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Introduction







Life requires overcoming challenges and obstacles of many types. Battling our struggles and fears determines who we are. Defeating negative thoughts such as, “I stink at this!” or “I have no friends!” is the key to success at any age. Hope is what we need to remind us that such thoughts are always harmful. It is one of the most important words in any language. It means, “Waiting patiently, expecting a positive outcome at some point in the future.” In fact, hope is best gained after defeat and failure, because then inner strength and toughness is produced. I have discovered this to be true over and over again in my own life’s journey, first as a clueless middle school student in the early 1970’s. The sheer number of students (over 1,200) overwhelmed me, and the diverse student body produced a sizable number of bullies (just writing the word makes me cringe).


It didn’t take long for one of the toughest, most feared bullies, “Jesse” (as in Jesse James with his gang of western bank robbers) to target me, and to begin “requesting” my lunch money. “Give me your money, punk, before I beat the poop out of you,” he’d say. Panic-stricken, I quickly handed over the money, and felt total relief when the brief, yet threatening, encounter had ended.
 

As a primary bully target, I went to great lengths to avoid Jesse, who was a grade ahead of me and well-schooled in the rough-and-tumble of the school hallways. Jesse easily found me in whatever nook or cranny I attempted to hide. I never tested his threats, mainly because his “bark” and body language were meaner than a hungry pit bull’s. Fear determined my every movement in school for roughly half my 7th-grade year, but then I stumbled upon a cure for this painful feeling: sports.


Of all things that might have saved me (teachers, counselors, hall monitors, principals perhaps?), it was sports which gave me some respect with Jesse, enough so that he didn’t bully me anymore.
 

It turned out Jesse was an athlete who played both football and basketball. So did I, though not as well as he did. He had game, while I had grit, at least just enough to hang with the better players (but not quite enough to say “no” to a bully). When we both showed-up for basketball try-outs, Jesse, who had literally ruined my life for months, turned from feared foe to fun-loving friend pretty quickly. I guessed I had earned some respect, “hallway cred”, and changed in his eyes from lunch money supplier to teammate.
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