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When you write a book that integrates so many parts of yourself, it is difficult to dedicate it to just one person…


This book is dedicated to:


…my parents Kathy and Jerry, for their advocacy, for driving me to speech therapy appointments, and for sitting through hours of painfully unfunny live comedy.


…the Stamily, for inspiring me to become the person I always wanted to be.


…the memory of Michael O’Connell, who helped me bring my true self into stand-up. His comedy and his impact on the people around him will never fade.
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Introduction



Ask anyone who stutters and they will tell you that we are constantly interrupted. The slightest repetition or block in our speech will often result in a $10,000 Pyramid-style guessing match. If we stutter “p-p-p,” the listener guesses everything from pizza to pumpernickel—and usually gets it wrong. If these listeners did actually listen, maybe the person stuttering would have a chance to finish their thought!


I have experienced interruptions my entire life. I don’t just mean people talking over me. I mean my entire development as a person has been interrupted, arrested, stunted, and whatever else it says in the thesaurus. I was blessed with amazing parents and a supportive speech therapist, but nothing could shield me from the pain of growing up in a world where my voice was mocked. I remember the first time someone teased me because of my speech. I was at Wacky Waldo’s, a skate shop in my hometown of Alameda, CA. I was only eight years old, but that didn’t stop the owner from making fun of the way I said “bird.” His mockery, however slight, signaled to me that I was different—and this was coming from a guy named Wacky Waldo.


Being treated as different was a recurring theme throughout my childhood. Teachers graded me down for “not speaking clearly,” often skipping over my turn to read a prayer in class (Catholic school). It didn’t help that I also had learning disabilities.


After my self-esteem was corroded all day at school, coming home and watching TV seemed like an ideal escape. But even there, in the safety of my living room, I kept receiving the message that I wasn’t good enough. Television showed me images of the fluent (non-stuttering) people I was supposed to emulate, living out their perfect fictional lives in 80s sitcoms and Pepsi commercials. If someone did stutter on TV, they were either a bumbling doofus, a sociopathic killer, or a cartoon pig who walked around without pants. If I had to choose one for a role model, I guess I’d go the no-pants route.


I got the message loud and clear: I’m not normal, I’m not good enough. I took all the negative social cues and internalized them, like a box of baking soda absorbing every rotten odor in the fridge. I learned to be my own bully and shame myself. That shame continued to grow, until I was no longer in control of my life. I was determined to hide my stuttering at any cost, even my own happiness. I withdrew from all the important parts of growing up: friendships, socializing, flirting, group activities—anything that required me to speak. It wasn’t enough to be interrupted by others; I was now interrupting myself. I yielded the floor to everyone (anyone) around me, because I thought my voice was defective and shouldn’t be heard. I wasted years of my adult life stuck in crummy relationships because I thought I didn’t deserve better. People walked over me while I worried if their feet were comfortable doing it.


Maybe you have been in a similar position. Maybe you have experienced what it’s like to put yourself and your needs aside, out of fear or embarrassment. The world we live in is all too happy to crush a person’s self-esteem for any reason. For me, it was stuttering and dyslexia. For someone else, it might be their body, their gender expression, their personality—any part of them that feels unloved, unaccepted and rejected. We learn to bottle up those feelings and live in hiding, disappearing deeper and deeper into our shame.


It has taken most of my life to find my way out of this trap. Truth be told, it never stops. The shame monster is always there, and I always have to be vigilant to keep him on his leash—easier said than done, especially when people are constantly reminding me of the fact that I stutter. It can be an awkward facial expression or an offhand comment. It can be someone asking if I forgot my name or if I’m having a stroke. It can be dropping whatever we are talking about and launching into a fifteen-minute lecture on the “real cause” of my stuttering, usually beginning with the phrase, “So I heard on NPR…”. I’ve had so many strange and outrageous interactions over the years, I figured I might as well sit down and write a damn book about it.


All the stories in this book are true (certain names and details have been changed to protect people’s privacy). You might read some parts and think, “There’s no way someone actually said that!” I assure you, they actually said it. Some of it is hurtful. Some of it is just annoying or awkward. Over the years, I have developed my own defenses for dealing with them.


Defense number one is having empathetic friends and family. If you learn one thing in this world, learn to surround yourself with people who understand you! I have been in so many relationships where the other person accused me of overreacting whenever I relayed an incident of some mistreatment; it actually made me doubt my own feelings. Now I can ask my fluent friend Heather, “Am I overreacting?” and trust her answer. I can text my stuttering friend Gina and get her opinion on whatever is happening. I am so grateful to have people in my life who can take that weight off my shoulders. They are my rock!


