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Poet in Profile: Kathryn Paulson 
By Kathryn Paulson 

 

  

 
I walk by this old rundown house in the tiny village 
where I live, often with my dogs. I distinctly remember 
noticing it soon after I moved to the area in 2018. At 
that point, I was not writing poetry at all. I covertly 
took a photo of the house while out on our walk one 
day. It made me sad, a bit scared and something else I 
couldn’t quite put my finger on. One day, I just started 
writing about the house and after many edits, I finally 
shared a version of  “Ripped From My Moorings” in 
our class.  

“I was ripped from my moorings…” 

at the end of the pitched and cracked driveway  
a rusty black GMC camper van crouches  
on defeated tires. its’ windshield layered with pine pitch 
and needles the color of terra cotta tile.  
shadows stunt the growth of grass, only  
creeping charlie and crabgrass remain. 
 
I am worse than those weeds  
 
garbage dots the bare patches of the lawn  
 
unwanted, like me  
 
a corroded play set abandoned,  
the teeter is tottering by one rusty  
bolt and the slide is in pieces,  
 

just like my life.  
 
swing chains broken or missing,  
 
the ones left wrap around my throat in my sleep,  
slowly tightening with each twist and turn. 
 
see the cancered gray shingles  
held on with mossy mold?  
 
I grasp at sanity  
 
pitted and stained, my flashing is flash-less,  
gable vents are rotting,  
 
my brain a gaping hole  
 
my timber siding edges are chipped  
bare wood peeps from decades old paint.  
where moisture has gotten in, wood has blackened 
what’s left goes to the termites, a feast of decay. 
 
the caulk framing  
my glass weakens and cracks  
dirty lace curtains hang limply,  
hiding myself from myself. 
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I am always nervous about sharing my work. I have 
been part of a poetry group for five years, and initially, 
my writing was just about the prompts we received in 
class from Brendan Constantine, L.A. based poet and 
teacher. I began to insert myself more into each poem 
as I realized how much I was processing my life while 
writing. If I remember correctly, my first real poem 
about my fall was created about a year into my writing. 
It was a poem based off a prompt asking where I got 
my words from. I named it ‘Leak’. At first, I shared 
‘Leak’ thinking it wasn’t anything special, but it 
explained some of my thoughts about my fall. I cried 
every time I read it. The reception to the poem was 
always powerful, and I was encouraged to keep sharing 
it. Each time I cried, I felt a tiny bit better. I realized 
that by putting this out into the world, I was sharing 
something intimate, but also healing, not only to me, 
but to others. 

I kept writing. And sharing, mostly in my class. 
Sometimes I would be brave enough to submit to other 
journals or publications. Opportunities for me to share 
in unconventional places presented themselves over 
and over, so I kept at it. ‘Leak’ started something for 
me. I have written more poems about my feelings and 
my life experiences in the time since. The things that I 
had shoved into a deep filing cabinet in my brain. The 
things I just put there, knowing on some level that I 
couldn’t process them, kept filling filing cabinets. I 
have started to open those cabinets slowly, to 
remember and try to process. I know now that there 
are people that want to hear about it. I wasn’t exposed 
to that much growing up. Life just happened to me. I 
have suffered from depression since my teenage years, 
and later anxiety joined the ride. I just kept swimming, 
like Dory. If it was bad, or good, I shoved it into that 
filing cabinet and tried to never look at it again. Should 
I say, my brain didn’t analyze it much, but I have 
learned over the years that my body did. I was just 

trying to survive. I thought, this was how I am 
supposed to be, how life is—just shove it away, get 
through it and shut up about it. With therapy, 
introspection, and poetry, I have learned differently. I 
wish I knew this many years ago, but I also think that 
if I had the processing skills I use now, then I wouldn’t 
be the writer I am today. 

After over twenty years in the medical field, a majority 
before my injury, things just kept piling up. That is a 
whole other filing cabinet in my brain. I was never 
taught in school how my work would affect me, going 
from patient to patient, emergency to emergency, 
pretending to be fine. Seeing and doing the things 
necessary to keep people alive. To get them home to 
their family. The next patient would always need me, 
so on I would go and by the time I got home each day, 
I was exhausted and in no place to process anything. 
I’m sure every medical personnel has gone through 
this. I wonder how many of us haven’t taken the time 
to process their traumas as well. I know I am not alone. 

