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Another “Strong Black Woman” by Jada Benefield   
 

  
 

i’m scared to one day be labeled as a “strong black woman”   

i used to think it was a compliment to a swagger in my step or a sparkle in my smile   

but turns out it’s a blind eye to my pain   

my melanin runs deep, but others’ ignorance runs deeper   

if i scream, i want to be heard   

if i stomp, i want the ground to quake   

because i refuse to be another “strong black woman” that breaks   

even the strongest plants can die after enduring a long time without water   

if i’m exhausted, i get told to work harder   

i want to admit that sometimes i feel weak   

sometimes i find it hard to smile throughout the week   

sometimes i get lost in my own mind because i fear i’ve reached the peak of my youth at 16   

my feelings will not be invalidated because my aura has a certain essence   

my experiences will not be diminished to fit a 3-word label   

because even if you can swim, anyone can drown   

do you understand why i don’t want to be a “strong black woman” now?   

the label was never meant to highlight my strength   

but instead highlight how much wrong i can take   

don’t call me strong when i need help   

hold me and let me absorb the warmth that the world never offered me   

if i scream, i don’t want to be just heard but also listened to   

if i stomp, i don’t want the ground to just quake but also create a safe foundation that’s new   

i’m not afraid of being strong   

i’m afraid of what the phrase can do  
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dissociating by Skylar Alley  
 
 

Loosing focus, I’m hopeless,  

Caged by the stress, I’m broken  

Taping together my mess, I progress  

With no progress, I digress while  

My mind can’t process the shit  

That it’s obsessing, no finesse,   

Feel as if I’m possessed by my   

Depressing thoughts, Undress the   

Walls that became my nest, a nest  

To keep me warm as I press on,   

Moving on,   

Living on,   

While the distress of the world  

It may know my address, but  

It can’t access the key hidden   

Underneath my sleeve, unless  

I slip, can’t get a grip, process  

The repressed,  

Until then, I’m just caged by the  

Stress. A parasite, this disease  

That likes to dress up as my mind,  

I’m in this game of chess, but   

I’m rookless, stuck against this  

Ruthless enemy that’s trapped  

Deep inside of me, feeling like  

I’m less, nonetheless, I’m worthless.  

Wish I could digest this pill,  

Mentally ill, I express I’m a mess,   

But physically I’m fine, people suggest  

I’m a lie.   

  

Mind over matter is what they all say,  

But what if the matter is trapped inside your brain?  
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Drastic by Hafsa Sheikh  

 
This word isn’t ordinary to me  

It reminds me of change  

But not the type of change where I wore blue shoes instead of black  

Not the type of change where I wore a braid instead of a ponytail  

Not even the type of change where I went from an only child to an older sister  

It reminds me of close to unimaginable  

Drastic is a word that doesn’t make me ecstatic  

“Drastic Change”  

Nowadays it’s heard everywhere  

I wonder to myself,  

“What drastically changed about my life?”  

Answer is nothing at all  

This realization cured my fear of the word:  

Drastic  
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Smile by Hafsa Sheikh  
  
 

Her smile was stunning  

No, it wasn’t just stunning  

It was dazzling  

Her smile radiated happiness,  

The waves bouncing off every surface  

  

A single tear fell down her face  

I woke up from my daze  

I had been blinded by the smile  

Her smile stood its ground  

I looked at her face and met with her eyes  

Her eyes, swirling with all emotions except for  

Happiness  
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Resume by Sophie Adams  
 

  

Tap, tap.  

 

"You wrote here that you acted in a drama once."  

  

"Yes, director told me I was phenomenal.  

Said my role was difficult but was comical.  

Was an extra in episode five.  

Would you not agree that it is historical?"  

  

"I wouldn't write home about it.  

 And you were in a service club in high school?"  

  

"Truly, my decision was remarkably rash,  

But in an instant I gladly helped pick up trash!  

Lamentably left it the next day  

Since I cried from a devilishly sharp eyelash."  

  

"And this soccer contest from 2004? You win it?"  

  

"Absolutely! Parents told me I was so great!  

Was just a little child at the young age of eight,  

Who played some for the YMCA.  

Won for participation. Thanks, sweet hands of fate."  

  

Tap, tap.  

 

"Why should we hire you?"  

