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To my four brothers—Christopher, Michael, Bryan, and Matthew—all weirdly wonderful and wonderfully weird

And to Mom and Dad, whom I won’t call weird HERE, but . . . thanks for your support and for making so much pasta and garlic bread when I was growing up



INTRODUCTION: DEFEATING THE SPACE GNOMES AND SAVING YOUR GARLIC BREAD

On my first day of seventh grade at Sage Park Middle School in Windsor, Connecticut, I walked through the front doors of the school, and time literally stopped. I mean—bam—clocks on the walls froze. Every single girl in the corridor looked at me with one thought bubble: Wow, that guy is amazing. And every middle school boy looked at me with the thought bubble: Man, he is the total definition of awesome. As I strolled through the hallways, I was so on fire that I singed the eyebrows of the principal and vice principal when they were welcoming all the new students. If you visit Sage Park, people still talk about it today.

On my first day of middle school, the following remarks could be overheard:

“Is that Brad Pitt?”

“My only wish this year is that that guy will date me / be my friend.”

“I hope he’ll autograph my notebook / say one word to me / look at me / acknowledge my existence / nod my way!”

“There goes absolute perfection.”

A teacher was even believed to have said the following: “How am I going to teach that young man anything? His knowledge has to be as vast as the Mississippi River. He’ll easily ace every assignment I have to give.”

On my first day of middle school, I realized that I was the coolest thing since the school’s last snow day.

On my first day of middle school, I was elected class president, chosen as captain of the basketball team, beat the school record in the 100-meter sprint, and wore attire straight out of an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog (who I was modeling for anyway, so I got the clothes for free).

On my first day of middle school, I was admitted to Harvard. After that, I was offered the lead role in a Hollywood movie. Then I received a call from the president of the United States asking for my thoughts on a decision he had to make. But I declined them all, because, hey, I wanted to focus on middle school.

On my first day of middle school . . .

Wait, my mother is now standing over my shoulder showing me the photograph of my eleven-year-old self on that very first day of middle school.

Wait, is that my hair sticking upward at the front like our toy poodle had licked it straight up?

Okay, sure, maybe my memory is a little foggy. Okay, maybe I’ve not actually recalled my own middle school experience because . . .
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Wait, is that my face covered in an army of tiny black dots and tiny pus-filled white dots and tiny red dots that all were begging for someone to connect all those dots so they could outline—yup—my face?

Wait, is that seriously a Transformers backpack I’m wearing?

Wait, am I really holding a ThunderCats metal lunchbox with Lion-O on the front? Seriously?

Wait, now my mom is telling me that when I came home after the first day of middle school, I was already crying because a very big eighth-grade boy (aka Goliath) had pushed me into a locker because I accidentally touched his elbow while I was trying to open my own locker, which wouldn’t open because they gave me the wrong stupid combination?

Wait, now my older brothers are standing behind me, too, and they’re reminding me that on my first day of middle school, my English teacher (Mrs. Macbeth) asked me to tell the class one thing I did over the past summer, and I responded by accidentally farting because I was so nervous? Seriously?

Wait, now my dad is standing behind me, next to my mom and my older brothers, and he is reminding me that on my second day of middle school, I told him that I quit middle school and that I quit life and that I quit being a stupid, nervous, fart-responding, zit-covered, Goliath-punching-bag kid?
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Hmmm. Weird. That’s not how I remember it.

If you’re anything like me when I was in middle school, maybe you crave the first kind of experience: You want it to be perfect. You want to be popular. You want to look right. You don’t want to be made fun of, or pushed around, or ignored, or be given the wrong stupid locker combination.

The bad news is that everything I just wrote in that first experience is impossible. Because you are human, and because you are in middle school, you’re going to hit some bumps. Some will be little bumps, the kind you could take on a sled while cruising down the hill in your neighborhood and turn into awesome jumps. Others are going to be big bumps, the kind you slam into on your sled and knock you flat on the ground and leave you bleeding, freezing, and thinking: This absolutely sucks. And to top it off, you want to cry, but you don’t cry because—hey—you’re in middle school.

So the perfect middle school experience doesn’t exist.

And there will be bumps.

But even though the truth about middle school is that it’s bumpy in all kinds of ways, the other important truth is that you can get through those bumps without giving up who you really are. You can get over those bumps without being terrified of not being popular, or having the right logo on your clothes, or saying and doing the “wrong” thing. You can get through middle school without losing that inner voice that makes you unique, passionate, funny, kind, strong, and bold.
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You can make it through middle school and be who you really are.

