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Introduction for Parents and Teachers


By Kevin Sorbo and Amy Newmark


After the success of Chicken Soup for the Soul: Think Positive, a bestseller for adults, it made sense to make a version for kids. After all, why shouldn’t kids have access to the same kind of inspiration about positive attitudes, gratitude, and making the best of situations?


Bringing positive messages to kids at all socioeconomic levels, in all kinds of schools, is of paramount importance in a fast-paced world filled with technology and choices, temptations and challenges for children. Now, more than ever, it’s important for parents, grandparents, teachers, and other mentors to sit down with kids, get quiet, and talk. And one of the best ways to start a conversation with a child is by reading a story about another child first.


That’s the goal of Chicken Soup for the Soul: Think Positive for Kids — to start conversations with children about core values, good examples, making good decisions, and having the courage to do the right thing. The values that children learn today will stay with them for the rest of their lives. We hope to contribute to the building blocks that create tomorrow’s wonderful young adults through this book for today’s children.


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Think Positive for Kids contains 101 stories about issues that are important to children. The stories can be read to younger children, read by older children, and discussed with adults. The stories are true personal anecdotes that are entertaining and also impart a lesson. We have included our own personal stories in this book, plus stories from our spouses, children, and friends. There were thousands of submissions for this book — we obviously struck a chord — so it was difficult to narrow down the field to only 101 stories, but that just means that you are getting the crème de la crème of helpful, inspiring, educational… and entertaining… stories for kids from ages seven to early teens.


These stories show children how to make good choices… even when no one is looking, how to respect the needs and feelings of others, how to develop their own self-esteem, and how to stay true to their convictions. The stories remind kids that each day holds something to be grateful for and show them that they are not alone in dealing with difficult issues.


We’ve addressed all the important and appropriate issues for kids, including bullying, relationships with friends and family, divorce, moving, self-esteem, disabilities, helping others, and doing the right thing even when it’s difficult. We’ve also addressed the value of trying something new, counting your blessings, making real friends, and even… the benefits of putting down that cell phone.


In addition to helping your own children, grandchildren, and students, this book is going to help needy kids in Los Angeles, through our contributions of royalties and proceeds from sales of this book to A World Fit for Kids!, a successful mentoring program that trains teens to become heroes to the kids in their own neighborhoods by using the vehicles of school, fitness, sports, and positive role models. The program is unique because of the powerful format of “kids teaching kids” — and its success rate is astounding — working with more than 12,000 children in the Los Angeles School District, it has a 100% graduation rate in a school system that has a 54% dropout rate.


We hope you enjoy sharing these stories with your young charges as much as we enjoyed putting this collection together. Even though these stories are for kids, their lessons are universal and should prove inspirational to the adults who are sharing them and discussing them as well. We know we were inspired! Thanks for reading and sharing.…
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Introduction for Kids


By Kevin Sorbo and Amy Newmark


We think it is safe to say that almost every kid is insecure about something, whether it is looks, or sports ability, or schoolwork, or friends, or clothing, or just knowing what is cool. Being a kid can be tough. Your bodies are starting to change and sometimes that is embarrassing and even scary. Your schoolwork is getting harder. Your parents are giving you more responsibility and expect more grown-up behavior from you. Your friends are changing too, and sometimes you end up joining a new group of friends, or switching best friends. Boys and girls start to notice each other and that can be scary and fun and embarrassing at the same time.


The years before you become a teenager can be an awkward time but they are lots of fun and exciting too. That’s why we have made you this book. Think of it as a guidebook for those years leading up to high school. You’ll read stories written by older kids and adults who vividly recall their childhood years — the good and the bad times — and these people share their experiences with you so that you know that you are not alone. Millions of other boys and girls feel the same way as you do, and they are going through the same changes as you too!


We hope you will view this book as a portable support group for kids, like another friend you can turn to. You might want to encourage your parents to read it also — it will help them to remember their own childhoods and better understand what is going on in your life these days!


Enjoy the book! We loved making it for you, and we hope you will love reading it.
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Trying Something New
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Chair Challenges


What the mind can conceive and believe, and the heart desire, you can achieve.


~Norman Vincent Peale


As a kid, I was lucky. I had loving, supportive parents and a dad who was always spouting optimism. My mom and dad both had a great sense of humor and always had a bright, cheery disposition. And something else — my father was always talking about positive thinking — and the “If you can dream it, you can do it!” type of attitude.


All through grade school I had a crush on Margaret Highsmith. Cute dimples, beautiful eyes… and she thought I was the smartest guy in the school. We were about to graduate from sixth grade and were heading off to junior high, but I decided that I wanted to play the violin. I think back now that I made that decision solely to impress Margaret Highsmith… and it worked… for a while, until she found Danny Madden’s blond hair and bright white smile too irresistible to pass up.


