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To all moms
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Ora Zella Anderson




I’m your mother. Do you know what that means? Does it mean anything to you?

—Christine Baskets


The first words out of my mom’s mouth at a restaurant: “Could we get some extra butter, please?”

Maître d’: “Well, let us seat your party first, ma’am.”

—

My mom will go to any garage sale. She’ll stop no matter what.

“Pull over, Louie, that looks like a good sale.”

“So we’re leaving the funeral procession?”

“Well, he’s not going anywhere.”

If my mom could come back from the beyond, I’m pretty sure she would stop at a garage sale before she came to see me.

—

My mom was the sweetest person in the world but she was a thief. You always knew what she was going to steal. At a restaurant, she’d point out the item she was going to take. She’d say, “Louie, aren’t these cute salt-and-pepper shakers?”

“I’ll see them when I get home.”

Then my brother got caught shoplifting. My mom said, “Where’d he get an idea like that?”

“I don’t know, Mom, should we look at the salt-and-pepper wall? You’re one shaker from a felony.”

—

She drove in the imaginary lane.

“What are we doing over here, Mom?”

“Well, no one’s in it.”

“You’re the worst driver in the world.”

“I’ve never had an accident.”

“Yeah, but how many have you caused?”

—

We had eleven kids in our family. I was tenth of eleven. I just slid out. I was home from the hospital before she was. I was waiting at the door. “I’m starving!”


— APRIL 2015 —


It’s About Time

Hey Mom!

I already talk about you a lot but lately I’ve been speaking to you directly, too, so I figured it was time I wrote. I often wonder how you’re doing. Is there an afterlife? Heaven? That’s the million-dollar question. Or billion-dollar question. Or in this day and age, I guess the trillion-dollar question. A million’s not even a million anymore. A million was really a million back in your day, Mom.

I could say I’m writing now to tell you about this great role I got in a great TV show, which just got “picked up,” in which I play a mom—that’s right, Mom, a mom, not a dad—of four grown sons, and the character is so much like you! Her name is Christine Baskets and playing her comes so naturally because I keep channeling you. What would Mom say? What would Mom do? What would Ora Zella Anderson do?

So of course I want to let the inspiration for the character know about it, even if she died a quarter-century ago.

But that’s not the only reason I feel the need to write. I have so many questions and so many things I’ve been meaning to say to you. Stuff that’s on my mind a lot, and I wanted to get it down someplace. There were questions I neglected to ask Dad when he was still around but that’s easier to explain. There were so many things he wouldn’t talk about. He was angry, an angry alcoholic. Sometimes I just didn’t want to be around him, and neither did any of your other ten children.

But why didn’t I ask you the things I want to ask you now, back when I had the chance? You had no trouble talking, Mom. “Blah, blah, blah,” Dad said many times about your “going on.” I’m so much more like you than him, in that way. You never yelled or punished or expressed disappointment, only love. Sometimes I wish you’d been harder, more disapproving. Maybe you were and I didn’t notice. Anyway, it kills me that I didn’t ask you a bunch of things I think about more and more these days.

I often think about childhood and our family and the things that make us who we are. I’ve always thought about that stuff. You know this, Mom, but so much of my comedy act over the years has been based on our family, and you, and what growing up was like. That was a lot of my best material, still is. As a young comic, I mostly made fat jokes at my own expense, or maybe I should say I did lots of fat jokes about this fat character I played onstage (though I played a fat person offstage, too). That was the common denominator. But it’s come to be less of my act. Maybe it’s because I don’t see myself anymore as a fat person but a person who happens to be fat.

Anyway, you were still around when I was doing material about family and it always got laughs, but then I got a little darker and maybe more real with it, and got some of the biggest laughs of the set. A different kind of laugh. It opened up something in me and I started digging. Roman DiCaire, an older comedian I admired and who saw me perform, told me, “Louie, if you do that material about your family and have a completely clean act, you’ll be famous.” I lacked direction then and I was looking for someone to tell me something. He turned out to be 100 percent right. Decades later, Mom, I make jokes about the family, and they land, and land hard, because they’re so true for everyone, though I still think our family was way more screwed up than most. “A stress test—you know what that is? It’s where you have your whole family over to the house.” Stuff like that often gets the most unguarded laugh of the night.

