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Over My Mother’s Dead Body

I don’t like small talk.

“You from around here?”

“Chilly out tonight, huh?”

So I rarely talk to strangers, especially cabbies. I’ll usually put my headphones on to avoid such moments.

Tonight, though, I really needed to connect with someone, anyone. And up drove anyone.

“Hi,” I said softly as I got into the cab. All I could see of the driver was the profile of a man in his late forties. “Could you take me to the northwest area of Houston, please?”

“What’s the address?” he sneered, disgusted that I’d been so casual, so sure that he had the kind of time to just start driving me in a general direction.

“I can’t remember exactly, but if you drive me to the Spring area, I’ll figure out where I’m going.”

I was a shell of a human. I had just been released from one hospital for a bacterial infection and was trying to leave another hospital. This time, though, I was leaving my dead mother behind. It felt completely wrong, but what could I do? Ask the cabdriver if I could bring her with me?


Hey, Cabby—I do understand that I’m the one with the bad attitude, but not only do I need a second to shut my door before you peel out of here, but could you give me a minute to go grab my dead mother’s body?



It was 3 A.M., and I had been at my mother’s bedside for twelve hours. I was exhausted, but now that I was leaving I felt like there’d been some kind of permanent exchange. I took my sadness and left a body.

Maybe I was expecting the nurses, administrators, and doctors to gather around my mother and reminisce:


Oh, remember when she first got wheeled in here?

Oh yeah . . . I forgot about that. I was remembering that time when the priest came in to read her her last rites.

What about when we took her off life support?

Right! Yeah—she was so great. I really liked her.



My mother had died two hours before. There was no “last breath,” only her death rattle—the eerie gurgling and drowning noise in her throat ending with a dark gray liquid pouring out of her mouth and dripping down her chin and neck. I sometimes wonder what my mother would think about me revealing such intimate details about her death. But my mother didn’t like to edit me. When she did, all I had to say was “But it’s the truth,” and she’d shrug her shoulders like “Who could argue with that?”

When I called the house to tell my brother, Renaud, and stepfather, Ric, that my mother had died, Renaud said he was coming to get me. The hospital was forty-five minutes away.

An hour passed. I called my brother’s phone and found out that he hadn’t left the house yet. He was calling friends and family to tell them about my mother. How could this not wait? He surely didn’t have an easy night, but I know he hadn’t spent the last twelve hours at our mother’s side counting the seconds between her breaths. I could hear in his voice how sorry he was and how much he realized he had screwed up, but I was furious, so I just took a taxi. Maybe this was a clear example of when I could have been better at picking my battles since I could not even remember my mother’s address.

The cabdriver turned and stared at me for a couple beats, then cocked his head to the side and said, “You don’t know the address? You don’t know the address?! I need the exact address!”

This was not the anyone I would be opening up to. I wasn’t going to the house I grew up in. Ric and my mother had moved about five years ago. My relationship with them was complicated, and I had only visited maybe five times.

“Please, I don’t know it off the top of my head and my mother just died. And . . .” I started crying.

“Oh!” The cabdriver fully turned his body toward me. “‘My mother just died?! My mother just died!!’ Poor you!” He was yelling, his eyes bulging and squinting. “My mom left me when I was fifteen years old! She didn’t give a shit about me! At least you had a mom!”

I realized this man was most likely on crack or meth and was capable of hurting me. I went quiet, asking him to please take me to the side of town I needed to go to. He began driving quickly and recklessly, periodically turning around to yell about some brutality he’d suffered in his bad life and then slam me with a final “So, you think YOU have it bad?!” I didn’t care. I didn’t care if our car crashed. I didn’t care about anything. I just told him I was sorry. I was utterly defeated and numb. I was outside of my body, watching myself travel away from the hospital, away from watching my mother die, away from that part of my life forever.