  

"Tricked you into chattering with me for this long,  

I'd say sincerely that my word choice is quite strong.  

Kept you here humming for an hour,  

And your mood hasn’t slowly soured all along."  

  

"Guess that's what being a salesman is."  
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"I beg your pardon,  

Mr. Arden?"  

  

Ahem.  

 

"You're hired.  

Stop talking my ear off before you get fired."  

 

Slam.  

  

We've been direly desperate for employees  

During a crash in this failing economy.  

That person's absurd application  

Was placed face-down in the box solitarily.  
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Where it Went Wrong by Sophie Adams  
  

 

Did I tell you I miss you?  

Some days I hardly see your face.  

You leave in the morning  

And don’t visit me until the crack of dawn.  

I’m scared that you aren’t sleeping enough  

These days,  

With the worries of the world weighing  

Down on your shoulders,  

Though I know your wily wit  

Prepares you for anything,  

Even when you’re outside my embrace.  

  

Did I perhaps do something wrong?  

Whenever you walk away in the mornings  

You’re rubbing at your back,  

Mumbling, coarse words under your breath.  

I didn’t mean to hurt you,  

But, if I did,  

Can you at least tell me where I went wrong?  

Are you still angry about the time I got drenched  

And didn’t cover for you  

When your parents feared that I would get a cold  

Because of it and carefully cleaned me off?  

  

I await your arrival, but you don’t come.  

Did that luxury figure win you over?  

Expensive, covered in slick leather  

And a soft satin gown,  

With golden jewelry to adorn his fingers,  

Impressive in that irritatingly conceited way.  

I’m dressed in cotton robes,  

But at least I’m cool so that  

You don’t have to adjust the fan  

Three times in the middle of the night,  

Seeking solace in the only place  

You can find it.  

  

I see the days you mark on your calendar.  
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I know when it’s the weekend  

And you fall back into my arms,  

Peacefully asleep as we watch  

Old movies together  

Like we used to when you were younger.  

We dreamt together  

Under the stars,  

Memories I’ll forever cherish,  

As if I only see the past through  

A rose-colored lens.  

  

I know all your habits,  

Perhaps better than you  

Know them yourself  

When you unconsciously  

Twirl your hair  

Or chew at your fingernails.  

I see the grand gestures you make  

Around your friends,  

Twinkling eyes like that night sky  

We once admired.  

Where did it all go wrong?  

  

I’m used to the sounds of  

Clanging cars and thundering footsteps,  

Tumultuous storms in the night.  

Even as they approach me,  

I’m not scared.  

Take refuge with me and take a blanket  

To cover yourself from the intruding stares  

Of adults who must have never learnt  

What the word “privacy” meant.  

  

But those steps I heard today weren’t your parents,  

Clanging cars were rowdy trucks,  

Footsteps weren’t feet but  

Work boots heavier than stones,  

Slamming against the wood with an imposing sound  

Unlike the jovial greetings of guests.  

I felt two pairs of hands seize my appendages,  

I creak, I scream out for help,  

But nobody is listening.  
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They slam me into a wall, and I yelp  

As I try digging into it for leverage,  

Only managing a pitifully puny punch  

That leaves an indention.  

  

Why aren’t you helping me?  

I spot you standing off to the side,  

Laughing sadistically at my demise,  

Urging these men to get rid of me  

With your conspicuous gestures.  

Why aren’t you helping me?  

We were best friends.  

You cried on my shoulders,  

But all I get in repayment is 

An abduction, betrayal,  

Without a single question answered.  

I spit on the ground with  

A white, clouded color.  

  

I’m held hostage in the back of a truck  

After having seen the light of the sun for  

The first time in years,  

Feeling it on my skin,  

Which is laid bare to the world  

After being stripped of its tattered clothes  

Against my will.  

It doesn’t burn,  

But the dust in the back of this vehicle  

Clogs my nostrils,  

Chokes me while I cannot gasp for air, even cough.  

It reminds me of the truck  

The brought me here  

Once upon a time,  

And as I shed a tear,  

It comes to a halt.  

  

They tell me I’m going to the junkyard.  
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Meghan Dowers’ Class Ring by Kobe Silva  
  

 

 Everybody has a story from back when they were little. A story about their mother smacking 

them with a wooden spoon or getting lost at the grocery store. Some are darker, much like mine. 

