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ABSTRACT 

A HUMAN LIKE THE REST OF US 

Elizabeth Deanna Morris Lakes, MFA 

George Mason University, 2015 

Thesis Director: Peter Streckfus 

 

In this book-length collection of poetry divided into two sections, I explore the catalyst 

and impetus and then the aftermath of violence on the human body and mind. In the first 

section of the manuscript, Ashley Sugarnotch & the Wolf, I utilize two speakers, named 

in the title, whose narratives push and pull toward what they both believe to be an 

inevitable end: Ashley’s death. These poems also utilize the folkloric understanding of 

the wolf and the chased girl. In the second section, The Rest of Us, I explore the 

consequences that these violences have on the people left behind. These poems focus on 

real events and people, who lived along the Susquehanna River in central Pennsylvania. 

Images of the river also infuse this section, using the beauty and brutality of nature to 

balance the rest of the text.

  



1 
 

 

“‘If I do well I am blessed 
  whether any bless me or not, and if I do 
    ill I am cursed.’ We watch the moon rise 
on the Susquehanna.”  
 
   Marianne Moore 

 

"the river is not just the river but holds legends in relief." 

   Karla Kelsey 
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We All Think We Know About the Wolf 
 
 
The huntsman doesn’t always come.  
Sometimes the Wolf eats up Little Red, 
her grandmother already digesting. 
Another time: Red complained 
 
of her own hunger, and the Wolf 
provided her grandmother’s body 
as an offering: teeth as hard as rice, 
jaw as red as meat, blood as red as wine. 
 
Red undressed and climbed into bed. 
Devoured. In one, a cat whispers 
that Red is a slut as she chews 
on her parsed-out grandmother,  
 
a little cannibal slut. The cat left 
but that time, Red survived, clever 
enough to realize the discrepancy 
in the Wolf’s face. And isn’t it easy 
 
to disregard the beast? As easy 
as it is for him to devour the girl. 
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Ashley Sugarnotch & the Wolf



4 
 

Ashley Sugarnotch and the Big Red Bow 
 
 
I just hate how thin and toned my legs are. My arm and leg hairs are so light I barely even 
have to shave. Can’t my body be a little lopsided? One leg shorter than the other? I saw a 
young girl at the mall with these shoes, one wedge and the other flat. It compensated. I 
want to need to compensate. An old friend was born with two thumbs on one hand. Her 
parents cut one off—a shame for sure—but with the one she had left, L-shaped, she could 
smash anyone in thumb wrestling. She called it The Sledgehammer. My fingers? Even in 
winter, the cuticles don’t tear. Even chewing them. Maybe I wouldn’t mind looking so 
lovely and framed if I had something like heart surgery and a scar I could show off with 
strapless dresses. We weren’t rich growing up; we were comfortable. If I had needed the 
surgery, or those shoes, we could have afforded it. This isn’t so ridiculous, what I’m 
asking. My mother and father smoked cigars occasionally, had a glass of wine with 
friends. But these points of decay don’t interest me. I’m not interested in some death film 
only visible when my body is pieced apart during autopsy. Even my ears are the same 
shape. Maybe something will just happen, you know? Some sort of accident or mishap. 
My father lost a chunk of ear during a war or something similar. He would always touch 
towards the blank space at the dinner table to remind us of something we couldn’t know. 
But this was before. I am trying to know the things I can’t. For Halloween, I wore my 
green swimsuit bottoms and a big red bow tied around my chest, a new car and a new car 
model. Everyone asked what I was. When I told them a present to be presented, they 
tugged at the bow end and looked past my eyes.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch and a World of 
 
 
When I was a kid, when imagining what to wish when given wishes (every child is 
supposed to have wishes), I wondered if I should wish to feel all the pain in my life at 
once. Even then I knew it would kill me. I began to calculate how I could spread it out. 
Should I get it over once a year, like vaccines? Have I ever said that my mother was 
murdered? Shot by my father, for reasons I’m unsure of. After the shooting, I was 
basically an orphan. For all legal purposes, I was. Except when you’re already 18, they 
don’t use words like “orphan” anymore. I was in the house. My father turned himself in, 
and when the police arrived, they found my mother, and then me. In my room watching 
the light wind out from the fan blades. Center still but unfurling. The papers said, 
“unharmed.” When I learned about the golden ratio, I saw my pain like a part of nature, a 
shell or a bean pole, spiraling from a center point. Out and out. When I feel myself 
spiraling now, I count. Lie as still as possible; count. I imagine that I am a circle, my 
mother is pi. And I believe that I have such perfect space, that each thing about me is 
even, calculable. Every time I start to tell a story, I stop believing it.  
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The Wolf Is the Wolf 
 
 
i've become quite skilled at pretending to be 
myself. at waking up at five-thirty barely 
alive and fumbling towards the light 
 
switch. i pull on khakis a button down 
shirt. i drive still dozing something at which 
i’ve become quite skilled: at pretending to be 
 
awake. professional. steamed and pressed.  
i always hope to catch you in the elevator 
alive and fumbling towards the light. 
 
to see your fingers press in the button 
each tiny muscle contracting. is this what 
i've become? quite skilled at pretending to be 
 
aloof beside you scanning the ceiling my watch. 
i'd like my fingers in your mouth your tongue 
alive and fumbling towards the light.  
 
when the door opens i trace the path to my desk. 
i smile at the receptionist. check e-mail.  
i've become quite skilled at pretending to be 
alive and fumbling towards the light.  
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The Wolf and the Cup of Tea 
 
 
this was the first time 
that i saw you 
ashley. in my 
chair at my desk 
i can see right  
into the break 
room. your first day 
you came down for 
coffee but the 
carafe: empty. 
instead you pulled 
the hot water 
spigot on the 
coffee maker 
and filled your mug 
with the steamy 
sputtering flow. 
when you placed the  
tea bag in you 
let your finger 
tips sink in too.  
i counted to ten 
before you drew them 
out. the look on 
your face: relief.  
jaw slackened, cheeks 
flushed. i knew i 
loved you then loved 
every last sweet 
cranny. you knew 
hate is defined 
as spitting out 
each other’s mouths. 
you knew pleasure 
in sucking one’s 
raw fingers which 
you did as you 
left the moment 
returned back to 
the moments of 
others. that night 
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i plunged my whole 
hand into hot 
tea and dreamt you 
licked every last 
finger.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch and her Mother 
 
