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Fitst Prize, Poetry
Ryan Hennessy, Carnegie Mellon Un1ver51ty

Signifying

We are all living with loaded pasts

Which are perhaps reluctant to be unloaded
People have begun to speak of slave reparations:
Uncle Sam’s embarrassed shrug, like an abusive
Father’s lavish gifts to children grown enough
To forget the drunken excesses of his past.
Some feel such love cannot be bought;

They would not have us so easily unburdened.
They would have us weight the past, not bury it.

We have come a long way,

Semantlcaﬂy — from mgger to Negro to black
And African American — it's the “vagina”

Of race. Any which way you say it seems strange.
Nigger has been re-appropriated, but isn't available
For general usage. Negro, while it had some
Glorious moments, still suggests an ugly southern

Twang — the “ne” stretched like a whxp that spits out r.he gro

Black was beautiful for a time,

But too much gray has crept into race relations.

We are left with African Ametican, whose syllables
Trip me up with clumsiness.

It’s the antiseptic of racial politics, performing

A clinical violence upon the connotations

Of the past — good and bad.

Black might not have been accurate, but it had a certain
Grandeur. Black power, pride, young gifted and...
Black was cool and wise, hip and strong .

Troubled and fierce, but complexity

Was part of its richness. We've been adding creamer
To our cup of discursive joe; masking certain )
Bitter linguistic pasts, but our p-& has curdled to my taste.
It was the black of the 20’s that put the African : '
Back in American, not the term itself,

I am an upper-middle-class white male,

And my walls are lined with dead Europeans,
Forgive my Caucasian forthrightness,

I am unsettled by this term, discorforted

By its comfortable assumptions.

I wield it gingerly, waiting

For you to say black first.



Second Prize, Poetry
Tyler Lewis, Carnegie Mellon- Umversn:y

HALF-SMILE

“I, at one time, loved my color —
It opened sSMALL doors of tokenism & acceptance.”
Haki Madhubuti “The Self-Hatred of Don L. Lee”

Some kid I tutored called me
a sellout,
said I talked funny.
I kinda smiled, I'd heard it before.
Many times. He was only 0.
I didn't know what to say.

[ used to love my color.

Perhaps for the tokenism? Perhaps not?
That little validation protected me
from the white hoods
from the broken bottles
thrown at heads.

I was twelve when I saw someone
shot walking to the 7-Eleven,
Bullet grazed my ear.
Nigga on the ground. Momma decided
To shop me off to a better place.
That is too vague a reason,

you know?
Once there, I began to love the me
That didn’t court trouble. The me
That made them more comfortable.
I cried my eyes
out every time

[ didn't defend myself.

I remember the streets of my youth,
It is not enough to say I've gotten out.
Life only seems good.
I'sic by a window. The kid next to me.
I could have told him all this.
But I sit there, and kinda smile. He knew."




Third Prize, Poetry
Anya Adel Martin, Carnegie Mellon University

RACEINGIN AMERICA

In my college dictionary there are 24 definitions of race, beginning
with obvious answers like #1; “a contest of speed, as in running,
riding, driving or sailing” to #17; “a group of persons related by
common descent or heredity”. But then it becomes obscure with
definitions like; “An urgent effort, as when a solution is imperative:
“2 race to find a vaccine’. And then you fall into the deep shit like
#21 “a classification of modern humans, some times esp. formetly,

based on arbitrary selections of physical characteristics, such as skin

color, facial form, or eye shape, and now frequently based on
genetic matkers as blood groups...” You can'’t even read all the
definitions before your mind is racing off to some romantic African
plain where the natives compete bare foot or maybe the Orient
where the locals pedal through jungles filling their rice bowls, even
to German farmers sailing across the ocean to cut down trees, farm
Indians’ land. Maybe you don't know where the race begins, where
the starting point 1s?

