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    There are so many people who make the world go ‘round.  Sometimes people come into our lives not as friend or foe, but as a lesson in life and love. Sometimes we face hardships and those we least expect are able to help us through while those we thought we could depend upon abandon us. These pages are dedicated to ALL of them, for without those life lessons, those friends, those foes, those liars and those truth tellers, I wouldn’t have had the inspiration to write about the experiences.  


A special dedication to Bill, the Susman-Wiseman clan, Marcus, and Dana - who each took the time to re-educate me on the value of true human connection and brutal honesty. Sometimes it’s okay to trust someone.
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Poetry from the mind and heart of a Human Trafficking Survivor

by Amanda Blackwood
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Every now and then I’ll meet someone who doesn’t know how to really fully grasp the idea of human trafficking.  Often I’m met with pitiful gazes from people who want to tell me how sorry they are that I’d been through something like that. I always respond the same way, by telling them that I’m not, because I was one of the lucky few who were able to escape and form some sort of life that resembled something almost normal.  I’m able to use my experiences to help others. I manage to inspire people to help the cause, and I have been lucky enough to bring a few other survivors to organizations that are capable of helping them.  People still think they should pity me, though.  It makes me incredibly uncomfortable.  Yet it happens so often that there are certain aspects of this book that are dedicated to that pity, in both good and bad aspects.  The chapters are set up in a form of opposites regarding life and all it has to offer.  We all encompass the same emotions, and none more so than others unless there is a medical reason.  We all experience pain, heartbreak, loss, love, joy, happiness.  When our hearts are broken, does it mean that we hurt more than anyone else with a broken heart?  When we suffer at the hands of an abusive relationship, does it mean that our pain is worse than anyone we’ve ever met?  I have to ask the same questions about surviving human trafficking.  Just because I was held captive and forced into situations time and again for months on end, does it mean that I have hurt worse than anyone else?  Perhaps my duration was longer than the average, but was my pain truly more?  I can’t honestly judge that.  It’s not my place to say.  I’m not a licensed psychologist, but even then how can we measure something immeasurable?  No pain has a point of measure if it’s from the heart and not from the head.  Yes, if we are cut, we all bleed.  We might not bleed the same, but does that matter?  We have still bled.  

There are many people along the way who have taught me that it’s ok for me to validate my own pain, and that if I’m feeling sad or blue about something, that it’s ok to feel that way.  My heart has given me permission to do so or I wouldn’t be feeling it.  As far as I know I don’t have clinical depression.  I spend most of my days as a very happy person, but sometimes - just sometimes - it kicks in and I can feel all of the pain and angst I’ve been through pile up like pillows on a fainting couch.  They smother me and grow as heavy as bricks, weighing me down, drowning me in what I know will be a temporary sorrow.  I’m so blessed to have people in my life now who understand that it’s not an invitation to sit on the pillows, adding more weight to the situation, but who understand that they are simply throw pillows and only temporary. They don’t take them away or steal them - they are far too heavy and attached to me for that - but they can be patient while I dig out.  If the day comes that I ask for their hand to pull me the rest of the way up, they are there without hesitation.  I haven’t always had that and I’ve grown more thankful for that than I could possibly ever express in a simple paragraph.  

Bill has been my rock.  There have been times when I was so much more than just my own worst enemy, but an enemy to any and all who loved me.  Yet he didn’t give up on me and he didn’t throw in the towel.  Even when I was ready to walk away, he loved me in such an unconditional manner - a manner I never expected to know in my lifetime.  His gentle voice when I least deserve kindness pulled me through more than one self-destructive blow up he didn’t deserve to be the target of.  I know now, without a doubt, he’s got me.  

Collette, Ruairi and David (the Susman-Wiseman clan) have been the family I never knew I could have.  My best friend in the form of a sister I always wanted, Collette and I are often mistaken for being actual sisters.  We came from similar childhood backgrounds, we have matching hair and somehow, matching hearts. We’re both tender hearted still, in spite of all we have survived.  Though, I will freely admit, she’s leaps and bounds stronger than I could ever dream of being.  She’s truly an inspiration to me.  I’m not entirely sure she’ll ever know how much I look up to her.  I’m not sure there are enough words in the world to cover it.  The way she has raised her incredibly strong, independent, bright, funny, amazing child is a testament to who she is.  Collette calls Ruairi her “mini-me” with the matching spitfire personality and roaring occasional temper, but what most people would never know just from meeting this brilliant little 12 year old girl is that she was born a 23 week premature embryo.  Somehow, with all the love and support and incredible doctors who helped to keep her alive, our lives are all richer, just for meeting her.  She’s on oxygen twenty four hours a day, but that’s really the only visible sign that she’s at all different.  Ruairi is Autistic with a sensory processing disorder and was recently diagnosed as having cerebral palsy on top of everything else.  She’s a warrior!! She loves to play and meet new people, and the day I met her I knew I’d found someone incredibly special.  David has done an incredible job of supporting and helping Collette raise Ruairi through the turmoil that comes with any young child plus the health concerns they’ve been faced with.  Recently the puberty bug hit, and I genuinely have to tip my hat to this pair.  I have no idea how Collette and David manage to handle this with the grace and dignity that they do, but you’d never know they felt it was any sort of challenge at all if you ever met them in public.  This family has been adopted as my own family, and they’ve adopted me right back.  When I’m with them, no matter where that might be, I feel like I’m home.  That’s not a normal thing for me to feel, but I’m so absolutely grateful to them for that feeling.  

