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For Mom and Dad, the two best parents I ever had.I


	
I. They would have approved of this joke.








INTRODUCTION

SO I’M IN A ROCK band with Stephen King.

(I’m not name-dropping here; I have a point.)

It’s an all-author band called the Rock Bottom Remainders. If I had to identify our biggest weakness, as a band, I would say it’s performing music. We suck at that. What we’re good at is endurance. We have endured, as a band, for more than thirty years, something you cannot say about, for example, the Beatles.

I met Steve (I call him Steve) at our first rehearsal, in 1992. When I arrived, the other authors were already “jamming,” which is what musicians call it when everybody is playing something on an instrument, but nobody knows for sure what anyone else is playing. At least that’s how the Remainders jam.

So I shouldered my guitar and joined in. After we spent maybe a half hour trying, with only sporadic success, to play the same chord at the same time, we took a break. As I was unshouldering my guitar, Steve, whom I’d never met, came over to me, leaned his face down to mine (he’s a big guy) and said, in a booming voice, “So, Dave Barry, WHERE DO YOU GET YOUR IDEAS?”

Then he laughed a maniacal horror-master laugh. We all laughed, because “Where do you get your ideas?” is the cliché question authors get asked all the time, to the point where many of us have a joke response, such as “Costco.”

The truth is, there’s no simple answer to the question of where ideas come from. Sure, sometimes it’s obvious. If you’re a humor columnist, and your dog manages to snag your uncooked Thanksgiving turkey off the kitchen counter and eat a bunch of it raw, then vomit it back up, then, shortly thereafter, notice the mess on the floor and decide for some dog reason to eat it again, your initial reaction is going to be “Dammit! The dog has ruined Thanksgiving!” But your immediate next reaction is going to be, “Hey! That’s an idea for a humor column!”

But most of the time you have no idea where you got an idea: It just appears in your brain. Of course it had to have been inspired by something—your childhood, your education, your social environment, your fourth vodka gimlet, or some combination of these and other factors, swirling around in your subconscious mind until an idea burbles up to where you can grab hold of it and turn it into words, and thus survive for another day as a writer, instead of having to get a real job.

So it’s complicated, the ideas question. You could write a whole book about it. And that, basically, is what this memoir is: my attempt to give a non-Costco explanation of how, over the decades, I was able to pull enough jokes out of my butt, or wherever they came from, to achieve fame and fortune in the field of humor writing.

Although I hesitate to use the word “fame.” I have achieved a certain level of celebrity, but it’s a pretty low level. I mean, people do sometimes recognize me in public, but it turns out, upon further review, that a substantial number of these people think I’m Carl Hiaasen. Carl is my good friend—I love Carl—but he’s a completely separate human being.

So I worry that I’m not famous enough to write a memoir. I’m nervous about venturing into a genre dominated by mega-celebrities such as Barbra Streisand, who wrote a 970-page memoir teeming with anecdotes about all the famous people she has known. For example, in her book she describes the time she got a phone call from Warren Beatty, then writes: “I hung up and asked myself, Did I sleep with Warren? I kind of remember. I guess I did. Probably once.”

Think about that: Barbra Streisand has had so many celebrity encounters that she doesn’t even know for sure whether she slept with Warren Beatty. I can’t compete with that. Warren Beatty has never even texted me, let alone called. Sure, I’ve had some noteworthy experiences. I once used a Barbie doll to set fire to a pair of men’s underpants on national television (more on this later). Also I’m in a rock band—did I mention this already?—with Stephen King. But I’m nowhere near Barbra’s league.

So when I started this memoir project, I was genuinely unsure about whether it was a good idea. Throughout the writing process, I was nagged by nagging questions, such as: “Why would anybody want to read this?” And: “Who’s going to care?”

And those questions were coming from my wife.

No, that’s a joke. My wife has been very supportive. But I’m hoping to reach a wider audience. So to you, the person reading these words who, ideally, is not one of my close relatives who got the book for free, I say: Thanks. I hope you enjoy this memoir. It’s not all jokes—there are some serious parts, especially in the early chapters—but I hope you’ll be entertained.

I also hope I succeed in answering the question of where my ideas come from. I’ll start by talking about two people who were major influences on me, especially in my early life—two people without whom I would literally not exist.

I refer, of course, to Barbra Streisand and Warren Beatty.

But seriously, it’s time to meet my parents.






CHAPTER ONE MOM AND DAD


LIKE SO MANY MEMBERS OF the Baby Boom generation, I started out as a baby.

[image: A formal announcement by Mr. and Mrs. David W. Barry regarding the birth of David McAlister Barry on July 3, 1947.]

This happened in 1947, in Armonk, New York, a hamlet (yes, a hamlet; Google it) about thirty miles north of New York City.

Today Armonk is a prestigious address. IBM has its world headquarters there. It’s a tony little town, a power hamlet, with high-priced real estate and an affluent population. Today you can’t throw a rock in Armonk without hitting a hedge-fund manager.

It wasn’t like that when I was growing up. My friends and I threw a great many rocks (we didn’t have video games) but to the best of my recollection we never hit anybody affluent.

