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Foreword


The first day. The first kiss. The first time you got ditched by a friend because you weren’t cool enough. The first time you were given real responsibilities. The first moment you realized you were growing up, changing, and becoming who you really are. These are the things that middle school is all about, and trust us—we know middle school.


We’ve been reading your stories and living through your best moments, as well as your worst nightmares. We’ve been cringing right alongside you as you totally made a fool of yourself trying to impress girls, or discovered that the people you thought were your best friends had left you out in the cold. But we’ve also been smiling as you’ve gone through those exciting, adrenaline-filled moments. Like that time your crush asked you to slow dance and you practically died of happiness—we were rooting for you. Or the time you found an activity that made you feel like you were finally pretty awesome at something. We were right there, giving you a standing ovation.


Middle school wasn’t too long ago for us, and it’s still fresh in our minds. It can be a painfully awkward time in your life, but the lessons you learn are invaluable to the growing-up process. That’s why we’re glad we could give you this—Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teens Talk Middle School. Think of it like a guidebook. Kids just like you are describing the rocky journey, pointing out some of the best and worst points, but then allowing you to make your way and experience them on your own.


Thanks to you, we’ve gotten to relive a lot of this stuff. We sat in our office, giggling about our first crush or the stupid things we wore when we were trying to fit in. We couldn’t believe what we did to be popular, but we were also proud of ourselves for the times we stood up for what we believed in. And when you look back, that’s what you’ll do too. You’ll feel proud that you trudged through middle school and got out relatively unscathed. One day, when your braces are off and your hair stops doing that weird frizzy thing you can’t seem to get under control, you’ll laugh too. Because middle school is, above all, funny. And don’t worry—we already think you’re pretty cool.


~Madeline and Valerie
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Introduction



Letter to a Younger Self



She generally gave herself very good advice, (though she very seldom followed it).


~Lewis Carroll,
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


Ten years after I was thirteen, one of my old teachers mailed me a letter I had written to my twenty-three-year-old self in middle school. The letter was full of silly things like who I had a crush on (much too big of a secret to reveal here) and how much I totally hated my brothers. After I read the letter, I wished I could write back to myself at thirteen. If I could, I would have these thirteen things to say:


1. Your Beanie Babies will end up in a box in your closet. (Except for the elephant. You seem to really like the elephant.) They are not a financial investment; I’m sorry.


2. Similarly, don’t get too attached to your electronic toys. They will be confiscated by a teacher who doesn’t understand that you can’t go a day without technology.


3. I know this whole changing schools thing is tough and you’re leaving your friends behind, but life has some amazing surprises in store for you when it comes to friendship. One of your friends from your old school will be your best friend ten years from now, and it’s definitely not the one you expect.


4. When everyone’s giving you grief because you’re holed up in your room writing stories, don’t pay attention. It will work out pretty well for you. I know you’re only doing it because sometimes your characters are the only ones you can count on to always be there when you need them. But that’s perfectly okay.


5. Both your brothers will cease to be so annoying after you all make it through puberty alive.


6. You aren’t going to marry your crush (or even date him), but that doesn’t mean you have to stop crushing.


7. This divorce thing isn’t going to get easier for a really long time, and I’m sorry about that. I wish I could be there with you, but unfortunately it doesn’t work like that. You’re going to go through a lot of this stuff feeling completely alone. You have to keep believing that it will get better. It’s going to get a little worse, and then, little by little, it’s going to get a lot better. You’ll all figure out how to be a family again.


8. It’s okay that you’re hurting. It doesn’t mean that you aren’t strong enough. It doesn’t mean that you aren’t there for your family. It just means that you’re hurt, and that’s okay. You deserve to feel hurt. Your family just broke and splintered—it’s when you pretend that you’re fine that it will hurt the worst and you will feel the most alone.


9. You know how you’re 99% positive that you know everything there is to know about the world? You’re wrong. (Now you only know 97%.)


10. Everyone’s going to tell you that the blue mascara is stupid, and when you’re my age you’ll laugh with your best friend about how unfashionable you were. But secretly, I love that you wore blue mascara. I like that you aren’t afraid of color.


11. Just clean up your room already. It’s going to drive Mom nuts for like, ten years.


12. You’ve got a lot of incredible adventures coming your way. You’re going to climb up a snow-covered mountain, walk through a rainforest, and tiptoe carefully on an active volcano crater. You’re going to fall in and out of love and have crushes and kisses. You’re going to get through almost ten more years of school and when it’s over, you’re going to miss it (shocking, I know). You’ll go to Paris, Florence, Scotland, London, and countless more beautiful, wondrous places, and you’ll meet more friends than you can count. Ten years from now, you’ll have a life that you’re in love with.


