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“You don’t always have to chop with the sword of  truth. You can point with it too.” 
– Anne Lamott, “Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life”

When Maegan Carberry embroiders, 
her hypervigilance fades away. Stitch after 
stitch of  bright orange thread becomes 
a monotonous relaxation – her body on 
auto-pilot – as she brings to life a parrot’s 
wings on gold-speckled fabric. Ultimately, 
the bird will punctuate the bodice of  this 
sparkly black dress, a gift for her close 
friend, Eleanor Morrison. It’s one of  100 
that Carberry is making to foster healthier 
dialogue about sexual assault.

Carberry’s project-turned-nonprofit is 
called birdbrain, and comprises the series 
of  dresses made by the political journalist 
and novelist for inspiring friends. The 
therapeutic nature of  embroidery (“When 
I embroider, it’s like [the hypervigilance] 
shuts off ”) is a way for Carberry to talk 
about her own experience: The Palm 
Springs resident says she has suffered from 
PTSD-related symptoms since the age of  
16 when she was first sexually assaulted, 
before being attacked again at age 29. 
Carberry “didn’t tell anyone about it for 
a long time,” she says, and chose not to 
report either assault. According to the 
Bureau of  Justice Statistics’ 2015 National 
Crime Victimization Survey, 32 percent of  
sexual assaults are reported to the police. 

“The worst thing about being a rape 
victim, to me, is other people’s inability to 
deal with you,” Carberry says. “Birdbrain 

is for people who care and don’t know 
what to do to support the person they do 
love. The world is not well-educated on 
the symptoms and experiences people 
have and what’s triggering. Oftentimes, 
well-meaning people do nothing or do 
triggering things or do insensitive things 
without even realizing it, so you’re 
constantly exposed to re-traumatizing 
experiences. I guess the message [of  
birdbrain] would be [that] we have to 
find ways to explain our needs to people 
and find ways to heal with the important 
people in our lives.”

Carberry designs and sews the dresses, 
pays for all materials and customizes each 
one based on the recipient’s personality. 
She also embroiders a bird on every style, 
an homage to Anne Lamott’s 1994 book 
“Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on 
Writing and Life.” And starting this month, 
Carberry will do it all from a South Palm 
Canyon Drive showroom opening Feb. 1. 

“It was very important to me that 
[birdbrain] celebrate people and be about 
our relationship, because the dresses 
that I’m making for people, they’re not 
all survivors,” Carberry says. “It’s about 
normalizing the experience and making 
it a place where you want to be and feel 
comfortable having the conversation; not 
just a really hard, difficult, dark place.”
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The project has its roots in 2014, 
when Carberry commissioned her 
mother, Dianna Carberry, to help her 
make a dress for a launch party – she, 
unlike Dianna, had no sewing experience 
at the time. “There was something so 
therapeutic about what we were doing,” 
Carberry reminisces. “It really stuck 
with me.” 

A few weeks later, she enrolled in 
an eight-week pajama-pants-making 
class at Santa Monica’s Sewing Arts 
Center, followed by pattern-making and 
embroidery classes, as well as a drawing 
course at Otis College of  Art & Design. 

Upon completion, she threw a party in 
April 2015 for a dozen girlfriends and sized 
each one for a dress – so far, she’s finished 
five with four in progress. Carberry laughs 
when revealing that she’s done “a lot of  
bad sewing that [her mother] fixes.” 

“But I would like to note that I haven’t 
quit yet,” she adds. “When I come to 
Palm Springs, one of  my hopes [is] to have 
volunteers sewing. … I really need to find 
some mentors and people who would like 
to come and sew with me once a week.”

The showroom will serve as Carberry’s 
home base, as well as a place to complete 
commissions – including men’s vests 
and varsity jackets – for donors. Product 
samples of  birdbrain-branded merchandise 
(available online in April) also will be 
on display. All proceeds will go toward 
the completion of  Carberry’s related 
project: a free, downloadable resource for 
rape victims and their supporters, called 
“The Long Term Guide to Surviving 

Sexual Assault.”
The 36-year-old is currently working 

with market researchers to develop a long-
form survey to be sent out in April – Sexual 
Assault Awareness Month – to sexual 
assault survivors who have signed up to 
receive it at survivesexualassault.com. Over 
the following year, she will then interview 
experts in related fields to produce the 
guide by April 2018.

“[The survey] asks a lot of  things about 
how [survivors] experience change or 
romantic relationships, or what dating 
was like for you, or if  you had trouble 
working [or] if  you had to question to 
your faith,” Carberry explains. “Very 
unpopular topics, like ‘Does this impact 
your sexual orientation?’

“I’m bisexual – I came out a couple 
years ago,” she adds. “I’m sharing this 
because the LGBT community is such a 
big part of  Palm Springs. That’s one of  the 
reasons I feel safe there. I never knew how 
to navigate those feelings for women and 
men as a result of  what happened. It took 
me a long time to honor both of  those 
things and claim that identity.”

Carberry, who has birds tattooed on 
her right leg, says the name ‘birdbrain’ also 
stemmed from the fact that the project 
initially seemed like a “birdbrained” idea 
when it popped into her head. But she 
wanted to take ownership of  her emotions 
and her story. She wanted to fly.

“A lot of  people aren’t able to talk about 
[sexual assault],” Carberry says. “I certainly 
wasn’t. If  other people are experiencing 
that, I’m going to talk about it now.”  

IF YOU GO:
1500 S. Palm Canyon Dr.,  
Ste. 8, Palm Springs
442-268-0427
dressbirdbrain.com
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