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 Preface:  

Traditional spoken word poetry, which developed in the late 20th century, comes from the 

ancient literary storytellers who performed verbal rituals (Scheub). Spoken word is often recited 

and identified as clever word play during a vocal performance of a variety of artistic platforms. 

Contemporary spoken word poetry has been greatly influenced by African American jazz poetry, 

which originates back to the Harlem Renaissance (Jones). During this time period, a wide variety 

of artistic advances emerged in African American culture. From musical stage performance to 

literary advances, this manifestation of the arts marked a breakthrough in poetry. 

African American jazz poets were known to primarily perform pieces which incorporated 

the intersectionality of gender, race, and sexuality (Pinkard). These topics brought to light the 

injustices that African Americans faced. During the late 1960’s to the 1970’s, the Black Arts 

Movement took over and slam poetry was discovered. Black Arts poets emphasized the idea of 

the beauty and goodness of being black (Poetry Foundation). To portray their narrative, these 

poets utilized African folklore and a new style of vernacular which combined sounds, words, and 

verbal intonation (Keyes). Poets mostly spoke about liberation of black’s rights during these 

radical vocal performances. In the 1980’s, the Hip Hop generation came around and more people 

joined the poetry community either in the form of rap or contemporary spoken word (Somers-

Willett). 

Today, spoken word is a unique art form that is grounded in rhyme, rhythm, and 

intonation. It has been and continues to promote social change by creating a platform to speak 

out about the quality of life and cultural biases.  
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Preface (Continued) 

My personal definition and meaning behind each of my five abstract fears: 

1) Abandonment- The physical or emotional state of feeling left behind, unwanted, or 

forgotten.  

 

2) Anger- Both the physical side affects (headache, shaking, tension, rapid breathing, etc.) 

and emotional feeling of being out of control and overtly unhappy with a situation. 

 

3) Depression- The loss of motivation, interest, or sense of excitement towards an activity 

that would previously create joy. 

 

4) Failure- The feeling of letting someone down, not completing a task to your fullest 

potential, or not “winning” a competition.  

 

5) Love- The infatuation or deep interest in another person, object, or oneself.  
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Introductory Poem: 

 

Hi. My name is Carlin Smart. I was born in San Diego, CA 22 years ago. And… I choose the 

Human Connection- the ability to share my raw, authentic self to others… so here it goes: 

1. I tend to count when I’m nervous. 

2. I grew up in a dysfunctional family- I met my dad for the first time at 18 years old. 

3. I’ve been told I have an old soul- maybe because my grandparents raised me. They shaped my 

odd fascination for birds, colorful wall murals, and old folk sayings. 

4. Did you know that cats knead both when marking their territory and showing they feel safe? 

5. My brain runs on tangents- a disorganized mess of self-expression. 

6. I’m goofy and wonderfully unique. I didn’t used to think I was, but I’m slowly starting to 

convince myself of that. 

7. My coping mechanism is pushing away those who love me. 

8. I don’t believe I deserve love. 

9. I’ve experienced the most painful loss in life: Heartbreak. 

10. I’m known for talking a Lot. So, when I’m quiet, people assume I’m not okay. And they are 

often right. When I say “I’m Fine”, I really want to say that I’m reeling in pain. But I don’t. I 

keep my mouth quiet and bottle up my feelings which society has taught me to do.  

  

  

  

  



6 
 

  

 Dear “Abandonment,” 

 

You must be genetic- the way you are passed down in my family, generation after generation. I 

inherited you just like my light blue eyes, dimples, and dirty blonde hair. Except instead of being 

recessive, you dominate my life and tear apart my family tree. 

 

Now before I get ahead of myself, let’s rewind to my infancy. I think we can agree that it’s pretty 

dang cool being a baby, in a loving home. As a baby, you start to pick up on familiar sounds and 

faces, you get to play with soft, colorful objects. Plus... everything looks like food. But for me, 

nothing was familiar. When I was three months old, you crept into my life the moment he left 

me. To this day, the words, “dad” and “father,” are like a foreign language to me- a vocabulary 

word that my peers used on the daily, but I never truly learned the meaning of. Shit- I don’t even 

remember the sound of his voice or the color of his eyes. But I do remember every birthday 

without him. Every Thanksgiving. Every Christmas… His absence was no longer temporary, and 

your unwanted presence slowly became permanent. 

