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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to

Mommy Tetlah, Lisa, Toni,

Julanie, Savannah, and GG.

I love you guys so much.

And to you—yes, you, reader.

This one is for you, too.
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1. Just Rain

“Rain!”

Mom’s voice shakes me up like

the roll of thunder

each morning.

But my name isn’t as cool as it sounds.

Mom could’ve been more creative when naming me.

Like

Rayne

Reine

or Raayn.

Nope                just Rain.

Like wet weather, as if

Mom was heavy on some

nursery rhyme stuff.

Down came the RAIN and washed the spider out,

RAIN RAIN go away,

or maybe that soul-stirring

Lord RAIN down on us at every Sunday morning service.

I groan a bit until I finally

open my eyes to a deep gray.

The sun no longer peeks through my room

like a nosy neighbor,

because it’s the middle of winter.

So I drag myself out of bed, stand in front of my mirror,

and a sadness

that same sadness

the sadness that’s so hard to escape from

starts boiling up inside me like hot water.

“Rain!” Mom calls again, and

I know this is my final warning.

“Okay, Mommy, I’m up!” I yell back,

unsure

because            in reality

I’m feeling down at the sight of myself          in the mirror.

I squeeze the fat on my arms            and sigh.

I guess you can’t pray yourself skinny or pretty.

I pull the fat on my cheekbones            snapping it back

  like putty.

“I’m coming,” I whisper to myself, in the hope that I’m going,

despite how stuck I feel

in this body,

my mood

falling        just like the        rain.

I guess Mom did name me right after all.
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2. Releasing My Grip

I walk out of my room

and bang on the bathroom door

like there’s a fire.

“Come on, X, hurry up!”

I’m so tired    and X always takes so    l    o    n    g.

The door swings open and

Xander walks out in his            crisp white-and-khaki uniform            brushing the sides of

his faded high-top, which Willie the barber always finesses.

“Looking this good ain’t easy, Rain.” He smiles his wide smile.

I look up at his tall self

roll my eyes

try to push him                out of the way with all my might.

Xander is real strong.

“Okay, okay, you got it, Rain-drop.” He laughs.

I laugh too,                  releasing my grip from his arms.

We do this every morning.

X always makes me feel better when I feel

stuck.
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3. In the Bathroom

As I brush my teeth my mind is filled with these thoughts,

thoughts            that even the water can’t drown out.

You’re ugly.

You’re not good enough.

You’re worthless.

Nobody likes you.

Only bad things will happen.

Sometimes this sadness in me that

I can’t            shake off

this fog in my mind,

sometimes it just comes and I don’t know why.

No one knows about it but me,

so instead I just keep saying to myself,

Snap out of it, Rain.
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4. Xceptional X

Mom has breakfast made but

Xander has no time    for sit-down time,

he never does.

Mom doesn’t always have time to make breakfast

since she works two jobs

at two different places,

because she’s got to support the two of us.

So I sit at the kitchen table

eating eggs

scrambled.

Mom starts.

“You got your keys, X?”

“Yeah, Ma, you got your bag?”

I bite into my bacon as I watch my big brother.

Xander

aka X

aka Xceptional X

aka Xcellent X

the best X-ample

who’s low-key a hero in my                City.

Taller than Mom

and Dad,

though I sometimes forget how tall Dad is.

The brown-skin athlete with the faded high-top

with all that Black-boy joy

Xander.

Everybody and their mommas love

Xander.

Who was an honors student at my school

his old school

City Middle School

with straight As and a heart of gold.

Who plays

every sport well and is      cool with every teacher

cool with every student

cool with every person you find

standing on any block       in my City.

So of course

it was a no-brainer

that for high school       he’d get a full scholarship

to the private and super-duper expensive

Elite Preparatory Academy,

which is nowhere near our City.

    Not many Xanders       exist there.

But at least one does,      Mom says.

To be on time for school

Xander catches the six forty-five a.m. train

the good train

for a whole hour ride        in a uniform without creases.

Mom makes sure he looks good

when he steps out of our house,

because like she says,

not many get to step out, and when they do,

they don’t always make it back      the same.

“Later, Rain.”

Xander wraps his long arm around my neck

I lean into it           wishing he could walk me to school,

the way he used to.

“Later, X.”

Mom kisses both of our cheeks,

then holds on to our shoulders with her eyes closed for a few seconds,

and X and I know she’s saying a quick prayer.

“Bye, babies, love y’all.”

“Love you too, Ma.”

