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By Georgie Binks 
 

When you dial Catherine Lawrence's phone number, her answering machine guffaws back a 

string of ha-ha's.  Knock on the front door of her Toronto home, and you'll be greeted by a 

woman with a grin wide enough to brighten the street.  As you step into the front hallway, a 

large nose and eyeglasses gaze from atop a seal sculpture.  A rubber chicken is thrown with 

abandon on the coffee table.  When your business is laughter, your demeanour and your 

workspace take on a decidedly different tone. 

These days, though, laughter has been a bit more difficult to come by for laughter 

coach Lawrence, 48, a stunning blond with piercing hazel eyes and a slim frame.  That's 

because she was diagnosed just over a year ago with lymphangioleiomyomatosis, or LAM, a 

rare and often fatal lung disease. 

LAM affects woman almost exclusively; its main symptoms are fatigue, cough, chest 

pain and shortness of breath with exertion.  The disease is progressive, with no treatment or 

cure.  Often women living with it need continuous supplemental oxygen.  Sometimes a single 

or double lung transplant can extend lives. 

If anyone is equipped to deal with news like this, it's Lawrence; her line of work has given her the tools with 

which to tackle a tough challenge.  "When I discovered I had LAM, I realized this was my chance to live what I've been 

saying for years: Listen, Little Ms. Laughter Lady, let's see how you fare -- because words are easy but living it is 

another story.  Even though I speak about the power of laughter, if I tried to paint myself as a positive Patty, up with 

people all the time, that would be wrong.  Life has its ups and downs for all of us.  Actually, sometimes having a good 

cry about it really helps." 

In fact, there was little laughter at first around Lawrence's household, one she shares 

with her husband, Jerome Morse, and their three teenaged children.  "It was like being 

punched in the stomach," she says.  "One part of me said, 'You're a specialist in laughter, you 

know all about positive emotion.  You've dealt with people who have difficult challenges, 

people with cancer, so suck it up.' Another part of me wanted to be sad and scared.  I related 

to it as the mother of three kids.  I just kept thinking, I'm not done raising my kids yet." 

Telling her children was difficult, but their pediatrician advised sitting them down 

together and telling them the truth.  However, she ignored doctors when they advised her not 

to tell friends because they would feel sorry for her.  "I couldn't believe how my friends' 

goodwill, prayers and energy have come back to me." 

Lawrence has no idea how long she's had LAM.  Despite her healthy lifestyle -- as a non-

smoker, and a former triathlete and marathon runner -- she'd been experiencing shortness of 

breath for a few years, especially during longer runs.  Doctors turned up nothing until a CT 

scan was done.  The results were shocking: cysts covering both lungs. 

Because there's no treatment or cure, other than a lung transplant down the road, Lawrence is on her own when 

it comes to fighting her disease.  One doctor's advice to "just go live your life" made her laugh.  Few people have "lived 

their lives" more than Lawrence.  "I've always lived as though I've had a time limit," she says with a smile. 

That zest for life showed up even in her teens.  In 1979, during the summer between her second and third year 

of university, she crewed on the tall ship Eye of the Wind as it crossed the Pacific Ocean for three and a half months, 

then, more than 20 years later, rejoined the ship in 2000.  Between stints on the ship, it was a hop, skip and the swing of 

a polo mallet to Nepal, where she headed up the first Canadian Women's Elephant Polo team -- that's right, elephant 

polo.  Players were handed extra-long mallets, and Ralph Lauren provided fancy outfits for the team.  In 2001, she was 



off to the NASA-affiliated Advanced Adult Space Camp in Huntsville, Alabama, where she was spun around just like 

real-life astronauts. 

Lawrence, a law school graduate, is also a certified laughter leader.  For eight years, she worked at Labatt 

Breweries in London, Ont., and Toronto (where she practised what she jokingly labels "beer law"), then set off on a 

soul-searching trip to Bhutan after the birth of her third child.  When she returned, she enrolled in a stand-up comedy 

course.  Why? "I loved the buzz of being up in front of people." 