We were getting close to the house when we took an odd exit on the freeway and pulled up to a convenience store. A completely different, and seemingly caring, cabdriver turned around to ask, “You want anything?” Mainly what I wanted was for him not to murder me at a Quickie Mart. This madman’s sudden attempt at kindness wasn’t any less disturbing than his unpredictable rage. It seemed somehow so disrespectful to my mother that I was even in this situation, discussing her demise with this lowlife.

“No, thank you,” I said quietly and politely. Even though I couldn’t really ingest food, I did want a last meal if I was about to be raped and murdered, but I didn’t want it from a convenience store shelf. I guess, if I’m honest, I do feel above that. I watched him go inside and walk around, and became pretty convinced that he was just combing the aisles for a bright orange extension cord to tie my scrawny limbs together in order to get the job done. Even when he came back with snacks, I was still certain something horrible was about to happen. I mean, why else on earth did he have to stop for pink Hostess Sno Balls right then?

Was I even in the right life anymore? My mother had died two hours ago. I’d lost so much weight, my pants were falling off. I was waiting for my murderer/rapist to purchase artificial sponge cake.

When our taxi pulled back onto the freeway and headed in the right direction, I let myself be a little relieved that my life wasn’t going to end behind a Quickie Mart. Or at least not tonight.

We pulled up to my mother’s house, I earnestly thanked him for the ride—for not killing me, really—and he earnestly said he was sorry about my mother. He had calmed down even more and was a completely different man from the one who had picked me up. He could even pass as normal. But just in case, I tipped him well so he wouldn’t come back and murder me and what was left of my family.

My brother and Ric greeted me with awkward man hugs and “I love you’s.” I returned the hugs and the “I love you’s” probably just as manly and awkwardly. I was in a daze. Every other time in my life that I’d come home at this hour, Ric and Renaud had been in bed, and my mother had surfaced from her room to greet me.

“Hi, Sugah, you have fun?” she’d say in her thick New Orleans accent, squinting at me in the hall light in her slip.

The family cat, Bunny, popped her head up from the other side of the couch and stared at the three of us. I had given Bunny to my mother and Ric when I started touring as a stand-up full time. My mother adored Bunny. She constantly brushed her long black fur and bought her new toys, and Bunny, who was elderly, weakly batted at whatever new thing was placed in front of her and then quickly fell back asleep as if nothing had happened. Bunny was the only living thing in our house that didn’t know something was terribly wrong tonight. Then again, she didn’t know my mother’s name. She didn’t know her own name. She didn’t know she was a cat. She didn’t know she lived in Spring, Texas. She didn’t know there was such a thing as the outdoors. Or the indoors, for that matter. She is an uninformed hairball. Even on this horrible night, she would soon be back asleep, once she found an ever-so-slightly-better position. I didn’t feel as though I’d ever be able to find an ever-so-slightly-better position again. I was a stranger to myself.
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I walked down the hall toward my bedroom past a long table full of framed family photos.


Hi, Sugah, you have fun?

Not tonight, you died.



My mother was an artist, and my bedroom wall was covered with her paintings. The odd thing was, my mother was so imaginative, but her subjects seemed so everyday: portraits, trees, fall leaves, and mountain scenes. I think most of her art stemmed from her simple love of nature. Anywhere I went in my life, she wanted to know, “Oh, Sweetie, how do the trees look?” I grew up hearing, “Tig! Wow! Come here and look at this squirrel out the window. Isn’t he adorable?” as if, somehow, a koala bear had found its way into our suburban Texas tree. She’d leave food out for the armadillos, like they were beautiful hummingbirds and not large, hard-shelled Texas rats, and she’d lovingly check on frogs that lived in her outdoor potted plants. Her Polaroid camera was always nearby, and she took photos of every critter that wandered or fluttered into the yard. The sky, trees, and clouds were always “magnificent!” It was like every day she was a blind person who had suddenly regained her sight.