Back then Armonk was a village of around two thousand people, pretty much all of whom knew each other. There were some well-to-do residents and some who commuted to corporate jobs in the city. But there were also working-class families and tradespeople. Among our neighbors were two carpenters and two plumbers. This was fortunate for my father, who needed a lot of advice on carpentry and plumbing, because he was building our house.

My father wasn’t in construction; he was a Presbyterian minister. The reason he was building our house was that he didn’t have the money to hire somebody else to do it. So he did it himself, starting with the foundation, which he dug by hand.

[image: A photograph of Dave Barry as a toddler and his elder sister standing outdoors near a doorway.]
My sister, Kate, and me in 1948, next to the house our dad was building


Dad learned house-building as he went along, and it did not always go smoothly. I remember once he was trying, unsuccessfully, to hang a door for the better part of an afternoon. He finally gave up and sent me to our neighbors, the Petersons, to see if Henry Peterson might be available for a consult. Henry, an older Swedish gentleman, was a friend of my father and a master carpenter.

When Henry saw what Dad had done to the door, he shook his head and said, “Dave, Dave, Dave,” which, with his Swedish accent, came out as “Dafe, Dafe, Dafe.” Then he grabbed some tools and hung the door expertly in a few minutes. Which I imagine is what my father was hoping would happen.

(The Petersons were great neighbors. When I had to sell candy for Little League, I always went to them first, because Mrs. Peterson was really nice. I hated having to sell things. My sales pitch was “You don’t want to buy any Little League candy, do you?” But Mrs. Peterson always insisted that I sell her some.)

So throughout my childhood, the Barry house was basically a working construction site, with unfinished walls and ceilings, building materials lying around and the occasional random electrical wire sticking out from somewhere. Dad spent many, many weekends and evenings working on the house, and although it improved over the years, it was never really 100 percent finished, at least not while I lived there.

Our house had quirks. We got our water from a well, and from time to time the water would stop running, which meant somebody had to prime the pump. This was usually my job, especially if Dad was at work. I’d grab a flashlight and go out to the pump house, which was a dank, low-ceilinged subterranean shack containing the pump and approximately four hundred trillion spiders. I’d climb down in there, unscrew the plug, pucker up and blow air into the pump1 until it was primed, and we had running water again, at least temporarily. Over the years I primed the pump many, many times. The spiders would be like, “Oh, YOU again.”

We lived on a one-lane dirt road, maybe a half mile long, with three other families. The town didn’t maintain our road, so when it snowed, it was up to the families—the dads, really—to clear off the snow. For years the system they used was to put tire chains on somebody’s car and use it to tow a homemade V-shaped wooden plow, which theoretically would push the snow off to the sides of the road. This was not a great system. The rope that pulled the plow was always breaking, and the car was always getting stuck. So the dads spent a lot of time pushing the car, shouting instructions to each other, getting red-faced, sometimes saying bad words, sometimes stopping to catch their breath and—as dads did back then whenever they had a spare moment—fire up cigarettes.2

I don’t mean to suggest, in describing the Barry homestead, that I grew up in some kind of underprivileged, hardship childhood environment. Not at all. Not even close. Spiders aside, I had a wonderful childhood. We didn’t have a lot of material things, but we had a LOT of fun. And we had freedom. Behind our house were several large tracts of undeveloped land, which we called the Woods. That land has long since been subdivided into manicured McMansion estates, but back then it was one big sprawling nature preserve, many unoccupied acres of trees and meadows and brooks and ponds.

The landowners didn’t mind if we local kids ventured onto their property,3 and venture we did. We spent countless happy hours roaming the Woods, exploring, climbing trees, swinging on vines, damming creeks, swimming in and skating on lakes and ponds, catching deeply unfortunate frogs, shouting, burping, farting and of course throwing rocks, many rocks.

When we weren’t in the Woods, we were riding our bikes all over Armonk, pedaling for miles, looking for adventures to have and other kids to play with and/or annoy. We played red rover, hide and seek, capture the flag, running bases and various mutant forms of baseball involving as many as fourteen and as few as two players per team. We sometimes got into fights. We shot many, many things, including each other, with BB guns. When we got a little older we hitchhiked to Mount Kisco or White Plains to go to the movies. We experimented with cigarettes4 and engaged in what I will euphemistically describe as “mischief.”

Needless to say we did most of these things without parental supervision. You’ve heard this ad nauseam from us Boomers, but it’s true: Parents back then often had no idea where their kids were or what they were doing.5 The prevailing parental philosophy was that if the kids got home by suppertime without major injuries, all was well. It wasn’t that our parents didn’t care about us; I think it was mainly that they didn’t view the world as a fundamentally dangerous place. They grew up in the Depression and had recently been through a world war. To them, the 1950s weren’t so scary.

Also parents back then were pretty busy. At least mine were. My dad, when he wasn’t building our house, was commuting to New York City to do his real job, which was being executive director of the New York City Mission Society, a nonprofit organization that ran programs for inner-city kids. He was active in New York’s antipoverty community and the civil rights movement. He often worked late and on weekends, going to meetings and community events, sometimes giving guest sermons in churches in Harlem, the Bronx, Bedford-Stuyvesant.

