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I. 
 


“Pussy for Sale! 
Black, pussy for sale!” 


 
Is it just me, 
Or did ya‟ll hear somebody talking about pussy? 
Black, pussy for sale? 
Hell, did I get the memo? 
Am I missing something that everybody in here knows? 


 
“Black, pussy for sale?” 
 


Who is that screaming? 
I search for source but it eludes me for some reason. 
Wait, I think I hear him breathing, 
Hear him,  
 


“Black pussy for sale!” 
 


Yes, it‟s coming for these speakers. 
In between every line about new cars and fresh sneakers 
There‟s 


 “Black pussy for sale!” 
 
II. 
 
Maybe I should not dance to rap music. 
Maybe it is bad for my self-esteem. 
I love the way my booty bounces to the beat, 
but I know I look like a freak. 
And no man ignores my body language 
when every inch of it speaks, if not  


“Black pussy for sale!”  
then, Black pussy for free. 
 
I was taught the way to be wanted is too please 
So I place myself on bend & knee, 
I seduce men. 
Even if I don‟t let them hit, 
I‟ll let them round the bases. 
I‟m encouraging debasement 
because I‟ve made more niggers come  
than European slave ships. 
 
 
 







 
III. 
 
Last night my Great Great Grandmother appeared in my dream: 
 


“Granddaughter you disappoint me. 
Acting as though Black women  
haven‟t been treated as inventory. 
We have been commodified. 
Our legs, arms, backs, commodified. 
Sold, bought, traded, legs, arms, backs, degraded 


 
“Beneath the broad burdens it was born to bear 
My back is strong. Hips, wide, eyes high  
as master strips me. I drape myself in dignity 
as men the color of snakes bellies assess me 
Some, having the nerve to detest me 
They test me. Test my legs, arms, back 
& Master say, what is it ya‟ll call it these days?” 


 
„Black pussy for sale!‟ 


 
“I know not to ask questions 
So my hands are never raised 
Even when I am raped,  
no matter the age,  
I am not of race to consent. 
So when a neighbor sneaks over & says kneel,  
I bend. 
All he would get was fine for trespassing 
So I‟m forced to forget  
those who trespassed against me. 
This is what they made of our bodies.” 


 
IV. 
 
`(in progress) 
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There are a ten dead pigeons on my lawn 
& my neighbors are beginning to complain. 
They claim the stench ruins their morning coffee 
& disturbs their children’s slumber. 
They wonder why I do not just clean them up,  
   but I’ve tried. 
 
I saw the first one fall fro the sky 
slow, like a leaf, breaks from a branch 
& saunters down to rest in the cold grass. 
I grabbed a shoe box from the closet, 
scooped the dead bird inside it & went about my way. 
 


The next day, 
four more dead pigeons had taken it’s place. 
It went on like this. They died, I cleaned, they came again.  
& now there are ten &  my neighbors are complaining. 
 
Their lawns are decorated with daffodils & laughter 
& memories kept as pristine as their hedges. 
They’ve learned to keep their dirty secrets locked away. 
 
   Mine  
  stopped breathing on my front lawn. 
 
 








Etheridge’s Cellmate 
 “It is hard 
 To make a poem in prison 
 The air lends itself not 
 To the singer” 


- Etheridge Knight, “To Make a Poem in Prison” 
 


Etheridge wasn’t nothing but a junkie 
when he showed up. Weak, from the weight 
of his sentence. His biceps no stronger 
after lifting a woman’s purse from her shoulder. 
 
He was quiet. Said it was the air 
that kept him from talking.  
Said it was too thick to disregard 
& clogged his throat. 
 
We thought he was just another poor,  
black man. Etheridge thought that too.  
But the words of Malcolm X & Langston Hughes  
galvanized the nerves in his mind  
& suddenly Etheridge didn’t think the same no more 
 
I heard him at night, mumbling  
& writing. His voice was his pen  
scratch. A lullaby in our concrete crib 
that calmed the echo of faceless tears. 
 
Soon, he sang as if the air had succumb 
to his influence. He injected his words 
into each inmates veins & they convulsed 
without his song to soothe them. 








I AM OSCAR GRANT 


 Victim of New Years BART police slaying, Oakland, Ca 


 


On a mundane morning, I wait for the train. 


The sky is clear and there is no bullet in my back. 


23 people form crooked lines across the platform.  


A man wrapped in wrinkled, black skin  


thrusts a sign that reveals these tracks are not tranquil. 


The bold letters scream, I AM OSCAR GRANT. 


His arms wave up & down again & again & 


23 people cringe. The tension in the air is so thick  


it sticks to my septum & sloshes between my gums. 


I feel the anger in the black man’s grip.  