13. The whole thing with middle school is that you really are in the middle right now. You’re in the middle of your parents’ divorce. You’re the middle child. You’re in between childhood and tentative adulthood. You are right in the thick of pain, and heartbreak, and disappointment, but it was happier in the past and you will be so happy in the future. So hold on tight. There are some more obstacles in your way, some more difficulties ahead. It sounds unfair, I know, but from where I’m looking, the hardest stuff you go through makes the good stuff even better.


You are so much stronger, and more loved, than you could ever understand right now. So just trust me. You’ll get through.


~AC Gaughen
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True Friends and New Friends


Best friends are like diamonds, precious and rare. False friends are like leaves, found everywhere.


~Anonymous
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I’m Not Thirteen Yet


A true friend reaches for your hand and touches your heart.


~Author Unknown


Sixth grade was a tough year. Some days, walking the halls was like trudging through peanut butter—nearly impossible. I had entered the world of teenagers, and I wasn’t even one of them yet. Lynette Gardner had always been my best friend, until February, when she turned thirteen. I wouldn’t be thirteen until August.


Lynette started bringing new thirteen-year-old friends to our lunch table. Then Lynette and these new girls began holding thirteen-year-old clubs after school. Obviously they were far more mature with the word “teen” attached to their age. It wouldn’t be long before there was tape down the middle of the cafeteria, dividing it in two. If you weren’t thirteen, you dared not enter the thirteen-year-old side. If you tried, the lip-gloss army would hurl you back.


Gradually, Lynette stopped inviting me over after school. One day, on my way into the girls’ bathroom, I overheard Lynette and Shelley Abrams discussing their after-school plans at Dale’s Ice Cream.


“This afternoon is going to be so much fun,” said Lynette. “It’s going to be you, me, and the rest of the ‘Fab Thirteens.’ Just remember, no twelve-year-olds.”


I heard a toilet flush and scurried into an empty stall. Their giggles felt like needles. I heard the sinks running and knew they were tossing their locks in the mirror. This couldn’t be happening. But I was quickly getting the picture that it was.


With spring turning to summer, the rift between the twelve- and thirteen-year-olds grew worse. What if by September, when I was finally thirteen, they had fourteen-year-old clubs?


One day, I came home from school and Mom gave me the news that she had signed me up for summer camp.


“Oh, like a day camp?” I said.


“No, Honey, I signed you up for two weeks at Camp Shenandoah.”


My backpack fell to the ground. I stood there with my mouth open. Two weeks stuck at some bug-infested camp where I didn’t know anyone? What was she trying to do to me? Make my life worse?


“I talked to Margaret’s mom,” she said. “Margaret will be there at the same time as you. Maybe you can be bunkmates.”


I could have shaken her. Margaret Bowman was a thirteen-year-old who wore bras and was a bona fide member of the “Fab Thirteens.” My mom knew nothing. Margaret wasn’t going to be my friend.


Three weeks later, I reluctantly boarded the bus with all the other Shenandoah-bound kids. Just before I stepped on, Margaret’s mother and mine asked to take a picture of the two of us. I wanted to throw up, but smiled graciously as the camera flashed and our moms grinned.


Two hours later, as the buses pulled in to Camp Shenandoah, I saw crowds of counselors jumping up and down, singing and cheering—all for us. I was immediately a bit less nervous.


As the first day turned into the third, I still missed home. I made friends, but not with Margaret. I chose the bed farthest from where she slept. I figured I could avoid her for two weeks, no problem.


However, one evening, Margaret and I wound up on the same team during a color war. We didn’t talk, but when our team won, she gave me a huge high five. I was taken aback. Shouldn’t she be rubbing her thirteen-year-old glory in my face?


After the game, we had an ice cream party in the dining hall to celebrate our victory. I sprinkled my last spoonful of chocolate sprinkles and walked toward a table.


“Hey Jamie,” a voice called, “come sit here.”


I swore it sounded like Margaret. It turned out it was Margaret, and she wanted me to sit next to her.


“Ok... thanks,” I said and took a seat, probably with a confused look on my face.


“I love the way you arrange your toppings, in perfect order from ice cream to fudge and chocolate sprinkles. You’re a great sundae builder,” said Margaret. “Look at mine. I can’t even keep it together.”


We both laughed as I looked at Margaret’s sundae, which slightly resembled a Leaning Tower of Pisa that someone got sick on.


