, and [ were living at the motel next door—
and [ get a call: “T'm coming down with Agnes” (Agnes was her
sister). My mother and my maiden aunt on my fucking honeymoont!

Mary got on well with Brenda. Almost too well. A little later when
we lived with her in New York—I was getting started on my own
by now and things were pretty tight—she would often try to drive
a wedge between Brenda and myself. [ would go out drinking with
the guys from the old neighborhood, and while Islept it off in the
morning, she’'d give Brenda twenty bucks and say, “Go on down-
town, and go shopping—don’t let him know where you Yre.” Anti-
man, anti-husband stuff. It was the diametric opposite of the old
mother-indaw joke.

As Shannon says, Victorian standards of niceness could be cruel.
It wasn't just that the linens had to be nice. And while Mary must
have been dismayed that her son ehose the career I did, she made
the most of it. When [ was a regular on Merv Griffin in the mid-
sixties, she came on the show and upstaged cverybody~including
me. In a way | hadn’t yet made a break with Mary’s niceness. The
sixties were my nice years, my nice suit, my nice collar, my nice tie,
my nice haircut—and my nice material,

When I really made the break in 1970, really put that niceness be-
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hind me, she had a remarkable—but typical—reaction. She came to
the Bitter End on Bleecker Street right around the time of the FM &
AM album. I was doing “Seven Words” by then, and so for the first
time she saw me saying “cocksucker” and “motherfucker” on stage
and having people laugh and applaud.

Mary was never a prude. She liked to tell a dirty joke—but she’d
make believe she felt ashamed and embarrassed. She’d give you a
look like “Aren’t I awful? Am I the bad girl?” and then tell it. But I
was taking things very far—plus I was attacking two of the things she
held most dear: religion and commerce. She was mortified that 1
would be rewarded for these attitudes. But she was incredibly happy
I was successful. It was the payoff. The fulfillment of “Everything
you do is a reflection on me.” She was a star’s mother. “Hi—I'm
Georgie’s mother”

But here’s.the most telling thing. On the block of 121st Street
where 1 grew up was our church, Corpus Christi, and Corpus
Christi School. It was run by Dominican nuns and they all knew
Mary. Throughout my nice years the sisters got to know me from
television; they knew I was an alumnus of Corpus Christi, and my
mother would visit with them and it would be “Yes, he’s doing so
well,” “Yes, I'm so proud of him,” “Yes, you should be.”

Now comes shit-piss-cacksucker-tits and God-has-no-power. So
one day she’s walking past the church and runs into a couple of the
nuns and they comment on the new surge in my popularity and say,
“Corpus Christi was all over the Class Clown album.” So Mary says,
“Yes, but isr't it awful, sisters, the language he’s using” And they
say, “No, don't you see? What he’s saying is these words are part of
the language anyway and they're kept off in their own little section
and their own little closet. He's trying to liberate us from the way we
feel about these things” My mother says, “Oh yes, yes, of course.”
She’s okay now. She’s fine. Shit, piss, fuck, cunt, cocksucker, moth-
erfucker and tits have just reccived the imprimatur of Holy Mother
Church. Now they're nice words.

When [ threw my mother out of my life figuratively as a teen-
ager, | threw out the good with the bad. To make a.clean break
you climinate everything, but I still find her ambitions hidden in
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mine—and they’re not necessarily bad. An important goal of mine is
to do a one-man Broadway show. And it was Mary who used to take
me to Broadway shows and in the lobby would point to people and

»
& 3

¢ say: “See that man’s hand? Look at that. He's cultured. He’s refined. o /
Look how he holds his cigarette. Look at the angle of his leg. That’s &
what I want for you.” In some way my desire to go to Broadway and QA{’

the legitimate stage is to impress the people my mother admired. I
still have this longing to be Mary’s model boy. She is hidden in every
cranny of my workroom, requiring me to do things. What I have to
do constantly is to take Mary out of things and leave only myself in
them. Then decide if I want to do them.

My mothier wanted me to learn the piano. Like her, like Uncle
George the admiral. And I did take lessons and play at recitals and
shit, but I hated practicing. I had this dream one night not long
ago. I'm trying to learn these piano pieces and I'm very frustrated
because I haven’t got time, and I'm trying to learn them. Then right
there in the dream I say to myself, “Hey, I don’t even take piano
lessonst”

When I woke up [ wrote that down. I stuck it up on the wall of the
room where | work. Whenever I get goofy and my OCD kicks in, I
look at it and say: “Mary, Mary! Get out of the room!”

George Carlin, 1959
(Courtesy of Kelly Carlin-McCall)
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