My dad was born in Minneapolis, Kansas, where his dad was a pastor. When Dad was two, his father was assigned to a church in Cleveland, where Dad grew up. He went to Oberlin College and then to Chicago Theological Seminary. In Chicago he met my mom; they got married and moved to New York City, where Dad had gotten a job at the Presbyterian Board of National Missions. Seeking room to raise a family, they moved to Armonk—in those days, Armonk land was cheap—and bravely embarked on their do-it-yourself house project.

My dad was not a good carpenter, but he was a very good man. He was wise and kind and caring, and he devoted his life to making other people’s lives better. People just naturally saw the goodness in my dad; they loved him, trusted him, confided in him, counted on him.

He wasn’t a pastor, so he didn’t have a congregation, but he was a person people turned to when they had trouble. Many times our phone would ring,6 and it would be someone in tears, someone sick, someone with family problems, someone whose child was in trouble, someone talking suicide.

“Is Dave there?” they’d say.

Dad would get on the line and sit there in the living room, smoking his Kent cigarettes, listening—he was a great listener—for however long it took, talking quietly, calmly, always calmly, offering what comfort he could, never judging. If they needed Dad to be there, he’d put on his hat and coat and head out, day or night. He was always there for people who needed him.

Dad was a devout Christian, but he didn’t judge others by their beliefs. Over the years he officiated at many weddings, and quite a few were for people who didn’t consider themselves religious or whose churches didn’t permit them to marry each other. He’d marry Jews to Catholics, Baptists to atheists. If two people loved each other, he’d marry them.

I’m making my father sound saintly, but he wasn’t the least bit holier-than-thou. He was down-to-earth, never pompous or pretentious or smug. People felt comfortable around him. He didn’t wear a clerical collar. He loved parties, loved to drink and dance and sing, loved to write song parodies. He loved humor of almost any kind. He was a fan of the great humorist Robert Benchley and owned several books of Benchley’s collected columns. When I was somewhere around eleven or twelve I read those books and became obsessed with them; they definitely influenced my writing style, and I still read them today.

Dad was self-deprecatingly funny. He had a running joke involving the fact that he didn’t have a PhD degree because he took a job and never got around to finishing his thesis. He’d be doing some menial household task, and he’d announce: “If only I had finished my PhD thesis! Instead here I am, cleaning this toilet.”

He loved to laugh, my dad. Which is one reason he married my mom.

Over the years the question I’ve been asked by interviewers more than any other is “Where did you get your sense of humor?” I always answer: my mom.

Mom had a harder childhood than Dad. While his family was spared the worst of the Depression, hers struggled. She was born near Longmont, Colorado, to parents with little money; she spent her early years in a small house with a sod roof. When she was around ten her family moved to Minatare, Nebraska, near Scottsbluff, where her father got a job as a mechanic in a sugar-beet factory.

She didn’t have a happy home life. She didn’t get along with her mother, whom she seldom spoke of, and saw even more rarely, later in life. She didn’t have fond memories of Depression-era Nebraska, which she found bleak and boring. My brother Phil—our family historian—recalls: “She missed Longmont and Colorado terribly because it was in the foothills of the Rockies and beautiful, but the Minatare and Scottsbluff area was flat plains and drab, and the wind whistled and howled at night, which she hated. She made fun of life in Minatare, like saying going to funerals with her friend Gwen was the entertainment.”

Gwen was my mom’s friend and co-conspirator. They were not respectful of authority. My mom would tell us about the time they got into trouble in high school—as they often did—and a teacher told them, sternly, that they were going to stay after school for detention. Gwen turned to my mom and, in a voice radiant with joyful anticipation, said, “Oh, Marion, shall we?”

Mom loved that memory.

As soon as she was old enough to leave home, she did, and she never went back. She went to the University of Nebraska, working to pay her way. After she graduated she moved to Chicago, where she got a job as a secretary for what turned out to be the Manhattan Project, although as a low-level clerical worker she had no idea what that meant. Her most memorable experience from that job was that she once took dictation from Enrico Fermi, though she couldn’t recall anything specific about it.
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Dad and Mom, newlyweds


It was in Chicago that she met my dad. They made each other laugh, and in time they married, two funny people in love.

They had four children: my big sister, Kate; me; my little brother Phil; and my even littler brother Sam. My mom was, in many ways, a typical fifties suburban housewife dealing with a houseful of kids. She spent her days—long days—cleaning, cooking a zillion meals, packing school lunches, shopping for groceries, and schlepping us around to Little League games, scout meetings, school functions, parties, etc., in the station wagon, telling us that if we didn’t stop punching each other she was going to turn the station wagon around. On the surface, she was a normal mom of the times.

But she was not like the other moms. She had an edge—a sharp, dark sense of humor coiled inside her, always ready to strike.

An example: There was a pond in the Woods behind our house, and we Barry kids spent a lot of time there—ice-skating in the winter, general pond tomfoolery the rest of the year. I have a distinct memory of a summer day when I was maybe seven or eight years old, heading to the pond with my sister, Kate. My mom, who was (as she often was) in the kitchen, shouted out the window to ask us where we were going.

