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Title of Thesis: ALL THE WAYS MY MOTHERS SEE ME  
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Thesis Directed By: Professor Elizabeth Arnold, Department of 

English 
 
“All the Ways My Mothers See Me” is a collection of poems, meditating on the self-

exploration of my intersectionality as a black woman and how these selves have been 

raised. These poems are an intimate investigation of what it means to be mothered, 

whether through female relationships and interactions or how the places I’ve lived 

have influenced my poems and myself. Divided into three sections, the poems emerge 

from the self interrogating memories with their biological mother and adoptive 

mother, along with the influence of cities such as Petersburg, Virginia and 

Charlottesville, VA. Though these themes seem disparate, the poems that focus on 

previously mentioned cities, study major historical people or events showcasing how 

I’ve been affected and also nurtured by these cities, people, and events. This 

collection is a culmination of varied approaches of what it means to be mothered and 

how these processes continuously affects the self. 
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PHOTOGRAPHS AS PAGEANT GIRL 
 
 Here are my positions as pageant girl – 
 
 overwhelmed in starched white tulle; 
 behind me, our magnolia tree hovered, 
 its blooms just emerging. 
 
 It was March – I posed in an early frost. 
 There was something off with the weather 
 that year. I tucked early buds in my stockings. 
 
 This is the final photograph of myself. 
 I went back to the magnolia. It takes work 
 to find me – not my dress, but my body 
 dark as the trunk.  
 
 For my final act, I wavered in the spring. 
 I always reached for the sick blooms. 
 I never brought home anything.  
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THE MORNING AFTER THE FIRE 
 
The fire didn’t reach the oak tree. 
Instead, it burned my grandmother’s rose bed — 
one pink bush, another red, 
 
even the white bush we kept closest. 
The morning after is brighter 
than usual. A cardinal chirps 
 
louder than usual. A trail of ants 
burden themselves with ashed 
petals. We stand where her trailer once 
 
was. We are back here, our singed  
family plot. Everything is dark now. 
Part of the yard flawed. 
 
That pile of black — our laundry not 
yet separated. The breeze moves  
differently now, passes through us,  
 
swirls in the soot. I speak this — once 
was, not her church’s naming 
of blessing; of starting fresh; 
 
breathing new. I speak we can’t be 
made fresh or freshly made. 
Our clothes are gone. 
 
Our bodies are scorched, too. 
Our hair crackles like burning leaves. 
This blessing burned to the root, 
 
definite residue of us 
and home; now I can see, where 
the floral ended and we began.  
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MOTHER AND DAUGHTER 
  
i. 
  
are at /  our edge /  living off / silence and the necessity /    to speak / watching 
a movie like old times / can’t remember / 
what / it was /    we didn’t make / it to the end /    I ate popcorn / the sweet 
/ kind /  my favorite /   She didn’t get /   any / we hadn’t gotten / 
comfortable /   by the time /   it was all gone /  I had taken /  in /   too much / 
the longer I sit /  the more that / will stay 
  
ii. 
  
I am pregnant /   with you /   being difficult /    won’t let anything 
stay down / All I could eat /   was saltines and peanut butter / 
sometimes / that was all /  one night / so sick / crying /  in the bathroom / 
   Grandma Lankford /  your / great-grandmother /   
rubbed my belly / I couldn’t pull /    myself together /  I wanted her 
   to yell /  at me /  for my indulgence /  for my weakness 
before you even / came 
  
iii. 
  
In the family room /  light off with /   stash /        bowl of grapes / sandwich / 
   overcooked scrambled eggs / that can’t be eaten /    from all the salt / 
I wish I could eat /  more /         to make up /  for what /   
   I gave up / before bed / I let it all /  go /  one-to-three rounds / 
my body /  heaves in repetitions /   sometimes it’s hard /       to pause / 
   it’s hard to know / how much is left in / you / Sometimes / 
I can’t tell /    if I’m full anymore /  sometimes I can’t /   cry /  it’s hard 
   to let go /  of two things at once 
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WINTER WHERE MY MOTHER SLEEPS WITH LADYBUGS 
  
Why draw the curtains but cave 
in to the cold? Why again 
  
make no sound? Slivers of moonshine 
mirror on the bedroom floor. 
  
My mother cocoons, body furled 
and wrapped in a worn black sheet. 
  
Refuses meals, only drinks glasses of water 
left on the cherry nightstand. 
  