So here I am, Mom, on the verge of basically playing you for a national TV audience, with the pursed lips, the disapproving judgmental glances—in the nicest way—that I picked up from you. You know that side glance that could say a million things—Don’t do that, Put that down, What are you doing? Don’t make us look bad, Oh, Louie . . . ? That’s there.

Yet even though I understand some things about you and me, I want to understand more.

Which brings me to tonight, Sunday night, this hotel suite desk, in Room 117—eleven and seven, two good numbers if you’re from Las Vegas, Mom, which is where I now live—of the Hilton Garden Inn in Erie, Pennsylvania, having just come from finishing my sixth show in four days (one show Thursday night, two each Friday and Saturday nights, and tonight’s), my fifty-eighth comedy set of the year. I’m writing to tell you about how it’s going, and keeping you even more alive with me. I have so much to report, about so many things, some good stuff, some not so good. But it’s a lot, and who knows, maybe one day it will all turn into a book. If it does, I know what I want to call it: Hey Mom, because so many times since you’ve been gone I’ve looked up and said out loud, “Hey Mom, what do you think of this?”

“Hey Mom, get a load of this guy!”

“Hey Mom, how’d I get into this mess?”

“Hey Mom, what am I doing with my life?”

I think we all do a subconscious “Hey Mom” a lot of the time. I guess I must believe in the afterlife if I’m writing to you and I talk to you and my face is always turned up to the sky. If there is an afterlife, I hope there’s a big comfortable chair, because I know you like that, and good creamer for your coffee, and a TV showing old reruns.

The last time I had a moment like this, where I absolutely needed to write down what was on my mind, was 1987, when I was touring the Midwest and doing Summerfest in Milwaukee. Thousands and thousands of people were taking in the different acts, drinking beer, eating bratwurst. When my set was over, I wanted to head back to the hotel, so I got a lift from a festival volunteer. I climbed into the back seat of the car—a Buick. Mom, you always loved Buicks, such big beautiful cars. All around us were so many drunks wobbling and staggering to their cars, then getting into their cars and trying to avoid hitting other drunks. My first thought was amazement at the inner gyroscope of drunks, how the alcohol takes over and they look like they’re going to fall over but somehow they don’t—amazing! A lot of them, mostly men, made wrestling noises. Ooo! OOOOO!

But I had a bigger thought: The whole scene was a metaphor for my life, me swerving and trying to avoid the damage that alcohol did to me, did to all of us, does to all kinds of people. That it did to you, Mom, though you yourself hated to drink. As soon as I got to my room at the Pfister Hotel, a beautiful old hotel in Milwaukee that’s supposedly haunted, I sat down at the desk, just like I’m doing here with you, and I wrote a letter to Dad. He was already seven years dead at that point, and it all just spilled out of me, letter after letter in my journal, and I kept writing, and crying, in search of some better understanding, any understanding, for why Louis William Anderson was such a cruel, difficult alcoholic father. Those letters eventually got collected into a book, Dear Dad: Letters from an Adult Child, that you got to see, Mom, but just barely, because you died without warning a few months later.

Like I said, so much has happened since then, and I want to keep you up-to-date. I wish you had seen the professional success I’ve enjoyed in the twenty-five years since you died. You deserve a lot of the credit, partly because I talk so much about you and the family in my act, partly because of the reservoir of love and kindness you doled out to me and to all of us, which gave me the strength to not quit. Because you never quit, never gave up, never gave in, always put one foot in front of the other. In a couple years it will be forty years for me as a stand-up comic. A clown, really, but a clown who’s making good money. Can you believe that, Mom? Forty! Anyway, I could not have gotten this far in my career if I gave up easily. Dad was also stubborn. All us Andersons are. We won’t give in, we won’t give up, we won’t even take care of ourselves.

