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6      ABILITY

he other day, I had a hankering for a vanilla
shake. I don’t know why it was in my head, but
I have a hunch that some mug of vanilla ice
cream with whip cream popped up on some
commercial, in between some mindless show I

was watching, then got stuck in my subconscious only to
begin knocking gently on the walls of my mind. Once
something’s in my head, and that’s very rare, I can’t get it
out; and somehow, I must appease the beast. I was now
on a mission from God. The next time I left the house, I
was going to get a milkshake, come hell or high water.

The next day, I ventured out with that pesky milkshake
dancing in my mind. It would be my treat for making it
through all the mindless errands that should’ve been com-
pleted weeks ago. As I drove around, I thought about how
good that vanilla shake was going to taste. It had been a
while since I nuzzled up to a yummy ice cream treat. I
thought about that cool, smooth body, and that long
flowing whipped cream, doused with a cherry that would
be winking at me. Yeah, this date was long overdue.

Then, something caught my eye. It was my bulging

belly peeking out through a button in my shirt. That
flabby lump, sleepily resting on my legs, concealing
what might be a belt buckle underneath. Today, it
appeared bigger than usual. I wondered if that beefy
troll had somehow been feasting while I was asleep at
night, sneaking a few unsavory pounds into his house
when nobody was looking. I didn’t like the looks of
things. I did my best to bury the thoughts of a selfish,
expanding gut who only cared about itself. My priority,
for now, was getting that milkshake.

As I drove around, debating which place would serve
the best shake, my mind seemed to have caught on to
what I was up to. I could feel uncertainty, doubt, and
guilt creeping into the depths of my cerebral cortex. I
didn’t understand it. It was crazy. I hadn’t done anything
to warrant these feelings. I recalled the words of a priest
I once heard, “It’s okay if you entertain sin as long as
sin doesn’t entertain you.” Sin? What’s going on here? I
just want a frickin’ milkshake. There’s not ONE thing in
the bible about the evil of a milkshake.

“Whatcha doing?” my mind asked.

T
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ABILITY   7

“What? Nothing. Don’t worry about it. Go back to sleep,”
I said.

“I know you,” my mind pried. “You’re up to something.”

“It’s none of your business what I do in my life,” I
fought back.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Take it easy,” my mind uttered.
“We’re a team, you and me. We’ve been through thick
and thin together.”

“Well, this is something I need to do on my own,” I
continued. “Really, it doesn’t concern you.”

“Look, I’m not here to judge. We’re friends,” he chimed.
“You’re your own man.”

“Damn straight,” I emphatically stated. “You’re not the
boss of me.”

“No, no of course not,” my mind assured. “Soooo,
what’s going on, big fella?”

“Okay.” (heavy sigh) “I’ve decided that I’m going to…
well, I’m gonna get a milkshake today,” I declared.

“Like hell you are!” my mind snapped. “Have you
looked in the mirror lately, champ? You’re sporting a
belly the size of Idaho.”

“You said you wouldn’t judge!” I cried.

“You disgust me,” my mind sneered, then stormed off.

My head was now spinning. I jerked my minivan into
an empty parking lot. I sat there quietly for what
seemed like several lifetimes. Suddenly, I remembered
what I typically did when I was confronted with a
major decision in life, like moving to another state to
take a new job or having to pull the respirator plug on a
close family member who had become comatose. I
pulled out a pad of paper and wrote MILKSHAKE at
the top; and then, on one side of the page, I wrote
PROS and on the other side I put the word CONS.
Under PROS I scribbled: YUMMY, SATISFYIING,
COLD, MILKY, HAPPY, VANILLA-RY. I moved on
to CONS. I began jotting: FAT, BLOATED, SUGAR,
PERSERVATIVES, CALORIES, DIET, UNHEALTHY,
DIABETES, DEATH. To my dismay, I had more
words in the CONS column. It left me no choice, but
to rip up the list.

I pulled out of the parking lot, my ears ringing, while I
did my best to fight off the dizziness. Up ahead, I could
make out the golden arches of a McDonalds through my
blurred vision. It wasn’t my first milkshake choice, but I
just wanted to put an end to the inner turmoil. In the
McD’s parking lot, I did my best to fight my anxiety and
skin crawling. “Do you really want this shake?” I asked

myself, knowing full well the ramifications. “Hell ya!” I
responded back at me. “Do you? Do you really?” I
pleaded to myself. “You bet your sweet ass I do!” I
sternly answered, puffing out my chest while my other
half cowered.

I reached for the door handle, but couldn’t do it. I con-
vinced myself it just wasn’t worth the extra pounds or
guilt. I was selling my soul for a moment of ecstasy. I
put myself back together then drove aimlessly for a
while. My thoughts drifted back to my first milkshake in
some Stucky’s off Interstate 95. I remembered how
good it tasted and the slurping sound it made as I
drained the last remnants at the bottom of the glass.
Suddenly, thoughts began to bombard the milkshake
wall I had erected in my mind. I began telling myself.
What is the big deal about getting a milkshake? It’s not
like you’re throwing these things down every day? Hell,
when was the last time you had one? Plus, you’ve only
had a bagel today… and a cheesesteak sub. You work
hard all week. Dammit, you’re almost fifty years old
and you can’t commit to drinking a milkshake? Son,
you need to get it together.

Right then, I knew what I had to do. I pulled into the
parking lot of a nearby church and went inside; it had
been a while since I had been inside a Catholic Church.
I found myself sitting across from the priest.

“You seem troubled, my child,” Father McDuggan
inquired in his Irish brogue.

I released a long sigh, “You have no idea the pain I’ve
been feeling, Father.” 

“That’s what I’m here for, lad” the priest said with a
comforting smile. “To help lift the burdens of God’s
sheep. Tell me about your struggles, my son.”

“Well, I’ve been contemplating doing something all day,
and I’m not sure if it’s right thing to do Father,” I said
with my head hung low and my puppy dog eyes peering
up to the padre.

“What is your conscious telling you to do?” the father
asked. “You must listen to The Holy Spirit.” 

“That’s the thing,” I stumbled. “One minute the Holy
Spirit’s telling me to do it and the next he’s like you
better not. I’m so confused.”

The priest leaned in and grinned. “What is it? You
looking to get a little laisse into bed for a few kicks
and giggles, ya horny tiger?”

“Oh no, Father. It’s nothing like that,” I bashfully
responded.

“Ya wondering if you should take a little something that
isn’t yours, ya thieving punk?” snapped the priest.

Humor_9-20__QuarkTemplate.qxd  9/24/17  11:10 PM  Page 7



8      ABILITY

“Oh no, Father. I never take anything that doesn’t
belong to me,” I quickly stated.

“Then you’re probably thinking, is it wrong for me to
slip on some girl’s panties and throw on a blue dress,
and then prance around in public like some princess in
fairy land?” the priest sneered. “Am I getting warmer,
ya perverted little freak?”

“No Father, it’s nothing like that,” I exclaimed.

“Then spit it out, boy. I don’t have all day here. I need
to set up for the Senior Bingo and check my Facebook
page” said the priest.

“Okay Father,” I stammered. “Today I had the urge 
to, well…

“Touch yourself, ya sneaky monster?” the priest jumped in.

“What? No Father! I had the urge to buy a milkshake,” I
blurted out. “A vanilla milkshake, dammit!” 

“Excuse me?” Father questioned with a baffled look.

“I know. I know. It’s not good for me, but I figured it’s
okay to treat yourself sometimes. Life’s hard. I don’t
think God will be mad. Do you?

“You mean to tell me you just wasted 15 minutes of my
time over a silly milkshake?” Father McDuggan huffed.

“Well, what’d you think? Do you think I should get
one?” I sheepishly asked.

“Get the hell outta my church. I don’t have time for this.
The truth is, you can stand to lose about twenty or thirty
pounds, ya pudgy little pig,” he snapped.

“So, you’re saying maybe I shouldn’t get one… or, it’s
okay, because I’m not really hurting anyone and it’s not
a sin?” I hopefully questioned.

“I don’t care what you do!” the priest yelled. “Get six
milkshakes if you want, then shove ‘em up your…”

Right then the church bells rang and I didn’t hear what he
had said. He clomped away, then turned around and held
up his middle finger, which I took to mean, you can get a
milkshake, but just one. I think I finally had my answer
and the priest’s blessings. I went over to the collection
basket and put five dollars in, then took two dollars out for
change. I didn’t want to go overboard, not to mention, I
wanted to ensure I had enough money for my milkshake. 

I found myself in a Denny’s, eyeing up a luscious
milkshake on the menu. The waitress came over to
take my order. 

“What can I getcha, hun?” she asked.

I gleefully sat up and smiled, “May I please have a big
vanilla milkshake.”

“Ummm, now that sounds yummy, hun. You can’t go
wrong with a milkshake,” she nodded.

“I put a lot of thought into it and, you’re right. You can’t
go wrong with a milkshake,” I agreed.

“So true, sweetie. But unfortunately, our little blender is
on the fritz. I’m sorry. Can I get you some Moon Over
My Hammies?”

My face morphed into stone. I clenched my jaw and
squeezed out some words between my teeth, “Do I look
like I want Moon Over My Hammies? Cause I’m not
really feeling Moon Over My Hammies.”

“Well, there’s no need for that attitude,” she articulat-
ed. “People come miles around for our Moon Over
My Hammies.”

I slammed my fist on the table, “I just want a God
damn milkshake!”

She leaned over the table, her bad breath frying my
cheeks, “You oughta be thanking me, sugar buns. Them
things ain’t good for your health.”

I don’t remember how I got there, but I found myself in
a grocery store in the ice cream aisle. I grabbed tub of
vanilla and made my way to the check out. I think
someone said “hi” to me on my way there, but I just
stared straight ahead with a “get outta my way” look.
The cashier asked me how my day was going and I
think I muttered “peachy.” At first, the ice cream didn’t
scan. She tried it a few times. Still nothing. I noticed my
nails digging into the counter as my knuckles turned
white. My teeth were pushing up towards my brain.
Suddenly, there was a beep and the ice cream scanned. I
receded back into relax mode.

“Wow, there are so many calories in these things,” the
cashier exclaimed.

“Is there really? I’ll try and remember that next time,” I
dryly responded.

“I would balloon up if I ate this,” she remarked.

“I have no doubt,” I concluded.

“That’ll be $3.59,” she said.

I ran my card through the machine.

“It’s not taking the card,” the cashier stated.

I ran it again. She shook her head. I tried it several more
times. Nothing.
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“Well, looks like somebody’s gonna have to wait on
their ice cream,” she declared.

“Like hell I am,” I spoke in a low, demonic tone I’d
never heard before.

I frantically reached in my pocket and found two dol-
lars. I wasn’t giving up, not after coming this far. I
turned to the people standing in line behind me. With
my best puppy dog eyes, I began begging and groveling
for change from these innocent strangers, as I babbled
about my milkshake craving and how it had taken con-
trol of my body. Pity was taken on me. They under-
stood. Some even explained the battles that they’ve
encountered with Doritos and Twinkies. I wasn’t that
sick, at least a milkshake has milk in it and that’s good
for you.

Upon arriving home, I fumbled with key in the lock, but
finally got in the door. Things were bad. I had begun
trembling and sweating, as my heart raced like a grey-
hound on a Florida racetrack. I rested my head on the
counter for a minute. Maybe I passed out for a few min-
utes, but was awoken with the cat licking my nose. I
looked at her. My blurry vision made her head look big,
like a sea monster with long whiskers. I screamed.

I began piling ice cream in the blender then quickly
added some milk. When I turned it on it was completely

quiet. Whaaaa? Before panic could set in I quickly real-
ized that machines ran on electricity and plugging it in
would most likely solve the problem. It did. The sound
was music to my ears… like Freddie Blender. After
pouring the rich, smooth milk shake into a tall glass, I
admired it for a brief second, my mouth watering like a
Pavlov dog. As I raised it to my lips, my fingers slipped
and the milky substance fell down the front of my shirt.
Noooo. Yes. No lie. Blanked faced with no emotion, I
made another one. This time I held the glass like a win-
ning lotto ticket. The frothy shake landed in my mouth
and, in one breath, I drank it all down. Consumatum est!
It is finished.

An hour later, I sat balled up in a corner, crying uncon-
trollably, with milkshake all over my mouth and shirt.
Through the sniveling, I kept muttering “You disgust
me,” which progressed to “You’re a dirty little boy” and
then to “Don’t look at me.” I hated every molecule in
myself, feeling I had sold my soul for a milkshake.
Calories from hell, for a taste of heaven. I kept asking
myself “Why?” and the answer kept coming back to
selfish weakness. Days would pass before I was finally
able to look at myself in the mirror. I vowed never to be
pulled down to that animal level again. Then, I saw a
Cheetos commercial and my ears began to ring. A new
mission would begin.

by Jeff Charlebois
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10    ABILITY

ately it seems as though hurricanes, fires and
earthquakes are happening simultaneously
around the world. It’s as if Mother Nature has
a serious bone to pick with us, and has
unleashed her fury. 

Some say it’s the Lord’s way of punishing us for doing
wrong or, as one well-known celebrity put it, “God
sends hurricanes to make sinners repent.” 

I, on the other hand, don’t believe that Mother Nature or
God have tempers. Anger is a human emotion triggered
by perceived injustice. Visited upon others, rage can be
toxic, cruel, selfish, and lead to fatal results. Because
natural disasters seem to mimic the out-of-control feel-
ings that fuel anger, we try to find someone to blame
when Harvey floods our houses, Irma tears the roof off
of an island nation, or tens of thousands of beautiful
acreage vanish in flames. 

Mother Nature is not trying to tear us down; she’s quiet-
ly hoping that we hurry up and get our act together, so
the planet survives and keeps spinning amongst the oth-
ers in the universe, so we don’t end up like one of those
death stars that burns itself out. 

From the time our planet came into existence, Mother
Nature has patiently rejuvenated herself against whatev-
er chaos we throw at her. We could go back to the Bibli-
cal flooding, but let’s not. Instead, let’s take a look at
what we, as humans, do in the current era to bring these
natural disasters upon ourselves, and join with the mil-
lions of people who are consciously paying attention to
the ways in which we can assist our dear Mamacita. 

Mother Nature does not care one iota about politics,

religion, race, or sexual orientation, she hangs out amid
the rainforests, the oceans, the ozone layer, and the
polar bears, trying again and again to work her magic so
we can remain healthy and thrive. 

