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Abstract 

 

PICTURE COMPLETION: 
AN EXPERIMENTAL AUTOETHNOGRAPHY ON NEURODIVERSITY,  

PSYCHOSIS, AND ANOMALOUS EXPERIENCE  
 

 

Faith R. Rhyne 

Saybrook University 

 

In this work, the researcher utilized expressive autoethnographic methods to 

explore narratives of self in relation to mental health diagnosis, psychosis, neurodiversity, 

personal history, and social context. This work draws on existing narrative data in the 

form of journal and blog entries, which the researcher created between 2009 and 2015 

and includes reflections on the methodological challenges that came about in working 

with extensive narrative data. Additionally, this work utilizes medical records and 

excerpts from a psychological evaluation to illustrate various perspectives on experience 

and to provide further information on aspects of cognition and processing that augment 

the researcher’s experience.  

This work is presented using non-linear and layered forms of reporting as a means 

of providing an assembled representation of the way that the researcher orients to and 

experiences her own story.   
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Introduction 

This work is presented using layered, imperfect multi-media methods to 

synthesize an account and reflection on my experience of what was clinically referred to 

as psychosis and my conceptualization of what factors of personal attribute and history 

contributed to my experiences of psychosis. Format and style is secondary, if at times 

unimportant to expression, and experience takes priority over approved writing methods. 

For me, experience is not a linear or coherent affair, and as a result, this work is neither 

linear nor coherent; however within chaos is a particular form of order that might be 

missed if the linear and coherent is primary.  

Experience is not text-based. It is not always properly formatted. If it is allowed to 

be as it is, much can be learned. Life is inescapably layered, and the person I present, as 

being here, is only fragments of who I am. Parts are obscured, hidden in the jumble, and 

other aspects of self are completely omitted. Perhaps those parts who are hidden in the 

jumble might be seen when the jumble is allowed to be and is observed by way of the 

reader’s experience, and those parts that are completely omitted, might be anonymously 

present between the lines. 

Unconventionally Approaching and Expressing Self in Autoethonography 

It is difficult for me to feel comfortable with this sense of segmentation, unless I think 

about it as art—these deliberations in regard to what we show of ourselves, how we show 

ourselves and why. 

For me, the experience of psychosis was the epitome of what transformative learning 

researchers might call a disorienting dilemma. It was, in retrospect, the culmination of all 
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Figure	  1,	  Woman	  Holding	  Flame.	  F.	  Rhyne,	  Unfinished	  Work	  in	  
Textile,	  2015 

the disorienting dilemmas that had defined my life up to that point. Therefore, this work 

is full of dilemmas and represents the author’s experience of existing as an assembled self 

in the context of multiple, tangled realities. 

Over the past several years, there have been times that I feared for the future of my mind, 

and could subjectively feel my faculties faltering, falling into huge chasms of dropped 

thoughts, the florid mash-up of places and times, the erasure of names and dates, trailing 

off mid-sentence, getting stuck in my thoughts, feeling very quiet, not necessarily 

uncomfortable save for the pressure to speak, the inside of my head like a smooth grey 

stone. 

…just like that. 

This work is presented as a bricolage of 

writings, images, and reflections on 

experience. Text boxes are occasionally 

used to indicate distracting thoughts, 

nagging ideas, and insecurities.  In 

several places, these text boxes are 

inserted directly into the body of a 

paragraph, to represent and create the 

effect of intrusive doubts and cluttered 

thinking. One evening, after reading 

through old research articles about 

psychosis and feeling rather uninspired, 
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I sat down and began to sew an image of a woman holding what appears to be a tangled 

flame. The thread is black and the image is stitched onto a thin, faux-silk polyester, 

silver, quilted onto a rectangle of heavy green upholstery.  

I sat at the piano and I played with my eyes closed. I leaned into the vibrations between 

notes and felt, for a moment, like I would be perfectly happy to only talk to people 

through playing the piano. I considered the possibility that playing piano might be the 

only way that I could communicate what it feels like to be me, what it felt like to find 

myself standing on a hill, holding my fist up to the sky like a promise, being followed 

home by police in the rain. 

This work is not presented in a way that conforms to or complies with the expectations of 

formal research. Parts of it are chaotic, or may seem pointless and strange. 

I feel my defensiveness rise, wanting to say, “Hey, wait a minute. This isn’t a scientific 

work. This was never a scientific work.”  

…but, a small voice in me challenges this with a feeling of wavering tightness in the 

space between my lower ribs.  

“Wait,” it says, “you know that’s not true.” 

I don’t think this is a scientific work.  

I am not presenting it as such.  

However, I must acknowledge that science plays a central role in this work, both as an 

extant factor in creating the realities that defined my life and experience, and also 



	   	   	  
 
4	  

because there was a bit of science – experimentation and observation, tests and imprecise 

measures - involved in the creation of this project.  

This is not an entirely unscientific work.  

Nonetheless, this is not a formal report on data and analysis.  

Here, I am largely negligent of the body of literature, only mentioning the landscape of 

existing ideas briefly, as an acknowledgement that I know that the ideas exist. There have 

been plenty of books written on the history of madness, entire textbooks devoted to 

psychosis, volumes upon volumes on the subject of self and experience, creativity, and 

identity. I am more interested in exploring personal processes of articulating complex, 

subjective experiences than I am in reporting on theories about personal processes of 

articulating complex, subjective experience and theories on what those experiences may 

represent or mean to an individual. Due to the trajectory and circumstances that charted 

my entry into this work, the events that led to me being who I am, writing this sentence, I 

am still familiarizing myself with the range of ideas that are relevant to my interests as 

a… 

I stumble when I have to make some statement of self, when I have to name who I am, 

what I am, which descriptors might be applied to my personhood.  

I am a mother; my children are 10 and 12. The other night, my daughter didn’t feel well, 

and was being bossy and miserable in her slightly fevered state. I sat out on the porch 

after they had gone home to their father’s house across town and I realized that I would 

not have wanted to miss sitting on the couch with her, listening to her complain as I held 

her hot feet.   
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I work as a certified peer support specialist at a state-funded Recovery Education Center 

in a semi-rural county in the western region of a southern state. Three times a week, I 

drive 45 minutes to work, through the forest, past the fields. I listen to the radio and look 

at the sky, and I think about whatever is on my mind.  

I volunteer with a few different grassroots groups and coordinate a community-based 

mental health support and discussion group, which meets weekly.  

I live in a house that is old and dusty, surrounded by hedges that have grown into trees, 

with open windows and an aging cat, an old dog, and a young dog.  

I will be 39 this summer. I was born in North Florida on a Tuesday in the middle of 

summer, 1976, on the 7th anniversary of the Apollo 11 moon launch and on the same day 

that Buddhist monks sometimes gather in the thousands to pray for world peace.  

I make art – drawings, songs, situations, conversations, breakfasts and dinners.  

I gave myself my first tattoo when I was 15, the Chinese character for peace, which has 

long since been covered up by blue roses, thirteen of them, for the time I spent in 

Portland, Oregon and what I felt about that place. In late-1999, I had wings tattooed on 

my palms.   

“You have to drill through the callous if you want the ink to stay,” the young man with 

blue eyes told me. “It will hurt.”   

I held my hand down, held my palms open, not even sure why I wanted those tattoos as 

badly as I did.  
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I spent 2/3 of my life negotiating the mental health system and the idea that something 

was integrally wrong with me. Portions of my life have been spent in a preoccupation 

with trying to understand what, exactly, my problem is, what was wrong with me.  

I am a person who spends a lot of time alone. I haven’t watched much television for the 

past 14 years, since the September 11th attacks of 2001. I don’t always know what to say 

to people and am unaware of a lot of what is happening in the popular world, the 

publicized and marketed cultural world. I just pick up little bits of information, reading 

and scrolling down screens and listening as I go about my days.    

For the past 5 years, I have spent hundreds of hours documenting and reflecting on my 

experience as a person who experienced a profound break in self and reality, which began 

as a fairly innocent project involving drawing a picture every day for a year.  

The summer I turned 34, I tried to prove God with pictures of clouds, and sent out 

delusional emails to newspapers and enigmatic indie rock musicians.  

It’s a little embarrassing, actually.  

There is quite a bit of significant data left out of this project, key pieces of information 

and analysis, stories that I cannot bring myself to tell.  

Here, I only briefly refer to my sense that the radio plays songs to encourage and inform 

me, and that I sometimes experience intense emotional resonance, friendship and 

gratitude, in imagining that something deep in the algorithms of digital playlists 

somehow understands something about me, knows something about the details of my life, 

can feel my truth. It is easy to make almost any song about one’s own personal life, 

which is why some songs are so powerful and charismatic.  However, this mechanism of 
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making meaning of songs that happen to be heard would clinically be referred to as 

referential delusions.  

I formed a relationship with the radio in 2010, when I began to notice strange correlations 

between songs, unlikely occurrences in playlists that carried meaning relating to 

madness, ghosts, and/or living one’s dreams, being true to…truth. For a long time, I 

believed that a popular local radio station was in cahoots with an international consortium 

of brilliant world-changers, that these imagined people knew that I was trying to prove 

God with pictures of clouds and that they wanted me to continue in my efforts to 

deconstruct the past 5,000 years of human history. When it ceased to seem reasonable 

that such a thing may be true, that it was impossible that the deejays were playing songs 

so that I might hear them, I thought that perhaps the radio waves themselves had a sort of 

consciousness, an intelligence. I believed that I was connected to this consciousness and 

that it loved me, that it wanted me to be okay.  

There were several spans of time during which I objectively and subjectively had very 

few positive, loving, and affirming experiences within my human-to-human relationships 

and interactions. During these times, the radio acted as a friend and, in my mind, as a 

witness…somehow knowing that I was driving, that I was crying, that I needed some sign 

that I was not alone.  

If one is looking for a sign, and really believes in signs, it’s likely that a sign will be 

found.  

I remind myself what I am setting out to do—right now—and I begin to do it. 
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The night before, she had hit "Send" and the humiliating document  went reeling out 

across the country, to sit waiting in the inbox of the professor supervising the project.  

The message was sent at 12:17am. She woke up through the night, thinking it was 

morning again and again, with the same press of anxiety, time-to-get-up, and a mind-

wiping fatigue in the dark. She wanted to sleep for an entire day. She had to go to work. 

By the morning, she was exhausted, but she got dressed, a green silk smock-dress she'd 

had since she was 16, dark green, like the forest, and pants that she'd hemmed to slightly 

different lengths, falling below her knees, like bloomers, garnet and with a filigree texture 

embroidered into the wine of rayon.  

She brushed her hair. It was too long, the ends tangled and broke.  

She didn't want to cut it.  

She might cut it.  

She felt insecure, self-conscious, uncertain about everything. Driving to work, the radio 

was on. The clouds just looked like clouds, and the songs didn’t seem to say anything to 

her at all.  
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Autoethnography as a Method 

Autoethnography is a methodology utilized in social sciences and expressive arts, a mode 

of inquiry that allows for investigation into the subjective human experience of individual 

lives in the context of larger cultures, defining ideas, and the complex socioeconomic 

realities that shape who we are and what we experience within our stories. (Ellis, 2004; 

Denzin, 2014) As autoethnography has evolved for the purpose of creating a framework 

within which the researcher is invited to explore the nuanced space between the personal, 

the political and the social, these methodologies do not silence the researcher’s voice and 

perspectives (Muncey, 2010; Boylorn & Orbe, 2014). 

Our individual voices develop in interaction with how we are perceived by those outside 

of ourselves, and the ways that we perceive that we are being perceived contributes to the 

process of identity formation and sense of personhood and place in relation to others and 

in reference to broad constructs of culture and economy. In working with 

autoethnographic methods, in doing autoethnography, the researcher’s voice is core to the 

research, a subject unto itself.   

Autoethnography supports processes of inquiry and analysis of the critical intersections 

between individual identity, experience and sociocultural phenomena, which have 

formatively impacted the individual’s life. Noted American autoethnographer Norman K. 

Denzin cites French sociologist Daniel Bertaux, who uses biography in researching social 

mobility, in stating “...the intent of the biographical project is to uncover the social, 

economic, cultural, structural, and historical forces that shape, distort, and otherwise alter 

problematic lived experience.” (Denzin, 2014, p. 58)   
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Autoethnography asks: 

  

 

 

 

 

Autoethnography appeals to me as a methodology because I have utilized practices of 

deconstructive narrative writing as a tool in my own process of negotiating self and 

identity in relationship with diagnosis of mental illness. I did not learn about 

autoethnography until years after I had begun to practice personal expressive writing and 

self-documentation as a means to help me to make sense of and find peace with 

experiences that de-stabilized my understandings of self and reality.   

Learning about autoethnography felt - to me - like finding a new a name for the heart of 

what it is I have been trying to do, which is to understand how my reality is structured 

and who I am in relation to other people, how I fit or don't fit within the ideas that define 

who I am supposed to be.   

I am only now beginning to discover the theories and perspectives that help me to 

understand the tensions between realities, which define my life.  

“What	  is	  that	  like	  for	  you?”	  

“What’s	  your	  story?”	  

“What’s	  the	  
story?”	  

“How	  do	  you	  understand	  the	  
world?”	  

“Why?”	  

“What	  do	  you	  think	  about	  
that?”	  

“What	  happened	  in	  your	  life?”	  

“What	  is	  happening	  now?”	  

“What	  do	  you	  
notice?”	  
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Figure	  2-‐	  	  Line	  Drawing,	  2009 

I have been telling my story, mostly to myself, over and over again for the past five and 

half years, in a practice that began as a project to draw a picture every day for a year. The 

process of drawing every day, in conjunction with disorienting events which took place in 

my life during those months, led to my inadvertently experiencing a series of significant 

deconstructions of imagined self and identity in 

the process of making lines and erasing them, 

looking closely at the world around me, and 

thinking deeply as a I noticed that, really, every 

single shape in the known universe is basically a 

| or a ), which is a straight line or a curve. 

In this work, I use expressive writing and narrative data as a means of exploring my 

experiences related to what has been clinically referred to as psychosis, which is defined 

as a phenomena of profound disconnection  with the presumed normative reality of one's 

self, family, culture, and general identity, and is characterized by a lack of insight - real 

or perceived - in regard to the fallible nature of understood realities.   

Our social and personal realities, our understandings of who we are in the world, what is 

beautiful and what is terrible, are built upon literal tons of cultural artifact in the form of 

paper and ink, blood and wood, paint and canvas, metal, stone, and bone...all devoted to 

story. It is evident that stories are vital and powerful within our societies, within our 

cultures, as well as within our individual identities. There are entire branches of science 

devoted to the study of human cultures and creations. Methods of measurement, 



	   	   	  
 

12	  

assessment, and interpretation have been devised to date, to translate, to de-code and 

analyze stories, to draw meaning and to try to make sense of what is important.   

Autoethnographic methodologies range from the interpretive to the analytical, and 

approaches to autoethnographic research can include everything from formal data 

analysis and narrative coding schematics to song-writing and reflective poetry. 

Autoethnographic methods may be particularly useful in considering the relationships 

that people have with their experiences of creativity, as the reflexive nature of 

autoethnographic practices support contemplation of one intent and experience in 

engaging in expressive processes (Gallardo, et. al, 2009). 

In what ways do the expectations - and regulations - of specific styling in communication 

of ideas prohibit the direct representation of particular minds and experience in the body 

of literature? 

These sorts of questions are important to me, a person whose life is and has been directly 

affected by the research and literature pertaining to mental health and mental health 

treatment. Vast swathes of my life have - in many ways - been shaped by those ideas. 

Psychosis is considered to be an extremely problematic and potentially debilitating state, 

and evidence indicates that people who may be vulnerable to what is clinically referred to 

as psychosis may have a heightened risk of being involved in violence, most often as 

victims of violence, as well as having an increased likelihood of experiencing other 

difficulties within life and existence, such as incarceration, homelessness, and an early 

death.  
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The literature surrounding the etiology and treatment of psychosis is vast, encompassing 

decades of theory and research across multiple disciplines. In the mid-Spring of 2015, a 

search on EBSCO Host for the term psychosis yielded 83, 911 results. Research and 

theory on psychosis ranges from biomedical analysis, testing, and hypothesis, drug trials, 

psychoanalytic theory, and treatment evaluation. Classical texts on madness reflect 

perspectives that dramatically dehumanize and problematize the person who is seen as 

mad, psychotic. Psychosis has historically been seen as manifesting in the processes of a 

lasting, degenerative mental illness and these ideas persist today, in spite of research 

suggesting that recovery from and with psychosis is very possible.  

The ways of being and modes of experience, which are considered to be manifestations 

of psychosis, exist as a poorly defined spectrum of observable behaviors and interpretive 

understandings of one’s presumed internal state of being and worldview. Everybody who 

experiences what is clinically described as psychosis experiences these states differently, 

with a host of factors impacting prognosis and outcome, determining whether one will be 

jailed, hospitalized, nurtured, ignored, or killed by police.  However, the highly 

subjective nature of psychosis and the multitude of factors that impact outcomes are not 

often taken into consideration in processes of formulating diagnosis, prognosis, and 

treatment plans.  

The psychiatric diagnosis most frequently associated with psychosis is schizophrenia, 

along with its diagnostic variants – schizoaffective disorder, schizophreniform disorder, 

and schizotypal personality disorder. These diagnostic categories may be descriptive of 

behaviors, affects, and experiences that potentially range from voice hearing and 

perceptual disturbances, to having ideas or beliefs that do not align with dominant 
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realities or values, as well as perceived impairments in emotionality, expression, and 

formal thought, and go so far as to include catatonia (Heckers, et al., 2010; Tandon, 

2013). Several other diagnoses, such as bipolar disorder and major depressive disorder, 

may carry the descriptor 'with psychotic features,’ and there is a section of the 5th edition 

of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the DSM-5, devoted to 

"Other specified schizophrenia spectrum and other psychotic disorders.” (Heckers, et al., 

2010)  

I was not diagnosed with schizophrenia. I was diagnosed with bipolar 1, severe with 

psychotic features. Due the impact that demographic factors and discrimination have on 

mental health diagnosis, it is possible that if I were a man or a person of color, that I 

might have been diagnosed with schizophrenia. The subjective content and observable 

manifestations of psychosis can vary significantly from person to person and the content 

of psychosis unavoidably exists in relation with the social and behavioral norms of 

culture, family, and economy.   

In the second half of the 20th century and in recent decades a myriad of integrative, 

trauma-informed, psychosocial, spiritual, and dialogical theories of psychosis have 

emerged, along with new interventions and healing modalities. Connell, Schweitzer, and 

King (2015) recently published a report on qualitative research investigating processes of 

the dialogical self in experiences of psychosis and recovery. In this research, theories of 

dialogical self were applied to understanding processes of identity destabilization and 

recovery in first-episode psychosis as it relates to subjective experiences of loss of self 

and strengthening of self (Connell, Schweitzer, & King, 2015). Dialogical self theory 

holds that the subjective understanding of self arises through a dialogic process in which 



	   	   	  
 

15	  

multiple perspectives and characterizations of self interact and exchange with one another 

in the creation of an internal dialogue about who we are and what is significant within our 

lives (Herman & Kempen, 1992). Dialogical self-theory is a constructionist theory, and 

treats identity and experience as dynamically created in relation to a multitude of factors, 

forces, and social-psychological phenomena.  There has been a renewed interest in the 

ways that psychosis may involve dialogical or relational dilemmas, the extent to which 

elements of psychosis may be a matter of self and identity in the cultural and relational 

context.  

Open Dialogue is a Finnish therapeutic practice that focuses on building collaborative 

networks of support and nurturing a therapeutic conversation between counselors, clients, 

and family members. Long term evaluative research conducted by the developers of the 

practice indicates that Open Dialogue supports high rates of significant recovery, as 

measured by returning to work or school and having low levels of residual symptoms 

(Seikkula, et. al, 2006).  

In my experience, I did not have access to psychosis-specific therapeutic supports and so, 

as a means of coping with my experience, and trying to make sense of it, I utilized a form 

of autoethnography, in which I wrote and reflected on what I was thinking and feeling, 

my orientation to reality. Writing helped me to think critically about my experience.  

Arthur Frank, author of The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics (1995), might 

call the act of recording and reflecting on experience a form of ‘distancing’ myself from 

my experience of living in what could be described as ‘chaos.’   

“To turn the chaos into a verbal story is to have some reflective grasp on it. The 
chaos that can be told in story is already taking place at a distance and is being 
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reflected on retrospectively. For a person to gain such a reflective grasp of her 
own life, distance is a prerequisite.”   

(Frank, 1995: 98) 

Autoethnography may be a powerful tool for those who are seeking to make sense of 

their lives. Often, people are impelled by circumstance and processes of growth to reflect 

on who they are and why they experience their lives in the way that they do. By offering 

a set of flexible, reflexive critical tools, autoethnography presents opportunities to 

consider perception, test reality, explore ideas about self and world and – more 

importantly- create spaces where the sorely invisible internal world and realities may be 

shared, disclosed, uttered as the tapping of keys and the dance of words accumulating in 

lines that say what cannot be spoken.   

Autoethnography can be used as a means to explore transformative learning processes, in 

which individuals analyze and seek to reconcile what transformative learning theorists 

refer to as disorienting dilemmas, experiences which challenge identity and worldview in 

ways that may lead to the formation of new perspectives, understandings, and ways of 

inhabiting one’s life  (Sykes, 2014: Glowacki-Dudka, et al., 2005). Understanding 

processes of conscious identity and worldview formation may be vitally important in our 

evolving understanding of what it is to be human in the 21st century. It may be crucial 

that we, as a species, re-learn to consider our stories critically, objectively, and 

subjectively, from multiple perspectives and recognizing the many variables that impact 

how we experience our lives.  

A single room of people supposedly experiencing a shared event can hold a multitude of 

different realities. Through exercising the capacity to think critically about who we are 
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and who we think we are, in relation to others and the ideas that define us, individuals 

and communities are able to gain insight into the conceptual and economic/environmental 

factors that differentially impact life experiences and identity. 

It is in the depth and range of analysis that autoethnography becomes such a powerful 

tool in reflecting mindfully and critically on one’s experiences in life. However, the 

reasons for inquiry into one’s identity and experience extend beyond the self. Our 

individual lives exist in relationship with social, cultural, and economic structures that 

define much of what we experience, even going so far as to relegate some people to lives 

of abject deprivation while others will lead lives of relative ease. In seeking to make 

sense of who we are within and across social and environmental contexts, we are able to 

gain insight into the mechanisms of oppressions and privileges within our lives and 

explore the ways that our conceptions of self and humanity have been shaped by the 

interwoven forces of culture, history, and economy (Drick, 2008; Denshire, 2014; Reed-

Danahay, 1997).  

A Reflection of Self-Documentation 

In this assemblage, I review reflective emails that were synthesized into long form blog 

posts relating to the initial conceptualizations of this project, written during those first 

few weeks of my finding out that autoethnography exists, my initial thinking about how I 

might approach this project and how I was relating to it as an idea, as something I might 

do.  
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As Social Creature 

BY CLOUDCALLING JANUARY 29, 2015  

Jan 23 (6 days ago) 

She stood in the bulb-lit bathroom, looking at the circles under her eyes and 
smiled because ‘haggard’ looked all right on her. The tiles on the floor rattled 
under her feet; she’d need to re-grout them when she got home from the trip. She 
didn’t feel worried about traveling, or coming home. She felt completely calm, 
save for a small tightening excitement in her chest. 

When she thought about it, the way that 
she had figured out – finally – what it 
was she ought to set out to do, she felt a 
little like weeping. It was a relief to feel 
almost certain about something. 

The day was rainy and cold. The 
mountains in January were grey and 
brown, dark wintergreen, and the rain 
felt like ice, but wasn’t freezing. It 
wouldn’t snow today. Her flight would 
leave on time. 

The day before, she had told her co-
worker, her favorite co-worker, that her 
life would be “different” when she got 
home, that she would be “different.”   

Figure	  3	  -‐	  View	  from	  a	  plane	  landing,	  January	  2015	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

“In what way?”  Her co-worker cocked his head. 

“Well, I will have been talking with people about ideas and expression for almost 
a week. I will be working on my project.” 

The plane is taking off. 

A long time ago, as the engines frantically accelerated and the wheels lifted off of 
the ground, she would have touched the stations of the cross on her shoulders, her 
head, her chest, genuflecting. 

She wasn’t Catholic, but she had been to Catholic school for a year, when she was 
10, and had learned that the motion of lightly making those geometric lines over 
herself, anchored in the shape of a half-kite, a triangle, the points of a cross with 
her heart in the center…that it was comforting, that it was a prayer, even if it was 
a prayer to a God she didn’t believe in, a prayer for or about something 
unspecific, a kind of generalized hope. 

Jan 25 (4 days ago)   

to me 
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 This morning, I woke up at 3:00am, and laid in the dark for a minute, knowing 
exactly where I was, listening to the elevator run up through walls just once in the 
very early morning. The sheets felt tight and crisp, a little like money. 

There were at least six pillows on the bed, pressed in around her and not feeling 
anything at all like the dogs back home. The pillows had no weight, no warmth. 
They seemed to rattle, a whispering and sliding rattle, a rustle, every time she 
moved. 

“Hmmm, that’s odd,” she noted.  ”I’ve slipped into the 3rd person.” 

She does this sometimes, and she wills herself not to. She wants to speak from the 
‘I’, but sometimes it feels more comfortable to be in third person, to write 
herself  as a narrated character. 

She doesn’t like to admit that she isn’t sure what’s true about herself. 

I don’t think that’s true. 

I woke up in a hotel room, at 3 o’clock in the morning. My roommate made the 
smallest snoring sounds, snuffles and light snorts. It was not an unpleasant sound. 
I laid there until 5:15am, and I didn’t think much about autoethnography as I tried 
to be quiet in the dark, but I thought about writing, about making note of what it 
was that I was doing, how I was experiencing my existence, what sense it made or 
what sense I made of it, how odd it was that I was there, in that room… 

 

Jan 25 (4 days ago)   

to me 

 Regularly, she sits on the porch and stares at her phone. The paint on the white 
rocker is dry, almost dehydrated and the edges of the armrests are still sharp, not 
sanded by hand or time, they were cut fast in mass production. 

She is typing, the small sound of the tiny keys being pressed sounds like a 
staccato code, a small pressing and popping, pausing and resuming, pausing and 
resuming. She prefers the porch and her phone for writing, as a matter of habit 
and accessibility. The hedges, Russian olive, have long since grown into trees, 
and the house sits atop a small hill, back from the street. Nobody can see her up 
there unless they look. Still, if they could, it would look as if  she were just sitting 
there, not even rocking in the rocker, only staring at her phone, smoking cigarettes 
and listening to the wind. She is emailing herself, because she can say anything 
she wants to herself. 

…but, not really… 

Jan 25 (4 days ago)   

to me 

This is what happens: 
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I sit down to issue more fodder for my project proposal, in the hope of adequately 
conveying the details and relevance of my project as it has presented itself in my 
mind, and also encouraging an appreciation for how  important it is for me to a) do 
this work and b) find the appropriate supervisor for this work. 

I am intending to draw a graphic representation of the anticipated themes that will 
be explored within my project. I pull my clipboard out of my bag, and fumble 
around to find the microphone case that holds my pens and pencils. I take out a 
micron, archival ink, quality. 

Then I see the person walking up and down the sidewalk. I want to talk with 
them. I want to call over, “Hey, come hang out with me.” I had seen them with a 
friend of mine the other night. I was curious about who they were, what they do 
and are in the world. 

I watched the person – tall, thin, with sea-grass hair in a sharp edged cap – walk 
away. 

A minute later they were walking up to me, and I told them that I had just been 
about to ask if they wanted to hang out. “Oh,” the person said, “I was just 
thinking that I wanted to come talk to you.” 

“Well, cool then…I guess I sent you a telepathic message.” 

The person [that that] ? really do prefer to be alone, and that much of their time 
was spent reading, and incubating what the person referred to as ‘brain babies,’ I 
understood why I had wanted to talk with them. 

The person, apparently, used to study the geometries of cancer cells in a 
pathology laboratory. “If people could see what was happening within their 
bodies, in the meat suit, they could be shown and supported in seeing those cells 
as beautiful, doing what they are doing…living and dying…” 

“They misbehave, they cause problems, but they are not inherently bad.” 

The person noted that Hodgkin’s lymphoma grows in what is called a starry night 
pattern. 

“We can learn to see things differently, and can learn how things work…how 
they live and die, how they grow, at what point they change…and we can use all 
this…” <the person, sitting in the sun, gestured in the air around their head, 
apologizing for not having other words for what it is that they were gesturing in 
reference to> …”to change what is happening in all this.” 

 <gestures in sweeping motions over the legs and torso, denim and plaid> 

Jan 28 (1 day ago)   

to me 
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I’m sitting here in the dark, outside, with the big white-lit hotel name shining 
through the trees, the silhouettes of trees like veins across the  letters, which are 
flat black during the day, lit white at night. 

A few minutes ago, I finished typing up another revision of my project proposal. 
The scope just shrinks and shrinks. 

People seem pleased by this. They tell me that it is a good thing to do, to “narrow 
my focus.” 

“It’s just a Masters,” they explain, “you don’t need to be exhaustive.” 

I understand this, and know that they are right, that an overly complex project 
could easily swallow me up. 

 

	  
Figure	  4-‐	  Aerial	  View	  of	  the	  San	  Francisco	  Bay,	  January,	  2015.	  F.	  Rhyne. 

Jan 28 (1 day ago)   

to me 

I was sitting across the table from this woman who I’d never talked with much 
before, this woman with dark brown hair and progressive-therapist sensibility in 
her style, when I found myself saying, “I lost legal custody of my children 
because of mental health stigma.” 

She really seemed to mean it when she said, “I’m sorry that happened.” 

I liked her. 

