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Animals Don’t Sing



I. Caged Bird

I was told never to mix the wash-

White stains too easily and coloreds bleed too easily,

tinted, diluted,

Beatings and scrubbings and bleachings and steamings to restore purity,

But only one ends up burned- the other finds balance in the remaining particles. 

Restoration requires ashes.



He had a name 

And He was human for 8,006 days.

On the 7,989th day, I asked Him for the time 

And He lifted His giant palm to the sky, squinting His eyes down to the minute-

Never before had I seen someone have a starring contest with the sun and win.

On the 7,995th day, I asked him if He could learn me to tell time like that, and 

Gently placing His calloused fingers around my entire hand,

He lifted our arms towards the sky and showed me how to read the shapes reflected on my fingers.

The contact of our skin chilled me, little ants running up and down my spine,

We waddled into the pine tree grove, hands still interlaced,

Wobbling with the giddiness and joy of school children on summer break.

Branch sticking up at the root, we tripped on each other and fell down

Rolling, rolling, rolling.

His skin was more than skin

Pulled taught, it was a struggle, striving to hold His entire being within it,

Sweaty and sticky, it glided against mine as though I was the leather sofa it was polishing

Warning shot.

Rolling, rolling, rolling, 

Frantic, frenetic, frenzied,

We reach for the clothes we bestrew atop the pine needles, 

But before His pants are even on, He is thrown to ground.

Rapist, beast, monster, taking advantage, most violent of crimes, mongrelization,

A spin-cycle of words wash us.

On the 8,005th day, my father read in the Atlanta Constitution that his daughter’s rapist would receive justice in two days, 

at 1 o’clock in the afternoon in the town’s main park.

On the 8,007th day, the checkered blanket was spread and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches were distributed evenly amongst my mother, 

father, younger sister and I.

We sat under one of the western oak trees, as a naked nigger was lead towards a frayed noose that was tightly coiled around a branch from the adjacent oak.

The photographer looming a couple feet away from me began to capture the image for his next installation of post cards.

Roped around the neck, the nigger stood upright, staring into the sun as though challenging it somehow.

Perhaps the nigger felt his testicles carved from his body, the pop and sizzle of his skin under the heat of the fire-poker, 

the blood pooling around his ankles.

I stared at the nigger staring at the sun, wishing he could have been human for just another day.

“…A world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. 

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, 

of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.” –W. E. B. DuBois
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Patriot 



I pledge allegiance

to the flag

striped with the blood from my forefathers’ backs…

And to their shoulders, 

on which we stand, 

one foundation,

under God,

fractured,

with liberty and justice 

for the majority



cause the census 

That made us senseless 

has been in effect for three hundred years

Uncles tom, ruckus, and sam

Cheering from the stands

slaves picking cotton 

medicine bottles -

trying to fossil 

lungs with tobacco 

chronic pain 

medicated by chronic gain-

but who can afford food for thought 

when food stamps amount to less than three dollars a day,

Even starbucks lattes are 4.95



country’s hidden mutation,-

republicans try to buy our education 

As if that'll atone for brown vs. the board

root for the underdog 

as long as he stays under

cause the darker the berry, 

the sweeter the juice,

but white stains too easily

so like tide we bleach



cause there’s a black man 

in the white house, 

but there’s no black man 

in the black home-

Mothers firing their own warning shots, trying to teach their sons never to stand, let alone rise up,

And daughters learning to be the first to lie down and the last to get up



government promoting slave mentality

subliminal abuse

Pursuit of happiness ahead

Tanks right behind

What path will you chose,

star Strangled banner around our necks like noose



Constitutional wrongs outweighing the bill of rights 

Beheadings heading headlines faster than journalists can die

Gun shots ringing

National anthem part two

“Isis, let them live!”

How many mothers have son-less homes

How many more modern lynchings  will we see

Television screens like the modern day tree

White men going free

Mothers of liberty 

Wearing red to their sons funerals

Innocent blood shed

Pilate, wash your hands!

What color will the water be
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depends on who's guilty

Guilt-free consciouses without leashes 

Wild dogs latching onto the American pie 

Our slices too thin to fortify 

It's anorexic 

And our only rehab is prison and welfare 

Fare well to arms 

Police waving riffles 

Like it's 1969,

Black mothers with children, stay in your cars 

pull over for none

Cause I heard that a cross once burned can inflame hearts and minds three generations removed

Like 3/5s was never proved  

Nigga, what animal are you?

Who let you into school? 

And what is it that you're pledging to?




Sunflowers



Sunflowers are nice in theory

Personally, I’ve never liked them because

They seem a lot less flower and a lot more weed

And a lot less petal and a lot more seed

And there’s a lot more sunshine associated than actually perceived but



If you’ve ever had a friend die,

Then you know how important what they loved becomes



And Katie loved sunflowers

She loved a lot

In fact I was the first one to nickname her Kate

Cause in the seventh grade, Kaitlin wanted a new slate

And it just seemed so much cooler



And she was my Asian sister from another mister

Meaning she was my baby sister

Because she was the only friend I was older than



And Christmas was always extra special in her house

Because both her and her older brother were born on Christmas Eve

And at some point,

We decided we should leave high school

And start our own fashion line

But not before getting banquet dates for the first time

Stealing popularity, partners in crime



But after a while,

The plans stopped because Katie stopped coming to school

For a week

For a month

For a year



And I never visited her in the hospital

Because my prayers visited

And vested her chest with a bulletproof, cancerless rest

That would protect her

Even from her dreams



And I never visited

Because we all knew she was coming back

So we cut her some slack

And made wrist bands that said

“The power of prayer, keep strong Kaitlin Pham”



And Katie loved sunflowers

So twenty-four days after her fifteenth birthday

When I walked into the chapel

They were everywhere,

On the table

On the mantel

And even in the programs



And I wore mirror aviators 

To mirror the emotion of those around me

Because my thoughts laid in a place 

Too dark for reflection

Reflecting upon her mother repeating

“I should not be burying my baby

I should not be burying my baby

I should not be burying my baby”



Imaging, 

My class graduating and her parents receiving an empty diploma

Her brother always celebrating his birthday alone-a

Family of four now standing on three legs

A home now a house never seeing an end to its days



After the funeral,

I walked home alone, 

Allowing my mind to roam, 

Until I walked into my bathroam

And looked in the mirror and accused you.



Because you should’ve done something

You should’ve visited

You should have called

You said you were her friend

You prayed too little

You hoped too little

And you didn’t trust God enough



I collapsed

In a heap on my sink

And I cried out 

“God!

It could’ve been me!”

Cause I would’ve taken the bullet for her if I could

But how could I 

When the bullet was her blood

And the fragments were her bone marrow

And the gun was being dissolved inside of her body

How could I pick up the casings?!



“God,

if you kill me now, 

could I take her place?”

And I paced,

My mind raced

So my thoughts sprinted

Until I came face to face with that mirror image

And I heard God whisper

“Look in your eyes”



Unfocused,

Bloodshot,

Dilated,

I saw something I’ve never seen before, 

See the top part of my iris is green

And the bottom part is grey

But for the first time,

I saw an amber ring encircling my pupil

That shot out like fire at every angle

And it

Looked

A 

Lot

Like

A 

Sunflower.



Two sunflowers,

Staring back at me.



And maybe I only imaged it
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