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Introduction


During my preteen years I had a wonderful best friend. She and I had been friends since we were toddlers and we spent hours on the phone every day after school. She was the most popular girl in our whole grade but she was really nice — a NICE popular girl, not a MEAN popular girl.


Everyone copied whatever my friend did. I remember in sixth grade I bought a pair of shoes, in black. My friend loved them and bought them for herself, but in navy blue. By the next week, all the girls in our class were wearing those same shoes, but in navy blue! I remember being disappointed that I had started the trend but that all the girls had bought the shoes in blue instead of black because that was the color my friend chose.


Four decades later, that seems pretty silly and unimportant, but since I still remember it, I guess it was pretty important to my eleven-year-old self. I reconnected with my old friend a few years ago — she had moved 2,000 miles away but I was able to find her through the Internet — and I told her that story and also commented on the fact that she had been the most popular girl in our grade for years. If there was a boy we all had crushes on, that boy would end up liking her; if she bought milk in the cafeteria, the other girls would buy milk too...


Guess what? My friend was shocked. She had no idea that she had been popular and that all the girls had copied everything she did and that the cutest boys liked her. She had actually been just as insecure as all the rest of us! That was a real eye opener for me and I thought that I would pass it along to you.


I think it is safe to say that almost every single preteen 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 preteen 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 responsibilities. 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 preteen years 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 your preteen years. You’ll read stories written by older kids and adults who vividly recall their preteen 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 preteens, 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 preteen years and better understand what is going on in your life these days!


Enjoy the book! Our editor Madeline Clapps and I loved making it for you, and we hope you will love reading it.


~Amy Newmark
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Feeling Good About Yourself


Success is liking yourself, liking what you do, and liking how you do it.


~Maya Angelou
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Fried Hair


He who trims himself to suit everyone will soon whittle himself away.


~Raymond Hull


There she is, sitting at the lunch table placed precisely in the middle of the cafeteria. Not the tables by the garbage cans, not the square tables, but the circular one exactly in the center. Her friend beside her whispers something into her ear. They both giggle simultaneously. She and her friend look the same. In fact, everyone at this particular lunch table looks the same. They all have blond, perfectly straightened hair. The brunettes have dyed their hair to match the others. Curls are fried straight. Every girl at the table wears a different version of the same, tight T-shirt with “HOLLISTER” written in obnoxious letters across the front. They all wear their jeans skin tight, like Spandex to their legs. Their eyes are rimmed with black eyeliner, taking away their child-like cuteness and replacing it with the I’m-not-a-little-kid-anymore look. This specific girl seems to choose her words carefully as she whispers something back to her friend. She makes sure to match her movements with the people around her. Her eyes tell a different story than her attitude portrays.


I was, in fact, this Hollister-obsessed, fried-haired monster. I cared way too much about what other people thought and way too little about what I thought. Today, I am completely different from how I was back in junior high. How did I make this transformation?


It was an ordinary day at South Junior High. I had my arm linked with one of my friends as we walked down the hall. She was eagerly telling me a story about a girl who “MySpaced” her boyfriend the day before. I went along with it, trash talking the girl. I acted completely engaged, putting in a forced “Oh my God, who does she think she is?” every time she paused, but I was feeling distracted. As I tried to refocus on her story, I heard a piece of someone else’s conversation. “Taylor Haglin has cancer,” was all I caught. Taylor Haglin, who had barely been at school for the past two weeks, had cancer. My brain started spinning and my feet stuck to the floor.


“Did you hear that?” I choked out.


“What?” she asked, annoyed that I had interrupted her.


“Taylor Haglin has cancer?”


“Oh, that’s really sad,” she mumbled. We walked in silence for a few paces. “Do you want to go to the mall Friday?” she asked as we came to the end of the hall and split into our different classrooms.


“Um, yeah, I’ll text you later,” I replied weakly.


As I sat in English that day, my mind spun. And it wasn’t a gentle around-the-merry-go-round kind of spin, but an uncontrollable-tornado kind. I couldn’t pinpoint any certain feeling, except for extreme annoyance that my friend had just asked me to go to the mall. On any other day, I would have been excited by this question. But today, as my friend walked beside me, she suddenly seemed more like a little mosquito buzzing in my ear. I felt an urge to swat at her the next time she tried talking to me. I cannot describe to you what was happening that day; all I know is that something was changing inside me. I sat through English and the rest of the day trying to act the same way I always did. I went to track practice and did my homework. While going through my normal routine, I couldn’t seem to get the tornado to calm down. The storm continued spinning, and Taylor was in the middle of it.


