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Why You


Crying?










Imust confess…I’m a crying mess.




A newly crowned Miss America, a Barbara Walters interviewee, your average second grader, they havenada on me.




Now, don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not…NOT a blubbering fool or the kind of guy who cries at weddings. The tears I shed are often private. I cry sometimes thinking about the father I never knew, the mother I never really had. I break up thinking about how long I lived on the defensive—never smiling, never comfortable with myself or my body. I cry over the loss of the comic genius Freddie Prinze Sr. and the physical suffering of Richard Pryor. I still tear up at the thought of seeing my grandfather—the only real man in my life—laid out in the funeral home. I cry, believe me,I cry, over my deeply dysfunctional family.




My grandmother, Benita Gutierrez, inspired the title of this book.




“Come over here. Why you crying? Why you crying? No, tell me for real. Why you crying?”




“Because you hit me.”




“Liar, I barely touched you. You want me to hit you for real, cabrón? You want me to HIT YOU FOR REAL? Mira, you can’t even touch him because right away, he starts crying, hombre. Mr. Sensitive.”




Actually, she’s done more than inspire the title. My grandmother is the essence of my entire stand-up act and television show. She was hilarious and she didn’t even know it;it was her attitude. I didn’t know comedy could come so cold and often so cruel. She was—no other word does it justice—justmean. Her sarcasm ran deep. Like when I was I don’t remember how old, and I asked, “Where do babies come from?” and she said, “Whores. Now go play.”




You know the saddest fucking thing? One day I found a picture at the house of me and my high school girlfriend with her arms around me. I weighed about 175 pounds at the time, damn near what I do now, having dropped 50 large over the last year. But all I can remember from those days is howfat I felt, and how every fucking ounce of that godawful feeling was fed day in and day out by my grandmother. How could I be like that? Be that tall and that thin and still feel like I weighed 300 pounds?




I became a comedian as a way to cope with this kind of wretched psychological abuse, a life so sad it had to be funny. These days, I’m using all the tears and heartbreak to make folks laugh. Over the past two years I’ve sent tens of thousands into gales of laughter, ripping up places one hundred times the size of the clubs I bombed in during the early nineties, otherwise known as the I Hate Me years when I was the Angriest Most Depressed Man Alive. Didn’t have a manager, an agent, or much of a life, a stray cat on the loose, drowning my sorrows in alcohol, undone by the fact I had become what I swore to myself I never would: a nobody.




You see, I’m as tragic as anyone out there. Maybe a little more so. As a little boy, I grew up angry, alone, teased, and tormented. I grew up around Nobodies as a Nobody wanting to be something else. And that’s as true a statement as I’ve ever said.




And now, after twenty-four years of struggle on the stand-up circuit, I’m swimming in the mainstream. I have a family sitcom on ABC television, which has turned out to be the first Latino-based prime-time hit since the early 1970s when Freddie Prinze Sr. starred onChico and the Man. My show,George Lopez, is powering into its fourth season on ABC, a lifetime for Latinos on network TV. In it I play what could have been—the manager at an airplane parts factory married to a sassy wife with two challenging kids and a mother only my grandmother would love. Hailed by critics as a cross-cultural success (our audience, on average, is nearly 90 percent non-Hispanic), we regularly dominate the twelve-to-forty-nine-year-old demographic coveted by advertisers.




So, yeah, I’m a crier. There are tears of sadness and tears of joy, tears of pain and tears of heartache. And these days? Tears of gratitude and tears of triumph. Yeah, I’ve cried every last one of those babies, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.




To me, tears are tiny drops of remembrance, portals to the past. They bleach the dirty laundry of my life. They’re my release. A sign I’m alive. That’s why people have tears in their eyes when they laugh, because the humor hits them deep in a place that’s harsh but real. When I’m onstage doing my thing, the audience and I are connecting to our individual embarrassments and pain. But this time, the tears let us know that we’ve moved on. That we’re strong enough to meet on the most intimate of terms, allowing someone into your heart.




Well, welcome tomy heart.




Why you crying? No, tell me for real.















On to You










No matter what the Secret Service says, I swear I didn’t steal it, man. Why is it when something’s missing, the first face people look for is…brown?




Okay, so I did have it in my possession. In my jacket. After the president of the United States of America had already left the stage…Oh, all right, I took it.




