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Introductory Note: 

If these writings read like they were composed "in the moment," that is because they were. 

I can only write well when my affect is bad. It helps me cope. But I am not trying to save the 
world.  

I know who reads blogs about mental illness. It doesn't matter, really, whether the writing is 
good or mediocre. But there a surprising number of excellent blogs by bipolars about bipolar 
disorder. My favorite one is by Seaneen Malloy: 

http://thesecretlifeofamanicdepressive.wordpress.com/.  

A lot of people like me want to keep control of our lives but not necessarily go to an outside 
source for help every time we are episodic. We troll the web, mostly in the middle of the night, 
looking for peace, answers, and affirmation, and ways to help ourselves. We don't have to go 
through the stress of finding a group necessarily, because there are blogs by bipolar people - 
really good ones by good writers, like The Secret Life of a Manic-Depressive, Bipolar Mom and 
Furious Seasons.  



We can be anonymous and while we're on the Web, all we have to do is look at the time and date 
of other posts to know we're not alone. Really not alone - Two people out of one hundred is not 
rare. It only seems rare because most of us are anonymous.  

It gets harder and harder for me to write about bad affect. I used to always be able to make art 
about it. Now I pretty much can't, ever. I'm too healthy, even while I'm depressed for six weeks 
or manic for 5 months. Also, I can't write about it anymore unless I'm episodic. I regret that.  

I took down the blog at one point for months, probably while job-hunting. I also was pretty much 
in remission coincidentally for a longer time than usual and thought I might never have anything 
to say again. I don't remember what happened, but it was something that made me feel like it was 
wrong to take down the blog.  

There is always the possibility that I won't be able to write about how I feel ever again. A lot of 
people just seem to keep going in the same circles. I don't think I'm any different - my orbit is 
just longer. It's the nature of the illness. 



 

I'm Not Waiting Anymore (2013) 

 



 

SUICIDE 

Sunday, April 13, 2008 

Rivulets 

I do not crash, feel hopeless, and then want to die. I rapid cycle and then become labile. I "pass 
Go" and suddenly want to off myself. If you crash, it is not the bizarre logic of bad affect that 
makes you want to die. It is chemicals that make you think you should kill yourself.  

I woke up in the middle of the night wanting to jab myself with a butcher knife. In order to keep 
from damaging myself, I took my new HD video camera, a few props, a backdrop, a tube of 
lipstick, and my black bowler hat into the bathroom; and I shot myself in real time, trying to 
distract myself from my thoughts. The final edited video ("Rivulets," a metaphor for the drip drip 
drip of bad chemicals in my brain) is only 5 minutes long, but I kept the camera rolling for two 
hours. 

At 7 am, I was not dead. I wrote this post while watching a Fellini movie, "8 1/2," and having a 
cup of Earl Grey. 

Old movies are sometimes old friends. 



 

Sunday, February 17, 2013 

Death vigil 

We are all on death vigil every moment of our lives as individuals who inevitably suffer loss and 
as individuals who will die. 

I do not believe that there is an answer to death. I do believe that death is a life experience; and 
like all life experiences, the possibility of good preparation - i.e., good death - exists.  

As independent as I was as a young adult (not because i'm introverted but because the only way I 
go after the things I want is alone), I knew I wanted to get married to someone someday. I 
"practiced sharing" by preparing and serving myself dinner as carefully as I would if I was 
keeping house for someone I cared about. I even practiced sleeping on half of the bed. . 

Around the same time I practiced living with someone, I planned my death. I would die in a big 
canopy bed in a room with red velvet wallpaper on my 82nd birthday with a big triple chocolate 
sour cream cake.  

When one of my closest friends jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge, among my angry, 
disappointed, and guilty feelings was the question: What did he think at the moment he realized 
that he was going to die? 

There could be no do-overs in Gordon's situation. The only do-overs that we can get are the ones 
that are inside us. We can do those any time we want until we die.  

Age 90 is my new ambition. I think I will feel good about learning how to do do-overs inside 
myself. That will help me be ready when it's time. 



 

Wednesday, May 22, 2013 

Pure Survival Mode 

My brain has been on reload. I read the news for the first time in three weeks this morning. I 
have been in the habit of boycotting the news since my year at Macalester College. Minneapolis, 
it seems, has too long a period of short days to be a healthy place for a suicidal bipolar 20 year-
old. Reading the news caused me a lot of distress. My Poli Sci major roommate was a big 
woman on campus with an endless stream of friends, all of them as well-informed and 
opinionated as she was. That caused me even more distress, especially when I was chastised for 
not reading the news, which I had told them was "always the same." 

What a prophetic, wise child I was! This morning when I checked the news, it was almost 
exactly the same as it was three weeks ago - money, money, money, blah, blah, disgraced 
politician using the momentum created by his disgrace to run for Mayor in New York, blah blah, 
SFPD beating up young people, blah blah. It was the same except that the sensational natural 
event (the only headline remotely related to the fundamental fact that we are on a rock in outer 
space) was a deadly tornado. 

Speaking of suicide, there was this: "France: dramatic suicide reignites same-sex marriage furore 
[sic]" (http://www.euronews.com/2013/05/22/france-dramatic-suicide-reignites-same-sex-
marriage-furore/). Yesterday afternoon, Dominique Venner, a French historian who was anti-
immigration, anti-Muslim, anti-American, and anti-same sex marriage, shot himself to death at 
Notre Dame Cathedral. 

And this: "Santa Cruz sailing crew rescues Golden Gate Bridge jumper" 
(http://www.mercurynews.com/breaking-news/ci_23289595/santa-cruz-sailing-crew-rescues-
golden-gate-bridge). A 31 year-old tattooed homeless man from Alabama, described by the 
rescuer as "really fit, really buff," and "just in pure survival mode at that point in time." 

My friends at Macalester - during the second most difficult January of my life after I had just 
seen "Orphée" and was convinced that a person could still think for 15 or 20 minutes after death 
- made sure that I was never alone for about 10 days until the delusional thoughts subsided. 
Perhaps if I had known how to reload my brain when I was 20, I would have been "just in pure 
survival mode at that point in time," which were the longest, darkest, coldest days of winter. 

Those days are long, dark, and cold because we live on a rock in outer space. 



 

 

A****le Goes to the Wall (2011)



 

PAPA KNOWS BEST 

Wednesday, December 1, 2009 

A Poem: Scratch Scribble  

scratch scribble 

our words are scraps on the sidewalk crushed underfoot blown from one doorway to another 
crushed under tires crushed under raindrops. 

our words are directions notes to the metermaid notes to our neighbors lists directions addresses 
phone numbers essays memos. 

scratch scratch scribble scribble 

our words are thrown out on purpose thrown out by mistake lost fallen out of our pockets fallen 
out of our backpacks dumped by pickpockets dumped by dumpster divers dumped while we look 
for our keys in the dark. 

our words are scribbles on dirty scraps of paper on the sidewalk, all over the sidewalk, all over 
the street, all over the alleys, in the gutters, under the park benches, crammed in the corner of the 
bus shelters, shoved in the chinks in the wall. 

scratch scratch scribble scribble 

written on receipts on napkins on popsicle sticks on dirty paper bags on newspapers 

so somebody gets a piece of our mind so the metermaid knows so the highway patrol knows so 
our neighbor knows, so 

so we won't forget 

we won't forget 

scratch scratch 

scribble scribble 



 

Wednedfsy, October 20, 2010 

If It Feels Good, Make Mummies! 

The news is that I am going back to what I love the most - making lots and lots of mummies. My 
very favorite thing to do is toss a five foot long 4-by-4 (pine, preferably, but fir will do) around 
on my lap, shaping it as merrily as one might knead dough for a pizza or biscuits. Truly, when I 
think about having a piece of wood on my lap, I think about baking. Sometimes, our emotional 
outlets aren't good for us, are they. My downfall as of an anaphylactic reaction in February is 
pine dust, cedar dust or dust from any wood that smells good or loves being rubbed in its own 
oil. So much for the emotional outlet - or so I thought, until I remembered not all allergens are 
equal, and experimented with woods like oak and maple that I could only afford in smaller 
dimensions - but were wood nevertheless. I miss making mummies that are the same size as me, 
but after a lot of soul searching and many hours of quality carving - I think the small mummies 
can make me as happy as their taller sisters have all these years. All the people whose critical 
judgment I trust seem to agree - and have gently and not so gently let me know in the last few 
months. The writing is on the wall - "if it feels good, do it!" 



 

Thursday, November 4, 2010 

Art Flows From Pain  

Art flows from pain and bleeds very slowly and painfully from truth. 



 

Saturday, December 11, 2010 

Leaving the past, Chapter Six 

Like all devoutly active artists, I am a scavenger. In the case of artists, scavengery is a matter of 
plagiarizing whatever reality or truth or beauty (choose your favorite word) to which you 
subscribe. 

As a sculptor, I scavenge archetypal imagery. Even my visual art medium, woodcarving, is 
plagiary of one of the oldest forms of human expression. As a filmmaker, I steal every time I use 
my cameras in a public place - that too is scavengery. And as a writer, I am my favorite 
junkyard. 

The second evening that I spent with my husband's family, my father in law, who is a serious 
amateur astronomer, was surrounded by a group of people at a family event. He was talking 
about the universe, and he said, "We are stardust. our bodies, our world, all the matter that 
matters to us, is stardust." In other words, we are made of recycled materials and we eventually 
will be recycled back into the universe. 

I hate writing poetry because it makes me feel like i'm up on a mountain in the cold and dark, so 
lonely. I felt that same way when my father in law said, "We are stardust." it was chilling and 
depressing, I changed my life and opened me up to a whole new way of looking at the world. 

I think in the past few years, I have too often forgotten I am stardust and have only limited time 
to make every particle count. 



 

Monday, January 10, 2011 

4 **** and a half as a bonus to Natalie Portman 

... and an E for effort but only 1-1/2 stars for The Black Swan. Four stars for Natalie Portman for 
making use of that rare advantage that serious artists have over the rest of the population: the 
inevitability of facing fear of rejection of something that comes out of us when we are toddlers - 
and I don't mean poop. Picture a mommy wiping away a drawing on the wall, or, an embarrassed 
mommy whose stark-naked three year old comes into a living room full of guests to perform the 
song he learned at preschool. Now picture that wide-eyed, startled expression a two year old gets 
during a few seconds of silence between redfaced, teary, screamy, deep breathed howling.  

I believe getting past that first critical rejection separates the men from the boys among artists. I 
remember vividly my little brother at two at the peak of an hourlong tantrum, holding all the 
power in the family dynamic in his unwashed hands when he suddenly stopped screaming and 
looked up at all of us holding our breath and wondering what he would do next. 

Feeling that power and memorizing it, my friends, is what has to happen at an early age in order 
for an artist to stay in the fray throughout her life so that she will strive to make it happen again 
every time she picks up a brush, goes backs up the short story they're working on, freak out 
because they think they've lost their Moleskin and really need it because they're in that crucial 
point NOW!  

That moment is a perilous place that serious artists do not just bump into it accidentally from 
time to time. 

Natalie Portman made her character work because she's skilled at going to and coming back from 
that perilous point in time. That's virtuosity. I know Darren Aronofsky knows how to do that - 
which is why I take away one and a half stars. 



 

Tuesday, April 12, 2011 

Now all I need is to get to the point 

My intern has gotten really good at following my first instruction to him: "Keep me on topic." 

Our project is going so well that I want to repeat it with another intern or interns when we finish 
our movie, "Keskarel." So, my project this week is writing a grant proposal narrative. I have 
written 1,870 characters, and I'm not getting to the point. In dramatic writing circles they would 
say, "This is backstory." But sometimes you have to get the backstory out of your system before 
you get to the point. 

I was fortunate to have well-rounded mentorship as an artist from a very young age. My father, 
who must have had the patience of a saint to teach me drawing from life when I was in grade 
school, also taught me "If you want to be an artist, you need to learn how to do something else 
for a living." 

