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Introduction 
I once found a woman sitting on the concrete floor of her kitchen. 
Her name was Maine. She wore a loose white tee and bright teal 
leggings which she bunched above her knees so that the fat of her 
inner thighs squeezed through. Maine sat on the floor with her 
knees pulled close and her body still. When I found her, her nails 
had dug deep into her scalp and her eyes were locked, looking 
down and to the left. Maine breathed slowly and more shallowly 
than would be normal for someone so young and still. 
I froze with her when I saw her.  More like a corpse with undue 
flinching than someone with breath, Maine did not recognize my 
entrance. Unsure of the moment, I stood still and stayed quiet. 
Catatonia filled the room but there was a quiet comfort as she 
looked at the ground and I looked at her. 
I could not break the paralytic moment. It was Maine who broke it. 
Her head stayed clasped in her fingernails but her lip curled up and
her eyes shot at me. She wanted me dead. 
Sanity signaled my flight but the moment detained me. I held fast. 
“How could you?” She snarled at me and stood to attack. I had 
done nothing to her. I barely knew her. Sure, I had run into her a 
few times but each time she seemed happy. I was not her lover, 
her therapist, and certainly no enemy. I was almost a stranger.



Maine spread her body wide like an attacking bear, brought her 
claws into her palms and bashed her head.  Her fists found the 
walls, the floor, her legs, her chest, and most repeatedly, her skull. 
She squealed and squawked. She thrashed her body into the 
corners of the cabinets. This episode was not like the mental 
breakdowns I had seen on film that are murderous and sexy. No, 
this was sad and awkward. I had imagined these sorts of moments 
to look like a solo performance of a choreographed MMA fight. 
Her body didn’t bounce off the cabinets as she flung herself; 
instead she missed the corners and tried again. She made no hole 
in the wall with her fist; instead it hit with a solid and 
underwhelming thud. Maine was no athlete, only mad. 
At last, I woke up and I too started yelling, “What! What is it, 
Maine?” I bounced around with my arms up in exasperation and 
just kept saying “Maine! What! What is it, Maine?”I came close to 
her and she snarled. I moved away and she lunged at me.  Finally, 
she felt the limits of her self-infliction and wearied of our ceremonial
nod to street cat dumpster wars. She stopped. 
As uncomfortable as the meltdown was for me, more so was the 
transition to the table. Maine seemed ashamed that she had not 
done more damage and shook her head as if she had missed a 
field goal.   
I sat with plenty of space between us and asked again, “What is it 
Maine?” 
She sat with her hands folded on the table. She did not look at me; 
her eyes were busy connecting dots in the space of her mind. Her 
eyes moved intentionally, rigidly. Her pupils moved counter- 
clockwise and traced the jagged shape of a hexagon. Over and 
over again, she connected those dots. She lingered on the bottom 
and raced past the top. Eventually she spoke with her eyes to insist 
that I leave. 
 



It was months after the episode that I came to see her in her home
office; she had invited me. I hoped this would make for a more
pleasant visit. 
This time she was serious and formal. Maine invited me to relax but
she stood and paced as she spoke. Like a guest lecturer in her own
home, she taught me what I did not know.  She recounted her story
as if it were her duty to speak and my responsibility to listen. Maine
told me of times as a child she was locked in the dryer or outside in
the snow. She told me about a lover so cold and cruel she forgot
what it meant to love. She told me of delusion and loneliness. She
showed me her social mask and her need to drip truth into the lie
that she had become to the world. Over time Maine became silent 
but her mind spun round and her eyes connected dots. The internal
twister rocked her head, dulled her teeth, and pierced her skin. Like
a hurricane gains size and power the longer it tarries, so her
personal torment moved to a thrashing that logic could not reason
with. She lost control over her voice, her mind, and finally her body.  
A final sigh satisfied her telling and I looked away from the spot on
the floor and loosened the lock on my jaw.  Maine grabbed a
painting off the wall saying, “My self-portrait.” 
Catatonia filled the room again. This time it was my eyes
connecting the dots of an invisible hexagon and my knuckles that
turned white with a tight grasp. I came to only when I realized I
was the lone creep in the basement clutching an old self-portrait.
Maine had left and I had not noticed.  
Maine’s self portrait hangs now to my left. It has become my little
doll; it is the comfort object of my regression. Maine painted a
desert obscurely in green grey tones. There is a storm to the west
looming over a plateau in the distance. What at first looks like a
small hill in the foreground turns out to be the base of a ball gown
of a headless woman with arms sprawled and chest leaned  
 