What can I tell you? It was a once-in-a-lifetime moment: March 2003. I’m up on stage performing for the pleasure of George W. Bush and his wife, Laura. It was probably the most important gig a stand-up comic could ever have, and I was a little unsure. Trouble was, I didn’t think that much of my act would work in Washington. Now, at The Ice House in Pasadena or the Improv, say, in Brea, no problem. I’d come out, like always, decked out in a suit, no intro, just my signature song, WAR’s “Low Rider” pumping through the speakers, and start right in.




“The Chicano? Man, Chicanos are their own breed. Even though we’re born in the United States, we still have accents. I know, huh. I know, eh. You think we’re from Canada. I knew, eh. Tell ’em, eh.




We add words that aren’t there. We make up words. Other people say, ‘Are you going?’ Chicanos say, ‘Hey, are you going, or not?’Or not? And how many times have you been in the store and your mom’s yelling, ‘Mijo, is this what you wanted—or what?’Or what?




“Or, ‘How long you guys been here?’ ‘We berly got here.’ ‘I just arrived, eh.’ ‘I’m berly here ten minutes, eh?’ Berly?




“They never let you get too confident—that’s the mentality of the Mexican family. You know, you use a big word and right away, ‘Hey, cómo está?’ ‘Ah, I got a new job and I have to go to Orientation.’ ‘Oh, you’re the big man now. Toilet paper on your shoe, cabrón. Caca hand. Orien-tay-shun.’ ”
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But at the historic Ford Theatre in Washington, DC, I was dealing with an entirely different group of people. I guess you could call it diverse. Out of the six-hundred-person crowd, there were about two hundred white people, three hundred really white people, and about a hundred people so white they were pink. The only Latinos within ten miles were either carrying trays or parking cars.




But you know what, I just went for it. I was wearing a tux and a shit-eating grin and charming the pants right off all thoseRepublicanos.




“You know,” I said, “in the latest census, Latinos are the largest minority.” Complete silence from the audience. “Thank you—I’ll take your silence as confirmation. I’m kinda surprised, though. We’re so hard to count.We never open our doors. Why would someone be knocking—what have we done? Now, if you honk, we come out. The Chicano doorbell—two blasts from the horn.




“And then, of course, we lie during the census. ‘How many live in this house?’ ‘Oh, just two.’ Two? We’re known for converting the garage and renting it out. It’s a selling point—how many people have a remote-control front door?




“So many of us are starting to vote now that someday soon there’s going to be a Latino in the White House,” I continued, heading toward my best punch line of the night.




“Of course, we plan on leaving it white…with just a little blue trim.”




That Ford crowd was rolling in the aisles. And there were the president and Mrs. Bush, dead center, laughing. They’re into it.




By the end of the evening I’m feeling good, realgoood, as the Navy Choir comes out to join me and the evening’s other performers—singers Brian McKnight, Michele Lee, LeAnn Rimes—onstage. Counting their sixty, we’ve got about seventy people up standing around when a worker appears and sets a piece of masking tape on the floor. Next thing you know here comes the podium and the velvet blue presidential seal, followed by this announcement:




“Ladies and gentlemen, President George W. Bush and Mrs. Bush.”




Now the Man is no more than a foot and a half away, eighteen inches in front of me. Probably the closest any Chicano I know has ever got to this kind of power without saying, “More coffee, Mr. President?” And I can see he has got a little speech typed out and I can actuallysee my name on the sheet. The name I hated growing up as a kid.




I’m thinking,Well, that’s a nice little keepsake, an artistic artifact. So when the president finishes thanking us, and God blessing America, and the choir reaches a crescendo, I make a spontaneous move. I swipe the speech and slyly Bond it into my jacket.




Later, in the car on our way to the post party, I show my wife, Ann, my memento of the evening. Well, let me tell you, she screamed, “Oh, my God!” like I was GeorgeClooney or something…




My personal pleasure lasted as long as it took for bandleader Tom Scott to find me.




“The White House is on to you, man.”




“Get the fuck out of here,” I said.




“I wish I were kidding,” said Scott, “but I’m not.”




“What is this?” I laughed. “AMiami Vice episode? Who uses the termon to you ?”




Evidently Tom did, going on to say, “There’s been a theft at the Ford Theatre, and you can expect a visit from the Secret Service.”




“How would they know I have it?” I said. “There were a lot of people up there onstage. Why do I have it? Because I’m Mexican?”




“I’m just telling you what they said to me,” said Scott.




