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egas, Baby!

I’ve had a busy couple of months bouncing around to
different states, doing MX classes, and practice-riding
my UTV Razor. In March, I loaded up my bike and
dragged my friend Lindsey with me to Vegas. My mom
takes an annual trip there with my grandmother and
aunt. Normally I go just for a day, but when my aunt
couldn’t make it this year, Mom asked me to come for
the full vacation.

Lindsey and I arrived in time to pick up my mom and
grandma from the airport, check in to the hotel, get in
some gambling, and then go to a Penn & Teller show,
which was amazing! Lindsey is deaf also, so Mom interpreted the show for us, which almost wasn’t necessary:
Teller doesn’t talk at all, and there’s so much “action”
that you don’t even really need to know what Penn is
saying. If you ever have a chance to catch one of their
shows, do it!

We ate at a
few great
restaurants.
My mom is
a cookingshow fan,
so we
checked
out Gordon
Ramsay’s
‘BurGR’
(an incredible burger),
and Guy
Fieri’s
restaurant, which had great drinks and food. We enjoyed
a seafood buffet at the Flamingo; those shrimp and crab
legs went flying!
6
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This is super funny: I’m always telling my mom how
I’m going to get a tattoo on the inside of my inner lip
that says “SRY MOM”. She always says, “Oh lordy,
don’t ever do that!!!” So me and Lindsey decided to
prank her and my grandma. We told them that we had to
go to the store, and would meet up with them in the
casino in a half hour.

We went to the bathroom and I dried my inner lip with a
paper towel, and then Lindsey took a Sharpie and wrote
“SRY MOM” on it for me. When we went to meet up
with my mom I was holding my head down. I said,
“Mom, I’m sorry but I have to show you something.”
She was confused. I rolled my lip down and she
FREAKED out! She didn’t know whether to laugh, cry,
or hit me. Her face was priceless, then I told her the
truth. My grandma walked up and thought it was cool;
she wanted to know where my mom’s tattoo was. Mom
made me wipe the writing off to prove it was a fake.
Best prank on her ever!

My grandma gambles a lot, so she has a Diamond Vegas
rewards card. That was great because we got to use her
points for free stuff, and sometimes we would show up
to places where there was a long line, but because she
had Diamond status, we got to cut to the front! We all
had a wonderful time. And while the slots can be a little
addictive, I managed to escape Vegas without spending
too much.
Now I am off to Utah to clear my head and get some
riding in. Hope to see you at the track!
lasvegas.com
gordonramsay.com
guyfieri.com
pennandteller.com
afmxschool.com
ashleyfiolekmxcoach@gmail.com
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PART 1

he year was 1948. I had been a cop most of
my life until I was asked to turn in my
badge. They just didn’t like the way that I
did things… which way? My way. Good
cops would spend hours, or days, following
the rules to get vital information on crimes. Me, I’d slap
someone around for a good ten minutes and have all the
information that I needed to make an arrest. It wasn’t
right, but in my eyes, it wasn’t wrong. It was the way
that I rolled. The way I bounced. The way I got things
done. They didn’t like it, and I didn’t much like them,
so I opted out of the blue uniform and went out on my
own to become a private dick. Which was not so smart,
I barely made enough money for a Dagwood sandwich
and a bottle of gin.

T

It was raining that day when she first walked in. Blond
hair, long legs, and blue eyes that could pierce the
blubber of a Humpback whale. She lit a cigarette, and
then exhaled. After reaching into her purse, she threw
a picture on my desk. “I need your help,” she stated.

It was a sultry, black-and-white photo of her lying on a
bed. She was in her birthday suit, naked, nude, stripped
down and doing her best impersonation of Biblical Eve.

“I can see you’re not the shy type,” I quipped.

“There’s more of these pictures out there and I want
8

ABILITY

them back,” she calmly insisted.

Over dinner, she told me that she had received a phone
call from a stranger. “He said that he had some information about my boyfriend cheating on me, so I agreed to
meet him. We had a drink and I became terribly woozy.
The last thing I remember was getting into a cab with
him.” She lit a cigarette, and then continued, “I awoke
the next day… naked… in my bed.” It was obvious that
this snake had slipped something in her drink.
“Blackmail,” I murmured.

“No, he was white,” she corrected.

We stood on the sidewalk outside of the restaurant, “I
can’t pay you,” she said, “I’m broke.”

I started to walk away, but she grabbed my hand. “But, I
give good head… massages.”
I don’t play any instruments, but what she said struck a
chord with me and I liked the sound of the tune. I
wasn’t looking to get close to anyone. I was married
once, but maybe it wasn’t my bag, my thing, my cup of
Joe. I loved my work, which left less attention for my
spouse. We would fight almost every night. I ended up
sleeping around. I slept on the floor, on the couch, and
in my car. It just depended on how mad she was. But
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now, now I’d been on own, by myself, solo, for the last
six years since my wife was blindsided by a newspaper
boy on a scooter. The story didn’t make the papers, but I
never forgot the news of my wife’s death. Maybe it was
time to let it go. To move on. Open up my heart again.
Besides, I could use a scalp rub down.
We went back to her place and she told me a little more
about herself. She was an American stewardess who
flew with TWA. She asked me if I wanted a cocktail,
and I said yes. Of course, what man wouldn’t? That was
a typical lunch for me. She brought me some crystal
clear, cheap, vodka in one of those itty bitty bottles, you
know, about the size of a bottle cap on normal size of
hooch. There was no doubt she was a stewardess.
Things escalated and the booze was kicking in. Before I
knew it, we were flying united. Maybe I should’ve fastened my belt, but I was thinking in the other direction.
Her kisses were like catching snowflakes on your tongue,
but warmer. I was drowning in her passion. Her flight
attendant breasts soon became my flotation devices. We
eventually came in for a landing…., and a rough landing
it was. I reached for the oxygen mask on my side of the
bed, because I needed it. I told her that I would take the
case. Before I left, she reached in her purse and threw me
a packet of peanuts. She was nuts about me.

On the back of her naked photo I could make out faint
print of a local shop, The Dive Studio. It was a good
place to start, although I didn’t much like photographers. In my early twenties, I had dated a photographer,
but nothing developed. You might say, it was a negative
experience. The relationship wasn’t a pretty picture, and
I distrust anyone who was trying to frame me.
At the Dive Studio, I showed the clerk the picture and
asked if he knew the photographer who took the photo.
He flipped the picture idly and remarked, “Maybe I do
and maybe I don’t.”

I dropped a fin on the counter. He pocketed the money and
looked at the photo again. “No, I don’t know,” he said.

Wise guy, I thought. I grabbed him by collar and slapped
him across the face. “Ring a bell now,” I snapped, holding
the photo up to his face.

“My mind’s a little foggy,” he quipped. I slapped him again.
“Is the sun coming out now?” I pushed.
“Get out of my studio,” he yelped.

I quickly spun him around and pulled his underwear up
to his neck as I shoved his head into the photograph.
“You getting the picture yet?” I snarled.

The wedgie must have jarred his memory, because he
started singing like The Andrew Sisters.

When he was done, his rendition of the “Boogie Woogie
Bugle Boy” he said, “Stan, the guy’s name is Stan. I
don’t know anything ‘cept he’s a freelancer and likes to
hang out in the strip joints.”

I found myself in the only strip joint in town. It was the
usual horn dogs, pervs, and estranged husbands who
were trying to add a little variety into their dismal marriages. While the prancing floozies shook their tassels
and danced on stage, I approached the bartender to
inquire about Stan. He pointed to a dark corner where a
stringy stranger sat, sipping a martini and ogling a hussy
who had gotten comfortable on his lap. I wandered over
and sat down next to him. “How’s the movie?” I asked.
“Get lost. I’m busy.” he muttered.

Touchy I thought… and not just with his lap dog. “Why
don’t you scram, doll.” I suggested to the stripper dame.
“I got some business with Stan.”
She stood up, brushed my cheek with her hand and
whispered, “All business is never good.”

I flipped her a dime and said, “Go call your mother. She’s
worried about ya’. Now take a powder, baby.”
She huffed off.

“Who the hell are you?” Stan barked. “The name’s Murphy,” I shot back. “Private Investigator. I see that ya’
like the naked women.”
He snickered, “Only if they don’t have clothes on.”

Wise guy, I thought. “Does the name Kitty Brunswick
mean something to ya’?”
“Not to me,” he snipped without blinking.

I slid the photo in front of him. “Maybe this will help
paint a picture for ya’,” I lashed out.

His face turned whiter than a chicken egg in a pale of
beige paint. “It wasn’t my idea. I’m not like that,” he
whimpered. “I just like watching ‘em dance. That’s all.”
“Who put ya’ up to it?” I forcibly asked.

“I don’t know his name. I got a call from a guy who
wanted me to do a photo shoot and…, I needed the
money, so he told me to show up at this house around
midnight and…, she’d be on the bed,” he continued. “He
wanted various poses. I just did what I was hired to do.”
“You’re a pig. A filthy little pig,” I coldly stated. “It’s
punks like you that make this world a hell hole to live
in.” He shrugged, so I slapped him. It’s just what I do.

Stan got payment for the photoshoot by a middle-aged
ABILITY 9
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Asian man. The only thing Stan could recall was that
the man spoke in broken English and had a tattoo of an
eggroll on the top of his hand. Why wasn’t it a dumpling?
I wondered. No matter, I needed to find this firecracker
before things exploded.
I met up with Squeaky. She was a little person, about four
feet tall, so she always had her ear to the ground. She was
good with the small talk. We went out for a quick bite to
eat. The little vixen was well connected around town, so I
thought she might know something. Squeaky was good at
that. She didn’t say much and was always very short with
me. When the meal came, she just stared at it for twenty
minutes. “Is something wrong?” I asked.
“No,” she answered. “I’m just watching what I eat.”

I was hungry. Hungry for some information. “So do you
know this Eggroll fella?” I asked.
“He goes by the name of Ming a Ling Ling,” she
responded in that high squeaky voice.
“What’s his game?” I probed.

“He likes Ping Pong,” she replied. “But his main racket
is the Poodle fights in the Tiny Tokyo Corner.”

Poodle fights had been around for maybe five years now.
The mutt mauling was a sick, degrading sport where
10
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owners would dress their prized poodles up in a slinky
tutu, tie a pork chop around their neck and let them go at
it. The losers would be given up to some local Chinese
restaurant to be the next sweet and sour dish. Yeah, it
was all illegal, but the dough it brought in had a way of
turning the cheeks of cops. And just like Chinese food,
the money only made them hungrier for more.

In a dingy warehouse full of shrimp toast and noodles, a
frenzied crowd screamed out cheers to dogs battling in
the ring. In the center of it all was Ming a Ling Ling, who
scurried around calling out orders and collecting bets. If
someone bet over twenty dollars, Ming would pass along
a fortune as thanks. Something like “A meaningless
search for meaning is not very meaningful.” They usually
dropped another ten, grateful for the advice.

While a pair of pooches nipped at each other, I made my
way over to Ming a Ling Ling. “I understand you gave
an envelope to a photographer friend of mine,” I teased,
throwing the cards on the table.
“I not talk to you. Very busy. You bet on dog. I take
your money,” he snapped, trying to ignore me.

I wasn’t coming back. I was getting my answers now.
“Listen to me, Won Ton soup, you’re gonna start
spilling the Saki or I’m gonna get the coppers in here to
shut this hound kennel down. You’ll be on a slow boat
to China if you don’t start talking.”

Humor_3-13_SM-cc__QuarkTemplate.qxd 3/29/16 3:38 PM Page 11

Before I could say another word, the Asian tycoon
shanghaied me with a Kung Fu kick to my liver. Wrong
move. I’ve only given gin permission to abuse me there.
I soon found myself in a knockdown brawl with this dog
ringmaster. He used some ancient martial arts moves,
while I fired back with good old fashioned American
punches that I had learned from my feisty Irish, drunken,
grandmother as a small boy. When all was said and done,
Ming had learned another side of life. “Alright Ching
Chang Charlie, play time’s over. Why’d you hustle
money out of Kitty Brunswick?” I demanded.
The short Asian man squirmed, “She owed the money.
She big gambling lady. She go in hole. Owe lots of
money to Ming.”

I could tell that he had nothing to do with the pictures. He
just wanted his dog dough. Before I left, I slapped him
again. Why? That’s just the way that I finish business.

So, Kitty enjoyed the canine action. Everybody’s got
flaws. Gambling wasn’t my candy. I never like losing
things I love… like money. I sat at the bar, waiting for
her to show up. When Kitty finally walked through the
door, she strutted over to me. She flickered like a candle, lighting up the room, but I knew I had to watch my
emotions to make sure that I wouldn’t get burned. She
sat down next to me and ordered a Whiskey Sour. Good
choice. I couldn’t help but think that things were beginning to go sour. I was starting to taste a different side to

life. I didn’t beat around the bush. “Why you paying off
Ming a Ling Ling?”
She lit a cigarette and calmly responded, “When my
husband died, I needed a distraction to deal with the
grief, so I took up gambling. Unfortunately, I went on a
bit of a losing streak. You can never trust a poodle. I
always pay my debts.”
“You know Ming paid the photographer to take your
photos?” I tossed out.

She looked at me stone faced and said, “I’m gonna
kill him.”

“You just let me do my job, sister,” I firmly stated.
“Right now, I’m just looking to get your photos back.”

Nothing was adding up. The photographer who took
Kitty’s birthday suit pictures was paid by Ming and
Kitty was paying Ming. My mind was spinning like a
dirty sock in a washing machine. Why would Ming hire
some sleazy photographer? Until I found out who had
those pictures, I’d be walking around like a blind folded
chicken in a KFC. Kitty was sure that there were more
pictures out there, and she didn’t want them to circulate.

...continued in next issue

by Jeff Charlebois
ABILITY 11
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his presidential election year seems more
intense than any I’ve ever experienced in all
my years of voting. And truthfully it’s the only
election in which I’m still undecided this late
into the political season. Part of me is so disgusted with all that’s happening in our country, that I
feel a sense of dread and hopelessness. I wonder if my
vote is even going to make a difference.