Taylor was not one of my good friends. As a matter of fact, the only sort of connection we had was that our lockers were next to each other. I sometimes told her I liked her shirt. She once asked me if she could use my phone. That was the extent of our relationship. She started showing up at school less and less until she stopped showing up at all. I began searching for her in the halls and then making excuses for when I didn’t see her at her locker. I convinced myself she was just staying late after class.


After a few weeks of no Taylor, I finally grasped the reality that the rumor must be true. I stopped making excuses for why she wasn’t there. But ever since I had overheard that conversation in the hallway, the way I looked at everything was different. I started to be irritated by the stories and whispers that went around the lunch table. One day I asked myself, “Why am I even hanging around these people?” If I got cancer and died the next day, I wanted to be at complete happiness. I decided that if I wanted to achieve this, I had to be around people who made me completely happy. Sounds kind of obvious, but it’s something so many of us overlook.


The girls I hung around with in junior high weren’t all terrible. A few of them were genuinely nice, just poorly influenced by some of their friends. I know I wasn’t the worst of these girls, but I was just as judgmental and exclusionary as any of them. I knew I needed a change. I started to be more my own person and less like all of them. I stopped pretending to care about all the gossip that went around the lunch table. I stopped going over to girls’ houses who I didn’t like being around. I started hanging out with people I actually liked. I decided anyone who made me feel bad about myself was not worth a second of my time. At the end of my junior high years, I found myself to be much happier. I wrote down a few sentences on a piece of paper one day and vowed I would always live by these lines:


The best advice I can give you, when it really comes down to it, is to simply surround yourself with people you love. You know — those people who never leave your side, who constantly make you feel good about yourself. Those people are worth sticking by. They are the ones worth surrounding yourself with.


So now, here I am, sitting at the lunch table placed randomly on the left side of the cafeteria. Not the circular lunch table exactly in the center, but the odd rectangular one towards the left. My friend beside me tells a story to the whole table. We all burst out laughing, not caring how loud we are or how ridiculous we look when we’re laughing so hard. My friend and I look completely different. In fact, everyone at the table looks different. We all do something different with our hair. Curls are enhanced. Fried hair is a thing of the past. Everyone at the table has her own style. Our jeans are not skin tight, but rather loose fitting. Some of us are wearing skirts, others of us sweatpants. My hair might be a little bit messier and my jeans a little bit looser, but my eyes still hold the same motivation and intensity. They are completely unaware of what my future holds, yet prepared for whatever comes next.


~Claire Illies
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Not Just an Ordinary Flower


Always be a first-rate version of yourself, instead of a second-rate version of somebody else.


~Judy Garland


I could feel the panic stirring in my gut, the tears forming in one big mass at the back of my throat. It was Sunday night, and that meant school was coming. It would arrive first in the form of my blaring alarm that would wake me before the sun crept through my blinds. Then it would take the shape of a garish yellow bus that I could see coming between the houses from across the street — the bus that would carry me into enemy territory.


School itself wasn’t my enemy. No, the enemy existed in the crowds of kids who didn’t care about me, the teachers with too many students to pay me much attention, the students who left me to play alone on the playground. I would walk through the halls of the school as my “peers” bumped me, passing by in their cliques, and I would be alone.


At the end of the year in health class, we played a game where we taped pieces of paper onto our backs and ran around the room, writing something nice about each person in the class on the paper. When we were done, I looked at what people had said about me: “Nice,” “Smart,” “Smart,” and “Nice.” Three that said “Funny” were mixed in with one that said “Cool” — probably from one of the other unpopular kids or the teacher.


For years after, I let that define me. “Hello, I’m the smart, nice wallflower. If only you knew that there was so much more to me” was what I would often think when I met people who would pass me by.


My dad once told me, “What other people do or say about you tells you more about them than yourself.” I would repeat that to my friends who came to me for comfort and advice. I hoped it comforted them the way it did me.


The more I quoted my dad’s words to myself, the more I realized what he meant. The kids at school might call me ugly, they might ignore me or use me, but their words and their actions did not have to make me into someone I was not. Instead of feeling sorry for myself or being angry at them, I could choose to forgive them and recognize that being mean was their way of making themselves feel better. I learned to pity them, because often when people are bullies or when they are rude or manipulative, it is because of their own insecurities. What they said and did still hurt, but recognizing that they wounded me as a result of their own pain made it easier to take the focus off myself and onto them. Even though loving my enemies was hard, it was the right thing to do.