Home maybe? Yes, I did hear my father tell a racist joke. But]
was much smaller then and didn’t get it. It had something to do
with a black man on a boat with M&M’s, I can hardly remember,
But jokes ate a funny thing see because if you're a certain “color” or
“heritage” you're allowed to tell some jokes, you know, like Chris
Rock, but not everyone can do this. It takes a long time to figure
out which jokes are legal; how and when you're crossing the foul
line. For I have laughed at Sushi jokes, imitated all accents, like
“Ghetto’ Slang, Hispanic Taco, and Red Neck Hicks. But then
there have been times when I didn’t laugh like in 7th grade at a
Holocaust joke, something about raking ashes, I didn’t think that
was funny. But we all hear the starting gunshot at different times,
sprinting out of blocks at varying speeds, and speaking of that, I
ran track in high school, there were 3 back gitls on the whole team.
Damn they were fast, but then f:hey usually are — Aren’t they?
Now see, you're not supposed to make generalizations like that,
For example: T have a foster sister who I love, she’s from Brooklyn,
she's black, wait, not that everyone from Brooklyn is black, in fact,

a guy in my acting class is white and from Brooklyn, but anyway,
my foster sister is fat, and can't sing or run fast — although she

does have soul, but then we all do right? That's one of those lines
where we smile and agree that we’re all the same. You see the red
and yellow, black and white hands shaking, “Embrace Diversity!”

And embracing diversity is great until you bring another “race”
home as your dinner date, then your mother, who may even teach
first grade and have a similar poster with rainbow hands shaking in
her classroom, suddenly sees that embracing diversity was taken a
lietle too literally. Because you can be open minded and still be a
lictle racist, and sometimes that's even ok, because you can’t deny
the fact thart there are “cultural” differences and nor admitting you
have them could be even worse, But how do you even know if you
have “them”, your prejudices? It's not an easy diagnosis to make or
disease to cure, especially now that we are all politically correct.
Nazi doctors measured noses, and foreskins. Their vaccine for the
problem as we all know was wrong. But at least they had a system,
a way of dividing correct from incorrect. Unlike America today,
where you need a thorough scraping of the tongue before speaking
of spicks or chinks, niggers with crackers, see even i writing them
my fingers get nervous, I mean, I only said the word “nigger” a few
times in my life. The first time was in Sth grade and that was only
because the black kids at my school, all five of them, cornered me
and forced me to say it because they thought it was funny, Yeah,
analyze that.

Because ever since I knew that it was bad to make “pre-
conceptions” I've been trying not to. Yet, I learned in Social
Psychology that making generalizations and pre-conceptions are
inherent to survival. If we thought out every situation and were
open minded about everything we might not live so long; for exam-
ple: If someone comes in with a gun and points it at your head, you
analyze too long, ask too may questions about what’s going on and
you'll probably end up dead. But then don't categorize all robbers,
murders, and rapists as black, although there is something like twice
as many black convicts than white. But that's because of our racist
system, it's all cyclical and being born into poverty leads to poverty.
Yet, when I'm walking alone at night and ewo large black guys

come up behind me, I must admit I get more nervous than if it were



two white guys, even though I have been raped by a white man and
seen poorer white people in my life than black or hispanic. But this
is not what this poe is about, because men are often assholes, all
kinds, although the Spanish ones are mote aggressive so you need
to be especially careful with them. -~ Now you're thinking, “oops”
she messed up again, another gross generalization that s displaying
my subconscious racism, that's' what [ would've thought too, until T
worked in DC all summer, walking to work from Columbia
Heights and praying not to get whistled, or stared at, followed by

the men on the street shouting, “Mamasital Qooh”.

And I've tried to “help”. T've spent entire summers in the “ghetto”
Teaching “under privileged” children and teachers. I've made-
mission statements, I've corrected narrow-minded thinking among
my friends and family, explaining words like “gentrification” and
“self-fulfilling prophecy”. T've been the only white person at poetry
bars, rapped with seventh grade black students, knowing full well
that T have no rhythm. I even manage to eat really spicy ethnic
foods, Indian is my favorite. My roommate Is Japanese, and she’s
teaching me how to use chopsticks! I've been the righteous do
gooder, felt the white guilt heavy upon my shoulders, and at the
same time relished patriotism for this great nation, racism and all. [
have tried to believe in definition o f#20, RACE: “the human race
or farﬁily; humankind”. But that’s hard too since, God save us all,
we hardly know what being human means, I mean there are 7
definitions for ‘human’ alone, not even taking into consideration all
the things that being human entails, like love, hope, hate fear, etc. 1
can't get my head around it. And I'd like to say that if we'd all just
put out head together, we could circle the colorful globe
Embracing Diversity like a love ring around Jupiter and save the
whales while we're at it, But I just don't know. ..

You know?