I used to believe that it was because I was a pragmatist and just didn't want to struggle - i.e., be a 
starving artist - that I learned how to do something else. I don't believe that anymore, having quit 
a paralegal job in order to get a video production internship just six weeks before the Crash of 
2008. I thought I would easily find paralegal temp work while studying videographer. Who knew 
that two large San Francisco law firms would completely shut down, while a number of others 
had large layoffs, creating a flood of paralegals and baby lawyers in the job market?  

When I could not even get a few days' of temporary paralegal work, I put an ad in Craigslist and 
joined Guru.com. I freelanced and had paralegal work because so many people were looking for 
no frills legal assistance. In doing so - sometimes having no work and sometimes having five 
gigs at once - I went up on the tightrope that I had always associated with starving artists. 

What made that work for me was not that just I am a paralegal writer with years experience blah 
blah. What made that work for me was that I have so much experience as a self-representing 
professional artist, which includes not letting rejections sway me from my path. 

These days, I find myself mentoring quite often, just like my dad with so many young people and 
like my mother still does. My father mentored like it was his job; my mother mentors because 
that is one of the things that happens on her path of life. I feel that I have the advantage of both 
of those types of experience. I mentor because I feel "I owe" for all the good fortune that I've had 
in every aspect of my life.  



 

Wednesday, May 18, 2011 

"In The Realms of the Unreal," The Work of the Artist, Henry Darger 

Please know that I am not referring to myself when I speak of the bravery of the mentally ill, and 
how much the rest of our species owes to the body of knowledge, including mother wit, that our 
species has acquired because of the things that the mentally ill understand. I do not think that I 
am brave to disclose. Disclosing may be brave for some people, but not for me. My bipolar 
disorder is a physical illness that has helped make me a lucky individual, extremely lucky, (even 
by "normal people" standards) person who has gotten a lot of what she wants out of life. 

And, please, can we deep six the ridiculous label "outsider art?" How can it possibly be outsider 
when it comes from so deep inside? And yes, that "inside" is the inside that most people don't 
have the good fortune to have to go to often enough. 



 

Sunday, June 26, 2011 

The Hemingway Disease 

It is strange to be writing about something that I think I’ve always compartmentalized. I suspect 
that it's related to why I’m more suited to essay writing than playwriting. I hope that I have been 
upfront in this blog about the fact that I consider myself a failed playwright. If not, there you 
have it. 

My last post  complained about the label, "outsider art," because "How can it possibly be 
'outsider' when it comes from so deep inside?" I have known for a long time that my weakness as 
a playwright is due to compartmentalizing - the very coping mechanism that helps me navigate 
the fluctuations of my affect. 

Hemingway: "Forget your personal tragedy. We are all bitched from the start and you especially 
have to be hurt like hell before you can write seriously. But when you get the damned hurt, use it 
- don't cheat with it."  

I used to be a sculptor and began studying writing after I'd already begun to mature as a visual 
artist.  After thirty years, I developed one of those deadly allergies from which the only going 
back you're going to do is in a Hazmat suit. It was my own, personal environmental disaster, 
since woodcarving was my best friend.  

I became quite bereaved. Woodcarving was not just about expressing myself or asserting myself 
as an artist. It was my anchor; it was the way that I learned to reach a meditative state; and it was 
my backup when I started to look my affect in the eye. That staredown will never end, but 
everything being a sculptor taught me will always be with me. 

Ted Gerhart: "A carving is an artifact that embodies the imagination, but it is also physical 
evidence of the artist's experience during the process of work. ... A finished carving is a record of 
experience as surely as the wood’s grain records the life of the tree from which it came." 
(http://gerhartstudios.com/sculpture/) 

A funny thing happened on the way to this post. Six years ago, when I realized that I was 
running out of things to write, I started buying tape recorders, cameras and finally, camcorders, 
and carried them in my purse to gather material from real life.'I have since been told that it is my 
acting and writing training that gave me somewhat of a head start at video editing, even though I 
didn't even know what white balance was when I bought my first camera. And framing - what 
the hell was that?  

I have told my friends and family that I used video to self-medicate my grief at not being able to 
carve anymore. That is a lie - I have been self-medicating with video ever since I realized that I 
would only ever suck as a playwright in 2006. 



There you have it, again. 

But that is a digression from telling you the funny thing that happened on the way to this post.  I 
guess you can never really leave storytelling, which is what all art forms are, when you get right 
down to it - especially when you take the origins of art forms into consideration. Ancient fertility 
rites + Venus of Wallendorf = theatre + sculpture? And that also, for me, equals video, which is 
turning into making movies based on improvisational acting. And improvisational acting is 
what? "[The] practice of acting, singing, talking and reacting, of making and creating, in the 
moment and in response to the stimulus of one's immediate environment and inner feelings. ... 
[Which] occurs most effectively when the practitioner has a thorough intuitive and technical 
understanding of the necessary skills and concerns within the improvised domain."  Sculpture = 
writing = video = filmmaking = sculpture. 

Hemingway: "I learned never to empty the well of my writing, but always to stop when there 
was still something there in the deep part of the well, and let it refill at night from the springs that 
fed it." 

Papa knows best. 



 

Tuesday, June 19, 2012 

The Math of Rejection (Inspired by a Facebook conversation) 

"Am I sure I can write/paint/act/dance/sing, i.e., do I have what it takes?" 

I ran a related but completely different question by one of my interns last month: "How many 
rejections do you think it took over 17 years for me to get written up 20 times as a theatre 
artist?"  

From now on, every time I hear "Am I sure I can write/paint/act/dance/sing, i.e., do I have what 
it takes," I will answer with my question. It's not a matter of whether you can 
write/paint/act/dance/sing - that's a silly question, of course you can. It's about whether you have 
the stamina for crapshooting with your ego. 



 

Tuesday, August 7, 2012 

Know thy inner conflict 

"Know thy inner conflict." My inner conflict as an artist is nature versus society. As an artist, I 
believe in nature, which never fails me, and I am disappointed in society's lack of depth.  



 

Wednesday, August 22, 2012 

Define "Ready" 

Robert Rogers who founded Gallery 72 in Omaha NE was my first art dealer. He told me: 
"You're already in the art market. What are you going to do now, keep yourself out there, or 
warehouse your work?"  

I'm still out here - no matter what medium I'm working in. "Indigo Lady" is the first video that I 
will be submitting to Sundance - to other festivals also (there are others, you know!) But what 
people always ask is "Are you going to try to get into Sundance?" 

No, I'm not. I think my work is ready be seen by curators.. If you are an artist at any level of 
accomplishment, you know what that means. 



 

Sunday, September 9, 2012 

♫Merrily Merrily Merrily ♪♪ 

I finally found got the right Google search terms to find more science about creativity than all 
that left/right brain chazzeraI. I believe that creativity is a neurochemical process that varies day 
to day from person to person and needs 'time-outs' to replenish.  

A few months ago right around the time that I found myself listed in the African American 
Visual Artists Database, aavad.com. That was also around the time of a staff meeting at the 
interior design company where I was a bookkeeper. At the staff meeting I learned that my boss 
and the company made shitloads of cash for design time, i.e., drawings. Drawings that are the 
stuff that dreams are made of - dream houses, dream mud rooms, dream furniture.  

And that revelation made me remember an unpleasant, bizarre incident that happened when I 
was a sophomore at the University of Nebraska.  

I ran into a guy who was fifteen percentage points behind me academically in high school but 
who apparently had passed me up because he was in pre-law. When I told him that I was 
majoring in art, he advised me "not to settle for the mediocre." 

Merrily I still go along my mediocre path, knowing that even though I majored in art, dropped 
out of grad school, and flunked out of law school - and I'm sure never measured up to 
expectations or quote unquote, fulfilled my potential - that not only will I be remembered as the 
sculptor Nena St. Louis, Sylvia Toy will likely also leave a few traces.  

♫Merrily Merrily Merrily ♪♪ 



 

Tuesday, September 25, 2012 

I know what emerging feels like (From a Facebook thread about invitations to video artists to 
submit work to a high-profile broadcasting European art venue that did not include any offer of 
cash) 

"I hear you. I received that notice also. I'm not at your level yet. But I recall in painful detail the 
moment after I was first picked up in San Francisco by a professional gallery as a sculptor, when 
I was told very bluntly by a gallery stablemate that, "There comes a time when you can't show 
your work in storefronts and alternative spaces anymore." 

I don't know why that still makes me queasy - maybe because one of the spaces he was talking 
about, The Luggage Store, is now world-class & booked at least eighteen months in advance. 

I have had a little success, i.e., been paid, in three mediums (sculpture, playwriting, & 
acting/performing), and I know what emerging feels like. It has started for me in this part of the 
art world; and I imagine that I will be asking some of you for advice in a while about when I 
should start asking for a screening fee.  

For now, my experience tells me that I have to accept the invitation." 



 

Tuesday, October 30, 2012 

Google search: "majority linear thinker" 

I was going to work on three projects today. but sometimes a person just feels crappy and that's 
all there is to it. So instead I decided to use this time to explore and understand what I realize is 
the correct answer for me to the interview question "What is your biggest weakness?"  

The truth for me is, "dealing with linear thinkers in the workplace." I am sure some people will 
think that is funny and say, "So you finally figured that out?" But I'm serious, though I can 
understand why some might think that I'm trying to be clever.  

In fact, I'm shocked. In the first place, how is it possible that I've survived well enough spending 
day after day in such an environment (i.e., the majority of the population being linear-thinking) 
to be able to come home and make all that art without being addicted to some substance or high-
risk behavior? And in the second place, how is it possible that I've been able to hold down a job? 
I have even had the experience of becoming impatient with myself that I don't stick to the point. I 
am not kidding. But what's really bothering me today is that when I Google "majority linear 
thinker," I get over 10 million hits - the first one of which is at a url that starts with 
'www.akidjustlikeme dot com' [a self help site for nonlinear thinkers], and the second one of 
which is at a url that starts with 'lunaticoutpost dot com.'  

I'm sorry to say it, but it's true: nonlinears really are on the lunatic fringe. 



 

Saturday, December 1, 2012 

Fitting In 

I was raised by two people who figured out pretty damn quick that I might turn out to be one of 
those people who just can't make it in the world. I tell people that my mother used art as reward, 
which she did. But that's a romantic notion. What she did was get me in the habit of 
understanding that a person, no matter how happy she can be doing what she has a natural 
tendency to do, she has certain obligations to society. I'm pretty sure that my father never 
stopped worrying whether I'd be able to make a living until I finally went to New York to study 
art (like i'd always told him I was going to do) by way of getting a paralegal certificate in 
Philadelphia at a school whose placement department got me interviews in New York. 

It is a fact that even if you don't expect to or even care whether you fit in, if you do what you're 
told, have good manners and wear appropriate clothing that fits, you will fit in, even if you know 
it's meaningless.  

I think there are a lot of people who do expect to and care very much about fitting in. I'm 
shocked that there are so many middle-aged people who are as uncomfortable with themselves as 
they were in junior high. I feel really sorry for those people.  

I was always a good girl and I think, for the most part, my way was made easy because I was a 
good girl. I don't believe the squeaky wheel always gets the grease.  

In my life, I have been "nice" and then I went off to do what I wanted to do. I have had the 
experience in that side of life where it counts so much to "fit in" that people expressed hurt 
feelings because I didn't share with them that I had a show, no matter how minor it seemed to 
me. It's so awkward. 

I am really tired of what I have to do to fit in. It's not a matter of not caring in the first place - 
that never made much of a difference to me. It's just exhausting to put on those mental Mary 
Janes and that pinafore, and remember to look in a mirror at some point during the day so I can 
be sure I still look like I fit in. 

I have just gotten too old for this nonsense! 



 

Sunday, December 30, 2012 

Prolificity (From a Facebook post) 

"Dear friends & fellow video artists: For the next few months, I am going to be working on my 
work. I will update my progress in this group (only in this group), but [ … ] is the last show I 
will submit to until next summer. However, I will be dedicating several hours per week to 
watching other people's video art. Please post links on my page or in a message. Thanks and 
have a happy, safe New Year holiday." 