T

Though I lack excitement about any of the candidates
currently in the race, I’ll still show up and cast my ballot
on Election Day, if for no other reason than to exercise
my freedom and right to do so. As a woman with a disability who is gay, I must make sure that I’m counted
and valued, and that my voice is heard.
I remember the first time I ever voted for our nation’s
leader back in 1976—40 years ago! Back then, I was so
excited to register, and even though Watergate and the
coverage of it on television created huge trust issues in
politics (as the previously elected president had been
impeached), I was still relatively innocent and believed,
as many youth do, that we could overcome our difficulties and move forward to a greater America. Besides, I
had dreams to pursue, and believed in my heart that my
country would support me on my journey. In turn, I also
felt honored to support my country.

Today however, I’m a lot more somber than ever. I have
lived a full life, and have realized so many of my
dreams. I’m grateful for being a citizen of a nation that
has given me so much freedom to be who I am, and to
accomplish more than I ever imagined I could. What I
did not expect, though, was to be struggling as greatly
as I am at this point.

Honestly, even if I could, I would never choose to rest on
my laurels by simply kicking back and enjoying my
“golden years.” I believe we should always strive to make
a difference in the world. Now, more than ever, none of
us can give up and close our eyes to what is unfolding
right in front of us as these candidates crisscross America
on the campaign trail.

I thought we were a nation divided during the last two
12
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presidential campaigns, but things have gotten even
more divisive and scary in recent months. I am not
telling anyone who to vote for, but I am encouraging us
all to go beyond watching debates, and to stop being
spun around by sound bites. Look deeper into what the
candidates stand for, examine their leadership records,
and know why you’re voting for that person.

Even as we slowly emerge from the economic downturn (from which many of us are still far from recovered), we’re weary of dealing with a broken political
system that has forced so many of us to forget what the
“American Dream” is about.

This nation’s greatness is what convinced me, as an 18year-old kid with cerebral palsy, to believe that I could
be an actress and writer, and to actually go forth and
make it happen. While there will be those who ridicule
me for embracing peace and love, there will always be a
bit of the “flower child” in me.
So many of us have lost our ability to believe in ourselves that we have resorted to the age-old tendency to
find someone else to blame when we feel we can’t
achieve success. It’s as if we have gone back 50 or 60
years instead of continuing to move forward.

The revolution back in the day happened for the same reason we’re in our current quandary: The pursuit of happiness was not being supported on the bigger societal stage.
And I will say that if we are unable to find happiness
personally, we will never find it outside of ourselves.

Just know that whomever becomes our next President
will not be able to create your personal happiness. That
is only something you can do yourself, and it is something you must choose. As we take our individual power
back, we will begin to experience the greatness America
was built on. Our political system is what it is, and it
needs to evolve, but positive change can only occur
when it comes from within, first and foremost. Each
morning we wake up, we must make a decision to sing
in the rain or cry in the mud puddle.
gerijewell.com

by Geri Jewell
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lthough she wasn’t following a typical
eleventh grade curriculum, Samantha managed to make Dean’s List. She also won
awards for math and community service for
singing Christmas carols at a nursing home.
Perhaps more important were the successes in areas
most parents would never measure, let alone think
about. Persuading Samantha to watch TV—so she
would have more in common with her peers and converse with them more easily— had been an uphill battle for a year, until her focus teacher, Beth, assigned
American Idol as homework.

A

“Why do I HAVE to watch?” she argued. “I still have
to read my history, practice my singing and get to bed
at 10:30.”

“Because it actually IS part of your homework and it’s
only 7:00,” I replied, trying not to match Samantha’s
rising decibel level. “Don’t you want to join conversations with Andrea and your friends about which singer
they want to win, or whether they agree with who gets
kicked off? You need to express your opinion and not
just sit there with nothing to say.”

“But WHY?” she repeated, entering what Beth called
her “washing machine” phase.

Beth Fried, a, pretty woman around 40 with enormous
brown eyes, a speech pathologist who’d been at Winston
14
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for ten years, had a playful but no-nonsense approach to
Samantha’s rigid and repetitive behavior. She taught
Samantha—who always wanted her hair loose—to put it
back in a ponytail when the temperature was over 85
degrees or for special occasions. When Samantha objected or “got stuck,” Beth told her she was “in the washing
machine.” Samantha found this analogy amusing and
even adopted the term to help herself break free.

Trying to read my daughter’s thoughts, I suggested,
“Maybe you don’t want to watch because you’re afraid
you won’t understand what’s going on, and then you’ll
feel stupid. American Idol will be a lot easier than
Hannah Montana because you have a perfect ear for
music, and you know how to sing. So come on out of
the washing machine.”

Reluctantly, Samantha agreed to watch American Idol
with me. At first I was bored silly watching endless
auditions of young people, most of whose performances
were so terrible I felt embarrassed for them. However, it
was a good start for Samantha to express opinions about
the obviously untalented droves. We could laugh together because it was very easy to pick out who should go to
the next round and who “should get booted,” as Samantha liked to say. When she started to enjoy the show, I
began to enjoy it too. However, as time went on and the
candidates improved in the later rounds, the choices
were no longer black or white. Samantha had so little
confidence in her ability to comment and offer opinions
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that she became defensive and retreated into the washing machine, where she insisted on hearing the judges’
opinions (or mine) and then agreeing, without voicing
her own opinion at all.

Reading facial expressions and other non-verbal cues
had always been difficult for Samantha, so I saw a great
opportunity for her to practice and improve this skill,
while trying to learn how to think independently. I
started by asking her to look at Simon Cowell’s face
and predict what he’d say. Simon usually looked horrified or bored, and his opinions were mostly negative so
he was pretty easy for her to read. Next, I’d have her
look at the other judge, Paula Abdul, who was usually
much kinder and more positive, and then Randy Jackson, who was somewhere in the middle. As she gradually came to understand who would say what, she
became even more rigid about agreeing with one of the
judges or else with me.

“I want to know what you think,” I pushed her. “You don’t
have to agree with me or the judges. It’s not all black and
white. There’s no right or wrong answer. Even the judges
don’t always agree. People have different reasons for
liking or not liking a performer.”
“Why can’t I agree with the judges?” she persisted.

“Because agreeing can be an excuse not to think, and
because you absolutely MUST think— if you want to be
16

ABILITY

Samantha and twin brother Matthew

independent. Remember when Dr. Greenspan talked
about gray area thinking and how you need it to make
good decisions and live on your own?”

This was usually a winning argument. Samantha had
yearned to be independent almost from the moment she
was born, wanting to turn her head in the crib without
my help even when she got stuck face down and her
cheeks turned purple.
“Can I agree with the judges sometimes?”

“Of course you can. Sometimes it is black and white.
But a lot of times there will be the gray area. Judging a
singer is very subjective. You learned the difference
between opinion and facts at school, so apply it now.
Give reasons, just like you do with Dad when you play
What Doesn’t Belong.”

By the time American Idol was winding down to the
finalists, Samantha had started to watch the show on her
own sometimes. Once in a while she even disagreed with
me about who was the better performer that evening. I
looked forward to those times when she expressed an
opinion different from mine and truly her own. I always
enjoyed hearing her reasoning.

by Marguerite Elisofon

margueriteelisofon.com
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he Yamaha Super Ténéré motorcycle has a reputation for being bulletproof, which is why I
chose to ride one on my quest to document a
million miles for multiple sclerosis (MS). My
responsibility to its engineers is to wear out the
motorcycle and find its breaking point. My reputation of
pushing gear and accessories way beyond their normal
capacity or life expectancy is a task I take seriously, and
I’m pretty damn good at it! The mere mention of my
name will usually void most factory warranties. What
the industry calls neglect and owner abuse, a good friend
of mine simply calls “Pelland miles.”

T

One of the few isolated issues reported about the Super
Ténéré was with its timing chain tensioner—a small
spring-loaded piston that puts pressure on the chain that
connects the crankshaft to the camshafts. The chain
ensures the valves open at the precise time the pistons
are in position. Engine speed, temperature and wear will
all cause minor variations in the chain’s length, so the
tensioner, as its name implies, applies steady pressure to
the chain to take up the slack.

On a few Ténéré’s with high mileage, the tensioner
failed and caused the engine to chatter loudly with a
loose chain. At about 80,000 miles, my timing chain
started to make quite a bit of noise, but I ignored it.
Nearly 25,000 miles later, while heading to West Virginia after sharing my MS journey with a large group of
people living with MS in Florida, the noise suddenly
became noticeably louder. I realized I might have waited too long to do something about my timing chain.
Nonetheless, I continued on.

I was on my way to speak at a weekend motorcycle
rally organized by ADV Motorcycle Magazine. ADV
stands for adventure riding, and if riding a million miles
for MS is not an adventure, I don’t know what is!
About 50 miles from the rally, the bike started making a

loud grinding noise; a sound you’d typically hear right
before catastrophic engine failure. I was pretty sure the
chain had loosened enough to skip a few teeth and the
valves were clanking against the top of the pistons. If I
were to toss all the nuts and bolts I ever misplaced while
working on motorcycles for the past 30 years into a running engine, well, that would be the exact sound I was
hearing. I slowed down and checked the GPS. It was a
mere 20 miles to the rally. I figured I had already
destroyed my motor, so I continued on cautiously, massaging my faithful machine closer to the event, while
preparing for the rear wheel to lock up at any moment. I
shouldn’t have been surprised when I heard the explosion. Assuming the motor had disintegrated, I pulled in
the clutch to prevent further damage to my undershorts.
With 105,245 miles on the odometer, I had my first
breakdown, and probably my last, for 100k miles on a
motorcycle equals about half a million on a car.
As I coasted to a side road, I vowed to take better care
of my next bike. Maybe even wash it once in a while. I
called the rally organizers and reached owner Erik
Stephens of Twisted Throttle, who was willing to fetch
me with a trailer. He refused my cash offer for his help,
and I was left to pay him in the form of distilled beverages. Finding a liquor store was high on my list at this
point as well!
Erik was attending the rally to display a couple of
adventure bikes with accessories that they sell. On the
ride to the campground, I explained I had another MS
patient presentation at noon on Monday in Virginia
Beach, and another one in central Massachusetts on
Tuesday evening. I talked about getting a rental car or
maybe a truck to transport my bike home.

Without hesitation, my rescuer not only offered me the
opportunity to use one of their show bikes to continue
on to my next speaking commitment, but to also trailer
my bike back to their headquarters in Rhode Island. I
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accepted his incredible offer and as we arrived at the
rally, I was able to exhale a sigh of relief and inhale
some local hops. I am humbly amazed at the help and
support I continue to receive along my journey, from
companies, friends and even complete strangers. Twisted Throttle has supported me since day one with thousands of dollars in safety and comfort accessories for
my bike.

I was scheduled to give my presentation of “Also Ran”
on Saturday afternoon. The presentation is based on my
2001 adventure riding an antiquated Russian motorcycle
in the World’s Toughest Motorcycle Competition. I
shared how that experience prepared me for life’s other
challenges, like living with MS. My audience was somewhat lightly attended, because most of the riders were
out enjoying the local trails and roads. But it was probably a good thing; the afternoon heat was more than I had
anticipated, and it began to unmask my MS symptoms. I
was a bit confused, had trouble setting up my presentation and had some periods during my talk where I lost
my place or train of thought. I felt overwhelmed with
fatigue and because of the heat, my right leg started to
twitch and drag. Damn you MS!

After finishing my presentation, I concentrated on solving my broken bike situation. I decided to pull off the
motor’s side cover to evaluate the damage. To my surprise, the timing chain and tensioner were intact and
20
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not the culprits. The rattle that had started 25,000 miles
ago, the loud grinding and the explosion were actually
caused by the clutch basket coming apart. Just by shaking the clutch assembly I could hear the parts rattling.
A quick look at a parts manual PDF on my phone and a
pleading call to my new friends at Yamaha returned a
promise of parts being expedited and shipped in time to
greet me when I arrived at Twisted Throttle’s shop.
This was all done at no cost to me. It was incredible
support from a great company. I prayed the clutch
repair would be enough to get me a few more miles
before having to purchase a new bike, especially considering I still had two-and-half-years to pay off the
loan on this one.
On Sunday afternoon, I left on the loaner bike to visit
with my brother James who is a major in the Marines.
My talk on Monday in Virginia Beach went on without
a hitch, but I began to doubt the clutch parts I had
ordered might not be enough to fix the issue; after all,
I had yet to discover what caused all the grinding or
the bang.

The borrowed bike was a Kawasaki KLR650, a big dirt
bike with knobby tires. It was about half the size and
power of my bike with hardly any wind protection and
no luggage. It was surprisingly fun to ride, however, and
I had no real discomfort issues for the two days I rode it.
When I arrived at Twisted Throttle on Tuesday morning,
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I was handed my package of parts and given free use of
their state-of-the-art repair facilities.

Upon dismantling the clutch, I found the rivets holding
the clutch basket had broken and the clutch assembly
had actually blown apart. I’m sure it had nothing to do
with riding it rattling loose for so many thousands of
miles! The inner side of the engine case had been
chewed up pretty badly and large chunks of the clutch
basket had broken off. A spring had broken loose and
had travelled around the internals for a while before
jamming itself into the transmission shift mechanism. A
half-cup of aluminum shavings, steel bits, and chunks of
springs were retrieved from the oil pump, sump, and
pan. It was not a pretty sight. Having the new clutch
basket in hand, I felt I had to at least try to see if the
motor was salvageable. I sanded the raw gouges behind
the clutch and straightened the shift linkage with a pair
of pliers. I ran a magnet up and around the pistons and
connecting rods. I then sprayed high pressure cleaner
and air, trying to dislodge the shrapnel. I think I got all
the big pieces.
The staff at Twisted Throttle watched me work, shaking their heads with little hope that the engine would
ever run again. I reassembled the motor and with fingers crossed, started it up. Amazingly, it purred like a
kitten! Only after hearing it run did I dare send pictures of the damaged engine internals to Yamaha, who

responded with,

“And you decided to still fix this?”

I changed the oil, let it run, checked for leaks, then
declared the operation a success.
“Yeah, I fixed it, I fixed it real good!”

