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FOREWORD





I’m pretty much in awe of my little sister. Over the past year or so, she’s grown into this incredibly confident, incredibly dynamic, determined young woman who lets nothing and nobody stand in her way. And I’ll be honest: The change took me by surprise. I remember baby Mackenzie at our dance studio, totally insecure and crying all the time because she had to be in the back of the routine. I remember her throwing a temper tantrum if I wouldn’t play American Girl dolls with her. I remember her hiding behind my mom’s legs and clinging tightly to my hand wherever we went. But now, whatever idea she gets in her head, she makes it happen. She doesn’t take no for an answer. Case in point: She said she wanted to write a book, and now here you are, reading it. She’s kind of a force!


I think the turning point was when she finally figured out who she is and who she wants to be. She found music, she branched out, she discovered “her thing.” She found her voice—literally! I’m so proud of her. Of course, I’d be proud of her if she wasn’t a huge pop star with an album that I actually like to listen to. What I’m most proud of is that in thirteen-plus years, she’s never stopped being Kenzie: funny, giggly, goofy, annoying, but also incredibly kind, compassionate, and eager to help others. She has the biggest heart I have ever seen—even bigger than her mouth (and that’s saying a lot!). She’s willing to put herself out there, which is not an easy thing to do, especially when you’re a teen or tween and people are so judgy. I know she went through a lot of hate, people calling her names and trying to knock her down. But she didn’t let them. She held her head up, she did her own thing, and now she’s even stronger.


Which is why IMHO she’s the perfect person to be giving kids our age advice—she’s so encouraging, positive, and honest. Sometimes too honest! She’ll tell me stuff I don’t necessarily want to hear, like, “Hey, you got something stuck in your teeth,” or, “You’ve got a zit on your forehead.” But I know she’s only trying to help. If I have a problem, I come to her—which maybe sounds weird, because I’m the older one. But she’s really good at putting things into perspective and giving them a positive spin. She believes in bringing out the best in people. You can’t be around Kenzie and not laugh or smile; she just coaxes it out of you. She is someone who believes that there is light and good to be found in every place and everyone.


I love her so, so much—always have. My mom has a picture of us when she was first born and I’m holding her. She has this full head of hair and I’m squeezing her so tight, her face is as red as a tomato. I just couldn’t help it! I was in love! We went through a fighting stage a few years ago, but I have to say, now we’re not just sisters, we’re best friends. I can tell Mackenzie anything and vice versa, and we’re always there for each other. The dynamic of our relationship has changed: I used to boss her around, and now she tells me what to do. But somehow, it doesn’t bug me that much. I’m pretty impressed with how she speaks her mind and voices her opinions. When we were younger, I always complained when she would try and tag along with me and my friends. But now I love spending time with her and we’re closer than we’ve ever been—which should make our mom happy, since she was getting a little tired of refereeing.


If you’re lucky in your life, you find someone who always tells you how great you are. My sister has always been that person for me, and I’m proud to be that person for her. So here goes: Kenz, you’re amazing! Keep doing what you do, and I don’t need to tell you to reach for the stars. You’re already swinging from them!


♥ Maddie





INTRODUCTION





    So, I’ve always been a “go with the flow” kind of girl—when life hands you lemons, you make lemon slime (see recipe page xvii). My mom will tell you I have a “sunny, upbeat personality,” and my sister Maddie will agree and insist that nothing ever bugs me. But that’s not true—stuff does bug me. Stuff drives me crazy. (Um, Maddie drives me crazy sometimes, especially when she steals my makeup.) But I’ve always believed that life is what you make of it. You can sit around and mope and complain and feel sorry for yourself, or you can find a way to make things work and have a really great time doing it.


I don’t know if you can have a philosophy for life at thirteen years old—it’s kind of young, don’t you think? But I do know that I have certain rules that I live by. For example:


» Friends are the people who really know you and like you—even when your feet smell.


