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A Special Foreword
by Jack Canfield & Mark Victor Hansen


For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.

We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too—a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.

This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems about the challenges, lessons learned, and ups and downs of being a teenager. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what has become a publishing phenomenon, one of the best-selling book series in history.

We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. Fifteen years later, we know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to make a difference in your lives.

On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layout, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.

We have selected our 101 best stories and poems for teenagers from our rich fifteen-year history to share with you in this new volume. We know that being a teenager is hard—school is challenging, college or careers are looming on the horizon, family issues arise, friends and love come and go, you are getting to know your new body, and many of you experience the loss of a loved one too.

You are not alone. We chose stories written by other teenagers just like you. They wrote about friends, family, love, challenges, loss, and many lessons learned. We hope that you will find these stories inspiring and supportive, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 25 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to continue your journey among our other books. We hope you will also enjoy the additional titles for teenagers in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.

With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
 —Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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Introduction: A Letter from a Reader
 Common Ground

Toward the end of high school, when it came time to start thinking about what colleges I was interested in applying to, there was only one thing on my mind: I wanted to get away from home. I was the older of two kids, and had begun to feel the urge to be on my own, that I was ready to take charge of my own life.

Even at the time of being accepted to Virginia Tech, I was excited at the prospect of starting over, with new faces and new things to see and do. I had no boyfriend at the time (in fact, I had just gotten out of a pretty bad relationship) and felt that I had no ties keeping me in my New Jersey hometown.

But as the time arrived to pack my bags and prepare to leave, the reality of what I was doing hit home hard. I cried as I realized that I was going to be eight-and-a-half hours away from everything and everybody that was familiar to me. I was leaving the town where I had grown up and all the things about it that I loved.

For the first few days after arriving at school, I thought that I was not going to make it through the year. I had yet to meet anyone besides a few random girls in my dorm, who I was fairly sure did not even remember my name. After a tearful call back home, I grabbed one of the few books that had made it into my suitcase, Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul, and I headed down to the quad to read a few stories. They had always been able to cheer me up before, and I was hopeful that they would now.

On the way out, I passed another girl in the hallway. She saw the book in my hand and smiled, saying that she had the same book in her dorm room too. I took a chance and invited her to come and read with me. Being as homesick as I was, she agreed, and we found our way onto the quad.

Before we knew it, we were surrounded by girls, who like us had either read or owned the book, and who loved it as much as we did. As I watched the tears fall down everyone’s faces and the smiles grow as we all read, I realized that I was not alone, and even if all we had in common was the love for the book, it was something to start with.

The days went on, and I still missed home—but the campus was beautiful, the people were kind, and it became better and better as the school year continued. I began to realize that there were many people who, like myself, were homesick and just wanted friends. The night we spent reading bonded a group of us together, and most of us still hang out now.

The binding of my book is now ripped and cracked from overuse, but I still feel amazing when I read each story. It is unbelievable to me how many souls and hearts have been touched by the book, and how many spirits have been raised and inspired. It gave me hope for a great new beginning, and the knowledge that sometimes all it takes is one small thing for many people to find common ground.

—Megan Narcini
 Chicken Soup for the College Soul
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Being a True Friend


The most I can do for my friend is simply be his friend.

—Henry David Thoreau 


[image: images]

Getting It Right

On the April morning I found out about Lucy’s mother, it rained. A light, cooling sprinkle of tears that grayed the Texas sky. I didn’t know what kind of cancer Mrs. Hastings had until later, but I knew her condition was serious—very serious.

Now don’t get me wrong. I love Mr. and Mrs. Hastings almost as much as I love my own parents, and Lucy is my best friend. But I didn’t want to go to school that day. And I sure didn’t want to see Lucy.

What could I possibly say to her? What do people say to their friends at such a time? I was afraid to send Mrs. Hastings so much as a get-well card because I wasn’t sure she was going to get well. I tried every trick I knew to get out of going to school. But Mom insisted.

“You have a history test this morning, Kristin,” she said, looking at me as if she’d crawled into my mind and knew I was just making excuses. “Had you forgotten?”

“No, Mother, I hadn’t forgotten.”

She smiled. “Be sure to stay close to Lucy, especially today, because that poor girl is going to need your strength.”

Strength? What was Mother talking about? I had no strength. I didn’t even know what to say to my best friend.

