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I never really saw my parents deal with the crap I face.
Okay, there were little things like a broken window or a
garbage disposal problem, but these mini events were
few and seemed to correct themselves. I’d go to bed,
wake up and everything was back to normal. Now, when
I wake up, reality is sitting at the foot of the bed saying,
“Ready for more?” Then it laughs like a loon. Unlike
me, it knows what’s coming. This morning’s present: cat
puke on the carpet. Even kitty has turned on me.
Everybody deals with crises in his or her own way. I try
to ignore them until they go away. People always tell me
that’s not a good strategy. I ignore them until they go away.

amn, life is hard. What happened? When I was
a boy I couldn’t wait to be an adult. All the
grown-ups I knew drove cars, went to R-rated
movies and had plenty of money to spend
however they wanted. Then, somewhere along the line, I
took the leap into adulthood myself, and it’s turned out
to be the biggest mistake I ever made.
It was like being invited into a Hansel and Gretel candy
house, only to find out the treats are made of Styrofoam.
It was like a Happy Meal with no toy. It was like going
out with the woman of your dreams and discovering
she’s a dude.
I just wanted to live in a beautiful house, drive a nice
car and be happy with all the millions I made. But God’s
always got his hand on the rug, ready to yank it at the
slightest sign of my contentment.
When I was on the outside, clamoring to get into this
wretched adults-only club, nobody mentioned the
unending series of crises poised to bite you in the butt.
Life is relentless. As soon as you put out one fire, another flares up. Life becomes a Whac-A-Mole game, and
there are too many moles to whack, leaving molehills to
blossom into mountains.
My problems can all be sorted into two categories:
migraines and tension headaches. Migraines include my
finances, relationships and career. These are the ones
that constantly nag me. I get fired. My spouse leaves. I
don’t have six bucks for Starbucks.
Tension headaches, on the other hand, are those glitches
that blindside me, disrupting my day or mood: the unexpected cold sore; the backed-up toilet; the teenager who
has to be bailed out of the pokey. These mind-troubling
hitches come in waves and usually cost me several days
as I foam the runway.
I never worried about any of these things when I was a
kid. Now look at me, the punk who couldn’t wait to
grow up: I went from dodgeball to dodging bills.
6
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My favorite form of problem-solving is to take a deep
breath and hide under the covers. Mail? I throw it away.
If it’s important, they’ll write back. The key is to keep
pushing your problems back until one day they become
one humongous, insurmountable ball of fire rolling
toward you. Then you step aside, change your identity
and move far, far away.
I don’t wish problems on other people, but it’s good to
know they have them too. The fact that others wallow in
misery brings sadistic comfort. Think of how bad you
would feel if you were the only one with problems. I say,
throw everyone into the pool; I don’t want to drown alone.
It’s also nice when someone tells you about their problems and they’re 10 times worse than your own. “My
teenage daughter is pregnant” trumps “My poodle ran
away.” Of course you toss in a few words of consolation, but if you’re the one with the poodle in that conversation, that grandfather-to-be just made your day.
Ah, schadenfreude, what would I do without you?
I’m sure cavemen had difficulties, too. The fire went
out. The kids drew on the wall. Life insurance was too
expensive. Come on! Trials and tribulations have
always been a part of life throughout time. Take Job
from the Bible. Now, that fella had setbacks. Loses all
his money. His livestock and children die. Body covered
in boils. We’re talking pain and suffering. And, worst of
all, his wife is a hater. Ol’ Job summed up the plight of
the responsible adult perfectly: “I have no peace, no
quietness. I have no rest. Only trouble comes.”
No, the brochure about the freedoms of adulthood is
tantamount to those scammy businesses where they
claim that you can make $8,000 a week while sitting at
your home computer. You shell out $62 for the stuff
that tells you how to become the next millionaire
and—booyah!—you’re $62 poorer.
Maybe kids are smarter these days. Many of them are in
their 40s, living under their parents’ roof, which reminds
me: My ceiling is leaking. Better call Mommy and
Daddy and see if I can get a loan.
“Ham on
a Roll”

by Jeff Charlebois
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ecently I did interviews with CNN and Fitness magazine, where the same topic kept coming up: How
do I balance work and play?
That’s a good question, and I answer it differently than
when I first started racing.
Back when I was 7 years old, Mom and Dad took care of
everything for me. They planned all the races I attended,
packed up our motorhome, and called me when it was
time to hop in, which made me feel like I was just going
along for the ride. We’d show up at the race, and I’d hang
out with my friends until it was time to compete.
Over the last 5 years that I have raced professionally,
though, more of the weight has fallen on my shoulders.
Now I travel all over the US and sometimes overseas.
As an athlete I now know that I can’t just show up; it’s
important for me to train for my sport, eat right and get
in some exercise. I had to learn to plan ahead, so I’m not
far from home without something that I really need.
As I supervise most of my travel these days, I’ve discovered that I have a definite way that I like to do
things. While Mom still takes care of booking the trips,
and Dad helps me figure out the best places to ride, I
still have a big say in what we do and how we do it.
For instance, most of my racing during the season is
done on Saturdays. So if there are no special “press”
days, I arrange to arrive at the location some time on
Friday, early enough to relax and get used to my surroundings. After the race I like to head back home or
down to my trainer’s house—both in Florida—on Sunday, depending on how my schedule looks for the week.
When I am away from home I have to plan my meals. If I
am taking my truck or the motorhome down to my trainer’s place, I can bring healthy food with me, which
includes a lot of protein because I ride a lot and need to
keep going without getting worn out. If I am flying somewhere for a race or a photo shoot and don’t know the area,
I try to scope nearby restaurants and grocery stores by
using the internet or talking to friends before I get

there. If I can get a room with a kitchen that is great
because then I’ll know exactly what I am eating.
If I am going to be somewhere for a while, I make sure
the hotel has a fitness center. You would be surprised
how many times I have shown up to a hotel only to find
out they don’t have a place to work out. I can adapt my
workouts to the machines they have, but if they don’t
have any I am stuck. Now that I am a little older and a
little smarter, I know to check that out ahead of time.
I am also a great packer. I have been traveling for so
long that if I am only going for a couple of days, I can
fit everything into my backpack. Of course, if I’m racing that’s a different story because I need gear and helmet and boots, etc, which translates into a big suitcase.
The most important thing about traveling is to be flexible, remain calm and figure it out as I go. I have had a
car rental denied me—oops too young—even though I
called ahead and happen to drive for a living. I’ve been
lost and without food, and even had my gear misplaced
right before an important race. But if I keep a level head
and have my family on speed-dial, most of these issues
are solvable. As the crisis passes, I let it go and laugh,
heading on to my next adventure.
People have asked me about boyfriends—I’ve had a few
off and on. It is hard to maintain a relationship and be a
professional athlete; guys get upset if I can’t be with
them or if I don’t text right back. I’m ok with it. I know
when the right guy comes along, he will understand.
When I am not riding and racing I like to hang out with
my friends. I know people keep telling me, “You’re 21
now, you should party. But when you’re an athlete you
don’t necessarily want to party. I save a lot of that until
the off season, when I travel, snowboard, go to amusement parks, skydive, etc. As you have probably figured
out by now, I like to keep it moving.
ashleyfiolek.com

CNN interview
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Choice Option is a state-optional program,
rather than a mandatory one.
The services available through the Community First Choice Option include services to assist individuals with activities of
daily living (ADLs), instrumental activities
of daily living (IADLs) and health-related
tasks through hands-on assistance, supervision or cueing.
ADLs include eating, toileting, grooming,
dressing, bathing and transferring. IADLs
include meal planning and preparation;
managing finances; shopping for food,
clothing and other essential items, as well
as performing essential household chores.
Health-related tasks are defined as those
that can be delegated or assigned by
licensed health-care professionals under
state law to be performed by an attendant.

Americans With Disabilities Deserve Choices
Dear ABILITY readers,
The Affordable Care Act includes a number of provisions
intended to benefit individuals with disabilities. One of
the most important of these is the Community First
Choice Option, which represents a significant step toward
removing institutional bias in the Medicaid program.
Recently, the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services
published the final rule for implementation of the Community First Choice Option. It is a new, state-optional
program that will provide home- and community-based
attendant services and supports for certain individuals
with disabilities. They must be eligible for an institutional
level of care under Medicaid. In states that adopt the
Community First Choice Option, eligible individuals will
have the choice to receive attendant services and supports
within their home and community, rather than in a nursing home or other institutional setting.
As an incentive to adopt the program, states that select
the Community First Choice Option will receive
increased federal matching funds—an additional 6 percent—for the costs associated with the program.
Many of you may remember our prior legislative efforts to
remove the institutional bias in the Medicaid program,
through many years of advocacy on MiCASSA (Medicaid
Community Attendant Services and Supports Act), and its
successor, the Community Choice Act. The Community
Choice Option incorporates all the essential pieces of
these bills; the only difference is that the Community First
10
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These are services that are provided by an
aide to help with everyday tasks that most
people take for granted. For many people
with disabilities, assistance with these tasks makes a crucial difference between whether they are able to live an
inclusive life within the community or an isolated life in a
nursing home or other institution.
I often think of my nephew, Kelly, who became a paraplegic while serving in the Navy. He receives attendant
services through the Veterans Administration that allow
him to get up in the morning, go to work, operate his own
small business, pay taxes and live in his own home. Now,
with the Community First Choice Option, many others
will have the same opportunity as Kelly to receive these
services, be independent and pursue a career.
It was in Olmstead vs. L.C. that the US Supreme Court
held that the unnecessary institutionalization of individuals with disabilities constitutes discrimination, while the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires that
individuals with disabilities be given the choice to receive
their long-term services and supports in home- and community-based settings, rather than only in institutional
settings.
However, the problem has been that under current law,
Medicaid is required to pay for nursing-home care or
other institutional care for an individual with a disability,
but the state has no similar obligation to pay for the same
person to receive his or her care at home. This has made
the promise of the Olmstead decision hollow for the residents of many states.
While most states provide some home- and communitybased services through Medicaid waiver programs, these
programs are usually limited—with caps for costs, caps
for the number of people served and limits on the specific
disabilities that are covered.

The Community First Choice
Option is a real opportunity to
change that. States choosing the
Community First Choice Option
will be required to provide homeand community- based attendant
services and supports to all eligible
individuals. The services would be
provided regardless of age or disability, in the most integrated setting
appropriate for the individual, and
would be available statewide for eligible individuals.
But the Community First Choice
Option is an optional Medicaid program—not a mandatory one. Each
state will need to make a decision
on whether to take it up. That's
where I need your help—to make
sure that officials in each state know
about the importance of choosing
the Community First Choice Option.
You can play a powerful role in persuading as many of your legislators
as possible to participate in the
Community First Choice Option.
The costs of taking this path would
be mostly offset by the benefits of
having people with disabilities who
are employed, paying taxes and contributing to the economy, especially
given that the federal government is
paying an increased share of the
costs of the program, compared to
other Medicaid services. With appropriate community services and supports, we can fulfill the great goals
of the ADA: equal opportunity, full
participation, independent living and
economic self-sufficiency.
Sincerely,

Senator Tom Harkin
Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA) is Chairman of the
Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee
harkin.senate.gov
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think you’re viewed to be more serious when you
stand while lecturing,” says Ruan Wenping. He currently teaches the children of the Yao, a group of
about 2.6 million ethnic people who reside in a grouping
of provinces along China’s mountainous southern border.

Sweating heavily, Ruan lifts his body from his wheelchair, holding tight to his walker so he can greet his students. Sometimes he uses one hand on a desk to steady
himself, while using the other hand to write on the
blackboard. Though his legs ache and tremble, he continues relentlessly to teach six classes a day.

When he arrived in Xiajia Town in 1994, he was met
with much animosity by the locals and more work than
any man could typically manage. Single-handedly, he
revived an old school house and gave the local children,
who knew little more than how to herd sheep, an opportunity to gain an education. It was the first time any of
the children had such an extraordinary opportunity since
1991 when Nian'en Primary School closed.

When Ruan was a year old he contracted polio, which
led to paralysis. Born in the nearby Longfeng Village of
Xiajia Town in 1979, he brought hope to his parents that
he would one day distinguish himself as a learned man.
To aid those hopes and prayers, they gave him a name
that means: “owning a diploma and being learned.”
Early in life, however, Ruan faced many challenges.

12
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Ruan and his wife, Huiqin, teach
together at the school. They have
their own son and are guardians
to three orphans.
.

Aside from contracting the condition that left him
unable to walk, his father became ill in 1985 and lost his
sight. Several years later his mother, the only family
member who was working, died tragically in a car accident. This left no one to care financially for the family.
Ruan, the second of three siblings, was forced to leave
school and work as a farmer to help support his family.
Even though times were tough, he still dreamed of the
day he could return to school. He was a curious boy by
nature and often stood quietly outside classrooms at a
local school listening to the lessons being taught. Sometimes the teacher allowed him in to sit and listen to the
lectures. Ruan was so eager to participate, he would
reply to the teacher’s questions before any of the other
students had an opportunity.
One of the teachers managed to persuade Ruan’s father
to allow the young man to return to school on a more
permanent basis. After deep contemplation, his father
finally relented. Ruan returned to school at the
advanced age of 12. When it was time to enroll in college though, the family could not afford the tuition. His
window of opportunity slowly closed before him and
there was little he could do about it.

A CLASS OF FIVE STUDENTS
In his early adult life, Ruan became a substitute teacher.
He earned a modest salary but that did not bother him.
He enjoyed his work and his enthusiasm for teaching
gleamed in his students. Within the short time he taught,
his students improved in all their studies. Unfortunately,
because he was only a temporary employee, his teaching assignment eventually ended when the regular
teacher assigned to the class returned.
After that he was assigned to another school. This time
14
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he was met with far more obstacles than simply teaching
children. The first day alone tested him beyond his
breaking point. It took him an unbelievable four hours
to make the journey to the school. The narrow rock
stairway leading to the building played havoc on Ruan's
walker. The long journey up the stairs alone left him
exhausted, but what he found inside the school took his
breath away.
The school was in utter shambles. The walls were a
splintered mess and served as a home for cobwebs and
creatures alike. The chipped blackboard hardly resembled a blackboard at all. The desks and chairs were scattered in pieces around the classroom. A leg of a chair in
one corner, a desk top in another, it resembled more of a
graveyard of lost educational dreams. The playground
was the worst of all; it was little more than an abandoned lot full of knee-high weeds.
More than 10 teachers attempted to teach at the school,
but all failed. None stayed due to the substandard teaching conditions. No one had the drive and determination
to rebuild the school. But Ruan saw great potential. His
determination swelled inside him, forcing him to make
the best of a bad situation regardless of the school's
dilapidation and lack of supplies. As soon as he saw the
school he decided to dedicate himself to the task of
transforming the school into something spectacular.
Education? What was that? The local children had no
concept of academics. A typical day for a child was
spent tending the family’s sheep; hidden away from a
world full of knowledge. Ruan’s first task, and one of
his hardest, was to persuade local parents that their children deserved an education. His unrelenting effort was
like that of the teacher long ago who convinced his
father to allow him to return to school.

Ruan playing on the Ping Pong
table he built for the children.

On some days Ruan’s walker refused to cooperate, forcing him to make the trek on his hands and knees. One
time he fell on his journey to the school. Instead of the
villagers helping him up, they laughed at him. Some
even called out:
“Look at the cripple! He can't even take care of himself.
How can he teach our children?”

weeds. They were eager to learn. He set to work immediately teaching them Mandarin, math, gym, music, art
and science.
“Children learned a lot in school, and then they would
tell their parents what they had learned when they went
home,” Ruan remembers. Education filtered down from
students to parents, then parents to neighbors and so on.

“I was so sad to hear that,” Ruan recalls. In spite of the
ridicule he spent more than a month visiting nearly 100
families throughout five of the Yao villages. “Some villagers were aware of why I was there, so if they saw me
from a distance, they would close their doors immediately,” says Ruan. “They refused to welcome me.”
He grew wise to the situation and began to visit at night.
Villagers seemed to be more at ease with having a visitor in the evening versus during the day. Yet this created
a dangerous situation for him. Sometimes it would rain
making the rocky path difficult to navigate in the dark.
A few times the valley flooded. There was so much rain
that the water reached his knees. Ruan had to continue
regardless of the weather. Every eye was on him, gauging his every action and scrutinizing his dedication to
the school.

“Through the villagers’ daily conversations, the parents
gradually began to realize that schooling made sense.
Because of this, enrollment slowly increased.”

“Many villagers just waited. If I insisted on the importance of education, they would send their children to me.”