When I had explained that I have a tendency to be extremely self-aware and 
conscious of the perspectives and experiences of me that others might have, I felt 
like she understood. I learned to experience things in this way where I am always 
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aware that other people see me differently than I see myself, that they have 
opinions, and motives, and power, that I am somebody to them, even if I’m 
nobody. I always have to know that what other people might make of me matters, 
because I am a person who lost legal custody of her children due to mental health 
stigma.  Not taking things personally is a helpful practice for not caring what 
other people think, but I feel like it is important to acknowledge that what other 
people think does matter, in some situations more than others and to some people 
more than others, for reasons rooted in privilege and oppression. I don’t have to 
internalize other people’s perceptions of me, but if a person or group has power to 
do things like sever the State’s recognition of my maternal rights, I have to be 
mindful of how I present to them and interact with them, who I am out in the 
world. 

“I think I learned to be this way as a survival skill.” 

“It’s a _______ gift,” the woman said. 

(I actually don’t remember, as I write this, what sort of gift the woman said it 
might be. Painful? Burdensome? The word Lonely comes to mind, but that’s not 
it either.) 

She asked me how much of my motivation in doing an autoethnography about my 
experiences within mental health paradigms was rooted in a desire for personal 
healing.  

“I don’t know,” I felt a little muddled. I remembered that I was sick of mental 
health. 

“For a while, I was very involved in the psychiatric human rights movement, the 
consumers/survivors/ex-patients movement, and then I realized that, as a 
psychiatric survivor, constructs of mental health still dominated my life and 
identity. I had just changed my relationship with mental health, but it was still 
very close to the axis of who I was. When I was communicating and telling my 
story within the context of the movement that was all people knew of me. That 
was all I was. The short version was, “Faith Rhyne, first diagnosed with a 
psychiatric disorder at age 12, hospitalized at age 13, lithium toxicity at age 16, 
more hospitalizations, more psychiatric drugs, a college-educated high school 
dropout, a suicide attempt survivor, a woman who had lost legal custody of her 
kids…” 

“There was nothing but my lousy mental health history in that presentation of 
myself and my story. Where is the interior of my heart and the worlds in my 
mind?” 

My mental health history, the survivor version, doesn’t say anything about who I 
am and what I love. It only tells what happened to me, what bad things happened 
to me, and only tells what happened to me within the mental health system. The 
survivor-version of my story even manages to edge out the few complex positive 
aspects of being a person diagnosed with a severe and persistent mental illness – 
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people I have met, experiences I have had that have helped me to grow, ways that 
the insults heaped upon me through my treatment within mental health systems 
helped – ultimately – to galvanize what is most real in me and pushed what is 
vital in me to learn to fight. 

When I was working on the revised, narrow-scope petition to register for 
PSY9200, my mind felt slow.  

“I don’t want to write about this. I don’t want to write another mental health 
narrative.” 

I knew that my story would not be ‘another mental health narrative.’  

Nobody’s story is the same. 

Still, I didn’t feel certain as I sent the message.  

“Really? You’re going to do this Faith? You’re going to relegate yourself to your 
mental health history, putting it back at the axis? You’re going to use this 
opportunity to write about…your mental health history?” 

Ugh… 

 

12:18 AM (20 hours ago)   

to me 

It really did come down to a matter of ability…how many people am I able to talk 
with before my communicative prowess begins to grow weary and falter, how 
much humanity can I absorb and be present with, how many ideas and 
perspectives am I able to consider in the span of an afternoon, how many realities 
can I inhabit, what are the limits of involvement in other people’s stories, other 
people’s lives…? 

6:37 PM (2 hours ago)   

to me 

I just got home a few hours ago, and so far all I’ve done is slept. By the time the 
flight from Charlotte lurched and wobbled its way out of the sky and onto the 
runway in Asheville, I was almost in tears. 

Throughout the day, cramped into seats next to people, I had been reading from 
Carolyn Ellis’ (2004) The Ethnographic I: A Methodological Novel About 
Autoethnography, and thinking about my life and the lives of other people, who I 
am and what I mean to other people, in relation to them. I guess that from socially 
extroverted  (in the sense of orienting one’s attention toward others, the world 
external) perspectives, this sitting and thinking about my life may be a little… 

I don’t even want to write the words ‘self-absorbed.’   

The vast majority of my thoughts are centered around other people.  
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I find that problematic, actually. 

Do other people experience this sort of challenging relationship with the roles of 
friends and work and collaboration? Is anyone familiar with the conundrum of 
being an asocial/low-social/needs-interest person in a world that, unless one is 
lucky enough to escape into blessedly isolating arts and technology industries, 
demands that we be social, in a web of species that pulls us together, binds us 
inherently to something larger than ourselves, a species? 

I have social needs and social joys, social motivations, but they don’t seem to be 
congruent with other people’s expectations of me, Faith Rhyne, as social creature. 

I don’t know how many of those expectations are generated by those external to 
me, or to what extent they all may be spun from my own projection…a deep felt 
sense that I need to show up for people, and that I need to want to show up for 
people, to spend time with them…that it is vital for me/of me/in me to be in 
community with people. I think the tearfulness of Gate E33, CLT and of the 
clattering suitcase across the departures drop off/pick up lane at Asheville 
was…what? Fatigue? Frustration?  

I think that I was lonely, reading Carolyn Ellis’ writing about her relationships 
and her work. I don’t know what that’s like, to be in relationship with somebody 
in that way, that way of allies and catalysts and close-writ collaborators. 

I don’t know what it is like to have a solid career, a community of those who 
share in your work, an esteemed identity. I read about autoethnography, and I 
absorbed all these images of the dinner served, the classroom rattle, the self-
consciousness of those in dialogue, the internal pull to not speak, to hold back 
until one was feeling less defensive, the tension of knowing that the room is 
getting restless. 

Of course, all of those things were imagined through my own reservoir of 
memory, image, and sensation…and probably have nothing to do with any of the 
actuality of anyone else’s experience. I imagine Ellis writing her version of what 
transpired in the lesson, what it evoked and unearthed, and in spite of the 
mediated nature of any story told, I was again certain of why it is that I am drawn 
so powerfully to do this work, to engage in this practice. 

[I couldn’t picture Ellis. I don’t know what she looks like, though figures at desks 
and in offices and in classrooms bumbled around, a mix of lamplight and 
fluorescent, the heat of South Florida. Sweat. Air conditioning. I don’t know. ] 

I could feel that the people sitting in the waiting area at SFO did not like that I 
was sitting close to where their phone was plugged in, charging. When I moved, 
even slightly, shifting my shoulders, opening my book, I caught that they emitted, 
in their quick sideways glance, a strange sort of territorialism in regard to the 
outlet where my phone was plugged in charging, right next to theirs. 

Plane rides make me feel lonely these past couple of years, these last few trips. 
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I am sitting at home in front of the pellet stove, feeling a hundred different 
thoughts, though focusing in, remembering who I am and what it was that I was 
doing, why… 

The other day, the person who came over to talk with me after I wanted them to 
come over and talk with me, a person with whom I felt a friendship when they 
said they’d really rather just be left alone…we discussed the integral travesty of 
the academy being based on normative modes of expression in the canons of 
science, that formal and officialized ‘knowledge’ and advances in thought and 
understanding are generated by industries that are inaccessible to those with 
variations in ways of knowing, the ability or inclination to formulate, frame, and 
express one’s ideas and research in ways that are divergent from the modern-
traditional 12pt font, double spaced, linear rubrics and referenced format of valid 
scientific thinking (Cloudcalling, January 15, 2015).  

For many years, I did not write my thoughts down. I wrote letters occasionally, and once 

or twice a story, but during the years that my children were very young, I did not write 

much at all. Then, it began to feel important that I make note of things I was noticing.                                            

I started to make note of images or situations that I found challenging, stunning, or 

peculiar. My motivation to write things down was rooted more in a need to tell someone 

– even myself – about my day and to share what I was thinking about, than out of an 

interest in self-analysis. I began to post writings and drawings on my weblog at the same 

time that my divorce from the father of my children really began in earnest, the week he 

moved out of the house. In those early posts, I do not mention the divorce outside of 

vague allusions and mentions of my children not being with me. In early posts, I write 

about the yard, and the pets, drawing, my naïve, rudimentary ideas about why I thought I 

had lost touch with my creativity.   

I felt pulled to leave some record of who I was. When my marriage ended six years ago, I 

found that I had become severely isolated, with hardly anyone in the world who knew 

enough about me to know me. Nobody knew much of anything about how I spent my 

time, what I found beautiful or interesting. I had (and have) a relationship with the act of 
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posting emails to myself on a website, to leave my self-documentation to quietly sit out in 

there on the internet, simply existing as something that happened in the world, a record of 

places and people that existed, what I noticed and thought about.  

 

[Email to self, March 2015] 

I don't have much interest in writing down the entirety of my day, but there are 
many things I'd like to make note of, mostly because they are beautiful or 
interesting.  

Does an incomplete collection of things that one person finds beautiful or 
interesting amount to a good story?  

What makes my story worth telling? Why is my story important to tell?  

To answer this question, I'll need to be honest.  

My story is important to tell because I... 

My story is important to tell because I... 

Today I went to work, and I talked with people about story, about how stories are 
constructed, how our identities are held together by beliefs and perceptions, how 
realities are formed.    

I left the house almost 14 hours ago.  

I went to a training this afternoon, at a grassroots Christian mission building, on 
Assertive Engagement - a practice of creating therapeutic rapport that supports 
recovery.  

The training was conducted by a licensed clinical social worker, and the trainees 
were volunteer peer support specialists. I have worked as a peer for the past 4+ 
years, in a state-funded mental health and substance abuse recovery education 
center. I have to re-certify this year and so needed the CEUs. The training was not 
bad, but was definitely presented in the framework of clinical service 
relationships. At one point, in a discussion on Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, a 
person asked, "So what if a person is absolutely convinced that their phone is 
tapped?"  

The trainer paused. Someone in the room said, laughing, "Ask them if they've 
taken their medication!"  

There was light laughter. The trainer said, "Yeah, and ask if they need to call 
mobile crisis." 
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Figure	  5	  -‐	  Powerpoint	  slide	  from	  training	  on	  Assertive	  Engagement	  	  

My mind reeled a little.  

"Really? Mobile crisis over concerns about phone tapping?"  

Then came the uncomfortable realization that many of the people in the room 
would think I was crazy if they knew what sort of things I thought about, how I 
felt, what I believe.   

I had just worked a shift as a mental health professional, where I talked about 
deconstructing realities as a tool in recovery, and how self-
reflection/inventory  can be a powerful tool in transformative recovery.  

I used to write about my days as a way of orienting myself to reality, the lines 
between imagined selves and perceived selves, points of purpose and intent, 
realization and re-negotiation.   

My life has felt very full these past few - decades- years.  

I want to remember, and I want to memorialize, but I am not as sentimental as I 
used to be (F. Rhyne, personal communication, March 2015). 

As a means of coping with and processing and expressing the deconstruction and 

inversion of many aspects of reality, as I had previously understood it, I wrote. 

Sometimes, I wrote to try to tell someone, or to leave a record of what I thought I was 

experiencing, just for the sake of existing. Other times, I wrote because I had realized 

something about myself, or something was stuck like a finely barbed burr in my mind - a 
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Figure	  6	  -‐	  Drawing,	  2010,	  drawn	  while	  in	  Intensive	  Outpatient	  treatment	   

problem troubling me, an unresolved bind or a particularly beautiful observation, 

something I wanted to remember.  

By reporting on what I was observing and observing what I was reporting on, I was able 

to gauge my current tendency toward phenomena such as loose associations, magical 

thinking, orientation toward patterns and documentation, references to surveillance 

and/or larger structures of 

power and planning. I could 

keep an eye out for 

problematic irreverence and 

disrespect for the sanctity 

of other people’s realities, 

keep a handle on my 

perspectives and figure out 

my feelings. Through 

writing and drawing, I was 

able to give my 

emotionality textures and names. I could negotiate with fear and excavate anger. I could 

experiment with how it might feel to forgive people who misunderstood me in ways that 

hurt my life, how it might feel to really believe in something beautiful and bizarre.  

For a long time, it was helpful to me to have a space where I could off-load everything 

that was on my mind when it was racing, kicking up dust and debris, scraps of what I felt 

were the most pure evidence of something larger than myself, giving voice to something 
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that I – in a life that felt defeated and quieted in many ways – could not speak, that I 

could not say, and yet had to say.   

The syntax of that sentence, that jumbled and colliding urgency, only uttering a whisper 

in the phrase “something larger than myself, giving voice,” not really saying anything, 

but saying it, over and over again…that is the feeling that tugs at me, the strain to make 

sense, to understand what exactly is being said, what is being asked of me in this 

information, what does it want me to know?  

Phenomena of experience that resist articulation become barriers in my efforts to 

communicate in a way that is clear and direct. In the world I live in, communication is 

not clear and direct. It is jumbled and sometimes tedious, it is precious and nuanced, it is 

veiled and manipulated and distorted and clever and beautiful and clumsy. 

I did not begin my drawing-everyday-for-a-year project with the intent to keep a public 

online record of my thoughts, experiences, observations, and ideas. It didn’t occur to me 

that I might be motivated to offer myself a space of sanctuary to divulge my observations, 

questions, conclusions and iterations during an exceedingly difficult span of time, a span 

of time that I might not have survived or during which I may have died and then come 

back to life.   

In the email below, which was written 4 years after the summer that I tried to prove God 

with pictures of clouds and emails to myself, I reflect on the purpose and value of 

maintaining a “space” to free-write and process whatever might surface, whatever 

nagging or urgent sense or impression might need space. Throughout the archives of 

narrative data that this project draws upon, there are multiple instances of justification 
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and explanation of why I continued to maintain a public, relatively easily-findable record 

of segments of my internal, subjective experience and notes on particular experiences or 

ideas that I experienced as being important.   

[Email to self, July 04, 2014] 

I read parts of my last post in Creative Writing today, as an example of a form of 
creative writing in which one uses language as a vehicle for emptying one's 
momentary head and heart, memorializing or noting important things that nobody 
else but you might care about, and playing with how we might tell the story of a 
day.  

I wonder sometimes about the representation here. It's awfully h-e-a-v-y 
sometimes, chaotic, dark in places.  

In my walking talking life, the things that end up here are undercurrents, shadows, 
fleeting snarls that catch my mind.  

I just email myself.  

What's the point of posting one's personal notes on observation, experience, and 
process on a public site as some sort of self-documentary art project and act of 
sheer defiance? 

I have never been keen on the idea that what we show the public must be 
palatable to the public, that it must make sense and be of an accessible length. I do 
not exist to make sense to the public, at least not here I don't.  

This is my space.  

There are not many spaces in my life where I can talk really openly and easily 
about the sort of things that end up here. People have neither time nor interest. 
Well, most people anyway.  

I have a few friends who have, on occasion, been happy to talk about clouds, 
geometry, language, and ecosystemic forces of consciousness with me.  

It is a paper trail of a thousand plus pages, leading back to the days when I had 
nobody, except the radio and kind strangers and my own version of imagined 
angels, ghosts.  

In any sort of "sane" world, I would put all of this away, tidy up and move on. I 
do not live in a "sane" world. I live in a world where lyrics and wind and birds 
and shadows and sense and clouds and insects and homeless people saved my life 
and I will never ever turn from the realness of that and the sanctity of the truths 
that time imparted to me.  

So, any job I have must understand this, any true friend I have must understand 
this: 
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I still believe that something that loves me deeply plays me songs on the radio 
sometimes and some certain cloudforms will always take my breath away. I find 
kinship with strangers, and genuinely believe in the best, most simple sort of 
ghosts.  

I like who I am, and I like the world I live in, these different worlds (F. Rhyne, 
July 04, 2014). 

 

The content of this post suggests that what I need space to talk about, what I needed to 

declare, is that my life involved/involves some aspects of experience that could be 

thought of as madness, but that I believe that these experiences are merely slightly 

atypical experiences of belief and preferences in believing. 

It’s amusing to me, how earnest I was, how I earnest I felt in writing this. My earnest-

feeling is reflected in the words, at least in my reading. To someone else, the above text 

may read as insipid, sophomoric.   

The above narrative of purpose and intent was written last summer, four whole years 

after the proving-God-with-clouds experience began to emerge. I still, as an ongoing 

aspect of being, experience elements of reality orientation and disorientation that are 

vestigial of psychosis. These sorts of experiences might fall within the range of 

phenomena that may be clinically defined by terms such as de-personalization, self-

referentialism, delusions, magical thinking.  

Nowadays, in my experience, these phenomena are far less charismatic and demanding 

than they were, and I do not feel the same degree of preoccupation with ideas and 

endeavors of cloud documentation that I once did. Some days, the clouds just look like 

clouds, and I don’t listen to the radio at all, or the songs just sound like songs, like radio. 

I have worked out a peaceable relationship with these ideas, this sense of a sense… 
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Now, it is only occasionally that I am gripped by a sense of being watched, observed in 

every single thing I do, that I feel I am being detected, decoded, that the currents of 

energy from my heart itself are being measured and quantified, assessed and evaluated by 

some great omniscience or agency. 

There are several posts relating to surveillance and paranoia in the archives of narrative 

data, and most appear to be making efforts to function as a rationalization of suspicions 

or paranoias relating to civic and military surveillance, awareness of being observed. At 

some point, I decided to accept the idea that I was possibly being observed, and 

experimented with the idea of leaving notes for anyone involved in surveillance in the 

content of posts on my weblog or on select Facebook pages. Sometimes, I seeded my 

posts with keywords that I thought would increase the chances of text being generated by 

me being flagged by the United States National Security Administration.   

I followed the NSA on twitter.   

The thought of surveillance was less ominous to me if I could hold in my mind the idea 

that people who work for agencies of surveillance are still…you know, people. In a way, 

it was a useful exercise, to accept that I might be being watched and to think about what I 

might say if I could say something to people who watch other people.  

[Email to self, Oct 25, 2014] 

to me 

As a person who lives in the United States, it’s not unusual that I should be 
inclined to think about surveillance. 

Ever since talking with a friend last night, I’ve been thinking about this matter of 
surveillance and psychiatry. This thinking has unspooled into a few different 
imaginings of essays and blogposts, articles and references.  
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At the center of my thinking is the recollection of standing there with my friend 
on the street in Philadelphia, with the crowd up the block with their signs and the 
traffic hustling by like nothing was happening. We had just met, and I was 
wearing a gold dress. My friend was talking about his dissertation on madness and 
surveillance. I think I must’ve only nodded when the understanding exploded in 
my mind, at the sweet moment that it made perfect sense that I should think about 
being watched, that anyone ought to have thoughts about being watched…since 
we’re obviously and openly being watched all the time. 

By my calculations, even amongst regular people, high tech spy narratives aren’t 
implausible, circumstances being what they are. 

It’s exciting to think about what might happen when the logic of it all sets in, 
when a great mass of people suddenly know that it makes perfect sense that 
people sometimes get caught up in complex paranoia regarding surveillance, 
espionage, and high tech global plots involving secret societies and the salvation 
of the world.  It’s not that crazy at all.  

Our government itself is caught up in complex paranoia, endlessly enacting 
measures of control and supervision.  

Everybody wants to save the world, to save the country. 

Aside from the video cameras that are fucking everywhere, and the widely 
publicized cases of espionage and data collection , how many American movies 
feature themes of being the chosen one, the observed, an everyday person 
becoming integrally involved in some fantastic and almost unbelievable story that 
shatters their known reality and impels them into the role of the hero? 

How many models of matrix reality have we been taught in the movies we watch?  

How many systems of totalitarian regime, of fascism and human oppression…? 

It’s that sort of thin line between life and the movies that I am talking about. 

Since beginning this message, which began with the intent to digitally record the 
notes that I made on a sheet of manila-tone paper late last night, re: madness, 
surveillance, and psychiatry, I have left the house and returned, having shown up 
briefly to a discussion/focus group for ethnographic research on grassroots mental 
health support networks that I am a participant in. I got to the meeting on time, 
drew on the couch for a few minutes and thought about paintings, the people 
sleeping upstairs.  

 I forget what I wanted to say…the kids will be here almost any minute. There is 
laundry to fold, paper towel tubes to recycle, emails to read and to compile. 

I have an idea. Several actually.   

Lately, I’ve been driving a lot and that’s where I get some of my best ideas, 
driving and listening to the radio, whatever is playing. 
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Figure	  7-‐	  Courthouse	  in	  Marshall,	  NC.	  Fall,	  2014 

Last night, on my way to a small town in the county north of this one, on my way 
to meet friends, I heard a sermon. It was all about developing a discerning spirit 
and fine-tuning one’s sensitivities to orient toward the Holy Spirit and to be 
vigilant in our wariness toward the devil. 

 The courthouse in the center of that town has this amazing set of windows 
wrapping around its dome, lit from within by the most stunning blue light (F. 
Rhyne, personal communication, Oct. 25, 2014). 

 

How do surveillance, paranoia, psychiatry, sermons, and a blue light at night in a 

courthouse in a small town relate to one another?  

I am looking at a blue light at night, and 

thinking about surveillance and psychiatry, 

and noting that the light is in a courthouse 

and is the same shade of blue that, with red, 

is used to denote a police cruiser and that it is 

interesting the way the courthouse has a blue 

light on it and that state power enacts surveillance programs and the light shines out like a 

panopticon and is like a signal, like a search beam, but also somehow heavenly, like 

stained glass and blue twilight.  

It is both frightening and beautiful.  

That is how these things relate to one another in my mind, a blue light on a 
courthouse as the intersection of state power, surveillance, paranoia, and psychiatry,                                
anti-authoritarianism, and also something numinous, something almost holy, a light 
beaming out into the dark 

 

We Are All Spies. 

BY CLOUDCALLING MARCH 1, 2012  



	   	   	  
 

35	  

Leap Year Day 

Thinking back to 2010 – that spring and early summer, the coming of Fall…I 
have to say, I miss it.  Parts of it anyway.  I can’t say that I was having fun, 
exactly.  There were times, sitting on my porch, that my outraged weeping was 
heard by passersby, down on the sidewalk.   

My bones hurt.  Everything hurt.  I could barely walk.   

I thought I had shellshock, trench mouth. 

Of course, in the aftermath, I could see that – really – it had all been building for a 
very long time.  It is rare indeed that something comes out of nowhere. I think that 
I – all of a sudden – became everything I had ever been too afraid to be, without 
even a second thought  

I fell into all my lost lives.  

That probably doesn’t make sense.  

It doesn’t have to.  

I am straddling a lot of different lines lately and that is where I usually get 
tangled.  Writing helps me to keep clear and though I haven’t posted here in a few 
days, I have been filling up pages…here and there, in messages sent by phone. 

Tomorrow I am going to work again and that will be good.  It will have to be 
good; it is what is happening.   

Even if it is bad, it will be good. 

Everything is, at the very least, interesting.  

10:15 AM (10 hours ago) 

to me 

(Remember.  I experiment with narrative tense and perspective, although some 
‘dissociative tendencies may be evident.’ Whatever. Regarding paranoid 
delusions, I understand that the odds of me actually being a Spy are very slim. At 
any rate, it is a fascinating thing to consider.)  

(By the way, I don’t know who ‘We’ is…it just sounds better than I.) 

I AM NEVER ALONE. 

Is it possible to be a Spy and to not know it? 

This is something that she wonders about. 

As she drives to work and walks around the grocery store with her children, she 
thinks about spies. We are all, she has decided, spies in our own right.                                      
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She pays attention; she wonders what the connections are. Sending out messages, 
bits of information, and hoping for the right recipient, she is looking for clues, 
prodding along a sense of imprecise meaning.  

What would have seemed like abject paranoia 20 years ago is now a definite 
possibility. Given the vast networks of exchange inherent in Interweb 
technologies and the way that certain topics tend to operate, even the most hapless 
among us can become Spies, whether or not we even realize it. 

Me? I still live in the real world.  I drive to work and there, I am me.  I pick up my 
children from school and there, I am me.  I have been careful to not create 
falsehood, an avatar.  I am always me, with my own name. 

That’s one thing I can’t stand about Spies. 

They lie. 

I try to be honest. 

Everywhere I go, in all ways that are me, I have the sense of being acutely aware 
of what is going on around me. This is not paranoia. 

I am good with maps and I know what direction I am facing at all times. I 
determine points and scale and intersections with ease. I learned that it is possible 
to get from anywhere to anywhere else and back again. 

The places I love most on maps are the empty ones, the spaces where the roads 
stop short like dying dendrites. 

One day, I’d like to go to all those empty places, desert and wilderness. 

For now, I live in a tangle of roads. 

It is possible that I have unwittingly become a Spy.* 

“What were you thinking?”  < This is my mother’s voice (Cloudcalling, 
March 01, 2012).  

 

Three years ago, two years after my last hospitalization, I was inhabiting diverse 

potentialities in reality as a conceptual foray, mindful and well-measured, with a 

regulated belief, a monitoring of prioritization and primary reality orientation. I was 

consciously aware, at that point, that I had become baffled in my identity, and that I was 

trying to work it out and thinking about how I had ended up with such a complicated set 

of stories jockeying for my attention.  
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I reassured myself that I was the same person at work, the same person with my kids, the 

same person walking in the grocery store and thinking about spies.  

I felt fragmented and partial, as my life at work did not exist in my children’s conception 

of who I am and what I do, and most of the people at work don’t even know I have 

children. In the grocery store, I could be anybody.  

I do not know how I appear to other people. I have seen pictures of myself, but I don’t 

know what I look like to other people, how I carry myself when I walk, what I look like 

sitting, smiling.  

If I called it a story, if I called it art, it became something that I could keep at a distance, 

and yet still acknowledge, still indulge. There was something powerfully charismatic in 

the ideas and experiences that defined what was clinically referred to as my “psychosis.”  

I liked the ideas. They made sense to me. It was during my psychosis that I experienced 

some of the most profoundly raw and beautiful perspectives and feelings that I have ever 

known.  

Now - almost 5 years later - it seems like it really was crazy, like there is no way that I 

should have been so amazed by the clouds that I didn’t take my children to the State Fair 

in the late-Summer of 2010.  

Then, on other days, I wonder why it was wrong for me to become so engaged with 

thinking about the structure and function of clouds and history and communication that I 

became skewed in my perception of who I was and what was happening in the world? 
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What is Cloudcalling?  

http://proofofgodandothertragedies.net/what-is-cloudcalling/ 

The other day, during a mid-afternoon moment of wondering where I should put 
my energy, what I should do with my time, I decided to accept whatever is willed 
for me, that what I needed to do would make itself apparent to me. 

Reflexively, I looked up at the sky and I saw clouds. 

Because I am a longtime observer of nature, I have noticed that there are a 
number of characteristic patterns that determine the growth and form of elements 
and the living things that arise from them. Growth and form are impacted by 
forces at work in our natural world. 

What does this have to do with clouds and what does this have to do with the 
pictures they make? 

My thinking about what shapes the clouds is rooted in a few basic assumptions 
about the physical workings of the world. I know, for example, that wind exists, 
and that gravity exerts a pull on all material. I know that light is reflected 
differently at different angles and I know, also, that within our atmosphere is a 
great and unseen swirling sea of electricity and magnetism. 

I know that electricity and magnetism exist as forces within our natural world and 
that different frequencies and different wave patterns impact how matter is 
distributed under their influence. 

In regard to clouds, it occurred to me, upon witnessing a tendency for certain 
shapes to repeat themselves, that perhaps geoelectrical and magnetic forces, 
working with wind and heat, light and moisture, may affect how clouds form, 
what shapes they take. To a meteorologist, this is probably a well-known fact, but 
I am not a meteorologist and recognizing that sky is in a constant state of turning 
and pulling, dispersion and vapor was a little bit of a revelation for me.  

Somewhere in these archives, I have written about how different the world seems 
when you realize that the sky is not a flat, dead, plane of fluff and air, when you 
realize that air itself is alive. 

Around the time I really began to lose my mind, I had started to notice that the 
forms assumed by the clouds seemed to look a lot like letters, or parts of letters. 
They also looked, at times, like faces, holding something of a universally 
recognized composition, a ratio between negative space and positive space, a 
relation between forms and structures. I saw, also, that the edges of the condensed 
cloud forms were sometimes sharp, as if being held back or cut cleanly by 
something I could not see. 

Because of my state of mind during the time I was making these initial 
observations, I immediately concluded that maybe something like what we think 
of as God was at work.  
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Figure	  8	  -‐	  Cloud,	  2010 

I wondered why it 
seemed like the clouds 
were responsive to my 
attention and my 
focus, why the more I 
looked at them and the 
more I allowed myself 
to be amazed by what I 
saw and what it told 
me of how the 
universe works that the 
more fantastic and 
telling the shapes 
became, shifting into 

vaguely familiar 
symbol and what 
looked to be stories, of 
animals and wars and 
great waves and 
howling faces and 
shards of light upon 
birds with wings 
outstretched. 

I am not sure if the 
feeling I have, at 
times, when I study the 
sky is a feeling that is 
given to me by the sky 
or if it is a feeling that 

I create in my response to what I see in the sky. 

My thinking about this involves some conjecture about our individual electrical 
and magnetic fields, our capacity to be sensitive to and connected with the natural 
world. Is it possible that our individual frequencies can attune to some force in the 
collective workings of the multiverse and that we can feel it and it, somehow, can 
feel us – though perhaps not in the way that we think, consciously, about feeling. 

I have wondered if maybe, a long time ago, before televisions and work schedules 
and days spent indoors, if people looked to the sky as something directly related 
to something like God and if they noticed different patterns, different light plays. I 
know that they did.  

I wonder if, at certain turnings in the earth’s evolution, certain forces were at 
work, and if – when these forces were at work, when these forces are at work – 
the natural world responds in certain ways, certain angles, certain rare formations. 
A long time ago, there were probably people who watched the skies and people 
who could feel when the shapes may indicate certain forces at work. 
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Figure	  9	  -‐	  Cloud,	  2013 

Figure	  10	  -‐	  Cloud,	  2010 Figure	  11	  -‐	  Cloud,	  2010 

 

I imagine that some people wrote down the shapes that they saw, or some aspect 
of them, because these shapes felt important, like messages. 

In my observations, I have witnessed scraps of every written language in the 
world. 