I hid out in the choir room between classes in hopes of avoiding Lucy, but she was never out of my thoughts. I kept trying to come up with something appropriate to say to her because I really wanted to get it right. I even wrote out a dialogue between the two of us, but in the end, I tore it up because it simply didn’t sound like me.

Lucy and I had last-period English in Mrs. Green’s room. Though I’d eluded her all day, I was going to have to face her last period, and I still didn’t have a plan. However, I worried needlessly because Lucy never showed up for class.

When English class was over, Mrs. Green said, “Kristin, I know Lucy Hastings is your best friend, and I would like to know how she is handling her mother’s illness.”

“I don’t know how she’s handling anything,” I said, “because I haven’t seen or heard from Lucy since yesterday.”

“Well, you’ll be seeing her shortly because Lucy is coming here in a few minutes to get her lesson assignments.”

“Lucy is coming here?”

Mrs. Green nodded. My heart tightened into a hard knot and I trembled inwardly. I still didn’t know what to say to Lucy, and time was running out.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Green,” I finally said, “but I have to go now.” I bolted from the classroom.

I raced down the hall and out the front door of school practically in one breath, joining the students who were headed for the campus parking lot.

It had stopped raining, and the air smelled clean and fresh. A rainbow cut across a sky still darkened by thunderclouds, and the wind tossed my hair in all directions until I pulled up the hood of my yellow raincoat.

In the distance I saw someone coming toward me. I knew it was Lucy even though I couldn’t see her face. She had her head down, and she was wearing a yellow raincoat exactly like mine. She’d pulled her hood up, too; maybe she hadn’t seen me. Maybe if I ran back inside and hid in the choir room again, she wouldn’t find me.

Then I noticed how Lucy’s shoulders shook with every step she took. And I knew she must be crying because I was. The rain came down again. Raindrops mingled with my tears. Lucy’s heart was breaking, and I wasn’t doing a thing to help her.

As I drew nearer to her, my throat tightened, making it impossible to speak, even if I’d known what to say. A deep ache filled my heart. I prayed for strength, the strength my mother claimed I already had, and I forced myself to move forward, arms outstretched.

“Oh, Kristin,” Lucy cried. “I was hoping it was you.”

We hugged then, but I still couldn’t utter a sound.

Looking back, I learned something that day that I might never have grasped in any other way. You see, I’d been focusing on me: What should I do? How should I act? What will I say to Lucy?

But when we finally came face to face, I forgot me and centered on Lucy and her needs. When I did that, I was able to share Lucy’s grief—let her know that she was special and that I really cared.

Since then, Lucy has told everyone she sees that I have the gift of saying just the right words at just the right time. I still don’t think she realizes that on the day we hugged in the April rain, I never said a word.

—Molly Noble Bull
Chicken Soup for the Girlfriend’s Soul
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Understanding Jenny

The best way to mend a broken heart is time and girlfriends.

—Gwyneth Paltrow

I jumped into my mother’s car, threw my cross country team bag into the backseat, slammed the car door and fought with my seat belt.

“I’m so sick of it!” I said and pulled my hair back into its frizzy ponytail.

“I can see that,” my mom answered, then turned on the blinker, looked over her shoulder and pulled out into the traffic. “I’m guessing this isn’t about your hair.”

“It’s Jenny, playing her mind games again. Training is less tiring than dealing with her and her feelings.”

“Which one is Jenny?” my mom asked.

“She’s been here about a month. She lives at the Timmers.”

“Oh, yes, Gloria told me they had a new foster kid. Said she’s been moved around, but she’s getting decent grades and joining school activities.”

“I just wish she hadn’t joined my activity.”

“Why’s that?” My mom was pretty good about listening to me vent.

“I mean, we’ve been training for weeks: stretching, running, pacing, lifting weights and making ourselves into a team. Then in strolls Jenny, the goddess of cross country or something. A coach’s dream. She paces around the course with us, and suddenly she’s so far ahead that she makes the loop and is running back towards us like we’re standing in place. A smile on her face, her perfect hair swinging behind her.”

“So are you upset because your team has someone who can earn you some real points, or because she has a talent that she enjoys or because her hair stays so perfect?” My mom leaned over and pushed my damp-curled bangs from my face.

“Mom, I’m not that shallow.”

“I know, honey. Sorry. Just trying to see the problem here.”

“Jenny’s the problem. She helps all of us run faster by upping the pace. She cheers us on. She trains harder, and so do we. We were voted co-captains. Then, this week, she cops an attitude. I spent most of my time running after her.”