So there I was in junior high, in orchestra, ready to play the violin. But the only trouble was everybody in orchestra wanted to play violin. And there weren’t enough violins to go around. So the orchestra teacher tried to convince some of us to try the viola … or the bass… or the cello. I picked the cello although I didn’t know a thing about it.


Though I knew a little about music — my mother had put me into piano lessons for a while when I was younger — I was clueless when it came to the cello. And the other five in the cello section had played before. Though I tried hard, I was clearly the poorest player of the six. I was “second chair, third cello” — which suited me fine, because the music was a lot easier than second cello, and a whole lot easier that the first cello parts. I settled in, struggling through the third cello parts, playing as softly as I could so that no one would realize how terrible I was.


These were nervous times for this seventh grade boy. Everything about this new school was disorienting for me. I had to ride the bus to school… the layout of the school was totally unfamiliar… my classes were all over the place and I was always getting lost and late for class.


And there were a lot of tough kids. I surrendered my lunch money once to a dude who popped a switchblade on me in the gym locker room. I started carrying my lunch in a paper bag… and avoiding the locker room.


I was on the bottom rung, a seventh grader. The eighth and ninth graders seem to feel it was their duty to make life miserable for newbies like me. Especially newbies who happened to be in the school orchestra… and who played the cello. So I kept my new interest in orchestra and classical music to myself.


Until I heard about the Christmas Concert. In Orchestra class, at the end of the week, we had on Fridays something called Chair Challenge. You could challenge the next higher-up chair to a playoff duel. The teacher selected a passage from the music and the person you were challenging would play it first — then you would play it. The teacher would determine which of you played the passage the best — and determine whether your challenge was successful or not. If you won, you switched places with the loser and moved up one chair. And at the end of November, whoever was first-chair violin, first-chair viola and first-chair cello would play the three separate solos in the big Christmas Concert in December.


Hearing this — and for reasons that still mystify me — I determined right then and there that I would be the one who played the cello solo in the Christmas concert. I only had one problem: I was second-chair, third-cello. In order for me to become first-chair, first-cello I would need to move up five positions, and do five Chair Challenges by the end of November — and win all five! And I only had six weeks to do it in.


The school allowed us to check out our instruments and take them home on weekends. I decided to take my cello home and practice my butt off until I had achieved my goal. My problem was I rode the bus. And humping a big cello case onto a crowded bus, when the only open seat was in the very back — well, it was pretty rough going. I suffered a lot of jostling, a lot of insults and snide remarks — even threats — and just tried to laugh it off the best I could.


But every single Friday and then again on Monday, for six weeks I wrestled this big cello case onto and off the bus before and after school. Then I went home and practiced. I set up out in the den, closed the door and put the music up. I rubbed resin on my bow, took hold of the cello and I worked. I played scales. I played arpeggios. I practiced Bach and Brahms and Beethoven — any music we were playing in class.


And I sounded terrible. Chilling, really — as offensive a noise as you could imagine. Picture a dying warthog being dragged across a blackboard. Looking back, I have to feel sorry for my parents who would endure this awful, screeching racket coming from the den. I seem to recall them taking many weekend trips during this period.


But on the weekends during that October and November, I played the cello for hours — until my shoulders, elbows and hands were shaking, and my fingers were so sore I could barely feel my fingertips. But I kept at it. And a funny thing happened around the second or third week. I wasn’t sounding that horrible. My mother even poked her head in once with an odd look and said, “Gary… that sounds kind of… nice.” And I realized — finally — I was getting good. It was a glorious feeling.


The first Chair Challenge the following Friday was a nervous affair. My hands were shaking so badly that I was sure the whole class was going to burst into laughter. But when I finished the teacher smiled and said, “Challenge successful — switch chairs.” I felt a quiet thrill in my heart. First-chair, third-cello. One down and four to go. To the rest of the class this was a simple little thing, but to me it was my first step climbing Mt. Everest.


I continued my quest, humping the school cello home, practicing for hours, and each Friday, taking on the next highest chair — and winning. I was again quietly exultant — but always humble. My dad had taught me humility, from his meager childhood as a farmer’s son, to working his way through college and medical school. I learned that you don’t brag — you just quietly and confidently go about your business and believe in yourself.


I didn’t dare tell anyone about my goal of winning the number one spot in the cello section. I knew they’d tell me it was impossible. The girl who was first-chair, first cello, Patricia, had been playing for years! She was an ultra-nerdy type, sweet but odd, who looked and talked like the cello was the center of the universe. Surely, to unseat Patricia would be a feat more difficult than actually climbing Mt. Everest!