The wastes that we humans have created for centuries
have wreaked havoc upon Her land, water and animals.
She’s only trying to survive the toxicity we visit upon
her. Instead of getting all worked up over a perceived
blame game, the people of the world can accept that
we’re all in this together, and stop doing things that
undermine Mother Nature’s efforts. For instance, dis-
carding so many plastic bottles for her to absorb; dump-
ing bio-chemical poisons in her waters; fracking (and
cracking) the earth, while aiming nuclear missiles at one
another across the miles.

Truth of the matter is that every little bit that each of us
can do towards making our planet healthier, lessens the
drastic measures Mother Earth must use to right the
imbalance we, ourselves, have created. What you can do
about it: Sign petitions to stop fracking; give to the
preservation of the rainforests; plant trees and flowers;
and remember to recycle; these are the ways we can
show our respect for Mother Earth and demonstrate our
worthiness for her continuing hospitality.

Yes, I believe we can all live in global harmony, but we
must rid ourselves of layers of destructive patterns. Our
sacred planet suffers from the same cancers we find in
our own bodies. In order to heal ourselves, we must love
one another and the planet unconditionally, and treat this
Earth as if we intend for future generations to live here.
Because if Mama’s not happy, nobody’s happy.

by Geri Jewell

L

gerijewell.com
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“Excuse me, sir, please do not touch that motorcycle.”

The afternoon security guard rounded the corner
with his hand perched over the holster of his two-
way radio. 

I giggled like a preschooler, knowing my DNA was
probably on every single nut and bolt of the crusted
sculpture. 

“It’s OK, we have been quite intimate.”

Whipping out my cellphone, I added,

“Look, I even have photos of this bike naked.” 

Brilliant paintings, sculptures, and rare and significant
historic artifacts all deserve places in museums. Art gal-
leries are open for people to learn and appreciate the
stories, history and beauty of a piece. 

When I first learned that the world’s largest motorcycle
museum had heard about my million-mile journey and
expressed interest in putting my Yamaha Super Tenere
on display in their facility, I thought it was a prank. 

The Barber Vintage Motorsports Museum in Birming-
ham, AL, is the premiere showcase for rare and signifi-
cant motorcycles from all over the world. They have
one-of-a-kind pieces and four floors of bikes on display,
with each and every bike in restored and running condi-
tion. Well, that is until they rolled my bike onto the
floor! Of the 1500 motorcycles on display, mine is
unique in that it is filthy, beat up and not running. It

joins a handful of others that are on display because of
the bike’s adventure, who rode it, or why. 

About a year ago, as the bike was getting tired and
about to be replaced, I joked a few times that it should
be put in a museum. Steve Liberatore has been a big
supporter of mine and happens to work for Yamaha
Motor USA. He asked me one day if I was serious, and
that he thought the bike really should be put somewhere
where everyone could see it. He offered to speak to the
folks at Barber and get back to me. I didn’t expect
much, but within a few months the museum said they
were indeed interested in having it on display.

I still did not really think they were serious, and expect-
ed them to look at the condition of it and all the junk I
had bolted on it to help me ride long distances and roll it
into the nearby woods. (Barber Motorsports Park sits on
600 incredible acres.)

The dead bike sat in my friend Kerri’s garage in Salt
Lake City since the day after my world record, and after
a month or so, I had it shipped to my house. When I
received word the museum wanted it, I contacted
HaulBikes Motorcycle Transport to see if they could
help me out with the cost of shipping it a second time,
now to Birmingham. They were more than accommo-
dating and after hearing my story, agreed to ship my
bike for free! 

The day the big truck arrived to pick up my dirty, drip-
ping, nasty, beat-up bike, the driver gently handled it
with kid gloves and for the first time, I started to see
what others saw in this particular Yamaha. The value
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14    ABILITY

was in the history: its incredible mileage, the places it
rode through, the events it starred in, and the journey we
shared together for a cause.

The bike was picked up in March, and I did not hear a
peep from the museum. I did not post anything on social
media about where the bike was headed, mostly because
I still didn’t believe they were actually going to put it up
on a pedestal alongside rare and world famous machines
that truly are motorcycle art. 

In August, I had an encouraging meeting in Los Ange-
les with Yamaha executives about helping promote my
journey. While riding home the very next day, I
received more exciting news. Denis McCarthy, one of
the employees at the museum, posted a video to my
Facebook timeline. At that moment, I was riding I-40,
and I had to pull over, my eyes were filled with tears,
and I couldn’t wait to share the news with my wife
Elin, and then the entire world. 

The video showed my bike, set up on a large platform,
majestic, towering and proud of its place amongst
famous Yamaha race bikes from the last 50 years. They
didn’t wash it, they didn’t remove any of my accessories,
not even my Thermos, but put it on display just as it had
been ridden every day of its short three-and-a-half year,
but incredible, 172,000 mile adventure.

My 2012 Yamaha Super Tenere had indeed officially
become Motoart.

When I was booked to deliver a talk in Mississippi in
September, I knew I had to stop in Birmingham to visit

Curechaser. The day I arrived I was given the VIP treat-
ment: a tour around the incredible racetrack and facili-
ties, as well as a personalized tour of the museum. They
were still working on my display as I arrived, hanging
my photos on a wall behind my bike and explained they
were also going to have a video running sharing my
journey live as I continue to reach my goal. 

I was overwhelmed again, and could not really express
my gratitude for the exposure this exhibit will bring my
story, my journey and quite possibly a cure for the dis-
ease that is slowly rotting away my brain and others
living with multiple sclerosis (MS). 

Before I left, I went upstairs alone one last time to say
goodbye to the faithful friend I had shared so many
hours, weeks and months traveling across the country on.

I enthusiastically shared the bike’s story that afternoon
with the security guard, as I started to grasp that my
motorcycles and I are really making a difference and
the five years of hard work and sacrifice are paying
off. Together, with all my supporters, we are definitely
raising awareness!

Although the first and original Yamaha Curechaser has
been retired, it can never be forgotten, as it is available
for the entire world to learn its historic significance in
my million-mile journey to cure MS. 

longhaulpaul.com
barbermuseum.org
haulbikes.com

yamaha-motor.com

The Barber Vintage Motorsports Museum in Birmingham, AL
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Although many people come and go from the
Guangzhou Youth Club on weekends, there is
something catching everyone’s attention: a
very special exhibition. At the end of one its

corridors, hangs a collection of vivid paintings show-
cased against a backdrop of Time magazine covers. 

Each canvas exudes unfettered creativity. When sunlight
lands on the paintings, various shades of red, orange,
yellow, green, blue and indigo appear radiant. Called
“You and Me: We are the Generation that Represents
the Present,” the collection of paintings are by young
artists who happen to be children with special needs.
Visitors stop and stare, deeply moved by this quiet
ensemble of work. 

In the eyes of many, these youngsters may seem out of
tune with the outside world, but in the eyes of their
teacher and mentor Guan Xiaolei, they are true artists.
Although they may not necessarily be good with words,
their hearts are filled with color and a vibrancy that is
seamlessly expressed in their brilliant paintings.

THE PRICELESS BENEFITS OF ART
Every Tuesday through Friday, dozens of art students
stream into Guangzhou Youth Club’s large art studio.
Classes are lively as students express themselves and
their creativity in a straightforward fashion. They are
expressive, for when they draw they smile; some even
dance as they wield a pencil or brush. The teachers, all
graduates from fine art universities, never teach tech-
niques, but rather guide the children to do whatever they
want with their canvases. They’re there for support only.
You won’t see parents waiting outside for their children
either, for many of the students like their independence.
They prefer to take the subway on their own to and from
school. Although Guan Xiaolei admits not all children
with intellectual disabilities are necessarily artists, she is
grateful for the many benefits art brings into their lives.
"Art is a language,” she says. “It communicates the
artist’s unspeakable inner world and has an art therapy
effect.”

In the beginning, the students wouldn’t always paint or
even sit still. When Wei Yizhe, who has autism, first
arrived a few years ago, he picked up the paint and
squirted it into his mouth; he cried during every class.
To help him adapt, his mother accompanied him the first
year and insisted he continue painting. Today he no
longer cries and loves art, especially painting. He thinks
it’s fun and sometimes paints for hours. It is a miracle,
considering he could barely stand still for two minutes
when he first arrived. Previously, few people believed
children with special needs could draw or paint.

AN ART TEACHER FINDS HER CALLING
In 1984, Guan Xiaolei graduated from Guangzhou
Academy of Fine Arts and became an art teacher at the
youth club. That year, an eight-year-old boy named
Chen Yuan Pu also came to the youth club to study

China_9-22__QuarkTemplate.qxd  9/24/17  10:45 PM  Page 17



18    ABILITY

painting. The little boy was thin, naggy and silly, but
also cute, and he left a deep impression on the young
teacher. Later, she learned that Yuan Pu was a child with
special needs.

At that time, the youth club didn’t have many spots
open and students had to pass an entrance exam. Yuan
Pu took the test multiple times, but always failed to
pass—he tested a zero on math, and his paintings simply
did not follow the given topic. But Guan Xiaolei found
Yuan Pu to have a striking talent for painting. He is
imaginative, with a strong spatial ability that enables
him to draw three dimensional scenes. His artwork pulls
the viewer into a fantasy world. In this way, when the
youth club began implementing proper and elite educa-
tion, Yuan Pu became one of Guan Xiaolei’s first "spe-
cial" students, but also the first in the history of the
youth club to be accepted as a child with special needs.

To allow Yuan Pu to develop his natural aptitudes and
not be bound by traditional teaching methods, Guan
Xiaolei never gave him too many restrictions, nor inter-
fered much. In this way, the boy, who had one lesson
per week, was happy to paint and always eager to do
more.

At age 21, Yuan Pu, with the youth club and Guan
Xiaolei's help, published his own art album called No
Sound But Happiness, a title borrowed from Liao

Bingxiong, a famous painter. After that, Yuan Pu
became the club’s first art teacher with special needs.
Yuan Pu’s experience inspired Guan Xiaolei, who
thought, “If these children were given more space and
encouragement, they would have a different life." In
1998, along with the children's juvenile art school vice
president, the teacher set up China’s first experimental
art class for children with special needs. That year, 20
children, ages five to 13, some with cerebral palsy,
autism, Down syndrome and other conditions were
recruited to participate. The popularity of the class sur-
passed everyone’s imagination, for parents would line
up outside overnight to secure a spot for their child.
By 2006, the special education classes were upgraded
and became known as the Special Children's Education
Center. In addition to the original art classes taught, they
added courses in music, drama, dance, comprehensive
art, art therapy and physical development. In 2010, the
City Welfare Lottery Chest subsidy decided to give out
more that 2000 free scholarships and spaces annually to
children with special needs.

THE BIGGEST HURDLE? NO EXAMPLES.
The youth club currently offers more than 60 arts edu-
cation courses for children with special needs as well
as for children who are hospitalized, orphaned or eco-
nomically disadvantaged. But there remains another
difficult issue: the community tends not to understand
people with disabilities, so they do not accept them as
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welcomed members of society.

So to promote greater social awareness, Guan Xiaolei
and her partners focused increasingly on social wel-
fare projects and finding public spaces to show off the
children’s impressive artwork to the public. Over the
last seven years, they’ve held a variety of art exhibi-
tions and concerts showcasing the children’s artistic
achievements. For example, in 2014, 100 sculptures
and large-scale paintings told the stories of 100 young
artists. In 2015, another exhibit entitled "Little Forest
for You and Me" showcased the work of artists with
autism. And in 2016, "Mozart's Echo" was another
popular public exhibition and concert held in the
Guangzhou Grand Theater.

Access to arts education for children with special needs
and the establishment of specialized institutions are
unique in China. The education system these children
go through is not the same as that of the national educa-
tion system. Fellow teachers come to learn their meth-
ods and when they do, Guan Xiaolei does not hold back.
As she explains, "When we share, we can change a
city.” When a reporter asked her what were the greatest
difficulties she’d encountered over the years, Guan
Xiaolei blurted out: ”There are no examples!”

During the Asian Paralympic Games, an art exhibition
by children with special needs called "We are Coming"

was held in the Guangdong Provincial Museum. Initial-
ly, the museum considered the children’s artwork a "hin-
drance” and were concerned children with special needs
would disrupt the order and pose a security risk. But
eventually, Guan Xiaolei persuaded them. What the
museum did not expect was how moved people were by
the artwork. For later museum exhibitions, admission
was free and the artwork was displayed in the largest
spaces.

Last year, the troupe went abroad for the first time to
showcase their art in the US and Canada. The venues,
exhibitions, choreography, lighting and even drawing
back the curtains were all done by the staff, which kept
them busy. As one staff member later commented, "You
cannot do this work without feeling idealistic.”

Right now, Guan Xiaolei is focused on a new project: a
primary school that is offering classes to children with
special needs. The first experimental school is in the
Tianhe District, with more than 20 students enrolled.
The curriculum is based on a wide range of art, such as
painting, music and drama. In one classroom, the pro-
portion of children with special needs and non-special
needs is 1:1. The children are learning to play and
accept one another.

There is no such thing as children with special needs in
art. 
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In 2013, Guan Xiaolei met with Taiwanese Professor
Wu Shu-mei, who a proponent of fusion education—a
practice that supports combining children with and
without special needs in the same classroom. When
Guan Xiaolei saw a video of this concept in practice,
she came up with a bold new idea. In 2014, she founded
the Rainbow After the Storm Fusion Art Troupe in an
effort to bring together students with and without spe-
cial needs into one classroom.

Initially, there was resistance. Not all of the parents
were on board with the concept of a combined class-
room. As one complained to Guan Xiaolei’s face: “It
cannot be allowed because the bad pupils will lead the
good ones astray and make them bad too." But Xiaolei
kept repeating Professor Wu’s 20 years of experience
with these classes in order to reassure the parents. 

Research shows that fusion classes benefit children with
special needs and non-special needs; those with special
needs find jobs and become independent adults while
the other students go on to university. More importantly,
each student learns to accept people who are different
from themselves. In the end, 24 non-special needs chil-
dren remained enrolled in the combined classroom.

Fusion classes, however, are not easy to start. At first,
the children differentiated themselves from the children
with special needs. If a child could not touch the kettle,
they would endure and not drink any water all day long;
sometimes, the children with autism would scream and
make exaggerated actions, which frightened some of the
other children, who would then hide. Whenever some of
the students saw another student in a wheelchair, they
would automatically turn around and walk away.

When people advised her "to just separate them," she
refused and knew she’d feel bitter if she gave up too
soon. She wanted to tell the children that people around
the world are different, just as one person may have
short hair and another long hair. In dance classes, she
would make the children with special needs pair up with
the non-special needs children and ask them to work as
partners, to cooperate together. But when the children
used body language to express, exchange, or embrace

one another, the once obvious boundaries between them
gradually began to blur. 

