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Hayes Davis is a writer whose first book of poetry Let Our Eyes Linger, explores themes of family. In this
poem, a speaker describes their struggle with asking to be excused from the table. As you read, takes notes
on the speaker’s feelings as they struggle to communicate with others.

I am eight, sitting at my grandmother’s
kitchen table, trying to ask to be excused.
My cousins Jennifer and Danielle watch

my open mouth, keep sounding out
“Can…I…be excused” like I don’t understand
what I’m supposed to say. They don’t know

that “can” is a word I sometimes can’t say,
like “hello” when I answer the phone, “goodnight”
when my dad leaves my room, my name

when people ask it. They don’t know
that when my teachers’ eyes search the class
for an answer, even if I know it I look down.

They don’t know that my consonants fly away
sometimes, like birds when it gets too cold.
I stare back at Danielle’s mouth, Jennifer’s mouth,

Oma’s mouth, trying to figure out what makes
talking so easy for them. Maybe my stutter
will go away when I get older.

People on the bus, at the supermarket,
in the candy store always tell me about their
cousins and sisters and brothers, older than me,

who once stuttered like me. They’ve out-grown theirs,
and I hope mine will disappear one day too, so I won’t
miss so many cartoons after lunch.
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which statement expresses the main theme of the poem?
A. It can be reassuring to know that you are not the only one to struggle with

something.
B. People should embrace what makes them different, rather than reject it.
C. Our personal struggles and insecurities can sometimes hold us back.
D. Being unable to communicate with others can leave a person feeling isolated.

2. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “They don’t know / that ‘can’ is a word I sometimes can’t say” (Lines 6-7)
B. “that when my teachers’ eyes search the class / for an answer, even if I know it I

look down.” (Lines 11-12)
C. “They don’t know that my consonants fly away / sometimes, like birds when it

gets too cold.” (Lines 13-14)
D. “They’ve out-grown theirs, / and I hope mine will disappear one day too” (Lines

22-23)

3. What is the meaning of “my consonants fly away / sometimes, like birds when it gets too
cold” as it is used in lines 13-14?

A. The speaker never knows when their stutter will cause them to struggle.
B. The speaker’s words sometimes won’t come out when they try to use them.
C. The speaker doesn’t seem to notice when they start to stutter.
D. The speaker feels embarrassed and sad when they start to stutter.

4. How does stanza 4 contribute to readers’ understanding of the speaker (Lines 10-12)?
A. It reveals that the speaker is shy and that’s why they developed a stutter.
B. It shows how the speaker has kept their stutter a secret from their teacher and

peers.
C. It reveals that the speaker uses their stutter as an excuse to not participate in

class.
D. It shows how the speaker is embarrassed by their stutter and doesn’t speak up.
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5. How does the speaker’s discussion of the words they struggle with contribute to the theme
of poem?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In the context of the poem, what does it mean to grow up? How does the speaker hope
they will change as they age? As the speaker grows up, do you think they will be more
accepting of their stutter? Why or why not? Describe something that you were insecure
about that you grew to accept.

2. In the poem, the speaker explains that their stutter is something many people don’t
understand. What specific things does the speaker wish people knew about their stutter?
Do you think the speaker would feel more confident if others knew more about the
speaker’s specific struggles? Have you ever wished that you could explain more about
yourself so that people would think differently about you?

3. In the context of the poem, in what ways is the speaker’s stutter a part of their identity? Is
this something that they can change or need to learn to accept? Is there something that you
are insecure about that is an important part of your identity?
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