Before heading out to my next talk, I sought out the company’s owner and expressed my gratitude for his enormous
help. Erik asked how I liked the KLR, and I shared how
fun it was to ride a small bike and that I was surprised
how well it handled the 700 hundred miles of I-95.
“The only minor issue I had at all was at the very last
toll booth in New York,” I said. “I think the EZPASS
transponder wasn’t working because I heard the alarm
go off. It worked fine through all the tolls in Maryland,
Delaware and New Jersey.”
With a slightly confused expression on his face, Erik
slowly responded,
“Paul, our bike doesn’t have a transponder on it.”
longhaulpaul.com
twistedthrottle.com
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he “Seven Armless Scholars” is the nickname of
a group of seven highly respected Chinese artists
who live in different regions of China. Although
each lost his arms to accidents early in life, each
went on to study calligraphy and painting and is
now a celebrated artist. In lieu of arms, they instead use
their feet and mouths to paint and draw. Their nickname is
no mere coincidence either. The moniker is derived from
another culturally historical group called “The Seven
Sages of the Bamboo Grove,” a famous group of Chinese
scholars, artists and musicians who lived during the Wei
Jin Dynasty in AD 280. In their essays, poems, and paintings, these unconventional scholars satirized the hypocritical court officers of Sima’s high court, thus leaving a
powerful influence on future scholars. Just as the Seven
Sages left a lasting footprint on future generations, so
too are the seven extraordinary “Armless Scholars.”

T
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Weiqiang Chen
At 48, Weiqiang Chen is the oldest of the group. I knew
his name from news stories after he was invited to exhibit his paintings at the Beijing Paralympic Games in 2008,
and then later the Shanghai World Expo in 2010 and the
Beijing Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation Conference
in 2014. But it wasn’t until May of 2015 that I met him
for the first time in Shaoxing in Zhejiang Province about
800 miles east of Beijing. Wearing a shirt with sleeves,
Weiqiang Chen was very handsome with thick eyebrows
and slightly long curly hair. In a gentle voice, he told me
about the “Seven Armless Scholars,” explaining that
they had worked together for years and were now ready
to establish their own museum.
Five months later, on October 18, the Seven Armless
Chinese Art Museum officially opened in Shangyu
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district, Shaoxing. In news reports, Weiqiang
Chen and the six other artists attended the
opening ceremony dressed in traditional long
Chinese robes. Many people watched them
paint using their mouths. Chen Weiqiang, who
serves as the curator of the museum, is well
loved for his warm and generous nature.

The museum’s location in Shaoxing, a city surrounded by beautiful rivers and mountains, was
meaningful to the artists for its rich cultural history. It was once the home of two great artists:
Xizhi Wang, who lived during the Jin Dynasty
(265-420) and is known as the Sage of Calligraphy, and writer Xun Lu (1881-1936), a leading
figure of modern Chinese literature.

Weiqiang Chen was born about twenty miles
east of Shaoxing in 1967. At 5, he lost both of
his arms in a high-voltage electrical accident.
At first, his parents told him to eat more food,
so he would grow new arms. But he later realized that his body would never grow new arms.
So to cope, he used his mouth and feet to write,
open books, make phone calls, and dress himself. Years later, he grew confident enough to
study calligraphy and painting.

The beauty of his paintings, which evokes a
strong foundation in the style of traditional
Chinese landscape painting, amazes most people. Cool watercolors and rich oils depict
mountains, rivers and sky. His calligraphy
reflects the countryside as well with his use of
thick brush strokes combined with an earthy,
rustic style. His recognition as an artist reaches
well beyond China’s borders to the US, Brazil,
South Korea, Japan, and other countries where
he’s exhibited his work.
THE SIX OTHERS

Zhigang
Zhigang hails from Lijiang in Yunnan Province.
Although he and Weiqiang Chen are the same
age, he is the most famous of the group. Growing up near snow-capped mountains, he excelled
at sports and calligraphy. Zhigang eventually
opened a bookstore in Lijiang where he displays
his artwork. Because so many find his calligraphy inspiring, his bookstore has become a local
attraction. His sports’ achievements are well
known. In Yunnan Province, he won first place
in track and field at the first, second, and third
National Sports Event for the Disabled. He’s
been awarded ten national awards: the “Top Ten
Outstanding Youth,” the “National Selfimprovement Model,” and the “May 1st Labor
Medal.”
24
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Guofou Huang
I met Guofu Huang at Zhigiang’s bookstore. Born and
raised in Chongqing, Guofou Huang sold his paintings
on street corners for many years in order to survive.
Then he discovered his art sold well in Buddhist temples, so in 1997 he became a monk at the Huayan Temple where he continues to paint and meditate daily. His
favorite subjects are drawn from childhood memories of
the striking Chongqing’s mountains and quaint villages.

Jing Zhao
Jing Zhao grew up in Dingyuan in Anhui Province. He
was the youngest to lose his arms and the vision in his
right eye in a mining accident at 18. His left eye’s vision
is also very poor. He told me that he uses his mouth to
write because it’s the only way for him to see his own
writing. After years of studying and practicing Chinese
calligraphy, he is considered to be the most accomplished
calligrapher in China.

Jinghua Ding
Jinghua Ding is the most active of the seven and a joker
by nature. He has a studio in Xun Lu’s historic old
home, a major tourist attraction in Shaoxing. He uses
his mouth to hold a pen and writes beautifully on fans,
which have become a favorite souvenir of tourists.

Xiaofeng Gui
Xiaofeng Gui is from Nanxun in Zhejiang Province. He
uses his mouth and feet to draw and paint beautiful flowers and birds. His use of a small brush to write calligraphy attracts many admirers. He also creates customized
carved seals—the equivalent of a signature in China.
26
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Xiaohua Shi
Although Xiaohua Shi is the youngest, he is the most
experienced. He has studied calligraphy, voice, and
dance since he was a child. He became an actor in
China’s Disabled Art Troupe when he was just a teenager. As the founder of the Starlight Disabled Troupe in his
hometown of Rugao in Jiangsu Province, he organizes
many performances throughout the year.
SEVEN ARMLESS SCHOLARS

The seven happily married artists work hard to promote
education and inspire people with disabilities. Zhejiang
Huaxin Culture Co., donated 10 million yuan ($1.7 million) to build the Chinese Seven Armless Art Museum in
Shaoxing. It not only houses the artists’ works, but serves
as a platform to promote special art projects in calligraphy
and paintings. Open art classes are offered to local
teenagers to learn calligraphy & painting and participate in
international cultural exchange activities. In 2015, the
museum donated one million yuan ($167,000) to disadvantaged communities in mountain villages in Yulong
County to establish the Seven Armless Artists Hope Elementary School. No doubt, the Seven Armless Scholars
will continue to inspire throughout China and beyond.

by Yong Zhang

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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t’s always fun not knowing who will greet us on the other side of an interview.
This time it is a beautiful Belgian-born beauty with contagious energy. ILSE
(pronounced like the Disney princess) Gevaert exudes positivity and is open to
sharing how happy she is with her musical journey. This independent artist
brings a raw and unique flavor to her creativity as seen in her I Am Human
music video. These days, ILSE rarely has down time from recording and performing but enjoys spending it with friends and co-writing songs with young aspiring
songwriters. We spoke with her about music, New York City rats dragging pizza,
and the synergy she found with her artistic team.

I

Lia Martirosyan: Where are you from originally?

ILSE Gevaert: A small city in Belgium. It’s very cute. It even has a castle. It’s
a beautiful, charming college town that’s a lot of fun. Great food. Horrible
weather.
Lia: Is it better than New York?

ILSE: Better than New York right now, yes, absolutely. I’m actually not in
New York at the moment either. Yay! I’m so glad to be in Miami—now that
I’m not recording. I can be a bit more flexible in my work, so I’m absolutely
28
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taking advantage of it.

Lia: So you’re living in Miami right now?

ILSE: Well, during the winter, and as soon as spring is
back, then I’ll be back in Brooklyn. The winters are
absolutely harsh there. I’ve absolutely had enough of
those winters. (laughs)
Lia: I can only imagine. Where in Florida are you?

ILSE: I’m in Miami Beach. It’s wonderful. It’s not the
best weather ever, but I’ll take it in exchange for snow.
(laughs) I’m not too familiar with Florida. I still have to
do a lot of traveling.

Lia: Miami has it charming areas, but I heard that some
of it’s still kind of overpopulated.

ILSE: Yeah. It’s an interesting place. I definitely miss
New York, but of course not the season, other than that,
I definitely miss New York. It’s so worldly. I actually
like the grimy feel sometimes—it fits with being an
artist.
Lia: The smell of rats.
(laughter)

ILSE: I love the garbage!

Lia: Leaking undiagnosed water from the top of buildings.
ILSE: Yeah, oh, my God. I once had a rat run into my
30

ABILITY

feet. Luckily it was winter, and I was wearing boots, but
that was very strange. The rat just ran straight into me.
(laughter)

Lia: Did you see that infamous rat recently that was
dragging a pizza slice down the stairs?
ILSE: No. Oh, my God, I’ve got to see it! Is it on
YouTube?

Lia: It should be. If you type in “rat” and “pizza,” it
should pop up.
(laughter)

It went viral for I don’t know how long.

ILSE: (laughs) That’s amazing! A famous rat—that’s
awesome! Oh, my goodness!

Lia: But you have big cockroaches and water bugs, or
whatever they call them, in Miami.

ILSE: Here in Miami? Oh, my goodness, yes, I’ve seen
them, too. I’m definitely a bit scared of those. I know in
New York I’ve seen my fair share too. Ew!

Lia: We’re going to produce a video of a cockroach or a
water bug pulling a pizza down the stairs.
(laughter)

ILSE: I know they’re supposed to be more afraid of us
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than we are of them, but I don’t know. There’s something about these little insects. And other than that, I’m
so animal-friendly; I absolutely love animals. But
there’s something about those little creatures that I
haven’t quite figured out yet.
Lia: That’ll be your disclaimer for PETA.

ILSE: I still have my homework to do with the rodents.

Lia: Don’t worry—there are a lot of people on the same
page with you on that one. Let’s talk a bit about your
music video, I Am Human. How did you get going on it?
ILSE: It has a lot of different layers. It has my personal
story on the one hand—on the one hand!
(laughter)

I always run into these funny sentences! There’s definitely my own personal story of being different and trying to accept myself. It’s not that easy, coming from bullying and people staring at you and children being
freaked out by you. But it’s really, really learning to
love myself just the way I am. And I think that’s where
everything started to go more smoothly. Once you
accept yourself, then all of a sudden you see that the
world accepts you too. And I think I was subconsciously
trying to hide my arm from the industry, because I wasn’t sure if a record label would accept someone who’s
not perfect. When I see the entertainment business and
all the artists, they all seem very, very perfect to me. I
wasn’t sure if I was fitting in with that.

So “I Am Human,” especially the single, started out
with me being myself. Also, it was a bit of an answer to
the rappers and other pop singers who are always bragging about, “I’ve got this, I’ve got that, I’ve got cars,
I’ve got women,” and I was like, “You know what? I
don’t have any of these things,” and I was thinking,
“Who can actually link to lyrics like that?” I wanted to
make something that was very honest and real, like,
“This is how I feel. It hasn’t been easy, but this is my
truth.” That’s where “I Am Human” as a single came
from. I Am Human as the album is like a journey. It
really feels like a book, almost; it starts with an intro
and it has a poetic intermezzo. It’s definitely about
whatever comes your way you can always get up and
try again. The phoenix never dies. You can kill the
phoenix, but it will just come back to life and rise up
again. And then I take you through the whole human
experience. Also, I say that I do everything for love,
because I think love is the most beautiful thing on this
planet—other than music, of course. Also, two humans
together, what happens then? It’s an honest portrait of
human relationships and how much we try, but we fail;
we try to make it work, we try again, and we fail again.
That’s, for example, the basis of “We Rise, We Fall.”
And then it ends with the very abstract song “Oasis,”
where I’m not quite really finding my place on this

planet, but I keep looking and looking. I find myself in
the desert searching for the oasis.

And then there’s a whole bunch of very fun bonus tracks,
with dance remixes and an “I Am Human” world version,
produced by my friend who won a Grammy last year in
the New Age category. I’m so, so, so happy. I feel like
I’ve worked my entire life for this album. I’m so excited
that it’s finally finished, and it’s just the way I like it.
Lia: What a wonderful feeling.

ILSE: (laughs) Oh, what a feeling, yes!

Lia: Have you done all of the writing for your songs?

ILSE: All of the writing. That’s another thing that I find
very important. I work with young artists, too. And I
really try to help them to write their own songs. Of
course, then it’s co-written with them. I try to find out
what’s important to them and bring that out. I’m definitely missing that a lot in music nowadays. Many songs are
often written by a group of 30 people, and I’m thinking,
“How does that work? ‘Hey, I wrote that word’?”
(laughs) Where’s the sincerity? I wrote everything
myself. The production and music are where other excellent people jumped in. I feel very blessed to have had
everybody on the team. I could not have done it myself.
Lia: What is your writing process? Do you have a ritual
of getting into that zone?

ILSE: Yeah! It comes by itself. Sometimes it even comes
in a dream. Sometimes I’ll get lucky like that. For example, the song “We Rise, We Fall” came to me in a dream.
But sometimes I feel like I’m a chicken sitting on an egg...
(laughter)

...and I have to nurture it. For example, the song
“Behind the Scenes” is also one that’s very, very precious to me. It involves a very deep issue that I wanted
to think about for a long time, because it’s about the
loneliness of New York City and in our Western culture
in general. I wanted to make sure that I used all the right
words. And I’m really happy that I did take that time.
That song took a couple of months. It’s about letting
someone go behind the scenes, where you can be yourself with someone, show who you are, and have that
intimate connection, in a world where it seems so easy
to make connections, yet it actually seems like we’re
twisting further and further away from each other.
Lia: Unfortunately.

ILSE: But we can bring it back. That’s definitely the
goal with my music, for sure.
Lia: Are you with a label right now?
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ILSE: We are very, very independent. It’s a super-tiny team.
Lia: You’re doing really good at putting yourself out
there.

ILSE: What you want to do and what you feel like is the
right thing versus if you’re with a major label, they sort
of have the ball and they have their vision and you’re
more like a puppet. So there’s definitely an advantage to
being a new artist. It’s exactly the way I want it to be.
Lia: I looked you up, and was thinking of how proactive
and super-engaging you are.

ILSE: (laughs) I love Twitter. I didn’t think I was going
to like it that much. I really love it. It’s a lot of fun. People just share what they’re thinking, and you wake up
and you see all these tweets. It definitely makes my day.

Lia: At what age did you come over from Belgium?

