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			Introduction


			The summer I was thirteen, I locked myself in my room and kept the shades drawn. I wanted that darkness to mirror how I felt inside: lonely, unlovable, ashamed. I listened to my favorite songs over and over, imagining the lyrics were written to my private heart. In my isolation, I didn’t believe anyone could understand how I felt.


			I was carrying a secret like a swallowed stone. For many years, I would share that weight only with a therapist. Even my closest friends didn’t know I’d been in a twisted relationship with another girl, that we’d been physically intimate, that we’d cut ourselves to try to prove our love, that my parents had found out and forbidden me to see her. 


			I remember spending a rainy afternoon that August writing a poem in a cabin in Maine’s North Woods. Showers battered the roof, and the pine trees bowed over in submission. The world was gray green, clouds pressing at the windows. Outside my door, my little brothers and sister were playing board games, laughing and eating Triscuits.


			My longing was immense—bigger than that cabin, bigger than the forest. I channeled it into a poem—an ode to the Beatles, woven from their song titles, written from a girl who was “born into the magic 20 years too late.” It was not a brilliant poem, but that didn’t matter. I’d discovered the thrill of composition, an emotional release. That creative energy lifted me out of myself, and I ventured into the kitchen to read it to my mother. Mercifully, she didn’t laugh. She told me she loved it.


			• • •


			When I envisioned a poetry anthology for girls and young people, I wanted to collect the voices I wish I’d heard when I was a teen. Strong voices, lonely voices, angry, elated, or curious ones. Voices from the LGBTQ+ community, turning their experiences into song. I wanted to affirm many kinds of “girlhood,” find writers who challenge cultural norms and resist the stifling expectations of gender.


			I love poetry because it opens a window into the interior world. Poems may rage, lament, celebrate, or question, but they remain rooted in emotional truth, offering what W. H. Auden calls “a clear statement of mixed feelings.” Unlike self-help or how-to books, poetry does not try to fix anything. Its language is heightened, compressed, charged with power. It allows moments of intensity and moments of quiet reflection. It can mirror our shifting, intricate selves. 


			I’ve organized this book by emotional experience so you can flip through and find poems for different moods. But let these chapter headings be suggestions, not prescriptions. One person’s angry poem may evoke sadness in another. A poem about a joyful occasion may spark yearning or loneliness in some readers. No reaction is the wrong one.


			Poetry offers a space for vulnerability. I hope this book gives you permission to be vulnerable too. 


			• • •


			“You do not have to be good,” writes Mary Oliver in her poem “Wild Geese.” My younger daughter, Carmen, looked startled when I read her this line. Her eyes lit up. “Does that mean I can be bad?” she asked, amazed after years of messages from the world about improving her behavior, attitude, schoolwork, clothes, looks, body, self. 


			“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe it’s that you’re more than just good or bad. You’re strong and complicated and worthy of love. You don’t need to apologize for yourself. You don’t have to be everything.” 


			I keep returning to this promise: You do not have to be good. Oliver’s poem calls to our imagination and reassures us that we are already enough. We are resilient humans, connected to all creation. We aren’t broken or shameful or in need of fixing. 


			As you read these diverse writers and share their experiences, I hope you can embrace your own contradictions. I hope these poems offer some freedom from the restrictive oppositions of good/bad, smart/stupid, hot/ugly, sluts/prudes, cool kids/losers that the world imposes on us—in school, at home, online, and in the media. 


			May this book help you release the illusion of your own inadequacy. May the poems let you live into the complexity and fullness of who you are—and who you are becoming.
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			1   seeking


			When I was fifteen, a friend’s mother once commented that we teenagers were “in discovery mode.” I liked the way this sounded, although I wasn’t sure what she meant. Now I see that we were seeking—looking for meaning in ourselves and in the world. Seeking is a state of questioning, never an easy existence. It contains doubt and discomfort, anxiety and confusion, insecurity and indecision. And it doesn’t magically end in adulthood.