While I wrote that, I was exporting what is the last video that I will make on this computer - 
what is very likely close to to the 300'th video that I have exported on this computer. They told 
me that it's not possible to make that much video on a first-gen, non-pro processor Macbook.  

They also told me it's not possible to work fulltime, and also exhibit as a professionally 
represented gallery artist, tour professionally as an actor, and start a theatre company. 

They were wrong. It's stupid to make 300 videos on a first-yen, non-pro processor Macbook, 
work fulltime, and also exhibit as a professionally represented gallery artist, tour professionally 
as an actor, and start a theatre company. But I promise you it is possible because I did it. 

I did it and not only that, I was prolific. My sculpture is in collections all over the country. I've 
been featured as a sculptor in national publications and major local newspapers. I've had 
numerous solo and major group exhibitions (you have to make a lot of stuff for all those things to 
happen). I earned actual cash as an actor in most of the 17 years I did theatre. My theatre 
company, which both my co-founders and I have left, has continued to grow its artist 
membership and has respect in the community. 

You have to be prolific to do all that plus write and get produced about 20 plays in 17 years, as 
well as get reviewed 20 times. 

While I really do believe it's stupid to do those things all in one lifetime, even if you take the 
paralegal job out of the mix, it has been a good life so far. 

I only ever wanted to be good at something that broke my heart.  

I think what we work so hard for as artists is making that thing we do as beautiful as the fire we 
each have powering our own soul. 



 

Saturday, April 20, 2013 

Everybody needs a dramaturg 

I have been thinking about writing all week after having a conversation with the director of one 
of the student films I’m in this Spring. He aspires to screenwriting more so than directing. I knew 
that before he even told me. How did I know that? 

Instinct. 

When I was a theatre artist mostly performing solo plays, I did not like being called  a 
"performance artist" because I am so dedicated to being a decent actor. I also did not like being 
called a storyteller because: 1) I had spent so much time and money studying dramatic writing, 
and 2) by the time I retired from theater, my solo plays consisted entirely of dialogue - i.e., a 
character narrator broke the fourth wall and spoke directly to the audience and the other 
characters interacted in kitchen scenes (several characters played by one actor who are engaged 
in dialogue but never interact with the narrator). 

I told the student director that and I also told him that after doing dramaturgy for a number of 
years on plays that, though not written by writers who had ten years of training like I had, were 
better in their raw, fresh state than any plays that I would ever write. 

A writer, a hack, like me, is a person who knows how to seek out and destroy her own darlings, 
and is really proud of herself for being so good at it.  

A creative writer (bad, mediocre or good) is a person who knows how to seek and destroy 
darlings, but suffers over it. A genius creative writer defies all the rules, probably including the 
rules of gravity and saves the darlings for another day - i.e., Faulkner!  

How did I know the student director is a writer? I’m a dramaturg. I can smell a writer suffering 
from a mile away. 



 

Friday, July 19, 2013 

Performance art is an acquired taste 

As a theatre artist, I was not evangelical about getting my work out there (well, maybe in 1994), 
trying to make converts. I chose solo performance for the same reason that I was a paralegal 
instead of an art teacher or living off grants: if I got money in a part of the world where I 
couldn’t really even talk about what I did as an artist, I was isolated but I was free. It’s okay for 
people to tell me how I might do whatever it is better, but not how or WHAT to do. I did not 
want to be beholden to anyone – I would rather be at the end of the pecking order and get 
nothing than be beholden to anyone. 

I also thought it would make me feel polluted to make art any other way than the way that I saw 
it inside my head. That is the reason why, except for the nature of the acting of it, I have never 
cared for my own play SCHOOLS (an autobiographical play about my family's activism during 
the American Civil Rights Movement). 

Talking about race gets really boring really fast for me. Please explain to me why a ridiculous set 
of attitudes and behaviors is so damned interesting for so many people, many of them quite 
intelligent. But playing all 22 characters was showing off as well as fun and a great acting 
exercise for me, especially since playing the main character of my mother, was playing against 
type for me. I was taught at a young age by someone, maybe my father, that if I wasn’t 
stretching, I wasn’t working hard enough. Besides, people who thought I sucked stopped saying 
that out loud enough that it got back to me after the debut of SCHOOLS. 

SCHOOLS was only interesting for me and justifiable for getting paid to do it without feeling 
like a whore because I made my bigger-than-life mother the main character, not because I got to 
talk about all the rotten things white people and America have done to me blah blah. 

I care about holding my own in society as a person who has adapted well enough to earn most of 
my money in a part of society that might as well be foreign country to me (the American legal 
industry). I care about being able to turn myself into a human being in spite of struggling with 
bipolar disorder since I was a toddler. I care about having been a professional artist (read: 
exhibited, produced, paid). I care most about being in charge of my own self and my own life, 
and I would rather be alone and isolated, or dead if necessary, than not be in charge of myself. 

I check my “stats” several times a day. It gives me no small amount of joy that so far, the most-
watched videos of my old live theatre shows that I’ve put up on Vimeo in the past couple of 
weeks are ESSAYS ON ANGER AND CUSTARD PIE (an in your face monologue about sex 
harassment in a crowded elevator, menstruation, and my great grandmother) and JUMP (an 
autobiographical three act solo play about growing up hearing voices). 

Done. Really done – I am over it, finally. Vindicated. 



 

Nature (2012-2013) 



 

PAY IT FORWARD AND MAKE MY DAD PROUD OF YOU 

Thursday, January 27, 2011 

Pay it forward and make my dad proud of you 

It is unusual anywhere else in this country for the sunshine, humidity and temperature to be 
perfect at 10 in the morning the third week of January. 

But it was perfect yesterday when I gave the orange I woke up dreaming that I was going to eat 
to a guy sitting on the sidewalk.  

He looked pretty awful and stoned; and he was thick-tongued, but said "Thank you," Before I 
said you're welcome, he said: "Can you help me up? I have to go get my prescription (Walgreens 
is across the street) and I can't get up."  

He had horrible scars on his hands and a San Francisco General Hospital bracelet. I didn't ask, 
but he told me he'd gotten burned all over his body. "You should see the rest of me." 

I'm small but strong from making sculpture most of my life, however  just not big enough to 
have enough leverage in my legs to lift a 145 pound man. I thought "His legs look so thin," not 
realizing that his calves were atrophied. That was the reason that he couldn't get himself on his 
feet. 

I said: "I could probably find a cop around the corner or down in the subway."  

"No cops," he said, which I thought made sense because his slurred speech, sluggishness and 
appearance read 'vagrant.'  

We were across the street from the San Francisco Conservatory for high school aged artists at 
Oak and Van Ness. Around the corner there are always a lot of street people trying not to be 
bored. I realized I might be able to get one of them to help me if I was waving a dollar. "I'll be 
back," I told him. 

We got lucky. I found a busker selling old clothes and books around the corner. I explained the 
situation and asked him to go help the young man stand up. He hesitated and looked down at his 
goods on the sidewalk. I told him I'd watch his stuff. He smiled and came back about 7 minutes 
later saying, "Are you going to walk him across the street to the Pharmacy? If you don't, he's not 
gonna make it." I thanked him and gave him a dollar - and he looked surprised. Biggest grin you 
ever saw - and I doubt it was because of the dollar. 

As we walked across the street, the young man said, "You're really a nice person." I was thinking 
about how many times I'd seen my father helping people out like that was his job. I said, 



"Everybody needs a little help sometimes." I explained that although the Pharmacy was at the 
back of the store, there were chairs there, and he could sit down. 

Once we got into the store, he said, "Why are you doing this for me?" I laughed, like I've heard 
my mother laugh and said, "Because I'm a grown up and this is what grown ups should do." 

When we finally got to the Pharmacy window, he said, "Ryan Smith," and sat down. I told the 
girl at the window that when he was done, she needed to get a man to help my young friend to 
the door because he was so weak. I looked down to say goodbye to Ryan and he had the funniest 
expression on his face - just a simple, affirmative slight smile, with his head cocked like he was 
looking right through me. And when I tried to describe that to my husband last night, I realized 
that's the exact expression my father had whenever he was proud of me. 

Thanks, Ryan! 



 

Thursday, July 12, 2012 

Church Lady 

This is a true story. 

Today I got on the T train to go home from my bookkeeping job. I sat next to a young woman 
around 30 who looked like she wouldn't try to talk to me. 

I am  very fit and I describe my own figure as "Jessica Rabbit." But I am an old lady. I wake up 
every morning with sciatica, bizarre pain just about anywhere imaginable, regrets about garlic, 
and crackles in my neck. Usually, I can barely walk until I do my backbends while I grind the 
coffee beans and do Asanas in the bathtub. And I don't carry a purse or wear a backpack because 
not carrying a lot of stuff is part of my treaty with sciatica. I identify with people 65 and older. 

So when the 70-something man directly across the aisle from me started babbling and shoving 
his fingers and, intermittently, a toothpick up his nose (yes, in case you're wondering, it was 
bloody on that end), my neighbor smiled and shook her head and I said, "I bet he has 
Alzheimer's. I wonder whether his caretaker knows where he is." And she said (she did sort of 
look like a social worker), "I was thinking the same thing." 

I kept watching the old man, who reminded me of my dad not just because of his dementia but 
because in spite of his being Chinese, his physical features were really a lot like Daddy's.  

That is why it really upset me that the Chinese people my age and a little older, who were also 
watching him, looked angry and embarrassed. I wished I knew how to say in Chinese, "Hey, that 
could be one of us." 

Then, I remembered that my Dad had a terrible sinus problem, and I realized I couldn't even 
imagine what it would be like to have one of those monster sinus headaches and also have 
dementia. I'd probably babble like a madman, too, and shove stuff up my nose.  

I had a clean strip of paper towel in my camera case and I took it out and handed it to him, 
pointing at my nose. He looked really angry and batted my hand away. 

i'm glad all those people who were watching him saw me do that. However, I realized that I was 
like my mother in church, handing my little brother a tissue and gesturing at her nose. 

I am an old lady. Apparently I am also a church lady. 



 

Friday, December 21, 2012 

Nice is not enough 

A few weeks ago, one of my nieces posted a link to an article about high-functioning autistic 
female children. Apparently, her 10-year-old daughter has been diagnosed with Asperger's 
Syndrome. When I saw the list, I hit the roof and shot back a message to my niece that every 
single criteria on the list sounds like me at age 10. If then were now, my over-educated, pop 
psychology fangirl mother would have had me so diagnosed.  

I wrote my niece that I would have been crippled with a victim mentality, which is frighteningly 
acceptable and popular these days.  

However, instead of raising a cripple, my parents accepted me the way I was and taught me self-
discipline. They raised a very normal person. That's right - normal is me. 

I have  come across some really broken people as I tried to make a living since the October 2008 
crash: the weekday drinking lawyer; the optometrist who started hitting me several times a day 
right as the Crash was happening and patients disappeared in droves; the lawyer who interviewed 
me with his shoes propped up on his desk; the lawyer who called me in to interview and talked 
the whole time about were how white my teeth were; and the other lawyer who talked the whole 
time about how fat and bald he was,  

I think it's very likely that none of those people could possibly have fit in and succeeded in 
corporate legal departments, large international law firms or prestigious small law firms with big 
reputations. I can and have fit in such environments. My big problem in that side of the world  is 
that I don't have high expectations (except never to work overtime or the weekend) or anything 
to prove.  

People I spend my workday with may think i'm a jerk because I fit in even though I don't care. 
That is like being ostracized was in junior high.  

I never was one of the popular girls, but I always got special treatment, both from the powers that 
be and a lot of my peers because I just did what I was supposed to do, never tried to get 
anybody's attention, and was always nice. Except for hating school and not learning any of the 
most important stuff that I know there, I had a pretty damned easy life, compared to the so many 
people who expected a lot more, and who ostracized me.  