One time, my dad and I were driving in the car, and I was telling him about my latest school trials. I told him that I felt like no one liked me because they didn’t know me. I knew I was quiet, but I also knew that there was a part of me that just wanted to break out of my shell and be the outgoing, fun-loving girl I used to be.


Dad leaned over to me and said, “You remember in Disney’s Aladdin when Genie turns into a bee and buzzes into Aladdin’s ear while he’s talking to Jasmine on the balcony? What does he say? ‘Just beeee yourself.’ Right?”


I smiled and nodded, giggling bashfully. I really wanted to “beeee myself” — I just didn’t know how! What was my true identity? Was I a wallflower? Or was I a rose? What made me who I was? Should I really let the bad things that happened at school define me?


My trials at school began a journey for me. Destination? True identity. I always knew that I was more than just a wallflower. While there is certainly nothing wrong with being nice and smart, I know now that I am designed to bloom and be more than just an ordinary flower.


~Stephanie Warner
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The Girl Who Couldn’t


Try and fail, but don’t fail to try.


~Stephen Kaggwa


She was just a girl,
A lonely soul of eleven.
She was an average kid,
The fifth sibling among seven.
Neither here nor there,
With no thoughts or friends to call her own,
She was, in the world of raging lions,
A weak and stumbling fawn.


Never on the top,
Nor even in the bottom,
She never stood out,
She was like a fallen leaf in autumn.
Neither eyes nor lips
Ever spoke a word.
Unnoticed and uncared for,
She was lost in the herd.


Not a giggle, not a smile
Escaped her pink lips.
Her tears were wiped by none
But her own tiny fingertips.
Lost and insecure, oh what
She must have gone through every day!
A girl of just eleven
What more can I say?


A child is a believing creature
With a mind as brittle as pure gold
“A loser” and “a failure,”
That’s what she was told.
She accepted it always,
With her head held like a broken bow.
And she became the girl who couldn’t
Only ’cause they told her so.


~Sneha Pillai
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Slapshot to Popularity


True popularity is not the popularity which is followed after, but the popularity which follows after.


~Lord Mansfield


I grew up in a town that was so small, I had almost the same people in my class each year, and all of them knew me as a weird, overweight, unpopular kid. Even when the county redistricted schools, my reputation remained the same.


On the first day of seventh grade, we were all in the gym. Our parents had preordered our physical education uniforms during the summer, and we were picking them up. That was all that was on the agenda. Our gym teachers got creative and set up some hockey equipment for us. There was a ball, two sticks, and a goal on the gym floor. They asked the crowd if any students had ever played ice hockey on a team. I had played floor hockey as a church activity for many years. I loved the sport, but I had no real experience. I kept my hand down.


A boy raised his hand and instantly he became the goalie after he received his P.E. uniform. The teachers explained that they would call names in threes. We were to go down the stairs, try to make a goal, and then get our uniforms. Seventh grader after seventh grader came down as their names were called and tried their best to make a goal, but the goalie blocked each shot with ease. He even complained about a few people high sticking and going inside the boundaries. It was obvious he played frequently.


Finally my name was called. I took my time going down the bleacher steps. I could see myself falling in front of everyone. I took the hockey stick and rolled the ball around. Back and forth, side to side. It felt just like I was in the church fellowship hall. The goalie was yelling at me to finally take the shot. I looked up at him and frowned. I was going to take my time with this shot. Slowly I began to push the ball towards him, moving my stick to control the ball in almost a straight line. My heart began to beat faster. I knew to aim for the corner of the goal, but what if I missed? Up came my stick nearly parallel to the ground. I didn’t need to commit a foul to score a goal. I knew the rules too.


“C’mon!” he shouted as I struck the ball with all the energy in my wrists. I knew I had missed, like everyone else. I went to get my uniform. Then I noticed the room was silent. I turned around to look at the goalie. He was on his side, the ball just out of his reach, safely tucked into the back of the net. The ball had gotten past him. I had scored a goal. The crowd of seventh graders didn’t get up and cheer until I had my uniform in hand. I sat back down and all eyes were on me.


“I couldn’t even see the ball!” said a voice over the murmuring.


“Where did you learn to do that?” said another voice. My face turned red.


“Church,” I replied.


After that, if we were playing hockey in gym class, I was never picked last. Even in high school my athletic achievement was known to the upperclassmen. Sadly my talents did not transfer over to field hockey. But it was the one thing I had in middle school, and no one could take it away from me.