 
My mother’s voice clicked softly like ivory coins in the thickness of night, hushing me as 
she would slowly pull the handle of my door and—hinges squeaking small like a 
whinny—sneak inside to sleep on the braided rag rug beside my bed. Close your eyes, 
little one. Keep sleeping. I did, because my mother said so. When I would wake next, the 
sunshine screaming through the window, my mother would be gone, already drinking 
coffee, face put on and dressed. Except once. I woke in the reticent dusk to see her curled 
on the rug facing the door, hands balled into fists. In the grayness, I decided to believe 
that the murk in bloom on her neck was the slightness of shadow, not yet illuminated by 
day.  
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The Wolf and the Wall 
 
 
i must have been four five. 
i was with my mother 
at the park running or 
jumping. i ran to a 
wall that cut against a 
small hill. i ran from its 
low base toward its peak. 
flying. arms outstretched then 
falling my clumsy foot 
misplaced. my head on the 
pavement clattering. i 
should have blacked out instead 
some white white burn enclosed 
my skull. something so hot/ 
cold you can’t at first tell 
which. my mother ran 
to me and as she grasped 
for my body i clawed 
for her face. she said my 
name and i balled up the 
act into my own fists.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch and the River 
 
 
Some days, I swim across the river to an island covered with moss and lie out in the sun 
to burn. First, the sun sucks the water off my skin, before drawing it into redness and 
sweat. Then the flies come, the large peony ants, and crawl over my neck, routing their 
way from the line behind my ear to the muscles that blur the definition between neck and 
shoulder. It's my thighs where they bite. I don't move, I don't flick my feet, but instead 
find a circle of stillness. My sweat sinks into the moss and I am grateful for the respite of 
affection, these hair-thin fingers that crawl over my body. The wind is like a shadow 
along the current. Sometimes a boat passes. Do they see me on the shore? Once, a child 
flung a kite into the air, a small diamond of primary colors in the sky. I am waiting for 
my body to fill with air like the kite, for someone holding a string so my skin is taut, and 
I am distanced but unable to billow away. Full, finally, of some thing. Once I slept and 
when I woke my skin was chilled and bumpy with dried sweat. A storm had begun. I 
waded into the water, sky shouting overhead, and swam back to the shore. But halfway I 
paused. The river was a wide road, unreal with green and orange. Lightning chained 
across the neck of sky above the horizon. I stood and waited for the lightning to creep 
upstream, to fill this grave of a body like a flash bulb. When I finally got home, I stood 
under the hot water in the shower until it ran out. I buried myself under blankets as if it 
was winter.  
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The Wolf and the Distinct Feeling 
 
 
do you have the distinct feeling 
of atrophy ashley? not you 
but the sense of thinning out our 
world? i ran over a dead squirrel 
today his uncrushed bones pinching 
flat against the road. he never 
had a chance. they’re so quick too. 
how was he ever crushed? power’s 
been out since eight. i never left 
 
my bed. just watched the storms burst and swell rise/ 
fall. at ten i saw nothing until the 
lightning dashed darkness into day. but then 
the whole picture became exposed. where are 
you tonight ashley? i watched last summer 
you wade in the river and wait. sky 
splitting open hoping if moss wouldn’t 
grow into your hair that lightning would melt 
your legs together toes and fingers webbed. 
 
(my hands could melt you 
shut. they have such heat.) 
 
i hardly knew you then 
but you never did it 
again never once were 
willing to wait for some 
thing to happen. there is 
not enough world left for 
you. it’s atrophying 
ashley. more than just moss 
not growing. before rain 
i heard only a lone  
cicada. it landed 
 
in my lap. 
what aren’t you 
waiting for?  
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Ashley Sugarnotch Finds her Mother 
 
 
What difference does it make whether I was in the house or not in the house—out at the 
store picking up some things: plastic bottles of various sizes, boxes made of thin 
cardboard, then checking out with a still-novel debit card, to then return to find—or 
whether I stayed home in my room, folding and putting away laundry, just about to leave 
for college, looking around like why didn’t I ever spruce this place up, the room awash 
with pastel colors, dusty, like the memory of what color should have been, whether or not 
and either way the sound shattering through the house like a door slamming harder than 
doors can slam would shoot outward, and either I would walk downstairs and see her, or 
open up the front door, and see her, my mother, bent in the impossible shape death 
allows, blood splattered but not pooling, her eyes still shut in terror and my father: 
already gone.  
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The Wolf Always Dreams 
 
 
ashley i 
dreamt about you 
again last night. we sat in my  
room all golden brown light dust puffing up from piles 
 
and piles 
of books. sitting at 
my feet legs bent to the side and 
i read to you from books while you fingered 
 
the hem of 
my khakis touched the 
round bone of my ankle. you moved 
to your knees touched my lapels. i wasn’t even in 
 
a chair just 
perched on a crate or 
a stack of books. you twisted the 
ends of my moustache and then pulled like Velcro 
 
gave yourself 
a unibrow. you stuck your 
hands into the armholes of my 
sweatervest squeezed the blades. but i couldn’t get any 
 
closer. more 
static than statues. 
i miss the days in our dreams when 
we would lie with our heads on the curb legs in the street 
 
and wait for 
the bus. the bus would 
never come though. it was cloudy 
and we didn’t worry about our legs getting run 
 
over or 
our faces sun 
burnt. sometimes i think we’re meeting 
in these dreams. midnight tryst. when i see you next after 
 
the night you 
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blush you know you’ve spent 
the night asleep in me touching 
the edges of me. while i remember how you let me reach 
my hand forward and press my palm around your cheek. the 
 
line of your jaw like a corner.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch Is Curious 
 
 
I’m curious about forgiveness. I read an 85-year-old nun forgave her 19-year-old rapist. 
She did so “by God’s merciful grace.” Okay, yes, I cried all over when I read about her 
forgiveness, but I’m still not sure what it means. Who wins? Because let’s not pretend 
this evens and absolves. Even she admitted that she now knows terror; her sleep is 
restless. And yet she said, “of course; he is forgiven.” I wonder if the boy will lie in his 
cell at night, the sound outside the bars never ceasing like a chorus of yelling crickets, the 
lights never turned off, enduring dusk, and think to himself that he was bathed clean by 
her words. Was her gesture simply habit? Did the language she had spoken so many 
times before come out by muscle memory? And why is this what we want to hear? What 
a neat little package: he’s now in jail, she’s forgiven him, justice has been served. I am 
sure that woman felt rage and asked her god for forgiveness for feeling it. Perhaps those 
prayers did soothe her. Because: where can rage lead if not sloughed off?  
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Ashley Sugarnotch Grows a Tomato 
 