Third Prize, Poetry
Kevin Gonzalez, Carnegie Mellon University

Canto Immigrante

I did not come to your country for dreams—
T am still here

though I never encountered a spirit
to sink in a river

or a rain that could fit in my pocket.
I tripped on your culture

but did not fall. You came bearing
a barbed carpet.

I countered with the edge of a tired glance.
I know order exists

somewhere berween the freight of our fists,
I too have pleaded clouds

and stood under streetlamps smoking
strayed nights— my smoke

blending pacific. My shadow will never apologize

from under your feet.



Honorable Mention, Poetry

Honorable Mention, Poetry
Patrick Misiti, Carnegie Mellon University

_ Eray Chou, Carnegie Mellon University

Color ’ Without Sanctuary
Yellow is the color of jaundiced babies, infected cuts, a strong man climbs an oak
The color of rotting teeth and sour milk, the wrong way
Of cowardice, ditty socks, stretched neck
pulling him skyward
It is not the flaming red of a rising sun, ; . .
not the sparkling black of the midnigh sky. Prichard Station’s got a posse of heroes
It is not the fertile brown of a fresh-tilled field, i on posccards

nor the tranquil white of a rural snow fall.
» and even before the birtch of “nigger”
It's a scream, an exclamation of pain, : there were other ways to send hate

the color of my skin.
the man’s toes inch from the eatrth

the cushion of grass
he first made love on

it is July and no birds sing

he sees the sun setting

and remembers climbing this oak
swinging from strong arms

over his love

4 she was blushed red in the cheeks
; and he worked hard for her

every season he farmed cane
the only thing close to her taste

the rope pulls tight
as his fists clenched behind him

and behind the posse’s music

he can hear her voice

soft as a bed of ash
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Honorable Mention, Poetry
Terry Degnan, Carnegie Mellon University

Midnight, Pittsburgh

54C south from oakland to downtown

the windows were glossed like a black

and white baseball game where the players

last names meant thetr ethnicity

she was a pair of headphones

she had braids pulling all the way back to het roots
and my roots

i wanted the name adam

i wanted to reach back

to where my family tree ruined us

choke the roots

i don’t know my people

my people are dying for potatoes

she was schooling me about the right ways and the
wrong ways my bus would hopscotch

“Just wait by the theater

it's my route too” .

i could hear the Roots coming through her hea

to the good ear she was using to see if i would talk

i would never tell her they were my new pacemaker too

i wanted to look like glass
pure silver
1 wanted mercury for blood

and hip hop lyrics for an epitaph

for every thing wrong happening under stainless steel

white collar chacter boxes

waning above like threats; i wanted blood

i wanted to emit sadness

i was off the bus

melting through every manhole

sending signals across the street for anyone tuned to
hear sobs

for an audience

so 1 could remain here

i wanted a membetship card for this moment

L

1 wanted to find the correct blue
sign to stand in front of and wait forever

I3
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First Prize, Poetry
Desiree Henry, CAPA High School

Halloween in the Welfare Office

On the sidewalk outside

eyes search my body.

1 can feel them running up and down
the vertical of my legs and the horizontal
of my face.

I Took left and tight, seeing if anyone
points or shakes their head.

I step into a small square room,

an old orion smell lies stagnant on the air.
There are dozens of people,

children are spread out on the floor
playing with the dust bunnies under

their mother’s chair.

One takes hold of my attention,

she resembles my daughcer.

She wears a torn black T-shirt with red
stretch pants, a black rose up the leg,

Beautiful licele girl, long black hait, blue eyes,

pale as the ghost hanging from the ceiling.
She looks up when I walk past; as we make
eye contact, I wave.

She does not respond.

There 1s a thick, redheaded, white woman
behind the counter, talking on the phone.
She looks at me as if T amn a fly

as she goes to retrieve a newspaper.

Oh my. Yes girl, I know exactly what you mean!

Uh huhi.... I knock on the glass
that separates us.

I'm here to pick up my check.
She tells me that I must wait

and that someone will assist me when available.

She tolls her eyes in her head, turns her back

and resumes her conversation.
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I sit in one of the sunken-in, brown, polyester chaits.
The springs protrude out the side, and the arms

are almost completely torn out.

I look around the tiny space filled with lively
bodies, and my eyes stray back

to the lictle giel,

She intrigues me.

The gitl's mother whispers something

Into her ear, still no response.

