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Introduction 
For some, the first introduction to madness and mental illness comes from the media, 

specifically literature. Short stories, like those of Edgar Allan Poe, introduce us to characters so 

consumed by their insanity that they are dangerous and usually violent. Novels, like Jane Eyre 

and Misery, introduce mentally ill characters as monstrous sub-humans that constantly interfere 

with the motivations of the protagonist, or antagonize the protagonists by continually bringing 

them harm. Very rarely are characters with mental illnesses portrayed in a realistic, sympathetic, 

and non-theatrical manner. The fact that young readers are conditioned with this idea of how 

madness manifests is extremely problematic and harmful to those who are living the harsh reality 

of suffering from a mental illness.  

According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, one in five adults in the United 

States will battle a mental illness in a given year. This equates to over 43 million Americans and 

almost 20% of the population. Among this group, less than half of these individuals seek help in 

the form of mental health services, such as therapy or psychiatry. Often, the hesitancy to seek 

treatment for a mental illness comes from the fear of judgement or disapproval from others. After 

all, when someone learns that they share the same mental traits as Annie Wilkes or Septimus 

Warren Smith, their first instinct might be to distance themselves from the image, or stigma, as 

much as humanly possible. From my own personal experience with mental illness, I’ve found 

extreme difficulty with “coming out” about my condition due to the stigma and negativity 

associated with bipolar disorder and borderline personality disorder. It is with this general spirit 

and desire for change that inspired me to pursue this project.  

The central goal of this project is to highlight how hyperbolic and harmful literature’s 

representation of mental illnesses can be by creating a series of short stories.  
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I began my research during the spring of 2017. I picked a series of novels and short 

stories to research and build my foundation from. I uncovered the common tropes that these 

characters, protagonists and antagonists, have in common and used them to inspire two out of the 

four short stories in this collection. The other two were based on individual experience and 

research on mental illness symptoms and behavior.  

Over the summer of 2017, I began working on my short stories once I compiled all of my 

research together. Writing the short stories took several months of planning, drafting, and 

editing.  Finally, in the fall of 2017, I took the necessary steps to perfect and finalize my short 

stories and defend them in front of my committee.  
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Timeline 
June 1410: The first psychiatric hospital (Hospital of the Innocents) was founded in Valencia, 

Spain.  

February 1753: The Quakers of Philadelphia created Pennsylvania Hospital for the Insane to care 

for the mentally ill.  

1800s: Sedatives and psychiatric medications begin to appear.  

September 1837: Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher is published in Burton’s 

Gentleman’s Magazine 

January 1843: Edgar Allan Poe’s The Tell-Tale Heart is published.  

October 1847: Charlotte Brontë publishes Jane Eyre under the pen name Currer Bell.  

October 1849: Edgar Allan Poe dies of mysterious circumstances.  

March 1855: Charlotte Brontë dies of illness along with her unborn child.  

1880s: Conditions for hospitalized mentally ill patients improve.  

May 1925: Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway is published.  

1935: The first lobotomy is performed by Antonio Egas Moniz.  

1937: Electroconvulsive shock therapy treatment begins to treat mental illnesses.  

March 1941: Virginia Woolf commits suicide.  

December 1950: The first antipsychotic, chrlorpromazine, is created by a French pharmaceutical 

company. 

July 1951: J.D. Salinger publishes The Catcher in the Rye.  

1958: Iproniazid, the first antidepressant, is created to treat tuberculosis, but once it was 

discovered that the medication could improve moods, the drug was used to treat mood disorders.  

1950s – 1970s: The use of ECT declines due to depiction of the treatment in the popular media.  

January 1963: Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar is published.  
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February 1963: Sylvia Plath commits suicide.  

June 1987: Stephen King’s Misery is published. 

July 1998: Michael Cunningham’s The Hours is published.  

January 2010: J.D. Salinger died of natural causes.  

June 2016: I receive my diagnosis for type two bipolar disorder.  

November 2016: I receive my diagnosis for borderline personality disorder.  

February 2017: Prospectus for this project is submitted and literary research on the eight stories 

begins.  

April 2017: I begin drafting the short stories.  

May – August 2017: I continue to work on the short stories.  

August – November 2017: I continue to edit short stories while also completing my reflection 

and preparing for my defense.  

December 2017: I defend my thesis in front of my committee.  
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Analyses of Literary Works Used 
 

Holden Caulfield, The Catcher in the Rye 

 

Holden Caulfield is an example of a mentally-ill literary character written well and 

realistically, at least when considering that this analysis is taken from the perspective of someone 

who lives with a mental illness. I’ve found Holden to be an extremely pessimistic figure, far 

removed from the world around him, viewing everything to be sort of “phony”, meaning fake 

and plastic. A writer from The Huffington Post describes Holden as being manic-depressive, or 

in other words bipolar. He participates in manic, self-destructive behavior such as drinking, 

smoking, spending money frivolously, and otherwise not considering the consequences of his 

actions. He is so far removed from his reality and his circumstances that he could not care less 

about what happens around him.  

However, he does display traits of Borderline Personality Disorder, according to the 

analysis of Robert P. Moore and The English Journal. “Holden’s world is a world of people. 

Always. He himself is never alone. He hates being alone and he cannot live alone.” (Moore 159). 