“No pun intended!”

“Mom! Please! This is serious,” I sighed and took a drink from my water bottle. “Our first meet is tomorrow. Jenny keeps saying she won’t run with the team. She has all sorts of reasons from leg cramps to a headache. I have to beg her. I have to tell her over and over that she can’t do that to the rest of the team. It goes on all day, between classes, at lunch, on the way to practice. She wears me out. What’s her deal?”

“She ends up running though, right?”

“Yeah, but we’re all tired of it. She’s so needy.”

Mom pulled into our driveway. Instead of rushing into the house to start dinner, she turned and looked at me.

“Cindy, you gave yourself the answer.”

Great, I’m pouring it all out, and Mom’s going to give me a pop quiz. “Make this easy, would you, Mom?”

“Well, Gloria told me a little about Jenny. She and her little brother have been together all this time in foster care. They’re really close. Her caseworker said that Jenny took good care of her. My heart sank. “Please, don’t tell me something happened to her little brother.”

“No, he’s fine. His father, Jenny’s stepfather, earned custody of him. He came for him this week. He had gifts and hugs and big plans for their future.”

“Really? That’s good.”

“Yes, but he had nothing for Jenny. She wasn’t even a little part of his big plans.”

My chest felt tight. “Why?”

“Well, Jenny’s mom and stepfather weren’t together that long. Jenny and her brother have been in foster care for a while now. I guess he didn’t consider Jenny his.”

“What about her mom?”

“Her mom wants her drugs and alcohol more than she wants Jenny.”

“Poor Jenny, not to have a family.” I was close to tears. “Not to feel wanted or needed.”

My mother patted my knee. “That’s it, honey. You got it.”

And I did.

I didn’t see Jenny during school the next day. I started to think I had understood too late, that Jenny wasn’t going to show at all.

I was the last one to get on the team bus and was glad there were still a few empty rows. I could take up two seats, put on my headset and get some down time before the meet.

Then I spotted Jenny. She was sitting in the back, alone.

I started down the narrow aisle, causing quite a disruption trying to maneuver myself and my oversized bag to the back. By the time I got to my seat, most of the team was watching my progress.

“Can I sit by you?” I asked Jenny. She shrugged her shoulders. I took it as a yes. “I didn’t see you today. I was afraid you weren’t going to make it.”

“I didn’t think anyone would notice if I made it or not.”

The girls around us groaned. Here she goes again.

I looked at Jenny. I saw past her attitude because I understood what she was really saying.

“We would’ve noticed if you weren’t here, Jenny. We want you running with us. The team needs you.”

Jenny seemed to fill up, to expand.

“Isn’t that right, team?” I called. “Let’s hear it for Jenny!”

There was silence. Please, I thought, for Jenny’s sake, give her what she needs.

Slowly and then with building momentum, they cheered for their teammate. As they did, the atmosphere changed. They began to care more about Jenny.

Jenny felt it. The defiance drained out of her shoulders. Her face relaxed. She smiled and blushed with pleasure.

We didn’t erase all the pain in Jenny’s life, but neither had we added to it.

She ran with us that day. She won the individual blue ribbon and lifted our team to third place. She never threatened not to run again, and she led us to our best season record.

Through our simple offering of friendship and her willingness to accept it, we gave Jenny something more important to her than blue ribbons. We gave her what she desired the most: to know she was wanted and needed.

—Cynthia M. Hamond
Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul IV
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A House is Not a Home

My first year of high school felt awkward. After leaving junior high at the head of my class with all the seniority the upper grade levels could afford me, it felt strange starting over as a freshman. The school was twice as big as my old school, and to make matters worse, my closest friends were sent to a different high school. I felt very isolated.

I missed my old teachers so much that I would go back and visit them. They would encourage me to get involved in school activities so that I could meet new people. They told me that in time I would adjust and probably end up loving my new school more than I had my old one. They made me promise that when that happened I would still come by and visit them from time to time. I understand the psychology in what they were saying, but I took some comfort in it nonetheless.

One Sunday afternoon not long after I had started high school, I was sitting at home at our dining room table doing homework. It was a cold and windy fall day, and we had a fire going in our fireplace. As usual, my red tabby cat was lying on top of all my papers, purring loudly and occasionally swatting at my pen for entertainment’s sake. She was never far from me. I had rescued her when she was a kitten, and somehow she knew that I was the one responsible for giving her “the good life.”