 
My tomato sprouted; rather, the tomato I threw into the back yard this spring is growing a 
thin stem. I bought the tomato so that I could put slices on sandwiches. But when I cut it 
open, the inside was already black, rotten. I’m really not much of a gardener. But I love 
my new yellow stem. It’s slender and bends to one side like it’s reaching. At first, I was 
concerned about its yellow color, its lack of chlorophyll. I tenderly watered it, made sure 
to place mulch and fertilize it, to stake it with a skewer (the plant is that small.) But it still 
didn’t grow.  Yet it didn’t just die. I could have tried to transplant it, moved it to another 
part of the yard, but I won’t. A philosopher once wrote that it is a human’s right to suffer, 
so I bestow that right to my tomato plant. If it wants to bend over and let its top touch the 
ground, it can, and I won’t bother it anymore.  
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The Wolf Wonders if Ashley’s Ripe 
 
 
i stewed blackberries for 
dessert last night ashley and discovered 
 
something marvelous. the 
berries dark as ever when raw turn bright 
 
red when exposed to heat. 
then as you stir they burst. each pustule, 
 
each heart surrounding a 
seed disintegrated to a tart slime. 
 
but i think they’re supposed 
to be like that. pre-grown blisters. i 
 
tear my blisters open 
always. the liquid inside is blood with 
 
-out the blood parts—the red/ 
white blood cells platelets. serum. not even 
 
the coagulants are 
left. i only knew this because i looked 
 
it up. how could i ever  
recognize blood without everything that  
 
made it so? blisters are 
supposed to protect us just like the juice 
 
sacs around the black- 
berry seeds. but the blisters just hurt. they 
 
are swelling from attacks 
our skin couldn’t handle. the berries when 
 
cooled lost their jeweled red sheen. 
i need to stop comparing you to fruit 
 
ashley. i’m not good at 
this at being a human like the rest 
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of us. but you are. you 
see fruit for fruit, even if you can’t see 
 
your own form as right your  
body and mind as one composed piece. i’m 
 
sure you’ve seen the blisters  
on your feet too and wondered what let your 
 
body change without asking you first.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch and the Earthquake 
 
 
We had an earthquake today. Of course, I was nowhere near the epicenter, but I felt it, the 
shaking cubicles, my boss jumping up like she had heard a gunshot or bomb. But it 
wasn’t so explosive. The feeling just crawled up the east coast, tickling the bones in our 
ears. The woman in the cubicle next to me said she felt this unease creep on her, a ghost. 
The decadence of the earthquake making everyone else suddenly aware of their bodies in 
relation to their desks, the ground. In California, their quakes don’t creep like ours do. 
There are too many breaks in the crust—the tremors can’t bridge the gaps. We were 
luckier, single plates letting landslides occur four times as far. We were caught gasping, 
the waves of earth’s fingers creeping into our spines.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch Is Not Interested in Love 
 
 
I am not interested in love. Today I saw a wolf that had been hit by a car. But it looked 
like it had been eaten by a car. The blood looked like a giant bow on a brand new vehicle, 
except it was tying closed the road. See, that’s way more interesting than hearing an 
anecdote about how I tenderly, under many blankets held hands last night with someone I 
had very much wanted to hold hands with for a very long time. (Which, in actuality, I did 
not). Instead, last night, I watched a documentary on giant squid. Giant squid have teeth-
rimmed suckers, hundreds of tiny crowns. (I thought about holding hands with the squid, 
under the water, no scuba suit required. The water around our hands blossoming into 
roses.) I am not interested in pursuit. In “making memories.” I saw a movie once where 
two people licked each other’s faces and then cut off slivers of the other’s legs. In the 
end, they turned into whales. It was supposed to be a movie representing marriage. But 
those two people from the movie got divorced. And now that I know that, I want to watch 
it backwards to undo it. That’s what I want: my body undone, untransformed.  
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The Wolf, The Bird, and the Burrs 
 
 
while waiting 
for you today ashley by the river i 
saw a 
 
movement in the 
brush along the shore. as i moved closer i 
noticed 
 
flapping. a bird 
was caught in burrs. its feathers close to the 
plant’s stem. 
 
did you know that 
burrs inspired velcro? but velcro is tame 
compared 
 
to hooks that bite 
into skin and fur. that rip away when pulled. 
the bird 
 
battled. had it 
simply landed? tried to rest? i could’t bear 
its struggle. 
 
i tried to un- 
hook its wings from the trap to give another 
chance to 
 
fly. the bird pecked 
at my hands. i bled. once freed the bird couldn’t 
move well. 
 
it foundered in 
the dust. had it always been broken or had 
i snapped 
 
some essential 
hollow bone? the bird cried from the ground. i pressed 
my foot 
 
on its head. cracked. 
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this wasn’t what i intended ashley. i 
wanted 
 
to set it free. 
instead i ended its suffering. a gift 
or what?  
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The Wolf Asks 
 
 
if i 
ask forgiveness 
now will it rinse 
me of the guilt like ballast stones 
sinking?  
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Ashley Sugarnotch was the Hunter 
 
 
When I find myself mired in the shock and sizzle of loss or violence, I inevitably resort to 
examining my body and wondering how to mark it. Mildly, I’ll trim my nails, file them, 
intricately paint them. Bring a cup of sugar into the shower and exfoliate. Shave all points 
of my body. Then always to my hair, holding the scissors up to it, fingering the fake 
loops of hair by the dyes, considering the chestnut brown, the “red” that’s really wine or 
maroon. Reconsidering bangs. Then it’s the idea of fasting, of yoga, stillness and settling. 
If my skeleton is really jumping out of my skin, I must overcome the urge not to mark my 
body with ink. Marking it would make it mine, I think. But I never do. I go to the river 
and burn in the sun, let my body sink into the mud by the bank. Because isn’t that all I am 
anyway: dirt and water recomposed into movement and thought?
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Ashley Sugarnotch Will Not Leave The Wolf Alone 
 
 
oh dear it’s begun again. when i 
see you in the break room with your hot 
 
coffee scanning the newspaper looking for 
a sign i am staring at the way you lean more 
 
on one leg than the other. of course 
i had a dream about you last night. this used 
 
to happen once in awhile. now 
it happens once a week. “what i would like you 
 
to recognize,” you told me. we were 
leaning against the bricks of some building. a 
 
place where the grass reaches bottom 
of the wall and teenagers sneak to make out. 
 