I never expected to get any of the things I wanted in that world and I have never expected to get 
any of the things I want in the grown up version of that world (read: sadbrickantfarm) but 
nothing was going to stop me from trying to get them someplace else. I have been lucky in the 
art world. And I have managed to have decent jobs that kept me safely in the middle class the 
whole time that I have sought recognition as an artist. 



There seems to be so much at stake for so many people on the sadbrickantfarm. Going forward, 
until the day I don't have to commute there anymore, I will try to be a more sensitive person, not 
just a nice one.  

Nice is not enough in a world full of disappointed people. 



 

Wednesday, January 9, 2013 

A true story 

Simply put, when I got on the bus to go home from my interview today, I sat down next to a 
woman who was on an IPhone. It's loud on any San Francisco MUNI bus with more than 3 
people on it; it's even louder on a diesel-electric bus huffing & chugging up and down steep hills 
on way too narrow, winding streets. So, I really didn't hear anything the woman was saying until 
"I'm just trying to find out if you know anything about my brother's murder."  

It was a long ride and she starting sobbing uncontrollably about 5 minutes into the ride. When I 
say uncontrollably, I mean as slim as both of us were, not wide enough to be touching, I felt the 
horrible shudders of grief going through her body.  

The details that came out in her telephone conversation were horrific: The murder was recent. 
His children haven't been told that someone kidnapped their father, robbed him, and then beat 
him so badly that his face was destroyed. He was supposed to meet family members for his 
birthday and never showed up. When he didn't show, they thought maybe he had gone out with a 
girlfriend instead. He was missing for a week before his body was found. His sister  suspected 
one of his women friends. She said that she felt so bad that she wished that she could kill herself 
or somebody else. 

Many years ago, my friend Melissa who was an art therapist described some incident at 
Hoboken's St. Mary's Hospital in the physical rehabilitation department where she worked. A 
woman recovering from a stroke had a meltdown in Melissa's class.  

"What did you do?" I asked. 

"Nothing. Not a damn thing. The rest of the class had to keep going," she said. "You know, you 
should never touch anyone when they are in that much distress."  

I believed that for a long time. I would even say that it's true of me. But I don't believe it's true of 
everyone. I wanted to hug that woman and absorb some of her grief to give her a little relief, pat 
her arm at least. I felt so much that I should do that, that I didn't care whether I was the person 
she struck out at. 

As she got up to get off the bus, I realized we really had made a connection for the simple reason 
that I hadn't gotten up and moved away from her and out of earshot. It was so clear to me that 
she sensed how I felt all along. She said, "Thank you," before my hand even touched her. 



 

Monday, February 4, 2013 

VAWA 

From 1977 to 1979 I was a research assistant to Nebraska State Senator JoAnn Maxey. One of 
the projects of which I was most proud was her sponsorship of a bill on domestic violence. My 
job included researching the issues underlying bills in order for my Senator to better advocate for 
her position. I was a flaky kid when I was 27, but after researching domestic violence, I was 
pretty savvy about it; and I've never forgotten what I learned.  

Nebraska's new U.S. Senator, Deb Fischer, with whom I very well might have been in a 
freshman class at the University of Nebraska or even in junior or senior school, is the only 
female senator who is not cosponsoring the Violence Against Women Act. [The VAWA did pass 
and was signed into law by President Obama in March 2013.] 

I would find any female human's stance against protecting women from domestic violence 
annoying, but this just makes me so damn mad because I may have been in some of the same 
classes with this woman when I was a kid. So, I wrote her! 

Dear Senator Fischer,  

I am proud to tell people that my values were formed in Nebraska. Today I am ashamed that the 
values that you are representing for the citizens of Nebraska are anti-women. There is no black & 
white about violence against women - one cannot ride the fence. One really is for us - all of us 
women, including you - or against us. I hope that you will give some more thought to VAWA. I 
do not believe there is any woman who has not lost sleep over the safety of a mother, sister, 
cousin, friend, coworker or acquaintance. 

Sincerely, 

Nena Shanks Lewis 

Lincoln High School Alumna  



 

Wednesday, July 31, 2013 

Another true story 

Today on the 6 Parnassus bus, a shabby but neat and clean woman in her fifties was asking 
everyone on the bus if they had a quarter. Everybody, including me, said "No," except for two 
black men, both of them age 19 or 20. (Stand your ground, Trayvon.) 

I got off the bus at Octavia Boulevard and started down the hill toward Hayes Valley. 

From the opposite direction, a man about my age, who looked familiar and who probably is one 
of the drunks who hangs out at the park in Hayes Valley, was stopped halfway up the hill and 
leaning on his shopping cart full of recycling bottles.  

He was panting for air so hard that he seemed completely drained of energy and close to passing 
out after trying to push a shopping cart full of bottles and cans up the steep hill to Market Street.  

I did not give to that woman on the bus who is so much like me - middle aged, female, mentally 
ill, struggling with herself and her environment, but adapted to her situation. However, I offered 
to push that man's cart up the hill. 

I wasn't worried about the woman about the lady on the bus. I thought, "She has adapted and 
found a way to survive and buy a sandwich."  

But I couldn't stand the idea that man might have a heart attack. 



 

Wednesday, August 7, 2013 

Sing 

My parents were friends with a couple who had terrible things going on in their home. 

The husband molested all five of their daughters on a regular basis as soon as they could walk. 
He was a former opera singer who had become a chef after the opera company disbanded. He 
died peacefully in his alcoholic sleep when he was about 60. 

He tried to molest me several times, I think. But I only remember one time specifically. 

It was on a holiday in the summer, the kind of holiday when we were at their place for a 
barbecue. He was cooking - it is true that he made the best barbecue sauce in the universe. I was 
five and my mother finally would let me go  to the bathroom at their house alone. I was on my 
way down the hallway when he caught me from behind and stuck his hand down my pants.  

I am Mr. & Mrs. Clean Freaks' daughter. I did not think about danger. Instead I was worried 
whether he was going to wash his hands before making the sauce after he stuck his hands down 
my pants.  

He asked me if I swore not to tell. I said "No." He asked me again. I said "No." He asked me 
why. I said "Because my mother won't let me swear." He muttered, "Your mother," and let me 
go. 

My mother never could keep her mouth shut - especially when people were trying to push her 
around or if she THOUGHT they were trying to push her around. I am sure she knew that man 
couldn't/wouldn't keep it in his pants, and I knew she yelled at him all the time. 

The opera singer never touched me again. He even acted like he couldn't stand me in front of my 
parents.  

I think it likely that prior to the day of that holiday barbecue, he and my parents had a 
conversation. My parents had made that house safe for me.  

We should all be vigilant all the time about keeping the world safe for children and any other 
vulnerable people. I don't know how many times I've yelled in public at someone who was 
terrorizing a young woman, trying to intimidate a frail elderly person, or harassing a mentally ill 
person. 

People like the opera singer want an easy target. When we don't take up for each other, we all are 
easier targets. I think we should all call assholes on their shit. If we did, there would be fewer 
children like the opera singer's daughters, Ambers, and Pollys. 



 

Kabuki Geisha (2012)



WHEN ARE YOU AN OLD LADY? 

Sunday, January 2, 2011 

When are you an old lady? 

I turn 60 very soon. Last night I was surprised when I found myself thinking: "No wonder old 
people aren't freaked out about getting old. There's not a damn thing you can do about it."  It 
seems so much easier to go on to the next thing — with the added bonus of not having to worry 
about burning bridges anymore.  

I'm not planning on burning any bridges, just so you know — mostly because I don't seem to 
want to anymore. 



 

Sunday, January 23, 2011 

Boing boing boing 

In high school, floor exercises were the only unit of Phys Ed that didn't have a negative effect on 
my GPA because I was athletic and stretchy.  

I still am. Once again, I'm practicing my backbend by climbing my hands backward down a wall. 
I have not crashed yet and my back feels better. 

"It's all connected" they say. http://www.human-anatomy.com/human-anatomy/sh206.htm 

I have often felt that the spot where my "craziness" originates (read: mania and depression) is 
right under that spot in the back of the head above the neck. If you look at an anatomical diagram 
of the head, you see that spot is right about the same place that the hindbrain is. 

I know it is magical thinking. But sometimes focusing on that spot, having a heart to heart with 
that spot, helps me set myself aright. 



 

Wednesday, January 19, 2011 

Epistle to my younger friends and acquaintances 

I'm a year older than I was when I last actively wrote in this blog, and I seem to remember 
having epiphanies all the time. I don't think they really were epiphanies. 

Being in your mid-50's is a weird déjà vu back to adolescence, when your body, inside and out, 
noticeably changes. Yeah, I'm mostly talking about "The Change" that women have, but what 
I've been reading says men go through personal fire in their 50's, also. 

If you're the type who tries to defy gravity even though you know damn well that it won't do any 
good, but you feel better about yourself and the universe in general if you try, as soon as those 
mysterious parts start hurting you start stretching more. You are a person after my own heart. 

I'm pretty well acquainted with my aches and pains and I am not meeting as many new ones 
anymore - I think we're all friends now). I have religiously defied gravity in the past year, so 
much so that I have only about 12 inches to go before I can do a backbend again. But the 
backbend isn't even the point anymore - not since I realized how much doing backbends first 
thing in the morning helps my sciatica. 

But back to the epiphany I had this morning. There really and truly are people in this world who, 
in spite of having everything, are jealous of everybody else's crumbs. You would think people 
would get over that, but like cats who are purred over, coddled and adored, they seem to live for 
the moment they can swat you. I am very glad not to be getting old inside skin like that. 

Awesome thought. 



 

Tuesday, April 19, 2011 

Muscle memory: Grete Waitz, 1953-2011 

I write this post after finding out that one of my heroes has died. Her name was Grete Waitz 
(photo, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/othersports/athletics/8460966/Norwegian-Marathon-
legend-Grete-Waitz-dies-of-cancer-aged-57.html), who had never run 26.2 miles before she set a 
world record at the New York City Marathon in 1978.  

I started jogging in the early 80's because of a heart condition (mitral valve prolapse - "MVP" - 
common & benign, but with debilitating symptoms in my case). Up until that time, my body was 
useless to me except for the parts I used to make art. 

That time was when I told my art therapist/aerobics instructor next door neighbor that the 
cardiologist said I needed to exercise. When I learned about aerobics in the 80's (when it was so 
all the rage), I could hardly believe that all of a sudden it was acceptable for girls born in the 50's 
to sweat and jiggle. Jiggle - when I was growing up, it was not okay to jiggle. And just to make 
sure you didn't, your mother bought you a girdle. 

Aerobics did not float my boat. I thought it was mostly an excuse to have hardly any clothes on 
in the same gym where boys were. It seemed too silly to do me any good. 

But I let Melissa drag me to her class a few times when my MVP was almost crippling me. The 
class met up the hill from us in Hoboken at the Stevens Institute of Technology gym. The class 
was in the all purpose room and up above, it was circled by a running track. The people on the 
track looked so free that I didn't even think about how much I hate to sweat. 

Soon, I was running on the streets of Hoboken with hardly any clothes on (for a girl raised in the 
50's), and getting called a "puta" all over Hoboken by Dominican machos. Maybe I should have 
been running in a girdle. 

That brings me back to Grete Waitz, who never looked embarrassed that she was a very feminine 
looking person running. She was petite and demure, and she was the only elite runner I ever saw 
smiling in photos. Grete Waitz ran miles and miles and miles to train all the time, and she was a 
hero, and about my age, and she always looked like a girl. It meant a lot to me that she always 
looked like a girl, and even wore a little makeup when she ran (I wish I still had the article where 
she talked about that!). 

I once read an article in the New York Times about an 82 year-old marathoner. When the 
interviewer asked how he was still able to run marathons, he said it was because of muscle 
memory and that his body always remembered what to do during a race.  