My mother kept stoking the fire to keep the house nice and warm. Suddenly, I smelled something strange, and then I noticed it ... smoke pouring in through the seams of the ceiling. The smoke began to fill the room so quickly that we could barely see. Groping our way to the front door, we all ran out into the front yard. By the time we made our way outside, the whole roof was engulfed in flames and it was spreading quickly. I ran to the neighbors to call the fire department, while I watched my mother run back into the house.

My mother then ran out of the house carrying a small metal box full of important documents. She dropped the case on the lawn and, in a crazed state, ran back into the house. I knew what she was after. My father had died when I was young, and I was certain that she was not going to let his pictures and letters go up in flames. They were the only things that she had to remember him by. Still I screamed at her, “Mom! No!”

I was about to run in after her when I felt a large hand hold me back. It was a fireman. I hadn’t even noticed that the street had already filled with fire trucks. I was trying to free myself from his grasp, yelling, “You don’t understand, my mother’s in there!”

He held on to me while other firefighters ran into the house. He knew that I wasn’t acting very coherently and that if he were to let go, I’d run. He was right.

“It’s all right, they’ll get her,” he said.

He wrapped a blanket around me and sat me down in our car. Soon after that, a fireman emerged from our house with my mom in tow. He quickly took her over to the truck and put an oxygen mask on her. I ran over and hugged her. All the times I ever argued with her and hated her vanished at the thought of losing her.

“She’s going to be okay,” said the fireman. “She just inhaled a little smoke.” And then he ran back to fight the fire while my mother and I sat there dazed. I remember watching my house burn down and thinking that there was nothing I could do about it.

Five hours later, the fire was finally out. Our house was almost completely burned down. But then it struck me ... I hadn’t seen my cat. Where was my cat? Much to my horror, I realized that she was nowhere to be found. Then all at once it hit me—the new school, the fire, my cat—I broke down in tears and cried and cried. I was suffering loss, big time.

The firemen wouldn’t let us go back into the house that night. It was still too dangerous. Dead or alive, I couldn’t imagine leaving without knowing about my cat. Regardless, I had to go. We piled into the car with just the clothes on our backs and a few of the firemen’s blankets, and made our way to my grandparents’ house to spend the night.

The next day, Monday, I went to school. When the fire broke out, I was still wearing the dress I had worn to church that morning, but I had no shoes! I had kicked them off when I was doing my homework. They became yet another casualty of the fire. So I had to borrow some tennis shoes from my aunt.

Why couldn’t I just stay home from school? My mother wouldn’t hear of it, but I was totally embarrassed by everything. The clothes I was wearing looked weird, I had no books or homework, and my backpack was gone. I had my life in that backpack! The more I tried to fit in, the worse it got. Was I destined to be an outcast and a geek all my life? That’s what it felt like. I didn’t want to grow up, change or have to handle life if it was going to be this way. I just wanted to curl up and die.

I walked around school like a zombie. Everything felt surreal, and I wasn’t sure what was going to happen. All the security I had known, from my old school, my friends, my house and my cat had all been ripped away.

When I walked through what used to be my house after school that day, I was shocked to see how much damage there was—whatever hadn’t burned was destroyed by the water and chemicals they had used to put out the fire. The only material things not destroyed were the photo albums, documents and some other personal items that my mother had managed to heroically rescue. But my cat was gone and my heart ached for her.

There was no time to grieve. My mother rushed me out of the house. We would have to find a place to live, and I would have to go buy some clothes for school. We had to borrow money from my grandparents because there were no credit cards, cash or even any identification to be able to withdraw money from the bank. Everything had gone up in smoke.

That week the rubble that used to be our house was being cleared off the lot. Even though we had rented an apartment nearby, I would go over to watch them clear away debris, hoping that my cat was somewhere to be found. She was gone. I kept thinking about her as that vulnerable little kitten. In the early morning when I would disturb her and get out of bed, she would tag along after me, climb up my robe and crawl into my pocket to fall asleep. I was missing her terribly.

It always seems that bad news spreads quickly, and in my case it was no different. Everyone in high school, including the teachers, was aware of my plight. I was embarrassed as if somehow I were responsible. What a way to start off at a new school! This was not the kind of attention I was looking for.

The next day at school, people were acting even more strange than usual. I was getting ready for gym class at my locker. People were milling around me, asking me to hurry up. I thought it strange, but in light of the past few weeks, nothing would surprise me. It almost seemed that they were trying to shove me into the gym—then I saw why. There was a big table set up with all kinds of “stuff” on it, just for me. They had taken up a collection and bought me school supplies, notebooks, all kinds of different clothes—jeans, tops, sweatsuits.