From that day on, Margaret and I curiously became great friends. Sometimes I forgot about her being in the teenage club back at school, but I also wondered what would happen to our friendship in September.


During the last few days at camp, we had a soccer tournament against the boys. I played forward and Margaret was on defense. We started on the field in the glitter T-shirts we made the night before. I was never an athlete, but I had a newfound confidence lately, and I think camp and Margaret had a lot to do with it.


It was mid-game and I felt energized. I saw the ball making its way toward me and went in for it. Richard Neeland had the ball. I ran up and kicked it through his legs. A surge of adrenaline ran through me. I could hear all of my teammates screaming my name in excitement. But before I knew it, I was flat on my face, grass in my eyes and up my nose. Richard had tripped me.


Right away, Margaret was kneeling next to me. “Are you okay? Are you okay?” she asked. “Richard, you big jerk, what were you thinking? This is my best friend, and if you want to mess with someone, don’t pick her. Oh—and you stink at soccer!”


At this point, I was lying on my back, and my head shot up when I heard the words “best friend.” I squinted and saw Margaret standing above me. She extended her hand. She was ready to help me up. She grinned. From then on, I knew who my best friend was. She didn’t care what age I was, and never would. To this day, we both have the framed picture of us at the bus stop that first day of camp.


~Amy Bernstein
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Moving into Friendship


Strangers are just friends waiting to happen.


~Rod McKuen


My world was in a constant state of change and I was having trouble keeping up. Life with Mom, Dad, and my sister, Linda, had always been comfortably predictable. My grades were good, and Linda and I got along fairly well. We played together and fought together, the way sisters do. As the older one, I was used to being told to set an example, which wasn’t too difficult, since Linda was only two years younger, and she usually wanted to do anything I did, anyway. Life was pretty good.


Then the changes started coming.


First, Mom sat us down, a very serious look on her face. She said she had something very important to tell us. Soon, we were going to have a new little sister or brother. “A baby?” I thought. Instead of being the older of two girls, I would now be the oldest of three. Well, okay, this sounded like it wouldn’t be too bad. After all, I already had experience in the big sister department. The baby was born that June, and I was thrilled that it was a girl—I didn’t know anything about little boys. During the following year, I settled into the role of being big sis to my new baby sister.


Then came another family meeting with some additional news that would change my world even further. We were moving. Our new home would be across the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, in another borough of New York City. We were leaving the only home I had ever known. Even worse, it would occur right before the beginning of sixth grade. Not only would I not be able to graduate elementary school with my friends, but I would have to start middle school with a class full of kids who had known each other, and bonded, since kindergarten. Where would that leave me?


I spent the summer adjusting to a new neighborhood, literally being the new kid on the block. Making friends didn’t come easily to me, and it didn’t help being the eldest child of immigrant parents. I was different, and different is the last thing any middle schooler wants to be. The fear of starting a new school hung over me like a black cloud, tainting each summer day.


The first day of school arrived way too quickly. I entered my new classroom trying very hard not to appear as scared as I felt, but it wasn’t easy. Twenty-eight faces turned to look up at me as I followed the Assistant Principal into the room. They all looked so cool, and some of the girls even wore make-up. How would I ever fit in? I was out of touch in every way possible. I wasn’t allowed to wear make-up or nail polish. I wore leotards instead of stockings, and much of my wardrobe was handmade, sewn by my mother and grandmother.


Mr. Bernstein welcomed me to the class and introduced me to the other students. He directed me to an empty desk in the back of the room, next to another girl. Her name was Janet and she was assigned to be my buddy for the day. I slowly walked across the room while twenty-eight pairs of eyes stared at me as I took my seat.


There wasn’t time for conversation before Mr. Bernstein began to rapidly detail the requirements for our class. I wrote as fast as possible, stealing occasional peeks at my seatmate. What was she like? Was she part of the in crowd? Did she resent being saddled with the new girl? I would find out the answers soon enough, during lunch period.


We walked to the cafeteria, sat together, and opened our lunch bags. Between bites of our sandwiches, we began to ask each other questions. Her responses were not at all what I expected. Sisters? We both had two, although I was the oldest and she was the youngest. Home? It turned out that we lived about a fifteen-minute walk apart. Upbringing? Her parents were as strict as mine: no make-up, nail polish, or stockings, and she also suffered similar early curfews and bedtimes.


The smiles on both our faces broadened with each new exchange. On this first day in a new school, I still didn’t know if the in crowd would accept me. I did know, however, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that it was going to be a good year after all.