“is what i leave for you.” zipping down 
the center of your sweatshirt, cracking to the 
 
little windmills inside your chest, moist 
linen taut around the frames of blades. i knew 
 
you wanted me to reach inside. for 
what? the heart was gone. the other organs too.  
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Ashley Doesn’t Know 
 
 
See, the thing is, I’m not even sure of my goal here. Here, meaning on Earth. My boss 
asked me what my five-year plan was. I said stay alive, and she laughed. I wasn’t 
kidding. I’m an only child—and orphan, really, because my parents are basically dead. 
No one’s ever invited me to Thanksgiving. I don’t have or want a cat. My favorite thing 
is the sun. Sometimes, I’ll look through pictures of my family when I was younger. But 
it’s all useless. What happens before doesn’t matter now that I know the end. The twist is 
that my mom is dead, and I’m alone in an office with no windows, and at night I have 
nightmares that I feel certain will someday come true. How about we play two truths and 
a lie: I cradled her limp hand against my face. As he left the courtroom I spit in his face, 
but I missed. I sold the house.  
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The Wolf Attempts to Explain Himself 
 
 
i just want this all to stop now to go away ashley. 
the feeling that saturates my skin at night 
like my skeleton is pulling away from my flesh. just 
like it’s new and implanted but rejecting my body. 
an infection. i want to be whole and composed to last 
through the night without shoving my hand in the hot water 
 
or numbing my face with ice. the water 
running down my neck. how do i stop this ashley? 
my hands are full of static i can’t squeeze out. the last 
thing i want is to find you in my dreams tonight 
and crack open your ribs and rid your body 
of its organs. is it so unreasonable to want a justice 
 
for myself? a new ending where i justify 
i'm not a wolf inevitable. finding you in the water 
of the river and holding you down your body 
putting up a fight because that’s human ashley. 
it’s human to fight against what we want at night 
when the exhaustion wears through the last 
 
set of reserve and control. i wonder when my last 
guard will shatter and i'll become just 
less than human. the other. unrecognizable at night 
and willing to be held in straits beneath the water 
until i can no longer breath. it’s so easy ashley 
for them to see you as less than a body 
 
and certainly not a soul. they won’t see my body 
full of electricity and my hands in fists trying to last 
against the jerking muscles and teeth bitten on my tongue. ashley 
you know i never want to hurt you in the dreams i just 
lose myself when covered in fur. i'd rather bathe you in water 
cool and blessed. i'd rather find you like a lover in the night 
 
and curl at your feet. a good dog. and in this tender night 
we’d know though our dreams might be bad our bodies 
would be still. i'd wash you clean with river water 
in the morning and our restfulness would last 
through the day. but if i get too close i might just 
forget these hands are mine ashley. 
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ashley, will either of us make it through the night just long enough  
to see the sun’s body rise one last time over the river’s sparkling water?  
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Ashley Sugarnotch Feels Awful 
 
 
It’s inappropriate to take naps at my desk. That’s what my boss told me. I’ve been having 
trouble sleeping. I’ve searched the hell out of what to do. I cover all electric lights. I 
breathe in 8-counts. I soak lavender buds in hot water and sip the resulting tea as I read a 
light article on gardening or cooking—nothing apt to turn the knob on my adrenaline or 
heartbeat. Still, I lie and wait. Even through the pulled curtains, lights from pacing cars 
race by like fingers pushing across the ceiling. At three, when the cars calm down and 
even the crickets and cicadas begin to hush, I go outside. I walk, I walk in the grass, 
along the sidewalk, along the road. I walk until the stars begin to blur as my eyes water, 
until my legs tingle with their understanding of gravity. By now, it’s five o’clock in the 
morning. My body will know nothing but rest. I make my way inside and fall onto the 
floor. I sleep. And immediately I dream of the rotting forest, the bald dirt hills, the pile of 
bricks where a house used to be. I don’t even bother to run anymore. I sink, maybe 
hoping to fall asleep here, too, to wake up in some slightly calmer, slightly less decayed 
dreamscape. But I don’t. The wolf comes, sometimes more dirt than fur. With the delicate 
teeth, he bites my shoulder and pulls back the skin. The pain feels like electricity, both 
hot and cold and muscles jerking alive and wholly thickly dead.  And so the wolf 
undresses me, one layer at a time, until I gasp and find myself with no lungs. And when I 
try again, my lungs fill; I am in the living room, crumpled on the carpet, itchy with sweat. 
What is one to do when left with pain like that? At the café near me, they have a drink 
called the Shakey. It’s not on the menu anymore, but I started ordering it. Six shots of 
espresso, topped off with dark roasted coffee. My muscles vibrate after these, alive and 
shuddering in some way that is separate from myself. But then, they move, then they find 
their way to my desk, my work, the emails and meetings. But the wolf, I feel him waiting 
beneath the surface, waiting to strip me into pieces and call me his.  
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The Wolf Was the Runner 
 
 
i fall asleep 
sometimes and an 
orchestra fills 
my ears as if 
i were in the 
middle of the 
pit. symphony 
surging into 
my ear canals. 
when i awake 
the sound is left 
as memory 
only. doesn’t 
your skull want to 
jump out of your 
head ashley? i 
have been slamming 
my head against 
the door jamb at 
night to sleep. it 
helps. my hair can  
cover up the 
bruises. i found 
you in the woods 
last night ashley. 
you had let the 
tree’s roots grow in- 
to your organs 
a vine crowned your 
head. “now you can 
understand this” 
you told me. you 
creaked open your 
chest and the wind 
mills were gone. now 
metal larvae 
crawled over your 
redwhite bones. i 
wrestled out your 
heart. it flaked to 
bits in my fingers.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch was the Runner 
 
 
When I fall asleep, sometimes an orchestra fills my ears. A symphony. As if I were 
suddenly submerged in sound. As soon as I become aware of it—as soon as I think—it 
wakes me back up. I’m left with the sound as a thought. I’m left with the feeling that 
something important just slipped between my fingers. When I finally slept last night, I 
found myself in the woods again. This time, I couldn’t move. The roots of a tree had 
snarled around my wrists. The wolf came (as he always does) and peeled back the skin on 
my chest. Beneath, instead of muscle, were worms of molten metal crawling around and 
over each other, swarming my heart. All rust. The wolf snapped out the heart in his jaws 
and swallowed. I woke up as I said in to the air, “finally.”  
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The Wolf: A Shadow Manifested 
 
i died on a ship 
last night in my dream.  
  
the ship had sunk i 
was in the only unsunk room 
 
suppose then i didn’t 
actually die last night. 
 
i had knowledge 
of the end. aren’t i already 
 
dead? eventually 
i'll slip. feel your life draining 
 
over my hands. i 
am waiting in the shadows 
 
or rather i am 
shadow waiting to transform 
 
to action or mass.  
do i fail 
 
at being human?  
or by fighting myself am 
 
i more a human 
afterall? i know this sounds 
 
so rational ashley.  
i can be rational when 
 
you aren’t near.  
if i die who wins? i know 
 
you do not want this 
ashley but that doesn’t mean 
 
someone else wouldn’t 
find you. i'm not just any shadow. 
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i'm yours. i'm beside 
you in darkness but even 
 
more so in the light.  
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Ashley Sugarnotch Knows Your Number at 2 in the Morning 
 