Much, much darker. If you have an older sibling, then you should know how sometimes you can 

become a target. A punching bag. A nuisance. A thing the older brother, or sister, uses as a scapegoat 

for their faults and feelings. I was too young to understand this, and too naïve to change anything about 

it. I would always sum up my brother's outbursts as my fault, something I caused, so I would always 

try to fix them.  

When he would shout, “I HATE YOU!” at the top of his lungs, I would shout back, “Me too!”  

When he would hit me, steal from me, and lie, I would never throw a fit or pout. I would 

simply go along with it, being gullible and innocent to the bruises and trauma, accepting them with 

open arms. Following him, my brother, wherever he’d go, smiling at his reluctance, embracing 

his swears, being the innocent little boy I was supposed to be.  

With each step he’d take, I would take one too. And so, on that February afternoon, I tried my 

best to keep up with his fast pace. To the pool we went, together as brothers.  Though he’d scoff at my 

potty humor and ignore my imaginative questions, the mood between us was actually nice. Warm and 

inviting. No fights had broken out. No screaming and hollering, just us walking on the sidewalk, beach 

towels and swim trunks in hand, soaking up the sun.  

And when we finally arrived at the pool, disappointed with the “Pool Closed” sign, which 

should have been obvious due to January ending just the week before, we were left with nothing. 

Standing there, gawking at the pool gate, as if waiting for the lock to magically open, I, being the 

stupid little brother I was, brought up the idea of sneaking in.   

“Let’s climb the walls like lemurs!” I proposed, my brother rolling his eyes.  

Then his face changed, concentrating on the thought, feeling it out and nodding.  

“Maybe we could, but we’re definitely not climbing the fence. With your fear of heights, you’d 

outright piss yourself. But there is a staff entrance behind the pool.  Maybe they don't lock it.”  

And with that we ventured off into the woods that surrounded the pool, crunching our way 

through dead leaves and thin branches while searching for the secret door. I remember a strange smell 

in the air, a sour smell. It was faint, but it was definitely there.  

“What’s that smell?” I asked him.  

My brother sniffed, scrunching his nose, “Probably the chlorine from the pool.”  

And we continued on, till we saw a blank white door with a red sign plastered above it: “Staff 

Only.”  

“Look!” I yelled, “The secret door!”  

My brother trotted towards it, grabbing the handle and turning it, but the door didn’t budge.  

“Try again!” I pled, and he did, but the door stayed closed.  
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His face grew red while he pushed and pulled on the handle, grunting in frustration.  

“Damn it!” He screamed, punching the door and stepping away.  

I remember standing far from him, knowing that any second he was going to take his 

anger out on me. My brother picked up a branch, which was thick and black. He slammed it against the 

door, over and over. Swearing and screaming, he turned to me.  

“Why’d you have to want to come to the pool of all places?” He walked towards me. “You 

could’ve gone to the park or one of your stupid friends’ houses, but instead you made us walk all the 

way here just to be locked out in the cold!”  

He stared at the branch in his hand and swung it like a bat.  

“I HATE YOU!” He yowled, sprinting after me.  

I ran into the woods, dodging tree limbs and dry bushes, before slipping and falling face-first 

into the fallen leaves. My chin banged onto something hard, causing my jaw to rattle and my chin to 

burst. I rolled over, crying as I heard my brother's footsteps inch closer. My chin started to throb. I could 

feel blood starting to trickle down my neck and into my shirt.  I opened my eyes. My brother was 

standing above me, and that branch was hovering right above my nose.  

“What happened?” He asked, tossing the branch aside.  

“I fell,” I cried.  

My brother grabbed my hand, helping me up and dusting me off. “Yeah, no shit, but on what? 

Your chin’s bleeding.”  

I shrugged, wiping my bloody face on my sleeve. “Something sharp.”  

My brother's concentration face came back.  He scoured the ground, catching a glint in the 

dirt. He knelt down, digging through the leaves till he pulled out a ring. A big ring, fat and chunky 

with the numbers...  

“2007, what does that mean?”  

He put it on, “I don’t know, but it’s mine now.”  

“What! No, I found it first!” I whined.  

My brother stood, playing with the ring on his finger, “Falling on it doesn’t count.”  

“Yes, it does!”  