“Well,” I said, “I’m just going to tell them I don’t have it.”




Ten seconds later an agent from the Secret Service shows up over my right shoulder. He was all the way to “Mr. Lopez, I’m from the Secret Service and we’d like to speak with you” before I cracked like an egg and yelled, “It’s in the car! I’ll show you!”




I took the guy by the arm, apologizing all the way outside, barely hearing his offer of regrets, blah, blah, insisting it was standard operating procedure for all presidential papers to be passed on to the archives. (How could I have been sostupid ? Of course, the presidentialarchives !)




There was only one problem: There were about fifty identical black Town Cars in the parking lot, each and every one populated with a sleeping driver. I shook a few of them awake without luck before Secret Service Guy considered the odds and told me he would see me after the party.




“How will I find you?” I asked.




“Don’t worry,” he answered, “I’ll find you.”




And, of course, he did.




“Excuse me,” I said, after I’d handed him the speech and he was leaving. “How did you find out it was me?”




“We actually went to the TV production truck and reviewed the last forty-five minutes of the show scene by scene, and we had the shot of the podium enlarged.




“You know,” he added as he smiled and walked off into the night, “my money was on Michele Lee.”




Funny. For most of my sad, tormented life I never had any stories like this to tell. I was always talking about other people. Now I’ve got a big one.




I guess you could say people are on to me.
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When I was a kid, I had a horrible self-image. That’s what happens in my world when you’ve got a huge head and lips to match, and your skin is so dark your friends’ parents won’t let their kids play with you. Those friends—and I use that word lightly—used to call me nigger.




Anglo kids, man, they get great nicknames like Skip or Chauncey or Muffy or Honey or Cutie. Our nicknames are Gordo or Feo, if you’re lucky enough to be both fat and ugly. Chino was for the slanty eyed, Flaco for the skinny, Beaver for the buckteeth. Whatever was wrong with you, that became your nickname. That can’t be good. Take it from me, when you’re known as Rockhead or Spuds, it has a tendency to destroy your self-esteem, as do the beatings that often accompany the taunts.




Finally, one day when I was about ten, I’d had enough. I was up in Yolo, a small town near Sacramento, and this big fat kid named Rango was fucking with me. I’d never really fought back before, always swallowing the shit. But on the front steps of the local library, something hit me and I hit Rango. Swinging as hard and fast as I could, I knocked Rango down and kept on punching and punching. I kicked hisass. After that, he was nice.




Today I have what you might call adisarming look—but people relate to my realness. Face it, I’m never going to be confused with Tom Cruise—or even Tom Arnold—but I think I have a look that endears people to me. Fans or people who meet me for the first time say I seem like a real person. Guess what? I am. But I didn’t appreciate my unique looks back then.




I remember this one time, we went to Disneyland. Now, of course we never visited the Magic Kingdom like normal people. Never went with friends or family members on normal days or nights. No, we’d go on Gas Night or RCA Night.




So this one night we go, and I really want the Mickey Mouse hat with the ears where they embroider your name.




I told my grandmother, “I want the hat with ears.”




You know what she told me?




“One, you’re lucky we brought you. Two, you want a souvenir—save your ticket. And three, your ears stick out more than the fuckin’hat. Here, I’ll just write your name across your forehead.”




The first time I remember getting a compliment I was thirteen years old, and it didn’t come from anyone in my family but from an African-American saleslady behind a jewelry counter at the Montgomery Ward in Panorama City.




“My God,” she said. “You have the most beautiful lips I’ve ever seen in my life.”




WHAAT?




“And your skin is such a beautiful color.”




Okay, now I’m thinking, is this some kind of sick Monkey Ward joke they play on Mexican kids? You know, pick out the sorriest-ass-lookingcabrón in the whole store, make him smile, and win a weekend in Vegas. Thing is, the lady was straight up.




The next time I got a compliment, of sorts, was from Cindy Coronado right out of high school. How’s that for a name? Man, she was beautiful. Her parents actually owned their own business, an upholstery store, which to a Mexican is like owning a national bank. Cindy got dropped off at school in a Cadillac, the whole deal, and she was so fine that my friend Arnold and I used to go to Thrifty’s and buy shit we didn’t even need just because she worked behind the register.




So one night at a party she’d been drinking and I ended up with her. We went out for a while, and one evening on the phone she says to me, “Why do you put yourself down so much?”




And I’m like,WHAAT?