When Ruan first came to the school, he commuted
between work and home. Even during the thick snow of
winter, Ruan would trudge to the school. Not once did he
miss a day. After some time the commute was taking its
toll on Ruan. He, along with his father, decided to move
into an unused area of the school and make it their home.

Ruan knew how painful it felt to live without knowledge. He wanted so desperately to attend college and
never had an opportunity. He shared his experience with
local villagers in the hopes that it would strike a chord
and explain the importance of having an education.
One month later, five children suddenly appeared in the
classroom that he had taken back from the choking

The number of students has since increased to 60, and
sometimes goes up to 80, since the school opened over
17 years ago. Today Nian'en Primary School is
renowned not only for its quality education but for its
beauty as well.
The year 2011 was an especially eventful one for the
school. It was the first time that Ruan received acknowledgment for his efforts by being awarded second place in
education for the area. In addition, Luo Shou’an, one of
Ruan’s students, was the first villager to attend a university.

HIS SCHOOL - HIS HOME

Since he was always on site, Ruan was able to interact
more with the villagers. Communication proved difficult at first. The Yao have their own language, a language that is not commonly spoken anywhere else. Only
ABILITY 15

a few of the elders knew Mandarin, which made talking
to parents nearly impossible. Over some time though,
Ruan managed to learn the local language. He later created a bilingual course. As soon as children could speak
and understand some common Mandarin, he began giving his lectures completely in that language. “If children
cannot speak Mandarin they won't be able to break
through the restrictions of mountain life,” Ruan said.
Since the grade levels were all mixed in one classroom,
he had to invent new ways to teach all of them at once.
He created a method called combined instruction that
allowed him to give lessons to one grade while the other
grades would prepare for their own lessons. If students
caught on quickly to the information, they could easily
listen in to the higher grade’s lessons and not be bored.
Owing to limited resources, recess initially proved to be
a bit lacking in activity. So Ruan took it upon himself to
buy materials and build a ping-pong table for the students. His father donated funds he earned from selling
pigs to purchase ping-pong balls and a basketball. None
of the children had seen items such as these before.
They often called the basketball “the big ball” and a
ping-pong ball “the small ball.”
Ruan also raised funds to build a large, underground
water tank to store drinking water. He went on to plant a
small vegetable garden. The fresh vegetables were a
welcome change from the plain, boiled noodles he had
eaten over the two earlier years.
“Once in a while, villagers would give me some greens
so that I could make some soup that would last for a
whole day,” Ruan recalls.
In 2005 the local people all gathered to help build new
classrooms. Their school reopened sporting a new
name: Nian’en Primary School,which means, being
grateful to all the helpers and supporters. This serves as
a reminder of what we all can achieve when we work
together.

A WEDDING AT THE SCHOOL
Word of Ruan's efforts spread far and wide. In early
2004, a young teacher named Lu Huiqin had read about
his work in the newspaper. She was impressed by the
strong-minded and kind Ruan portrayed in the articles.
She told her family that she was going to a big city to
find work, but instead she walked across several mountains intending to meet Ruan.
The arrival of the young teacher stunned all, including
Ruan. Since his arrival at the school, he never had the
luxury of a substitute teacher. Lu quickly proved her
place within the school. She took on the role of both
teacher and surrogate mother to the children. She also
grew vegetables, raised chickens and helped with the
housekeeping. Ruan and Lu fell in love and married.
Two clerks from the Bureau of Civil Affairs of Lingyun
16
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County arrived at the school and awarded a marriage
certificate to the young couple.
Their union was sweet and quiet with no large ceremony. Only a traditional antithetical red couplet poem
announcing the couple’s marriage was posted on the
door of one of the classrooms. “We don't care about ceremonies, we only wish to have a peaceful life,” Ruan
explains.
During a simple dinner on their wedding day, Lu made a
toast to her husband and to every one of her friends and
relatives who was present. Her father seemed nervous
during the dinner. He had only heard about the news of
the marriage 10 days prior, and it was the first time he’d
met his son-in-law. But everything has turned out well.
Still to this day Lu and Ruan teach together at the
school. They have their own son and are guardians to
three orphaned children who live with them.

CREATING A LEGACY
Ruan still enjoys teaching, but finds it sad when his students graduate and move on. He offers each one a few
words of advice about staying safe on their journey
through life along with some stationery to keep in touch.
Even seeing an empty classroom after the last lecture of
the year makes Ruan a little wistful. “Children always
go to better places to have better lives, so we cannot
detain them. And then, on the following day, new children sit at those same desks. Students change, and so do
we; we are growing older and older.”
Ruan enjoys when graduates return to wave or say hello.
Every harvest season, villagers bring a variety of vegetables and rice to Ruan’s classroom and secretly place
them under his table. They also donate money and volunteer their efforts to extend the rural road to the gates
of the school. Ruan and Lu have convinced the locals
that not only is there is hope for their children to receive
an education, but one day it may be education that
changes their families’ destinies.
No matter how chaotic the outside world is, Ruan continues to stand at his teaching podium. He is unmatched
in his ability to reach children and encourage their spirits. Ruan is a bright torch illuminating the path of Yao
children’s futures.
by Qu Hui

chinadp.net.cn
This story is the first in a series of articles that will be published as a part
of an exclusive editorial exchange between China Press for People with
Disabilities /Spring Breeze and ABILITY Magazine.

ecently ABILITY’s Chet Cooper traveled to
New York City and met up with Saudi Arabian Princess Sameera Bint Abdullah Al
Faisel Al Farhan AlSaoud. She is the chairperson for both the Saudi Schizophrenia
Charity Association and the Charitable
Society of Autism Families. On the homefront, she’s the
mother of four, including one child with schizophrenia
and another with autism. Cooper and the princess were
joined by her interpreter, Abdulmohsen Al-Otaibi, PhD,
who served as the director of her autism organization for
three years, and is a social philosophy professor of education at King Saud University. He completed his PhD
at Michigan State.
Cooper: What is Saudi Arabia doing to address autism?
Princess Sameera Bint Abdullah Al Faisel Al Farhan
AlSaoud: There is now a law and a system to govern the
care of those with autism in Saudi Arabia. We’ve established a center for autism in Riyadh, and I’m a member
of the Saudi Autistic Society. I invite families every
month to my house to talk, and we’ve also established
the Charitable Society of Autism Families. I want to distribute information to all the universities and hospitals
to increase awareness. I also have a child with autism,
and I show people his picture so they understand my situation and don’t feel a need to hide if they have a child
with a disability.
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Cooper: How old is your son?
Princess Sameera: He’s 21.
Cooper: How old was he in the picture?
Princess Sameera: Which one? We have a lot of pictures,
some before the diagnosis and some after.
Cooper: Is there a difference between the two sets of
pictures?
Princess Sameera: Yes, there is a big difference. Earlier
on, he could concentrate, and then later he began to
turn his face and not make eye contact and he was not
as social.
Cooper: After he was diagnosed, did you seek treatment
for him?
Princess Sameera: Yes. I checked out many places, five
states in the US and other facilities in Germany, Morocco
and Britain among them. Finally, I brought him to Los
Angeles.
Cooper: Wait, you didn’t call me when you were in LA?
Princess Sameera: This was a long time ago, maybe
before you were born. (laughs) So anyway, he stayed in
LA about six months and was admitted to a program for

JoAnne O’Riordan, 15, from Ireland (left), who spoke at a United Nations technology conference,
met Princess Sameera (right) of Saudi Arabia during their travels in New York.

autistic individuals. When I brought him back to Saudi
Arabia, I got him enrolled in another program with four
other typically able kids, and after a year of this mainstreaming experiment, I placed him with kids in a regular school and it was successful.
Cooper: With visiting different facilities around the world,
did you see what seemed to be working and what didn’t?

Cooper: What was her area of concentration?
Dr. Al-Otaibi: Her focus was special education, and the
princess noticed that my wife was interested in autism
issues and invited her to create a class around autism.
My wife got her graduate certificate in autism spectrum
studies from the University of Arkansas. She now works
with the Saudi Arabian cultural mission in Washington,
DC.

Princess Sameera: I think there are three very important
points to consider.

Cooper: You work there together?

Cooper: We only want two.

Dr. Al-Otaibi: Yes.

Princess Sameera: (laughs) One is family. Any center
that works with autistic children should consider their
family first. The second point has to do with training
the autistic child to communicate with others. The
third point is to get students to learn academically,
socially and psychologically.

Cooper: After your wife met the princess, how did you
become involved with the princess’ projects?

The best program I saw was at UCLA, where they set
the standard for research and treatment models for
autism, while optimizing treatment for individuals
with autism.
Cooper: When your son was in the LA program, did
you notice a significant change in him after six months?
Princess Sameera: Yes. He had acquired different skills.
They complemented training he had received with other
kids in a Saudi Arabian program, which was successful,
as well. The Charitable Society for Autism Families in
Saudi Arabia is another resource; each month there are
two meetings for families.
Cooper: That organization started out with meetings in
your home; do you still host those?
Princess Sameera: Just for the volunteers and people
who work with me in the evenings. After sunset, we
write letters to government officials and review newspaper articles written about autism in the mass media.
Some people come around 7 and stay past midnight, and
I have to tell them to go home.

Dr. Al-Otaibi: When I returned home to Saudi Arabia
from DC one time, my wife asked if there was any way
that I could work with her. I had already been writing
articles about autism in Saudi Arabian newspapers, and
so I asked the princess how I could help, especially as
an interpreter in the US or Great Britain or other nonArabic-speaking countries.
She also nominated me to be the director of the Autism
Society, which I was for two years. During my tenure, I
donated my full salary to the society. I am very honored
and proud to work with the princess. She’s an amazing
woman who is making history as an advocate for people
with schizophrenia and autism in the larger Arabian
Gulf region and beyond that within the world. She’s
now working with Autism Speaks in the US.
Cooper: In all of the work that you do around the world,
have you been able to pool what you’ve learned and
bring it home to Saudi Arabia?
Princess Sameera: It is my hope to duplicate some of the
programs I’ve observed in my travels and to create a
similar system in my country. There is one simple thing
that people don’t think of that is very important for
autistic children: a relaxation room. If there are just four
or five students in the same class, and one student gets
anxious or tired, the relaxation room is very important
in the center, as upwards of 80 percent of autistic children have seizures.

Cooper: How long did families meet at your house?
Princess Sameera: Twelve years. Recently the United
Arab Emirates recognized my service by giving me an
award: the Best Woman Volunteer in the Arab world.
Cooper: Congratulations. (Turning to Dr. Al-Otaibi)
How did you and Her Highness meet?
Dr. Abdulmohsen Al-Otaibi: Princess Sameera met my
wife when my wife was studying at the university about
15 years ago.

Cooper: What challenges do you face in making your
center a reality?
Princess Sameera: Finances.
Cooper: The Shafallah Center is funded through the
Qatar Foundation. Do you have a similar foundation
that you can tap?
Princess Sameera: The Ministry of Social Affairs provides services for autistic children, but in many ways
it’s not as far along as the Shafallah Center.
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Princess Sameera, Chet Cooper and Dr. Abdulmohsen
Al-Otaibi discuss international advocacy in the lobby of
the Millenium Hotel in Manhattan.

Cooper: I thought Saudi Arabia had deep pockets.

Princess, Cooper and Al-Otaiba, was curious, and participated in the conversation.

Princess Sameera: (laughs) The country has, but we
need to make our voices heard within the government.

Perry Samowitz: YAI was established in 1957.

Cooper: Do you want me to call someone for you?

Cooper: So you started it?

(laughter)

Perry Samowitz: (laughs) I wasn’t here in 1957, but I
am the longest-serving employee in the agency. I’ve
been here 35 years.

Princess Sameera: Yes, the king.
Cooper: I don’t know if he’ll take my call! (laughter)

Princess Sameera: What kinds of services does YAI
provide?

Princess Sameera: He will welcome you.
Cooper: Let’s go together and interview him for
ABILITY Magazine.
Princess Sameera: Yes, that should be no problem, and
we could talk with him about autism.
Cooper: And maybe that would be a part of our first
issue published for the Arabic world.
Princess Sameera: That would be nice.
After the interview, Princess Sameera, Dr. Al-Otaibi and
Cooper visit the YAI Network, which helps more than
20,000 people with developmental disabilities and their
families daily through its more than 450 programs. YAI
is headquartered in New York but is international in
scope. Perry Samowitz, the organization’s director of
education and training, greets them. A woman, who
walked into the building at the same time as the
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Samowitz: We provide community-based services. As
you probably know, years ago people in the US with
intellectual and developmental disabilities were put into
institutions. But in the 1970s, there was a lawsuit
against the state of New York, and the judge ruled that
those institutions had to close, and tens of thousands of
people had to be resettled within the community. That
was no easy feat.
When I started, we ran group homes of up to 10 or 15
people living together. The judge also said that they
couldn’t just sit around; they had to be given something
useful to do. (To the woman) Were you one of the first
moms whose child was involved in that transition?
Woman: No, we’ve only been involved with YAI for
25 years.
Samowitz: Welcome! (laughter) So as I was saying, we
had people living in group homes, and we had to look for

work opportunities for them if they were higher-functioning. If they weren’t as high-functioning, they would go
into what we called day programs, which has evolved into
volunteer work in the community. They may not be highfunctioning enough to secure a paid job, but they can still
be productive. We believe everyone can be productive.
When we went to Jordan, we met Prince Raad, who’s a
wonderful man. We’ve all gotten very close. At that
point in Jordan, they only had institutions. And Prince
Raad said to us, “Can you help us? We would like to do
in Jordan what YAI did in New York.” He also visited
our clinics. We have special health clinics that serve
people with developmental disabilities. The prince saw
that and wanted to establish similar facilities in Jordan,
also. If someone has to go to a dentist and they have
autism, what’s it like for them to be in a dentist chair?
Princess Sameera: And what’s it like for the dentist?
Samowitz: Right. So we had to specially train the dentists,
doctors and nurses.
Princess Sameera: Do you charge fees for your services?
Samowitz: No, the government pays. We also started
preschools, because you can’t wait until someone’s an
adult to help them when they have a developmental disability. Early support makes a big difference. So if they’re
able to diagnose a child when it is born, they often will
call us and we will begin to work. We’ll do assessments,
offer in-home support for the families and early intervention. We have preschools to help children get a head start,
and many of them wind up going to regular school.
Woman: I just want to talk about the support that YAI
gives to the parents and the families. Very often, parents who have a child with difficulties don’t know
what to do. One of the great benefits of YAI is their
outreach to parents and the informal network of parents which has grown up around it and who are able to
partake of YAI services. This includes support groups
in which parents get together and speak freely. One
thing that was valuable to me was a free course on
applied behavior analysis.
Samowitz: We try to support a range of needs. We look
at the big picture, from when a person is born until the
day they die. One of the people I first worked with, who
was 60 years old when I first met her and was in an
institution, ultimately got married and lived to be 92.
She passed away just recently. We supported her over
the years.
Princess Sameera: How many people do you serve?
Samowitz: We serve about 20,000 people a day, but that
could mean something as simple as someone going to
the dentist. Or it could mean a person who lives in one
of our group homes—we have 5,000 of them—who

goes to a day program, uses the clinic and gets a ton of
services.
Princess Sameera: Are you just in New York?
Samowitz: YAI is funded mostly through New York
State. We have programs in New Jersey, Puerto Rico
and the Virgin Islands. But most of our work is in New
York. We’re one of the biggest agencies in the country.
Woman: And one of the best.
Samowitz: That sounds better coming from one of our
parents.
Woman: Absolutely one of the best.
Samowitz: We do international work, as I said. We’ve
been to the United Arab Emirates. We’re going to Saudi
Arabia. We have a lot of people with expertise, a lot of
staff who can help. We began the process in Jordan. We
helped the Jordanians open their first two group homes.
It’s been a great honor for us to go to the Middle East.
It’s good for everybody.
You can learn more about our agency through the tour
we’re going to give you shortly. We’ll go downstairs and
see two schools, one clinic, one rehabilitation center and
one employment program.
Princess Sameera: How is YAI organized?
Samowitz: We have eight agencies in one. We provide
education, employment, health services, group homes,
day programs as well as day treatment program.
Cooper: Is each one a separate 501(c)3?
Samowitz: Yes. The network is made up of different
agencies. Each agency focuses on a certain area.
Princess Sameera: But they are separate?
Samowitz: That’s right. How do you see us helping you
in Saudi Arabia, given what we’re doing? What do you
think the needs are?
Princess Sameera: We could benefit from information
about how you formed, what services you provide, as
well as your strategy for reaching people.
Samowitz: A lot of that is on our website, which is
extensive. But if it’s not there, we can provide it.
Princess Sameera: You mentioned designing system
changes. Can you expand on that?
Samowitz: We help agencies design system changes.
The best example I can give is Jordan, when Prince
Raad asked us to go there and look at the programs and
ABILITY 21