In 2001, Lawrence became a laughter coach, receiving her certification following a meeting she was attending 

of the American Association of Therapeutic Humor.  Through her company, Survival of the Funniest, she runs private 

laughter club sessions at a number of facilities, including Gilda's Club (for cancer patients). 

So what does a laughter coach teach?  Lawrence encourages people to laugh as much as possible -- in the car, at 

home, wherever they are.  She's not talking about little giggles either, but deep belly laughs.  "The head is more 'Hee 

hee hee,' the chest is more 'Haw haw haw.'  You can laugh sitting down or standing up.  You need to get that deep gut 

belly laugh." 

She also works with accountants, bankers, lawyers, hospital staff and educators.  "From the research I've done 

on laughter, there's not a system in your body it doesn't affect -- from your cardiovascular, to your digestive and 

nervous systems," she says.  "When you laugh, there's a period of heightened blood pressure followed by relaxation.  

It's quite healing." 

Lawrence has now turned her considerable research skills to solving the mystery of 

her disease.  She has combed the Internet, medical journals and textbooks, and has emailed 

doctors around the world.  "As well-meaning and skilled as the medical people are, I'm the 

only one who can advocate for me.  I don't want to look back and wonder what I could have 

done differently."  She keeps a binder with what she called her "plan."  It contains studies, 

advice she gets from people, key contacts, medical articles and correspondence with doctors, 

as well as her test results. 

She's also managed to land a spot in a National Institutes of Health study on LAM in 

Bethesda, Maryland, which she will attend twice yearly for the next five years.  Her first visit 

was in February of this year.  "When I returned home, I realized how lucky I was.  The 

doctors offered a lot of positive things, and now instead of feeling I have a terminal disease, I 

view it as chronic.  I don't need to start digging just yet," she laughs in a moment of gallows 

humour. 

In fact, dark humour often gets her through the day.  Regarding the possibility of a 

lung transplant, she chuckles, "Lawyers have been called ambulance chasers, but this takes on new meaning.  I've 

found myself playing with the word LAM: On the lam, and off the lam.  I keep thinking of songs: 'All I need is the Air 

that I Breath', 'Every Breath You Take.'" It's not always a barrel of laughs, though.  "I'd be lying if I said I was getting it 

right all the time.  Some days I'm really on top of my game; other days I have to regroup." 

So how does the Laughter Lady keep laughing when she faces a challenge of such momentous proportions?  

Says Lawrence, "Putting a fresh laugh on my voice mail every morning usually kicks me into gear.  Laughing for no 

reason just turns into real laughter.  People sometimes get the wrong number and say, 'I don't know who you are, but I 

like this." 

Lawrence has slowed her workload and is now creating laughter cards using quotes 

and pictures, which she intends to package and sell, in hopes they will elicit some smiles 

from those who need a humorous pick-me-up.  "They're a comfort to my children because a 

lot of the stories on the cards are about them.  If I'm not handling things very well some 

days, my children remind me of a quote on a card that would make me feel better." 

Right now Lawrence is trying to maintain a normal life.  While she's been told not to 

scuba or skydive, she works out nearly every day doing kundalini yoga, which focuses on 

the psychic centres of the body, and Pilates.  Her only limitation is stopping if she feels 

chest pain.  While she is more out of breath than she used to be, she hopes exercising will 

keep her lungs working to their fullest potential. 

It doesn't seem fair that a woman who has spread so much laughter and fun to her 

friends, family and clients should be struck by such a devastating illness.  Lawrence, 

however, views it as the ultimate challenge.  "This is my exploration.  This is my adventure.  

I'm hopeful because I feel I have the equipment to tackle this.  I've always believed Viktor 

Frankl's quote, 'Laughter is the currency of hope.'" 