The fear of abandonment, rejection, and loneliness is a common symptom of BPD, which 

commonly runs hand in hand with bipolar disorder. He also suffers from a fear of rejection later 

in the novel, when he seeks companionship from the people he previously rejected. Another trait 

of Borderline Personality Disorder is viewing other people in “black” or “white”, meaning that 

they can either be perfect and flawless, or evil. In Holden’s case, he seems to view his sister 

Phoebe as this pure being that cannot do any wrong, while the rest of the world is a reflection of 

“phoniness” and impurity. Another important note is Holden’s perception of Jane Gallagher. He 

obsesses over her throughout the novel, having flashbacks of their time together and even going 

as far as to attack his roommate who is romantically interested in her. His obsession 
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demonstrates his need for human affection, intimacy, and fear of being left alone in a black and 

white world. When considering the mental state of Holden Caulfield, it is seemingly appropriate 

to attribute his behavior to the symptoms of Bipolar Depression and Borderline Personality 

Disorder.  
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Esther Greenwood, The Bell Jar 
 

The Bell Jar is one of the most notable stories of mental illness in literature, telling the 

story of a writer who becomes consumed by her illness so much that she ends up committed to a 

mental institution. The author Sylvia Plath herself suffered with mental illness for most of her life, 

which resulted in her ultimate suicide.  

The Bell Jar tells the story of Esther Greenwood, a writer who is struggling with depression. 

Her depression manifests in her removal and disinterest from society. She has a few romantic 

relationships, which all ended due to Esther’s disinterest in other people. She was extremely 

introspective.  

Similar to Holden Caulfield, Esther often mocks the world around her, showing a cynical 

and sarcastic view on the society of that time. In a feminist sense, it is arguable that Greenwood 

might not suffer from any type of madness at all, and instead her illness was a complete construct 

of the “male-driven” mental health world that are deeming her mad because of her disinterest in 

pursuing a romantic relationship. However, I argue that her condition is in fact madness because 

she displays several symptoms of an intense and chronic depression.  

These symptoms include: a general disinterest and removal from her surroundings, self-

harm and self-destructive behaviors, and a sense of “lifelessness”. We, as the reader, can sense her 

hopelessness and self-removal throughout the book. Plath captures that essence of Greenwood’s 

personality extremely well, perhaps because Plath suffered from similar issues.  

From these common symptoms of depression and Plath’s construction of Esther 

Greenwood, it is important to recognize that Greenwood is a literary representation of depression 

that is written well and with care. She is not an “unlikable” or “villainous” character who exists to 

spread harm. She simply exists to come forward and fulfill her character arc. 
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Septimus Warren Smith, Mrs. Dalloway 
 

Septimus Warren Smith was one of the first characters to exemplify the horrific nature of 

war and the horrendous effects it can leave on a person’s psyche. After returning from the war 

and watching his friend die before his very eyes, Septimus becomes far removed from the world 

around him. He constantly appears distant and fearful, “shell shocked” from his experiences with 

war. He continually hallucinates, suffering from flashbacks of the war and his friend’s death. His 

transformation due to the war was tremendous and irrevocable; he went from an idealistic man, 

eager for the future, to a cynical, traumatized man. He buries his emotion deep within himself, 

thinking it is the “masculine” thing to do. His suicide serves as an act of defiance against society 

and the ideals of war.  

Septimus is not a hero. In fact, he is far from it. Instead, he serves as a survivor and a 

victim – a unique role for a male character in literature of that time period. In modern times, he 

would be considered a victim of PTSD and would be treated as such. In Mrs. Dalloway, 

Septimus was considered to be and treated as a menace and a danger to society – someone that 

needed to be locked away.  

With his distant behavior, his recurring flashbacks, and suicidal ideals, it would be 

reasonable to align Septimus with the symptoms of PTSD. While Septimus is not necessarily the 

villain or an antagonistic character, he lacks conventional heroic qualities. He is a character that 

the reader is meant to pity and view as a casualty of the horrors of war and the madness that 

follows for those who survive it.  

 

 

 



 12 

Virginia Woolf, The Hours 
 

Virginia Woolf, the author of Mrs. Dalloway, suffered from mental illness herself. It is 

speculated that her behavior aligned with that of manic depression, now known as bipolar 

disorder. Woolf ultimately committed suicide nearly two decades after Mrs. Dalloway’s 

publication.  

Michael Cunningham created The Hours as a sort of “fan fiction” and homage to Virginia 

Woolf and Mrs. Dalloway. One of the characters is Virginia Woolf herself. The character 

Virginia may not align with the true history of the real life Virginia Woolf so through this 

analysis, I will focus on the character and not the historical accuracy.  

As mentioned earlier, Woolf herself clearly suffered from mental illness of some sort. 

Some hypothesize that she suffered a nervous breakdown while others swear by manic 

depression. Either way, Cunningham himself has mentioned that “depression” seems too mild to 

describe her suffering, but that it isn’t possible to diagnose her after her death. He describes her 

visions and her mood swings horrifically, almost like something out of a horror movie. The 

simple act of looking at herself in the mirror turns into something horrific, as she cannot bear the 

notion of seeing her reflection looking back at her. Interestingly enough, the descriptions used to 

show Woolf’s descent into madness are similar to the way Woolf herself wrote about Septimus 

Warren Smith in Mrs. Dalloway. The story draws a thin line between intelligence and genius and 

complete madness, something that many artists know and identify with extremely well.  
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Unnamed Narrator, The Tell-Tale Heart 
 

The mad, unreliable narrator is a prominent figure in literature. This trope was commonly 

used by Edgar Allan Poe, whose stories described those of the macabre, sometimes graphic 

horror, and blatant madness. One of the most famous examples of this unreliable narrator trope is 

the unnamed narrator in his short story The Tell-Tale Heart.  