Defense number two is stand-up comedy. Comedians often talk about “finding their voice as an artist.” For me, it was finding my voice. Period. Comedy has given me the power to say what I want and make people listen. It has also given me hecklers who don’t listen, and I’m thankful for that too. Hecklers are a safe outlet for dealing with assholes. If you tell your asshole boss to shut up, you get fired; if you tell an asshole heckler to shut up, you get applause. Thank God for hecklers! They taught me how to brush off insults and remain confident, both on and off the stage. If someone says something degrading to me one day, you can bet I’ll have a roomful of strangers laughing at their stupidity a week later. Just like a best friend, comedy is able to turn my frustrations into validation.


This book is a collection of my experiences: from the self-loathing teenager who secretly dreamed of being a comedian, to the adult in crisis who finally said “fuck it” and took the plunge. Of course, my experience is just that, my experience. It is specific to me and my life as a white-Italian-American-Catholic-cis-female-heterosexual-middle-class-nonapparent-disability-having-person-et cetera. When all is said and done, I can only speak for myself—although much of what I believe is shaped by other people and their stories. Hopefully my story can inform and speak to your experience. If you stutter, if you have another disability, if you have ever felt ashamed, hopeless, or afraid because of who you are—this is for you.




“Person Who Stutters” or Stutterer?”


This has been a contentious question in the stuttering community for decades. It is very similar to the “disabled people” versus “people with disabilities” argument.


Where I stand depends on my audience. If I am presenting to psychologists, medical doctors, speech therapists, etc., I make a point of saying “people who stutter.” I want them to remember that we are more than just a diagnosis. I realize that’s their job, but if they objectify our speech and forget the person attached to the stutter, it diminishes their ability to help. I know a lot of people who soured on the idea of getting professional help because their doctor/speech therapist made them feel like a bug under a microscope.


If I’m speaking to a friend, I use “person who stutters” and “stutterer” interchangeably. And since I consider you my friend, you will encounter both terms in this book. You probably noticed “STUTTERER” in big swirly letters on the cover. I don’t know, Person Who Stutters, Interrupted just doesn’t have the same ring to it. More importantly, I am proud to call myself a stutterer. Stuttering might be just one part of me, but it is a really big part. It goes beyond a disorder or a diagnosis. It goes beyond my repetitions and blocks. It connects me to a community of 70 million other people who give me strength and inspiration.


When it comes to the question of “stutterer” versus “person who stutters,” I see the value in both. But that’s only because of my relationship with these terms and their meanings. If you are talking to someone who stutters and the issue comes up, ask what they prefer. They may not prefer a label at all.





1
Comedian Interrupted



The carpet was leopard print. The booths were a deep, modern-looking burgundy. I had just finished performing for a small audience (if a bartender and the other booked comedians count as an audience). There was also the club manager—an older woman sitting in the corner, jotting down notes to decide who would get called back for paid work. I’m pretty sure there was supposed to be a real audience that night, but since the club sold zero tickets, they could call it a closed-door audition and save face.


After the show—I mean audition—I walked over to the club manager and introduced myself.


“Thanks for having me,” I said. “Do you have any shows where I might be a good fit?”


“You know what,” she replied in a heavy Midwestern accent, “you just keep going to those open mics and one day I’m sure you’ll have the confidence to stop stuttering.”


I was well-versed in my options at this point. Do I smile and nod? Do I give her the finger? Do I explain the neurological underpinnings of stuttering and how they have nothing to do with confidence? Is it even worth the effort? These situations always remind me of a great bit by Dana Gould:


Have you ever done that? Somebody says something dumb, and you calculate how long it will take to explain, and to argue, and decide instead just to agree with them and treat yourself to an ice cream sandwich?


For people with disabilities, life is a constant question of patiently educating others or taking the proverbial ice cream sandwich. Since I was trying to get work from this lady, I chose to go through the trouble and try to change her mind. I didn’t get far. Like your average dispenser of unsolicited advice, she had plenty of anecdotal evidence to support her claims: she once had a neighbor who stuttered, don’t you know! Trying to bring the conversation back to “will you pay me to get on stage and tell dick jokes?” was pointless. Six months later, it was really pointless: it turns out they never got a handle on the whole selling tickets thing. The club closed down, and, despite having moderately good self-esteem, I still stutter. I should have gone the Dana Gould route and taken the damn ice cream.


That was more than six years ago. Since then I’ve endured hecklers, hateful YouTube comments, exclusion from comedy cliques, being told I’m “too political” for this show, being told I’m “not political enough” for that show, and everything in between. I’ve had bookers try to get me alone with them in my apartment (perhaps they wanted to see if my joke about stuttering and oral sex was accurate). I’ve met people at shows who suggested that an “intrusive brain surgery” might cure my disfluency. I’ve waited hours at an open mic in a laundromat to perform for two people.


