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A Note to Young Readers
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This story is about the early lesson that your thoughts can influence your experiences.

The story illustrates how your thoughts shape feelings, and those feelings influence your view of the world. Recognizing this link is essential to understanding the book’s message.

Alex is fictional. The challenges, doubts, fears, and growth are real.

As you read, you might see yourself in Alex. Maybe you have moved to a new place. Maybe you have felt worried, left out, or unsure where you fit in. Maybe you have wanted things to change, but didn't know how.

This book doesn't promise that problems will disappear or that life will always be easy.

This book offers a practical approach: awareness of your thoughts gives you real choices.

By noticing your thoughts, you can decide how to respond. Shifting your focus can affect your feelings, which influence your choices, friendships, and confidence.

You are not controlled by your thoughts or circumstances. You have influence over your responses.

You can affect your inner world. When that changes, your outer world often changes too.

As you read, you might want to try some practices Alex uses. You might notice your own thought patterns. You might experiment with appreciation. Try staying present during something difficult. You might even start your own journal.

You don't have to believe everything here. Try it for yourself. Pay attention and see what happens when you choose your thoughts on purpose.

This isn't about being perfect. It's about learning and growing. It's about finding out you can do more than you thought.

Welcome to the journey.
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A Note to Parents and Educators
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This book explores the links among thoughts, emotions, and experiences through a story for young readers.

It teaches that thoughts shape feelings, feelings guide actions, and actions influence outcomes. Understanding this helps young readers manage emotions, grow resilience, and take thoughtful action.

The story draws on ideas from thinking patterns, mindfulness, and research on gratitude and attention. It invites readers to notice their thoughts. It encourages questioning unhelpful habits and trying better ways of thinking.

The book teaches key skills:

It doesn't say being positive fixes all problems. The main character learns, practices, talks, gets help, and does his part. Awareness of feelings helps but doesn't replace effort.

It doesn't say you should ignore pain. Tough feelings are real and needed. The book shows how to get through them by being aware, not by letting them take over.

The story invites meaningful discussion about mindset, coping, and responsibility. Journaling and reflection can deepen these lessons. Open conversation helps too.

Most importantly, the message encourages readers to grow. When adults model steadiness, appreciation, and thoughtful responses, lessons matter more.

Thank you for supporting young people in developing self-awareness, resilience, and confidence.
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Chapter 1

The Journal
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I'm twelve, writing in a journal. Not my idea of a Saturday. Last week, Grandma gave it to me during her visit from Oregon, giving me the look that says she knows every excuse I'd try. The plain, dark blue journal has thick pages so my pen won't bleed through. I tossed it on my desk and left it under a pile I said I'd organize but never did. It gathered dust for a week.

Today I picked it up. Restless, I scrolled through every app on my phone three times. Nothing grabbed me. Silence pressed in until it roared. My brain replayed what I call The Catastrophic First Day of Seventh Grade, though it hasn’t started. I pictured slow-motion scenes of me embarrassing myself in front of strangers.

We moved to Riverside three months ago. Not my choice. No one asked if the twelve-year-old wanted to leave friends or school. No one checked about the corner store’s bonus gummy bears or the basketball court where I mastered free throws. I even lost the route to James’s house, a path I knew by heart. When your dad takes a 'great opportunity,' it means higher pay, a loftier tech title I barely understand. No one checks with the kid who loses his social life. Mom calls it an adventure in her chirpy, persuading voice. My eight-year-old sister, Maya, would move into a submarine if there were Wi-Fi and room for stuffed animals. I call it complicated, really, it’s scared, angry, and sad, all knotted in my chest.

In two weeks, my stomach will knot as I walk into the Riverside Middle School cafeteria. Everyone already knows their seats, jokes, and teachers to avoid. These invisible rules make a place familiar. I’ll pretend to look busy on my phone, shaky hands gripping the screen, unsure where to sit or who might let me join. Smile bravely, or risk seeming desperate? I’ve imagined this so much it claws at my insides. In my mind, everyone’s eyes burn into me. Conversations freeze, then thaw, leaving me cold on the edge. I eat lunch alone in a bathroom stall, shame rising with every bite. It feels like living the saddest movie cliché.

Grandma didn’t just hand me the journal and wish me luck. She poured lemonade into Mom’s crystal glasses, her motions precise and unhurried. Despite myself, I noticed. She sat across from me at the kitchen table, fingers on her glass. “This notebook might help you understand how things actually work. Not magic, not wishful thinking. Just reality. Most people don’t realize their thoughts replay worries, like songs stuck on a loop. They’re amazed when they feel lousy all day.” She gave me that look, the one that sees through any pretense. She probably senses I’m reliving cafeteria fiascos during dinner.