Marcus came into my life in a rather unusual way, and there was an instant mental connection.  We became close, and then we didn’t, and then we did.  There’s a genuine sense of affection, though I couldn’t quite call it anything more than agape love.  (There’s a poem included by that name.  If you don’t know what ‘agape love’ is, you will once you come to that poem.)  He’s an incredible human being, even though he struggles often to see that within himself.  I haven’t known him always, but I have a sneaking suspicion that he’s always been just as kind and gentle as he is now.  I think he’s always been afraid of being loved, too.  He shies away from the idea more than almost anyone I’ve ever met, and part of me wonders if it’s because he’s been so deeply wounded in the past that he fears it might happen again.  Another part of me wonders if perhaps he’s the one who hurt someone else and he wants to make sure that he never causes that kind of pain to anyone in the future so he keeps everyone at arm’s length.  Still, he can’t fight it.  I love him whether he likes it or not.
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Dana came into my life when I most needed a friend.  He didn’t shy away from my crazy life or lifestyle.  He adopted my cats as his own family, but not until after he’d already adopted me. His brutal honesty caused me to examine my own life and the way I was living in a way that hadn’t happened in quite some time. I was still reeling from the death of my youngest cat from unforeseen circumstances when he held up a mirror and showed me what I had been doing to myself.  He showed me a side I don’t know I’d have ever seen without his help.  Because of him, I was finally able to get a better grip on the dire situation I was in.  Though I’m a long way from digging out of the hole, I now have the tools to start building a ladder.  I’d forgotten a lot of the fundamentals about taking care of myself and I had been living in a state of disrepair I hadn’t realized had declined from ‘livable’ conditions to completely deplorable and unreasonable.  Working between 18 and 20 hours a day had taken its toll on my mental, physical and emotional health I hadn’t been made aware of before then.  He didn’t pity me for what I had lived through, but rather for how I was then living.  Thanks to his honesty, some changes have been made and I’m now living something far more closely resembling a normal human existence.  I’m eternally grateful. He was the voice of truth when all others were turning a blind eye.  I had become something I thought I would never be - a hoarder.  

I’ve been incredibly blessed to have many other remarkable people in my life over the last couple of years, from the good people of Covered in Feathers (a rescue group for survivors) and Shift Freedom (an anti-human trafficking movement run by students in Denver) to old High School friends who have volunteered to send me food when I needed it most, and coworkers who unexpectedly sent cash when I was at my lowest point so that I didn’t lose my car to a repo man.  I’ve been fed by those who had barely enough food to care for their own.  I’ve been clothed by those who didn’t have a warm coat in the winter.  I’ve been housed by the kindness of others who knew first hand the kind of struggles I faced.  To all of those people, to all of the kindness, to all of the support and generosity that has managed to pull me through a few of the hardest years of my life, I have such a depth of gratitude that words fail to express it all.  I genuinely doubt I’d have a roof over my head now had it not been for the kindness of friends and strangers alike.  

And to Alex... thanks for the socks. 
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While having a deep discussion about writing with a former mental patient one evening on the way home from work, he said something rather profound that I couldn’t seem to shake.

“Sometimes we can say better with words in a poem what we can’t ever seem to convey in a paragraph.”  

I thought long and hard about that.  As someone who has really only used poetry as a form of mental exercise and never really thought I had a gift for the form, I had to take a moment and think about what it was he’d just said.  Was he right?  Could it be true that people can get more from poetry than from a paragraph? Would people relate more to prose than to a description?  I’d always seen poetry as something that had a particular form or style, something that rhymed.  When thinking out loud about what this man had said several days later, someone else entirely added in something that I wasn’t prepared for.  

“Shakespeare was considered poetry, and as far as I’m aware, none of that ever rhymed.”

Was she correct?  Poetry did not have to rhyme.  I knew the haiku didn’t rhyme, but that was a syllabic cadence of form.  Did one take the place of the other? What, exactly, WAS poetry?  When it didn’t rhyme, when it didn’t follow a form, was it even poetry at all?  I started to fall into the rabbit hole of research and I didn’t emerge until I had a far better understanding of a very broad topic.  

My writing began to evolve.  I was able to take expressive moments of my life and turn them into things of prose and promise, heartbreak, passion, anger, frustration, and – that key to all poetry – expression.  The results are what you see here.  

Finding a way to tell a story can sometimes be challenging. Sometimes it’s well received while others it’s anything but. A writer hardly ever writes for the public.  We don’t get started because we plan to have a best seller. That might be in the back of our minds as a wish or a hope, but the real reason a writer begins to write is for themselves.  I started years ago with a leather bound journal the day my grandfather died.  His death hit me harder than I realized and I instantly understood how many wonderful stories we would never know simply because he hadn’t gotten around to telling us. I began with a single leather bound journal and a favorite ink pen (I was a restaurant server at the time, and just about every restaurant server has a favorite ink pen).  Before I knew it, I was carrying that thing everywhere I went, sharing stories long forgotten within the pages.  I reached over 850 handwritten pages in a matter of months.  That was when I finally realized that writing an entire book wasn’t outside the
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