“You’re so nice and sweet, and it gets to me that you put yourself down so much.”




And you know what? She was right. I was degrading myself for no other reason than to try and make her laugh. For years I did that. For years I made fun of myself. For years I was the punch line.















Different Peoples










People ask me, does it matter if someone calls you a Mexican, Latino, or Hispanic? I don’t mind Mexican or Chicano, which is a Mexican-American, but Hispanic I don’t like. The U.S. Census Bureau came up with it, and who wants to be associated with a word that haspanicin it? Of course, in a way, it’s progress: In the seventies, we used to be Other.




Ultimately, we’re all Americans (even the undocumented ones), and we have a lot in common. But we really are different peoples. Take language, as an example. Chicanos have one of their own. Something I like to call Spanglish.




Glossary of Spanglish Terms





AandO. Anal and Oral. We use it like Anglos use XXOO.




A.T.M.Not a place to get quick cash.AToda Madre means “Bitchin’.” “Hope your summer is A Toda Madre.”




Buey.Dumb Ass. It has become a greeting: “Qué pasó, Buey?” = “What’s going on, dude?”




Cabrón.Son of a bitch, or worse, depending on the inflection. “Take me to the store, cabrón.” Take it from me, it works.




Chulo.Good-looking. Not a Cinnamon Stick. The best is to be called a Papi Chulo: Sweet Daddy!




Culo.Ass, backside. Needs no further explanation. But I’ll give you one: “What’s going on? It smells like Culo in here.” Response: “Nahhing.”




Dale Gas.Give it the gas, go for it! “I’m coming over to the house.Dale Gas.”




Ese.Not a literary composition. It’s homeboy. “Qué pasó, ese?” = “What’s up, homeboy?”




Feo.Ugly, Not Very Attractive. A popular nickname for kids. “Feo, go get me another beer.”




Flaco.Skinny or Fat. A 300-pound uncle is always Flaco.




Gente.People. You want to get in the club but too many Gente. Let’s go through the kitchen. Who’s going to stop Mexicans going through the kitchen? Works every time.




Gordo.Chubby. Our nicknames are always the shit that’s wrong with us. “Gordito, tuck your shirt in.”




Joto.Gay or of Questionable Manhood. When you’re not crazy about someone. You don’t even need a reason. “Look at the way he walks. Joto.”




Mamón.Suck-Up or Kiss-Ass. “Can I help you, Mamón?!”




Más Chingón.Bad Ass. The Man. Carlos Santana is “El Más Chingón.”




Mendijo.Fool or Slow-Minded. He forgot to put the radiator cap on. Mendijo.




Pendejo.Stupid. The Absolutely Most Popular Put-down. When I tore my Achilles tendon, my grandmother said, “Por Pendejo…,” because I was so stupid.




Puto.Like joto, means gay. But it has become the most popular greeting, somehow. “Long time no see, Puto.” “Good to see you too, Puto.”




También.Also; include me. “That Chick is Fine…También!!!”




Vato.Dude; Guy; Man. “Qué Pasó, Vato?” Vato Loco = “Crazy Dude.”
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We’re just different people. We never say congratulations when people do well. Other people send balloons and plants:“Oh, my God, I just heard, Megan. Congrats. Totally cool. Awesome. You totally need to be district manager. You’re—oh, my God, I’m like so happy for you.”




Us? Silence.




“Hey, did you hear I got a job over at the hospital?”




“S’about time.”




Do we say good luck? Never. No, we say, “Hey, don’t fuck it up like the last time.” Or, “So now you think you’re all bad, or what?”




Yeah, go to the Hallmark store and look forthatcard.




“Hi, can I help you?”




“Yeah, you don’t have a Now-You-Think-You’re-All-Bad card?”




When the show was first picked up, some people at ABC sent me a plant. I said, “What is this, a fucking joke? You’re gonna send a Mexican a plant? We don’t water enough and cut enough grass and you’re going to send me aplant!How about a six-pack of Corona, cabrones?” How about that? A fuckin’ plant.




Latinos are just different. When we raise kids, our first instinct is just no.




“Mom?”




“No!”




My grandmother, all she said was no.




“Grandma?”




“No.”




“You don’t even know what it is.”




“I know what’snot.”




Kids these days talk back, man, they talk BACK.I never talked back. You see Anglo kids in the store. “No, I won’t.”