Ladybugs cluster on the walls – 
some truly red, some peach- 
  
colored as though born too early. 
They heap together, mounded 
  
pinpoints resting before spring – 
hibernating through my mother’s fuss – 
  
a chest-throttled howl 
again, cries on her side, legs forward 
  
tucked – all fetal. The morning 
a haze of pink streaking through 
  
heather gray. The clouds can’t bring 
themselves to come together. 
  
My mother silences during the day. 
How to make meaning of this: 
  
to give up the body is to hurl 
into darkness, to know madness 
when no one watches. 
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ONE SONG IN THE AIR, THE OTHER WITHHELD  
 
In the living room, my mother listens to music. She keeps the lights 
off to cool the air. She opens the curtains, spilling moonlight 
on the walls. She sings of anniversaries, California and the lack 
of rain. How she can’t stop. How she doesn’t have enough. 
I hum the notes she can’t hold. I watch the moon fill the dip 
between her neck and shoulder. In the dark, her jawline 
fades. Night eats her hair. Here, we dismiss our aching 
the carpet fibers burrowing into our skin. Through our distancing, 
I beg to sing with her. To unbind my throat. I promise notes 
smoother than melting ice. In the living room — in the dark, 
I feel tumbleweeds dance on the carpet. One brushes  
against my leg. I am reminded of our emptiness lying 
in opposite corners of the room. In holding myself quiet, 
I call in a request for her to flesh my skulled self — 
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NOW THAT I’VE MOVED, I CAN SAY THESE THINGS 
  
In Grandma Ethel’s backyard, my cousin 
kissed me under the weeping willow 
and I bit his tongue and his taste buds, 
watched him bleed & 
  
by her front door, I ate ants 
with my other cousin. We killed 
them with our pinky fingers; 
we crushed them in groups 
because we didn’t want 
any one to be alone. 
  
In Grandma Helen’s backyard, I learned 
to skin catfish 
with her pocket knife, 
felt for that soft spot beneath the dorsal fin 
  
& it was in her kitchen that I got my first grease 
burn from frying that same catfish 
from crowding her cast iron skillet 
from thinking I could cook like the white people on TV 
from being dumb and slipping 
  
off my step stool and not knowing 
the handle was hot 
& pulling the skillet down with me 
& not having the sense to scream. 
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ELEGY FOR A MOUSE 
  
When the mouse trap near the broken heater snaps, we aren’t looking. 
  
The sounds of its death close to its shuffling in our walls. We watch it slide across the linoleum 
floor. 
  
Greyness and the clamp that crushed its neck, I see it. 
  
A death in this home we aren’t sure how to remove – it’s stillness. 
  
         \\ 
  
Now a haunting where it rebirths 
         roams our house with its neck broken          
         enters our bed, leaving a trail of death on the sheets 
  
just washed. Its paws on our bodies as we sleep 
         Are we being loved or cursed 
  
I won’t apologize for your death, only for not knowing 
         the best means of disposal 
  
         \\ 
  
My mother chose burning; with a flashing, she entered my father’s shed 
Her body became another aspect of the night 
  
That beam a light a glint of what must be done to bury you 
  
Gasoline, match, and gloves – she threw your clamed body on the lawn and lit you bright 
  
         \\ 
  
Now a haunting, half- 
         alive, expecting a squeal not a heaving from the fire 
         as it takes you whole 
  
We watch, less to make sure the flames don’t spread 
         than for the warmth – your rendering 
  
warmer than our house 
         warmer than our huddling together 
  
in bed, our shared shivering a constant 
         pulse 



 

 9 

  
         \\ 
  
We stayed silent and before my mother brought out water 
  
I couldn’t tell – did you blink or was it just a flicker of the flame? 
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LEAVING 
         after Safiya Sinclair 
  
This is where I exit. 
Abandoning the self and slipping 
  
away from the wind’s thrash 
into a cleared field, 
  
the lack of a thing 
to sway in this force, 
  
there is required work in holding 
myself erect. Out here 
  
I found the first note 
I wrote on my self, 
  
the untangling and pulling 
of my hair to create 
  
some relief, the emergence 
of a beauty mark 
  
on my torso, near 
my left rib. Out here 
  
I am drawn pearled, 
lightened in the moon’s 
  
glare, bolded 
in the sun’s rising. 
  
Then all settles, 
the resolve to breeze 
  
the lowering of my voice 
before I am hooked at dawn. 
  