What I thought about, lying in bed, was how I hadn’t told her I was in the hospital for Clostridium difficile, a life-threatening bacterial infection. If I had made that one phone call, perhaps her getting up to answer the phone would have changed everything. She might have been by my side in the hospital in Los Angeles and not sitting with Ric watching late-night TV that night. She might not have gotten up when she did or nicked her leg on the end table and she wouldn’t have fallen back and hit her head on the hard tile floor. Ric wouldn’t have had to check her head to see if she was okay and they wouldn’t have decided she was okay, and she wouldn’t have stayed up to finish watching Jimmy Kimmel Live after Ric went to bed and Ric wouldn’t have found her the next morning, still sitting up in her chair, alive but unconscious and bleeding from the nose and mouth.

I wanted to be able to picture my mother looking out of the window, saying good night to all her little friends, or asking me to get her nightly glass of ice water and put it at her bedside, but all that ran through my head that night after the taxi dropped me off was the same thing that ran through my head the night before: what I imagined to be the sound of her head hitting the floor.


2

Are You My Mother?

My mother’s name was Susie, and she was raised in a sprawling home in the picturesque southern coastal town of Pass Christian, Mississippi. Her yard ended at the sands of the beach. She had horses and live-in maids, and for all the years between birth and college, she believed that water just ran through houses for free. She came from old money, and her great-grandfather had been the mayor of New Orleans. She was expected to be prim and proper, to be sweet and look beautiful. She was sweet and beautiful, but also wild and fearless. She was taught to ride English style, but I’ve heard stories about her running up from behind her horse and hopping on it bareback—behavior that her strict and controlling mother certainly didn’t approve of.

Both of my parents briefly attended the University of Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg. My mother lived with her brother, Billy, who was friends with my father, Pat. The first time my father got a glimpse of my mother, he was walking up to their house just off campus and saw her through the window, standing at her easel painting. He said that her arms and body were just moving wildly, her brush hitting the canvas like she was conducting an orchestra. He stood there and watched, completely enamored. My mother was an art major, and I don’t know what Pat was studying, but I know he was nothing like what my grandmother had pictured for her sweet, beautiful, debutante daughter. Pat wasn’t exactly from the other side of the tracks. His father was a dentist in Jackson, the biggest city in Mississippi, which is probably equal to not saying anything at all. But still, I assume his upbringing was upper middle class. My mother and Pat partied relentlessly and then dropped out of college. Pat got a job working the loading dock at Sears, and my mother, who worked for less than a month in her entire life, got a job as a receptionist in a dentist’s office. Three weeks later, she announced her retirement, and shortly afterward, she married, and then shortly after that, in January of 1970, she gave birth to my brother, Renaud. Welcome to the world, pal.

On March 24, 1971, I arrived. I had a serious case of jaundice, which, looking back now, was probably a hangover from my nine-month drinking binge. Had I been a more conscious fetus, I would have wished for a twin, just to have a drinking buddy in the womb.

My mother lacked certain maternal instincts. Not only was she young, but her natural inclinations were to reject conformity and raise hell. It didn’t help that she herself was probably raised more by the paid help than by her own parents. Knowing only that babies needed nutrients, my mother fed us lettuce—probably iceberg—which, apparently, we “gummed to death.”

After we got a few teeth and could tear through hot dogs and shrimp étouffée, she saved time and energy by setting us up in high chairs in the backyard, feeding us all three meals at once, then hosing down our diapered bodies on the lawn and letting us run around to dry off.

Pat and my mother divorced when I was six months old, and my mother moved us back to Pass Christian, where she used the outside of our new house as her canvas—painting clowns and giraffes and donkeys for our amusement—and the inside of our new house as a private saloon for her amusement. By ages four and five, my brother and I were regular barkeeps.

