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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to a new kind of Chicken Soup for the Soul book for teenagers. The chapters in this book will help you “think positive” and be the very best, happiest version of yourself.


In Chapter 1, “Be You,” you’ll be reassured that being yourself really is the best solution. In Brianne Monett’s story about copying a popular girl who was “all of the things I thought I wanted to be,” she concludes, after an embarrassing eavesdropping incident, “I decided I was going to stop crying and discover who I was.” In that same chapter, Fallon Kane overcomes her shyness by taking a job at a store and explains her transformation by saying “Self-esteem is knowing who you are and not being afraid to let it shine.”


Have you ever said you needed new friends? In Chapter 2, “Make True Friends,” you’ll meet some teenagers who found new friends in the most unlikely places. Faith Northmen made a surprising discovery about one of the prettiest, most athletic girls in her class: “I was knocked off balance to realize that, princess though she seemed, she was hurting the same way I was.” That led to a new friendship with a truly nice girl who was a lot more like her than Faith had realized.


Sometimes being a friend to someone is not only the right thing to do but the most rewarding also. In Chapter 3, “Do the Right Thing,” you’ll meet teens who stood up for what was right, and spoke up about ignorance and prejudice. One of my personal heroes is Alexis Streb, who reprimanded a teacher who made fun of the kids on “the short bus.” Alexis told off that teacher, politely, and the teacher apologized. Alexis says, “I had spoken the truth and what others in the class were probably thinking.”


When you find something challenging you sometimes have to push yourself to try anyway, so in Chapter 4, “Make the Effort,” you’ll read stories about kids who risked failure, spoke to a misunderstood neighbor, helped a stranger calm a baby, and left it all on the mat in sports. They found the effort always paid off. Christopher Charles McDaniel, for example, grew up in Harlem, and says, “I had no purpose and I was going nowhere.” That was until he discovered performing and changed his life forever: “At age seventeen, I signed my first professional contract—with the Dance Theatre of Harlem ensemble.” You can check him out on IMDb now!


Being a teenager is tough, so Chapter 5, “Face Your Challenges,” is full of inspiration for you, from kids who overcame eating disorders, serious illnesses, parents on drugs, coming out, stuttering, and being that very short kid. Mallory Lavoie tells us that food had become her enemy because “The negative self-talk was crushing me.” She eventually concluded, “In cherishing our own flaws, imperfections and uniqueness lies our true beauty.”


There are so many studies that prove that gratitude is a proven source of happiness, and that’s why we included Chapter 6, “Count Your Blessings.” So many kids think the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence, as Diane Stark learned when she spoke to a wealthy friend who seemed to have it all, but really envied Diane’s own life with a very involved, affectionate family. She said, “People think I have this great life, but I have struggles too.” Tracy Rusiniak went on a church mission trip to help build homes for people who barely had food and shelter, and that caused her to reassess all the things that she thought were so important: “I began to realize how frivolous various aspects of my own life were.”


Being grateful for your parents and siblings and grandparents matters, too, even though they sometimes don’t seem to get it. In Chapter 7, “Treasure Your Family,” Nicole Webster tells us how her volunteer work with a little boy made her realize she had been neglecting her own family. She says, “I had just spent nine months getting to know a kid, but I couldn’t say the same thing about my own brother and sister.” And Megan Thurlow had her own epiphany when she realized that her father was crushed that he couldn’t make it to her championship game because he had to work. She stopped taking it so personally and says, “I began to understand how it must feel to be a father.”


One of the hardest parts of being a teenager is that it can feel like you’re spending all of middle school preparing for high school, and all of high school preparing for adulthood. Every decision, every success, and every failure seem incredibly important, so in Chapter 8, “Look to the Future,” we put everything in perspective. Tanya Bermudez, for example, thought her bad knee had ruined her future, but learned she had plenty of other ways to succeed, saying, “It turns out that when I lost the chance to play soccer, I found a new future for myself.” And Makaila Fenwick shares a cautionary tale about drinking and driving that pertains to all the decisions you have to make as you grow up, saying “Every choice, whether good or bad, is like a pebble dropped into still water.”


“A pebble dropped into still water.” Here’s hoping that every one of these stories makes its own positive impact on your life and that those little waves carry you across the water to adulthood with new tools for handling whatever life throws at you.


— Amy Newmark —


Editor-in-Chief and Publisher


Chicken Soup for the Soul










[image: Chapter 1] BE YOU



[image: Image]









[image: Image]


Finding My Place




Every blade of grass has its angel that bends over it and whispers, “Grow, grow.”