I taste the fear tracing a white man’s brow. 


He is not Oscar Grant. 


He will never be shot in the back, unarmed 


& lying face down on a platform. 


46 eyes shift side to side to see 


who will pierce the silence and shout 


a white cop killed a black father where we stand. 


They say, “the bullet ricocheted off the cement...”  


“...penetrated again.” “Killed  the 22-year-old man.”  


They say, “he begged for his life so clearly,  


a deaf man could not have misheard him.”   


They say, “...his daughter?” “Four.”  


Employees already scrubbed his blood into a memory 


but his stolen breath still makes 23 hearts pound 


against 23 chests. This is a battlefield. 


I stare at the blond haired woman in front of me 


& want to take the privilege she has placed 


so perfectly in a ponytail and wrap it around her throat 


until the rivers surrounding her irises dry. I want to watch 


her cheeks turn pale & leave her lying face down in death 


& walk away. Then the train comes. 


23 people step on board and sit in separate seats.  


As it dances along the tracks, violent heart beats  


slow to passive rhythms & eyelids droop 


as bodies ease against tinted windows 


&  the music in our motion lets the fight within us 


sleep. 








When Our Mother Left 
 
1. 
 
Once upon a time, 
we knew our mother’s posture as she stood  
at the stove & the smell of her laughter  
as she tasted the gumbo 
 
& our father was more than an oil stain in the garage. 
 
 
2. 
 
We stack 57 empty tuna cans into a castle in the corner  
to make space on the kitchen floor to play. 
 
We don’t touch the pots. We know, like icicles 
attach to tongues, they will stick to our fingers, 
stain our black knuckles white, burn until we beg 
 
for the woman she was. She sleeps on the first floor  
of a main street. Her eyes stay shut as our stomachs grumble 
so we crack a window & her spine stiffens as if the feet 
 
outside are shuffling up her back & the horns 
make her heart pound against her chest like a heavy fist 
in rush hour traffic. She curses as she slams the window shut. 
 
We carry empty dishes to her bedside and with each bite 
of wind pie and air sauce we want to ask her why nothing 
sounds so loud as it settles in our stomachs. 
 
We sit in the corner where crumbs of her have gathered, 
backs together, eyes closed & try to find our mother 
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A Cutter’s Shame 
 
There are more cuts on my arms  
than a varsity basketball team, I joke.  
 
My lover traces the tips of his fingers 
across the sealed slits. 
 
He asks persistent questions  
about the past. What hurt so bad? 
 
Dear lover, these are scars. 
 
The red rivers that once rushed  
through my flesh, lay dormant. 
 
Let them rest. 
You wouldn’t speak of the dead in bed.  
 
  What hurt so bad? 
 
Dear lover, these are scars. 
Remnants of silver linings 
 
dropped from the clouds, 
splattered across the pavement 
 
staining the surface of a once pure canvas. 
dear lover, dear lover, dear lover 
 
let’s forget them now 
leave them to sit in sorrow 
shouting old secrets 
 
tonight,  
let the moonlight erase them. 








At this site, in 2006, Nothing Happened 
 
I never should have loved you, 
I hear myself say, four years too late.  
 
Tuesday night, last call & this will be your last drink 
Repeat: this will be your last drink 
 
I wait in our doorway. Dread the sound of you 
swallowing the sun. I know that sound  
 
like the back of your hand. 
Last Call, I hear myself say. 
 
It is illegal to sell your body in America. 
In love, it legal/tender even.  
 
You adorn my neck with finger-paintings 
that fade & lose value. I was drunk too. 
 
You left me stumbling for soft hands 
beneath your calluses & for your kiss.  
 
Note: It rarely tasted of my skin. 
It hurt me to love you 
 
my voice drowns at the bottom 
of your glass. A shame.  
 
A shame you don’t hear me. 


 


 


 


 


  








Letter to My Unborn 
 
It was different last night, I was 
different. A mother, an artist 
painting love with broken brushes 
I laid on my back, careful not to crush 
you. I couldn’t stand you dying  
that way. I couldn’t sleep. 
 
The dead can’t give birth 
cause the baby spose to learn howta breathe 
from it’s Mama. The baby can’t breathe 
without it’s Mama. 
 
You are nourished from a dead soul 
 
     Today, 
there are too many things in this room: 
me&you&whitecoats&thecribicannotafford 
&thedaddythatdoesn’twantyou  orme 
&themetalclawsto rip me open and rip you out 
& last night is here too as I lay on my back 
but there is no air & I can’t feel   you   anymore 
 
I couldn’t bring you into the world not knowing how to breathe 
 
& I couldn’t teach you 
with a dead soul 
how to breathe 
in a room with no air 
  








Orphan 
“The noise is dying as the darkness sets. SOS SOS... please help us.” 