Princess Sameera tours several NY
organizations, learns about their programs,
and gets ideas to take home to her country.

services that the Jordanians were offering at that time.
So we toured the country and gave him an assessment.
We were honestly a bit shocked. We didn’t want to be
the bearer of bad news, but Prince Raad said, “Tell us
the truth.” So we met with him and told him what we
saw, which was not good for the most part. He then
asked a minister of social development to meet with us;
she, too, was surprised at our findings.
Princess Sameera: Did you present your information in
Arabic?
Samowitz: Our slides were in Arabic and in English.
Everything we did was translated immediately: all the
written materials, the videos that we used. The people who
were listening to us were seeing and hearing it in Arabic.
Cooper: So what happened?
Samowitz: They built a new institution in Jordan. So we
said, “Whoa! Wait a second. Don’t move people into
that building. Don’t take them out of society and segregate them. We can help you make it into a multipurpose
center. You can make this into a school, an employment
center, a community center, but don’t use it as an institution. Now we’re moving them in the right direction,
but it takes time.
Princess Sameera: How much does the government give
you to operate each year?
Samowitz: The rates are based upon the needs of each
person. So someone with more needs—more profoundly
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disabled or more severely autistic—is going to require
more services. So the rate for that person, I’ll make up a
number, because it’s a little tricky, but it could be
$150,000 a year.
Princess Sameera: Are you a government agency?
Samowitz: No, we are a non-governmental organization
(NGO) funded through the government. In Jordan, the
government seemed to pay for everything, while in the
Emirates that was not the case. It was all private money.
At least that’s what we were told.
Cooper: The princess is looking for services that she
could take to Saudi Arabia and make a cost analysis of
what she might ask the Saudi government to do.
Samowitz: I don’t think it will be expensive. We’re not
looking to profit from the services we offer. We’re just
looking for some expenses to be covered, such as
international travel, hotel accommodations and certain
expenses. We never do it for the money.
We have consultants who can travel there, do the training and assess how to change the system to meet the
needs of the people. We teach the model that we use,
and yet we allow for cultural differences. But the point
is to change the system and improve it.
Princess Sameera: We are capable of doing that. We
discussed it last year, and I’m in the process of negotiating the terms. We have to change the whole system, the
ideas and the attitudes. We’re capable of it. I will talk to

the minister of health about the potential programs that
can be provided. Tell me, do you have a program that
can benefit those with intellectual disabilities?
Samowitz: Yes. That’s the population that we work with
for the most part.
Princess Sameera: Why do you call yourselves YAI?
Samowitz: Back in 1957, when the organization was
founded, a group of parents approached a professional
and said, “Our children are leaving high school and they
have nothing to do. They live at home.” So they started
a Young Adult Institute to help these youths get started
in life and find jobs. So that’s where it started, the original name. We’ve since buried it in the sand. (laughter)
Princess Sameera: We would need services as well that
would address the needs of those with autism and
schizophrenia.
Samowitz: We’ve been working with children and adults
on the spectrum since we started, and we just opened a
school for children with autism called the Star Academy.
We use the latest advances, including applied behavioral
analysis. We have a lot of expertise and work with people
who are dual-diagnosed.
Princess Sameera: What ages do you serve at the
autism center?
Samowitz: We start at birth, go into our preschools, and
then we opened the Star Academy, so now there’s the
school-age program. We also have programs for adults.

and we feel it’s a realistic goal, we help them.
Princess Sameera: Do you go to corporations and
companies to find how to prepare your clients?
Febus-Viera: We do job development through all five
boroughs of New York City, and we have a department
that specifically reaches out to corporations to establish
relationships and inform them about our population and
the wonderful things they offer.
Princess Sameera: How long does the training take?
Satera Febus-Viera: It depends on the person; each individual is different. One may require three weeks, another
three months. If it takes more than three months to train
them, we may determine that the position may not be a
great fit for this individual or a proper environment for
them. If they need additional support we provide it. If
not, we move to visiting them twice a month at the job.
Princess Sameera: Do you have some employment
success stories?
Satera Febus-Viera: Oh, I have a million of them.
(laughter) If you look around here, you’ll see pictures of
the actual individuals who were enrolled in our program
and who were successfully placed at law firms, like this
individual. (points to a picture) They were even willing
to split the shift, so now we have two people working
there. We also have people at Barnes & Noble.

Princess Sameera: Please send me information regarding the projects you’re working on and a proposal for
how we could work together. See you in Saudi Arabia.

We have a sister company called the Corporate Source,
and we work closely with them to get positions for our
individuals who are interested in maintenance work. We
have a contract throughout the borough of Manhattan and
in courthouses across the county. We even have a contract
in Puerto Rico, where they place our people on jobs.

Samowitz: Yes, you will.

Princess Sameera: Do you train adults for employment?

(Editor’s Note: Samowitz traveled to Saudi Arabia as a
consultant shortly after this interview.)

Febus-Viera: Everyone here is over 18. We even have
a 70-year-old in the program.

VISITING THE YAI JOB CENTER

Cooper: Do you help them with resumés?

Satera Febus-Viera, the senior employment training specialist for the YAI Manhattan Employment Services,
spoke about how her department works.

Febus-Viera: Resumés, interviewing skills-there’s no
limit. Any services that are needed we provide.
Online, offline, job fairs-we do it all.

Febus-Viera: Employment and work training is one our
most successful programs. It’s specifically designed
for individuals who need to briefly brush up on their
skills and can move directly into work. One of my
favorite things about the program is that it doesn’t end.
Participants are welcome to stay as long as they want
to stay. We don’t promise that we’re going to get them
work, but we do train them so that they can interview
competitively. All the jobs they apply for, they deserve
to get. And if they want to move into a different field,

charitablesocietyforautismfamilies.org
yai.org
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hate being reminded of the fact that I’m getting on
in years. Back when I entered first grade at Grim
Elementary, I remember being told, “It takes a long
time to grow up, but a short time to grow old.”
Alas it was grim at Grim and, as predicted, the years
flew by. So imagine my surprise recently when I
received my 50th high school reunion announcement.
Nostalgia aside, I decided not to attend the event
because I didn’t like any of those cretins then, and I suspect they’ve only grown worse. And yet the invite did
cause me to reflect on the aging process, along with the
fact that there are certain tools that may assist you in
navigating your “golden years,” whatever the heck
“golden years” means.
As a young man, I used to live for the phone to ring on a
Saturday night. It meant that the party wasn’t starting
without me. But these days Saturday night usually finds
me engrossed in a good novel, so if the phone rings I
hope it’s a wrong number.

I believe old age can be summed up in a joke or two:

An older friend once said of life’s senior moments: “If
you wake up in the morning and don’t feel a pain, you
know you’re dead.” Along those same lines, before I
retire in the evening I change the channel from Comedy
Central to CNN, so if I croak during the night, they can
say at my homegoing service: George was a newshound
until the very end!

“Ninety eight,” she replied, “two years older than me.”

Important writers borrow, lesser writers plagiarize, and I
wholesale steal. Thus, along life’s meandering path, I
have ripped off and klepto’d a great many ideas that
help me keep perspective during this perilous journey to
the great 6-feet under:
• I don’t suffer from insanity; I enjoy every minute
of it.
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• Some people are alive only because it’s illegal to
kill them.
• I used to have a handle on life but it broke.
• You’re just jealous because the voices only talk
to me.
• Beauty is in the eye of the beer holder.
• God must love stupid people because he made
so many.
• The gene pool could use a little chlorine.
• Consciousness is that annoying time between naps.
• Being ‘over the hill’ is much better then being
under it!
• Wrinkled was not one of the things I wanted to be
when I grew up.
• Don’t take life too seriously; no one gets out alive.
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(1): Just before the funeral services, the undertaker
came up to the elderly widow and asked, “How old was
your husband?”

“So you’re 96,” the undertaker said.
“Yes,” she responded. “Hardly worth going home.”
(2): A reporter interviewing a 104-year-old woman
asked, “And what do you think is the best thing about
being 104?”
She responded, “No peer pressure.”
A great philosopher once said: “You don’t stop laughing
because you grow old, you grow old because you stop
laughing.” So my advice is to keep laughing until they
throw dirt in your face!
by George Covington

The ABILITY Build program
outreaches to volunteers
with disabilities to help build
accessible homes for low
income families. We are currently seeking corporations,
organizations and churches
to sponsor more homes.
This award-winning program
builds homes and awareness, changing the lives of
everyone involved.
abilitybuild.org
info@abilityawareness.org
abilityawareness.org
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n 2006, Derek Amato got together with some
friends for a party. After diving into a swimming
pool, he apparently struck his head on the bottom.
When he came up, he remembers seeing all his
friends’ faces and trying to tell them he was hurt.
He managed to make it to the side of the pool, and
then they pulled him out. Later he was diagnosed with a
serious concussion and hearing and memory loss. But
four days after the accident, he sat down at a piano, on
which he had previously only been able to bang out
“Chopsticks,” and began to play as if he studied the
instrument all his life.
Today, some call him “Rainman Beethoven,” and he has
been medically documented as having sudden musical
savant syndrome, which he mysteriously acquired as the
result of a brain injury. Selected as the 2007 Independent
Artist of the Year by the LA Association of Independent
Artists, Amato’s first album was called, “Full Circle,” and
he’s currently preparing for the release of a new album
and book. His music is played in countries throughout the
world, and he continues to be active with charity events
that advocate for traumatic brain injury. He’s currently
taping the Nova ScienceNow, PBS TV show How Smart
Can We Be. ABILITY Magazine’s Donna Mize caught up
with him recently in Fallbrook, CA, a little ways north of
San Diego.

tell me more about the others?
Derek Amato: I’ve had about seven concussions since I
was a child. One of the very first ones I got was running
on the playground. I was trying to catch a ball and ran
into the monkey bars. Over years of working in mixed
martial arts, playing baseball, getting elbowed in basketball, and diving, I’ve had six or seven concussions.
They’ve created scar tissue and some cerebellum damage, which affects my balance and other things. I don’t
pay much attention to it because I feel pretty healthy.
But once or twice a year, when I start to feel a little
weird, I go in so doctors can do their scans and make
sure I’m okay.
The damage has affected my memory. Sometimes I can
recall things from way back, and sometimes I can’t
remember what you said five minutes ago. I also lost
half of my hearing during that last concussion. That’s
why I watch you when you talk. I liken it to Beethoven
(who also experienced hearing loss.) That’s just one of
the things I accept. I still feel young at 45. I feel wonderful. I feel strong and healthy.
Mize: Did you have a baseline to look at to know if any
of those scar tissue spots were acquired from the pool?
Amato: Yes, I’d had prior MRIs.

Donna Mize: The concussion you sustained that started
your journey as a musician was not your first; can you
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Mize: That’s the first thing our medical editor, Dr.

Chappell said when he heard about you: “What baseline did they work off of?” Because when you have
new scarring, you want to know, “What was he like a
year ago?”

tube and I’m crying the entire time, but no one knew.
Then they asked me if I wanted to listen to music while I
was in there, to see if that helped. But when they put the
music on, I was overloaded, so they turned the music off.

Amato: That’s a fascinating question. I’m going to have
to ask Dr. (Andrew) Reeves at the Mayo Clinic. That
makes me curious.

Later we sat down to look at the results so they could
explain to me what was happening. It was odd to look at
my own brain. Especially since I was finding out what
was wrong with my brain at the same moment that viewers were, too. I didn’t know if they were going to say I
have a tumor the size of a grapefruit or that I was dying.
But it came down to the fact that my brain was firing so
many neurons that the best option would be to give me
seizure medication, which would kind of put a blanket
over it all and not allow so much activity. That way my
brain would not be firing on 12 cylinders. And they were
right about the seizure medication, because three or four
months after we filmed that, I had my first seizure. I’m
actually at risk for more, but I choose not to be medicated.

Mize: We’re here to help.
Amato: When I get home, I’ll look into the earlier MRIs. I
do remember the doctor saying to me, “I can tell your brain
has been battered.” It was intense, because I didn’t know
how I was going to get through being told that information
on the (Discovery Science Channel reality TV show Ingenious Minds) without breaking down, because I knew my
mother was watching, my children were watching.
Mize: Were you watching?
(laughter)
Amato: I had this bond with the doctor, this comfort
thing, and I could feel that it was going to be okay. I
knew he had looked at the results before he came in to
tell me, and I whispered to himMize: To make sure he wasn’t going to tell you anything
horrible on camera?
Amato: Yes, because I wasn’t sure. Sometimes reality TV
producers will do certain things. For instance, they broke
me down emotionally one time. They wanted me crying,
because then they could get me talking about “What
would you tell your children if Dr. Reeves told you you
could be gone within two weeks?” And they were very
soft about it, and the producer I connected with, a lovely
woman,-matter of fact I knew her. She was one of the
girls in Freddy Krueger’s dream. She’s working in TV
now and is a lovely producer. She knew how to get in my
head and in my heart, so they pulled that out.
I’m not scared of that stuff. I felt that doctor was going
to be light on me because he knew I was a wreck and I
was trying to be the best boy I could with all these people. He knew it. I whispered, “You know, Doc, when
they turn all this stuff on and start recording me, will
you give me some kind of clue that I’m okay now
before we do this?” And he put his hand on my leg and
said, “You can do this.”
Mize: Tell me more about being at the Mayo Clinic.
Amato: They wanted to do all those tests so I would
have an understanding of what was going on, but the
MRI actually made me ill. Those tones the machine
makes-doo-doo-doo-doo. It’s a very low frequency, and
it struck me emotionally. What you don’t see during the
TV show is that when they’re doing those tests I’m in a

Mize: It sounds as if music is your therapy, too, and if
you’re not playing, you might tend to have more seizures.
Amato: Exactly. Though when I have migraines, it
slows the music down a little bit. It’s still going, but not
as fast. When I say intense, I don’t mean bad intense.
It’s just busy in my brain. When I’m humming a song,
I’m composing 20 violins, along with the percussion
lines, the violas and maybe 60 different instruments.
And then I go on to the next movement.
Mize: Tell us more about the aftermath of the accident.
Amato: I don’t think my mom thought I was going to
make a full recovery.
Mize: Were you in a coma?
Amato: No, but I wasn’t all there. I do remember her
looking at me as if “I don’t think my son’s coming
back.” And I remember that lost look on her face.
There’s something very special between my mom and
me. She always told me that God had a different plan
for me, that I was a special angel put here to touch people in a different way. It never made sense to either one
of us when she said it. And then when I hit my head, I
said, “This is what you meant all those years.”
Mize: But you didn’t have the music in your head until
then?
Amato: Not until right before my 40th birthday, on October 27th, 2006; my birthday is November 19th. The music
started five days after I recovered. And I could hear all
these sounds. I didn’t know what was going on. I knew it
was music, but I was overwhelmed: “Wow, what is going
on?” It seemed to be going so fast. My hands were doing
this (plays imaginary piano keys). I was catching myself
dozing off every now and then, and I’d be doing that on
my leg or my arm. My hands were working. I wanted
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Donna Mize and Derek Amato chat on the
patio of the Pala Mesa Resort in Fallbrook, CA.

them to stay still. Now I do that in my sleep sometimes,
even when I’m taking a nap I’m still playing.
Mize: Is it music that you’ve heard before or music that
was just being made up at the moment?
Amato: It is new music. Composition, if you will. It
isn’t like a song I’ve just heard on the radio. It is like I
can hear these violin parts, percussion instruments, bass
lines. I knew where the breaks were. I knew what came
next. I thought, “This is weird.” And then I went over to
Rick’s house, my best friend, and that’s when I sat down
and began playing his piano.
Mize: How do you write the music when it’s coming to
you so quickly?
Amato: Apple has been kind enough to give me some
stuff that transcribes it for me. So when I’m playing, it
writes and notates. So if I want to play with an orchestra, I can send them music sheets and say, “This is what
I’d like to record with you.” And then I sit down and
start writing the instrumentation for each-like the string
section. I’ll change my piano to strings. The Apple programs help with all that.
Mize: Is that Garage Band?
Amato: Garage Band is one of the programs I use, I
carry it with me on this old ghetto RV-a 30-foot Winnebago-which is the only thing I own. It’s my traveling
studio and houses the piano. I just record everything
when I’m in there.
Mize: Have you always had a love of music?
Amato: Yes.
Mize: Have you ever considered that you had an innate
ability that was never developed and that your accident
switched it on?
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Amato: Absolutely. I was musical as a child. My mother bought me a snare drum in fifth grade. She thought
that school band might be good for me in junior high.
And I always wanted to be a rock star. I wanted a drum
set so bad. But we just couldn’t afford it, so I didn’t
have the opportunity.
Finally, a man that I grew up with in South Dakota took
me under his wing. He wasn’t rich, but he purchased my
drum set for me when I was in seventh grade. He knew I
was one of those kids who needed to be doing something musical. But I don’t care how good you are, there
are only a few people who get to play professional baseball, become a rock star or a successful actor in movies.
I knew that, and I was like, “You know what? I could
care less, because I am that one person. And I don’t
know how I’ll make it happen, but someday it’s going
to.” And I guess God finally chose me.
Mize: When you thought: I’m going to be a rock star,
were you thinking in terms being a drummer?
Amato: I was thinking any way that I could make it happen. I wanted to play guitar, too, so I dabbled in guitar. I
played in a couple rock bands like AC/DC, nothing too
grand at all. Whether it was on the TV screen or playing
in a band, music’s always been important. My mom
played on the church piano. I grew up singing with my
grandma and my mom.
Mize: Did you dabble in piano as a kid?
Amato: I could play “Chopsticks,” but I never sat
down and tried to really learn the instrument. Underneath it all, though, I felt like I had musical talent. I
look at it as a gift from God, but from the scientific
perspective, when I hit my head that seventh time it
was a magical moment where the wires crossed and
created that little window of space for something
grand to happen. I’ve looked at it like that since then.
What I see in my head are these little black and white

Mize: This is how the songs come to you. If you go on
tour, are you able to redo those same songs?

producers treated it like a little surprise because they wanted to capture the moment. So Rex is blind, and I hear his
cane tapping the ground. Finally, he comes through the
door, and I was almost overwhelmed to see him.