Why do I continue pursuing this nightmare called stand-up comedy? Because I love it! I feel so lucky when I’m performing at the dive bar in Gilroy for no one but a strange old man who keeps showing me his chest. I feel lucky to perform at the bar in San Bruno where a fight breaks out and I have to resort to my dirtiest jokes to distract from the screaming man being dragged out in handcuffs. What other job lets you have all those experiences? To be a comedian, you have to love what you do. And I do love what I do!


Yet bringing myself to actually do it was a long and tortured process. It should have been easy: for as long as I can remember, comedy has been one of my favorite parts of being alive. My parents exposed me to Steve Martin’s albums when I was four years old. In second grade, I made a sock puppet and named it Edith Ann, after the Lily Tomlin character1. I also had a stuffed pig, named Gilda Radner, with three little piglets velcroed to her teats: Steve Martin, Dan Aykroyd, and Bill Murray (this was during my classic Saturday Night Live phase).


I was fortunate to have access to all the classic Saturday Night Live seasons on a local UHF station. For all you millennials, UHF stations were TV channels that aired a mix of syndicated shows and cheap local programming. Weird Al even made a movie about it (featuring Emo Philips in one of his best cameos).


Speaking of Emo Philips, he was one of my favorite comics growing up. The first fan letter I ever wrote was to him, back when I was eleven years old. Imagine my excitement when he sent back an autographed headshot! A few years ago, I finally got to meet Emo at the San Francisco Punchline. He had no memory of our written exchange in the 80s, of course.


As I entered middle school and the hormones started kicking in, I didn’t go for your typical Johnny Depp, New Kids on the Block teen heartthrobs. Oh no! I decorated my room with performers from Rodney Dangerfield’s Young Comedians Special on HBO. While other girls were clipping out pictures from Teenbeat, I subscribed to a stand-up comedy trade paper to hunt for articles on my latest crush.


My obsession eventually metastasized into the final stage of comedy nerdom: wanting to get on stage and try it myself. Somewhere around seventh grade, I began to entertain secret fantasies of becoming a comedian. And when I say secret, I mean SECRET. Why was I so afraid of people finding out? Self-hatred, of course! You see, I believe humor to be one of the highest forms of intelligence. In my mind, saying “I want to be a comedian,” was the same as saying, “I think I’m funny and intelligent.” For a special ed middle schooler with low self-esteem, that was like a thought crime.


 As a closet wannabe comedian, I would sift through listings for comedy showcases and open mics in the San Francisco Guardian. I once called a bar in Oakland (Dorsey’s Locker) to ask about their open mic night. The bartender answering the phone yelled out, “This bitch wants to be Eddie Murphy!” prompting some loud cackles from the bar. Embarrassed because this bitch really did want to be Eddie Murphy, I hung up without getting any information.2


I started writing jokes on a yellow legal pad that I stole from my mom’s work. Ugh! The things I came up with! It was the worst 80s hack material you can imagine:


What did Ginger and Maryanne do for tampons on Gilligan’s island? Did the professor make them out of coconuts?


I’m Italian! I have the armpits to prove it.


That was about as far as I got before I gave up and quit on the idea of being a comic. I didn’t give up because my jokes were bad (they were). I gave up because I figured a person who stutters could never be a comedian anyway. I had no evidence to suggest otherwise. When was the last time you saw an entertainer stuttering on TV? I figured fluency had to be a requirement. So I buried my girlhood dreams and moved on.


But my love for comedy persisted. It was like the cartoon where the guy covers his mouth to sneeze and it comes out of his ears. If I couldn’t pursue stand-up, my passion had to find some other outlet. When I had to write about a “great showman” for high school history, I wrote about Lorne Michaels. When I had to put together an anthology of writing for English, I wrote a paper titled “Bada Boom: An Anthology of Comedy and Humor.” I even found a way to write about comedy in graduate school, with a “comparative analysis of sociocultural expressions of masculinity within the chronosystems of the Marx Brothers, Jerry Lewis and Lenny Bruce.” That’s the great thing about academia: you can write about anything you want as long as no one understands what the hell you’re saying (did I just steal that line from Alvy Singer in Annie Hall?).


I finished grad school, got my doctorate in psychology, and became a frustrated dyslexic-stuttering academic. Even though I was able to complete more than eight years of college, I never felt at home in academia. I knew I had important ideas, but my learning disability made it difficult to write them out, especially in a style that felt foreign and inauthentic to who I am.