 
I wonder what it feels like to be a daughter to a father. I want to say it feels like being a 
daughter to a mother, but I’m not sure. I know being a daughter with no father feels like 
the walks I take at night in winter. I want to believe that the silence cuts deeper than the 
cold. Having a mother felt like having a second self, a second set of answers to my 
questions. This is supposed to be the same but it’s not. It’s not. These losses have left, not 
vacancies, but this: the rocks in the riverbed are sharp against my feet; the road is wider 
and harder to cross, like you just can’t walk across fast enough; sun glare leaves 
phosphenes longer in my eyes, not blinded, but obstructed. Being a daughter to a mother 
turns my blood to stone. Being a daughter to a father whitewashes me in adrenaline. I will 
walk for hours.  
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The Wolf Knows Your Number at 2 in the Morning 
 
 
just cleaning up my phone 
 
just cleaning up my phone 
tomorrow who 
is the crazy one now hey 
ash i'm drinking 
tonight 
 
just cleaning up my phone 
tomorrow who 
is the crazy one now hey 
ashley your wolf needs you i need 
you to 
 
just cleaning up my phone 
tomorrow who 
is the crazy one now hey 
ashley 
 
just cleaning up my phone 
 
i miss you ashley your wolf 
needs you right now i 
need you please HELP me 
 
hey 
 
hey ashley 
 
hey 
 
just cleaning up my phone please 
help me save myself 
 
i love you 
 
good night 
 
good night 
 
good night 
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good night i need to sleep now 
 
love your 
 
love you  
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Ashley Sugarnotch Just Wants You to Know 
 
 
my father never called me from prison of course I never visited him but he also never 
called and I hoped just once that he would call so that I could see the number light up in 
my hand and I could choose to not pick up the phone  
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Ashley Sugarnotch & the Wolf 
 
 
I’m sorry, but I’ve got to stop this now.  
I’m cutting you off. Soon, I’ll send you home. 
 
There’s a certain decadence to experiencing fictional violence. 
Brad Pitt yells, “What’s in the box?” in Se7en— 
 
and we discover that what’s in the box 
is his wife’s head. My husband and I 
 
joke about this line. One of us will pick up 
a package and the other will ask, “What’s in the box?” 
 
First a normal question, then more harried, 
the loudness of the words ending 
 
with laughter. If I found Kenny’s head 
in a box, reality would crack. My body 
 
would fail, detach from consciousness, lose language.  
The Wolf is going to murder Ashley Sugarnotch. 
 
I can’t stop that because it never stops. He’s going 
to slit her throat by the river. 
 
And her blood will turn into her own river. 
And she’ll say, “It feels like electricity.” And 
 
she’ll say, “I knew it.” I can’t pretend that won’t happen. 
It will, it does. It has. It’s going to happen 
 
over and over, but I won’t show you anymore. 
I have so little power here, but I do have language. 
 
I can’t stop the act, but I can stop these poems now. 
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The Rest of Us
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Be Kind, Be Kind, Be Kind 
 after Dorothea Lasky 
 
 
It feels like everyone is dead or about to leave me 
Occasionally I watch Youtube interviews with Mr. Rogers 
These make me cry a lot 
Enough to have the tears tie together like bonnet strings beneath my chin 
I could betray Mr. Rogers and he would still love me 
I’m trying to write a poem about how Mr. Rogers makes me feel like there’s a god 
Well, not exactly 
Makes me feel like those who believe must feel when they believe 
I’m writing this poem after Dorothea Lasky, because I’m stealing her style 
In her poems, she can say, “I am sad” 
Without someone saying “That’s a bad poem” 
Or worse, “That’s not a poem”  
I can think of 12 people off the top of my head who’ve told me that they’ve been raped 
Not from TV or books; people I knew personally 
Some raped by more than one person, more than one time 
I can’t tell if the details matter or if they’d just make this poem seem more dramatic 
Like: some of the rapists were teachers 
Or: one was beaten and left her small town to get stitches and for anonymity  
Or: I’m still friends with one of the rapists 
This is only a small part of atrocity 
Mr. Rogers must have known about suffering 
But he believed in listening and caring for everyone 
Because everyone is human first and thus worthwhile 
He would love this poem, because I’m trying to figure something out 
He would ask me questions, thoughtfully, with quietness akin to care 
He once said that there were three ways to ultimate success 
“Be kind, be kind, be kind” 
I will try, Mr. Rogers 
I will try I will try I will try  
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Falter Suite 
 
 

I. Report 
 
 
On August 1, 2014, Kimberly Tutko 
called the police. Her son was dead; 
this was her official report. 
Jarrod Tutko Jr. had been locked 
in an empty attic room for months. 
No working lights. No open windows. 
His father, Jarrod Tutko, his sole caregiver 
(along with two other children), wouldn’t 
check on his son for days. His mother claimed 
to have no idea about the abuse, herself 
caring for three other children (one, 
a girl in a vegetative state.) 
 
The coroner later released 
these facts: Jarrod Tutko Jr. 
had multiple abscessed teeth 
and weighed 16.9 lbs at death. 
He would have been 10 that September.  
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II. Stretched Thin 
  for Jarrod Tutko Jr. 
 
 
Sometimes love, stretched thin, sunders. 
The humid, thick heat of August, static 
in the room: the window shut, the air uncirculated. 
His fat and muscle sapped away, only thin folds 
of skin left to drape over his bones that could not wither. 
I want to teach him words like “hell,” 
“evil” so that he knows we have words to explain 
his abscessed teeth shooting pain through his jaw, 
how emaciation shriveled his body 
and could make skeletal even the mind. But perhaps,  
 
he would disagree—would hold up one hand to say: stop. 
As if to tell me he didn’t need language because it falters. It always 
falters. I’d hold my paltry words in my hands and watch them slip 
away between my fingers. My hands still cupped to hold them.  
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III. Mother 
 
 
The first time I wrote this poem, I broke my own rule. 
I wrote it as if I were her. Because I want to forgive her. 
I want to believe she honestly didn’t know her son 
wasted away from the world on the topmost floor. 
 
My own mother is less forgiving. She said, “I just 
can’t. You know: I’m the fairest person.” Perhaps 
her shoulders had broken long before under a weight 
we’ll never know. I can speculate all day. Does that help? 
 
Does speculation lead to empathy or does it assume?  
She claims she was doing what was best. She claims 
she asked about him every day. This is what I know: 
she picked up the phone. She witnessed her son’s 
 
body, and the first thing she did was call. And then, 
for more than a month, she lived in the house 
where her son had died, the other five children taken, 
her husband locked away, where soon she would follow. 
 