[image: A photograph of Dave Barry with Kate, baby Sam, and Phil indoors, as Kate and Dave hold baskets, while Phil carries baby Sam in his arms.]
The Barry kids, Easter 1956: Kate, baby Sam, Phil and me


We answered that we were going to the pond, and Mom, in the cheerful voice of a fifties TV-commercial housewife, shouted, “Don’t drown, kids!”

“We won’t!” we cheerfully shouted back. We thought it was funny. But it’s a joke most moms would never have made.

One of her favorite expressions, when something went wrong, was “Oh well, someday we’ll all be dead.” This always made everyone feel better. Seriously, it did.

Mom would sometimes take us along when she ran errands around Armonk—going to the drugstore, picking up the dry cleaning, buying groceries. The tradesmen of the town were always happy to see her. I remember once we walked into Briccetti’s market, where Ray Briccetti was, as usual, behind the meat counter, working the slicer, and when he saw Mom he called out, “Marion!” (They all called her Marion.) “How ya doing?”

Mom answered brightly: “Just shitty, Ray!”

Which Ray loved. She was not like the other shoppers.

If one of us Barry kids was having a problem—say, with a teacher—Mom would declare, “I’m going to put on my bathrobe and pink curlers and drive right down to the school and give that teacher a PIECE OF MY MIND.”

Which of course she would never have actually done. But it helped anyway, because it was funny. Even when we were adults, when we had problems, Mom would threaten to solve them by donning her bathrobe and curlers and going to see whoever was causing the problems. And it always helped, at least a little.

My friends loved my mom. When I was in college, my roommate Rob Stavis visited our house during a break, and he told Mom that he’d just been dumped by his girlfriend and he was feeling really depressed. Mom, who loved Rob, listened with a thoughtful, sympathetic expression. When Rob was done, Mom put her hand on his arm and said, “Rob, she was a little snot.” And Rob burst out laughing, because he knew deep down inside that she was right.

Another example: Every Christmas, an acquaintance of my parents used to send us a home-baked fruitcake. I assume it goes without saying that nobody in our family actually liked fruitcake. Nevertheless this dense wad of holiday thoughtfulness arrived at our house every year, and at some point it became part of a cherished tradition involving me, my mom and the kitchen door.

“Look, Davey!”7 she’d exclaim. “The fruitcake has arrived!”

“Hurrah!” I’d say. “I hope we don’t accidentally leave it in the kitchen doorway, like last year!” Then I’d open the kitchen door and place the fruitcake on the sill.

“UH-oh!” my mom would say. “It’s getting drafty! I had best close the kitchen door!”

And she’d slam the door on the fruitcake. Sometimes she had to slam it several times to put it completely out of its misery. Then we’d throw it into the garbage can. We carried on this tradition for at least ten years; it’s still one of my fondest Christmas memories.

One last example: One of our Armonk neighbors was a man named Tom Schroth, who was the editor of a now-defunct newspaper, the Brooklyn Eagle. Tom was a funny, fun-loving guy and became a close friend of my parents. At some point my dad, who, as I have noted, was always trying with limited success to build our house, borrowed Tom’s Skilsaw.

In 1955 the Eagle folded, and eventually Tom moved to Washington, DC, to take a job as the editor of Congressional Quarterly. But the Skilsaw remained at our house. This became a running joke between Tom and my parents, with Tom pretending to be outraged and demanding that his Skilsaw be returned. Over the years they exchanged a series of letters on this subject, culminating in this one, which Tom sent to my dad in 1962:
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Shortly after my parents received that letter, Mom—who had been threatening to do something about the Skilsaw situation for some time—took action. She loaded the Skilsaw and my brother, Sam, who was five years old, into our car, and, without telling Tom she was coming, drove from Armonk to Washington, DC, a trip of a little more than 250 miles. She did this solely so that she could ring Tom’s doorbell that evening and—when he opened the door, utterly shocked to see her standing on his doorstep—hand him the saw and say: “Here’s your goddamned Skilsaw.”

Nobody else’s mom that I knew of ever did anything like that.

So those were my parents: a dad who was very good, but also funny; a mom who was very funny, but also good. They gave us Barry kids a wonderful childhood.

Which is not to say they were perfect. They had their issues, as people do, and in later years, they both struggled.

Dad developed an alcohol problem. This happened after I’d left home, when I was in my early twenties. He had always enjoyed drinking, which was a major component of the Armonk social scene that my parents were part of in the fifties and sixties.8 They and their friends hosted or went to cocktail parties, sometimes pretty wild ones, virtually every weekend. But Dad always seemed under control. I never saw him drunk, at least not observably drunk.

[image: A photograph of Dave Barry and his dad engaged in a conversation; both are wearing glasses and formal attire.]
Dad and me at a New York City Mission Society benefit event around 1970. Yes, I had sideburns.