 

But who needs him anyway? He wasn’t there to teach me how to tie my shoes or skateboard or 

catch a football...But I learned didn’t I? And I got pretty damn good at it. I got through my first 

day of school without him. I scored my first soccer goal without him. I learned how to drive, I 

learned how to be independent, and I learned how to be strong without him. I had 22 good 

birthdays without him. He didn’t even send me a card. TO HELL WITH HIM. I don’t need him. 

I’m going to get through college without him, I’m going to start my career without him, I’m 
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going to build my life without him. I’m going to get married and have kids and be a better parent 

than he ever was. I sure as hell don’t need him for that…. Because there’s not a damn thing that 

he can teach me about how to love my kids.   (*Pause here*) 

Damn, how come he doesn't want me...?  

 

Abandonment! You, you caused this emotional trauma and I still can’t look in the mirror without 

seeing a broken girl- a heart that’s lost all feeling. I needed him. But he didn’t care. He left me 

and never looked back. The memory of him has faded like old smoke but you’re the unwanted 

lingering smell. You are the reason my heart is broken. The reason I don’t know how to trust 

again. The reason I won’t trust again. FUCK YOU! I look at people now like they are betrayal 

waiting to happen… I wonder what it must feel like to belong, to feel loved like that. You’ve 

infected my mind with lies. Lies that make me believe I don’t deserve love. You make me feel 

Neglected. Rejected. Forgotten, and alone. He left too long ago to understand me and my worth. 

He didn’t love me. He wasn’t meant to stay. I guess loving me was hard and I wasn’t good 

enough for him and that’s why he left me. Now you’ve got me looking for love in all the wrong 

places.  

 

-Carlin 
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Dear Carlin, 

 

Listen to me. This is not your fault. You are NOT the reason he left. I know that you are angry 

with my presence but believe me when I say that your dad leaving is the best thing that could 

have happened to you. He was no good- not fit to be a father. He broke down and you were part 

of the wreckage. But you were never alone. Just because you come from a broken home, doesn’t 

mean you are broken. You are far from broken. I can tell that you don’t want to trust again, 

because everyone you’ve trusted hurt you. I can tell that you don’t ever want to love again, 

because when you do, they leave, and you second guess your worth. But truth is, you deserve to 

be loved, wanted and cared for. You are ENOUGH. You have been, and always be. 

 

Look at your grandpa, he was there for everything. He watched you at t-ball practice, spent hours 

listening to you practice violin… even when you sucked. He was at every chess tournament, 

robotic competition, and back to school night. He even helped you build the “Cat Scratcher- 

Feeder 5000” that won the 5th grade science fair. He baked you brownies when you felt sad, 

took care of you when you were sick, and bandaged you up every time you fell. And let’s face it, 

you were a pretty clumsy child. 

 

He gave advice about boys when you mentioned your first crush and reminded you of your self-

worth when you needed it the most. He shared wisdom and compassion and love throughout the 

years. Don’t forget… he was there for it all- front row for your high school graduation, CIF 
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volleyball games, and senior award night. And we both know he wouldn’t miss your “father- 

daughter” dance for the world. You are his world. You are his everything.  

 

So, believe me when I tell you that you were never alone. In the future, there will be people that 

will love you and earn your trust. People that will never leave your side. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Abandonment 
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Dear “Anger,” 

 

How do you take a hold of me? The way you make my fists tighten until my knuckles turn white. 

The way you make me jaw clench until my teeth ache. The way you make my heart race and my 

blood pressure elevate. I feel the tension pass through me like a freight train- except the engine is 

powered by my hyperventilated breaths and each cargo carries a different insecurity of mine. The 

baggage weighs me down, and honestly, I don’t feel like me anymore. I don’t remember the last 

time I felt like me. 

 

Anger, you have a way of creeping under my skin and taking a hold of me. My head throbs and 

my hands shake when you are around. I say I feel no emotion, just numb to the world. But the 

truth is I bottle it up and all I feel is rage. I’ve been hiding this pain that’s underneath and some 

nights I’m too terrified to sleep. Anger rid me of my demons. I just can’t take it anymore. 

I’m choking on tears. I, I can’t breathe- all of the pain comes at me like a stampede. I am Mufasa 

and you are Scar- wicked and cruel. Irony hits because you’ve scarred me since childhood. 