After going through my fair share of bumps as a student, I decided to go back to middle school. Not because I didn’t pass the first time around—and not because I wanted to answer Mrs. Macbeth’s question without farting or to face off against Goliath (both of whom, I hear, are still at Sage Park). Instead, I went back to middle school to be an English teacher. And I learned some things that I think you’ll want to know. They’re good. Some of them are juicy. Juicier than an orange being squeezed by Goliath. You’ll like these things I learned. (I promise.)

Have you ever walked past a playground where you used to go as a little kid and looked at the slide and thought, I used to be afraid of that puny little thing? Even though a lot of things terrified me during my own middle school years, when I returned as a teacher, it was like someone gave me binoculars. Or a telescope. Or a microscope. Or a surround sound speaker system. (You pick the device.) And what had seemed so blurry and muffled before became as clear as a crisp clap in a silent hallway. As a middle school student, you may be lost in your own vision of how screwed up and weird you think you are, but here’s the thing: You’re not screwed up, I promise. But you are weird. And so am I. And so is everybody. Be weird!

I am weird, you are weird. Everyone in this world is weird.

—Theodor Geisel (Dr. Seuss), insanely brilliant (and weird) author and artist who loved cats in hats

So as long as we’re in agreement that you’re weird, I’m weird, and everyone is weird, let’s be weird together, okay? Cool. So if we agree that you and I are going to be weird together, we might as well not waste any time with a normal, boring book. Therefore, this book is weird. Very weird.

But it will help you survive middle school and be yourself. There are going to be a lot of forces fighting against you: bullies, grades, comparisons, competitions, insecurity, and fear, not to mention things like advertisements, wearing the “right” clothes, listening to the right music, and having the right body type and ideas. All of these things that fight you are like an army of space gnomes who are after only one thing: garlic bread.

Yes. Space gnomes crave garlic bread and will stop at nothing until they get it. And the cool (and kind of scary) thing is this: you’ve got loads.
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Buttery goodness!

Garlicky taste!

Warm, freshly baked bread!

All melted and squishing together!

The battle lines are drawn. It’s you against the space gnomes. You’ve got the power to make your middle school experience different from mine. You can defeat the space gnomes and protect your garlic bread. You can make it through middle school being the real you.

Here’s how.
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Here’s where you see what a secret agent of the space gnomes, the colors purple and pink, President Teddy Roosevelt, and talking to yourself (out loud) all have in common. Hint: the answer is not that you can dip them all in chocolate sauce and then put them on your ice cream as a topping.

A STORY ABOUT A SHIRT

One of my seventh-grade students arrived early to class one day. Let’s call him Perspicacious so that we can hide his real name (which was Henry). Perspicacious wanted more than anything to be popular. Perspicacious tried to make sure he wore the right clothes with all the right brand names on them; he tried to laugh at the right times; he tried to get his biceps to be just the right size. So this one day, Perspicacious walked into my classroom wearing a purple shirt. I thought it looked awesome. It had buttons right down the front, a collar so sharp you could slice a finger on it, and the sleeves rolled up like he was ready to build a house.

Perspicacious: Do you like my new shirt, Mr. Reynolds?

Me: Yeah, it’s awesome, man. I need to get one too, because I bet my wife, Jennifer, will love me in a shirt that looks as good as that one.

Perspicacious smiled and then started to open up his backpack and pull out some books and his binder. The sun was shining in full force even though it was winter in New England. Soon, other students began to trickle into the classroom. One of the first guys in the door (we’ll call him Foggy Foggerson), brought his hand up to cover his mouth and started laughing as he pointed at Perspicacious’s purple shirt.

Foggy Foggerson: Man, are you pretending to be Barney or something? Are you a purple dinosaur?

Perspicacious’s just-beaming face grew red and shot downward like he was inspecting the floor for ants. Foggy Foggerson continued to laugh, and as other students walked into the classroom, they followed Foggy Foggerson’s example and laughed at Perspicacious’s purple shirt.

I stood up from my desk and asked Foggy Foggerson to come out into the hallway with me. The laughter died down immediately. Foggy Foggerson got an earful in the hall from me, but the silence that ensued inside the classroom was crushing Perspicacious. When I came back into the classroom with Foggy Foggerson in tow, Perspicacious asked me if he could use the bathroom. He came back wearing a white T-shirt—his undershirt—instead of the purple shirt he’d thought was so dang suave only a few minutes before.
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So what happened? The purple shirt didn’t suddenly, all by itself, become something Perspicacious hated. Foggy Foggerson used the potent words of comparison to convince Perspicacious that his wardrobe was severely lacking. Ugly. Laughable.