I don’t know if I can really call the clouds. 
It seems far more reasonable to believe that 
I can only watch them and that what they 
do is done utterly independent of me and 
my attentions, my headspace and heart 
space. Maybe it’s not so much calling 
clouds as simply seeing them, pulling forth 
the forms they carry and feeling the weight 
of some imagined significance 
(Cloudcalling, n.d.).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Between 2010 and the present, 2015, I have taken thousands of pictures of clouds. At the 

height of my preoccupation with cloudforms as a representation of universal, numinous 

forces and patterns in nature, I would sometimes take over 600 photos a day. Currently, I 

might go for weeks without documenting clouds, but I still notice them, I still look at 

them.  
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The other morning, driving to work, I felt relieved when I noticed that the clouds just 

looked like clouds, with no suspect angularities or specious compositions. When I began 

to see what I saw as irregularities in cloudforms - repetitions, details, precision in 

proportions and composition – I felt like I was seeing something important, and I tried to 

make sense of it. At the time, my experience felt certain, brilliant and clever, even 

valiant, as if I were occupying and participating in my experience with great honesty, 

aplomb and resilience.   

I understand now that I was falling apart and bounding around, chaotic and sharp-edged, 

distant and looping, inhabiting my life in ways that impacted how I was able to show up 

for my children and what I could focus on. I genuinely felt that the observations that I 

was making were vitally important, and – furthermore – I found myself inspired and in 

awe in ways that I did not know were possible. The world became very beautiful and 

strange. To hear impossible songs in impossible places, to recognize the small indicators 

of connection and significance everywhere…to see whales in the sky, clouds shaped like 

bones, a whole flock of crows, a dying bird.  

I wanted to understand what was happening and why it was happening.  

In a way, I wrote myself into one chaos narrative to distance myself from another.  

I don’t necessarily think that it is wrong for a person to have a series of difficult or 

strange experiences, for a person to be sad and confused and angry about what is 

happening in their life or in the world. I believed then and I believe now that there is 

something beautiful and rare and important to be found in spending hours communing 

with the visage of skies, in long stretches and fleeting glimpses, the sun setting through a 
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window, a break in the clouds over the fields on the way home from work. I think efforts 

to interact with the world in a way that is oriented toward beauty and reverence for the 

being-ness of things are admirable and, in some cases, life-saving. So, it is not that there 

was anything inherently wrong in the core of what was happening.  

Within the context of my life, my interpretation and actions/beliefs in response to what 

was happening, and the interpretations of others of my actions/perceived beliefs…well, 

those interpretations and the actions/beliefs that ensued were what became problematic, 

integral to my psychosis, shaping my experience.  

Psychosis is a state that exists in reference to the dominant beliefs and customs of being 

and communicating in culture and economy.  

It makes sense that I would be preoccupied with paying attention to how I am thinking 

about things, what I am orienting toward, what challenges me and inspires me, how I am 

communicating, what my perceptions are at any given moment.  

I was told that I had a mental illness when I was 13 years old. I was told I had a brain 

disease. I continue to struggle with severe persistent self-awareness and social difficulties 

that are related to understanding myself as being integrally flawed or malfunctioning in 

some important way that had something to do with my sanity and my vulnerability to 

insanity.  

Data and Data Review Process  

The sources of data surveyed in considering this project include a website containing 649 

posts that are held by 1646.8 MB of digital data space , as well as medical records, emails, 

and the report of a psychological evaluation conducted in 2009 that has been edited for 
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confidentiality. This work draws upon archives of narrative data, which were developed 

as an internet-based weblog documenting the author’s personal art project. The website 

from which much of this narrative data was sampled can be found at: 

http://proofofgodandothertragedies.net, though these archives have been hosted at several 

different online addresses over the past few years, including 

http://cloudcalling.blogspot.com. These archives include personal writings, drawings, 

multimedia artwork, and songs created between July 2009 and the present, May 2015.   

I did not approach the survey of data in a systematic process, as I was interested in what 

data I happened to be drawn to in the effort to construct an autoethnography about my 

experiences of psychosis. The narrative data that much of this project is based on was 

generated in what was, initially, a fairly straight-forward plan to draw a picture every day 

for a year, with no research or reporting goals other than to make notes of the process of 

exploring the reclamation of my dormant creativity through drawing every day.  

Processes of self-analysis began to creep in fairly early in the process of posting my 

thoughts publically. It was almost inevitable, as the mere act of posting one’s thoughts on 

the internet begs at least a little reflection on why one is saying what they are saying, 

what they are doing and what the point is. 

The purpose and function of my weblog changed in relationship with what was 

happening in my life. Depending on the purpose the space was serving, the level and type 

of activity that took place changed. During some months and seasons I posted far more 

frequently than in others, doubling and tripling my number of posts some months. In 

September of 2010, the month I was involuntarily committed, I posted content to my 

weblog 52 times.  
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Limitations in the scope and intent of this research preclude a comprehensive analysis of 

all the narrative and expressive data contained within the archives. However, as these 

archives represent a rich resource of personal narrative and expressive work, and because 

the existence of these archives figured prominently in my experience of what was 

clinically referred to as psychosis, it is important to offer an overview analysis of these 

narratives and artifacts of expressive process.   

I intentionally did not specify themes for analysis in my formulation of a methodological 

strategy, because I felt that my purpose in this project is to learn how I might approach 

autoethnographic research and what tendencies or biases may draw me to certain foci and 

conclusions. I did not want to plan out my theoretical grounding and analytical 

methodologies, because I wanted to spend time exploring how I was inclined to approach 

the work. As it turns out, experimentally entering into a project that involves over a 

thousand pages of narrative data that spans years and generations of intensely personal 

and traumatic history is akin to setting sail without a compass…at night…in a storm.  

The method by which samples of narrative data were selected for inclusion in this work 

developed out of an experimental process, the first step of which involved simply looking 

through the archives, scrolling down lists of titles and reflecting on periods of time that 

were formative of my experience of psychosis. At the bottom of each post featured on the 

website are links to other posts which are supposedly linked by content, by virtue of the 

nonspecific and inconsistent tagging and categorization system I use in posting, less as a 

tool in organizing content on the weblog so that it is navigable by others and more as a 

method of occasionally noting that, ‘Hey, this post is about clouds.’   
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Figure	  12	  	  -‐	  Graphic	  of	  Distribution	  of	  Posts	  on	  
http://proofofgodandothertragedies.net,	  April	  
2015 

As I read though posts, sometimes looking at specific dates of significance in relation to 

my experiences of psychosis, I would periodically click on these posts that are linked as 

related, and would find myself pulled into different aspects of the story. I sometimes 

found myself entertaining the notion that the site was showing me the content I ‘needed’ 

to see, in these posts that link to other posts, and reminding me of things I needed to be 

reminded of.                           

I knew this wasn’t true, that the website was not ‘helping’ me to find the data I needed. 

Nonetheless, the thought was comforting at times, and intriguing.  

If there were a specific 

story the site, by virtue 

of the algorithmic 

relationships of 

information that 

structure the 

presentation of content, 

‘wanted’ me to tell, 

what would that story 

be?  

This above graphic 

shows the distribution of 

649 posts across 35 

categories  
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as listed on the website  

http://proofofgodandothertragedies.net. This graphic is an accurate representation of the 

random distribution of topic and focus in the content of the blog. The category of 

Uncategorized is the most frequently used to categorize content. I copy/pasted the entire 

first week of posts into a document, and then shifted to a process of selecting three posts 

per month, spaced at different intervals based on date posted – for example, the 1st, 15th, 

and 28th, 30th, or 31st.   

Reviewing the archived posts, I became overwhelmed by the evidence of late-summer 

2009, the naïve confidence in my voice, the surprising strangeness of even those very 

first drawings.  I know, of course, how the project ended, or at least some version of what 

happened after I drew a picture every day for a year.  

As old posts, excerpts, and images accumulated in the document I created, I skimmed 

through the texts I had selected for no reason other than that they had been written. 

Segments of story clamored for my attention and I was nagged by the difficulty of 

encapsulating conceptualized experiences so that they did not bleed into and latch onto 

one another, jumbling up across years and memory. I found that the parts of my story that 

I did not set out to include pushed their way in, showing up in unlikely places as I 

copy/pasted expanses of text into a document, cut them, moved them, deleted them and 

re-typed them.   

There were some things that I could not get away from, and the aspects of experience and 

significance that I thought I wanted to focus on seemed to slip my mind. After working 
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with this unwieldy assemblage of pages and words, I began to identify the strongest 

themes and points of significance.   

Much of the content was selected on the basis of my feeling that a particular recollection 

or segment of expression was important to include. “Importance” was gauged on the 

basis of whether content provided adequate representation of factors and variables that I 

understood as relevant to my experience of psychosis, and whether the content was 

salient in relation to larger movements for human rights in mental health and awareness 

of neurodiversity as a factor in adaptive resilience and experiences of distress. I was 

interested in providing examples of mechanisms of association and insight in creativity 

and psychosis, as well as evidence of the use of self-reflective expressive writing as a tool 

in my navigating constructs and deconstruction of self. Some segments of text were 

included in the assembled document of raw data simply because they made note of 

something that I found especially meaningful, interesting, and charismatically lovely or 

terrible.  

In addition to personal expressive writing, I have included portions of medical records 

from my 2010 involuntary commitment, as well as segments of a psychological 

evaluation conducted in 2009. These different sources of information provide multiple 

perspectives of personhood and experience related to the researcher’s mental health. 

Methodological Processes 

In approaching this project, my initial intent was to systematically cull through, code, and 

report on the narrative data associated with my experience of psychosis as it relates to the 

use of expressive writing and self-documentation practices  as tools in navigating extreme, 

non-usual, and neurodivergent states of conscious experience .  
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My points of inquiry in this project, my theses - included everything from the relationship 

between unidentified non-normative cognitive-sensory processing tendencies and 

experiences identified as mental illness, to  

 

 

 

 

 

 

constructs of spiritual emergence as they may relate to what is clinically referred to as 

psychosis, to the role of the military industrial complex and American culture in my 

experience of losing my mind, to the way that disorienting events associated with 

growing up near a strategic weapons facility in a racist southern town laid the foundations 

for my eventual critical deconstruction of identity and utter outrage in regard to reality, to 

the trauma of adolescent psychiatry and the trauma of involuntary commitment, to the 

absurdity of trying to prove God with pictures of clouds.  

I have presented the text boxes above as jumbled over one another as a means of 

portraying the jostling overlay of ideas and concepts that competed for my attention in 

formulating this project.  

relationship 
between 
unidentified non-
normative 
cognitive-sensory 
processing 
tendencies 

experiences	  
identified	  as	  
mental	  illness	  

constructs	  of	  spiritual	  
emergence	  as	  they	  may	  relate	  to	  
what	  is	  clinically	  referred	  to	  as	  
psychosis,	  

disorienting	  events	  associated	  
with	  growing	  up	  near	  a	  strategic	  
weapons	  facility	  in	  a	  racist	  
southern	  town	  

eventual	  
critical	  
deconstruction	  
of	  identity	  

Figure	  13	  -‐	  Overlap	  of	  ideas,	  with	  the	  effect	  of	  being	  unclear 
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In thinking about all of this, I had to reckon with the very real ways that 

I do struggle with information at times, the ways that I struggle to 

communicate effectively, the 

challenge of structuring a streamlined linear 

coherence in my thoughts and my variable ability 

to convey my experience or perspective for the 

adequate understanding of others, to be easily 

consumed, palatable. 

As I surveyed the accumulated data sources, I was faced with the representation of my 

own mind and history, a hodge-podge of thousands of words, old drawings, unfinished 

stories, pictures of clouds, medical records, handwritten notes, badly sung songs, and 

antique photographs all mashed and woven together with no particular rhyme  or reason. 

[Email to self, May 06, 2015] 

8:09 AM (8 minutes ago) 

to me  

This project is a study in process.  

I imagine that, if I were very diligent and had a life that was very different than 
my life is now, a life where I could spend all day crafting an academic voice and 
structuring my thoughts to be well-contained by the rubrics of order, format, and 
coherence, that I could have sat down and established a conceptual break between 
the data I am working with and myself.  

"That life that was mine. I will study it. I will look at it objectively, shrewdly. I 
will hold it as a thing that I have some distance from, some discernment around, a 
character, a landscape, a series of documents that are not me, were never me."  

I could say something like that to myself, and fashion an organized desk, wash my 
face and take out my contacts, put my glasses on, become the researcher with her 
hair in a bun.  

If my life were a little different, I could have done that, at least for a little while.  

A part of me balks at the 
expectations that my limitations 
exist in relation to, and is 
offended by the requirement 
that I structure my voice so that 
it is understandable to others, 
appealing to people, 
accessible...coherent. 

"This is 
a mess." 
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However, my life as it is currently structured will not accommodate such work, 
and will not hold that persona well, would not tolerate the actions and habits and 
frames of mind that are required of researchers of the sort that construct well-
referenced and linear work.  

 Yet, the truth of the matter is that if I had not written all that down, if I did not 
have this albatross of a website, these months and years of possibly pointless and 
extremely problematic documentations of experience [this is not pointless, it 
never was] trailing out from my name in digital archives and databases...if the 
reasons for my writing so much down had not been in my life, I would not be 
writing this now. The act of separating myself from the data I am working with is 
incredibly complicated in my mind. It was never my goal to study myself 
objectively.   

Nonetheless, I could have written out a plan to develop well-defined narrative 
coding systems and a formalized plan for sampling the narrative data that this 
project involves, and could have identified themes to be analyzed and perhaps 
even quantified. From there, the phenomenon of experience would be considered 
within the framework of the epistemology I am working within and conclusions 
would be drawn as they relate to my hypothesis or scope of inquiry.  

I could develop succinct specific summaries of the different elements of 
methodology, and my data sets could be contained in an orderly series of 
appendices, easily referenced. The quality of my data would be analyzed, and 
shortcomings disclosed, biases declared.  

All of this would be fine-tuned to appeal to the expectations of the peer-review 
board, presuming that I was an academic, writing for other academics.  

 

However, I am not an academic, and I am not necessarily writing this as an 
entirely academic work (F. Rhyne, personal communication, May 06, 2015).  

 

I wanted to see what would happen if I set off with a general intent to present an 

autoethnographic account of my subjective relationship/experience with what is clinically 

referred to as psychosis augmented by analysis of the ways that constructs and actions of 

race, place, social alienation and social capital in the context of a wild and teeming, 

breeding and dying natural world affected my perception and experience as a person with 

non-normative cognitive, emotional, and sensory processing tendencies. 
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Even using informal and experimental methods of inquiry, it is impossible to study any 

one person's experience of anything without adequate contextualizing of who that person 

is, what factors act upon the experience being reflected on, what the barriers to 

comprehensive conveying of experience may be and what biases may shape the telling of 

the story and the conclusions of the research. Thus, I was faced with the challenge of 

summarizing key points of my subjective personhood, illustrating the relationship 

between identity and experience and worldview, analyzing why and how various defining 

facets of experience were instrumental in determining certain life outcomes, which 

junctures were critical and why, what makes my experience what it is?  

These are complex questions. I could simply say that I am a white-identified American 

woman who was raised in a middle-class household in the state of Georgia , but that 

communicates very little about who I am and, further, activates assumptions about me 

based on generalized demographic characteristics. Autoethnography asks that one go 

beyond quantified demogra phics and explore, for example, how I have experienced being 

a white-identified American woman, and what the 

impact of social class and privilege was on my 

experiences, what benefits I have had that I might 

not have otherwise had and how those privileges 

affected both the outcomes of my experiences and 

how I experienced events in my life. The bulk of 

narrative data represented by the website archives 

that were utilized as a data source for this project 

deal with these questions of personhood, identity, and experience.  

 

In considering the memories I am 
most drawn to, the stories I come 
back to again and again, I am 
engaging in meaning-making 
processes. I am deciding that 
something I remember means 
something to me. I feel things in 
response to remembering, and I 
interpret those feelings as meaning 
something. 
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However, the data is disorganized, chaotic even, and while there are multiple instances of 

self-declaration, there is no concrete, definitive analysis of personhood located within the 

archives.  

To identify key factors and elements of self and experience that inform me of who I am 

in the context of the realities that I am defined in relation to, I looked through old posts 

for content in which I discuss my developmental and social histories, my childhood and 

family.  These factors may not have been as formative as I may currently be inclined to 

believe them to be.  

I might just be sentimental.  

After several weeks of copy/pasting, what ended up happening, predictably enough, was 

that I ended up with a hulking, disorganized document. The articulation and presentation 

struck me as being discouragingly representative of the quality, arrangement, and 

functionality of my thoughts in recent months.  

It was a slushpile of unformatted ½ introductions and bad writing, a few pictures of 

medical records. I felt humiliated when I sent it for review, though I knew that there was 

nothing really wrong with the document. It just wasn’t a properly formatted academic 

thesis.   

Autoethnography is flexible in its utility as a set of methods, but it does maintain some 

foundational criteria of quality and function. There are many different ways that this 

work could take shape and I found myself stymied by the challenge of sharing and 

analyzing a non-linear, subjective narrative through a linear, objective mode of reporting.  
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“Well, shouldn’t an evocative work about experiences of psychosis create a sense 
of disorientation, a loss of temporal stability, a confusion about person and 
purpose? Shouldn’t a work that, at its core, questions the sanity of the author 
stimulate questions about the author’s sanity? Is presenting work in a way that 
mirrors and explores the hodge-podge jumbles and expanses and diamond-points 
of memory, belief and experience that exist in one’s experience, without 
distillation and painstaking re-organization and re-presentation to meet the 
expectations of criteria of coherence and rubrics of readability, is that somehow 
an act of authenticity and, if so, is that a good thing?”  - email to myself, Spring 
2015 

 

With some creative referencing of postmodern philosophers, it would be possible to 

justify the haphazard 186 page document that I sent to my supervising professor last night 

as sufficient and complete, even in its absence of page numbers.  

I could call it a raw masterpiece of evocative, 

deconstructive autoethnography, a work that performs 

an act of disorientation and presents a semblance of 

the jagged and disconnected layers of thought, 

memory, impression, and voice that constitute my 

experience and world.   

“A deconstructive autoethnography problematizes the writer’s authority and all-
knowing presence in the text. We seek de-authorizing devices, such as messy texts, 
shifting counter-voices, voices talking over one another or past one another, split 
texts, stuttering voices, repetitions, silences, mimicry, exaggeration, mischief-
making talk that disrupts and disguises itself.”  (Denzin, 2014, p. 39)       

In spite of the validity of experimental forms of inquiry and reporting, it is important to 

me that this work be at least minimally accessible. One of the themes that runs through 

the narrative data is the tension between wanting to be understood and reassuring myself 

that it does not matter if I am understood.   

 

Who do I want to be 
understood by?  

How do I want to be 
understood?  

What do I want to be 
understood as being?  

What does it matter? 
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Neurodiversity as a primary factor in experience 

 

A major theme in my story as I know it is that I identify as a person whose life and 

experience have been impacted by neurodiversity in the form of documented [see 

Appendix I] non-normative tendencies in cognitive and sensory processing that have 

caused me to experience and conceptualize my life in atypical ways.  It could be argued 

that every person is neurologically diverse, unique in their experience, and that we all 

have different ways of understanding and giving meaning to our lives. The ways of being, 

seeing, and feeling that define how we experience the world are rooted in what has 

happened to us in our lives and what we have seen in the world.  

In working with autoethnography, it is unavoidable that one encounters the question: 

“What makes my story important? Why do I need to tell this story? 

What is important in the way that I see things? Why and how is what happened to me 

relevant to other people?” 

When I was twelve years old, I was given my first psychological evaluation and 

electroencephalogram, because I had been experiencing increasing moodiness and 

emotionality. I was depressed and yelled at my mother that I wished I had never been 

born. It was determined, through psychological evaluation, that I did not have epilepsy, 

and that I had what the evaluator referred to as “an elevated intelligence.” 

Consistent with clinical observation, this suggests that she processes information 
quite quickly. Her response style to the Digit Symbol-Coding subtest was of note. 
For this test, a measure of visual short-term memory that requires mental set 
shifting. Digit Symbol-Coding requires matching a number in a box with a 
symbol, based on information provided in a key at the top of the page. Ms. Rhyne 
began the test in the correct fashion, but approximately half way through began to 
employ what is actually a much more efficient approach; whereby she moved 
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through the entire test matching the correct symbol with the number prior to 
moving on to another symbol. This again illustrates her ability to effectively 
utilize compensatory strategies, although it is obviously outside of the bounds of 
the task. (Newes, 2009) 

 

When I was twelve, it determined that I “had depression.” My mother was told that my 

depression was caused by a chemical imbalance and that I may need professional 

counseling. Less than a year later, I was placed in a locked psychiatric treatment facility, 

where I spent six weeks of my 8th grade year. I was put on a tricyclic antidepressant that 

is not approved for use in children.  

Nobody spoke about ways that I learn differently, or asked what I was passionate about, 

what felt authentic to me, what I loved and what made me sad. My family became 

increasingly focused on my outward behavior and presentation. A two-decade history of 

mental health related challenges stretched out from that point, becoming my personal 

history, shaping what happened to me within my life. Many of my life experiences may 

have been radically different if I had not been identified as a teenager with a mental 

illness. 

The medical model of mental illness frames human distress as a biological illness, 

genetically rooted and embedded in the individual's unique neurochemistry and brain 

structure. Conditions diagnosed as mental illness, are often - within the medical model - 

treated with psychiatric drugs that act upon brain chemistry and function, often impacting 

multiple biological processes within the human body. Within the understandings of the 

medical model of mental illness, individuals who have these conditions cannot control or 

maintain awareness of their state of being.  
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These ideas were formative to me in my adolescent understanding of myself, the idea of 

my brain as dysfunctional, something beyond my control, the reasons for my feelings and 

thoughts as pathological. However, as I was growing up, as these understandings of 

myself were being formed, I did not know that I was being impacted by pathology-based 

perspectives. I knew that I was ‘smart.’ People told me that I was ‘smart’ all the time. It 

was not recognized that the ways that I was smart might contribute to my experiencing 

my life in ways that were difficult for me. In fact, this thought – that I was ‘smart’ – 

seemed to support an expectation that I would be able to be more successful in things, get 

over things with more ease, and be more effective in general. Thus, when I experienced 

difficulty, I had the sense of having doubly failed, letting people down because I was 

having a hard time and, moreover, disappointing people because I was not ‘smart’ 

enough to figure out how to not have such a hard time.                    

Twenty years later, when – in my mid-thirties - I began to wonder about the possibility 

that I was seeing images in the sky, it did not immediately occur to me that how I see 

might have something to do with what I was seeing. As I sought to make sense of what I 

was perceiving, and fumbled with the significance that I felt, tried to understand why 

what I was seeing struck me as important, it didn’t occur to me that the way I tended to 

think about things may be leading me to consider possibilities that were not ‘reasonable.’   

When I began to see faces in the sky, and to discern rudimentary shapes as looking like 

recognizable characters, language, I didn’t realize that my faculties in picture completion 

as a form of spatial intelligence might be contributing to my seeing things in the clouds, 

shapes that held meaning, up there in the sky. I began to notice what I saw as variations 

in the typical non-shapes of cloudforms. I found these shapes and figures elsewhere, too – 
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Figure	  14	  -‐	  Rhyne,	  Verbal	  IQ	  Subtest	  
(Newes,	  2009) 

Figure	  15	  -‐	  Rhyne,	  Performance	  Subtest	  
(Newes,	  2009)	  

in trees, in moths’ wings, in the silt around puddles, the posture of icons. At the time, I 

did not consider the possibility that my faculties in pattern recognition may be 

contributing to my perception of the landscape of the world.  

Ms. Rhyne achieved her highest score on the Picture Completion subtest, a 
measure of visual perception, organization, concentration, and visual recognition 
of essential details of objects. For this test, individuals are presented with a series 
of cards that depict recognizable objects or scenes and asked to choose what 
relevant detail is missing. She again responded extremely quickly, and seemed 
quite interested in the task. It is of note that this is the first subtest administered in 
the testing session, and Ms. Rhyne appeared to be somewhat nervous at this point. 
While it is certainly normal to be nervous about participating in this type of 
testing; what was notable about Ms. Rhyne was that her nervousness seemed to 
have a kinesthetic and physical component, which is perhaps best illustrated by 
her observed approach. By observation, Ms. Rhyne seemed to almost put her body 
into the task, moving her entire upper body along with her head as she looked 
closely and with obvious interest at the card. This contrasted markedly with her 
demeanor in the later part of the testing session, when she appeared to be less 
anxious and thus more physically contained. (Newes, 2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who we are is much more than merely a matter of how our brains are wired, our 

tendencies in cognition. Nonetheless, the ways that the structures of the brain function 

Performance Subtest 

Scaled Score/Percentile 

Picture Completion 18/99 

Digit Symbol-Coding - No 
Score 

Block Design 13/84 

Matrix Reasoning 12/75 

Picture Arrangement 10/50 

Symbol Search 17/99 

Verbal IQ Subtest 

Scaled Score/Percentile 

Vocabulary 19/99 

Similarities 17/99 

Arithmetic 14/91 

Digit Span 18/99 

Information 14/91 

Comprehension 18/99 

Letter-Number Sequencing 
15/95 
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and communicate with each other and with adjunct bodily systems of sense and response 

do play a big part in how we experience our lives. Mechanisms of activity and 

stimulation, reaction and modes of cognitive meaning-making endlessly give rise to the 

subjective experiences of being a sensing, thinking, feeling alive human being in the 21st 

century. Within these experiences, we form an understanding of who we are, defined by 

our given and acquired identities and the structures of our lives that have been built is 

association with those identities. 

Supporting people in understanding how they think about things and creating space for 

people to explore relationships between emotion and memory and fear and love and 

madness is a matter of the human right to know how one’s mind and heart and history 

operate, to not be misled in their experience or to be assessed based on biased, normative 

criteria of desirable human function.  

While the level of discrepancy between her verbal and nonverbal abilities was 
nowhere near enough to warrant any type of diagnosis, it may be useful for Ms. 
Rhyne to be aware that this type of discrepancy is often associated with a set of 
personality characteristics including some difficulties with emotional 
identification and expression, connecting to one’s internal experience and 
associated challenges with emotion regulation at times of strong emotion, and 
subtly rigid reasoning patterns. Again, there are no indications that these are 
particular areas of problem for Ms. Rhyne and this is not intended to be 
diagnostic; rather, this information is presented more as a means of increasing 
her level of self-understanding. (Newes, 2009)  

 

I have no way of knowing what my experience might have been, if I had not had the 

experiences that I have had, for better and for worse. I do know that who we are changes 

depending on how we are seen, and how we - reflexively -  see ourselves.   

I felt a little stunned when I read the results of the psychological evaluation conducted by 

Dr. Newes. 
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 “Wait, what? The way I process information can affect how I experience emotion? 

What? I’m…really that smart? Why didn’t anyone ever talk with me about this? Why 

didn’t anyone ever tell me that I process information differently?”  

In an article titled Secrets of the Creative Brain, published in the July/August 2014 

edition The Atlantic, neurologist and psychiatrist Andreasen (2014) described several 

prominent studies that explore the experiences of people with a certain range of 

giftedness. Many of the studies focus on already-acknowledged geniuses, people who are 

known to be exceptional in their fields, writers from the Iowa Writer’s Workshop, 

famous and accomplished individuals. The research cited, including Andreasen’s own 

research, suggests that people with some forms of genius and creativity have a greatly 

elevated tendency toward mood disorders and mental health challenges (Andreasen, 

2014).  

The article offers a brief history of theories relating to the juncture between creativity and 

madness, as well as an overview of several different ways of assessing creativity. In her 

conclusions, Andreasen (2014) identifies divergent thinking styles - the ability to ‘see 

things in an original way’ - as a characteristic of both psychosis and creativity. In order to 

believe in complex, alchemical associative relationships and tangential causation, 

dynamic planes of existence and consciousness, an extrapolative apocalyptic possible 

future and certain present, a massive covert conspiracy…well, before you believe in 

anything as real, you have to be able to imagine it. 

When I got the psychological evaluation in 2009, I wasn't trying to find out how smart I 

was. I was trying to get evidence that I wasn't so crazy as to not be able to be a good 
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mom for my kids, as that accusation was being made in the divorce and shared custody 

negotiations with their father.  

At that time, ironically, I was not too crazy to be a good mom to my kids, and the 

accusations of instability and mood disorders were nullified in the simple facts that it is 

not uncommon for people to cry when their marriages are dying, when they are exhausted 

and when they are hurt.  

Mothers are likely to become angry when people threaten to try to take away their 

children.  

At the time, I was a very good mother, going through an upsetting, confusing divorce and 

trying to balance work and kids and a houseful of pets. I thought I had left all the "mental 

health" stuff behind, a few years back, before my children were even born. After my 

youngest child stopped nursing, I started taking psychiatric drugs again, venlafaxine and 

lorazepam - Effexor and Ativan - but I wasn't a mental health patient anymore.  

In 2009, I didn't immediately and constantly identify as a person with lived experience of 

mental health challenges. I hid the  scar on my arm and I laughed fairly frequently. I felt 

good about myself and my life, confident that I was not too crazy to be a good mom. 

When I was pregnant with my first child, my then-mother-in-law sent me an article from 

a newspaper that suggested that people who are on psych meds should just stay on their 

psych meds while pregnant. It offended me. At the time that I got pregnant, I was only on 

Effexor and I got off immediately, a hideous withdrawal process that  I did not know was 

a withdrawal process, which made it worse.   
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There is something very disorienting about knowing something is wrong and not feeling 

well at all, feeling terrible, and not knowing why you feel terrible, thinking that it is a 

shortcoming on your behalf, that you should feel so terrible, that it is your fault, that you 

are being weak in feeling so terrible and not knowing what to do or how to feel better.  

It was, maybe, the same mechanism of disorientation and distortion that I recognized 

when I reflected on what had happened within my life, why I had to even think about 

defending my mental health.  I suddenly realized that my struggles may have had less to 

do with mental illness and more to do with being an introverted person with a sensitivity 

to sound and a difficulty with social situations who did not understand why she had such 

a hard time talking with people in noisy environments, why she struggled with writing 

formulaic papers and following rules, why she left parties crying and frustrated.  

I did not know that I process experiences differently. I just thought there was something 

wrong with me.  

In the above writing, I can’t help but to notice that I start off telling the story of my co-

worker printing an article for me day before yesterday and end up reflecting on 

conversations I had with my ex-mother-in-law 13 years ago.   