~Sarah L.M. Klauda
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View from the Top


Always act like you’re wearing an invisible crown.


~Author Unknown


I was so excited to make the cheerleading squad in eighth grade. I was one of the “smart girls” so most of the time I wasn’t accepted by the popular crowd. I felt sure that cheerleading was a way to get to know them and maybe even get invited to some of their parties.


Our first few practices were fun, with everyone getting fitted for uniforms and learning the easiest cheers. Most of the time I talked with my best friend since the popular girls still didn’t talk to me much.


The cheers got harder and we started to practice flips and turns to go with the cheers, and then we started to build pyramids. The coaches chose me to be on the bottom of the pyramid every time. The girls began to call me “thunder thighs” since I was bigger than most of them.


I hated being on the bottom of the pyramid and longed to be higher up or even on the top for one of the cheers, but that wasn’t going to happen. The most popular girl on our squad always got the top position. She was petite and had the most beautiful blond hair. It was so pale that it was almost white. My own hair was sort of this blond/brown color and I thought it would be great to have hair like that.


The day we had all waited for finally came — our uniforms had arrived! I remember getting my skirt and sweater and heading to the girls room to change. Our school colors were red and white and the skirts were split to show both colors when we spun around. I hurried into the uniform and looked at myself in the mirror. I looked horrible.


Oh, I knew I wasn’t the thinnest person on the squad, but when I saw how I looked in that short skirt, well, I was really disappointed and even embarrassed. We had to tuck our sweaters in and you could see every line of my sweater through my skirt because it was pretty tight. I smoothed it out as best I could but I still didn’t like the way it looked.


I spent as much time as I could in the bathroom because I didn’t want anyone to see me. I didn’t realize that the girl from the top of our pyramid was also trying on her uniform. She came out of the stall, looked at herself in the mirror and started to cry.


I asked her what was wrong and she said she hated the way she looked. She was so thin her skirt gaped open at the waist. I realized then that the uniforms we both had been so excited to get weren’t such a great gift after all.


I tried to cheer her up and said that at least she had really great hair and she surprised me by saying she wished her hair looked more like mine. She said her hair was so light people thought she bleached it and that she’d love to have honey colored hair like mine instead.


We talked a little bit more until the coach came in and asked what was wrong. We showed her our uniform problems and her solution was to have the whole team wear their sweaters outside the skirts.


The next time we formed the pyramid I smiled to myself, knowing that the girl up there on the top that everyone was looking at wished she had my hair. Maybe the view from the bottom wasn’t so bad after all.


~Shawn Marie Mann
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The Steeple


Whenever you find yourself on the side of the majority, it is time to pause and reflect.


~Mark Twain


Mom and Dad were thrilled to move from Paterson, New Jersey to the green suburbs. “Just think,” Mom sighed. “We can grow a garden and breathe fresh air!”


Dad said, “And no more gangs!” In Paterson, my little brother was pushed around by older kids, and the high school I would have gone to had a tough reputation. “In Midland Park you’ll have nice friends and be safe.”


But I wasn’t happy. I knew who to watch out for in Paterson, and my brother soon would too. You became street smart. The suburbs scared me — trees hanging over you, no sidewalks, silent houses that made it feel like people were watching you. I told my dad I didn’t want to move.


“Are you nuts? Trust me, it’ll be lots safer and friendlier.”


I wanted to trust Dad, but I had just turned twelve and knew the difference between sure things and hope.


The suburban junior high was cleaner and newer than my city school, but it was not Disney World. Being a new kid was awful. Everybody stared, and I walked around lost for a week. Teachers mispronounced my name. They tried to be nice by asking where I came from, but when I said, “Paterson,” twenty noses wrinkled. Guys bumped me. If I bumped back, a bigger guy bumped me harder. If I didn’t bump back, a smaller guy bumped me. The new kid is supposed to be nobody, not there. If I talked to a girl, somebody dumped Jell-O down my neck.


But every new kid gets a chance sooner or later. Mine came outside the Dutch Reformed Church a few blocks from our new house. It had a tall steeple. The first thirty feet were built of cobblestones and the top was made from white wood that tapered up into the blue. Two guys from my class were climbing the cobblestones. No one said anything — not even “What’s up” — but I joined them. We squeezed our sneakers into the spaces between the cobblestones and felt for handholds, climbed three or four feet, then jumped down. The rounded rocks stuck out from the mortar at most an inch, so we slipped a lot. Then we climbed sideways and around the corner. They gave me a regular turn so I felt pretty good. Like I was with them, almost.