 

 11 

DREAM WHERE I MIMIC MY MOTHER 
 
I dream the same dream of my future self as a mother: 
 
I will silence the alarm telling me to wake my not-yet 
born daughter for school. Instead, she will come to me. 
I won’t wash her face. I’ll pull her into bed with me. 
My heartbeat will vibrate against her clavicle. 
I’ll tend to the coiled knots in her hair. 
Loosen them with a touch she’ll remember but I’ll never 
replicate. We’ll sleep until dusk streaks itself pink. 
I will ask my husband to bring home the meal 
I can’t find the energy to put together. 
I will promise to do better at the next sunrise. 
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GRANDMOTHER, PRE-TREATMENT 
  
My grandmother would prefer to die with her blood too sweet, 
with her own failed kidneys, instead of someone else’s. 
  
She sits on the couch that has become her bed. The cushions have sunk into themselves 
like the early checking of a soufflé for doneness. If I die, I will leave the house to you. 
You can get rid of my trash, and do something 
  
with this place. At that moment, neither of us knew the meaning 
of abandonment: the conclusion of the body: my grandmother’s inability to care 
for herself: the surrendering of the body because there is no fixing. 
She scratches her elbows, and I hear 
  
the roughness of her skin, the same song she taught me 
when I was six and learned to scale 
fish in her backyard. Matter of fact, don’t come back 
don’t try to redo any of this. 
  
At that moment, I couldn’t tell if she wanted to relive the echoes 
of a full home: Christmas in her living room: me hiding behind 
her legs as she fried the fresh catch her son brought home. 
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CHILDHOOD UNBOXING 
 
Contents: 
 
 Bee sting in ’96 by my grandmother’s rose bushes 
 that was when I learned how badly rubbing alcohol stings 
 
 Chicken pox, me doused in calamine lotion 
 & arguing with my cousins through the screen door 
 as they yell you’re diseased 
 
 An afternoon lost 
 in a fluorescent K-Mart 
 realizing there is comfort in being separated 
 from a parent 
 that was when I stole a bag of Blow Pops 
 and tried to count all the fish in their tanks 
 
 Not understanding when my mother  
 says I’m adopted – for months 
 I sign my homework with someone else’s name 
 
 Short film on a runaway, 
 featuring a pink vacuum cleaner & clean underwear 
  
 Digging up worms while your uncle is buried 
 & being yelled at because you’re too full to finish your plate 
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LAST MOMENT WITH MY MOTHER  
 
When I left home, I almost held your hand,  
wanting our fingers to lock. I wanted to grip 
you for the last time, our knuckles forever 
cinched. Because I only knew the narrowness 
of your back. Because you always turned away, 
my body ached. Our bodies ached at different 
measures. For you, I drowned coffee  
in whole milk and caster sugar.  
For you, I learned which stair hummed 
at my step to keep the house hushed.  
Because you coveted the softness 
of your hands – scrubbed the floors with bleach, 
only to slather them in Vaseline before bed. 
What is this desire for you to lead me across 
the street? What is this heat, this passing, 
this coming together that slipped away? 
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UNDERGROUND RAILROAD HOUSE 
 
Imagine the effort to conceal: 

all exit points closed off 
with black particleboard  The siding 
 
gray and crumbled  The smallest 

pieces missing right beneath 
the roof lines   Imagine the weather: 
 
summer rain storms throbbing against  

this shell of a once  
home   A too-hot May: 
 
a floorboard warping An unexpected 

rush of snow at March’s end: the beginning 
flurries layer and mesh 
 
to the right weight needed 

for the slate roof to collapse -  
They’re most afraid 
 
to call a thing a thing 

This house as escape stop 
Imagine that denial: to portray 
 
this weathered structure as domestic 

To disregard this six-foot crawl space 
and its dirt foundation:  The black 
 
bodies that crawled in limbo 

The wheat grains John Bull left 
before stashing onto the Keziah 
 
the two-masted schooner 

inspected for an intolerable evil 
all that is black to be counted 
 
the Keziah 26 miles below 

City Point  Everyone returned 
Petersburg became a nerve of protest 
 
This incident served to awaken a sense 

of the insecurity of their property 
The Keziah sold for $800 
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John sold for $1150 and died in Tennessee 
Imagine a body worth more than a vessel 

And here my hesitation to ignite 
 
the Railroad House –   Couldn’t bare 

the wailing of my ancestors,  
their new burning 
 
I tell myself this flame will be more  

composed than the last -  No bursting 
of windows, only the cracking of softened 
 
wood  I tell myself this is necessary 

to explain their story as purposeful 
miracle  Their movement a miracle 
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AFTER THE BELL RINGS 
  
Aaron sinks to the floor, 
doesn’t scream, doesn’t ask 
for help. Yes, his knees are weak; 
how else can one fall 
  
so eloquently, 
so quiet, like a small animal 
going down 
from a fatal blow. 
  