But we started everything early, even swimming. My mother tossed us in our neighbors’ pools to teach us to swim. I was an infant, so I don’t remember our swimming lessons, but I can picture her keeping us afloat by our armpits, a cigarette dangling from her lip. I also heard about them the whole time I was growing up. “Oh, your mother!” some friend of our family would fondly, disapprovingly reminisce. “We’d be at a party and see these two little babies in a pool all by themselves, and I’d say, ‘Susie!’ And your mother would say, ‘Oh, they’re little fish. Relax.’” All I can picture is my mother walking away from that conversation while two little baby heads bobbed up and down in a pool.

Whether you were male or female, my mother thought you should be able to swim before you could walk, have a firm handshake, and be able to throw a spiral with a football. These were the arbitrary standards she held everyone to, and if you couldn’t meet them, she didn’t fully respect you. Other than that, my mother had no boundaries and no rules. She was bold and uninhibited, and didn’t care about what anybody thought of her. Even before I knew what beauty and humor were, she was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen who had me cackling with laughter when all I had to show were a couple of teeth. During a move in my early twenties, I seem to have permanently misplaced a photo that captures her perfectly: She’s wearing a skirt, holding a beer and a cigarette in one hand, and giving the camera the middle finger with the other. I was the photographer, age six.
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Because she was raised by a very uptight and judgmental mother, in a house where children were to be seen and not heard, my mother never wanted her children to feel controlled in that way. She wanted to raise us as free-spirited people who could be exactly who we wanted to be. My mother’s answer to anyone who had a problem with her—or me—was “Go to hell.” If someone in the grocery store cut in front of her, they could go to hell. If some kid teased me, she could go to hell. If a neighbor was upset about one of our twelve cats lounging around their pool, they could go to hell.

I was two years old when my stepfather, Ric, came along. He and my mother were set up on a blind date by my grandmother’s good friend Nellie. (Of course this eighty-year-old woman’s name was Nellie.) Ric checked off every box on my grandmother’s suitable-husband-for-her-daughter checklist. He was an attractive, stable, kind, clean-cut attorney who had money, intelligence, and a promising future. He quickly became a father figure, returning home from business trips bearing gifts and regularly transforming into the Toe Monster, who chewed on my brother’s and my tiny, little, dirty Mississippi feet while we squirmed with laughter. My mother and Ric married when I was four. A year later, Ric got a job in Houston, and we moved to nearby Spring, Texas.

Because my mother was the type who liked to dance on tables—at bars, weddings, parties, or any other place she had a drink—my brother and I had developed a shared glance of “Here we go again” at a young age. And when Ric started traveling for business two to three times a month, we had to look after our mother all by ourselves. On several occasions, we woke to discover she had snuck out after putting us to bed. My brother and I didn’t know what else to do besides call our aunt Googsie in Mississippi. (Of course our aunt’s name was Googsie.) She managed to sound startled by the news, but in reality was probably not the least bit surprised. Googsie tried to reassure us that our mother would be back soon and told us to get back in bed. For all I knew, my mother’s nighttime whereabouts were the same as her daytime whereabouts: a neighbor’s pool. Drinking with friends by the pool was my mother’s nine-to-five job, and she took it very seriously. She logged an impressive number of hours poolside, many of which ended with her slamming down her beer and shooting up from a plastic chair exclaiming, “Oh, dammit, I forgot to pick up Tig!”

There were never freshly baked cookies greeting me when I came home from school, but according to my friends, I did have the “cool mom.” When friends stayed for dinner, she would dye our food weird colors or take us through the drive-thru in reverse so we could order out of our passenger-side windows. When I was in sixth grade, my mother picked me and a friend up and drove us slowly home on the hood of her car. When we got to a stop sign, she pulled onto the wrong side of the road so she was next to another stopped car, leaned toward the passenger window, and yelled, “Hey, wanna drag?”