The short story begins with the narrator disclosing to the audience that he has some sort 

of disease making his auditory senses more sensitive than regular people. Throughout the story, 

he continually pleads for the audiences’ approval, trying ever so desperately to convince the 

readers that he is not insane. He becomes obsessed with an old man with a “pale blue [eye] with 

a film over it”. He loves the old man, but he is so terribly disturbed by the eye that he eventually 

decides to kill the old man by smothering him with bedding. The narrator cuts the old man apart 

and hides his remains under the floor. Shortly after, a group of policemen come to the residence 

having heard the screams of the old man. The narrator keeps his composure while talking to the 

police until he becomes more and more unsettled by the continuous ticking noise coming from 

underneath the floorboards. It becomes louder and louder, leading the narrator to the conclusion 

that the noise is the old man’s heart still beating from beneath the floor.   

The narrator in this story is unreliable and disturbing because he is able to find constant 

justification for his horrible actions. He is so far removed from his own sanity that he is not sure 

what is real and what isn’t. From the short story, we can gather that he lives a solitary existence 

with only this old man in his company. The fact that he could so gruesomely dispose of such a 

figure in his life makes this narrator a truly terrifying character. The auditory and visual 

hallucinations along with the paranoia and blurred lines between imagination and reality points 

to schizophrenia. The disease takes the form of delusions and horrific thought patterns. In the 
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media, characters with schizophrenia are often violent and dangerous. The disease is typically 

presented as a catalyst for whatever horrific crime a character commits. The narrator from The 

Tell-Tale Heart was simply one of the first to start this trope.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 15 

Annie Wilkes, Misery 
 

Stephen King’s Misery is the example of every celebrity’s worst nightmare: falling into 

the hands of a crazed, violent fan. In Misery, a famous author gets into a horrible car accident 

and is rescued by a woman named Annie Wilkes. Wilkes, coincidentally, is a huge fan of the 

author’s work. At first, she is kind and hospitable towards the author, until she learns that he 

plans to kill off her favorite character from the novel series. From there, Wilkes becomes 

increasingly threatening and violent as she forces the author to right the literary “wrong” he has 

done by killing off the character.  

What makes Annie Wilkes and the concept of Misery so terrifying is the realism behind 

it. It is a completely plausible idea, not something relying on the supernatural. Wilkes appears to 

suffer from very real mental illnesses. While the illnesses themselves aren’t dangerous and 

violent by default, the way Wilkes’ situation and story is presented makes the danger of mental 

illness seem all too real. 

One of the illnesses that Wilkes seems to represent is bipolar disorder. This is clear 

through her sudden mood swings. She will be kind and sweet toward the protagonist, chatting 

happily with him or serving him food. With even the slightest provocation, Wilkes will suddenly 

shift, turning to hostile and violent methods to intimidate and manipulate the protagonist. As a 

result of these mood swings, Wilkes will frequently shift into self-destructive behavior, such as 

slapping herself or clawing her nails into her own face.  

She also carries some of the descriptions of schizoaffective disorder, through her lack of 

an ability to maintain any sort of social relationship. She is a recluse, living completely isolated 

in the countryside. She is also extremely delusional, thinking that she is the last good figure in a 

world of evil. She believes that everything is out to harm her, which is why she thrives on 
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isolation. Most of all, she also represents symptoms of borderline personality disorder. She has 

an extreme lack of impulse control. Instead of calling for help right after rescuing the author 

from the car accident, she instead bounds him to the guest bedroom in her home. She also reacts 

childishly and violently when she doesn’t get her way. She has an extreme fear of abandonment, 

which leads her to lash out and punish the author whenever he tries to escape.  

Overall, Annie Wilkes is a hyperbolic image of the worst of the worst as far as mental 

illnesses are concerned. When “scary” terms like bipolar disorder, borderline personality 

disorder, or schizoaffective disorder are thrown around, it would not be too surprising if the 

image of Annie Wilkes, or other characters like her would slip into the minds of readers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 17 

Roderick Usher, The Fall of the House of Usher 
 

Roderick Usher is a complicated character that could potentially suffer from a mental 

illness, but more than likely, the events of the short story are due to the supernatural, not 

madness. For the sake of the purpose of this research study, we will focus on the aspects of 

Roderick Usher that point to a mental illness.  

 First, Usher is shown to be disconnected with reality, hearing and seeing things that 

might not even be there. Eventually, this is revealed to be his sister that is haunting him, but 

throughout the book, his own imagination seems to be driving him insane.  

 Another aspect of Usher is his acute fear and paralyzing anxiety. This points to a 

generalized anxiety disorder, and perhaps something more sinister, such as a panic disorder.  

“But, as I placed my hand upon his shoulder, there came a strong shudder over his whole person; 

a sickly smile quivered about his lips; and I saw that he spoke in a low, hurried, and gibbering 

murmur, as if unconscious of my presence.” (Allan) Usher’s panic and anxiety reduced him to 

such a state that he was completely removed from reality and unable to sense what was 

happening in the world around him.  

 Third, Usher has some telling symptoms that could potentially point to bipolar disorder. 

For instance, the character suffers from frequent mood swings that range from giddy to 

aggressive. This could signal the trigger from a balanced mood to that of mania or hypomania. 