There is metal in the air; 
yes, it’s here – 
it’s thick, 
thick enough to coat our tongues. 
  
Aaron bleeds and it pools 
around him, perfectly 
arched, perfectly crimson 
and we step away, 
  
as his blood drags 
closer to our shoes. 
We want no part 
in this – 
  
this boy who lies on the floor 
& just blinks, holds his side, 
won’t look at us, 
won’t ask for help – 
  
and this other boy hovering, 
knife in hand – he is frozen, 
boxed in 
with fresh pee pooling at his feet. 
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IN THE BACK-ROADS 
  
I was imported –soft in the hillock 
where they found me 
aching in a private darklong 
  
I absorbed crossfires and became the factional 
spirit – I was fragmentist 
I incorporated sermon-songs 
  
powdered remains 
ashaming to ashaming 
I was baptized in heathen-coal 
  
fed on desuetude 
I was not destructful 
was not destructed 
  
I vitrified – 
none of me was the same 
I was manyhead: 
  
how can I say 
this – I was domesticated 
trusted, treasured 
  
I was translucent but not clear- 
eyed – put me to your lip-labor – 
Don’t forget 
  
what you have 
given me, 
I will not give. 
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CENTRE HILL MANSION IN SMOKE 
 
I flame the underground tunnels, 
 watch the heat 
glide over the cobblestones. 
 
The flames heave unto themselves, 
 lurching, eating, gliding 
over the foundation. 
 
The tunnel becomes a cylinder 
 of red — I begin here, 
allowing the blaze to do 
 
its work — char the mansion’s 
 preserved interior: scalloped 
crown molding, Knabe Concert Grand 
 
Piano, dining room table and chairs 
 where Lincoln ate a meager 
meal right after the Union floored 
 
Petersburg and everything neighboring. 
 Outside the flaming, 
the melting snow dripping 
 
from the eaves. The water 
 trickling, releasing all 
at once, like a just beginning flood. 
 
I’m most proud of this 
 destruction — this ignition 
of column of brick of shattering windows. 
 
I could’ve died right there, 
 having made this grand home 
quiet. It’s not enough for the city  
 
to own this once home, nine 
 acres hilltopped.  
I would’ve left if  
 
not for the ghosted Confederate 

soldiers wandering 
the tunnels. They call my name, 
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they wail — all wonder 
at the wilding fire, 

yielding to the heat. 
 
Their bodies already consumed, 

wounded, pieces of them 
left on the battlefield. 
 
I couldn’t find the sound sense 

to step away, inhaling 
a home that isn’t mine. 
 
The mansion diminishes at its own 

pace. The smoke and flames 
a haze. The burning of spirits.   
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MAYHEM – ARRIVAL AND DEPARTURE 
          
         Rally (n.) 1650s, originally in the military sense of ‘a regrouping of renewed 
         action after a repulse’ 
  
I confuse the armored buses for deliverance           a line of colored 
         steel  some tarnished         some spit- 
shined  My surprise at this release of white 
bodies           Their flocking together         
  
Their delivery of      renewed action          
         the guns hanging      from their waists 
         so many        baseball bats even, 
one wrapped in                    rusted barbed wire 
  
I imagine their knuckles      exhausted     from tight-gripping 
         all that power                       Their revival from this 
banding together –   one moving mass      
of enthusiasm           I am standing: 
  
a body radiating       in the stilled heat 
no clouds to encase  a sliver         of the sun 
         Sweat trailed   my thighs     my jawline 
I wished to be rinsed            washed away 
  
         I wished for a different kind   of fragmenting 
  
I never recognized the buses’ departure 
         Fade of roused bodies   I was left 
in still silence           City ate up by the quiet 
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UNION STATION, GIFTED 
 
In a battered brown bag: 
 
 A pigeon feather from the one 
  with the cracked red beak. 
 I assume it’s a she because I don’t know 
  how else to see birds. It’s the same 
 one always lingering near the food court; 
  the one with claws more spread 
 apart than the others. Honestly, the brokenness 
  makes her more elite. Here’s a true testament: 
 rub the feather vane on your arm. 
  I swear its grace will make you laugh. 
 
 Here’s a fabric square from a shoe shiner. 
  In this instance, names and details 
 don’t matter. There’s always a body coming, 
  then departing. Thought you’d like the smell 
 of the oil. I can’t compare it to anything. You can 
  figure it out. You’ve always been brilliant 
 at naming the natural. 
 
 Another feather - different pigeon, 
  this one speckled with teal. 
 
