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I dedicate this to you, my one and only You.


introduction

BEING A “FEMALE COMEDIAN” IS like bicycling in heavy traffic. You can ride on the same roads as cars, but they weren’t built for you. You spend way more time avoiding collisions and trying not to get hurt than navigating with ease.

If you doubt this, try a little sidewalk exercise: As you’re moving along, minding your own business, try not stepping out of a man’s way as he walks toward you. Let me know if he notices you’re there. If not, let the inevitable collision happen. And then let me know if he gets confused as to how it happened.

I’m reminded of this kind of collision of consciousness whenever I see photos of the Not Ready for Prime Time Players, many of whom later became the first cast of Saturday Night Live. Watching the show’s 1975 pilot episode, I first learned of the male Players’ decision to harness Gilda Radner’s gender as a publicity technique, hoping to get butts into seats by announcing “and there’s a girl in the show!” Two decades after Elaine May arguably invented the form, live, televised sketch comedy in 1975 was apparently still as much a novelty as having a girl in an improv troupe. Based on this realization, I began to research all the other girls who helped to first make, then change, and eventually control what we now refer to collectively as “improv,” “stand-up,” and serialized, nationally broadcast “comedies.”

I wondered about the power of comedy to shape society. I wondered whether women* find the same things humorous today as we did yesterday. I wondered about the past’s influence on the present: Has humor itself changed, or has change only permeated the surface, going no further than the language we’re using? Some of my interviewees insisted that entertainment’s largely censored, racially segregated, and highly misogynistic beginnings paved the way for our current actively inclusive, revealing-to-the-point-of-raw comedy landscape; others felt little connection to these women or to liberation itself. I asked them to share their experiences in an industry where they’re expected to simultaneously be both masculine and feminine and to shock the audience with explicitly sexual jokes while avoiding “gross topics” like tampons, periods, and pregnancy; a profession where bookers continually judge all women based on a single woman’s performance, and where comics who draw inspiration from their everyday, gendered experiences are often dismissed as “blue” and relegated to the second-class category of “women’s comedy.” Club owners routinely offer no more than two performance slots in every show for “the girls” in this category, and because all of “the girls” are presumed to make the same jokes, unspoken rules dictate that they must always be broken up, buffered by male comics who, due to their genitalia alone, are presumed to have a much wider range of perspectives.

I asked each woman whether, in her opinion, much has changed since Gilda was first introduced as “the girl” in the show. I hoped that telling her story along with many others’ would help us reach an answer.

First, however, I had to learn everything I could about Gilda herself. I took a detour through Detroit to pay a visit to her tombstone, which read:

COMEDIENNE—BALLERINA, 1946 … 1989

In 1986, Phyllis Diller gave an interview for Fresh Air, wherein she defined what a “comedienne-ballerina” is, as opposed to a comic or a comedian. According to Phyllis, a “comedienne-ballerina” was a performer with an investment in creating new worlds, filled with characters. Lucille Ball was an actress because she reacted to comic situations, and Phyllis Diller and Joan Rivers were comics because they spent their careers “standing on stage with a microphone, making quips,” Phyllis said. Regardless of the distinctions, their collective job was to help their audiences relax and release some of their own personal pain. It’s nearly biblical in scope, the catharsis of laughter, and has been known to become a spiritual, detoxifying experience for performers and audiences alike. Here’s my heart in my hand, and here’s my soul, the performer says. There are moldy, ugly parts, but it’s still quite beautiful, don’t you think?

Today, however, “comedienne-ballerina,” “female comic,” and “women’s comedy” are no longer welcome terms. They have gone the way of “lady doctor,” “female reporter,” “woman writer,” and others terms commonly used to refer to all non-male professionals during and immediately after World War II, from roughly 1941 until the mid-1960s—a period of radical social change, during which many ambitious women were caught in an awkward catch-22, working outside the home and building nascent careers without the hard-won benefits that working women currently enjoy. This period fed into the commonly understood Second Wave Feminist movement and corresponding sexual revolution, which didn’t get into full swing until Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique seemed to clarify its purposes.

To most modern, educated persons, referring to a physician or a professor (who also happens to be a woman) as “lady doctor” sounds ridiculous. Yet performers, their audiences, and the general media persistently use terms like “female comic” and “women’s comedy” to refer to either humorists (who happen to be female) or their craft. It denotes a confining subcategory, segregating women into their own special lane of comedy. This gender-based segregation implies that while comedians who happen to be male fall under the default standard of “comedy,” women who happen to be comedians are a specialty. A niche. A nonstandard deviation from “normal.” This idea—that male comedians are normal while female comedians are special exceptions—perpetuates not only discrimination against women in comedy but also gender-based segregation against us all. It promotes the sexist illusion that the lingering question “Are Women Funny?” is still valid and remains up for debate—despite countless articles, documentaries, and other media that have already provided the obvious answer: Yes. They are. What century are you from again?

Rather than indirectly reopening this debate by using the segregationist terms “female comic,” “female comedian,” or even “comedienne” on their own (the continued existence of which perfectly illustrates our extremely pressing and continued need for a strong, unified Feminism), this book will use the specialized term “comedienne-ballerina.” In so doing, I hope that we can all finally agree to use Patriarchy’s own language to disprove its presumption, moving the verb to second place and replacing that annoying question mark with a firm period: Women Are Funny.

Personally, when I see the word “ballerina” in isolation, I think of someone very skinny with busted toes who has made sacrifices in her life to do a job that doesn’t pay particularly well, and who was tormented in some way. But brought out of isolation and combined with “comedienne,” this definition no longer suffices. The juxtaposition of a “comedienne-ballerina” evokes an image of duality: fragility supported by strength, darkness deepened by light, speaking and staying silent, both color and its absence.

In this way, I imagine Gilda reaching for everything there was to grasp inside each moment. Did she reach it? I don’t know. I have no idea how she inherited that instinct to be both at once. But this revolutionary need to be everything, all at once; to simultaneously inhabit two seemingly mutually exclusive roles—funny yet truthful, light tinged with dark, masculine but still feminine, comedically irreverent while artistically grounded—now permeates our society. I refer to this modern (and, in my opinion, extremely positive) need as “Both-ness,” and as I’ll detail throughout the remainder of our discussion: It has come to define what it means to be a woman, a Feminist, a millennial, and a comedienne-ballerina.