But I kept practicing and winning my challenges, week after week — until it was the last Friday of November, and my last chance to accomplish my goal of the Christmas Concert cello solo. I was now second-chair, first-cello. The teacher asked if there were any Chair Challenges — and I felt every eye turn to me. I waited until the tension in the room was ripe. I had a smile on my face. Patricia turned to me and laughed. “Well…?” she said. By now she knew my plan; everyone knew it. The teacher stared at me, eyebrows raised, waiting.


My hand suddenly shot up. “Challenge!” I called out. Everyone laughed and clapped. This showdown was long in the making and the class settled in to watch as the teacher pulled out two pieces of music and arranged them in front of Patricia and me. She went first, being the challenged, and she played the passage beautifully. Only one slight bobble, and her bow screeched slightly on one attack, but it was still expertly played.


Then it was my turn. I was totally unfamiliar with this piece, but I’d been practicing, and my sight-reading had improved so much that I was confident I could do it justice. Still, it was make or break time, and I was feeling the nerves. So rather than just jump into it… I took a moment. I don’t remember whether I said a quick prayer… but I do remember dropping my head and taking a deep, deep breath before I looked up and began.


I played that passage so smoothly and steadily it was like I’d been playing it all my life. I felt like I was out of my body and it was someone else playing it. The tone of the cello had never sounded so rich and vibrant and soothing to me, and I almost felt like my soul was flying around the room, dancing to this beautiful music someone down on the floor was playing. As I drew my bow across the strings on the last note, my eyes were closed and my breath was perfectly synched… my exhale was the last note… and then silence.


The class burst into applause. I was startled as my eyes snapped open. No one had ever clapped after a Chair Challenge. Even Patricia was clapping! I was speechless, just returning to my senses… and looked around in a daze. The teacher had a small smile as he nodded. “Challenge successful, switch. And,” with the slightest incline of his head, “congratulations, First-Chair, First-Cello.”


It turned out that the piece he had given us to play was the actual cello solo for the Christmas Concert. And that’s what I played as the cello soloist two weeks later in front of family and friends and the student body.


I learned, from my parents and my personal experiences, that you can achieve your dreams. Don’t listen to anyone, not even yourself, who tell you it’s impossible. Ignore the ridicule, the insults, the people who tell you can’t do it, that you’re not good enough, that you’ll never make it. If you’ve got a dream — go for it. It’s in your heart for a reason. You can achieve what you set out to accomplish.


Even if it’s just winning the cello solo in the Christmas Concert.


~Gary Graham
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What If Nobody Laughs?


Nobody cares if you can’t dance well. Just get up and dance.


~Dave Barry


My mother says I was born a performer. She still has recordings of me at three years old, singing songs and reciting poetry. I loved an audience, loved plays and recitals, and loved applause more than anything.


When I found out there was a school for the arts in my city, I begged my parents to let me audition. Their musical theatre program started in Grade 4. I was in Grade 3, so the timing was perfect. If I got accepted, I could start the next year.


My parents gathered information about the audition process and we looked at it together. It sounded easy. Kids my age only had to learn a dance routine, tell a joke or funny story, and sing the national anthem. For the high school program, the audition was much harder — memorizing a monologue, preparing a song, drama and dance exercises, improvisation. I was glad I didn’t have to do all that!


“What joke are you going to tell?” my parents asked me.


I didn’t know a lot of jokes. My father knew about a thousand, and gave me all sorts of ideas, but nothing seemed quite right.


“I know,” I said to my parents. “I’ll tell that story about the ketchup.”


They asked what I was talking about.


“When I was little,” I said, “I watched a scary movie with Aunt Carole. She said, ‘Don’t worry, nobody really got hurt. They just put ketchup on the actors to make it look like blood.’ After that, I said I wanted to be an actor because I loved ketchup. When the scene was over, I would lick it all up!”


My parents exchanged glances in that way parents do when they seem to be reading each other’s minds. They smiled, but they didn’t laugh.


“Maybe you could tell a knock-knock joke,” my father suggested. He had lots to choose from, but I was sure my story was funnier.


When my audition came around, my father took the day off work to drive me. The School for the Arts was all the way at the north end of the city and we lived at the south end, so it was a long drive. My belly was full of butterflies the whole way there, but my father kept telling jokes. He obviously wanted me to use one of his instead of telling my ketchup story, but my mind was made up.


The first part of the audition was dance. A lot of kids put on ballet slippers or fancy outfits, but I’d never taken dance lessons and I knew I wasn’t very coordinated. When we started learning the routine, I couldn’t keep up with everyone else. I couldn’t remember the moves, but I knew I had a great singing voice. So what if I wasn’t good at dancing? When I got on stage, the teachers would see how talented I was.