I am not built for running, and my knees were pretty busted after 13 years of middle distance 
jogging. But I have muscle memory of discipline, of faith that perseverance would get me past 



the pain in my thighs, and of the lightness and exhilaration about being able to do "that" and feel 
"that" when I first reached the 10 mile point.  

Even though I never even could get sub-8 (minutes per mile), when I was running, I felt as cool 
as Grete Waitz. 



 

Thursday, April 25, 2013 

Self Portrait 

A few days ago, one of my long-time friends said, "I'm worried about you - you need someone to 
keep an eye on you." 

I asked her what she was talking about. 

"Those pictures - all those pictures that you post of yourself - you know with all that stuff on 
your face." 

I was surprised. And a little confused, not knowing whether she was serious. 

"What are you talking about - the stills from my videos?" 

Now, she seemed confused and also seemed to be perturbed. 

"All that stuff on your face that makes you look like a zombie." 

I laughed. "It's supposed to look zombie." 

"Really?" 

"Well, yeah," I said. "They're stills from my movies - it's like, you know, publicity." 

"But they're not - attractive." 

When it hit me just how serious she was, I laughed so hard that I pulled a muscle in my chest.  

"But they're not me," I said. "They're characters." 

I howled and hugged her. By now she was laughing too and she seemed to be reassured that I 
hadn't lost my mind. 

I told her I hadn't really thought about whether the photos were unattractive and then I told her a 
story. The first time I lived in a dorm, I was really bonded to a group of girls who lived on my 
floor. Five or six of us always went down to meals together. There was a beautiful, beveled wall-
sized mirror on the mezzanine level landing of our dorm. One by one as we descended, all the 
other girls would stop and primp in the mirror. But not me. 

I always kept on going. 



 

Sunday, June 9, 2013 

The white hair is not a special effect 

Getting old is not what you think. The people at the bar across the street woke me up again at 
closing time. They probably think summer is here because it got over 70 degrees for 2 days in a 
row. That's a San Francisco thing. So I went online, hoping my laptop would put me back to 
sleep.  

The Google news is the same as it was three weeks ago, except I think we're about to lose Mr. 
Mandela this time.  

I escaped to the science news page. I wound up at an article about inflammation, an advert 
disguised as an article, that is. It was on the same page with a link to an AARP article about food 
or what not to ever do again after age 50 or something. I stayed on the AARP website until I 
realized I was getting angry because so much of it is pep talk. It's as if getting old is something 
special.  

That's ridiculous. It is not. It might be special if you morphed into a dragon, or something cool, 
or at least into somebody else, so you wouldn't have to get old as yourself.  

However, you do not turn into somebody else. You get stiffer (unless you stretch every day). 
Your hair gets thinner (unless you're a woman, in which case it's likely to mostly grow back like 
your memory and your sex drive when you're "done"). You get less patient, not because you 
haven't as much time left, but because the continual re-invention by our species of the same old 
bullshit is so tiresome after you have known bullshit by heart for so long). You get fatter (if you 
move less which you are likely to do if you don't stretch every day).  

And you will die too soon if you keep doing what most people seem to think is being grown up 
because you don't have time for your own bullshit anymore. 

But there is one sure thing (except for the stiffness, which won't happen if you stretch every 
day): there will not ever be enough money in the world to make you want to be 20 again (unless 
like me, you wouldn't even be any age under 58 again). 



 

The Floating Scientist Haunts the Hall (2013)



 

I'M NOT CRAZY 

Saturday, November 17, 2012 

Too Close to Nature 

I hate winter. not because it's winter, not in San Francisco, for sure. I hate it because it's dark 
from the end of November until the 2d week of January. I think that in winter, I have difficulty 
turning off my anxiety about survival. I know this likely falls somewhere in the zone of Seasonal 
Affective Disorder, but I do not feel sad or unhappy, really. I think if I had to give it a 
psychological name, I would call it hyper-vigilant. If I could call it what it feels like, I would call 
it feeling "too close to nature."  

I am way too close to nature. I am uncomfortably aware of my mortality and my physical 
vulnerability. Until sunset happens at 6 a.m. again, whenever I wake up in the middle of the 
night like I did an hour ago, I will be as panicky as if I were about to be a snack for a lion, tiger 
or bear, or smashed by a speeding tractor trailer. I have been too close to nature from Halloween 
until Epiphany since I was 3 and a half.  

I am too anxious to be reasonable about the likelihood of sudden death for a person who is not 
out on a savannah full of lions and tigers and bears, but usually safe at home, at work, or 
shopping. There are a lot of big, spoiled dogs and my best friend who is a cat that jumps from the 
roof into my kitchen every morning; but there are no lions, tigers, or bears in Hayes Valley, San 
Francisco, California USA. 

My struggle with the great outdoors consists of having to be careful in traffic. Really. 



 

Friday, November 23, 2012 

The Little Prince, lonely and sad in the dark of night 

I woke up in the middle of the night after Thanksgiving with fewer lions, tigers, bears, and 
tractor trailer trucks rushing at me as soon as I woke up. 

I do not believe that is because I am less anxious or because the lions, tigers, bears, and tractor 
trailer trucks are hibernating. I believe it is because the mountain I climb every year, the 
mountain that is known as November, is over.  

As usual, at 4 a.m. my eyes flew open with the realization of something I didn't know before: 
that is, my personal visual metaphor for November through January 8 is this illustration from 
The Little Prince [one of the original illustrations], in which he is lonely and sad in the dark of a 
dark blue night sky. My parents probably read it to me (my father had the gift for language and 
might have read it to me in French).  

The Little Prince was published about eight years before I was born. That means I'm old. That 
also means I am now in the wisdom generation. I don't believe old people are wise because we 
are old. I believe we are wise because we are over the amnesia that starts about age 35, when you 
lose who you are so you can get through the day. When the necessary amnesia of middle age 
fades, you are able to remember what's important again. 



 

February 2, 2013 

Hypochondria 

I get really upset by what I read about so many extreme diagnoses of so many children being 
raised in our hypochondriac culture. How many kids who could grow up to be good people, good 
friends, good spouses, good parents, and good children to their elderly parents are being cut off 
at the pass by this hypochondriac trend of all those childhood mental disorders that start with 
"A?" 

When I was in 1st grade, my teacher told my parents that I was mentally retarded and needed to 
be put somewhere else. What if my parents had let that woman toetag me at that point?  

Children should not be classified and sorted. Living things have the instinct to keep life going. 
Having moodswings starting at age 3 was difficult, but instinctively, to keep my life going, I 
fixed myself as well as I could with my own coping mechanisms.  

That's survival. That is what is supposed to happen.  

In my opinion, the more education dollars get cut back, the more kids will be diagnosed with 
deficits beginning with the letter "A ," the more kids so educating them will be less expensive. 



 

Sunday, May 19, 2013 

Your childhood journey 

It is better to travel well than arrive. (Buddha)  

I wish that I had not only figured that out, but also said it first. Never mind - at least I figured it 
out. Finally.  

This past week, my journey was very rocky and I was really angry about it at my father of all 
people, who not only has been dead since 1998, but had Alzheimer's since 1983.  

That's right, last week I was mad at a man whose hangups have been gone for 30 years. Please 
spell my name right when you quote me: "When your parents die, so do their hangups that 
caused them to fuck up your childhood."  

Think about that! 



 

Lucy, The First Human (in progress, 2013) 



 

STRESS HYGIENE 

Monday, April 25, 2011 

More about 'stress hygiene': Decompression 

My husband and I are conducting our own social experiment on Saturdays. His last birthday 
occurred over a weekend, and one of his birthday presents was not having to do any chores & 
staying in bed as late as he wanted, etc. Monday following, he was relaxed and happy, and 
stayed generally more upbeat during the week. I thought: "That (i.e., doing nada) was a good 
idea. We're going to do that no-chores-on-Saturday thing again."  

That was a month ago. Since then, on Sunday (right brain day) mornings: the recycle bin is full, 
the laundry hamper is full, the trash is overflowing, the kitchen floor has crumbs, coffee beans 
and onion skins that haven't been swept up - and we are both in fabulous moods, do our Saturday 
chores (in less time than it takes on Saturday) and after our chores are done on Sunday, we churn 
out art projects like crazy. 

I am not sorry that I apparently inherited my grandmother's ability to stay in motion, sometimes, 
it seems, even in my sleep. And it is because it is so hard for me to stop, just stop - completely 
and not as a task among other tasks that I'm multitasking simultaneously with stopping. 
Seriously. So, who knew what "decompress" really means?  

It's not rocket science. You know that wonderful experience everyone has at some point, of being 
so exhausted you ache all over like you have a fever, but suddenly, as if you're in slow motion, 
you're sliding between the covers and you can't help smiling slide because in just a few seconds, 
you'll be lying down and you can stay that way for a while.  

sʰ-l-i-dʰ�. sʰ-igh. 



 

Wednesday, April 6, 2011 

More about 'stress hygiene' 

I try to avoid situations that remind me of the Civil Rights Movement. A little background: I was 
a child activist because my parents were activists. We lived for four years in Kansas, the Brown 
vs. Board of Education state, specifically in Kansas City, Kansas, the armpit of Kansas City, 
Missouri. The school districts in Kansas City, Kansas were gerrymandered in order to keep the 
schools as segregated as possible. 

After my siblings and I spent a year in a segregated school while in the meantime my mother was 
sitting in, protesting, and raising her unique kind of hell, my parents decided that they couldn't 
send their children to a segregated school anymore. They were New Negroes, college educated, 
ambitious and politically aware. They held a protest school in our dining room the following 
school year. My mother was our teacher. Her college diploma was displayed on the wall of our 
classroom that entire year. My brother, sister, and I had class in the morning and six high school 
students came in the afternoon. 

Just so you understand the nitty gritty of gerrymandering, here is a shameful example. One of my 
mother's 16 year old students came from a large family. Her father was a janitor with a calling as 
a preacher and nine children. My schoolmate shared a bed with her sister, who was about a year 
younger than she was. The  Kansas City, Kansas School Board virtually drew a school district 
dividing line through their bed and assigned my schoolmate to a segregated school and her sister 
to the integrated school. That's gerrymandering. 

My avoidance of reminders of the Civil Rights Movement is not about avoiding reminders of a 
bad experience. I don't think it was a bad experience for me because I wasn't depressed. In fact, it 
was damned exciting to be part of a national phenomenon. I felt important.   

I was a kid living in the moment. I adjusted, but I probably shouldn't have had to adjust to that. 
Really, I if you don't have to bring up your kids in a war zone, you shouldn't. 

It was stressful, even though I don't remember stress specifically when I recall it. In fact, my one 
unbearable memory is due to the effect of the generalized stress of living in a war zone. An 
incident happened that sometimes plays over and over in my mind when I'm distracted by my 
own personal war zone.  

It happened at the end of summer and it almost time to go back to the Catholic school I hated but 
had to go to because it was too dangerous for my siblings and I to go to public school because of 
my family's activism. The Board of Education had been prosecuting my parents for truancy. My 
father was being threatened on his job. My mother was sick and in a bad mood most of the time. 
The FBI had accused them of being Communists. I was filling out and not skinny like I was used 
to. I was self-conscious and miserable because I was thirteen and that was my job.  



But on this particular day, school hadn't started yet, the weather was great and I was at a picnic 
with other activist families and having a bright moment for the first time in a long time. My 
friend of the gerrymandered bed and I had wandered off with a volleyball and were chatting, 
when all of a sudden a puffy-faced young woman with bright red lips and a lacquered slutty 
hairdo stuck her head out the window of a speeding car and yelled "Nigger." That repeats in my 
memory exactly the same every single time.  

But I'm too pragmatic and have had too much therapy to pay much attention to bad memories, or 
to have much to do with situations that remind me of bad memories. 

Which is why I'd never seen Michael Collins until last Sunday night. 

When the British official refuses to pronounce the Irish official's name as it is pronounced in the 
Irish language - in other words, not even acknowledging the Irishman's identity, I blew my top. 