- Port-au-Prince Earthquake survivor 
 
His eyes are filled 
with pictures of bones 
buried beneath rooftops. 
They are too full for tears. 
The blood rushing  
from his temple weeps. 
    
    Here they come. 
    In their white jets. 
    Here is some money, they say 
    Some food & water they say 
    Here are some clothes, but 
    Usai mi mama dey? Where is my mother? 
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The Mermaid 
 
 
To convince your friends you are a mermaid, 
with neither fin nor tail, 
you must explain the beauty of the ocean. 
How your pores react to the taste 
of pearls sucked from the bottom 
of bottomless pitchers. How nothing else pleases you. 
 
For awhile, they may not believe you 
Don’t panic. Remember the charm of the mermaid. 
Your power to seduce sailors to the bottom 
of the sea. Deceive them with the lust of your tales 
just to drown them. You have the power of the ocean 
behind you. They will give into the taste. 
 
How dare they ask you to deny the taste? 
They are just jealous of you. 
Jealous you can breathe under the ocean. 
It doesn’t matter because you are a mermaid 
Spread your arms & sway your tail 
Dive head first, deeper, until you reach the bottom. 
 
There is no place warmer than the bottom 
of the sea. Admit it. You love the taste. 
Vodka, Gin, Rum, it all sends chills to your tail. 
Helps your realize the beauty inside you 
Transforms you into a seductress, a mermaid 
& takes you home. There’s no place like the ocean. 
 
So whisper in their ears, soft, like an ocean 
breeze. & when you hit rock bottom, 
tell them it’s the perfect place for a mermaid 
The only place you can taste 
the temptation that trembles inside of you. 
They will begin to believe your tale. 
 
& it’s such a lovely tail, 
isn’t it? & it’s untouchable in the ocean. 
It never disappoints you 
Never leaves you lonely at the bottom, 
searching for just a little taste. 
Simply lets you be a mermaid.  
 








Broken Heart for Sale 
 
I no longer have any use for it 
It just sits, alone in the corner 
Eating my corn chips & drinking 
my last beer. It cries too much 
for my comfort and it’s yelping 
won’t let me sleep. It never dances 
just sits, fat in the corner, 
collecting dust & wasting my electricity 
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Walk to a Jr. High Dance 
 “I’m just a soul whose intentions are good. 
  Oh lord, please don’t let me be misunderstood.” 
 


Her skirt doesn’t reach her thighs 
because she wants to look like the girls 
in the videos. She wears heels her mother 
didn’t buy. Her mascara is clumped 
in the corners of her eyes & her lipstick 
has smeared onto her cheeks. 
 
She doesn’t see the three men creeping  
behind her. Their footsteps are masked 
by the click-clack of her own & their thoughts 
are too dark to be seen under dim streetlights. 
She is preoccupied with images of herself 
 
& Billy Fickle holding hands & dancing. 
She thinks she will get her first kiss tonight. 
Maybe under the disco ball or behind 
the bleachers or in a dark alley, with black lungs 
 
breathing down her throat. The men are closer, 
but she mistakes their breath for the wind 
& they accept her sashay as an invitation. 
 
They listen to the rhythm of her hips hitting stale air 
so when they stand up in the courtroom, they will say 
 
She asked for it 
 
 


 
 








Mama’s Hands 
 
Mama whooped me because I didn’t listen/ 
cause I broke the heads off the ceramic angel magnets/ 
cause I peed the bed the night she bought me my first sports bras 
 
Mama whooped me & her hands 
were bricks. & my body was a glass window. 
I shattered all over her carpet 
& she whooped me for making a mess 
 
At night, I laid on my belly/ prayed tonight 
I could hold it/ & hated Mama’s hands 
 
   I have never seen her hands so dry. 
 
So crumpled & tossed like yesterday’s paper 
blending with the white sheets in the white room. 
Useless, nobody can fold a swan out of crumpled paper. 
 
The cancer is in her stomach/ 
in the pus crusted over her eyes/ 
in the robe that exposes her 
 
I wish I had a brick & it hurts me to think that 
 
I lay by her bedside 
& it doesn’t matter if I hold it 
cause Mama can’t fold her hands. 
 
She asks me to help her to the bathroom. 
I pretend I can’t hear. 
& she asks God to help her Please God, I’m not ready 
I’m not ready yet, & I pretend I can’t hear 








A Love like This 
 
In this world where I love you 
The sky burns red 
My poems are scattered on the pavement 
But you step on them 
Stain the bottoms of you feet 
with my words & let them fade with every step  
you take away from me 
 
I run after you, naked, in the snow 
No shoes, and the crushed words you left me 
with don’t warm my toes. 
You don’t stop,  
except to put out your cigarettes in my shadow 
       It burns, It burns, 
       You light another. 


