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Stop trying to be less of who you are. Let this time in your life cut you open and drain all of the things that are holding you back.


~Jennifer Elisabeth, Born Ready





You’ve made it through your preteen years and grown accustomed to… growing up. This is your time to discover who you really are, including your strengths, your passions, and who you really want to have in your life. This is your time to feel empowered, to go for what you want, define how the world sees you, and become less judgmental about family and friends… and yourself.


You feel like one foot is out the door, but you still live very much at home and will for years. Sometimes that’s frustrating, but if you’re honest with yourself you know you’re not ready to leave. This is your time to start making choices and figuring out how best to use the freedom (and responsibilities) that are coming down the road.


It’s still mostly about people, isn’t it? That’s why we start this book with chapters on Relationships, Friendship, Family, and Love and Kindness. Then we move on to chapters about Learning, Tough Stuff, and Making a Difference. And finally, because you’re looking to the future, we end with a chapter on Going for It.


The important thing is that you’re not alone. When you read these stories about the experiences of other kids your age, you’ll realize you share many experiences and emotions. That is so empowering and comforting.


And that’s why this collection of stories for teenagers has become a classic, one of our most popular books ever. We published Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul in 1997 and it sold millions of copies. Now we present it to you updated for its 25th anniversary. We’ve pulled out some stories that seem out of date these days. We added in ten stories that were in the original Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul because we felt they were more suited for this book for teenagers. And we included 29 brand-new stories for you — ones about being a teenager during the pandemic, social media and technology, and many other modern-day issues.


We’re excited to present this new collection to you, and we hope you’ll sample some of our other books for teenagers as well. There’s a wealth of inspiration, comfort, and great advice in them that will help you navigate these life-changing years.
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Relationships—of all kinds—are like sand held in your hand. Held loosely, with an open hand, the sand remains where it is. The minute you close your hand and squeeze tightly to hold on, the sand trickles through your fingers. You may hold on to some of it, but most will be spilled. A relationship is like that. Held loosely, with respect and freedom for the other person, it is likely to remain intact. But hold too tightly, too possessively, and the relationship slips away and is lost.


~Kaleel Jamison, The Nibble Theory and the Kernel of Power
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Life is an adventure in forgiveness.


~Norman Cousins





When I was in kindergarten, I had a friend named Jacob. After grade one, he moved across town and went to a different school. Sometimes I saw him in town, but not often. The summer I turned thirteen, I spent a lot of time at the beach, and Jacob was there every day. We became close friends again, often hanging out one-on-one or with other friends.


It felt like I was in a classic chick-flick movie, the one where your childhood friend comes back into your life and you start dating and fall in love. I even asked him to be my date for my grade eight graduation dance; we went together as friends. We slow-danced at lots of events, and we hung out with each other’s families.


Except Jacob had already had girlfriends. I had never dated before. All my friends knew I had a crush on him, and soon enough, Jacob knew too. I found out though that he “just wanted to be friends,” and he “didn’t think of me that way.”


For a while in grade nine, we were still friends. We messaged each other, and he told me that he still had feelings for his ex-girlfriend. I could empathize with him, because he felt the same way about his ex that I felt about him.


But even knowing that he liked someone else, my feelings for him didn’t change. I tried to get my friends to set us up for the next school dance, but he took a different friend instead and I ended up going alone. He told my friends that he didn’t want to ruin our friendship by dating me.


I didn’t understand why he wouldn’t even consider trying to date me, at least for a little bit. I believed our friendship would be strong enough to last no matter what. I wanted a “first kiss” so badly, and I wanted to share it with someone who meant a lot to me.


But after that school dance, things became really awkward. We hardly spoke. We never had lunch together, even though we were now at the same high school. He was keeping secrets from me and ignoring me. I was so hurt that I would shoot dirty looks at him when I thought he wasn’t looking, and I told all my friends how he had betrayed our friendship, hoping it would get back to him and he would apologize. After “not wanting to ruin our friendship” by dating me, he chose instead to live his life without me in it at all.


We graduated high school and went our separate ways. Finally, when I was twenty, I looked back on how we had tried to pick up our childhood friendship, only to end up estranged from one another. I realized that as immature high school students, we had let our feelings get the best of us, and in the process had not always treated each other fairly. But I had no way to tell him how I felt, to apologize. I only had an old e-mail address that he didn’t reply to, and none of my friends had his phone number.


Three years later, I ran into another friend I hadn’t seen since high school. She was friends with Jacob’s roommate, and through them, I was finally able to get his phone number. I sent him an apology, and to my surprise, he sent me an apology back. We both acknowledged the falling-out and shared the blame, finally bringing us to peace.


