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Dedication


This book is dedicated to

those remembering / trying to

remember to love themselves.
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1. First Day of High School

Two weeks ago

Mom and I traveled with my big brother our Xander

to his university to get him settled into his new life.

Two weeks ago

Mom prayed in his dorm room that last year’s incident

that made national news

that could’ve taken his life

wouldn’t follow him and

haunt him there.

Two weeks ago

X made me pinky-promise to let him know anytime my sadness

became too dark for me to handle.

Two weeks ago

my tears soaked through X’s university T-shirt

so much so that his roommate laughed and said,

“I guess she’s really Rain, huh?”

Two weeks ago

which feels like yesterday

and forever ago

at the same time

changed everything up again.

It’s so strange

not racing Xander to the bathroom,

or cracking jokes,

or seeing him check himself in the mirror to make sure his hair is lined up

just right.

It’s so strange

not watching him cook his famous spaghetti

or dance to the music coming from his speaker,

waving his hands at me and Mom saying,

“Let me see what y’all got!”

It’s so strange

not seeing him, along with

Zachary aka Zach,

Julanie aka Jay,

Andre aka Dre Dre,

or Nicholas aka Butter ’cause his game’s smooth

eating up all the food and

yelling about some sports team

in our living room.

It’s so strange

not hearing him tell me,

“You’ve got this, Rain-drop.”

or

“Inhale and exhale.”

or

“Everything’s going to be okay. I promise.”

It’s so strange

not having my

second sunshine who causes me to rise

in the morning from his light.

“Rain!”

“Coming, Mommy!”

I walk into the bathroom.

I think I look okay.

I’m wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

I still have in my summer extensions, knotless braids that

Xander had said made me look “real teenager-ish.”

I remove my hair scrunchie and let the braids fall to the middle of my back while looking

at myself in the mirror.

I don’t look too long or else I’ll regret everything.

I walk into the living room and Mom’s got the biggest smile on her face

as if she’s won the lottery or something.

But I know it’s because her little girl her Rain

is—time has just flown by—in high school.

“Guess who’s on the phone for you?”

I grab her cell phone and see Xander on her screen.

“Xander!”

“Good morning, Rain-drop, ready for your first day?”

I look up at Mom, then back at him.

“I think so.”

“You are, trust me.”

I watch him lean back into a stack of pillows.

“Wait, why are you still in bed?”

He laughs, which warms my heart,

which makes me miss him even more.

“My classes start later this afternoon. That’s college life, sis.”

I roll my eyes.

“Okay, okay, show-off.”

I watch his smile fade.

“Nah, for real, though, Rain, you got this. City High isn’t anything to be afraid of. Plus, you’ve been there before.”

I look back up at Mom, wondering

if she can hear the increased drumming of my heart.

“Okay,” I breathe.

“I’ll text you a little later, okay?”

I nod.

“Okay.”

“You got this.”

I got this.
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2. City High School

When I get off the bus and walk into City High School

I’ve never seen this many students in my life.

I’ve never seen hallways this crowded and loud.

I feel my stomach cramping up with anxiety.

Breathe, Rain, breathe.

I text the group chat that I’m in with Alyssa and Umi:

It’s crazy in here! Wya?

“Ayo, Rain!” Umi.

I spin around and see Alyssa and Umi frantically waving me down

from the opposite end of the hallway.

I try not to bump into anybody as I make my way through these waves.

This sea of students.

It’s so crazy that at City Middle School I felt average height borderline tall

and here I feel

tiny.

Almost invisible.

“Rain!” Alyssa squeezes the life out of me

as if I just returned home from the army,

as if I weren’t at her house just a few days ago.

Umi hugs me next,   then I

take a step back.

Although I’ve hung out with Alyssa and Umi all summer

they look different

somehow, older

in their faces and bodies.

In this new space they look

new too.

“We have some freshman assembly first period.”

Umi’s deepened voice shakes me out of

my thoughts.

“I still can’t believe our schedules are so different.” Alyssa.

We all look down at our schedules, which we’re holding tightly in our hands.

Obviously freshmen.

I sigh.

Although Alyssa and I only have English and math together,

the only thing we both share with Umi is lunch.

“It sucks for real.” Umi. “But we got this.”

I can hear Xander in his voice.

“Where’s the auditorium again?” I ask,

although I’ve been here enough times to know—

my brain feels scrambled in this crowd.

“This way, let’s go.” Umi.