& I run after you 
 
But this love is heavy 
& you have none  
to weigh you down. 
My shadow burns with the sky 
& the snow won’t melt 
& you promised it wouldn’t be cold here 
 
In the world where I didn’t love you 
I took the sun to bed 
& I was warm 
 
But you said it wouldn’t be cold here 
So I left my bed & lay down 
with you & you’ve left me 
 
frozen. 








Calypso 
 
1 
My mother collects drums on her mantelpiece. 
One from each place she’s visited since she  
began calling California, “home.” Virginia, 
New York, Hawaii, Texas (etc...). Each  
has a space above her fireplace. Each has  
been stricken by her fingertips, her palms 
& each vibrates an insidious sound which  
she despises. None’a dem can play Calypso. 
 
2 
Her favorite is a tall, wood drum from 
Miami. Engraved on its side is a small 
sea turtle sunbathing on the beach. 
I swam widda sea turtal when I was a chil, 
she says before she places it between her  
knees. Rap. Tap. Tap. Sometimes, 
if she slides her fingers against the taut 
skin just right, she can seduce calypso 
 
 
3 
Her father was a Rastafarian. Each dread 
a massive trunk. His head, a jungle, 
thick with time. She climbed into his roots  
& fell asleep amongst his memories  
of fried plantain & Johnny Cake.  
She showered in the sweat beads  
that flew from his muscles as he beat  
the steel drums.   
 
4 
My mother’s drums collect dust on her mantelpiece.  
She cannot hear her father’s music 
above the cackle of her coffee pot 
and the bustle of rush hour traffic. 
None’a’dem can play Calypso.  


 


 


 








 
i wanted to name him 
 
 we wait, 
a mother & a father 
   who soon 
 will be nothing more 
than acquaintances. 
  


the room 
       spins a little 
        as i reach 
   for your hand  
           the hand of a stranger. 
                         like a beggar 
i needed only for you to look 
at me 
 and not be disgusted. 
 


they say, 
it will be an indolent  


insertion. 
    in fact, 
it will be nothing more, they say, 
 than a vacuum 
            sucking sin from my bloodstream, 
 plundering my womb. 
 
i want to tell you: 


i’ve changed  
my mind 
   but the clock above your head 
says it’s too late 
           for lamentations. 
it says, it’s time. 
     & you say,  
sorry about this 
       


& nothing more. 


   








I 


The black woman’s breasts hang. 
Her over-sized areolas 
paint circles in the dirt  
& provide her men  
with a place dance 
 
II 


The black woman does not lie 
down for what she believes in. 
She lies on her back  
because she believes men 
 
III 


There are no spices in her kitchen 
The black woman boils sweat  
in pots for flavor 
 
IV 


Mind & soul are 
One 
thing the black woman 
must bury beneath 
the body 
 
V 


There is strength in numbers 
But the black woman tells her son: 
Trust no one 
Her shadow shows too many scars 
 
VI 


 
Cloth locked around the wrists 
Rope, tight, around the neck 
Yet, the `black woman dances 
 
VII 
Toffee, 
Caramel, 
Peanut Butter, 
Crème, 
All offered for free. 
The black woman sells 
Pure Chocolate 
on the corner 
 
VIII 
I envy the black woman’s ability 
to stand straight. 
Her hips do not lean & her head 
does not tilt, as she says: 
Girl didn’t nobody ever tell you, 
Pussy owns the world! 
 
IX 
The black woman does not cry. 
Eyeliner creates a dam for tears. 
Blood-stained lipstick 
stops the quiver 
 
X 
There is nothing worse 
than a woman scorned. 
 
Except, of course, 


 
a black woman 
scorned 
 
XI 
The black woman stands 
naked in the snow 
for him & he 
tells her to sit down 
 
XII 
I know the strength of my hands 
wrapped around a man’s  
throat. I know, too, as the black woman 
taught me, how to loosen my grip 
 
XIII 
Tired, she lets the sky cry. 
The black woman 
has finally shut her eyes. 


 


 


 


Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Woman  
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Our Apartment 
 
The quaint cobblestone exterior; the pristine walls where we hung 
photos of lovers tangled in each other; the papaya & mango 
candles I chose & the futon you chose; the him & her towels;  
the dining set for two; the third party you invited & the shattered  
glass on the tile-floor; the mud-stains on the off-white carpet  
& the water ring on the wooden table; the sink, filled with dirty  
dishes & the closet, filled with dirty laundry; her panties, hidden  
under that damn futon & her smell on my pillowcase  
& all of the lies you left breathing in our living room 
 
has burned. 





