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she breathes on my chest 
 
I don’t do feelings 
her skin smells like cocoa butter 
and I’m too selfish 
shining like black gold from her bright eyes 
to stay faithful. 
to her round thighs; 
I find excuses 
any girl can provide sex 
at the bottoms of bottles 
and I don’t believe in making love 
and don’t realize what I’ve done 
but holding her in my arms feels like 
until her voice cracks 
God on the seventh day 
as she sobs, 
admiring his creation: 
choking on my name. 
It is good. 
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emanuel 
 
Yes, Sir, I am calling in sick 
because my people are 
dying on their knees 
with their hands in the air, 
praying to a god 
who prefers white skin; 
 
and the last time 
we went to church, 
we found our pastor’s blood 
in the communion wine 
but unlike God 
he did not turn into bread; 
 
and the last time 
we dipped our hands in holy water, 
an officer shoved us in 
and choked us under 
until the water turned black; 
 
and the last time 
we tried to breathe, 
an arm clamped around our neck 
and forced us to the ground 
so we could hear our lungs explode 
in our collapsing chest; 
 
and the last time 
we tried to stand up straight, 
our spine snapped in two, 
and when we tried to run, 
our back ate four bullets, 
our heart ate one, 
and when we asked to be buried 
in that same little town, 
a pale-skinned terrorist 
carried out the will of God; 
 
and maybe, maybe I could 
make it to work, 
but I’m afraid to leave my house 
because corpses hang from every tree: 
corpses from a hundred years ago, 
corpses from a hundred years from now, 
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corpses from this morning, 
stripped of their names, 
swinging in a stale white wind; 
 
and you expect me to act normal, 
to smile wide 
and assure you that my people 
are just exaggerating 
about our own bullet wounds, 
but even Uncle Tom 
died at his master’s feet; 
 
so, Sir, I am incredibly sorry 
to inconvenience you, 
but my people are dead 
and my heart is sick, 
and I’ll need a lifetime 
just to cut down these trees. 
  



FOR CAREFREE BLACK GIRLS 

Here’s to the carefree black girls who make 

mistakes. 

To the girls who drown their depression 

with one too many shots 

and throw up at their ex’s feet, 

the girls who reblog natural hair 

but tug at their 4c roots, wishing it were 

long, 

straight, 

good. 

Here’s to the girls who might like girls 

and who tell other girls 

that ‘It gets better!’— 

Meanwhile they’re healing 

the bruises of their mothers’ 

‘God can change you!’ 

 

- 

Here’s to the girls who have stopped 

going to church 

but not stopped looking for God: 

to the girls who lie awake panicking 

that they’re going to hell. 

- 

Here’s to the girls who can’t bring 

themselves to watch Sandra Bland, 

who’ve stopped reblogging Black Lives 

Matter 

because they’ve gone numb. 

CAREFREE BLACK GIRL n. A black woman 
who portrays herself as whimsical in an 
attempt to counteract the racialized and 
sexualized discrimination she faces every 
day.  

Every CAREFREE BLACK GIRL is too busy 
unequivocally loving her beautiful blackness 
to display signs of trauma.  

Natural hair blogs glorify golden girls with 
loose curly hair. What if your twist-outs 
don’t twist? If you have naps, you’ll be slept 
on. 

NAPS n. Coarse, curly, “nappy” hair. 

SLEPT ON n. Ignored. 

A CAREFREE BLACK GIRL must smile as she 
applies her ice pack – there’s no depression, 
anxiety or loneliness here! 

 
 

 

She’ll say she left church because god is a 
goddess who cannot be contained in brick 
and mortar. 

She won’t admit she left church because the 
pastor licked his lips whenever she walked 
by. 

 

Being an activist is emotionally draining – a 
CAREFREE BLACK GIRL must protest anyway. 

She must write spoken word poems as if the 
words aren’t crumbling in her mouth. 

She must learn an alphabet of hashtags.  
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Here’s to the girls who clench their fists 

when white people walk by 

and the girls who secretly wonder 

if black girls deserve it. 

- 

Here’s to the girls whose mothers 

have given them containers of 

sticky yellow skin bleach. 

Here’s to the girls who use it 

‘only to clear acne scars’ 

but who relish the fact 

that their new skin glows in the darkness. 