–The Talmud





“Well?” my teacher prompted. “Do you know the answer?” I shifted uneasily in my seat and glanced around the classroom.


Forcing myself to meet her eyes, and in a voice I hoped was nonchalant, I said, “No idea.” Not noticing the tears in my eyes, she continued the math lesson. The rest of the day dragged on slowly, until finally the last bell rang. A signal of freedom, until the next day.


A throng of kids flew past me. I felt out of place at school, and I found no comfort with my family either. All the pain, frustration, anger, and embarrassment I had to face in school only intensified at home.


What would my parents, who raised my five older brothers, all budding intellectuals, want to do with a nothing like me? Me, the failure who had to be in a separate class because he couldn’t learn? The one who needed to repeat kindergarten when most of his brothers had already skipped a grade.


I always had a tough time in school. My father had put it best: “Some kids are good in school, and some aren’t. You’re just one of the kids who isn’t.” But I wasn’t satisfied with that answer.


Ever since the first day of school, it had been drilled into my brain that I must strive for academic success. Our principal talked to us many times about striving for greatness. Pictures of past scholars and professors adorned at least one wall of almost every classroom.




I felt I wasn’t as good.





But school wasn’t the worst of my troubles; my time at home had the greatest effect on me. Whether it was the glowing reports on my brothers, or even the A’s and B’s on their report cards, I felt I wasn’t as good. That I was inferior. (It was only later that I realized I had blown things a bit out of proportion.)


By fourth grade, my self-confidence had shrunk considerably and I became depressed. As I only had a couple of friends, and I wasn’t even sure they liked me, I had no one to talk to. I would lie awake at night and wonder if my life had any meaning. Weren’t my brothers embarrassed by me? Did they see me as the failure of the family? The black sheep? Tears would soak my pillow. Eventually I would drift off into an uneasy sleep.


I had been tested three years earlier, and they found that I had several learning disabilities. I had to review constantly to keep the information in my brain, and I was always two to three years behind my grade level in math.


As the work became harder, and the shame too much to bear, the depression I had suffered the past two years snowballed into suicidal thoughts. I would wonder, long after I should’ve been asleep, if life was worth living. Thankfully, I never acted on those thoughts.




I was living with the ghosts of their pasts, and I simply couldn’t keep up.





Rarely did I accept a compliment on achievements in school or at home, always shrugging it off and telling myself that they didn’t really mean it. To make matters worse, my brothers had all gone to the same elementary school. So all the teachers had known them, and I thought I had to keep up the “winning streak.” I was living with the ghosts of their pasts, and I simply couldn’t keep up.


In high school, without special ed, I had to find new ways to help myself do better in school. But the strain from the past six years had caught up with me, and I loathed working. I had had enough failure in my life. Why add more salt to the wound?


After school one night during my sophomore year, I was working with my tutor. I just wasn’t getting it, and it had been going on like that for a few weeks. My tutor had finally had it, and started yelling at me in front of the entire crowd of kids (each with their own private tutor). “How dumb can you be? We’ve been reviewing the same four math steps for three weeks now. If you don’t start shaping up soon, you’ll end up being a failure.”


That was the first time someone had said “you’re a failure” right to my face. Until then, my failure had been my private despair. I stormed out of the room and hid in a dark corner right outside the school. I stayed there for a half hour, crying and asking God if the pain and disappointment would ever end.


I left that school shortly afterwards, hoping to find a place where I could get away from the pain and find the greatness buried deep within me. And I did. My new school has allowed me to see myself in a better light and recognize how much I have grown. The academics aren’t as intense as my previous school and I’ve opened up to others, no longer scared of what they’ll think of me. I have built new bonds — not based on academic skill but on true friendship.


I can look in the mirror and see, not what I should be, but what I am. That it doesn’t matter who gets the good grades, but rather how I conduct myself and act that matter most. I realized that I had been looking at it all the wrong way — evaluating myself on my abilities, not on my potential to grow into a wonderful person. I had been so wrapped up in the academic side of things that I forgot to look at the person underneath.




I had been so wrapped up in the academic side of things that I forgot to look at the person underneath.





People greet me cheerfully each morning because they see my inner spark. They see that I’m a friendly and caring person. They don’t care if I fail my classes or don’t do well on tests. They care about the person, not the achievements. They want to be with me because of who I am as a person. Me! The person who tries as hard as he can in class. The one who works to make himself into the best person he can be.


This year has breathed new life into me.


— Louis R. Cardona —


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Find Your Inner Strength
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Fitting In




If you don’t control your mind, someone else will.