Amato: Yes. I don’t even have to play them for years.
It’s almost like you took a musical notation brand, if
you will, and just stamped it in my brain. It’s almost like
tattooing me. It’ll stay. So last year I played in New
York for the National Brain Injury Foundation charity.
That was in March. I didn’t touch a piano until some
time in August, and that’s a tremendous challenge for
me, because I have to play to release or else I just getand they think that’s a possibility of what causes a
seizure, that overstimulation to the point where I’m firing so many little neurons. I’m firing so many that if I
don’t play it’s almost like an addict that can’t find drugs.

I reached out to shake his hand because I know the deal
about touching. I’ve been researching autism issues for
years. And yet, even as I reached to shake his hand, I
had this intense desire to hug him. I was drawn to him
and felt “I have to hug this kid. I don’t know why.” He
said, “Hello,” and he was just the sweetest person. Then
we went up to the room, and I was sitting with one of
the show’s producers, and I said, “You know, I’d like to
hug this kid. I’m not sure why.” The producer was crying. She was like, “Geez, Derek, the way you said
‘hello’ was so powerful that it was almost godly.” But I
still hadn’t hugged the guy and still really wanted to.

Mize: It’s a compulsion. So, where do you think your
style of music comes from?

The next morning I went down to the lobby early. I was
checking my e-mail, and the elevator opened and I heard
Rex’s cane tapping again as he came out of the elevator.
He must have sensed me there in the lobby and said, “I
would love to start my day out with a hug, Derek.” And
he hung on to me almost as if he wasn’t going to let go.
The same thing happened with Tony DeBlois, to the
point where I started bawling like a baby. I wasn’t making any noise, but the tears kept coming. The media people were crying, his mother, my children. Everybody was
like, “What is going on?”

squares. It’s like a revolving circle going nonstop.

Amato: If I play guitar and other instruments, I compose
more like John Coltrane or Dave Matthews, kind of that
hippie-ish or pop-ish rock. When I’m playing piano, it’s
almost like a cross between Elton John and Billy Joel, a
ballad-like style. It’s storytelling music and the lyrics I
fit in as I go. I don’t sit for hours and write them. I sing
them as I play and I replace the words that don’t quite
fit. If you sit down and read the words by themselves,
you’ll find that it’s really my life story and what’s going
on in my head. I like all genres: classical, jazz, rock.
Mize: I just saw Taj Mahal in concert. It was great!
Amato: I enjoy concerts, and I also enjoy listening to
street musicians. I could sit there for hours. I think we
all have those abilities, and I think tapping into that
human potential is what we’re all after. We all want to
find those things we can do beautifully, to achieve the
divine, whether it be a talent or how we express ourselves as people. I also relate to special musicians, and
when I say special I mean people like Tony DeBlois,
who’s a blind autistic savant who plays 20 instruments.
Mize: He’s British?
Amato: No, that’s Derek Paravicini, who’s also blind
and an autistic savant. I haven’t had an opportunity to
meet him, but I hope to this year. I feel a connection to
people like him and Tony. I’m not quite sure how to
explain it. But when I touch them, literally put my hands
on them, there’s this energy that’s beautiful. So after I
had hugged Tony, I looked over at his mother, and she
was in tears. I knew something special was happening.
I’ve had that with a handful of these people.
And to begin with, autistic people have a hard time with
confinement and touching. But for some reason, they’re
drawn to me like a magnet. This is a true story. I didn’t
know Rex was coming to the Mayo Clinic. The TV show

Mize: What do you feel was going on?
Amato: This might sound weird, but I think I was handpicked by God to touch these people and to love them.
And not just them. I think my whole experience has
made me softer with people. I’ve always been nice, but
the compassion runs deeper now. I think of it as a
divine intervention.
With Tony, in particular, we have a mutual understanding
and trust. He doesn’t get that from anybody but his mother
and his brother, who is a quadriplegic. His mother takes
care of both of them by herself. Dr. Reeve at the Mayo
Clinic told me, “Your empathic connection to people is off
the charts. I don’t know how to explain it.” We sat down
and looked at those colors when they did those scans and
my brain was fiery hot. I don’t get it. I’m still adjusting.
Mize: I’m sure that somewhere in the back of your mind
you’re always mindful that this could all end.
Amato: Absolutely. Loss is hard on all of us. And that
would be a loss, because I’ve grown comfortable with
this new purpose. But at the same time, I’ve had five
years with it, so if it goes, it goes.
Mize: And you still have your kids and have all these
other wonderful relationships.
Amato: Absolutely. I’ve loved every moment of this.
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And it has been challenging. I’m tired, and I go and I go
and I go. And now I sleep two, three, four hours a day,
and I go. And for some reason I’m still able to do that.
It’ll slow down later, I think, right about 50.

most recognized literary agents in the world, an elegant
older woman.

I don’t want to play full-time. I don’t want to perform 500 days a year. I want to do a handful of
select, intimate performances. I want to spend the
rest of my life giving. I want to feed homeless people. I sleep on the streets with the homeless. I give
them every last dime in my pocket.
The material side of it all doesn’t
matter. I haven’t had a car in five
years. I don’t own a home. I float
between my son’s house and staying with friends in northern Colorado. I only have a cell phone, so
the kids can get me if they need
me. I have nothing, and yet I have
it all.

Amato: (laughs) Yeah, I’d kind of like for things to
move faster. The other day I said, “Come the 15th, if
everything’s not done, you’re fired. Greg, you’re fired.
Lois, you’re fired.” You know what her response was?
“Everything should be wrapped up on the 20th.”

Mize: So that’s who we can give our manuscripts to?

(laughter)
She’s lovely. She has a stable of
prominent writers, and she said, “I
want you to study these people and
look at which one you might fit with.”
I actually picked a female first
because she had written Tony
DeBlois’s book. Her husband’s a
trained musician. I knew she would
understand it. And I relate to females
on an emotional level.

Mize: That’s beautiful. It sounds like
a wonderful life to me.
Amato: It’s lovely.
Mize: I know it has its challenges.
Amato: Yes, but they work themselves out.

Mize: That’s understandable. (laughs)
Enough with the emotional females; let’s talk about your
the tattoos.
Amato: They were given to me as a gift right after my
accident by a dear friend of mine.

Mize: When does your second album come out?
Amato: They want to release it after the book is published.
Mize: That makes sense.
Amato: Their reasoning is that when you’re in the
media, it’s important to have a product. So we’ve
stalled and built the buzz up to the point where we
can say, “Okay, now here come the products. We’ll
do the TV show, we’ll do Discovery, then we’ll do a
ton of TV interviews. We’ll get that word of mouth
back up again, and then we’ll do a music tour, send
you out for a couple of weeks, and then we’ll go back
to TV and do another episode of the show, and then
we’ll follow with the book and an album and we’ll
keep it going.”
Mize: So now we get to look forward to your book. You
sat down and wrote it?
Amato: I’m writing it with Australian author Greg Truman. He was one of the writers of the children’s musical
The Wiggles. Matter of fact, I think it sold out in 20 days
at Madison Square Garden. Nothing has ever come
close. He’s the creative writing mind behind that.
Mize: How did you find him?
Amato: Lois De La Haba. She’s probably one of the
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Mize: How did they know a couple weeks later you were
going to be so steeped in the music world?
Amato: Because only five days after the accident, I sat
down and played the piano as if I had been playing it all
my life. That’s when we knew. And then my friend
called these people in Los Angeles and said, “You’ve
got to check this guy out. This is weird.” And I got a
phone call from those folks. That’s when I did the music
of Japan and I got, like, Artist of the Year or whatever.
That’s when that all started, when I did that soundtrack
stuff. So I knew right away.
Mize: Had you had tattoos before this?
Amato: One, which I got after my divorce. I have an
angel on my chest.
(laughter)
Mize: “Free.”
Amato: And I have one up here that says, “Kung Fu
Masters.” First, it’s my father and then me and then my
younger brother and then my son. I’m covered, really. I
have more tats that go around my body. I have musical
stars and writing and I have trees and God’s hand.
(showing his tattoos)

Mize: Oh, how cool! This is all after the music?
Amato: Yeah.
Mize: And what about your faith; did that escalate after
the accident as well?
Amato: I think it’s intensified in some ways; I’m starting
to appreciate it on a grander level.

jacked, and I’m a beat-up athlete from growing up. Still,
I wouldn’t allow my body to rely on drugs ever again. I
haven’t taken any kind of pain medication in 10 years.
Then, when I had my last knee surgery, I had to have
some meds after surgery, but I didn’t stay medicated.
Mize: When I’m having a bad migraine, I will pay any
price to take anything that will make it stop.
Amato: I’d rather be dead sometimes; it’s that bad.

Mize: When you say grander, do you also mean encompassing the concept of all religions?

Mize: It feels like you’re going to die from it.

Amato: Yes. Because I’m not one of those guys who
goes around throwing Bibles. I could care less if a person believes in God. But I think all of us on this planet
have to have some kind of faith, and I kind of opened up
to other religions. I’ve always loved God. I’ve always
had a pretty loving relationship with Jesus. That’s probably why I’m still here. I’ve had some challenging life
moments. I was molested at 10, 11 years old. I took narcotics from the time I was 11 until adulthood to control
muscular growth and pain so I could keep throwing a
baseball. But hopefully my story gives other people who
go through difficult times a tiny bit of hope. I don’t do
drugs anymore and haven’t in years.

Amato: I’ve had migraines since I was a child, and
that’s another thing I’ve been asked, “Do you think this
is possibly the stimulant that made your brain overreact
when you hit that last time?” But I stopped having them;
they declined to about one every three months. When I
was in my early 20s, they started to go. When I hit my
head, they came back again. And then I was getting
three to five a day, like every two hours. It was just like,
“God, just let me go. I’m exhausted.” And now I don’t
get them very often. I can’t remember the last time I had
to go in for a shot. Five years?

I smoked pot as a teenager. Never was a big alcohol person; I’m still not. I don’t take any medication, though
I’ve broken my right femur twice. My shoulder’s

Amato: I put my life on hold. Alex had been in a car
accident in June, and I had to put the book and some TV
stuff aside. I said, “I’m done for a minute. I’m going to

Mize: How did you manage when your son was injured?
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withdraw. We’ll discuss the book options when I can
focus on it.” Alex’s car accident was June 20th. I got a
call at 6:15, and they told me that I needed to hurry to
the hospital. But the hospital was about five hours away,
and they won’t tell you if your child’s alive. Alex is 25,
meat manager for a large grocery store corporation, he
had a son Dallas, he’ll be four in July. Sydney is 19, and
getting ready for college. Morgan is my youngest and
she is 17 and she is graduating from college and will
start college early.
I don’t even remember the drive to the hospital. My
brother took me because I couldn’t have operated. That
was one of those moments where you say, “Nothing else
matters.” God gave me this incredible gift of music, and
it’s changed my life, and it’s touched hundreds of thousands of people, and I feel blessed for that experience,
but I can also walk away from it at any time. When my
son needed me, I spent 120 days as his nurse, working
to bring him back to life. Although I knew I might get
only one shot at fame, I still put everything aside. And
by the grace of God, my opportunity waited for me. So
maybe it was that space and experience with my son
that taught me not to use my experience to become a
rock star or a celebrity and instead to use this as a vehicle to touch and heal others.”
Mize: How is your son?
Amato: Well, he went off the mountain and was ejected
at 75 mph. It threw him about 28 yards. The vehicle, the
SUV, looked like a little tuna can. I couldn’t even look
at it. And he was burned from head to toe from rolling
on the cement down the mountain. And when I walked
in, they said, “You can’t touch him.” So putting things
in perspective, I’ve had five years with this gift. I’ve
seen more of the world than some 90-year-old people
will ever see. I’m grateful I got to explore that.
Mize: We cover a lot of people who live with a traumatic brain injury. While it normally is associated with a
loss, you got this wonderful new gain out of it. I would
imagine, though, like you said, in some ways it kind of
drives you crazy. You feel like you have to be playing
all the time. What are the downsides that came with the
blessing?
Amato: There’s a list, and I don’t usually discuss them
publicly. Aside from the migraines that are so beyond,
fluorescent lighting in large stores makes me very sick;
I can collapse at any given moment. If I do go down, my
kids hold my head up so I’m breathing. They know
what to do. I had my first seizure about eight months
ago. My mother was there, and my brother was visiting.
I just went into this other space, shaking, my lips turning purple. It was about 25 seconds, and then I started
coming to. My mother was like, “What happened?” I
said, “I don’t know.”
So I went in, because I had to make sure I didn’t have
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something going on in my head because of those five
little spots that they found.
Mize: Before the music, before your career in business,
you considered becoming a professional athlete. What
changed your course?
Amato: I hurt my rotator cuff while pitching. I was
lower pro material than the kids who come out of these
big cities. At 170 pounds and 5 foot 10, I couldn’t keep
up with these 240-pound, 6-foot guys. So I had my shot.
It was fun. I’m a dream chaser.
But while that dream was still alive, I loaded my wife on
the Greyhound bus with $65 and two boxes in Sioux
Falls, SD, and I said, “We’re going to California because
I’m going to play professional baseball or I’m going to
be a rock star or a movie star. If you would like to come
with me, let’s take what we have.”
I ended up working a six-figure job in telecom, which I
later walked away from. Before that I worked in the
mixed-martial-arts industry training fighters and managers. When I walked away from the telecom job it wasn’t
a grand life. I never had tons of money, but I was comfortable and I was working, chasing the dollar. As a young
guy, I was working 80 to 100 hours a week. And when the
accident happened, I felt like I really had to sit down and
take a look at my whole life. I knew right away I wanted to
leave my job. I wasn’t married, having divorced 16 years
ago, and now my children are pretty much all grown.
Mize: How old are they?
Amato: Alex is 24. He’ll be 25 in November, three days
before me. My book will come out on my son’s birthday, because we almost lost him in that accident. So it’s
kind of a significant date to me, his birthday. That’s
when I asked them to release the book. I have friends all
around me, advising me. Alex is 25, meat manager for
large grocery store corporation, he had a son Dallas,
he’ll be four in July. Sydney is 19, and getting ready for
college. Morgan is my youngest and she is 17 and she is
graduating from college and will start college early.
Mize: Gosh, you’ve got it great!
Amato: I hope this doesn’t sound bizarre, but I feel God
had handpicked me.
Mize: It’s almost like he knocked some sense into you
when your head struck that pool bottom.
Amato: Absolutely. And that’s when I started reevaluating my entire situation. I’ve come to the conclusion that
I really only have two matters to be concerned with in
this lifetime, and that’s to serve and to love. Nothing
else really does matter to me.
derekamatomusic.com
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BILITY’s Chet Cooper met up with Joe Pantoliano, aka Joey Pants, at a Belgian restaurant in
New York City recently. The popular character
actor has appeared in such films as Risky Business, The Fugitive and The Matrix. His skill at
playing scumbag mobster Ralph Cifaretto on the hit
HBO series The Sopranos won him a 2003 Emmy
Award. And he garnered sparkling reviews on Broadway opposite Rosie Perez in Terrence McNally’s
Frankie and Johnny in the Clair de Lune.
Pantoliano is the author of two memoirs: Who’s Sorry
Now: The True Story of a Stand-Up Guy and Asylum:
Hollywood Tales From My Great Depression: Brain
Dis-Ease, Recovery and Being My Mother’s Son. In the
latter, he writes about his addictions to alcohol, food,
sex, Vicodin and Percocet, before being diagnosed
with clinical depression. To disarm the stigmas around
mental health, the actor started the organization No
Kidding, Me Too!, whose title comes from the
response he’s heard all too often after divulging how
mental illness affected him and his family. He’s also
shot a documentary called No Kidding, Me Too!.
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Joey Pants mugging it up for the
camera at a hotel in Bel Air, CA.