Also, bipolar disorder is typically a shared and inherited trait spread through generations. “I was 

aware, however, that his very ancient family had been noted, time out of mind, for a peculiar 

sensibility of temperament, displaying itself, through long ages, in many works of exalted art, 

and manifested, of late, in repeated deeds of munificent yet unobtrusive charity, as well as in a 

passionate devotion to the intricacies, perhaps even more than to the orthodox and easily 
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recognizable beauties, of musical science.” (Allan) This evidence points to the general 

frivolousness and instability of his family’s past behavior. Clearly, this behavior has passed on to 

Roderick Usher himself.   

 While it may seem more obvious and sensible to point to supernatural elements in The 

Fall of the House of Usher, elements of madness have certainly been displayed within the 

character of Roderick Usher, and that is definitely not something to be overlooked when 

characterizing mental illness in literature.  
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Bertha Mason, Jane Eyre 
 

From her introduction onwards, Berta Mason is represented as the antagonist and the 

single road block to Jane Eyre’s romantic happiness. She is the mad wife of Mr. Rochester, who 

he keeps locked up in an attic and in the care of Grace Poole. She is portrayed as a bestial 

monster, growling and crawling around the attic on all fours. The character is removed from 

humanity, being referred to through the pronoun of “it”. “It groveled, seemingly, on all fours; it 

snatched and growled like some strange animal.” She is kept in secret until the wedding of 

Rochester and Eyre. She is also a pyromaniac who continually tries to burn down houses, until 

finally a fire takes her life, freeing Mr. Rochester and Jane Eyre to live the rest of their life in 

peace.  

Bertha Mason is represented as the dark shadow of Jane Eyre, almost an evil alter ego – a 

standard that women should flee to avoid. She is also considered to be “an other” not just 

because of her madness, but also because of her heritage. Rochester married Mason while he was 

a young man in Jamaica, and apparently her family exhibited traits of madness too, but Mason 

was pushed into the marriage in order to achieve a higher social status. Upon viewing Mason for 

the first time, she is described as “bestial” and her voice likened to “a mocking demon” and Jane 

Eyre reacts with horror and eventually flees from Thornfield and away from Rochester.  

Bertha Mason is a literal prisoner in the attic, but also a prisoner of her own madness. “It 

is all too often assumed that Bertha is materially powerless because of her consignment to the 

attic (and for some, to the always already problematic madness)…” (Beattie 495). Beattie argues 

that Mason is more powerful than others assume because she spends more “narrative time” 

outside of the attic. I will argue against this because even though she is continually mentioned 

throughout the novel, she is still imprisoned and withdrawn from the story. She has no control 
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over herself and her actions. Her madness prohibits her from having any true control in the 

situation. She is an unwilling victim of her circumstances, an involuntary evil.  

In a clinical sense, Bertha Mason exhibits traits of several mental illnesses. Mason’s 

“lucid intervals of days to weeks” and “outbreaks of violent and unreasonable temper” replicate 

hypomanic and manic states of bipolar disorder. Her loss of touch with reality and “inappropriate 

affect or emotion” potentially indicates schizophrenia.  

The representation of these symptoms are villainous and provide a negative image of 

what mental illnesses are and how they manifest. As an antagonist who stands as a road block to 

Jane Eyre and Mr. Rochester’s happiness, Bertha Mason is a madwoman to be eliminated.  
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Synopses of Each Short Story  
From the literary character analyses completed, I drew together common tropes and elements to 

put together two of the stories (The Secret & Silk and Chiffon). From my research on mental 

illness and personal experience, I put together the remaining two stories (The Girl I Lost to 

Cocaine & Black and White). The section that follows is a brief synopsis of each story.  

 

The Secret 
 

Tommy Taylor is a young man returning to his hometown after a brief military tour from which 

he has been dishonorably discharged. Anxiously, he returns home to spend a holiday dinner with 

his family. His mother is overjoyed to see him, but his father is especially tense and 

unwelcoming towards Tommy. Throughout the story, he has flashbacks of the childhood he 

spent with his older brother, Todd. As kids, the brothers obsess over old pictures of their veteran 

father’s old war photos, thinking that they hold some sort of secret waiting to be found. The two 

brothers went off to war together, but only Tommy returned. Tommy is also continually easily 

frightened by any loud noises happening around him. The noises send him into flashbacks of 

horrifying events during his time in war, but the time period and war is not specified. Tensions 

between Tommy and his father begin to rise as Tommy’s anxiety and horrific flashbacks begin to 

cross the lines of his imagination. For instance, the sounds of his parents’ argument brings back 

memories of gunfire and shouts from his squadron. The sound of a broken dish and his father 

slamming his fist on the table brings Tommy back to the memory of an explosion. The episodes 

make Tommy completely catatonic and “shell shocked”, staring into nothing until another 

character does something to draw him out of his own mind. When the tension between Tommy 

and his father comes to a climax, after Tommy drops his mother’s Pyrex dish, his father grabs 

him and slaps him across the face, leading to another flashback. Tommy’s memories and 
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flashbacks finally link together to reveal what happened to his brother. Tommy was sent forward 

to search the field for mines before the squadron followed. After hearing distant gunfire, Tommy 

has an anxiety attack and collapses onto the ground. He hears his brother’s voice calling out to 

him for a moment before hearing a loud explosion not too far away. Tommy hears the other 

soldiers calling for a medical evacuation helicopter, thinking that the chopper is for him. 

However, he finds that the chopper is for Todd, who was blown apart by the landmine while 

looking for Tommy. Todd dies in Tommy’s arms while they waited for help to come. Looking 

into Todd’s eyes, Tommy confirms within himself that Todd found the secret they were looking 

for in death.  