Alyssa and I follow him and

as I’m walking, I look

to my right

and make eye contact with a guy who I think

is staring at me.
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3. At the Freshman Assembly

I look down and see a text from Xander:

How’s it going???

It’s going okay, brb.

Aiight

Although we’re not best friends anymore, my Nara radar is strong,

and I spot her instantly in the crowded auditorium.

She’s cozied up next to Dante,   of course,

and right next to them is Amare   and his new girl,

Brenda.

“Over here.” Umi leads us to three open seats.

My heart is beating so hard and

so fast      it

makes me wonder if I should text Xander about it.

When we sit,   I daydream

that I’m back at City

Middle School.

Sitting in English class with Miss Walia,

or in a counseling session with Dr. McCalla,

or in Circle Group.

I miss Circle Group.

I even miss Mr. Jackson who only ever asked me about Xander   but still.

It was what I knew.

It was all I knew.

It was my safe space.

Could this place ever be a safe space?

I lean back in my seat.

I can feel the tears form in my eyes. I try

to wipe them      real quick.

“You okay, Rain?” Alyssa.

I nod,   afraid that speaking   will erupt this volcano of sadness.

“Good morning, everyone!”

A woman in a blue pantsuit walks onstage, and suddenly the auditorium is

silent.

“I said good morning!”

“Good morning!” everyone screams in return.

Then some laughs   and the additional

“Wassup?”

“What’s poppin’?”

“What’s good?”

She raises her hands and instant silence.

Wow.

I look around again.

Is this really only the ninth graders?

“Welcome to City High,” she begins. “Welcome to a new chapter in your life. I am Mrs. Bailey, your new principal.”

“Love you, Mrs. Bailey!” someone shouts out.

Everyone laughs.

“Love you too.” She shakes her head. “Again, welcome. I am excited to have all of you here. The next four years will go by fast, so it’s important to take high school seriously. Everything you do here matters. Make the most of it. City High is a place to grow and become your best selves to prepare you for your futures. The choice is yours. Take advantage of every opportunity and stay focused.”

This is already so different from middle school.

My hands are clammy   with sweat.

“The bell for first period will ring in about a minute.” Mrs. Bailey continues. “Again, stay focused and you will be successful. Have a great day!”

That’s it?

The bell rings and everyone is jolted

like lightning

out of their seats.

“Rain, let’s go!” says Alyssa, who is excited.

Me, who is terrified,   wishing

Mom could come get me and take me home

or maybe to Mars.

“Coming!”

I try to follow behind, but lose her and Umi in the crowd.

I look around frantically.

I feel a tap on my shoulder.

“You aiight?” Umi, who looks so calm,   so relaxed.

So Umi.

I exhale.

“Do I look all right?”

“Nah.” He smiles.

I laugh.

“Where’s Alyssa?”

“I don’t even know. This hallway is a tsunami, for real. What do you have first?”

I uncrumple my schedule from my pocket.

“Umm . . . gym.”

“Gym first period? Damn.”

“I know, right?”

“Aiight, so the gym is that way.” He points behind me. “I have science upstairs somewhere. Text me if you need me, okay?”

I nod.

“Okay.”

He walks off.

“See you later, Rain-drop.”

I shake my head.

“Later, Umi.”
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4. I Open the Door to the Gym

And find a hallway

leading me to another door.

I open it and gasp slightly. Locker room.

Lockers and

benches

and stalls without doors on them.

Nope, not happening.

At City Middle School

we had a very small locker room that no one

ever used.

We just wore our sweats to school and

wore our sweaty clothes for the rest of the day.

I look around and can tell that no one’s in here changing, but I can hear a voice

coming behind another set of doors.

When I walk through them

the gym seems bigger than I remember it

with the bleachers up.

“Stand against the wall, everybody!” A man in

athletic gear holding a clipboard.

It’s a lot of us who make our way to the side.

Not just girls either   but boys, boys are in here.

Oh God.

I’m trying not to make eye contact with anyone

as I look to find a familiar face, but I don’t.

The gym teacher paces a bit.

“I’m Coach Fisher, and I’ll be your gym teacher this year. You show up on time, be dressed in proper workout attire, and participate. No cell phones. Please know, we do indeed have summer school for gym. It is a graduation requirement, so it’s up to you whether you pass or not.”

Summer school for gym?

“Okay, now for attendance.” He flips the papers in his clipboard.

I can feel the sweat under my armpits.

As he calls names, it confirms I’m in this class without anyone I know;   therefore

I try not to be noticed.