Chet Cooper: Lately you’ve been focused on your
upcoming reading of the play Moolah, with Mario Cantone from Sex and the City.
Joe Pantoliano: That’s right.
Cooper: So when you’re performing the play on Broadway, will you stop taking movie and TV roles?

Cooper: And teaching, too. I imagine that must be kind
of fun for you.
Pantoliano: It’s fun to mix it up. Acting, writing, shooting something here or there. Did you ever see the Public
Service Announcements (PSAs) we made with Harrison
Ford?
Cooper: I don’t think so.

Pantoliano: There are a couple of movies that I’ve been
offered lately that I’m considering, because the play is
something we’re still trying to set up. The point of the
reading is to get it financed.

Pantoliano: Let me show them to you.
Cooper: Was this for your No Kidding, Me Too! campaign? How is that moving along?

Cooper: People in the audience will be—
Pantoliano: We could use more help with financing.
Pantoliano: —backers. So that’s still in process, and in
the meantime there are a number of options floating
around. I just met the consul general of South Africa.
They want to get more involved in filmmaking. He was
talking to me about going out there … perhaps setting
something up with them and even teaching at their university, doing a two-week course on acting and the art of
filmmaking. I’m currently a visiting professor at Penn
State and do a couple of programs over at Wesleyan University. I enjoy that.
Cooper: I thought you might be at New York University,
because you pass through there all the time.

Cooper: That sounds like most nonprofits.
Pantoliano: It’s hard. I don’t want to be running around
raising money. Either I’m raising money or I’m acting.
We’re going to do a party/fundraiser so we can make
more PSAs. I want to show you the 30-second and the
60-second versions. Do you have earplugs?
Cooper: You mean earphones?
Pantoliano: Earplugs: You put them in and they plug
you up.
(Cooper puts them in; Pantoliano plays the PSAs)

Pantoliano: I’ve been going to a writing class there with
Boris Frumin, who is a professor at the film school. It’s
really cool. I never went to college, so now I’m going at
60 years old.
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Cooper: That’s really good.
Pantoliano: Keep them in. I want to show you something

else. This is a cartoon based on a story from my first book. There’s also a lot of
No Kidding, Me Too! stuff on our Facebook page.
Cooper: You were telling me a story about being at Caroline’s comedy club.
Pantoliano: Right, and it’s 8 o’clock and we’re watching the results of the BushGore election. The results have come in, and Peter Jennings comes on and says,
“And Florida goes to Al Gore.” It looks as if, with Florida, Gore will be our
next president. Everybody’s screaming, you know. And then, about a half hour
later, it seems they’ve made a mistake. They take Florida back from Gore. I go
from the water I was drinking to double martinis. A short time later, I’m feeling
no pain, and my wife sees the writing on the wall. She says, “OK, I’m going
home.” By then my friend Tony and his wife have shown up, because I called
them up and said, “Why don’t you come to this thing?” Tony was in a sweat suit
with a long raincoat; he hadn’t shaved, and he looked like Columbo on his day
off.
We hear that Harvey Weinstein, my publisher, is having a party at Elaine’s for
Hillary Clinton, because she’s won her race to become the next senator from
New York. So we say, “Let’s go to that.” And I’m with Rosanna DeSoto, who
played Ritchie Valens’s mother in La Bamba, and was visiting from California.
Tony had his wife. And with four of us I figured, “We’re not going to get in
because of the Secret Service…” And Tony says, “Let’s give it a try?” And I say,
“No.” But we walk over there anyway, and Tony is right: They let us in.
The place is packed. They’ve got a tent on Second Avenue. I’ve never seen anything like it. There’s no place to sit, except for this big table for eight that’s completely empty. I say, “Let’s grab that before somebody else does.” We sit down.
There’s three of us on a table for eight. I got a cigar I’ve been smoking all night.
It’s about this big, and I haven’t lit it in a while. I’m just chewing on it. At that
point I’m so toasted I’m not even drinking, because I know I’ve got to go to
work the next morning. I’ve got a 6 a.m. call with The Sopranos.
So I’m sitting there, and this one girl comes over and she goes, “I’m sorry,
folks, you can’t sit here. This is reserved for the president and Senator-elect
Clinton.” I said, “I figured as much. I’ll tell you what: As soon as we hear ‘Hail
to the Chief,’ we’ll get up. She said, “No, you can’t. You have to leave.” I said,
“But he’s not here. There’s no place to sit.” “But he’s coming,” she assures me.
“Well, when he comes...” I assure her. And it’s a back and forth, yelling. Finally
she says, “I’m going to tell Harvey.” I said, “Tell Harvey. He’s going to understand. Sure, tell Harvey.”
As that’s going on, something else is happening behind me. It’s Jessye Norman,
the opera singer, and she’s giving me all these dirty looks because I’m smoking a
cigar. I’m going, “It ain’t lit. See, it ain’t lit!” So finally we hear, “Ladies and
gentlemen, the president and senator-elect are not going to come.” Harvey made
the announcement. “Those of you supporters who wrote big checks, we’re going
over to the Hilton Hotel, and we’re going to see them there. So come on over.”
We jump in the Jeep, and drive down to the Hilton on 42nd near Grand Central
Station.
Cooper: So what happens at the Hilton?
Pantoliano: For starters, Tony slips him, the bellhop, 20 bucks so we could just
leave the car there. We were going to run in and see if we could find the Clintons. We run in, and it’s enormous. It’s got 3,000 volunteers partying it up. I said,
“There’s no way the president’s coming to this. They don’t have any good cover.
Anybody can flip ‘em. Come on, Tony, let’s go home. I’ve got to get up early.”
As we’re walking out, Tony notices that Harvey, Bob Weinstein, Gwyneth Paltrow, Ben Affleck, Jessye Norman, a whole line of themABILITY 37
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It takes a secure man to rock a pink bow tie.

Cooper: —the A-Team—
Pantoliano: (laughs)—are walking in, and Tony goes,
“Look!” So we sneak in at the end of the line. And we
walk into the service elevators that are there. I wind up
with Jessye Norman again. She’s standing there, and
I’m goin’, “It’s not lit!”
And there’s a guy with an Uzi who looks like he’s out
of Men in Black, and he says, “Sir, the cigar please.” I
said, “It’s not lit, see? Not lit, not lit, not lit!” We get
off, and someone says, “Joe, would you come with us?”
I said, “Sure.” So they took Tony, Rosanna and me into
a suite that’s probably as wide as this room from the
counter to the wall, twice as long, and they’ve got wine
and beer and hors d’oeuvres, and there’s a television set
that’s in the corner on a steel roller thing. The TV’s
about this big, and it’s showing the results. As soon as
the guy with the Uzi went out the door, Tony says,
“You got us arrested! See what you did? You couldn’t
keep your mouth shut.” I’m like, “Tony, you see this
food? You see this wine? You call this arrested?”
I said, “Take it easy. I’m going to go take a leak.” So I
took a leak just in case he was right. When I walked out,
I walked right into Chelsea Clinton and 120 other people. This place looked like the A train during rush hour.
What I found out is that we were getting really special
treatment, because they put those other people in a different room, and we got the president’s room. They saw
the president first, Tony and Rosanna. So I come in and I
got this cigar and I’m going, “Chelsea, we did it! Hillary,
we did it!” I had met them before. They know who I am.
They may not know my name, but they know I’m the
actor, right? And she’s going, “Thank you, thank you!”
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And they’re taking pictures, and I tried like the dickens
to find the guy who took those pictures, because I wanted to put it in the book.
Cooper: Where is Bill Clinton in all of this?
Pantoliano: He’s standing in the corner like he’s holding
forth, “Maybe he can win Alabama,” Clinton says of
Gore, thinking ahead. So I go up to him and say, “Mr.
President, Mr. President, we’re going to miss you. I’m
going to miss you,” and he’s going, “Thank you, thank
you very much!” I said, “Oh, we had good times those
eight years, Mr. President,” and he goes, “Thank you!”
And I feel this pinching, this grabbing at my leg, and it’s
Tony, and he says, “Sit down, sit down. [the Secret Service] have their guns out! They’re gonna clip you! Get
down! Get down!” I literally kissed the president on the
cheek. “I love you, man! I love you! I’m gonna miss
you!” Tony pulls me down. He says, “I’m never gonna
work again! I swear to Christ, if you touch that man
again, I’m gonna throw you through the window. Leave
him alone, Joey. Leave him alone!”
President Clinton finally says, “Thank you,” and then he
starts talking to the whole room: “What Gore’s got to do
is win Florida now. They’re going to have to get Florida
in order for him to win.” I say to Tony, “Well, it would
have been a lot easier if he’d left his hands off that chick
with the blue dress, right?”—meaning Clinton and Monica Lewinsky. And Clinton heard me. And he said,
“Well, I gotta go, I gotta go back to work. Thank you.”
And he walks out. I felt really bad about that.
Cooper: Yeah! Is Tony still a friend of yours?

Pantoliano: Yeah, Tony’s still a friend.
Cooper: (laughs) Clinton might not be!
Pantoliano: Bill Clinton is, too. So the cap to this story
came awhile later when I was doing press for Bad Boys
II, and they had me at this hotel not far from 51st and
Park. Steven Spielberg was in town for the opening of
A.I., and I got invited and had an extra ticket. I was
going with Tony. At that point, my celebrity had gone
up a couple of rungs, and when I walked out, there were
people wanting me to sign photographs they had of me;
I never know where they find these photographs. They
just show up, because they’ve got pictures from movies
I’ve been in.
Tony goes, “Oh, great, here we go.” He walks up to the
limo, and the driver says, “Are you with the general?”
And Tony goes, “Oh, great, now they’re calling him the
general. Listen to me: He ain’t no general, all right?” I
get in the car now. Now the guy’s really confused. And
there’s a tap on the window, and they said, “Joe, you’re
in the wrong car.” So we get out. Here’s this huge guy
and he’s got white hair and he’s pissed. We figured it
was the general. We never found out who he was.
Now we’re at the party, and then the after party, and all
of a sudden this guy who’s laughing comes up to me, he
goes, “Hey, Joe, how are you?” I said, “I’m good.” He
says, “You don’t remember me. I’m on Steven Spielberg’s detail. I’m retired. I’m Secret Service. I used to
be on the president’s detail.” I said, “Oh, yeah!” He
said, “You were funny that night.”

Lloyd estate. The morning before the event, my cell phone
rings. I don’t get it. I listen to the message. It’s a woman
crying, and all she keeps saying is, “I’m sorry. This is
horrible. I’m sorry.” So I turn on the TV, like, what the
hell? And I see all the stations have that the World Trade
Center one of them is burning. I’m trying to figure out
what’s going on when I see the second one. Needless to
say, I found out that there wasn’t going to be a party.
Thank God my wife didn’t fly out from New York that
morning, because she would have been on that flight.
Cooper: Oh, my God! Wow!
Pantoliano: A friend was coming in from Boston. He
would have been on that flight. So I go to work. I’m
doing a TV show. It’s surreal. I can’t concentrate. I
know that my son, who’s living in Hoboken, has got a
meeting downtown and all I can think is: “Is he taking
the PATH train? Is he going to Christopher Street or the
World Trade Center?” I finally thought, “The party must
go on, but I’m leaving. I’ve got to go home and see if
everybody’s all right.”
They said, “Don’t worry about it. We’re canceling. I
called Tony and Chad, another friend of ours; we all live
around each other in Connecticut. So we meet up with
Chad, and we’re watching CNN, and all of a sudden
they cut to this general, and Tony and I go, “It’s the general! Holy %@#&, it’s the general!” His name was Wesley Clark.
Cooper: He ran for president.
Pantoliano: Yeah! Isn’t that funny? So it came full circle.

Cooper: (laughs)
Cooper: Great story. Have you ever met the Carters?
Pantoliano: “President Clinton was laughing in the car.
They couldn’t believe how [drunk] you were.” So it was
a dot to the end of the story. I was so happy that the
president wasn’t insulted.
Cooper: He knew you’d had a couple of drinks and
were just being kind of loose lipped.
Pantoliano: Yeah, and I remember being at a party up in
Harlem. It was the Congressional Black Caucus. And
President Clinton and I and a bunch of people were talking, and he was like, “Let bygones be bygones. Come
on, let’s take a picture.”

Pantoliano: I got to know Rosalyn when they invited me
out to the Carter Center. They showed me the quarters
where they live. There was President Carter and Amy
Carter and her son, and they offered us a glass of wine.
Their apartment was very modest, maybe 1,500 square
feet total.
Cooper: They’re incredible people.
Pantoliano: (signing on to a computer) I’d love you to see
a cartoon. It’s called Animate This!, and it’s hysterical.
Cooper: Did you make it?

So now I’m in L.A. I’m working. The next day is my
birthday. I’m going to be 50, and my wife is throwing
me a surprise party at Ron Berkel’s mansion. Green
Acres, I think he calls it. Big place. He’s a big funder
for the DNC and the Clinton campaign.
Cooper: Does the back of his house have this really
long pool area? I think I’ve been there before.
Pantoliano: It was built for Harold Lloyd, the Harold

Pantoliano: Yes, I narrate the story. We call it The Jersey
Shore.
(They watch the cartoon, which is about a man who
takes his prim and proper girlfriend home to his out-ofcontrol family.)
Cooper: Very funny. Switching subjects; we’re expanding our website with communities that deal with a range
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of issues. Maybe we could work together with you as a
community leader on the mental health front; it ties well
to your No Kidding, Me Too! website.

Meditation is good for the soul.

Pantoliano: I’d love that. We could have part of our
501(c) use celebrities to create content. We are creating
content to get the message out.
Cooper: Great. We’ve also been working on a 13-part
PBS series around many of the subjects covered in
ABILITY Magazine.
Pantoliano: You know what I’d love to do? A story
using the material I got when I was over in Iraq; we shot
over 13 hours of interviews with GIs and their attempted suicides. They talked about the reasons why they
tried to kill themselves. Mind-blowing.
Cooper: That reminds me a little bit of what Spielberg
did, where he interviewed survivors of the Holocaust.
If you have all this content, you should figure out the
place that people can go and view it, like an archive.
Pantoliano: We do. We’ve got it all on YouTube. Here,
listen, it’s only two and a half minutes.
(He plays a video clip.)
Cooper: That’s really nice, a lot in a short period of
time.
Pantoliano: We tried to sell it: three minutes, five minutes.
Cooper: Like a series?
Pantoliano: Yeah, but they want to own all of it. They
want to take—
Cooper: —control of it as well?
Pantoliano: Greater control anyway. They also want to
base it on my first memoir, which was the first 18 years
of my life. But we couldn’t make a deal. Pretty soon
you’ll be able to eliminate the middle guy to finance
these projects.
Cooper: You see what’s happening with music.
Pantoliano: Yes, it’s a lot more creative and
autonomous.
Cooper: There are shows that are doing web stuff first
to build an audience. That still seems expensive, to do
that cartoon.
Pantoliano: It’s about $800 a minute.
Cooper: That can add up. You know the last time we
talked we said we would see if we could stay in touch
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around the ABILITY House project.
Pantoliano: Where you build a house for people with
disabilities?
Cooper: Right. We could identify people with mental
health conditions for whom to build a home. We have volunteers with disabilities build the houses, usually in partnership with Habitat for Humanity. You said your wife
was doing something along similar lines.
Pantoliano: She helps female veterans find housing.
Cooper: That’s good.
Pantoliano: You should talk to Nancy. There’s an average of about 120,000 veterans who will be homeless
tonight. This war’s been going on now for 11 years, and
there have been about 4,800 deaths—deaths due to battle conflict—and about 50,000 suicides. Every 80 minutes a GI kills himself. The Taliban doesn’t need any
help. We’re doing it ourselves, to the tune of 22-plus
men a day.
Cooper: Did you hear about how many of them come
back, buy motorcycles on their way home, and then
never make it? I talked to a psychiatrist about this who
said it wasn’t that they don’t know how to ride; it was
that they were riding towards the danger.
Pantoliano: That feeling from when they were over there.
Yup. Makes sense. It’s where you just go, “Forget it!”
And a lot of these guys, they have one leg and they’re
able to get retrofitted so they can ride their bikes.
Cooper: Do you ride?
Pantoliano: I ride a Vespa 250cc! I get around, baby.
joeypants.com
nokiddingmetoo.org

his wonderful deep voice, sounding like the voice of
God Himself.
In fact he was so funny that director Andy Davis cast
Charlie on the spot for his next movie, Steal Big Steal
Little. Charlie was my go-to man for many of my problems. So when Charlie called out of nowhere, I was glad
to hear that voice. In our 15-minute conversation, we
shared a couple of laughs, and made plans to get together with mutual friends over the Thanksgiving weekend,
some eight weeks away.
On my second day of shooting Nancy called to tell me
that Charlie was dead. He had slit his throat with two
kitchen knives, one in each hand. He didn’t leave a note.
I thought, how could this be? I just talked to the guy!
There was no evidence that he was troubled in any way.
How angry must he have been? Later I learned that suicide without warning is actually very common. People
experience a wave of despair and/or fury, sort of like a
stroke, and they seize on the idea of suicide and just do
it. A permanent solution to a temporary problem.
The thing is, I had had friends commit suicide in the
past. I remember being angry at them for choosing that
way out, and for leaving such a mess. But I didn’t feel
that way with Charlie. Not this time. I felt an overwhelming sense of compassion and empathy. I became
scared. I remember thinking that suicide might be a reasonable way of ending my own pain.