That's why I've never seen Cry the Beloved Country, kept walking out of the room during 
MississippI Burning, refuse to see Schindler's List, and won't even have The Diary of Anne 
Frank on the TV in my house. People have thrashed me for my refusal to see Shoah; and I had a 
real screamer with my husband about Michael Collins. 

It's just not necessary for to relive my past unbearable stress. I already dealt with it - that's the 
reason I can write this stuff. 

[When I wrote this post, it was the first time I had ever told anyone what happened that day. 
Since I wrote the post, that woman's puffy, too-old-too-soon, makeup-plastered white face has 
become just a drunken blur of smeared lipstick zooming by.] 



 

 

Amor Fati (2011)



 

IT'S JUST ANOTHER DAY 

Wednesday, August 1, 2012 

A Nebraska Funeral 

This morning, the wakeup movie was "A Texas Funeral," which is the the only movie about 
death and family that I've been able to watch since my mother died of lymphoma last October. 

This afternoon, the recover-from-the-sadbrickantfarm movie was "Paris Texas," non sequitur 
except that Harry Dean Stanton looks just about dead and it's a movie about loss and family. 

I wore my lime green cowboy boots two days in a row this week - the ones I told Mama I was 
going to buy on the afternoon that she asked me, "Do you think 84 is enough?"  

I had to be her friend, not her daughter; so I said yes, that I've always thought I would die on my 
82nd birthday. That was quite a family meeting.  

Three days later, she sent me a message via my niece that she only had ten more days. It was an 
indirect message and I did not even tell my niece what it meant, but I knew Mama was too damn 
pragmatic to say "10 days" if she didn't mean it. 

So, halfway into vigil last October, I Googled "lime green cowboy boots" and ordered a pair 
from Sheplers. Mama died on the day she had indicated she would, October 24th. The boots 
came the day after she died. I did not wear them to the funeral. 

Mama, my dad, and I all have birthdays in the middle of September. I anticipate that my birthday 
will be pretty rough - probably rougher even than October 24th. This morning while I watch "A 
Texas Funeral," I hear my mother laughing and saying, "Honestly! All those grown people acting 
like fools just because their daddy died."  

She would not approve of my falling apart on our birthdays. 

So, I won't. I will keep myself busy and write a post or make a video that she'd like getting a link 
to. And while I'm working on it, I'll watch "A Texas Funeral" as many times as it takes. Oh, and 
Judge Judy, Mama's favorite show. 

"I'm smarter than you, I'm smarter than you." Yeah, I know. 



 

Sunday, September 2, 2012 

October 24th 

My mother died last October about 5 weeks after her, my dad's and my September birthdays. 
This will be my first birthday without a twin to celebrate with, and I'm dreading it a lot more 
than October. 

I am Bipolar I (which means I get cranky, aggressive and mean when i'm depressed - sorry, no 
sympathy factor for bitchiness).  It also means that I get my SAD when most people are basking 
in the magic of all that heat & light. So, in this past June to August when I got depressed, I 
thought maybe I felt terrible enough that I was getting my grief about the first anniversary of my 
mother's death out of the way. 

Did I tell you yet that I inherited my mother's pragmatism? 

There are things that pragmatism cannot mitigate - like feeling in the middle of last February on 
my sister's birthday like they really should let you skip the first Valentine's day after your 
mother's death, especially if she called your sister her Valentine baby. 

You learn a lot during the first year after your mother's death. I finally figured out that my 
mother used Art as reward, which probably explains why i've always self-medicated with Art 
(I'm hoping that I will be able to watch Traveling To again finally, the video I made last 
November right after my mother died from clips I shot when I was back home for the funeral). I 
also realized that the likeliest cause of friction between my mother and I was her introversion and 
my extraversion. My mother could be in a crowd and interact well with people, all the while 
wishing she was by herself, while though I'm quiet and restless and wish I was making art or 
watching a movie whenever I'm in a crowd, all that human energy is stimulating for me. That 
made my mother crazy. She thought it was perverse and couldn't understand how I got that way. 

And as I self-medicate my way through this Fall working on my first submission to Sundance 
and begin work on the movie that likely will keep me contentedly occupied through next 
September, I wish she was here to say what she'd say: "It's just another day." 



 

 

Lucy, The First Human (in progress, 2013)



 

THIS SEASON OF DARKNESS, STRESS, AND MILDEW 

Saturday, December 15, 2012 

Connecticut (Inspired by a Facebook thread) 

"I already cried off and on all day about all that lost life in Sandy Hook 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandy_Hook_Elementary_School_shooting). In the evening, I went 
to sleep sobbing and angry, and then woke up in the middle of the night sobbing and ashamed of 
being an American. My husband held me, I made some tea, and then I ran the images through 
my mind of each of my younger siblings at the age of the children murdered in Sandy Hook, and 
then, I did the same with the faces of each of my nieces and nephews when they were 4, 5, or 6-
years-old. 

Each image put a smile on my face as it was sparked by the memory of a favorite moment. 



 

Tuesday, December 18, 2012 

Un-bitching 

I still have not adjusted to the time change and in fact, have gotten worse. I am not very happy. 

No. That's not true. I am downright frownful, fretful, mean, and crabby; and I think somebody on 
the subway called me a bitch behind my back yesterday. I would say it's my affect, but nope, 
afraid not. That lady who called me a bitch hit the nail on the head. I needed some serious un-
bitching. 

Un-bitching is taking all the nieces' and nephews' Christmas packages to UPS and watching them 
get boxed up, addressed, barcoded, and put on the conveyor belt. Un-bitching is remembering 
how it felt to get a box with my name on in the mail on Christmas Eve when I was a child. 



 

Saturday, December 22, 2012 

Nature 

What, exactly, does the illusion of human mastery of the earth obscure from awareness - namely, 
vulnerability, unpredictability, and discomfort? 

It is winter in San Francisco and most mornings that it doesn't rain, my neighbor's cat cries 
outside the window around 6 a.m. I open the window so that he can come in; and lately, the 
unpleasant cold air contrasting with the cat's apparent loneliness after his solitary night and 
begging for play, his complaint that means he's thirsty, and the increasing volume of his purring 
the longer he's indoors, going to all his "places" in the dark apartment -  lately, all of that has 
made me more aware that humans are creatures of nature.  

The cat's manipulation of his environment, i.e., succeeding in getting me to open the window, 
temporarily pauses the vulnerability, unpredictability, and discomfort created by cold, dark, 
seemingly endless early morning.  

At this moment of winter and cold, dark, seemingly endless early mornings, it is clear to me that 
we belong to nature, it does not belong to us, and I wonder why I only seem to be aware of it 
when I am uncomfortable. That question itself makes me feel even more vulnerable on a small 
planet in the seeming endlessness, cold and dark of the universe. 



 

Monday, December 24, 2012 

This season of darkness, stress, and mildew 

Once again, for the 58th time, the winter solstice season of darkness, dread, cold, and intolerable 
discomfort has failed to kill me. As usual, it left me weakened, puffy and coughing, but not 
dead.  

This season of darkness, stress, and mildew is not magical, you know. Since the first time that 
there were enough of us to make a group, we have used ceremony to try to defeat it. It always 
whimpers away in January like a skulking vampire when 5 p.m. starts to happen again when it's 
supposed to. But not because it's beaten.  

Vampires rise again. So always does the winter solstice season of darkness, dread, cold, and 
intolerable discomfort.  

But what the hell! let's have the holidays again next year and pretend we won again. 



 

Saturday, January 5, 2013 

2013 New Year's Resolution 

I am too old to make some of the adjustments that I had to make last year. It was a really 
unpleasant year that seemed to involve taking care of a lot crazy grownups who act like being 
middle-aged is junior high. 

No, we're in our sixties and it's not okay for us to get high at work in the middle of the day. 
We're in our sixties, we're never going to be that cute again, and we should stop trying to be that 
person we never were but always wanted to be. We're in our sixties and we should look forward, 
not backwards. We are in our sixties and growing should be a piece of cake for us by now. 

My 2013 New Year's Resolution is to stop trying to change myself, stop getting ahead of myself, 
stop falling behind myself, and start living like even though this moment might the last one that 
I'm ever going to have, I want to look good and be ambulatory. 



 

 

Auto Hold (2011)



 

ARTIST'S LIFE 101 

January 27, 2013 

Energy 

Well, I guess it's a good thing I was awake all night because I figured out what my problem is 
again. This time, my problem is that I have a lot more energy than I need. I understand why my 
mother asked me a thousand times, "Do you really need to do all the things that you do?" And 
she would say, "My mother worked herself to death."  

No, she didn't. Grandma died after having leukemia for 15 years. She couldn't help what blood 
disease did to her body any more than she could help having so much energy that she was able to 
live with leukemia for 15 years. I do not intend to lose any sleep trying to solve my problem of 
having too much energy because I don't think there is a solution.  

However, I do think sometimes the goddess gets her math wrong and gives a person or her 
granddaughter more energy than they can possibly use in a human day. I should be glad I guess, 
but I know what "smell the roses" means. Sometimes, I wish that I could trade some of that 
energy in exchange for time to do nothing except wave lazily in the breeze like a long-stemmed 
rose.  

I think the goddess thinks she can fool me into believing that art is really roses. She must think 
I'm stupid. 



 

Monday, January 28, 2013 

Disappointment 

You know that sound that happens when you drop raw meat into a too hot skillet? That was me 
and my father, starting around the time I turned eight or nine - around the time when: 

 • He told me about molecules and how everything in the universe is connected to everything else 
in the universe; 

 • I asked him why we need god if all the molecules hold the universe together; 

 • I told him I wanted to be an artist; 

 • He told me I better learn how to do something for a living if I wanted to be an artist. 

It was not a coincidence that without knowing it, I began to learn about disappointment. Perhaps 
also without knowing it, Daddy began to be disappointed in me.  

I did not stop liking the things he liked, such as voraciously trying to fill my head with as many 
really interesting facts as possible. But except for having the same birthday and wanting to know 
everything about everything, we became like that sound that happens when you drop raw meat 
into a too hot skillet. 

You know that smell that happens if you drop raw meat into a too hot skillet and leave it there 
without turning down the flame? That was my relationship with my father until - well, this essay 
has a happy ending, and this is not the end yet.  

Two weeks before her death, my mother told me that my father had agreed not to discourage me 
away from art. She said that when I was in my twenties, Daddy asked her if she thought I would 
ever stop "that," meaning art, and learn how to take care of myself. She told him I'd be fine. She 
probably told him that I would try to do it all. 

I did not actually experience my father's disappointment in me until the afternoon I had to tell 
him that I had flunked out of my first year of law school. He was 59 then. When I was 59, I was 
almost completely in remission for months and I was excited about turning 60. When my father 
was 59, he'd been on early retirement for four years, a contented curmudgeon who was enjoying 
his hobbies (politics, demographics, and yard work). My flunking out of law school did not ruin 
his life because he'd probably stopped expecting that I would follow in his footsteps when I was 
8 or 9. Besides, my father thought I'd met his future son-in-law while I was in law school, and 
that he wouldn't have to worry about me anymore. 

Remember that smell that happens if you drop raw meat into a too hot skillet and leave it there 
without turning down the flame? I could smell it all the way from Nebraska to New York, where 



of course I ran away from home after giving law school a try, ran away from my not-to-be future 
husband, and ran away from any hope I'd ever had of finally making my father happy. 

Here is the happy ending. After I had been on my own in New York for six months, with too 
good a job to leave New York, I got a fancy note on expensive stationary from my father. He 
who wrote that he was proud of me for being able to succeed at going off on my own that way 
and getting what I wanted (to study art in New York after work like i'd told him I was going to 
do when I was eight). 



 

February 4, 2013 

Prayer meeting 

My mother practiced constant prayer and meditation. She phoned me one day after I had been 
roughing out a 5-foot piece of wood as big as me for 2 1/2 hours.  

I was sore, sweating, exhausted, and achy, but felt as if I was as light as subatomic particles 
floating in the Universe.  