It has now been over thirty-five years. A lot has happened in both of our lives: graduations, college, marriages, divorce, and children. I’ve since moved more than one thousand miles away. But the friendship that began that first day of middle school is still going strong.


~Ava Pennington
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A Friend


What is a friend? A single soul dwelling in two bodies.


~Aristotle


A friend doesn’t have to be handsome or pretty,
We don’t choose our friends just because they are witty.
My friends are not perfect and others may be
Smarter or sweeter or nicer to me.
Sometimes we fight
But that’s quite all right
If we’re mad in the morning
We make up before night.
Because a friend, is a friend, is a friend.


Why are we friends? Don’t ask us why.
We can’t explain it, we don’t even try.
Friends are not perfect, they have plenty of flaws,
but that doesn’t seem to matter at all.
Because a friend, is a friend, is a friend.


So,
Whoever we are,
Whatever we may be,
We’re friends cause I’m me,
We’re friends cause she’s she.


Whoever, whatever they may be
Friends are as close as family.
Because a friend, is a friend,
is a friend, ‘Till the end.


Inspired by my friends Ashley and Kiana.


~StarAsia Smith
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The Makeover


Kindness is more than deeds. It is an attitude, an expression, a look, a touch. It is anything that lifts another person.


~C. Neil Strait


Middle school was a difficult time for me. Home was an emotional roller coaster: My parents were getting a divorce and I never knew what to expect when I came home from school. My father was an alcoholic and I never knew if he’d be drinking. Or would my parents be fighting? Plus, I was going through a really awkward stage. I felt ugly and kids teased me every day, which only fed my insecurities. I was one of the “smart” kids, and that only incited more teasing.


When I found out that kids were calling me “Professor” behind my back, I started purposely making mistakes on tests so I wouldn’t always get the highest grade. That didn’t make me feel better. I didn’t think things could get much worse, but somehow they did.


The friends I’d had for many years claimed I’d changed and wouldn’t hang out with me anymore. I didn’t think that I was acting differently but maybe I had changed. It doesn’t matter, they weren’t there for me when I needed them the most, so I faced everything alone.


Then a funny thing happened. One of the “cool” kids started inviting me to hang out. Her name was Dina, and she invited me to parties and over to her house. The teasing from some kids didn’t stop, but it slowed enough to make life tolerable again. Although I still didn’t talk about my problems, at least I wasn’t alone anymore. Dina’s parents were divorced too, and she may have seen that I needed a friend. Or maybe she just thought I was nice. Either way, when kids teased me about being smart or ugly, she told me they were crazy. I never completely fit in with her group of friends—I thought they were a little boring—but I was happy to have a place to go.


Middle school graduation was approaching and I couldn’t wait. I knew there was a chance that high school might be as horrible as middle school, but maybe it would be great. It was a clean slate and it would get me away from all the bad memories of middle school.


Unexpectedly, the day we were taking graduation pictures turned out to be a life-changing moment for me. I came to school like I always did, with my long hair pulled back in clips away from my face. My too-big glasses were framing my eyes like giant magnifying glasses, and I was definitely not wearing make-up, although many of the girls were. Make-up was forbidden at my house until I reached high school, and I didn’t think much of it—that was who I was. That was who I thought I would always be.


I was getting ready for the photographer when Dina grabbed me.


“What are you doing?” she asked.


“Going to get my picture taken,” I replied, matter-of-factly.


She laughed and said, “Not like that, you’re not!” dragging me into the girl’s bathroom. Dina and her friends pulled out some supplies and started giving me a makeover. They changed my hair, they put make-up on me, and they took away my oversized glasses.


I couldn’t see how I looked, (I couldn’t actually see much of anything), but they said I looked great and I was just hoping it wasn’t all a big joke. I let them lead me to where I had to stand for the pictures, hoping the photographer would tell me if I looked like a clown or something. The flash went off and Dina gave me back my glasses. I can’t remember if I thanked her. Even though she had always been nice to me, the way my old friends had turned on me made me wonder if Dina would do the same.


When I got home from school that day, my mother was pretty upset about the make-up. She yelled at me for a while and told me that I didn’t look like myself. She said some pretty harsh stuff, but I didn’t care. I took it as a big compliment. I didn’t want to look like my old self. I didn’t want to be my old self.


A few weeks later, the pictures came back from the photographer. They actually did look great, and I looked like a new, happier person. I was surprised to see that I looked pretty and felt glad that I could now look back on middle school with one really good memory.


I will always be grateful to Dina for what she did for me. She saved me back then. She helped to bring me out of my shell and to lay a foundation that I would later use to build the woman that I would become someday.