There are other things I wish. I wish I would have had you come live with me later in life. I wish I’d been more open to the idea. I know you would have adored that. I would have, too, eventually. I was selfish then, much more than I think—I hope—I am now. I wish I would have done it and I’m glad to say it here even though it’s too late. I also know we have to let go of regrets or it drags us through the mud for all the things we didn’t do.

I need to tell you about the family—but it’s late and I’m wiped out from the show, so I’ll say good night for now. I’ll write tomorrow.

Love,

Louie


Gone But Never Forgotten

Hey Mom,

So there are five Anderson kids left, Mom, which I’m really sorry to say means that six of us have passed away since you left us. Or maybe you know that. Are things getting more complete up there, wherever you are, as each of your children joins you? Or does each one make you sadder, because they’ve left us, here? That’s how you were, Mom—you would have thought of us, not yourself. Will it only be complete when we’re all up there? I hope there’s no fighting there. I hope there’s enough butter. I hope there’s enough love. “Enough love”—there’s a strange idea. A mistaken idea. Love’s a constant. That’s a hard lesson to learn.

And—here’s a small thing—do I even believe that stuff about the afterlife and heaven? Or is it just that I want to?

Those of us still here—Jimmy, Shanna, Lisa, little Tommy, and me—are very close. We don’t see each other as much as we should but we’re close. I live in Las Vegas, Mom—I know you always liked Vegas, the buffets, the big hotels, the free giveaways, coming to town with two suitcases, one of them empty, and leaving with both full—and my remaining two sisters and two brothers live in the Midwest: Minnesota, Wisconsin, South Dakota. I visit Minnesota ten or twelve times a year. Altogether, there are more than fifty Anderson nephews and nieces, great-nephews and nieces, and great-great-nephews and nieces. I really should get an exact count. A lot of them have escaped the family curse, fortunately, but DNA runs deep, and more than a few have been through drug abuse and other addictions.

Can you believe it’s 2015, Mom? That used to sound like a year from science fiction. “2015 and beyond . . .” But here we are. Can you believe I’m still alive, considering all the crap I’ve done, the risks I’ve taken, the lifestyle I’ve lived? Things are really different now. You would be so thrilled and also so damn disappointed, especially with how people treat each other.

Am I jumping around too much in my letters? It’s no different from how we used to talk, you and me. The mind wanders when it’s never totally satisfied. But I guess that’s kind of self-evident, right?

At some point, I’ll write to you about the day you died, though I don’t know if you even want to hear it. But I will get to it. I’m finding new reservoirs of strength. I really love you and miss you and wish I would have been nicer to you. Did I say that yesterday? Does everyone say they wish they were nicer to their mom or dad after it’s too late? I hope everyone remembers to call their mom and dad and say “I love you” because you never know. When I would call and do that with Dad, he wouldn’t respond to me, he would just yell at you, “What the hell’s wrong?! He’s saying he loves me and he loves you! Get on the phone and find out if he’s in jail!”

Everyone should tell the people they love that they love them, at all times, because you never know. You always said that, Mom: “You never know.” I wish you were alive right now, no matter how old you’d be. I just turned fifty, twelve years ago! No, I don’t like saying my age. I got your vain streak. I wish I would have got more of your nice streak because you were the nicest person I ever met or knew. I got more of Dad’s mean streak than I’d like, his sneer and judgmental way, though I’ve worked on that a lot. (“I hate that guy!” he’d say. “But you don’t even know the guy,” I’d say. “I don’t have to know him to hate him!” he’d say.) I was going to say I also got Dad’s addictive personality but maybe it was yours, too, Mom, because I know you loved food. I’ve had trouble with drinking, drugs, gambling, and especially food. I survived the drugs, gambling, and drinking. I quit smoking fifteen years ago. But I’m still working on the food.

Oh yeah: I’m addicted to laughs and applause, too. I love them. No calories yet very filling! The better the show, the less I eat afterward. True.