If I thought I was nervous in the car, that was nothing compared to sitting in the auditorium waiting for my turn to come around. There were lots of other kids auditioning. Some of their jokes were terrible, and I felt strangely glad when their performances fell flat. If other kids did poorly, wouldn’t that make me look better?


But some students were hilarious. When they told their jokes everybody laughed, even the teachers. I was so jealous of those kids. They would get in for sure.


When the teachers called my name, my whole body turned to ice. I stood up, rolled my shoulders, and walked on stage feeling anxious all the way.


A teacher with curly brown hair and a pretty smile asked me to begin whenever I was ready, and I started right away with my story about Aunt Carole and acting and ketchup.


I got to the punch line about licking it all up… and nobody laughed.


Nobody laughed!


The teacher with the curly brown hair smiled, but she didn’t laugh. The other kids looked bored. Farther back in the auditorium there were parents waiting. My father stood in the doorway. That was the first time I noticed him. He was smiling, but I could feel the pity in his eyes. He’d tried to tell me the story wasn’t funny, but it took standing up in front of a big group of strangers for me to realize he was right.


“I’m sorry,” I said to the teachers. I’d never felt so humiliated, and I just kept apologizing. “That was terrible. I can do much better, really I can.”


The teacher with the curly hair and kind smile nodded before asking me to begin the vocal portion of the audition.


I’d sung “O Canada” every morning since kindergarten, but I’d never struggled like I did that day. My throat stung with tears. I meant to split the song half and half, singing in both official languages, but I was so torn up it all came out French.


When I’d finished the national anthem I apologized again and again, until one of the teachers said, “Never apologize at an audition.”


That made me feel even worse, and I walked offstage and went straight to my dad. He didn’t say anything. Neither did I. I’d failed at something I really wanted, and I felt awful.


We got a letter from the school that began, “We regret to inform you…”


I didn’t get in. I vowed never to audition for anything ever again.


After that, I tried not to think about music and drama. I took part in school plays when there were no auditions, but by the end of Grade 8 my teachers were encouraging me to try out for the arts school again.


I didn’t feel so embarrassed anymore about the joke nobody laughed at, so I went to the high school audition. I still wasn’t great at dance, but I did better than before, and my monologue and drama exercises went really well.


By the time we got to music, I thought I’d be accepted for sure. The teacher who’d told me five years before never to apologize at an audition even accompanied me on piano. I felt great… until halfway through my song I forgot all the words! My mind went blank, but I didn’t apologize. I just awaited instructions.


The teacher asked me to sing “O Canada” instead, and I did, French and English.


I left my audition sure I’d be rejected. After all, I’d forgotten the words to my song. Why would they want me?


A few weeks later, I got a letter from the school. It was an acceptance! My very first year, I auditioned for the school musical. This time I didn’t tell an unfunny joke, I didn’t forget the words to my song, and guess what? I got the lead role!


I still remember feeling queasy and embarrassed when I told a story I thought was funny and nobody laughed. I never wanted to feel that way again. But if I hadn’t taken chances, I’d never have starred in two high school plays, or gone on to work in a theatre and even write my own musical. Bad feelings fade over time. The good ones shine much brighter.


~Tanya Janke
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The Spelling Bee


The best way to conquer stage fright is to know what you’re talking about.


~Michael Mescon


Spelling was my favorite subject in fourth grade. Every week I memorized my new words, and by Friday I was prepared to take the spelling test. I usually got all the words right. My teacher, Mrs. Casazza, wrote “100%” and “Excellent!” on the top of my paper, and when she handed it back I felt so proud.


In the desk behind me, Donna Slocum would lean forward and whisper, “What did you get?” and I’d show her my test paper. “Again?” she’d ask, with a hint of jealousy in her voice.


One day Mrs. Casazza announced to the class that we would have a spelling bee on Thursday, the day before our test. “It will be a review for those who are having a difficult time remembering their words,” she said.


Oh, no, I thought. Last month when I had to stand up in front of the class and give a book report, my arms shook so badly that it was hard to read my paper. I was overly conscious of the twenty-seven pairs of eyes on me, and all I wanted was to run back to my seat. A spelling bee would be even worse. I wouldn’t have a paper to read from!


After lunch on Thursday, Mrs. Casazza told us to line up by the board, and she explained the rules. “Say the word, spell it, and then say it again,” she said. “Be careful not to repeat any letters.”


One at a time, she pronounced a word for each student to spell. Two boys made mistakes right away and had to sit down. With clammy hands, I waited for my turn. After the girl next to me correctly spelled her word, Mrs. Casazza called my name and said, “Your word is ‘echo.’ ”


“Echo,” I started. The sound of my own voice startled me. “E.”


Then my mind went blank. I couldn’t think. Everyone was looking at me, waiting for me to say the next letter. But I couldn’t see the word in my head. All I could see were the other kids, and they all had their eyes on me. My face got hot. I swallowed hard. What came next? Was it K? No. It sounded like “k” but it wasn’t, was it? It was “c.”