Comparing can help us in some ways—say, for instance, when we are comparing how much butter is on one slice of garlic bread versus another, and we need to consider how buttery we’re feeling. But in middle school, comparison means thinking about how you measure up against someone else. And often, it sure feels like you don’t. Something you absolutely love and swear by is fodder for someone else to laugh at and totally mock. The music you listen to, the way you wear your hair, the grades you get, the people you’re friends with, the movies you like—heck, even the color of your eyes. Everything is up for comparison, and if you don’t learn to let yourself love what you actually love (instead of what everyone else tells you to love), comparison is going to rob you of everything you enjoy and so much of who you are, the way it did to Perspicacious that morning.

Every student I have ever taught in middle school has always carried around in his or her head a little voice that whispered things like: You’re not as good as her. You’re not as tough as him. You didn’t get grades as high as she did. You’re not as hot as he is. You’re not as funny as she is. You’re not as popular as he is. Your clothes don’t look as cool or cute or tough or sexy as his or hers or theirs . . .

So what can be done? How could Perspicacious find the same joy in his purple shirt that he’d had when he first entered class that morning, before comparison (which was speaking through Foggy Foggerson) stole that joy away?

A DEAD PRESIDENT SPEAKS TO STOP THE SPACE GNOMES

A very close friend of mine once shared with me the big secret of how comparison works. Once we know the secret of how something works, it’s a lot easier to beat it. Consider your favorite video game, a softball match, a swimming competition, an upcoming test, or any other challenge you face: as soon as you know how the game really works, everything makes a lot more sense. Once you get the rules and see how to practice, you can make it to the next level or win the game or ace the test. The problem is that most of us don’t ever learn the real truth about comparison. Instead, we keep thinking that comparison is good, that it’s somehow right to see how we measure up against everyone else—from test scores to styles to biceps to breasts. It’s not.

So if comparison is definitely not good, then what exactly is it? And how do we know for sure? The real scoop about comparison is that it is actually an elite secret agent of the space gnomes. Its job? Yup: stealing. Comparison is out for one thing and one thing alone: to steal joy. Imagine this: You are sitting at your dinner table when out comes a whole plate of warm, buttery goodness in the shape of garlic bread. It is soft. It is squishy. It positively makes your mouth salivate and your skin get goose bumps while your tongue falls out of your mouth and you actually start panting and—

Bam! An elite agent of the space gnomes busts into your dining room and swipes the garlic bread. The whole loaf.

Gone!

Ahhhh!

And who was that elite space-gnomey secret agent? That agent was Comparison, who is nothing more than a garlic bread bandit, a thief of your almost-joy.
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But don’t just take my word for it. I’ve got an actual quote to prove it to you. Shrouded in mystery—no one knows for sure who said it—this single line tells us the truth about who Comparison really is. And even though no one really knows who first said the line, some people think a dead president said it (before he died, of course). And I happen to agree.

So here’s the real scoop about Comparison. Are you ready?

Are you sure?

Then let’s scoop it up. President Teddy Roosevelt (we think, but aren’t certain) said: “Comparison is the thief of joy.”

My brother-in-law, Paul, shared those powerful words with me a long time ago, back before cell phones could take pictures. (By the way, that thieving Comparison absolutely loves to steal your joy by having you look at other kids’ cell phone pictures. Comparison robs by saying: You need to look/act/think more like her and him and this clip and that image and everything except who you really are!)

In middle school, you’re going to find (or you’ve already found, if you’re a student now) that a thousand times a day, a small voice inside your head is going to ask you to compare yourself with everyone else around you. And even if you’re able to quiet down that voice a little—say, when you’re laughing and having fun and relaxed and learning and excited—then it often seems like another student (or sometimes even a teacher) is right there ready to compare you to something or someone else and tell you why you’re not measuring up.

Comparison is the thief of joy.

—Attributed to Theodore Roosevelt, 26th President of the United States (and who was a big softie)

The problem with giving in to that voice is that it only makes you feel a whole lot crappier. The other problem is that you can never see what’s inside another student’s head or heart. So while on the outside some people look like they’ve got it all—good looks, a sense of humor, high grades, popularity, the right kinds of clothes—what you don’t know is that there’s a likely chance these people are crying themselves to sleep every night. Why? Because even they feel like they’re not good enough in comparison with other people.