It was like Christmas. I was overcome by emotion. People who had never spoken to me before were coming up to me to introduce themselves. I got all kinds of invitations to their houses. Their genuine outpouring of concern really touched me. In that instant, I finally breathed a sigh of relief and thought for the first time that things were going to be okay. I made friends that day.

A month later, I was at my house watching them rebuild it. But this time it was different—I wasn’t alone. I was with two of my new friends from school. It took a fire for me to stop focusing on my feelings of insecurity and open up to all the wonderful people around me. Now I was sitting there watching my house being rebuilt when I realized my life was doing the same thing.

While we sat there on the curb, planning my new bedroom, I heard someone walk up to me from behind and say, “Does this belong to you?” When I turned around to see who it was, I couldn’t believe my eyes. A woman was standing there holding my cat! I leapt up and grabbed her out of the woman’s arms. I held her close to me and cried into that beautiful orange fur. She purred happily. My friends were hugging me, hugging the cat and jumping around.

Apparently, my cat had been so freaked by the fire that she ran over a mile away. Her collar had our phone number on it, but our phones had been destroyed and disconnected. This wonderful woman took her in and worked hard to find out whose cat it was. Somehow, she knew this cat was loved and sorely missed.

As I sat there with my friends and my cat curled up in my lap, all the overwhelming feelings of loss and tragedy seemed to diminish. I felt gratitude for my life, my new friends, the kindness of a stranger and the loud purr of my beloved cat. My cat was back and so was I.

—Zan Gaudioso
Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul on Tough Stuff
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We Promised

Ever since kindergarten, I had attended a small, private school. My class consisted of only nineteen kids, and we grew up with each other. Our class had become as close as a family, so as middle school approached, we suddenly realized that come eighth grade the unthinkable would occur. We would all be separated, scattered to different public schools—forced to meet new people, form new friendships.

When we finally reached eighth grade, we waited for graduation with terrified anticipation, excited to finally experience the fabled life of a public school student, frightened about not fitting in and saddened at the thought of abandoning the close friendships we had created within our small, comfortable community.

On June 23, we donned our blue robes and caps and participated in a long, sentimental graduation ceremony. Afterward we had a huge sleepover, filled with tears and promises of never forgetting each other or our wonderful years together.

Throughout the summer, we got together as much as possible. Discussions often turned to the dangers we would encounter at public high schools. Drugs. Drinking. Sex. Would we be pressured to submit to these temptations? “Probably not,” we said. “We’d be too scared,” we joked. But still the question hung in the air. What if? What if fitting in was more important?

That summer something else happened. Tiffany Parks, a senior at the public high school and my next door neighbor, died from a drug overdose. Her body was found at a friend’s house where a bunch of high school kids were having a party. My parents were horrified. I was stunned. I couldn’t believe it.

When I was younger, Tiffany used to babysit for me. I remembered how we would sit on the floor and play spit or watch movies. Since my family didn’t have a microwave, Tiffany used to make popcorn at her house and then bring over the steaming, buttery bag for us to share as we watched. I still associate the delicious smell of freshly popped popcorn with her, remembering how it filled the house upon her arrival. One time we got locked out of the house, so Tiffany pulled a bunch of brightly colored nail polish bottles from her bag and we painted our nails on the porch until my parents got home.

As I got older, Tiffany stopped babysitting for me, but every morning as I stood at the end of my driveway waiting for the bus, she’d walk past on her way to school, blond curls bouncing. When she’d see me, her gloss-covered lips would form a genuine smile and she’d greet me by name.

The whole town mourned her.

When the summer ended, my girlfriends and I got together a couple of days before the first day of high school. As we sat on my friend’s large bed, I told them Tiffany’s story. We all sat in a circle, put our hands together and promised each other that we would never try drugs.

High school has been hard to adjust to. But eventually we all adapted to our new environments and met new friends. However, I’m still very close with my classmates from private school and I’m happy to say none of us have tried drugs. I think it’s because we promised.

—Rachel A. Stern
Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul: The Real Deal School
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The Birth of an Adult

The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.