 I got you a floor tile. Ignore the hint 
  of blood on the smooth edge. See, 
 the sun moved to brighten the main lobby. 
  The floor covered in dots 
 of sun-shadows. I walked into the perfection 
  and thought, yes, maybe  
 this is what home could look like. 
  It was a blessing for me to make this 
 discovery. A bit of sunlight pointed towards 
  your tile. You always swear the sun 
 can do magic. Now, I know it’s true. 
  I didn’t gasp when the flat edge sliced 
 my thumb. Some things still have the power to deceive. 
 
I’m not saying these gifts are symbolic of you. 
You said you like things dilapidated because it reminds you of home  
which means consumed which means overrun. 
There are more feathers in the bottom of the bag. 
They’re shedding a lot these days. 
I’m used to them now.  
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PLACE MYTH 
 
Bulldozers flattened  
the rowhouses on Sycamore 
Street, preparing to build a transit station 
 
I won’t use. I won’t return 
to the most jagged 
mouth of the Appomattox where I stepped 
 
on a slug, wondered which of us 
was the most temperamental.  
Before I abandoned this place, 
 
I visited my great-great-grandmother’s 
ring on display 
at the Siege Museum 
 
her only precious jewel 
encased, her name absent from the display. 
I swear it is her’s. 
 
Stopped by two plantation estates 
in downtown central - one a museum, 
the other a perseverance of the original 
 
interior. Before I left 
the city, I drove by Blandford Cemetery, 
the years I spent 
 
on public busses and our communal 
knowledge of remaining 
silent until passing 
 
the dead, and sometimes the silence 
remained until reaching 
the next block. Later, I entered 
 
the Cemetery and found 
my great-great-grandmother's 
headstone, rubbed her name 
 
with vine charcoal, exited 
her birth year only because that was the one 
thing I could never remember.  
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ON SETTLING 
  
If I could commit, I would become the girl who searches 
for your hand in public. I would be normal like the others 
& pick my outfit the night before. I would remember 
to ask about your family & give you the kind of listening 
you deserve. I would let you hold me before falling asleep 
& not measure my breathing to bare it all. 
  
Friend #1 maintains a windowsill garden and loves that you love me. 
She is unreliable, pays her half of the rent on the 6th. 
Her aloe plants die every season, during the summer from too much 
water and during the winter from too much sun. 
She finds comfort in her quirks, the bags of tangerines she keeps bedside; 
that her clothes smell like lemon from scattered peels in her closet. 
  
Friend #2 doesn’t communicate well but senses marriage in our future. 
On the phone, between her second and fourth drink or while eating 
99cent bags of Lays, she wishes I would commit. That I could choose 
a signature scent and not flip flop between hints of jasmine and eucalyptus. 
She likes things that come in packages of one: movie tickets, chicken 
cutlets, fruit at the corner market. She tells me to choose because it feels right, 
and then maybe I could get a good night’s sleep. 
  
I am a terrible sleeper. I don’t like being touched or sharing 
blankets. I constantly search for the cold side of a pillow. 
If I could get closer to you, I would. I would give you something 
definite like a song with no interludes, no string section to take up time.  
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ON THE 4TH OF JULY, WE CONFUSE GUNSHOTS AND FIREWORKS: 
 
 As in this conflation of sound causes an imitation of death. 

As in the body flattens on concrete. As in the body roasts on hardened tar. 
 Calves ache from the stillness. Its tongue swells, overfilling the mouth.  

As in the cupid’s bow harbors a basin of sweat. As in the body recognizes  
the weight it carries. There is a glitch in the silence. The body considers  
a burst of movement, then trusts this sudden pause. As in don’t — as in  
it is pivotal to see the body and all other bodies as targets. The body can’t  
rid itself of exposure. Time eats bodies differently here. Winds around  
the body like a snake that chooses suffocation over bite. As in the sound  
of erupting gunpowder and firework divulge at multiple frequencies.  
As in each snap alerts the body to exhaust, anticipate, then wish for nothing. 
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APPLICATION FOR A PERMIT TO CONDUCT A SPECIAL EVENT IN LAFAYETTE SQUARE 
  
Rally (v.) 1590s, to come together again, to reassemble, esp. in order to  
 contest; to return a body to the fray 
  
Imagine writing this    in black ink  and keeping 
         a straight face           Specify the time        boundaries, 
sound           regulations and liability      The agency does not 
         consider the content    of the message presented 
I ask you to consider            the feelings  I harbor 
         Govern me   Surrender this glory without a heart 
Surrender my own               as well          I speak now 
  
authorities fail         to protect      both sides     yes – 
  
         Do you want a city   eaten into silence 
Do you want a mound         a fraying       a continuous 
         fraying mound of flowers    The National Mall splayed in 
everything                roses, daisies, sunflowers    most bouquets 
         still wrapped 
  