After twenty minutes the big one said to me, “Let’s see how high you can go.”


“Yeah,” the other said.


I shrugged, climbed up maybe five feet, started slipping, pushed away and jumped. I rolled when I hit the concrete.


“Wuss.”


“I bet you can’t touch that window,” the big guy said. The stone windowsill was at the top of the cobblestones, way up there.


“Yeah, right!” I said. Just bending back to look made me dizzy.


“Hey, we did it.”


“Sure you have,” I said.


“You saying we didn’t?” They stared hard, and I knew what was going down.


I glanced up. The guys made cackling chicken noises and flapped their arms like wings. “Brrrack! Braack! Braack!”


I could hear Dad’s voice in my head. “No! Don’t be stupid! You’ll break your neck! Be smart. Trust me.” But I didn’t. Dad made me move here, didn’t he? If I had to be stupid to make friends, I would do it.


After a deep breath, I climbed fast to get it over with. My foot slipped about two feet up and down I came. The guys smirked. “Real sweet!” So I went slower, feeling for the roughest, most protruding stones, got a good hand grip, then another, wedged a sneaker tight in a crack, then the other a little higher. One stone at a time, steady and slow. Until one guy below me hissed, “Man, he’s doing it!”


I looked down. Mistake. I couldn’t see their bodies, just their upturned faces, mouths open. I must have been fifteen feet up. I swayed, pressed my face to the stones and shut my eyes. I wanted to melt into the stones. No escape ladder, no rope. I was hanging up there by myself. I glanced up. The stone windowsill didn’t seem that far, but my toes were cramping. I reached for a new hold, then another and inched higher. I knew now — knew for sure — those guys had never done this. But I would. They suckered me into it, but I’d do what they only dreamed of.


I inched higher until the sill was maybe six or eight feet away. If I touched it, they’d respect me. They’d know I had guts. They’d want me around. They’d tell everybody I climbed the steeple. There’d be no more Jell-O and bumping in the halls.


As soon as I thought that, I didn’t want to do it — not for them. If I could do this on my own, stupid as it was, what did I need them for? Teasing seemed like nothing now. I felt with my feet for cracks below me and inched lower. Descending was more difficult, and when my toes found slick places, the panic rose again. But I kept at it. If you got up, I told myself, there’s a way down. You just have to find it. My fingers were killing me. When the ground came closer, I jumped.


The guys came up to me. “You almost did it! You could have got there. Why’d you stop?”


They were excited, and I had the respect I had wanted. But it didn’t feel good. I shrugged and said, “Why don’t you show me how you did it?”


“Aw well...” They made empty sputtering noises, and I walked away. I had done something stupid that I would never do again, but I realized it had nothing to do with moving to a new school. Nobody pushed me up there. It was about me deciding if I would do whatever people wanted so they’d be my friends. I didn’t need them that much.


~Garrett Bauman
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Basketball Star


I’ve got a theory that if you give 100 percent all of the time, somehow things will work out in the end.


~Larry Bird


Two seconds were left on the clock, we were down by one point, and I was at the free throw line. If I made the first shot, I would take a second shot. If we lost, we were out. It was the playoffs. Elimination style.


I started playing basketball for a recreational league in the sixth grade, and from the beginning, I had to play hard. I am not a natural athlete, but I liked basketball. I practiced outside for hours and hours, days and days and my shot had become very good. I spent part of my summers at basketball camp, in spite of the Florida heat. More importantly, I hustled. I came out and played as hard as I possibly could, every game.


I was finally able to make the team in eighth grade, and had even worked my way up to being a starter. I was known as the unofficial rebounder of the team. I would run, jump and grab the rebounds. And I could shoot with very good accuracy. I could not run as fast or jump as high or dribble the ball as well as my naturally athletic teammates, but that never bothered me. We all have our gifts, but through hard work and dedication, I could do anything I wanted to do.


So this was my moment. I had the ball in my hand, all eyes on me. I was a good free throw shooter. I’d practiced a thousand times.


But on that day, on that shot, I missed.


I immediately jumped up for the rebound.


Someone from the other team got it though, and the game was over. The season was over. We were out.


After the game, all the players and parents met outside for water. Coach thanked everyone for a great season. He mentioned a few people who he thought had a good game.


Then he said, “Mallory, where’s Mallory?”


He found me and pointed to me.


“Outstanding,” he said. And everyone in the room applauded.


I learned that day that there isn’t such a thing as “your moment” in this life. Who you are does not come down to one success or one failure. What you do — and how hard you work every single day — that does matter. And it is remembered.