I cannot imagine that silence.  
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IV. Lock 
 
 
—this word we know was in the father’s consciousness; 
he installed the attic room deadbolt in 
reverse, unlocked only from outside. 
Inside, his son, no yellow wallpaper 
for wondering about. Lock: as in 
“my son’s mind is locked to me.” Closed 
to no’s and stop’s, the son smearing 
his feces across the floor and walls 
and knobless door. So intentional, 
the brass and greased and solid lock. 
Only some great force could break it. 
Did he see his son as locked and keyless? 
Perhaps the son was, instead, 
a tangle to be carefully unwound. I’m 
sorry. With metaphor, I forgot 
what’s important: he was human. 
Now his body rusted shut in death; 
his father’s hands locked.  
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V. 2119 Green Street 
 
 
I know I’ve made a mistake 
even as I look up the address 
of Jarrod’s house on the Street View 
portion of Google Maps.  I can 
 
see a strong birch in front, 
bark peeling and leaves sparkling 
green in the summer sun. I can see 
the window of his attic room 
 
shut, as we already knew. 
I can see the alley where 
his father disposed of the 
bleach containers and moth ball 
 
boxes in the trash bins. I zoom 
into the attic window, like a child 
peeking into a haunted house, as if I 
expect to find some new information. 
 
I cover my mouth 
when I see the date: July 2014. 
He is in the height of his suffering 
behind the grainy window. 
 
The image stitched into composite 
just weeks before Jarrod died. 
But what have I gained by 
zooming in? By covering 
 
my mouth? What’s been helped? 
What have you gained 
by reading this poem, by 
exposing yourself to an 
 
image of what would otherwise 
be a sunny, summer day?  
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Susquehanna 
 
 
My river rolls low and slowly crawling 
through the big heavy heart of Pennsylvania, 
flattened a mile wide, washing it’s veins and 
tributaries, which the Susquehanna receives, 
and I am so grateful. The catfish hover 
in shallows, shirking the current that pulls 
at their tails. In a small swirling pool, I 
sink in my feet, the water like cool hands 
grasping my ankles. I would like to sink 
so that only my face, exposed, looks like 
nothing more than a glint on the water.  
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Beheading 
 
 
My brother watched a video of a beheading once. 
Months later, he told me. He watched it after 
school. He was newly a teenager, barely 13. 
 
I don’t know why he watched it, what impulse 
made him and two friends bring it up on the family  
computer in my mother’s room. I don’t know where I was. 
 
I know, now, that it must have been Nick Berg 
whom he saw beheaded, one of the first viral videos 
of war, our country still tender from 9/11. 
 
I remember him telling me, “I went into my room 
and didn’t come out. I didn’t say anything 
for the rest of the night.” Later, my brother 
 
corrected me—told me I misremembered 
some details, the plot. Still, I cannot 
shake how I remember my brother’s hesitant 
 
admission to me. How it seemed to cut him too. 
But if that so touched my brother, how did 
it touch the beheader? In the case of 
 
the guillotine, the heavy, sharp blade 
disconnects the head in a flash: on/off. 
Berg’s head was sawed. If you watch the video, 
 
you can hear him scream as he bled. When 
the blood stops flowing to the brain, 
a victim is left with fifteen seconds of consciousness. 
 
Fifteen seconds of questions, sounds, feeling. 
The beheader was too weak, struggled 
with the ligaments and spine—the part that would end 
 
it. There are some things worse than death. What chemicals 
surged through the body of the man with the knife? 
What words coated his tongue, as he told 
 
himself the scene he was making with his hands? 



49 
 

How does one create such inhumanity 
and still remain a whole self?  
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2nd & Market 
 
 
Every day, Paulo stood at the foot of the parking garage on 2nd and told me good 
morning. Sometimes, I would give him plums if I had extra. Once, a woman yelled at me, 
told me that he was dropped off every day and had an apartment. Dear god, I thought 
later, wishing about what I could have said, a whole goddamn apartment. I told her that I 
could give plums to people if they were nice to me, like he was. She glared. I should have 
offered her a plum. Instead I took the elevator to my cubicle, and when I got hot water for 
tea in the breakroom, I stared out the only window at the Susquehanna River, slowly 
moving past, a wide, rippling mirror for the clouds that hung above it.  
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Sorrow 
 
 
The main feeling 
I remember from childhood 
is anxiety— 
the constant fear of 
saying/doing/looking 
the wrong way. 
Yet, I do long  
for the freedom 
of small children 
who can 
when struck with sorrow 
let their mouths fall 
open into a beam 
of sound. Let it shoot 
into the air like 
a flare on the side 
of the road. 
 
I know it helps 
no one but I 
still allow myself 
public if quiet 
tears when touched 
by that same sorrow.  
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The Certainty of the Body 
 
 
Twenty months after she disappeared, last seen 
in Harrisburg. The boats search Memorial Lake for her body. 
 
She was believed murdered. Pings of sonar 
echo back to boats revealing logs, fish parts, 
 
leaves, but mostly: muck. Murk of the cold 
lake in late winter, nearly spring. Murk of each 
 
organic object chilled and slowed in their rot. 
The body, an insider claims, would be rolled 
 
in a carpet. Each scanned log could be the body, disguised. 
Critics will say: the 5–6 hour search is too short, shallow. 
 
That the muted water obscures too harshly. 
But the search continues to provide shallow comfort 
 
for the father who stands by the lake in his jean 
jacket and worn-in work shirt. They tell him 
 
they won’t be dragging the lake. They will not 
send in divers to comb their fingers over every 
 
log, seeing with their fingers fabric instead of bark, for bones 
to push back from beneath the fabric. For the body, 
 
moldering, to be unrolled and birthed. But the father 
is not looking for a body in the lake, for the surety 
 
of an end, the finite, the answer. The father still 
searches for Kortne, the daughter who became 
 
more than body when he named her.  
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March in Harrisburg 
 
 
After the last big snow, I walk to the river. 
The March sun hot & the air still. In my coat, 
I feel safe, nearly comfortable. The snow 
melts aggressively, turning every small divot 
into a tributary. The river, the whole mile 
width of it, remains solid, snow a loose fleece 
across its shores. 
 
On the walking bridge, I lean over. My impulse 
is to walk back to the shore & walk across. To pause 
and view the river from its middle. But what 
stops me except knowledge of the current thick 
& unseen coursing below?  
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Statement 
 
 
Jeremy was the only black person at our wedding 
in Northeastern Pennsylvania. A few days before, 
he asked, voice low, like someone could hear, 
“Is there anyone there I should avoid? Anyone who might 
get drunk and say something?” He was one of my bridesmen; 
people would see him beside me. But I knew why he asked. 
Once, he attended a wedding in Harrisburg and wore 
a brown tweed suit, also the only black attendee. 
As he was walking into the venue, a man got out of his car 
and tossed Jeremy his keys. He thought Jeremy was the valet. 
Why else was he there? 
 