“Bye, Mommy, love you.”

And they’re gone before I finish my breakfast.
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5. Times Like These

I take Nara’s shortcut to school,

but this year I’m walking by myself

because

Nara’s parents bought a house

bought a whole house

on the north side of the City.

She can only get a ride from her parents or Uber to get to school now,

and it sucks because it’s

our last year at City Middle School.

I’m wearing Xander’s old hoodie under Xander’s old jacket,

winter boots       book bag heavy on my back

walking through old dirty snow

in the coldness of winter.

Mom can’t afford to buy me a monthly bus pass,

thanks to the price of X’s train tickets.

So I hum songs to pass the time instead.

Right before I walk into

City Middle School,

I take out my cell phone and put the camera close to my face

to see how my hair looks       sigh.

I’m so frustrated at how my edges don’t

silk, smooth, swirl, or cooperate.

I try to brush them down

with the palm of my hand but                            nothing.

So instead I reach for my black headband

from the side of my book bag

for times like these

and put it on instead

because edges are a big deal.
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6. Cool with It

“Rain!”

I walk into school and head straight into

the cafeteria and see Nara at our usual table, waving me over,

surrounded by people,            of course,            a crowd.

“Hey, Nara!”

I wave                    but I feel nervous,

aware                     of my outfit

how I don’t have a lot, so I’m always in X’s old hoodies,

aware                    of my body

how much bigger it seems than everybody else’s,

more aware            of my hair

how it isn’t as curly and long as Nara’s.

But I pretend like I’m okay,

because nobody is allowed to clown me.

Because since pre-K

I’ve been known as            Nara’s best friend.

I’m cool with it because Nara’s

so pretty         so cool        so popular.

I walk over and sit on top of the table the way she does,

even though I know security doesn’t like it.

Mom would give me    the look    for sure.

I scoot real close to Nara, so my thighs don’t touch anyone else.

“Wassup, Rain?”

Dante’s got his arm around Nara’s back.

I smile

probably harder than I should.

“Hey, Dante.”

He’s not hearing me.

He’s stuck like glue to Nara,

whose family thought it was cute for her

to have a boyfriend in eighth grade.    Shaking my head.

Mom would freak out if she ever found out,

so I never say nothing and never will,

but I do notice Dante’s and Nara’s matching sneakers.

And how good his olive-green hoodie looks

against his cocoa-brown skin.

Dante’s best friend    Amare    comes up to the table

and gives me a quick hug because

hugs are like hellos      especially since

I’ve known him forever, since both our families go to Hope Church.

His mom and mine are friends.

“Hey, Amare,” I say, my eyes still stuck on Nara and Dante.

“How’s it going, Rain?”

I look up at Amare, who has those expensive headphones around his neck

like a necklace

like a scarf

like a badge of honor. I guess he’s really got money.

“I’m good . . . nice headphones.”

“Yeah, my pops got them for me.”

“That’s wassup.”

He nods        proud.

I almost wince at the thought of my mom spending money like that

on me.

That could never happen.

He goes up and daps Dante.

Then he hugs Nara, who hugs him a bit tight for

somebody with a whole boyfriend.

I know I won’t be getting Nara’s attention anytime soon,

so I reach into my book bag

for my English class reading.

The bell rings and I’m shaken out of my book.

Everyone is heading out,

and while I’m gathering my things

Nara leaves with Dante without me,

without saying goodbye

or maybe I just didn’t hear it.

“You good, Rain?” Amare is in front of me again.

“Yeah, thanks. I’m cool.”
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7. I Walk into English Class

Excited because Miss Walia is my favorite teacher in this school,

and English is my favorite subject besides the end of the very last period.

Because            to be honest

it’s the furthest thing from a math equation—

science irks my DNA,

history goes past me.

But give me a book,    a poem,    let me

write an essay and I’m good.

English class gives my feelings    my thoughts    their own home

a sort of place to belong.

In class discussions,

it’s always a

how do you feel about this?

Or a

why did you think the writer did this?

Like

what I think    matters        here.

“Hello, class.”

Miss Walia is her usual smiles

wearing her City Middle School hoodie

with her hair in a loose bun.

I sit in my seat next to Nara.

“You left me this morning,” I whisper loud enough for her to hear.

She looks at me with her mouth forming an O. Fake shocked. I know it.

“My bad, girl, you know Dante,” she laughs.

Not really    but I laugh anyway because

Nara’s so silly        and I mean        she’s my best friend        after all.

Miss Walia begins handing out sheets of paper and stops at my desk.