The non-special needs students were entrusted with the
task of being the "small secretary.” When the student
with special needs needed help, the teacher called out
"little secretary," and the students would automatically
get up to help a child who was blind to stand up or to
help to push a classmate in a wheelchair. They became
more and more understanding. A year later, when they
all performed, the children came onto the stage holding
hands. From the sounds of their singing, no one could
tell who had special needs and who didn’t. Guan Xiaolei
was moved to tears.

To their teacher, these are the fruits of her labors. To her,
children with autism are like stars; children with Down's
syndrome are honey; children who are visually impaired
are dark elves; children who are hearing impaired are
quiet angels, and children with cerebral palsy are angels
with wings. One after another small geniuses are dis-
covered: pianist Wei Yizhe's skills are amazing, accord-
ing to Xinghai Conservatory of Music Professor Peng
Xiaobo, Prince Ann, known as Dark Prince, sounds as
beautiful as nature, and Liu Lingxin is a dancing angel
in a wheelchair. People are no longer ashamed to bring
these children out of hiding. The parents started to work
together and established what is known as the "mother
choir," a group of mom’s who proudly take the children
to exhibitions, concerts, and social events. 

In 1993, Guan Xiaolei’s daughter was born premature
and suffered severe asphyxia and an intracranial hemor-
rhage. The tiny baby didn’t even utter a cry. A friend
who was a pediatric nurse predicted pessimistically that
Xiaolei’s daughter would be lucky if she only has to use
an IV drip in the future. In the days of coming and
going to the hospital, Xiaolei met many parents of spe-
cial needs children who had similar experiences. She
recalls, “their tired, haggard, teary eyes are deeply
engraved in my mind.”

With weekly trips to the hospital plus the monthly doc-
tor’s appointments, Guan Xiaolei said, "I, like all des-
perate mothers, held on to my child, wiping away tears
and praying to God: If my daughter can get better, I
will make the greatest possible effort to help others."
And that she’s done. Her daughter recovered by the
age of four and recently returned from a visit to the
United States.

by Feng Huan

This story is part of a series of articles published as an 
exclusive editorial exchange between China Press for People 

with Disabilities & Spring Breeze and ABILITY Magazine
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omedian Andy Erikson exudes sparkle.
She’s quirky and giggly, with a mane of
dark hair and smiley eyes, but her material,
which she writes herself, belies a witty,
nuanced mind. Here’s a cheat sheet on her:

She was a popular contestant on the TV show, Last
Comic Standing; guest starred on the TV series, Scream
Queens; loves unicorns and squirrels; and has captured
a slew of awards and accolades, including the Andy
Kaufman Award.

Erikson works hard honing her craft. Born with a heart
condition called Marfan syndrome, among other physical
ailments, the Minnesota-bred writer and actress performs
around the country and hosts a podcast with bestie Joleen
Lunzer called Deal With It, which delves into mental and
physical health issues. On a recent day in LA, Erikson
shared her playful presence with ABILITY’s Chet Cooper
and Lia Martirosyan.

Lia Martirosyan: So, Andy Erikson, the first time I saw
you was on Last Comic Standing.

Andy Erikson: Oh, that’s awesome!

Martirosyan: I was laughing out loud. “I’m a cat!
Meow!”

Erikson: (laughs) That was an accident, but I’m glad 
it happened.

Martirosyan: It was?

Erikson: I forgot my joke! I literally forgot my joke.

I told my first two jokes and then bling! And I was like,
“Oh, no!” And my only options were, if I told a joke
that wasn’t pre-approved, I could get disqualified. So I
had to tell a joke that was approved, and I was like,
“Well, I’ll just be a cat until I remember my jokes.” So I
was like, “Meow, meow, meow, meow!”

Martirosyan: Brilliantly spontaneous!

Erikson: Luckily, the editors liked me, and they made it
look like it was part of my act. They could have made it
awkward and been like, “Look how crazy she was!”
But instead, they were just, “Look how cool she is!
She’s a cat!”

Martirosyan: What was your experience like throughout
the progression of the show?

Erikson: Last Comic Standing was probably the most
stressed and nervous I’ve ever been in my life. I never
want to do it again. 

(laughter)

Erikson: I was so nervous about my heart, because six

months before I’d been in the ER three times for chest
pains, so I was really, really worried that something
could happen. It wasn’t fun. It was so stressful. But
then being onstage was fun, and doing well was fun,
and the experience was amazing. But man, being on TV
is scary! (laughs)

Chet Cooper: You could not tell.

Erikson: Oh, that’s so great!

Martirosyan: Yeah, not even one little bit. Did you find
out the cause of the chest pains?

Erikson: They don’t know. They think it was just anxi-
ety and panic attacks, and because I have Marfan syn-
drome, which is a heart condition, they took it very seri-
ously. I think that scared me even more, whereas if I
didn’t have a heart condition, they would have been
like, “Oh, the chest pains are indigestion,” or something
small, and then I would have been fine. But I think I lit-
erally thought that it caused more and more stress. But
they don’t know. But the pains haven’t come back.

Cooper: Even with this interview? 

(laughter)

Erikson: Boy, I’m so stressed right now.

Martirosyan: Can you describe some of the symptoms
of Marfan syndrome?

Erikson: I love telling people the symptoms. It’s a con-
nective tissue disorder. It can affect people differently.
The main symptoms are being very tall, often very slen-
der and kind of bony, having long fingers, a narrow face,
sometimes a cleft palate, a very narrow mouth, crooked
teeth, and a curved spine. But the main symptoms are
heart issues with the aorta, very near-sightedness and
scoliosis. Those are all the main signs.

Martirosyan: Was it detected at birth or was it something
that developed?

Erikson: It’s genetic. They didn’t know I had it right
away, but I was diagnosed at the age of three, because I—

Cooper: —you were six foot four. 

(laughter)

Erikson: Yeah, I was a very long baby.

Cooper: She’s still coming! 

(laughter)

Erikson: It took a long time to give birth.

C
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Martirosyan: Is your physical activity affected?

Erikson: Yeah. I’m not supposed to overexert myself. I
need to keep my heart rate below 120. So just taking it
easy puts less pressure on the heart. It’s still good to
exercise. I do low-impact cardio. I make up my own
exercises and move around enough. Sometimes I put on
a dinosaur costume and jump around. 

(laughter)

Martirosyan: Definitely break a sweat in that.

Cooper: Doesn’t it cause you to be sore?

Erikson: Dino-sore! 

(laughter)

That’s great! I was like, “This sounds like a pun.”

Cooper: Lowest form of humor, but it works.

Martirosyan: I don’t think it’s the lowest form of humor.
You’ve got to be quick about it.

Erikson: Yeah. It’s tricking people into thinking it’s a good
joke and not a bad joke, that’s my stand-up. Tricking
people into thinking it’s brilliant instead of stupid.

Martirosyan: So they filter which jokes you’re allowed
to use in front of the judges?

Erikson: Yes. A lot of people don’t know that.

Martirosyan: We have the exclusive behind the scenes

happenings.

Erikson: You have to submit all your material and they
have to approve it. You can’t mention Taco Bell or Wal-
mart. There are certain words you can’t say. Legally,
you can’t mention someone unless they sign off that you
can tell a joke about them. I had a joke about my grand-
mother, and they were like, “We’re gonna need her to
sign off,” and I was like, “She passed away!” They were
like, “Are you sure?”

(laughter)

I was like, “Yes!” 

Martirosyan: When did your love of cats come about?

Erikson: Definitely when I was a kid. I would do photo
shoots with my stuffed animals. 

Cooper: Did they sign a release form? 

Erikson: (laughs) Yeah, I had to get the release! I’ve
always loved animals. Growing up, I spent a lot of time at
the hospital and in doctors’ offices. I’d see a stuffed ani-
mal and hug it. I feel so happy. I have a Pikachu I bring
with me in my bag and also a stuffed animal in my purse.
When I open up my purse it’s just there, and it makes me
happy. Stuffed animals are my emotional support.

Martirosyan: They’re easier to take on a plane.

Erikson: It’s true. I have a giant stuffed dog that would
require a seat. I have thought about bringing him on,
just paying for a seat and make a video. (laughs) I love
stuffed animals and unicorns. I like things that make me
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happy. I try not to worry about what people might think,
“Oh, that’s childlike,” but being childlike is good.

Martirosyan: Whatever helps! Let’s talk about the pod-
cast you and your friend are producing.

Erikson: Yes! Essentially there’s two of us doing the
podcast, me and Joleen. I’m the body of the podcast. I
deal mostly with physical illnesses. And my friend
Joleen Lunzer, has a few mental health conditions. She
was misdiagnosed bipolar for eight years, so she recent-
ly found out she’s not bipolar...

Cooper: She’s polarbi. 

(Luaghter)

Erikson: She’s a polar bear. She does love bears. That’s
her favorite animal. She has depression, anxiety, OCD,
and addiction. We talk about breaking stigmas. It’s like
reading ABILITY Magazine. “Oh, my gosh, this is what
we do, or what we hope to do,” in podcast form. It’s so
cool. I think there are a lot of similarities. Wanting to
talk about your experiences, not be ashamed, and inspire
people to talk about what they’re going through and
share stories. We’ve heard so many interesting and
amazing stories. I’m getting tingly thinking about it,
‘cause the people you meet and what they deal with and
how awesome they are. I’ve made a lot of friends.

Martirosyan: Good! What is your process?

Erikson: We have them come to my friend’s apartment in
West Hollywood. My husband produces podcasts, he’s
been doing that for four years, so he’s got state-of-the-art
equipment, you know, like an iPhone.

Cooper: That’s why you married him! 

Erikson: (laughs) Yes! So funny that this came up. My
husband—at the time a stranger, a boyfriend guy, didn’t
know him—saw me do a show, asked me to be on his
podcast after the show, and I was like, “Okay, great!” We
went and recorded a podcast and then hung out a couple
times—

Cooper: It was in his van. 

Erikson: No, way worse! It was in his basement, and
then a couple of weeks later I find out he didn’t have a
podcast. He’d made it up!

Cooper: Oh!

Erikson: Just to get me to come on his podcast! Isn’t
that romantic? 
(laughter)

Martirosyan: She says hesitantly.

Cooper: “Two weeks later, when he let me out of the
basement—” 

(laughter)

Erikson: I was the first episode. And now he’s been
doing a podcast for four years. He’s a podcast guy. He
sets up all the sound, and he edits them. We’ve been
doing it weekly now for about two months. I love it so
much. Editing can be a lot of work. I’m sure this, too, is
a lot of work, but I look forward to listening to the inter-
views and writing up the summaries and sharing it. Oh,
it makes me so happy!

Martirosyan: Wonderful. When do you publish?

Erikson: Every Wednesday. Today was my husband’s
episode. He’d never seen a therapist ever. He’d always
kind of wanted to, but he was afraid, so we were like,
“You know what? You’re gonna go.”

Cooper: What type of therapist?

Erikson: Just a psychiatrist, I guess.

Cooper: There are psychologists and psychiatrists.

Erikson: It was a psychologist, thank you.

Cooper: The psychiatrist is the medical doctor—

Erikson: —who can prescribe things. So he went to see
a psychologist for the first time. He went for four
weeks, and now we had a follow-up where we asked
him, “What were your fears or misconceptions? What
did you learn?” It was really, really great, because fam-
ily members and friends were looking at him like,
“Why? What’s wrong with you? Why are you doing
this?” And he was like, “There doesn’t need to be any-
thing specifically wrong. Everyone can benefit from
talking. It’s like going to the gym or the doctor.”

Martirosyan: When you are interviewing, is there some-
thing you hear over and over again, and think, “Why
does this keep happening?”
Erikson: Yeah, my friend who has Marfan’s and who is
blind has had people come up to her and say that she’s
taking her time to get off the bus because she likes to
wait, and someone else was like, “Don’t expect some-
one to help you.”

Martirosyan: Gross.

Erikson: She was just like, “Okay.”

Cooper: That was her mother. 

(laughter)

Erikson: It’s surprising how rude people can be.
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Martirosyan: Straight mean.

Erikson: People will ask rude questions or try to act in
certain ways. People feel ignored. That’s how I feel
sometimes. You can tell someone you’re in pain, and
they don’t know how to react. It’s been so eye-opening,
too. We had one person who uses a wheelchair, and she
has to deal with devotees, people messaging her who
have a fetish. 

(laughter)

Martirosyan: I’ve heard of those fetishes, but didn’t
know they were called devotees.

Erikson: Yeah. It’s a technical term for anyone who has
a fetish for something or is a huge fan of something. She
was hit by a train, and she’s an amputee, and I think it’s an
amputee thing. She said people on Instagram message her.

Cooper: Wow, on social media?

Erikson: Yup. And I had people message me too,
although only pictures of my hands and feet, people
who like hands and feet.

(laughter)

Martirosyan: Where did you grow up?

Erikson: Minnesota, in a small town called Ham Lake,
about a half hour north of Minneapolis.
Martirosyan: When did you come out to LA?

Erikson: Three and a half years ago.

Martirosyan: It was the podcast in the basement that
brought you here? 

(laughter)

Erikson: Yup, my husband. He wanted to go. We both
wanted to go and first do acting. We moved here—

Cooper: Wait, you met him—

Erikson: —in Minnesota. I’ve known him since 2009.

Martirosyan: Do you have kids? I saw a picture of you
and your husband with some children.

Erikson: Probably our wedding photo. That was my
niece and nephew, other people’s kids, which is the best
way, I think, to borrow kids.

(laughter)
Martirosyan: Do you want to have kids?

Erikson: Oh, that would be so fun. We want to have
kids. I think we’re gonna adopt.

Martirosyan: There are plenty of children needing
homes.

Erikson: And it’s like, you can love ‘em no matter what,
might as well pick one out.

Martirosyan: What are you trying to do? What are
your goals?

Erikson: I want to be able to sustain myself by helping
people.
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Martirosyan: How do you see that happening?

Erikson: My main goal when starting stand-up
comedy was that I wanted to make friends
with as many people as possible and be in
people’s lives and find interesting people to
hang out with. Through comedy, I started
talking more about my health conditions
onstage. After being on Last Comic Standing,
people from the Marfan Foundation reached
out to me. They were so excited there was
someone doing jokes on TV who has Marfan
syndrome. They were so excited to have a
role model for their daughter or son. There’s
really no one with Marfan syndrome in the
public sphere at all.