* 
 
In an email, you wrote, “Have you ever had to face 
racial prejudice? Could you even imagine what 
that would be like?” In the last email I sent, 
I had criticized your poems about race (poems 
from a white/male perspective) and this was your retaliation. 
Your way of saying, “What do I know? What do you know?” 
I didn’t respond. I felt like you were missing the point, 
but maybe you just struck a tender chord. Of course 
I haven’t faced racial prejudice; I’m white. But do I 
have to be strangled to death to understand the horror 
of it? I want to believe that human empathy is practically 
useful. Right. Right? Right. 
 
* 
 
In high school, my friends and I began 
greeting each other with winks and the same 
two pick up lines. “Hai boi,” we’d say to the boys. 
“Sup grrrl,” we’d say to the girls. It was sexy. 
When we said it, we leaned forward, bent our hips, 
brought the other into a world of our attention. 
 
Jeremy was slightly outside this group of friends. 
Once, I approached him with a “hai boi,” and what 
I hoped was a coy smirk on my face. He put up 
his arms, refused to hug me. “Don’t ever call me 
boy,” he said. “I’m not your boy. I won’t be fetching 
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your water, or ginning your cotton.” I recoiled, 
not knowing I could have so easily opened 
up a wound. Horrified I didn’t know the wound existed. 
 
* 
 
In Harrisburg, Jeremy’s acted in plays 
since high school. “There are some parts 
I’ll never play,” he said. “Parts for white 
people.” But he’s pushed against this, 
for roles that fit him. He played George Murchison 
in A Raisin in the Sun. He was also Romeo 
for a Shakespeare in the Park production. 
It was sunset, the stage lit up, and Jeremy 
leapt with lightness onto the edge 
of a fake well and crooned to his Juliet. 
He was no Othello; he was the original 
heartthrob. 
 
* 
 
Perhaps I should mention that Jeremy and I dated. 
Once, during a fight, one in which we actually wrestled, 
trying to pin one another down, and in which we each 
slung slicing insults at one another, I told Jeremy, 
“You think you’re so cool. But you will always be 
Jeremy Fucking Patterson. You’ll end up a fucking 
failure.” I was trying to hurt him; I succeeded. 
I didn’t realize I was repeating rhetoric he’d 
heard/fought against his whole life. I didn’t realize 
how long I’d be apologizing. 
 
* 
 
This is part of that apology.  
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Love Poem 
 
 
Home, meaning the childhood place 
that I am now always returning to. 
I retreat to my mother’s room 
because in winter, it’s the sunniest. 
On the floor in the rectangle of sun, her cat 
paws at my forehead, then scrapes his teeth 
along my palm like my husband scrapes 
his teeth along my shoulder. A cloud 
moves, inconveniently, and the room 
is immediately cold.  
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Shock/Useless 
 for you 
 
 
The truck hit my mother’s car from behind, 
forty-five in a twenty-five, collapsing in 
the trunk and pushing her forty feet 
down 6th street. She had pulled over 
to pick up Jeremy from work. He didn’t 
even get his seatbelt on. My mom saw 
the truck in her rearview and realized 
and picked her foot off the brake and 
waited. Something in her brain clicked, 
flooding in chemicals that let her steer 
the car straight forward as the truck bore down, 
let her avoid other cars and people. 
No one was badly hurt: Jeremy just 
a little bruised; my mom’s back 
sore for weeks. And with no one to mother, 
no one to direct the energy of the crash on to: 
my mother went into shock. “It almost 
would have been better for me,” 
she told me. “If someone had been.” 
 
When you tell me about 
the rape, it’s already over. The crisis. 
You’ve seen a doctor, a therapist 
(all fine), you’ve cut off contact with 
your ex-boyfriend (he apologized?). 
You’ve told the friends in close physical 
proximity, the ones who can hold you 
when you need to be held. You have already 
stopped blaming yourself. I block 
your ex-boyfriend on Facebook 
 (“You’ve blocked __________. 
We’re sorry you had this experience.”) 
Then, there’s no action for me to take. 
My purpose, not for a plan of action, 
but to sit with the story, hold it 
close, and listen as it whispers.  
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Stolen 
 
 
When I press leaves, full of color from the waning sun, I’m stealing. 
Idealizing. I pick the leaves with the most vibrant marbling: 
Rich, thick with gold and red, of the sunrise. 
But I discard the leaves too crumbled—too close to brown. 
Taped against the pane weeks later, the cold fully set into motion, 
I am remembering my construction of autumn. 
 
This grief is not mine. 
Yet I lay claim and weep.  
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Statement 
 
 
After she was black-out drunk, Richard walked Anya home 
to the house he shared with his wife, who made a bed 
on their couch, tucked Anya in, and kissed her forehead. 
They had been out bar-hopping, starting at the craft brewery 
and ending at the dive, all in a tenth of a mile on Market Street. 
Anya was 21. Richard was over 40. 
 
I didn’t find out until later that on this walk “home,” 
in the dive bar’s alley (the alley shared with the restaurant 
where I worked, where I might have been), Richard 
bent the black-out drunk Anya over and raped her. 
It was not the first time he raped her. Anya said 
when his wife kissed her forehead, she felt loved. 
 
* 
 
The house Richard and his wife rented was by the Susquehanna. 
Dog sitting for Richard, I also napped on the couch 
Anya slept on that night. I drank jasmine tea 
that reminded me of spring. I walked the dog 
along the river, and the postman, seeing the brown 
mutt he knew so well, left a treat on the road 
for us to discover when we traversed up the block. 
What could go wrong in a world like that? 
 
* 
 
Richard cornered Anya and me once in the café where Anya 
worked. He said, “Why don’t we just go for a ride? Come on,  
let’s just go, let’s just go for a ride and talk.” Anya refused. 
He pressed again and I said, “She said no, Richard.” He looked 
at me and snarled, “You know nothing.” Anya looked up—her head 
had been buried in her hands—and said, “She knows everything.” 
Richard moved out of our way, and we ran to Anya’s car. 
Got home. Locked the front door. Checked every window. 
Pulled every shade. 
 
* 
 
On afternoons, I would ride my bike across 
the green metal bridge over Penn’s Creek 
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and ride along the water, the breeze 
warm and billowy, an embrace. Once, Anya 
and I drove along it at night, smoking cigarettes 
(I, inhaling like a cigar), and stared out. 
With no lights on the other shore, the river was flat black, 
stone. We couldn’t hear it lap and ebb. It absorbed 
any nearby light. We turned around and drove back. 
 
* 
 
I wish I could untwine Anya’s experiences with violence 
from her desertion of me. In the end, after Anya broke 
it off with Richard, after he stalked us, after I held 
her in my bed at night and fell a little bit in love, 
she disappeared. Stopped calling, stopped answering, 
stopped. 
 