While I had doubts in my professional life, I was even more lost in my personal life. I was single for the first time in years, having recently ended a long relationship with my boyfriend-at-the-time Sean. A few months later, I met a stuttering guy named Andy. Flirting with another stutterer was so much easier. My previous interactions with men had always been tainted by a constant fear of rejection over my speech. But with Andy, I could just talk. I didn’t have to worry about the way I sounded or the risk of spittle flying from my repetitive lips. Having that burden suddenly lifted made me realize how much it had been weighing me down. For the first time in my life, I didn’t have to put a man behind a salad bar sneeze guard if I wanted to vamp it up!


Andy and I started dating. He lived four hours away, which made things, um, complicated. I soon learned that one of his housemates was (drumroll) a stand-up comedian! When Andy went to see his housemate perform at an open mic, I told him he should also sign up as a performer, because, “How hot would it be to see a stuttering comedian?” Andy wasn’t interested. I pressed him again and again, but he had no desire to go on stage.


I was obviously projecting my own ambitions onto Andy, but it took me a while to wake up and realize it. Specifically, it took the writing of bell hooks, the feminist author who doesn’t capitalize her name. Throughout her work, she talks about how women in social movements have historically shied from more prominent roles, working behind the scenes to support the male leadership. Hooks counters this with a call to action, challenging women to step into their power and enact social change. That was what I had to do! Instead of convincing some guy to live my dreams for me, I had to step up and take ownership. I thought more about that book and how it related to comedy. Dick Gregory, Paul Mooney, Lenny Bruce, Wanda Sykes—so many of my favorite comedians have used the stage to address civil rights issues. If I couldn’t spread my message through academia, I would do it by bellowing dick jokes into a microphone! bell hooks, if you are reading this (for reasons I can’t imagine), thank you for inspiring this stuttering white woman to follow her dream.


So now I was determined to do comedy, but I needed a place to start. Having spent most of my life in some type of education environment, the San Francisco Comedy College felt like the safest place to dip my toe. It was an actual college, in the sense that Dr. Pepper is an actual doctor, but it provided a risk-free environment to try out ideas and learn how booked shows and open mics worked. I remember driving to my first mic in San Francisco, blasting the 8 Mile soundtrack in my Dodge Nitro. Dressed in three-inch wedge sandals and a five-dollar maternity shirt from Ross that I made work as a regular shirt, I imagined myself crushing this mic like Eminem’s B-rabbit in an epic rap battle.


After waiting all night for a three-minute spot, it was finally my turn to perform. I opened with some riffing on how I drove to the show blasting Eminem in my maternity shirt, etc. The audience—a handful of tourists tricked into thinking this was a real show—couldn’t have given two tenths of a shit. I shifted gears and told them a story about my friend Vanna, who stutters.


The real story goes like this: a few weeks earlier, I went to a bar with Vanna and some of her friends. There were maybe eight of us in total. Our sleazy bartender used the opportunity to flirt in bulk, taking us all on like a potential group orgy. He went down the row and asked our names, Vanna and I being last. I waited uncomfortably for our turn, knowing that one of us would stutter and inspire a dickish remark, which would have me stewing and replaying the incident for days. When it was Vanna’s turn to introduce herself, she started with “V-v-v.” The bartender made an unspooling “give me the rest” motion with his hand. Like a total badass, Vanna looked at him and said, “I stutter and you’re going to have to wait until I finish.”


I told this story to the open mic audience, but with a few key embellishments. Mimicking the bartender’s “give me more” gesture, I added, “Is that what girls say when you take out your dick?” The audience laughed. My first laugh on stage! It was exhilarating. I had spent my whole life thinking of my stutter as a barrier to comedy, but it wasn’t a barrier at all. It was the catalyst I needed to launch my performing career!


Looking back at it now, all my future happiness hinged on that one decision to get up on stage. I have met some of my best friends in the trenches of San Francisco comedy, an assorted gaggle of misfits baring their souls to strangers in dive bars and laundromats. Comedy put me on the path to embracing all aspects of myself, allowing me to express my ideas on my own terms and become a professional speaker. Funny how people are more impressed with “stuttering dyslexic comedian” than they are with “kinda funny unpublished academic with a doctorate,” even though I’m still the same person. It’s just a shift of perspective.


Shifting your perspective: that is key.




2
Four Generations Disabled


Many people who stutter choose not to identify as disabled. Some feel that we don’t share enough in common with people who have more apparent disabilities. Others may not want to be associated with disability because of the stigma that it carries in our culture. Personally, I view disability as a neutral characteristic. There are as many kinds of people with disabilities as there are without. An individual is an individual regardless of ability. That being said, disability can also be a source of group identity. It can be a culture and a community. For me, it has been all those things and more. It has literally been my family.
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