A

s I succeeded in my career, and succeeded and
succeeded, it was only then, when I realized that I
had all of these things and they still weren’t
enough—they were never enough—that I started to selfdestruct. I was 800 Internet Movie Data Base points
from true happiness, and then came the depression. The
real depression.
Ironically, in 2005, just as I was about to hit bottom, I
started working on a movie about mental health called
Canvas. In the film I play a man named John who is
married to a schizophrenic. Anyone watching it can see
the exhaustion and resignation in my face, the sluggishness in my walk. Talk about affective memory! Boy,
would my acting teacher have been proud! I was certainly using my personal experience for this guy! What
was inside of me served my character well.

Towards the end of pre-production on Canvas, two
days before the start of shooting, I got a call from my
old friend Charlie Rocket. Charlie was not only a brilliant actor and comedian, he was also a self-ordained
minister. Charlie had married Nancy and me, our ceremony was like a comedy sketch on Saturday Night
Live. He surprised me, Nancy, and our 300 guests by
presiding over our nuptials in his magenta tuxedo and
rose-colored John Lennon glasses. He spoke of those
rose-colored glasses as a metaphor for married life in

When I had that thought it stayed in my head, and I
could not shake it. Kind of like an out-of-body experience, I sensed my unconscious mind floating above me,
contemplating my physical self’s next move. Charlie’s
death coupled with all the emotional dust that was being
kicked up throughout the filming of Canvas had me on
the ropes. To think that I, of all people, now that I had
everything that was supposed to insulate me from bad
feelings, would really want to commit suicide…the idea
left me white-knuckled and frozen with fear.
Depressed as I was, working on Canvas changed my
perception of mental illness. I began to realize that mental illness is something different from the way it’s typically portrayed in the movies. One day my costar Marcia Harden and I went to a mental clinic so that we
could learn the mannerisms, the rhythms. After talking
awhile with some of the patients, I said, “You folks are
very nice, but where are the ‘crazy’ people? You know,
the ones who talk to trees?”
“We are the ‘crazy’ people,” they said.
There was something else in making the movie: the way
Marcia was building her character. Everything she was
doing in front of the camera was dead on for my mother,
and Marcia had never met her. It was like the scenes in
the movie were scenes in our cold water flat in Hoboken. I always thought Mommy was just a character in
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the first-generation Italian-American melodrama I grew
up in. Now I began to realize that my mother may have
had Brain Dis-ease.

Joe and his mother.

BD is subtle. It isn’t always seeing elephants or hearing
bells. The way Marcia portrayed her character was very
real. Her behavior didn’t look like out of the ordinary. In
one scene her character says, “I don’t want to go there, I
don’t want to go to that house.” She reminded me of my
mother when there was a thunderstorm, and she was afraid
afterward that I would fall into quicksand. She had a million reasons for not allowing me to hang out with my
friends or have a sleepover or go down to the shore with
my friends, or insisting that I call as soon as I got there,
and if I didn’t she’d be screaming and calling the cops.
But even as I was recognizing my mother’s mental illness, I didn’t have enough perspective to see that I, too,
needed help. I was racked by despair and anesthetizing
myself daily with painkillers. My director, Joseph
Greco, would say, “Cut,” but the feelings stayed in me;
I couldn’t shake ‘em.
Meanwhile I’d make offhand remarks about the
painkillers I was taking for my various ailments, or mention my many doctor visits. Apparently Greco had been
observing me more closely than I thought. He texted me
at one point and said, “I don’t care if you get mad at me,
I’m worried and scared and I have to tell you, I’m afraid
you’re going to kill yourself using these painkillers.”
Schmuck! Did he want the whole world to know?
I stopped whatever I was doing and went directly to his
hotel. We were in Hollywood, FL, which had recently
been hit by Hurricane Wilma, and now a different type
of storm was brewing. I burst into his room and grabbed
him. I wanted to nail him to a cross!
“Are you fucking nuts!” I screamed in his face. “You
never text shit like that to me, putting it in writing! Once
you hit that button you’re making my life public knowledge! Words live on forever!” (Like the words I’m writing right now!) I kept ranting at full tilt. “You motherfucker, how dare you. Don’t ever text me or anyone else
about my personal affairs!”
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read coronary thrombosis, but no doubt the tranquilizers,
cigarettes, sugar and later diabetes sped her decline.
There was a report put out by the Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) a
few years ago that really got my attention: It said people
with undiagnosed mental disease will die 25 years
younger than those in treatment. I started on the pills at
50; Mommy was 50 when her downward spiral began.
She died at 63. My aunt Tillie, a drug addict and alcoholic, died at 59; my grandfather, an alcoholic, died at 50;
my grandmother died at 49 (although my uncle Pete, who
really suffered from gambling addiction, lived to be 93!).
When the movie was done and I went home, I knew
something was going on inside me. Something was up.
The movie was in my head. So was my friend’s suicide.
So was one of the first characters I ever played, Billy
Bibbit, who slit his throat like my friend.

It took balls for Greco to confront me, and it had to be
said. I had lost my smile and I couldn’t find it anywhere. Greco cared about me so much he ran the risk of
alienating me completely.

I lived in the bedroom, which became my cave, like an
old dog who knows his time to die is drawing near. I
could see how empty my life had become, even though I
was surrounded with the pretty things meant to define
me. I pushed everyone I loved away, or scared them,
thinking I was teaching them a lesson. I withdrew from
everything that I had accumulated in my past, and I was
ashamed of a tomorrow that hadn’t even come yet.

The truth is that by getting hooked on painkillers and letting my health deteriorate, I was repeating family history.
My mother became addicted to prescription drugs and
tranquilizers, but we didn’t know that in those days. How
could you know that in 1965? We just knew that she
needed her “tranquilizehs.” My mother’s other vices were
cigarettes (three to four packs a day), coffee (with three
scoops of sugar), and gambling. Mommy’s death certificate

At first everything at home was great. There was no distinct moment when all of a sudden, boom, there was this
different person in my life. It was a slow slide. You know,
things happen in life. I would attribute a change in his
mood to a TV series being canceled. So, he’s a little
depressed, no big deal. He’s a little angry, or worried.
Then the next job comes around or the next good thing
happens and those bad feelings would go away. Same
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with the drinking. If it got to the point where it felt like
Joey was drinking too much, all I had to do was say
something and he would stop. And that was true for a
long time. But the drinking periods got longer and longer
until it got to the point where it seemed like it was always
tough to be together. Everybody was on pins and needles.
For example, he’d be coming home from somewherehe’d have been gone for a month—and what he would
do is come in and he’d inspect every corner and find
something wrong with everything. But I didn’t understand why at the time.
Before one homecoming I went top to toe everywhere,
outside, inside, everything I could think of, and had the
house perfect. In he comes, and he’s looking around,
going to each room and he can’t find anything wrong
and it’s making him crazy. There’s nothing out of place
and it’s totally messing him up. This is when I realized
what was going on.
He went to his office and walked around. Then finally he
was outside, and he went way down in the backyard,
down the steps, behind the garage, way in the back to a
deck where none of us ever goes. We had furniture piled
up. We never put the furniture out because we never went
back there. The furniture was still piled up from the year
before. Joey comes up. “I can’t believe you didn’t put the
furniture out!” And blah blah blah. We all started laughing
because, oh my God, he actually found something.
“Why are you laughing?” he said.
The routine used to be, whenever he’d come home he’d
have to find something and scream at somebody and
make it all OK, right? So we would all scatter. But this
time we were so sure we did it right that we were watching him. And he was just storming. We just laughed. But
it was very serious business. I told my therapist about it,
and she said,
“It’s about him feeling out of place and needing to feel
in place.” And that was his way of doing it. It’s kind of
like a dog pissing on a bush. It’s his imprint.
The more depressed I got, the more dogs I got. When I
was at my sickest we had 10 dogs. Nancy joked about me
being a dog hoarder. I loved the dogs. I let them kiss me.
The kids would say, “That’s disgusting!” and I would
reply, “Have I ever gotten sick?” (My dad once told me
that a dog’s tongue is clean and healing. A human tongue
has 600 percent more microbes and it’s filthy. And yet
people French kiss each other on the first date! Meanwhile
dogs are 600 percent cleaner and they don’t French me.)
Why was I working to surround myself with so many
dogs? Because they understood. My dog, Bogie, named
after Humphrey Bogart, was my higher power. My dogs
loved me unconditionally, and I never had to apologize
to them. Unlike my human family, they never talked

back or suffered hurt feelings when I behaved badly.
And the more depressed I was, the worse I behaved.
At our house we have a bell that goes off when you
come into the driveway to let us know that people are
coming. That bell would go off when I drove up, and
the dogs would come out to greet me. The kids would
say, “He’s home.” They’d gather their stuff and go to
their rooms so they wouldn’t have to deal with me.
In one of my darkest moments, I found myself in a DC
hotel room confessing all of my transgressions to
Nancy. All of my failures as a husband, all the betrayals
I’d committed during our marriage. She needed to know
what kind of person I really was.
I remember confessing my sins to the figure behind the
white lace shower curtain while watching the warm water
ricocheting off the vinyl below. I had surrendered my arsenal of deceit. My petty crimes were a repeat of the same
broken record, the rusty needle going round, scratching
out the same predictable song my mother taught me with
white lies of omission. Mine was a disease thirsty for
attention and deaf to the volume of harm.
I lay back in bed with my head up on the pillows. In this
position I could see the bathroom I had just left after
finishing my confession. I could see the silhouette of
Nancy’s lean and shapely body reflected in the large
bathroom mirror above the sink, still steamed up, her
shower sounding like rain as it bounced off the porcelain and drowned out her muffled weeping. What would
be my penance for my petty crimes of passion?
Nancy entered the room still wet from her shower, her
eyes red from crying. She was now covering herself,
turning from me, embarrassed, not knowing me anymore. I had admitted my laundry list of transgressions,
hacking away at our foundation of trust and respect.
When I met Nancy, she was already successful in fashion and print. At 28, she was a veteran model and a
single mom.
She spent two years in New York City, then went on to
Paris and Germany for five years. Nancy wasn’t naïve;
she had literally been around the world; she had had her
share of heartache. But in this hotel room, 25 years later,
my confessions had hurt her deeply. My Nancy folded
over, sobbing. She couldn’t hold herself up. She was
crumpled up on the floor in a ball. I was standing there
realizing the magnitude of pain that I caused her, seeing
the effect of all my lies and my desires on my wife, the
woman I love. And the messed up part was, I did love
her. I loved her even as I hurt her by showing how
unworthy I really was. I despised myself, and part of me
must have despised her for loving me.
I needed a way out of this pain. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, and nothing seemed to satisfy me or bring me
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Joe with friends Robert
Wagner and Natalie Wood.

even these pills don’t work, I’d rather be dead. Then I
ran out of words, and there was a silence in the room,
and I was thinking, That’s your cue, Doc.
“It’s not your fault,” he said.
I didn’t understand what he was saying. I tried to
explain. Doc, I lie and cheat; I was taught to lie and
steal as a kid. I do booze, pills, women, clothes. I am
those bad characters I play in the movies.
“It’s not your fault,” he repeated.

joy. I was already on antidepressants, and checking in
regularly with the doctor who prescribed them. When I
finally told him about the depth of my despair, about
how suicide now presented itself as a viable option,
Doc listened to all of this. He said I needed to see
someone. Oh, no kidding. He wrote on his prescription
pad names and numbers of three different psychiatrists.
I waited a few weeks and went to see Dr. George Kelly,
a shrink. He has an office in Norwalk, CT, not far from
my home. When he called me in, the first thing I noticed
was his poof of white hair, like the cumulus cloud I saw
floating out there in the sky, framed by the vertical
white blinds.
I walked over to the window and looked out. Wouldn’t
you know—a funeral parlor. I know funeral parlors.
They were our entertainment when I was growing up.
Mommy dragged me to every funeral and made me look
at the dead people. I thought that was normal.
Dr. Kelly with his hair was straight out of central casting. If you’ve ever been to one of these therapist guys,
you know they like to sit there and say nothing, to wait
till you talk. Well, we were a perfect fit. I don’t know
how to stop talking.
People have always said of me, “This guy, there’s no
edit button with him. What hits the brain comes out of
his mouth.” That’s a good trait to have as an actor. They
call it spontaneity, to go with whatever’s flashing in
your head, to be fearless. Great in acting, shitty in the
real world.
The pills, the booze, the betrayals, Mommy, the despair,
I told him all of it. When I wake up in the morning my
first thought is, “#%&*!, I’m still here.” There is no reason to live, I said, and it’s a cliché unless it’s you who’s
thinking it. If this is what my life was going to be, if
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Of course I had to take responsibility for my actions. But
that’s not what he was saying. What he was saying was
that I had something inside me that I didn’t put there. I
had a mental illness, a brain dis-ease. Depression. There
are three degrees of depression, he explained. The clinical is the toughest. That’s the one that lives inside of me.
It’s in my genes. And it was nursed along by everything I
experienced as a child. It was in the script I wrote as a
kid to explain my world and me to myself. Those lines
keep coming back to me decades later. It’s like I can’t
start a new movie. I just keep reciting the old lines.
So that’s it, I thought, when the doc told me. I’m crazy.
Not Hoboken Italian crazy, but there’s-a-diagnosis-forthis crazy (He didn’t actually say I was crazy. I think he
called me a “lovable neurotic.”).
I felt as though I’d hit the lottery. It’s not my fault. I had
been saying to myself forever: Shame on you, Joey,
shame on you. What else do you need? What else do you
have to have? You’ve got all this and you’re mired in
quicksand. Now I didn’t have to feel that way anymore.
On hearing that they officially have BD, many people
take a room at the stigma motel. I didn’t. I was hitting
my bottom—a term I would eventually learn is used in
12 Step Programs—but it was a bottom that offered a
rope to climb out. None of this made a lot of sense at
the moment, but now these flying monkeys in my head
had a name: Depression-Capital “D” Depression. They
have therapy for that, and pills for that, and they can
teach you how to manage that the right way.
As Dr. Kelly and I sat there in silence looking at each
other, I realized, I’m 55 years old and suddenly my life
has an explanation. This is an epiphany. You don’t get
many real ones in life, and when you do, you gotta grab
‘em. It was the beginning of a 12-Step journey.
Dr. Kelly said that what we would do is delve into my
past and look at the stories and situations that have
been unresolved. My stories were not very flattering.
What was my past like? One incident sums it up nicely.
Six months before he died, my father, Monk, was
arrested for getting into a fistfight with a candy store
owner who accused him of stealing a 60-cent cigar.
Which he had done.

traumatic times from my childhood were just funny anecdotes from my past. I knew they were dark, and twisted,
and black humor at best. However, I never admitted to
myself that what I called “antics” or “hijinks” often were
violent, abusive acts.