I never wanted to be famous. I never wanted
anyone to know who I was. But by doing stand-
up comedy, you’re helping people. You’re help-
ing them laugh. I originally wanted to be a
writer, but they were like, “If you want to be a
writer, you have to do stand-up first, and you’ll
get known that way.” I love being a role model.
I’ve met kids who are now taking theater in
school. who are trying stand-up, and they’re
excited about being an adult, whereas before
they were like, “We can’t play basketball. We
can’t do sports.” And all the people who had
Marfan’s who did sports died. Like the famous
volleyball players, basketball players, they’ve
died on the court without knowing they had the
condition. So they can’t really do sports.

Erikson: There’s a musician named Austin
Carlyle who has Marfan syndrome. He’s so
awesome.

He was in a band, “Of Mice and Men.” He had
to quit because of health complications, he’s
very popular. He has a million Instagram fol-
lowers. It’s so cool. We just did the Marfan
Foundation conference, and we were both
there. It was cool seeing the kids come up to
him and be so excited to meet him, because
he’s a rock star.

Cooper: What does he play?

Erikson: Guitar and singing. It’s been really
cool to help people. If I can make money
doing that, enough to get by and stand-up has
been a great route for that. You get to do what-
ever you want to do. I get to craft my shows.
I’ve been doing colleges, and at every college I do, I talk
about Marfan syndrome. I have that kind of focus. It’s
great, because with the podcast, we get to talk about
everything.

Why don’t I interview you guys? Do you want to be on

our podcast? 

Martirosyan: That would be fun.

Erikson: I know, we’ll bring stuffed animals and cats.
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Martirosyan: I’m in! So when did you start stand-up?

Erikson: In 2007, about 10 years ago.

Martirosyan: Just randomly you thought, “Let me try
this”? How did it happen?

Erikson: My friends made me do it. They were like,
“You’re so funny! You have to do it!” So I wrote a ton
of jokes, probably, like 3,000 jokes. I spent two years
writing jokes. Eventually I worked up the courage and
did my first set. It was so fun. I was all over the place,
weird, and people were like, “Who is this girl? What’s
her deal?” I kept coming back, and I started doing
stand-up 10 or 12 shows a week for years and just kept
getting better and better. It was so nerve-wracking, but
when you’re onstage it’s so fun, it makes it all worth it.

Cooper: You have to memorize all these things.

Erikson: Oh, my gosh, the memorization was the hard-
est part for me. And I would bring notes, and they were
always telling me, “You can’t have notes,” but I was
like, “You know what? I’m a headliner now. I bring my
notes onstage.” And no one cares. I have a little note
thing next to me.

Martirosyan: I’ve seen people bring notes and put ‘em
on the stool.

Erikson: Exactly.

Cooper: We’re in the audience with big cards.

Erikson: I would love that! 

(laughter)

If they had had that on Last Comic Standing, I wouldn’t
have forgotten my joke.

Martirosyan: Or just write them all over your hands
and arms.

Erikson: I used to do that, too! I’ve forgotten my jokes
so many times.

Martirosyan: All those shows were in Minnesota?

Erikson: Yeah, Minnesota, where I started and did tons
of shows. Doing gigs. I did a comedy show in my
apartment. Just everything. I feel in love with it.

Martirosyan: Do you want to be in a 0series or is it all
stand-up for you?

Erikson: I acted in the TV series Scream Queens. I was
an actress. I did five episodes, and my character had
Marfan syndrome in the show. That’s why they cast me.

Cooper: Oh, so that’s a coincidence.

Martirosyan: There’s a lot of fans of that show.

Erikson: It was really fun, really cool. It’s sort of a
comedy-horror film, kind of like Mean Girls. I did like
acting. It was nice because you can do a few takes,
which I like. I audition for shows now all the time, like
the weird girl, which is awesome. That’s what I want to
do too. I want to be the quirky neighbor, acting and
writing. (laughs)

Martirosyan: Who’s your agent?

Erikson: Ali Farris Entertainment. They’re a small
agency. It’s just Mohammad Ali and Fred Farris.

Martirosyan: Just you three? 

(laughter)

Erikson: Yes, it’s just us! I’m trying to get a writing job.
I’ve written books and screenplays, and I have eBooks. I
write unicorn reviews, which I made that into an eBook.

I do everything. I love writing.

Martirosyan: What is a unicorn review?

Erikson: I ask my friends to send me unicorn art. I pay
them each 20 bucks, and I review the image. I talk about
its flowing hair and its tender—

Cooper: Are they all positive?

Erikson: 100 percent positive. Every unicorn gets 10 stars.
No surprises. And then I’ll add in little social community.

Martirosyan: You pay them $20 to give you a unicorn?
They should be paying you to review!

Erikson: Thank you, guys. I love the feedback.

Martirosyan: This is not sustainable.

Erikson: It’s not. I put in, like, $500 so far paying for
unicorns. (laughs)
Cooper: I could get you a unicorn for $15.50.

Martirosyan: You should open up a unicorn account.

Erikson: I should. You’re like, “Poor girl! She’s paying
to work! That’s not how you’re supposed to do it!” 

(laughter)

All right. All right. You’re my new manager.

Cooper: Looking at your career so far, what would be
one thing you’d change?
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Erikson: I think I would have maybe moved to New York earlier. I waited a long
time to move to LA, like, seven years. But you know what? That’s tricky too,
because it is good to develop your craft in your own city. I would have brought my
grandma to more shows. She was so fun.

Cooper: The one who passed away?

Erikson: Yeah. When I first started, she and my mom came to a bunch of my shows,
and I wasn’t old enough to drink, so they would drink my drinks. And my dad, too.
He passed away, too. I would have encouraged my family to come to more of my
shows. But I would get nervous, and I wouldn’t necessarily encourage it.

Cooper: Looking back, what would you have done more of?

Erikson: I genuinely wish that I’d started talking about my health condition earlier
on. I was worried it would define me. I was worried people wouldn’t be interested in
hearing about it. I was worried about what people would think. I didn’t talk about
my heart condition until after Last Comic Standing. To think of all the different peo-
ple I could have met who had health conditions. I was so self-conscious. What I’m
grateful for is comedy made me a confident person. It made me like who I am as a
person. I developed a cool skill. I worked hard at it. I proved myself. I had a goal,
worked towards it, and saw results. It was my own goal. School was different. I had
to do school. This is my own thing, and I did it. I figured out who I am more as a
person through stand-up. So I’m really grateful that I put 10 years of my life into it.

Martirosyan: You did it well. You’re doing it well.

Erikson: I’m so glad that I’m funny. What if I wasn’t?

Cooper: There is nothing funny about a comedian that is not funny?! 

Erikson: (laughs) It’s hard. A lot of work. You spend a lot of time by yourself, in
bars and on the road. I’m trying to bring openers.

Martirosyan: These are paid gigs?

Erikson: Paid gigs, yeah. Which is great. I’m so glad I do. They’re awesome. They
pay really well. You do one show a night and you get to hang out with all these
college kids, who are just the coolest people.

Martirosyan: Kegs! Toga!

Erikson: I’m not allowed to drink or talk about alcohol during the show, but I did a
show in Alaska, and it was in a bar, and they gave me eight drink tickets. 

Do you do comedy? 

Cooper: She’s thought of doing a one-woman show.

Erikson: Oh, that’s amazing!

Martirosyan: I did stand-up once. I bombed but had a blast. I love being onstage,
I’m cool with that, but you have to dedicate yourself and write jokes.

Erikson: It’s a second full-time job.

Martirosyan: I love comedy.

Erikson: It’s a great field to be in. You get to make people laugh. (laughs)
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Cooper: You’re not gonna ask me if I do stand-up?

Erikson: Oh! (pause) So anyway— 

(laughter)

I’m sure you both do.

Cooper: Can you share two jokes you did in stand-up,
one that went well and one that bombed?

Erikson: OK. One of the first jokes I ever told was when
I was younger. I grew up in a theme park. The theme of
the park was trailer. And it’s still in my act today. A joke
that bombs a lot is a joke that—

Cooper: You keep doing it?

Erikson: (laughs) I keep doing it! 

(laughter)

Cooper: I love that.

Erikson: It’s where I pretend to be a sheep and a shep-
herd. I act out where the sheep’s like, “Stop pushing me
around!” and the shepherd’s like, “What?” and the
sheep’s like, “Stop pushing me around!” and the shep-
herd’s like, “What?” and the sheep’s like, “You herd
me!” And I drag it on for sometimes five or 10 minutes,
going back and forth, and at the end people are, like,
booing. They’re like, “Oh, no!” and I’m like, “Should I
ever tell it again?” and they’re like, “No!” and I’m like,
“Screw you! I’m doing it again!” And I start from the
beginning, and I do it again. I did it on Last Comic
Standing, and they were like, “That joke is awful!” But
it’s so fun.

andyerikson.com
patreon.com/andyerikson

marfan.org
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t the United Nations’ Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in June,
ABILITY Magazine, ABILITY Corps and
the World Bank co-hosted a panel and two
film screenings. The attendees were shown

two short films, A Different Approach, about the advan-
tages of hiring people with disabilities, and a film by
panelist James Sullivan called This is What Happens
When You Send a Disabled Filmmaker to Jamaica,
based on his recent trip to Jamaica to discover how peo-
ple with disabilities in the poorest countries manage life,
work and play.

After the panel, Lia Martirosyan interviewed on Face-
book Live with Sullivan, an animator and filmmaker for
the World Bank. Also had a chat with Charlotte
McClain-Nhlapo, a human and children’s rights lawyer,
USAID’s Coordinator for Disability and Inclusive
Development (appointed by President Obama), and Dis-
ability Advisor at the World Bank. The following are
excerpts from their conversations.

Lia Martirosyan: How does the World Bank approach
disability?

Charlotte McClain-Nhlapo: I think for us at the World

A

Sullivan_9-20_PF-8-LIA__QuarkTemplate.qxd  9/26/17  9:17 AM  Page 33



34    ABILITY

Bank, the importance of disability inclusion comes by
way of reaching our two goals. One goal is to reduce
extreme poverty, and the second goal is to boost shared
prosperity. And in order to do that, we need to make
sure that we leave no one behind and that we include
persons with disabilities.

We have a range of sectors at the Bank. We work on a
whole host of issues: education, health, nutrition, min-
ing, energy, transport, and social development. I think in
all of those issues there are potential entry points for
disability inclusion. And what’s important right now in
the time and space that we’re in at the Bank is not so
much about convincing colleagues about including per-
sons with disabilities. It’s more about giving colleagues
information, good practices, and knowledge on how to
do this. And so the how-to piece is really important.

Martirosyan: How did the film idea come about?

McClain-Nhlapo: About a year ago I remember James
and Louise came to my office and said, “We have this
idea. We would like to have James go out to one of the
Bank’s clients and to use that as an opportunity to get
some visibility about the lived experience of a person
with a disability.” I was really excited that I could come
back to the World Bank from USAID, and I was pleased
to see that we were thinking about how we can find dif-
ferent avenues within an institution like the World Bank

to give visibility to the issue of disability.

I’m really excited by James’s video. I hope that we can
continue to have these types of collaborations. James
continues to use different forms of storytelling in media
to influence the way people think about disability. And
I was thrilled the other day when they both contacted
me and to say that not only had the film been complet-
ed, but unbeknownst to me, it got a slot at the Confer-
ence of State Parties to the CRPD. That was pretty
impressive!

Martirosyan: James, did you enjoy yourself on the UN
panel?

James Sullivan: It was amazing! This is my first time
ever being on a UN panel, so I was a little intimidated
by it, but when things got rolling and we started getting
questions, it became fascinating, really interesting.

Martirosyan: What got you into this realm of film?

Sullivan: I was injured 16 years ago in a snowboard-
ing accident, was still in college then, so I hadn’t real-
ly decided on a job or anything. While I was growing
up, my dad was a documentary filmmaker, so I had
always known about editing as a career. And at that
time, things were changing, where you could get
access to an editing system. After I got injured, I

James speaking with Patrick Rhoden in Jamica

Sullivan_9-20_PF-8-LIA__QuarkTemplate.qxd  9/24/17  11:01 PM  Page 34



ABILITY   35

instantaneously knew that I could sit in front of a
computer and learn how to put pictures together. Both
of my parents did a very good job of educating me in
film. I’ve seen really random, obscure black-and-
white films that today’s generation should go and see.
I’ve always enjoyed sound and picture. While grow-
ing up I always watched animation and cartoons on
weekends. And so the fact that I have a job that does
that is amazing.

Martirosyan: So you weren’t working at the World Bank
prior to your accident, or were you?

Sullivan: No. I got out of school. I went back and
learned how to drive, did some extra therapy, but then I
did an internship locally at a post-production house, and
that’s where I sort of learned how to edit. I was thrown
into an editing room on the first day with a bunch of
tapes. “Here, digitize these,” someone told me. And so
from there I was able to get a job at a production com-
pany. And then through sort of the local network in DC,
I was able to get a job at the Bank.

Maritirosyan: Nice! And what was your experience
during the hiring process?

Sullivan: It didn’t even come up. I was actually talking
about it with my boss on the way down here. In all of
the recommendations that she received, not once did

they mention that I was in a chair. So she came down
from the elevator and was like, “Oh! You’re in a chair!”
And to me, that blows my mind.

Martirosyan: That’s how it should be—skills and being
a good person will get you where you want to be.

Sullivan: Exactly. It’s really up to you. I mean, it’s ask-
ing yourself what do you want to do and what do you
have to work with? And then do it.

Martirosyan: That makes sense. Will you be back at the
Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities
next year?

Sullivan: Hopefully.

Martirosyan: Maybe we’ll co-host another panel.

Sullivan: That would be awesome.

Martirosyan: Absolutely. Anything else you want to say
to our readers?

Sullivan: Thank you for a wonderful publication that is
spreading the word and showing what is possible.

worldbank.org
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n a beautiful Wednesday afternoon ABILITY
met with Steve Rohr. He showed up with a
very welcomed ball of positive energy.
Rohr mastered communications at school
and continues to master it in life as he navi-

gates through the world of diversity, a historically
resisted topic. 

“I looked at the world, and I never wanted to be cook-
ie-cutter. I’ve always wanted a life that was different. I
didn’t enjoy being a child, which is maybe a mean thing
to say. It wasn’t because I had a terrible childhood or
anything, I just wanted to do my own thing when I
wanted to do it. I didn’t want a 9-to-5 job. I wanted
some kind of creativity in my life. Tradition for me was
never an option. I came to LA, and I didn’t know any-
body. That’s not a good thing to do. It’s a very interest-
ing town that has its own rhythm and culture. For
somebody who didn’t understand where he wanted to be
or what opportunities were available, it took me a cou-
ple of years to get my bearings. And then doors started
to open.”