“E-C-H-O,” I spelled slowly. “Echo.”


Oohs and aahs came from the kids beside me. “You repeated the ‘E’!” Donna pointed out.


“She’s right,” Mrs. Casazza said. “You’ll have to sit down.”


I looked down at the floor and made my way back to my desk. Although I was relieved that I was no longer in the spotlight, I felt like crying because I knew how to spell the word.


Afterward, Mrs. Casazza said, “The spelling bee worked so well, and we all had so much fun, that I’ve decided to have a spelling bee every Thursday.”


It worked so well? We all had so much fun? Every Thursday?


I didn’t want another spelling bee! I was afraid that I’d mess up again. And sure enough, when the next Thursday came, I did. I started spelling my first word, and then I suddenly became conscious of everyone in the room staring at me. I stood silent a long time, unable to finish the word. The room was quiet while Mrs. Casazza waited. Finally, she sent me back to my seat.


I dreaded the spelling bee so much that I didn’t want to go to school the following Thursday.


“What’s wrong?” my mother asked. “Are you sick?”


I told her about the spelling bees, and how each time I messed up my first word and had to sit down.


“But you’re a good speller!” she said. “You do so well on your tests!”


“I can’t spell when they’re all looking at me!” I said.


“Oh, so that’s the problem,” she said. “You’ve got stage fright. I heard of an easy way to get rid of that. Just imagine everyone’s wearing nothing but their underwear.”


I laughed. “Their underwear?”


“Try it,” she said. “It will remind you that they’re no different from you.”


Mom seemed sure that her trick would help me, so I went to school believing it would.


During the spelling bee, my first word was “piece.”


“Piece,” I started. “P.” The feeling that everyone was staring at me began to creep up again, but I remembered what Mom had said. I pretended my classmates were dressed only in their underwear. I must have smiled a little. My head cleared and I concentrated. Now did the word start with P-I or P-E? I knew this. We’d learned that there is a “pie” in “piece.”


“I-E-C-E,” I said. “Piece.”


“Very good,” Mrs. Casazza said.


Hooray! I did it once, so I knew I could do it again. And I did, again and again. Throughout the year, I even won a few spelling bees. That was just the beginning. My mother’s trick helped me with every speech and book report I had to give. I stopped thinking that I couldn’t get up in the front of the class. Of course, I could! With a little imagination, anyone can!


~Mary Elizabeth Laufer
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A New Country, A New Friend


There was no language barrier when it came to kids, and when it came to play.


~Connie Sellecca


“What are you doing today?” Mom asked.


“Nothing,” I said with a shrug. “It’s so boring here. I just want to go home.”


“Home is a long way from here,” Mom said. “Why did Dad’s job make us move to South America anyway?” I asked. “The TV shows are in Spanish and most of my toys are back home in Indiana. I miss going to school. The worst part is that I don’t have any friends here. All of the kids speak Spanish.”


“I know it’s hard, honey. I’m lonely here too,” Mom said.


“It’s tough to make friends when I can’t talk to anybody.”


Mom hugged me. “We’ll only be living here for eight more months.”


At that moment, eight months sounded like forever.


A few days later, Dad said that a man at his work had a daughter my age. “Would you like to invite her over to play?”


“Does she speak English?”


“No,” Dad said, “but I can teach you a few Spanish words, so the two of you can talk a little bit.”


I shrugged. “It’s hard to be friends with someone when you can’t really talk to them.”


Dad nodded. “I understand, but you wished for a friend.”


“I meant a friend who speaks English.”


“I know, but this might be fun anyway. I’m going to ask her dad to bring her over to our house.”


The following afternoon, Maria and her dad came over. I felt funny because I didn’t know how we’d play together without being able to talk to one another.


“Hola,” I said quietly, which means “hi” in Spanish.


Maria smiled and said something I didn’t understand. I looked at Dad and whispered, “This isn’t going to work.”


“Give it a chance,” he said.


Then Maria showed me a cardboard box. She’d brought a game called Connect Four.


Dad smiled. “You don’t need to speak the same language to play that game.”


Maria and I went to my bedroom and set up the game. We took turns putting the colored disks into the board, trying to get four in a row. Suddenly, Maria smiled and pointed at the four red pieces in a row.


I grinned and said, “You won. Good game.”


Although I’m sure Maria didn’t understand my words, I could tell she understood my smile. I was actually having fun.


When we were done playing the game, Maria pointed at the bottles of nail polish on my dresser and held out her hands. She said something in Spanish, but I already knew what she meant.


“Rojo?” She asked, holding up the red bottle. She smiled and held up the pink one. “Y rosa?”