When we experience “Both-ness,” we feel Gilda’s and Lucy’s need to express their whole selves in one lifetime. We sense their fingers reaching over some invisible line, and then drawing back in hesitation, fearful of the message they’ve silently absorbed: No woman can reasonably (or happily) exist in more than one sphere. Do Not Enter. And yet their very way of life as comedienne-ballerinas has already countered this message and urged them forward.

Today, when we embrace “Both-ness,” we reach back to Gilda and Lucy. We touch them when we laugh. When we laugh, we are our truest selves. And laughter, like violence, is also how we re-create ourselves. How we reject society’s harmful messages. How we recognize our instincts apart from what we’ve been taught. How we unlearn in order to know. In this way, each generation must discover itself anew, and through that self, discover its mission. Then it must decide whether to fulfill or betray that mission.

Gilda’s mission was to reach; ours is to grasp. We discovered we were revolutionaries when we discovered what’s funny. When we see that politics is war without bloodshed and war is politics with bloodshed. When we grasp how many other humorists have changed our world, and how their histories can help us to change ourselves. They reached forward into the future, clasping our hands as we reach back. A million, billion amazing women most people will never know. Whom most of us will never even get the chance to know.

After leaving Gilda’s tombstone in Detroit, I spent the better part of three years attempting such fundamentally life-altering movement. I forced myself out of my self-imposed safe space (my head) to replace it with an ever-unsafe one: real life. I traveled to various cities and spent countless hours engaging in real life, offline, in-person conversations. I sought out living, breathing humans and asked them all sorts of uncomfortable, nosy, sometimes intentionally offensive questions—and I recorded their answers. I walked around inside traditionally unsafe (meaning Patriarchy-controlled) spaces: comedy clubs and improv theaters all over the country, from Los Angeles to Chicago to Austin to New York. I studied every comedian who also happened to be a woman from 1920 to the present.

By the end, I had a better idea of the exact intersectional relationship between comedy and Feminism; how one created the possibility of the other, and how both are necessary for the future of comedy. The Girl in the Show seeks to illustrate the direct links between past and present by juxtaposing three generations of comedienne-ballerinas against three waves of intersectional Feminism. Early Feminists like Lucille Ball (who didn’t necessarily use the term “Feminist,” since she was born before women could vote and women’s liberation was still in its infancy) paved the way for performers like Gilda, who in turn created opportunities for today’s current comedienne-ballerinas, who have gone on to know themselves in vastly new ways. Together, these three generations have arguably done more to further gender equality as a whole than any piece of legislation since the Nineteenth Amendment and the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Our ignorance of women’s history and the resulting mirror effect between equality and comedy is growing. We rarely read, talk, hear about, or even recognize our own historical figures, and yet our generation is deeply connected to women like Sarah Silverman, Amy Schumer, Lena Dunham, Wanda Sykes, Mindy Kaling, and Issa Rae, among many others, who admittedly owe their successes to the radically progressive liberationists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Unfortunately, we tend to view our present as entirely disconnected from their past. Some of us suspect that few traces of inequality persist outside the obvious wage gap, and we refuse to consider any noneconomic injustice.

For others, this extends to our relationships with other women. We see ourselves as [BLANK] first and women second. The first blank is usually our race, our class, our sexual orientation, or our marital status. These distinctions, for many women, are far more important in defining our sense of self than the first thing most people notice about us: our gender. For this reason, and many others, we sometimes treat other women as our enemies, fierce competitors rather than potential collaborators. We focus on our differences and dismiss our similarities, forgetting (or ignoring) the fact that if anyone understands what we’re going through, she does. Instead, we compartmentalize. We rationalize away another woman’s suffering as somehow different from our own. If it’s not our problem, it’s not a problem. This mindset allows the age-old divide-and-conquer strategy to divide and conquer us.

Sometimes, we compartmentalize the severity of the problem rather than the problem itself or whom it affects. When we do this, we’re insisting that sexism must be both open and obvious in order to exist at all, which suggests that anything less glaring than a male chasing a female around his desk in an episode of Mad Men is just “boys being boys.” Still others absorb these tendencies and become the boys. You’ll find them ordering their fellow females to “smile more” and “stop dressing like you’re asking for it,” ignoring (or even instigating) the most obvious misogyny. We refuse to believe anything that departs from our preapproved image of “harmless” locker-room talk as a default setting for how men are.

I refer to this setting as Stella Kowalski Syndrome. It’s akin to Stockholm Syndrome—wherein a victim is so deeply brainwashed by her captor that she becomes his defender—but like the character of Stella Kowalski from Tennessee Williams’s 1947 play A Streetcar Named Desire, this victim defends the Patriarchy because, like any victim of kidnapping, her existence depends on survival. To survive, she must adapt. Sometimes we find ourselves adapting with her—once both of us have forgotten to feel for the invisible bars within our cages. Our eyes adjust to the half light. Our fingers lose feeling. We get used to feeling sick. It’s contagious. So it’s no longer enough. It’s no longer enough, in the twenty-first century, to fight the Patriarchy. Today, we must learn to fight the Patriarchy within us.

Confronting the subconscious sexism of our age is exhausting. If we really stopped to consider how fucking terrifyingly vulnerable we feel, minute-to-minute, even life within the safety of a box would seem unlivable. So we just … don’t. We stop feeling. Or talking. Or thinking. We’d rather zone out. We’d prefer another glass of wine, thanks. As Gilda once said, “Women are lucky because we can give up.” And most of us, most of the time … do.

I do it too. I am totally with you, right here inside the box. I’ll be honest and admit that I binge-watch Crazy Ex-Girlfriend.

Somehow, shows about women who proclaim themselves to be “bad Feminists,” illustrating the continued gap between what society tells us we should want (physical perfection, marriage, children) and what Feminism has tried to instill (the notion that we can choose all or none of those things), make me feel less alone. (This is one of the main purposes of comedy.)

As Claire Fallon wrote about Crazy Ex-Girlfriend in the Huffington Post, “It can be uncomfortable to watch a show about a troubled woman who drastically alters her entire life for a man she barely knows. It feels un-feminist. But frowning on all TV show characters who paint women as something other than strong, girl-power icons only limits what women in comedy can do.”

