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INTRODUCTION

The author of “My Secret Love,” one of 22 true stories in Resisting Peer Pressure for Teens, was born and raised in a rough neighborhood where he learned “to walk and talk tough.” Because of the way he looks and dresses, his peers expect him to listen to hip-hop music 24/7, and in fact he does like rap.

But there’s another side to the writer that he hides from his friends. He loves musicals—The Sound of Music, The King and I, Carousel, West Side Story. If his peers find out, he’ll be ridiculed. Enjoying a different kind of music from everyone else, he writes, is more taboo than having a drug problem: “I’m afraid to come out of my creative closet because I want to avoid being mocked.” All the writers in this book confront a similar dilemma—they face a moment where they have to decide whether to go along with what their friends want them to do, or to be their own person, even if that means being alone or having to find new friends.

One summer, Jamel Salter’s friends decide to try smoking marijuana for the first time.

“I sat at the end of the line,” Jamel writes, “hoping that they would finish the blunt before it got to me or that someone else would turn it down so that I wouldn’t be the only one who refused. Neither happened, and I found myself being handed the blunt.”

At that moment, Jamel has to choose: “It was a choice between smoking and keeping their friendship or not smoking and keeping my health. I came to my senses and just passed it on.” The decision is not without a price—Jamel sticks to his principles, but loses his friends. Although the price is high, Jamel is not sorry about the choice he made.

This book shows teens dealing with peer pressure in a wide range of situations. Lenny Jones, who is black, regrets ending a relationship with his girlfriend, who is white, because of negative reactions to interracial dating. Fan Yi Mok faces pressure to cheat on tests at her elite high school. The female author of “The Trouble with Being a Virgin” pretends she is not a virgin so she can relate better to her sexually active female friends, while Damon Washington, unlike most of his male peers, is proud that he’s never had sex and refuses to follow the crowd.

These writers don’t hide the fact that going against the grain can be lonely. As Charlene George writes in “Can’t Afford to Follow”:

“I resolved to stop smoking, drinking, and hanging out with my old friends. After school I’d go home and watch TV during my free time. I was being a good person, but I got really bored and lonely. I felt like I was walking through a maze trying to find some new friends.”

It takes a while, but Charlene, like other writers in this book, finds new friends who don’t pressure her to do things she doesn’t want to do.

The teens also remind us that peer pressure can be a positive force.

“If an opportunity comes along, like a scholarship or a great job,” writes Desiree Bailey of her group of friends, “we encourage each other to take it.” Jill Feigelman’s friends urge her to join the high school’s dance company, and she’s glad they did.

“I was happy my friends had kept bugging me to join because I needed their encouragement,” she writes. “Their positive peer pressure pushed me to do something I really loved.”

Most of all, these writers show us how they mature and grow when they follow their own paths. The author of “Thinking for Myself” faces so much pressure to conform from friends, advertising, and mainstream culture that she leaves her home in New York for a year to live in an alternative community in Colorado. “I didn’t have a cell phone, TV, or radio. I didn’t go to any malls or use the Internet,” she writes. “Slowly, I became a different person.”

When she returns to New York to finish high school, she realizes she doesn’t have to run from peer pressure, but can simply walk away and make other choices.

These courageous stories show how real teens have managed two often conflicting desires: to be accepted, and to be true to themselves.







In the following story, names have been changed: “Why I Speak My Mind,” “My So-Called Friends,” “Why Do So Many Teens Cheat?” “The Pastor’s Daughter,” “The Trouble with Being a Virgin,” “Thinking for Myself,” “Freed from the Herd,” “The Cost of Being Popular,” and “How I Became a Racist.”












MY SECRET LOVE

Anonymous

I was born and raised in a rough neighborhood, where I learned to walk and talk tough. I know who to watch out for on the street, like dudes who carry liquor bottles and wear too much red. (There are a lot of gang members around my way.)

The way I dress reflects my neighborhood, so most people expect my taste in music to follow the same pattern. Mean streets + the latest jeans + the latest hairstyle + Timberlands = hard-core rap 24/7.