I grabbed at his hand, making an ill-fated attempt to steal the ring back, but my brother just 

pushed me back to the ground. Tears began to flood my eyes. This was the first time I had ever cried in 

front of him. I think that’s what caught him off guard. He was always so used to getting away with 

things, with me just allowing him to do whatever he wanted to me, but, with blood and tears 

streaming down my face, it made it harder for him.  

“Oh, come on, it’s just a ring!” He whispered, but I continued to sob, flailing on the floor like a 

toddler.  “Seriously? Look, I’m sure there’s another ring around here somewhere. You just got to look.”  
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“Really?” I whimpered.  

My brother cringed, turning away, unable to look at me.  

“Yeah... Just look around, or something.”  

Now, with the promise of buried treasure, I stopped crying, and my brother and I began 

our expedition. Searching through dirt and twigs, digging and looking up in trees, not stopping till 

we found something. Which was when I stumbled upon something strange, a mound of crinkled leaves 

and loose dirt, with a pile of twigs dumped on top.  

That sour smell was back. “Hey!” I shouted to my brother, noticing something sticking out of the 

mound. “I found shoelaces!”  

 “What?” He shouted back, but I was already beginning my excavation into the sour- scented 

pile.  

I pulled on the shoelaces, finding them tied to a particularly heavy denim sleeve of a jacket that 

was too heavy for me to pull out.  I decided to dig it out, tearing at the loose dirt, unearthing that stench 

more and more. Soon the smell became too much to bear, so I pulled my shirt over my nose and 

breathed through my mouth.   

“Uh...” I whimpered. The denim jacket was revealed.  

“Ah!”  

Arms stuck out of it, their wrists bound by shoelaces.  

“No... Wait!”  

Her body face down.  

“.... No...”  

Her ring, missing from her finger.  

“This is wrong!”  

Her panties, down to her ankles.  

“It’s fake...”  

The sourness of her rot rested on my tongue. She was dead, with stab wounds dotting her 

back.  Left behind the pool and wrapped in foliage like a present, or a surprise. A surprise for me: a scar 

on my chin and a scar on my childhood. A story to tell about finding the missing Meghan Dowers. Only, 

wishing I never did. Because, that smell, that taste, that class ring around my brother’s finger... It’s never 

going away. As I said, everybody has a story from when they were little. Dad’s 

is taking family sabbaticals and breaking a bone in P.E., but mine is much, much darker.  
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Reading Folders Are Red by Sophie Adams  

  

TODAY IS THE DAY!  

...That’s what I wrote on a paper. That was stuck to the door. That’s now stuck to my foot as I 

trudge out of my room like some sort of morning monster about to hit the tiles face-first.  

I’ve been preparing for a month. Everything’s carefully calculated. I can do this!  

...Well, it’s more like I passed by her locker a few times in the morning. 

She’d usually be late for class, and I would always giggle a bit as she rushed in and crashed down in her 

seat, hair a bit frazzled but imperfectly charming. Then she'd turn back, and I would feel like I met eyes 

with her a second. Until I looked away. Subsequently, I wouldn’t catch her gaze because I was just a 

little too nervous. Mesmerizing people do that to me...  

CRAP! I need to focus.  

Anyway, since she’s always so late, I figure that if I can arrive before seven, I’ll be able to carry 

out my plan as swiftly as a 24-hour pharmacy employee stocking the shelves. (How are they always 

full?)  

Right, the plan. I left the notes somewhere. Hurriedly, I peer around my room as I’m getting 

dressed. Something elegant, a floral top and black dress pants. I find the note in the pocket of the pants. 

I guess that was proactive enough, though I lost about five minutes digging through stacks of 

miscellaneous papers piling up like Mount Everest in the silverfish-infested corner of my room.  

Why do I even need it, actually?  

I mean, the plan is super simple:  

Get to school early enough. (Unspecified time.)  

Grab the card. (You hid it in your homework folder. You’re welcome, future Ava.)  

Stick a Hershey’s Kiss to it. (Pantry. Also, how cheesy)  

Ahhh!  

Why did my past self have to be so condescending? Now I’m even more nervous. She’ll 

probably think I’m about as cool as a summer day in Texas!  

I almost slam my head against the breakfast table. Soon I hear a noise from the back of the 

house. That means I need to get the chocolates before my dad comes into the room.  