Once in Hollywood, Rohr began as an intern at a televi-
sion station. He had skillfully talked his way into the
position, and within weeks was a production assistant
working for the network. At that point he thought he’d
“made it”. He had his sights set on being in front of the
camera, but felt it wasn’t yet meant to be. Growing up
and not seeing many Asian males on television, espe-
cially on the news, Rohr knew he had to keep pushing.

“When you start out in television, you usually go to a
very small market. You’ll go to a very rural area, and I
don’t fit the demographic of a lot of rural areas. I fell
into public relations (PR) by accident. Never had been a
publicist in my life, and suddenly I had clients, and I
was moving into an office. It just took off. I felt every
day the agency was growing by 100 percent. I could feel
it grow. I loved it. I was having a good time. I continued
to represent actors, recording artists, films, and authors,
for many years.”

As much as he enjoyed the experience, Rohr no longer
represents individual artists. For five months he takes on
a colossus of a seasonal gig as show publicist for the
Academy Awards. “If somebody’s signing up for you to
represent them, they don’t want to hear, ‘Oh, by the
way, I’m taking five months off.’ It’s an unfair kind of
thing.” He embraced the transition and was ready to
move on.

Through a series of serendipitous events and meetings,
Rohr’s career evolved. Now a radio host, published
author, public speaking instructor, and television per-
sonality, he attests his successes to recognizing open
and shut doors. 

“You never know what the path is. You go through the
doors that open. There are people who say you need to
kick down the door, beat down the door. I don’t believe
that’s true, not for me. I think you go through the doors
that open, and the doors that are shut were never meant

O
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to be open in the first place, and the ones that are meant
to open will open for you.”

He admits the concept is simplistic, and it took him a
while to accept. Intellectually he understood, but emo-
tionally, when faced with a setback, it took a moment to
realize that a door was shut. 

Endowed with a curiosity for learning, Rohr moved from
writing and promoting his book, to becoming more aware
or speaking around diversity. And then from there, transi-
tioning to issues around disability in Hollywood. Recent-
ly, Rohr beeped onto ABILITY’s radar by his connection
to a Trailblazing Event, “a one-day conference with a
mission to highlight disability innovation that in turn
makes self-employment more attractive for all people.”

“I was always the ‘other’ growing up in predominantly
white areas of the country. I never felt as comfortable in
my skin as perhaps I would have liked. I never saw
myself reflected in a way that seemed positive or interest-
ing or compelling. Asian-American guys were always
portrayed as the nerd, the geeky nerd, the math person. If
you talk about diversity as a black-and-white issue, that’s
what you have, and there’s no winning. You can never
win that conversation. When I talk about diversity, I talk
about inclusion, as many people as you possibly can, all
shapes and stripes you can find out there at the table.”

Rohr is regularly questioned why he cares about people
with disabilities, specifically since he doesn’t have a

visible disability. He has thought about his response,
“Shouldn’t we all care? Why wouldn’t you care about
this? Why wouldn’t you think this is an issue that is
mandatory, critical for our society?” Rohr feels, as many
do, for individuals that make up 20% [those reported] of
the population, it is extraordinary how underrepresented
they are. He is adamant to not come off as a “rescuer,”
and makes it a point to highlight that the best people to
advocate are those who have experienced the push back.

Rohr is among a handful of public figures who include dis-
ability when talking about diversity. He had people in his
life who educated him. And he was smart enough to lis-
ten to the “Eileen Grubba’s of the world.” He talks about
wanting a world where we have better decisions, where
he can know different kinds of people, which “just makes
life richer”. As for diversity in Hollywood, Rohr shares,

“It’s absolutely critical that we have actors and people
behind the scenes, too, who represent all the crafts. So it
costs us an extra four minutes. So it takes a minute for us
to understand it or process it. So it takes a little more
patience. Big deal. The benefit is so enormous for the
work. For me, acting is about illuminating the human
experience. And yes, I do believe that able-bodied actors
can play disabled roles, but I also believe that if some-
one who is experiencing that disability plays the role, it
becomes something else, something that is so truthful
and undeniable that it will hit deeper.”

realsteverohr.com

Rohr and Martirosyan laughing, organically 
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f Eileen Grubba’s name isn’t familiar, there’s a
reason. She’s built a strong television career play-
ing edgy characters in shows like Game of Silence,
Sons of Anarchy, The Mentalist and HBO’s Hung,
plus others. Her thespian roots stretch back to

Atlanta and NYC, where she acted in musicals, plays,
commercials and independent films. A lifetime mem-
ber of the renowned Actors Studio, she’s been com-
pared to theater greats Geraldine Page and Kim Stanley. 

Yet, despite her impressive resume, Grubba’s faced
prejudice in Hollywood because she walks with a
limp. But the experience and her subsequent health
issues, including multiple surgeries and surviving
cancer, have made her a fierce advocate for people
with disabilities. Although diversity and inclusion in
Hollywood have received a lot of play of late, actors
with disabilities remain underrepresented in Holly-
wood—a fact Grubba is committed to changing. She
spoke at length with ABILITY’s Lia Martirosyan
about her story and mission to fight prejudice
against people with disabilities.

I

Grubba_9-17_PF-MM-8-LIA-c__QuarkTemplate.qxd  9/26/17  1:31 AM  Page 41



42    ABILITY

Lia Martirosyan: If you had a chance to do something
over in your life, what would it be?

Eileen Grubba: Well, that’s a loaded question. If I had to
do something over again in my life, the biggest thing I
would have done was have kids in my very early twen-
ties, instead of waiting for life to sort itself out. I was
having a lot of surgeries and challenges from that age
on, but I didn’t realize the challenges were just going to
keep coming. So I wish when I was young and far
healthier that I would have had kids. That’s the number
one thing I would have changed. 

Number two, I would have never left New York. Had I
known what I was going to face in our industry, broken
legs and all, I would have stayed in New York City,
because even 25, 26 years ago in New York City, truth-
fully, they were much more open-minded and more
interested in skill and talent. I did not face nearly the
resistance in New York City that I did in LA.

Martirosyan: So let’s pack our bags and go back to New
York!

Grubba: If I were a younger girl, my butt would be back
there. 

(laughter)

Martirosyan: What opportunity that you’ve said “no” to
would you say “yes” to today?

Grubba: Not a single one would I say “yes” to that I said
“no” to. I still firmly stand behind every “no” I ever said.

Martirosyan: And what opportunity that you’ve said
“yes” to would you now, looking back, say “no” to?

Grubba: There are quite a few things through the years
I wish I’d said “no” to. I was very open. I said “yes” a
lot. Not to things that were ever against my integrity or
anything, but things were maybe—they weren’t paid
and you weren’t respected, so you were treated like
they were doing you some sort of favor for giving you
a job, but I didn’t know that going in. 

There were a few experiences that to this day when I
think back on them, tempt me to be bitter, because I’ve
dealt with some really ugly people in this town
through the years. So there are a few things that I wish
I’d known and could have seen coming, or when I saw
bad behavior show up in a micro-moment, that I would
have realized that would grow and was a window of
true nature for someone.

Now, when I see bad behavior, you’ll see me shut a
door on someone so fast, because now I see it and
understand it. But it took a lot of learning to not be so
much of a yes-person. We always want everything to
work out. We want a job, and we want the world to be
something, we want this free project everyone labors
on to turn out to be a great thing, so we put our hearts
and souls into it, so we don’t always see all the little
signs that maybe this one isn’t the one. In that respect,
if I could go back, there are a lot of things I would have
said “no” to! 

Martirosyan: Nicely said. What inspired you to get into
acting?
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Grubba: (laughs) Oh, boy! There were a lot of things
that inspired me. I was always a bit of a performer,
because when I was young—and I’m going to use a lot
of language people won’t like in the disability commu-
nity—and I was stuck in a wheelchair, ‘cause that’s how
it felt when I was in it, I was stuck in a wheelchair that
was too big for me, and I’m looking out the window
watching everybody else play in the snow and I can’t. I
just couldn’t wrap my head around that. 

My mom brought me all these art supplies, and things I
could do while sitting in my room. That’s how I started
becoming an artist. I started creating and building sets in
my room. I had spaceships and seven-story Barbie doll
houses. I made all their clothes and every little detail of
their homes. I would draw for miles across the floor
because she’d bring me newspaper print from the news-
paper place that would throw away the old print rolls. I
would roll it out as far is it could go and draw every-
thing I ever wanted in my life and all the things I saw
for my future. And that’s how it all started.

But as I got older and got out of my chair, I became a
cheerleader, which is something I always wanted to do.
I would always sit in my wheelchair and watch the
cheerleaders at my brother’s football games. I
wouldn’t sit with everyone else. I would make my
mom push me up on the track right in front of the
cheerleaders (laughs) so I could look up at them, and I
would be like, “I want to be a cheerleader!” That
inspired me. That’s a bit of performance art right there.
I was always the only little girl who was cheerleading,
and my mom would have to bring, like, four changes
of clothes because I was paralyzed from the waist
down, so now that I’m up and moving didn’t mean all
my little parts weren’t still broken, and jumping makes
your bladder go, and she’d have to change my clothes
every quarter, and I’m still out there goin’, “Woo!”
Peein’ in my pants.

(laughter)

Then I ended up on the stage when I got into high
school and grad school. I was going to be an artist. I was
an art major, and I got an art scholarship. I wanted to be
a fashion designer. A few little detours, and I got pulled
into this world. I didn’t seek out the acting world, it
came to me and just kept coming, so I was like, “All
right, well, if I’m gonna keep getting asked to do this
stuff, I should learning something about it.” 

I started training and working for casting directors,
which is how the second casting career started. It was
also unfortunately right when I first started having surg-
eries on my legs, so while I was back in a wheelchair
with a cast up to my hip with a handle on it, and I
wasn’t allowed to walk for the first year. 

So I just kept training and going to classes. I remember
asking one of my teachers at the Alliance Theater in

Atlanta, who was a wonderful teacher, “You know, I’m
about to have my whole left leg rebuilt, and I’m gonna
be off my feet for probably at least a year, so maybe this
isn’t the best profession for me. Should I maybe not pur-
sue this?” And she said, “Eileen, I’ve taught a lot of
actors through the years, and to most of them I would
say, ‘No, you should go do something else.’ But not
you.” I said, “Really?” She said, “You, of all people,
should do this.” And I always remembered that.

When I got out of my wheelchair, and I started walk-
ing again, I was involved in musical community the-
ater in Atlanta. And they all watched me go through all
this, and they didn’t have a problem with accommodat-
ing me for the musicals we did. I played Cinderella,
and I had to wear construction boots because I couldn’t
walk in any other shoes. 

Martirosyan: Were they glass construction boots?

(laughter)

Grubba: The gown was floor length, but when I had the
little maid’s dress on, I wore my construction boots. I
still have pictures of it on the stage. You could pretty
much just ask them for whatever you wanted to do. And
then when I played one of the silly girls in “Beauty and
the Beast,” the ones who’d flirt with Gaston, I wore a
skirt to the floor with my construction boots, and I
shimmied up the aisle. And when I got to the end, I
couldn’t walk up steps, so Gaston, who was enormous,
reached down, picked me up by the waist, spun me
around, and stuck me on the steps.

And when we did “Pajama Game,” I was the girl who
lay across the piano and sang in my gown, and that time
I did have fancy shoes because I wasn’t walking any-
where. I had blue sparkly shoes to match my dress, and
I’m slinkin’ around on a piano. They were really great
about it in Atlanta. They had no problems with it.
When I moved to New York, I started doing training for
musicals. I thought I was good at musicals in Atlanta,
and then I got to New York and had the real vocal train-
ing. New York was a super-fun experience. I did pretty
well there, except for the fact that I couldn’t walk well,
so it was a tough city to get around in.

Martirosyan: Not the most accessible city.

Grubba: It’s challenging. I still had the walking cast
boots. And I would take it off when I could to work on
things, but I mostly would just wear long skirts. I’d
wear walking boots and bring shoes and put shoes on
when I got to a place. That city was tough. And then I
moved out to LA and the real fun began.

Martirosyan: When did the need for inclusivity and 
diversity enter your consciousness? 

Grubba: It’s been my life, since the age of four—three
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months before my fifth birthday, when I got a vaccine
that nearly killed me. That experience from a young age
showed me who people really are. And I didn’t like
what I saw. When I look back on my life I wonder,
should I have done this or that, should I have gone off
and had kids and not gone into such a difficult industry?
But then one of my friends once said to me when I was
in a place of doubt, “Eileen, don’t you see you were
born for this?” I was like, “What do you mean?” She’s
said, “You came into this world and at five years old
you had to deal with all these things, bullying and dis-
crimination through the years. And yet you were able to
overcome it, and then you came into this industry with
all that strength—somebody had to be strong enough to
keep hittin’ their head against this cement wall here.” I
said, “Yeah, not that I’m the only one, there are a lot of
us who have been here a long, long time.”

Martirosyan: Who are hitting that wall.

Grubba: Yeah. I have been very vocal about it. I have
busted some barriers for a lot of people. I am not as
afraid to speak up as so many of ‘em, and I do walk a
line—well, not this year, but most years I walk this
fine line between both. It’s like, you could see me as
not disabled if you wanted to in your show, or you
could use the disability and the experience—you could
show the limp if you want to or you could hide it. So I
skirt both sides of it, which has been interesting.

Sometimes, when I doubt why I’m here, I think to

myself, “I don’t ever want another five-year-old to see
the world I saw. I don’t want another kid with a dream
to come into this industry and face what I faced. And if
that takes my whole life to speak up somebody’s got to
do it. Until enough people speak up, it’s not going to
change, and every generation of kids coming up
behind us is going to face the same challenge.

I can’t go down thinking I didn’t make a difference in
this world. Why else were all these challenges given to
me? I feel like there’s a reason for it all. When I look at it
all, I think, God, it isn’t all that long ago that Hitler said,
“let’s kill all the kids with disabilities.” And people fol-
lowed, “Sure, why not?” They called them “useless
eaters.” “Let’s kill ‘em all!” And so they did. And people
didn’t have a problem with it, really, except the mothers.
And the next thing you know, he got good at killing peo-
ple. And then soon we had the Holocaust. And this one
line keeps running through my head all these years,
“What if we cared about that first kid?” That first child.
What if the world had cried out, “You can’t kill the
babies with disabilities!” We might not have had the
Holocaust that ended up murdering millions of people. I
think, we have to care about every one of those kids. 

Martirosyan: Circling back to your career you’ve done
a lot of impressive work. 