I put my nose in the air

Someone has on White Diamonds, my favorite perfume,
It is the old white woman on my right, she wears
A bright red jumpsuit with black trimming.

Her sunglasses are as black as the skeleton’s

Eye sockets on the poster warning not to drink
And drive at the counter up front.

I smile and continue to wait.

Stmith they call, as I move to the next seat;

The old woman gets up slowly and walks

To the gray-haired man who beckons to her.

I am now by the lictle girl.

1 ask her, what is wrong, why so down?

She looks at her mother and then at me,

lifts a pale hand and places it on top of mine.
Her touch is cold as the vanilla ice cream

she spilled on her pants. Small fingertips

on the back of my hand,

a sensation of brushing against my satin.

Just as quick

the gitl's mother grabs her

and takes her into the restroom.
They return what seemed years later,
and sit on the other side of the room.
The girl's hands are a bright red,
you can see the layer of skin

that has peeled way, taw

and with no protection.
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A smell of pink soap fresh out

of the dispenser — so strong that my eyes
begin to water.

1 move closer to the counter, trying

to escape the aroma of lilacs and roses.

Why did they stay in the bathroom for so long?
Tt was no business of mine, but in her absence
I felt dismal, like a child feels when she loses
a precious toy.

She was about to say something to me

when her mother took her away. v

Right then it hit me...

I knew why her hands were red.

I knew why the sidewalk strangers

looked at me. ‘

The blond-haired woman took the angel

and washed her cloud colored hands,

washed them until they bled, until she
remembered why she isn't supposed to talk

to anyone that walks through that door.

That I wasn’t one of the exceptions,
her mother whispered in her ear:

Second Prize, Poetry
Maura Jacob, CAPA High School

Elementary Knowledge

On a Friday afternoon, last pew of the church,
out feet dangle above

the kneeler.

Light streams

in multicolored rows

over the wotn red carpet.

Our friends are dressed up
like couples atop wedding cakes.
Qur teacher buzzes
fixing our hair, collars, and hemlines.
We sit and hold hands
in earth-caked jumpers
and flip through crackling pages of psalms
to the thythm
of our polished shoes against
the cushioned wood.
&
I want her hair.
I want beads that bounce
when I run.
I want braids as tight as the snakes
intertwined upon the stained glass
whose light pulses across our faces.
I want to dance with her down

the aisle, twitling between white lace and clip-on ties,

faster and faster until we spread our bodies

before the altar of bread a_nd blood.

She wants
my freckles.
i

Our teacher leads the precious lambs,
A great smile in her lit eyes.
She flies past us.
The piano begins to pound.
™
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How will it taste?
Will it be coarse and bitter
as tired soles
and rub their willing tongues
smooth?
Will it be soft and salty
as lined palms?
Will it be thick and rich
or fragile and thin
as blood dripping from knee
to chalk-lined pavement?
E-3
She and I watch
As ourfriends, in pressed linen
And crumpled spirits, process

Away from us.

We don't know

how we chose each other.
We know where in the grass
it is safe to whisper.

We know what we can’t accept.

‘What I know

is she is beside me,

last pew on a Friday afternoon,
singing psalms to a God

who will not take us.
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Second Prize, Poetry
Mya Green, CAPA High School

Ch»ocolate and Vanilla

TaMisha and I went

to the Sarah Heinz House

building every Tuesday after school.
And every day, we walked into the building hand in hand,
terrified of the white girls

that roamed on every floor.

I was eight years old,

and TaMisha was twelve.

Tuesday was swimming day

so we had to get dressed.

Walking back into the locker rooms,
clinging to TaMisha’s left arm,

we staggered through a soul train line
of dirty looks and smirks.

Crammed into one bathroom stall,

we struggled to put our bathing suits on.
We didn’t want them to see our skin
or our scars,

Momma once told me that chocolate
and vanilla didn’t mix.

We listened for the locker room to clear
of loud chuckles, screams, and wet feet
slapping against the tiles.

Shoulder to shoulder in the tiny stall,
wrapped in our small blue towels,

we tip-toed out of the locker room,
and slid into the showers.

The steaming water burned

my chocolate covered body.

1 wanted to know what it felt Like

to be popular.

I wanted to have straight, sassy

hatr and smooth legs.

Instead, I had hair that I now

saw as nappy, and legs that were