Losing a dad to prison. Losing a brother to a boarding school since my dad fucked him up. And 

losing a mom to depression all before the age of 6. 

So much for the circle of life… 

Your presence is a shot of epinephrine, with my fight or flight response being just a constant 

internal fight. My mind focuses on one thing-the uncontrollable desire to punch, kick, and 

destroy the world around me. It takes all my strength to fight the temptation- to channel my 

energy into meditation. I suppose I should thank you for how strong I’ve become; despite the 
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hell you’ve put me through. Because of you, I've learned to fight for myself, to find myself, to 

love myself, one day at a time.  

-Carlin 
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Dear Carlin, 

 

I’m sorry for the pain I’ve caused you and all the stress I’ve put you under. But this is not a 

punching match. I am not your enemy. A fist can easily punch a wall and create damage, but you 

can’t fix the holes you’ve made until you let your fist relax and open your hand. Truth is that 

pain is inevitable and it demands to be felt. So don’t try to run from it, or you’ll turn into me- A 

face covered by a Halloween mask that’s been plastered on. I’ve gotten so good at hiding the real 

me. I am but sadness at my core. Don’t be like me, it’s not worth fighting your emotions for. 

Don’t run from the pain of your past. For, in time, it’ll find you and consume you, no matter how 

hard you fight. And don’t become numb or you’ll miss out on the world. Please, for yourself, 

your family, and friends, continue to re-shape your negative energy into something beautiful. 

Something good. Something extraordinary. Feel everything deeply, be your authentic self, and 

when you reflect on those feelings, you will come to know yourself. And this, Carlin, will 

complete the circle of life.  

 

With serenity,  

 

Anger 
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Dear “Depression,” 

 

For so long, you were just a figment of my imagination- the silent killer in my repeated 

nightmares. You’d stand over me, watching my chest rise and fall with each breath. You’d wrap 

your cold hands around my neck, tightening your grip with each fleeting second: making my 

lungs forget their purpose. “Breathe” I tell myself. “Just Breathe”. 

 

I don’t think I have it in me- to save myself from my inner demons. It seems I am responsible for 

my own haunting. Numbness takes over and darkness creeps in. This is the moment; I think to 

myself. The moment to let go of everything hurting me. Finally, I'll be at peace- no more pain or 

suffering. But little do I know; you’re toying with my head. Just as your stranglehold becomes 

unbearable, you release your grip. Two seconds longer and I would be dead. Bummer! 

 

Instead, you smirk, paralyzing my body with fear and infecting my mind with lies. Lies that 

make me believe I have no fight left, no reason to survive. You watch me suffer- leaving my 

body functionless. Neglected. Rejected. Forgotten. Alone. I always feel alone. Except when it’s 

me and you- an unwanted guest in my own home. If pain is a prison, then I’ve been convicted of 

your crime- Just an innocent person in the wrong place at the wrong time. Damn, I wish we 

never met. 

 

Some call it “modern loneliness”- never alone but always depressed. Why, then, can I be in a 

room full of people and still feel alone? It seems this persistent sadness is no longer just a place 
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that exists in my mind, it’s become part of me. So... when I say, “I’m Fine,” I really mean 

“Please help me!” I’ve been trapped so long that I’ve forgotten what happiness means. I’m 

suffocated by my perpetual sadness. Someone, anyone please help- it’s like I’m screaming but no 

one hears. 

 

The dark thoughts seep in and I try to escape. I try to dodge the blows to my heart and soul but 

my worst demons are on the inside, tearing me alive, it’s like they’ve disregarded the no 

soliciting sign. And all I’ve been taught to do is run. Run from these emotions in hopes that 

they’ll disappear- that the thumping of my heartbeat will block out the voices in my head that are 

so FUCKING loud. I slam my palms against my ears to block out the incessant noise. I just…. I 

need it to stop. 

 

Dear God, “make it stop.” But it never does. Instead, the voices control me, telling me this is all 

my fault. That I am hopeless. That I am broken. That I am a burden to others. That I am 

responsible for my own suffering. Every thought feels a battle, every breath is a war, and I don’t 

think I’m winning anymore. Depression, why do you make me battle myself? How can I win if 

even gravity feels heavier than my own desire to fight back?  