“Now you listen to me, Dakota. I’m the parent here. You will. Believe me. Do you want a gold star when you get home, Dakota? Because you’re going—you won’t getThe Lion King on DVD. You’re not. Do you want a consequence?”




I love going to the stores and seeing parents actually get down on one knee.“Can you understand me, Tyler? This behavior is inappropriate. Well, I need to apologize to you because I was using my outdoor voice inside.”




My grandmother was old-school. She would pick me up. “Vámonos, cabrón,we’re going.Mira, cómo no, que no. Vamos. Mira, you don’t want to go. Bullshit, you’re going.Mira, well, you know what, wait in the fucking car. Wait in the car. Wait in the car! Why you crying? Why you crying? Well, roll down the window so you can breathe.”




And if you look at the news, only white mothers have ever been arrested for hitting their kids. Amateurs. Amateurs.




Us, we see the camera. “Mira, the camera’s there. I know, mira, talk, talk, porque when we get home. Mira, dance. Do it all. Throw yourself on the ground.Throw yourself. Because when I get you home,cabrón, I can already feel it in my hand.”




You know what my grandmother would do? My grandmother would go get a shirt. “Mira, come, son of a bitch. We’re going to try this on. Mira, vámonos, cabrón. Vamos, mira. Can we borrow the fitting room for one second?” And then she would beat the shit out of me in the fitting room. WHAP!




And the salespeople would be all happy when we came out. “How did everything turn out?”




It didn’t.




And the other thing is about Mexican people, man, we don’t respond to authority.




There can be a yellow line, and white people will say, “Excuse me, can you stay behind the yellow line?”




“Oh, my God, I’m sooo sorry. I didn’t read the sign. Oh, my God. Kevin, can you stay behind the yellow line? This man was nice enough to alert us to the fact that he wants us behind the line.”




And then that white person becomes the monitor.“Hi, I’m sorry, I don’t know you, but can you stay behind the yellow line? This gentleman kindly asked that we all remain behind the line. Fantastic. Our kids go to the same school?”




Mexicans, we cross.




“Excuse me, sir, can you stay behind that yellow line?”




“Fuck you. Hey, make me go behind that yellow line. Make me. I’m right here, bitch. Call the cops. Go ahead. I’m right here.”




Another thing about Mexican dudes, man, we never move out. White kids, first chance they get they’re out the door to college or some exotic European backpacking trip or some shit. Us? We live at home forever. We don’t even have a key. “Ey, mamá, leave the kitchen door open…be late.” That’s why in Los Angeles you see very few Latino homeless. Because you gotta leave home to be homeless.




And if we do move out, we move in with our aunt.




“You know, I went to your house, man. What happened?”




“I haven’t been there for like three months, ese. My car’s there because it don’t run, pero I don’t live there.”




“Where do you live?”




“Shit, I live with my aunt. Mi tía. I’m in the garage, ese, they converted.” Which to Mexicans means they pulled the car out.




And we die with no wills. White people die, they go to a law office all cordial.“Jonathan? Did I get the house? Tell me now. I did? Fantastic.”




You can’t get old Mexican people to make out a will because they’re superstitious.“No,mira, hombre, it’s like a reservation to die,cabrón. So you can take my things.”




Mexican people never say they’re sorry. My grandmother when I was young hit me with her car. I was in the driveway—I think she saw me—pang!




“You know where I park,cabrón. Mira, look where the oil is. Look at the showoff! Walk right.Mira, walk right! You wanna go to McDonald’s? Okay. Then walk right. You want a Happy Meal? Then get fucking happy,cabrón.”




Did she say she was sorry? What did she say?“Sorry,’tá loco. He’s seven. I’m not going to say sorry. When he starts paying the bills,cabrón, then I’ll say sorry.”




You can go to dinner and some people save seats.“Oh, my God, is Shawn coming? Let’s save a seat. Here, lemme put my sweater on the seat. This is for Shawn. Don’t sit there cuz this is Shawn’s seat. He just called on his cell phone. He’s coming. He’s running a little late.”




And when they see him, they wave.“Shawn, oh, my God. Call him on his cell phone. Hi, Shawn! Oh, my God, I’m totally in front of you.”




Mexicans, we look. “Ah, fuck, look who’s over there. Hide the chair.Hide the chair.Don’t look over there! Don’t look over there.Pretend we’re talking. He saw? Shit. He saw me? Say, ‘Swear to God.’ Swear to God? Yeah, come on. Fuck, you saw me, might as well.”