Our lives have taken us down separate paths. We only share a couple of texts a month, and I’m okay with that because I know we have at least moved past the pain from high school. I can look back at the old photos of us at age six and smile — because we haven’t thrown everything away; we have each simply moved forward.


— Julia Tilson —
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Respect yourself and others will respect you.


~Confucius





Dear Sixteen-year-old Me,


I know you’re having a hard time. Your two best friends have ditched you, and you’re feeling unmoored and wondering how everything could have unraveled so quickly. It wasn’t one big fight, but rather a lot of little things that separated you from the two of them.


I know you feel confused and hurt and angry. School used to be filled with laughter and inside jokes, but now the social logistics of each day are a puzzle without an answer key. Where to sit at lunch? Who to talk to at cross-country practice? You’ve cried more over the loss of these two friends than you’ve ever cried over a boy.


It’s hard to see this now, but listen: they do care about you, and your friendship with them was real. High school is messy and confusing and full of changes, and the three of you are in different places, wanting different things. And that’s okay. Even though this is painful, it is better for you to let go of your friendship with them now, rather than stick around and feel bad about yourself all the time or turn into someone you don’t want to be.


In six years, you will go to the wedding of one of these friends, and all the angst and hurt you are writing about in your journal right now will seem like a novel you read about someone else. The other friend will get married around the same time you do (yes, you are in fact going to get married — I’ll get to that in a minute) and you will genuinely wish her well. You will wish both of these girls the utmost happiness.


I know you feel supremely uncool and unsure of yourself. But let me tell you something important, something true: there is nothing wrong with you. You don’t need to be concerned about what the other kids at school think of you. (Besides, the other kids at school aren’t thinking bad things about you — that’s all in your head. The other kids, even the popular crowd, respect your straight-lacedness. Wait and see what nice things they write in your senior yearbook.)


Take a deep breath and lean into the parts of yourself that feel the most true and real and YOU. Those are the best parts of yourself. Those are the parts to cultivate, to nourish, to nurture. When you find sprouts of self-consciousness and comparison and shame, yank those roots out of your soil. Don’t waste any time watering those weeds.


Want to know a secret? Want to know the silver lining to this painful period? When these two friends ditch you, it will open up your life for other friends to come in. You will become closer with people who accept you exactly as you are. Remember how close you and Erica were in middle school? Reach out to her again now. She is kind and steady and she truly cares about you. She is a lifelong friend. One day, she will be a bridesmaid in your wedding. Be grateful for her and soak up these everyday moments with her.


I want you to know that you are enough exactly as you are. Mom and Dad know what they are talking about. When they tell you that you are beautiful and kind and strong and worthy, when they tell you that you have no idea how loved you are, when they tell you that one day in the not-too-distant future you will indeed meet a boy who appreciates you for exactly the person you are — listen to them. They are right.


Sixteen-year-old self, your nose is not too big. Your hair is not frizzy. You are not the least bit overweight, and you never need to feel even the slightest twinge of guilt for eating two or three of Mom’s famous chocolate-chip cookies.


Right now, I know it feels like you’re never going to meet a boy who like-likes you, much less loves you. Here’s what I want to tell you about love: it’s bigger and better, more complex and yet more simple, more consuming and yet more ordinary, than you imagine it to be. Love is going to break you apart and put you back together again, stronger and braver and more content in your own individual wholeness. Love is going to take you by surprise and take your breath away.


Love isn’t something you can map out. It’s not a short story you can revise and revise again. It’s not a physics problem you can solve. It will sweep into your heart without warning, announcing itself to you boldly, and even though you might feel a little bit scared or unready, you will not be able to ignore it. When love is right, it will continue to grow and grow inside of you, and you won’t have to make excuses for it, and you won’t have to twist yourself to fit into what doesn’t fit. The right love will become a part of you, like your breath, and it will give you life in little moments every day, with you hardly even realizing it.


Right now you think that love means grand gestures and passionate kissing in the rain, but real love is in the ordinary, everyday moments that connect you to another person. When you feel seen and understood and accepted and cared for, little by little, day by day.


To be honest, sixteen-year-old me, your first kiss won’t come for another couple of years, and it isn’t going to be all that spectacular. But your first kiss with the guy who will become your husband? It will be worth the wait. Here’s what I can tell you about your future husband: he will make you laugh every day; he will be a wonderful listener; and he will support you with all of his heart. He will be so handsome, and he will tell you that you are beautiful and he loves every detail about you. He will be better than any of the loves you imagined for yourself before you met him.