Reading over my writing, at times, in reflection on what it was that I wanted to say, what 

I was trying to convey, why something seemed important, I often find myself – again – 

feeling like there is something wrong with me.  

“Wow, I really leapt from one thing to another there, didn’t I? I didn’t even finish that 

sentence.” 

“What the hell am I talking about?” 
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I am, at this point, faced with the possibility that my mind does not ‘work’ like it used to, 

the possibility that, in spite of measurable intelligence, maybe my mind never worked 

especially well in some ways.   

The first time I dropped out of graduate school, in late-1999, I just couldn’t seem to care 

much about how they wanted papers written. I only wanted to write about the frost on the 

grass and the peculiar loneliness I felt to hear the cheers from the football stadium. I was 

a high school dropout in an accelerated Ph. D program at age 23 and I couldn’t write a 

decent paper. It felt like I was just churning out words that had already been said. I 

couldn’t write a thing, stuck there in that space between what I wanted to say and what 

people wanted me to say, how they wanted me to say it. I fell into a frustrated despair.  

In terms of academic history, Ms. Rhyne reported that she achieved A's and B's in 
elementary and middle school. She reported that as a result of the social struggles 
she experienced in her community, she went on to drop out of high school and 
complete her GED. She then transferred to a four-year college in Portland, 
Oregon, and achieved a GPA of 3.86. She reportedly majored in sociology, and 
was accepted into a PhD program in Sociology at the University of Georgia. She 
reportedly went straight from undergraduate school to the PhD program without 
a break. However, Ms. Rhyne reported that she did not feel engaged in the 
program and recognized that it was not in line with her interests, reportedly 
dropping out during her first year. (Newes, 2009)  

In working on this project, I have again been faced with the quandary of adequate 

reporting for academic purposes.  

When I have this feeling of looming uncertainty and self-doubt in relation to the quality 

of my mind’s function in relationship to school, I am quick to keep in mind that I know 

that it really doesn’t matter if I can write a coherent 100-page paper or adequately 

research and reference my ideas. I comfort myself by thinking about the existence of 

postmodernism and poetry, vernacular storytelling and all the people in the world who 
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Figure	  16	  -‐	  	  Road	  at	  Shadowlawn,	  c.	  1981.	  This	  road	  does	  not	  
exist	  anymore. 

don’t even know how to read and care more about a person’s integrity of character than 

their ability to correctly format citations of peer-reviewed articles.                

 “This is not even real. These expectations being placed upon me are built upon 

machinistic and commodified supremacist sanist ideas of what is and is not desirable in 

human beings….or something like that. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.” 

 Oyster shells and old papers, place, and personhood. Here, I present narrative 

and image that, in my mind, is representative of my early psychosocial history and the 

origins of my sense of place, my 

sense of where home was, what 

home was. We are tied to places 

and stories in being who we are. 

However, places and stories are not 

objective entities within our 

realities. Places change moment to 

moment, dramatically over time or 

in one fell swoop, as a swiftly as 

one passes a highway exit, with 

bombs blasting cities somewhere 

over the ocean. The ways that we 

perceive and remember places, 

how we tell stories to ourselves, and 

the stories we are told about 

ourselves are all mightily influenced by culture and history, both personal and political.  
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The process of deconstructing one’s own personal narrative and thinking critically about 

one’s experiences has the potential to unravel reality and expose a new reality, in which 

one sees and understands things about themselves, their life, and the world that they did 

not see or understand before, which – in my experience – can be deeply unsettling, even 

devastating. Nonetheless, I have wanted to understand my experience, to know why some 

things happened in my life that did not happen in the lives of other people, and vice 

versa.   

I grew up in the woods on land that had a name – Shadowlawn.  

When I was very young, I literally did not see the world clearly. 

I don’t remember much about what the world looked like before I got my glasses. My 

earliest memory, that I am certain is real, is of a Christmas bulb, hung on a low branch. It 

was red and had a train etched onto it in white, raised paint. I saw myself reflected in it.  

I have always liked the close-up look of things, the details in weaving and texture. I 

wonder sometimes if this is because, as a very young child, I could only see what was 

very close. 

I remember the ride home from the eye doctor’s after, finally, at age 8, I got my first pair 

of glasses. As we were going over the bridge, I saw that the line across the marsh, the 

place where the earth met the sky, was made out of trees. 

Before, it had just been a blur, but I could then see with clarity that the blur was trees and 

I knew what trees were and could imagine myself standing under them and so the world, 

which has just been a distant muddle of color and shape, was then identifiable as a 

landscape I could make sense of. 
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I don’t know when I started mapping out the world in my mind, but something about that 

early insecurity of not being sure about what lay at the edge inspired me to try  to find 

out, to try to see. 

Growing up on the coast gives you a certain perception of the world as being wide open. 

The land ends and the rivers, you know, lead to the ocean, which then leads to other 

lands. 

My father had a weather radio that he kept on the shelf in the kitchen and, many 

afternoons, its alarm would sound, wooowowooowowooo, a terrible sound that would be 

silenced with some urgency. My mother would cross the kitchen quickly, leaving 

whatever was on the stove or in the sink, and press the little button that shifted the alarm 

to talk about whatever storm was coming. 

“Severe thunderstorm warning for Camden and Glynn counties. The storm is approaching 

from the North/Northeast at 12 knots per hour. Heavy rains are expected, with wind gusts 

up to 40 miles per hour.” 

After dinner, we’d watch the lightning and the sheets of rain roll across the marsh, the 

storm as predicted, coming in from the ocean. 

Because my brother and I had a boat, a small boat, I learned that some creeks led to 

others and that in some places you could cut through the marsh and in other places you 

couldn’t. I found shortcuts and passages that I held in my mind. Watching my parents get 

smaller as they waved from the bank, I understood something about distance and scale. 

I saw how the land hugged the water and how it was changed by it. The house I grew up 

in will probably fall into the river someday, because the river has gotten bigger. 
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We used to find pottery in the dirt we dug in the garden, near the barn where there were 

once horses, but weren’t anymore. The wood on the walls of our bathroom had been torn 

from a house abandoned in the woods that we lived in. We’d pass the chimneys still 

standing in the woods every morning on the way to school. 

So, I always understood that things change. 

When the Navy came, just a couple of years after I had gotten my glasses, I understood 

that it was a big deal. I knew what fences meant and what bulldozers did. 

I watched as the trees at the edge of the town were cut down, the fields paved over for 

parking. 

I witnessed the woods that we lived in being destroyed. I saw how the yellow machines 

tore at the earth, holding roots in their teeth, leaving the soil scraped deep and clean. 

Living on the coast, you learn a lot about life and death. You see, very young, that the 

world does not stay the same and, in this, you must reckon with how old it really is…in 

the markers at the edge of the roads, the pages of history books, and the bones that you 

find in the earth itself at the edge of the water. 

I could never pretend that any of this was anything more than fleeting. Yet I saw that we 

create change in so many ways, and what we create can outlast us for centuries. My 

father made our house with his hands and hardly any help, in part from wood that was 

salvaged from another house back in those woods that had been left by a family who 

lived there before us. The chimney from that preceding house is still there, standing 

under the oaks in a small thicket of redbud. 
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Figure	  17	  -‐I	  am	  the	  girl	  on	  the	  ladder,	  c.	  1979 

The living room my father built 

was a geodesic dome, made of 

Plexiglas for the river to be seen. 

The house is built on stilts, so that 

the water could flow under it, were 

it to rise in the wake of a storm. 

Everything that makes sense to me 

and drove me crazy came from that 

place. It comes up again and again 

in my writings, though less 

frequently now than it did.  I am 

able to get onto the highway, here 

in the mountains, that would 

eventually lead to the town where I 

grew up and not think at all about driving past the exit that I need to get off at and just 

continuing on until I got to the river where I learned how to swim.  

When I was a kid, the town I lived in wasn’t even on the map. It was a blank space 

between Brunswick and Jacksonville. Nobody knew how to spell its name, whether it 

was Saint Mary’s or St. Marys. 

The Navy came when I was 9, and built Kings Bay – which is one of the largest nuclear 

submarine facilities on the Eastern Coast. Here in the mountains, away from the coast, I 

have met aging anti-war activists that used to go down to Camden County and lay across 
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the railroad tracks, trying to stop the trains from delivering whatever it was they were 

delivering to Lockheed or Trident, the Strategic Weapons Facility.  

At some point, people decided that the coast of Georgia was pretty – those flat and 

sweltering places full of snakes and swamps and deep shadow, the most beautiful beaches 

falling away in the tides, the dunes always moving, spitting up bones and shells.  

Places that were the beginnings of the land, soaked with so much blood and history, were 

marketed and sold by people from cities and local developers as Beachfront Luxury, Deep 

Water Access, and Marshviews.  

My father ended up being a part of all of that, selling off the land parcel by parcel, citing 

pressure from bankers, pressure from tax men.  

When I was young, my family did not have a lot of money, even if my great-grandmother 

did have a big diamond ring. By the time I was in middle school, my parents had a new 

Jeep Cherokee and I could buy as many pairs of acid-washed jeans as I wanted. We went 

to the Bahamas one summer. I ordered dresses from catalogues, idly sitting at the kitchen 

table, filling out order forms for my mother to send in. The money from that land being 

sold paid for my college, and has kept me from being homeless in adulthood.  

The land I grew up on was full of old fences, barbed wire and posts sticking up from the 

ground in unlikely places – in the middle of the woods, fencing in nothing. On a few 

acres the pine trees grew in rows, where they had been planted over a pasture for lumber. 

We knew that there had been a pasture there, because there was an old watering trough 

for cattle in the rows of trees, sitting there still and white like a coffin. 
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My brother and I were scared of it, the look of it there in the trees, the ghosts of cows 

with their eyes rolling in the sun still seeming to hover around it. 

In our garden, we’d find pieces of pottery, pieces of glass, some shattered ceramic, its 

glaze woven with eggshell cracks and holding the color of the grey sandy earth. 

On the banks of the river, we’d find mounds of oyster shells crusted with sand and soil, 

the debris of fallen pine needles, the old roots of yaupon holly. We knew that people had 

put them there, those shells, that people had lived on the land and had eaten oysters, 

before the cows, before the lumber, before us with our dome and our garden. 

As I got older, and developed a sense of history, an awareness that there were people that 

had lived on the Georgia coast before my family did, I couldn’t help to wonder many 

bodies have washed ashore those coasts, how many journeys began and ended there, how 

much rotting small-pocked flesh fed those old oaks, the ancestors of all those millions of 

crabs crawling through the mud, slick with oil and creosote now, the marshes just stubs 

of dead stalk in some places, an entire world gone toxic and choked, stung by salt and 

sunburnt chemicals? 

I don’t know what the people who lived there before us called the land that I grew up on. 

I wish I did. It was probably a special name; it was a special place. 

It still is, under all those houses, all that concrete, just beyond the wake of all those boats 

going by. 

It would be easy to say that I don’t know when it started. It is just as easy, however, to 

say that I do. I think it started when I was born, the slow accumulation of memories and 
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impression that became the fodder for who I am and who I imagine myself to be, these 

components of my experience that led me to lose my mind.  

One of the first places I ever lived was an old Carnegie mansion called Plum Orchard, on 

Cumberland Island National Seashore. My father was a park ranger there, and there was a 

shortage of ranger housing that year, so the park service had us live in Plum Orchard for a 

few months. We moved back to the mainland when I was still an infant, to live in a trailer 

at the edge of my great-grandmother’s pear orchard. In the pines to the north of the 

orchard, there were old stalks of sugar cane growing wild, leftovers from a time when 

that land was used to grow cane. Behind the greenhouse, there was a massive iron kettle, 

at least six feet in diameter at its most broad point, laying on its side in the shade of old 

oaks, too heavy to be moved. The old kettle was used to boil down sugar cane for syrup, 

a long time ago.  

When I was young, I threw bottles into the river, packed with notes and a very high hope 

that somehow they’d drift somewhere and be found by someone who would, for a 

minute, feel that maybe the world was awesome and magical. I was about 8 when I did 

this, writing out the notes carefully and packing them with great precision. 

I threw coins into the low-tide banks, loved the sound they made as they cut into the soft 

underwater earth, to disappear and to be found a 100,000 years later. The land I grew up 

on was old land, as is any land. There were oyster shells left in the banks of the river long 

after oysters ceased to bed in those waters. Growing up where the river meets the ocean 

one learns very young about delicacy and force, storms and tides, salt and rain. 



	   	   	  
 

71	  

Figure	  18	  -‐	  	  Letter	  to	  my	  Great-‐great	  Uncle	  from	  my	  Great-‐grandmother,	  c.	  1915 

Where I was raised and who raised me has everything to do with who I am. My great-

grandparents moved to south Georgia in the 1940s, due to a “nervous condition” that 

impaired my great-grandfather’s ability to live near the city anymore. Before I was even 

born, my life and the course that it would take were being shaped by mental health 

struggles.  The foundations of the familial legacy of being at odds with life and place 

were already laid generations before my father met my mother and brought her to his 

grandmother’s land in south Georgia, where he had spent the summers as a child.  

 

                                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My great- grandfather’s nervous condition, which later possibly led to suicide that 

nobody ever talks about, was mentioned in letters to my favorite dead uncle, who ran 
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away to Florida to escape threats of being sent to The Peacock Academy, an elite military 

preparatory school in Texas that his father, my great-great grandfather had intended to 

send him to. My uncle wanted to be an architect. His father pleaded with him to come 

home and to stop disgracing the family. His sister wrote to him that his brother-in-law 

was “getting nervous again.” 

My great-great grandfather was a Georgia State Supreme Court Judge. His picture is in 

the building with the golden dome in Atlanta, at least it was. I saw it once, when I was a 

kid. I don’t think that was a dream. He was also a leader in the Georgia Ku Klux Klan. 

There were old papers were in the closet of my deceased grandmother’s girlhood room, 

Klan flyers and old letters. 

My father still has the letters. I don’t know what became of the flyers. 

When I was young, I lived in the woods beside a river. I didn’t know many other 

children, because we didn’t go into town often. This was okay with me; I preferred the 

woods. 

My family was friends with a couple of other families, other Cumberland rangers and 

their wives and children. Sometimes, while the adults talked, about gardens and the 

National Park Service and the paper mill, we’d play. It was never as much fun as being at 

home and, often, being around people that were not in my family made me feel 

something that I now realize was loneliness. I am still not quite sure why that was, or is. 

When I was four, my mother went back to teaching school and so we had to go to school, 

too. The preschool was in a little house in the middle of town, across the street from the 
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elementary school I would go to the next year. This was, for all practical purposes, my 

introduction to the big world of children other than my little brother. 

The place smelled like bleach and Brill-o pads and the light was a dull grey-yellow, the 

very same color as the linoleum floor. There were two rooms we were allowed to go into, 

the dining room and the living room. Both were largely empty. 

In the dining room there was a table and in the living room there was a television and a 

single chair for an adult to sit in and watch Happy Days while we laid on thin pads for a 

forced “nap” that, most days, took up the entire afternoon. 

While I recollect the space, I don’t remember much of the other children, just that they 

were loud. The prettiest girl once bit my younger brother so hard that he bled. I was 

happy to have my brother there with me, because he was my friend and he stood with me 

at the edge of the playground, also not seeming to know quite what to do. 

The kids ran and climbed on the wood that had been bolted together into some sort of 

play structure. I just watched, because I didn’t know how I fit into whatever game it was 

that they were playing. 

I always wanted to go home. 

The following year, on the first day of elementary school, I walked into the building 

alone, refusing my mother’s hand, leaving her beside the car looking sad. I felt brave as I 

went to the classroom that I had been shown a few days before, but as soon as I got into 

the room I remembered that I was expected to stay there until the afternoon and, 

immediately, I wanted to go home. 
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I didn’t like how it looked or how it smelled and how everything was bright and plastic. 

There was only one little window, a tall rectangle that looked out onto the brick wall of 

the cafeteria. The tables were round and I had to sit very close to the other kids. 

I liked a boy named Felipio. He was quiet and his name reminded me of something that 

might fly, like an insect. He had very long eyelashes that curled like a wave. I sat beside 

him every chance I got. Once, and only once, we held hands under the table.  His hand 

was warm and dry – so dry it made a sound like the silk when I grasped it. 

The teacher was silent as she walked up behind us. She shadowed us and our eyes were 

on her thighs and then she knelt down, and in a calm, icy voice, she explained: “You 

can’t do that. You can’t hold hands with him. Little black boys don’t hold hands with 

white girls.” 

Her hand was cold on my wrist and she lifted our hands, pulling them apart and then 

holding them as if they were stunned fish. She placed them on the Formica table. 

The back of Felipio’s hand looked chalky and wrinkled, the hand of an old man. 

I put mine in my lap, where I rubbed the place she had touched on my left wrist until I 

didn’t feel quite so cold. 

We didn’t hold hands again. 

I began to hate school. 

I had a speech impediment that caused me to not be able to correctly say the letter “R”. 

My parents tell me that they thought I’d outgrow it, but I didn’t. For several years I was 

removed from my class for speech class, where I would practice saying my r’s over and 
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over again, until my tongue felt like a foreign object in my mouth. I had speech therapy 

with kids who could hardly walk, their legs short and twisted, and with kids whose eyes 

wheeled about like marbles behind thick glasses. I liked them better than the kids in my 

class, who had discovered that it was fun to laugh at girls that could not say their own last 

names. 

Conceptualizations of social context. I don’t know if I was born wanting to 

understand why things are the way they are, or if I developed – through lived experience 

- this questioning of the structures of culture and idea that most people seem able to and 

willing to take for granted. I was not able to be easily untroubled by racism, economic 

injustice, environmental harm, and sexism. I could not accept reality, that things simply 

were “just the way they are.” I don’t think it is possible to separate out this aspect of my 

human experience - of being a person who is questioning and often confused by the 

dominant reality and wanting, badly, to help to change the world - from my mental health 

history and experience within the psychiatric system. 

When I was young, I knew that some kids in my class seemed to have much easier lives 

than others, and I had an early sense that something not quite fair - even something 

wrong - was happening in the world that was growing up in.  I understood that poverty 

existed, because I grew up in South Georgia and it was obvious that some people barely 

had anything, and that their lives were different than my life. My family owned land and I 

had a great-grandmother with a diamond ring. We lived in the woods in a house with airy 

windows, while some people lived in trailers and in small, flat apartment complexes 

baking at the edge of a gravelly lot on the main roads. We had private property signs.  
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I understood that racism existed, because my great-grandmother was a racist, and my 

parents told me not to listen to her and not to ever say the words that she said. I was 

spoken to very sternly about the reasons that some words are ugly words and must never 

be said, but my family was tolerant of my great-grandmother’s racism.  

“She’s old,” my parents explained, “a product of her times.”  At the time, I did not fully 

grasp the significance of that explanation in forming the seed of awareness that what is 

happening in history can create who were are, that culture changes and not the same from 

one period of time to another, from one place to another. 

The school that I went to was full of military kids, people who came with the Naval 

submarine facility that we simply called, “the base.”  Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base is 

the primary nuclear submarine and strategic weapons facility on the East Coast. The base 

was built during my childhood and by the time I was in middle school, the town I grew 

up in was a military town. The kids transferred in throughout the year, from everywhere - 

Connecticut, Guam, Virginia, and California - showing up in animal prints, with weird 

accents, shaved heads, metal t-shirts, Southeast Asian mothers who made lumpia. The 

population of the county that I grew up in went from 2,500 to 25,000 in two years.   

Psychosocial History: Ms. Rhyne reported that she grew up in southern Georgia, 
indicating that for the majority of her childhood, the family had lived on a 700 
acre farm; which was sold when she was approximately 11 years old. She 
indicated that this resulted in a number of changes for the family, as significant 
development was done on the land and it had a major cultural impact. Ms. Rhyne 
reported that she struggled with depression and other mood-related symptoms 
during her teenage-years. (Newes, 2009)  

 

The same series of events that wreaked havoc upon what I understood to be my 

hometown and led to the destruction of the places that were, truly, home, also led to my 



	   	   	  
 

77	  

having the chance to meet kids who had lived in other places, and some of these kids 

introduced me to punk rock, which helped me to understand the military industrial 

complex in some rudimentary way.  

I watched the land I grew up on get paved over and developed for military-related 

housing in my early adolescence and I understood something deeply and personally about 

the reality of habitat loss - that places I had lived, places that I knew intimately, places 

with which I shared my young history...those places were destroyed, trees uprooted, 

animals killed, swamps filled in, snakes dead on the road, the deer crowded out.  

This land, acres of South Georgia pine and oak wood, river banks and ponds, blackberry 

thickets, railroad tracks cutting straight through it, had been home to other people before 

us. I found earthenware in the garden and oyster shells near the banks of the river. The 

land I grew up on  was full of a sweet and bloody history, old sugar cane fields grown 

over by pines, empty beehives in the pear orchard, the feeling of ghosts in the palmettos. 

I knew that things change, that a single place can hold a lot of lives over time, a lot of 

history. 

There were old chimneys standing in a small grove of redbuds, at the edge of the pasture. 

My father had torn down that house to build parts of our house. Our bathroom walls had 

been the walls of someone’s kitchen, a half-century ago. Those people, who had kept 

cattle on the land, had left a watering trough in the middle of a field when they left the 

land. It sat out in the woods along the dirt road for years, in the middle of pine straight 

rows of trees.  
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I understood - even at a young age - that things change and that what people do or don’t 

do impacts what happens in the world. I did not, however, have much insight into how 

change happens and what makes some efforts to create change effective while others do 

not succeed. My early politicization came about in reading stories and listening to rock 

music, and through reading the histories of social movements, particularly the civil rights 

and anti-war movements in the United States. I did not see, through the media of popular 

culture, subculture and recorded history that taught me about activism, the work (time, 

skills and practices) that make large-scale protest movements possible and my thinking 

about social change was rooted more in simplified theories of resistance than in 

pragmatic theories of dynamic social transformation.  

I don’t recall actively or consciously deciding that I would, for example, become a 

volunteer with Food Not Bombs rather than join an underground anarchist group or 

become a political lobbyist, a youth-group leader, an anti-nuclear activist, or a 

community organizer around economic justice. I spent a lot of social and community time 

with anarchists and punk rockers in the Pacific Northwest and did volunteer with Food 

Not Bombs Portland, but I also volunteered with the Oregon Literacy Council to support 

women in recovery getting their GEDs, and with the Burnside Cadillac, a grassroots 

newspaper published by and for houseless or formerly houseless people, as an income 

generating and advocacy project. The common thread that I became aware of in my early 

work in finding community was that I was drawn to vulnerable people and outsiders.  

I appreciated that my friends who were houseless and hustling to survive did not look at 

me strangely when I was honest, and that sometimes just sitting in a park with a person 
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and listening to their story and feeling something could bring about a space that feels, to 

me, like healing.  

At the same time that I was eating old bread in shady parks with houseless men, feeling 

my way through my purpose as a participant in the world, I was studying sociology and 

Black Studies at a predominantly white state university. When I left the American South 

in the mid-1990s, late in my adolescence, I was aware of a pressing personal need to 

understand what had led to my hometown being the way that it was, why my great-

grandmother was racist, and why I felt guilty for having opportunities to go to college 

even after I dropped out of high school, why I had a car and could get a job even with a 

tattoo on my hand, could go into a grocery store and buy food without adding up the cost 

of items as I shopped.   

My personal history is one of rather rare privilege. I grew up in a relatively intact family, 

with parents who treated me well and taught me things that remain important to me, in a 

beautiful place that I felt deeply connected to. I have never experienced profound 

economic insecurity, though in adulthood I am considered to exist well beneath the 

poverty line and have tremendous debt and scant recreational income. I have only faced 

potential homelessness once. Although I have not had health insurance for five years, my 

housing situation is fairly secure and I earn enough to live on. I am culturally identified 

as white, though I do not have a strong identification with the construct and experience of 

whiteness. My mother is ½ Lebanese and I grew up around people of color, both from the 

Black community in my hometown and the kids from military families, many of whom 

were biracial and bicultural. I was seen as white, and treated as white.  
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It's no secret that privilege impacts a person's experiences of struggle and resilience. In 

the United States and the vast majority of the globalized world, race, nationality, social 

class, and gender expression weave a matrix of identity and opportunity that - whether we 

like it or not - significantly defines the content and character of our lives, easing the way 

for some and creating complex barriers for others. 

People are indoctrinated into these stratified constructs of self and relative worth before 

they are even born, depending upon who they are born to and under what circumstances.  

As young children, we are included or ignored, praised or picked on and we are told, in 

messages both direct and suggestive, what options are available to us. 

Yet race, class, and gender identity are not the only factors that affect what we are and 

are not easily able to do within our lives. Culturally valued characteristics such as “good” 

bone structure, grooming habits, and ability to express oneself in appealing and 

charismatic ways do much to determine who has opportunity and who is stopped at the 

door. 

I'd be lying if I said that I didn't know that one of the  reasons that I am welcomed into 

some spaces is because I am considered to be "pretty" and generally well-mannered. I 

would be lying, also, if I said that this fact doesn't make feel like puking. When I think 

about it, I want to get a bad haircut, tattoo my face and wear ugly clothes. 

I want to throw up my hands and proclaim, "Bullshit! This is all bullshit!" 

However, that would be inappropriate and were I to do such things, I would probably be 

immediately ousted from certain circles, relegated by status quo sanesits to the 

unfortunate legions of un-charming lost causes. 
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That knowledge makes me want to pitch a fit and quit everything. 

My thinking, up to this point, was that the best way to go to bat for the people kept off the 

field was to find ways to participate in things that others don't have access to, so that the 

people who are left out might find, by proxy, a place in the game, that the gates may be 

cracked opened for them. 

Yet, do I even want to participate where others are not welcome, where I know that I 

myself might be asked to leave if I voiced the uncensored truth of what I see happening? 

By taking advantage of the influence I might gain by exerting my most beguiling smile 

upon the complex of white hetero-patriarchy am I being complicit in perpetuating the 

mechanisms of exclusion that I am purportedly trying to undermine? 

What does this have to do with mental health and recovery? 

I am a person who lost her mind when I began to think deeply about how the world and 

our societies are constructed. I feel a deep internal flinching in response to the evident 

abuse and disparity that characterizes American and global social and economic 

structures.  

I was the kid who stood on the side of the field and cried, "This game isn't fair! I'm not 

playing!" 

I was taken aside and told to calm down. 

"You'd be a good player, c'mon out to the field." 

I stood on the sidelines and watched. I understood how the game worked, and thought 

that maybe if I played, the game might change. In some ways it does, but so do I. 
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Once you're in the game, you're cheered on and hands are clapped upon your back, 

people tell you that they are glad you are a part of the team. 

The only reason I am able to do anything I am able to do is because of the social capital I 

possess in my face and in my words and that makes me angry and sad. 

I can't help looking behind me, at the field and the whole world that is not a part of these 

plays that are made...and I want to quit. 

Reflection and disclosure of omissions relating to place and personhood.  

These writings represent a sampling of the facets of experience which defined elements 

of my identity as it relates to place, race, and social class. However, the assemblage does 

not acknowledge the time I ruptured my spleen on Christmas Day and had to spend 

months in the hospital. Surely, that early trauma, that injury and the time in intensive 

care, impacted my mental health, my core sense of security in being alive.  

The content offered above does not mention the trip to Disney World, where I screamed 

on the monorail and thrashed around.  

I’ve neglected to mention the time I punched my brother for repeating the long drawn out 

“Maaaaaay be back…” as uttered by the announcer on the Inspector Gadget cartoon, 

because it irritated me and the feeling of irritation quickly slipped into an inexplicable 

rage.  

This account bears no witness to me as an 8-year old running across a pasture in the first 

cold of October, the wind burning my lungs, the smell of the paper mill on the air, feeling 

alive.  
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The experiences that are noted here are woefully partial, as entire months and years of 

experience are frequently reduced to a summative statement of 10 words or less, 

“volunteered as a GED tutor,” “left the American South.” Save for mention of my very 

first psychological exam and some generalized statements regarding my having been 

affected by early diagnosis of mental illness, there is virtually no mention here of my 

experiences as an adolescent psychiatric patient, and the details of an entire decade, two 

even, are missing.  

I know these unexposed aspects of experience exist and they nag for inclusion. There 

isn’t a particular method of assessment that I am using to determine relevance for the 

purpose of inclusion in this project, and – as I have suggested – who is to say that the 

things that I believe to be of importance were actually of importance?  

It feels like I barely mentioned my brother, and I said little about friendships, what I did 

for fun, the specific books I read, the lyrics that I memorized and sung along to.  

I would like to present an assemblage of my experience as an adolescent psychiatric 

patient, as well as all of my educational records and the accumulated clinical notes from 

years of compulsory therapy appointments. However, I do not have those records and 

very few artifacts and images from that time exist.  

That’s not entirely true. I have a great many memories. Memories are artifacts. I also 

have a few items of clothing, a few tattoos, long since covered up with bigger tattoos. I 

have scars. I cannot use my left ring finger when playing piano, because it has lost its 

dexterity and motor integrity in independent flexion as a result of having smashed my 
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hand into walls in a rage augmented by selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors and the 

mysterious effects of unacknowledged trauma.  

Here is a small collection of re-told ephemera from the early 1990s on into the new 

century. I do not include a detailed retelling of my experience on adolescent psychiatric 

unit. There is no mention of my roommate, a girl from Florida who’d been pregnant and 

miscarried a child that she’d intended to name Lemmy, after the singer from the metal 

band, Motorhead. I don’t say a word about the trip to Hawaii or my permed hair.  

I don’t say anything much about sex, nothing of rape, nothing of teenage promiscuity and 

low self-esteem. I leave out an experiment with LSD and numerous other lousy decisions, 

and I do not describe the way the air felt on the mid-summer walk back to my van in the 

dark, the year I drove home from Oregon, all the way across the country. I slept in my 

van, repaired my radiator with steel wool in Texas and watched the 4th of July fireworks 

from a field in Utah. I felt old, even then. I was tired and unsure of who I was and what I 

was going to do. I played shuffleboard in Billings, Montana at a bar called The Rainbow. 