I present to you        the dried petals         crushed         of a paled 
         orchid left    last year        Those maroon edges   Could you have 
left it   to die            in such an aftermath            Even I couldn’t 
         maintain                   its survival   in my oversunned bedroom 
Left the bloom         in my windowsill     like death being better that way 
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NORTHEAST REGIONAL 
 
Brunette warns only me to stay safe in Charlottesville 
 it hasn’t - I haven’t been safe for quite some time – 
there was a fire that summer, an eruption right off Market Street 
 there was an eruption within only me, and it happens 
again as the train leaves Alexandria jerking right and left, 
 searching for its rhythm and what little rhythm 
I had left is now gone, then the man next to me asks 
 if all is well, and I have forgotten what well means –  
if he’s asking about my well-being or the unwellness 
 of a friend when he approached only me earlier today 
with his weighted sadness about the United Right – 
 his eruption of sadness doesn’t correlate, his sadness 
rooted a state away, and I had felt that heat having 
 learned the function of power : its difference from quiet, 
the day after – the whole of Charlottesville stunted, 
 the roads barren how I walked through that thickness 
and stole a hydrangea from the memorial to let it rot 
 on my kitchen table because it was too 
beautiful to die in the open. 
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LOOKING FOR TEA THAT BLOOMS LIKE MY GRANDMOTHER’S TULIPS  
 
 

i. I move through the day with my breath hitched. 
My second mother says I trail 

 
 behind her. I evade the sidewalk’s crevices 
  & think of how the dorsi muscle 
 

in her back sighs with each step & the rippling 
  of her voice with the thrashing wind. 
 

How my mother glides through intersections 
  & cars halt for her. This I can do. 
 

People fear the impression I’ll leave. 
 
 

ii. Sometimes, I daydream we rush 
towards things that come our way: 

 
sometimes my grandfather, sometimes a tulip 
 field, which really means we’re moving 
 
towards my grandmother’s memory 
 
 

iii. In a glass teapot, globe amaranth blooms 
to the surface. Each clover fuses  

 
into an island of purple. Did you ever think 
 we were leaving home to watch her die? 
 
I can’t shake my head anymore. To myself: 
 Mother, no. Everyday after, I draw my body 
 
and yours. Sometimes in the morning hoping 
 the fresh sunlight will reveal something, 
 
anything. Sometimes your hair is longer – 
 sometimes I fill in your eyes blue 
 
like your mother’s then I catch myself. 
 
 

iv. I hope each pot of tea will do its work. 
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I’m grinding myself to the bone 
 

for the right steep, that right brilliance 
 of purple, that faithful hue of her tulips. 
 
We forgot to plant them. We stored the bulbs. 
 She dug them up by herself, hid the bulbs 
 
in her dresser drawer. Sometimes, I still find 
 soil next to some clothing I’ve folded. 
 
 

v. I’m hoping this quest will hide  
our forgetfulness. I’m hoping my mother and I 
 

will speak about any other day besides her  
last. I’m hoping this will rush us back  
 

into our bodies, towards evening.  
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COMPLETE BODY COUNT 
  
Let’s start with your lipase levels: 
you’re beyond the normal range 
your body is making too many 
pancreatic enzymes – you’re at 193 
We would like you to be around 8-78. 
Do you drink much? Wine counts, I only say 
that because my younger patients name wine recreational. 
Like it’s any less potent than the hard stuff. 
  
You’re 26. Your pancreas should be 
doing this much work. Maybe they’re enlarged – 
that’s not common but maybe 
they’re swelling. Or you could have 
stones. That’s a thing, just like a gallstone 
but maybe not as painful. It travels 
the wrong path, enters the wrong duct 
gets lodged and aches you somewhere else. 
  
Are you in a lot of pain? You’re 26 – 
your body shouldn’t fare this much. 
And your blood work if off too. 
You’re anemic and something more. 
Did you know that? Do you bleed 
often? Not on purpose, but how long does it take a cut 
to clot? Have you ever sliced your finger and felt 
like the bleed would never end? 
There’s not enough 
oxygen in your blood – you’re not 
breathing from the inside.  
  



 

 33 

I WOULDN’T HAND THIS TO YOU. 
  