I pointed at each color and told her the English words for them. We each chose a color and then painted each other’s fingernails and toenails.


After that, we took turns pointing at things in my room and saying the word for each item. I taught Maria to say shirt, pants, and shoes, and I learned the Spanish words for those things. We taught each other to say pen and pencil and then Maria made a face when I held up my math book.


I laughed. Long division was no fun in any language.


As we were both laughing, I realized that despite the language barrier, I’d actually made a friend.


That night at dinner, I thanked Dad for inviting Maria to our house.


“I knew you two could have fun together,” he said, “even though you couldn’t talk much.”


“We did have fun and I even learned a little bit of Spanish,” I said. “I’d like to have her over again.”


“I’m sure we can work that out,” Dad said.


“So can you help me work on my Spanish?”


“What for?”


I grinned. “I’ll need to know a lot more words so I can e-mail Maria when we go back home.”


And while I still missed my friends in Indiana, I knew the next eight months were going to be a lot more fun with Maria around.


~Diane Stark
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It’s Okay to Fall


Our greatest glory is not in never falling but in rising every time we fall.


~Confucius


My strict parents were picky about giving me permission to join in activities away from home, but they usually let me go with the church youth group. I was so excited when Mrs. Burks, the church youth leader who planned most of our activities, announced we were going to the skating rink. I’d never been roller-skating and really wanted to learn how to skate. It looked like so much fun!


When we got there, everyone scrambled out of the cars and rushed inside. Some of us rented our skates and soon began lacing them up. We made our way across the carpet, held onto the handrails, and stepped onto the slick floor. Then, everyone but me rolled away from the wall and started skating.


Holding onto the handrail, I pulled myself along the side as I tried moving my legs back and forth. I stiffened up and clung to the bar as I began to lose my balance. Too late! I was on the floor. After a few more failed attempts, Mrs. Burks skated over to me and stopped.


“You need to learn to fall,” said Mrs. Burks.


What? I thought the idea was to go zooming around on these roller skates — not to fall down! Most of the kids in our youth group and some of the chaperones were skating around the busy rink without falling. Many of the tables between the skating rink and the refreshment area were filled with people of all ages. I didn’t want them to see me try to skate, fall down, and then get back up over and over again like a circus clown.


My knuckles on both hands turned white as I gripped the bar and dug the toe stops into the floor. God, please help me skate — or at least stay on my feet, I silently prayed. The smell of freshly popped popcorn made my stomach growl. Music blaring, people laughing, and the sound of metal wheels rolling on the hard floor filled the large rink. I tried to focus again on what Mrs. Burks was saying.


“When you start to fall, relax and go on down. If you struggle to keep from falling, you’ll be more likely to hurt yourself,” Mrs. Burks continued.


Humph! Trying to keep my feet from rolling out from under me had already made my legs ache. My arms were sore from trying to grab the bar every time I started to fall. At least I’d learned how to use the toe stops to get back up. Sweat made long strands of hair that had escaped from my ponytail stick to my face. A cold drink certainly would help my dry throat!


I wished I could be like everyone else. The other kids in the group were flying past me. I could even feel the cooling breeze they made as they went by. Some were almost dancing to the loud music as they cut across the middle of the rink. Others shouted, “Look out!” as they skated backwards. Even when they fell, they laughed and were soon back on their feet, skating again.


Mrs. Burks reached for one of my hands. I took a deep breath, let go of the cold metal bar, and grabbed her warm hand. As we moved away from the wall, she called out, “Get your balance. Glide your foot forward at an angle and then do the same thing with the other foot — like this.”


I carefully watched Mrs. Burks show me what she meant. She made it look so easy! I tried to follow her instructions in every way. But I soon landed back on the floor. My feet in the heavy skates almost tripped someone darting around me. Feelings of embarrassment hurt more than my body. I struggled to get back up on my feet, hoping to skate a little farther this time.


“That’s good! You’re moving your feet like you should. But remember to relax when you start to go down. Let’s try again,” Mrs. Burks said.


So I did. Each time I tried to skate, I stayed on my feet a little longer. Learning to relax when I began falling was harder though. But I kept trying and finally began to understand Mrs. Burks’ instructions.


When I began losing my balance, I immediately crumpled to the floor. Mrs. Burks was right! It didn’t hurt as much. I was able to get up faster and try again. Laughing at how silly I must have looked when I fell made it more fun. Other kids showed me how they skated and encouraged me. By the time we had to go home, I was able to skate around the rink.


Our church youth group went back there many times. I kept trying to skate the best I could. Finally I was able to go around the rink without falling. But whenever I lost my balance, I did what Mrs. Burks had taught me to do.