I’m almost always the very last person to be called during attendance

because my last name starts with a W,

which is usually a relief,   but today

feels like impending doom.

“Rain Washington?”

I raise my hand.

“Here.”

He squints at me. My heart stops.

I think of Xander.

I think of the incident.

Does he know him?

“I’ve never seen you before, Rain. What grade are you in?”

Oh God.

“Ninth.”

“Ah, a freshman, that’s why. Anyone else here in ninth?”

Not one hand goes up.

If I were a snowman,   I’d melt

immediately.

“Okay, then.” He pauses. “Well, today will be open gym. Next time, make sure that you’re all dressed and ready to go. We will meet outside on the track.”

A mix of cheers and groans.

What’s open gym?

I watch as Coach Fisher walks over to a large bag and rolls out several

basketballs.

Some people start grabbing them and teaming up.

Some people start just walking around the gym.

Some people sit in corners of the gym floor.

I guess this is open gym.

I decide to follow the sitting idea.

I take my book bag off my back and hold it in my lap and think back to the days when

the first day of gym included

icebreakers,   sometimes music,

and definitely included everybody I knew.

I can tell that I hate gym already but

can’t help but watch with a small smile one of the games

directly in front of me.

The sound of the basketball against the gym floors

calming my nerves.

I can’t help but miss watching Xander and his best friends

play when we were younger.

But now they’re in college

while I’m stuck in City High      in this open gym class

as the only freshman.

My nerves have me sticky with sweat.

Sigh.

“All right, the period’s about over! Let’s go! Let’s go!”

Everyone’s throwing their ball to Coach Fisher

and finding an exit.

There are just so many exits   that I don’t know which one to choose.

I follow behind a group of people who also sat on the gym floor.

“Rain.” Almost a whisper.

I look up and look back, and it’s that guy that

I’ve seen I think

staring at me I think

in the hallway, but

he’s walking away.

Did he say that?

Did he say my name?

Was he in here the whole time?
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5. Supplies and Expectations

Every class is

supplies   and   expectations.

And me sitting up in front,   so I don’t have to look at anyone but

the teacher.

But when the teachers call my name

I see how they do a double take,

a squint,

a tilt of the head.

How the name Washington rings a bell.

How I kind of look like that Xander kid from the news.

It makes me think

about that time when

Mom prayed for Xander in his dorm room.   And I wonder

if she should’ve also prayed

that last year’s incident

that made national news

that could’ve taken X’s life

wouldn’t follow me and

haunt me   here

too.

I almost cry when I walk into English class and see Alyssa.

“Rain!” She waves me down to the empty seat next to her.

“Wassup, Rain?”

I look behind me and see Amare.

Finally, my people.

“Hey, Amare.”

As students are still walking in,

I turn to Alyssa.

“You seen Umi?”

“Yeah, a couple of times. How has it been so far?”

“It—”

“All right, everybody, settle down, settle down.” The teacher.

And it’s not Miss Walia, not even close.

He walks around, handing out papers.

   “I am Mr. Allen, and today we’ll be going over the supplies needed for this class and classroom expectations.”
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6. Another Thing Different

When Alyssa and I walk into the cafeteria,

it’s crowded,

it’s loud.

I swear the lunch line looks like they’re giving away

free sneakers or concert tickets,

rather than the rectangular pizzas and milk that I see on people’s trays.

“Wow,” Alyssa says. “It’s crazy in here.”

We start walking slowly

around

looking for Umi

until I hear,

“Rain!”

We both spin around to see if it’s Umi, but it’s not.

It’s Amare at a table with Nara, Dante, and their crew.

And although this was my old crew,    well,

more like the crew I was connected to through my ex–

best friend, Nara,

I’m grateful for the familiarity.

We walk over and Amare stands up to give us hugs.

“Hey, guys,” I say.

“Hey!” says Brenda, Amare’s new girl.

“Wassup,” says Dante, who sits there all confident,

like he’s been in ninth grade before.

“Hi,” Nara says lightly.

She’s twirling the braids in her hair, which are like mine.

I wonder if she notices.

“Hey,” I say back.

So awkward.

“How y’all liking City High so far?” Dante says.

“It’s . . . ,” I begin.

“Different,” Nara and I say at the same time.

We look up at each other, then look away.

More awkwardness.

I blurt out,

“Amare, are you coming to flag practice this week?”

Dante looks up at me.

