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THE WARMTH OF THE FIRE

What the buried texts taught me about belonging, the body, and coming home to yourself

By Michelle Miller
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An elder told a grandchild that two wolves live inside every person.

One carries anger, fear, resentment — the weight of everything that's gone wrong and everyone who helped it go wrong.

The other carries peace, love, the willingness to begin again.

The grandchild asked which one wins.

The one you feed.

— Cherokee teaching, origin debated
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PROLOGUE: THE ARM

"I was sent out from power, and I have come to those who contemplate me, and I was found among those who seek me."

— Thunder, Perfect Mind

Start at the wrist.

A boy. Head down, knees torn, the posture of someone who has learned that waiting to be seen is its own kind of exhaustion. The ink is old enough now that the edges have softened. He looks like memory rather than image. That feels right.

Above him, wings out, head up. The moment just before flight when it still looks like falling.

Along the forearm, an arrow. Blue and yellow. It did triple duty. Forward, for anyone paying attention. A visual anchor for the kids I worked with, something concrete to follow when everything else was noise. And occasionally, depending on the day and the audience, a very polite way of saying exactly what needed to be said without saying it.

Above the arrow, the proverb. Large enough to read from across a room.

The child not embraced by the village will burn it down to feel its warmth.

African proverb, origin debated. True regardless of who first said it.

I got that one for other people's children before I understood it was also for me.

At the shoulder, the dream catcher. Two wolves flowing inside it, one black, one white, moving through the circle the way water moves, not opposing but completing the turn. Both present. Both necessary. Above them, the script curving like a header over everything beneath it.

Feed them both.

On the back of my neck, the dragonfly. My sons' names beneath its wings. Still I Rise above. That one came last, in the way that last things do. Not conclusion. Door.

I didn't plan any of this as a whole. Each piece arrived when it arrived, called by whatever I was living at the time, chosen with the deliberateness of someone who thinks in symbols even when she doesn't know that's what she's doing.

I thought I was marking what mattered.

It took years to understand I was writing a theology on my body.
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In 1945, near a cliff in Upper Egypt, two brothers found a sealed jar. Inside, fifty-two texts pressed into leather, buried by someone who believed they mattered enough to survive. Sixteen centuries underground. Longer than most certainties last.

One of the voices inside doesn't introduce herself gently.

I am the first and the last. I am the honored one and the scorned one. I am the whore and the holy one.

Third century audacity. She held everything she'd been handed to diminish her and refused to resolve it. Refused to choose. This was considered dangerous enough to seal in a jar and bury in the desert, which tells you something about the kind of truth that makes institutions nervous.

She feeds them both.

I read her and felt something shift. Not surprise.

Recognition.

The kind that tells you the journey didn't begin where you thought it did. That the map was already written. That you've been following it longer than you knew.

This is the part of the story I haven't told yet.
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PART ONE: ERASURE
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What gets buried, and why, and what survives anyway.
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CHAPTER ONE: WHAT GETS BURIED
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"I was sent out from power, and I have come to those who contemplate me, and I was found among those who seek me."

— Thunder, Perfect Mind

My right arm tells a story I didn't know I was telling when I started.

The proverb came first. I got it for the children, the ones I'd spent thirty years sitting with in rooms where nobody else wanted to sit. The ones whose files arrived before they did, thick with other people's theories about why they were the way they were and what that meant for everyone's patience.

The child not embraced by the village will burn it down to feel its warmth.

I understood the burning. I'd watched it my whole career. Not destruction for its own sake — reaching. The only language left when every gentler one had been ignored or buried or filed away under too complicated for now. I got the tattoo because those children deserved to be named accurately. Fierce, yes. Burning, yes. But burning toward something. Burning to feel what the village withheld.

I didn't know yet that I was also writing about myself.

Below the proverb, a child. Head down, knees torn, the posture of someone who has stopped waiting to be seen. Next to that, the same energy inverted — head up, wings out, the ascent that becomes possible once you stop waiting for permission.

And then the dream catcher. Two wolves inside it, yin-yang, held together in the same circle. One peaceful. One fierce. White and black, not cancelling each other, not at war, just present simultaneously. The script above them doesn't say choose. It says feed them both.

I had that on my body for years before I understood what it meant theologically. Before I found the texts that said the same thing in Coptic, sealed in a jar in the Egyptian desert, addressed to anyone who would eventually come looking.

It turns out I'd been looking my whole life.
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In 1945, two brothers were digging near a cliff in Upper Egypt when they found a sealed jar. The story goes that they hesitated before opening it, afraid of what might be inside. Something that had been put away for reasons they couldn't know.

What was inside was words.

Fifty-two texts, pressed into leather, wrapped carefully, buried by someone who believed they mattered enough to preserve. They'd been underground for sixteen centuries, surviving the burning of libraries, the consolidation of empire, the long institutional project of deciding which voices counted as sacred and which ones got reclassified as dangerous and disposed of accordingly.

The jar kept them anyway.

I think about that a lot. What the jar kept. Not just the words but the faith underneath the act of sealing them. That truth buried carefully enough would outlast the people trying to destroy it. That the right reader would come eventually.

I've known people like that. I've worked with children like that. I've been like that.
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The voice inside one of those texts doesn't introduce herself gently. She arrives the way certain truths arrive — fully formed, slightly startling, with the quality of something you already knew but couldn't name until this exact moment.

I am the first and the last.

I am the honored one and the scorned one.

I am the whore and the holy one.

She holds all of it. Everything she's been called to diminish her, everything that was meant to define and confine her. She doesn't resolve the contradictions. She feeds them both.

I read her for the first time and felt something shift. Not surprise. Recognition.
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For a long time my life was treading water. Not swimming anywhere, just the exhausting vertical labour of staying at the surface. Mother. Child and Youth Worker. The one who shows up. I carried those identities the way you carry a life jacket — necessary, because underneath something was pulling steadily at my feet. A kraken with a familiar grip. The kind of undertow that doesn't announce itself, just applies pressure while you keep performing upright, keep being the person whose job it is to not go under.

I went under eventually. Not all at once. The body is more patient than the mind, accumulating what the mind refuses to account for. Until one day you can't raise your arms above your head. Not won't. Can't.

The distinction matters more than I can explain.

What I found at the bottom was not what I expected.

That's what this book is about.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE CHILDREN THE VILLAGE FILED AWAY


[image: ]


"I am who was hated in every place, and she who was loved in every place."

— Thunder, Perfect Mind

The files arrived before the children did.

That was usually how it worked. A folder, sometimes thin, sometimes already thick enough to tell you this wasn't the first time a system had tried to figure out what to do with this particular child. Inside, assessments. Diagnoses. Behavioural incident reports written in the careful passive language institutions use when they want to describe a child in crisis without anyone having to take responsibility for what produced the crisis.

Client exhibited aggressive behaviour.

Client was unable to regulate.

Client required physical intervention.

I learned early to read those reports the way you'd read a bad translation of something originally written in a different language. The original text was always the child. The report was what happened when the child got processed through a framework someone had already decided was correct. One person's assessment, one team's approach, handed forward as verdict. If the framework missed the actual human in the file, the child paid for that error in fire and brimstone. Then the brimstone got documented, the next person received the folder, and the cycle ran itself forward.

The systems always chose the quickest route rather than the correct one. Speed and manageability over accuracy. The child's complexity reframed as the child's problem.

By the time many of these children reached me, school was no longer even the primary context. They weren't students. They
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