Dina and I went to different high schools and would talk on occasion. High school turned out to be great. I made wonderful friends and had a great time. By the time we got to college, Dina and I had lost touch. I heard from friends that she was doing well and was happy, which made me happy too.


I write this because I never did get to thank Dina for all she did for me. During college, Dina was killed in a plane crash. She was on her way home from working as a volunteer in Africa as part of her medical studies. She did a lot in her short time here, and she made a difference in my life. I’m glad I had a chance to know her and be her friend.


~Lena James Edwards
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Three Dimensions: My Unexpected Best Friend


A friend who is far away is sometimes much nearer than one who is at hand.


~Kahlil Gibran


I sat on the plane and wondered if I would end up hating her. That same part of me also wondered if I should have gone at all. What if I was stuck for three days wearing a false smile and pretending I found her halfway tolerable? Or what if, instead, I was the one who ended up on the receiving end of the false smiles, being regarded with minimum tolerability? What if we found each other so unbearable we would never speak again? There were so many things that could go wrong.


First of all, she was Jewish. And she lived in an entirely different part of the country: Alabama. I had never been to a Bat Mitzvah before, nor had I ever visited any of the southern states, except for Disney World, which hardly counts. I had no clue what “opening the ark” entailed. And I had never been very graceful—what if I tripped and knocked something over in the middle of the service?


Then there was also the fact that I had never met her.


In person, at least. In theory, I knew her better than anyone. We had been writing back and forth as pen pals for two or three years, and we shared so many similar interests, primarily horseback riding and writing. Most importantly, we could tell each other everything and vent all of our problems without fear that we would be judged. I assumed I would never meet her, so there was never any reason to hold back any thoughts that seemed insane or dreams that seemed improbable. After exchanging messages daily for those three years, she invited me to her Bat Mitzvah, which was three months away.


Somehow, although I’m not exactly sure how, I convinced my parents to take me to a different city and spend three days with a family they had never met.


After arriving in Alabama, we checked in at the hotel where most of Emily’s family was staying. When we got in the elevator, I wondered if I was standing next to Emily’s sister or cousin. But I had no way of knowing.


We had agreed to meet at a nearby restaurant. Unfamiliar with the city, my parents and I arrived at the wrong restaurant—one with the right name but an incorrect location. I remember walking in with reluctant excitement. I was so thrilled that I was going to meet her, but I was also kind of scared, too. When I realized we were at the wrong place, however, I was really disappointed, because I had never really doubted that Emily would be exactly the kind of person I thought she was.


When we finally arrived at the correct restaurant, I was able to spot Emily immediately in her trademark rain boots. I recall my dad making some comment about a rooster to break the ice, because at first it was kind of like: Whoa. You are a real three-dimensional person. To me, she was always the person who replied to my letters and spoke to me through the magic device called a telephone. Somehow, I don’t think it sunk in that she was going to be here in all her three-dimensional glory. And then my thoughts slowly changed. It became, instead, Oh my God! You’re here! Yay! I’ve wanted to meet you forever!


That weekend, I went horseback riding with Emily, stayed at her house, and attended her Bat Mitzvah ceremony, where I was honored to open the ark (without tripping), as well as attend her amazing party.


In other words, one of the most important events in my life was a Bat Mitzvah. It wasn’t my own, but the Bat Mitzvah of a girl I had met over the Internet who lived halfway across the country. When people ask me how I know Emily, I just smile. Some people don’t understand how I could possibly have gone to visit a girl I had never met in person. But in many ways, I know her better than the friends I see every day. We still keep in touch, and I hope that we continue to do so forever. She’s one of the few friends I can imagine calling when I am a little old lady living in a nursing home (or in my own house, with a walker, if I’m too stubborn).


I almost said no to her pen pal request when I was ten years old. At the time, I was very busy, and I wasn’t sure if I had time to write to another pen pal. If I had said no, I never would have met my creative, intuitive, smart, and funny best friend, Emily. But I said yes. And I can only say I’m glad that I did.


~Julia McDaniel
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Meeting Julia


The language of friendship is not words but meanings.


~Henry David Thoreau


I was around ten years old when my pen pal craze started. I had always loved meeting new friends—I would try new activities to meet people and talk to people my age I saw in stores or other places. However, when I was ten, I wanted to make friends from other states. I thought it would be fun to communicate with people all over the country and learn new things about other places. I also thought writing letters might help with my writing, which was one of my favorite hobbies.