(My logic is that I can brag if it goes well, but I won’t have to bear the shame of a failed 

confession in the event it crashes and burns if nobody knows about it in the first place.)  

Like a robber in the night, I slide behind the walls with soft steps, looking left and right like a 

street is in front of me. Of course, I do that for the sake of drama since nobody else is fully up. I easily 

slide three chocolates into my pocket. (I need one for myself, assuming Valentine’s Day will be as 

lonely as it is for me every year.)  
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Having the third part of my checklist done means nothing if the prerequisites aren’t 

complete though, I suppose as I check the clock to see it’s a quarter until seven.  

I panic, running out of the house like a squirrel being chased. I quickly grab my backpack. (Is it 

zipped? I hope so.) A granola bar awkwardly dangles from my mouth like a dead tree branch. I’m 

going to be late!  

In my simple suburban car, I drive to school like I’m thirty minutes late to a competition. (I 

promise I’m not speeding. Well, maybe a little. It’s not like my parents will ever find out I’m going a 

couple of miles per hour over the speed limit when everyone else is doing it.)  

I arrive at the school at 6:52 AM. It’s a bit chilly outside, and I carelessly forgot my jacket 

when I sped out the door. On the bright side, at least I missed the morning traffic.  

That day, I’m especially thankful that my parking spot is close to the entrance. I had not 

accounted for an extra few minutes of pedestrian transit time in my (not) meticulously devised 

calculations.  

Somehow, I also didn’t account for the fact her locker is at the back of the building (and mine, 

for that matter). What a convenience. If cops rule the roads, teachers rule the halls (and cops, too, 

though they always give me a bad feeling). There is no easy way for me to speed across the 

school without an express trip to the office.  

Damn it! I have to saunter at a snail’s pace. If walking speed in music is supposed to 

be andante, I must have been moving at largo, slowly, even more so than the seconds ticking by as I’m 

held up by every possible distraction!  

I have to maneuver around friendly teachers and overbearing acquaintances like a ship dodging 

bullets in Galaga. They’re lovely people… on normal days. Today they’re just nuisances, taking up my 

precious few minutes prior to class before she arrives, and they’ll just-.  

“Hey, Ava!” I hear from behind me. I roll my eyes and tilt my head back. This is what I am 

trying to avoid!  

“Hi, Sam,” I say with a small smile as she comes up to my side. Not the time!  

“You should come join me in the cafeteria! We’ve been playing card games all 

morning!” she tugs at my arm. I don’t budge at all.  

Excuse time. “I can’t today. I’m in a hurry. Need to pick up some sheets from… Mrs. 

Dunbar,” I respond, naming the closest teacher to my locker.  

“Oh,” she frowns. “Well, we’ll be there tomorrow, too! Come join us then!” 

She quickly runs off, and I sigh in relief.  

That was a close one.  

I make a beeline for the back hallway, facing no interruptions. I fumble with the paper in my 

pocket once again.  

555.  

Her locker number.  



18 

 

548, 547, 546…  

Wait, I’m going the wrong way! I turn on my heels, almost falling due to the combination of 

the slick floor and fancy flats that lack friction. A few freshmen look at me, probably thinking I’m a 

klutz (which is true), and it makes me want to scold them a bit for not minding their own business. 

They soon file out of the hallway, leaving it empty and running like I’m a ghastly figure. I check the 

time. A minute until seven. They can’t be leaving for classes yet.  

It snaps to me that I barely have any time left with my self-imposed limit about to expire like a 

microwave clock. I dig through my folder, securing the card with ease. (I’m so glad it is a half-sheet 

that stands out against the other papers like a red marble in a bag of pennies.) The roll of tape is stuck 

beneath my pencil bag, taking a bit more effort to remove. Shifting the backpack boulder, I finally 

get the adhesive out to tape the corners of the card to locker number 555, albeit a bit haphazardly. I 

then use a piece to stick a pair of Hershey Kisses to the card on a blank space that I had reserved for 

that sole reason.  

I look at it.  

I should be proud. I completed the mission! I finished the quest! Where’s my prize? But this 

isn’t a game.  

The card is handmade, but it looks tacky with its menagerie of colors. The tape seems as if it 

will fall off as easily as autumn leaves. And the chocolates? How lame! Even an elementary 

student ailed by a puppy love could do better! I notice my confidence sinking, and I consider tearing it 

off her locker for a moment.  