- 

Here’s to the girls whose acne scars 

form angry red constellations, 

the girls who sleep in makeup 

and the girls too afraid 

to wear short sleeves; 

no one told you 

that those scars can reach the elbow. 

- 

Here’s to the girls who wish 

they were boys 

but never want to be men, 

and the girls who squeeze their legs together 

whenever a man walks by. 

Here’s to girls who flinch in the mirror. 

It would almost be easier to believe that her 
people deserve it. Then they could surrender 
their picket signs and accept their 
punishment. A CAREFREE BLACK GIRL will 
never wonder this out loud. 
 
 
 
Huffington Post calls racism America’s 
cancer. Skin bleaching increases cancer 
risks. A CAREFREE BLACK GIRL fights cancer 
with cancer until she is beautiful. 
 
 

Maybe one day she will be featured on a 
natural hair blog, or in yogurt commercials 
with happy white people. 
The lighter the skin the brighter the future. 
 
 
 
A CAREFREE BLACK GIRL knows everything 
about astrology, but contours over the 
constellations on her cheeks. Spots are only 
beautiful in nature. 
 
The darkest skin shows every scar. So she’d 
better use a filter. 
 
FILTER n. the means by which a sad 
photograph becomes art. 
 
 

What does a CAREFREE BLACK GIRL do when 
she doesn’t feel like a girl, but doesn’t want 
to be a man? What does she do when she 
needs to step out of her body, but doesn’t 
want to become a perpetrator/symbol of 
oppression, patriarchy and misogynoir? Can 
a CAREFREE BLACK GIRL freeze her youth?  
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- 

Here’s to the girls who are so damn tired. 

Here’s to the girls who are so damn manic. 

- 

Here’s to the girls who are so damn fat 

and so damn skinny 

on the same day. 

- 

Here’s to the girls who can’t go on 

but go on, 

who preach forgiveness but can’t forgive 

themselves. 

- 

Here’s to the carefree black girls 

whose freedom comes at a price. 

Here’s to the carefree black girls 

who never feel carefree. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

YOUTH n. an era when mania meant 

playgrounds and tiredness meant naptime, 

not bipolar II. 

 
 

A CAREFREE BLACK GIRL loves her curves, 

but knows that men only like curves in the 

right places. 

 

 
 

A CAREFREE BLACK GIRL is sorry, sorry, 

sorry that she doesn’t feel more carefree. It’s 

just hard, sometimes. 

 

 

 

The girls who aren’t CAREFREE BLACK GIRLS 

blame themselves for worrying too much. 

They’re setting back the movement. 

 

The girls who are CAREFREE BLACK GIRLS 

blame themselves for worrying too much. 

They’re setting back the movement. 

 

Here’s to a new movement, where 

CAREFREE BLACK GIRLS learn it’s okay to 

care. 
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int. bathroom 
 
It's four in the morning / and this floor feels foreign against my forehead 
 
I forgot how homeless feels on my face: like sticky soda footprints / like sweat and sour tastes / 
like my mom's voice vibrating, saying, “You're a disgrace / good Kenyan girls don't glance at 
other girls that way.” / Dust to dust. 
 
It’s my fault / She caught me licking the lust lining my lips / as the deacon’s daughter blew me a 
kiss / I crashed out the closet on Christmas Eve / and, apparently / God hates gay even more on 
his birthday 
 
I guess I'm grateful for the vagabond singalongs I found round the corner at Club Comma / for 
the daiquiri-drenched DJ who scrawled her digits on my palm and / for this broken down 
bathroom I can call home / until morning comes when I can call home 
 
And swear to my mother that my savior has sanctified and straightened me / purged my pride / 
awakened me / Just see what you want to see / but take me back / I'm shivering 
 
See, this is the dizzying dance we do / every year or two / where I try to tell truth but she prefers 
I play pretend / praying perpetually for God to send me a man 
 
But between coming out and coming home / I always come back curled up on some cold club 
floor / swearing to God I don't need a family anymore / and that this time will be different 
 
This time I'm not a kid and / she has no jurisdiction / over whom I'll be kissing / but who am I 
kidding? / That's like telling the earth to stop spinning 
 
No, it's the room that's spinning / No, it's me that's spinning, sprinting in circles / searching for a 
straight line 
 
But always ending on a slant rhyme 
 
It's four in the morning and this floor once felt foreign / but now I'm not so sure / How many 
times have I been here before? 
 