I’m looking forward to playing you more on TV. It’ll be a treat and I know you’d get a big kick out of it. I’ll try to write again tomorrow.

Night, Mom.

Love,

Louie

P.S. Say hi to Kent, Rhea, Roger, Mary, Sheila, and Billy. Say hi to Dad, if he’s there. I hope there’s no drinking up there, Mom.
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Tenth Child

Hey Mom,

It’s me again, your tenth child, Louie, Louis Perry Anderson, as it states on my birth certificate, born March 24, 1953, at Ancker Hospital in St. Paul, Minnesota. Fatty Arbuckle’s birthday. (I didn’t know that then because I was just a baby.) You and Dad named me Louis after Dad, right? I mean, I’m not a Jr., because his and my middle names are different. But here’s what I don’t get: Why wait until the tenth kid and the fifth son before using Dad’s name? Why not the firstborn male? Why eighteen years after you first became parents? I know my middle name is for your brother, Mom. You always talked so lovingly about Perry. Perry Prouty. I bet he got tortured over that name.

Here’s the question people always ask me: What does it mean to be number ten of eleven? With nine older brothers and sisters and just one younger? Is there something particular about a family with eleven children? Some “eleven-ness”? Robert Kennedy Jr. is one of eleven children, so is Stephen Colbert, so is Mel Gibson. Do we all have something in common beyond just the number? I wonder if there’s something similar between RFK Jr., Mel Gibson, Stephen Colbert, and me. I’m funny and Stephen Colbert is funny. Is Mel Gibson funny? Is RFK Jr.?

Do we tenth-borns have any special tendencies, the way firstborns might, or the baby of the family does, or the middle of three, or an only child? Does birth order matter that much? I have a book at home that’s all about birth order, titled—what else?—The Birth Order Book, by Dr. Kevin Leman. The subtitle is Why You Are the Way You Are.

Is it that black-and-white? Does birth order determine everything? What number kid is it that never finishes reading books?

I always wondered if being your tenth, Mom, meant it was really hard for me to come across as special. You were forty-one years old when you had me. Like many moms back then, you got a week in the hospital, and having babies was your only real vacation. No wonder you had so many!

I’m glad I could give you that break—but it was the tenth such vacation. With nine children already, could number ten really seem special? I know when I see something over and over how it affects me. Oh, another open mic comic. I’ve seen this before. The tenth baby? Probably I was like that for you and Dad. Another mouth to feed, another round of diapers to change, another soft cherubic crying thing to hold and comfort, more money to earn and immediately spend. It must have been chaos at 1122 Hazelwood Street, the Roosevelt Projects on the East Side of St. Paul, Minnesota, before I showed up, and even more chaos afterward. So could I really have been special in some way? After all, not every comic is special. Brave, sure, and I have a lot of respect for what each comic is trying to do. But special? Most aren’t. (Wait, is that me being judgmental? “I don’t need to see that comic to know he’s not special!”)

Eventually, someone comes along who is special, like the first time I saw Jim Carrey. Wow, I remember thinking. That’s going to be a hard act to follow onstage. At home I had nine acts to follow. The only act that followed me was Tommy. I really wish I had asked you and Dad how it felt to bring home number ten.

When fans or interviewers ask, “What was it like growing up with ten brothers and sisters?” I never know how to answer it. By the time I arrived, the older ones were close to leaving the nest and very busy with their lives outside the home. There was the thing with Mary and, a decade after that, with Shanna, so not all of them were even there.

The middle kids helped take care of us younger ones, so to me and Tommy, the middle kids were the older kids. And the older kids were really adults.

What was it like growing up in a family that big? I had lots of examples of how to act, good and bad. We had only six chairs at the table, so we ate in shifts. There were two bathrooms, so we learned to control our bladders. The socks we wore were probably not ours.