Joe with director Steven Spielberg

I can still see me surrounded by all of that Italian madness. All those symptoms, living in the neighborhood of
the Deadly Symptoms. The gambling, cheating, lying,
addictions. Those are the symptoms. Let’s call them
Symptomotron. I was assembled on the character-defect
factory line. I was an emotional second, couldn’t be sold
as a primary part. I was in the discount department.
The fact was I never had the tools for proper living,
because my family never had the tools, and I thought
the entire human race was like that. The gambling, the
lying, the stealing, the addictions. My mother was doing
my father, and she was doing her cousin Florie. My
father and mother broke up, but they never got divorced,
and Florie never got divorced from his wife, Marcia.
This is what I think life is like.
That first session with Dr. Kelly started me off on a journey to look squarely at my life. Getting here was a combination of things. The drugs—Mommy’s “tranquilizehs”—I took to be tranquil, to be able to live in my
own skin. But then I built up a dependence on those
drugs and they started losing their effectiveness. My
mind would race and I would want to jump out of my
own skin.
It was making Canvas, meeting Marcia Gay Harden,
seeing my friend Charlie take his life, thinking, for the
first time, that it might be an option for me. It was the
misery and shame I felt, having accumulated all of these
amazing things, setting enormous bars for me to hurdle.
I was achieving that. Now, I’m no Jack Nicholson, I
know, but I was regarded as one of the top character
actors, and that made me uncomfortable.
I am now a walking potato sack of diagnoses: I’ve been
diagnosed with ADHD, dyslexia, and now depression
and PTSD. ADHD and dyslexia, yes; depression, yes;
but PTSD?
I was telling the doctor, “But I’m an actor. I never went
to war.”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Trauma is trauma. And
trauma to a child impacts like a bomb over Baghdad.”
PTSD, posttraumatic stress disorder. Before I started
working with my shrink I believed most of the stressful,
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Now I understand what posttraumatic stress is. When I
was a little boy, two boys who were much older, maybe
11 or 12, held me down and urinated on my face and all
over my clothes. How did that affect me? It’s not funny.
Well, it sounds somewhat funny. But mostly it was
horrible and scary and traumatic. I was only six.
Another time a friend threw my ball down a sewer. He
did it on purpose, but mostly just to fool around. My
dad took the sewer cover off and grabbed this kid by his
ankles, a 12-year-old kid, and hung him upside-down to
grab my ball. I thought my dad might kill my friend,
and I was screaming, “Daddy, stop! Daddy, stop!”
I used this trauma. I meditated on it and wallowed in the
pain to create characters with depth. In many ways it
was indispensable to my career. In acting school, in
auditions, onstage and on set, I was rewarded for my
dysfunctional life.
I guess you use what you’re given. I didn’t hesitate to
capitalize on the emotional trauma of my past to create
emotional characters. Growing up, emotion was acceptable in our house. In my family, bad feelings were
expressed without hesitation. Talk about living in the
moment. In a lot of ways we were seizing the moment,
carpe momentum, because we didn’t carry resentments.
We said it. All of it. Our kitchen was ringside, ready to
ignite. Mommy vs. Daddy, Mommy vs. Florio, Florio
vs. Daddy, Mommy vs. me, or a neighbor, a stranger, or
a bookie. Our cumulative blood pressure could have
fueled a power plant.
We’d want to kill each other. Then 10 minutes later it
was, “Joey, you want some coffee?” You just lay it all
out in Italian families, especially in Italian families
infested with mental dis-ease. I thought the entire
human race was like that. So I had a gift. In acting
school that’s what they called the ability to relive a
traumatic experience. I was “gifted.”
Lucky me.
The great irony, that my madness may well have been
part and parcel of my success; I’m obviously not the
first to think of this. Old man Socrates beat me to it:
“Madness, provided it comes as the gift of heaven, is the
channel by which we receive the greatest blessings. The
men of old who gave things their names saw no disgrace
or reproach in madness; otherwise they would not have
connected it with the name of the noblest of arts, the art
of discerning the future, and called it the manic art. . . .
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So, according to the evidence provided by our ancestors, madness is a nobler thing than sober sense. . . .
Madness comes from God, whereas sober sense is
merely human.”
Well, which came first, madness or creativity? God didn’t give the gift of madness to everyone. And it is a gift,
you know. The scientists have linked ADHD and creativity. And I was able to find a craft that was exciting
to me, that held my attention. Until I found acting, I
couldn’t focus on anything for long before it became
boring. Discovering acting was like finding a key that
would take all my defects and turn them into assets. As
a performer and storyteller, I found a use for all the pain
and emotional trauma that dogged me over the years.
Confucius say, “He who would pursue a career as actor
has to be a few sandwiches short of picnic.” Because,
financially speaking, as an actor you can’t make a living.
To survive, you have to make a killing!
Everyone working on a picture leaves a part of himself or
herself—their pain, their soul, their spirit—in that project.
Example: On the Waterfront. Iconic film. Shot in my
home town. Imagine the filming of that classic scene of
two brothers in a cab, arguably the most memorable, discussed, imitated and acted scene in movie history. Brando
and Stieger are sitting in the rear of a severed taxi—what
we folks in show business call a picture car—that through
the wonders of movie magic seems like it’s in motion.
(Remember, King Kong was only three feet tall . . . but I
digress.) So, two thespians sitting in the rear end of a
severed cab inside some garage in Hoboken. Lights,
camera—and now some crewmen start shaking the cab,
creating the elusion the cab’s driving on its way to 427
River Street—then director Elia Kazan says action!
That scene is a creative collaboration between two
actors, a screenwriter, a director, a photographer and a
composer (the music, especially when created by
Leonard Bernstein’s brain, plays a starring role). All
complicated men, from different socio-economic backgrounds. Their individual lives, their secrets, personal
experiences, some even traumatic, are sublimated into
the material and transmitted through the actors into that
cab scene, a frame at a time.
In the end the film is really a magic carpet made from
pieces of everyone who contributed to it, and we the
audience play our role too. We bring our own life experience into the mix as we experience the scene. As
Brando and Stieger play brothers Terry and Charlie, their
performances affect us deeply because we identify with
them; we’re reminded of our own emotional past. Everyone has regrets, has made mistakes. We all want redemption as we watch those flickering images. The actors’
affective memories conjure up our own. Because we
coulda been somebody, too.
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The thing about madness is that it gives its gifts to those
cursed with the need to express themselves. All actors
and artists have a pinch of madness that pulls audiences
toward them. We empathize with them. Through their
words, music, paintings and performances, we see ourselves in them.
This is true of our greatest actors, if I dare put myself in
that class. Consider the stories of such brilliant performers as Fanny Brice, George M. Cohan, Paul Muni, John
Garfield, Glenn Ford, John Wayne, John Ford, Ward
Bond, Spencer Tracy, James Dean, Marlon Brando,
Marilyn Monroe, Montgomery Clift, Rip Torn, Judy
Garland, Cary Grant, Laurel and Hardy, Abbott and
Costello, the Three Stooges, William Holden, Alan
Ladd, Grace Kelly, Henry Fonda, Elia Kazan, James
Cagney, Humphrey Bogart, Peter Laurie, Walter Houston, John Huston, John Barrymore, Drew Barrymore
and her great-aunt Ethel Barrymore, and uncle Lionel
Barrymore. And the television actors of the ‘50s and
‘60s like Robert Young, Gig Young, and Robert Blake.
They all had great qualities, but they all had their own
dis-ease, their own deadly symptoms. I could feel
myself in them, in their pain, which is what made them
great stars. River Phoenix, Heath Ledger—
The list goes on and on and on. Why did I want to be
like Spencer Tracy? Oh my God, he was such an alcoholic. Ava Gardner was a mess with alcoholism. Frank
Sinatra was manic-depressive. Dean Martin was
depressive. And why did I love Cary Grant? I adored
him because I sensed his pain, and he made me laugh.
I think he is the greatest film actor of our time, and yet
he suffered greatly from depression.
This is the company I have kept in the asylum, where I
was rewarded for my dysfunctional life, manipulating
my brain to dredge up emotional trauma from my past,
or to create emotional trauma through my imagination.
People pay to see me do this.
Mental dis-ease never leaves you. If you don’t deal with
it, it gets you. And so many of its causes are subconscious. I didn’t have a clue about where it was coming
from or what the root of my problem was. To deal with
it, you first have to see it, and it can be such a part of
you that you can’t see it, like the fish can’t see water.
Sometimes you need a Dr. Kelly.
by Joe Pantoliano

Excerpt courtesy of Weinstein Books.
weinsteinbooks.com
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n Part I of our interview with veteran actress Geri
Jewell, she talked about launching her acting career,
getting her start in stand-up comedy, and coming out
as a lesbian. She also discussed her two books, which
were published decades apart: The first, ghost written
on her behalf, and the current one, I’m Walking as
Straight as I Can, which she penned word for word. The
latter recently tied for first place in the memoirs category of the Independent Publisher Book Awards. Here she
and ABILITY’s Chet Cooper resume their conversation:

Cooper: When did it actually come out?

Chet Cooper: So this time you insisted on every word
in your memoir being your own.

Jewell: There’s no one right way. I think it will eventually be made into a movie. It’s just a matter of time. I
think someone has to visualize that book as a film, and
it is a very visual book. Who’s going to take it on? I
don’t know; I think it will be a good story.

Geri Jewell: That’s right. They said, “We recognize the
editor’s writing, and there’s not a word of it in here.” It
was all me. They were like, “Oh, my god, it’s a phenomenal book.” So I got this great book, but it missed
mainstream, for whatever reason. And I don’t think it’s
over yet.

Jewell: Ironically, it came out on April Fool’s Day.
(laughs)
Cooper: I keep thinking you’re going to get a movie
deal. If Richard Pimentel (The Music Within) can get a
movie deal, why can’t you get one? Is it hard to pitch
your own project, or is it better to have somebody else
pitch it for you?

Cooper: It’s got the downs, the ups, the funny—
Jewell: All the elements. The only problem is, who’s
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(Clockwise) Geri Jewell with Nancy Reagan (yellow jacket); Geri shaking
hands with John McEnroe, and Geri with Dr. Ruth (Westheimer).

going to play me when I’m real young? With the right
makeup, I can probably play myself when I was 23 and
doing comedy.
Cooper: Are there movies where actors play themselves?
Jewell: Sometimes. Patty Duke played herself, going all
the way back. She did it with wigs and makeup. But my
question is, let’s say they don’t want to take me all the
way back, or they want somebody else to play me entirely; I can’t see it being played by someone without a disability. Or, if they do do that—let’s say they go for a
name—they would definitely have to supplement that and
have people with disabilities majorly in that film.
Cooper: You know how that goes: You have to get an Aor B-list actor so can you get it funded, but then once
you do that, like you said, you’ve leveraged getting
other actors with disabilities parts. You could have
cameo appearances as somebody else.

going to make it a fictional story based on my life. I was
going to call it The Remarkable Journey of Jennie Gem.
And then I tried to pitch it and got rejected several
times. Then I pitched it to this company that said,
“We’re not interested in a fictional story, but if you want
to write the real Geri Jewell story, we’re interested.”
“Argh!” I said. But looking at my financial status, I
decided to do it. It’s a small publishing company. There
wasn’t a lot of money in it. The trick, of course, was to
get enough press to promote it. Media attention is hard to
come by; it’s not like the 80’s, where I could get booked
on every show across the nation. I’m fighting for mainstream media around the same time that Chaz Bono’s
book came out and Meredith Baxter’s book came out.
You know the media:“We already did these two.” So it’s
been a battle to get this book out there, and it’s frustrating because it’s not a disability story, it’s not a Hollywood story. It’s a story that resonates with anybody who
has struggled to overcome and survive and to find peace.
Cooper: They put you into silos.

Jewell: Oh, yes. Right now I’m working on a stage
production of my life, a one-woman show. If that is
successful, it can evolve into a film. That’s what I’m
working on right now. And I can get Richard Livingston
to play Richard! (laughs)
Cooper: That would be funny!
Jewell: When I first started writing the book, I was
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Jewell: The first routine that I did at the Comedy Store
in 1978, the emcee thought I was a guy. He introduced
me and said, “Let’s give him a big hand.” So I go
onstage and you hear these faint whispers, “That’s a
he?” (laughs) So I go up to the microphone and my first
joke is: “I don’t know about you people, but I’ve heard
an awful lot about the gays that have been coming out
of the closet lately,” and you could hear a pin drop.

Then I said, but what you haven’t heard about is all the
cerebral palsy people that have been coming out of the
closet! But don’t tell anybody. Let’s keep it between us,
because I don’t want Anita Bryant to know about me,
because she’ll just jump on another bandwagon! She’ll
be goin’ all over the country sayin’, ‘We’ve got to stop
these cerebral palsy people from teaching in our public
schools. They will influence our children, and before
you know it, all our children will have CP.
(laughter)
Cooper: That’s great!
Jewell: The irony of it was that unconsciously I think
that I was telling people, “Look at me. I’m gay!” But I
also chose that opening because Alex (Valdez, a fellow
comedian) told me, “If you’re going to talk about cerebral palsy, you can’t just do it from your own little CP
perspective. You have to broaden it so that everybody
else will get it, too, because nine out of 10 people aren’t
going to know what the hell you’re talking about. So go
to the newspaper, find a really hot topic, and then mix
cerebral palsy into it.” (laughs)
Cooper: That’s funny. And now the joke is so much more
meaningful. Do you do any of the coming-out-of-the-closet
stuff now?
Jewell: I did my first gay comedy routine last year. I
had never done gay jokes before that, except the Anita
Bryant one. I was terrified. I was doing it as a fundraiser for LifeWorks here in LA. It was to benefit gay
youth, to promote the book and to mark my coming
out as a gay woman. I was so scared; you have no idea.
People who saw me onstage probably thought I just
had CP. I was terrified. And when they were laughing
and applauding the gay material, I finally relaxed.
With the one-woman show, I try to blend all of me
completely into the person who shows up onstage.
I’ll never forget when I performed at the Kennedy Center; I was petrified. President Reagan was in the audience, and it was a huge event honoring Ted Kennedy, Jr.
I was asked to do five to seven minutes of stand-up.
Backstage, everybody kept coming up to me saying,
“Now, Geri, don’t do that orgasm joke, please!” I had
one orgasm joke that I told on national television in the
80’s, and it would not let go of me. And it wasn’t even
that raunchy.
Cooper: That’s a long orgasm!
Jewell: (laughs) I had a long orgasm, let me tell you!
This is the joke I told: “You know, I went out on a date
last week with a famous producer, and I wanted to
impress him, so I told him that I didn’t really have cerebral palsy, that I was just having a continuous orgasm.
Funny thing is he never knew whether I was coming or
going.” That’s it! You would think I was saying some-

thing horribly raunchy. I got letters, tons of letters saying, “I can’t believe you told an orgasm joke, and you’re
a role model for people with disabilities.”
Cooper: Maybe they were suggesting that people with
disabilities do not have orgasms?
Jewell: (laughs) I know. So I’m getting all these warnings about the orgasm joke. I wouldn’t have said it. I’m
not an idiot. So I go up on stage, terrified, and I open
my mouth, and I could perform maybe for a minute and
a half, and I had no voice. My voice started to squeak.
And I walked off the stage. I went into the green room. I
was devastated. I had tears in my eyes. And I was sitting
there all by myself, feeling horribly humiliated that the
president just saw me screw up onstage at the Kennedy
Center, and who comes into the room but Ted Kennedy,
Jr., who is the one being honored! He came down and
sat down next to me, and I’ll never forget what he said
to me. I was so embarrassed, and he said, “Jewell, I’ve
known you a lot of years, and I’ve never known you to
be speechless before!” (laughs)
Cooper: Nice!
Jewell: He was smiling. And I said, “Oh, god, Ted, I
screwed up horribly! What an idiot!” He said, “Geri,
let’s get real. I know you screwed up. (laughs) You
know you screwed up. But I guarantee it, these people
in this audience—they don’t think you screwed up.
They’re sitting there going, (in a very high voice) ‘Oh,
isn’t she just adorable?’ ”
(laughter)
And he said, “Don’t ever worry about what people think
because of what you didn’t say. What you’ve got to
worry about is what people think because of what you
did say.” That was so sweet of him.
Cooper: We all have our moments.
Jewell: These days I have a wonderful manager who got
me booked on the show Alcatraz.
(Editor’s Note: It was recently canceled.)
Cooper: They’re finally putting you away!
(laughter)
Jewell: He actually set up a meeting with the three vice
presidents of casting for Warner Bros. Television, and
they basically pitched me to all their Warner shows on
the air. One of the reasons I got seen for Alcatraz was
because of Elizabeth Sarnoff, who created the show.
My manager called and said, “You really owe this job to
Elizabeth. She’s a huge fan, and she’s writing the
episode for you.” And I knew the name. Why did I
know that name?
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“She worked with you on Deadwood,” he said. But I
know the name from somewhere else. So I looked
through my Facebook (laughs) and I saw Elizabeth
Sarnoff. This was after I got Alcatraz, and I saw that I’m
friends with her. And then I got another chuckle: I’m
reading her information and it says her favorite book is
I’m Walking As Straight as I Can, her favorite radio
show is This is Life! with Geri Jewell, Kathy Buckley
and Toby Forrest.
I thought, “Wow, she really likes me!” I had no idea.
There are so many people who want to be friends with
me on Facebook. It’s new territory. And I look at the
mutuals—like who does she know that I know—and she
knew all my Deadwood friends. So I thought, “She must
be OK.” I didn’t put two and two together, because
when you’re working on the series, you don’t hobnob
with the writers; you hobnob with the actors.
Cooper: You got to hobnob with the executive producer.
Jewell: Right! And I had no idea that I had such incredible support in my corner. When I did the episode, when
I was done filming, it was about one o’clock in the
morning, and I emailed her and I said, “I know I should
be in bed, but I didn’t want to go to sleep without thanking you personally for making this happen. Thank you,
Elizabeth. I will never forget this. I love the writing, I
love the lines. I am so grateful that you’ve created this
for me.” She wrote me back and said, “You deserve it, it
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was so fun working with you again, and I so delighted
in it.”
Cooper: What role did you play?
Jewell: I was the sister of the warden on the show. He
was played by a wonderful actor, Jason Harner Butler.
Shortly around the Christmas holidays, in December,
there was this whole big article in the industry trade publications that Elizabeth Sarnoff had resigned from Alcatraz due to creative differences. That was shocking to
everybody. I don’t know what happened. I e-mailed her
once on Facebook and haven’t heard back, but I’m glad
our paths crossed. Spiritually, there are no accidents.
Cooper: Some day you’ll meet up with her and do something again.
Jewell: Who knows? I’m just grateful, and it was so
funny to find her on Facebook and find out that she even
read my book.