That’s partially true, because hip-hop is a major part of my life. But there’s also a hidden part of me. It’s not something I like to talk about. If I did, people would laugh long and loud. It’s not easy for me to admit this, but. . .

I love musicals.

Yep. The Sound of Music, The King and I, Carousel, West Side Story . . . you name it, I’ve seen and enjoyed it.

I like the emotions given off by musicals, the way the story and the songs blend together to make a single presentation filled with dancing and catchy show tunes. I like watching Mary Poppins fly around with an umbrella, singing about medicine going down nicely if you take sugar with it.

But you’re not listening. You’re too busy laughing at me. The way I began this story, you probably thought I had a drug problem. If I did, I would have gladly put my name on this article. No one would laugh at me if I was addicted to cocaine.

Musicals and I go way back. The Sound of Music was the first one I saw, back in 6th grade. My teacher rolled the TV into the room, switched the lights off, and let the show begin. I sighed and braced myself for what I thought would be the whackest class of my 11 years.

But then, when the characters started singing, it suddenly became interesting to me. Characters would be talking about something, then they would just jump into song. As I watched the film, I realized I was being introduced to a revolutionary concept—a full-length movie that conveyed emotions through music and singing.

In one of the most memorable scenes, the main character, Maria (played by Julie Andrews), comforts the kids she is taking care of. The children are scared of a raging storm, so she begins to sing about her “favorite things” to take their minds off their fear. A few weeks after the viewing, the entire school had to do renditions of various musical numbers on stage in the auditorium. My class had to sing “Sixteen Going on Seventeen” from The Sound of Music. One part was sung by the girls and the other part by the fellas. We did well, and my self-confidence never faltered during the performance.

But after my performance in 6th grade, I lost interest. My attention span was really short when it came to new things. Musicals were the last thing on my mind until my senior year of high school.

My music teacher rekindled my interest. He showed flicks like Carousel and West Side Story to our class every week as examples of different kinds of music. The other kids didn’t appreciate it at all, but every day I secretly hoped he’d continue showing them.

My music teacher was gay and white, so admitting that he liked musicals didn’t hurt his reputation at all. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t be able to take the “Oh yeah, he’s gay too” stares I knew I would get if people knew my secret.

But one day, I took a chance and admitted to some friends at work that I had watched a few musicals.

“Come on, sing a show tune you know,” someone said. “Yeah, don’t be shy.”

“Why not?” I said after a moment’s hesitation.

I attempted to repeat my stellar 6th grade performance in response to the earnest requests of my co-workers. So I started singing that still familiar song in a mock soprano voice.







There’s a black kid I know who listens to a rock band all the time. But he doesn’t tell anyone because he fears being ridiculed by his peers.








“I am 16, going on 17, I know that I’m naïve . . . fellows I meet may tell me I’m sweet, and willingly I beleeeeive . . .”

(Okay, so for some strange reason, I only remembered the girl’s part.)

Instead of applause for my attempt to bestow culture upon them, what followed was 10 minutes of uncontrollable laughter. And mocking.

Ingrates.

But really, what’s so bad about liking musicals? The music is catchy and you have visuals. They’re similar to the modern music video, but they differ because videos focus mainly on money, drugs, sex, or violence in its rawest form. A lot of these topics are watered down in most musicals because they were made in the beginning and middle of the century, when things were less explicit.

But today’s teens can still relate to many of the messages that musicals convey. For instance, in West Side Story, Officer Krupke pisses off the Jets gang royally. They want to go out and release their anger violently, which would’ve sent them straight to the slammer.

Instead, they perform a dance and song, “Cool,” which helps them control themselves and avoid getting arrested. It was similar to Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” video in terms of attitude and how they would lash out unexpectedly with a “Pow!” or “Bam!”

Even though musicals and music videos have many similarities, kids my age who come from the block would probably never allow themselves to appreciate show tunes unless they’re being sampled by rappers. The dudes in my neighborhood and high school are all about rap and r&b. They’d rather listen to rhymes in Japanese than take in alternative styles.

There’s a black kid I know who listens to a rock band all the time. But he doesn’t tell anyone because he fears being ridiculed by his peers. He expresses his love for alternative music only to his closest friends. Like him, I’m afraid to come out of my creative closet because I want to avoid being mocked.