~Mallory Albeck
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Being Twelve


You cannot dream yourself into a character; you must hammer and forge yourself one.


~James A. Froude


What’s my name, who am I?
Why don’t I feel I belong?
Why are there pimples on my face?
Why are my legs so long?


Why are the boys still shorter than me,
And why am I so tall?
When will I understand these things?
Maybe sometime next Fall?


My little brother thinks I’m great,
Big sister thinks I’m small.
She says my worries in life are dumb,
That they don’t matter at all.


The boy I have a crush on,
He looked my way today!
I almost said hello to him,
But my brain got in the way!
Mom says that I’ll grow out of this.
Dad tells me to be strong.
I’m not a kid, but I’m not a teen,
Why does this feel so wrong?


There’s the girl who is so pretty,
She’s the leader of the pack.
There’s the nerd who solves equations,
And his friend, the quarterback.


I wish I could be just like them,
With something of my own,
Something I’d be good at,
Besides talking on the phone.


They say, “Someday you’ll miss it,”
They say, “Being twelve is fun.”
So I guess I’ll just enjoy it,
’Cause at thirteen, I’ll be done!


~Kimberly Winget


[image: images]




[image: images]


My Own Label


If you doubt yourself, then indeed you stand on shaky ground.


~Henrik Ibsen


It seemed to me that I had two different identities when I was in fifth grade. Outside of school, I was a reasonably happy kid who enjoyed spending time with her friends, reading about ancient Egypt, and listening to rock music. When I was in class, however, I turned into a very different Denise, one who was on guard all the time — one who wanted nothing more than to get through the day without being teased.


To my classmates I was weird, because I wasn’t just like them. They focused on that which was most obvious — that I didn’t wear the same name brand designer clothes that they did. In my class, where everyone worked overtime at being fashionable, this was no light offense. The class photo was a parade of designer labels — expensive shoes and sweaters with conspicuous logos, shirts with embroidered marks, and jeans with glittery patches and buttons. Even their hair accessories had little designer tags.


Designer clothes were beyond my family’s reach. My mother was a single parent, and she worked long hours to support our small household. In the currencies of love and attention, I was rich beyond all imagination. I was adored, supported and cared for. The only currency my classmates dealt in was fashion, though, and there, I was poor. There just wasn’t any justification for spending the entire clothing budget on one silly shirt or pair of jeans that happened to have a label the cool kids liked.


I never knew if my classmates would torment me in class, but on the bus I could count on it. My trips to and from school were the horrific, painful bookends to stressful days. Sometimes my classmates insulted me to my face; at other times, I merely heard the snickers behind me. One girl made a point of running down the aisle every morning to see what I was wearing, and then returned to her friends to laugh about it. I shrank into myself and stared out the window.


I was the smallest girl in my class. One of my classmates’ mothers noticed, and offered me a denim skirt that her daughter had outgrown. I wore it happily, thrilled to have a cool item of clothing for once. When I outgrew the skirt, my mother bought me a new one of my own, albeit one without a label. When my classmate saw it, she hooted. “Oh, that’s not my skirt, is it? Where did you get this one, Denise?” she sneered. “The poorhouse?” My classmates giggled, and I slunk away, my eyes locked on the ground. I stopped wearing the skirt.


After fifth grade ended, over the summer, I spent a month at day camp, where I found kids who liked me for who I was, not for the clothes I wore. Many of them came from wealthy families, and I spotted plenty of designer shoes, high fashion swimsuits and T-shirts that cost three figures. Unlike the kids at school, though, my fellow campers didn’t mind my no-name wardrobe. They simply accepted me as a friend. We spent our days splashing around in the pool, riding horses, and making bracelets. We had a fashion show and I was encouraged to participate. And I did. My weekends were filled with fun with my best friend in the neighborhood, who would have liked me even if I’d shown up at her house in a potato sack dress.


With the love and support of my friends, I started to remember something I’d forgotten: there was nothing wrong with me. Nothing at all. It wasn’t my fault that my classmates had targeted me. They were only one small, cruel group of people, and there was no reason to pay any attention to them at all.


It took a while for the message to sink in, though. When sixth grade started, my classmates resumed their bullying. For the first few months of school, I was desperately unhappy. The warm glow of friendship I had fostered over the summer was dimmed by the open hostility and insults I faced every day in class.