» Haters gonna hate. They have nothing better to do with their time. I do!


» If you see it, you can be it: There’s no such thing as dreaming too big. My dreams are XXL.


» If I’m taller than my mom, I should be allowed to ride in the front seat of the car. Just sayin’.


A lot of people ask me questions through social media or when they bump into me shopping at the Grove in L.A.—about everything from how to handle embarrassing situations and tips on beauty and style, to boy problems and how to convince your parents to let you stay up late on a weekend (still working on that one!). So I thought I should probably organize my answers and put them all down in one place. A book sounded like a really great idea—a lot of work, but a really great idea! I mean, I would have loved to have had some of these answers handy when I was younger and dealing with all the tween drama. People don’t know how tough it is to be a kid these days unless they’re a kid themselves. But I get it. I get all the pressure, not just in front of your face at school or at the dance studio, but on social media, too. Growing up and trying to find your way in this world can be tough—I’m still figuring it out myself.


And I’m really flattered when someone comes up to me and wants my advice. I’m glad you guys trust me, because I always try to be honest. Sometimes I might say something silly or put my foot in my mouth (I can actually do that, you know—I’m pretty flexible!), but when someone asks me what I think, I tell them. I remember sitting for interviews with Maddie when we were on Dance Moms and she would roll her eyes when I gave my real opinion on something (“Kenzie, you can’t say that!”). Well, I just did! I never hold back. I’m never going to be someone I’m not, or act a certain way to fit someone else’s idea of who I should be. That’s just a formula for being unhappy and unsuccessful, don’t you think? It’s like being a fake or a phony, or putting on a mask. And I don’t mean one of those soothing sheet masks you get at Sephora—I mean one that hides who you truly are. You want to be the best person you can be? Then be yourself! Sounds like a good rule to me!


Another thing you should probably know: I don’t like to sleep late, which I know is so weird for a teenager. You will rarely find me lying around all day on my couch just chilling. Binge-watching Netflix is great, but it’s a rainy-day option only. I always like to be doing something, whether it’s working, singing, writing, making YouTube videos, rehearsing, dancing, or hanging with friends. Seriously, I have to be busy. So I promise you, you will not be bored reading this book—it’s filled with so many ideas about what you can do with your day, everything from activities and quizzes to recipes and crafts. I am obsessed with watching craft how-tos on YouTube—I want to try them all. I will literally drag my mom out to Michaels to pick up tons of glue and glitter and crafting supplies so I can make something I saw on a video. She’s like, “Kenzie, really? This will make such a mess!” and I’m like, “Well, yeah—that’s the idea!”


Never let a potential mess stand in your way—another one of my rules. Whether it’s a literal mess (like the time I decided to tie-dye my sneakers and wound up tie-dying myself instead) or something that doesn’t involve staining the rug, you should do it. What have you got to lose? So you try something you’ve never done before and it’s an epic fail. So what? If I make a fool of myself, I laugh about it. And I don’t give up easily. I try it again, and I work harder till I figure it out. Persistence is a great rule for life: You can never go wrong with never giving up.


So you can see how these rules of mine come about. It’s a lot of trial and error and doing what makes me feel good, not just about a situation, but about who I am as a person. I hope you read them, try them out if they sound fun and helpful, and then eventually make your own rule book for life, because that’s really the goal of growing up. You get to decide what and who you want to be and how you want to go about it.


For now, since I’m only a teenager, I guess I have to listen to most of what my mom and stepdad tell me to do (although the rule about making your bed every morning doesn’t seem like a keeper). To be honest, my friends and family have always been really supportive and cool about letting me be me. My mom will tell you she’s my biggest fan, and I know it, because I couldn’t have done any of the things I’ve done so far without her cheering me on. She was the first person who noticed me singing around the house all the time and suggested I take voice lessons. Now, I’m recording and writing my own music and playing to huge concert audiences all over the world! Who knew? But it goes to show that you need people who are willing to stand behind you and believe in you.