ILSE: I was 27. But first I studied psychology, and then I
came a couple times for short projects, connected with a
couple producers here and there, and then when I was 27,
I worked for a publishing-production company, Groovy
Miles Music, with a producer called Chiba Antoine. He is
in a wheelchair. That was a very interesting collaboration:
a producer in a wheelchair and a singer-songwriter with a
prosthesis. That was great. And then I wanted to write my
own music, though, so that definitely took even more
time, and I lost my voice at some point because I was
doing way too much work—singing, background singing,
just any gig that I could get—and unfortunately, I got a
32
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polyp on my vocal chords, and I could not afford the
surgery. It was $20,000, and I didn’t have it.

That looked like the end of the journey. Without a voice,
what are you going to do? Those were some of my darkest days. But a couple of weeks later, the doctor called
me and said, “There is this new test therapy out there.
It’s a laser therapy. If you want, you could be one of the
people we test it on. I have no idea if it will work, but if
you want, you can do the trial.” I had nothing to lose, so
I was like, “I’m going to do this.” And guess what?
After three treatments, my voice was back. I had to do a
lot of healing, though. I couldn’t talk after each treatment for a couple of weeks. It was very tough communicating with little pieces of paper. And people were
like, “Really? You can’t talk?” “No, no.”
But then, guess what? That turned out to be the better
therapy, because cutting into the vocal chords turned out
to be more risky, and that new therapy is the therapy
that they used on Adele and Sam Smith. It’s funny,
because I was the test person. (laughs) But I had the
fancy surgery.
Lia: You paved the way.
(laughter)

I’m really glad that worked out.

ILSE: Yes, me, too. Wow! I would definitely say to
everybody, “Never lose hope, even if things really look
like it’s the end. Still don’t lose hope.” I believe that we
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have an instinct,—an inner feeling—and we have to listen to it. Life is not the same if you’re not being yourself
and not living to your full potential.
Lia: Do you feel like you’re living your life to the fullest
right now?

ILSE: Oh, yeah, absolutely. I look back and I’m like,
“Wow, it’s kind of crazy, all the things I did.” I remember I had no money for food. Oh, God, I went years like
that. It was absolutely crazy. But I’m really glad I did it.
Lia: Do you still like eating cheese?
(laughter)

ILSE: Actually, I’m trying to avoid dairy. One, because
I love animals and two, because it’s bad for a singer.
Can you believe this? All this time I was eating bread
and cheese, mainly because it was the only thing I could
afford and that I liked. And cheese turns out to be bad
for singers. They have some voice trouble.
Lia: Do you know why?

ILSE: Yes, because dairy puts a slime layer in your
intestines, and it creates more mucus and also acid
reflux, which burns your throat.

Lia: Unless there’s an allergy, must be from eating great
amounts for all that to happen.
ILSE: Maybe. But singers definitely don’t eat it on the
day of a performance or even the day before. A singer’s
diet is very strict. That’s also something I learned. Not
easy. It takes some sacrifice, for sure.
Lia: Yes, it does.

ILSE: I think it’s pretty much the same thing for athletes. They also have to be very strict in what they eat
and their exercise. I see now that it’s very similar.
Lia: Sure. What do you do on your downtime?

ILSE: Well, I don’t have that much downtime! (laughs)

Lia: So you’re doing a lot of writing.

ILSE: Yes, a lot of writing, for other artists and for
myself. And I guess for my downtime, I work out at the
gym, and I go outside and get some fresh air. I love seeing my friends for dinner. And sometimes I like to go for
a drink, too! Girls just want to have fun, right? (laughs)

Lia: You betchya’. Working on the next album, or are
you pushing hard on the current one?

ILSE: It’s so funny, because as an artist, you’ve already
moved on to the next chapter. I have so many new song

ideas already. But the reality is that you really have to
focus on promoting this album and setting up a tour.
Those are the first steps right now. I’d really like to do
some recording in the meantime. I can’t stop when it
comes to writing. I absolutely love being in the studio.
There’s something about creating a song: first it wasn’t
there and then all of a sudden it’s there. To me it’s very
magical, and I love that. But I also can’t wait to be on the
stage again. There’s also a lot of magic in that experience,
when you see the audience singing along, and you feel
that they also feel the song, but in a way that’s personal to
them. There’s something about that, that is bigger than
me. I feel everything in music is always bigger than me.
The song comes from somewhere, and it almost feels
like you’re just a messenger, a channel. It’s a very
strange feeling. It really feels like that, because it
comes to you. You feel that in the writing process, and
then when you’re onstage and performing your song,
you can feel people respond in a way that’s very personal to them, and then you get that feeling again, as if
it’s bigger than one person, even bigger than the entire
audience. It’s absolutely magical.
Lia: So you write songs for other people?

ILSE: Yes, but mostly for young people. And I try to
make sure the songs are really about them. It’s interesting, because I studied psychology, and I use it very
much in my songwriting. First, I make sure I know who
they are and what their core is. I feel like we all have a
core or essence, and it’s very important that we both
know who they are. Sometimes young artists don’t
know who they are yet. So first we try to figure that out,
and then we start writing.

Lia: When you write, do you hear music in your writing,
or just the words?
ILSE: I hear the melody as if it’s already there. That’s
something I cannot teach the artists because I really
don’t know how it works. How come that melody’s
there? It’s either there or it’s not. But I do describe it as
if you’re on a cliff and you’re running and then you
have to jump and hope that you’re flying. That flying is
the melody that comes. You just have to jump and sing.
And hope that it’s a good melody.
Lia: How do you translate that? Do you put down
notes?

ILSE: That’s another funny thing about me. Because
my parents were not happy that I wanted to do music,
they did not let me go to any musical school or anything like that. They were very afraid a girl with one
arm would not be accepted. They were like, “You have
to understand. It’s a very tricky business. You cannot be
a waitress in the meantime.” (laughs) “How are you
going to do that with one arm? You have to study
something that you don’t need arms for.” I was like,
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“All right, then.” But I really loved psychology, so that
was fine. So no, I have no musical training other than
voice training that I’ve had in New York. With no
musical training, I had to work with artists who can
hear what they need to hear. For example, I can sing the
melody to them, and know how it should go. Sometimes musicians still have several options for chords,
and then sometimes it takes longer, because I’m like,
“No, not that one, try another one.”
But it works out. For example, Joshua Valleau, who’s an
insane musician—absolutely brilliant and a genius, I
would say—he just gets it right away. That’s why finding the right people you can connect with is so important, and it’s always magical then and the process is
smooth and without words.
Lia: Who came up with the concept of the video?

ILSE: Oh, wow, yes! That was a six-month process. The
concept was written in Starbucks with Dario, who’s had
a very tough journey as well. He is an African-Americanphotographer and video director who happens to be
gay. He has been through so much. We were talking
about the stigma of how this world is always trying to
make us all conform. We wanted to do something that
would involve all the people in the world, or as many as
possible—women and men of all different cultures who
are straight, gay, young and old. And all body shapes.
We wanted to connect them together and also make them
feel beautiful.

We see society as very rigid, because we’re both artists,
so society is rigid to us. We’re more colorful than that.
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And as to who came up with the idea to paint their faces
and clothes I don’t remember.
Lia: But it worked.

ILSE: Yeah, it worked. It definitely looks very strange,
but that was our goal. It was a bit tricky, because we
wanted to have a shower and have people walk through
the shower, but no studio allowed us to wet their floors.
That was a bit of a challenge. So then we managed with
the sink. (laughs)
Lia: You could have used a kiddie pool, nobody would
have noticed.
(laughter)

ILSE: Oh, my God, yes! It was a little tricky, but I think
the point came across with the sink and the mirror. And
I love how everybody at the end discovers themselves,
almost as if for the first time. And I felt that way, too, at
a certain point in my life, I felt like, “Wow, now I’m
myself again!” Like discovering your inner child again,
not feeling inhibited, just loving yourself the way you
are. It all came together so perfectly. It was very, very
sincere. On the set, everybody was so quiet and respectful, and you could feel the energy in the room. And my
performance, when I was singing, that was just one take.
It was funny, but it was the same thing with the audio.
That’s not something that usually happens in the recording industry. You usually record over and over and over
again, but there was something about this take that was
so pure and so real that we just wanted to keep it. There
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was no post-production or Photoshop. It’s something
very organic, something very real. As soon as it came
out, it resonated with fans. It’s really incredible.
Lia: That’s nice.

ILSE: Yeah, another wonderful feeling, Lia!

Lia: I’m curious about how you’ve changed since your
days of being bullied and people looking at you strangely. How has your reaction to these different perceptions
toward you evolved over the years? Or has it?

ILSE: Right. I feel sorry for them, because I feel like
maybe their world is a bit constricted, not very rich and
diverse in order to react that way. In other words, I don’t
take it personally anymore. For me, it doesn’t bother
me. It’s funny, because sometimes people ask me, “If
you could have it any other way, would you want two
arms?” And this is a very weird answer, but I don’t
think I would want two arms. I’m so used to it now. It’s
made me so much stronger. I’m not sure if I would be
the same person as I am today. That’s so much more
important than that arm. I’m so used to it. I can do anything with one arm.
Lia: Were you born without it?

ILSE: Yes. Imagine if you were in a world where everybody has three arms and people would ask you, “How
do you feel? Don’t you miss having a third arm?” And
you’re like, “Well, no. I can do pretty much anything.”
Lia: Will you update your prosthetic?

ILSE: I had a fun one with a tattoo. It broke—oh, my
God—the middle finger, of course the middle finger. I
was trying yoga, and I was like, “Oh, no!”
(laughter)

Lia: You were using it too much.

ILSE: I think it’s hilarious, like, of course, the middle
finger has to break, right? (laughs) And then I’m like,
“But you know what? Let me do something fun with it.”
And then we tried a tattoo of the phoenix symbol, and it
also had the dove of the Christian symbol of peace. The
phoenix is a very strong bird that comes in peace. It’s a
full sleeve, and I love it. So now I have two arms and
I’m always joking with people, like, “I can change my
tattoo!” They’re so jealous of me!

Lia: My brother has a tattoo of the phoenix as well.

ILSE: Oh, my God!

Lia: But he can’t change his torso. He’s stuck with that one.

ILSE: Exactly, so I’m telling you, sometimes there’s an

advantage! (laughs) And then in our photo shoot, I
brought the two arms, and I was like, “Oh, which one
should we use?” And the photographer was like, “Oh, let’s
do the fun arm!” The fun arm with the tattoo. It was a
lot of fun, and another wonderful feeling!
Lia: Do you speak other languages?

ILSE: My native language is Dutch, and I’m also supposed to speak French, which I’m sure I could, but you
would have to give me a couple of days, because every
time I try to speak French, either the Dutch or the English comes up. “No, no, not that one, the other one!” I’m
struggling in my own brain. “What’s that other language
again?” But I do understand it. I’m supposed to speak
three languages. And actually, I also speak a little bit of
German, but I think it’s gone. I also studied Latin, but
that one I definitely forgot, which I don’t mind, because
no one speaks it anymore anyway.
Lia: Are there modern day vocalists you admire? Or
maybe one who’s passed?

ILSE: I have a lot of inspiration. But I was thinking of
Andrea Bocelli’s music, which I know is not pop music,
but he has such an incredible voice. I think he has one
of the most beautiful voices on the planet, and also one
that lasts forever. I do love pop artists and their voices,
but after what I’ve been through with having voice damage, sometimes I’m afraid of how long it’s going to last.
For example, I thought Mariah Carey had the most
beautiful voice on the planet, and when she came out, I
began to feel like a lot of artists abuse their voices and
then they lose their voices over time. As a singer, I
guess that’s what I think of. I can’t really always enjoy
it in the moment, because I think they’re going to lose it
soon. But Bocelli, for sure, has an incredible voice.
Lia: Anything else you might want to share?

ILSE: I think the most important thing that I want to
share with people is for them to be themselves and to
believe in that inner feeling. Never doubt it, no matter
what other people say. That’s something I would like to
say. Don’t listen to other people at all. At some point, it’s
something that comes from within, and happiness, too. I
read this really cool quote: Happiness is an inside job.
Lia: That’s good.

ILSE: Don’t give your power to anyone else. Go inside
and find it there, find the courage to continue. All the
good stuff is inside of you.

Lia: That’s a nice message. You have wonderful energy.
ILSE: Thank you, you too! This was a lot of fun, a lot
of laughter!
ilsemusic.com
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ouTube phenomenon Zach Anner became a household
name five years ago when he co-won Oprah Winfrey’s
Reality TV competition, Your OWN Show: Oprah’s
Search for the Next TV Star. Though his wheelchair
travel series, Rollin’ With Zach, was short lived, Anner
has kept it moving. His YouTube channel has more than
300,000 subscribers, and tens of millions have seen his
zany, fast-paced videos. Recently, ABILITY’s Lia Martirosyan, Zoya Minasyan and Chet Cooper sat down to
lunch with the Austin, TX-based media star at the Sheraton Universal Hotel in Universal City, CA. They talked
about his new book, his flurry of projects, and life itself.

Zach Anner: What’s great about this hotel is that I
stayed here for a month when I was competing on the
Oprah reality show. So it’s like coming home. Everyone
who was here when I won still works here, so the two
biggest moments in my career are intersecting. It’s so
cool that I can say “hi” to everybody.

Lia Martirosyan: They’re like family.

Chet Cooper: Did your publisher choose this hotel?

Anner: They chose it, and I think I’m staying in the
exact same room as I did during the competition.
Cooper: And I don’t think they’ve cleaned it since!

Anner: Yeah, I just found an old pair of my underwear.
(laughter)

Martirosyan: What are you doing while you’re in town?
Anner: We’re having a book signing and an event at
United Cerebral Palsy Los Angeles (UCPLA). I’m getting—this feels weird to say—their Trailblazer Award.
Cooper: Trailblazer. Sounds like a snack.

[Anner picks up a canister of M&Ms on the table]
Anner: With these, we’re halfway to trail mix.

Martirosyan: The Trailblazer Award, that’s interesting.
Anner: Yeah, it is.
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Zach and Lia having a stare-off while Zoya tries to figure out the point of it all

Cooper: So you’ve met Dr. Cohen [who heads up
UCPLA].

Cooper: She’s lives in Texas, too?

Cooper: He took out my appendix. I’m joking. He’s a
PhD.

Martirosyan: Europe is riddled with opera houses.

Anner: Yeah. He’s a really good guy.
(laughter)

Martirosyan: Where’s the award show?
Anner: At the Globe Theater.