ecwpress.com/books/i’m-walking-straight-i-can-epub
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rad Hennefer is a jock. He’s been featured in
Sports Illustrated, teaches people how to
drain 3-point basketball shots, and enjoys
immense respect on the golf course. Beyond
those accomplishments, he likes to help others achieve their personal best.
“I love teaching kids how to play golf,” the all-around
athlete says.
Hennefer, who has Down syndrome, has made it his mission to inform others about the condition, and to show
families affected by it that they can create lives that are
just as fulfilling as his.
It was at age 3 that Hennefer began walking golf courses with his dad and his brother, Bobby. As a youngster,
he played basketball with his grandfather and joined
local baseball teams. His parents also exposed him to
bowling, skiing, skating, swimming and tennis.
In high school, the multitalented player found himself
gravitating toward basketball, earning a spot on the
Cherry Hill (NJ) High School varsity team all four years,
often coming off the bench late in the game and nailing
3-pointers to an eruption of cheers. He participated in the
Special Olympics in basketball, weightlifting and golf.
But his favorite sport of them all is golf.
Since graduating from high school in 2008 with two
varsity letters (basketball and golf), Hennefer has
dedicated his life to traveling the country as an advocate
for his condition. He uses golf not only to teach youths
with Down syndrome a new skill, but also to help them
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build confidence. Along the way, he develops friendships with them and their families. “I like being around
the kids,” he says. “They’re my best friends.”
At the beginning of this year, Hennefer was scheduled
to participate in 32 golf events, including the recent
10th annual Pujols Celebrity Golf Classic in Missouri,
held by Major League Baseball slugger Albert Pujols
and his family’s foundation, and then the Mile High
Down Syndrome Association (MHDSA) third annual
golf tournament.
The event, held in Englewood, CO, just outside Denver, raises awareness and funds to help the family
members and caregivers of Colorado’s children with
Down syndrome get the information, tools and
resources they need.
Hennefer, who participated in the event last year, was
eager to compete again this year with friend and
MHDSA executive director Mac Macsovits. “I love
Denver because of Mac,” he says. “Mac’s a great man
and just like family. I can’t wait to beat him in golf.”
Macsovits, likewise, cherishes his competitive friendship
with Hennefer. “Of all my friends, Brad is one of the
more competitive,” he says. “If you are eating steak and
french fries with him, he will want to eat more, faster,
and then he will let you know that he did both.”
Bob Hennefer, the golfer’s father, gives MHDSA high
marks for what it accomplishes off the course: “They
help people not only in Denver but all over the country.
It’s one of our favorite places to go because of how

they treat Brad out there. It’s a great
organization.”
Tournament participants and families will have the opportunity to not
only witness Hennefer’s superior
golfing skills, but also see what people with Down syndrome can
achieve, no matter what barriers society places before them.
“People with Down syndrome are just
like everybody else,” Hennefer says.
His father and others who have been
around the young athlete say he
inspires people.
“He brings hope to a lot of young
families,” Bob Hennefer says. “Wherever we go, it’s no secret that I’m
Brad’s dad. I don’t even have a name.
They come to see him, and they want
to see what he’s accomplished.”
A lot of Brad’s kudos come from parents who now feel more confident
encouraging their children to be socially active while living with Down syndrome, a common genetic variation
that typically causes a delay in physical, intellectual and language development. The National
Down Syndrome Congress estimates that the condition
affects 1 in every 700 births in the United States.
Some parents, in their effort to protect their children
from rejection or injury, hesitate to enroll them in sports
programs and other social activities. The Hennefers took
the opposite tack.
“A lot of the families, especially the young dads, ask
me how Brad got involved in playing sports,” Bob
Hennefer says, noting that his own work as a coach
helped expose his son to a number of athletic contests.
“He definitely has a great impact on young families.”
“When these parents ask what the stumbling blocks
were,” Bob points out, he shifts the focus. “We just say
that we gave Brad opportunities, and he took the ball and
ran with it. Now there are so many individuals (with disabilities) who are involved in their high school sports as
managers for the teams, or who play on the teams. More
and more you see kids with disabilities getting involved
in these programs. That’s a phenomenal thing.”
Macsovits says having a strong family support system is
vital. “We have found that those living with Down syndrome are successful due to the impact that their parents, siblings, aunts, nieces, etc., have had on their
lives,” he says. “It is one thing to believe internally that

you are capable of achieving something, but it makes
life just a little easier when you have a cheering section
behind you that supports and understands you.”
Greater numbers of athletes with disabilities also help
shatter stereotypes and break down barriers while, at the
same time, building relationships.
“Brad has become a real role model for young folks
with Down syndrome across the country,” Macsovits
says. “Kids look up to him like they do Tim Tebow,
Peyton Manning and other stand-up athletes. Brad
has accomplished much in his life that, not too many
other people with or without Down syndrome, will
ever accomplish.”
by Josh Pate

Brad loves to
teach golf.

Mile High Down Syndrome Association
mhdsa.org
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n the historic grounds of US Army post
Fort Myer in Arlington, VA, Caisson
Platoon Equine-Assisted Programs
bring veterans and horses together for
an unusual brand of therapy. The setting is rich in iconic imagery: Arlington
National Cemetery is on one side, the Pentagon is just
up the street, and the White House is a stone’s throw
across the Potomac River.
Venturing into the Caisson stables, I met a fit, friendly
rider named Samantha Nerove who was casually brushing a white Percheron draft horse named Mickey.
Nerove might’ve been any other rider preparing for a
lesson, but she is a US Army lieutenant colonel and former paratrooper who was injured and Medivac'd out of
Iraq during Desert Storm. In caring for the animal, she’s
caring for herself—soothing invisible war wounds with
equine therapy.
Although her condition went undiagnosed for two
decades, Nerove believes she acquired post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) along with injuries to her neck
and back in 1990 during her tour of duty.
As I watched her ride around the arena, sitting upright
to keep her posture in line with her horse, she was
focused and enthusiastic.
Nerove takes lessons from Mary Jo Beckman, herself a
retired US Navy Commander and co-founder of the
Caisson Program. During their sessions, Nerove has
experienced PTSD flashbacks to the mortars, rockets
and bodies she witnessed in combat. Once a fire alarm
went off at the same time that a helicopter passed overhead, triggering terrifying sensations that reminded the
veteran of being in the middle of war. But her horse’s
unwavering calmness brought her back to the present
moment, allowing the vet to continue her lesson, remain
composed and feel safe.
I met Nerove while researching a TV Special for Equitrekking, an Emmy Award-winning PBS TV series that I
created. As host, I travel the world riding horses with
local people. My adventures have landed me among the
Bedouin in Jordan, gauchos in Uruguay, bush healers in
Belize and outdoorsmen in Alaska.
Along the way, I’ve learned a great deal about horses
and how they’ve assisted humans over millennia. What
is equally remarkable is how much they continue to
help, even in our postindustrial, highly technological
society. Though we now use cars instead of carriages,
horses have not lost their power to touch our lives.
Equitrekking host Darley Newman on her visit to meet the Caisson
horses at Ft. Myer in Virginia. The horses of the Caisson Platoon are
part of the U.S. Army’s Old Guard. They are responsible for conducting military honors during funerals at Arlington National Cemetery, as
well as helping wounded veterans heal with equine-assisted therapy.

On my visits to the stables, which are near my home in
Washington, I met other soldiers and veterans with disabilities, including some with Traumatic Brain Injury
(TBI) and/or lost limbs who have achieved great success
using equine therapy.
ABILITY 57

Above: Ryan (a single leg and single arm amputee), Natasha (a single leg
amputee), and Max (a single leg amputee) riding at the Caisson Platoon
Equine Assisted Program in Fort Myer, Virginia. Inset: Lieutenant Colonel
Samantha Nerove grooms her horse for the therapeutic riding session.
Opposite page: Left: SGT MAJ Mackey in wheelchair. Photo taken by
Pebbles Turbeville. Right: Max, who stayed in the Army and went to a
Parachute Demonstration Team where he made over 300 parachute
jumps with his prosthetic leg.

Nerove credits her riding sessions with helping her to
recognize events that can lead to a PTSD episode. She
works through her trauma, while moving towards her
goals. Unfortunately, many soldiers and veterans feel
reluctant to seek psychological help for fear of being
stigmatized. Nerove urges them not to suffer in silence.
Veteran Natasha McKinnon sought help and has
bloomed in the program. In 2005, at 23 years old, the
Ohio native was shipped off to Iraq where she was
charged with driving Humvees and trucks for the Army.
She lost part of her leg when her convoy was hit by an
improvised explosive device (IED) a few months later.
The blast wounded her right calf, while her left leg had
to be amputated below the knee, which landed her at the
(now-defunct) Walter Reed Army Medical Center in
Washington, DC. As part of her rehabilitation, McKinnon, who was awarded a Purple Heart for her military
service, became part of a case study in the Army’s pilot
program with the Caisson.
When she first arrived, McKinnon was quiet, shy, and
reluctant to integrate with the rest of the group. Her first
lesson made her keenly aware of her physical limitations, and yet melding with the horse’s movements and
strength, while being shored up by the encouragement
of fellow soldiers, eased McKinnon out of her shell.
In a few lessons, she began to achieve stability on her
horse, Minnie, measurably improving her balance and
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finding increased confidence in her ability to use her
artificial limb. She began tagging along with the Caisson veterinarian after lessons to assist him with a
wounded horse.
Her progress continues. In 2009, she rode in front of the
general public during a showcase event at the Washington (DC) International Horse Show, and today she’s
studying to become either a veterinary technician or a
veterinarian, which she’s wanted to do since childhood.
Horses change lives, and often in subtle ways. It’s not
just the riding lessons that buoy veterans. Grooming the
animals soothe veterans and give them a sense of purpose. There’s also something special about hanging out
with horses––the positive energy they emit–– that’s hard
to describe, whether you’re riding them or being drawn
along by them in an adaptive carriage.
One man with TBI practiced for his automotive driving
test by driving a horse-drawn carriage around the base.
The distractions he faced on the open road could be simulated in a less threatening environment, and driving the
carriage afforded him a level of confidence he could not
achieve by practicing in a conventional car.
Many individuals with visible and invisible disabilities
benefit from their work with horses: Confidence is
rebuilt, social and communications skills developed,
patience learned and anxiety managed.

Some people grow in physical strength from equine
therapy, targeting specific muscle groups that help them
relearn to walk or use prostheses. Other benefits include
cardiovascular conditioning and improved range of
motion and balance. The horse’s gait closely resembles
a human’s, and staying astride the animal enhances the
rider’s core strength and trunk stability.
Veterans with PTSD, in particular, have been shown to
make great progress, as they may see a bit of their own
temperament reflected in these hypervigilant prey animals, which are extremely sensitive to the sights, sounds
and smells in the world around them.
“Veterans benefit from equine-assisted activities physically, cognitively and emotionally,” said Beckman. “For
an individual without legs, for example, the power of
riding a large horse can be empowering, provide freedom and boost esteem.”
In the process, equine-assisted therapy helps people
forge stronger bonds with other human beings, because
riders are not only helped by horses, but also by people. Within the Caisson program, it’s often fellow soldiers or vets who work with wounded veterans during
sessions, so there is a shared experience and understanding.
A huge benefit of programs like these across the
nation is that they are active and often take place outdoors—instead of inside a formal medical office—

offering veterans the opportunity to unwind in a
peaceful, relaxing environment.
One of the biggest barriers to helping veterans with disabilities is that many don’t know these programs exist
and are accessible—often at no charge—to them. In
some areas, veterans’ hospitals and programs even provide transportation to and from the stables.
It’s heartening to see anyone—whether they’ve lost a
limb in combat or have an invisible wound—begin to
heal with the help of horses. The servicemen and
women that I met in these programs are an inspiration.
It is because of their hopeful, underpublicized stories
that I’m developing TV Specials for PBS, showcasing
how horses help veterans with disabilities and children
with disabilities, as well.
If you’ve ever spent time around horses, you know that
they have an affect on people that’s hard to quantify or
explain. If you haven’t—or if you’d like to rekindle that
feeling—consider volunteering at an equine-assisted
therapy program near you.
by Darley Newman
For more on the Caisson Equine-Assisted Programs:
cpeap.org
For more on my TV Specials or how you can get involved:
equitrekking.com/contact
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ACROSS
1 Chinese artist and advocate for people with
disabilities (2 words)
8 New York museum
11 Victorian, for one
12 D.J.’s stack
13 Tom Hanks won one for his role in “Forrest Gump”
15 Shirt often used for promotional campaigns
17 “Strength, Courage and Wisdom” singer, ___ Arie
19 “The Lord of the Rings” for example
21 Superbowl winners in the 1998-9 season
22 Customer Service, for short
23 Door part
25 Lennon’s love
26 1975 ABBA song
27 Environmental watchdog
30 Guys __ Dolls
32 Second in a movie series
33 Radio and TV personality with a stutter, ____
Melendez
34 Trucker’s radio
37 Regulations
38 Demanding situation
41 Melody
42 Actor who played the detective in a wheelchair
45 Desensitized
46 Stylish
49 Vertebral column
50 Depressed, but not defeated (4 words)
55 Cultivate
56 Pale
57 Charitable Lodge member
59 Who guitarist who went deaf in his later years
60 Bone picture

DOWN
1 Lens type
2 Key concept in the ADA
3 Actress, author of “I’m walking as straight as I can” (2 words)
4 Division in a company that oversees hiring, abbr.
5 Consume
6 Done with
7 ____ and bear it!
8 Author of “Annie’s Coming Out,” Anne _____
9 Inventor of the light bulb, who was deaf
10 Airport security company
14 ___ wire
16 Decline
18 Sgt. or cpl.
20 Mafia chief
22 Kind of potato?
24 State were Louise May Alcott wrote “Little Women”
28 Deaf actress played Linda the Librarian on “Sesame Street”
29 Act of allowing someone to be part of something
31 Author of the classic book, “The Idiot”
35 It’s soothing
36 Cool
38 In 1985 disability was added to the Human Rights
Act in this country
39 Women’s ___
40 Paul Simon “Greatest Hits, ___”
43 Type of pitcher, for short
44 Attorney who helped start the UCP Assoc. Inc, Thomas ____
47 Will Smith romance movie
48 Circus player
51 TV doctor involved in space exploration
52 At this moment
53 “Hollywoodland” star, Affleck
54 Little bit
answers on page 62
58 City of the Rodney King riots
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