But by the seventies he was drinking more, a lot more, and in time he spiraled down into full-blown alcoholism. His drinking was affecting his work, and people were noticing. He was missing appointments, disappearing for long periods. He crashed his car, and though he insisted he wasn’t drunk, Mom knew he was. She was terrified that he’d hurt somebody, or himself.

Somewhere in there she called me—I was working at the Daily Local News, a newspaper in West Chester, Pennsylvania—and asked if I could come up to New York City to talk to Dad about his drinking. I didn’t want to, but I went. When I got to the City Mission offices, I stopped outside Dad’s door to talk with his secretary of many years, who loved him, as everybody who worked with him did. She was crying, telling me how hard it was to see him this way, sometimes slurring his words, sometimes falling asleep at his desk.

I was nervous when I went in to see Dad, not knowing what I’d find, but he didn’t look or sound drunk. He knew why I was there, but he acted like it was just a friendly visit, no big deal. He took me to lunch at a nearby restaurant; he didn’t have any alcohol. We had an uncomfortable meal. I tried to confront him about his drinking, but he fended me off, insisting, in his calm and reasonable-sounding way, that people were overreacting, that he didn’t have a drinking problem.

I didn’t believe him. He didn’t seem right to me; he seemed evasive, which was not like the dad I knew. I told him what I thought, tried to challenge him, but he kept insisting, calmly, that he was OK, there was nothing to worry about. In the end I gave up. He was my father, the wise man, the rock of the family, the beloved and respected Rev. Dr. Barry; I was his son, a twenty-something kid. That was our dynamic, and it wasn’t going to change over lunch. We went back to his office and hugged each other goodbye, but it wasn’t a good hug.

Things got even worse after that. Dad got into another car crash. Mom was getting desperate, worrying about him, worrying about herself, sometimes even wondering if she should leave him, which was unthinkable to me, but she was thinking it.

Then one day she called me with good news: Dad was getting help. He’d hit bottom and called a friend who was in Alcoholics Anonymous. The friend came to the house, told Dad to pack, and took him to some kind of drying-out retreat, where he stayed for a couple of weeks. When he came home, Mom told me, “I have Dave back.”

A few months later I got a letter from Dad. I no longer have it, so this is paraphrasing, but it was something like I dimly remember, through my alcoholic haze, my son coming to see me, and trying to talk to me. I’m sorry you had to do that, and I’m sorry I didn’t listen.

That was Dad working AA’s twelve-step program, specifically steps eight and nine, the ones about making amends. Dad was fully committed to AA; he faithfully attended meetings and remained sober for the rest of his life.

But he did more than that. Through AA, he met a man named Buford Peterson, a former prisoner and recovering alcoholic. Buford had founded an organization called Fellowship Center, which provided alcoholism counseling to prison inmates. In those days, most prisons offered drug-addiction counseling, but often there were no programs for inmates—there were many—who were incarcerated because of crimes related to drinking. Dad and Buford became close friends and allies; Dad eventually became president of Fellowship Center, and he spent his remaining years working to expand its programs throughout the New York State prison system.

That was my dad: not just dealing with his own problems, not just trying to right whatever wrongs he’d done, but also finding a way to use his experience to help other people, and devoting the rest of his life to that purpose. He was a good man. He was the best man I ever knew.

Unfortunately he wasn’t a healthy man. He was a heavy smoker for most of his life, even after he’d given up alcohol (he always said that nicotine was the tougher addiction to beat). He had heart issues, and when he reached his midsixties they caught up with him. He was hospitalized, but the doctors said there was nothing more to be done; he came home, to the house he built, to die.

Mom called me, told me to come to come to Armonk, told me Dad didn’t have much time left. This was in 1984; I’d recently been hired by the Miami Herald to write a humor column for its Sunday magazine, Tropic, but I was still living in the Philadelphia suburbs. So I drove home to see my dad.

Afterward I called my editor at Tropic, Gene Weingarten, to ask if it would be OK if I wrote a nonhumor column about that last visit.9 Gene said yes, and I wrote a column titled “A Million Words.” Here’s how it ended:


So I go in for my last words, because I have to go back home, and my mother and I agree I probably won’t see him again. I sit next to him on the bed, hoping he can’t see that I’m crying. “I love you, Dad,” I say. He says: “I love you, too. I’d like some oatmeal.”

So I go back out to the living room, where my mother and my wife and my son are sitting on the sofa, in a line, waiting for the outcome, and I say, “He wants some oatmeal.” I am laughing and crying about this. My mother thinks maybe I should go back in and try to have a more meaningful last talk, but I don’t.

Driving home, I’m glad I didn’t. I think: He and I have been talking ever since I learned how. A million words. All of them final, now. I don’t need to make him give me any more, like souvenirs. I think: Let me not define his death on my terms. Let him have his oatmeal. I can hardly see the road.



We had two memorial services for Dad, one in New York City, one in Armonk, both overflowing with people and tears. So many people loved him. After the Armonk service, just the immediate family—Mom, Kate, Phil, Sam and I—went to the little rural cemetery to bury his ashes, which were in a cardboard box. We put the box into the hole the cemetery people had dug. We said some words, hugged each other, cried.