Horrified by Tommy’s confession, his father walks away, refusing to speak to his son. Tommy 

flees the house, ignoring his mother’s pleas for him to stay. While driving away, he has an 

imaginary conversation with Todd through which he admits his guilt and desperation to know 

what the secret is. Driving towards a bridge over a busy highway, Tommy fantasizes about the 

secret, speculating that it could be waiting for him on the other side.  
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Silk and Chiffon 
 

Emily is a young woman who begins her story by telling the reader that she has always been 

“sick”. However, she views her sickness as a superpower allowing her to identify good and evil 

to help others. She feels that she is simply a more superior breed of human, comparing herself to 

silk and chiffon fabric while everyone else is made of a more basic, cheap material. She feels a 

close bond with her parents and a deep need to protect her family from anything that would stand 

to hurt them. This has caused her to act out violently against other children, resulting in Emily 

having to be home schooled. When her mother becomes pregnant, Emily feels nothing but evil 

growing from her mother’s body. When the child is born, a girl named Molly, Emily instantly 

loathes her. She fears that Molly will gain so much power and influence over her parents that 

they will eventually forget about Emily and stop loving her. Things become worse when Emily 

becomes smitten and obsessed with a handsome boy named Josh moves next door. Emily 

becomes horribly jealous and angry when she sees Molly talking to Josh one afternoon. She 

grabs Molly violently and threatens her to stay away from Josh. After this, Emily learns that 

during that conversation, Josh was asking Molly to go to prom with him. Heartbroken, she carves 

Josh’s name into her arm, wishing that she could let go of her “powers” to be with him. To make 

it clear to Molly that Josh belonged to her, Emily kills Molly’s pet guinea pig as vengeance. 

After finding the guinea pig’s body wrapped up in paper towels, Molly attacks Emily. Emily 

gains the upper hand and begins to strangle Molly. Her father violently throws Emily away from 

Molly and Emily realizes that Molly has won and that she has lost her parents’ love. Emily is 

arrested for the assault and attempted murder of her sister. She is convinced to plead insanity by 

her attorney in order to avoid prison time. She is pardoned by reason of insanity, but sentenced to 

spend a decade in a psychiatric hospital.  
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 Six years into her stay at the hospital, Emily receives a heartfelt letter from Molly 

inviting Emily to her wedding. Emily attends the wedding and is so hypnotized by Molly’s 

beauty as a woman that she begins to think that her “powers” are fading away and Molly is 

taking over. Emily becomes incredibly distressed when she realizes that Molly is marrying Josh 

and that she has literally won everything Emily wanted. At the reception, Molly expresses her 

gratitude to Emily for coming to the wedding. After talking to another guest, Molly reveals that 

her wedding dress is made of silk and chiffon to Emily’s great horror. Emily approaches Josh 

and Molly on the dance floor and smashes her high heel into Molly’s face, breaking her nose. 

Emily begins to feel her “powers” returning as she is ushered away from the wedding reception. 

A final shared glance between Emily and Josh confirms in her heart that he loves her and that she 

will always be his “silk and chiffon”.  
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Black and White 
 

Rachel Black is a college senior who has just registered for formal sorority recruitment. 

Rachel wants to join a certain sorority, Gamma Delta, that specializes in raising money for 

mental illness research, which is something Rachel is extremely passionate about due to her 

personal struggle with mental illness. Rachel’s mother insists that Rachel join the only 

multiracial sorority, Beta Psi Epsilon on the campus, but her heart belongs with the other 

sorority, which is historically white. Rachel herself is half white and half black. Rachel’s mother 

only agrees to continue to support Rachel financially if she receives a bid from Beta Psi Epsilon 

and agrees to join. This gives Rachel anxiety because she would not have enough money to 

acquire a refill of her medication. She begins to ration her few remaining pills, slicing them up 

into little bits to make them last. Rachel is also recovering from an addiction to self-harm.  

On the first day of rush, Rachel takes note of how her rush group is completely 

comprised of white girls, making her feel like an outsider. She visits all eleven sorority chapters 

on her campus, specifically taking note of three houses: Delta Alpha Phi, Beta Psi Epsilon, and 

Gamma Delta. She felt the most comfortable with the sisters of Delta Alpha Phi, due to their 

honesty and politeness. She felt slightly intimidated by Beta Phi Epsilon because of their 

strangely “perfectly professional” demeanor and a little slighted by the sisters of Gamma Delta 

who only seemed interested in her race.  

On the second day, Rachel is invited back by four houses for a performance-based day of 

rush, where the sisters put on a sort of show for the potential pledges.  

That following day, preference day, Rachel is only invited back to two of the houses: 

Delta Alpha Phi and Gamma Delta. Rachel is initially horrified that she hasn’t been invited back 
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to Beta, but happy that she might actually end up where she wants to be. Both sororities involve 

Rachel in a sort of ritual, followed by an individual interview with another sister.  

In Delta Alpha Phi, Rachel is connected with a sister named Emma, who has visible self-

harm scars on her thighs. The sight of them triggers Rachel into thinking of relapsing. Still, she 

builds a genuine connection with Emma, who shows concern about Rachel’s constant obsession 

with keeping her wrists and legs covered.  

In Gamma Delta, Rachel removes the cardigan she is constantly wearing and is paired up 

with a sister named Carrie. During the interview, Carrie notices Rachel’s scars and asks about 

them. Rachel, inspired by Emma’s frankness about her own scars, answers honestly.  