I know that deep down you realize how fortunate you are, and you’re grateful for your parents and your brother, for Erica and your teachers and Gramps, for your books and your writing. Lean into those things that fill you up. Savor them.


As Mr. Enfield, the drama teacher, will tell you, life is ephemeral. It is always changing, and even those things that feel permanent about your life right now are fleeting. So soak it in, every day. Even the hard days. Be confident in the person you are now and the person you are becoming. Don’t get lost in self-doubt or worry.


You have no idea how much you are going to grow, and stretch, and shine, and explore, and how big and wide and incredible the world is. You have no idea of the wonders waiting in your future, in this life you are building. Trust in me, your thirty-two-year-old-self. And trust in yourself, as you are here, now, at sixteen. Everything you need is already there inside of you.


Love,


Your Future Self


— Dallas Woodburn —
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I think in life, you know when you meet your person.


~JoJo Siwa





When I was fifteen, I had a best friend. Dani and I had four classes together, shared a large friend group and were on the same sports teams. We spent a lot of time at each other’s houses on the weekends doing normal fifteen-year-old things like baking cupcakes, watching scary movies, calling boys, and meeting our friends for backyard bonfires.


Then the day came when the two of us wanted to try alcohol for the first time. We called my aunt, who is three years older than me, and asked her to bring us a bottle. She didn’t need much convincing.


I am not making a case for the splendors of underage drinking. I promise you that. In fact, when the liquor touched my lips, I immediately ran to the sink to spit it out. My aunt, her friends and Dani cracked up laughing. I couldn’t understand it. Was I tasting the same thing they were? If so, how was it that they could swallow something so vile?


They poured about three shots into my Disney Fantasia cup. When everybody went to take their next communal sip, I just pretended to gulp down the liquor. Then I watched as they grew more intoxicated. I felt jealous, so I finally drank what remained in my cup.


Everyone but Dani left, and we went to my room to watch TV. Dani had just started seeing this boy, a star baseball player whose parents were highly regarded in our community. Dani was very excited to be his girlfriend. She told me this and then said, “I haven’t kissed him yet.”


That wasn’t something that had concerned me with my own short relationships with boyfriends. I always got bored and ended a relationship after a month anyway. It always seemed there had to be someone better for me; love had to be more.


Dani, however, did not feel the same way. I asked her why she hadn’t kissed him yet. She laughed and shrugged, stating she didn’t know if she was a good kisser or not. I told her “I’m sure you’re a fine kisser and I bet he wouldn’t even know it if you weren’t.” She shrugged. The most cringeworthy stereotypical thing happened next. She stared at her hands and twirled her fingers around each other before shyly asking, “Do you think you can tell me if I’m good or not?”


I laughed, not to embarrass her, but truly from shock. Then I thought, why not?


So, she leaned in close, and our lips touched, and we kissed. My mind felt like it was floating down a river of euphoria and the kiss went on a minute too long. Then I pulled away and after a brief silence we broke out laughing. I told her she was a fine kisser but maybe overdid the tongue part. She punched my arm and we laughed some more.


We turned on a movie and Dani fell asleep fast. I knew something bigger than I was willing to grasp had happened. I had never felt such strong feelings kissing anyone else before that. I was terrified of what this could mean. Instead of investigating the feelings, I turned away from them. There were more kisses after this, with both boys and girls, but I always needed liquor to kiss the girls — an excuse.


I wish I had learned then that although courage can be found in a bottle, acceptance and self-esteem cannot. Maybe then instead of feeling embarrassment in the morning over these kisses and blaming the bottle, I would have accepted the hard cold truth, I liked girls, and from what I can remember about those drunken nights, there were girls who liked me too.


It took a few too many years for me to accept the truth of that incident. Dani and I never talked about it. Maybe that was why I told myself it was nothing to get worked up about. I was a cheerleader and on the homecoming court. I didn’t believe I fit the description of a woman who likes other women, and I had great relationships with men in the years following.


However, something always seemed not quite right about them; they were more like good friends in my opinion. It wasn’t until after college that I accepted this reality.


Today I live in a quaint apartment in downtown San Diego with a woman who I love very much. I no longer need liquid courage to be the real me.


— Alyssa Rodriguez —
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When an emotional injury takes place, the body begins a process as natural as the healing of a physical wound.


~Melba Colgrove, How to Survive the Loss of a Love





“So does this mean you want to break up?” I asked softly, hoping my question would go unanswered. That is how it all began, or I guess, ended. The months the two of us had shared were some of the happiest, hardest and most educational months I ever experienced. It seemed impossible that this was the last conversation we would have as Ben and Lia, the couple.