Cooper: [to Lia] Did you ever perform at the Globe?
Oh, no, that was the Apollo.

Anner: Really? I thought maybe you were a famous
didgeridoo player or something.
Martirosyan: Only in China.
(laughter)

Cooper: Yeah. Lia sings opera.

Anner: My ex-girlfriend, who’s also my writing partner,
came out here with me. She’s a singer-songwriterharpist, but she trained to be an opera singer for a while.
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Anner: No. Berlin, Germany. They have about four
opera houses.
Anner: How long have you been performing?

Martirosyan: A couple of years with that genre.
Anner: That’s great.

Martirosyan: But enough about me… tell us about that
chair.

Anner: This is a chair that I got as I was traveling to
Berlin to visit Gillian. We’d done a couple of road trips
with my big chair, and it was such a hassle if we didn’t
have the van with the foldout ramp. I figured: There’s
got to be some option that I can use on the go. Now I
can go anywhere with my friends, which is a big, lifechanging thing. I can sit on it for as long as I need to. In
Berlin it’s all cobblestones, and this has, like, no suspension. It comes with a cushion that’s not great, but then I
put my normal chair cushion in it and it just collapses
and goes in the back of my trunk.
I can grab an Uber now. I wasn’t able to do that before.
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Especially with international travel. Every time my normal chair travels on a plane, it’s a big ordeal, and things
break off. This is pretty low, and it hasn’t broken yet. I
would definitely recommend it.
Martirosyan: Sounds like you have a greater sense of
freedom with it.

Anner: Yeah, and that’s what I’m always looking for.
You want the world to be set up for you, but sometimes
it just isn’t. It’s up to us to make the accommodations
for all sorts of different travel scenarios. It’s amazing
how many companies aren’t really in tune to the needs
of different travelers. There’s just so many embarrassing
situations that you go through when you travel. You
have to have a sense of humor about it and take it in
stride. My whole approach is to embrace spontaneity.
Martirosyan: Definitely.

Cooper: Do you need an aisle chair when you get to a
plane?

Anner: Yeah, and I do my whole Hannibal Lecter crossing my arms thing.
(laughter)

Cooper: You bring a mask?

Anner: Yeah, and I’ve done the Hannibal Lecter speech
in the aisle.
Martirosyan: Ftftft... fava beans.

Anner: Yeah, but it can be weird for people who haven’t
seen the movie and don’t know what I’m doing. Nothing like quoting Silence of the Lambs for people to question what kind of disability you have.
(laughter)

So what else is on the menu besides the UCPLA event
and book signing?

Anner: Just going back to Austin to do a keynote at
South by Southwest, and then onto New York for an
event with another author. We’re doing a book conversation or something.
Cooper: You’re so prepared.
(laughter)

Anner: I find it best to wing these things!

Martirosyan: Did you get the title If at Birth You Don’t
Succeed from the Aaliyah song [Try Again]?

Anner: No, but I’ve been contemplating doing a cover

of the song, and replacing it with the title of my book.

I was humming it yesterday and thinking, “I should put
out a video.” But it would be much better if you sang it.
Cooper: Do you sing?

Anner: No, but I just put out D’Angelo’s “How Does It
Feel?” parody video.
Martirosyan: That’s a lot of skin.

Yeah, I did a 16-week fitness show on TV, where one of
my goals was to recreate that “How does it feel?” video
and be naked. And we did it! They didn’t tell me that I
was gonna have to sing. I was like, “I’ll just lip-sync.”
And they were like, “No, you have to come up with
your own lyrics and sing them.” I have one of the worst
voices in the history of recorded time.
(laughter)

Anner: So we did “How Does It Wheel?” instead of
“How Does It Feel?”
Martirosyan: Funny stuff.

Anner: How could we do the cover for “Try Again?”
Martirosyan: Skype works wonders.

Anner: Yeah! Are you guys based here in Los Angeles?
Martirosyan: Yes.

Anner: I plan on coming back. I have too many friends
here. It’s callin’ me. Usually the weather is really nice,
but when I showed up, it was like, “Oh, El Niño’s here.”
(laughter)

Martirosyan: Did you just see somebody you know?

Anner: The waiter just flashed me something that said,
“Chew bubblegum.” Every morning, when I was about
to go to the Oprah competition, my friend used to say
this line in a video game to me: “It’s time to kick ass
and chew bubble gum.” There’s a strict policy that you
can’t encourage anyone on a reality show, that would
give them an edge.
Martirosyan: That’s really sweet. I read that in your
book.

Cooper: I read different parts. I have a tendency to skip
around.
Anner: We structured it so that if you want to just skip
around, you can.
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Cooper: I like what I’ve read so far. I don’t like the
things I haven’t read so far.
Anner: Those are the worst parts!
(laughter)

Cooper: How did this trip come about?

Anner: We booked the UCP event first, and then we
booked the bookstore. They contacted me because
UCPLA was looking for somebody to give the award to
this year, and I’d worked with Cohen’s nephew Brandon
on a show I did called Riding Shotgun, where we asked
Reddit where to go and what to do. Google helped fund
that show.
Martirosyan: Google helped fund a Reddit show?

Anner: Well, it was on YouTube, but all of the suggestions and the people we hung out with were from Reddit. The co-founder, Alexis, did the foreword for my
book. We just did an AMA (Ask Me Anything), where
Redditors can just ask questions, and it got on the front
page.
Martirosyan: That’s big.

Cooper: After the book, what’s next with your career?
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How does this thing work?

Anner: I’m currently doing a Soul Pancake show called
Top of the Monday, which is basically a good morning
news show. It’s just me being silly, telling people about
good news that’s going on in the world, putting them in
the mood to start their week. We just got renewed for a
second season.

Cooper: Once a week? What do people do the rest of the
week?
Anner: They fall into a pit of despair and then we try
and yank them back out—

Martirosyan: — the following Monday. Get them started
on a good note. I like that.

Anner: And then, this is down the road, but I would love
to get an international version of Riding Shotgun going,
because that’s what I’ve been angling at ever since I
wanted to do a travel show in the first place. My experiences of traveling abroad and going to Italy with my
father, having to break down a gigantic electric chair to
get on trains. You’ve got three minutes. You go to Pompeii and there are shockingly few accessible hotels in a
city that was covered in volcanic ash.

I thought this should be a travel show, because a lot of
people with physical disabilities get discouraged. It’s the
same with this country. Even if you have an ADA room,
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every disability is so different that people need different
things. A lot of times they’ll put something on the toilet
to make it higher, and for someone transferring from
their chair that’s fine, but I transfer from the floor so it
causes more problems. But public transportation in
Berlin is so good. Trains everywhere.
Cooper: And they’re on time.

Anner: Always. If you ask somebody the time in Germany, they won’t say, “It’s quarter to seven,” they’ll say,
“It’s 14 minutes to seven.”
Cooper: I was thinking of Japan’s bullet train. If you
miss one, you miss it by seconds. It’s so regimented, and
also really accessible. South Korea’s really good, too.
Martirosyan: In South Korea they run with ramps to
whichever bus you’re in.

Anner: Germany was like that, too. It had individual,
accessible bathrooms, not a big stall at the end of a row.
It was like, “This one’s just for you. We’ll only open it
if someone with a disability is here.” That was huge. As
awesome as this country is, there’s some things where
Europe has us beat. Like in Europe, you’ll find bidet toilets. When I got my Oprah money, the first thing I
bought was a really nice electronic bidet toilet seat. It
just feels like this is what we should be doing. For
everybody who uses it, it’s like there’s no goin’ back.
Cooper: They’re happier people. On your show you say,
“Happy Bidet to you all.”
Anner: And “Take it day bidet.”
(laughter)

Martirosyan: Funny. How are you documenting your
travels? Do keep a journal?

Anner: I’d never kept a diary before. Writing was not
my medium. I preferred to do video. But I ended up
meeting Gillian at the same time that we were getting
together a book. We ended up working on it, and she
recognized that I had a flair for certain things, and
we’ve worked through it together so that the writing
could be really good. It was the perfect partnership, just
finding my literary voice and figuring out how comedy
translates to the written word.
Cooper: And you still work with her?
Anner: Mm-hmm. She’s here now.

Cooper: Visiting or she lives here?

Anner: Visiting. We both came out for the book. She’s
coming to my party, but there’s another one afterwards.
She’s pretty connected wherever she goes.

Cooper: Does she tour?

Anner: Yeah, all over Italy. She’s getting ready for a
tour of Scotland, and has a new EP coming out.
Martirosyan: Original songs?

Anner: Yeah. She’s done two EPs and two albums.
That’s how I was introduced to her. She tweeted at me,
and I clicked on her music, and I was just like, “Oh, my
God, this is great!”
Cooper: What did she say?

Anner: I was comin’ out to LA at the time, and she
tweeted at me, “Oh, LA’s lucky to have you. I love Riding Shotgun.” Like I did with all girls, I got her profile
to see if she was cute and I was into it. And then I found
her music, and it was like nothing I’d ever heard before
and so cool.
I just love all the music. My grandma was a church
organist for 40 years, and she got me into jazz music
and great songwriters, Harold Arlen, George Gershwin,
all those folks. I can’t do it, but I have a profound
respect for it.
Martirosyan: That’s neat. Have you done stand-up?

Anner: Twice. One was for Rollin’ with Zach. It was so
crazy, because I was supposed to do a five-minute set at
Caroline’s, which is the big club where Jerry Seinfeld
and Louis C.K. go. They wanted the set to be based on
my experiences from the two previous days of filming
the show. So I had to write a comedy set and film a
show at the same time. And it’s the second time I’ve
been up on stage as a stand-up comedian with untested
material. I was saying it out loud for the first time that
night. It didn’t go how I expected, but in the best possible way.
Martirosyan: Hey as long as you got laughs. How long
did the book take to write?

Anner: A year and a half. Writing every day across nine
time zones because Gillian was in Berlin, and we were
working together via Skype. It was pretty intense. I’m
really happy with how it turned out.
Martirosyan: So is Lena Dunham. She gave you a nice
review. Who’s filming your YouTube series?
Anner: My friends from the University of Texas. I’ve
had the same friends for over a decade. My brother
films a lot; he usually edits my Workout Wednesdays.
All the people who work on my projects are amazing.

Basically, anything that would be physically difficult for
me to do, we’re just like, “Okay, do it.” I come up with
about 70 percent of it, but then I’m like lazy and we
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I just had sooo many M&M’s, but I’m fine

spitball a lot of things. My work is collaborative, which
is awesome.

book signing and people came up to me. There was an
expectant mother who was like, “I think we might name
our child Zach because of your work.”

Anner: When I was a kid, I thought I would be an
action-movie hero. I was like, “They’re gonna be able to
CGI my legs by that point.” And then I realized that it
was probably better if I stayed a little closer to who I
actually am rather than trying to be Bruce Willis. I also
realized that I was a really, really terrible actor. I was
like, “I’d better be myself.”

Anner: When that happens, it’s like, “Wow, I’m just getting naked and doing push-ups,” and it has a real-life
effect on people.

Martirosyan: Have you thought about getting into
movies?

Martirosyan: That’s a good thing to find out.
Cooper: So what you’re doing is reality?

Anner: Yeah. I haven’t found anything that I’ve wanted
to say that I couldn’t do through either the Internet or
the reality shows that I’ve done. Most of my work is
comedy; it’s meant to inspire empathy in people and
help them find joy. I used to be an insult comic, and I
didn’t end up liking the way that I felt about myself. I
didn’t feel like I was putting anything good into the
world, even though it was funny. I wanted to do something more positive that would have an impact. So even
when I’m doing naked push-ups or whatever, it’s
astounding to see how people respond to it. We did a
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Martirosyan: Sweet.

Martirosyan: Because it taps into people’s inhibitions.

Anner: Yeah. That’s what I’ve tried to do. There’s a tendency to treat anyone with a physical disability as
inspiring. I call it a pedestal of prejudice, in that you’re
lifting people up to dismiss them. My whole thing is
bringing us down to everyone else’s level and saying
we’re all the same. The struggle is the same. You may
not have a physical impairment, but you have things,
whether it’s finances, self-esteem, it doesn’t matter. It’s
cut from the same cloth.
Martirosyan: Disability is part of the human fabric.

Cooper: Eventually everyone acquires a disability in
life, unless you die instantly.

Anner: The biggest disabilities are when you sabotage
yourself mentally, those personal demons that get on
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your shoulder and you can’t shake ’em. Like, I didn’t
have a girlfriend until I was 29, and I thought it was
because I’m in a wheelchair. And I realized that it’s not
that, it’s because I listened to what the dismissive part of
society was telling me and accepted it as truth. There
was nothing that was keeping me from dating or falling
in love other than the fact that I was scared of being
rejected. And everybody has that fear. That’s a universal
thing. The CP was a scapegoat for that. There’s a whole
chapter about my unfortunate manscaping accident. I
was so focused on, “I’ve got to look this certain way
and do this to be ready for this.” So I missed out on a
lot.
It’s so discouraging to hear people with disabilities
who’ve given up say, “It’s because of the CP.” It probably has to do more with your attitude towards CP. That’s
what I didn’t know for the longest time.
Cooper: We just saw a screening of the movie Margarita
with a Straw, where the main character, who has CP,
finds that all the things she went through were a result
of her low self-esteem. It’s a good moral to the story, but
lots of people are upset that they didn’t cast someone
with CP in the role.
Anner: Was the movie good? Was she good in the
movie?
Martirosyan: Really good.

Anner: I think you go with the best actor. Who’s to say
they didn’t audition—

Cooper: I don’t know if people with CP got a chance to
audition.

Anner: There’s obviously an issue with casting, but
there’s also an issue with good roles. In my book, I talk
about Breaking Bad being the most brilliant show ever,
and even minor characters have subtle nuances and are
fully drawn. But Walt Jr. [who has CP] is the only character who’s a device for all the other characters around
him. Having a son with a disability helps makes Walter
White a more sympathetic character. There’s no story
line that shows Walt Jr. going through the things that
you go through as a teenager with a disability. It’s
always his relationship to other characters. That was my
issue with it.