Fallon’s description of the show’s main character, Rebecca Bunch, as “strong because she’s weird, self-centered, insecure and deeply in denial” sounds like a mirror image of Lucy Ricardo’s neurotic, grasping, wannabe actress character. Just like Lucy, Rebecca “probably looks very little like most, or all, women we know. But she reveals more about us than we’d like to admit. Some women fully embrace traditional womanhood, and others fully embrace radical independence, but most of us are caught in a limbo somewhere between.” Lucy mirrored women’s struggle against dual expectations in a conservative society, just as Rebecca continues to do today. The generations are just alike, both before and after the full-blown Feminist movement of the late 1960s and 1970s. Only today, as Fallon notes, “like Rebecca, we conceive of ourselves as strong, independent and far too cool to sacrifice ourselves for male attention, but also like Rebecca, we weren’t exactly raised in a world that fostered those qualities. Instead, here we are, caught between what we’ve been trained to want and what we’re not embarrassed to say we want … it’s held up a dark mirror to the empowered image Feminists present to the world, and the suppressed, internalized sexism we can’t all banish.”

So are we all “bad Feminists,” or has Feminism become a bad word? Is it even possible to fully participate in the world today and not be a Feminist?

I don’t know about you, but I’m so personally steeped in the benefits of Feminism that I catch myself wondering if it even exists. Like air or gravity, it remains unseen while surrounding me, anchoring me to the earth and keeping me alive. I wonder if inequality is something of the past, as so many conservative women and Fox News pundits insist. Part of a dark place we’d rather forget all about, since it obviously no longer pertains to real life anymore—kind of like medieval England, where peasants “cured” their diseases by bleeding the sick and “cleaned” their food by making the sign of the cross. That nonsense is over, and so is sexism, right? Right.

Inequality is something that we smart women have gotten over. What are we still complaining about, anyway? We can vote and work now, and abortion is technically legal now (even though almost everyone who’s had one—like your dermatologist or your landlady or your mom—is too ashamed to tell you).

As Fallon indirectly points out, we often fail to recognize the insidious nature of sexism. My gut instinct that some sexist bullshit may be afoot has been rationalized and minimized until it’s shrunk to almost nothing. And so I miss the subliminal nature of each message as it screams, shut up already so we don’t have to hear/see/acknowledge you. I’m busy counting calories and posting to Twitter as it floods my subconscious. Like so many others, it took me years to wake up to what was happening. When my eyes finally opened, I saw then what I’d become: an unwitting champion for my own suffering, a loyal defender of silence and secrets, an enthusiastic cheerleader for my lifelong captors.

But when I forced myself to be honest, to take a hard look at my language and mindset, the truth became clear: I had re-victimized myself and all those I loved by believing the old, seductive lies: I’m “bad.” I should feel sorry and apologize for my choices. I’m either/or. I can’t have it all, and I shouldn’t try or I’ll be unhappy. Instead, I should really just try lowering my expectations. And, above all, I should be smart about it, because there’s nothing less attractive than a dumb bitch who tries too hard.

Don’t I realize how lucky I am?

Shouldn’t I go ahead and get in line and choose the one [BLANK] that will define the rest of my life?

Wouldn’t I be happier that way?

Unfortunately, some of us defend the Patriarchy even when doing so threatens our lives. Feminist philosophies created every civil right we’ve ever won, and the basic idea that women are (and should be treated as) equals to men forms the basis for everything we enjoy about modern life. We openly profess this belief and yet, paradoxically, reject Feminism—which is like eating an apple while asking, “Why do we still need apple trees?”

Some of us defend the Patriarchy because we’re simply ignorant. We don’t know any history but men’s history. We have been groomed to remember and celebrate what Patriarchy wants us to remember and celebrate: men’s accomplishments. For this reason, for example, most of us can’t name even a single current female senator, let alone explain Madame Curie’s mind-blowing contributions to science. The origins of entertainment—and especially comedy—are no exception. We immediately recognize valuable works of Charlie Chaplin and Jerry Seinfeld, but we’ve never even heard of Moms Mabley, who was arguably the first American stand-up comedian, or Anita Loos, the very first staff writer of any television show or feature film of any kind.

Today, many of us still don’t understand the connection between women’s liberation and the comedy we enjoy. We have an idea, but we’re still not exactly sure how Feminism made “women’s comedy” possible, or how “women’s comedy” has broadened, expanded, and illuminated our need for Feminism. The history behind this symbiotic “chicken and egg” relationship is generally unknown—which is supremely dangerous for anyone who enjoys the freedom both to laugh and to control her own vagina. When we fail to study the history, we can forget it. When we forget something, its value can be lost. And anything that isn’t valuable becomes easier to discard.

I recently had a conversation with a comedy writer who happened to be female.

Comedy writer: “So. What’s your book about?”

Me: “The relationship between women’s liberation and ‘women’s comedy.’”

“There are women in comedy?”**

That being said, certainly not all women are Feminists simply by virtue of their reproductive organs, any more than all men are sexists by virtue of theirs. If all women were Feminists and believed in their own inherent self-worth as equals to men, #WomenForTrump wouldn’t have propelled blatantly anti-woman politicians to positions of power, and the Equal Rights Amendment would have passed into law in 1979 instead of being defeated time and again—in large part by self-proclaimed anti-Feminists like Phyllis Schlafly and Anita Bryant. If all women were Feminists, we wouldn’t suffer so much. We wouldn’t be making anywhere from 21 to 66 percent less than our male colleagues. We wouldn’t have to laugh at sexist jokes that we don’t find all that funny just to make men comfortable. We wouldn’t have to buy rape-resistant underwear or go to self-defense classes or buy mace or teach our daughters not to accept drinks from strangers. We wouldn’t immediately question all rape victims’ motives. We’d have finally admitted, along with the Guttmacher Institute, that nearly one in three women has at least one abortion by the time she reaches menopause (including, as a reminder: your mom, landlady, and/or dermatologist). We wouldn’t quit a job we liked and worked really hard to get simply because we got pregnant. We wouldn’t take a job (if we could avoid it) that didn’t provide maternity leave and daycare benefits. We wouldn’t expect to lower our standards; we’d expect our employers, elected officials, friends, family, partners, and all current and future Internet advice-writers to raise theirs.

So why don’t we?

Because we’re asleep. Or we’ve been shamed into silence by stigma and fear. Or because we’re just trying to survive our captivity. Or because we’re still stubbornly [BLANK] first and women second. Because we don’t do what we should, which is to shout from the rooftops that the whole of society benefits when motherhood is voluntary. To yell at the top of our lungs: “I don’t care if Planned Parenthood only offers abortions! I don’t care if they operate an entire abortion theme park, complete with abortion cotton candy, abortion roller coasters, and abortion water slides! Abortion is a legal, necessary medical service that has freed billions of women from reproductive oppression and saved billions more from death at the hands of back-alley, hanger-carrying quacks!”