I had ignored the fact that the majority of high-school relationships do not last. I guess, in the back of my mind, I always thought that Ben was the only boy I would ever have these feelings for, that he was the only boy who would ever understand me. I never took into account that the last month of our relationship was one of the hardest times I had ever gone through. It just stopped being fun. It stopped being about us and started to be about everything that surrounded him and me.


The next day at school I tried looking great to make him see what he had given up. I even tried to talk to him like my heart wasn’t aching, like I was better off and even happier. But inside I looked at him and could only see all the love and time I had given and all the hurt I had received. I walked around school in a complete daze and cried myself to sleep every night. He was the only thing I thought about, dreamt about and talked about. I drove my friends crazy by constantly analyzing the situation. How could it have ended? I found my other half when I was with him. I felt like something had been torn from me, like I was no longer whole.


One night, I couldn’t stand it. I gave up and called him. I didn’t last five minutes before I broke down and started crying. I told him I had forgotten how to be by myself, and that I needed him. I didn’t know how to be Lia without Ben. We had been through so much together that I could not imagine getting through this on my own. He told me that he would always care for me, but that it had become impossible to love me.


For weeks I couldn’t see him with other girls without thinking that they were dating. I threw myself at different guys.


I don’t know at exactly what point things started to change. I began spending time with my friends. I joined clubs and made after-school plans. I was doing all I could to stay busy.


Slowly I began to have fun by myself, without Ben. Beyond that, I discovered things I liked doing, ways I could be of help. I lent a sympathetic ear to others who were hurting.


I began to smile and, finally, to laugh again. Whole days would pass without a thought of Ben. I would see him at school and wave. I was not ready to be friends with him. I was still healing. But I know I didn’t cover a big wound with a Band-Aid and forget about it. I let the wound heal itself and felt enough pain to know that I had truly cared for him.


In my rebound stage, I pursued a lot of guys. Once I healed, they pursued me. The wonderful thing that happened was that I learned how to be a whole person, not half a couple. I’m in a new relationship now, and eventually we will probably break up, and it will be hard, and I will cry and feel just as much, if not more, pain. But I had to ask myself if never caring for someone so that I wouldn’t feel that hurt was worth it. I know now that the famous quote is true. “Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” Because no matter what, loving yourself can heal anything.


— Lia Gay, 16 —
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After a while you learn the subtle difference between holding a hand and chaining a soul,


And you learn that love doesn’t mean leaning and company doesn’t mean security,


And you begin to learn that kisses aren’t contracts and presents aren’t promises,


And you begin to accept your defeats with your head up and your eyes open, with the grace of an adult, not the grief of a child,


And you learn to build all your roads on today because tomorrow’s ground is too uncertain for plans.


After a while you learn that even sunshine burns if you get too much.


So plant your own garden and decorate your own soul, instead of waiting for someone to bring you flowers.


And you learn that you really can endure…


that you really are strong,


and you really do have worth.


And you learn and you learn…


with every good-bye you learn…


— Veronica A. Shoffstall, 19 —
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You never lose by loving. You always lose by holding back.


~Barbara De Angelis





I’ll never forget the day I first saw “a dream walking.” Her name was Susie Summers (name changed to protect the fantastic). Her smile, which sparkled beneath two twinkling eyes, was electric and made people who received it (especially guy people) feel very special.


While her physical beauty was astounding, it was her invisible beauty I shall always remember. She really cared about other people and was an extremely talented listener. Her sense of humor could brighten your entire day and her wise words were always exactly what you needed to hear. She was not only admired but also genuinely respected by members of both sexes. With everything in the world to be conceited about, she was extremely humble.


Needless to say, she was every guy’s dream. Especially mine. I got to walk her to class once a day, and once I even got to eat lunch with her all by myself. I felt on the top of the world.


I would think, “If only I could have a girlfriend like Susie Summers, I’d never even look at another female.” But I figured that someone this outstanding was probably dating someone far better than myself. Even though I was president of the student body, I just knew I didn’t stand a ghost of a chance.


So at graduation, I said farewell to my first big crush.


A year later, I met her best friend in a shopping center and we had lunch together. With a lump in my throat, I asked how Susie was.


“Well, she got over you,” was the reply.


“What are you talking about?” I asked.


“You were really cruel to her the way you led her on, always walking her to class and making her think you were interested. Do you remember the time you had lunch with her? Well, she stayed by the phone the entire weekend. She was sure you were going to call and ask her out.”


I was so afraid of rejection, I never risked letting her know how I felt. Suppose I had asked her out and she’d said no? What’s the worst thing that could have happened? I wouldn’t have had a date with her. Well, guess what? I DIDN’T HAVE A DATE WITH HER ANYHOW! What makes it worse is that I probably could have.