I don’t want to chicken out, though, and the ringing of a seven AM alarm brings me back to 

reality. I need to leave the crime scene! I bolt out of the area before I can become a suspect. My locker 

is only a few halls away, giving me an alibi in case of an emergency.  

When I get there, I run straight into someone, unable to halt my motion.  

CRASH!  

We both fall over.  

“Oh, uh, sorry,” I say in shame, peering at the ground at whatever marking I can in the 

tile. Perhaps if I stare hard enough, it’ll turn into a bicycle or skateboard to get me out of here. 

That sudden encounter was incredibly embarrassing.  

Hm?  

Nothing?  

When I don’t hear a response, I tilt my head up. Did I make the person angry? Why aren’t they 

talking to me?  

Instead, I’m met with crimson cheeks, curly brown hair, gently curved lips, and eyes with such 

a bright brown color that they sparkle like translucent amber. All those features appear 

dumbfounded, awestruck.  

Oh.  

“M-May?”  



19 

 

My crush? The cute girl whot would come into class a bit late, and we’d sometimes talk in the 

hallways between our first two periods? The girl who would walk in with her oversized sweaters and 

fluffy mittens? HER?  

I don’t know how to speak without stuttering. I’m beyond embarrassed now.  

She chuckles and raises her arms up. “Guess I got caught red-handed.”  

“Huh?” And red-cheeked, but I couldn’t move my lips to crack the joke.  

I look up and see there’s something on the door of my locker.  

Wait, is that a note? I hope nobody wakes me up if I’m dreaming! (I’ll throw a pillow at my 

dad.)  

I stand up, brushing off the school dust, pencil shavings, and probably old boogers from my 

pants. Cautiously, as if I’m reaching out to a stray cat, I peel the note off the locker.  

 

“Reading folders are red,  

Math folders are blue,  

You might expect something nerdy ahead,  

But the simple fact is: I like you.”  

 

I burst out laughing, partially from the relief that washes over me like a cold shower (seriously, 

I had sweaty palms), partially from how dorky and humorous the note is, and 99% because…  

Did I really just get a confession from her? Like that?  

“Hey, no need to make fun of me. I know it’s kind of awful,” she half-grins with an eye roll, 

pretending to be annoyed with me. She seems rather nervous, and I can see her hands shaking. “So…?” 

she gestures to me while rolling her hand in the air, hoping I’ll say something, anything.  

My mind blanks for a moment as she looks at me.  

“Earth to Ava?” she asks as she waves a hand in front of my face 

with her voice trembling more than a wooden rollercoaster, and I whip my head around like a wet dog.  

“Follow me,” I immediately say without thinking, grabbing her hands covered in blue wool 

mittens, and she accompanies me without hesitation. Is this what people call an adrenaline rush?  

Stealthily, I bring her to her locker, and she peers at it with wide eyes. I gesture towards it, 

seeming like I have an upbeat demeanor when I instead have the confidence of a racecar driver a full 

lap behind the rest. I don’t know why my brain is being like this, but I won’t process 

anything properly until it comes straight from her mouth! (And then the software in my head will still 

probably encounter a glitch.)  

She giggles at the simple message and cliché candy, turning from shakily nervous to jittery 

and giddy.  
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“So, what does this all mean?”  

I gulp. It’s the moment of truth.  

There’s a silence that feels longer than the dead time after a test.  

“Be my Valentine?”  

“Be my girlfriend?”  

We both ask together, mentally facepalming.  

“Yes,” we both say in unison, not entirely sure what we’re agreeing to other than to spend time 

together like two peas in a pod.  

Laughing like the audience of a stand-up comedian, we embrace each other, ignoring whatever 

judgmental stares the younger students are probably giving us. (I can simply threaten to tattle on them 

since they’re young enough to be scared by that.)  

She starts unwrapping one of the chocolates from her card as we separate from that warmth.  

“By the way,” I say, “I think reading folders are blue.”  

She scrunches up her nose and pushes her lips into a thin line. She then removes the Kiss from 

its wrapper and shoves it straight into my open mouth. (Come on! I have my own chocolate!)  

“Shut up! You ruined the mood!”  