–John Allston





I wasn’t the most popular kid my freshman year… not even close. In fact, I was awkward. I wasn’t into fashion, preferred reading to sports, had difficulty talking to boys — the whole deal. As a result, the first year of high school had not been kind to me. I had no close friends. I mostly kept to myself with my head buried in a book. Which is why I was so surprised when Ashley and I became friends the summer before sophomore year.


Ashley was very different from me. She was outspoken and fashionable. She listened to bands I had never heard of and was very artistic. She was quite popular and she had been for as long as I could remember. These were qualities I knew nothing about. We had always been in the same classes throughout school, but had never really talked much. I was always intimidated by her.


During summer school, we were both taking classes in hopes of graduating early. The teacher paired us up on an assignment. Ashley seemed reluctant to work with me at first, but she relented, I imagine, because none of her “cool” friends were in the class. We met at the library to work on the project and really hit it off. Ashley did most of the talking. We sat by each other the rest of the summer and when classes ended we continued to hang out. We went shopping, listened to music, went to movies and to the beach. Everything that you could imagine a great summer with a new friend would consist of.




She was all of the things I thought I wanted to be.





I looked up to Ashley, idolized her even; she was all of the things I thought I wanted to be. I began listening to the music she listened to, wearing the clothes she wore. I quit reading and started watching the TV programs Ashley watched. I even tailored my sophomore year schedule to her interests. I decided to take art class even though I had really wanted to take theatre. (Ashley found acting dull.) When we started school again, Ashley introduced me to her group of friends, the “cool girls.” She was the leader of their group; I would hang out with them on lunch breaks and take classes they were in. I would tag along to football games and I joined art club after school so I could hang out with them even more. Finally I fit in. I followed them around, laughing when they told jokes, agreeing when they had opinions — most enthusiastically at the ones I disagreed with. I didn’t say much. I wouldn’t want them to think that I was being rude by disagreeing. This continued for several months.


One day, I skipped out of my last class a few minutes early so I could get a booth for our group at the diner across from school. This is where we would meet before our Friday afternoon art club. I slouched down in the seat and began working on some homework, awaiting their arrival. Concentrating on my paper, I didn’t notice that they had sat down at the booth behind me. Before I could say a word, I realized what they were talking about.


I listened silently. “She’s such a loser,” one girl said to the group.


“I know, Ashley. She just follows you around trying to be you. She copies you; she doesn’t have a personality of her own,” another girl added.




“She copies you; she doesn’t have a personality of her own.”





Then the Queen Bee herself replied, “I know, I wish she would leave us alone. We were in summer school together and now she thinks we’re best friends or something. Get a life.”


I was mortified. This was the moment I remember feeling heartbreak for the very first time. My hands were shaking, my face felt hot, and my eyes began to well with uncontrollable tears. How had this happened? I thought we were friends. I didn’t know she thought of me in that way. Had I always been a burden to them? I couldn’t stay there and listen anymore. I got up and ran out the door. The girls sat in the booth silent as they realized I had heard the whole conversation.


I ran home and told my mother what had happened. She just held me while I sobbed for hours. I felt so alone and betrayed. I wanted to curl up in my bed and stay there forever, but I knew I would have to go back eventually. The advice my mother gave was so simple. I had heard it a million times, but this time it felt so profound: “Just be yourself and people will like you for who you are.” Then and there I decided I was going to stop crying and discover who I was. That is exactly what I did.




I decided I was going to stop crying and discover who I was.





Ashley and I didn’t speak anymore after that. I always thought she felt bad and didn’t know how to express it. We would pass in the hall, as if we had never been friends at all. Over the next month, I went through a lot of changes. I bought new clothes, the clothes that I wanted to wear. I dropped art class and joined theatre. I began making new friends who liked me for who I was. I rediscovered reading, and developed my own opinions. I never again just followed the crowd.


I built up the courage to audition for the school play, and actually got a part. I was in every play for the rest of my high school career, landing quite a few lead roles. I had the opportunity to compete at the local and national level, taking many first place ribbons. The friends I made in theatre are still my great friends to this day.


I had an incredible school year. When I look back, I think of it as the year I discovered the person I was going to be. Despite the pain I felt that day, it was a gift they had given me. They opened my eyes. The things that they said about me were true. I was just following, trying desperately to fit in. If I had not been given the chance to realize it, I might have been too concerned with “fitting in” to experience some of the best times of my life.


— Brianne Monett —


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Just for Teenagers









Have you ever tried to be like someone else?