There was an agent who wanted to book me for Glee.
He lied and said I could sing. He was like, “If you need
a guy in a wheelchair who has a great voice, I’ve got
your guy!” I was like, “What are you talking about?”
When I read the script, the whole premise was that all
the high school kids were being cruel to this kid in the
wheelchair, and then the quarterback comes along and
has a heart of gold and takes him out of a Porta Potty.
That’s too often what I see in media, that the characters
with disabilities are there to make other people seem

like heroes for treating the character with a disability
with respect. Those are the kinds of roles that are out
there.
Martirosyan: Which makes what you’re doing even
cooler. You’ve branched off into your own thing and
you’re avoiding all that nonsense.
Cooper: When do you think you’ll come out to LA?

Anner: Probably in May. There are so many people out
here, like the co-winner of the Oprah show, Kristina
Kuzmic, who is one of my best friends.
Cooper: How did her show go?

Anner: I guess as great as mine; we were both canceled
after three weeks.
(laughter)

Cooper: Not much time to build an audience.

Anner: We shot six episodes, but they aired them in
hour blocks.

Martirosyan: Did you hear anything from Oprah after it
got canceled?

Anner: No. I did get a call telling me it was canceled,
and they’ve been really supportive as far as letting me
out of my contract early so that I could pursue other
work. And any time I’ve needed promotional materials,
they’ve been really gracious. They’re cool people. But I
haven’t spoken to Oprah herself. She had so much going
on, since her network show was wrapping up at the time
we were shooting. I can’t fault her for that.
Cooper: She’s a busy lady. So she hasn’t said anything
about you stalking her?
Anner: Not so far. I try to tuck myself down into the
shrubbery.

Getting back to the magazine, what are some of the
issues that are in the disability community now that I’m
not tapped into? I remember a few years ago, we might
have actually had this debate about person-first language, that I didn’t think that it should necessarily be
the focus. I think people should be able to refer to themselves however they want to. I think the thing for me is
always, if the emphasis is on language and people are
afraid of saying the wrong thing, then it stops then from
initiating a conversation or asking a question. I got into
trouble with some people for saying I was a wheelchairbound lady magnet, ’cause they said I’m not bound—
Martirosyan: But that is funny.

Anner: I think it’s funny. And for me it’s true, because
ABILITY 43
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Me...?

technically I can get out of my wheelchair and crawl
around and do things, but when I’ve traveled and
they’ve lost my wheelchair in transit, I feel like I need
to be bound to it. My functionality and autonomy are
often bound to this. And I never want to make it seem
like if somebody says the wrong thing, coming from the
right place, that I’ll shut them down because of a word
choice. I’ve been to conferences where people are
almost antagonistic because they were saying you have
to use these certain words. If we all have to say the
same thing, then it sort of takes away some of that personhood we’re fighting for. Which may be an unpopular
opinion, and I may be missing part of the argument, but
it’s what I’ve experienced. Call yourself and define your
relationship to your chair the way you want to, or your
disability the way you want to.

Cooper: What you’re saying is the individual describing
it. What they’re saying is that they’re trying to change
society from using the disability as the primary identifier of a person, such as “that disabled person.” That’s
why they’re trying to switch the language, putting the
person and their ability first, and their disability down
the line.

Anner: The most important thing is to have the conversation, and let people who do make mistakes feel comfortable enough to continue the conversation.
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Okay, yes, I’ve brought sexy back

Cooper: You’re right. There’s so much fear around disabilities and different modalities of fear. One of them is
language. We deal with employment issues as well.
There’s fear of litigation, fear of peers. Will they accept
somebody who might be looked at as a token hire?

Anner: I think that’s where it comes into play, when you
are just looking at a document or whatever and you see
the word “disability.” Does that automatically trigger
something in you that denies someone their personhood? I always say, once I get in a room, I can sell
myself just fine. I know that not everyone who has a
disability has the social skills or cognitive skills that I
do, and it may be harder for them to navigate through.
For me, if I can get a job interview or get in a room, it’s
fine. I feel a lot of personal responsibility to undo the
negative stereotypes. I know that it’s not coming from a
bad place. It’s coming from an ignorant place. I can sort
of be an ambassador in a subtle way to say, “This is
what I am: a comedian, a show host, a writer.” It will
still always be part of the conversation and people will
want to focus on it because there is a culture that is so
embedded that if you have a disability, you’re someone
to be either admired just for living, or be pitied for having to struggle. CP is a struggle, but it’s also been quite
the tool for me to find success and deliver a message.
It’s something about me that’s unique, so it’ll open a
few doors as well as keep a few closed. If you have the
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other tools that you develop as an individual, talents,
things like that, you can harness this to do positive
things in the world.
Cooper: I talk about ignorance a lot and how it’s
curable.

Anner: Definitely. The thing to do is just make sure that
as part of a disability community, we’re not isolating
ourselves by drawing differences for the sake of
progress. If everything was perfect, it would always be a
person-first conversation, but whenever I have the
opportunity, I lead with my personality. If they’re looking and seeing the disability first or the chair first, I
know that I have the ability to change that.
Cooper: You do have a great personality, intelligence,
wit, but not everyone does, so they have another roadblock when they encounter people’s attitudes. We deal
with it in our employment program, abilityJOBS. Some
companies are reluctantly hiring people with disabilities, but I don’t think enough of them are embracing the
talent out there irrespective of the disability.
Martirosyan: Do you do anything with nonprofits?

Anner: I do a lot of conferences, and I did a campaign
with the Cerebral Palsy Foundation called “Just Say
Hi.” They get celebrities to record little messages
about how you start a conversation with someone who
has a disability, which is to “Just say hi.” I’m going to
do some events with Easter Seals. I’ve come to be
pretty selective about the type of advocacy that I do,
because I kind of feel like it’s stronger to just do my
work and let it speak for itself. I make funny shows
and put a positive message out there, showing people
who have body image issues that… you don’t have to
look a certain way.

Cooper: I think a lot of entertainers who have disabilities struggle with where to make appearances. They get
invited to disability-centric events, where they’d just like
to be the entertainer, the talent, in a mainstream way.

Anner: Growing up, I wasn’t exposed to that many kids
who had disabilities. I was mainstreamed, which was
great, but I never felt like I had a disability. I realize
that in not having anyone else with CP to talk to, there
were certain things I missed out on. My support system
was mainly family and friends. Now I’m finding as an
adult that there are certain things that it would be nice
to know how to do a better, to be able to talk to other
people and ask, “How do you do this?” Like how to
have a family and things like that. My whole family is
in the Zach bubble. We just do things the way we do
things. It’s one thing to take care of yourself, it’s another to be able to be depend on someone else, which is
something I learned very late in the game with my first
relationship.

“Now I need to be the somebody someone else counts
on.” I never had to worry about that. It’s always been
that I’m the center, and didn’t even realize it. It’s a real
learning curve. If I had met other people who had started families, who were living independently, and the
ways they make that work for them, things would be
easier for me.
Cooper: What do your parents do?

Anner: They’re both semi-retired now. My mom’s a theater teacher. She does this thing called arts in healthcare
where she works with kids in the hospital. She does art
projects with them. My dad was a bartender most of his
life. He’s also an inventor. He made a bag on my big
electric wheelchair that is on a pulley system, so I can
yank it around and whoosh it back. So many people in
wheelchairs have backpacks, and whenever you need
something, you have to ask somebody for help. He was
like, “How can we make the world more accessible to
you?”
Cooper: How do they feel with the Zach bubble dissipating with you being out on your own and maybe even
moving to LA?

Anner: I’ve lived with my brother for the past decade or
so because we do the same thing. We’re both filmmakers. We help each other out in different ways. But now
that I’m 31, I’m thinking, “What do I have to do if I
want to start a family?” How do I make the rest of this
life work? I’ve gotten to the point in my career where
I’m pretty happy with where I’m at. I think people know
what I stand for. They really respond to my work. But
there’s still some living things I haven’t quite figured
out.
Cooper: Don’t let society pressure you on, “Why don’t
you have a girlfriend and a family?”
Anner: But those are things I want. It’s something that
has never been on my radar before. I have these ideas
about what that would be like and say, “I’d be great at
that.” And yet I don’t know how to be supportive as a
parent or spouse.
Cooper: In the beginning nobody does.

Anner: And I’m such a space cadet that I could totally
run over a kid and not notice.
Cooper: That’s why they have vocal cords.

Martirosyan: Just tie a bell around their neck.
therealzachanner.com
ucpla.org
harppower.org
abilityjobs.com
yourcpf.org
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sell my audience on the idea that the greatest failures
can also be catalysts for triumph. For me, that’s been
true from the start.

When I was born, instead of waiting to become an
angelic, full-term bouncing cherub, I showed up two
months early to my own birthday party as a threepound, seven-ounce screaming hairless mole rat of a
boy, kept alive by a series of tubes that would later
become known as the Internet. I take full responsibility
for this kerfuffle. Even though my mother was involved
in the process, she’d gone through the whole ordeal with
my brother a year earlier and he’d turned out great.
There’s no denying it: I was a crappy baby who failed
his way into this world and I’ve been making the best of
it ever since.

t’s 8:00 a.m. on a Sunday morning and I’m bouncing on a trampoline surrounded by a film crew,
shouting jokes into a camera. Soon, the doors of the
Jumpstreet trampoline park in Austin, Texas, will
open to a flood of children on their way to the best
birthday parties ever, but for now it’s empty and cavernous as my friends struggle to steady their cameras
and boom poles while catapulting me up into the air like
a rag doll. I’m thirty years old and being professionally
silly is what I do for a living—or at least part of it.

I

I’ve been a comedian, hosted travel shows, explored
world religions, started improv troupes, given keynote
speeches at conferences around the country, and had a
milk shake named after me called the Handicappuccino.
I was also briefly an Oprah protégé and the subject of a
John Mayer song (sadly, it wasn’t “Your Body Is a Wonderland”). Not bad for a guy in a wheelchair who almost
flunked out of kindergarten and whose only degrees are
a GED and an honorary “Ducktorate” from the Disney
College Program.

But on this cold February morning, I’m a fitness guru
and we’re filming an episode of my YouTube series
Workout Wednesday. The theme of this ridiculous
installment is “Bouncing Back,” and I’m shouting every
random esoteric pop culture reference I can think of to
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As a result of my untimely birth, I have cerebral palsy,
which I guess, if you wanna get technical about it, is a
neurological condition that can affect motor skills,
speech, and mobility to varying degrees. In my case, it
means that my movements resemble that of a marionette whose puppeteer is having passionate maritals
behind the little red curtain. I use an electric wheelchair
because I have no sense of balance and muscle spasticity has arched my spine like a cat’s, while my legs are
really just for show. I also have a lazy eye, but I believe
that has less to do with the CP and more to do with the
fact that as a baby I was operated on by an ophthalmologist who’d previously performed surgery only on
giraffes. With my eyes unable to track, I never read,
and I can’t type, so I never thought I’d write a book, yet
here you are, reading the first pages of my memoir like
a champ. As it turns out, I’m somebody who was born
in the wrong month, but at the right time to tell his
unlikely—though not unlucky—story.
My success is as much a product of the age we live in as
any- thing else. I gained notoriety thanks to a viral
video, I got to work for Oprah thanks to the format of
reality TV, I traveled the country using suggestions from
the Internet, hell, I even met my girlfriend on Twitter.
We’ve worked together on this book over Skype and
Google Docs, while she was living in Berlin and I was
six to nine time zones away in the United States. If I had
been born only a few decades earlier, I might have been
some mysterious recluse confined to a decrepit mansion
who writes poems about what grass must feel like.
Instead, I’ve lived a vibrant life and get to share my
story with you.
In the following pages you’ll read about all my career
peaks and my many romantic valleys. You’ll get a
behind-the-scenes look of what it’s like to work at Disney World and also what it’s like to narrowly avoid selfcastration. I hope you’ll find these stories relatable,
humorous, and meaningful, because if not, there’s just a
lot of really embarrassing shit in here. Some of these
stories would have been too personal and painful to
share if I didn’t think they had the potential to help
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Taste of success

other people feel a little more comfortable in their own
skin. For better or worse, I have now published all the
things that up until this point I was too ashamed to tell
my mother.

My life didn’t really make a whole lot of sense to me
before I started writing this book. How on earth did I
get my own TV show from the most powerful woman
in the world before I had my first kiss from a girl? How
did somebody who couldn’t get a job cold-calling people for magazine subscriptions end up in the entertainment industry? How did a kid who was unable to legally obtain a driver’s license blossom into a man who
was trusted behind the wheel of the Mars Rover? And
how did a guy who regularly falls off toilets make
friends who would literally carry him up mountains?
What I’ve learned from taking a bird’s-eye view of my
life so far is that the good fortune I’ve had has come
from seizing not just my moments but my mistakes. I
might not be able to tie my own shoelaces, but if there’s
one skill I’ve perfected, it’s the art of finding the humor
and the purpose in every failure. I’ve accepted that
we’ve all got crap to deal with and problems that we’re
fighting not to be defined by. At the end of the day, we
all want the same stuff: fulfillment, love, support, comfort, and a hot-air balloon with laser guns attached to it.

The most important thing is that we appreciate the crazy
ride we’re on.

The “Bouncing Back” Workout Wednesday episode ended
with my friends launching me into a trampoline wall in an
epic wipeout. As I lay there, sweaty and bruised, the only
thing I had energy left to do was nurse my whiplash and
go get some breakfast tacos. But then my friend and cameraman Chris Demarais came up to me with a twinkle in
his eye and said, “You know, this place has a mechanical
bull. Would you be up for filming another one?”

I considered my exhaustion and the risk of injury, anticipated the impatient line of gawking eight-year-olds, and
decided to grab the bull by the horns.
“Sure,” I said. “Just let me catch my breath.” Because I
knew that no matter how this shook out, getting creamed
on a trampoline and riding a mechanical bull is a pretty
badass way to spend a Sunday morning.
Giddy-up!

by Zach Anner

Published by Henry Holt and Company
Copyright 2016 by Zachary Dean Anner—All rights reserved
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charismatic villain? The answer is yes, Chris
Wood. Many know him from his on screen
role as everyone’s favorite bad guy in Vampire Diaries, playing Malachai (Kai). These
days he’s taking on a completely different
character in a new series you can catch on the CW Network, called Containment. Off screen, Chris is on a mission to expose and spread awareness about the stigma
around mental illness. Like so many do, he secretly battled through speaking out loud on the still taboo topic.
Now, he’s diving mind first into research and sharing his
own experience, “mental illness forever changed my
family” he recently tweeted. Chris is working on a campaign to make more noise around mental illness and act
as a resource hub, hoping to connect those with unanswered questions. He met with ABILITY at delicious café
in Studio City, CA for lunch and chatted a bit.