“Good morning, Nara, Rain.”

“Hi, Miss Walia.” I smile.

I look at Nara, who rolls her eyes.

I laugh and shake my head because

Nara never likes the things I like.
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8. When We Were Younger

Nara would tell me,

“Rain, don’t be afraid, you can do it!”

When she’d see me go still on the top of the jungle gym

or tense up in large crowds at the school fairs,

or keep my mouth closed when our kindergarten teacher asked me

the color

the shape

the answer to what that plus that equaled.

She’d say,

“Come on, Rain!”

And because of her

I’d eventually do it        until

it became me doing all the things she’d want to do.

I couldn’t tell the difference between what I’d want to do

versus

what Nara could get me to do.

But without her I’d be afraid of most things.

I needed her so much.
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9. It’s Nighttime

I’m lying down on my bed with my homework,

home alone

waiting for Xander to come from his school workouts.

I stare at the ceiling

my heart racing.

You’re ugly.

You’re not good enough.

You’re worthless.

Nobody likes you.

Only bad things will happen.

I hate being home alone.

Especially when the thoughts get too heavy for me.

I’m wondering

what it’d be like if I

just wasn’t here anymore.

I’m dreading

having to see people tomorrow

at school

again.

I jump up at the sound of the front door        shook.

“Xander?”

I jump off the bed as if the sheets have become        hot coal.

“Rain?”

“Mom?”

I run into the living room to see

Mom sitting on the sofa    taking off her work sneakers.

I jump on the sofa    nearly crushing her.

“Mommy!”

I wrap my arms around her.

I don’t always get to see her    before I fall asleep    or after I get up.

This is a surprise

but a good one

one worth staying around for.

“Rain.” She kisses my cheek,

    and I feel safe and sad    and want to fall asleep right here right now    with my mom

although I’m thirteen,

although I should grow up,

but right now

I don’t

want to.

Mom leans back into the sofa with her eyes closed and exhales deeply.

I watch her hair

curl around her round brown face

her skin a lighter brown than X and me

almost caramel    sticky with sweat    and hard work.

She smiles and opens her eyes.

The front door opens to Xander, who looks    exhausted

from workouts with his team.

“What y’all doin’ up?” he asks,

dropping his book bag and duffel bag on the floor.

“It’s called quality time?” I tease.

“Oh, word? Let me get some of that too.”

He jumps into the middle of the sofa

    right in between                                     Mom and me

and although Mom’s already fallen asleep

and Xander will eventually get up,

I almost forget how sad I’ve been feeling.
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10. When We Were Younger

Mom would have Xander studying every night

even if he didn’t have a test,

and I would just watch while I colored.

“Life is the real test,” she would say tiredly, leaning over his shoulder.

I never knew what she meant by that,

but would color slower when she’d say it.

“Ma.” X would push his books across the table,

or across his bed

or across the floor        depending on where he was studying.

“Ma,” he’d start again, slightly turning to me for some type of mutual support. “I can’t do this.”

“Can’t?”

Mom didn’t like us using the word        can’t,

especially Xander.

“Ma,” he’d whine.

“Xander.” She’d pause. “You have to be better than me.”

Better than Mommy?        I’d wonder, because who could be better than her?

I love Mommy.

I’d scrunch my face up

shading in the flower        the sun        the clouds

with the colors that weren’t broken all the way.

Even though I’d often force those ones to color too        the way

Mom forced Xander to study.

“Okay,” X would say,        and        reopen his books.

After a while

he stopped saying        can’t

entirely.
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11. Which Side of the Tracks

It’s after school the next day and

Nara pays for an Uber for us

to get to my house.

“I use Uber so much that I get a discount now, Rain!”

And now she’s barely paying attention to her homework

as we sit with our books around my table,

because she shrieks under her breath.

“Zach is so fine!”

I lift my head from my notes and look into the living room

at Xander and Zach,

who is his closest friend from his private school        but

boys like Zach are barely found in this City.

Nara’s right.

Zach looks just like one of those actors

on TV

in the movies

on magazine covers

with blond hair and green eyes        looking like a

Matt-something

Leonardo-something

Brad-something.

Sometimes I just want to touch him to see if he’s real.

I’m sure

people say the same thing about Xander,

but Zach is basically X

dipped in white icing.

Although some people would say

they’re nothing alike based on the outside.

“He’s a senior . . . in high school, Nara.”

“And?”

I shake my head at Nara.