I have taken a few classes but have no formal writing 
training other than middle and high school language 
classes. I don’t remember school poetry much at all. I 
just knew that Shakespeare was not anything I felt I 
could relate to. Some of my poems come from a phrase 
that is spoken or that I have read in a book, and some 
of my poems come to me in a dream. I have a 
notebook next to my bed with a pen because I have 
woken many times knowing that if I didn’t write it 
down, then I wouldn’t remember in the morning. 
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“ t he color I call myself” was written based off a 
prompt from Carmen Fought to ‘use a color’ in a poem 
but mostly came to me in a dream I woke from, then 
scribbled in the middle of the night. 

“the color I call myself” 
 
clear 
crystalline  
also called transparent,  
meaning you can see  
through it and possibly 
 
not see it at all. 
 
clear is an un-color,  
an un-shade,  
a pain chip you 
 
will never find at the local Ace 
 
clear is the color of the  
cerebrospinal fluid 
that dripped from my ear,  
 
puddled on my pillow. 
 
clear is the color I call myself 
when I feel more than invisible 
those days I only have a dried up  
old marker to color my world.  
 
clear is the color of forgotten.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“K.P.” was written after I read Molly Brodak’s self-
titled poem. I wrote my poem almost four years after 
she committed suicide in 2020. Her words felt like they 
were my words. 

“K.P” 

I absorb doubt into my brain 
much like the peaches on my 
backyard tree absorb the sun. 
  
I devour the sweet,  
juice dripping from my chin 
until I reach the pit.  
 
those pits I bury 
in my stomach, 
let them linger 
 
until they germinate.  
some grow to invade, 
 
others sever my roots 
leaving things I regret, 
to shadow the other side of night.  
 
anxiety buds in my bones, 
linger like fallen leaves 
forgotten under a swell of snow.  
 
I spread so much 
love to others  
and so little to myself 
 
but I hold onto hope,  
I like the heft in my hands.  
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“My Oubliette” came from a submission I entered to a 
publication that was ultimately denied. I read the word 
oubliette in a book and looked it up, as I often do. I love 
that word. I love the mouth feel, the sound, the way 
my tongue twists when saying it aloud. I knew I wanted 
to use it in a poem…it felt like this poem was where it 
was meant to be. I also included a nod to my very first 
poem that got published in Rattle, “Coal Smoke.” 

“My Oubilette” 
                       with respect to Amy Matthews 
 
This line came from falling in love.  
That one came from being pushed out of it.  
These age spots lie, tell me I am old 
but maybe I was just born in the heliolithic age? 
 
These freckles, my oubliette.  
This wrinkle on my temple leads deeper, a  
true crack into my core.  
My skin folds over itself, tries to  
contain everything that is me. 
 
You see, you live on planet Earth.  
I fell off, tumbled over my grave 
and landed smack in the middle of  
my Traumatic Brain Injury. 
 
And by that I mean, a concrete bullet  
cased in inky black ice s h a t t e r e d  
what I thought my life was.  
Now I live in a mystical and monstrous place  
with subarachnoid hemorrhages, 
 
hematomas and deficient temporal lobes. It’s where  
I lose my memories,  
my concentration is stolen,  
and my sense of self 
 
is set on fire.  
It’s where cerebrospinal fluid  
  drips  
       from  

     my  
ear. 
 
Costly CT scans and unrelenting doctors visits  
are anxiety ridden rollercoasters,  
my migraines, King Titan. My underlying  
soundtrack, a continuous shriek. Tinnitus so loud  
my bruises blur. 
 
Nerves not sheared,  
wrap around my neck and  
squeeze, threatening  
to take anything that is leftover. 
 
The normal ordinary hidden in my corners leak out  
get swept along with the dirty into a dustpan  
then disposed of along with Wednesday’s trash.  
My TBI is where unescapable beauty  
beats back coal smoke. 
 
Where flashes of lightning illuminate the  
shadows in my head. Where I battle  
ragged bellies of clouds that threaten to engulf  
me at any moment. It is a painfully wondrous place to 
die. 
 

 

 