The brakes howled going down the mountains.  

March 15, 2011 

I remember once when I was driving cross-country, I stopped for the night in a 
small town in Utah. I don’t remember the name of the town or much about it at 
all. What I do remember is that it was the 4th of July and I sat in a field and 
watched the fireworks with some random guy. If this were a more interesting 
story, he’d have been a handsome Mormon farm boy and we’d have had some 
briefly steamy mid-summer tryst. We’d have fucked in that field. Of course, 
nothing of the sort happened. I was a buzz-cut punk rocker driving across the 
states in a 1984 Chevy van. I wore plaid pants and boots. He was just some man 
who had never been out of that town in his whole life. Really. He had never been 
out of that town. We watched the fireworks together and then I went back to my 
van and fell asleep wondering how in the hell someone could spend their whole 
life in one small town in Utah. 
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Now that I am older, now that I have driven across the country a few more times, 
I see the value in staying put. In fact, I wish I’d never left my hometown. Perhaps 
if I had stayed in south Georgia, I would be blandly stable and shopping at Wal-
Mart and never questioning anything. I would have a doughy husband and nobody 
would ever try to take my kids away from me. I would wear khaki shorts and 
tennis shoes. My back would not have so much black ink in it. Maybe at night I 
would wonder what it would be like to be…someone else. 

Do we all question ourselves as we lay in the dark, waiting for those dreams in 
which we can be anything? I want to be someone else. I always have. I have never 
tried too hard to re-invent myself, because I believe strongly in being sincere. 
Still, I have wished that somehow a transformation might occur and that if I 
couldn’t be someone else, well, maybe people could just look at me differently. 

Like most people, my concept of self is in part built on what I perceive others 
might believe about me. So far, this has just resulted in me being mightily 
confused, because I frankly am lousy at figuring out what people think about me. 
Who cares? 

I care. 

Why? 

I don’t know. 

I am tired and I am going to bed. Maybe this writing a page a day thing was a bad 
idea. I am too honest with myself and I am making myself want to ralph with all 
this neurotic bullshit. I can’t even make it through a page without devolving into 
pithy self-analytics. I have got to get past this. Much like going on a bear hunt, the 
only way to get past it is to get through it. Maybe I need to simply get this rubbish 
out of my system. My fear is that, as I write, I will simply become more neurotic 
and critical. Maybe I should try short fiction. 

Here are two six-word stories: 

He said she was not crazy. 

That, my friends, 

is pure fiction.  

(F. Rhyne, personal communication, March 15, 2011)  

March 16th, 2011 

I didn’t write last night. Instead, I tucked my anxiety in, nestled it toward the back 
of my mind, and I went to bed. “Fuck it,” I thought. I realized yesterday that I am 
a bit trapped by this devil I know. When I got home from work, I unlocked the 
door and the house was cool and musty smelling, as it usually is, and I was dimly 
aware of the sour doubt creeping in, coming home. What does one do when they 
begin to suspect that they are “triggered” by their own home? That the walls that 
once promised security now threaten to undo me, leave me bare and blistering? 
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I had spent the whole day talking about triggers. I was in a room full of peers, 
other people who have struggled with the tricks that their own minds play on them 
and the failures of their hearts. It was a training on “Crisis Planning” as required 
by the state to document that mental health providers are indeed providing in 
ways better than they may have provided in the past. The fact that I was sitting in 
a comfy, swiveling chair, in a board room, beside a man who repetitively tapped 
his fingertips against one another, a small and twitching dance of his hands, well, 
the scene itself was proof that they organization that employs me is trying, 
valiantly, to help people recover. 

In the meantime, my own recovery is hit or miss these days. The concept of 
moving on, carrying myself forward, in some decisive move toward wellness 
is…well, it’s daunting. During my last crisis, endured without the benefit of a 
plan, I could picture myself catatonic, slipping into a diagnosis with poor 
prognosis, happily silent and forgotten, crocheting in a dayroom. Finally giving 
up. At work I see people who haven’t dodged internal death as deftly as I, at 
times, have. They are shadows of themselves and their eyes do not burn brightly. 
They’ve been beat. It would be so easy to fall apart, to just give up. I am tired. 

It is a testament to my reluctant scrappiness that, during a time in which every day 
is a crossroads, I sit down and decide to write a book. Silly, I forget that I have, 
for all practical purposes, already written a book. I just don’t know what to do 
with it. I guess I could try to do something. See, during my last “episode” I was 
keeping a record, a very thorough record. Thus, there exists a document that 
details exactly what goes through one’s mind when it breaks apart. It is a very 
disorganized document, but that is to be expected. The scattered and staccato call 
for help is, if nothing else, authentic. 

I woke up this morning almost queasy with dread. “What is going to happen to 
me?” More importantly, “What will happen to my children?” Yes, I have two 
children. They love me. I love them. I almost lost them in the wake of last 
September. It is for them that I do not give up. Sitting on the back step as dawn 
approached, listening to my little dog tiptoe through the tangle of last year’s 
kudzu vine, I imagined attending a high school graduation after years of having 
disappeared into my own little world. I’d be rail-thin and coughing from all the 
cigarettes I smoked on the porch of whatever group home I’d been living in. 
Perhaps my mother would have brushed my hair and braided it. The bleachers 
would be filled with plump and cheerful families and my child would look like an 
adult as they crossed the stage.  

“You did it!” I’d think to myself, not saying a word. “You did it without me!” 

I don’t want them to have to go through this life without me. They need me. 
Because no child is born a blank slate, because their brains will likely play tricks 
on them, because their eyes are already searching…they need me. I will recover 
and I will cling to the small hopes that I have salvaged from this hopeless year. 

I will write another page later, to make up for the one I didn’t write yesterday.  
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March 18th, 2011 

Well, the days have formed a bit of an ellipse and I haven’t written much more 
than a word or two. The time seems to slip, quick and scattered, rice on the floor 
and the day is gone. I am not sure how I keep up with anything…I don’t keep up 
with anything. I will just do the best I can. I keep making big plans, big pristine 
plans, but can’t really get it together to bring any of them to fruition. 

I am a tree that just won’t fruit. Today my daughter plucked the un-opened buds 
off of the star magnolia and shredded the petals to see what was inside. How 
fitting. 

I think that I should focus on quality, not quantity. It is springtime and the new 
agers say that there will be a shift in energy and that things will become new 
again, that we’d better brace ourselves for the flow, the invisible tsunami. I don’t 
know what that means. Writing is hard, I know that much. How can I be so filled 
with stories, but so empty of words. I am chasing shells being pulled back to the 
sea. They turn and roll and catch the sun, they are slippery and swift (F. Rhyne, 
personal communication, March 16, 2011).  

March 21, 2011 

Re: My Father 

I think that the paternalism of dads gets along really well with the paternalism of 
the medical model in regard to mental health. For those of us who had 
“challenges” from a relatively young age, we sort of get this notion that our 
families are a “safety net”…one which can be unfortunately entangling. Don’t 
people get that safety nets are used in anticipation of falls and how incredibly 
discouraging that is, to be expected to need a net? 

Okay, moving on. My brain feels like it is full of gum, or foam, or clouds, or 
spiderwebs. Something damp and clinging that is swirling all my thoughts. I am 
really getting frustrated with the cognitive effects of madness, the shift between a 
deserted mind and thought collisions. Writing has been a particular challenge 
because it demonstrates to me just how much I am truly struggling. That sentence 
originally read “how truly struggling I am” – what the hell kind of sentence is 
that? Everything just feels so clunky between my ears, like old machinery, 
gasping and clanging. There, that wasn’t bad. See, if I just keep writing then 
perhaps I can regain my way with words. 

I have been imagining my mind as a warehouse, modeled after the thin walled 
vaults that molder down by the river. After the big upset of 2010, it seems as if 
the warehouse has been cleared, hastily cleared. 

The windows let in a dusty light, brown and swirling. On the concrete floor are 
scattered pages and as I walk across the space, my footsteps echoing, the pages 
lift themselves and spin a little, as if saying, “wait, you’ve forgotten us!” They are 
the remnants, the bits left behind in the wake of madness. They may seem 
forgotten, but they are all there is left. 
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There used to be tall and orderly stacks of files and I would roam through the 
corridors and delight at all there was. Now, there are only these few bits and 
pieces left behind. I pick them up and am dismayed by how little sense they make.  

They don’t add up to anything, but they are all I seem to have and so I try to make 
a story out of them, because that’s what storytellers do.  

We try to make sense of things (F. Rhyne, personal communication, March 21, 
2011). 

Aquaria and suicide. I. I include this here because the aquarium store and 

aquariums became a theme during particular points of crisis in my life, as evidenced by 

the fact that I was thinking about the aquarium store in early June of 2010, when I was 

really beginning to break apart at the helm. I was thinking about the aquarium store 

because I was thinking about how, in my early 20’s, I once spent $700.00 on fish tanks in 

one week, during a time of mis-medicated crisis and nostalgia. In early June of 2010, I 

was thinking about the times I had been in crisis, and – for some reason – these 

reflections linked back to my memory of going to the aquarium store when I was a kid. 

[2010] 

show details Jun 6 (1 day ago) 

The aquarium store we went to when I was a kid was in Kingsland, Georgia. It 
was a low slung building, sided in wood. Concrete floors. Like a busted old 
garage, with ports and shed hanging off of it. We would cross over the railroad 
tracks, bumpbumpbumpbump, and drive right off of the road to park in the grassy 
gravel dusty dirt beside the store. 

From the outside, the building looked broken and big, sprawling and full of loose 
boards a tin roof quickly overlaid. It was the sheds, the ports, the bays. It is 
possible, now that I consider it, that the store may have once been a barn. 

Inside, after the ten feet of hot ground that doesn’t give and the heavy screen door 
and the moment when your sun-constricted eyes fail to adjust quickly enough and 
everything is dark and swirling and it seems the world is full of scent: dark 
corners, warm grass, dry wood, cool concrete, old hay, cedar bedding, small 
animals, birdseed and droppings, and water water everywhere. The hum of the – 

MeHhhhhrmeHhhhhHemrhhhhHemeH 

old aeration systems and the scratching and chirping of parakeets seemed the 
sound of everything you had ever heard. 
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When my eyes adjusted and the edges were cleared it was always surprising to 
me: How small the place was, even to a kid. 

And then I’d remember, we were here to buy fish. “Can I look at the hamsters, 
first?” 

And I was usually aware that there was nowhere I’d rather be, anywhere, than 
right where I was at and in between the sickening 12 mile ride there – in the van 
or the old Karman Ghia – (the smell of sunburst plastic seats and gasoline, grape 
bubble gum, west on HWY 40, the sun a sword in my eyes) – and the sickening 
ride home, at least without the sun straight ahead, with a bag of fish sloshing 
sloshingly between our legs, the clear plastic cool, but warming. 

“We’ll need to let them adjust to the water before we put them in.” 

“Will they live.” 

“Oh, yeah. I’m sure they’ll be fine. We just need to let them adjust for a few 
minutes.” 

(F. Rhyne, personal communication, June 6, 2010)  

II. 

On Small Magic and A Million Years Ago 

BY CLOUDCALLING JUNE 12, 2012  

 

3:49 PM (10 minutes ago)  

to me  

It started, as most things do, with a simple belief in magic…a belief that I’ve had 
since I was a child in a world filled with magic and that I’ve never quite been able 
to shake. 

A very brief portion of 1999: 

What was the significance of the massive black widow in the garden? I didn’t 
know, but I knew as soon as I killed her that I shouldn’t have. Such things should 
be left alone. I knew where the massive spider lived, strangely out in the open at 
the base of a maple. Her abdomen was the size of a dime, it was full like a drum 
and looking at it felt like a sound in my throat. She was three inches in diameter, 
with legs quick to scramble and so precisely pointed that I could feel them on my 
arms. 

She was a queen among queens and I killed her, because I thought I should. 

She was too close to the house, too big for the world. That’s what I thought, 
though I knew I was wrong. I did apologize, I said “I’m sorry.”  As the Queen’s 
legs began close toward her shiny, black body, a small deep regret bloomed in me 
and all the wars of the worlds slowly began to wake up inside of me. 
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Why is it that a spider’s death in late-1999 is remotely important in the world? 
Well, as I said, this all started with a belief in magic. 

I didn’t, at the time, credit the death of the spider with my own slow millennial 
unraveling and I’m not entirely sure I do now. However, that is the story that 
came to mind when I wrote the word “magic” and so that is the story I began to 
tell.  

I’ve learned to trust myself on this sort of thing. 

After the spider died a horrible chemical death, a death I watched and perpetrated, 
the world wasn’t quite the same. I thought I’d make the yard a nice place, with no 
spiders and flowers around the trees. The flowers wouldn’t grow and the ants 
swarmed my ankles every time I tried to make the yard a place to sit. 

I began a slow grief, for nothing, for everything. My work at graduate school 
became clumsy, I couldn’t concentrate on papers, because they didn’t seem to 
matter. I told myself that this was because it was all reiteration, “an academic 
circle jerk” and an exercise in tedious formatting and the death of original ideas. I 
gave myself philosophical reasons for caring less and less and less. 

The Fall after the Summer I killed the Queen was a disaster. I dropped out of 
school. I went to the coast with a boy who didn’t even like me. I was cold and 
callous to a friend who’d traveled across the country to see me. She got my name 
tattooed on her arm and, in a fit of defiant toughness, I got wings tattooed on my 
palms. They are still there. 

I did not go to New York City to see the New Year in.  I stayed at home on the 
edge of Athens and wrote, “Fuck you, fuck New Years, and fuck these shoes.” on 
the door of my bedroom, in reference to people in general, the day, and the shoes 
that made me stand taller than taller and that I wore when I wanted to feel 
beautiful and imposing.  

I wasn’t imposing. I was a wreck. 

My life got smaller and smaller and I tried to figure out a way to buy a 
ramshackle house in N. Florida, a property I’d found on the still-young internet 
and that looked hot and lonesome and the perfect place to forget the world and to 
be forgotten. 

It didn’t work out. I cried all the time.  

The day after Valentines Day, 2000, I bought every rose bouquet on clearance 
that I could find and I strung all the flowers together and hung them across the 
room. I got a puppy that didn’t like me and a job rating standardized test essays 
for the state of Georgia. I sat alone at lunch time. 

At some point, after days of searing emotion and confusion, dull desperation, 
hopelessness, shame that felt like whips on my back and left me loathe to even 
look at myself, I decided to take every pill I had in the house. That was a lot of 



	   	   	  
 

91	  

pills.  I called my mother as my vision began to ping and my voice got thick. 
Some people came, put a tube down my throat.  

I couldn’t see straight for days, my pupils were pinholes. 

When they let me go home, the releasing doctor said, “Cut the crap. Stop taking 
money from your parents. Get a job.” 

I said, “Okay.” 

I ended up going home to South Georgia, where I did get a job, at a dog kennel 
where I could sit and read all day. That summer, I did find a horse skull in the 
woods and that summer I did drink the salty sulfured water at the edge of the 
creek. I was looking for magic I’d never learned about in old bone and brackish 
water. 

That Summer, I did leave home again. By the time, I was 23, I had been leaving 
home for almost 7 years.  Now, it’s been several years since I’ve visited South 
Georgia, Shadowlawn. For a long time, I always went back. Home was, I thought, 
where the magic was. 

Then I began to find magic everywhere and all places became Home, though I did 
feel that I had ceased to belong anywhere.  

(Cloudcalling, June 12, 2012)  

III. 

March 18, 2015 –  

 It didn't seem like a problem at all, waking up before the sun rose, with the 
thought: 

"I want to get an aquarium." 

…lodged in my mind like a bolt of lightning. I'd only been out of the hospital for 
a month. I'd cut my arm open in the mid-winter, after experimenting with 
shooting cocaine for a week and then - predictably - not being able to go in to 
work. I couldn't bear the thought of doing my shift at the hardware store, talking 
with people about screws.  

The only way I could think to get out of going to work was to give myself an 
injury, an accident, the need for medical attention.  I'd spent several days on a 
locked floor, after a nurse sewed up my arm and told me that cutting my arm had 
been a stupid thing to do, an expensive day off, and was released with a referral to 
a psychiatrist and a handful of prescriptions.  

I'd been swallowing the tablets and capsules  as instructed depakote, risperdal, 
klonopin, zoloft every morning, afternoon, and evening and had spent my days 
wandering around the house, wondering what had happened to my life, my 
thoughts feeling like foam and my arm itching.  
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So it didn't seem like a problem at all when I woke up early, with one very clear 
thought emblazoned across the front of my mind, lit with a feeling of wanting. I 
want to get an aquarium.  

It felt wonderful to want something. I had no reason to question my motivation.  

Wanting to get an aquarium wasn't crazy. Dropping out of graduate school to 
smoke weed with jerks was crazy, moving across the country with someone who 
was withdrawing from heroin addiction was crazy. Cutting open my arm to get 
out of having to go to work...that was crazy.  Wanting to get an aquarium wasn't 
crazy.   

I liked aquariums, I had ever since I was a little kid, when my mom would take 
me to the pet store over in Kingsland, bumping across the railroad tracks in the 
south Georgia sun, the air humid under the low ceiling, the wall of tanks, the 
place alive. 

Thirty five hundred miles away, as I drove to the Fred Meyers on Broadway, 
because it was the only place in town where a person could get an aquarium at 
7:00 in the morning, I noticed that the star magnolias were blooming and watched 
the sun catch on windows shooting light everywhere in the very early NW spring.  
Everyone was going to school and work, everyone had a life. I was getting an 
aquarium.  

The car smelled like the lavender scent I'd been wearing to try to stay calm. It 
made me feel sick, but I looked at myself in the rearview mirror as I parked the 
car in the near-empty lot and I felt okay about myself for the first time in weeks.  

I knew exactly where the aquariums were, on one end of the aisle devoted to 
miscellaneous pet supplies, near the bird cages and hamster wheels.  

I pushed an empty cart through the store like I was on a mission, piled a 10-gallon 
tank, a bag of gravel, a brand-new filter and 9 gallons of water into a cart , and 
wheeled the creaking aquarium-to-be to the check out, where the cashier asked, 
"So, getting an aquarium?" I smiled at her, and mumbled something about liking 
aquariums, paid with the credit card that I wasn't supposed to be using.  

I settled my purchases into the car and drove home as quickly as I could, the 
water sloshing around in its containers. I hauled everything inside in four trips, 
carrying the gallons jugs of water three to a hand.  I hurried, sluicing the gravel in 
the kitchen sink to cleanse it of dust, squeezing the jugs of water as I emptied 
them, so that they belched, gasping and glugging, spilling into the tanks. The 
water was still cloudy. I hadn't washed the gravel well. It didn't matter, I told 
myself, it would settle.  

The sound of the filter scraped and whirred into life, filling the house with the 
noise that I remembered from the pet store I had loved as a little kid, humming 
and motoring, the sound of oxygen bubbling water. The tank caught the sunlight 
coming through the windows and there were - suddenly - waves on the walls.  
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I felt happy as I drove to the fish store, happy as I sat there in the parking lot, right 
in front, smelling like lavender and waiting for the doors to open.  

None of it seemed like a problem.  

That first day, for that first aquarium, I bought angel fish, black and white, mid-
sized, easy to keep alive. I laid on the couch looking at their plastic bags floating 
in the tank, waiting for them to adjust to the water temperature so that I could 
release them into their new home.  

That night, I turned on the lights on the aquarium hood,  and I felt peaceful, sitting 
in the dark, watching the angelfish swim from one side of the tank to the other, 
back and forth. I swallowed my pills and fell asleep, already thinking about what 
sort of fish I would buy the next day.  

I woke up with the thought that I shouldn't overcrowd the 10 gallon tank, and so 
in the very early morning, as I had the day before, I decided that I would get an 
aquarium, another one a small one...five gallons, for just a few neon tetras, fish I 
had loved when I was a kid.   

I went back to Fred Meyer, and was strangely relieved when  the cashier - the 
same woman who'd sold me my aquarium the day before - didn't say anything 
other than good morning, just scanned my purchases and took my credit card, told 
me to have a nice day. I felt like I would have a nice day. I felt good.  

The 5 gallon tank was easy to set up, and I was back at the fish store by 8:30 in 
the morning, waiting for the place to open. 

The next day, I purchased a 20 gallon tank, because I had always wanted a 20 
gallon tank. I had noticed that the fish store was hiring, and I wondered if I should 
try to get a job there.  

I filled up a whole cart full of water, a set of wooden shelves under the jugs.  

I felt electric, effective, expert as I slammed the shelving together, the Allen 
wrench feeling like a flywheel in my fingers.  

Hauling in the bag of gravel and dumping it into a bucket set in the bathtub, I 
could feel my own strength, the muscles in my arms woke up, the scar on my arm 
itched, still healing.  

I put the big aquarium where the television had been, setting the TV on the floor 
in a corner until I found a place for it, and went to a small imports store by the 
mall that I knew sold rare fish, and reptiles, along with ornate tables, lamps, 
incense and tea. The Asian man explained that I would have to feed the knife fish 
live food, and I assured him that I understood, and refused to get attached to the 
tiny, colorless fish I purchased to feed the knife fish, which looked like a piece of 
drift wood, stabbing across the expanse of its 20 gallon home never eating. I 
stayed up late watching it, worrying that it wasn't hungry, that it might die. When 
I woke up, one small fish was gone and my mind relaxed. 
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By the end of the week, I had two more ten gallon tanks and two goldfish in a 
bowl. I had been waking up earlier and earlier, with that same thought "I want to 
get an aquarium" pressing at me as soon as I opened my eyes.  

My home was filled with the engine noises of 7 filters, a constant running water 
breaking the surface, small droplets speckling the walls and the first blooms of 
algae spotting the angel fish tank. I didn't return my mother's phone calls. I took 
out the recycling, cardboard aquarium inserts, the corrugated shelving boxes 
sliding out of the bin, falling into the street.  

The cat knocked over a can of fish food, and batted it clattering across the floor 
like a toy. The living room began to smell swampy and I felt something like panic 
rising in me. I wanted to get another aquarium, but I had spent almost 700.00 
dollars in 5 days, on fish and water, rocks and motors, wood and tubes. 

I called my doctor's answering service, and was surprised when I started crying. 
"There is something wrong with me. I can't...I just keep...I bought all these 
aquariums...I don't feel like I can stop." 

He was calm, matter of fact. "Stop taking the Zoloft. Don't take it anymore. 
Double your Risperdal, take an extra Klonopin if you need to. When is your next 
appointment with me?"  

I hung up the phone, and looked around, suddenly exhausted and trapped by 
aquariums. 

 

These events and recollections overlap with another, a sort of conjoined significance. I do 

not know exactly why aquariums became an aspect of my relationship with 

homesickness, an element of my mental health struggles.  I had an aquarium with blue 

damsels in it beside my bed in the trailer that I lived in when I was very young. When I 

was thirteen, I slammed the door to my room open in a rage and the doorknob popped a 

jagged round hole into the face of the 10-gallon aquarium that was just inside my room.  

The water poured out like the stream from a hose, dumbly splashing onto the quickly-

soaked carpet, the tiny neon tetras flipping around and catching in the blue synthetic 

fibers.  

I did not know, in the year 2000, that I had begun to think about things in a ‘magical’ 

way. I didn’t know that I was applying potentially false significance to the killing of a 
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Figures	  19	  and	  20	  –	  Journal	  Entries,	  2000 

black widow in my backyard.  As indicated in my recollection of the event and how it 

connected with my subsequent attempt to end my life, I felt like that small murder was a 

mistake. I did not know, at the time, that I was beginning to think magically.  The Spring 

before, I had arrived in Athens on the same day that one of my favorite musicians, an 

indie folk singer, was performing at the 40 Watt, a local club. I remember being surprised 

to see the show listing. I had just driven cross-country with my mother, moving back to 

my home state from Portland, Oregon.  

I was going to graduate school. It was fortuitous, I thought, that one of my favorite 

singers should be performing on my first night in Athens.                                                                     
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I went to the show and didn’t think it was too strange to feel, as I sat against the wall and 

listened, that the singer was saying something to me, specifically, almost like a code, an 

encouragement.      

 

It didn’t occur to me that this might be a strange way to be hearing the songs, a strange 

way to be feeling as I sat against the wall alone and unknown in the town I had moved to. 

Ten years later, I lost my mind and thought that God was sending me messages through 

the radio.  

What happened? Why did that happen?  

Family and role. In this project, I am omitting a thorough grounded analysis of 

how power and role dynamics in my marriage exacerbated my conceptual alienation and 

contributed to a conflicted sense of an unseen self. I am not investigating my relationship 

with the role of mother or disclosing in detail events that defined my children’s early 

lives. I would like to write about those years, someday. I do not want to write about those 

years now. I may not ever write about some aspects of my life, because they are not only 

mine. 

I have limited interest in offering, as a component of this project, a detailed analysis of 

my experience of psychosis through the lens of family, interpersonal conflict, and 

psychosocial duress. However, these factors did act mightily upon my experience and I 

cannot deny that family conflict and disconnection were a primary factor in the 

deterioration of my mental and emotional health. Certainly, constructs of appropriate 

motherhood shaped interpersonal role dynamics and expectations within my family and 
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extended family.  I cannot omit these factors of family and relationship, as these factors 

impacted the emotionality of my experience, and lent certain actions or behaviors a 

significance, a meaning, that they would not otherwise have had.  

In some lives, dabbling in postmodernism and taking photos of clouds while considering 

the origins of language would not be problematic behaviors, problematic interests. These 

were not appropriate endeavors for who I am, who I was, and expectations as to what my 

life should and should not entail.  My initial observations of repetitive patterns in the sky 

were experienced as a curiosity and an appreciation for how strange it is, that the world is 

moving all around us. I wanted to tell my father about it, because I thought it was 

interesting and beautiful…nature.  He was skeptical, suspicious, even in the beginning, as 

if I was foolish, possibly crazy.  He was smirking, bemused. People began to look at me 

differently.  

As was noted, my decision to get a psychological evaluation in 2009 was spurred on by 

threats to my child custody, threats made on the basis of perceptions of my mental health, 

a full year before I actually did begin to struggle in ways that may have warranted 

concern.   

I knew that I was struggling in my family relationships and that the strains of a 

challenging motherhood in the context of a challenging marriage interacted with my 

psychological and emotional stress vulnerabilities, and with my personal history, my 

beliefs and memories, to manifest as state of disordered self and perception that I 

expressed and made meaning of in ways that were identified as being psychotic. I 

understood, in some way, what was happening, the story that was being created, the 

character I was becoming, in my own mind and in the imagined minds of others.  I began 
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to panic, to become distorted in my thinking, because I was scared. Two people had 

called me, parents from my children’s school, other mothers, telling me that the 

children’s father had told them to keep an eye on me, or something to that effect and it 

seemed like everybody was losing their minds, behaving strangely.  

BY CLOUDCALLING JULY 7, 2010 EDIT 

More clouds later. 

This is a post I had prepared yesterday prior to having to upload all those loaded 
cloud pictures. 

I really am very concerned that some of you out there will think that these 
pictures represent some sort of definitive godliness. I understand that there are 
many interpretations that can be made (mostly by zealots) regarding such peculiar 
clouds. Please draw hope from them or reverence or wake-up or whatever – 

However, I know that they are just clouds and that the unusual replicated shapes 
are likely caused by a build-up of carbon dioxide and road dust and surface 
evaporation over the highly paved central part of the town I live in. 

If you take the clouds to mean anything, take them to mean that we must be 
humble and thankful and stop buying so much shit. Seriously, we are destroying 
our means of existence and – as the stalk of wheat, I kid you not – – – seriously, 
how cliché can I get in imagining a cloud may be constructed to remind us to 
know where our food comes from or we’ll starve, in more ways than one. 

I don’t know where all my food comes from. I don’t even know where most of it 
comes from. I am addicted to nicotine and caffeine and I like soda. My children 
wear clothes purchased at big box stores by kind and generous grandparents. So, 
really – what the fuck am I talking about? I have been more mindful in snack 
shopping and, thus, the kids have been spending less time over here, at their 
original home – because my snacks suck and I am distracted as hell most of the 
time. 

Even the relatively minimal documentation I do – take pictures, upload them – I 
don’t even know what day some of the older pictures are from… 

It takes longer than I’d like it to. I am sick of clouds. Nonetheless, how can you 
turn away from a stalk of wheat in the sky. 

Well, it did look like a stalk of wheat…hmmm? (Actually when I first went out, it 
looked like a double helix, perhaps contrails crossing just right.) 

I keep taking photos of fine diaphanous things such as clouds, well – I will need 
to use the good camera. 
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Members of my extended family are encouraging me to kill the blog. Kill the 
blog. Mothball the blog. I really am surprised that they have no idea that, right 
now, it is vital to me to have a daily affirmation of myself as someone who is 
lively of mind and real keen on finding beauty in the mundane… 

I will make a page of credentials so that my family can consider why it may be 
time for them to trust me as a sane and intelligent human being who likes to find 
delightful means to necessary ends. 

I think it would be great if people with camera phones all over the world started 
sitting quietly and looking for shapes in the sky. 

They are worried about my “enemies” using what is on this blog against me… 

First of all, I don’t really have any enemies that I invest a lot of energy into. Not 
locally anyway…or really anywhere…? 

Whatever. I don’t have any ill-will toward anyone on a day-to-day basis. I just 
want everyone to realize there’s no call for ugliness anymore. I am so done with 
that sort of acid angry resentment. It’s dumb to spend your energy disliking 
another person. We all do it, but it’s not the best use of our time. 

Yes: my marriage was a tragic misunderstanding of grand proportion and this 
blog does – I suspect – really bother my family. Which is why they don’t read it. 
Which is why they don’t always understand that not only is it important to me to 
remind myself what my motivations are and to process emotional reaction to 
freakin’ weird neurological and metaphysical events in a way that – if not always 
coherent – at least provides a useful means of reflection and ownership of where I 
am at in re: to a given thing.  

I think that full disclosure would be a mighty fine means of accountability for 
everyone and every corporate entity that is running this ship. 