Grubba: Well, I wouldn’t say my career has gone
exactly the way I planned. (laughs) But I do also have
to be grateful for the opportunities. I’ve had some nice

Eileen visiting Rebecca Dann and Professor Stephen Hawking
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successes and met amazing human beings who are high-
ly creative, who see the gift and the gold in it. I hope that
if I keep working I can keep speaking up about the gold,
because there is a lot of gold that comes with it. It’s like
trophies on our shelf, life experience as actors. If you
don’t have any life experience, you can’t really move
people the way somebody who has a lot of life experi-
ence can move people. Because of everything I’ve been
through, and all the people I’ve worked with in these
communities, I do have empathy, and I don’t think
there’s a lot of things I couldn’t feel or portray. I’m one
of those people who can’t watch a movie if people are
hurt or tortured, because I literally feel the pain. That’s
how empathetic I am.

Martirosyan: How’d you connect with the Trailblazing
event?

Grubba: Steve Rohr. Steve and I connected years ago.

At the time I was recurring on a nice show, and I wanted
to find out if I could afford to do some publicity. Being a
performer with a disability, I wouldn’t say you get paid
well, and you certainly don’t get paid the same as your
peers, that’s for sure. I’ve noticed that on every show I’ve
ever worked. I’m always at the bottom of the pay pool
and usually the one having to get myself to the locations.
They don’t treat you the same way. I’ve had people say
things like, “Well, when you’re a bigger star,” and I want
to scream and throttle them and say, “I have more experi-
ence than all the stars on this show put together!” 

So I went to Steve at that time and asked if he could
help me with publicity for this one show, even though I
didn’t know how long it would last or if I’d be able to
afford him. So I worked with him for just a couple
months, and then the show got canceled. But we’ve
always stayed friends. We’ve always found a way to
reconnect through the years. I think it was because I was
shouting out on Twitter about diversity, including peo-
ple with disabilities, and he responded to some of that,
and I had said something about how it’s going to be
when people who don’t have disabilities start standing
up to this community, because I’ve been trying to get
people in our industry who have bigger voices than me
to speak up. And Steve Rohr did. He started doing more
of that online.

He does a lot with diversity. The Oscars did a diversity
campaign a few years back, and they didn’t include
people with disabilities. 

So I shouted out to him, “In a time when diversity is
covered all across the stage and thrown in everyone’s
face, we didn’t have one person with a disability, not
one. Not one in the audience, not as a presenter, none,
nowhere. We need help.” And he was so great and
receptive and glad to know about it. He’s become an
amazing advocate for this community because he’s
standing up for diversity across the industry, and he’s

one of the people who understood that this is also a
form of diversity. Truthfully, we all are, every crayon in
the box is a different color, right? He’s fantastic. I don’t
know how to thank him sometimes for how much he’s
become an advocate for this community.

Martirosyan: Good! He was quite versed. One more
question. What advice would you give to up-and-coming
individuals with disabilities who want to be actors or
singers?

Grubba: Okay. No one ever likes the advice I give to
young performers with disabilities, but I’m gonna give it.

Martirosyan: Great.

Grubba: You have to be better than everybody else.
Know that going in and get on it, because nobody’s ever
going to hire you because you’re disabled. Maybe down
the road that will happen, but it might not stick. Start
training and do it constantly. People I work with in the
Actors Studio have been in the industry 50, 60 years,
and they’re still constantly training. Every person I’ve
ever known who is of great success in our industry, and
I’ve worked for a good handful of celebrities, and I’ve
worked in casting for a lot of years enough to know the
people who work are so aggressive going after the work.
So the number one problem I see with people with dis-
abilities, and this included myself 25 years ago, was that
we were too careful, a little too apologetic for what’s
wrong with us.

Too many times, I was like, “Okay, fine,” and smiled
and left because somebody was making an issue about
it. But don’t do that any more. Be so good at what you
do and own it and keep training with all kinds of differ-
ent teachers so you’re seeing lots of perspectives. Make
sure every class you’re in you stay until you’re better
than everyone else in that class, and then go find a
class where everybody’s better than you and do it
again. Just keep getting better and better and better, and
do not stop. And then look for every freaking opportu-
nity you can find. And yes, this involved a lot of my
heartbreak, but it’s also where I found a lot of experi-
ence and a lot on my résumé from doing every single
project I could get my hands on, from doing student
films to every single thing you can do to get experience
and build that résumé.

Probably the number one mistake you could ever make,
any actor, not just one with a disability, is to think that
somebody is going to come along and make it happen
for you, because that is not going to happen. Most peo-
ple have to fight really, really hard to get a break in our
industry, and if you have a disability, you’ll have to
fight harder than everybody else. That is just the cold,
hard truth.

eileengrubba.com
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n a warm summer day, ABILITY’s Geri
Jewell and David Zimmerman arrived at
songwriter Marsha Malamet’s quaint bun-
galow, which boasts a view of the world-
famous Hollywood sign. The host and her

tail-wagging pups, MacDougal and Mikey, greeted
them. As they settled in, Zimmerman pulled out his
notes for the interview as if he’d been studying up!

Marsha Malamet: You have notes!

David Zimmerman: We’ve got notes! 

Geri Jewell: (to Marsha) How did you and David meet?
I never asked.

Malamet: I watched a video that he was in with Roslyn
Kind. This fellow on this web show, Tony Sweet, inter-
viewed you and Rozzie, and you spoke of your project.

Zimmerman: My Next Breath.

Malamet: Right. After that I looked you up online. I
remembered Stanzi [Stokes] had pictures of you on her
Facebook page. So I said, “Well, he can’t be all bad if
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he’s friends with her.” I knew I wanted to get involved
with that project in some way and connect with you.
And then I saw Geri, and said, “Oh, my God, Geri Jew-
ell, are you kidding me? I’ve got to connect!” I told
David: I’m newly disabled, and I have to be a part of
your project. 

Jewell: Oh, wow!

Zimmerman: I went, “Oh, my God, she’s messaging me!”
Because I knew your work.

Malamet: I forget that sometimes people know me. And
of course I knew of Geri’s work. Who doesn’t know
Geri Jewell? I was so excited that she reached out to me
via Facebook. So here it is, the triad.

Zimmerman: You said you reached out, in part, because
you were newly disabled… 

Malamet: I was diagnosed in January 2015 with early
stage Parkinson’s, and then a year later Lyme’s disease,
with co-infections. The doctors said my Parkinson’s
symptoms are due to the Lyme disease, and that Lyme
disease mimics neurological disorders like Parkinson’s,
MS, Alzheimer’s, and even ALS.

So I didn’t know what to pursue as a treatment, Parkin-
son’s, Lyme... In the last two and a half years I’ve been

going back and forth. The Parkinson’s symptoms are
much worse, as you can see. I have good days and bad
days. The good days I can get up from a chair, if I con-
centrate. But on bad days I can’t, and [my caregiver]
takes care of me. If I was 50-percent disabled before, now
I’m, like, 75-percent disabled, because I need a 24-hour
caregiver. But I’ve got my eye on the prize. I’ve found a
great doctor, and I know I can reverse the symptoms.

Zimmerman: Yes, you will. The power of the mind is 
so amazing.

Malamet: The power of the mind is key.

Jewell: Absolutely.

Malamet: Managing stress and maintaining a peaceful
mind is also important. Stress is a killer; it makes all
your symptoms worse.

Zimmerman: Being so connected to music as a song-
writer seems like it would be healing for you. 

Malamet: Yeah, for sure. I’ve been blessed to have
many of my songs recorded in a spiritual context. I feel
very lucky and grateful. And one of my faves being my
Streisand cut. 

Zimmerman: Yes! “Lessons To Be Learned!”
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Malamet: “Lessons To Be Learned,” which I co-wrote
with Allan Rich and Dorothy Gazeley. This is a cute lit-
tle story: In 1995 I wrote a song called “I Am Blessed.”
It was recorded by an English group called Eternal.
They were popular like the Supremes in the 60’s. But I
didn’t know what had had happened with the song.
Remember, this is 20 years ago, and the Internet was in
its infancy.

One day I called an English company about a business
matter. I said, “Hello, Ma’am, I’m calling from Los
Angeles, could I please be connected to So-and-so?” She
gave me the worst time, put me on hold, and then came
back and said, “Who are you?” I said, “Ma’am, my name
is Marsha Malamet. I’m with Famous Music. Could I get
some assistance?” Then she put me on hold again.

Zimmerman: Not again!

Malamet: And then the light bulb went on, because I
knew my song was making waves in England. So when
she comes back on, I say: “I have a top 10 song in your
country right now.” And she said, “Oh, what is it?” I
said, “ ‘I Am Blessed’ by Eternal.” And then she said,
“Oh, my goodness! It’s all over the papers!” I said,
“What?” She said, “The Pope requested them to sing
that for a private audience with him, and then in a con-
cert for Christmas at the Vatican.” I said, “Well, if it’s
all over the papers, could you fax the articles to me? So

she faxed me from, like, 10 papers. And there it
was...the group Eternal in the company of Pope John
Paul II. How many songwriters get to experience that?

If they only knew that two queers wrote it, the Vatican
would be turning in their robes right now! (laughter)
Two gay people wrote the song that the Pope requested
personally. If that isn’t spiritual in a way—

Zimmerman: Oh, my goodness, yes!

Jewell: All your songs come from the heart.

Malamet: Thank you. Remember, now, I don’t write
many lyrics. It’s my music. It’s my chords. Some songs
I write the melodies. Other songs I’m just writing the
chords and the arrangements. But the vibe is there. And
my collaborators are all sensational. They write great
lyrics. It’s my path, what I pre-birth decided, would be
my path. 

Jewell: How old were you when you realized that you
had a special talent for music? 

Malamet: I used to visit my paternal grandma every
Sunday. She had a piano, and I’d make a beeline for it,
and I’d sit there, fiddling around and coming up with lit-
tle melodies. I must have been all of 7 or 8. My parents
never noticed it. They just went into another part of the
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house, while I’d sit at the piano, improvising. 

Fade out, fade in and I’m like, 10, 11. My father has an
accident in a taxicab in Brooklyn. There’s an out-of-court
settlement, so he has extra money. His brothers, who were
in the house hearing me tinkling the ivories, called him
and said, “Lou, with this money you must buy Marsha a
piano. She has some sort of talent. You must.”

Jewell: Oh my goodness!

Malamet: They intervened because my father was a
gambler, and they were afraid that he’d lose the money
at the track. So he actually bought me a piano. After I
got it, I was in the house 24/7, playing it.

Jewell: Did you have lessons or were you self-taught?

Malamet: I was self-taught to a degree, but I had a piano
teacher, too. Her name was Mrs. Lefkowitz. She looked
like a fat Julia Childs.

Zimmerman: (laughs) I love it!

Malamet: She was like, “Oh, Marshaaaa! !” And she

walked at an angle. She had these bosoms, and they
tipped her, it was so funny. Every time she’d walk in a
room, I thought she’d fall. She used to come once a
week. But I never practiced, because I was so advanced
I didn’t need to. She just sat down and I did whatever
she wanted or I made up things. 

(laughter) 

So anyway, one day she spoke to my mother, and when
she left that day, my mother said, “Marsha, why don’t
you practice?” I said, “Mom, I don’t need to. I got this.”
And she was just following what Mrs. Lefkowitz said,
trying to get me to practice. I said, “Ma, this is first
grade. I’m in graduate school already. Stop it,” and that
convinced her. But the main moment that really changed
my life forever, as far as being a songwriter is con-
cerned, came when I watched The Garry Moore Show.
It was 1962, and I was 15.

Jewell: Ah!

Malamet: There was a strange, intriguing, brilliant
woman named Barbra Streisand, who sang a song, and I
became obsessed. I wanted to know everything about

The cast of the first musical Marsha wrote in New York

Marsha Recording Coney Island Winter Circa 69
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her. She inspired me so much, and that’s when I started
writing and singing melodies.

Zimmerman: What was it about her that inspired you?

Malamet: Emotion. Pure, unadulterated emotion. I
never heard a voice emote lyrics so perfectly. It was
amazing. And her look, her sound, those fingernails, it
was the most intriguing, unique thing. She hit a chord
in me, literally and figuratively.

Jewell: Did you try to contact her immediately?

Malamet: Not at first. For four years, I bought those
movie magazines. She may have had a little article. I
think she was doing Funny Girl or I Can Get It For You
Wholesale. If she was on TV, I had to block everything
else out… And in 1966, I was writing songs and I want-
ed her to sing one, that was a given. At the end of that
year, in December, she gave birth to a son. I had this
idea to write a lullaby for her to sing, so my lyricist at
the time and I wrote this lullaby.

Zimmerman: “For Jason.”

Malamet: “For Jason.” I recorded it in Brooklyn. It was
on a 45 record. I tried getting it to her. Nothing hap-
pened. So I just put it aside and that was it. And I told
this in an interview for All About Barbra magazine:
Forty-five years later, I’m sitting in Jason’s kitchen,
drinking tea, working with him, and I brought the lyric,
the original lyric of this lullaby.

Jewell: Oh, wow!

Malamet: And I sang it to him acapella. And it was one
of the most incredibly moving moments of my life. How
do you write a song in 1966 and then in 2011 have the
chance to sing it in person to the one who inspired it in
the first place? He was moved; it was a magical moment.

Zimmerman: And you were writing songs for him at
the time?

Malamet: Yes, he asked me to work with him when we
met at a Marianne Williamson lecture. You see, spiritu-
ality follows me and follows everything that I do. And I
was there, and I was not having a good day, until Jason
passed me. In 1995, his mother recorded my song.

Jewell: The lullaby?

Zimmerman: “Lessons To Be Learned.”

Malamet: “Lessons To Be Learned.” So this is like 16
years later, and he’s walking towards me, and as he
passed, I said: “Hi, I’m Marsha Malamet. Your mother
recorded my song, “Lessons To Be Learned.” He said,
“I know you.” Then he told me that he needed a coach.
He wanted to write songs, and asked me to help him.

And I’m thinking, I’m talking to Barbra Streisand’s son. 
I gave him my number. He said, “I’ll call you at noon.”
Wouldn’t you know, at noon the phone rings? It’s Jason
Gould. And for those couple of years, we worked
together, and I’m very proud of our work. I introduced
him to my collaborators, I found him a vocal coach, and
a producer, Stephan Overhoff, who I worked with exclu-
sively. Recently, Quincy Jones came on board and now
the record is ready.

Zimmerman: The new one?

Malamet: Yes. Hopefully, it will find a home and be
released this year.

Zimmerman: Now, the first song that you wrote for
Jason was called “Morning Prayer.” How did that
come about?