Circle one YES! NO!







Name 3 things about you that make you who you are:







	1.


	2.


	3.
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Being a Band Babe




We are more than a bunch of nerds.


We can kick butts, too.


–Ryan Jacobson





This story is for all the marching band geeks out there who aren’t really geeks. We have friends and lives. We wear make-up and blow-dry our hair. We can hold a conversation without using the words “drill sheets” or “fermata.” But we may just happen to play the tuba or the trumpet and start a story or two with “At band camp…” We are regrettably — but proudly — band geeks.


I joined the marching band my sophomore year of high school because I had to. I was no longer doing a fall sport, and my band teacher had made marching band mandatory if you wanted to be in concert band class. I had played the alto saxophone since elementary school.




We were going to be joining the nerd brigade at the end of the summer.





“Ugh, band camp,” I bemoaned to my best friend Natalie, when we both signed up and realized we were going to be joining the nerd brigade at the end of the summer. We looked at each other and made disgusted faces, deciding we would work to keep each other sane.


As we had expected, band camp sucked. From 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. we were outside in the sweltering sun or the rain for an entire week. We were forced to do push-ups when a trumpet gave some attitude. We had to run laps when the tuba forgot his music. I got a very unflattering tan on my chest from my saxophone neck strap and was sweaty, dirty, and exhausted. I’d come home, collapse on the couch, and pray the next day would be better.


It was a love-hate relationship between the Westhill High School Viking Marching Band and me. Because I played the saxophone, a heavily male-dominated instrument, I was the only girl in my section when I started. The boys were obnoxious and obscene and many of their conversations shouldn’t be repeated.


“Yo, that girl what’s-her-name in color guard has a nice rack,” our section leader would say, literally over my head to his friend.




By the time I was a junior, I was friends with the whole band.





“Yeah,” his friend would laugh. “You know what I’d like to do with her…”


I’d stare at them, trying to remind them with my burning gaze that I was present and not at all amused. Of course, our section leader disregarded this completely and continued.


But I found that, by the time I was a junior, I was friends with the whole band. I also not-so-secretly enjoyed the attention I got from my geeky but loveable male bandmates. Natalie and I would wear make-up to band practice and put ribbons on our instruments. I wore my pink pea coat when it got cold out and I fought vainly to feel feminine in the boxy, ugly uniform, waiting as long as I could to put everything on, including the hideous pants with suspenders and drillmaster shoes.


“You look so cute!” my mom would say after she watched a competition. “Just like a little man out there!” I’d then look at her pictures and realize she had taken photographs of someone else, someone who actually was a boy. It was hard to distinguish who was who when we all had on our tall, cylindrical hats with plumes.


I hate to admit it, but marching band was fun. I remember long drives to competitions, on the school bus, with music blasting from a stereo. “We Are the Champions,” by Queen, playing and everyone singing along, the bus almost swaying back and forth from our intense jamming.


Competitions would run late and we would sit, fingers crossed, on dark bleachers huddled under blankets, waiting to hear if our name would be called in fourth, third, second, or perhaps even first place. We would scream and hug if the outcome was good, or mope all the way back to the school bus if it was bad. But at least we moped together.


I remember, and sometimes even fondly, the smell of the bus after we’d compete. I’d climb the stairs and be smacked in the face by the vulgar odor of boys’ sweat, dirty clothes, and cologne that they thought would make the smell better, but in fact made it almost unbearable. I’d quickly strip down and change — we were all close at this point, and keeping my sweaty band uniform on was way worse than allowing a few teenage boys a glimpse of my bra — and run off the bus, my nose plugged, trying not to gag.




I find I have a special bond with people who did marching band in high school.





Natalie and I marched our way through three years of band, and by the time we were seniors, we were experts. We showed the freshmen how it was done and proudly put “Section Leader” on our academic resumes. We loved the band, and the band loved us back. Now that I’m in college, I find I have a special bond with people who did marching band in high school. We speak the same language and understand the band lingo that no one else really does. And, sure, we get looks from people as we start to go off on the subject of drum majors and basics practice. But the people I met in marching band and the things I learned from it greatly outweigh the geek factor — by a lot.


— Madeline Clapps —


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teens Talk High School
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The Bikini




Never violate the sacredness of your individual self-respect.


–Theodore Parker





Summer was just around the corner and I was going through a really self-conscious stage. I wanted to wear a great bikini and look great in it, so I asked my boyfriend Jack to go shopping with me to pick one out. He was always really helpful, telling me what looked good and what didn’t.
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