—Martin Luther King

The doctors started to rush into the room. The delivery was going smoothly, but to me it felt like hysteria. The walls were a chalky gray like the wall of a jail cell. It wasn’t the best setting for Jamie’s labor, but it would have to do. Jamie was only a seventeen-year-old junior in high school. And now she was giving birth. She lay back in pain. Her only movements consisted of shaking her head from side to side, in an effort to escape the pain.

I took Jamie’s hand, comforting her and trying to soothe her agony. Her eyes opened, and she looked at me. Our eyes met, and suddenly I felt every emotion I have ever known. I always knew Jamie would challenge me to better myself; however, I didn’t think it would entail being her sidekick during her pregnancy.

All this began on the afternoon of New Year’s Eve. I sat in Jamie’s basement awaiting the urgent news she had to tell me. She collapsed onto the couch and told me how she had broken up with her boyfriend, Eric, who had left the country to study abroad. This came as something of a relief, although I did my best not to show it. I didn’t think Eric, or any other guy she had dated, was good enough for her. Okay, I’ll admit it, I was—how should I put it—a little jealous. But I’d convinced myself we were better off as friends, anyway. And now she needed one.

Then the real news came: She was six weeks pregnant. Tears rolled down her face as she told me. I sat in shock and disbelief. The words were not registering in my head. She reached out and gave me a hug, which must have lasted only a few seconds but seemed like hours. My arms were still at my sides. We talked for a little while, and then I left her house and drove around in my car. I was in shock. I was upset about her lack of birth control because this whole ordeal could have been prevented. I was too young to deal with her pregnancy. Being a seventeen-year-old and a junior in high school was confusing enough without dealing with my own real-life afterschool special.

That evening I arrived at a party to drink my worries away. The air was filled with smoke and the partygoers reeked of alcohol. I could not take the atmosphere for long, so I left. I went to Jamie’s house and stood on her front porch staring at the front door. What should I do? I asked myself. My foot started to turn from the door, but my hand reached out and pushed the doorbell. I wanted to run and go back to the party. I wanted to have fun this New Year’s Eve. Suddenly, the door opened and Jamie stood in the doorway with her head down. “You can’t spend New Year’s Eve by yourself,” I blurted out. She smiled, and we hugged in the doorway. This symbolized the beginning of the new journey that lay ahead for us. That night, we sat and laughed as usual while watching Dick Clark ring in the New Year. After that night, my life would change. I wouldn’t be a crazy teenager anymore. I would become a young adult.

Weeks passed, and Jamie told her parents about the pregnancy. She and her parents made the decision to go through with the pregnancy, but to give the baby up for adoption. My parents talked with her parents and offered their support, almost like they were discussing our marriage; Jamie and I were growing and maturing together.

During her first trimester, I found myself at Jamie’s house every day after school giving her a foot massage while she relaxed and watched her soap opera. She wasn’t able to walk very much. I made snacks for her and enough food runs to Taco Bell to last us both a lifetime. My friends were not considerate about what I was going through. While I was busy helping a friend, they were busy making fun of me. They would call Jamie’s house wondering what I was doing. They already knew, but they just wanted to poke fun. At school, the jokes surfaced like, “Gonna be a good daddy?” and “What are you doing this weekend ... Lamaze class?” I shrugged them off and ignored them. I went on with my daily chores and focused on Jamie. I tried to make her life as easy as possible.

Later, one Saturday afternoon as I was catching up on sleep, Jamie called.

“Did you want to do something today?” she asked.

“What did you have in mind?” I replied.

“I want you to help me choose the baby’s family,” she said.

My ears turned hot, and I felt uneasy. But I told her I would pick her up. As I drove to her house, I thought about how much I had changed. I was more responsible, but I still considered myself a child. I felt I had no business choosing a path for an unborn baby. I groaned and doubted myself. I arrived at her house and helped her into the car. As we were driving to the adoption agency, Jamie pointed out to me, “You’re not speeding.”

It occurred to me that I was no longer a crazy driver, thinking about how quickly I could get from one place to the other. I was now responsible for making sure we got there safely.

“I’m driving for three people now,” I told her.

We arrived at the agency and were seated in a conference room. Fifty manila folders lay on the table, each containing a couple. One of these folders would be the lucky one. One of these couples would be the parents of Jamie’s baby. The counselor and Jamie and I went through each folder discussing their spiritual, psychological, financial, genealogical and emotional backgrounds. I began browsing through one folder, which read “Jennifer and Ben.” The folder was more like a booklet chronicling their life with pictures of where they’d been, who they are and who they wanted to become. Their explanation of why they wanted a baby caught my attention. This couple intrigued me. We kept narrowing down the couples, until we were down to two couples: Jennifer and Ben and Jamie’s pick. We discussed both couples, finally agreeing on Jennifer and Ben.