Now before you get all bent out of shape and go off and call the local ACLU chapter, the Gay/Lesbian Alliance, or La Raza, relax. Check out the crowds at one of my shows first. Yes, I’m harsh. Yes, I’m putting my own people down. But it’strue,and I’m also pushing empowerment. And, really, if we can’t laugh at ourselves and others, who’s left?















To Have Not










Iwas born on April 23, 1961, in a general hospital in East Los Angeles to a twenty-year-old wild, mixed-up streak of a girl named Frieda. Her migrant-worker husband stuck around for the entire first twomonths of my life. His first name was Anatasio and he disappeared one day without a trace taking my birth certificate and baby clothes with him, so it’s not like I went to bed with a picture of him under my pillow, wishing he would come home. He was a thin, light-skinned Mexican with fine chiseled features and the last name of Lopez, and even today I’m not completely sure he was my father. What I am sure of is, I hated his last name. Hated that every kid in my immediate family was either Gutierrez or Hernandez—and I’m the one and only Lopez. I wanted to use the other family surnames, but they wouldn’t let me. “No way.Lopez. That’s your name,” they said, “and you’re gonna keep it.” Maybe that’s why from my very first thought I never felt like I belonged.




I don’t want to sound like I’m auditioning forOprah, but I don’t think there was ever a moment in my childhood when I felt it was great to be a part of a family. Not a single one. It was awful to not have. Not have money, happiness, warmth, love, attention, or affection. Just awful.




Imagine: No pictures of me as a baby. No family albums brimming with photos of me rocking gently in a porch swing or opening presents at Christmas, a day rarely if ever celebrated. No shots of the first day of school or my christening. No birthday parties for just me. Only combined ones. If my birthday was close enough to a baptism, my grandmother would say, “Jorge, this is your party,también. Why you crying? Mingle.We’ll get you a present when they’re not looking, cabrón. Mira, mingle. ”




For the most part, the first six or seven years of my life are un-traceable. I didn’t exist photographically until I was seven or eight years old, and you know what? I never smiled in any of the shots. School picture? No smile. Team photo? No smile. A kid with dimples who doesn’t smile? How sad is that? I asked my grandmother once why there were so few photos.




“Hey, I have pictures of you as a kid. All I need is four more shots and I can develop the roll.”




Forty-three years, four pictures to go.
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Hard as I try, I can’t conjure up a single pleasant thought or happy memory of my mom. No smell of wildflowers in her hair or the sun streaming through the kitchen window while she baked cookies, dressed in a colorful apron. If I was talking to one of those police sketch artists and asked to describe the drive-by female in my life, she would look something like this: five feet six, dark hair, jumpy, uptight, along the lines of the Lily Tomlin character Ernestine. I can still smell her body odor.




Incorrigible. That’s the word that comes to mind.




Frieda, man, she was trouble right from the start. She grew up with epilepsy and somehow managed to fall out of a moving car at thirteen. Yeah, you read that right. Amoving car. It messed her up, man. She was never right after that, prone to these sudden horrible seizures. There we’d be, Mom and I talking by ourselves in the kitchen or hanging wash on the line and suddenly she’d collapse and have a fit. I was little. Didn’t know what to do. And after screaming for a grandparent who wasn’t around, I just stood or sat and watched the convulsions until, magically, thankfully, they’d stop as suddenly as they’d started, and she’d snap out of it.




She was a deeply troubled woman, going so far as to slash her wrists at one point. She ended up in Camarillo State Hospital. I’ll never forget those Sunday drives. North up the coast along scenic Highway 101 toward beautiful Santa Barbara, the deep blue Pacific Ocean to the left, majestic mountains far off to the right. We’d always take the same exit, our car growing ever quieter as we neared the destination. I can still see the stark white walls, Frieda sitting in the chair zoned out on drugs, sedated like a zombie. Sundays with Mom. In the nuthouse.




Given her condition, she never really went to school and was pretty much a functional illiterate. Let me tell you, when you’re a kid and out with your mom and someone asks her to sign and she can’t, and she puts an X, well…




Frieda was a scammer from the get-go. She’d talk her way into things and talk her way out. She was the kind of woman who would leave the house at noon and be back by three with a TV. How she got it, nobody knew.