Her idea: my brain is always rehearsing. The more it repeats, the sharper it becomes, and that worries me. Mostly, it means tripping in the gym or missing so many basketball shots that the ball ricochets away as everyone stares. She said I could keep practicing failure if I chose. That was my decision. Whatever I repeat, my brain expects. Those expectations guide what happens, not by magic but by changing how I show up. People notice. Everything connects, like dominoes.

She didn’t say I had to feel great about moving or fake perfection. Just pay attention. Notice when your mind spins disaster stories and how it feels. Does that help or hurt? Sometimes, try a version that’s less catastrophic, not perfect, just ordinary things. She made it sound simple. I appreciated that, though I doubted it was.

So that’s what this is. Not a diary. I’m not writing about lunch or crushes. This is an experiment. Experiments are interesting, with purpose, and I don’t need to pretend I’m not nervous about school starting. I am nervous. My stomach twists when I imagine the building. My hands get sweaty picturing talking to strangers. That’s real. I won’t lie about it, even in a journal no one else will read.

But I don’t want to keep drowning my brain in that same disaster loop. Tomorrow, I’ll picture something calmer instead: walking into school, heart thrumming, finding my locker with trembling hands, going to class, easing into my chair. Maybe someone looks up and says hi. Maybe not. Either way, it’s fine. That feels manageable, like something that could actually happen, not a worst-case fantasy. Writing it down loosens those thoughts’ grip. Maybe I have more strength than I realized.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

The Experiment Begins
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I tried something today, and I'm not sure what to make of it yet, but it felt different enough that I wanted to write it down before I forget. After writing in this journal last night, I started noticing how often my brain enters what I now call Seventh Grade Doom Mode. It is stubbornly committed. I caught myself worrying at least ten times before I even got out of bed. Ten times. Lying there, half asleep, my brain rehearsed scenarios: I get lost, mispronounce my teacher's name, and everyone laughs, or trip carrying my lunch tray and food goes flying while the cafeteria watches. Each time I noticed, I tried steering in a different direction, just like Grandma suggested. Not into fake happiness or forced optimism. Just into something less dramatic, something that felt possible instead of inevitable.

Sometimes it worked. I’d catch myself mid-worry and think about something neutral instead. The fact that I have my own room now, bigger than my old one. The park two blocks away that I can see from my window. The way the light comes through the trees in the morning. Small stuff, but it felt better than public humiliation. Sometimes my brain snapped back to panicking like a dog refusing to drop a tennis ball, rushing right back to worst-case scenarios. But even when that happened, at least I noticed. That felt like progress. Small and quiet, but progress.

This morning, I decided to test Grandma's idea more deliberately. Not in a magical-thinking way, where I pretend problems don't exist. Just in a let's-see-what-actually-happens way, like a science experiment where you change one variable and observe the results. I sat down at my desk with a piece of paper and tried thinking about things I actually like about living here, which took longer than I expected because I have been so focused on cataloging everything I miss about the old life that I have barely looked at what's actually in front of me now. But once I started paying attention, once I actually let myself notice instead of automatically dismissing everything as not good enough, the list was not terrible. The house is bigger. I have my own room with my own door that closes, which means privacy I never had before. There is a park two blocks away with a basketball court that's usually empty, which means I can practice without waiting in line or dealing with older kids who hog the court. The ice cream place downtown has thirty flavors, which feels excessive but also kind of impressive when you think about it. There is a neighbor's dog, a golden retriever named Biscuit, who acts like I am the most interesting human alive every single time he sees me, tail wagging so hard his whole back end moves.

Writing that down didn't make me explode with joy or suddenly love everything about Riverside. But something loosened. Like I had been clenching my jaw without noticing, and finally relaxed it. Like I had been holding my breath and finally let it out. The tension in my chest eased just a little bit, enough that I could feel the difference, enough that I wanted to keep going and see what else might shift if I kept paying attention to what was working instead of only what was missing.

Later, I went to the park with my basketball, the one I have had since fifth grade, which is wearing smooth in all the right places. Usually, I just shoot around alone, which is fine except it gives my brain plenty of time to narrate my mistakes in high definition, providing detailed commentary on every shot I miss like some cruel sportscaster who hates me personally. Today, I was halfway through convincing myself I was actually improving, which felt good and unusual, when this kid rode up on a bike and stopped near the court. He was probably around my age, maybe a little taller, wearing a faded t-shirt with a logo I did not recognize and basketball shoes that had clearly seen a lot of action. He watched me long enough that I started to feel self-conscious, waiting for him to say something mean or sarcastic, already preparing myself to pretend I didn't care.