I told everyone I knew that I wanted a pen pal, but no one knew of any way that I could meet one. Then, one day, I found an online pen pal site where people could create a profile and find other pen pals who had similar interests. One girl was named Julia. She was ten years old and liked horseback riding, writing, and animals. She lived in Ohio. She sounded a lot like me, and I wanted to be pen pals with her.


That night I asked my parents if I could join the pen pal club. They told me I could as long as I didn’t give out any personal information and didn’t get my hopes up about meeting a pen pal in real life. I agreed, but I secretly thought I could get them to change their minds about the meeting.


The next day, as soon as I got online, I wrote Julia a letter describing myself and asking her if she wanted to be my pen pal. She wrote back saying that she would love to.


Julia and I talked about everything. I told her about novels I was writing, and she told me about her various publications. We told each other about horses we rode and good books we read. One time, Julia told me about a project she was working on about passing a law against horse slaughter in the U.S. She told me about the fashions and events in Ohio and I told her what was happening in Alabama.


Later, when we were twelve, we were both going through difficult times. I was bullied at school, causing me to have low self-esteem. Also, Julia took three sixth grade classes and three seventh grade classes. She had trouble fitting in with friends since she was caught between two grades. We stuck by each other through these times and gave each other support.


My writing skills also improved because of Julia. Not only did we write letters back and forth, but we wrote stories together. In June we signed up for Script Frenzy, a program in which writers all over the world write a twenty-thousand-word script in a month. We chose to write the script together. We didn’t finish our script, but we laughed a lot and became even better friends because of it.


My Bat Mitzvah was coming up on September 29th. A lot of camp friends and out-of-town family would be coming to it, and I wanted Julia to come too. My parents told me that I would never be able to meet a pen pal in real life, but Julia and I had been writing for almost three years and knew each other pretty well, so I decided to ask my parents if I could invite her to my Bat Mitzvah.


My parents said they would consider inviting Julia, but they wanted to talk to her parents first. They exchanged e-mails with her parents and eventually talked to them on the phone. After they had gotten to know each other well, my parents agreed to send Julia an invitation. Two weeks later, she RSVPed, and her answer was yes. Julia would be coming to visit me from September 28th to September 30th.


The Friday before my Bat Mitzvah, September 28th, I talked nonstop about Julia at school. I had only seen a few pictures of her, and they were from a year or so ago, so I wondered what she would look like. I wondered how she would act in person and if things would be the same between us in person as they were online and on the phone. I also became nervous about making a good first impression for her.


After school, Julia and I met at a restaurant. She looked a lot different than I had expected, but she was the same talkative, creative, fun person I had always known her to be. We talked a lot, laughed a lot, and after meeting, we went horseback riding together. It was one of the best days of my life.


At dinner that night, all of my family and out of town relatives ate with us. Julia enjoyed meeting my grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. Most of my family thought that we talked and laughed together as if we were life-long friends, and they were surprised when they found out that we had met just hours ago!


Saturday morning was the service. Julia got to participate in the ceremony by opening the ark, and it was fun to see her on the bema with me. We also had a blast at the Kiddush luncheon and the party. She had to leave Sunday, and I told her I would miss her a lot. We hugged each other goodbye and promised to keep in touch.


Now it is mid-March, and we have kept our promise. In November, we both wrote fifty-thousand-word novels for a program called NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month) and edited each other’s novels. We write e-mails to each other almost every day and call each other every weekend. This summer, I plan to go to Ohio to visit Julia.


Julia is nice, smart, creative, funny, and such a great person. I am so happy that I got to meet her and know her. We’ll always be best friends.


~Emily Cutler
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Jenna’s Story


A friend hears the song in my heart and sings it to me when my memory fails.


~Anonymous


As a teenager, nothing really matters to you except your plans for the weekend, your latest crush, or what you’re wearing to school tomorrow. That’s how I was until the summer I met someone I will remember forever.


My family goes to Orlando every July for a weeklong vacation. We were nearing the end of our vacation when I saw some kids playing tag in the pool. I wasn’t doing anything, so I asked if I could play tag with them. The boy I asked, Brandon, said okay.


I started playing, and while I was running around I almost ran into a little girl named Jenna, who was Brandon’s sister. Even though there was an eight year difference between us, something connected, and we were instant friends. I spent the rest of the day with Jenna and her family, just talking and getting to know them. It was Jenna’s last day at the resort, so I was disappointed to say goodbye. But her mom promised we would stay in touch.