Every family’s circumstances are different. And I’m sure very big families are the same, in some ways. I wonder if Tolstoy is right, that happy families are happy in the same way but unhappy families are each unhappy in their own way. Oh, man, I would hate to try to figure that out. I know we had a lot of unhappiness. But were we unhappy in a unique way, or in a way very similar to other very big families? I ask too many damn questions. Anyway, Lisa probably said it best: “We made our own happiness but I don’t think we were a happy family.”

What were the reactions of Kent, Rhea, Mary, Roger, Jimmy, Shanna, Billy, Sheila, and Lisa to the ten-pound sack of potatoes carted into the Anderson Hacienda that March of ’53? I’m going to make some calls, to three of my four remaining siblings, Mom, to get their impressions. (Not Tommy, since he wasn’t born yet. But I’ll call him anyway, to say hi to my baby brother and tell him I love him.)

Four siblings. Yep, it’s sad to say it. Jimmy, Shanna, Lisa, and Tommy. I have more to tell you about Kent, Rhea, Mary, Roger, Billy, and Sheila being gone, Mom, but later, not now. Just writing those words gets me emotional.

To be continued.

Love,

Louie


Premiere

Hey Mom,

I called Jimmy, your favorite child (admit it), and asked him what he thought of me when I came home from the hospital.

“I was excited but I don’t know why,” he said. Jimmy gets excited about everything. He always looks on the bright side. I don’t know if he happens to be the best combination of you and Dad, or he arrived at just the right time, or it’s birth order, or he was sunny-side up and I’m more of a hard-boiled egg. Anyway, that’s Jimmy, pure and sweet, a sweetness he got from you, though he’s also got a side of Dad’s sour sauce.

Then I called Lisa but she didn’t pick up.

Then I called Shanna, to see if she was even around when I was brought home from the hospital. Maybe she wasn’t, maybe she was—that was years after you and Dad gave her away to be raised in a whole other state.

Shanna didn’t pick up, so I left a message on her voice mail. Hey Mom, Shanna’s living in your hometown of Mitchell, South Dakota. Home of the Corn Palace. Where you and Dad met. I think you know why she ended up back there.

Then Lisa called back. She said she remembers me coming home and she was super excited to see me, so excited that you let her hold me . . . and she dropped me on my head!

What?

Well, that explains everything, doesn’t it, Mom? Dropped on the head. I didn’t have a chance.

Being dropped on my head as a baby could explain my becoming a comedian. What’s the right recipe for producing comedians—is it nice moms and mean dads? Mean moms and nice dads? Is that how you make the best comedians? I did a joke about the difference between moms and dads waking up their kids in the morning for school. Moms are usually so gentle and nice, even musical, sweetly letting you sink yourself because they seem content to say your name seven or eight hundred times. “Louie . . . oh, Lou-eee? . . . Louie, there’s bacon and eggs, Louie . . . Louie, get up, everyone’s waiting for you, Louie . . . I even have orange juice (remember, Mom, how we couldn’t always afford orange juice?) . . . Louie, get up, please get up, Louie . . . LOOO-EE, I know you can hear me, Louie . . . Louie, sweetie? . . .”

Dads usually fire a warning shot or two. “Rise and shine!” “Hit the showers, then hit the road!” “Get up or your ass is grass!” “WAKE UP, DAMMIT!”

Seriously, Mom, I really do wish I knew what you and Dad thought of me when I entered this mad, mad, often really mean world.

Love,

Hardheaded Louie


Birthday Girl
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Hey Mom,

It’s May 27, happy birthday! I won’t say how old you’d be now because you never liked that. Who does, after thirty?

Sorry, Mom, actually I do need to share it. If I show these letters to anyone, they’ll want to know. You were born in Mitchell, South Dakota, 103 years ago, in 1912. I just looked up the Argus-Leader, the newspaper from nearby Sioux Falls, and that day it was in the mid-70s to low 80s. There were still front-page stories about the Titanic, which had sunk exactly six weeks earlier. William Howard Taft was president, our fattest, at 350 pounds.