Everything was a party to my mother. Even my recreational-league soccer games. All the other parents sat on folding chairs, cheering and clapping at a reasonable volume, and my mother ran up and down the sidelines, toting a six-pack and screaming for me to “Kick the goddamn ball!” Almost every day I heard, “I wish your mom was my mom!” Stories about her always evoked “No way!” and “Your mom is unbelievable!” And sure, my mother was funny and crazy, but as unbelievable as everyone thought she was, I thought that their mothers were even more unbelievable. “Wow, so you just know where your mother is at all hours?” I’d ask. Or “There’s just a home-cooked meal on the table every night?” and “You don’t have to go round up your mother to get her to go to bed?”
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I was envious of kids with mothers who baked and did crafts and were all nosey in their business. I always tried to connect with my mother. But sometimes it seemed as though as soon as my brother and I were able to feed ourselves, my mother expected us to fend for ourselves almost entirely. We did share a sense of humor and bonded while enjoying our favorite TV shows: All in the Family, Sanford and Son, Saturday Night Live, Late Night with David Letterman, Good Times, I Love Lucy, Laverne & Shirley, and Welcome Back, Kotter. But, ultimately, I wanted to share more with my mother than a laugh together at other—made-up—families’—made-up—experiences. Sure, I had a “cool mom” who was stylish and listened to hip music at full volume, but mostly I wanted her to make me dinner and scratch my back before bed. I wanted a mother who was more likely to remember to pick me up from soccer practice than to be punctual to the neighbor’s poolside happy hour or to dye the mashed potatoes blue. I wanted not to mother my mother, tracking her down so she could come home to mother me.

But I didn’t have that. I had a mother I had to chase, calling around the neighborhood and telling her, “It’s time to go home,” or “Don’t dance on the table.” Ric chimed in with similar requests to “slow down” or “get off the roof.” I did have some help from a few neighbors, though the neighbors adored my mother, and often explained away her pranks. My mother’s good friend Lainey once had to explain to a mutual acquaintance of theirs that my mother didn’t mean any real harm when she tied all her empty beer cans to this woman’s rear bumper. It took a village.

My favorite thing to wear from about first to third grade was a blue T-shirt with an iron-on monkey and the caption HERE COMES TROUBLE. And that was putting it mildly. I wore that T-shirt with pride. I was trouble growing into that shirt and long past growing out of it. I didn’t understand my friends and peers who lived the quiet life of the Strawberry Shortcake iron-on. To make me into the nearly perfect human being that I am today, my mother did have to discipline me. She was a very emotional disciplinarian. I guess all of her happy, crazy, and funny had to go somewhere, and it went to crying, yelling, and slamming doors. She’d yell and slam, and then maybe thirty minutes later she’d release me from my bedroom jail cell with her teary-eyed pardon: “Sweetie, I don’t want to fight.” When my behavior had been really despicable, my mother typically agreed with Ric’s controlled, deliberate punishments, but if I was confined to my room for too long, she always ended up missing me and would come in to sit on my bed to hug and kiss me until we made peace.
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In seventh grade, I did get in a lot of trouble for smoking in our house. Ric and my mother both smoked, as did my grandparents and uncles and pretty much everyone else in our family. Yet somehow, through the thick layer of smoke that engulfed our house twenty-four hours a day, my mother smelled something from behind the closed bathroom door. Ric would have knocked once and, if I was defiant, would have wasted no time in getting a screwdriver to remove the entire door. Besides not knowing where the tools were, my mother was not somebody who could’ve exerted enough calm and focus to loosen a screw when her emotions were flowing. Instead, she exploded with anger, sadness, and frustration. She pounded on the bathroom door yelling for me to open the goddamn door. When I finally let her in, she took the pack and shook it in my face, asking where the hell I had gotten the cigarettes. I recall sarcastically telling her that I had to send away for them and wait six weeks. My mother had been smoking since she was a child. There are pictures of her at the age of fifteen opening presents on Christmas morning, sitting by the tree in her nightgown, a cigarette in her hand. I mean, was that okay? Should I have waited till Christmas?