Then we walked away from the hole. It was raining, and we were still crying. Mom, holding my arm, was reading the names on the nearby gravestones. Suddenly she stopped.

“So that’s why we don’t see him around anymore!” she exclaimed. Now we were all laughing while we cried.

Nobody would have laughed harder at that than Dad.

So even then, moments after burying her husband of forty-two years, Mom was funny. She could always be funny.

But funny isn’t the same thing as happy.
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Mom and me in 1974. Yes, I had a mustache.


Mom had long struggled with depression, a bleak, hopeless mood that would envelop her like a storm cloud, sometimes lingering for days. She saw psychiatrists for years and took prescription antidepressants, but the darkness was always lurking. More than once she talked about suicide, which she considered, unapologetically, to be her right.

When we were growing up, we knew when Mom was having these moods, but she could usually fight through them, soldiering on with her mom duties, trying hard not to let her problems become our problems. Over the years, she was able, most of the time, to manage her depression, or at least live with it.

Then Dad died. He hadn’t been a perfect husband; his alcoholism years were hard for her. But for most of their marriage, he was a steadying, supportive force in her life. He loved her, and he got her. When she lost him, she lost her anchor. She wasn’t sure where she wanted to live or what she wanted to do. I assumed—I think we all assumed—that she would eventually figure it out, find her way to a new life. She still had friends, and she had her health.

And she still had her sense of humor. For a while, after Dad’s death, she worked as a secretary/legal assistant to Joe DiGiacinto, who had a law practice in White Plains, New York. Joe is my oldest and closest Armonk friend; we were born a few days apart in Mount Kisco Hospital and were schoolmates from kindergarten through high school. Joe knows my family well, and over the years he became the unofficial Barry family legal counsel, although we can never get him to bill us. He loved my mom, and he was happy to hire her because she was smart, she was a good typist, and she was an extremely non-boring person to work with. She wrote wonderful letters. At one point while she was working for him, Joe handled a minor legal issue involving my newspaper column. When it was concluded, Mom sent me this:

[image: A letter dated July 24, 1986, from attorney Joseph W. DiGiacinto’s office to David M. Barry, discussing billing rates and communication preferences.]
Description 2



She wrote that more than two years after Dad died; at that point she seemed, to me anyway, to be doing OK.

But she wasn’t.

She decided to sell the house, and she thought maybe it was time to leave Armonk. But she didn’t know where she wanted to go. For a few months she moved around the country, living briefly with my brothers, Sam and Phil, who were both in California, and with me, in Florida. But she couldn’t settle on a place, couldn’t find what she was looking for. At one point she thought she might want to live in Connecticut, so I flew up from Florida to look at some places with her. A few months later I wrote an essay about that trip, titled “Lost in America.” Here it is:


My mother and I are driving through Hartford, Conn., on the way to a town called Essex. Neither of us has ever been to Essex, but we’re both desperately hoping that my mother will want to live there.

She has been rootless for several months now, moving from son to son around the country, ever since she sold the house she had lived in for 40 years, the house she raised us in, the house my father built. The house where he died, April 4, 1984. She would note the date each year on the calendar in the kitchen.

“Dave died, 1984,” the note would say. “Come back, Dave.”

The note for July 5, their anniversary, said: “Married Dave, 1942. Best thing that ever happened to me.”

The house was too big for my mother to handle alone, and we all advised her to sell it. Finally she did, and she shipped all her furniture to Sunnyvale, Calif., where my brother Phil lived. Her plan was to stay with him until she found a place of her own out there.

Only she hated Sunnyvale. At first this seemed almost funny, even to her. “All my worldly goods,” she would say, marveling at it, “are in a warehouse in Sunnyvale, Calif., which I hate.” She always had a wonderful sense of absurdity.

After a while it didn’t seem so funny. My mother left Sunnyvale to live for a while with my brother Sam, in San Francisco, and then with me, in Florida; but she didn’t want to stay with us. What she wanted was a home.

What she really wanted was her old house back.

With my father in it.

Of course she knew she couldn’t have that, but when she tried to think of what else she wanted, her mind would just lock up. She started to spend a lot of time watching soap operas.

“You have to get on with your life,” I would tell her, in this new, parental voice I was developing when I talked to her. Dutifully, she would turn off the TV and get out a map of the United States, which I bought her to help her think.

“Maybe Boulder would be nice,” she would say, looking at Colorado. “I was born near Boulder.”

“Mom,” I would say in my new voice. “We’ve talked about Boulder 50 times, and you always end up saying you don’t really want to live there.”

Chastened, she would look back at her map, but I could tell she wasn’t really seeing it.

“You have to be realistic,” I would say. The voice of wisdom.

When she and I had driven each other just about crazy, she went back out to California, and repeated the process with both of my brothers. Then one night she called to ask, very apologetically, if I would go with her to look at Essex, Conn., which she had heard was nice. It was a bad time for me, but of course I said yes, because your mom is your mom. I met her in Hartford and rented a car.

I’m driving; my mother is looking out the window.

“I came through Hartford last year with Frank and Mil, on the way to Maine,” she says. Frank was my father’s brother; he has just died. My mother loved to see him. He reminded her of my father.