We stayed in touch with Jenna’s family for the next six months, and in the middle of November my mom got an e-mail from Jenna’s mom saying that Jenna had suffered a brain tumor. They were scheduled to remove the tumor on December 10th, three days after my birthday. When my mom informed me of this, I couldn’t help but cry. I couldn’t imagine bright, bouncy Jenna in a hospital. On my birthday, during a pre-surgery phone conversation with Jenna, she asked if she could come eat birthday cake with me. I promised that I would eat cake with her on her birthday—which falls on Valentine’s Day.


Operation day rolled around and everything went smoothly. However, Jenna didn’t wake up until two days later. While the whole tumor was removed, there were still some issues. Jenna developed Cerebellar Mutism, which means that she had very limited motor skills, so she couldn’t speak or swallow. There was also some swelling on the brain because of trauma. She also caught some infections, but they were nothing out of the ordinary. Luckily though, the tumor was not cancerous, so there was no chemotherapy or radiation.


Because Jenna couldn’t swallow, she had to have a feeding tube through her nose. That was very aggravating to her and affected her attitude towards her physical therapists. Luckily, in early January, she passed a swallowing test and was allowed to stop using the feeding tube. Because of not being able to swallow since her surgery, Jenna had to spend extra time in the hospital. She came home on January 25th, after about two months in the hospital.


Once she came home, Jenna learned how to walk and talk much better with a lot of support and pushing along. She was home for about three weeks when my mom and I fulfilled my birthday promise. I went to Jenna’s house and spent her sixth birthday with her, going to the park, watching TV, playing with dolls, eating cake, and—best of all—opening presents! It was nice to spend time with my little friend again.


Now, six months after her surgery, Jenna is as healthy as any normal six-year-old. She is still learning to talk better, but you can understand what she says. She can swim, walk, run, play games, and she’s still my best six-year-old friend. Our families are close, and we’re looking forward to our summer reunion in Orlando. Going through Jenna’s ordeal made me realize that not everything is about what you’re doing with your friends. I know that your elders are supposed to be the ones with the most wisdom, but Jenna has taught me a lesson that I’ll never forget.


~Kelsey Johnson
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I Really Do Care


Friends show their love in times of trouble, not in happiness.


~Euripides


Mary had always been my close friend. She was part of our inseparable clique of four. At the beginning of middle school, there was nothing that could touch us four. We were incredibly tight. Then, as the year went on, Mary got a boyfriend. She started to spend more and more time with him, and less and less time with us. Soon, she was acting different, being mean and dramatic. She would wave us off and walk away if we approached her. She was saying and doing things that weren’t... well, Mary.


We were still always there for her, but she never seemed to be there for us. After a while, our friendship began to drift away. A few months later, we were total enemies, always glaring at each other, never talking anymore. We were no longer friends and I told myself there would never be another moment when I felt compassion or sympathy for her. Never.


Then came that Friday in May when I proved myself wrong.


It was a very foggy Friday, near the end of sixth grade. Tarra sat next to me in art class and we were talking as usual. Conversation soon turned to Mary.


“I feel sorry for Mary,” she said in a half whisper.


“Why?” I asked in a tone that implied, “Why would you feel sorry for her? That’s exactly what she wants—she’s just looking for attention.”


Tarra’s eyes filled with worry as she answered my question. “Because she tried to kill herself last night,” she whimpered. I probably looked as if I had just been zapped by lightning. I stood frozen, my face full of shock, trying to speak but unable. It was like a horrible nightmare where you know you need to run but you can’t feel your legs. Flashbacks of all the good times I had with Mary rushed through my mind as I tried to breathe without hyperventilating.


“W-w-what?” I managed to stutter, still trying to stay quiet because Mary was nearby.


“I know,” Tarra sighed, disapprovingly, shaking her head.


I finally sat down, slowly, and put the paper I had been folding back down on the table. Then I stopped myself. Why do I even care? We’re not even friends anymore! But then I pushed that thought away. I knew that this was bigger than friends. This was about someone’s life and I wasn’t about to let some small argument get in the way. I squeezed all the details of the incident out of Tarra. It was horrible to hear, and I almost wished I hadn’t asked. She said Mary had cut herself all over. Her wrists were scarred and she had a long cut down her left cheek. Apparently, she had used a kitchen knife.


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I glanced over at Mary—at her gorgeous hazel eyes, stunning red hair. Yet she wore a huge gray sweatshirt and sat slumped over the table, sketching with a pencil and never looking up. What I was hearing about Mary wasn’t the usual Mary news. Normally, information about Mary had something to do with her refusing to dance with her boyfriend, or getting into a fight with her mom. This was news I never thought I would have to hear—at least, not in middle school. And then it hit me, hard. I felt compassion and love for her even though I never thought I would. I felt sad and helpless. Was her life really so bad that it had resulted in this?