I described that to my mother (who had argued with me about my lifelong atheism until I was in 
my forties). She said that was what her meditative state felt like.  

We never again argued about religion. Instead, when we talked about flow state and meditation, 
it was like we were having a prayer meeting. 



 

Friday, February 22, 2013 

My mentor 

The only things I really needed to learn in high school, I learned in my mentor's living room, 
including how to quit smoking.  

My mentor, the sculptor Margarita Worth, told me that one night, she looked up at her ceiling 
and realized it was covered with nicotine stains. She was stunned. She scrubbed the ceiling, But 
she didn't stop smoking right away . 

"I started watching myself do it," she said, as if she was somebody else following her around. 
She didn't just learn about her cigarette habit - in fact, she learned a lot she didn't want to know. 
She changed herself and her life, and was deeply committed to just living.  

She was controversial. She was annoying. And when she got into her 80's, she was downright 
weird and became a John Birch Republican. But what she taught me that day is probably why 
I'm not dead yet from any of my predispositions - i.e., thinking about jumping off bridges, 
burning bridges, etc. I learned from Margarita that it's okay to be an artist and how to have a 
good relationship with myself.  



 

Saturday, March 30, 2013 

Energy 

I started a solo movie project three weeks ago. I now own lots and lots of red cloth, 10 yards of 
gauzy curtain fabric, gold face makeup; and I didn't know I could get my hallway to look so 
much like a burial chamber.  

Yesterday I edited video for six hours with my laptop on my belly before getting out of bed. I 
need three more half scenes, but I already have thirty-six minutes (not including credits) and I 
am wondering how to keep from going over forty minutes. 

This week, I auditioned for a directing class. I couldn't help feeling badly for the students (the 
majority of them, most likely) who will not still be making art in ten years, and why other people 
have difficulty getting out of bed because it's a bed. 

it's unimaginable to me, who at age 19 dumped a boyfriend because he told me that he'd 
renounced painting at age 16. Forty years later, it's still against my religion to give up art. but I 
am beginning to understand that there is more than a semantic difference between "giving up 
one's art" and "giving up on one's art." the difference is energy, I think: it probably would kill me 
to stop making art - way too much energy.  

This week i'm wondering if just thinking about doing it again someday keeps some people 
going.  



 

Monday, May 6, 2013 

Letting Go the Second Time 

One of the hardest things to learn as an artist is when to let go of a piece of work - if you are 
lucky, you have a moment of understanding that tells you "it's done." What is even harder is 
letting go the second time - i.e., looking at the work later, seeing what you would do differently, 
but giving that artist credit for where she was at the time. 



 

Saturday, May 18, 2013 

Overwhelmed 

It is so interesting, isn't it, how issues, conflicts, & or decisions pertaining to areas of your life 
that are unrelated except that it's YOUR LIFE in which they are unrelated. 

Issue, Art Market Overload: I entered my first film competitions late last year. 1) I know my 
work is an acquired taste for some; 2) I have been a professional artist "putting my work out 
there" for 30 years in four different art forms and know that although my work will be rejected 
most of the time, it will never be accepted if it's not out there in the first place; 3) I have now 
entered so many film competitions that I don't remember which one is which or where. 

I am overwhelmed by being curated. 

I have thought maybe I am just old and tired, but this feeling is uncomfortably familiar. The way 
I feel right now is exactly the way I felt the month I had 4 performance gigs in three weeks.  
There were three of my plays, including one that I was still writing but had to be off-book for the 
gig, and one that I had to re-memorize after a year of not performing. The fourth play was 
written by someone else and was completely unfamiliar to me.  

It is also exactly the way I felt the week I got a phone call from my art dealer, asking me when I 
was bringing in something new because she had my sculpture in five different shows at the same 
time and there were only 2 of 20 consigned sculptures in the gallery. 

It's one thing to feel your heart racing & beating in your ears when you're 42 and still plenty full 
of spit and vinegar; and quite another when you're 62 and all that pressure makes you worry that 
you might have a heart attack. 



 

 

Denial: The Dream (2011-2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

INSOMNIA 

Tuesday, June 11, 2013 

Complaint - I will keep it short (From a Facebook post) 

I have had insomnia ever since I can remember. It is Murphy's Law nowadays that every time I 
finally drop off after having trouble getting to sleep, half an hour later, my asthma or the bar 
closing across the street, or one of the neighbors bringing his bike up the stairs (wearing cleats) 
wakes me up.  

It takes a lot of work for a lifelong insomniac to get back to sleep. When I was in 5th grade, for 
months I talked my little sister to death after all the lights were off and everybody else was 
asleep. I was obsessed about starting the "friendship club" and recruiting everyone on the planet 
to join. I talked and talked and talked, and my sister snored and snored and snored. She would lie 
the next day and tell me that she had heard every word I said. 

I had depression starting when I was three, three siblings close in age, lots of hobbies and 
distractions, over-encouragement to over-achieve, and high maintenance parents who were way 
too interesting and high-pitched. 

Tonight, as I face four or five hours in the dark with noone to talk to as well as the inevitable 
boredom of running out of things to do on the web, I'm looking at the whole picture and I'm 
surprised that I was the only person awake until the wee hours in that joint that was always 
jumping.  

Maybe I was born this way. I had to take Benadryl about 5 pm yesterday, six hours ago. I was 
afraid that I would fall asleep early (8:30) and sleep til 2:30 (five hours, a luxury). But no, my 
asthma woke me up at 10:30 or 11 and i'm just way too interested in practically everything to fall 
back asleep.  

That was the same way that I felt when I was a kid.  

Plus, i've had so much therapy and mental hygiene training because of the depression, the 
bulimia, anxiety disorders, and phobias that resulted from all the over-achieving and growing up 
in an emotional Grand Central Station, that I don't have enough stress and anxiety anymore to 
even have nightmares very often. 

All I can do is hope the milk works - I need at least two and a half more hours.  



 

Wednesday, June 12, 2013 

Do it for yourself (whoever "you" are) 

2:45 a.m. I am getting bored with my middle of the night SEO and stats checkup, fretting, 
wishing I'd get discovered, etc. Yet once again, instead of surfing the stupid pages that can be so 
trashy and entertaining, I did a status check on my LinkedIn page .  

This morning, as has been happening for the last few weeks, I asked myself once again why it 
says "I am an actor/filmmaker who never goes out the door without a camera" and not "I am an 
actor/filmmaker/WRITER who never goes out the door without a camera?" That question can 
take up to two hours of discussion in my head. 

I have dissociated at the outer limit of normal all my life and I am really trying hard to 
successfully quit doing that just like I quit biting my nails, smoking, binging and purging.  

I am trying to be Nena-Susan Sylvia Toy Shanks St Louis Lewis, instead of Nena St Louis and 
or Sylvia Toy or Nena Lewis and or Nena St Louis Lewis or Nena-Susan. I am very upset with 
Sylvia (who seems to be in charge of the integration process) about something that used to be 
really important to Nena-Susan and that I buried a long time ago with the rest of my broken 
hearts.  

"Why, dominant aspect of my personality, oh why, couldn't I write like I can write now when I 
wanted to be a writer?" 

"Because you didn't know how to do it for yourself until now." 

Ouch. I never expected to be a famous sculptor, solo performer, or playwright. But when I was 
six years old, I really believed I would be a famous writer when I grew up. 

Life is cruel. 



 

 

Nature: Blondie in the Rain (2012-2013)



 

WRITING WHILE MANIC 

Friday, July 5, 2013 

Manic 

I am breaking a rule - writing while manic. It is not as bad as it was a week ago when it felt like a 
video arcade not only inside my head but also in my chest. Go go go inside my head means "stop 
everything" to stop the pinging or at least slow it down. 

I knew I would probably be manic this July because I was depressed last summer and my cycle 
seems to include alternating way up and way down (though I never seem to go down as much 
since my late fifties). But for the last four years, when I cut way back on my extracurricular 
activities (arts administration of a theater company, several art gallery exhibits a year, political 
volunteering, taking classes, freelance paralegaling all over the Bay Area), cut back and became 
a real housewife (even decorating a little, egad!), cut back and the arc of my mood swings grew 
shallower - ever since then I have been able to do what my psychiatrist taught me to do in order 
to not to be crazy when I'm manic. 

But last Saturday when I landed in 114 degree (45.5) weather in Las Vegas amid all that light 
and traffic and noise and color and excitement, the video arcades inside my head and chest got 
bigger and louder. By evening, I was afraid that I would be awake for two and a half days, raging 
with negative energy, and wind up having to get shot up with psychotropics. 

I didn't - wind up having to get one of those shots like a rabid dog, that is. All the things I love 
that all the things that I've given up to keep it quieter inside, (art openings, life in the theatre, 
giving dinner parties, making presentations to students, and mental health groups, sitting on 
panels for grant-giving, so much good stuff!) are things that I don't miss anymore. All the things 
that aren't anywhere close to making me as happy as being able to rely on myself, to be able to 
live with the video arcades inside me without hurting myself or anyone else - to be able to lie 
wider awake than awake, but still, slightly restrained by a damp cloth on my forehead, to lie still 
in amazement like someone who's surprised and thrilled to have mastered meditation. 

Meditation. I am very polite when people suggest meditation after I have described what mania 
feels like. I do not argue with them. I do not laugh. Especially not now, not after slowing down 
my body enough for it to fall and stay asleep for eight hours (a very long time for me under any 
circumstances) with all that pinging going on inside me. 

Pride was a bad word in the family I grew up in. But I am very pleased with myself that I now 
own that video arcade franchise. 



 

Monday, July 15, 2013 

Mad at My Dad 

I have not seen my psychiatrist for five years. This morning I thought maybe it was time to call 
him because I have been mad at my father for the last six months. I'm pretty sure it started the 
day after I was up all night on my laptop researching anaphylaxis and wondering what is the 
point at which one calls an ambulance. Luck and a few home remedies that I found on the web 
kept me from having to call an ambulance. But within days I was so mad at my dad that I 
thought I would explode. 

Long story short, my pulmonologist told me that since every respiratory incident leaves scars, 
my asthma is as bad as it is because it never was dealt with - by my parents, she meant. I'm 
trying to keep this short, so I'll just say that my dad (who almost died of smallpox when he was 
five) started calling me a hypochondriac as soon as I had enough vocabulary to describe my 
symptoms and look them up in the encyclopedia.  

So, since anaphylaxis does still kill people and also can cause stroke and heart attack, especially 
in post-menopausal women, in the middle of December I was really mad at my dad because my 
asthma probably should never have been chronic, which is it now, meaning I deal with it every 
day. I really was getting over it until the night six weeks later when the cod that I made the best 
sauce in my life for did that anaphylactic thing to my system once again. For the next ten days 
my tongue was swollen and my throat felt raw because it was covered with rash.  

It was at that point that I began reliving over and over the summer my parents dragged me to a 
state park in a goddam trailer to go on vacation with my siblings during the week of a very bad 
menstrual period. That was the summer vacation when my father and brothers caught a hundred 
fish and made me the fish cleaner. It took me fifteen years to eat fish again. 

While I was in that freaky paranoid state that anaphylaxis inspires, I was interviewing for part 
time jobs again. What a nightmare. I think a few people called me in to interview just so they 
could ask me, "So, who is this Sylvia Toy?" 

That nightmare - combined with my freaky paranoia about food, not being able to stop thinking 
about the horribly endless fish I had to clean, and hearing my father's voice call me a 
hypochondriac every time I coughed, wheezed, stopped breathing, and all the other respiratory 
aggravations that chronic asthmatics live with - made me really mad at my dad. It's ridiculous, I 
know, for someone who not only survived a childhood that was way too interesting but managed 
to have her art and eat too, to be mad at her dad, especially since he's been dead for 15 years and 
had Alzheimer's for the last 14 years of his life. 

Maybe I should have lied when the interviewers asked me why I'm not making art full-time. 
Maybe I should have said, "Have you seen my LinkedIn page? Of course, I'm making art full-
time and always have for the last 30 years. 