“We were singing,” my mother says. She starts to sing.


I’m forever blowing bubbles

Pretty bubbles in the air.



I can tell she wants me to sing, too. I know the words; we sang this song when I was little.


First they fly so high, nearly reach the sky

Then like my dreams, they fade and die.



But I don’t sing. I am all business.

“I miss Frank,” says my mother.

Essex turns out to be a beautiful little town, and we look at two nice, affordable apartments. But I can tell right away that my mother doesn’t want to be there. She doesn’t want to say so, after asking me to fly up from Miami, but we both know.

The next morning, in the motel coffee shop, we have a very tense breakfast.

“Look, Mom,” I say, “you have to make some kind of decision.” Sounding very reasonable.

She looks down at her map. She starts talking about Boulder again. This sets me off. I lecture her, tell her she’s being childish. She’s looking down at her map, gripping it. I drive her back to Hartford, neither of us saying much. I put her on a plane; she’s going to Milwaukee, to visit my dad’s sister, then back to my brother in Sunnyvale, Calif. Which she hates.

The truth is, I’m relieved that she’s leaving.

“You can’t help her,” I tell myself, “until she decides what she wants.” It is a sound position.

About a week later, my wife and I get a card from my mother.

“This is to say happy birthday this very special year,” it says. “And to thank you for everything.”

Our birthdays are weeks away.

About two days later, my brother Phil calls, crying, from a hospital. My mother has taken a massive overdose of Valium and alcohol. The doctors want permission to turn off the machines. They say there’s no hope.

We talk about it, but there really isn’t much to say. We give the permission.

It’s the only logical choice.

The last thing I saw my mother do, just before she went down the tunnel to her plane, was turn and give me a big smile. It wasn’t a smile of happiness; it was the same smile I give my son when he gets upset listening to the news, and I tell him don’t worry, we’re never going to have a nuclear war.

I can still see that smile any time I want. Close my eyes, and there it is. A mom, trying to reassure her boy that everything’s going to be OK.



To this day I feel guilty about that last visit with Mom—how selfish I was, how cluelessly arrogant, thinking I knew what she needed to do, when I had no idea, none, what she was going through. She was in unbearable pain, and she didn’t see any other way to end it. Also I think she didn’t want to inflict her misery on her children. I think that, in her mind, removing herself from our lives was an act of love, a mother’s love.

I didn’t see that coming, didn’t see how much she was suffering, didn’t do anything meaningful to help her. Instead, I bought her a stupid map. And I will never stop feeling guilty about that.

But the dominant emotion I feel when I remember my mom isn’t guilt: It’s gratitude. She was the sharpest and funniest person I knew; I owe much of my personality, and all of my career, to her. I wouldn’t reduce her life to a struggle with depression any more than I’d reduce my dad’s life to a struggle with alcoholism. They were both good people—smart, funny, decent people—and although they definitely weren’t Ozzie and Harriet, they were excellent parents and role models. They gave us Barry kids a wonderful childhood, and they taught us, by the way they treated others, how they believed a person should act. Mostly it was your basic, old-school Midwestern values:

Don’t act like you’re better than other people. Be polite to everybody, not just people you want to impress.

Be modest; don’t toot your own horn. If you’re something special, people will figure it out for themselves.

Above all, never take anything too seriously. Especially not yourself.

These are good values; I still try to live up to them. And I’ve tried, in my half-assed way, to pass them along to my own kids. The older I get, the more I understand that this is the most valuable thing I have, the wisdom I got from my parents.

Thanks, Mom and Dad.


	
1. That’s right, you had to blow into the pump. I still don’t understand the mechanics of it, but it worked.

	
2. Everybody smoked back then. Our family doctor was Mortimer “Monty” Cohn, a close friend of my parents. When my father went in for a physical, Monty would always tell him he needed to quit. Then the two of them would light up. Dr. Cohn smoked unfiltered Camels.

	
3. At least that was our assumption.

	
4. For a brief period, when I was twelve or thirteen, my friends and I also experimented with corncob pipes, which we bought at the Armonk Stationery Store, which sold a variety of things—candy, cigarettes, sodas, newspapers, comic books—but not stationery. We’d go out in the woods and stuff the pipes with “cherry blend” tobacco, which was like peat moss drenched in cough syrup. Then we’d fire up our pipes with a Zippo lighter—we LOVED Zippo lighters—and puff away like maniacs. We must have looked utterly ridiculous, but we thought we were cool.

	
5. I regularly see Facebook posts by my fellow Boomers waxing nostalgic—we Boomers love our nostalgia—about how great our free-roaming childhoods were; how the lack of parental oversight made us happier, more self-reliant, and just all-around better than These Kids Today, whose parents supervise their every living moment from birth through approximately age thirty-seven. I basically agree with these posts, but I wonder: If we Boomers truly believe free-range childhoods are so wonderful, why didn’t we let our own kids have them? Because we didn’t. We Boomers invented helicopter parenting. When my kids were young I would never have let them do half the stuff I did. Hitchhiking, for God’s sake.