If we were all Feminists, we would do what we should. We would all be out, away from our self-imposed safe spaces, in the dangerously real world, interacting face to face with employers, elected officials, friends, family, partners, and all current and future Internet advice-writers, and calling that shit out. We would all, in unison, point out how incredibly fortunate some men are that their gender (and, in some cases, their wealth and/or race) protects them from the consequences of their decisions, their policies, and their choice of president. We’ll keep in mind how happy they are to work with us on the “real issues” while we’re enduring all of the horrors they never have and never will.

The Girl in the Show is intended to help us do what we should by showing us how far we’ve come and how far we still have left to go. To help us shake off our resignation and get to work. To help us see and remember (or learn, if we never knew) precisely how the ebbs and flows of three generations of comedienne-ballerinas starring in, writing, and running the show have gone hand in hand with the progressive steps that Feminists and Feminism have taken to liberate our 51 percent from not only (quite literal) physical, legal, and financial bondage, but also a deeply subconscious self-loathing that has long enslaved our minds. The latter is arguably far more destructive that the former, since it so often leads to we, the prisoners, voluntarily throwing away the keys. The notion that women’s voices should be heard at all is often deemed “radical,” but it is this longstanding, symbiotic relationship between comedy and Feminism that has given women everywhere a collective voice and the many comedians who now celebrate that voice a platform. Despite attempts to persuade us otherwise, the histories of women like Lucille Ball, Moms Mabley, Gilda Radner, and Ellen DeGeneres teach us that comedy itself is a powerful tool in this “humorless” fight toward equality. Through seeing, remembering, or learning these things, The Girl in the Show attempts to guide our 51 percent toward embracing our duality as both [BLANK] and women, and to offer us all some much-needed medicine within a spoonful of sugar.

Over the course of my research, I quickly found that while humor has long been a well-documented weapon for rebellion, offering a nonviolent mouthpiece to the oppressed and discontent, women were rarely afforded the opportunity to speak. Before 1940, standout females rarely appeared in comedy, and those who did usually became the butt of the joke: wide-eyed damsels on the run from the Marx Brothers; tools to be used in Chaplin’s riotous machinations; or the childlike, borderline incompetent half of a coed duo (“Say goodnight, Gracie!”). Alternately, they became props—attractive bimbos, nagging wives, neurotic mothers, or needy daughters—vehicles through which the “take my wife, please” generation drove home their brand of humor. With few exceptions (Pert Kelton, Sophie Tucker, and a few others whom we’ll explore at length), early film, radio, and vaudevillian actresses conformed their characters to appease hardline, misogynist gender expectations: the number one requirement for remaining in the show. Feminism helped to change all this, creating the impetus for women to enter male-dominated stages, radio waves, and eventually television networks as more than the passive objects of comic affection.

Because Lucille Ball and writer Madelyn Pugh Davis were the first females to successfully transition from stage to screen, and the first to exercise creative control over the content of “the show”—both onscreen and off—they will serve as our historical through line, binding earlier generations to today’s well-known comedic voices. Many decades later, Lucy and Madelyn remain Feminist icons for comic actresses and writers, spurring on the first generation of women’s involvement in televised comedy and inspiring some of the most prolific performers we see today.

But several questions remain: Which came first, liberation or comedy? Would one have been possible without the other? Can either continue alone? And how has today’s pushback against gender labels furthered, sustained, or changed “women’s comedy” for better or worse?

Using Lucy as a touchstone, The Girl in the Show will travel from 1920 to the present, wrapping multigenerational comedienne-ballerinas in their own particular social, historical, and political context, illustrating the changes women have made in the wake of full-blown liberation, including greater participation in new forms of comedy and the impact of a rapidly changing landscape. “Women’s comedy” and women’s liberation have evolved together—each expanding upon the other to create new avenues for diversity and opportunity, empowerment and humor. After the era of Moms Mabley, Lucille Ball, Anita Loos, Joan Rivers, Phyllis Diller, Totie Fields, Dorothy Parker, and so many others, a Second Wave of comedic Feminism was arguably kick-started by Gilda Radner, Laraine Newman, and Jane Curtin, who captivated audiences from the moment they appeared on Saturday Night Live, the first women to shepherd in the era of nationally televised improv—a more democratic type of comedy in which performers create their own characters, giving them the opportunity to take control of the truths told in jest. Another powerful threesome—Rosie Shuster, Anne Beatts, and Marilyn Suzanne Miller, the first female writers in SNL history—aided Gilda, Jane, and Laraine. Together, this group changed the show, creating sketches that spoke specifically to women viewers—a huge departure from the boundaries first imposed on and then internalized by Lucy and Maddy.

While the generation before SNL contributed to liberating women from the domestic sphere, this new wave of comics and “sketch” comedy writers raised our collective awareness of sexism’s negative effects on women’s emotional, financial, and physical well-being. Because they came of age at the height of the women’s liberation movement, their influences on SNL became a turning point in our historical, political, and cultural timeline. By the 1970s, Feminism was in full swing, bringing millions more women into the workplace at the same time as television sets were rapidly established as the dominant sources of entertainment in the home (replacing the radio comedies, which had, for many years, provided outlets for “Funny Girl” Fanny Brice and other notable female voices). For the first time since I Love Lucy, female-driven content came directly into American homes—but this time, the girls in the show weren’t married. They weren’t mothers. They weren’t downtrodden sidekicks or beautiful plus-ones to leading men. They were just themselves. And they were funny. Even as the girls became immersed in a well-known boys’ club, their work spoke for itself. The result was a nationwide consciousness raising, both for that era’s audiences and future generations seeking inspiration.