— Jack Schlatter —
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I was a very shy teenager, and so was my first boyfriend. We were high school sophomores in a small town. We had been dating for about six months. A lot of sweaty hand-holding, actually watching movies, and talking about nothing in particular. We often came close to kissing — we both knew that we wanted to be kissed — but neither of us had the courage to make the first move.


Finally, while sitting on my living room couch, he decided to go for it. We talked about the weather (really), then he leaned forward. I put a pillow up to my face to block him! He kissed the pillow.


I wanted to be kissed sooooo badly, but I was too nervous to let him get close. So I moved away, down the couch. He moved closer. We talked about the movie (who cared!), he leaned forward again. I blocked him again.


I moved to the end of the couch. He followed, we talked. He leaned… I stood up! (I must have had a spasm in my legs.) I walked over near the front door and stood there, leaning against the wall with my arms crossed, and said impatiently, “Well, are you going to kiss me or not?”


“Yes,” he said. So I stood tall, closed my eyes tight, puckered my lips and faced upwards. I waited… and waited. (Why wasn’t he kissing me?) I opened my eyes; he was coming right at me. I smiled.


HE KISSED MY TEETH!


I could have died.


He left.


I wondered if he had told anyone about my clumsy behavior. Since I was so extremely and painfully shy, I practically hid for the next two years, causing me to never have another date all through high school. As a matter of fact, when I walked down the hallway at school, if I saw him or any other great guy walking toward me, I quickly stepped into the nearest room until he passed. And these were boys I had known since kindergarten.


The first year at college, I was determined not to be shy any longer. I wanted to learn how to kiss with confidence and grace. I did.


In the spring, I went home. I walked into the latest hangout, and who do you suppose I see sitting at the bar, but my old kissing partner. I walked over to his bar stool and tapped him on the shoulder. Without hesitation, I took him in my arms, dipped him back over his stool, and kissed him with my most assertive kiss. I sat him up, looked at him victoriously, and said, “So there!”


He pointed to the lady next to him and said to me, “Mary Jane, I’d like you to meet my wife.”


— Mary Jane West-Delgado —
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I was 16 years old and a junior in high school, and the worst possible thing that could happen to me did. My parents decided to move our family from our Texas home to Arizona. I had two weeks to wrap up all of my “business” and move before school began. I had to leave my first job, my boyfriend and my best friend behind, and try to start a new life. I despised my parents for ruining my life.


I told everyone that I did not want to live in Arizona and would be returning to Texas the first chance I had. When I arrived in Arizona, I made sure everyone knew that I had a boyfriend and best friend waiting for me in Texas. I was determined to keep my distance from everyone; I would just be leaving soon anyway.


The first day of school came, and I was miserable. I could only think of my friends in Texas and how I wished I could be with them. For a while, I felt that my life was over. Eventually though, things got a little better.


It was in my second period accounting class where I first saw him. He was tall, trim and really good looking. He had the most beautiful blue eyes I had ever seen. He was sitting just three seats away from me in the same front row of class. Feeling I had nothing to lose, I decided to talk to him.


“Hi, my name is Sheila; what’s yours?” I asked with a Texas drawl.


The guy next to him thought that I was asking him.


“Mike.”


“Oh, hi, Mike,” I humored him. “What’s your name?” I asked again, focusing my attention on this blue-eyed boy.


He looked behind him, not believing that I could be asking him for his name. “Chris,” he responded quietly.


“Hi, Chris!” I smiled. Then I went about my work.


Chris and I became friends. We enjoyed talking to each other in class. Chris was a jock, and I was in the school band; in high school, peer pressure demanded that the two groups did not mix socially. Our paths crossed occasionally at school functions; but for the most part, our friendship remained within the four classroom walls of accounting class.


Chris graduated that year, and we went our separate ways for a while. Then one day, he came to see me while I was working in a store in the mall. I was very happy to see him. He went on my breaks with me, and we started talking again. The pressure from his jock friends had subsided, and we became very close friends. My relationship with my boyfriend in Texas had become less important to me. I felt my bond with Chris growing stronger, taking the place of my relationship in Texas.


It had been a year since I moved from Texas, and Arizona was starting to feel like home. Chris escorted me to my senior prom; we triple-dated with two of his jock friends and their dates. The night of my prom changed our relationship forever; I was accepted by his friends, and that made Chris feel more comfortable. Finally, our relationship was in the open.


Chris was a very special person to me during such a difficult time in my life. Our relationship eventually blossomed into a very powerful love. I now understand that my parents did not move the family to Arizona to hurt me, although at the time, it sure felt as though they had. I now firmly believe that everything happens for a reason. For had I not moved to Arizona, I never would have met the man of my dreams.