After preference round, Rachel calls her mother to tell her the news. Her mother is not 

initially upset about Rachel having been dropped from Beta’s rush process, but becomes 

infuriated when Rachel says she wants to continue rushing. An argument ensues, leaving Rachel 

in emotional distress. She relapses into self-harm, cutting her wrists.  

On bid day that following morning, Rachel opens her bid day card, hoping to have found 

her home in Gamma Delta, but instead finds an invitation to Delta Alpha Phi. She runs to the 

house along with the other pledges, right to Emma, who insists that Rachel should remove her 

cardigan. Emma tries to help Rachel out of it, but Rachel resists. The friction of the fabric causes 

Rachel’s arms to bleed again. Emma isn’t fazed by this and leads Rachel into the sorority house, 

into the sisterhood.  
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The Girl I Lost to Cocaine 
 

A young man named Kurt is heartbroken and trapped in a deep depression after being broken up 

with by his girlfriend Lily over four months prior to the beginning of the story. To cope with the 

depression, Kurt has isolated himself and delved into frequent alcoholism and drug use. Since the 

breakup, Kurt has proceeded to leave several voicemails for Lily each day, hoping she will come 

back to him.  

Kurt recounts all of the events that led to the breakup. Kurt has been struggling with mental 

health issues for several years, but refuses to seek treatment for it. Instead, he relies on cocaine to 

keep him out of depression. His addiction caused a huge strain in his relationship with Lily, who 

is ready to leave him after finding a small bag of cocaine hidden in his dresser. Kurt threatens to 

kill himself if she leaves him, going as far as to slice his wrist open. After being released from 

hospitalization, Kurt returns to Lily, begging her not to leave him. Six months later, Kurt is 

struggling financially because he lacks the energy and motivation to work. He lapses back into 

cocaine usage, but overdoses and ends up in the hospital. Upon returning home, he finds a note 

from Lily telling him to work towards recovery if he wants to continue a relationship with her. 

After a few weeks of therapy and medication use, Lily returns to Kurt but continues to be distant. 

In the hopes of bringing her out of that state, Kurt tries to propose to Lily. Lily, horrified, admits 

that she has been taking anxiety medication since Kurt overdosed and ends the relationship. 

Desperate, Kurt threatens her with his suicide, but still, she leaves.  

After trying to call Lily again, a man answers her phone to Kurt’s surprise. He hangs up, but 

becomes angry at the thought of another man with Lily. He calls Lily again and the man reveals 

himself to be Lily’s new boyfriend. The boyfriend threatens Kurt and orders him never to speak 

to Lily again. In a rage, Kurt trashes his apartment, sparing only a stuffed animal that Lily loved. 
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Kurt prepares to commit suicide, unable to cope with the loss. He sends a suicide letter text to 

Lily, but before he can go forth, Lily calls him. She begs him to stop and seek help. He promises 

that he will seek help if she returns to him, but he insists that he seeks help for himself and 

himself alone. He calls his doctor and schedules an appointment for the first time in several 

months.  
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Analyses of Each Short Story 
The Secret 

 

Tommy Taylor is not the hero of the story by any means. He is a victim of circumstances 

not entirely in his control, circumstances that control him throughout the story. His main goal is 

to find “the secret”, something he felt was constantly eluding him all throughout his childhood. 

He continuously seeks the truth behind this fantasy to feel closer to his father, a figure he felt 

distant from all throughout his childhood. Tommy idolizes his older brother, a figure he felt was 

far superior to him and a figure worthy of his father’s love. When his brother dies as a result of 

Tommy’s anxiety issues and cowardice, the wedge between Tommy and his father is driven even 

further.  

Like Septimus Warren Smith in Mrs. Dalloway, one of the literary characters Tommy 

was based off of, Tommy is far removed from his reality, having become somewhat of a cynic. 

Like Roderick Usher, Tommy’s “episodes” also hold an air of theatricality. Tommy frequently 

falls into a catatonic state where he is trapped in the memory of his brother’s death. Tommy is 

constantly paranoid and jumping at shadows. His flashbacks and episodes are triggered by loud 

noises that, in Tommy’s mind, resemble gunfire and explosions. The details of the war are 

intentionally left ambiguous to show that this type of story could happen at any time to any 

person. He also constantly hears his brother’s final words in his head, just as Septimus would 

frequently imagine his friend and fellow soldier Evans. In the conclusion of the story, it is 

implied that Tommy’s search for “the secret”, the link to feeling closer to his father and gaining 

his approval, can only be found in death. He fantasizes about driving off of the side of a bridge, 

but it is left to the reader to think about whether or not he did so.  

The Secret was the first short story I worked on when I began this project. I knew I 

wanted to do a story involving war and post-traumatic stress disorder, but I was not sure how to 
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do so since I personally have never been in a war. The only experience I have with war is in 

literature and film. To create Tommy, I took elements from Septimus Warren Smith and 

Roderick Usher to create a character who is cynical to the point of self-hatred and so easily 

frightened to the point that he is afraid to breathe. For this short story, I needed to focus on 

creating a character based off of literary tropes, not actual medical research. For this reason, I 

made the story more theatrical and dramatic than factually accurate. I was more concerned with 

making a living, breathing character than a medical textbook case. Though Tommy is the 

protagonist of the story and a generally sympathetic character, he is definitely not the hero, as 

most “mad” figures in literature are not usually viewed as heroic. Instead, he serves as a victim 

of circumstance that continually falls into situations beyond his control and his courage.  
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Silk and Chiffon 
 

 Emily was another character built from the literary tropes of unreliable, evil characters in 

literature. After reviewing the characters, Bertha Mason (Jane Eyre), Unnamed Narrator (The 

Tell-Tale Heart), and Annie Wilkes (Misery), I came up with a character obsessed with doing 

horrific, gruesome things under the impression that she was righting the wrongs of her world. 