Their combined contributions—and the similarities between their work and that of Feminist activists—go largely unnoticed today in large part because the industry continues to be male dominated. This history has been largely overlooked—and not just by men. While many people of both genders recognize the names Bob Hope, George Burns, Jerry Stiller, Jackie Gleason, Charlie Chaplin, and others, few know anything about the efforts of women like Pert Kelton, Elayne Boosler, Moms Mabley, Marlo Thomas, and so many others who used humor to liberate both men and women from misogynist mindsets. The Second Wave of girls in the show balked at the idea that the male gaze should determine who and what made it on air, and yet the network still paraded these performers’ gender as a way to “hook” an audience. This parade put gender at the forefront, implying that audiences were watching these women because they were women and not necessarily because they were funny. Such implicit, subconscious segregation (“Here we have the women, and here we have the actual ‘funny people’”) forced these groundbreakers—like so many who came before them—to make the best of their situation, using television as a platform for promoting Feminism: the movement that made their careers possible.

Finally, The Girl in the Show is a synthesis of interviews—either directly transcribed or paraphrased—with present-day comics, writers, executives, performers, and showrunners whose work you’ll likely recognize (even if their names aren’t yet as famous as their comedy and their eventual influences have yet to be determined). Their words form part of the collective conversation about women’s current roles in humor, in life, and in the public eye, seeking to celebrate the present by teaching us about the past. They also seek to reinforce the positive empowerment that so many women feel today by educating them about the need for further liberation in the future. Often, during interviews, performers were unaware of how much they—and their audiences—owed to the women who came before them, and how they might be subconsciously perpetuating many of the harmful stereotypes and assumptions that these women worked so hard to overcome. Still, the number of performers, writers, and executives who are committed to addressing their own shortcomings in order to promote Feminism and women’s empowerment through comedy is growing, and as a result, the potential for social impact is truly substantial.

In this ever-shifting landscape of cable, online, and social media–driven entertainment, many of us may be unaware of the ties between the past and present underlying the comedy we enjoy. By comparing these current comedienne-ballerinas to their predecessors, The Girl in the Show shows us how far we’ve come and how far we have yet to go.

______________

* As 50.8 percent of the American population. (Gallup Poll 2011)

** She wasn’t kidding.


part one

A SPOONFUL OF SUGAR

“A smile is a curve that sets everything straight.”

—Phyllis Diller


truth plus

THE OPENING MONOLOGUE OF GILDA Radner’s filmed Broadway show Gilda Live begins with a thirty-four-year-old woman with overalls and red ribbons in her hair approaching the end of the stage to explain her dreams. She grew up in Detroit, she says, where her dad used to take her to shows. They’d sit in the third row. She’d look up at the people on stage and marvel at how happy they seemed. What a good time they were having! She’d want that good time, too. That’s what I want to do, she thought. That’s who I want to be. And when the performers would come down to the end of the stage and look out, she was always sure “that they were looking at me—at little Gilda Radner. And now that I’m finally up here, I can’t see a thing!”

This was 1980, when she and a Canadian television producer named Lorne Michaels turned many of her most famous Saturday Night Live characters into a Broadway show. I wasn’t there, of course. I hadn’t yet been born. But when I saw it, years later, I thought she was looking down at me, too. Our consciousnesses seemed to collide.

Beyond her political and cultural achievements, Gilda Radner’s childhood tragedy, estrangement from her mother, and devotion to Biddy, her childhood caretaker—the three forces that inspired Emily Litella, the first of her most famous characters—have always resonated with me on an emotional level. I also grew up with a mother who took to her bed with severe depression. To get her to come out of her room, I developed the same comedic routines that had worked for Gilda: I did impressions. I reenacted scenes from her favorite television shows. But while Gilda was impersonating Elaine May and Phyllis Diller, I was impersonating Gilda and Lily Tomlin. My mother’s favorite characters were Roseanne Roseannadanna, Gilda’s brashly crude television news reporter, and Ernestine, Lily’s evil phone operator. Her second favorite was “Fish Face,” which required me to stretch my mouth into a straight line while flapping my hands on either side of my face to create gills. It was uncomfortable but far less so than watching my mother suffer—and besides, it always worked. She always laughed.

In my mind, Gilda and I were both funny girls who developed our comedy around our early experiences with tragedy. We both used the latter to create the former, and our childhoods were inextricably linked to our art. We also shared pain, a deep desire to make our mothers proud, and the ambition to become everything the women before us somehow couldn’t. In many ways, Gilda’s story is my story, too. I’ve yet to meet an artist in any age group who can’t say the same.

In 1978, during episode 304 of The Muppet Show, Gilda appeared as a hapless tap dancer who just couldn’t catch a break. She banged her head, nearly fell over in her unbuckled patent leather shoes, and flailed around in her red satin shorts and characteristic frizzy pigtails, all while singing to her audience to “tap your troubles away!” In order to tap her own troubles away, Gilda performed. She never spoke directly about her problems with her mother, her father’s sudden death, or her rampant bulimia. She was considered a “personal” performer because she created characters from the people she’d known or with whom she’d personally interacted, and then used them to make a new world on stage.

That was her job, really—dancing when it was raining. To achieve this, some comedians are deeply personal, digging through “their own crap,” as they often call it, and making it festive. Their job is “to help audiences lose themselves and to have an epic night out,” as UK solo artist Luisa Omielan says. “To deliver my show in the best way I can, every night, as if I’d just thought it up on the spot—like it’s a new show, just for them—and make them rest easy that the show is built for them to do so.”

Comic actress Molly Shannon agrees. “I like making people laugh and making people feel good, maybe forget their trouble for a little while. That’s a great feeling, when people come up and ask, ‘Can I give you a hug?’ because they associate you with a feeling of warmth and joy. There’s something about being on television that makes me accessible to them. They feel, because I’m in their living room, like I’m like their friend. It’s very sweet. Bringing joy and happiness and helping people forget their troubles for a little while is a comedian’s job, I think. Hopefully people will laugh if they relate to it, and hopefully they will laugh even if they don’t relate to it. And then you cover it up with other shtick, just in case.”

In return, the performer gets to be honest. She earns an outlet for sharing how distraught and devastated she is, and how much she hates those same feelings. She actually gets to talk. And to reward her for turning lead into gold—pain into tap dancing—the audience laughs. It’s a beautiful transaction where the currency may change, but the value stays the same.

“At my lowest point, I was my most beautiful on stage,” Luisa Omielan said when we spoke by phone during her comedy tour in Australia. “Every time, without fail, every time that I’ve had horrendous feelings about myself, or thought, ‘shit you’re worthless, you’re bad,’ then my issues are coming up my face to confront me, the second I can go on stage and go, ‘blah here it all is,’ it turns it into something beautiful. I go, ‘oh, thank God, that’s not my life.’ Otherwise you’d die, I think.”