— Sheila K. Reyman —
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Truly loving another means letting go of all expectations. It means full acceptance, even celebration of another’s personhood.


~Karen Casey





Michael and I were never really boyfriend and girlfriend. He was three-and-a-half years older than I, which was a lot when I still didn’t need to wear a bathing suit top. We grew up around the pool and tennis courts of a country club. He was an excellent tennis player with sure, calm strides and a powerful stroke. When I had to take time out from swimming and diving because my lips had turned blue, I sat on the grass wrapped in a towel and watched the tennis matches. Later in the day, the guys would come to the pool and hoist the girls on their shoulders for water fights. I liked it best on Michael’s shoulders, which were broad. I felt safe.


At 16 his parents allowed him to drive during the day, and he often brought me home in his gray Dodge. The autumn after I turned 14, he started asking if I wanted to go to a late-afternoon movie with him. I wanted to say yes, but then I would get this jumpy feeling in my stomach and always change my mind. His dark eyes looked into mine, both pleasing and frightening me.


Gradually I stayed longer in his car, talking about things that troubled me. My older sister had lots of boyfriends, and although I worshipped her, she mostly didn’t want anything to do with me. Then there were the intrigues around who was dating whom and which friends I trusted and why. A lot of my pain centered around my relationship with my parents, who had divorced when I was 11 and remarried when I was 13. I didn’t know anyone else with a broken family, and I felt ashamed and unsure of myself, like I wasn’t as good as the other kids. I could talk with Michael about all this. He was reassuring, and I began to trust him.


As time passed, I was ready to go to the movies with him. We also enjoyed hanging out at my house, where we would go down to the television room in the basement. I loved to watch TV with Michael so that I could cuddle with him on the couch. We were a strange pair. He loved sports, while I loved the arts. My sister and others made fun of his sports obsession. I guess I would have preferred it if everyone thought he was cool or if he’d been more artistic, but no one else cared about me the way he did. When he kissed me for the first time, we were at his house during a thunderstorm, watching a baseball game on television. I ran up to my sister’s room when I got home. I must have looked goofy as I stood in her doorway and announced, “Michael kissed me.”


“So?” she said. “Was that the first time?”


“Yeah,” I nodded.


“What have you guys been doing all this time?” she demanded.


Michael dated other girls, and I went out with other boys. But I hated their sweaty palms and was horrified when a blind date tried to put his tongue in my mouth. Only Michael understood that I needed to move slowly, and he was always very patient with me. Even though Michael reassured me many times that our relationship was special by saying, “It doesn’t matter whether or not I have a girlfriend or you have a boyfriend; I will always be there for you,” I still got jealous when I saw him interested in someone else.


Michael got engaged to a girl from out of town when I was 19. I was the only unmarried, unrelated girl at the wedding. As the bride and groom said good-bye to everyone, Michael came over to me and kissed me on the cheek.


“I love you,” he said.


He remained true to his word. When I needed to talk to someone, he was there. I got jealous sometimes when I thought of him loving and being romantic with his wife, but that changed as she and I became friends. I moved across the country and only saw Michael occasionally, at the club when I returned to visit my family. Now we sat at the pool and watched his kids swimming. Our lives were very different. I thought I probably wouldn’t have much more than a half hour’s worth of conversation to share with him, but I always felt a current of love go through me when I saw him.


When I was 38, my father died. The morning before his funeral, I thought to myself, I wonder if Michael knows. We hadn’t seen each other or spoken for years. After the service the next day, as I was talking with the many friends and family who had come for the funeral, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned and saw those dark eyes.


“Are you alright?” he asked. I nodded. Putting both hands on my shoulders, he held me, looking into my eyes.


No one had ever understood the bond between us. I’m not sure that we did. But it was, and will always be, there.


— Mary Ellen Klee —
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When they saw him walking across our high school campus, most students couldn’t help but notice Bruce. Tall and lanky, he was a thinner replica of James Dean, his hair flipped back above his forehead, and his eyebrows always cocked upward when he was in deep conversation. He was tender, thoughtful and profound. He would never hurt anyone.


I was scared of him.


I was just breaking up with my not-so-smart boyfriend, the one you stayed with and went back to 30 times out of bad habit, when Bruce headed me off at a campus pass one morning to walk with me. He helped me carry my books and made me laugh a dozen times with giddiness. I liked him. I really liked him.


He scared me because he was brilliant. But in the end, I realized I was more scared of myself than of him.