			But seeking also offers a brave open-endedness, the practice of becoming “comfortable with uncertainty,” as Buddhist teacher Pema Chödrön counsels. The poets here would agree. They are explorers, whether they’re seeking love and connection, like Sahar Romani in her coming-out poem, or trying to grasp a native language, like Marci Calabretta Cancio-Bello in “Origin/Adoption.” 


			Margaret Atwood recounts a dream of flying—a seeking beyond the human realm—then wakes into a painfully earthbound body. Trans writer Stephanie Burt seeks self-definition and a renewed experience of girlhood. Meanwhile, Elizabeth Spires asks a series of unanswerable “Questions for Google.” Her spare questions are for all seekers, of all ages, genders and cultures, on a journey toward understanding.
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			Final Exam Stephanie


			Stephanie Burt


			Please turn in or leave behind any scratch materials. You have now agreed to follow all the rules. Good girls will be notified sooner. Next year you are going. You have to look forward to until.


			Like walking out of an uncompleted pencil sketch, an unprimed canvas, the torn-off end of a page, like being a bracket in the fragment of ancient Greek that I encountered in my best friend’s photograph. Nobody


			is going to report me if I break down, break up, break in three, like a bone left to us from beach week’s campfire feast


			like the page after the last


			page of a comic book


			like whatever takes place under the oblong


			gleam on microscope glass


			like the white space between the grays


			of a birch branch shadow on snow


			like the aluminum ladder in our basement


			on its side on the cold concrete going nowhere


			It’s June. I have a new and golden pendant, a folding hand mirror, a calculator too. Its heft in my hand grins like a mirror pointed back at the sun.


			What is this air, this space in which nobody rewards


			me for conformity,


			or punishes me, or keeps


			track of my time, what I wear, how I see


			myself, or tries to tell me what my name should be?
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			Origin/Adoption 


			Marci Calabretta Cancio-Bello


			My first mother placed inside my mouth


			a thick tongue / a curled tongue


			prone to quick rolling music


			and bramble-berried consonants


			I would never speak to her.


			These days, on this other hemisphere


			I twist my second mother’s words


			from my tongue as I do


			the fruit from my neighbor’s tree:


			geu-rhim / cham-eh / / fig and yellow


			melon arching over the sidewalk,


			ripening into dark hills / deep sun.


			These days, I peel this craving


			already budded with discomfort,


			recover utterances too long untouched,


			as if I could know the correct


			taste of each vowel / inflections


			sweet on my fingers and chin.


			Flying Inside Your Own Body


			Margaret Atwood


			Your lungs fill & spread themselves,


			wings of pink blood, and your bones


			empty themselves and become hollow.


			When you breathe in you’ll lift like a balloon


			and your heart is light too & huge,


			beating with pure joy, pure helium.


			The sun’s white winds blow through you,


			there’s nothing above you,


			you see the earth now as an oval jewel,


			radiant & seablue with love.


			It’s only in dreams you can do this.


			Waking, your heart is a shaken fist,


			a fine dust clogs the air you breathe in;


			the sun’s a hot copper weight pressing straight


			down on the thick pink rind of your skull. 


			It’s always the moment just before gunshot.


			You try & try to rise but you cannot. 
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			Questions for Google


			Elizabeth Spires


			What does it mean and why does it matter?


			How do I get from here to there?


			Where is the line that cannot be crossed?


			Why is the first time the best?


			Who will be coming and when will they get here?


			How long will it last before it is over?


			Who has the right and why do they have it?


			Who is the most important one?


			What did it mean and why did it matter?


			If all is lost, how will I find it?


			If not now, then when?


			Are you real? Do you even exist?


			[image: ]


			The Year I Tell My Parents I Am a Homosexual


			Sahar Romani


			Words animal 


			out of our mouths


			splinter 


			through the kitchen window


			across the front yard 


			beyond the red wind chimes


			above the pines


			everyone can hear us


			the woman pulling weeds next door 
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