As we were getting ready to leave, I took a picture of Jennifer and Ben out of the folder and slipped it into my jacket pocket without Jamie noticing. I wanted to have a record of them before their life was to be changed forever. I put on my jacket, and we left the agency.

It was a miserably cold spring day. After helping Jamie into the car, I walked around the car and a warm breeze struck me. I stood by the trunk of my car feeling the summer draft. I couldn’t understand it. It was a cold day, but the wind was warmer than an August breeze. It felt like a sign, an anonymous thank you. We drove away and I thought about the decision we made. I thought about the families we didn’t pick. How much longer would it take for them to receive the gift of a child?

A few weeks later we met Jennifer and Ben for the first time. They impressed me. They were a close couple, and I knew they would apply the love they had for each other to their child. Jamie told them that I urged her to pick them, which made this meeting even more overwhelming for me. I tried not to show it, though, as we bonded almost immediately. They urged Jamie to take a childbirth class so she would be ready for all of the upcoming events. She needed a partner for the class, so I agreed. She signed up for a class, and every Tuesday night Jamie and I attended together.

The first class was awkward. I had never felt so out of place in my entire life. Jamie and I sat down together, trying to ignore the seven married couples staring at us. We were too young and too ignorant to be going through a pregnancy and a birthing class. Nevertheless, Jamie had to do it, and I would not let her be alone. After time, we all began to bond and develop a tremendous amount of respect for each other. Everyone realized what a struggle it was for us to get this far.

During the “Mom Time,” the dads and I sat outside talking about the babies’ futures. The dads talked about peewee football, mutual funds and insurance. I talked about Shakespeare and Geometry. I was out of place, for sure, but I realized there is more to giving birth than nine months and a doctor. So much freedom was sacrificed, replaced with a huge amount of responsibility. The dads respected me and praised me for my humanity towards a friend, not to mention my maturity. I still just couldn’t believe I was sitting around talking about babies. I wanted to be innocent again. I wanted to drive my car fast and go to parties, but more important responsibilities called me. I was maturing.

I was getting ready for school one morning when Jamie called me from the hospital. “Um, do you want to get over here?” she asked.

“It’s only another sonogram. Besides, I can’t miss class,” I said.

“Well, I think you might want to get over here, ’cause I’m having the baby!” she shouted.

I ran out of the house and darted to the hospital. At the hospital, the nurse handed me scrubs and I entered her room. She lay there as I sat next to her.

“Well this is it,” she said. “Nine months, and it’s finally here.” She grimaced with pain and moved her head back and forth. Doctors were in and out of her room every two seconds with medication. She was about to give birth. After a few hours of getting Jamie settled, she was fully dilated.

“Okay, here we go. When I say ‘push,’ you push,” the doctor said.

She acknowledged him while grabbing my hands and nodding her head quickly several times. Jamie gave three pushes of strength and, with one final push, she breathed life into a new baby. The doctors cut the umbilical cord and cleaned the baby off. I sat in awe. Every possible human emotion struck me like a freight train.

“It’s a boy,” they exclaimed.

I smiled, and tears of joy ran down my cheek. No more fear, no more chores, just pure happiness. The baby was handed to Jamie, and she spent the first moments of the baby’s life holding him in her arms. She looked up at me, and I looked at her.

“You did it, kiddo,” I whispered in her ear.

The doctors left with the baby to run tests and weigh him. Jennifer and Ben came in with the birth certificate. “What’s his name?” Ben asked. Jamie motioned for him to come closer, and she whispered in his ear. Ben smiled and went into a different room. I walked outside to get a drink. I came back in a few minutes and saw the completed birth certificate. It read Blake Jonathan.

I smiled and cried. The doctors brought Blake back in. They passed Blake to me, and I held new life in my hands. I thought about the dads in birth class. Then I thought about Blake’s future. His first steps, peewee football games, the first day of school and his first broken heart. All the dads’ talk finally caught up with me. Jennifer and Ben looked at me and smiled. Tears rolled down their cheeks. I gave Blake to Ben and received a gracious hug from Jennifer. They were his parents now. They were his keepers. Jamie still lay there, crying but filled with delight. I went over to her and gave her a big hug.
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