forward.  You see her second but she is the greater storm. She 
pulls up the grass with her train. The flurry of her motion sweeps 
up to the white clouds above her. Even the plateau behind her 
crumbles into the dust of her wake. 
The painting seems to be done in madness but it speaks a wisdom 
that calls from the ground. It is this painting that propels me to 
write. When I look at that painting, I see Maine, surely, but I see 
more the murky world of the oppressed and fleeing. I see 
dangerous storms that threaten us all. And I see a person whose 
panic drives them to action. The panic of the approaching storm 
pales in comparison to the panicked flight of the headless woman. 
She runs more from her corseted waist than the rain. She has lost 
her head but her body stands to protest certain death. 
This meet up with Maine and the exchange of a painting led me 
back in time and forward in action and has produced what you 
read now. I found Maine but like a cliché irony, she found me. 
Maine’s self portrait was meant to interpret her, but it has 
interpreted me.  In the madness of Maine’s narrative hid the call of 
wisdom to hear my own. I sought the squawk of madness to the 
top of the mountain and she showed me something that I did not 
know. The great gift that Maine gave me, I hope to give you. 
These pages are my self-portrait, the interpretation of who I am 
today.  I hope you see yourself, as I saw myself in her. 
This project, Portrait, is a maniac splattering paint on a canvas and 
giving it to you.  It is me, asking what one soul can hold, and why 
we are raised from dust to dissolve again on this rolling sphere. If 
you want to know who you are, what you are made of, this is my 
handbook for you.  It is a picture, not to be confused with a model 
or theology. I can only hope to splatter a portrait of a portrait. 
Though we are all incompetent interpreters and our most accurate 
strokes remain abstract before a God who sees everything, I hope 



you paint with an upright posture—your feet bound with humility 
to the earth of your creation and your head held high by the string 
from heaven given to you by God.   
For whom I write may be clouded by the religious title I carry and 
the assumptions we hold. I do not write for Christians though I 
certainly am one. I write neither for someone who holds another 
faith or remains apathetic to religion. I do not write to any “like- 
minded” crowd or to defend my perspective to people who see 
things differently. If I could take religion out of the equation, I 
would, but I cannot take out of me what has made me. 
If I wish to defend anything or anyone, it is Maine and the portrait 
she gave me.  I write to defend people who find themselves 
crouched on the floor with claws dug deep and jaws clenched 
shut. I defend the experience of waking up in the wrong home 
with a tattoo you swear you didn’t ask for. I write for people who 
would rather die than live in a body made curvy, or feet made 
lame. I write for people whose skin tingles and whose broken brain 
makes things beautiful. If you have adopted the stories told about 
you, and became the villain so you would not be forgotten, or 
became an orphan to avoid the villain you were told you were, I 
defend you. 
Do you know how it feels to lay on the floor of a dugout or 
between rows of strawberries to chew the skin of the field? Have 
you inhaled dust because you thought you deserved that more 
than air or because someone held down your head? 
I write for you who look in the mirror and see someone you never 
knew. I write for you who wonder who you might be or who you 
could become. 
I defend my own; I write for the mad. 



If your worldview is firm 
your world never shaken and your head never spun 
If your heart has not been broken 
your hands never tied or feet kicked out from under you 
If you stand proud above the sand on a boardwalk of marble 
and are certain the sun will rise 
There is nothing for you to see here. 
 
But, if you have traced the dots of madness 
In a world of rage and oppression 
If you have stared at the tsunami 
And turned to flee 
only to be seized for 
your 
incredulous 
behavior 
If you have frozen mid scream into your pillow 
Or have beaten fists against your chest 
Or a drum 
Or the wall 
Because you were dead while walking 
I know you see. 
I know you want to see 
that you ought to be stood upright 
plucked from the dirt 
given water   
flown to the mountain to seek the sigh of freedom 
And to live. 
 



 
If you never find sanity in this maze, 

you have been found. 
If you never see heaven through this fire, 

you have been seen. 
 

Breathe the breath of heaven. 
Ride the rolling sphere. 

And Live. 
 