Absence of child 
Unsteady slant of earth 
Uncontrolled fire coming over Chapman Mountain 
Smoke rolling into the city 
How close can it get? 
How close can we get 
Before the pink and dark of sunset mix 
Cardinals all heading home 
Fireflies coming from underground 
The grass is dry 
The air is dry enough for us to sit out and eat 
Oysters on ice 
Rosé badly chilled 
Abrupt ring from your phone 
I wouldn’t hand you this 
Not knowing what’s on the other end 
If we’re all okay, maybe not in bed, but okay 
We’re private. The whole family is private 
I am holding something from you 
It’s bad enough to keep private 
A man walks by, pants too high and there’s something in his throat 
We are downgraded 
I am downgraded. I have become private 
We are all private. The whole family is private 
I wouldn’t hand this to you 
There are voices in the background 
I wouldn’t hand this to you. 
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UNPREPAREDNESS 
  
The smell of hospital 
isn’t 
cleanliness 
  
It is us 
waiting, 
limboed 
  
bodies numb with 
wait 
the passing of 
  
millisecond – that 
slow 
movement 
  
the slink of curtain 
rings 
on metal bar 
  
The heaviness of body 
stunting 
the transfer of 
  
the body’s weight to 
us 
That is what 
  
we take home: 
them 
on our shoulders 
  
More ghastly than 
strain 
on our backs 
  
Their push above 
can’t 
be what 
  
cements us to 
pavement 
or forces 
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us to continue 
waking 
It is the wait 
  
to go home – the 
silence 
seeps beyond 
  
the rhythm of hospital machine but the 
voyeurism of expectation 
the arrival of last breath 
the arrival of the pastor 
and closing eyes for prayer 
and the limbo between prayers 
and the fight against this being our only rest.  
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TODAY, I WOKE EARLY AND ARRIVED – 
  
at the farmer’s market, overly crowded 
         Claudia explains that the chard is especially 
  
frail  I’ll be lucky if it even lasts 
         a week          don’t rely on a vinegar wash 
  
to lend its hand        I know to slice 
         the leaves away from their thick stems 
  
and use it in every meal – 
         quiches, a quick stew 
  
Claudia interrupts    they’ll go well these beets 
         handles them by their leaves, 
  
the rounded roots     knocking against each other 
         still dust covered little strands 
  
of earth attached      I handle them, pick 
         what Claudia hadn’t yet bruised 
  
place them beneath the chard 
         my purchases now a mound of maroon 
  
too deep to be just red 
         a green like the flesh of an avocado 
  
one day past its prime and in all of this rot 
         I know the stems of the chard are almost 
  
twinned to the beet flesh 
         Claudia interrupts    a salad is the way 
  
surely you can handle boiling a pot of beets, 
         for a taste particularly fresh 
  
I can add her sage and when opening 
         her sage        the smell off 
  
maybe grown in a plot         too exposed 
         or she didn’t erect some kind of fencing 
  
to protect from groundhogs and stinkbugs 
         maybe Claudia didn’t worry about frost 
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like I did, running my fingers over the sage 
         leaves           they feel like damp 
  
newspaper, they feel so weak 
         I worry about my finger brushing 
  
against them and their falling apart 
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UNDER OVERHEAD LIGHTING 
         after Carrie Mae Weems’s Untitled (Woman and daughter with makeup) 
 
This is more than painting   Don’t forget that 

A new way to be colored     Make yourself 

even Paint yourself one shade      of dark 

One shade of darkened earth 

Use your fingers      I couldn’t we can’t afford 

a brush         Don’t blush; we can’t do that either 

Color your lips 

Line first 

See that valley –      the cupid’s bow 

Go bright      above the peaks` 

What we call accentuate 

Gloss too      brightness you can buy 

Look at yourself       turn your head 

left then right  The lighting don’t matter 

Make sure you shine from all angles 
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THINGS REMOVED: 
  
shearing scissors post cutting away 
         the portion gone at the nape of my neck – 
then the cleaning, the scooping 
         of curled tufts in my hands 
the insufficiency of placing that evidence 
         beneath my bed – acceptance in placing 
a part of myself in a trash bin 
  
snapping my sister’s index 
         finger – the quickest snap we had 
encountered as we sat awed 
as my wisdom told me 
this must be made right 
         then my sister and I making silent 
work in bending her back 
  
the Bible lost in the 1996 flood 
         the family Bible – the pages’ 
refusal to become smooth, 
         our loss of my great-grandmother’s 
writing – her annotations became little 
         blots, her notes of all the greats 
we couldn’t get back 
  
the peanut lodged in my mother 
         her throat immobile, her airway 
jammed, then the slam of Planter’s 
canister against the kitchen floor, 
the small nut up and down in her throat, 
         as though it’s surprised, as though 
its rhythm has yet to be found. 
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LEAVING ASHES IN AUGUST 
  