Then he asked if I wanted to play one-on-one. Just like that. Casual. Friendly. It was the most normal thing in the world to approach a complete stranger and suggest a game. My first instinct was to say no. Not in a dramatic way. Just casually avoid the potential embarrassment of losing badly to someone who clearly knew the park better than I did, who probably had home court advantage and friends who might show up and witness my humiliation. But I remembered I was supposedly experimenting today. I had written in my journal that I wanted to try something different, wanted to stop always choosing the safe path that kept me isolated. And playing basketball is more interesting than worrying about playing basketball. So I said sure and immediately hoped I wouldn't regret that decision, my stomach doing a little flip that could have been nervousness, excitement, or both.
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Chapter 3

Meeting Marcus
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His name is Marcus. He moved here last year, so he is technically a veteran compared to me, someone who has already survived being the new kid and lived to tell about it. We started playing, and I missed my first shot in a way that suggested gravity was working especially hard today, the ball hitting the rim with a loud clang that echoed across the empty court. I waited for him to laugh or make some comment about my terrible form, but Marcus did neither. He just passed the ball back to me and said I was rushing my release, letting it go too early before my arms were fully extended. Which felt oddly helpful, not humiliating, as if he were actually trying to help me improve rather than prove he was better.

He is definitely better than me, which became clear pretty quickly, but not in an annoying show-off way. More in a here's-a-tip kind of way, like he genuinely enjoyed playing and didn't need to make me feel bad to feel good about himself. We played for about an hour, the sun getting hotter, both of us sweating and breathing hard, and I still missed plenty of shots. But I also made a few. And when I made them, Marcus would nod or say, "Nice shot," without making it weird, just acknowledging it and moving on. Nobody gasped like I had done something miraculous. The world continued spinning. The sky didn't open up with angelic singing. It was just basketball, just two kids playing, and somehow that ordinariness felt special in a way I didn't expect.

Between games, we sat on the edge of the court and talked about school, passing a water bottle back and forth because I had forgotten to bring my own. Apparently, there's a lunch table near the windows that's best avoided unless you enjoy people ranking each other, as if it were an ongoing competition show where everyone is both contestant and judge. Good to know. There is also a teacher named Mr. Patterson, who everyone loves because he actually makes English interesting instead of just assigning vocabulary worksheets. And the school has a chameleon in the science room named Newton, who changes colors depending on the lighting, which Marcus seemed genuinely excited about, which made me like him more. When he left, he asked if I wanted to meet up again tomorrow, at the same time, in the same court. I said yes without rehearsing the answer first, without weighing every possible outcome, without wondering if he really meant it or was just being polite. I just said yes. And that might be the most impressive thing I did all day.

After he rode off on his bike, I just stood there for a minute in the middle of the empty court. I didn't feel like I had suddenly unlocked a new life or become a different person. I still felt like me, still the new kid in a strange town. But I also no longer felt invisible. I felt seen. Acknowledged. Like I existed in this place in a way I had not existed before today. That was new. That was different. That was something.

The rest of the day, I tried to keep noticing where my mind was going, paying attention to my thoughts the way Grandma suggested instead of just letting them run on autopilot. When I started imagining worst-case school scenarios again, my brain was trying to pull me back into its favorite disaster movie, so I replaced them with something more ordinary. Not amazing. Not perfect. Just normal. I pictured walking into school and finding my locker. I pictured Marcus being in one of my classes, maybe. I pictured the cafeteria table he mentioned, the one to avoid. I pictured regular things rather than catastrophic ones. When Maya was chewing loudly at dinner, making these wet smacking sounds that usually drive me absolutely crazy, I focused on how good the tacos tasted instead of declaring war on her eating habits. Small victories, the kind that don't look impressive from the outside but feel significant from the inside.

It isn't effortless. My brain clearly prefers its usual worry playlist and keeps trying to return to the greatest hits of anxiety and doom. But every time I catch it and adjust even a little, even just noticing that I am spiraling instead of being completely lost in the spiral, it feels less automatic. Less like something happening to me and more like something I can influence, something I have some say in. That shift is subtle, but it matters. Tonight, my mental list looks like this: the things that actually happened, rather than the things I was afraid might happen. Met Marcus. Played basketball without humiliating myself. Ate excellent tacos. Did not fight with Maya even though she was being annoying. Made plans to play again tomorrow. That isn't a life transformation or some dramatic breakthrough. But it isn't a disaster either. It is just a day. A good day. And maybe if I keep having enough good days, they will start to add up to something bigger.
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Chapter 4

When It Gets Hard
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Okay. I need to be honest here because there's no point in lying to myself in my own private journal. Today didn't feel like yesterday. Yesterday I walked around like I had unlocked some secret setting in my brain, like I had discovered a cheat code for life that was going to make everything easy from now on. Today I woke up, and my brain went straight back to its usual programming, the factory default settings of worry and doubt and imagining everything that could go wrong. Before I even sat up in bed, before I even opened my eyes fully, it was already rehearsing scenarios about school. What if Marcus and I don't have a single class together? What if he has better friends and slowly forgets I exist? What if I can't find my classrooms on the first day and end up wandering the halls looking lost while everyone else knows exactly where they are going? What if I mess up my locker combination and have to ask for help like someone who can't handle basic tasks?
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