As you read this book, think of me as that person for you. I know you can do whatever you set your mind to. I also know that sometimes things feel confusing and overwhelming and super frustrating, and you’d probably rather just pull the covers over your head and not come out for a week. That’s when you take a deep breath and go make that lemon slime. Did I mention you can eat it, too?
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KENZIE’S CRAFT CORNER


“WHEN LIFE HANDS YOU LEMONS” EDIBLE SLIME
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I have always loved doing artsy projects—when we were younger, Maddie and I had an entire craft room in our house, filled with everything you can think of: paints, markers, construction paper, felt, sequins, glitter, stickers, glue sticks. We never bought a single greeting card—we used to make them from scratch. And my mom kept every DIY birthday and Christmas gift we made her, no matter what it was—and some were pretty bad, like frames and boxes that we glued together out of pom-poms and pipe cleaners, lol. If I couldn’t think of something creative, I would make her a coupon—GOOD FOR ONE FOOT RUB! GOOD FOR ONE BREAKFAST IN BED! GOOD FOR ONE MASSAGE!—and cover it with stickers or glitter. My mom would always say it was sweet, but then she would put it in her drawer and forget about it. Somewhere, she has a pile of coupons she can cash in for an awful lot of pampering. Uh-oh . . .
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Crafts are clearly my thing. I love the idea of creating something from bits and pieces of something else—magic without the magic wand! Slime is by far my fave DIY obsession, and I am always making different kinds and colors with my friends. I even did it blindfolded once with Maddie. Yeah, don’t ask. . . .


WHAT YOU’LL NEED:


* 15–20 yellow lemon-flavored Starburst candies


* 1/4 c. powdered sugar


* 1 lemon, cut in half and scooped out clean


1. If you’re working with hot stuff, it’s always a good idea to enlist a grown-up to help. Place the Starbursts in a heat-safe bowl; then place the bowl on top of a pot of water and set it to boil (if your mom has a double boiler, it’s even easier).


2. Once the candies are melted and you can stir the slime easily, allow it to cool for a few minutes so you can touch it and shape it.


3. Place the powdered sugar on a nonstick mat and pour the slime in the middle of the powder.


4. Knead the slime; the more sugar you incorporate, the thicker it will be (and the sweeter it will taste!).


5. Shape into a ball that fits in half of the lemon. You can put the other half of the lemon on top to keep it clean and store it for snack time! This slime is easy to pull, twist, and play with, but also tastes yummy. Genius!
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RULE 1


CONFIDENCE IS KEY


“YOU GOT THIS!”
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If I had to pick my number one accessory it wouldn’t be a cute baseball cap, a cool mini backpack, or even my most comfy pair of Vans sneakers. It would be confidence; it’s the one thing you can “wear” every single day, no matter the occasion or place, and it looks good on everyone. I wasn’t always so sure of myself. When I started dancing, I was the youngest one on the team, and I always felt like my sister and her friends were so much better than I was—they had been doing it longer and knew the drill, and I was “the baby.”


To be totally honest, I didn’t even really like dance at first, and I didn’t feel like I was good enough—at least, not compared to everyone else. They were all so polished and perfect; I felt like a hot mess! I was also really nervous about people watching me on TV—would they laugh at me? Would I look really stupid up there? I knew the cameras would be following us around and catching everything I did and said. It certainly didn’t help that for my very first solo, they dressed me in a mouse costume and the tail kept getting stuck when I tried to do my tricks. I was embarrassed and really insecure. Maddie helped me a lot with that. She told me not to worry about what people think, just do you. So that’s what I did; I let the real Kenzie come through and suddenly all the nerves and doubts melted away. Which isn’t to say they never pop up from time to time today—whenever I try something brand-new, I get nervous and I can feel my confidence dipping. But it’s okay; if I was super sure of everything, my head would get so big, it wouldn’t fit through the door! I think of confidence as a muscle you have to build and flex like you would if you were training in dance class. The more you work at being confident, the more easily it comes.