Later I began to see how Mrs. Burks’ instructions worked for other challenges. As long as I kept trying to do my best, I could learn something even when I failed. I could get back up, try again, and trust God would be there to help me — not only with roller-skating but with everything in life.


~Pamela Millwood Pettyjohn
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The Color of Success


Nothing encourages creativity like the chance to fall flat on one’s face.


~James D. Finley


As I rode home from Hebrew school, I worried about my bat mitzvah. It was coming up in just one week, and I still couldn’t sing my Torah portion without making at least twenty mistakes.


I have had synesthesia my entire life, a condition that mixes up the senses. For example, I see phonetic sounds in color. My name, Emily, is a light, metallic pink. Most of the time, synesthesia has been harmless and even interesting, but because Hebrew has a different alphabet than English, the letters and colors jumbled up into an ugly mess, making Hebrew difficult to read.


I could tell that my parents, the cantor, and the rabbi were worried about me. My parents came in for meetings with the rabbi on a regular basis, but that didn’t help. The cantor and rabbi constantly yelled at me for making so many mistakes. We all knew that my bat mitzvah was going to be a disaster.


As my mom drove me home she asked, “How was Hebrew school?”


“Okay,” I answered.


“Are you reading your Torah portion any better?” I shook my head, ashamed. “I just don’t know what we’re going to do about you anymore. I don’t want you to mess up in front of everyone.” I didn’t want to mess up in front of everyone either, but I wanted to have a bat mitzvah. It was an incredibly important tradition in my culture.


The next day, I had a private tutoring session with the cantor. I still couldn’t read my Torah portion smoothly.


“Do you not care about your bat mitzvah?” the cantor asked.


“I do. I am trying to get my Torah portion right. I practice every night, but nothing seems to help me learn it.”


“I really don’t believe that you practice every night if you still read it like this. You aren’t getting anywhere.”


I sighed in frustration. I had already told her about my synesthesia, but she told me that I was just making excuses.


“I’m frustrated with you,” she said, exasperated. “Maybe we should tell the congregation that you won’t be reading a Torah portion because you wouldn’t learn it.”


I didn’t know what to do. There was no way I could learn my Torah portion in the few days I had left. I went home crying.


The day after that was Tuesday, and I had four days until my bat mitzvah on Saturday. My mom called the florist to make the final touches to my bat mitzvah party, and we picked out the cake. That night we had a talk.


“Emily, your bat mitzvah is supposed to be a coming of age ceremony — one that celebrates you growing up into a young woman. But not learning your Torah portion shows that you aren’t very responsible, which is a sign of immaturity. I want you to have a bat mitzvah, but I want you to try harder to learn your Torah portion.”


I couldn’t help bursting into tears. No one could understand how hard I was trying to learn the Hebrew. I had my speech ready, and I had done my service project, but I just couldn’t learn the Hebrew.


Wednesday my mom and I bought my party dress. It was so beautiful. It was red with a black belt that tied in a bow around it. I wanted to wear it, but I knew I didn’t deserve to.


Thursday I broke down crying at lunch at school. I was so scared of my bat mitzvah. I knew everyone would comment about the mistakes I made and tell me I really hadn’t grown up.


My best friend Christina tried to comfort me.


“It’s okay! You’re going to do fine. All that really matters is that you’re trying your best, anyway. That’s what growing up is. Being perfect has nothing to do with it.”


“But it’s not about being perfect! I can’t even read through the first three words. I just want to be confident when I’m reading through it.”


“True. I do want you to have confidence. But just remember that it’s okay if you make some mistakes. I have a good feeling about this.” I shook my head. Even though she tried to comfort me, I knew it would do nothing. Just then the bell rang, and I got up from lunch and went to my next class feeling dejected.


Friday night Christina called me. She said she had a present to give me.


“Meet me across the street, okay?” Christina and I lived just across the street from each other.


“Can’t it wait until tomorrow? I’m trying to study Hebrew here.”


“Once you get this, you won’t need to study Hebrew.” I laughed. She had to be joking.


“I swear.”


“Um, I really need to study.”


“I’m going to keep bugging you until you meet me.” I took her word for that. Christina was pretty good at bugging people. It was normally for good reasons, though. I hung up the phone and ran across the street.


Christina handed me a box. It was pretty tiny. I had no idea how that could possibly help me learn my Torah portion.


“Open it,” Christina said, smiling wide, practically jumping up and down.


I opened the box. It was a bracelet with many colored beads. The first three were red, blue, and green, the same colors as the first three words of my Torah portion. I looked at the other beads. They were all colors of words in my Torah portion in the same sequence. First, I felt relieved. Then, I felt guilty.


“Wouldn’t that be cheating?” I asked.


“No. That’s using your condition to your benefit — making something good out of something bad. That’s part of growing up, too. Learning how to make lemons into lemonade.”