The thing is, if I “kill the BLOG” (I can imagine my aunt commenting sharply 
how much she can’t stand the word blog. Man, I hear ya. It’s an awful word. I say 
weblog in all lowercase sometimes, it’s kind of cuter. So, next time someone tells 
me to kill my project that I have been working on for a goddam year (in two and 
1/2 weeks) (everysingledayididthisinsomeway) maybe they should call it a 
weblog…softer on the ear, easier to hear. Though not really. 

The thing that KILLS is that the people who love me are asking me if I am okay 
and their notion of where I am at and what the qualifiers of ‘okay’ are in that 
place. I am totally okay. 

If someone is saying I should cease and desist with this project – they are asking 
me to cower and hide and kowtow out of fear that humans with whom I’ve had a 
conflicted history and present may somehow use my words against me. Listen, I 
have full psychological evaluation (several actually, over the years…if someone 
wants to help me get my records, well: that’d be great.) 
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They pretty much well explain the situation of my mental health – which is really 
pretty much okay. I am not angry and I’m not holding grudges blahblahblah and 
I’m trying to do things that only I can do in ways that only I am able. Yeah 
anyone can take a picture of a silly old cloud. But only I can take pictures of these 
clouds from my porch and make them look like angels, skulls, rabbits, and tea. 

I know exactly what I am doing and there is NO WAY that I am going to kill this 
blog. No way. I don’t care if anyone ever reads it. It’s mine. And when my kids 
have kids, they can dust off the old computer and have a solid record of what a 
weird and wonderfully flawed human being their grandmother was, and hopefully 
still will be. I eat when I am hungry. I am strong and I have energy. If I appear 
draggy around people – well, people drag me down. If I appear thin. Well, I am 
thin. I am 5’9 and I weigh 140 pounds – so yes, thin – I have been since the 
breastfeeding years. I think I fed my children my bones. I make sure to get plenty 
of nutrients in the foods I eat. 

Man, this is nuts. I am not doing anything wrong. N-O-T-H-I-N-G! I am present 
with my kids and I try to treat them like actual developing human beings instead 
of little fools and I DO need to play more with them – but give me a break…they 
are going to be six and eight in a month. If we lived in the wild, they’d be 
foraging alone at four. So, yeah – let other people have their days with them. I 
certainly had mine. 3 solid years of non-stop kids. NONSTOP. And that sort of 
thing, at a certain age is not healthy for them or for me. And maybe the more 
social side of their family will provide a nice counterpoint to the eccentric 
isolationist side of the family. Listen, people have all sorts of comfort zones and I 
really tried hard to push myself to adapt to the expectations of others. I killed so 
many good ideas. 

So many… 

…and this blog probably is a horrible idea. Then again so is almost anything to 
anybody. I think people ought not drink wine and fill their minds with mediated 
fictions every evening. But, hey – if that’s what fills, fine. I wouldn’t dare say that 
drawing and cloud watching and tiny thread crochet and thinking about ghosts 
and ideas and love and time is a lifestyle that would suit most people. 

However, it suits me just fine. 

I am happy – though lonely…but, it is nice to not have to worry about people 
hurting me if I do not place my heart in their hands. I have been asking people 
please understand please understand please understand – but you know what, I 
don’t need anyone to understand. 

One person’s clarity is another’s distortion and I really don’t have a lot of time to 
navigate all that with every neurotic person in my life every time I answer the 
phone. I am OKAY. I am better than okay. I am getting really good at drawing. I 
have the opportunity to offer a moment of befuddled reverence to all sorts of 
people with my silly cloud pictures – 
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The kids will one day appreciate this record – like when their own unique brains 
make it hard for them to take for granted the status quo or to follow the 
instructions in the right order or to have to leave a store because it just got too 
overwhelming. Not everyone is the same. I think it would be a beautiful thing if 
y’all shelved your Faith-is-Crazy-and-Hopeless-and-Needs-To-Get-A-Grip 
paradigm and respected me as…well, me.  

I am sorry if the point has been missed. I am okay. You don’t have to like it, you 
don’t have to fund it, you don’t have to agree with it. 

Re: Hypothetically 

Inbox  X  

show details Jul 5 (1 day ago) 

 

Well, when I was home this afternoon – the clouds were out in their full, strange 
force. I took a lot of pictures of a lot of clouds. Felt kooky and secret and saintly. 
Jeez, I don’t want to be a saint. What does a saint even do? I guess the upside of 
sainthood is that it certainly would legitimize my new career goal of sitting on the 
porch and daydreaming and somehow still paying bills, etc. 

The VP of Programs and Exhibits fb’ed me a link to this blog yesterday. The 
message was: Life is middle of the road. Don’t sweat it. We ALL want to live in a 
fairy tale, that’s why we make drama. 

Well, I for one certainly have been inclined toward a fairy tale life. Not one of 
McMansions and no worries, but one of small kingdoms under the leaves of a 
pumpkin plant, of floors painted gold and being blessedly doomed, in the way that 
fairy tales doom girls who are too clever and who have adequately big eyes and 
facial symmetry as to appear, to some, as beautiful… 

…to see every sunrise and to find friends in clouds and wasps… 

It could be so much worse, as the epic of the July sky plays out. 

…doomed to have people always asking: “How are you?” 

“Well, divorce is hard – but, it’s not the end of the world.” 

“Maybe you should go talk to someone.” 

All perfectly reasonable responses to someone such as myself…efforts to give me 
perspective on the myth… 

The thing is, I have always felt very sub-textual in most settings and endeavors. 
Here, I am the text. 

The more I explore my story and my ways of seeing and remembering, the more I 
realize that I may be in a different epic altogether. That probably doesn’t make 
sense. I am, unfortunately, getting used to the sense that I don’t make sense. Ha. 
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I make perfect sense, to myself, in my head and my heart has far more sense than 
you may ever imagine. If people give me a chance to explain, I can explain most 
of the conclusions I may draw quite rationally. Really. 

No, I’m totally serious! 

The reason I can find meaningful (to some people) shapes in the sky is because I 
am a visual thinker and I have a strong, solid eye that is able to extrapolate a line 
or imagine a shadow where there is not one… 

…and I can see a thing as something else with far too much ease. Always have 
been able to blur the lines of vision in that way. And sometimes the willful 
distortion of the world as it is seen by the masses is redeeming of the true form of 
a thing, an accidental beauty or a fleeting harmony. 

Other times, it is just a distortion. 

Using a blade of grass – I freed the captive ant from the jaws of the marauding 
species and watched as it stumbled around, its head was dusty and it appeared 
wounded. I had, with my massive hand, done it no favors. I watched as it wove its 
way over the dry pebbled dirt nearly run into a stone. It paused, staggering in the 
minute way that an ant staggers. Then it began to circle the stone, probably 
following its own pheromones as it left the stone and seemed to find the path that 
the marauder had dragged it along just one minute ago. I slid a small sliver of 
crumbling mulch under the ant and as it sought purchase, placed it down in the 
nearby grass. Only then did I see the larger marauding species in full force, 
dragging anything they could drag in a frenzied invasion. One ant struggled with a 
pupae four times its size, the very picture of determined consumption. 

At least ants drag home their indulgences to the colony at large. Humans bring 
home the big screen and lock the door behind them. 

I tried to find the wounded ant whose fate I had disturbed, but it was already lost. 
In the end, I am certain of its death. One of the infinite small births and deaths 
that go unnoticed, uncelebrated or mourned. 

(Cloudcalling, July 7, 2010)  

 

The impact of mental illness on the family, and intervention,. Here, I recount 

the events surrounding my last hospitalization, which was a critical juncture in my 

experience of what was clinically referred to as psychosis. I present narrative data with 

images of medical records associated with that involuntary commitment, in which I am 

seen as a person who is experiencing a mental health emergency. There is a great deal 

that is omitted here, and records have had my name – which, in them, was my married 
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name – removed. It was jarring to me to see it, to connect the person described in these 

records to myself, who I was, my name. I avoided looking at these records for a long 

time. These records are, to me, humiliating. They reduce me. They obscure me.  

	  

Figure	  21	  -‐	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010 

 

I told people where I was going. Left my phone at home, and the back door unlocked for 

a reason I wasn’t sure of, but felt strongly about. It was late summer, hot. 

I called my kids’ father, “Hey, I just wanted to let you know that I am staying at the 

Residence Inn…just to get a break from the house, you know…and they have a pool 

here, if the kids wanted to come swimming.” 

I looked at the hotel-market impressionist landscape above the bed and breathed in the 

smell of the room. The room had a scent - something safe and pleasant, clean. 

I was told that my children could not see me, that they would not be able to come 

swimming with me. My parents had told their father that I had gone to the hotel, and that 

I had left the door unlocked.  
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He said, coldly and with a disgusted edge, that he had “to leave work” to call the 

neighbors to come lock my door, as if it were a serious and urgent problem that my door 

was open. 

Something in me quietly crumbled and then howled, and I mumbled a falsely neutral 

goodbye.  

I went outside to smoke and wait for my father to get there, because he wanted to talk 

with me. That was where I talked with the Moldovan maintenance man, there on the side 

of the building, sitting just out of the shade, in the sun on the curb. He seemed to think I 

was a nice enough person. 

I noticed that it was very quiet, that there were no cars, not even distant sirens. The 

Residence Inn is on a busy street, but there were no cars. The cars slowly came back, and 

then ceased again, a broad rhythm of silence and motors, the background non-noise to the 

conversation about the weather, the heat, that this man was from Moldova, that I was 

from S. Georgia. 

The cars, and the lack of cars, felt like a signal. The silence was delicious, numinous, like 

a sigh from the earth, no cars, no sirens, just sporadic birds, a distant barking dog, the sun 

beating down, the thread of smoke. 

The maintenance man went back to work, the cars returned. I understood that something 

had happened. My children could not come swimming, my father was coming to talk 

with me. I had just spoken with a man from Moldova at this hotel where I had decided to 

come stay for a couple of days. 
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I hadn’t yelled at anyone. I hadn’t brandished a weapon. I hadn’t expressed an intent to 

harm myself or anyone else. I felt excited, because I was seeing the world differently than 

I had seen it in a very long time, and it felt as though I was remembering something 

important. I was feeling myself burst out from my bones. My mind was full of ideas, 

strung together and well-articulated, gestalt after gestalt after gestalt, all interlocking in 

theme and detail. The world was intricate again, magical…powerful.   

Then, I remembered my life, my real life, the life that was overlapping with this other 

life, my new life, which was – I believed – also my real life.  

I thought that I could deconstruct the entire world’s history and slow down time and 

communicate telepathically with the digital algorithms of radio playlists, but I could not 

make sense of the humiliated grief of knowing that I could not see my children, that I was 

not able to just go get into my car and go see my children, go pick them up, take them 

home, make them a sandwich, that I could not read to them or tickle them or tell them to 

go take a bath.  

I looked at the trees on the other side of the road in between the passing cars. Their leaves 

rustled and swirled around, settled and then swirled. There was a partially decomposed 

shard of what appeared to be Styrofoam in the scraggly summer grass. 

Everything was beautiful. My life would be okay. Things would settle down, settle down.  

I’d figure it out, maybe get the medication I was taking for anxiety and depression 

changed, talk with my doctor, stop drinking energy drinks, get some sleep.  
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I was, I thought, already working on getting some rest. That was why I checked into the 

hotel.  I needed some space to think and sort through some feelings, some ideas. I needed 

to be away from the house.  

My father pulled into the lot, parked. He wouldn’t look me in the eye. He was being 

strange. I didn’t understand that I was being as problematic as I was being. I was, in my 

mind, “going through a lot.” Moreover, I was – at the time – convinced that I had 

observed something important, and the ramifications of my observation were walloping 

me, undoing my psyche, dredging up everything I thought I had forgotten and rewriting 

my future and identity moment by moment. 

Standing in the parking lot, talking with my father, I was astounded by the dismissal of 

my state as being inappropriate. I was calm. I felt lucid. I understood that my children 

could not come swimming and that I should not do anything that might be construed as 

“crazy,” like check into the Residence Inn. 

I also understood that it really wasn’t such a big deal, and that it could easily be 

understandable, if people chose to understand. Standing there with my father not looking 

at me, I began to get the impression that people were definitely not understanding. I 

began to get the impression that everything was taking a peculiar turn, in which I ceased 

to be who I was in the eyes of others and that people were seeing me like I was out of my 

mind. 

My previous life, in which children could come swimming and my father looked at me, 

was deteriorating with each and every conversation, any action or non-action spurring on 

the pulling apart of who I was to people who I loved and who loved me.  
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A rift in perception and reality was occurring. 

Standing in the parking lot, talking with my father, him not looking at me, and keeping 

my voice calm while the sun beat down and cars drove back and forth, back and forth, I 

casually explained that I was a “hidden driver” – which was an idea that I thought I had 

made up, based on the name of a production company and also the basic mechanics of 

catalytic and kinetic operation.  

How was I hidden? What was I driving?  

As I was speaking, I realized that I did not know. 

My father sounded exhausted when he asked, “What’s a hidden driver, Faith?” 

I knew that he thought that anything I might say would be crazy. 

I didn’t answer him. 

“Never mind,” I said. “I’m fine, I just need to rest.” 

Sometime between that conversation  and the following night, my parent's contacted the 

Transylvania County branch of the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), where 

they had gotten involved in a family-to-family class. When my parents reached out for 

support in how to support their “daughter with a mental illness,” the people at NAMI 

encouraged my family to have me involuntarily committed. They were told not to listen 

to what I was saying, that I was having an episode.  

I suppose I was having an episode of some sort, but it had more to do with what was 

happening in my family than it did to do with having a so-called brain disease. My 

chemicals might have been imbalanced, due to stress and trauma, but I was asleep when 
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the knock on the door came. It was 9:00pm and I was exhausted, but had job applications 

on my desk, a plan to slowly begin to somehow move forward.  

Three armed officers entered my kitchen. 

I actually laughed a little when I grasped the situation, a laugh that felt bitter, rueful.  

"Could you please sit down on the floor, come away from the counter."  

"Oh, yeah," I said flatly, gesturing toward the knives. I rolled my eyes, asked if I could 

smoke a cigarette before I left. I didn't think to take anything with me; I think I was in 

shock.  

I went along willingly enough, agreeing to be handcuffed, because I knew I had no 

choice.  

	  

Figure	  22	  -‐	  	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010 

	  

At the hospital, I became a patient, a body, and was told to take off my bra and put on a 

thin shirt, a shirt that was easy to see through. I tried to cover myself with the starched 

blanket, hating the smell of it, hating the lights in the place, the people walking around.         

I was being held in the same emergency room that my children's father worked in. I knew 

those people. They knew who I was. I had met them.  



	   	   	  
 

109	  

	  

Figure	  23	  -‐	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010 

	  

Figure	  24	  -‐	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010	  

	  

Figure	  25	  -‐	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010 
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Figure	  26	  -‐	  Medical	  Records,	  2010 

 

 

 

 

I was a body. I couldn't relax. I was cold. I was sweating. I stank with pure fear as the 

weight of my situation sunk in. I went to the edge of the curtain, stood there. Nobody 

seemed to notice me.  

I said, "Excuse me..." and nobody looked up.  

"May I please have my bra?" I asked, a little louder. A nurse looked exasperated. "I'll 

deal with it..." she said.  

"I want my bra."  

I was told that I could not have my bra and frustrated tears came to my eyes. I was told to 

sit down. I didn't want to sit down. When four men came to the small, curtained off room, 

I sat down, and then laid on my side as they told me, because I had no choice.  

	  

Figure	  27	  -‐	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010 

At four o’ clock in the morning, I was woken up by a social worker, there to assess me. I 

could barely think straight.  
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I didn’t really understand why it was taking me so long to get out of there. I didn’t want 

to be there. The children’s father worked there. Some of the people knew me. They knew 

who I was and I couldn’t wear a bra and they were pulling my pants down, giving me 

shots. I tried to explain to the social worker that there had been a misunderstanding, that I 

understood that there were some misunderstandings.        

                 

Figure	  28	  -‐	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010 

For the next 2 weeks, any time I tried to stand up for myself or express a need, I was 

threatened with injections. I couldn't feel a thing, but exploded into a weeping rage 

whenever I tried to speak with my mother on the static phone in the hall. I walked up and 

down the corridor, passing the numbered rooms. 

I felt humiliated and wondered if I even mattered, if my life even mattered, then – all of 

the sudden – the extent to which it mattered, what was happening, what was happening to 

me, how the situation was unfolding, would send me into a wide eyed panic and bone-

deep woe in thinking about my kids, what was happening with them, what people were 

telling them, where they were, if they were scared. 
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Figure	  29-‐	  	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010	  

	  

Figure	  30	  -‐	  	  Medical	  Records,	  September	  2010	  

I left messages, a voice on a receiver, with the receptionist at the lawyer’s office, trying 

to get in touch with the woman I had hired to help me to figure out how to divorce my 

husband and prove I wasn’t crazy. 
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Figure	  31	  -‐	  	  Medical	  Records,	  2010 

	  

Figure	  32	  -‐	  	  Medical	  Records,	  2010	  

	  

My dog had died in the Spring and that unexpected death broke my heart open, leaving 

me prone to weeping in the middle of the grocery store, barely able to manage a day at 

work without sobbing until one day I could not manage anymore. I simply could not stop 
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crying, and so I quit my job. In the few brief months since leaving my job at the museum, 

my identity had begun to erode. I was not working and so I was not a worker.   

It took everything I had to be a ½ decent mother to my kids, who were crying a lot and 

confused about the division of the household, the absence of their father, having to go 

spend the night with him, not wanting to at first.  

I had to force them, because if I did not force them to go… 

I don’t, now, remember what I was scared would happen if I said, “No. If they do not 

want to see you, I am not going to force them to see you.”  

I don’t know what I thought would happen.  

What ended up happening was that the stress of the whole situation, and the conflict that 

it caused within my family and my primary relationships, the disruption of my most 

elemental life structures, work and purpose and parenthood caused me to really fall apart 

in the high heat of Summer, completely lose my mind in the Fall.  

In intensive outpatient, I was told that my chemicals were “out of balance.” It didn’t seem 

exactly plausible to me. In my experience my life was crumbling around me and I had 

just plowed my way through some sort of protracted interlude with divine sense and spirit 

and everybody was being ugly to me. I couldn’t see my kids.  

I hated what had been made of me and my life. That didn’t seem like a chemical disorder 

to me. I was anxious and emotionally unstable, for good cause. The medication was not 

helping. It made me not able to believe in anything. I still believed, but for a few months 

I didn’t feel much of anything except a sincere wish to die. I had felt that way before, on 
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and off for years. I spent some afternoons lying motionless for hours, willing myself to 

die, begging God to stop my heart, finally falling asleep with one eye open. 

I got out of the hospital with a heavy dose of risperidone and depakote, lorazepam for 

anxiety, and coming off of the venlafaxine I had been on. I ate cheese and crackers at the 

court-mandated intensive outpatient commitment program, my eyes darting between the 

window and the clouds beyond it to the woman at the head of the table, a social worker 

talking about Wise Mind and dialectical behavioral therapy, strategies to manage difficult 

emotions.  

When I had tried to explain to her that I was angry and that I was panicking, she told me 

that my chemicals were “still all out of balance.”  I spent my evenings looking at the 

lights of the house my children were in, right across the field next door, where their father 

had moved when we split up.  He had moved next door and then told the kids they could 

not come over.  

I didn’t know what to do other than email myself about how tremendously horrid the 

scenario was. I began to struggle with feelings of wanting to die and would lay in bed for 

long hours, willing my heart to stop beating or for my body to get a vicious cancer or to 

simply disappear.  

I felt ruined, marred. Everything that mattered to me was wrecked, as far as I was 

concerned. I felt this in my bones. I could not hold my head up and did not want to look 

anyone in the eye. Every time I looked at someone in the eye, I saw how they saw me, in 

the bemused smile, the patient, level gaze, and I felt angry.  
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I began to figure out ways to negotiate the worst winter of my life. I sent out messages 

and allowed myself to believe that every encouraging song on the radio was meant for me 

to hear. I walked around the house saying, "Be strong, be strong, be strong."  

At times, a great, cold darkness would settle into my chest and I would find that I could 

not move. "This must be what catatonia feels like," I dimly thought, as I stared at the 

wall, slumped and defeated. I'd roll myself onto the floor with great effort, pull myself up 

the stairs, hold the banjo heavy in my lap, try to make up songs.  

During the winter of 2010, when the snow piled up high onto the porch and I could not 

see my children, I found penpals in the form of a Death Row inmate over in Raleigh and 

a young man from Serbia who I had somehow gotten in touch with through a vague idea 

about wanting to try to talk with someone about how to contact a representative from the 

Illuminati.   

Below is an email, in which a theoretic New World Order is being discussed by a woman 

experiencing a profound reconfiguration of her world in a cold house in the mountains, 

with a fifteen year old from Serbia.   

At the time, I had gotten a secret-idea that there was a ‘real’ Illuminati, a group of people 

who were interconnected by some sort of supraphysical mechanism of thought and 

understanding in an ecosystemic multiverse that stretches across time and dimension. I 

did not think that I was a part of this group, but I thought that perhaps I ought to be, 

because – at the time – I was under the impression that I could persuade a recognition of 

the eternal origins of human language and spirituality in the vaporous elements of the 

sky, and had come to the conclusion that some terrible misunderstandings and mistakes 
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had been made, largely at the hand of men wielding power. I was pretty sure that there 

was an ultra-secret group of people working to remedy and remediate the situation, i.e. 

save the world by a multi-tactical interpraxis strategy of art making, policy crafting, and 

sustainable change making for a better humanity, or something to that effect.  

It was a comforting idea, that there was a subversive, super-powerful group of people out 

there, working for a reconnaissance and renaissance of the human capacity to exist in 

ways that are integrally connected to the earth and to everything that lives.  My idea was 

that these people could be anyone, houseless people, travelers, business people, artists – 

and that they may not even be aware that their actions were causative or influential. 

However, I suspected that there was a group, a network, of people who were aware of 

being a part of whatever this group is, this group that I was considering to be ‘sort of a 

real Illuminati,’ and sometimes I wondered if they were meeting somewhere near here, if 

that’s why I suddenly found myself cast into this scenario in which I am living in the 

midst of an unseen world that seems very real.    

The idea was, as I have said, a secret-idea, one that I did not speak about with anyone – 

because I knew that it would sound crazy, that I could not impart understanding of the 

idea or its realness to me, that nobody would listen to me long enough for me to explain 

how I had gotten the idea and why it made a little sense to me, all things considered in the 

realm of conceivable realities.  

True, I did not need to be thinking about such things. If the world had not become so 

magical-seeming, so instrumentized, with communication in everything, impossible odds 

and concurrences, I probably would not have gotten the idea, but I was trying to figure 

out how it could be that there was a new set of thematics showing up in my days and 
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interactions, synchronicities in stories, semblances in name and place, crossed paths and 

the strangest sense of understanding that seemed to pass between people and the wind.  

So, in my considering options of explanation, I had to contemplate the possibility of 

orchestration and intent, channel and sub-current, a comingling of will and intent, a 

sacred connection that every human carries, like a birthright, a kin, an architecture. 

I did not need to be thinking about such things, but it was as if I had to. I could not deny 

what I saw to be real in the world, what I saw to be plausibly possible. These ideas, these 

perceptions, these realizations felt important, pressing, almost urgent.  

This sort of hyper-focus on interdisciplinary meta-theory and the creation of visionary 

fictions would not have been problematic at all if I had been an artist, a scholar, a poet, or 

even simply someone that nobody paid much attention to, a loner, an isolate. I wasn’t 

really doing anything, other than dabbling in ideas and observing the shapes that clouds 

made, how they sometimes looked like letters and symbols. However, I did not have the 

sort of life that would or could accommodate a powerful interest in constructivist theory, 

meta-linguistics, patterns in nature, physical ecosystemic consciousness, and the 

communicative capacity of an out of tune banjo.  

I am a mother, and - in my family - that meant that I could not become too enthusiastic in 

interests that were not directly related to my children, my home, or my occupation. I 

could not even claim my practice of deconstructive contemplation as a spiritual practice. 

In my family, spiritual practice is a private, individual endeavor, a secret almost, ideally 

unobtrusive, unmentionable save for the mention of a nice morning, a pretty sunrise.  



	   	   	  
 

119	  

Spirituality is not drawing surrealist sketches or taking hundreds of pictures of clouds 

while weeping and shaking. It is not showing up on the steps of the church on the corner, 

crying uncontrollably. 

One might note that, in this letter, I am speaking with some air of postured 

insight/authority on the prospect of a New World Order, and being quite strident and 

critical of those who express skepticism or fear of dramatic changes in the structure of 

global government and resource apportionment. I was trying to distract myself from what 

I was experiencing as the decidedly dismal circumstances of my life at the time. I was 

inhabiting a fiction, a possible salvation. I didn’t really know what I was talking about, 

but the thought of a New New World Order – a solution! – was appealing to me. 

During a few particularly dismal weeks in late-winter, when I was not writing and was 

not posting, I imagined a worse-case scenario in which I would not be able to see my 

children and it would be decided that a car would come and pick me up. The vehicle 

would be dispatched from the consortium of sensitive world changers to rescue me from 

my humiliation and establish me in some new sort of life, in which I could develop 

theories about the role of cloudforms in the origin of written language and people would 

appreciate me for my sensitivities and insights.   

On a few particularly bleak nights, I walked out of the back door and sat on the bench at 

the bus stop, a block away.  

I watched cars approach, drive by. Some of them slowed down, because the street I live 

on is a prostitution corridor.  

I didn’t look up.  
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They kept driving.  

Once, a man in a truck asked me if I needed a ride, and I told him no.  

12/12/10 

to Illuminati 

Hi – I hope this message finds you well. It has been snowing and snowing here. I 
imagine that it is cold in Serbia? I think of Serbia as a very chilly place, but I 
don’t know much about it. I would like to visit there someday. I would like to go 
everywhere someday. Yes, parents and older people do get caught in thinking 
about things in terms of home countries and established religions and tend to 
think of changes to those things as badbadbad – which does little to help anything 
progress toward a greater good for all. I suppose the problem is that so many 
people who have proposed changes ‘for good’ have actually not been for good at 
all – just interested in their own power and profit. I think Satan worship is one of 
the most idiotic things on the face of this planet. Why would anybody worship 
something that stands for evil? It just makes no sense at all to me. I have no idea 
how ideas about a New World Order got linked to Satan worship – that is totally 
ridiculous. All anybody has to do is actually look at the information about a New 
World Order presented by the people who are working for it and it is clear that it 
is intended to help to uplift ALL people from the miseries imposed on them by 
backwards governments and greed-based economies. People don’t spend enough 
time making up their own minds about things, do they? I guess it is easier to just 
dismiss new ideas as rubbish than it is to actually work toward positive 
change…people get stuck in misery and just complain, complain, complain. Then, 
when people try to change what it is they are complaining about – well, they 
complain about that! 

Perhaps people just like to complain. 

Ah, well – such is life. I am trying to learn what I can from the experience and 
have vowed to never compromise my intelligence and self-worth again. You 
clearly have potential as a vibrant and free-thinking person – do not let all the 
divisions keep you from your dreams. My parents, still, do not trust my judgment 
either. 

People call the Illuminati ‘occult’ because its beliefs are about enlightenment, 
which sometimes goes against some of the Church’s beliefs – not because it is 
evil to be enlightened, but because when people are enlightened they see things 
clearly and that is a threat to systems of power that keep people down. Sometimes 
Churches can be powerful tools in systems that care little for the welfare of actual 
people and so they call ideas that are about empowering people (to be smart and 
strong and to fight against unjust rule) evil so that nobody will listen. Churches 
could help the New World Order a lot if they realized it wasn’t about Satan or evil 
and that there is nothing bad about people wanting more for the world. Churches 
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want people to just pray for change, knowing that guns and money are always 
going to be more powerful than prayer…which is sad and going against God, by 
any name. War is godless and yet very profitable for many people, as is keeping 
workers in misery. Why the Church wouldn’t want an Order that seeks peace and 
uplifting of people is confusing to me. Perhaps if people were not scared and 
miserable, they wouldn’t give as much money to the Church? (Don’t be 
offended!) 

Anyway, thank you for writing. It is a nice little correspondence we have 
developed. I believe strongly in the New World Order and believe that young 
people will be the way that the people will come to embrace it. I hope that, if it is 
cold in Serbia, you are warm and well. What does your family do? The pictures 
we receive of Serbia through the US media portray it as a bleak, grey 
place…everybody struggling and war torn. Is it like that? No worries about slow 
replies. Just write when you are able and know that I appreciate it (F. Rhyne, 
personal communication, 12/12/10).  

 

Reading this now, in mid-May, 2015, I feel embarrassed that I ever inhabited a reality 

that would facilitate the existence of this absurd message, written on my phone, probably 

while I was in bed, under the covers because the heater did not work and the house was 

cold and quiet. 

I was determined to "get my kids back" by the holidays, but until then my parents had to 

"chaperone" our brief visits, which would leave me howling with rage and grief during 

the long, snowy winter. I took out student loans and signed up for online classes in child 

and adolescent psychology, as if to say, “See, look, I’m okay. I signed up for classes.”  

I had to find a job, but no place I applied to - not the gas station or the supermarket or 

anywhere else - would even call me. I only went to the grocery store late at night, 

because I couldn't stand to see children shopping with their parents. 

I felt cursed.  
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I saw the ad for the peer support specialist job in the paper, and wondered, "Could I really 

get a job because of all this?"  

I applied and cried on the way to the first interview. I still had an open DSS case. The 

case wouldn't be closed until I had met the expectation of getting a job to demonstrate my 

improving emotional and functional stability. It was not an option for me to apply for 

disability. I couldn’t do the paperwork, and applying for disability might exacerbate the 

mental health stigma that impacted my child custody case. 

My kids could spend the night with me again, things were getting better, but I needed to 

get a job. I stopped writing messages to myself and wrote out what I might say in 

response to potential interview questions about my lived experience. I would be honest.  

In the interview, I told my would-be supervisor that I was "so severely impacted by 

bipolar disorder that I would have to take medication for the rest of my life."  

That turned out not to be true at all. 

My would-be supervisor, a tall British woman, was concerned that I had been in the 

hospital so recently, but I got the job because of my work and volunteering history, my 

job as an educator at a museum, my tutoring experience, my work with vulnerable 

people.  