A

Lia Martirosyan: Do you eat healthy?

Chris Wood: Yeah, I try to eat organic, to fuel my body.

Martirosyan: I was checking out your Instagram and
saw your wine fiasco.
Wood: Oh, my God!

Martirosyan: How was that? Did you have fun?
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Wood: It was great, yeah.

Martirosyan: Which vineyard was it?

Wood: Linne Calodo in Paso Robles. It’s just north of
here about three and a half hours, sort of near the coast.

Martirosyan: Is that the one right on the edge—along a
cliff?
Wood: It’s a little more inland.

Martirosyan: So you’ve been pretty busy?
Wood: They keep me busy.

Martirosyan: That’s a good thing. You probably don’t
get to do that kind of stuff very often?

Wood: No, it was good. We took a few days off. I just
hung out with my dog and my girlfriend.
Martirosyan: You’re a big animal fan?
Wood: Yeah, I love ‘em.

Martirosyan: When did you start the series Containment?

Wood: That was back in last March, I guess, when we
shot the pilot.
Martirosyan: Are you liking it?

Wood: Yeah, it’s great. We shot the pilot and then we
had to wait however long. I think it was the first week in
May we found out we were going, so we went back in
the summer to shoot the rest of the episodes.
Martirosyan: How do you compare that show and the
Vampire Diaries?
Wood: They’re very different. It was a more mature
theme show, a little more suspense-drive in a realistic
way instead of a fantasy way. That was a fun role to
play.
I just saw the first billboard, it just went up a couple
days ago.

Martirosyan: How exciting. You should take a cheesy
selfie with it.

Wood: The billboard’s actually just a shipping container,
which is a big thing on the show, with this red circle
with a dash through it. There’s nothing else on it.
Chris in character for his role on Containment
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Cooper: It’s cryptic?

Wood: Yes, it’s ominous and cryptic, and they said within
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a few weeks we’ll see more of the signs popping up
around the city, sort of like what happens in the show,
and then eventually the full title with it. It’s gonna’
creep in. We’ll see what happens. I like it.

Cooper: Did you have to work out to get in shape with
this part?
Wood: Yeah. That was sort of a size difference. It just
helped a little bit.

All that boring stuff you have to do to get ready. I exercise anyway, so it’s just short of shifting my workout to
match.
Cooper: More weight-train?

Wood: Yeah, weight-train more heavily so I could put
on a little bit of weight for a role. He’s a SWAT officer,
so their training regimen would be more intense than a
street cop. I just wanted a bit more size.
Martirosyan: Do you do your own stunts?

Wood: Yeah. I have a stunt double, too, who works
with me on the show. We’ve worked together for a couple years now. He’s great. But the stunts were sort of
minimal in terms of things I couldn’t do. I told the
coordinator up front I wanted to do as much as I could
on my own. Anything that was super-dangerous, I had a
double for.
Cooper: Deskwork?
(laughter)

Wood: Dangerous deskwork, paperwork.
Cooper: Paper cuts.

Wood: (laughs) Those are lethal, very dangerous. I also
make sure my double gets in if we’re doing something
dangerous. That’s their livelihood, too. If they don’t
actually appear on-screen for the stunt, they don’t get
paid the same way.
Martirosyan: It’s good of you to think that way.

Wood: We’re all in this together. Everyone on-set is
making the same product.

Martirosyan: My sister-in-law is a huge fan of yours
and Vampire Diaries. She was the one who found you
speaking out about mental illness. We saw that you are
an ambassador for Mental Health America (MHA). Do
you want to go into how all that began?

Wood: I sort of have wanted to get involved with mental
health initiatives for a bit. There’s such a plethora of organizations out there, all striving for similar but different

forms of the same cause. And I was talking to Rebecca, who I think you guys talked to over at my publicist’s office. We looked at a bunch of them. We tagteamed some websites and engaged in a couple conversations with people. I read up on what different places
were doing and where I felt that my passion for it fit in
best. We found that MHA’s mission statement was—
they used little phrases from things, almost like sound
bites, things I had said about what I felt needed to
change and what I wanted to be out there. It was a
good sign that someone else’s mentality and mission
statement mirrored pretty directly what I was trying to
accomplish.
Cooper: So they were following you around and picking
up your sound bites?
(laughter)

Wood: Obviously, yeah! Way back in the early 1900s
they started picking up sound bites from me. (laughs)
They’re ahead of the game.
Martirosyan: Great that you found that connection.

Wood: Yeah. They’ve been around for a long while.
They were founded in 1909 under another name
[National Committee for Mental Hygiene, & formerly
known as the National Mental Health Association], but
the same organization. They began as a psychiatric
patient foundation, by Clifford Whittingham Beers. He
wanted to fix the way that patients were treated because
he went into a couple of institutions since he was struggling with bipolar disorder, and the way he was treated
there he felt was a form of abuse. He didn’t feel like
they were working to help him, but to punish him for
having this problem. He very early on was depressive
in the way that he verbalized it. Everyone told him to
pursue this cause anonymously, because of the stigma
that was associated with it, and it’s still taboo today,
which is my biggest opposition, how it’s “not okay to
have mental problems.” Any other illness, any other
disease that we’re faced with, there’s sympathy and
understanding. We get help for those. With mental illness, our go-to is to categorize them as, “Oh, they’re
crazy,” to belittle the problem.

Even in the Democratic debate recently, there was a
question to Bernie Sanders about mental health, and he
made a joke about the GOP debate. That, too, doesn’t
help. That belittles, that says that people who are saying
things that are either racist or bigoted, which is what he
was making the broad generalization about the GOP, he
was associating that with mental illness, saying that they
were behaving as a mentally ill person. That’s not fair.
That pushes the problem even further, because it makes
us think of mental illness as something that is not
acceptable, as a bad thing. And it’s not a bad thing. It’s
very real—it’s a disease. It’s the same form of a problem that someone would have with a physical illness,
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something involving their heart or cancer. But we handle it different.

Going back to the roots of the foundation, they encouraged him to stay anonymous, and he said, “I can’t be
afraid to speak out. I have to publicly do this, because
that’s part of the problem. No one’s talking about it.”
That was big for me, learning that, because the way I
perceive the world of mental health, that’s the number
one issue facing it, that we don’t—because we don’t
understand it and we’re faced with a lot of the negative
consequences of untreated mental illness, like school
shootings and violence, a lot of that comes from people
who are mentally unwell and don’t get the help they
need early enough. If we’re able to prevent that by
removing the stigma and making it so people are okay
and expressing the problems they’re having, we’re
gonna’ avoid the whole evil path that people go down
when their minds aren’t able to be healed.

Cooper: Why did you choose this subject?

Wood: I lost my father four years ago to what was the
culmination of a manic episode that seemingly to my
family came completely out of the blue after 59 years on
this earth with no issues that we knew about, at least,
sort of a normal run-of-the-mill guy who did his job and
came home and had a family, did all that in the classic
American way, just out of the blue, for lack of a better
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On the set of the CW’s Vampire Diaries,

word, lost it, starting hearing voices, having psychotic
symptoms, was unable to sleep, ended up losing his job
because he thought he was hearing—that God was giving him a plan to save the world and he pitched that.
Obviously that was a problem. The short part of that is,
he lost his way a bit and left my family and wandered
the country. The thing that my family and I were faced
with was the difficult task of trying to get someone the
help they needed when they didn’t want it.
It was a long process leading to when he passed. I was
22 when it started, and it took a couple years. At that
age, with no obvious resources to go to to find the
answers I needed, I kept on running into walls everywhere I turned. I couldn’t find someone who could tell
me what I could do to help him.
Cooper: Was this in California?

Wood: I grew up in Ohio, but when this was happening, my family had moved to Pennsylvania. I was
doing a national tour of the theater production, so I
was Everywhere, USA. My sister lived in New York at
the time. My father had a heart attack when he was—I
didn’t know he was in Arizona, but he had gotten out
to Arizona. I got a call from the hospital. I went out
there and I was able to petition and work with their
system out there to get him—it’s a 72-hour hold that
they do first, and then you can appeal to have them
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committed indefinitely if you can show that they pose a
danger to themselves or others. And that was widely
apparent. He apparently walked into the hospital while
having a heart attack. He was so manic that his body
didn’t shut down. He was on his feet saying, “I’m having a heart attack,” and fully awake, which they said
they’d never seen before and that was very odd.

He had a quintuple bypass. They medicated him and put
him in this facility. Arizona this year was 50, the bottom
of the barrel, in terms of the quality of mental healthcare. The care in my summation, based on phone calls I
got from him while he was in there, was to medicate and
isolate. Sedate ‘em and leave ‘em in a room without
shoelaces and let time pass. And one day I got a phone
call that they thought he was better and they were
putting him on a plane. They sent him to Ohio, and my
mom was in Pennsylvania and I was in New York, and
we had to scramble to get friends to go out and pick him
up. We put him in a hotel. It was awful, a train wreck.
The system didn’t help us.
That completely threw me for a loop. To me, my dad
was just sick. With any other disease, like the heart, they
operated, they know what drugs to give, they are there
to help you and help him. With a mental illness, because
your behavior changes, because it’s something that people respond to differently, they say things that they don’t
mean or they say things that aren’t actually of them, it’s
of the disease, causes the world around them to turn
their backs. And the system does the same thing.

Look at our healthcare programs, in most places, even
workplaces, they offer behavior coverages that are so
minimal, as if it’s not something that requires the same
care that your dental or your vision plan would be necessary to have. Mental health screenings, just prevention
outlets for teens who are having suicidal thoughts or
adults who are feeling confused and anxious, there
aren’t easy places to go to find that help. You’re left
with the unfortunate crash-and-burn methodology; once
they’ve threatened to hurt someone or caused harm to
themselves. Like my dad, who was a perfectly healthy
guy, lost 65 pounds in a couple of months because he
wasn’t eating or sleeping, and then his heart failed after
a whole lifetime of nothing other than some blood pressure advice from his doctor. Without the help that he
needed early enough, he just spiraled.

Sorry. It’s such a vast world. It’s hard to even consolidate it into specific answers. I’m sorry about that.

Cooper: No, I think you did a nice job.

Wood: It’s such a massive problem, so broad. It’s hard
to—

Cooper: You are so right; our lead editor is a psychiatrist. We’ve worked around mental health issues for over
2 decades.

Wood: I saw some stories where you covered people
who worked with mental health.

Cooper: Some people believe, “There’s no such thing
as mental illness.” Also people who don’t want to take
any medications, “Let me be who I am. I don’t want to
loose my creativity.” And others stop their meds
because they feel fine–not realizing it might have been
the meds that got them to feel that way. For instance,
your father’s experience, he spirals and there is no support—it’s complex.

Wood: It’s a massive problem. So hard to find places to
help. I’m trying to build a campaign through MHA right
now that’s essentially an anti-stigma and general awareness campaign that will hopefully be of the theme, like,
talk about something in that world, because it’s a big
problem, and we’re scared to say it. I was scared to say
it. For three whole years, after my father passed away,
there were only a handful of people I told the truth to. I
told everyone else it was heart failure. I was of that
same mind, that I didn’t want people to think poorly
about my father. I didn’t want his remembrance to be
that he was “crazy”, mentally ill. Only by realizing that
it was hypocritical of me to want to spread awareness,
but I’m not admitting what actually happened, that’s
part of the problem. We have to talk about it. If we don’t
talk about it, then we continue to stigmatize it.
Martirosyan: Tell us more about the campaign you’re
starting.

Wood: Hopefully I’ll have a website soon. We’re still
working on it. I’m trying to figure out the branding for
it. The big thing for me is, I want to—the Think Pink
campaign is so brilliant in that it made a color and a little ribbon associate with a cause. So every time you see
that, you know what that means. And Think Pink, those
two words don’t even say “breast cancer” in it. That’s
what’s so smart about it. With two words you know
what someone’s talking about. And it is respected.

I’d love for there to be a united front for all of the organizations that do anti-stigma and also accessibility for
people seeking help, all the suicide prevention websites
and hotlines. Provide online tools for people to answer
questions and get results to see if they need help. The
slogan is the hardest thing to come up with, if you’ve
ever watched “Mad Men,” apparently you don’t land on
the million-dollar idea overnight. Sometimes I wish that
we would just find something. I want to put everything
behind it and try to get as many celebrity influencers as
we’re able to get. Social media is such a powerful tool
now. We’re able to get youth engaged in that way.
That’ll be big.
Cooper: You’ll be a resource of resources.

Wood: That’s the hard thing, boiling it down to what the
exact purpose is. I think that’s the target. There’s
ABILITY 53
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enough places pushing for legislation in Washington,
and MHA, that’s one of their primary causes, trying to
change the legislation.
Martirosyan: So they’re lobbyists?

Wood: They lobby, they work with Congress, with Senators, like the health committee in the Senate, they’re
trying to get them to have more screenings and get more
funding for grants and things that will add to the
research world of mental health. We know so little about
it, and understand it in such a vague way. The mind is
too hard to point at and say, “That’s bipolar. That’s anxiety.” They all overlap. Symptoms can fall loosely into
certain categories. It’s very hard to get government officials interested in even talking about it.
I read an interesting article where someone was engaging with CNN trying to get them to cover a story, and
one of their spokespeople responded, “We’re not really
covering mental health issues unless it pertains to a
massive case, like a school shooting.” Well, that’s exactly the problem. We’re waiting until it explodes instead
of trying to go back to the root where the spark is happening. What is creating the fire? It’s untreated issues. I
can’t stop landing back on the problem, we don’t talk
about it.
We need to get a campaign of celebrities in whatever
their medium is, musicians, politicians, writers, and
actors, whoever they are.

Even within the nonprofit world, multiple organizations
vying for the same cause get competitive. We forget that
we’re all fighting for the same things. It’s wild. It happens with every cause. They turn against each other
fighting for the same positive—you start with a mission
to improve the world and to better people, and then you
fight each other.
Martirosyan: It’s different personality types.

Wood: So you need to fight alongside each other. That’s
what I want to do more, a coalition. It doesn’t matter
where it’s located.
Cooper: Most of it should just be web-based.