We started to walk together more at school. I would peer up at him from my stuffed locker, my heart beating rapidly, wondering if he would ever kiss me. We’d been seeing each other for several weeks and he still hadn’t tried to kiss me.


Instead, he’d hold my hand, put his arm around me and send me off with one of my books to class. When I opened it, a handwritten note in his highly stylized writing would be there, speaking of love and passion in a deeper sense than I could understand at 17.


He would send me books, cards, notes, and would sit with me at my house for hours listening to music. He especially liked me to listen to the song, “You Brought Some Joy Inside My Tears,” by Stevie Wonder.


At work one day I received a card from him that said, “I miss you when I’m sad. I miss you when I’m lonely. But most of all, I miss you when I’m happy.”


I remember walking down the street of our small village, cars honking, the warm lights from stores beckoning strollers to come in from the cold, and all I could think about was, “Bruce misses me most when he’s happy. What a strange thing.”


I felt deeply uncomfortable to have such a romantic spirit by my side, a boy — really a man at 17 — who thought his words out wisely, listened to every side of an argument, read poetry deep into the night and weighed his decisions carefully. I sensed a deep sadness in him but couldn’t understand it. Looking back, I now think the sadness stemmed from being a person who really didn’t fit into the high school plan.


Our relationship was so different from the one I’d had with my prior boyfriend. Our lives had been mostly movies and popcorn and gossip. We broke up routinely and dated other people. At times, it seemed like the whole campus was focused on the drama of our breakups, which were always intense and grand entertainment for our friends to discuss. A good soap opera.


I talked to Bruce about these things and with each story, he’d respond by putting his arm around me and telling me he’d wait while I sorted things out. And then he would read to me. He gave me the book, with these words underlined: “It’s only in thy mind’s eye that one can see rightly.”


In response — the only way I knew how — I wrote passionate letters of love and poetry to him with an intensity I never knew before. But still I kept my walls up, keeping him at bay because I was always afraid that he’d discover I was fake, not nearly as intelligent or as deep a thinker as I found him to be.


I wanted the old habits of popcorn, movies and gossip back. It was so much easier. I remember well the day when Bruce and I stood outside in the cold and I told him I was going back to my old boyfriend. “He needs me more,” I said in my girlish voice. “Old habits die hard.”


Bruce looked at me with sadness, more for me than himself. He knew, and I knew then, I was making a mistake.


Years went by. Bruce went off to college first; then I did. Every time I came home for Christmas, I looked him up and went over for a visit with him and his family. I always loved his family — the warm greetings they gave me when they ushered me into their house, always happy to see me. I knew just by the way his family behaved that Bruce had forgiven me for my mistake.


One Christmas, Bruce said to me: “You were always a good writer. You were so good.”


“Yes.” His mother nodded in agreement. “You wrote beautifully. I hope you’ll never give up your writing.”


“But how do you know my writing?” I asked his mom.


“Oh, Bruce shared all the letters you wrote him with me,” she said. “He and I could never get over how beautifully you wrote.”


Then I saw his father’s head nod, too. I sank back in my chair and blushed deeply. What exactly had I written in those letters?


I never knew Bruce had admired my writing as much as I had his intelligence.


Over the years, we lost touch. The last I heard from his father, Bruce had gone off to San Francisco and was thinking about becoming a chef. I went through dozens of bad relationships until I finally married a wonderful man — also very smart. I was more mature by then and could handle my husband’s intelligence — especially when he’d remind me I had my own.


There’s not one other boyfriend I ever think about with any interest, except for Bruce. Most of all, I hope he is happy. He deserves it. In many ways, I think he helped shape me, helped me learn how to accept the side of myself I refused to see amid movies, popcorn and gossip. He taught me how to see my spirit and my writer inside.


— Diana L. Chapman —
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It’s all right letting yourself go, as long as you can get yourself back.


~Mick Jagger





The night of my first real kiss was also the night of the worst fight I ever had with my mother. I’d had my eye on Jon Glass forever, and suddenly out of nowhere I spied him at the party that my best friend, Lara, and I had finally gathered the courage to stop by. The guy throwing the party lived in a skinny brick house on a crazy steep hill in San Francisco. Light from the kitchen and a streetlight down the block spilled into the little backyard garden, not quite reaching the corner where Jon was standing in a cluster of people. I was wearing my favorite pink shirt and Levi’s with patches I’d sewn onto the knees. Lara smoothed my hair and told me to smile and pushed me out the door of the kitchen and into the garden. The next thing I knew, Jon and I were talking and then we were the only people still in the garden and then we were leaving the party together and walking hand in hand up and up the steep street and then we kissed and I felt like I was living someone else’s life, I was so happy.