BELIEVE IN YOURSELF


I have had so many people knock me, insult me, criticize me, tell me I’m not good enough—from people in my own studio, to haters online, to kids I thought were my friends. I guess that makes me kind of an expert on this subject: You can’t let anyone crush your confidence. I’ve also noticed that the more confident you get, the more people who are insecure will try and chip away at your self-esteem—making you feel small makes them feel bigger. Block these people out of your life and just do what you love—you can choose not to listen! I used to think I needed to be a pleaser and make everyone happy, but that’s just not necessary—and it’s also pretty exhausting. When I did something only because I was trying to impress someone or make them like me more, I realized it didn’t feel very good. I wasn’t being true to myself. So yeah, maybe they were happier about it, but I wasn’t!


It took me almost the entire time I was on Dance Moms to get to a place where I was comfortable and confident enough to say, “I know what I want and this isn’t it.” I was over it. I felt like the constant competition life was getting to be too much. It wasn’t fun for me anymore; I was ready to move on and do something else, and I knew my heart wasn’t 100 percent in it. That can happen sometimes—it’s part of growing up and discovering who you are as a person. Sometimes the things that you once loved and thought were so much a part of you just lose their fun factor. Hey, I used to be obsessed with playing with my dolls, and now I’m pretty sure they’re all in a box somewhere in the closet collecting dust. Who would have thought that I’d get tired of something that meant so much to me? For me, leaving the show and the whole dance-team life was a similar feeling: One day, the old things that I always did seemed just that—old—and new things appealed a lot more. Here’s the thing: You know “you” better than anyone else. You know what makes you happy or, as my stepdad, Greg, will say, “whatever floats your boat.” I guess it was kind of a shocker to my family and definitely my teammates when I said I was done with spending hours a day focusing on dance. It had been my life for so, so long! At first, my sister was like, “Kenzie, you can’t quit competing! You’re too good now and you’re improving every day.” But then she realized I was changing and growing, and she supported my decision. She saw it wasn’t just me getting bored or tired and lazy (’cause sometimes I get a little cranky and fed up when I am!). It was me knowing I was capable of doing so much more in my life and feeling ambitious and a little “itchy” to branch out. She had been there before, so she got it: I was ready to move on.


CAST A CONFIDENCE SPELL


Okay, maybe I’ve read a few too many of those Whatever After books or I’ve gone to Disneyland too many times (is such a thing possible?), but I think believing in yourself is a little magical. You have to have faith that you can—and will—make your dreams come true, because as soon as you do, everyone around you starts buying into it. Why? Because as soon as you start working really hard toward achieving something important to you—in my case, a career as a pop singer, author, actor, clothing designer, and so many other awesome things—people see that you’re serious, focused, and determined. You may not succeed at first, but you project a champion’s attitude, and eventually that will get you where you want to be. If you can convince yourself that something is possible, it’s that much easier to convince everyone else. I remember when I released my very first single a few years ago, I was pretty nervous. I didn’t want to put my music out there and have people hate on me for it. I actually tried to picture what the mean comments might be, writing them in my head: “Stick to dancing! You stink!” or “Kenzie can’t sing.” Then I realized how ridiculous that was: I was sabotaging myself before my album even hit! I told myself that my fans would love it because I was doing it for them as much as I was doing it for myself. I convinced myself that even if the album didn’t sell a single copy, I would have tried something new and that I’d be proud of myself for having gone for it. And then something really crazy happened: The single flew up the pop charts and wound up number one on iTunes. I couldn’t believe it! I was like, “Wait! Is that my name? Is that really me?” Like I said—magic! I know that everything I do won’t always be a huge success (’cause that’s kind of how life works), but I feel like you always have this superpower in your back pocket anytime you want to use it: your confidence.
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5 WAYS TO SUPERCHARGE YOUR SELF-CONFIDENCE


If I forget to charge my phone at night, it dies on me the next day. Same goes for your confidence: Sometimes you just need to charge it up so it’s at 100 percent! Try these tricks and you’ll be ready to take on the world.