	
6. We had one phone, in the living room. Everybody had one phone, usually in the living room. It was a heavy black metal thing with a rotary dial, attached to the wall by a wire, and when it rang the entire household responded. Whoever was closest to the phone would hasten to answer it, then announce, loudly, who the call was for. The announcer’s voice would be even louder, and more urgent, if it was a long-distance call. LONG DISTANCE!!


	
7. She called me Davey to distinguish me from my dad, whom she called Dave. As I grew older I came to dislike being called Davey, but that did not stop my mom.

	
8. Alcohol was a big part of Armonk’s identity in those days. Armonk is right on the border between New York—where back then the drinking age was eighteen—and Connecticut, where the drinking age was twenty-one. So a lot of Connecticut people between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one—and, to be honest, younger than that—came across the state line to drink. At one point our little village of two thousand people had something like twenty bars; everyone called it “Barmonk.”

	
9. This is something I’ve learned about myself over the years. I’m a humor writer; I’ve never wanted to be a serious writer. But sometimes when something bad happens in my life, I have to write about it before I can get back to writing humor. These essays have usually been well received; people sometimes say, “You should write more serious pieces.” But I don’t want to write serious pieces, because they’re almost always the result of something bad happening.








CHAPTER TWO SCHOOL


I BEGAN MY EDUCATION AT Wampus Elementary, a public school that is still in operation, educating the youth of Armonk. (“Wampus” comes from the Native American word “wampus,” which means, as far as I have been able to determine, “Wampus.”)

I started kindergarten in 1952. Harry Truman was the president; we were deep into the Cold War with the Russians; the nuclear arms race was on. Not long after the 1952 school year began, the United States tested the first hydrogen bomb, which was such big news that we even heard about it on the Wampus Elementary playground; I remember older kids, more excited than scared, running around shouting, “H-bomb!”

Atomic war was part of the school curriculum in the fifties, most notably in the form of the famous “duck and cover” drills, in which we students would practice crawling under our desks to protect ourselves in the event of a nuclear blast. We really did that. It seems pretty stupid now, but back then—when the threat of nuclear attack felt very real—it also seemed pretty stupid. I think we all knew, deep in our hearts, that school desks did not provide meaningful protection against atomic bombs; if they did, why not erect giant school desks over major cities? But we didn’t really mind the duck-and-cover drills. They were more entertaining than, for example, school.

Some people built home fallout shelters, which were a thing for a while in the fifties and early sixties. I didn’t know anybody who had one. My family certainly didn’t; my dad had his hands full just providing us with a regular shelter.

But I did, briefly, have a survival kit. This was a collection of items that would theoretically help keep you alive in the event of a nuclear war. I don’t remember where I got the idea for it, but I definitely remember, when I was maybe ten or eleven, putting a bunch of stuff into one of my dad’s old toolboxes and lugging it around. (I also remember that my mom found this amusing.) I believe my survival kit included a flashlight, some matches and a penknife. But the items I definitely remember were two Hershey bars, which I apparently thought would provide me with vital sustenance in the radioactive hellscape that Armonk would be reduced to following an exchange of nuclear missiles with the Russians.
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Editorial Research Reports
1156 19TH STREET, N.W. FEDERAL 8-4660

WASHINGTON 6, D. C.
THOMAS N. SCHROTH
EXECUTIVE EDITOR

Jan, 12, 1962
Dear Dave,

Do you have my skilsaw? I want my skilsaw.
And, damnit, if you do have my skilsaw, what are you doing
with it? Why are you keeping my skilsaw from me?

Wie're thinking of moving to another house, see.
And if we move to another house, see, I'1l need that
G -- D --- gkilsaw, see, So please send it to me,

Send it to me right away, Dave., I want my
skilsaw. I want my skilsaw,

Yourﬁ’%
- ]
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JoseEPH W. DiGIACINTO
ATTORNEY AT LAW
235 MAIN STREET

: 226000 ETLX UR NO. WESTCHESTER OFFICE:
INTERHATIONAL TELBX: 886000 ‘WHITE PLAINS, NEW YORK 10601-2495
DOMESTIC USA TELEX: 12041 XAS NYK 98 SMITH AVENUE
TEL.(914) 428 8500 MT. KISCO, N. Y. 10549

(914) 666-2409

July 24, 1986

avid Barr

Coral Gables, Florida 33156

Re: BARRY V

Dear Mr. Barry:

Attached hereto are copies of two letters both dated July 12, 1986 written
by and addressed to Joseph W. DiGiacinto. The letters are self
explanatory. However, if you have any intelligent questions concerning the same
I assume you will contact me. I would appreciate it if you would communicate by
writing since I do not have time to entertain frivolous phone calls.

It is the policy of this firm to inform our clients of our hourly rates.
Mr. DiGiacinto's time is billed at $350.00 per hour and all legal assistance is
billed at $249.00 per hour. A total of 2l minutes of billable time was spent
on this matter. A bill will be sent to you at the end of the month.
Very truly yours,

Gz)/)d‘/’l» 4

Marion McA. Barry
Legal Assistant

MMB:sp
enclosures

ce: File
Joseph W. DiGiacinto
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