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      For everyone who has asked themselves,

      Am I recovered yet?
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      Warning: This collection contains themes of sexual violence, self-harm, emotional abuse, and grief.

      

      When I was seventeen years old, I was raped. At the time, I didn’t know how to cope, how to grieve, or how to heal. The sense of loss and isolation I felt was hard to articulate. I didn’t yet understand what long-term recovery might look like for me. Talking openly about what I had experienced was incredibly difficult, and sometimes it still is. Fortunately, I’ve always loved reading and writing. Poetry became a way to explore and express my inner world without holding back.

      I wrote the first draft of “Seventeen” after I reported the rape at the police station and was waiting at a table. I didn’t have any other paper in my purse at the time, but I needed to write, so I unfolded gum wrappers one at a time and wrote on them instead. Even though I revised this poem prior to including it in this collection, I didn’t alter the original style and structure. I wanted to allow it to stand out from the rest as a product of my seventeen year old mind.

      The effects of trauma didn’t appear all at once. Over time, I came to recognize its impact across nearly every part of my life: my relationships with others, my relationship with my body, my identity, and my mental health. I’m deeply grateful for the therapists, healthcare providers, teachers, friends, family, and recovery communities who have supported me along the way.

      Today I find meaning, purpose, and joy in the life I’ve built. I’m nearly forty years old, married with two children, and work in a career I care deeply about. And still, the wound remains. It no longer defines me, but I’ve learned I need to tend to it with care.

      This collection is rooted in my experience of trauma and recovery. While many of the poems explore themes of resilience, healing, embodiment, and renewal, they also include autobiographical and metaphorical depictions of trauma, dissociation, and emotional pain that may be activating or distressing for some readers. Please take care as you move through these pages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Alchemist’s Journey

          

          Part I: Putrefaction

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        We begin where nobody wants to; lost,

        alone in the dark underground,

        with all that’s been discarded,

        suffocating in the stench of

        sour sweat, rotting leaves,

        overflowing toilets

         

        you have been stuck knee-deep in loam

        for long enough to question the

        boundaries of your flesh,

        what is within, what is without,

        who you are if your successes

        and failures do not matter

         

        a blue orb—a flame’s heart? a moon?

        flickers on the horizon, reminding you of

        sweet milk breath, a hand in your hair

         

        you shake your legs free and begin to walk

        directionless, just anywhere but here

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Tension

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Slide until the hook bites,

        drags you through the cold blue

      

        

      
        trace the line back,

        feeling for your edges

      

        

      
        orient to what separates

        sun, water, air, flesh

      

        

      
        question if you are the fisherman

        or the fish
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        Your lover arrives at the

        café empty-handed,

        offering you nothing;

        no sweet to savor later,

        no trinket to treasure,

        not even a solitary

        bud barbed with thorns

      

        

      
        he weaves a story about

        forgetting his wallet,

        but his words tangle,

        land like a lie⁠—

        you would wager

        he remembered to tuck

        a joint and a lighter

        into his pockets

      

        

      
        the pancakes piled

        in front of you shine

        with butter and

        whipped cream,

        yet they remain

        cotton dry on the inside;

        you cut smaller bites,

        force them down

      

        

      
        he twists a lock of

        golden hair behind his ear,

        widens his sky-blue eyes,

        smiles like he’s sharing

        a secret only you

        will understand

      

        

      
        his beauty is louder

        than the rain pelting

        the window,

        brighter than the

        fluorescent lights glaring

        down on your table,

        and so persuasive

        you imagine him

        saying what you

        need to hear

        as he drains his

        cup of coffee

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Influenced

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        The claws sink into you painlessly

        like the most subtle of splinters,

        drawn deep, then deeper

      

        

      
        being unable to feel their grip

        is no kindness; I’ve never met

        someone who could

        resist a ghost

      

        

      
        how could you know which faces

        are real, which beliefs have

        grown poisonous in the garden

        of your mind, or where their lies

        begin and your truths end

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        9:15 p.m.

      

        

      
        these gum wrappers hold answers

        (dare i hope?)

        i’m slumped over the table, writing in

        mad desperation, wondering what

        steps carried me here

      

        

      
        pen, i will follow you through

        these dead fields

      

        

      
        1.

        i saw you

        curly brown hair, dark eyes

        good smile, soft voice

      

        

      
        i am stuck at the library

        comfortable amid novels

        molding a first impression

        bright with laughter

      

        

      
        2.

        what words did we speak?

        a boyfriend girlfriend slush

        of pretendings

        and the i love you

        that taught me there are

        some things worse

        than nothing

      

        

      
        for instance:

      

        

      
        3.

        seeing myself

             my legs

        red buds on the

             wood floor

      

        

      
        crouching in pain and silence

             ashamed

      

        

      
        4.

        the cruel lesson of vulnerability

        the tumbling of sins

        an attacked body

        a failed mind

        the tragedy of

        my human heart

      

        

      
        5.

        the unraveling of what i am

      

        

      
        the desire for a wildflower afternoon

        where creation and expansion

        set me at the end of the periscope

        until i saw the other boy and me

        (not together, but there)

      

        

      
        he is not to be had

        and i am here, hailing tears

        that won’t come

      

        

      
        i do not want this

        part of me to die

      

        

      
        i love you, i love you

        forgive my desperation

        blame my pen

        for opening avoided fields

      

        

      
        i did not want this death

        to include you
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