 

-Carlin 
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Dear Carlin, 

 

You are not alone in this world and you are far from broken. You are in pain. And pain passes 

with time. In fact, it doesn’t just pass, it leaves you with strength that you didn’t know you had 

before. A knowledge of how strong you truly are and a reminder of all that you can become. 

Fearlessness comes from knowing that your last struggle didn’t break you. You will overcome 

this. This seemingly impossible challenge is something you’ve faced before. Don’t let it 

consume you. Keep your head high and be resilient. 

 

Remember, your subconscious thoughts do not define you. You are not the demons in your mind, 

and you are not broken. You are braver than you believe. Stronger than you think. And more 

loved than you will ever know.  I understand that you are hurting. I am all too familiar with 

“suffering”. But I promise you this pain will pass. This overwhelming feeling of darkness is not 

here to stay. You can and will move past this. You are not a lost cause. But you need to feel. Let 

go of negatives, seek out the light. Develop yourself, you should journal and write. Feel 

everything every damn day. Don’t let yourself go numb, for that means you have given up.  

 

Allow yourself to feel everything there is to feel. Dance in the rain. Eat frozen yogurt. Enjoy the 

sunset. Star gaze. Sing your favorite country songs at full blast while driving with the windows 

down. Be your authentic self. Smile. And Laugh above all else. Why? To cope, I guess. I believe 

laughter is the only thing keeping us alive.   
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With hope, 

Depression 

Dear “Failure,” 

 

Why do you make me feel like I’m not good enough- that I won’t amount to anything? That no 

matter how hard I try, my efforts won’t make a difference. I hear voices in my head saying to 

give up before I waste anyone’s time. 

 

Self-doubt whispers in my ears and anxiety appears as an uncontrolled tremor. I start to shake 

and it’s becoming harder to breathe. I try to inhale but my nostrils feel like they are on fire. The 

growing weight of my own fear and disappointments yank me down. It’s getting so hard to pull 

myself together when my self-worth has hit rock-bottom. I feel burnt out. I feel inadequate. I’ve 

worked so hard the past four years to do what? To get a piece of paper and a zoom graduation. 

Well, I didn’t even make it that far yet. My fear of succumbing to you has led me down a path of 

internal self-destruction. And here I am, six months past my original graduation date and still no 

diploma in my hand. Why? Because I’m terrified my work won’t be good enough- that I won’t 

be good enough. 

 

I know my family’s counting on me to carry our name. So, what do I do if I just bring them 

shame? I would be lying if I said I wasn’t afraid. What if I never get through this shit, what do I 

do if I can’t find my way? I don’t feel good enough and I’m broken. I’m losing my faith and 

have struggled with coping. It seems that in fighting myself there isn’t anything to gain. I know 



17 
 

that the sun is out there somewhere, but I’ve been living in the rain. I need to get a new mindset 

but I’m not ready to change. At this rate I don’t think I’ll ever make it to fame. I must take it one 

day at a time. Look, I don’t need anyone to feel sorry for me. I’m still learning how to love the 

parts of me that other people can’t see.  

 

-Carlin 
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Dear Carlin,  

 

Get the F*CK over yourself. Look at all that you are and all that you have accomplished. You are 

anything but a failure. From middle school commencement speaker, academic honor roll, and 

character awards, to 3 varsity letters; you are nothing short of extraordinary. You’ve served as a 

friend, mentor, and role model to kids in hard places. Spreading love to children at Door of Faith 

Orphanage and providing hope at Loma Linda Children’s Hospital are two ways you’ve made a 

difference. Showing leadership as the sports coordinator of Vacation Bible School and only girl 

team captain of your college flag-football team, you’ve made an impact.  

 

They say the key to success is forgiveness. So please, Carlin, forgive yourself for not reaching 

perfection because there’s no such thing. It’s only a myth. A folktale passed down from 

generation to generation, making people feel they need to achieve some unrealistic expectation. 

Instead, focus on doing your best. Everyday. Set small goals. Celebrate the small victories. For 

one day, they will turn into big accomplishments. Grow through what you go through. Be 

mindful. Mediate. Show yourself love. You are Strong. You are Beautiful. You are Resilient. 

You are Loved. You are Capable. 

 

Don’t give up. It’s called Perseverance. What are you waiting for? Your time is now. Believe in 

yourself. You will do great things. You are doing great things. You are rising like a phoenix from 

the ashes. No one is successful by accident. Behind everyone that makes it, there is someone 
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telling them, “you can do this,” but there are also those who will say, “you don’t stand a chance.” 