The party was only a couple of blocks from my school, so I knew the streets we walked along as well as I knew the ones in my own neighborhood. But as I held Jon’s hand and we walked and stopped and kissed, I felt like I was seeing the houses and the trees and the world for the first time. In a way I felt as if I were seeing Jon for the first time. Like, before he was just this guy — okay, a very nice guy with amazing pale blue eyes who helped me with my calculus homework and played soccer as if he were born with cleats on his feet — but now here he was picking me a flower off a tree in someone’s front yard. We meandered to a nearby park and sat on the swings and looked at the stars. Of course I lost track of time as we roamed around, and when Jon finally dropped me off at my house, the sky was starting to turn light blue and pink with the dawn.


My key had barely hit the lock on the front door when my mother pulled it open and said in her most dangerous and quiet voice, “Where is he?” Just like that — deadpan. Each word equally weighted, equally heavy: “Where is he?” I stood on the stoop in the early-morning spring cold, yearning to bolt the 10 feet — so close, so far — between me and the safety of my room.


I tried to play dumb. “Who are you talking about, Mom?”


But she just stood there blocking the doorway — hands on hips, face contorted with anger — and said; “You’re untrustworthy, you’re irresponsible, and you’re a disappointment.”


Later that day, Lara told me my mom had freaked out and called her at home in the middle of the night. Lara didn’t have any idea where I’d gone after I left the party, but she tried to cover for me by saying she was sure I was fine; after all, I was just hanging out with Jon. But that just made my mother worry more (“Jon? Who is Jon?”), and by the time I got home, her worry and stress and churning imagination — combined with her fatigue and relief that I was home safely (no longer wandering the streets in the middle of the night with some strange boy) — finally boiled over, and she exploded at me. I was so shocked at her harsh reaction — shouldn’t she be happy that I was actually safe and would no longer have to cope with the shame of never having kissed a boy? — that I screamed right back at her and, after she let me in off the stoop, I slammed my door and flung myself face down on my bed and cried and cried at the grand injustice that was my life.


The next morning at breakfast, I could barely eat. My mom didn’t yell anymore — she just told me I couldn’t go to the formal citywide dance I’d been looking forward to for months. So I didn’t yell anymore, either. I just got up from the table and went to my room and called Lara and made plans to have her pick me up for the dance at 7 P.M. that Friday. I didn’t care what my mother said. I was going anyway.


The week passed perfectly pleasantly. I went to school, I raced home in time to see Days of Our Lives, I fussed around pretending to study, my mom got home late from work, we ate spaghetti and salad, and I silently cleared the table without her asking. When Friday night rolled around, I gathered my formal dress and my favorite heels and my stockings and shoved them into a bag. Then, as soon as the headlights from Lara’s car swept into my window as she swung into the driveway, I slipped out the front door and softly pulled it closed behind me. Free.


Jon didn’t show up at the dance but some other cute boys did, and a couple of them talked to me and I was complimented on my purple silk dress and my purple suede shoes and I made sure to stand next to Lara, who looked stunning in something backless and red and short. But I was so racked with guilt for having taken it out on my mother that I just couldn’t have the time of my life like I’d anticipated. Afterward, I was scared to go home and face the music, so Lara and I just drove the dark streets of San Francisco aimlessly, with the radio on way too loud, and ended up eating slightly stale muffins at Dunkin’ Donuts with a couple of worn-out cops who looked at us like we were crazy delinquents for not being home in bed at such a late hour.


I finally went home and crept under the covers, and in the morning my mother looked upset and didn’t really talk to me. In fact, she hadn’t really talked to me since our big fight. I guess she didn’t know what to do, so she put me on the phone with my father, who was living in Los Angeles at the time. He didn’t lose his temper. He just asked, “Why didn’t you talk to her about it? Ask her again if you could go to the dance? Tell her you were sorry you were late? Call when you knew you’d be out with Jon?” In other words, why didn’t I just think about what I was doing and realize my actions affected other people?


Uh, good question. And I wish I could say that I had a big talk with my mother right after I got off the phone with my father, but I didn’t. And the situation got worse before it got better.


The next time I saw Jon outside of school was when I walked into a party just in time to see him disappear into a bedroom with another girl. Her name was Michele, and she was a year younger than me and had a reputation for going too far with too many people. Standing there in the middle of some stranger’s sunken living room where people were dancing. I started crying. In a burst of boldness, Lara tried the door of the room Jon and Michele occupied (“I’ll interrupt them, and then he’ll feel bad and come out,” she promised) — but the door was locked. I had lost him. I had never had him.
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