You couldn’t have been an easy birth because you were, like, a twelve-pound baby and your mom was such a tiny woman. That could explain the look on her face in those photographs. I wonder what your dad, Charlie, was doing when you were born. Was he at your mother’s bedside, squeezing her hand, or at one of the gas stations he owned? What was he like? Like Roger? Like me? Like Dad, somehow? Maybe I’ll call Aunt Shirley about the details. I never understood why we called her Aunt Shirley when she’s a cousin. I should ask Aunt Shirley why we call her Aunt Shirley.

Who came up with your name, Ora Zella? That’s a beauty, isn’t it? It wasn’t a very popular name—I looked it up. The top five girl names in 1912 were Mary, Helen, Dorothy, Margaret, and Ruth. There are lots of names in the Top 100 that year that you almost never hear anymore—Edna (#16), Bertha (#36), Fannie (#87), Velma (#88). But no Oras or Zellas among them. By the way, Mom, the top five girl names this year, 2015, are Sophia, Emma, Olivia, Ava, and Mia. Don’t they sound like names from the past?

Did you know anyone with the name Ora? Did you like having an unusual name? What did they call you in school and at home?

I know Dad had a Scandinavian background—Swedish, Norwegian, English—and his childhood was so much more broken than yours. When his older sister Olga babysat while their parents were away, and then she threw a party, and that local Swedish gang showed up uninvited and killed someone, it was hard to blame the authorities for treating Dad’s parents as unfit guardians, which led to the sad path his life took.

But do you think it would have been so, so different without that misfortune? I don’t know. No one does.

You, on the other hand—you had a pretty good childhood! Your people go all the way back to the Mayflower. (How big was that boat, anyway?) You came from the Windsors, a prestigious name in British history. Do you know where your ancestors migrated to, and when? Did they hang out in Massachusetts for a while? Are you curious how they ended up in South Dakota?

I know you were born in Mitchell, S.D., in comfortable circumstances, to a mother and father you called “very loving parents.” Your dad, Charles Prouty, owned filling stations, and you got to run the candy-and-cigarette stands. Al Capone once pulled into one of the stations, in a big, beautiful Packard, you told me, and gave the kid working the pump a twenty-dollar tip.

During the Depression, your dad extended credit to lots of customers but when the worst of it was over, many of them didn’t pay him back. It broke his business, then his heart. I also heard, growing up, about how your dad got cheated out of some of his stations by a crooked lawyer.

So I’m confused, Mom. Did he die of a stroke—as I heard sometimes—or, as you often said, “a broken heart”? If it was a broken heart, was it from disappointment in his customers and the flaws of human nature, or because he got swindled? Or was the stroke the result of some other despair?

Even though he experienced disappointment in his financial and professional life, I wonder if it couldn’t have been offset by the love he gave his wife and children, and that they gave him. Maybe Charles Prouty didn’t see that as an equal trade.

I know you learned to drive a car at age thirteen and your dad got you a 1929 Buick, making you the only girl in town with her own car. How cool! Did that make you popular? Were you the most popular girl at school because you had your own car and your dad treated you like a queen? What’s it like to be a popular teen? Good, I bet, really good. I wasn’t the least popular kid in school but I wasn’t the most popular, for sure, and I was usually picked last for teams, especially kickball. Gym was even less fun for me than it was for most kids. When you’re a fat kid, you don’t want to take your shirt off. Swimming, forget it.

But being the most popular, there’s no way to go but down. Wherever we go in the world, there are very few Most Populars, and the rest of us have to share the crumbs left over from the baguette of life.

That makes my mouth water, Mom. Especially if there’s a little dish of the butter of life.

So you were a girl in a small town, and Dad, my dad, was a trumpet player in a very successful band. His life was more dazzling but you had the car. And you thought he liked you. At least your car. Did you ever go with Dad to his gigs? He must have been great to listen to, and even to be around. Was he the only one you saw up on stage? When did the heavy drinking start? Did you see flashes of it and just tell yourself it was manageable? Was
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