Luisa now uses this currency to teach people how to seek help for mental illnesses. “When you talk about that, and how there’s a male member in my family who took an overdose and tried to kill himself a few years ago, you realize: it’s not only bullshit, it’s failed mental health. I struggled then to go on antidepressants. To talk to the doctor and be like, ‘I’m not homeless, I’m not a smack head, and I’m not some old man who’s just been dropped from his job of forty years. Why am I struggling so much?’ And yet I was afraid of antidepressants. They were something that felt so ugly to me, something I so didn’t want to be associated with. Thank God I got the help that I needed. Because you know what? It’s totally normal! I’m totally normal! And I like going on stage and being like, ‘Guys, you don’t have to agree, but I think I’m cool. I’m funny, I’m normal. Look, it’s a party, here’s your meds. Some wonderful people have been on them, too, so it’s okay if you need them. Go out and get the help that’s out there! And now, here’s some more jokes.’”

Other comics disagree that there’s so much beneath the surface. To them, a joke is a joke is a joke. For stand-up comic Brandie Posey, the job is “to be a funny idiot, and that’s it. That’s all I want to do. I don’t speak for other women. I speak only for myself.”

In keeping with this idea, comedian and writer Naomi Ekperigin said that while she’d always thought of entertainment as a means of educating people, “there’s not always something to teach.” Meaning that the funny is the thing (much like, for writers, “the play is the thing”). If people are laughing, they’re listening. It’s a spoonful of sugar that can help the medicine go down, but not every single show or every single episode of every show should taste medicinal. And not everyone is able to understand the lesson, anyway, as Tina Fey pointed out in Bossypants: “You can tell how smart someone is by what they laugh at.”

Perhaps this is why comic actress Mo Collins believes that her job is to “play as hard and often as we can. If we’re playing, we’re schooling other people on how to play and take life less seriously. Literally our job is to play. If we’re not having fun, how can you expect to accomplish being funny? It’s got to be light; it’s got to be fun; it’s got to be play.”

One of a comedian’s jobs is obviously to make people laugh, but I don’t think that’s her sole job, and I’m not entirely certain that it’s her main job. So many struggle for a long time to even call themselves comedians. Others do one open mic and feel confident enough to proclaim, “I’m a comedian!” It took most of the women in this book many years to be able to say, “I’m a comedian; that’s my only job,” because, unlike Gilda, who came from wealth and whose father had supplied her with a trust fund, most comedians have to work (sometimes several) other jobs in order to survive. They spend years working in bagel shops, or sweeping the hair off the floor after a drunk girl gets a scalp tattoo, or walking dogs in the rain, or raising rich people’s test-tube babies. When they can move on from that and focus solely on their humor, it’s a triumph.

As a well-known stand-up comic who requested anonymity recently said, “I had jokes about all of my boring, weirdo side jobs, until some older, wiser comedian was like, ‘Eventually, you’re not gonna want to joke about your job, because your job is supposed to be telling jokes. When people pay money to see you, they don’t want to know that you have another job.’ Not everyone takes that advice. I think some people continue to be like, ‘I’m also a teacher, and I tell jokes at night …’ But it stuck with me. Eventually I wanted to talk about the past in a past tense. Comedy is my job.”

Still others are comedians with delusions of grandeur that I think any good performer has to possess. To them, their role in society is to make existence tolerable and fun and exciting. To open people up, allow them to feel vulnerable by being vulnerable, and let them escape. It’s all about getting into people’s heads and exploding that outward, as Steve Martin described early SNL: “I do remember when I first saw the show. I was living in Aspen, and it came on and I thought, they’ve done it! They did the zeitgeist! They did what was out there, what we all had in our heads, this kind of new comedy!”

Most comedians of any gender do feel the need to “explode outward” whatever they—or others they know—are feeling. It might be part of a healing process, or simply a way to process healing, but comedy has always proved a balm to wounds, and as they grow into comedy, many comedians eventually take control of their words’ own healing powers. Some feel an inherent responsibility, in all kinds of transactions, to crack jokes. To provide a release valve for others. To light up even the darkest events.

Mo Collins describes this often overwhelming responsibility to care for and provide catharsis to others as a blessing in disguise: “I have this need to potentially make somebody’s day better. It can be just, you know, cashing a check at the bank. Going to the doctor’s office. Oh, I’m the best patient, because it’s like I’m always trying to make a joke even when it’s horrible. That is my responsibility, and I take it quite seriously.”

Sometimes, that need to heal others’ wounds comes from childhood memories. Gilda wrote that her father, Herman, was consciously funny—a bubbly, slightly overweight man who’d tell silly jokes like, “Don’t suck your thumb because it’s got a nail in it.” He loved life and had a great spirit, and each joke he told was the funniest he’d ever heard. He loved to watch her perform and called her his “little ham.” Her mother, on the other hand, was harder to reach. She had a great sense of humor, Gilda insisted in her 1989 autobiography, written before Henrietta passed away. “Almost the only thing that gets through to her is to make her laugh. She has an infectious response to humor so it was a way of getting to her when nothing else worked.” Based on this, it’s rumored that Jane Curtin’s portrayal of Mrs. Loopner in the SNL sketch “The Nerds”—with Gilda playing her whiny teenage daughter, Lisa, and Bill Murray as Lisa’s horny boyfriend—was based on Henrietta. When Mrs. Loopner reaches a point of ultimate frustration, she growls at Lisa, “I begrudge you every breath you ever took!” It’s rumored that this, too, was based on Henrietta’s way with words toward her daughter.

In 1958, Gilda lost her father over the course of forty-eight hours. Herman Radner finally went to the hospital about his headaches. They were terrible, and he’d been suffering them for years with little improvement. The doctors had already changed his glasses many times and put him on various medications, but the headaches always came back. At the hospital, he was supposed to have routine tests but ended up in surgery. When the doctors opened him up, they found a malignant brain tumor that was so advanced they couldn’t do anything but close him back up. He then had a stroke that paralyzed the left side of his body, so when twelve-year-old Gilda came to visit him two days later, instead of the happy sixty-five-year-old who’d left the house, she found a bald, weak, confused old man whose appearance froze her with fear and confusion. He held her hand as she stood next to his bed and spoke to her, but he was a shell of who he’d been. His personality was changed. To Gilda, it seemed, losing someone altogether and suddenly would have been less painful than interacting with what was left over after that person disappeared.