I was encouraged by some of my classmates opening 
up more and more in their poetry as the years passed. 
That kept me writing and processing my life. Now if I 
am able, I try to write when I am having difficulty with 
my thoughts. Mostly just scribbles or typing away. I put 
it away but sometimes I unearth it to try to make it into 
something. Then again, sometimes it just floats there in 
my zip drive. I am ok with that. When I am brave 
enough, I start a new poem, or something reminds me 
of one of the things in my filing cabinet and I pull it 
out and start the process over again.  
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As far as my personal writing style, I feel like it is a bit 
organic. I tend to use white space, metaphors, and 
similes. I love a thesaurus, I keep a running tab of 
words and phrases with their sources, I get ideas from 
my dreams, my conversations, my daily life and the 
feelings brought up. I try not to allow me to bury 
myself anymore. I read poetry, but I have hard time 
remembering it. I might remember a snippet and the 
poet, but that is about it. I am not afraid to play around 
with my poems. I have gotten better at editing with 
more experience. I like to read poems that tell stories, 
so unconsciously I believe I write that way. When I am 
editing, I change the composition of the poem. Often 
I start with a large paragraph of words, then make 
stanzas and line breaks where I think they will be 
effective. It has come naturally to me. I may ‘feel’ that 
a poem needs more space, less words, or more 
descriptives while looking at it. I don’t really 
understand it fully myself, to be honest. Maybe because 
of the cognitive changes my brain went through 
recovering from my fall and subsequent bleed, my 
brain rewired itself to hear and see words differently. 
Fatigue causes my word finding to worsen easily.  

 
Since my fall, I have worked diligently to build a true 
support system that I am able to be vulnerable with. It 
is not always easy, and it can be scary, but I know that 
poetry is not going away for me. I don’t always have 
enough time to commit to writing and when I started, 
I was adamant that I wanted to write poetry for myself 
first to not make it another thing I ‘had’ to do. I know 
many poets put themselves into their poetry, that is the 
poetry that resonates most with me-so that is how I 
write. I make changes and edits as needed but a fair 
part of my poems are my truth.  

I have decided that poetry is part of the gift I received 
from my fall, but because I never wrote poetry before 

my brain injury, I will likely never know the whole 
story. I have an ability to use my life experiences, both 
good and bad and put it into words that others may 
need to hear. Words that may help them. That was 
what I said to myself from the beginning of my TBI 
journey. If I can help just one person with brain injury, 
I want to, and my fall was worth it. But my fall has also 
been worth it in many other ways. The people I have 
met, the opportunities presented to me, my ability to 
finally begin to process my life and learn from it on a 
different level.  

So that brings me back to the ugly green house I walked 
past so many times. Many people will never notice it, 
as it’s just part of the detritus of life. But I have an 
ability to look at things differently. That green house 
became a metaphor for how I see myself. Recovery is 
not child’s play, and it has not been without its own 
pitfalls, but most days, I wouldn’t change it even if I 
could. 

“LEAK” 

My words 

                 dribble 

                                   from 

                 my 

                                               brain 

much like the cerebrospinal fluid 
that dribbled from my ears.  
Some words I pick up 
from the slate gray concrete of my driveway / 
the crack running through it 
mirroring my snow white skull. 
 



 POETRY  POET IN PROFILE 

 

 

 Published online 21 APRIL 2026 at jhrehab.org         

© Emory University; authors retain copyright for their original articles 

My petal pink brain underneath 
screams for help / 
an unconscious reaction to the jolt.  
Folds in my brains’ hemispheres give me more words.  
At the same time 
my temporal lobe  
admits defeat and bleeds. 
Words and gore 
leak into my brains breathing space 
they tell me I am a survivor 
but in the same breath tell me 
I am damaged / 
never to be the same. 
 
Over time 
my words dissolve into all my bones / 
the spongy part of a skeleton 
that is part of all of us.  

Words seep 
into my scarlet marrow 
fall from my ruby red lips / 
they say to me 
you are not 
what has happened to you / 
you are what you became 
 
                             while you healed.  
 

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S  

“With permission from Brain Injury Association of 
Wisconsin, previous published in "Poetry is 
Chocolate” poetry chapbook and "When Our Silence 
Speaks" chapbook.  
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About the Author 

 

 

Kathryn Paulson is a nine-year TBI survivor who fell on black ice, fractured her 
skull, and had a subarachnoid hemorrhage on the temporal lobe of her right side. 
Her recovery has included some of the typical therapies, but when she started 
writing poetry in October of 2020, she began to heal in ways traditional therapy 
never touched. Through her work with poetry, she has regained an identity as 
someone other than a person with TBI. Poetry helps her understand herself better 
and has allowed her to help fellow survivors. Her poems have been published in 
Rattle, TBI Hope and Inspiration and Poets Choice. Along with the Thursday 
Night Poets, she has contributed to three chapbooks: “I Don’t Think I Did This 
Right,” published in 2022, and “Poetry is Chocolate,” published in 2023, and 
"When Our Silence Speaks" published in April of 2026. With her work at the 
Brain Injury Association of Wisconsin (Poetry & Books — Brain Injury Association 
of Wisconsin | Brain Injury Prevention, Advocacy, Education, Research, and Support) 
she continues to be an advocate for brain injury survivors, families, and 
caregivers. 
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