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      This collection is dedicated to Dr. Marie – thank you for restoring (some of) my faith in the medical system and, more importantly, in my own self-advocacy skills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SURVIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        This is a story of survival.

      

        

      
        Not a story of triumph,

        Success,

        Or even resilience.

      

        

      
        Not a story of lessons learned,

        Of barriers broken,

        Or examples set for others.

      

        

      
        No dreams come true in this story.

        No minds are changed,

        No battles won.

        No broken systems were overthrown.

      

        

      
        This is a story of survival.

      

        

      
        To all my fellow survivors, you are enough.

      

        

      
        xx Jess
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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Burns Unit was conceived through my own experience of processing the trauma of long-term medical gaslighting and negligence. I was born with a genetic condition called Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome and live with several comorbid conditions. However, none of these were diagnosed until I was 27 years old, mainly due to our medical system’s biased and broken nature.

      Although this medical trauma has been slowly accumulating over the course of most of my life, Burns Unit follows my journey over the last four years, during which I became my sickest, and had a “sink or swim” moment - choosing to fight harder than ever for answers and relief. I feel like I suffered the most during this period, but also grew the most; for that, I am grateful.

      This was also the time during which I discovered that I was far from alone in my traumatic experiences and that they were a symptom of a much larger epidemic of doctors gaslighting patients with rare and poorly understood diseases. While this has been heartbreaking, it has allowed me to let go of much of the guilt and shame that I previously felt, and for that, I am eternally indebted to my fellow chronic illness and disability warriors. This book is a love letter to our community and the almighty strength that we rally for each other in the darkest of times.

      You’ll notice the poems in this book take many different forms. I love combining old-style forms with modern subject matter (such as Addiction - a Petrarchan Sonnet about pill-shaming!), but as I’ve grown as a poet, I’ve developed more and more of an appreciation for modern writing styles, and their ethereal and sometimes even abstract nature. I have been particularly influenced by fellow disabled poet Maggie Bowyer — who has been an important mentor to me, and Eimear McBride — a wonderful novelist with a unique narrative voice.

      Although Burns Unit is not a long book, it is a densely packed emotional journey in three stages, “Epiphany, Healing, and The Future,” (much like my life over the past few years!) and as such, it is not something that was intended to be read in a day.
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      Kindly be aware that some of these poems might be triggering, especially if you've personally encountered medical trauma. My intention is for these poems to resonate with you, offering solace, a sense of connection, and a way to express your justified anger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE

          

          
            EPIPHANY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        What if I wasn’t the problem? 

      

        

      
        What if there was no level of preparation, patience, or finesse that could have changed my fate? What if the only ones who could have saved me had no interest in doing so? 

      

        

      
        Then what could I possibly do but crumble, into a thousand tiny, glass shards –

        reflecting someone who wasn’t in control of their own destiny?

      

        

      
        What if the rigid, well-behaved woman I had crafted never held me together, but down, just like those who profited from her?

      

        

      
        What if everyone else who denied it could simply never admit that the same thing could happen to them?

      

        

      
        What then?

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            POOL PARTY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Chasing after her as the party rages on. / “Please stop!” / Tears rolling down my face. /

        Hearing the familiar splashing sound - she’s launching herself into the water / blissfully

        unaware of the danger that awaits. / Other guests equally unphased / They’re here / why

        shouldn’t she be? 

         

        Am I the only one who sees that she’s drowning? 

         

        Diving in as she slips below the surface / sea of frolicking legs obscuring my vision / Where is she? / Where is she!? 

         

        Too late / Cold and lifeless on the pool floor. / Dragging her dead weight / limp / damp

        / empty home for what she once was. 

         

        Waking up drenched / this time in sweat / but also in clarity / She was never going to wait. /

        The party was now / and she wouldn’t be caught dead with a life left unlived. / She was taught to believe she could / so she died doing it.
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            THE LETTER I WISH I COULD SEND

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Jess,

      
        
        
        I see you standing there / Flight or freeze / But no more fight.

      

        

      
        Constantly uncomfortable / And wondering / “Is it really that bad? Or does everyone feel this way?”

      

        

      
        Yes / It really is that bad.

      

        

      
        In fact, one day / You’ll look back / And realise / Your entire personality has warped / Into something / You barely recognise. / Angry and selfish / Yet somehow / Complacent and submissive. / Hardworking / But cutting life’s corners / All without hope / Of anything / In particular to follow.

      

        

      
        Caved in and simply waiting to emerge / As the person / Everyone else thinks you should become. / I wish I could tell you that things will get easier…

      

        

      
        But instead / You will get stronger / Smarter / More discerning / More righteous / Less afraid.

      

        

      
        Your shame will turn to rage / Your rage will turn to action / Your action will turn to change / Your change will turn to progress. / You’ll go from screaming: "Everything feels hard all the time, and I don't know why!" / To declare: “Everything feels hard, but nothing will stop me from finding out why!”

      

        

      
        You’ll howl at the moon / Thinking of your misfortunes / And of the ones who propagated it.

      

        

      
        You’ll pine for those who never left your side / And for the years you’ve collectively lost.

      

        

      
        You’ll despair / Deeper than you ever thought possible.

      

        

      
        You’ll find relief / Sweeter than you ever imagined.

      

        

      
        You’ll realize the terrible pain / And power / In knowing that all you really have is yourself / But in the end / That’s all you’ll need.
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