Although she’s thirteen, she could pull off being    older,

and I’m sure Zach would give a girl like her the time of day.

    Nara’s   skin is bright caramel        light brown eyes        clear knees

nice smile            hair that curls            and slim thick

unlike me

whose skin is darker than milk chocolate

even darker knees

eyes too dark to be a color

hair that puffs all the way out

legs full of battle scars

from trying to be

just as strong    just as fast    just as capable

as Xander.

And just thick thick.

“College visit?”

Nara gets up from the table and goes over to the sofa.

“Yeah.” X stands from the living room sofa and stretches,

his fingertips almost hitting the ceiling.

“We’re going next week. Elite Prep is sponsoring a visit there. It’s a trip for juniors, but seniors who’ve applied there are allowed to go check it out. We’ll be staying in the dorms and everything. Zach and I applied but haven’t visited yet.”

I walk over.

“Where?”

“Smith University.” He waves the college pamphlet in the air.

I raise my eyebrows.

“That’s a good school.”

Nara sits on the arm of the sofa that’s closest to Zach.

“You’re going too?” she asks,

leaning real close to him,            the back of her crop top rising all the way up.

“Of course!”

Xander walks over to the kitchen table and looks at my homework.

“Where’s your math?”

Sigh.

He knows me.

He knows I won’t do it.

I walk over to the kitchen table and pull the homework out from under my notebooks.

“I don’t get it.”

He looks at me and smiles.

“Solve for x? This is easy. Come on, Rain-drop.” He sits and I sit with him.

Xander is what people would call a    scholar-athlete.

Football his favorite sport            math his best subject.

I squint at him as he looks at the problems.

Shaking my head.

Dude is so focused that

sometimes I can’t tell which side of the tracks he came from

for real        for real.
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12. Later That Night

I catch X looking at that college pamphlet in his bedroom.

“How many times are you going to look at it?” I tease.

He laughs,        kind of.

I open my mouth to speak, but he turns to me and asks,

“You cool?”

I ignore his question and snatch the pamphlet from his hand.

“Let me guess.” I smile. “The best football team to play on?”

He shrugs. “I guess.”

I guess?

“You—”

“I guess,” he interrupts me. “I guess that’s what people would want. For me to play there.”

“That’ll be so dope.” I look at the pamphlet

at the big dorms        at the lush grass

the buffet-style cafeteria        the dining halls.

“Yeah, but—”

The front door closes and Xander jumps up, grabs the pamphlet, and runs out the room.

“Yo, Ma! Look where I’m going!”
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13. The Next Morning

Mom wakes me up a bit earlier

to do my hair.

“I wish my hair was thick like yours, Rain.”

I can hear the smile in her voice        although

my hair is often a pain for me to        manage.

“Do you know how nice your hair is? Feel it? Beautiful and healthy.”

“Yes, Mommy, I know.”

I lean my head down on the kitchen table as she’s deciding.

“How about I cornrow it and in a couple of weeks you can take it out and wear it that way too?”

“Ehh . . .”

“Cornrows into a puff?”

I nod.

She hums a church song as she braids.

Xander walks into the kitchen as Mom is finishing my hair.

“Ma, what it take for you to doll me up the way you do Rain?”

I laugh. Mom laughs too.

Xander always makes us laugh.

“Boy, don’t even start . . .”

Mom sprays my head with sheen spray,

marking the completion of my hairstyle.

“Go look.”

I get up and run into the bathroom    look into the mirror            immediately

I’m in love with my hair        the braids        how it shapes my face

the perfect position of the puff.

I smile.

“Yeah, sis.” X walks in and daps me up. “Looking good.”

I nod in agreement, although I’m starting to feel

unsure.
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14. Barely Look

After lunch I

go with Nara, who wants to meet

her other friends

Tiffany and Julie

in the girls’ bathroom.

The four of us avoid class and

stand in front of the mirror,        which I don’t like.

But Nara grabs my hand like we’re in second grade again and says,

“Please, Rain.”

I nod and stay

and watch them

apply lip gloss and mascara

that I don’t think anyone really notices.        Who knows.

I wash my hands in the meantime.

“Look at how fat I’m getting.”

Julie lifts her shirt and pinches

the one inch of fat on her stomach.

“Ugh. Same.”

Tiffany brushes the long brown

extensions in her hair,        which makes me think my hair

is not as great.

Nara is taking mirror pics and says,

“Thank God it’s winter and I’ve got my color back. I get too dark in summer.”

“Exactly.”

“Same.”

I bite my lip.