Finally, I begged my mother for a fashion shirt. I liked the garment for its design, but more than that, I thought that it would be an antidote for the bullying. I knew that my classmates were so shallow that they only looked at my wardrobe. I didn’t want to impress them or be friends with them. If I dressed just like them, though, maybe they’d run out of reasons to bother me.


The shirt did not appear for my eleventh birthday in November. Wishes do come true, though, even if they take time, and somehow, on Christmas morning, there was a very special green and white box waiting under the tree for me.


When I went back to school after the holiday recess, I proudly wore my new shirt. For once, nobody mocked me when I boarded the bus. Instead, they stared. The girls in my class were so upset that they actually held a meeting in the library to talk about it. I tried not to laugh as I saw them clustered around a table, whispering and looking furtively in my direction. One of them ran up to me, grabbed me by the shoulder, and yanked at my collar to look at the tag. Her breath caught, and I realized that she hadn’t expected the shirt to be authentic.


On the bus that afternoon, one of my classmates told me that she liked my outfit. I smiled and nodded. I’d finally met their approval... and yet, I knew that I didn’t even want it. What they thought, or didn’t think, about me was irrelevant. I was the exact same person they had tormented before the holidays. Moreover, I wasn’t wearing my shirt to impress them; I was wearing it because I liked it. The only label that mattered to me was my own — how I “labeled” myself. It was something they would never comprehend.


After that day, my classmates still bothered me, but I stopped listening. Their taunts weren’t worth even a moment of my time. Instead of getting upset, I was bored by their remarks.


In the spring, the denim skirt that my classmate had mocked made a reappearance. I wore it proudly to both the school dance festival and to my sixth-grade graduation ceremony.


There would be no diploma for positive thinking, no award for finally learning to ignore cruel words. There never would be. The one person I had to learn to impress was myself, and I’d done it.


~Denise Reich
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New Faces and New Places


Life can only be understood backward, but it must be lived forward.


~Soren Kierkegaard
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A New Best Friend


There are big ships and small ships. But the best ship of all is friendship.


~Author Unknown


Lisa and I squeezed each other as tears rolled down our cheeks. She pulled away and looked into my swollen eyes. “I want you to stay. You’re my best friend.”


I frowned and reached for her hands. “You’re my best friend too, and I don’t want to leave either. But I don’t have any say.”


“You’re moving so far away. What if I never see you again?”


“Mom promised we can call each other and have sleepovers.”


Although I was only moving ten miles away, to us it felt more like a million. I couldn’t imagine life without her. She was the jelly to my peanut butter. We were always together. I knew all of her secrets and she knew mine. We doubled our joys with combined laughter, and cut sorrows in half with our tears.


I didn’t want to go to a different school, and I was afraid of being the new kid. With only one six-week period left of my fifth grade year, I couldn’t understand why I had to change schools, but my parents insisted. I had been going to my school for five years and knew everyone there. Now, I would have to start all over with making friends.


Life was so unfair. Why did my parents have to be so mean? Why did we have to move? Even though I loved the new house, I resented having to change schools and leave my friends behind.


“You’ll like your new school,” Mom said. “You’ll make friends.”


I didn’t believe her. I curled up like a kitten on the couch and cried. “All the kids there already have best friends. I’ll be a stranger to them.” I buried my face in the sofa and sobbed. “I’ll never have another best friend.”


Mom sat down next to me and stroked my back. “Of course you will, sweetheart.” Her efforts to help didn’t fill my emptiness.


The entire family made piles and packed boxes over the next couple of weeks. I put my broken Lite-Brite and cracked Etch A Sketch in the trash pile with some outfits I didn’t like and wanted to get rid of without Mom knowing. I didn’t really play with my Barbie dolls anymore, but I put them and all their accessories in the keep pile anyway — along with my books and Lucky, my special teddy bear.


Moving day arrived. I felt important when I got to make big decisions, like where to put furniture, which drawer the silverware should be in, and what color the bathroom would be.


I jumped with joy when Mom suggested Lisa sleep over on our first night in the new home. That night we stayed up way past our bedtime talking, giggling, and eating Cheetos. We even made some prank calls and played with the Barbies — for old time’s sake. We had such fun together that it made saying goodbye the next day even harder.


The night before my first day of school, I couldn’t sleep. My mind wandered to my first day at my old school as a first grader. I had gone to kindergarten in Oklahoma before we moved to Texas, and although I missed my friends when we moved, the worst part was the teasing I endured. As a six-year-old, I couldn’t understand why the kids had to be so mean. No one knew how much it hurt when I was called “freckle face” and “carrot top.” They didn’t understand how rejected and lonely I felt when they wouldn’t let me play with them and when they knocked books out of my arms and laughed.