We don’t understand the difference 
         in holding the body in an urn 
                     or the remnants of a body 
  
in our bare hands. I don’t reach for you in either 
         state or ask to say a word. In this haziness, 
                     it seems appropriate to avoid 
  
the agony we’ve brought with us. I choose to stand 
         by the tree you were pushed out of, 
                     a week ago you couldn’t remember 
  
if there was or wasn’t a tree house 
         or if it was Emma or Grady who did 
the pushing. Now, my mother stands back 
  
as my brother digs a hole – 
         we are unsure if there are requirements 
                     for depth or sufficiency. We don’t understand 
  
what it means to bury 
         or spread you across the farm. There is something 
                     inadequate about this work, like we have 
  
done the bare minimum in returning here, 
         disrupting the clearing. My mother holds the urn 
                     as though you have become the vulnerable 
  
child we are afraid to leave alone. 
         I remember the work of following 
                     you to the restroom – I remember the work 
  
of safe arrival and ensuring your return. Now, we bury 
         the remnants of your body, deciding it is right 
                     to leave you in the unmarked clearing. 
  
My mother declares this enough: 
         to bring you to the dark country 
 
before the last summer storm settles. 
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BLACK SENSITIVITY 
 
 My mother and I watch a movie about race that doesn’t say anything 
  about race. The black genius feels understood; the racist comes 
 to love the black genius. Nothing else happens. In the end, a meal  
  is shared. Time waves; they remain friendly.  
 
   // 
 My mother loves this movie because it shows all can be well 
  if we embrace each other. I tell her things work differently. 
 She calls this — black sensitivity. When has anyone been 
  prejudiced towards you, she asks. 
 
   // 
 I don’t explain my trip into D.C. to her favorite store. 
  There was a strange heat wave that October. 
 The leaves were toasted all kinds of orange and red, yet 
  I was sweating. I shopped, walked through 
 the aisles, grazing my knuckles over what I thought 
  she would love. Carefully wrapped bars of soap - 
 all with citrus notes. The softest scarves and one  
  with a gold filigree pattern. I ignored the woman 
 who trailed me - not well - her boots snapped out of sync 
  with my own steps. Her heavy perfume, wilted and sweet 
 hydrangeas, moved with us. I left a part of me in that store. 
  I slivered an ounce of me for that  

birthday gift. Because I could see you wearing the pastel 
  seasoned scarf in spring and that was worth it.  
 I left a blood speck with each step. With each heavy breath. 
 
   // 
 When you read this, your world will waver a little. 
  This doesn’t say anything about race, only that I wear 
 protection at all times. That line whispers everything about race. 
  I sleep with a grain of ignorance and walk around with it 
 too. That reveals how I balance my skin while walking. 
  Sometimes, I’m so aware my nose bleeds. 
 Afterwards, the air smells differently.  

I’m saying I have to adjust myself throughout the day. 
Now, I’m talking about race. 
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LAST CONVERSATION WITH MY GRANDMOTHER ON HER BALCONY 
  
He can be a lazy 
  
thing drunk bitter              sometimes frantic When I start 
  
my hearing aids           and the static kicks In my bedroom, 
  
your grandfather stayed             and I learned                  how lust stays 
  
still Stilled   summers sweetheart            the worst 
  
I have forgotten       something about the garden        I left at home 
  
all the time spent                 on that farm             I ached 
  
more than your grandfather                         black-crushed All I can 
  
do here is leave        feed for the birds                  testing the balance 
  
between water and sweet                 for the cardinals Told 
  
my doctor that I like to drag my sadness     through the mud They 
  
gave me medicine                and now I forget                  more Thunderstorms 
  
here than before       I taught you to hide     in the low   to keep         
  
yourself together At the farm I want to be buried right                  by the creek 
  
far enough from the ruined                mill I want          my worship 
  
coupled with            the creek’s song 
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A BLESSING GONE WRONG 
  
The young girl sucks her thumb, over-pruned and stale. 
  
There are lice crawling on her scalp, pushing their way into her plaited hair. 
  
Her mother hides in the empty bedroom, every cuticle cracked & sore from too much washing. 
  
The young girl pulls at her dress, and then she sees it – a single white louse. 
  
The mother imagines a fire, bigger than her desire for it to all end. 
  
For her family to turn to ash. She won’t remember to call for help – it’s pulse too impeccable. 
 
Everything will land at her calloused feet, each ash as big as storybook snowflakes. 
  
 

 

 