1 Walk like a winner. Hold your head up high, shoulders back, big grin on your face. Posture was always super important in the dance studio, but it’s equally important in life. Body language says so much! If you stand tall, you feel powerful and in control—and that’s how people will see you.


2 Make a list of all your awesomeness. Write down everything you’ve accomplished—even the little stuff that makes you feel happy and proud. For example, “98 percent on my pre-algebra quiz; solo in the school choir; taught my dog how to stay, roll over, and shake paws.” Then, when you’re having a “downer” day, you can look at the list and remind yourself that you’re pretty amazing and that there’s a lot more of that to come.


3 Edit your self-image. Kind of like when you go on one of those photoshopping apps on your phone like Facetune and fix your red eyes or cover up a zit (not that I’ve ever done that, lol). You can just as easily adjust the way you think about yourself: See yourself as a winner, a leader, a go-getter, a doer. Erase all the other images in your mind that don’t belong in that picture, then project it out there!


4 Ask an expert. If you want to be the best at something, you have to learn as much as you can about it from people who are the best. I knew I wanted to write my own music so it felt real and relatable to my audience, but I’d never done it before. So my friend’s dad is a songwriter, and I asked him to work with me. I was really scared that first writing session; I stuttered and didn’t know what to do or say. But the more he explained and talked me through the process, the more confident I felt. Whatever it is that you want to do or be, ask the right people questions and find a mentor who is willing to teach you what you need to know. When it came to dance, the older kids at the dance studio were always my mentors; I looked up to them and asked their advice.


5 Give back. This is a big thing in our family, and my mom always encourages us to volunteer and work with charities in any way we can. At Christmas, we’ll load up carts of toys to donate to families who need them, and even when we were little, we were ambassadors for the Starlight Children’s Foundation. Just recently we did a campaign for Dancers Against Cancer, and I plan on volunteering at the Vanderpump Dog Foundation in L.A. I’m also a founding member of Positively Social. It’s about helping young people use social media in a positive way. It’s more than just anti-bullying. It’s also about presenting the best you online, so that you don’t feel that every “like” matters or that what you see on social media is the real world. No matter what cause you choose, volunteering is a kind and generous thing you can do for others that also makes you feel great about yourself.
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BE UNIQUELY YOU


When I was younger, I always felt like I had to live up to people’s expectations of me. I thought everyone was constantly judging me, watching each move and tearing it apart, nitpicking everything I did and laughing at me behind my back. Some of the above was true—the competitive dance world and reality TV can get a little crazy. But a lot of it was my really active imagination and my lack of confidence. It really got to me. Even when the criticizing stopped, I would criticize myself. I remember standing in the wings at dance competitions thinking someone from my team or another team was so good that I couldn’t possibly beat them—why even try? Wow, that was a major problem! The minute you start looking at others and thinking you’re not as good, you knock your confidence way, way down. And if that wasn’t bad enough, people were constantly comparing me to Maddie! My mom always begged people not to compare us; she didn’t think it was fair. And Maddie never once made me feel I had to compare myself to her; it was more the dance world and stuff people would say about us. Maybe you don’t have a sibling; maybe it’s a girl on your soccer team or someone in your class or scout troop about whom you just can’t help thinking, “If only I could be more like her!” Or maybe you see Kendall Jenner or some other actress or supermodel on a magazine cover and think to yourself, “I wish I had her abs!” Wishing is one thing; obsessing is totally another. My mom always reminds me that no one is perfect and you can’t know what someone else is going through; their life might not be as flawless and fabulous as you think. So when you’re comparing yourself to them, you’re not actually getting the whole picture—which makes it seem pretty silly and worthless, doesn’t it?
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