“True,” I say, although I’m

dark all the time.

I’m just the wrong shade of brown.

I barely look at the mirror as the water runs through my fingers.
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15. Some Teachers

Some teachers

do the most.

Too much        too extra.

Some in good ways        some in bad ways        but

Miss Walia does the most in good ways        always.

She’s the teacher who randomly brings cookies during a test

decorates her classroom for the holidays        and even

puts the occasional smiley-face sticker on top of your essay.

According to some kids        including Nara        it’s corny

but Miss Walia doing these things gives me

something to look forward to            especially on my saddest days.

“Everybody, everybody.” Miss Walia claps her hands together, smiling wide.

Today her hair is out and it’s long, dark, and silky.

I wonder if she ever needs to brush it

or if it just comes out

perfect like that.

She has us answering a short response,

but now we’re all looking up at her.

“I have a little surprise for you all.”

She opens her closet door to a large pile of

what look like orange notebooks.

    “Journals!”

My eyes widen.        I really like the orange and

I’ve never used a journal before.

“Erin and Keon, can you help me pass them out?”

Keon drops a journal on my desk.

I run my hand over the soft yet hard exterior.

    I open it.        I close it.

It even smells fresh.

I look over at Nara, who continues working on her short response    unbothered.

“They’re yours,” Miss Walia continues. “You can use them for anything. I use a journal myself. How about for the first entry, you all list three things that have made you smile today? You all can try that out if you’d like.”

“Thank you, Miss Walia.”

“Thank you, miss.”

“Thank you.”

“Appreciate it.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, flipping through the pages again.

The bell rings        and I pack my bag

as I follow Nara out. I look back and notice that she left her orange journal

on her desk.

“See you tomorrow, Rain.” Miss Walia smiles at me.
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16. Check My Groove

Mom’s working late            again,

which makes my stomach hurt,

but X is in charge of dinner and makes

his special spaghetti with

ketchup and black pepper.

“Rain, Rain, check this!”

I turn around in my seat at

the kitchen table

to see X putting a small piece of lettuce

on top of my plate of his special spaghetti.

“Like them fancy restaurants. I call this five-star!”

I laugh.

“I call it pathetic.”

“Yeah aiight, you’re just a hater.”

He puts the plate in front of me

and goes into the living room.

“What do you eat at your fancy school?” I call out. “Lobster?”

He shakes his head.

“Not even close.”

I roll my eyes.

“Yeah right. With that tuition, I’m sure Muffy and Buffy get the caviar out.”

I start to eat and X walks over

with a speaker in one hand,

his phone in the other. “Come on, Rain.”

    “So, you’re not eating?” I look over at his untouched plate.

He puts his phone down and stuffs a fork full of spaghetti into his mouth.

I shake my head and smile.

X is always clowning.        Always making me forget how sad I feel.

He puts the speaker down on the table.

Out comes some old-school

Sam Cooke–sounding music.

He starts shuffling back and forth.

“Check my groove, Rain-drop.”

I laugh with my mouth full.

He stretches out his long arms.

“Come on, come on.”

I get up and we’re both dancing and moving,

laughing and pretending

we’re in some movie,

or at some family reunion

with a soul train line.

“Ayeee, get it.”

I cheer us on.

X does a spin and moonwalks into                        the sofa.

“Ouch!”

We laugh.

The door opens.

“What’s this?”

Mom walks in and X goes and grabs her,

and now they’re dancing and laughing.

X switches the music to Afrobeat

hip-hop

salsa

jazz

just about anything to keep us

moving.

“Okay, Rain, take it easy on us!” he shouts as I dance.

He knows I love a good beat.

Mom’s clapping and moving her shoulders        in some shimmy.

X and I try to do the same.

“Okay, Ma, I see you.” X laughs,

and I’m laughing

and I’m hoping

that

this night will never

end.
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17. That Night Before Bed

I try to write in the journal something

anything        but the pages are just so crisp        that I’m afraid to ruin it

with my handwriting.

So instead        I just lay it down in bed with me        for a bit        until I finally crack it open:

Three Things That Made Me Smile Today:


	Getting this journal from Miss Walia that she said we can use for anything.

	Xander’s famous spaghetti for dinner.

	Dancing with Mommy and Xander in the living room. A lot of people don’t know this about me, but I love to dance or do some type of movement to a good beat. Maybe one day I can do more of that.



I look down at what I wrote and reread it a million times.

It looks good        it makes me smile        and I can’t wait to write in my journal

again.
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