Although I did have a few special people in my life — my sister and two brothers and a girl that lived across the street — they each had other friends they played with more than me. Their friendship did diminish some of my misery from the teasing, but it didn’t keep a girl from attacking me as I walked home from school one day. She hit me several times, and the only reason she stopped was because a kind adult drove by and yelled at her. She shook her fist at me and snapped, “I’ll finish with you later.”


Relief washed over me as she ran away, but pain and humiliation made me cry the rest of the way home.


The teasing finally died down after third grade. A few kids still made fun of me, but most of them quit. After two years of hating school and despising myself, I found enjoyment in having friends. I was even invited to do fun things, like roller skating and birthday parties. Then I met Lisa, and everything was better with a best friend. And now, I was losing her.


I lay in bed and soaked my pillow with my tears. What if I’m teased again? What if no one likes me? I didn’t expect to find another friend like Lisa, but what if I didn’t make any friends at all?


Monday morning, I tried on four different outfits and redid my hair three times. My mom had to force me to eat. I trembled as the principal walked me down the hall, wondering how long it would be before I was teased or beat up. When she opened the door to my new classroom, everyone looked at me. Heat rose in my cheeks and my eyes widened as I tried to hide behind the principal. My stomach tumbled and churned, and I thought I was going to throw up on my favorite shoes.


“Okay everyone,” the teacher said. “This is Leigh Ann, and she will be joining our class for the rest of the school year.” She looked at me and smiled, then pointed to an empty seat in the last row. “You can sit there.”


I tried to disappear into the wall as I made my way to the back of the class, but everyone watched me. I looked around trying to decide who was nice and who was mean. As I did, several kids smiled at me.


As the day went on, I felt accepted. No one teased me or called me names. In fact, a few even seemed interested in getting to know me better.


By the end of the school year, I had made several friends. Although none of them considered me their best friend, I had found more happiness than I expected.


When I returned to school for my sixth grade year, I met another new student, Jennifer. She and her family had moved to Texas from New York over the summer, and we had an instant bond — I was born in New York. We talked and hung out and had fun together.


A couple of weeks later, she invited me to spend the night. When she introduced me to her parents, she said, “Mom and Dad, this is Leigh Ann — my best friend.” She looked at me and smiled.


I smiled in return and a warm sensation flooded my heart. She was right. I had a new best friend.


~Leigh Ann Bryant
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New Girl in School


Whoever gossips to you will gossip about you.


~Spanish Proverb


The new girl joined our fifth grade class in February. Her name was Kiki, short for Jacqueline, pronounced the French way. It wasn’t only her name that had French flair.


Everything about her was different — the way she wore her hair, her shoes. She couldn’t change the school uniform, yet Kiki wore hers with more flair — her uniform shorter and more tightly fitted.


All the boys had crushes on her. They’d stare at her as she walked into class, make excuses to walk by her desk or talk louder when she was nearby. All the girls wanted to be her best friend. So I was thrilled when Kiki singled me out from the others.


For weeks, we’d spend recess together, whispering and giggling about the other girls in the class. That one was too fat. That one was too thin. Another one had a big nose. A fourth one had stringy hair. No one was safe from Kiki’s sharp tongue, except me.


Every so often, I’d feel a little pang of unease. After all, I had been friends with some of these girls before I met Kiki. But compared to her, my old friends were dull and boring.


Two weeks before her birthday, Kiki handed out beautiful invitations to a select group of girls, including me, for a Saturday luncheon at her house. Her mother was going to cook real French food.


I wanted to look my best so I persuaded my mother to buy me a new outfit for the party. When I tried it on, I felt very sophisticated, as if a little of Kiki’s fashion flair had rubbed off on me.


I spent hours trying to find her the perfect present. Books, puzzles or a stuffed animal seemed too childish for her. I finally decided on a silver necklace. It cost my entire savings — two months’ allowance — but I wanted to be sure she’d like my gift.


I couldn’t wait for the party.


The day before the party, Kiki and I got into an argument. I don’t even remember what it was about. But Kiki’s face turned red, she put her hands on her hips, and narrowed her eyes. She stared at me for a moment. Then she said, “I don’t want you to come to my party.”


I was crushed. I spent that Saturday in my bedroom, gazing at my new outfit and feeling sorry for myself. At noon, when I ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, I wondered what marvelous French food the other girls were eating. As I read a book, I wondered what kind of games they were playing.
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