My dad, who was a full-time activist when he got home from work, just didn't see that "get off 
your ass and do it" applies to everyone who goes home and does what they call their "real work." 
One of the interviewers actually shuddered when I told the truth for the first time and said, 
"When I was 8 years old, my father told me if I wanted to be an artist, I would have to learn how 
to do something else for a living." 

I wasn't mean to him like he was to me. I didn't say "I don't expect anything from a job except a 
paycheck. I don't even expect respect. Would you like to see my real CV, the one that shows I'm 
published, have had my plays professionally produced, have sculpture in collections all over the 
U.S., and videos are screening in Europe? 

Maybe I should have said that, because I was so mad when I left that I said, "Thank you and I 
hope you find the right person for this position."  

I've gotten too much of what I want out of life to be mad at people for what they never could 
even come close to comprehending why I think they're as prejudiced as any racist or sexist or 
ageist. But something snapped inside me a year ago at a staff meeting at the interior design firm 
where I worked last summer. The topic was finalizing designt drawings we we could bill 
hundreds of thousands of dollars. For drawings. Drawings that came out of their own unique 
creative minds. But instead of seeing the drawings that were on that table, I remembered the 
drawings  that my big brother made using the talent that also got him a scholarship to Dartmouth. 
My father would not let him go.  

People will pay you hundreds of thousands of dollars for drawings - i.e., your unique creativity.  

My father was not stupid. He was not uninformed. He was worldly. I think he just lied to me 
when I was 8 and also to my big brother. Daddy owed him big time, I think, for bringing us up 
believing we had to learn to do something else for a living. 

This morning when I was thinking that maybe I needed to get my psychiatrist to help me 
organize myself around this rage thing, I could not understand the paradox of how I, who did 
pretty much what I wanted to anyway while I was doing something else for a living, could feel 
so full of regret. And by the end of the day, I began to wonder if this is an age thing. But it's not - 
studies show that, essentially, the brains of the elderly just cannot dwell on regret. 

From ages eight to about fifty-eight, my life was more of a struggle that it probably would have 
been if my father had told me the truth, that some creatives CAN make a living (and then some!). 
Fifty years in spite of which, admittedly, I did a lot of what I wanted to do while I did something 
else for a living.  

Today I talked to a woman who's retired and who was apologizing for not returning my call for a 
month. "I''m just so free now," she said, "it's hard for me to get myself to anything I don't want 
to." I told her I'm getting pretty close to that time of my life and I'm chomping at the bit. And she 
said, "It's so wonderful to have that freedom, you can't even imagine." 

No, I can't. 



Friday, July 26, 2013 

Sleep (from a Facebook post) 

This is a thank you to the neighborhood for being here, and I hope this post pays it forward for 
someone.  

As some of you may know, I have not been feeling well, partly because my asthma is just so 
awful right now and partly because for weeks I have been dealing with the worst period of mania 
that I have had for about five years. This flare-up started just after the middle of June. By first 
week of July, the mania had escalated to the point that I was afraid that I would be awake for two 
days. I spent the first day and a half of a vacation that I'd been looking forward to for months, 
alone in my room with the door closed with no light, no computer or IPhone and as little noise as 
possible. I dosed myself with Benadryl to keep myself asleep as much as possible and try to get 
beck to a normal rhythm. 

Sleeping is the last thing you feel like doing when you're manic. And sleeping is one of the 
hardest things to do when you're manic because even though all that adrenaline, or whatever it is, 
feels like lots of energy, it exhausts you.  

Sleep really works.  

I have had lots of therapy and I'm pretty sure that my first therapist was an exceptional human 
being. One of the ways she helped me was to tell me it is unusual that I and relatively few other 
BPs (bipolars), apparently, can observe ourselves while we're depressed and that helps us cope 
better than we could if could not observe ourselves. My last therapist, after a long period of my 
skepticism, convinced me to try to use that ability to watch myself to help me manage better 
while manic.  

It has taken me about five years and I have often felt like I will implode or explode or 
spontaneously combust. But I remind myself: manic depression is a physical illness, it is not 
demons, evil spirits, bad humours, or witchcraft. Pills help. Controlling my level of stimulation 
helps. Controlling my schedule helps. Even managing my asthma better helps. But nothing helps 
like sleep, and apparently, sleep is possible. Difficult, but completely possible. 

I am still manic. But at least I can feel like I'm me. And that's a big deal to a BP. That's a big deal 
to ANYone with a chronic illness. 



 

Saturday, July 27, 2013 

Don't Be Stupid 

As I always do when I'm depressed and finally can do, it seems, when I'm struggling with mania, 
I cruise the Web for scholarly articles and good self-help sites (e.g., NAMI.org, 
DBSalliance.org) to refresh my memory about the science and the facts. This morning I learned 
something new that I am surprised I did not know: "Average Reduced Life span from Bi-Polar: 
9.2 years." 

I am sure that I must have come across this fact before. I think, since I have not had mania that 
scared me for a while, that it went out one ear and out the other. Why? Probably because I hadn't 
turned sixty yet, my mother hadn't died yet, and I hadn't experienced the death of an age peer yet. 
In other words, my own mortality hadn't really occurred to me yet. 

The third week of July is always a time that I deal with my affect, even if it's only mild. The days 
have been too long with too much light by then for too long a period of time for me and my 
brain/body; and my internal chemistry whacks out. 

I am not a scientist and I am not a doctor. I am only a person who's been coping with depression 
for almost sixty years and mania for about forty-five years - long before I knew they were a 
diagnosis. But I am still here.  

I did not jump off the roof when I was twelve; I did not walk in front of a semi-trailer truck on 
Grand Avenue in college; I did not drown myself in the bathtub in graduate school; I did not 
jump into a lake in Minneapolis; I did not jump out of an eighth story window when I lived in 
New York; and I did not jump off the Golden Gate Bridge in spite of plotting my path there a 
thousand times. I am still here.  

Don't be stupid. Get help (whenever you need it, whatever it costs, and no matter how 
embarrassing it is). A lot of bad habits develop while we cope; and while those behaviors may 
keep us from walking in front of a semI at 2 in the morning, they don't necessarily help us cross 
the street. 



 

Sunday, July 28, 2013 

Done 

Today is the first day since June 18th that I didn't wake up feeling like my mind was a runaway 
train with a thousand passengers screaming at the top of their lungs. I have been uncomfortable 
24/7 for forty days, trying to function as normally as possible. I accomplished that but I haven't 
been able to do much of anything else, like make art, enter a video art competition, or finish my 
research on self-distribution. 

But: 

I have not acted out by starting a fight with my husband over something minor 

Yelled at any of the men who've bothered me on the street 

Lost any keys 

Lost any money - once when I was manic, I lost forty dollars that I had just gotten out of ATM 
five minutes earlier while it was still in my hand 

Forgotten to take my Advair 

Eaten too much 

Eaten anything I'm allergic to that I know will make me sick 

Lost my appetite 

Gotten smashed 

Mashed my finger in a door 

Dropped a lot of dishes 

Ruined dinner and had to order takeout 

Spilled dinner all over the floor and had to order takeout 

Broken a toe  

Had to dig into my stash of Risperidal. 

Those are the kinds of things that always happen when I'm manic but didn't happen this time.  



The last time I was worried about getting through the day in one piece was April 2008 when out 
of the blue for no reason, I suddenly was thinking about suicide 24/7 for about a month. I do not 
think it's likely anymore that I would actually kill myself. In 2005, my friend's body was 
recovered from San Francisco Bay after he jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge. His mother had 
the undertakers lay him on a marble slab in her garage for his wake.  

There's plenty of information about the studies that show suicidal thoughts in some people are 
just part of their brain chemistry - finding that out was demystifying and anxiety relieving for 
me. But I was miserable and suffered that month from a great loss of self-confidence in my 
ability to take care of myself.  

The worst episode of bad affect for me happened the third of week of June in 2001 and I checked 
myself into Langley Porter for a week because none of my coping mechanisms plus two bottles 
of wine could stop the freight train that started rolling as soon as I got up in the morning and was 
burning the track in my brain at light speed. Before 2001, it was 1995, 1993, 1988, 1984, 1981, 
1976, 1973, 1969, and 1965. I had my first episode of depression when I was three and a half 
(probably in February); and my first hypomanic episode in September the year that I turned ten.  

Langley Porter was my only hospitalization. I never had professional help (except for an eating 
disorder) until 1993. I took care of myself up to that point, I always had a job, and I 
accomplished what I wanted: working full-time in a day job and having a career as a sculptor at 
the same time. 

Today is Sunday, the day I usually grocery shop. I'm not doing that today. The closest 
supermarket is the central Market area of San Francisco about eight blocks away, where there is 
a lot of local color, and I'm not talking about diversity. This morning, I was my own grandma, 
and I told myself that walking through that reality show would be for someone recovering from 
six weeks of mania like taking a ten-mile walk would be for someone whose leg cast had just 
been removed. 

I've always been my own grandma about my bad affect - since I was a toddler with depression. 
And though I am just now able to watch out for myself while I'm manic, I knew something bad 
was happening when I almost believed I could fly the week of my tenth birthday. That can't be 
due to anything but survival instinct.  

On September 11, 2001, I was set to fly to Auburn, Nebraska for my first professional 
presentation at a conference of mental health care professionals. The conference organizer, a 
large health care conglomerate, had sent me a plane ticket and a check for $1200. I bet there are 
a lot of people who are surprised that you can get paid for disclosing - I say that with kindness 
and don't mean to be glib. I had toured my one-woman show, JUMP, around the western United 
States and was booked to perform it for one of the scheduled sessions on September 12th. 

Of course, that didn't happen. In fact, 9/11 was the beginning and end of my career as a 
professional presenter, which likely would not have lasted past the first Q & A I did. Why? 
Because I do believe my ability to look out for myself (which I've been told repeatedly by all my 
mental health care providers except the one who is bipolar is very rare) can be due to nothing 



other than survival instinct. Nobody can convince me otherwise - especially people who don't 
believe that self-observance and self-awareness can be taught. I don't argue about it anymore 
because it seems pointless. Maybe in another 100 years. 



 

Saturday, August 3, 2013 

I never step on a spider 

Every time I have a bout of terrifyingly bad affect, I learn something very important. Except for 
checking myself into a hospital in 2001, I have always kept going to an office job every day 
anyway in that unnaturally shadowy, treeless environment called the Business District, and 
which I call "sadbrickantfarm." 

The worst thing that ever happened to me besides (1) my asthma becoming chronic and (2) going 
through menopause, was the moment of horror and despair I had when I realized what it really 
meant that I was going to have to give up two hours every day for commuting plus seven or eight 
hours, wearing clothes I hate - that is still a big deal to me and I can't get over it no matter how 
hard I try. I have spent my day job life with people whose lives seem meaningless to me. Non-
artists barely even seem the same species.  

Today, as I got on the train, I was really disturbed by my feelings and the way I was looking at 
people. I have seen really prejudiced old white women look at black people and Hispanics like 
the expression I believe I was wearing.  

I am a bigot. I am prejudiced against everyone who is not an artist. I really and truly am. And I 
feel that throughout the day every day that I am on the sadbrickantfarm. It's always been that 
way, even when being a grownup on her own was still fairly new to me. 

I am so prejudiced that it doesn't matter that so many people I've worked with have treated me 
with contempt since I was a kid because I have only ever wanted to be an artist. I don't care. I 
probably never have cared. If people don't even really seem like people to you, you don't care 
what they think!  

I will retire in a few years and I probably won't have to be around people I don't want to be 
around very often after that. I don't care whether I ever fully accept non-artists as human - I'm 
just not soft & gooey inside like that. I am not a Christian and I do not have a need to love them. 
I just don't want to feel like that about anyone. 

I hope I can attain a level of at least as much empathy for non-artists as I have for spiders. I never 
step on a spider. 



 

TYFTB (thank you from the bottom) (2013) 

 

 