Chemotherapy didn’t exist in 1958, so Herman underwent radiation that left him nauseated. He stayed in the hospital for another few months, relearning how to use the left side of his body through combinations of exercise and concentration. When Gilda visited, everyone pretended that he was normal, living that fantasy for two years, and leaving Gilda without any explanation at all. She’d hear ambulances coming to their house every night, and men coming up the stairs with a stretcher and talking to Herman like he was a little boy. She’d lie in her bed feeling angry and resentful because she didn’t understand what had happened or why, and because no one would ever tell her the truth.

When she was fourteen and away at camp, he died in the middle of the night. Someone tapped her on the shoulder at camp, and she boarded a small plane back to Detroit, where her brother held her hand and her mother seemed almost relieved. The three remaining Radners sat shiva, and then Gilda went back to camp because she wanted to. But she never got an appropriate mourning period and spent years of her adult life mourning her father’s death through therapy and analysis. Her family, she wrote, could’ve used some help processing his illness. Even thirty years later, they were still living with the cancer that killed Herman.

Five years after Herman’s death, Henrietta got breast cancer. Her mother, Golda, and Golda’s sister eventually died of stomach cancer. Then, at eighteen, Gilda had a lump removed from her own right breast, which turned out to be a benign cyst. The surgeon (who later lost his license for performing unnecessary surgeries on women) made an incision that left Gilda with an ugly scar, keeping the fear of cancer marked on her body and her mind but leaving her with a sense of humor about the transient nature of life. Motivated to heal herself from the inside out, despite (or perhaps because of) her enduring scars, she endeavored to laugh, and this endeavor gradually extended to include others. Gilda entertained her family members, friends, and eventually audiences—creating a feedback loop of mutually beneficial healing.

This outward progression binds many comedians both before and after Gilda. Their collective need to heal others’ wounds can often be traced back to their own. Sometimes those wounds are physical, as in the case of comedians like Tig Notaro, who famously used her very real struggle with cancer to help audiences remember to laugh. Sometimes the wounds are mental and emotional.

Sarah Silverman has spent decades opening up to her audiences about her battles with depression, which she’s experienced since she was thirteen, but in I Smile Back, an independent drama from 2016, she showed a side of herself and her comedy that audiences rarely glimpse in any but the bravest performers. In the film, Silverman’s character willfully goes off her meds, choosing instead to self-medicate with cocaine, pills, and wine. Drugs and depression create a self-destructive cocktail that ultimately poisons her relationship with her husband and children. Silverman is honest about her real-life feelings of serious depression, which she likened to coming down with a sudden flu.

She’d been an extremely social child, with best friends and a clowning attitude in class, but all of that changed suddenly with the onset of her illness. She no longer saw any reason to maintain friendships; spending time with other people was nothing more than a burden. When the depression came over her, she’d experience a frustrating sea change: a radical emotional shift that she likened to feeling terribly, insatiably homesick while still at home. The feeling lasted for three long years. Finally, Sarah told Terry Gross of NPR, “I was sent to a psychiatrist who said, ‘I’m going to give you a prescription for something called Xanax, and whenever you feel bad, you take one.’” By the time she was fourteen, Sarah was taking sixteen of them a day. She kept the empty medication bottles in a shoebox so that, if she were to overdose, the person who found her would understand what happened.

Another doctor weaned her off Xanax, but the depression came roaring back in her early twenties. She recognized it as recurrent mental illness rather than temporary homesickness, but the fear that it would last another three years was terrifying. She had paralyzing panic attacks while trying to hold down her new job at Saturday Night Live. All she kept thinking was how much she wanted to go home to New Hampshire and avoid anything frightening. Eventually she met a new doctor who introduced her to Klonopin, a medication that specifically blocks panic attacks. “It saved my life. I was able to go to work at Saturday Night Live and exist through each day while I was figuring this out.”

Like Sarah, longtime stand-up comic Paula Poundstone has joked about her own mental illness—and her alcoholism in particular—by admitting, “I was in the thirty-day program for 180 days. I can’t even sit in a chair unless it’s in a circle anymore,” and revealing in an interview with Neal Conan for Talk of the Nation that she was court-ordered to Alcoholics Anonymous on broadcast television. “That pretty much blows the hell out of the second ‘A,’ wouldn’t you say?” She admits that whereas most people would recognize red flags, she was too drunk to do so. “They’re kind of blurry and they zip on by.” She makes light of her disease by claiming that she once mistook it for an ice cream addiction and then a predilection for adopting animals. “I should have known. About three weeks before I went into rehab I got really drunk, went into a pet store, and bought a dog. It would have been no big deal, but we had nine cats. Believe me, the cats started hiding the alcohol after that. We now have ten cats, a big stupid dog, two tadpoles, a bearded dragon lizard, and a bunny. I’m going to be honest with you. I’d been drunk in that pet store before, and I don’t want to play the victim here, but I believe they knew and I believe they took advantage. Does anybody else’s pet store have a wine section? It seems unusual to me.” Though she expertly adds sugar to her medicine, Paula’s main source of pain seems to stem from the fact that her alcoholism affected her children’s lives.

Like Paula’s children, the beloved comedian and actress Carol Burnett grew up witnessing similar events due to her own parents’ alcoholism. Carol in particular was shaped by a history of emotional instability that finally resulted in her raising her younger sister, Chrissie, when addiction overtook their mother’s life. She wrote extensively about the years leading up to the event—first in Depression-era San Antonio and then in Hollywood—when she and her grandmother, “Nanny,” moved into a studio apartment down the hall from her starstruck mother, “Mama.” Mama had married her high school sweetheart, a kind but downtrodden salesman, but then divorced him when he too became an alcoholic. As a result, Carol grew extremely attached to Nanny, the least tumultuous, most reliable, and the only consistently sober adult in her life. Nanny was steady and devoted, but she suffered from addiction, too. As a hoarder, Nanny routinely stole silverware from restaurants and had been married, divorced, and widowed six times as a means of financial support. Nanny often fought with Mama over Mama’s drinking, her dreams of becoming a writer in Hollywood, and Mama’s unwillingness to marry a man so she could use him as “a meal ticket,” as Nanny had so many times. Despite all of their arguments, Nanny was a stable parental figure, and Carol responded with an intense, lifelong loyalty, signaling good night to Nanny at the end of every episode of The Carol Burnett Show by pulling fondly at her ear.