She has violent thoughts and impulses that she is constantly tempted to act upon, like cutting her 

mother’s fetus from her stomach as she slept. She also acts on these impulses when deemed 

necessary, such as when she kills her sister’s guinea pig out of sheer anger, jealousy, and 

vengeance after her sister goes to prom with Emily’s crush.  

 Emily’s character was mostly based off of the unnamed narrator in The Tell-Tale Heart. 

Both characters are so convinced that their horrible actions are justifiable that they both feel the 

need to prove themselves to the audience. Emily believes that she has powers that make her a 

superior breed of human than those around her, a true hero to society. The narrator believes that 

he also has a sort of “disease” that makes him have enhanced senses and abilities. Both are so 

consumed by their delusions that reality does not make sense in their minds. The other strong 

influence in Emily’s character was that of Annie Wilkes in Misery. Like Emily, Annie would 

have sudden, horrible mood swings that would make her resort to violence whenever something 

upset her. For instance, when the author in Misery tries to escape, Annie punishes him by 

breaking his legs. In Silk and Chiffon, Emily nearly strangles her sister to death as a punishment 

for what Emily viewed as “world domination” and stealing everyone’s love from Emily. Another 

feature that the two characters share is deeply rooted abandonment issues. Both resort to 

violence, self-inflicted or inflicted on others, when the threat of abandonment is made clear.  
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 Silk and Chiffon was the third story I finished in the process of creating this project. 

Without a doubt, it was definitely the most difficult. Emily was the most disturbed and the most 

horrible character I’ve written in my life. The story took me over a month to write because I had 

to take several breaks from it. The themes of violence against people and animals were very hard 

for me to tackle. It was hard to even grasp that such an awful character could come from my 

mind. That was an obstacle I ran into that made this project and this particular story hard to 

complete. Through continuously reminding myself that if a monster like Ramsay Bolton from the 

Game of Thrones series could be created by an otherwise decent human being, I could create a 

monster like Emily without being some sort of monster myself. After all, the point of the project 

is to humanize individuals with mental illnesses. Emily’s story was meant to represent how 

monstrous madness can appear in literature, not in real life. With this in mind, I could complete 

this story.  
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Black and White 
 

 Rachel Black is an example of a young woman on the outside looking in, begging for 

some sort of acceptance from others. She has felt isolated through all of her college experience 

thus far. She deals with frequent verbal and emotional abuse from her mother and has developed 

mental health issues as a result. Upon learning that Rachel has been diagnosed with “scary” 

mental illnesses and that she has to take medication, Rachel’s friends grow distant from her. This 

abandonment and difficult relationship with her mother causes her to withdraw inside of herself 

and feel as though she will always be an outsider. After seeing a post on social media about 

formal sorority recruitment, Rachel sees a way out of her solitude and depression. She faces 

another conflict when her mother basically orders her to join the historically black sorority while 

Rachel herself wants to join a historically white sorority because of their philanthropy: mental 

illness research. Her goal and need throughout the story is to feel acceptance and love from 

somewhere, as she cannot provide it for herself.  

Rachel Black was the most difficult character for me to create because she was made to 

be based off of real life circumstances and actual symptoms of mental illnesses. With this in 

mind, it was hard to create a character based on symptoms and nothing else. For this reason, I 

placed a lot of myself in the story. I was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and borderline 

personality disorder. It is not clearly specified what Rachel is diagnosed with, but it is definitely 

some sort of mood disorder. Another relevant part of the story was sorority recruitment. I 

decided that I wanted to join a sorority around the same time that I started drafting ideas for this 

short story. Black and White was the second story I wrote in between breaks of writing Silk and 

Chiffon. It is also the longest because of the need to break down and explain the details and 

brutality of formal sorority recruitment.  
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After discussing my stories with my thesis director, Dr. Wise, we both decided that this 

would be the story that we would focus on developing and building because it was the story that 

was closest to me. As a result, I added more of myself and some of the problems I face in real 

life to Rachel’s life. Some of the instances mentioned in the story are actually based off of real 

events.  

For instance, Rachel recalls an instance when she was boarding the school bus as a 

middle schooler and two boys call her “nigger” and laugh. This was an actual event from my 

childhood that I felt would help strengthen Rachel’s struggle even further. She doesn’t want to be 

associated with that term or that stereotype, but doesn’t want to seem as though she hates her 

heritage either. Another element of my personal life that I gave to Rachel was her history of self-

harm. Before being diagnosed and treated for my mental health issues, I was horribly addicted to 

self-destructive behavior. By putting this addiction in Rachel and having her overcome it by the 

end of the story, I was hoping to show that there is still room for growth and healing no matter 

what. Black and white is a story I feel very close to because of how it represents some of what I 

have gone through along with the stress I experienced from going through sorority rush. In the 

end, I’m happy with the decision I made to rush and find love and acceptance in my sisterhood 

just as Rachel was to find hers.  
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The Girl I Lost to Cocaine 
 

Kurt Woolf, like Tommy Taylor, is not the hero of this story by any means. For the sake 

of the story, he was created to show the “negatives” behind mental illness in order to 

acknowledge that there are negatives, but those negatives don’t necessarily mean that an 

individual character is evil.  