Work was exhausting. I was constantly tired in a way that felt almost narcoleptic. Every 

move was a conscious decision, an act of sheer will. I cried on the morning drive, usually 

when I saw the sun slant over the fields, and remembered times that I had felt hopeful. I 

clung to the lyrics of songs, small phrases of encouragement.  
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I sat on the floor of my new office and read about wellness. I facilitated classes at the 

Recovery Education Center on Wise Mind, Wellness Recovery Action Plan, and 

Wellness Management Recovery, an evidence-based practice, which used to be called 

Illness Management Recovery. I started facilitating parenting classes and wrote a paper 

about childhood bipolar disorder that proved it to be little more than a murky diagnostic 

construct. I read chapter upon chapter about abuse dynamics in family systems. I got A's 

in my classes and then quit the program, because I could not stand the way that other 

students spoke about people with diagnoses.  

I was a person with a diagnosis: Bipolar 1, severe with psychotic features. At work, I was 

simultaneously facilitating recovery education classes and educating myself about my 

own options for recovery. I would ask students, “What does recovery mean to you?” and 

I tried to answer the question for myself.  

Every month, I went to see my psychiatrist, a young doctor, who had been accepting new 

patients when I needed to fulfill the Intensive Outpatient Program’s and the Court's 

requirement that I establish myself as a patient with a psychiatrist.   I talked to the doctor 

about what had happened, about my life.  

I felt he understood. When I told him something my father had said to me during an 

argument in the driveway - “You’ve hurt too many people for too long, Faith.” - I caught 

the look of brief tears in my doctor’s eyes. Incredulous and out of professional character, 

he asked, "What? Did he want you to commit suicide?" 

I told him that the valproic acid was making my hair fall out, that I was tired and bloated, 

my clothes didn't fit. He agreed to take me off it. I told him I wanted to go back on 
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Effexor and cut back the risperidone. Eventually, I was supported in coming off of all of 

my psychiatric prescriptions.  

I have not been on psychiatric drugs for almost 4 years.  

In the Spring of 2011, I signed papers that stated that I no longer hold legal custody of 

my children, but that they can be with me for part of the week - shared physical custody, 

no legal custody.  

I signed the papers because I needed the custody negotiations to end, because that process 

was hurtful to my children, and terrible for my mental health, full of double binds and 

impossible situations. It seemed to spur on conflict no matter how cooperative I was. If I 

tried to stand up for myself, the situation got worse. I felt I had no choice, and do not 

believe that legal custody status defines me as a mother. 

It has been slow, but things are getting better.  

I have surrounded myself with allies, for my own protection against the effects of mental 

health stigma, abuse, and discrimination. I make sure to regularly prove myself to be 

quite reasonable and sane. I am a mental health professional, certified and trained. 

My oldest child is about the same age I was when I started to struggle. Nobody who is in 

middle school has an easy time of it, but my oldest child has already had to learn how to 

heal and how to cope with fears and doubts, powerful emotions.   

My family is still healing, and it makes me sad that I have had to acknowledge to my 

children that their childhoods got completely screwed up because of me and my mental 

illness - not necessarily because I have a mental illness, but because of the way their 
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mother was treated because she was believed to have a mental illness. Nonetheless, it is 

possible that the experiences of my children’s youth, and the skills they gained in going 

through all that they went through, will spare them much more dangerous and difficult 

times when they are older. 

 I don't talk to my parents much about my life, not since I saw the mistruths and 

distortions that they submitted to the magistrate to have me involuntarily committed at 

the suggestion of a NAMI representative – a person who offered them what amounted to 

wanton unsolicited medical advice regarding a problem that was primarily non-medical 

and, in the ways that it was medical, was iatrogenic in nature and certainly not requiring 

of highly supervised care on a locked floor. 

I was in crisis. That's totally true.  

Was being hospitalized what I needed? Probably not. 

I know that some people genuinely do have some very serious and concerning, 

persistently troubling experiences, and I know - also - that the vast many of them can and 

would recover or find some way to adapt a life for themselves that supports some 

modicum of empowered well-being, with occasional  joy and a sense of being relatively 

comfortable within one's life.  

It was never so simple as a chemical imbalance, a pill, a therapist. People need friends, 

they need to community, they need health and art and ideas and realness. They need to be 

appreciated and upheld in the best of who they might be.  
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For a while I mourned, literally, the fact that my family had had this amazingly sensitive 

and talented daughter, who had a certain way about her with animals and with old people, 

this daughter that they loved.  

I knew that they loved me. They taught me so much of what I know is important, and 

they went to great lengths to show me an entire world, to teach me about the woods and 

the river and the land, about how to row a boat and shoot an arrow and kill a snake.  

They raised me near a pear orchard, near my great-grandmother, who taught me about 

lipstick and gin rummy and how it feels when someone you love is racist. They had this 

daughter, some person who is now - somehow - me. Some fool in an office with a 

diploma on the wall told them that I was sick and so, over time, they could not see me 

clearly, then - finally - they could hardly see me at all. 

 People also told my family that I was smart, but that didn't mean anything.  

I was expected to just be able to do and be everything everyone was.  

I didn't understand that my mind really does work differently, not because I am mentally 

ill, but because I used to be a genius, and because I am an artist. 

I don’t mourn what might have been anymore, because I like my life.  

I do not talk with my family about who I am anymore. I rarely look them in the eye. I 

keep everything beautiful about me a secret. I only mutter things, because I do not feel at 

ease in speaking, lest what I say be judged, lest what I say be evaluated. I do not want 

their approval and I scorn their pride in what small accomplishments I might make, 

because pride extended can be pride retracted.  
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I do some amazing work, and my life is interesting to me, but I only talk to them about 

dogs, weather, and financial matters.  

I wonder how the situation might be something other than it is, if my family had received 

a different sort of support when they reached out for help. They were worried, and they 

had a right to be worried. I was not doing extremely well, but I was trying to take care of 

the situation, trying to make sense of it and figure out my life. People would not let me do 

that. 

 I wanted someone to talk with, who would listen and help me make sense of it all.  

Someone who could help me to figure out how I think about things and why that matters, 

what was important and what was static, distortion, malfunction, and misleading.  

I wanted someone to believe in me and to stand up for me, to understand why I was 

struggling.  

I could have told them. I did tell them...but, all they talked about were "my chemicals." 

“Faith,” my father kept his head down, sounding weary, “it scares me when you start 

talking about all that postmodernism stuff. Your chemicals are still out of whack.”  

I had only been trying to talk with him about what I found interesting, what made sense 

to me.  
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Reflection and Conclusion 

I am tired. 

[Addendum May 15th, 2015: In the addendum below I state that:  

“It comforts her to list her project’s shortcomings, the ways this criteria might not have 

the qualities to qualify her, might not meet criteria. She feels like knowing the ways that 

this project is not sufficient somehow makes it sufficient.”  

Throughout the text, I state the limitations of this work, and am forthright in my 

admission that this work is an experiment in learning how to write an autoethnography on 

the subject of neurodiversity, psychosis, and social context.  It is not an autoethnography 

on neurodiversity and psychosis. It is an experimental autoethnography.  One day, 

perhaps it may become an analytic autoethnography, possibly co-authored. Then again, 

maybe it will become a poem, or a memoir.  

This work will, over time, could probably stand to develop a literature review. I 

set out to learn more about the bodies of ideas that have shaped my life, and – every day 

– I am finding new points of reference and works of relevance in relation to this project.  

Today, I told a friend, “It probably would have been much easier to just write a 60 page 

literature review and analysis about the intersection of cognition, creativity, and 

psychosis and designed a project for future inquiry.”  

I have said this a few times in recent days, “It probably would have been easier to have 

just…” 
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What is echoing in my mind when I say this is that it probably would have been better if I 

had taken that approach to the topic, grounding myself in theory and research, 

familiarizing myself with what is said about the likes of people like me, and how people 

in general inhabit and interact with stories in their lives. 

While it feels good to be nearing the moment when I hit Send once and for all, offering 

this work as a master’s thesis project, I also feel a little queasy.  

“It isn’t finished!” 

I quiet that assertion.                                                     “There is no finished.”  

I would like to offer a brief  overview of a few of the criteria that could conceivably be 

used to evaluate this project, and offer my perspective of whether or not this project 

meets criteria for quality work within the genre of evocative, performative, experimental 

autoethnography.  

The criteria of quality for autoethnography are defined differently by diverse practitioners 

of this form of research and inquiry.  The qualities which define effective analytic 

autoethnography are not necessarily the same qualities that define effective performative 

autoethnography.   

If this work were to be assessed within the rubrics of analytic autoethnography, as 

defined by Leon Anderson (2006), it would fall tragically short in measures of clear, 

coherent analysis and reporting of conclusions. It would probably be disappointing in the 

lack of theoretical contextualizing and theory-based analysis. It is for these reasons that 

the title of this work is not Picture Completion: An Analytical Autoethnography on 

Neurodiversity, Psychosis, and Anomalous Experience.   
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Within practices of autoethnography that are rooted in respected methods of qualitative 

research in social science, a vast assemblage of one’s own reflective self-to-self narrative 

and old medical records, with a few un-cited images, likely would not be considered a 

quality autoethnographic work.   

While the criteria for interdisciplinary autoethnography may be slightly more 

accommodating of a work such as this, this project is still quite messy and incomplete.  

The criteria for evaluating research poetry, for example, are formulated by S.L. Faulkner 

(2009), cited by Denzin (2014: 77), as being:  

Scientific criteria: depth, authenticity, trustworthiness, understanding, reflexivity, 
usefulness, articulation of method, ethics 

Poetic criteria: artistic concentration, embodied experience, discovery, 
conditional, narrative truth, transformative 

Artistic criteria: compression of data, understanding of craft, social justice, moral 
truth, emotional verisimilitude, sublime, empathy 

 

While this work meets some of these criteria - social justice, conditional, discovery, 

reflexivity – it fumbles in matters of data compression and understanding of craft.  

Trustworthiness is problematized by psychosis, as the person identified as being 

psychotic is often seen as possessing a dubious grasp on what is real, what is true. 

Trustworthiness is further complicated by my admission of having lied by omission 

during my last psychological evaluation (see Appendix I), though I did have reasonable 

motivations to diminish the severity of my mental health history, given my awareness for 

the propensity of stigma to alter how I am seen.  
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It is possible that if I had been honest about the extent of my mental health history, that 

the evaluator, the fair-haired Dr. S. Newes, may have diagnosed me with a more severe 

mental health disorder in the results of the evaluation.  In the Fall of 2009, Dr. Newes, 

diagnosed me as having only dysthymia and anxiety. Less than a year after that 

evaluation, my adolescent diagnosis of bipolar 1 was re-instated, and ‘severe, with 

psychotic features’ was added.  

This question of trustworthiness, what is real, is a central inquiry in this work, which 

seeks to illustrate and re-create the sense of uncertainty that characterized the experiences 

explored here.  

In my reviewing of texts and reports on autoethnography, I was struck by this tension 

between calls for structure and coherence and the use of messy texts, layered accounts, 

and progressive-regressive techniques in storytelling, weaving non-linear tellings that arc 

out and return to a central event.  Early in my work on this project, I had come across a 

description of progressive-regressive methods in Denzin’s (2014) Interpretive 

Autoethnography, but then I forgot about that approach until recently, when I realized 

that I have been experimenting with progressive-regressive methods of conceptualizing 

and telling stories.  In this project, dates and events are a tangle, with reflections on 

reflections on reflections and real-time interspersed with recollection and archival data 

containing observations on previous recollections. I accepted early in this project that it 

was going to be non-linear. It is only through working on this project that I have begun to 

formulate an understanding of how I relate events across time. It’s a mess. However, it is 

not entirely incoherent or random. It is simply more like a web than a line.  

I approached this project in a backwards sort of way.  
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First, I explored what I wanted to present, why I was motivated to include some data and 

why other information was left out or obscured by small font or overlay.  I did not 

develop a literature review in beginning this work, because I wanted to find out what I 

wanted to say and to learn more about how I might be inclined to present my voice.  I did 

make note of some foundational bodies of theory and research, and have carried around a 

plastic tote full of books and printed articles.  I have not read any of the books cover to 

cover in a systematic and focused, research-oriented method.  I have taken a few notes, 

and dog-eared many pages. The spines of a few of the books are cracked and they fall 

open to certain pages, certain passages. I read these texts as a game of chance, an almost 

random sampling of ideas. I open to a page, and scan it, looking for the segments of 

ideas, summarizing statements, or turns of phrase that relate to this work.  I make a small 

line in the margin. I mark the page.   

At this point in working on this project, I am able to identify which bodies of theory and 

literature are most pertinent to this work, and have numerous ideas about how I might use 

grounded theory and theoretical analysis to strengthen and clarify this work.   

This project could be approached as an exercise in transformative learning, an experiment 

of the dialogical self, a critical constructionist performance. I could analyze my own 

experiences against the canonical theories of madness, and creativity or could use this 

text as a data set in which I search for and reflect on evidence of formal thought disorder 

and/or apophenia – the finding of connections and significance in random or meaningless 

data.  

I could learn how to use narrative data coding methods. I could read more Foucault.  
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Something in me deeply resists fashioning my voice to be appealing and legitimate to 

researchers and scientists in ways that rely on adherence to rubrics and criteria of quality 

reporting and proper formatting. I feel that it is important to work in the voice and in the 

methods which feel most authentic to me.  

I cannot control whether or not my authentic voice strikes other people as being 

authentic.  

[Addendum May 14, 2015:  I have wondered what to do about this insufficient 

conclusion. It is not enough to simply say I am tired.  

Besides, it is not entirely true.  

I am actually feeling fairly energized right now, with too little sleep for days and days, 

because I am trying to finish this project, this term, and I have to work and make dinners 

and talk with young people about the day, go for walks, buy fruit.   

I am tired because I have been scrambling, hustling really, to re-build some sort of life 

and self from the remnants of who I was and the possibilities of who I could be, a life and 

self held together and shaped by the day-to-day.  

I am energized because, always, anything is possible.  

The more I spend time with this work, the more it feels like the bones and guts of what 

might someday end up being a book about my favorite dead uncle or my hometown or 

my racist kindergarten teacher. I could write a book about how much I love clouds.   

At the closure of this process, I feel alright about my brain, good about my heart. 
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“…process as we use the term: it must not be viewed as a goal or an end in itself, 
nor must it be confused with an endless perpetuation of itself.”  

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1972: 5)  

For the past several months, I have been going through my various texts and articles, 

looking for explanation, justification for this work, a golden thread that will somehow tie 

all of this together. My copy of Simulacra and Simulation, by Jean Baudrillard, is flagged 

with small, hot pink page markers.  

“To dissimulate is to pretend to not have what one has. To simulate is to feign to have 
what one doesn’t have.” (Baudrillard, 1981, 1994: 3)  

 

I am not a scientist in the way that scientists desire people to be scientists.  

I do not pretend that I am a scientist.  

I used to want to be a scientist. 

When I was a child, I wanted to be an entomologist. I wanted to study insects.  

I went to school for sociology instead, to study the colonial species that I belong to.   

The themes that presented themselves in this work all hover around questions of self and 

other, place and belonging, perception and reality, the nature of who I am in the context 

of the defined world.  

Connection and alienation, audacity and humiliation, self-doubt and reassurance, these 

are some of the drivers of my experiences. In completing this work, which is not yet 

complete, I have raised more questions than I have created answers. In conducting these 

inquiries, considerations, and analyses, I have had to reckon with significant challenges 

in knowledge and praxis. 
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From the beginning, I had little interest in trying to present myself as a person who is 

comfortable and adept in academic writing. To make an effort to present myself as such 

would be an act of simulation, a performance in and of itself.  

This project taught me what I do not know. 

I am excited to continue this experiment, to further delve into the body of literature on 

psychosis and creativity, to find methods of narrative analysis that I can work with. The 

scope of these subject areas connects this work to an abundance of theory and research 

that could be used to frame and reflect on my experience. Finding the ideas that resonate 

most strongly with me and the methodologies that are compatible with my goals and 

capabilities as an artist-researcher has been a vital part of this project.  

While the presentation of this project is certainly unconventional, I believe that it offers 

an adequate representation of my experience and demonstrates efforts toward critical 

consideration of the factors that shaped my experience. Concluding analysis and 

reference to the existing literature is sparse within this work, these collections of narrative 

and recollection reflect the experiences and work of a person who is not an academic.  

She is a survivor, a high school dropout who used to be a genius. She is a mother, who 

once tried to prove God with clouds. She is a mental health professional who sometimes 

writes about herself in 3rd person.  

It comforts her to list her project’s shortcomings, the ways this criteria might not have the 

qualities to qualify her, might not meet criteria. She feels like knowing the ways that this 

project is not sufficient somehow makes it sufficient.  
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She reminds herself that the person reading this has no idea what she is thinking. That, in 

reading these words, they will have no knowledge of her sitting here, on her couch in the 

very early morning, reminding herself that she needs to go to work tomorrow.   

She does not know if this project will satisfy the requirements for a master’s degree.  

She tells herself not to worry about it.  

She feels like she has done a good job, given the circumstances - the difficulty of 

working within a new methodology, the demands on her time and her struggles with 

energy and attention, the clamoring possible realities.  

People get lost in stories like hers, but she didn’t.  

She knows she is lucky, that she could have gotten lost.  

In the town where she lives, one mile from her home, there is a new Narrative Medicine 

certificate program at Lenoir-Rhyne University.  She is already thinking that maybe 

she’ll look into that program.  

She will continue to work on this document.  

She will learn how to do this work she has set out to do.  

She is tired, but she is hopeful. 

In the next several weeks, portions of this work will be refined and further analyzed.  

These excerpts will be posted as small autoethnographies on the author’s digital archive 

sites. A great deal of media was created in exploring this project, including 5-7 videos of 

a woman playing piano with her eyes closed.  
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She regrets not including any of the poetry of the past few years, and so few drawings. 

She did not write a song about this project.  

In closing, here is a poem, written in early 2013 while sitting on the porch and thinking 

about all the people who have been lost to invasive procedures based on flawed ideas.  

The Scientist’s Lobotomy: A Poem 

January, 2013  

 

Did you look inside her brain 

at that place 

where you imagined 

all those demons, that disease? 

 

Was her skull split open 

Like a fruit 

to be examined 

by the stainless tines 

of your science? 

 

What did you find, in that shimmering inside? 

 

Was it not so dark as you thought it might be? 

 

Did you see, there in the folds, the pits that you pictured? 

 

Did you find 

the small empires 

you expected 

in a chemical rot and lesion? 
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Did you swim 

in the swamps 

tucked into the coasts between 

this region and that region? 

 

Were there scales and layers, tangles like cities on a roadmap? 

Or was it softer, smoother…perfect? 

Did the gentle pink edge remind you of a shell 

that you once picked up from the shallows of the ocean? 

 

Did the salt on your lips taste like waves? 

 

There were patterns in the sand and you traced them 

as mountains. 

 

You saw the pools, your eyes reflected against the sky reflected and… 

 

…you knew the truth. 

 

You found it in that shell that held the sunset. 

 

That soft slick pink and bruise 

of grey and blue 

that felt, to you, 

soft like your science 

could never be. 

 

For a moment, the whole world was there 

and your finger felt 
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the vibration 

of the sound inside 

like music. 

 

It’s so easy to forget 

that you wanted to live 

inside that place 

where the ocean roared 

against your ear 

for you alone to hear. 

 

When you looked at her brain did you see 

the landscape of her memory? 

 

Was it a castle 

a library 

a junk store 

a field? 

 

Was the universe in there? 

 

Did it look like sand? 

 

…or was it just a small grey region, asleep 

and of a certain weight 

that you carved out 

and placed on a scale? 

 

 

Was it barely alive at all? 
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Tell me,  

what did you find  

in that deep 

dark opening 

that you made? 

 

Did you find the place where voice was born? 

You never heard it. 

She never spoke. 

You never listened? 

 

It doesn’t matter now. 

 

You’ve forgotten 

what it was 

that you were looking for 

in the first place 

in that space behind her eyes. 

You have no way of knowing that as a child 

she sang the same song 

over and over again 

because it made her happy. 

 

Tell me, when you pulled 

the two halves apart 

did they make 

any noise at all? 
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Tell me, what did you see inside? 

 

Did you find God? 

Or did God find you? 
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Appendix 

This is a partial report of a psychological evaluation done in 2009, in a self-directed effort 
to secure documentation of my non-craziness for the purpose of trying to protect myself 
from accusations of craziness in the context of a high-conflict divorce. I have edited this 
report for confidentiality and non-disclosure preferences.  

I was not entirely honest in the evaluation. I left out my very first hospitalization and a 
suicide attempt. I did not talk extensively about my family history, because I hadn’t yet 
realized that I had a family history. I did not disclose my habit of occasionally using 
marijuana to ease premenstrual dysphoria.  

I understood what the questions were asking, what certain answers might mean, may 
indicate, and so I answered them in a way that I felt was reasonably honest, but erred 
toward being conservative in my reporting of experiences that may indicate craziness, 
past or present.  

 

PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATION CONFIDENTIAL - FOR PROFESSIONAL USE 
ONLY - DO NOT DISTRIBUTE 

 

REPORT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATION 

 

Client’s Name   Age   Date of Birth 

Faith R. Rhyne  33     07/20/1976 

Date(s) of Examination 

11/19/2009 

Examiner: 

Dr. S. Newes, Ph.D.  

Licensed Clinical Psychologist 

Clear View Psychological Services 

Evaluation Sources 

Interviews, Mental Status Examination, Review of Mental Health Records, Minnesota 
Multiphasic Personality Inventory - Adult Version (MMPI-2), Millon Multi-Axial 
Clinical Inventory (MCMI-III), Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale - Third Edition 
(WAIS-III), Substance Abuse Subtle Screening Inventory for Adults (SASSI-3). 
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Psychosocial History: Ms. Rhyne reported that she grew up in southern Georgia, 
indicating that for the majority of her childhood, the family had lived on a 700 acre farm; 
which was sold when she was approximately 11 years old. She indicated that this resulted 
in a number of changes for the family, as significant development was done on the land 
and it had a major cultural impact. Ms. Rhyne reported that she struggled with depression 
and other mood-related symptoms during her teenage-years. 

[edited for confidentiality] 

Ms. Rhyne reported that she began to experience symptoms of depression around the age 
of 12, indicating that these have been fairly consistent until she had children; noting that 
"The children took me out of myself." She reported some chronic symptoms of anxiety, 
although she also noted that "I've always had a really busy mind, I tend to over-think 
things and I'm often hypervigilant." 

Ms. Rhyne reported that she had seen several different therapists between the ages of 13 
and 24, describing therapy as being helpful. She also reported that she had seen her 
current therapist, _______, LPC a few years ago for approximately one year, indicating 
that she had recently begun to see _________ again. She described this as being helpful 
as well. Ms. Rhyne reported that she was hospitalized briefly at the age of 17 for six days 
and for three days at the age of 23. She noted that these hospitalizations were precipitated 
by feelings of being "overwhelmed," although she stressed again that therapy was helpful 
for her in working through the specific underlying issues. She denied ever having 
experienced any suicidal or self-harming ideation or behavior, either currently or in the 
past. She also denied any specific eating-disordered symptoms currently. 

In terms of drugs and alcohol, Ms. Rhyne indicated that she drinks alcohol very rarely, 
describing herself as having approximately one-half a beer "socially" every six months. 
She described herself as being "against drinking, it makes me nervous." She reported 
having experimented with marijuana in the past, but reported no current use. She reported 
no other substance use, and no history of legal involvement. 

In terms of academic history, Ms. Rhyne reported that she achieved A's and B's in 
elementary and middle school. She reported that as a result of the social struggles she 
experienced in her community, she went on to drop out of high school and complete her 
GED. She then transferred to a four-year college in Portland, Oregon, and achieved a 
GPA of 3.86. She reportedly majored in sociology, and was accepted into a PhD program 
in Sociology at the University of Georgia. She reportedly went straight from 
undergraduate school to the PhD program without a break. However, Ms. Rhyne reported 
that she did not feel engaged in the program and recognized that it was not in line with 
her interests, reportedly dropping out during her first year. 

Ms. Rhyne described herself as being "really good at entertaining myself." She added, "I 
don't always like to do what people do; I don't like to drink and go to bars or really go to 
parties, so it makes it harder to make friends." As was also noted previously, she 
indicated that she has been reaching out more to co-workers since the separation and had 
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made a few friends within the community; indicating that she looked forward to meeting 
new people as her divorce progressed. However, she also stressed that she had not felt 
particularly isolated, noting again that her priority had been being a mother over the past 
few years. 

When asked about her own strengths, Ms. Rhyne described herself as being a “passionate 
and creative” person. She also indicated that she is good at managing her time well, and 
is very invested in being a mother. She also described herself as being intelligent and 
interested in a number of things. Ms. Rhyne went on to describe herself as being a good 
person and quite "mindful," adding that "I really try not to hurt anybody or anything." In 
addition, she indicated that she tends to be quite verbal and also vocal, and has "vivid 
ideas about things.” She added that she gets "very into things," noting that "maybe it's 
just to make my life more interesting." 

Pregnancy/Developmental History: Ms. Rhyne reported that she experienced a speech 
impediment when she was young, reportedly benefiting from speech therapy. No other 
developmental issues were described, although as has been mentioned Ms. Rhyne 
indicated that she struggled with fitting in within the rural Southern community that she 
grew up in. 

Treatment History: Ms. Rhyne reportedly participated in psychotherapy during her 
teenage and college years, indicating that she used it as a tool to work through a variety 
of mood and anxiety-related symptoms. She also reportedly participated in psychotherapy 
for approximately one year about three years ago, and has recently begun therapy with 
her current therapist. 

Medical History: None reported. 

History of Self-Harming and/or Suicidal Behavior: None reported. 

Hospitalization: Ms. Rhyne was reportedly hospitalized for six days at the age of 17 and 
again for three days at the age of 23 due to issues of being "overwhelmed" and emotional 
issues. No other hospitalization was reported. 

History of Aggressive or Criminal Behavior: None reported. 

Current Medications: Ms. Rhyne is currently taking Effexor. She reported that she tried it 
briefly prior to her pregnancies and started it again approximately two years ago. She 
described it as being quite helpful. 

Family Psychiatric History: No family psychiatric history was reported. 

History of Physical or Sexual Abuse: There was no reported history of physical or sexual 
abuse. 

Substance Use History: Ms. Rhyne reports that she drinks only occasionally. No other 
current substance use was reported. 
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Test Observations/Mental Status Examination: During testing and interview, Ms. Rhyne 
was polite and respectful, and remained generally engaged with the testing process. She 
appeared to be a very bright and articulate woman, and was appropriately dressed and 
groomed. She seemed fairly interested in the process overall, and generally seemed to 
enjoy the challenges presented to her. Ms. Rhyne also presented as quite verbally skilled, 
obviously having a very sophisticated and creative grasp of language. She also exhibited 
a moderate to high degree of self-knowledge; although interestingly, it appeared to be 
more of the analytical variety than the emotional variety. When pressed for more 
emotionally-related responses, Ms. Rhyne seemed to struggle more with generating even 
basic responses. Ms. Rhyne also appeared generally hopeful about the future, and seemed 
excited about changes she was making in her life. 

Ms. Rhyne tended to respond to questions extremely quickly, and a generally fast 
processing speed was exhibited throughout. At times, this also seemed to be related to a 
subtle tendency to make careless mistakes; which is not uncommon in individuals with 
exceptionally fast processing speed. In addition, there was subtle discrepancy between 
the rate and efficiency with which Ms. Rhyne processed verbally versus nonverbally-
oriented information. As was noted, her response style in a verbally-oriented task was 
extremely fast and she appeared quite confident; whereas her response style was subtly 
less efficient and slightly more laborious on nonverbally-oriented tasks. On these tasks, it 
also appeared to be more difficult for her to sustain mental effort, and an interactive 
effect (again, subtle) was observed between emotion and performance; with her 
performance noticeably decreasing as any observed levels of anxiety or frustration 
around the task emerged. 

When asked about depression and anxiety, Ms. Rhyne reported that she first experienced 
symptoms of depression while growing up, and also went through a significant period of 
depression when living in Portland in her early twenties. Aside from that, she indicated 
that she has experienced fairly chronic low-level depressive symptoms since that time. 
No suicidal or self-harming ideation or behavior was reported currently. There was no 
evidence of any OCD-type symptoms, dissociation, mania, or psychosis reported; 
although Ms. Rhyne did appear to be moving and talking fairly quickly in the initial part 
of the interview. She slowed noticeably in the later half. This appeared to be more related 
to nervousness about the evaluation and a strong desire to do well than to be reflective of 
any symptoms of mania. Ms. Rhyne denied currently experiencing delusions or 
hallucinations. Her speech was linear and coherent and there was no pressure of speech. 

Results of Psychological Testing: 

IQ Testing: To evaluate Ms. Rhyne’s overall intellectual capacity, she was administered 
the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale - Third Edition (WAIS-III). On this test, Ms. 
Rhyne achieved a Full Scale IQ score of 141. This score was at the 99th percentile for 
adults her age, and is in the Very Superior range. There was some relevant variability 
across Ms. Rhyne’s index scores; therefore, it may be useful to pay closer attention to the 
index scores as they provide a more comprehensive picture of Ms. Rhyne’s true ability 
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levels than does her Full Scale IQ score alone. Regardless, results suggest that Ms. Rhyne 
is quite intellectually gifted. 

Ms. Rhyne’s WAIS-III Scores are given below: 

Composite Score Percentile Rank Range 

Full Scale IQ 141 99.7 Very Superior 

Verbal IQ 147 99.9 Very Superior 

Performance IQ 122 93 Superior 

Verbal Comprehension Index 140 99.6 Very Superior 

Perceptual Organization Index 128 97 Superior 

Working Memory Index 136 99.0 Superior 

Processing Speed Index No Score 

Ms. Rhyne’s overall Verbal IQ score is 147. This score is at the 99th percentile as 
compared to her peers, and is in the Very Superior range. The Verbal IQ measures 
acquired knowledge, verbal reasoning, and attention to verbal material. All items are 
presented verbally and the examinee articulates the responses. Ms. Rhyne’s overall 
Performance IQ score is 122. This score is at the 93rd percentile as compared to her peers 
and is in the Superior range. The Performance IQ measures fluid reasoning, spatial 
processing, attentiveness to detail, and visual-motor integration. The tasks are primarily 
nonverbal and most are fairly novel to the examinee. Although both are obviously quite 
high, Ms. Rhyne's Verbal IQ score was significantly higher than her Performance IQ. 
Differences of this magnitude are fairly rare, being found in 2.6% of the population. This 
can lead to some difficulties with synthesizing different types of information. 