“Flag practice? What you mean, flag practice?”

Amare’s eyes grow large like a ghost walked by.

I guess what I said was worse.

Oops.

I forgot no one knows.

“Nah, nah, I help them clean up after! Rain does this—flag thing. Like dancing with flags . . . Uhh, at the church . . . Yeah, my mom got me helping them set up and stuff . . . Uhh, I guess she’ll force me to help this week again too!”

“Ohhh, okay.” Dante now has his phone to his face.

I mouth to Amare, Sorry,   when no one’s looking.

He shakes his head.

“Oh, y’all over here?”

Umi. Finally.

He daps everybody up, even people I’ve never really seen him talk to before.

I guess he appreciates the familiarity too.

“We were looking for you.” Alyssa.

“I found us a spot over there.” He points at a table in the far left corner of the cafeteria.

We wave goodbye to Nara and her crew.

When we finally sit,

in true Alyssa fashion,

she’s already giving me and Umi

parts of her lunch to sample.

“Good, right?” she asks.

We nod and

I’ve never been so grateful for cold food.

What I discovered this summer was that Alyssa absolutely loves to cook.

Her family is close and celebrates often.

With a mouth full of food,

Alyssa says,

“I heard they don’t have a step team here. Like most of the team graduated, so they don’t have one right now.”

Another thing different. Great.

How I miss

the steps,   the music,

that our hands to legs,

our feet to floor,   would make.

I sigh.

“How were your classes?” I ask Umi.

He shrugs.

“It was aiight, I guess. Nothing special. My teachers are okay. Yours?”

I hear him, but all of a sudden,

I’m making eye contact at the table directly across from us

with the guy, that same guy

who was looking at me in the hallway.

The one I think

I saw at the end of gym class,   who I think

said my name.

But this time

I don’t have to think   because   right now   he’s definitely looking at me

staring at me

from where he’s at.

Does he know Xander or something?

He nods his head at me.

My stomach sinks.

What—

   “Rain, you good?” Umi.

I break the stare,   my heart beating faster.

   “Um, yeah, same. Classes are nothing special.”
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7. A Loud Silence

The last time Mom

and I were alone together like this, for this long,

was when Xander got hurt.

And sometimes, not all the time,

I can feel it again.

When I sit on the sofa,

turn the TV on,

open the refrigerator,

brush my teeth,

lie in my bed,

walk past X’s bedroom and see that it’s empty, I can feel it again.

That time.

When everything fell apart.

But it’s different now.

X is not in a hospital,      he’s at college, even though

it was a college trip where it all happened.

But it’s now.

He’s safe now . . .      right?

I wonder if Mom feels the way I feel:

the missing with the worrying.

The silence being the icing but

this is no piece of cake.

“How was your first day?”

I hear her, but

missing Xander is a loud silence.

I’m sitting at the kitchen table,

    oiling my scalp     as instructed,     while she cooks.

“It was pretty good.”

I tap the screen of my phone.

I can’t just call X anytime I want anymore because

his classes run into the evenings.

As if he hears me or telepathy runs in our bloodline,

my phone rings.

I almost fall out of my chair   with a smile that could stretch across state lines.

That could stretch all the way to him.

I answer quick.

“Oh, excuse me, Mr. Hollywood, you have time for me now?”

He laughs.

“It ain’t like that, Rain, you know that. How was your first day?”

I exhale.

I want to tell him.

How I hate facing the new.

    But he’s also facing the new, and I don’t want to weigh him down                  with my problems.

So instead   I say,

“Everything’s cool.”

I get up to take the hair oil back into the bathroom.

“Yeah, that’s real detailed.”

Huh?

“Huh?”

“That’s vague, Rain. You know we don’t do vague around here anymore. Mom there, that why?”

“Nah, it’s . . . City High’s all right. I’m not sure what to say about it. I got some classes with Alyssa, none with Umi, though.”

“Oh, Umi, huh?” He smiles.

I roll my eyes.

“He’s my friend.”

“Yeah, that’s how it usually starts.”

“No, it’s not like that!”

My mind flashes back to that guy who was looking at me,

who nodded at me,

who stared me down like I owed him money.

I’m not sure if I should tell X about that—

we’ve never talked about things like that before.

I walk back into the kitchen.

“Where’s Ma at? Ayo, Ma!”

Mom dries her hand with a small towel and grabs my

phone.

“Hey, baby!”

She wraps her other arm around me,

and it’s the three of us again.

I like it this way better.
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