I nodded, slowly, not believing her at first, and then more quickly, agreeing. I hugged Christina.


“Good luck!” she exclaimed. I thanked her and went back home.


Saturday morning, I felt relieved and stress-free for the first time since I started preparing for my bat mitzvah. As I got ready for the service, I slipped on the bracelet.


I read my Torah portion perfectly, and I did a good job on my speech. I talked about the bracelet that Christina had given me and how growing up was accepting the bad things, like my synesthesia, and using them for something beneficial. I also talked about my service project. A few years ago, my grandfather had died from a heart attack, so I decided to spread awareness and raise money for the American Heart Association. This was yet another example of “turning lemons into lemonade.”


At the Kiddush luncheon, everyone congratulated me and told me I did a great job. My mom was especially proud of me.


“You did a great job, Emily. You were so confident today. You’ve truly grown into a young woman.”


That night at the party I felt great in my dress. As I climbed into my chair for the Horah, I felt a rush of excitement, relief, and happiness. The ceremony earlier had been truly special. Now it was time to celebrate.


~Emily Sheera Cutler
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Sharks and Mermaids


Jump, and you will find out how to unfold your wings as you fall.


~Ray Bradbury


I stood on the edge of the diving board at my swimming teacher’s house and peered down into the deep, dark water. All of the other kids were in the pool, or behind me, waiting for their turn, but I didn’t want to jump. The shadows from the nearby fences, the trees, and an overhang obscured the water below. I squinted through the sun and tried to see the bottom. I couldn’t.


“Come on, jump!” a red-haired boy yelled at me, but I didn’t budge. He was the same boy who had told me about the sharks just a few minutes before. I tried not to believe him. What would a shark be doing in Mrs. Johnston’s pool? But still, what if he was right? I couldn’t swim faster than a shark.


My stomach started to hurt badly. Mrs. Johnston came over and put her hand on the middle of my back.


“It’s all right,” she said in a soothing voice. “You can do it.”


In that moment, I wanted to ask her about the sharks, but what if the boy was wrong and everyone laughed at me? I eyed the water, again, wishing I was anywhere else but there.


“Jump already!” the girl behind me in line shouted, and I did. I hadn’t meant to jump, not exactly, but suddenly I was falling toward the pool, the dark water coming up to meet me at an alarming pace.


Splash.


I closed my eyes, too scared to look, and just started kicking as hard and as fast as I could. Something brushed my arm, and I gasped. I could almost feel the sharks chasing after me. I could see them inside my mind. My nose and my throat hurt from the water that rushed inside. And then, bump, and my face filled with pain. I screamed underwater and kicked out, but suddenly I felt the ground. I could stand.


I opened my eyes and saw that I was in the shallow end. I was safe. I looked down through the clear water all the way down to my toes, but then a few drops of red splashed onto the surface and blocked my view. I brought my hand to my face and felt the warm drips coming from my nose. I’d hit my face on the edge of the pool. Tears welled in my eyes, and I ran to my mom. My nose wasn’t broken, but she took me home anyway.


I never wanted to swim again.


Five years later, I still get stomachaches when I try to swim in the deep end, especially if there are shadows. Even though I’m ten years old and I know that there are no sharks. They need salt water and food to survive. They are way too big to fit, and how would they even get in there? I know all of this, but I’m still scared. Only now something has changed. I have a little sister. She is six years old and finally learning how to swim — and she looks up to me.


Today is her birthday, and she’s having a pool party. She’s standing on the diving board at our house, and she’s afraid. She isn’t scared of sharks, like me; I never told her about those. But she’s afraid of swimming. Afraid of looking silly. Afraid of how deep the water is. She’s also small for her age, and she thinks the water is too cold for her. Two years in a row she hurt herself and couldn’t take lessons so now all of her friends swim better than she does.


From my place in the shallow end, I can see her shaking. I’ve helped her learn how to swim. I’ve been there, showing her how to hold her breath, and kick, and float. But now she’s on the other side all by herself. I don’t want to go over there, but she’s alone. All the other kids at her party are eating cake and going down the slide, splashing in the Jacuzzi, and running around, but I see only her. And I remember what that feels like.


Carefully, I swim over to the deep end. I try not to close my eyes, but it’s hard. I see shadows from the trees moving with the wind, and I want to run away. I want to go inside and have a Popsicle with my older friends and forget about swimming, and deep water, and sharks, but something makes me keep going. Something that was more important than my fear.


Finally, I make it. Goose bumps rise on my skin. It’s colder in the deep end under the shade, but I tread water, moving my legs fast to keep me afloat, and try not to think about it. My heart is beating hard as I call out to my little sister.


“Hey Lauren, are you okay?”


She shakes her head; her blue eyes show her terror.
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