Malamet: My fabulous lyricist Liz Vidal, Jason, and I
were in my house writing, and we clicked. He had writ-
ten a part on the piano that he already liked, and I liked
it too, so we used it. And we were off to the races. But
this is another amazing thing: That I was such a fan of
his mother’s, who would have thought that years later, I
would record with him, and it’s the first cut on the EP!
The first thing you hear is my piano. It’s like Pinch me!
And he’s actually quite a beautiful singer himself, a
great guy, and so gifted.

Zimmerman: Such a beautiful voice.

Malamet: It is! It was great working with him.

Zimmerman: Do you see a connection between your life
and the music that you make?

Malamet: The intensity and the passion, the force and
the love that I put into my music has helped me in my
illness, I can’t even explain it. 

Jewell: I do know that music is the only thing that
requires both the left and right brain to work together.
There’s nothing else that can do it.

Malamet: That’s a good point, Geri.

Jewell: It’s a high spiritual vibration—if it’s good music. 

Malamet: Music is part of my soul, and this illness has
made me more compassionate. My heart is open. I cry at
the drop of a hat for other people’s suffering, so this ill-
ness was the perfect solution to my self-centeredness.
Okay woo-woo moment: I choose this to evolve through
reincarnation. We all do.

Continued in next issue 

marshamalamet.com
youcaring.com/malamet 
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here are no right or wrong answers. You’re
here to represent all of the people who may
think like you.” A focus group facilitator reas-
sured a group of Hollywood insiders who are
casting agents, writers and film-festival pro-

grammers. The nonprofit organization, RespectAbility,
formed the focus group to try to better understand why
people with disabilities make up nearly 20% of the popu-
lation, yet account for fewer than 2% of characters on
scripted TV in 2016. Participants’ names were changed to
encourage more candid responses.

Meagan (Facilitator) opened the discussion by asking
“What are the biggest issues facing America?” Partici-
pants called out: health insurance, white supremacy,
bigotry, North Korea, housing prices, fake news, part-
ly-line politics, diversity and more. Meagan pressed
more to discuss groups most affected by bigotry. The
group responded with African Americans, Hispanics,

immigrants, people who don’t speak English, liberals,
conservatives, LGBT, people with chronic illness and
the elderly.

Going deeper into diversity, Meagan asked, “Is anyone
getting it right?”

Marty: You see a lot of diversity in advertising. 

Nate: I think everyone’s trying; people don’t want their
kids to be bigots.

Zoe: And there are organizations out there like the Anti-
Defamation League. They’re trying very hard to fight
all discrimination, and other organizations, too.

Meagan: What organizations?

Choir: GLAAD (the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against
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Defamation). The NAACP (National Association for
the    Advancement of Colored People). The ACLU
(Americans Civil Liberties Union).

Tony: We did just have our first black president. Our
first female major party nominee, so that’s progress
since 1776.

Meagan: Do you look to Washington to lead on these issues?

Chorus: No. Not anymore.

Tony: A handful of members in the Senate and House are
voices of reason and seemingly some have influence. 

Marty: It depends on what I’m working on. In general,
the show you’re working on really dictates your audi-
ence. I think a lot of networks don’t want to polarize
their audience by going a certain way because they
don’t want to lose viewership. Ratings count. I know
networks want to diversify, but at the end of the day, it’s
all about eyeballs on the screen.

Lindi: I don’t know. I feel if you look at some of the late
night hosts, like Jimmy Fallon. He plays it very neutral,
and that backfired on him. He lost a lot of viewers. And
now he’s not nominated for an Emmy, which The
Tonight Show has been every year. You look at Stephen
Colbert, and he’s calling out Trump every night. And
he’s not waiting until it airs. He’s putting it up online
because it’s so important. And you see Colbert not being
a character [as he used to], getting all these big guys like
Scaramucci, calling them out, and not playing it safe.
And he’s getting more viewers. 

Sandy: I also think he has a different level of popularity
coming into his show, which maybe has impacted his
ability to maintain numbers. And I don’t necessarily
think playing it safe means whitewashing something, but
there are some tried and true things that seem to play
well in front of audiences and things that don’t. I work in
casting, and I have to [determine] if we’re hiring the best
person for the best job. And we’re not supposed to dis-
criminate because we’re hiring someone for a job. So,
anti-discrimination, the law itself, ends up feeding into
the choices we make. And we’re also making a creative
choice at the same time.

Meagan: Let’s build on that for a second. So, what, if
any role, does the entertainment industry have to play in
discrimination, diversity, inclusion?

Marty: Not being afraid to cast people in certain roles. I
just travelled down south to the Bible belt during elec-
tion season with a black guy and an Asian guy; it was
for a fishing show. But Horizon really wanted to reach
out to Millennials, and I think it’s really paying off. 

Zoe: The television networks and studios are trying. Every
single show they cast they are trying to add some diversity,

but sometimes a casting director will want someone who’s
Latino [and settle for] ‘a third or fourth generation Latino.’
That may be so far from being Hispanic—

Meagan: Is that their way of ‘checking a box’?

Zoe: Yes. They openly admit that. Although in a theater
piece recently, Snow White was played by an Asian
person. It’s interesting.

Kendra: In theater you have more flexibility. You can
have Shakespeare played by a bunch of difference races.
In a film, it’s harder to get away with that. 

Meagan: Why?

Kendra: If people are supposed to be brothers [in film or
on TV], they’re supposed to look like each other. But if
you go to the theater, Denzel Washington and Keanu
Reeves could be playing brothers… 

Zoe: In film, they’d make them adopted brothers. 

Meagan: So people are trying, is that what I’m hearing?

Chorus: Yes 

Tara: I find a lot of networks are asking us to bring them
shows about some cultures and things we haven’t seen
yet. They’re looking for the next Insecure or the next
Atlanta, whatever that looks like. Beginning to expose
these stories and bring them to light. 

Meagan: So, diverse ideas.

Tara: And exposure of issues. What’s the next exposé?
Where’s that article coming from, where can you option
it, buy it, and adapt it.

Zoe: The O.J. [mini series] was so successful.

Meagan: So, with all of that happening, it might surprise
you that there’s a new study from Dr. Stacy Smith at USC
Annenberg School of Communication and Journalism,
showing that after measuring a decade of diversity in
Hollywood, there’s only been a tiny bit of improvement
for women, people of color, and the LGBTQ community,
in terms of actual numbers.

Lindi: Are you talking about people being hired? 

Meagan: People on screen. Cast members.

Sandy: I’ve seen a real change in the last two years,
specifically. I feel there’s been an immense push for cast-
ing diversity, and movement towards it. So I have a feel-
ing in the next two years, five years, or 10, we’re gonna
be doing better. [For instance] Breakdown Services,
which is the premier place for casting, have categories
now for male, female, identifies as male, identifies as
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female, transgender—the latter only came about in the
last few months. 

Marty: Denzel Washington, Jamie Foxx, and a few
black actors have been able to break through on the film
side of it, but with the TV stuff, and stuff that’s on Net-
flix, and Hulu, and Amazon is opening doors. I do think
film is not fully representative of the diverse—

Sandy: That’s only if you count films coming out in
major theaters, because I cast numerous films that are
all African-American. I’ve done films in Chinese. If you
go watch the film festivals, there’s been a real shift in
what’s playing. At South-by-Southwest [in Austin, TX],
the Best Actor in a film last year was African-American.
There’s been a shift, but it’s recent. 

Justin: There’s a lot more diversity, both in front of and
behind the camera, in independent films. I program one of
the top festivals in the country, and there are so many
more diverse films cast with women, men of color, LGBT
[in front of and] behind the camera, which you just don’t
see in Hollywood. Thousands are being made every year.

Zoe: I think if you are a Caucasian actor that’s the hardest
area to be in right now, because there’s huge competition.

Meagan: I hear race and gender, but I don’t think any-
one’s mentioned disability.

Zoe: They are trying. Look at Speechless.

Marty: [The disability’s] gotta be written in. It just
depends. There is a series on Netflix right now, Ozark,
and they had a small role for a kid with Down syndrome.

Justin: I read about one of the characters on Breaking
Bad. I highly doubt he was written into the script as
disabled. I think that was a casting choice.

Meagan: When I say the word ‘disability,’ write down
for me the first word that comes to mind.

Participants wrote: “Wheelchair.” “Deaf.” “Blind.”
“Handicapped.”

Tara: I think on a visual level, this can be one of the
most identifiable features.

Marty: If someone has a real [prominent] disability, it
could be a fine line between showing it and mocking it. 

Tony: If a handicap prevents someone from performing
a role to it’s fullest, then they’re now compromising the
writer’s vision, the director’s vision. The person’s
handicap cannot be something that would change or
compromise what the vision of that character is.

[Meagan hands out paper with stats about lack of 
disability on the screen.]

Meagan: Is this surprising? Something you knew?

Nate: Yeah, I think it goes back to what we’ve been saying. 

Zoe: Has anyone seen Speechless? He’s in a wheelchair.

Sandy: That character has more than one issue; he
can’t speak.

Zoe: It’s a comedy, and it works. It got picked up for a
second season.

Sandy: I would also say within this, is that part of the
reason white men are cast in those roles is because peo-
ple also don’t want to discriminate in a different way.
So, like in stories a lot of times, if it’s a bad guy you
can’t cast a black guy. They’re casting a white man.
There are issues where if it feels like it’s gonna be nega-
tively portrayed or something hurtful, it’s very much a
thing where people go like, “Well we don’t want to
make it an ethnicity because that seems like it’s gonna
be really negative to them.” 

Tara: There was this interesting situation on Friday
Night Lights. One of the main characters actually
becomes disabled, and you see how he became para-
plegic. I think that could be hard with an actor if you are
showing the before and after. I know with CGI it’s not
impossible, but it could be hard to show.

Zoe: I think TV producers and the networks are trying
because when a breakdown comes out, it will say,
“We’re looking for real people who are blind, real peo-
ple who are deaf, real people who are in a wheelchair.” I
don’t know if they can actually find those actors, but I
am constantly seeing that they want that.

Sandy: There is a movie The Hammer about the only
deaf wrestler in the MMA Hall of Fame. The actors
were all deaf. It came out about three years ago, and
took about nine months to cast. 

Tara: Yeah, you have to be a great actor before anything else.

Sandy: Yeah, I thought on The Hammer they did a nice
job. That was the first time I’ve seen a film cast with a
group of actors with disabilities. 

Meagan: So, do you think there are people with disabilities
looking to be actors, or—

Justin: Absolutely. I just think there aren’t enough to
really break through on a massive level… I think a lot
of disabled actors get pigeonholed into roles of dis-
abled characters, with films that are less than good.
But there are films that do stand out like The Hammer
and Hunter Gatherer.

Kendra: An African-American actor can be excellent,
but there [still may not be] enough work. And you can
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be disabled, be the best deaf actor in the world, but
where are the roles?

Tony: You mentioned before things like Netflix and
Hulu. I feel like those kinds of outlets that don’t need
the enormous ratings that a network show needs, are
salivating over all the kinds of things like transgender
stories. Because with the kinda buzz they get, they
don’t need to have a massive following. They just
need to have a small but very invested, interested,
and open-minded viewership. I have to imagine if
there were a phenomenal disabled actor, they would
jump at the chance to cast that actor and make that
the selling point. 

Sandy: A lot of people with mental-health [conditions]
are hired all the time.

Mia: Writers and directors, too. There is a lot of mental
instability… I’ve witnessed it. 

Zoe: In the Millennial shows, like on Freeform, there’s
always gonna be a token lesbian, a token transsexual, a
token homosexual, there’s gonna be two African-Ameri-
cans… It’s like clockwork. Does anyone watch
Younger? It’s the new Sex In the City. There’s that one
girl who is a lesbian one week, and straight the next.
There’s an African-American guy who’s now sleeping
with the white star, and there’s a gay guy… 

Meagan: Are you saying it’s too prescribed?

Justin: I think it’s disingenuous, even if the intention is
right. And going back to what we were saying about
film, and what we were saying about credibility, some-
times if you lose the audience, you never get them back. 

Meagan: I want to come back to something you men-
tioned: You said there aren’t roles for people with 
disabilities. Does that mean the role has to be about 
the disability?

Kendra: I don’t think so. If someone has a specific dis-
ability, does that count them out from just playing a
role? This is probably not considered a disability, but I
think of someone like Peter Dinklage (a little person),
who does whatever the heck he wants. And I love that
about him. But I’m not sure if there are really [that
many] opportunities for that.

Meagan: Why? 

Marty: You have to address the person’s disability. If
someone is playing a character and you’re not address-
ing their disability, people are gonna think something
is wrong.

Tony: Like it has to be part of the plot?

Marty: You could confuse the audience, you could lose

them, and I don’t think networks want to take that chance. 

Justin: Peter Dinklage is only hugely famous now
because of a hugely famous show Game of Thrones.
He worked for decades in theater and independent
film, and was largely unknown outside of the industry
bubble. And now he’s a household name.

Tara: In a part that was written for him.

Kenneth: He’s extraordinarily talented. Talent rises to the
top. It’s like if you’re deaf and you want to be in acting, I
do think the pool is limited as you were saying casting
wise. And does it get written into the script, or do you
just let it be more subdued? It’s touchy, I don’t know.

Sandy: I think, too, with stories, not everyone knows a
deaf person. Not everyone has a friend who’s blind, or
has a world that includes [someone with a disability]. In
my old office, a woman who had recently begun to use a
wheelchair came to an audition. Last time I saw her, she
was walking. We didn’t have a wheelchair ramp, and
had to help her over a very small step. But I hadn’t
thought about it, because I’m not regularly hanging out
and seeing people in wheelchairs. 

Zoe: Remember Glee? There were several people with
disabilities. One of them was a girl who works all the
time now. And the guy who used a wheelchair, he’s a
dancer, he didn’t have any issues at all. I wonder why
they didn’t use an actor in a wheelchair?

Meagan: You mentioned also having trouble finding
somebody. Where do you go to cast?

Sandy: Well you just do whatever you need to do. If I
need someone who’s Filipino I would reach out to any-
where you can imagine Filipino people would be. Same
thing if I need a deaf person, I would look to deaf
schools. The Screen Actors Guild (SAG) has a disability
division, and they will send out notices, but those are
going out to people who are pursing acting through the
appropriate channels. You might be a person who wants
to do acting, but you’re not actually pursuing it, or don’t
know how it works on a grander scale, and then the
SAG division is not gonna reach you. 

Tony: Maybe acting schools, academies should reach
out with scholarships specifically to attract groups who
don’t traditionally audition, and just foster a whole gen-
eration of people who are trained and have the ability. I
would hate for it to get to the point where it’s like
you’ve got a good actor who’s disabled, and a great
actor who’s can play a person with a disability, because
they’re probably gonna cast the great person who’s
gonna be compelling. 

