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MAMA

Some days, like today 
and yesterday and probably 
tomorrow—all my missing gets jumbled up inside of me.

 

You know honeysuckle talc powder? 
Mama used to smell like that. She told me 
honeysuckle’s really a flower but all I know 
is the powder that smells like Mama. 
Sometimes when the missing gets real bad 
I go to the drugstore and before the guard starts 
following me around like I’m gonna steal something 
I go to the cosmetics lady and ask her if she has it....
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FOR TOSHI GEORGIANNA AND JUNA FRANKLIN




Name all the people
 You’re always thinking about
 People are poems.


—Lonnie C. Motion




POEM BOOK

This whole book’s a poem ’cause every time I try to 
tell the whole story my mind goes Be quiet!  
Only it’s not my mind’s voice, 
it’s Miss Edna’s over and over and over  
Be quiet!

 

I’m not a really loud kid, I swear. I’m just me and 
sometimes I maybe make a little bit of noise. 
If I was a grown-up maybe Miss Edna 
wouldn’t always be telling me to be quiet 
but I’m eleven and maybe eleven’s just noisy.

 

Maybe twelve’s quieter.

 

But when Miss Edna’s voice comes on, the ideas in my 
head go out like a candle and all you see left is this little 
string of smoke that disappears real quick 
before I even have a chance to find out 
what it’s trying to say.

 

So this whole book’s a poem because poetry’s short and 

 
this whole book’s a poem ’cause Ms. Marcus says 
write it down before it leaves your brain. 
I tell her about the smoke and she says  
Good, Lonnie, write that.  
Not a whole lot of people be saying Good, Lonnie to me  
so I write the string-of-smoke thing down real fast. 
Ms. Marcus says We’ll worry about line breaks later.

 

Write fast, Lonnie, Ms. Marcus says. 
And I’m thinking Yeah, I better write fast before Miss 
Edna’s voice comes on and blows my candle idea out.




ROOF

At night sometimes after Miss Edna goes to bed I go 
up on the roof 
Sometimes I sit counting the stars 
Maybe one is my mama and 
another one is my daddy And maybe that’s why 
sometimes they flicker a bit 
I mean the stars flicker




LINE BREAK POEM

Ms. Marcus 
says 
line breaks help 
us figure out 
what matters 
to the poet  
Don’t jumble your ideas  
Ms. Marcus says  
Every line  
should count.




MEMORY

Once when we was real 
little 
I was sitting at the window holding my baby sister, Lili 
on my lap. 
Mama was in the kitchen and Daddy must’ve 
been at work. 
Mama kept saying  
Honey, don’t you drop my baby.

 

A pigeon came flying over to the ledge 
and was looking at us. 
Lili put her hand on the glass and the pigeon tried 
to peck at it. 
Lili snatched her hand away and screamed. 
Not a scared scream, 
just one of those laughing screams 
that babies who can’t talk yet like to do.

 

Mama came running out the kitchen 
drying her hands on her jeans. 
When she saw us just sitting there, she let out a breath.  
Oh, my Lord, she said,  
I thought you’d dropped my baby.  
I asked  
Was I ever your baby, Mama?  
and Mama looked at me all warm and smiley.

 

You still are, she said. 
Then she went back in the kitchen.

 

I felt safe then. 
I held Lili tighter. 
Maybe if I was eleven then 
and if one of my friends had been around, 
I would have been embarrassed, I guess. 
But I was just a little kid 
and nobody else was around. 
Just me and Lili and Mama and the pigeons. 
And outside the sun 
getting bright and warm suddenly 
like it’d been listening in.




End of sample
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