She was also an equal opportunity opportunist. Everybody who came by the house, whether it was the ice cream man or the Helm’s bakery guy, my mom would hit him up for what she liked to call “credit,” operating an “interest only” payment plan. Meaning her only interest was in never paying you back. She’d stiff everyone. I would be three blocks away on Maclay and the ice cream man would say, “Tell your mom she owes me $7.45.” Right in front of my friends. That hurt.




My mom also displayed spectacularly bad taste in men. One time when I was about eight we ran away from home and found ourselves hitchhiking on the 5 Freeway, only to end up in a seedy downtown hotel with two guys trying to “be with” my mom. I don’t even want to remember how we escaped that mess. Another time she was working at this center for the diasabled and she brought a guy home. He had one leg and a tube in his dick. His name was Gil. There is NOTHING more embarrassing than your mom wheeling a dude with one leg and a piss bag to Open House at your school. When you don’t have a father, don’t know your father, and your mom’s wheeling Gil in…you don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Most often you just hide.




And it just wasn’t Gil. Oh, no. My mom had a whole menagerie of weird friends. One time we’re staying at this apartment on Hubbard in the Valley and I wake up, music blasting, and I rub the sleep from my eyes to see dear ol’ Mom on top of the dining room table, dancing in her bra and panties—everybody encouraging her to take itall off.




That was Mom—a party girl with great chichis and no parental instincts whatsoever. Parenting? You might as well have asked my mom to design the space shuttle. When I was ten, she bought mePlayboy to pass the time on a bus trip to Sacramento. Today, kids get Harry Potter. I got Miss June. The fact is she had no interest in my welfare.




Around that time, she was dating this guy who was about forty years older, a Senior Citizen who lived in Yolo. She’d travel back and forth all the time, and one day, she just never came back. She eventually married the guy and had two daughters who consider themselves my sisters. Well, I don’t. I rarely saw my mom and those kids after she remarried. To me, if you’re not there at the beginning, you’re not there at the end. And, to be honest, I have no interest in seeing them today.




Turns out when I was born it was well-known that my mother wasn’t going to stick around and raise me. There was no long argument or deep family debate. She was in no condition to take care of herself, let alone anyone else. When I was around four, someone told my grandmother that they saw me walking in the street without any pants on, so she went to my mom’s house and took me home. I was shuttled back and forth, but by the time I was ten she left for good and I got passed permanently over to my grandparents.




Lucky me.




[image: space]






Now, in some cultures, when a grandmother returns to the role of motherhood, the grandson or granddaughter is showered with attention and affection, nurtured day and night in the most love-filled atmosphere imaginable. From there the grateful child flourishes and ends up winning the Nobel Prize in literature, or at least managing a McDonald’s.




Let’s be clear here: That was not me.




Today, as millions of you know, my show explores the twisted, tortured relationship I share with my mother, standing in for my real-life grandmother. On the show, she’s played by the wonderful actress Belita Moreno, and we engage in a constant war of words with me repeatedly and often unsuccessfully trying to wring a tiny drop of praise or affection from a woman seemingly incapable of expressing either emotion. It turns out to be much funnier on TV.




I used to call my grandmother “OLD” all the time, and maybe that’s because Benita Gutierrez took an old-world approach where everything is bad and everyone untrusting. Positive emotion simply does not flow in her bloodstream. Her DNA Does Not Allow for praise or affection. To this day, she has never said she is proud of me. Never. Not once expressed happiness for my success in life.




You’d think at the end of all our shows when I come out onstage and bask in the applause and affection from the studio audience, you’d think my grandmother would be in the front row, hands held high, clapping to beat the band. Not mine. “If I would have known it was going to last this long,” she said, “I wouldn’t have come.”




When Ann and I told her we were expecting a baby, one of the most joyous moments any couple can share, you know what her response was? From somewhere out near Saturn: “I need a new couch.”A new couch? I don’t think the words “Oh, my God, that’s so wonderful” are in her vocabulary.




Of course, her life was no picnic. She was born in El Centro, a farming community in the Imperial Valley, 90 miles outside San Diego. She didn’t know her mother. When she was seven months old, her mother was sent back to Mexico and she was given to an aunt, whose daughter was a little older. Her cousin would go to the dances and the shows. Benita was stuck at home sewing and cleaning and cooking for the entire family, a modern-day Cinderella with no hope of ever meeting Prince Charming. She admits that she was always unhappy. But for her it didn’t matter how horrible it was—she’d just lick the salt off the wounds.
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