Wood: That’s what it probably will be. I want to have
swag, the t-shirt-water bottle world. That’s the
biggest—I’ve seen people do a t-shirt for water conservation and they raise $10,000 in a day just by selling tshirts.
Martirosyan: Don’t they have to wash t-shirts with
water?
(laughter)

Wood: You’re not supposed to wash them. You’re
54
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supposed to wear them without ever washing them.
That’s the goal.

Martirosyan: (laughs) Remember “DARE to keep kids
off drugs”? I think that the t-shirt campaign might have
put them on the map.
Wood: I had a DARE shirt. And you’d see the kids
wearing the shirts smoking pot after school.
(laughter)

They loved the irony.

The statistic is that one in five people suffers from mental illness. That’s astounding when you then look at, of
that percentage—for men, too, specifically, men in my
age group, the statistics on who seeks help; it’s the lowest number, in the teens. If one in five people suffer
from it, one in 200, I think that’s the stat I most recently
read, actually gets help. That’s a lot of untreated people.

Cooper: Recently mental health parity passed. I wonder
how Arizona’s health system is managing.

Wood: It’s disheartening when you see that a program
that is in place with the intention of being able to get
people the help they need in those moments is not doing
that. It’s very sad.
Even if you Google organizations, it takes a second of
scrolling down the page to even find them. If you’re looking—because I did. I pounded the internet for resources. I
called organizations that were in Ohio that could help me
with understanding the law, called nonprofits. Everyone
said, “That’s awful. I don’t know what to tell you.” Doing
that over and over again, it’s mind-boggling that there’s
not enough of a system in place to fix that.
It took me a long time to get myself into therapy. We
need to think of going to therapy as—
Cooper: —going to the gym.

Wood: As regularly as going to the gym. It’s so essential. Our minds are so fragile and so important to the rest
of our health. If our minds go, our other health deteriorates. It’s so easy to see where that’s the thing that we’re
scared to try to fix. Schools that check their kids for
vision and have fitness evaluations, there’s no reason
they couldn’t have mental screening. There’s no reason
we couldn’t have the same thing for workplace requirements of employment, that they try to get people help.
It’s hard. The ADA sort of protects people once they’ve
been wrongfully eliminated from the workplace they
stand beside them, but there’s nothing in terms of keeping them from getting to—
Cooper: There are five main components to the law,
and none of them address this issue.

Wood: No. It slips right through. It’s such a massive
undertaking to want to overhaul the mental health perspective of an entire population. How do you do that?
Cooper: It would take weeks.
(laughter)

Wood: Minutes a day at least!

Cooper: As you were saying that, It takes different
departments within the government, is MHA lobbying
for screening within schools?
Wood: They are pushing hard for that.
Martirosyan: That’s good.

Wood: And they just launched an early draft of a bill
that’s a step in the right direction, but it’s missing the
central components that will put more money into the
researcher, into the state programs, and make it so that if
people want help they can get it. Even trying to find a
therapist is such a difficult task. I asked around for recommendations. If you go online and search for in-network providers, I saw someone’s picture on their page;
it was a picture of their dog, a headshot. For the bio, it
was a dog. How do you find someone who’ll help you
and whom you’ll trust with your entire mental well
being based on a picture?
Cooper: It’s not just mental health. The healthcare
system—
Wood: Oh, my gosh, absolutely.

Cooper: And to try to find out if that physician is good
or not.

Wood: “Psychology Today” has a therapist finder. You
can look at ratings.
Cooper: How do you trust the information? You can
have people who are upset about everything, nobody
can do anything right and they write negative reviews.
Do I make an opinion from someone who didn’t like a
doctor’s personality?

Wood: And there’s a lot of bad out there, too. Or bad
fits. I remember having a phone call, I called someone
by weeding through the web, maybe three times over
the past four years, I decided I was going to start therapy, and I sought it out, spent hours looking and trying to
find somebody, and every single time I would hit the
same point where I was like, “I don’t trust anybody.”
And I would just not go. And I feel like that happens in
all different facets of health. It’s so hard to find the right
provider.

I had a phone call with a therapist who was unbelievable.
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I wanted to talk to her on the phone first and see what
her practice was like, how she interacted with patients. I
told her a little bit about myself and what I was going
through, and she got agitated and was like, “Do you
want to book an appointment or not?”

Cooper: I thought most of them were allowing you to
get 20 minutes free consultation.

Wood: It was unbelievable. I ended up saying, “You
know what? I can tell this isn’t the right fit. I’m sorry I
wasted your time.” It was beyond me that someone in
that practice would make you uncomfortable as they
tried to bring you in so that they can work with you.

(laughter)

Cooper: It wasn’t billable for her.

Maybe I’m in the wrong city.
(laughter)

I think there’s a lot of bad selling in Los Angeles.

Cooper: How long did you talk to her? A couple, three
hours?

Wood: (laughs) It was four or five minutes. By that time
I had told her my insurance company. She asked who I
was with and I told her, and I asked her where her office
was, and then she got agitated.
Cooper: That quick?

Wood: Yeah, she wanted me to just book. Amazing.
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Wood: That’s what her page said. “Call or email for a
free 20-minute consultation.”
Martirosyan: Poor phone side manner.

When is the MHA conference you are participating in?
Wood: In June, we’re doing a panel session.

Martirosyan: Is Ashley Judd part of that as well?
Wood: She’s the chair of the committee I’m on.

Cooper: Joe Pantoliano has a campaign called, “No
kidding! Me, too!” While he was talking to people and
sharing stories about mental health, he would hear, “No
kidding? Me, too, my uncle has—” That’s where he
came up with the name. You mentioned collaborations,
Joey is a good person to work with.
Wood: It’s daunting. I wake up every day with the frustration of feeling that I can’t do enough. It’s good to
know about Joey. Thank you.
abilitymagazine.com/Joey-Pants-Interview
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AN Consultants respond to a variety of inquiries
from employers about the ADA rules related to
asking for medical information in response to
receiving an accommodation request. Sometimes
employers are uneasy about making medical
inquiries and requesting medical documentation. The
ADA does not require employers to request medical
information after receiving a request for accommodation. However, in some situations, employers feel compelled to request medical information because sometimes the disability and need for accommodation are not
known or obvious. As part of the process of determining
if an individual is eligible to receive accommodations,
an employer has the right to know if that person has a
substantially limiting medical impairment. Requesting
medical information is one way to learn this.

J

In its enforcement guidance on Reasonable Accommodation and Undue Hardship under the ADA, the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) makes
clear that employers are permitted to ask for reasonable
documentation about an employee’s disability and limitations when the medical impairment and/or need for
accommodation are not obvious (see question 6). When an
accommodation request is received, how does an employer decide when it makes sense to ask for medical information, and what information is really needed to process
a request? There are no simple answers to these questions because each accommodation situation is unique.
It’s really about knowing what you don’t know and
understanding the impact medical documentation may
(or may not) have on making reasonable accommodation
58
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decisions. The following questions and tips may help:

What is known about the individual’s medical impairment?

When the impairment is obvious, medical documentation may not be necessary. For example, if an employee who uses a wheelchair requests that his desk be
raised as an accommodation, the impairment and need
for accommodation are obvious. Medical documentation about the impairment will not be necessary, but
information regarding the appropriate desk height will
be. The individual with the disability may be able to
provide the information that is needed in order to
implement the accommodation.
Tip: When the impairment and need for accommodation are
known or obvious, consider focusing on gathering detailed
information about the accommodation, rather than requesting
unnecessary medical information.

When the impairment is not obvious, employers may
request documentation that verifies the existence of an
impairment (e.g., learning disability, seizure disorder,
mental health impairment, back injury, etc.), that the
impairment affects a major life activity (e.g., reading,
concentrating, interacting with others, lifting, etc.), and
is substantially limiting in some way. For example, if an
employee shares that she is having difficulty meeting
the employer’s attendance policy because of the sideeffects of medication but has never disclosed a disability
before, it may be necessary to gather information about
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the individual’s medical impairment and limitations,
how her ability to meet the attendance policy is affected,
and what accommodation is needed.
Tip: When the impairment and need for accommodation are
not known or obvious, begin by asking the individual for more
detailed information about his/her medical impairment. If the
employee cannot provide the necessary information, then
medical documentation can be useful. Using the example
above, it may be useful to ask what side-effects the employee
is experiencing, how the medication affects her ability to get to
work on time, and what type of accommodation is suggested?
Under the ADA, in response to an accommodation
request, an employer may ask what impairment is
involved, why medication is needed, and its impact on
job performance. An individual may be asked to obtain
a letter from his or her healthcare provider (or to complete ADA paperwork) that verifies the existence of an
impairment, includes details regarding the individual’s
limitations, and explains why accommodation is needed
at this time.

What is known about the individual’s limitations and how the limitations affect performance of job duties, or ability to meet performance/conduct standards?
In order to effectively process an accommodation
request, it is important to have at least a basic understanding of how limitations impact the performance of
job functions (or ability to meet standards). For example, if an employee discloses that she has a back injury,
has a lifting restriction, and needs light duty, then more
information will be needed in order to proceed in the
accommodation process.

What is the lifting restriction (e.g., 10 lbs., 20 lbs.)?
What specific job duties are impacted? What is meant by
“light duty”? There is no universal definition of “light
duty” and so the healthcare provider should explain what
“light duty” means with respect to the individual and his
or her ability to perform job duties. Is the lifting restriction temporary or permanent? Is the need for light duty
temporary or permanent? In this type of situation, medical information may be needed to verify the existence of
the back impairment and to gain a better understanding
of the individual’s specific restrictions as recommended
by the healthcare provider.

Tip: When medical information is requested, ask specific jobrelated medical questions about the individual’s limitations and
ability to perform job duties. Simply sending the employee to a
healthcare provider with a job description is not likely to yield
the most useful information. By addressing the specific workrelated limitations, sufficient information will more likely be
obtained early-on in the process.

What is known about the need for accommodation?

If the need for accommodation is apparent, talk to the
individual about his or her specific needs. Discuss the
type of accommodation (e.g., schedule modification,
intermittent leave, work from home, work-related equipment, etc.) and how the individual believes the accommodation will enable him or her to perform job duties,
or meet performance/conduct standards. If the need for
accommodation is understood, the type of accommodation is clear, and a change can easily be implemented,
then medical documentation regarding the need for
accommodation may not be necessary.
If the need for accommodation is not apparent, confirmation may be requested from the healthcare provider
that a change is needed at work due to a medical
impairment. For example, if an employee requests a
space heater because she has rheumatoid arthritis that is
exacerbated by below average indoor temperatures at
work, the employer may seek confirmation from the
healthcare provider that the accommodation is needed
due to her medical impairment. Employers may ask
what limitations are causing work-related issues and
what, if any, suggestions the healthcare provider has for
accommodation. Healthcare providers may not always
know what accommodations will benefit the individual,
or may not have time to provide detailed information.
JAN Consultants can help employers, individuals with
disabilities, healthcare providers, and others, identify
accommodation solutions.

Tip: If an employee with a disability requests a modification or
equipment at work that employees without disabilities are provided as a benefit of employment, the employee with a disability should not be asked to provide medical information to
receive the same benefit simply because it is requested due to
a medical impairment. Employers make modifications for
employees for many reasons (e.g., schedule change, work
from home, ergonomic equipment, etc.). Employees with disabilities should not be held to a different standard to receive
the same benefits or privileges as employees who have not
disclosed a disability.

Knowing when to request medical information can be
tricky. Remember, the ADA does not require employers
to request medical information. Before asking, consider
the impact the information will (or will not) have on
effectively processing an accommodation request. The
individual who requested the accommodation is often a
good source of information about the disability and
accommodations. If the individual cannot provide the
necessary information, then medical documentation can
be useful. The key is to only ask for information that is
needed to process the accommodation request.

For more information about requesting medical information
or engaging in the interactive accommodation process,
please contact JAN to speak (800 526-7234 voice, 877
781-9403 tty) with a consultant, or go to AskJAN.org.

by Tracie DeFreitas, M.S., Lead Consultant, ADA Specialist
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ACROSS

1. Comedian helped wife recover from breast cancer, Ray ____
3. Chairwoman Tower Cancer Research Foundation, Nancy ___
9. It used to be the USSR
11. Someone who gives to others
13. Commissioner of the Rehabilitation Services Administration,
helping people with disabilities find emoployment, Janet ____
14. Inspirational spark
17. Emotional intelligence (abbr.)
18. Opportunity
20. Played a vet in a wheelchair in “Born on the Fourth of July”
24. “____ Jude” Beatles song
25. Job in “Ocean’s Eleven”
26. Dissenting votes
27. Before noon
28. Island setting for “Eat, Pray, Love”
29. Critically acclaimed South Korean film about a romance
between a disabled man and a woman with cerebral palsy
33. “To Kill a Mockingbird” author Harper __
34. Co-star with the actor in 34 down
36. “J Edgar” group
38. See 41 down
40. Singer Bob Marley was one
42. Dietitian’s stat
43. Cool
44. Girl in a wheelchair who plays a Muppet character in the
Israeli version of Sesame Street
45. Soprano with undiagnosed illness singing on global stages
46. Encourage
48. The Lakers and Warriors are part of it, abbr.
49. Jennings of ‘Jeopardy!’
50. Famous operatic with disability on the streets of Charleston
51. On your own
52. ___ caching

DOWN

1. “First name of the singer who sang “Maggie May”
2. Repeated word in a famous Mama and Papas title
4. “___ say!”
5. Bilbo and Sam, for example
6. “On the rocks” item
7. Fine
8. Reverent wonder
10. SNL segments
12. _____ Pimental, public speaker whose hearing disability from
the Vietnam war led to him becoming and activist for the ADA
15. French for of
16. Top card
18. 1968 film where Cliff Robertson starred and won an Oscar
playing an intellectually disabled man
19. Enclose
21. Brazilian grand prix town
22. Land of the brave and free
23. Coast Guard officer, abbr.
25. 50th state
30. Computer department
31. Beatles’ album title
32. He was a child star when he played Arnie, a developmentally
disabled character, in “What’s Eating Gilbert Grape”
34. Kirk or Michael
35. The hero of “Tommy” was called the “____ wizard”
36. Chinese painter with Tourette and prestigious artist, Liu ____
37. Watson’s partner in discovering DNA
39. Comedian from Seinfeld, Bones and Happyish, who is an
advocate for people with disabilities, goes with 38 across
41. It might go with a suit
44. Wine tasting action
47. Comic character, __ man
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