Kurt is an incredibly damaged individual from a backstory he doesn’t explain or care to 

explain. All he cares about, to a point of obsession, is his ex-girlfriend Lily. He idealizes Lily, 

believing that his life means absolutely nothing without her in it. She is his sole focus. However, 

she isn’t enough for him as he struggles with a drug addiction to stay above his depressive 

phases and away from his medications. This is the biggest strain in their relationship, but Kurt is 

too selfish to realize it. Whether or not it’s intentional, Kurt continually manipulates Lily into 

staying with him by threatening to kill himself. After Lily leaves for good, Kurt spirals into 

depression and isolates himself in his apartment doing nothing but drugs and heavy drinking 

while leaving Lily numerous voicemails.  

The Girl I Lost to Cocaine was the final story I wrote for the collection. Like Silk and 

Chiffon, The Girl I Lost to Cocaine was a difficult story to create solely because of the content. 

Like Rachel, I gave Kurt the basic symptoms of the illnesses I suffer with but to a more extreme 

and more dangerous level. I also based Kurt off of another character from a past short story I 

wrote about mental illness. I had intended for the character to be sympathetic and relatable, but 

instead ended up creating a character that was manipulative and selfish unintentionally. I learned 

from that mistake and gave those same characteristics to Kurt with the intention of making him a 

manipulative and selfish character. He is the character you see in soap operas or after-school 

specials, but he’s also a character who is very realistic.  
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I added sexuality into this story in particular because I wanted Kurt’s sexual relationship 

with Lily to represent the slow burn his relationship was experiencing. The first instance is meant 

to be sensual and bittersweet while the second is meant to be cold and uncomfortable. This was 

my first time really writing a sex scene so I wanted to capture the emotion of the moment 

without being totally vulgar.  

Like Black and White, I put a tiny bit of personal experience in this story. Kurt is loosely 

based on a person I had a crush on in high school, but quickly grew uncomfortable with. When I 

told this person I wanted space, he threatened to kill himself and sent me a picture of his slashed 

wrist. I told his mother immediately and she had him hospitalized. Kurt was an embodiment of 

both this individual and the pain behind such a desperate and horrific gesture.  

As mentioned earlier, he is not the hero of this story so he doesn’t exactly deserve a 

hero’s “happily ever after”. My heart wanted to see him reconcile with Lily and continue to heal 

and get the help he needs, but I knew this would be very unrealistic. Kurt needed to find a way to 

get better and he needed to get better on his own, just as every other individual suffering from 

mental illness does. Kurt isn’t a hero, but he has the potential to be the hero of his own story, like 

we all do.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 37 

Justification 
 Mental illness has always been a part of my life, a very challenging part of my life. It is 

something that has been passed through my family line decades before I was even born. As I 

grow older, I inherit these struggles that my mother, grandmother, great grandmother, and so on, 

had to cope with throughout their entire lives. In my family, it was something that we kept very 

quiet. My family would not admit the truth and for completely understandable and justifiable 

reasons: the stigma is just too harsh.  

 Depression and anxiety became an issue for me while I was in high school, but after 

encountering some trauma in college, I developed bipolar disorder and eventually borderline 

personality disorder. Even now, more illnesses are being uncovered that require more treatment. 

I grew to respect celebrities and public figures who stood up to the stigma and spoke openly 

about their illnesses, unashamed. After all, why should there be any shame? Would we be 

ashamed to admit that we are diabetic or that we had a broken bone? Mental illnesses are an 

illness of the brain, an organ in our bodies. The stigma teaches us from early on that mental 

illness is something to be feared and avoided, forcing those with these illnesses to want to stay 

silent.  

 I thought of the idea for this project after deciding I didn’t want to be silent anymore and 

I didn’t want to accept this stigma; I wanted to fight it. I became more outspoken by writing 

articles about my experience with mental illness for the FSView & The Florida Flambeau and for 

Uloop. Eventually, I also opened up about this experience and hardship on Facebook. To my 

great surprise and happiness, my articles and words were met with respect, love, and support. 

This reaffirmed for me that I was on the right side of the battle and that this project could 

potentially help people by making them feel less alone and more accepted. Characters Tommy, 

Rachel, and Kurt are meant to express the pain of mental illness and even addiction, but in a way 
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that is sympathetic to most and not necessarily so malicious. The character Emily was meant to 

be an example of how hyperbolic and over-the-top evil mentally ill characters tend to act in the 

media, but in a way that seems overly theatrical and unrealistic. However, in a way, Emily is still 

meant to be humanized as she vocalizes her pain and her reasoning in a very clear way. She can 

be sympathized with, but only under the right light. Each of these characters took months to 

create and develop into who they are in the final product and the image of what I intended them 

to be.  

Overall, this project took me roughly a year to complete, including research, character 

analyses, character development, drafting, and revising. While I found the entire experience to be 

important and worthwhile, it was also extremely difficult and draining because in order to reflect 

the pain and struggle the characters are going through authentically, I had to force my mind into 

states of pain and struggle that I’ve experienced personally. Writing these stories and capturing 

these emotions was very much a matter of “method writing” so to speak. For this reason, I took 

my time with this project.  

The first time we are introduced to mental illness is often through the media, whether it 

be through film, television, or literature. Through this media, we are often taught to fear or look 

down upon these individuals. With this project, fictional characters with mental illnesses are 

given a brain and a pulse to add a challenging edge of humanity to an already polarizing subject 

matter. Through this glimpse of madness, there can be understanding.  
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