Between me and Anya, I can only see me. I see: 
I slept in your bed at night. I protected you. 
It was your turn to take care of me. I. I. I. 
 
* 
 
Richard could have killed us. I’m not saying this 
to be dramatic. I’m saying it because he was huge, 
because he raped Anya, because what would 
have happened if she had gotten in the car. If 
I had, in a misguided attempt at protection, 
gone with them? 
 
* 
 
The last time I saw Anya, she was a mile or two 
away. I had just had knee surgery and couldn’t walk, 
couldn’t drive. Finally, I was the one certifiably injured. 
She wanted to meet me somewhere before she 
flew home to the west coast. When I said I couldn’t, 
she said, “Oh, maybe next time then.” As if our paths 
could cross so easily. 
 
* 
 
Anya has an I tattooed on her spine, at the top 
of her neck. “You would,” I thought. 
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* 
 
“If you kill Ashley at the end,” another poet tells me 
“then you’re supporting violence against women.” 
We’re at a sports bar and have to yell over 
the sound of other patrons whooping at the TVs 
that surround us. I am appalled. He looks at me  
like I literally have her blood on my hands. 
 
* 
 
I’m much more interested in care 
than in love. I can care for someone 
I’ve just met. Anya first appeared 
in my life as she left. She called— 
we had swapped numbers when 
grouped together for a class project. 
She was crying. She was 
on the street outside my house. 
I let her in, wrapped her 
in a blanket, brewed tea, listened. 
She didn’t have much to say, only: 
“It’s about my dad.” After I 
learned about the affair, I asked, 
“That night was about Richard 
wasn’t it?” And she nodded. 
 
I would never take back that night 
when she appeared and I took her 
into my arms, though I realize if I had not 
picked up, that I wouldn’t have 
been there for the aftermath of the affair. 
How could I leave her in the dark 
of my street, hoping I’d pick up 
and let her in? 
 
* 
 
My adviser asks me why I’m writing 
these poems, these poems that try to 
reenact non-verbal trauma through language. 
I mumble and grapple my way 
through explaining that these poems 
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take place along the Susquehanna 
River. Later, I wish I had said, 
“I write these poems because I care 
about my heart which is somewhere 
in that river.” 
 
I lived along the river for the first 23 years 
of my life, either in Harrisburg or at the university 
that bears the river’s name. I was born 
in a hospital that overlooked the city’s 
seven bridges. This river runs 
like a wide brush through my life. 
Frames my life. This river buoyed me, 
a constant. 
 
* 
 
My adviser’s name is also Richard. 
The first few times we emailed, 
I cringed away from the screen when 
I saw his name, afraid the old Richard 
had found me. Even though the rapes, 
the affair, the violence weren’t 
mine. 
 
* 
 
I don’t know how to end this poem. 
I don’t know how because this poem 
is trying to talk about things I can’t 
put to an end. Ashley always dies— 
my hands didn’t hold the knife. 
 
As I write this last stanza, I’m sitting 
in a café on State Street, the river 
to my left and the green-domed 
capital to my right. I don’t live 
in Pennsylvania anymore. Can I write 
this, these violences, if I can’t 
even claim this place? I want to believe 
the river’s ingrained in my body. I want to 
believe these poems, my trying, can 
mean something to someone other 
than myself.  
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Melt 
 
 
Like paving stones, ice collects in piles near the boat launch. 
I try to move one, but they break into sharp slices, 
little ice shivs. Most of the river has melted, except 
what sits beside the shore. Occasionally some thin floe 
of ice will skim past like a piece of paper. On the shoreline, 
a empty Middleswarth chip bag skids in the wind: a sail. 
And the swell of something lifelike drifts muted across the water.  
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Trisha 
 
 
If the snow comes early, before all the leaves 
have been stripped, the trees’ branches will 
 
be pulled low. Weak ones will snap. The still 
moist scars will weep sap. The branches, ones 
 
that could have produced more leaves, apples, acorns, 
had the early snow not pulled them down, 
 
lay prostrate in the street. Cars will slowly drive 
around them. Some will tangle in wires, ripping 
 
them from transistors. A quiet violence will beget 
another quiet violence: a power outage.  We will 
 
sit quietly in the dark—and yes, it will be dark, 
even in mid-Autumn, the brilliancy of summer still 
 
sharp—waiting until we can sleep and then hoping 
to dream, hoping that when the sun rises the roads 
 
will be clear and the electricity will be surging 
into our bulbs. When Trisha was murdered, 
 
it was mid-January. The trees stripped bare. 
It snowed just a bit, little stings of ice. 
 
I can’t help but wonder if Trisha wore a coat, 
a sweater. Was she warm? Did the layers absorb 
 
the blood as it left her? She was shot in the stomach, 
eighteen weeks pregnant for the second time.  
 
Another’s child. She was found in her ex-boyfriend’s 
bed, her ex-boyfriend alive beside her. Shouldn’t this be 
 
a metaphor, like the trees and the branches? 
In prison for twenty to forty years, what will he 
 
see when he walks out into the day? What will the wind 
feel like against his face?  
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Ryleigh 
 
 
In the first grade, before Mother’s Day, 
we copied an acrostic poem that spelled 
MOTHER along the left side of double-lined 
 
paper. Abby, a girl who would move the next 
year, added GRAND above the mother. She 
had no poetic words to fill in the acrostic 
 
but she added it since her mother was dead. 
Mrs. Legg came over to say to something to Abby, 
but by adding GRAND, Abby had taken 
 
care of it. She was, at seven, completely 
aware of her lack of mother. She adapted. 
She amended the exercise made for those 
 
with mothers. What will Trisha’s daughter, 
Ryleigh, say? On Mother’s Day, her mother dead, 
on Father’s Day, her father in prison? 
 
Will she write her father a card, her aunt 
promising to send it, but instead discarding 
it in the trash? Will she be taken to her 
 
mother’s grave with flowers, her memories 
the flesh of story, rather than experience? 
And at what age will she learn the language 
 
that will let her tell the world what’s 
happened to her? How will she learn 
how to fit into a world that didn’t 
 
have the language to describe her?  
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Black-eyed 
 
 
In the third grade, our spring art assignment— 
an exercise in metaphor—was to make concrete 
the names of different flowers. The example: 
a bleeding heart flower transformed to a human heart 
dripping blood down the stem. My flower: the black-eyed 
Susan. I drew three, all with yellow-petaled manes, 
and within the center the face: one eye bloodied & bruised, 
both eyes weeping, a convex line for a mouth. 
 
Yesterday, I said to Kenny, “Isn’t that fucked up, 
that she gave us that assignment?” And he said, 
“I would have just drawn a girl named 
Susan with black irises.” The world shifted slightly. 
Not what does this assignment say about 
my teacher—but what does it say about me? 
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