Meagan: There are probably a lot of reasons why there
hasn’t been tremendous progress in this area. What
sticks out most to you?
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Kenneth: The pool is smaller for diverse people.

Tara: There are times I’ve sat in a casting session, and
there’s someone that I did not anticipate would be [right
for] a part, and they just blew me away. 

Lindi: I agree that the most talented person is probably
going to get the part. So, if someone with a disability
is auditioning, awesome, and if they’re the best they
got it. 

Tony: The flip side would be, the whole cast is great
except for the one disabled person, and then the percep-
tion is that they were cast because they’re disabled, and
now that becomes a referendum on the casting of all dis-
abled people. But talent is talent is talent. Whether
someone is disabled, black, male, female. 

Meagan: How often are you seeing someone with a
disability? 

Tara: If someone is bi-polar, I’m not sure I’m gonna
know that if they come and audition for me. Ideally, I
don’t know that if the role doesn’t call for that. If they
are a really good actor, hopefully they’re acting whatev-
er the part is. And I think if a disability then becomes
part of that part when that’s not [what it was intended],
then it’s up to the creative team to determine whether
that’s something they can include because the actor is so
good or if it detracts from the part.

Sandy: I’ve certainly auditioned people and didn’t know
that they had a [prosthetic] leg, for example. Obviously,
if someone comes in a wheelchair, you know they’re in
a wheelchair. And I’ve auditioned deaf actors before,
but usually you know in advance if someone is coming
and needs special services. But ultimately you’re asking
people to come in and play a character for a story, and I
believe in servicing the story.

Tony: I produce game shows, and probably the great-
est game-show host of all time was Bill Cullen, who
had polio. He would always be pre-seated behind this
podium. But he was fine because he was the master 
of ceremonies, and it did not impact his ability. It
depends on what the gig is, and if it’s something that
either can be adjusted to accommodate that person, or
if that role is specifically intended to have a disability
in mind.

Meagan: There’s a whole list of reasons why people
shouldn’t do it or why it’s difficult. Is it still something
we should be trying to do?

Sandy: As in providing opportunities?

Choir: Certainly, of course.

Meagan: Give me your top two most compelling rea-
sons why we should be more inclusive of people with

disabilities in Hollywood.

Marty: I’m a straight guy who’s worked on RuPaul’s
Drag Race for a few seasons. And that was great. At
the time I knew nothing about drag. For me it was
another gig. But at the end of the day I learned a lot.
It’s nominated for eight Emmys this season alone. I
think that people have a stigma of people in drag. But,
at the end of the day it’s just a RuPaul act, and it’s a fun
show. That show’s brought a lot of awareness to the
modern zeitgeist.

Tara: To me it stems more from story as opposed to
casting. So if you look at Will and Grace that show
specifically stood out for its time because it introduced
two gay men or a relationship between a gay male and a
female, who made it acceptable by portraying it and
understanding that this was a different kind of show.
And Modern Family, because they were encapsulating
this different aspect of a modern family, but for this to
become a norm it has to start with stories being written
about people with disabilities, and making it something
that people think about everyday.

Zoe: I’m sure on every single TV show there’s an actor
with a medical issue. But I’m sure people don’t talk
about it because it’s just everyday.

Choir: Yes.

Meagan: So part of it is the visual disabilities, which
you are saying you don’t see as much. And then there
are characters with disabilities whether it’s mental
health or something else where it’s part of the storyline.
But if you’re talking about increasing inclusion of peo-
ple with disabilities on television or in film, there are
other ways to do it.

Tony: That’s a good point because is it a debilitating ill-
ness? Like lupus for example; my mom has it, and I
know that it affects her energy level. I don’t know with
the case of Selena Gomez; is it like she can’t act in a
normal eight-hour day or something?

Sandy: No she can. I cast her in a movie; she did just fine.

Tony: Okay, well as opposed to something that’s debili-
tating for them in terms of what they’re being asked to
do on a daily basis.

Sandy: For me, casting is very story based; that’s the
beginning of everything. Will and Grace was so
unique and it just so happens that he is gay, and it was
a big deal in certain moments, but only when he was
dealing with an issue. Not because he himself was just
walking around.

Marty: I agree with Sandy. My favorite show of all time
is Six Feet Under. That show dealt with everything that
Will and Grace and Modern Family did 10 fold and this
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was what, 2004 or 2005? People had disabilities, LGBT,
interracial marriage between two men, who adopt a
child. These are hot button issues today that they tackled
back then. All of the characters had something. Some of
them were mentally ill, some were psychopaths, and
that’s the reality of the world we live in. It wasn’t just
having someone with a disability to put a checkmark
next to, but building a story around it.

Nate: Let’s go back to the authenticity of storytelling.
In Degrassi: The Next Generation, Drake was in a
wheelchair as a drummer, and that was what it was.
They would talk about him and the disability, but it
was not necessarily that he is disabled. He was just in 
a wheelchair.

Zoe: I think of Friends... That guy behind the bar; he was
recurring. And there are roles like that where you could
have a disability and be on a show over and over again.
And I think we will get to that. Everything takes time.

Sandy: I think if we’re making a Vietnam war movie,
we would have lots of people in wheelchairs, depending
on what story we were telling. In a military movie there
is always someone in a wheelchair that goes by. 

Meagan: How often do you think that person in the war
movie is actually a person in a wheelchair?

Sandy: I know there have been movies that have recruit-
ed actual vets. For some they have pulled actual vets for
them. It serves more than one purpose. 

Kendra: It’s funny that he mentioned Vietnam. I just
happened to see Born On The Fourth of July a couple of
days ago, and I knew all those actors. They were not
disabled and they were playing characters that had lost
an arm or a leg. There might have an extra in the back-
ground who was missing a leg, most of the actors had
all of their limbs.

Tara: And win awards for acting with disabilities. You
kind of have to ask: Why is Tom Cruise playing some-
body in a wheelchair? But you have to think about the
level of acting that you need.

Marty: But it also is a business and there is the star power
that you need to draw an audience to movie. There is risk
involved from a studio point of view.

Kendra: As an African-American, one of the things that
drives me bananas is when someone who’s supposed to be
black is played by a Latino or someone who isn’t black.
Along those same lines, I wonder why would you not just
choose the actual disabled person. One of my friends is
doing a movie, and they are in the financing phase. Its
about a deaf boxer; and the actor they have is deaf. And so
he has been doing all of this training for boxing. They are
actually going with him, and I am excited about it. I think
people need to take more chances. 

Sandy: You’re always casting with a limited time frame;
you don’t have a year to hire people.

Zoe: Right. But if those people were available, would
they even be able to play that part?

Choir: Yes.

Meagan: So there also people coming out against non-
disabled actors playing people with a disability. Films
like Me Before You, where they came out very strongly
against it, and there’s sort of that stick approach. There
are awards for inclusion, and shaming for not hiring an
actor with the disability. So a carrot or stick approach;
which do you think is more effective?

Tara: The stick is like your mandating that you hire
someone, is that what your saying?

Meagan: Or publicly shaming them for not doing it.

Tara: I think ideally it’s a combination of both. I look
at the show Transparent, and Jeffery Tambor is not
transgender, but does a beautiful job in that role; I
think it’s made it very palatable for people to accept
transgendered characters.

Kendra: I remember that movie Aloha, when Emma
Stone was supposed to be playing an Asian Hawaiian,
and it hurt the movie. So I’m wondering if the stick will
help people make different decisions, or if they will
keep doing whatever they want to do. 

Tony: Something just occurred to me with the whole get-
ting a high profile actor to play a minority, or someone
with a disability which is kind of shining a light on that
because they have the studio power. But what’s interest-
ing to me is that how you had Dustin Hoffman playing a
character in Rain Man who had autism. You had Jamie
Fox playing Ray Charles and Al Pacino. Both played
blind people in award-winning roles, almost entirely
because they were playing an identity that was not their
own. And so the public’s perception is: Oh what a stretch
for them to play something like that. It’s almost uncom-
fortable now to think about it knowing people that have
the disability. So they’re like: Oh I have this disability
and this shmuck gets to win this award for altering him-
self in someway. Everybody is like: What a great way to
shine a light. There are pros and cons to it.

Meagan: Interesting, I want to talk about ways where
people could be encouraged to do it. Tony you suggest-
ed paid internships and scholarships, so talk to me
about what that would look like.

Tony: I mean it would essentially be a way to give a
person a slight advantage for a group that might not get
that opportunity.

Meagan: In terms of training to be an actor or training
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to be behind the camera or training to be involved in
some facet of the industry…

Tara: I wonder if you would notice that even more on
the writing side of things. There are usually diversity
requirements, and it’s usually when you hire a staff
writer. And there is a fund that the studio or network
pays for that that essentially makes that person free on
your staff. So you can then have diversity on your staff,
and you also get an extra writer.

Meagan: So some type of financial incentive in terms of
training people to be in the industry. So these are acting
students or people learning how to operate cameras,
right? And so then also diversity hiring. 

Zoe: They have diversity showcases but they don’t have
showcases for people with disabilities.

Meagan: When you say showcase you mean?

Zoe: Acting showcases. Producers will come out to
CBS, NBC, ABC, and they will have talent perform.
There are people with disabilities among the talent.

Meagan: You mentioned that there are a lot of people in
Hollywood with conditions in front of the screen, but we
don’t necessarily know about it. Why not?

Marty: Let’s say for example if Brad Pitt were bipolar, why
don’t we know that? I mean do we need to know that?

Justin: There’s stigma and possibly issues with insurance.

Sandy: Plus I feel like people only talk about these things
when it’s going to benefit something. If someone’s kid
has something, the parent all of a sudden becomes the
poster person for that. 

Meagan: To any of the ones that are known within the
bubble, are they provided any type of accommodations
or support?

Nate: I think it would depend on how big of an actor or
actress they are. That their staff member may be included
in the price.

Sandy: If they have an issue that requires a dog, you
have to provide accommodations for the dog.

Nate: If you had something that was worth telling the
story and worth spending the money on—

Tara: Especially Switched at Birth. It was two girls who
were switched at birth, and one of them was played by a
deaf actress. She was phenomenal. More stories about a
subject make it feel more normal.

Meagan: Where do you currently go if you were
specifically looking for people with disabilities; name

names where do you currently go?

Sandy: There’s a place that represents just little people
for instance… I have always just had to reach out to the
community at large, and yeah you might represent dis-
abled talent but you have five people, so it isn’t like: Oh
I have this enormous database of people. 

Tara: There are a lot of things in place that require and
encourage to cast diversity, and I don’t think that is in
place for disability.

Meagan: So what would you say is in place? What
would you want to replicate as it applies to disabilities?

Tara: So when I cast a network comedy, we cast three
white [typical] actors, and there was a fourth space, and
they were like that has to be diverse. No ifs, ands or
butts. And we found an awesome person for the role.
But there was a very obvious choice that was not
diverse, and they were like absolutely not… If there
were mandates in place and incentives to higher disabil-
ity, people would pay attention to that because suddenly
they have to do that.

Meagan: But where does that mandate come from?

Tara: It comes from networks. It comes from the people
buying the shows, and studios.

Sandy: SAG has a diversity contract, but it doesn’t
include somebody with a disability.— But I also
think the term disability is so broad as we discuss it
today. I am thinking about it in a way I haven’t. –[For
example,] You must have 20 percent [of hires] be
African-American. You can basically look at some-
one and say you basically look African-American. If
someone has lupus, it may not be so obvious. I’m like
have I clicked my lupus box, but I feel like there’s a
place to implement certain things…in terms of the
disability spectrum.

Zoe: Here’s an idea for the people behind the curtain 
at all the networks: Have diversity directors whose
responsibility is to and make sure those roles are in
place. Perhaps they could add a disability director
and/or a diversity director could do both jobs. And I
bet you that’s something that, if we keep talking about
this and moving forward at the networks, will happen.

Tara: I think [progress] also stems from shaming. Like
right now CBS is being shamed because their entire fall
lineup is white males, and I think that is a huge prob-
lem. There are headlines I have seen about it. They are
just being raked through the coals among the entertain-
ment industry, and if there was shaming about disability
hires, I think you would start to see initiatives happen
and people start to wake up.

respectability.org
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A C R O S S

1 Star in TV Show “Jane the Virgin” and cancer survivor, Justin
5 Comedian with CP who “stands up” for herself, Geri _____
10 Yoked beasts
11 Former CBS military show, starring Catherine Bell
12 Affects emotionally
14 Girl in a Buddy Holly song, goes with 33 across
15 Distinctive span of history
16 Elton John or Mick Jagger title
17 Chinese disability rights activist with glaucoma who was a hit 

on the popular show Qi Pa Shou, 2 words
20 Get really wet
22 Regret
23 Coming up with new ideas and ways to do things
25 Give a grant to
26 “Pirates of the Caribbean” word
27 Harry Potter actress who supports SENSE, for people who 

are deaf and blind, ___ Watson
30 Culinary expert
33 See 14 across
35 Sheryl Crow sang about this city
37 “That feels good!”
39 When Earth Day is celebrated, for short
40 Increase someone's confidence or rights
42 Eric Clapton band who sang “I'm So Glad”
43 Canadian's favorite question
44 Sushi choice
46 Purple heart recipient and TV star from “Perry Mason” and 

“Tenafly” who works tirelessly for other vets, James _____
49 It's the hardest word in an Elton John song
51 Brooklyn player
53 Environmental watchdog, abbr.
54 Smiles from ear to ear
55 Career or calling

D O W N

1 What Jack Nicholson had to “manage” in film with this title word
3 Champion powerlifter, despite being paralyzed from the waist 

down due to polio, Adeline _____
4 Actor, comic, activist for Little People of America, Nic _____
5 'Little Women' woman
6 Go where no man has gone before perhaps
7 Small to a Scot
8 Set to wed
9 Place as a bet
11 Fairness
13 Happy symbol to put on an email or text, 2 words
18 Religious sister
19 Twain adventurer
20 Per __
21 What @ means
24 Enthusiasm
28 Dad's partner
29 Hello or goodbye in Hawaii
31 Senator who sponsored the ADA act, Tom ____
32 Comedian who supports the Alzheimer’s Association, ____ 

Handler
33 “The Last ____”- Tom Cruise stars
34 Having more money than when you started
36 ___, shucks!
38 It may come after you
40 Much loved Muppet
41 Pet ___ (complaint)
45 Vegas hotelier with eye disease donated $25 mill in vision research
47 Filming device, for short
48 Where Vegas is, abbr.
50 Pick
52 Side __ side
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https://www.accessabilitiesexpo.com/home
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http://www.silverindustry.cn
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http://www.ucp.org
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http://caringcommunities.org/
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