The biggest question flashing through my head was “Why?” She was beautiful, had great grades, tons of friends, and a loving boyfriend. Why would she try to kill herself?


I wasn’t the only one wondering why. There were rumors about guns and harassment and I didn’t know what to believe. Everyone I heard whispered things to me and told me not to tell anyone. But I had to. When you know that your friend is in that much pain, even if she is your “ex-friend,” it bubbles up inside you. All the secrets and lies crush you under their weight. So I told her group of friends. I was worried that one day I would come into school and instead of finding her in her usual seat, I would hear the news that she had tried again... and succeeded. I would think to myself, “You could have saved a life, but no. You were too afraid of what your friends would think of you for telling.” I shuddered at the thought, and I told my mom.


Mary has been getting help ever since the incident. Rumors were cleared up and things started to settle down. I still don’t understand why she tried to kill herself. I probably never will. I thought I knew Mary, but I had never really looked deep enough into her to understand who she really was. We continue to make small talk on the way to classes, but I don’t think our friendship will ever be the same. Still we are building it together, block by block.


On the last day of school, we were signing yearbooks. I came to Mary’s yearbook and paused. This is what I wrote:


Mary,


I miss having you as a friend, and I want you to know that I am still always here for you. And I really do care.


Love,


Jos


~Josy Hicks Jablons
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Diana and the Purple Diamond Gang


Life’s not about fitting in; it’s about standing out.


~Anonymous


Diana was intelligent, and talented, and kind,
And yet, she felt inadequate, in her self-despairing mind.
She volunteered, wrote stories, played the violin, and sang,
But she yearned with all her heart to join the Purple Diamond Gang.


For, the Diamonds were selective, and accepted very few,
And to earn a bid for membership was difficult to do.
But Diana ached so badly for the girls to take her in,
That she would do almost anything, so approval she would win.


So, with all the girls’ opinions, she pretended to agree.
And she wasted all her money on a spendthrift shopping spree
To purchase Diamond clothing, of purple violet blue,
And although she thought she liked these things,
   she wasn’t being true
To herself, for in reality, she favoured clothes of red,
And she hated Britney Spears, she liked her Jewel CD instead.
But Diana’s likes and dislikes, the Diamonds didn’t know,
So Diana thought being phony was the only way to go.
For, if she acted differently, they’d think that she was weird,
And therefore, would not accept her, or so Diana feared.
So, when the Diamonds asked of her, her favourite book and song,
And TV show and movie, she feared she’d answer wrong
If she told the Diamond girls the truth,
   that she liked to groove to Jewel,
For she thought that non-conformity was against
   the Diamonds’ rules.


But when Diana left the room, to go and wash her hands,
The leader of the Diamonds said, “I do not understand,
Why Diana acts so strangely in our presence. She’s too shy
To tell us what she truly thinks, I really wonder why.
For, I really like Diana, she’s a sweet and funny girl,
But she hides her personality, to fit into our world.
Why does she feel she has to? I can’t say that I know,
But until she learns to be herself, Diana has to go.”


The other girls agreed with her, but they were very sad
To deny Diana membership, for potential, they knew she had.
But when the disappointing news, the Diamonds had to tell,
Diana was heartbroken, but a bit relieved as well.
She went back to her apartment, donned her favourite shirt of red,
Synched some Jewel into her iPod, slipped her earphones
   on her head,
And revelled in being herself once more, with no doubts
   or misgivings,
For always pleasing others is a crummy way of living!


So Diana started acting real, and the Diamonds stayed her friends,
And so, with a simple moral, our tale today must end;
If you live your life dishonestly, no one will ever know,
How wonderful you really are, if you never let it show.
So, cast away the cloaks and masks, and let your soul shine through,
And despite what other people think, to thine own self, be true.


~Emily Adams
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A Fallen Friend Gets Back Up


A friend encourages your dreams and offers advice—but when you don’t follow it, they still respect and love you.


~Doris Wild Helmering


It wasn’t too long ago—reality is beginning to sink in—but a part of me is still in doubt of the change. Autumn is coming again and the leaves in our old school are already turning crimson and orange. I remember last autumn, when we were the best of friends and worst of enemies. We fought over having the highest average in class, the Art Award, the English Award, and everything we could possibly compete for. Back in those days, we discussed our future, our dreams, and our goals. You were always full of them, while I was always confused about what I wanted to do with life. I was only in eighth grade, after all. But you seemed to be wiser than your age.
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More Chicken Soup
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