You were not made to follow the crowd, you were made to question everything, but to also take 

chances- to experience the unknown- and to grow. No one ever changed the world by getting it 

right the first time. So look fear in the eye and say “I’m still here!” Remember, Carlin, you were 

born to change the world, not just add to the noise. So, believe in yourself and you will do great 

things! 

 

With encouragement, 

 

Failure 
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Dear “Love,” 

 

I trusted you… and you betrayed me. I saw you every day in her hazel-green eyes. I heard you in 

her voice when she laughed. I felt you inside my chest every time she said my name. But you 

betrayed me! You broke my heart. You made me forget how to smile, how to feel joy, and how 

to function on my own as a human being. You made me question my self-worth and importance. 

You made me wonder if I was enough. You tore me apart and left me to grieve on my own. It 

seems that having a broken heart is much like having broken ribs. No one can see them, but the 

pain is unbearable every time I breathe. 

 

Truth is, it wasn’t the breakup that hurt the most. It was the aftermath- the lonely mornings, 

waking up to an empty bed. The constant disappointments in checking my phone for text 

messages that aren’t there. It’s those silly photos I’ve been meaning to delete but now just can’t 

let go of. It’s all the memories from that one summer out by the lake. It’s the pain of hope- an 

unfulfilled desire that just brings misery and pain. Breakups are like starting your life over again 

and not knowing where to begin. It’s realizing the person you’d sacrifice everything for, 

wouldn’t do the same. It’s feeling unwanted by the person you want the most. It sucks. I thought 

she was the one- My “person,” my soulmate, my everything. Until you decided to ruin it all. 

 

Now you’ve made me wonder what’s the point of a relationship if every other day we have to 

save that shit. I’ve become too afraid to let go, but afraid to commit. So, I'm sorry future partner, 
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when I get scared, I get distant and might push you away. What can I say? Hurt people, hurt 

people and I sure have taken a lot of hits. From toxic masculinity, to codependency, I’ve 

discovered what I want in a relationship and what I need. Even with all this learned, I still feel 

like a wreck. I can’t believe that anybody ever would fall for me. I still replay her leaving in my 

head. Trying to figure out what I did wrong for her to not want me. Am I too much? Am I bad at 

reading signs? I’m caught up in my feelings all the damn time. Please, love, stop messing with 

my head. Stop building me up just to let me down. You took my heart, used it, abused it... I 

guess I should just get used to it. 

 

-Carlin 
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Dear Carlin, 

 

SH*T happens and unfortunately, we don't get to choose who we love or who loves us back. We 

don’t get to decide that a relationship is going to work just because we want it to. If someone 

chooses to walk out of your life, let them go. Some people come into your life for a lifetime, and 

some just come for a season. You will soon learn which is which. Remember, your value doesn't 

decrease just because of someone’s inability to see your worth. You deserve someone who 

makes you feel appreciated, valued, and understood. 

 

People are like different parts of a tree. Some are like leaves- the wind blows, and they come and 

go. Others are like branches. They seem sturdy and reliable but break when they are leaned on. 

Sometimes you get lucky and find two or three people that are like the roots of a tree. They are 

there to support you, nourish you, and connect with you. They won’t ever leave your side, just 

like family and friends. When you find your roots, hold on to them, but the rest, let them go. I 

know it’s hard, but it will get easier as you grow to love yourself. When you get to the point in 

your life where you can be happy by yourself, it will be easier. I haven’t left you, Carlin. I'm the 

fabric of life. I'm within you. I'm within everything. I'm the light in the darkness, I'm the 

sunshine and the storm. Yes, you're right, I was there in her laugh, but I'm also here now in your 

pain. I'm the reason for everything. Don't try and live without me, Carlin. I can be unexpected 

and unpredictable and sexy and warm and mysterious. 
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I know that it hurts sometimes when you miss her and that you’ve accepted the treatment you 

think you deserve, but you deserve so much better. You deserve someone who won’t give up on 

you.  Someone who accepts all parts of you. You’d be surprised at the things people put up with 

just to have somebody say they love them. Don’t lose yourself just to feel you’ve been 

discovered by someone else. Go work on you. You’re the greatest love story you’ll ever find. 

 

With adoration, 

 

Love 
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