As I got a few years older and my world expanded, I started sneaking out of the house and taking the car with me. I didn’t have a license yet at age fourteen, but that didn’t stop me from heading out after my mother and Ric had gone to bed and picking up friends so we could go through the twenty-four-hour drive-thrus, then cruise around smoking cigarettes, slurping milk shakes, and eating french fries all night.

I only got caught sneaking out one time. My friends Stacey and Alison and I had snagged a four-piece umbrella patio set from someone’s yard and set it up in the middle of the street. We slunk back to our very strategic hiding spot, the bushes of a church—the closest I’d willingly come to the house of the Lord—and watched for cars. After an hour of crouching and peering out through the brush, watching cars swerve around stolen patio furniture every twenty minutes, we witnessed a far more sophisticated crime. Across the street, a couple of guys threw a brick through the glass door of a liquor store, backed a beater of a pickup truck up to the wreckage, hauled thousands of dollars’ worth of liquor into the bed of the truck, and drove off. Clearly, God was not watching over any of us too closely since we were all committing crimes right outside his front door. But God only knows why we decided that we should be the ones to risk it all to bring justice to our community. We scrambled into my mother’s car and chased the truck until we got close enough to get the license plate number, and then returned to the liquor store, where we found the owner, who had responded to his alarm system. We gave him the license plate number, feeling proud and exhilarated to be helping solve a crime, totally ignoring the fact that we’d begun our evening “borrowing” hundreds of dollars of furniture. I guess we didn’t see ourselves as thieves, only clever, mischievous hell-raisers who thought they were giving locals an opportunity to see something weird. I was personally always hoping to see something weird. How could it be criminal to want to mix up the monotony on the outskirts of town?

The next morning, there wasn’t a suspicious-looking french fry in my mother’s car. The gas tank may have been a quarter lower, but my mother never had a real gauge on gauges anyway. I thought I had gotten away with my nighttime nonsense as usual. Then, a few days later, my mother took me with her to run errands, making a quick stop at the liquor store. I sat in the front seat, horrified, as I watched the owner tell her a story. I slouched down, certain my sneaking-out days were about to end, especially when the owner noticed me in the car, pointed wildly, and ran out. He couldn’t have been more excited to thank and hug me for helping him find robbers in the middle of the night. My mother uttered a disapproving “oh, Sweetie!” with a smirk, and seemed to be caught in the middle of being dismayed that I’d snuck out and glad, even proud, that I’d been of help.

I was also a horrible student. And my mother was at her sternest when it came to my performance in school. There was a lot of “do as I say and not as I do,” since my mother hadn’t done well in school or graduated from college. School had been all fun and games up until around fourth grade. I was on board with learning colors and shapes, or taking questions when the answers were chicken, duck, horse, pig, cow, goat, or sheep. But when the curriculum began to include learning to tell time or long division or memorizing the names of planets, it just wasn’t fun anymore. I mean, I didn’t mind easy things like “rounding off,” because my answer could be “I don’t know, four? Five? Get off my case, I’m rounding.” Otherwise my interest level in whatever was being taught at school registered at zero.

At the end of one typically miserable school day in sixth grade, a teacher handed me a sealed envelope addressed: “To the parents of Tig Notaro.” She told me not to open it. So, as I soon as I got on the bus I opened it. Inside was a form with all sorts of learning disabilities checked off that I needed to be tested for, the results of which could place me in special education. I froze and thought, “Oh my God, I’m not a genius after all.” I imagined walking in the door and sitting Ric and my mother down and saying, “Dearest parents . . . I’ve misled you,” and seeing their confused faces and reactions. That’s when I’d give them the envelope and say, “Open this, it’s all in here,” and they’d say, “Thanks, dumbass.” Then I decided that if my parents didn’t know that I wasn’t a genius, I didn’t want to be the one to tell them. So I just hid the envelope in my closet
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