As a student, I often walked around the hallways of my middle school just seeing things in other people that made me look bad. And at night, I would go home and try to change myself so I could be cooler, or more popular, or better looking, or anything else. But it never worked, because I was always trying to change from something that I was into something that I wasn’t. I was trying to force myself to like different things, think different things, and become different things. And that’s an endlessly losing battle.

So what’s the real battle—and how do you even try to win it in middle school? The real battle is learning to protect the real you from the shoplifting work of Comparison—not in finding the “right” stuff to think, do, believe, and wear. And you start fighting the real battle when you truly believe this line: “Comparison is the thief of joy.”

Say you get an essay back, and you receive a B on it, and you’ve worked your butt off (and have found a way to reattach your butt after working it off), and you did your best. Then a B is a gold medal on this essay for you, the best possible cheesecake at the best possible restaurant on the best possible plate served by the best possible server. Bs are awesome. Getting a B rocks. Smile to yourself and reach around to pat yourself on the back (after making sure your butt has successfully been reattached after all that work).

But if your friend then gets his or her essay back, and there’s a big bloated A on that piece of paper—and that piece of paper is most definitely not your essay—beware, because Comparison is getting ready to swoop in and steal that joy from you. Comparison says, Proud of your B? Really? It’s nothing like that A! I mean, come on, that A is basically a rocket blasting off to the moon! It’s shaped that way. See its point there? Blasting toward the moon with that point leading the way! Does your B happen to have a point? No? Just a bunch of curves and a straight line? Oh. You’ll never see the stars that way! All you’ll see are those obnoxious space gnomes flying around with their jet packs and threatening to rob you. So there. And that means your friend’s essay was awesome while yours was just okay. I guess you’re an okay student. Nothing great. Nothing worthy of the moon or stars.

Or say you run the mile during gym class, and you do it in nine minutes flat, and you worked your butt off (but, yes, of course, you reattach it afterward), then nine minutes is freaking awesome. Gold medal. Marvelous. But maybe your friend—you notice—did it in seven minutes flat, and the space gnomes’ elite secret agent, Comparison, swoops in again. He says, Whoa! That’s two whole minutes faster than you. Your nine minutes is awful! What? I don’t care that you can barely breathe; you’re nothing compared to your gifted runner friend. And did you even happen to notice that the gym teacher was talking to your friend about going out for track? Did you notice that the gym teacher NEVER mentioned track to you? And did you also notice how everyone else was watching your friend and definitely NOT watching you?
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Or say you come into class one morning wearing a purple shirt that you think is pretty cool, and you feel good in it, and you’re smiling, then you’re being yourself. You chose that shirt at the store, brought it home, put it on this morning. You didn’t choose it because the label was the “right” label. You didn’t pick it because you saw everyone else wearing it and then begged, pleaded, and threatened your mom or dad until they forked over a hundred bucks for you to get it too. No. You just liked it. It felt natural for you to put it on. But then someone named Foggy Foggerson didn’t think so. And he compared you to a big purple dinosaur, and it made you realize that your stupid, stupid, stupid purple shirt is definitely NOT in style. So you go to the bathroom, cry a little, and take the stupid, stupid, stupid shirt off.

In all of these cases, remember that the real battle is not about a grade or running or clothes. No. The real battle is all about comparison and the theft of who you really are. By giving in to that dangerous voice—the voice telling you that you’re not as good as, not as fast as, not as fashionable as—you allow comparison to steal the real you. And you are too important, too essential to this world, too irreplaceable to allow a measly agent of the space gnomes to steal your contribution to life.

WHAT ABOUT PERSPICACIOUS?

When Perspicacious came back into my classroom that day wearing his white T-shirt, I knew something inside him had broken. Foggy Foggerson was employing that stealthy thief, Comparison—Bam, baby! Your shirt is hideous, not as cool as anything my friends or I wear!—and Perspicacious had no protection. At the end of the school day, I asked Perspicacious to stay after with me, and I told him about that line: “Comparison is the thief of joy.” He nodded glumly. We moved on to work on some homework, and then he got on the late bus and went home.

The next day, Perspicacious was wearing a name-brand, normal, fit-in shirt. But he asked if he could stay after school. And we talked some more about that line: “Comparison is the thief of joy.” I told Perspicacious what you’ve already heard—that I went through my own middle school years constantly changing from something I was into something I wasn’t. Perspicacious nodded glumly. And then we repeated yesterday’s pattern: homework, followed by the late bus.
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