To better understand Ms. Rhyne’s overall intellectual abilities, her WAIS-III index scores 
were examined. The overall Verbal IQ score is made up of the Verbal Comprehension 
Index (VCI) and the Working Memory Index (WMI). Ms. Rhyne’s VCI score is 140. 
This score is also in the Very Superior range, at the 99th percentile as compared to her 
peers. The VCI measures verbal concept formation, verbal reasoning, verbal expressivity, 
word knowledge, and knowledge acquired from one’s environment. Ms. Rhyne's VCI 
score is significantly higher than her POI scores. However, differences of this magnitude 
are not quite as rare, being found in 33.0% of the population. In combination with her 
higher Verbal IQ score, this suggests that Ms. Rhyne's abilities in the verbal arena are 
somewhat more well-developed than her other abilities. 

The Working Memory Index (WMI) measures the ability to retain information in 
memory, perform some operation or manipulation with it, and produce a result. Tasks 
require good attention and concentration. Ms. Rhyne’s WMI score of 136 is also in the 
Very Superior range, at the 99th percentile as compared to her peers. There are no 
significant differences between Ms. Rhyne's WMI score and either of the other indices; 
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indicating that the abilities measured across these areas are fairly commensurate. As is 
obvious by her extremely high scores, they are very well developed in each area. 

The Performance IQ is typically made up of the Perceptual Organization Index (POI) and 
the Processing Speed Index (PSI). However, Ms. Rhyne employed an atypical response 
style on one of the subtests making up the PSI and thus a score in that area was 
impossible to determine. Therefore, in this case, the Performance IQ is made up of the 
POI score alone. The POI measures perceptual and fluid reasoning, spatial processing, 
attentiveness to detail, and visual-motor integration. Ms. Rhyne’s POI score of 128 is also 
in the Superior range, at the 97th percentile as compared to her peers. 

As was mentioned above, no score is available for the PSI due to the fact that Ms. 
Rhyne's approach to one of the subtests drifted outside of the bounds of the task halfway 
through. Details of this will be provided below. 

Ms. Rhyne's WAIS-III subtest scores are given below: 

Verbal IQ Subtest Scaled Score Percentile 

Vocabulary 19 99 

Similarities 17 99 

Arithmetic 14 91 

Digit Span 18 99 

Information 14 91 

Comprehension 18 99 

Letter-Number Sequencing 15 95 

Performance Subtest Scaled Score Percentile 

Picture Completion 18 99 

Digit Symbol-Coding No Score 

Block Design 13 84 

Matrix Reasoning 12 75 

Picture Arrangement 10 50 

Symbol Search 17 99 

To further understand these discrepancies and to better explain Ms. Rhyne’s intellectual 
abilities, the WAIS-III index scores were examined. Ms. Rhyne did extraordinarily well 
on all of the subtests making up the VCI. Her highest score overall was on the 
Vocabulary subtest, a measure of general word knowledge and recall ability; and she also 
did extremely on the Comprehension subtest, a measure of verbal practical reasoning and 
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problem-solving abilities. Appropriate responses require good knowledge of behavior 
that is in line with accepted societal standards and norm. For both of these tests, her 
answers were noticeably sophisticated, well-articulated, and quite rich with verbal 
expression. She also scored extremely well on the Similarities subtest, a measure of 
verbal reasoning, concept formation, auditory comprehension, and verbal expression; and 
similar observations also applied here. Although her score is somewhat lower, Ms. Rhyne 
also scored extremely well on the Information subtest, an optional measure of the general 
fund of information, as well as recall ability. For this test, individuals are simply asked to 
provide answers to a series of questions, assessing whether they have retained material at 
the level expected based on their age and grade level. By observation, her answers were 
very specific. In addition, Ms. Rhyne responded extremely quickly and confidently to 
each of these tests, periodically making note of the fact that she enjoyed task involving 
verbal description. 

On those subtests making up the WMI, Ms. Rhyne also scored extraordinarily well; 
although her scores were somewhat lower than those of the VCI. Ms. Rhyne's highest 
score in this area was on the Digit Span subtest, a test of auditory short-term memory, 
attention and coding, and mental manipulation. For this test, participants are presented 
with lists of numbers and asked to repeat them back, in order for the first part of the test 
and backwards on the latter portion of the test. Observation revealed again that she 
responded extremely quickly and confidently, and seemed to enjoy the fairly 
straightforward nature of the task overall. Ms. Rhyne also scored extremely well on 
Letter-Number Sequencing subtest, a measure of sequencing, mental manipulation, 
attention, and short-term auditory memory. For this test, participants are presented with a 
list of letters and numbers and asked to repeat them in order, first the letters and then the 
numbers. By observation, her ability to maintain the relevant information in memory 
while completing the task seemed to simply "max out" at a particular level of complexity; 
although again, it is obviously still quite good. 

Ms. Rhyne also did very well on the Arithmetic subtest, a measure of mental 
manipulation, concentration, attention and memory, and numerical reasoning ability. On 
this test, participants are asked to solve increasingly more complex word problems. By 
observation, she again responded fairly quickly and confidently to the majority. However, 
a subtle tendency to forget some of the details that she was attempting to recall if she 
became at all flustered or did not immediate generate a response was also observed. In 
addition, Ms. Rhyne was observed to talk out loud to herself throughout the majority of 
the task. This often serves as a useful memory aid for individuals, and highlights her 
ability effectively utilize compensatory strategies. In addition, individuals whose verbal 
skills are more well-developed than their nonverbal skills often exhibit this tendency as 
well. 

There was some notable variability on the subtests making up the Performance IQ, which 
in this case is comprised of the subtests of the POI. Ms. Rhyne achieved her highest score 
on the Picture Completion subtest, a measure of visual perception, organization, 
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concentration, and visual recognition of essential details of objects. For this test, 
individuals are presented with a series of cards that depict recognizable objects or scenes 
and asked to choose what relevant detail is missing. She again responded extremely 
quickly, and seemed quite interested in the task. It is of note that this is the first subtest 
administered in the testing session, and Ms. Rhyne appeared to be somewhat nervous at 
this point. While it is certainly normal to be nervous about participating in this type of 
testing; what was notable about Ms. Rhyne was that her nervousness seemed to have a 
kinesthetic and physical component, which is perhaps best illustrated by her observed 
approach. By observation, Ms. Rhyne seemed to almost put her body into the task, 
moving her entire upper body along with her head as she looked closely and with obvious 
interest at the card. This contrasted markedly with her demeanor in the later part of the 
testing session, when she appeared to be less anxious and thus more physically contained. 

While still above the majority of her peers, Ms. Rhyne's scores on the rest of the subtests 
of the POI were noticeably lower. She achieved a score somewhat above the majority of 
her peers on Block Design subtest, a measure of visual-spatial perception and nonverbal 
concept formation. On this test, participants are given different colored blocks and asked 
to recreate a presented model. By observation, she again responded quickly and 
confidently in the first part of the test, seeming to enjoy the task. However, as the task 
increased in complexity observation suggested that it was more difficult for her to 
"mentally shift gears" if she did not immediately approach the task in the correct fashion. 
Observation also suggested an interactive effect between emotion and performance, with 
her performance seeming to drop off fairly quickly as any level of anxiety or frustration 
around the task was observed. However, her high score obviously implies that she was 
able to continue to process the information quite well and overly broad interpretations 
and it is important not to make any negative assumptions about Ms. Rhyne's intellectual 
capacity based on this comment alone; as she is quite clearly intellectually gifted. Instead, 
this is put forth more as a tool for Ms. Rhyne to understand her own unique information 
processing capabilities. 

Ms. Rhyne achieved a score more in line with her peers on the Matrix Reasoning subtest, 
a measure of visual information processing and abstract reasoning skills. By observation, 
she again exhibited the higher degree of physical activity that appeared to be associated 
with nervousness on this task, and her response style became noticeably slower and more 
laborious as the task increased in complexity. Ms. Rhyne achieved a score in the Average 
range on the Picture Arrangement subtest, a measure of visual perception of meaningful 
stimuli, auditory perception of complex visual stimuli, and the ability to distinguish 
essential from non-essential details. For this test, participants are presented with a series 
of cards with pictures on them and asked to put them in a meaningful order. Interestingly, 
by observation, she responded extremely quickly and confidently throughout and seemed 
to enjoy the task. In fact, she appeared so confident that it is likely that she would have 
been surprised at the degree to which she was making mistakes. As a side note, it is 
common for individuals who are both verbally gifted and process information as quickly 
as Ms. Rhyne does to make careless errors on this test. While this statement is not 
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supported by any known research, anecdotal evidence suggests the possibility that the 
combination of confidence in their abilities overall, perceived simplicity of the task, and a 
rapid processing speed result in such individuals making a number of careless errors. In 
combination, the results above suggest that Ms. Rhyne's information processing skills in 
the nonverbal and symbolic arena are somewhat less well-developed. Again, this is 
presented more as useful information for Ms. Rhyne to know than to highlight any area of 
potential deficit. 

The Symbol Search subtest would typically be included as part of the PSI. Ms. Rhyne did 
extremely well in the Symbol Search subtest, a timed measure of visual discrimination, 
cognitive flexibility, and processing speed. Symbol Search involves a participant looking 
at two columns of shapes and answering yes or no about whether or not a similar shape 
exists in each column. Consistent with clinical observation, this suggests that she 
processes information quite quickly. Her response style to the Digit Symbol-Coding 
subtest was of note. For this test, a measure of visual short-term memory that requires 
mental set shifting. Digit Symbol-Coding requires matching a number in a box with a 
symbol, based on information provided in a key at the top of the page. Ms. Rhyne began 
the test in the correct fashion, but approximately half way through began to employ what 
is actually a much more efficient approach; whereby she moved through the entire test 
matching the correct symbol with the number prior to moving on to another symbol. This 
again illustrates her ability to effectively utilize compensatory strategies, although it is 
obviously outside of the bounds of the task. 

Summary of Intellectual Results: Overall, test results, clinical observation, and 
background information indicate that Ms. Rhyne is a very intellectually gifted individual. 
Her extreme verbal strengths were obvious throughout, and her vocabulary is extremely 
rich, sophisticated, and creative. She exhibited a very well-developed ability to articulate 
herself, and seemed to enjoy the majority of the rest of the task as well. Although she also 
scored quite well on the tasks that were of more of a nonverbal and symbolic nature, her 
approach to these types of tasks was somewhat more laborious and less efficient and she 
also made more errors. While the level of discrepancy between her verbal and nonverbal 
abilities was nowhere near enough to warrant any type of diagnosis, it may be useful for 
Ms. Rhyne to be aware that this type of discrepancy is often associated with a set of 
personality characteristics including some difficulties with emotional identification and 
expression, connecting to one’s internal experience and associated challenges with 
emotion regulation at times of strong emotion, and subtly rigid reasoning patterns. Again, 
there are no indications that these are particular areas of problem for Ms. Rhyne and this 
is not intended to be diagnostic; rather, this information is presented more as a means of 
increasing her level of self-understanding. 

Personality Testing: To evaluate Ms. Rhyne’s personality dynamics and the possibility of 
mental illness, she was administered the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory - 
Adult Version (MMPI-2), the Millon Multi-Axial Clinical Inventory (MCMI-III), and a 
Sentence Completion Test. 
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Validity indicators from the MMPI-2 revealed that Ms. Rhyne responded in an open and 
non-defensive fashion. In fact, there was a minor indicator suggesting that she responded 
"true" slightly more than was typical, which further suggests that she was making an 
effort to be open and honest in her responses as opposed to minimizing or making efforts 
at impression management. This increases our confidence that the results are a fairly 
accurate reflection of her psychological functioning overall. 

None of the MMPI-2 clinical scales are elevated to significant levels. This is generally 
thought to be indicative that an individual is experiencing fairly stable psychological 
health, and there are no signs revealed in the MMPI-2 that Ms. Rhyne is exhibiting any 
symptoms of emerging mental illness or significant psychopathology. 

There are also no Content scales elevated to clinically significant levels, although there 
are some subtle indicators that Ms. Rhyne experiences some discomfort in social 
situations. Overall, Ms. Rhyne's MMPI-2 profile indicates that she is acknowledging the 
experience of few psychological problems, and is also experiencing a relatively low level 
of distress. There are some indications that she is slightly weary of the treatment process 
overall, which may also be related to what appears to be some uncomfortable feelings 
around her personal relationships overall. There are also some subtle indicators that she is 
fairly cynical about interpersonal relationships, which is consistent with her presentation. 

Supplementary scales of the MMPI-2 provided some additional useful information. There 
are indications that Ms. Rhyne is prone to using repression as a primary coping strategy, 
and individuals with MMPI-2 profiles such as this tend to try to avoid unpleasant 
confrontations and disagreeable situations. Ms. Rhyne's responses also indicate that she is 
likely to somatisize psychological issues, and when she experiences psychological 
distress, she may experience a series of vague physical complaints such as headache, 
stomachache, or vague apathy. This might come to be a useful aid to Ms. Rhyne to 
identifying that she may be experiencing some emotional distress as well. In particular, 
she appears prone to apathy at that time. In addition, Supplementary scales indicate that 
Ms. Rhyne may be experiencing a subtly defensive and naive lack of self-awareness, 
which is likely to be related to her tendencies toward repression. This may also be 
suggestive of a lack of connection to her authentic internal experience; and Ms. Rhyne 
may be more prone to making decisions about how she feels based on the way she thinks 
she "is supposed to feel" than how she actually does. Finally, Supplementary scales 
provide additional indications that Ms. Rhyne finds interpersonal relationships to be 
somewhat stressful and may experience anxiety around interpersonally-oriented 
situations overall. She may also tend to avoid such situations. However, this may 
ultimately prove ineffective for Ms. Rhyne, as there are additional indications that a 
choice to avoid a situation may actually increase her anxiety due to concerns around her 
self-worth; as opposed to providing her the relief that she is hoping for. As such, it can 
become a negative self-perpetuating cycle, whereas even considering becoming more 
interpersonally focused leads to as much or more anxiety than if she were actually to do 
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so. There are no indications in the Critical Items of the MMPI-2 that Ms. Rhyne is 
experiencing any suicidal or self-harming ideation or behavior 

Validity indicators from the Millon Multi-Axial Clinical Inventory (MCMI-III) are 
similar to those of the MMPI-2, indicating that Ms. Rhyne responded in a fairly open and 
non-defensive fashion. This again increases our confidence that the results are a 
reasonably accurate reflection of her psychological functioning at the current time. Ms. 
Rhyne's MCMI-III profile provides further indications that Ms. Rhyne's interpersonal 
relationships and intimacy with others to be fairly stressful, attempting to present herself 
as emotionally bland; while at the same time experiencing a fairly anxious wariness about 
connecting with others. Individuals with MCMI-III profiles such as hers tend to be fairly 
uncomfortable in social interactions, and often remain in the periphery of society in 
groups, and while capable of forming attachments they may be prone to having few 
important relationships. They can also be prone to being somewhat absorbed in their own 
thoughts. Ms. Rhyne's MCMI-III responses indicate that as relationships she develops 
become more intimate, they may be prone to trigger some emotional fluctuations and 
increased anxiety due to strong dependency needs and issues with belonging. Despite 
preferring to keep herself separate from relationships, these are also indications that she 
also desires of emotional support. However, it also appears that when she receives the 
support it triggers concurrent anxiety reactions due to these same fears of intimacy. 

Ms. Rhyne’s MCMI-III responses suggest that it is likely that she has gone through 
periods where she seeks approval, attention, and reaffirmation of herself; yet the 
associated stressors she has experienced associated with these efforts with this appear to 
be related to her current presentation of preferring her own company and that of her 
children. Stated another way, she appears to have struggled with rejection when she has 
tried to meet these needs, and currently finds repeated efforts more painful than keeping 
her own company. In addition, similar to the results of the MMPI-2, the MCMI-III 
reveals that she is often fairly suspicious in interpersonal relationships, and is likely to 
perceive the actions of others as being somewhat more critical and/or rejecting of her 
than they actually are. This can further contribute to the pattern of her distancing herself 
from relationships. This may be confusing to those who reach out to Ms. Rhyne, as the 
process of developing intimacy in relationships appears to be quite stressful for Ms. 
Rhyne, resulting in emotional fluctuations and a behavioral tendency to go through 
patterns of creating closeness followed by distance. It may be difficult for those reaching 
out to Ms. Rhyne to understand that this is largely insecurity based, particularly if the 
relationship is new. As such, this tendency may lead to subtle negative self-perpetuating 
cycles in which others may distance themselves from Ms. Rhyne due to this confusion; 
which then further entrenches her belief that others will eventually let her down. 

Ms. Rhyne's responses to the MCMI-III also indicate that she tends to be hypersensitive 
to rejection, both anticipating and also fearing negative evaluations from others. Sensitive 
to signs of disapproval, she appears likely to withdraw from or reduce social contacts, 
although she also appears to be able to maintain a good social appearance and appropriate 
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social behavior. Again, this is likely to manifest in a weary detachment of relationships, 
which covers up an essential conflict between a strong desire to relate socially and an 
equally strong expectation of disapproval and depreciation. Individuals with MCMI-III 
profiles such as this may be prone to using fantasy as a primary defense mechanism. This 
can be associated with a rich imagination and creativity in some individuals, which is 
consistent with Ms. Rhyne’s presentation.  

PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATION CONFIDENTIAL - FOR PROFESSIONAL USE 
ONLY - DO NOT DISTRIBUTE  

Client Name: Faith Rhyne report, Ms. Rhyne's responses further indicate that she exhibits 
a tendency to lean on others for security, guidance, support, and direction; and despite 
being fearful of intimacy, is also likely to seek out relationships that provide her with 
emotional protection. However, her responses indicate that when such relationships are 
formed, she is likely to be so fearful of negative associated consequences that she may 
assume a fairly passive, submissive, self-conscious, and obliging role. This may lead her 
to appear placating and lacking initiative, confidence, and autonomy; which appears to be 
largely due to efforts to try to avoid conflict. Her responses also suggest that although she 
would prefer to see herself as an independent person, she also has a strong need to be 
nurtured. However, her responses further indicate that she is likely to find this aspect of 
herself somewhat aversive and as such, these underlying needs likely contribute to her 
increasing sense that avoidance of relationships with those other than those whom she 
trusts explicitly is a safer and more reasonable course. 

Individuals with MCMI-III profiles such as Ms. Rhyne's tend to be prone to developing 
anxious and depressive disorders when their sense of security is threatened. This is likely 
to be one contributing factor to Ms. Rhyne's difficulties in these areas, as she reported 
that she experiences the same lack of security continuously in her marriage and in her 
family situation prior to being married. Ms. Rhyne's MCMI-III profile indicate that she 
tends to be preoccupied with negative events and goes through periods of feeling 
inadequate and exhibiting low self-esteem. She also appears to be prone to brooding and 
worry, and tends to be self-reproaching and self-critical regardless of her own level of 
accomplishment. Individuals with MCMI-III profiles such as Ms. Rhyne's tend to be 
fairly responsible and conscientious, yet may also feel a sense of never being able to live 
up to their own self-expectations; seeming to be "down" much of the time and difficult to 
please. She may go through periods of feeling fairly hopeless of her ability to make 
improvements in her life, which again appears to be linked primarily to concerns around 
interpersonal relationships. Ms. Rhyne also appears to be fairly aware of her need to 
depend on others for support and acceptance, which appears then to conflict with her 
increasing desire to simply "not need" other people. She also appears to have difficulty 
expressing and anger and aggression, and is more prone to displace types of emotions 
onto herself. Thus, at the same time as she appears to be actively attempting to "wall 
herself off" from the relationship she finds so threatening, she also appears to be 
continuously berating herself for what she perceives to be her own flaws. As such, the 
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image of "bland indifference" which she appears to be attempting to cultivate likely 
masks some very deep underlying fears and vulnerabilities. 

Ms. Rhyne's MCMI-III responses indicate that while she tends to be prone to negative 
thought patterns, she may not actually consider herself depressed at the current time; 
likely to be due to the same emphasis on the development of the same external facade. 
While this may prove to be quite adaptive for her in helping her manage her fears and 
anxieties while functioning effectively in her role as a mother and in her current 
employment situation, it is likely to cause problems longer-term as it may well get in the 
way of her ability to find healthy ways to identify and express the emotions that she has 
been so actively attempting to distance herself from. Stated more simply, although Ms. 
Rhyne would prefer to convince herself and others that she simply does not need to be 
connected to anyone other than her close immediate family (whom she appears to trust 
deeply), in actuality, she appears to be deeply fearful of intimacy and connection and has 
developed this external facade as a means of hiding these insecurities; both from herself 
and from others. In addition, Ms. Rhyne's MCMI-III scores indicate that she may be 
prone to behaving in a self-sacrificing and martyr-like manner, and may also so struggle 
with identifying and expressing her own needs that she may be prone to acting in ways 
that allow others to take advantage of her. Individuals with MCMI-III profiles such as 
hers tend to be prone to seeking out relationships with domineering and even abusive 
partners due to the fact that they do provide them with a sense of security and affection. 
This is also consistent with Ms. Rhyne's self-report, and it will be important that she 
continue to explore these patterns in psychotherapy in order to develop the skills 
necessary to develop and sustain healthier relationships in the future. 

Ms. Rhyne's MCMI-III responses further indicate that she experiences regular and 
pervasive anxiety, which may be such a common occurrence for her that she may not 
identify it as such. Instead, what may be more likely to manifest is the type of restless 
agitation that was observed in the first part of the testing session. As a side note, these 
features are also quite common in individuals who have experienced trauma, and it may 
be useful for Ms. Rhyne to explore the impact of previous trauma in her life; particularly 
as it relates to her concerns around relationships and lack of ability to develop a felt sense 
of internal calm. This may be particularly relevant as there are some indications in the 
MCMI-III that Ms. Rhyne may be prone to periods of labile emotions, frequent mood 
swings, pressured speech, hyperactivity, and a flight of ideas. Given that these same 
symptoms are associated with the manic phase of bipolar disorder, it will be important 
that Ms. Rhyne explore this fully in order to identify behavioral patterns and associated 
triggers that may be linked to these periods. This is not to imply that Ms. Rhyne is 
exhibiting symptoms of Bipolar Disorder, as there are few other indicators that this may 
be the case. Instead, the issues and underlying dynamics identified in this report may 
contribute to periods where she exhibits symptoms which may be somewhat manic-like 
in their presentation. Results of the MCMI-III further suggest that these periods are most 
likely to be linked to the same identified interpersonal concerns; particularly associated 
with perceived rejection or criticism. As the intensity of the emotional impact of such 
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experiences increases, the associated external behaviors may also increase in intensity to 
the degree to which they may negatively impact Ms. Rhyne's adaptive functioning. This 
further highlights the importance of her continuing to focus on addressing these 
underlying issues in her current therapy; in order to continue to identify the patterns and 
to develop more mature and appropriately adaptive coping mechanisms. 

Ms. Rhyne's MCMI-III profile indicate that she is also prone to times of scattered and 
tangential thinking, which again is likely to be exponentially associated with the same 

PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATION CONFIDENTIAL - FOR PROFESSIONAL USE 
ONLY - DO NOT DISTRIBUTE  

Client Name: Faith Rhyne concerns. She appears to feel increasingly disconnected from 
the outside world; yet, at the same time also appears to be hopeful that she may be able to 
establish the relationships that she actually desires at some point in the future. This 
should also be built on in therapy, as therapy is both likely to help her find the energy to 
continue to establish the relationships; yet at the same time also set her up to be 
increasingly more vulnerable to misperceive the actions of others in ways that trigger her 
fears and associated behavioral tendencies. 

Finally, Ms. Rhyne's MCMI-III profile indicates that it is important to her to be viewed 
by others as interpersonally respectful and reliable, and that she likely takes great pride in 
her ability to fulfill her responsibilities overall. This is thought to be quite positive, as 
these tendencies are likely to be quite adaptive for her in helping her to manage some of 
her internal emotional fluctuations. In addition, responses to the MCMI-III indicate that 
she may at times present as somewhat dramatic, which may serve the dual function of 
creating distance from others while also telling these same others that she is in need of 
their support and affection. As seen consistently throughout the findings, these tendencies 
towards dramatic behavior are likely again to be most seen at times of increased 
vulnerability or feelings of being excluded. This also overall suggests that it is essential 
that this dynamic be closely attended to, as at such times she may have difficulties 
finding comfort either internally or externally and thus may feel equally conflicted 
between a desire to distance herself from others and desires to let others know about the 
suffering she is experiencing. 

The Noteworthy Responses to the MCMI-III provide further indications that she feels 
quite alienated from others, and often experiences feelings of hurt or rejection in 
interpersonal situations. These are additional indications that anxiety is a core issue for 
her, particularly as it relates to tendencies toward somewhat scattered and tangential 
thought processes. There are also some indications that she has experienced some form of 
childhood abuse. There are no indications suggestive that she is currently experiencing 
any suicidal or self-harming ideation or behavior. 

She indicated that in the past several years, a moderate degree of depression had returned 
and that she is currently taking Effexor. She indicated that she struggles with self-esteem, 
and is generally prone to being socially withdrawn; describing the depression as being of 
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a fairly low level and chronic type. She also reported that while she finds interpersonal 
relationships to be somewhat fearful, the stresses in her marriage have contributed to 
increased withdrawal tendencies. However, she also stressed that she has been well-able 
to meet her responsibilities as a mother, and has been successfully employed part-time for 
the past several months. She indicated that she enjoys her job, and is also enjoying 
establishing relationships with co-workers. A diagnosis of Dysthymic Disorder is 
warranted. 

Test results reveal that Ms. Rhyne also experiences fairly pervasive and chronic feelings 
of anxiety, which tend to manifest as both internal and external restlessness, tendencies 
towards brooding and rumination, and occasional periods of scattered and tangential 
thought processes. This is consistent with observations made during the testing session, in 
which Ms. Rhyne initially presented in this fashion, as well as with the rapid cadence of 
speech. However, observation revealed that as she became more comfortable and rapport 
between she and myself developed, her psychomotor movements and speech slowed 
noticeably, and her thoughts became much more obviously connected. Ms. Rhyne 
reported that this anxiety had been prevalent for much of her life as well, initially related 
to concerns within her family and issues with fitting in during her high school and college 
years, and later being related to concerns around her marriage. She described herself as 
being regularly hyper-vigilant, as well as going through periods of being edgy, irritable, 
and worried. In addition, Ms. Rhyne described herself as "always having a busy mind," as 
well as having tendencies to "over think things." A diagnosis of Anxiety Disorder Not 
Otherwise Specified is warranted, indicating the presence of clinically significant 
anxious-type symptoms that do not fit into a particular category. 

Test results strongly indicate that concerns around interpersonal relationships, unmet 

Unfortunately, when one looks that hard for something one is bound to find it, whether it 
is there or not; and Ms. Rhyne then appears to be prone to then distancing herself from 
others based on these same perceptions. This appears to contribute to a tendency towards 
negative self-perpetuating cycles, in which the distance is then created in her 
relationships only, confirms her deepest fears that she will not be accepted or even 
actively rejected. Test results further indicate that she has attempted to cover up these 
fears and vulnerabilities with an air of bland indifference towards relationships, which 
also appears to have been adaptive for her; allowing her to focus her attentions on her 
children and the other close family relationships (i.e., her parents, who live nearby) that 
she feels that she can trust and depend on. 

In addition, test results suggest that Ms. Rhyne is experiencing a fairly intense core 
conflict between wanting to reach out to others and needs to depend on others for support 
and security and these same fears; which leave her in a state of both desperately wanting 
relationships yet also finding them terrifying. It is likely that she goes through periods of 
time where the emotions associated with this likely then fuel the anxious and depressive 
symptoms above, and she may also go through periods where her behaviors are impacted 
somewhat adversely as well. A number of these symptoms are consistent with Avoidant 
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Personality Disorder, and there are also dependent characteristics as well; although Ms. 
Rhyne's obvious level of adaptive functioning does not provide enough evidence in 
support of this diagnosis at the present time. However, it will be important that clinical 
attention be paid to this issue in order to entirely rule this out. In addition, whether or not 
she actually exhibits symptoms consistent with a full blown diagnosis, it will be 
important that clinical attention be paid to the underlying issues associated with this. This 
is particularly important at the present time, as it is quite likely that the difficulties 
associated with separating from her husband may be triggering these underlying 
dynamics in ways that could potentially have an adverse impact on her functioning if she 
separates herself from therapeutic and any other forms of support that she is likely to find 
extremely beneficial during this time. 

It is also important to note that a number of these symptoms are consistent with Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Ms. Rhyne reported that she experienced some 
level of trauma during her teenage years, 

Long-term manifestations of PTSD are often difficult to diagnose and can be overlooked 
in the face of a more symptom-based treatment process; and this evaluation strongly 
suggests the possibility that these same situations in her marriage have been triggering 
associated PTSD reactions in ways that become increasingly problematic for Ms. Rhyne. 
Again, her generally high level of adaptive functioning would preclude a diagnosis of 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder at the current time; nevertheless, this will also be an 
important avenue for clinical exploration. 

DSM-IV: 

Axis I: 300.4 Dysthymic Disorder 

300.00 Anxiety Disorder Not Otherwise Specified 

Rule-out PTSD 

Axis II: 799.99, deferred. Dependent and Avoidant traits 

Axis III: None reported 

I very much enjoyed working with Ms. Rhyne. Please do not hesitate to contact me with 
questions, and if there is any other way I can be of service please let me know. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. S, Newes, Ph.D. 

 Licensed Psychologist, #3059 

	  