Like so many comedienne-ballerinas, Gilda’s, Sarah’s, Paula’s, and Carol’s comedy all sprouted from a common psychological seed: disease. But a tragic childhood isn’t necessarily the rule. Comedy writer Alison Flierl of BoJack Horseman and School of Rock had a pretty good one.

“My parents were actually very sweet. My mom is a breast cancer survivor, and she used to make jokes about leaving her fake boob around. This was back in the early eighties when people didn’t talk about breast cancer and women were ashamed to have it, and yet she didn’t give a shit. I’m sure it was hard for her, but she just put it all out there. I think that’s been good for me. Living in LA, as a girl, we all have our issues, but I do think having a mom who didn’t give that much of a shit about losing a boob helped me to remember not to get too caught up in physical flaws. People will love you with them, not in spite of them. That was a good lesson.”

For Alison and her mother, comedy served less as a healing method and more as a survival tactic, a brilliant way of getting through something that might otherwise destroy both the performer and her audience.

But this tactic requires staying tethered to the same painful reality that comedians—and audiences—so often wish to escape: the status quo. Our current reality’s invisible bars, behind which both performer and audience are so fully imprisoned that they can think only of what is and what will always be. The tactic requires them both to feel around and regain their senses; to first recognize that the cage exists, that the bars surround them, and then break through. It requires a kind of “truth plus,” as many performers call it, wherein the comedian heightens our collective reality in order to help us not only survive the status quo but face its flaws, and in so doing, begin the process of changing what is into what should be. As if staring into a mirror, it is only when we face ourselves that we can grow, and so a comedienne-ballerina must begin by facing her audience, transforming them into that mirror, and using their laughter as a reflection. This transformation goes beyond mutual healing, and well beyond survival, to create truth. Once established, truth promotes safety. And once both performer and audience feel safe, they can, together, break through to true freedom through forgiveness.


the mockingbird

A LOT OF PEOPLE DON’T KNOW what it is that makes a good person; what it is that makes you feel proud of yourself at the end of the day,” LA-based comedian Eliza Skinner said, crossing her legs on the couch in her Hollywood apartment, not far from where Carol Burnett once worked as an usher at the old Warner Brothers theater. “There are voices in our society that say, ‘A way to be a good person is to tell everybody else that they’re shitty.’ But that’s definitely not it. Respect where other people are coming from. The biggest asshole in the world wants to be doing a good job. They want to be right. Life isn’t a video game where you can just kill them, and their little spaceship goes out of the sky. You want them on your side. You want them agreeing with you. You want them going, ‘Oh yeah, that makes so much sense. I get it now.’ You don’t want to shut them down; you want to change their minds.”

“So how would you respond to the quote, ‘Everybody thinks that he’s the hero of the story—especially the bad guy’?” I asked. Her eyes grew bright.

“I think that’s exactly true. Everyone does think he’s the hero. So if you can use that and tap into that and tell them, ‘Yeah, you are the hero. And you know what would be a really heroic thing to do in this situation, or given this topic? Help other people. Get out of the way so that someone with actual experience can speak about it.’”

Eliza’s words reveal an underlying truth about life in the twenty-first century: We all need forgiving. Everyone’s having a hard time. Everybody. Women are having a hard time. Men are having a hard time. At its very core, compassion, paired with the sincere belief that human beings can truly change, is the cornerstone of all the great religions. This compassion and belief encourages us to embrace mutual respect and forgiveness in order to bring people together in shared experience, rather than allowing our pride to force us apart, so that we work against each other or view each other as separate and divided individuals, competing over the respective size of our wounds to make ourselves feel special.

This compassionate understanding is yet another of so many ties that bind Gilda’s comedy to Carol’s, Sarah’s, Paula’s, and countless others’. By making light of their own scars, inside and out, they imply that goodness, safety, forgiveness, and truth are all possible within one performance. It also acknowledges that while everybody wants to be a good person, and everybody wants to do the right thing … we don’t truly know what “the right thing” is. We don’t know how to find or follow it. So we don’t. We’re bad. Sometimes, for some of us, badness lasts a lifetime. But when (if) we grow tired of either treating others badly or others treating us much the same way, we start to change. We forgive. We let go of our own badness and of others’, too. This heals the wounds that made us bad in the first place.

The world is so full of wounds, and there is real medicine available, but it needs a little sugar to best take effect. For some, even the sweetest medicine is difficult to swallow, but over time, it works, and its effects are arguably universal. Forgiving others—and through our forgiveness, demonstrating compassion—is the only way to avoid dying an early emotional death. In a world where you can be anything you want, why be anything but kind? Still, it’s hard—not to forgive an act, but to forgive a person who doesn’t believe or even know she needs forgiveness.

On a segment of This American Life entitled “Ask Not for Whom the Bell Trolls; It Trolls for Thee,” comic and author Lindy West recounted her experience with comedy’s healing effects:

“In the summer of 2013, in certain circles of the Internet, comedians and feminists were at war over rape jokes. Being both a comedy writer and a committed feminist killjoy, I weighed in with an article in which I said that I think a lot of male comedians are careless with the subject of rape. Here’s just a sample of the responses I got on social media: ‘I love how the bitch complaining about rape is the exact kind of bitch that would never be raped.’ ‘Holes like this make me want to commit rape out of anger.’ ‘I just want to rape her with a traffic cone.’ ‘No one would want to rape that fat disgusting mess.’ ‘Kill yourself.’ ‘I want to put an apple into that mouth of yours and take a huge stick and slide it through your body and roast you.’ ‘That big bitch is bitter that no one wants to rape her.’”

Lindy’s harassment “went on for weeks. It’s something I’m used to. I have to be. Being insulted and threatened online is part of my job, which is not to say it doesn’t hurt. It does. It feels—well, exactly like you would imagine it would feel to have someone call you a fat cunt every day of your life.

“When I got that message from my ‘dad,’ it was well into ‘rape joke summer.’ I was eating thirty rape threats for breakfast at that point, or more accurately, ‘you’re fatter than the girls I usually rape’ threats. And I thought I was coping. But if you get a blade sharp enough, it’ll cut through anything.

“The account was called Paul West Donezo—Paul West, because his name was Paul West, and Donezo, because I guess he was done. He was—done being alive, done doing crossword puzzles, done forcing me to sing duets at dinner parties, done writing little poems on the back of every receipt, done being my dad.
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