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Whitney Hanson is the author of Home, Harmony, and Climate. Through Whitney’s vulnerability and authenticity, she has connected with thousands of readers, and she adamantly believes that poetry is not a dead language; rather it is the key to unlocking true vulnerability, which leads us to deeper connection with one another.
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Reasons not to read this book:




If you picked up this book


In search of polite, pretty poetry,


This is not the book for you.


If you are searching for a book


Filled with mushy romance,


I recommend reading something else.


If you intend to leave


The way you arrived,


Exit now.


Reasons to read this book:


This is a book about love.


However, it is not a book filled


with sappy love poems.


It is about the work required


to redefine our concept of love.


It is about familiarizing yourself


with your heartache.


It is about rediscovering your love for life


that lies dormant within you.


If you are willing to face yourself,


if you are tired of avoiding change,


if you are seeking,


read on.


You are in good company here.
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Introduction



I grew up in Montana. I lived as close to nature as a person can be without growing moss in my hair and sprouting roots through the soles of my feet.


I know about forest fires.


When I was twelve, I watched a fire consume my grandparents’ plot of land. It turned tall sturdy trees into toothpicks protruding from the earth’s crust. It left the cabin my grandpa had built in a pile of soot and melted window glass. Everything that wasn’t burned was coated in a layer of thick gray ash. It has been twelve years since the fire, and the trees are still crying black tears when it rains.


Fire is not a joking matter.


Starting over is nothing to be romanticized. Deconstructing the past is terrifying, devastating, and leaves everything coated in a layer of thick gray ash. It leaves you questioning who you are. What remains when everything you tied your identity to burns? Even after the worst has passed, recovery takes an indeterminate amount of time.


I say this not as a warning but as a reminder.


What you undergo when you burn, when you feel your pain instead of avoiding it, when you begin to become something new, is painful and real. It may leave you in a dark place for a while, but it allows you to reclaim your life, to remember who you are, and to relearn love as something safe and sacred.


There is nothing more worthwhile than that.










Burning
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There are truths too large to fit in a life not yet broken open.


Sometimes we collapse in order to survive.










Hi, my name is Whitney.


I was born on December 21st,


the winter solstice,


the day of the year with the


least amount of sunlight,


the day of the year when


people collectively release a sigh


of relief that the days can only get brighter


from here on out.


I’m not sure what exactly that says about me.


Maybe that I have a lot of darkness inside,


or maybe that I have a lot of potential for light.


I often feel like a walking contradiction.


I’m a bit of hope, a bit of despair.


I love people, but I also can’t stand them.


I think I want to be happy,


but sadness feels like a more familiar friend.


I desperately want to be loved,


but I often find myself running away


when love starts to get too close.


I’m absolutely certain of almost nothing,


but I am certain of this:


I want to be understood.


More than anything, I want to be understood.


I want someone to look me in my eyes


and say:


I see you.


I know you.


I am you.


So, I write.


I throw all my hope and despair,


my light and my darkness,


my love and my hate,


into the void,


and I hope that someone out there is listening.


Are you listening?










The prime condition for a forest fire is overgrowth.


When the trees have knit themselves


into a dense wall,


a mess of vines weave a web


impossible to untangle,


when there is no more space


for anything new to take root,


that is when fire becomes untamable.


I’m not sure how I let it get so out of control.


I suppose it can go unnoticed


when it happens slowly.


A few heartbreaks,


grief left untended,


a small child wearing adult shoes,


the accumulation is subtle.


Until one day you wake up,


and the vines are tightening around your throat.


The tree branches are blocking the sun.


The pain demands to be felt.


The choice is to suffocate,


or set it all ablaze.


And so, you do what you must to save yourself,


you burn.





I lived through a nightmare wide awake,


and instead of falling to pieces,


I poured my whole self into creating a life


that revealed no evidence of my pain.


I swept the pieces of my shattered heart


under the floorboards.


I spent years trying to make my success


louder than my agony.


I stayed up late at night,


painting over the fractures in my facade.


Once I was exhausted and out of paint,


I held up my achievements,


my masterpiece,


and said:


“See, I did not crumble.”


“See, I made something beautiful.”


“See, I was not affected.”


“See, I am not hurt.”


But as time passed,


my paint began to chip.


I reached for more,


but my buckets were empty.


Hands shaking with exhaustion,


I had nothing left to give.





The worst pain is not pain;


it is the denial of pain.


It is to hold out your heart,


broken and bruised,


and have it met with skeptical eyes.


It is to tell your story,


honest and exposed,


and have someone reply:


“Are you sure?”


“That was a long time ago.”


“After all, you seem fine.”


And their doubt,


acidic and corrosive,


creeps into your mind,


until you can’t tell the difference


between what is true


and what is a lie.


The worst pain is not pain.


It is to lose touch


with what is real,


to stop trusting yourself,


instead of feeling


what you feel.





Often, burnout isn’t a sign that you are tired of work,


but a sign that you are neglecting


some of the most important work


that can be done:


the work of attending to your inner child,


the work of feeling,


the work of connecting with others,


the work of healing your heart.





When we reach a place


where we are forced to fall apart,


we reach the place


we must begin.





When it all becomes too much


when my lungs burn


and my heart threatens to burst


I’ve taught myself to escape


to go somewhere far away


until I am a stranger to my body


I become a witness


not a victim


it is the only way


I know


how to go on










you’re not healing you’re hiding


I dare you


I dare you to stop doing the thing that numbs the pain


it’s not mending anything inside you


it’s just preoccupying your brain


I dare you


to set all the distractions to the side


pain is not an enemy


it’s a clear and certain sign


it is a signal to your soul


that something’s misaligned


I dare you


not to turn away


when your system is overwhelmed


I dare you to sit with your uneasiness


until your heart can hear itself


I dare you


to speak to your discomfort


learn its story learn its name


distractions keep you still


but it’s time to rearrange


You think it’s painful to move


it will kill you if you stay


so keep pretending if you like


keep your eyes turned away


but know this for certain


it’s your life that you will pay





Much of growing up


is not learning


but unlearning


It is a journey


not to find who you are


but who you were










A poem for lost things:


I like to think there’s an island


where everything we’ve lost


is waiting to be found.


A place where my favorite pink dress


hangs in a closet and fits when I put it on.


A place where you and I light sparklers under streetlamps,


and your hair almost catches fire.


A place where my grandpa calls me by the nickname


I haven’t heard since I was eight.


A place where my childhood bedroom


is still decorated in ladybugs and green paint.


A place with the purple ring I lost in the swimming pool,


and the ignorance I lost early on,


and the sense of humor I lost after you were gone.


Perhaps that place is real,


only it exists inside instead of out.


Maybe memory is the island


where all the lost things can be found.










How to tend an invisible wound:




	Locate the pain. Do you feel it in your chest, your head, your limbs?


	Place your hand over the place that aches and whisper to it, “I believe you.”


	If you must, give your pain a name, or draw it on paper to make it feel real—because it is.


	Examine it closely. Notice if there is something or someone wedged in there, preventing the wound from closing.
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