But it’s still unfair. Just because I’m a rough dude who happens to like watching films where people abruptly break into song and dance shouldn’t automatically draw people to the conclusion that I’m a freak.

I don’t want to be the butt of jokes or to be looked at as pitiful. I don’t want people to say, “My life is messed up, but I’m better than the cat who likes musicals.”

I just don’t get it. Why can’t I sing songs from The King and I in peace?







The writer was 17 when he wrote this story.

He later attended college.












LOSING MY FRIENDS TO WEED

By Jamel A. Salter

I had a lot of friends who I grew up with, and growing up together made us very close—until my friends got too close to weed.

Before that happened, we were always together. We’d go to movies, parties, the park, and if we didn’t have anywhere to go, we’d stay at one of our houses and play video games.

Even though we were close friends, we still had our little arguments. But when we argued, Dave would get in the middle and try to stop it. He was like the official peacemaker of the group.

Dave had the best sense of humor out of all of us. He was always telling jokes. That was one of the best things about hanging with them—you always got a good laugh.

But one day, when my friends were about 14, they made plans to put money in to buy some weed. I didn’t want to put any money in because I didn’t want to have anything to do with weed. I thought if I didn’t put any money in they would say I couldn’t smoke and I would pretend I was disappointed. But they got enough money to go through with it and said I could smoke anyway.

Someone had to ride his bike 35 blocks to go get it. (The things people do for drugs!) We were at the park when they started smoking it. One person lit the blunt, took a puff, and passed it around. I was in total shock because I had read and seen about drugs on television and here it was right in front of me.

As it was going around I was thinking to myself, “What should I do. Should I say yes or no?” I looked at how my friends were reacting after they smoked it. Since it was their first time, everyone coughed hard after they took a puff.

I sat at the end of the line, hoping that they would finish the blunt before it got to me or that someone else would turn it down so that I wouldn’t be the only one who refused. Neither happened, and I found myself being handed the blunt.

“Chill yo, I don’t want any.”

“Take a puff son, it’s mad nice.”

“If you don’t smoke, you’re a herb.”

“You can’t be a mama’s boy the rest of your life.”

I got so tempted that I actually took it in my hand. But I knew that it was a choice between smoking and keeping their friendship or not smoking and keeping my health. I came to my senses and just passed it on.

“You really are a herb.”

“You can’t hang, mama’s boy.”

When they finished smoking, they started acting like fools. They were hitting each other and cracking stupid jokes. Seeing the way they acted made me glad that I didn’t smoke. The next day everyone was talking about how bad they felt in the morning. You would think that would make them come to their senses and stop, but they just started making plans to get more.

My friends have been smoking for a year now and it has changed them. They always look like zombies. Their eyes are always red and halfway closed. They have bad tempers and they are always ready to fight. Especially Dave. Now he has the baddest temper of them all.

A few weeks ago we were at the park playing basketball. Dave had the ball and when I tried to steal it from him, I slapped his hand by accident. He got highly upset and started yelling at me.







I sat at the end of the line, hoping that they would finish the blunt before it got to me.








“Why the hell are you fouling me?”

“It was an accident, and I don’t know what you’re getting mad about anyway,” I told him. “It’s all a part of the game. If you can’t deal with it, don’t play.”

Dave tried to punch me but missed, then the others held him back and calmed him down. This surprised me because Dave was always the peace-maker before he began to smoke pot.

My friends and I always used to play against other blocks in basketball, and I always started. I didn’t hear about a game for a while but I didn’t worry, because I figured my friends would tell me when they were playing. Then one day I called Dave to see what he was doing and his mother picked up.

“Hello, this is Jamel. Is Dave there?”

“No, he isn’t, Jamel. He went to the park about a half hour ago.”

When I got to the park I saw them just finishing playing the other team. I got upset because I always started and now, because I don’t smoke weed, they didn’t even bother to call me. (By the way, they lost.)







It’s hard to believe that the difference between friends or no friends comes from one little blunt.








Not being close to my friends like I used to be makes me think to myself, “Maybe I should smoke it just one time. What’s the worst thing that could happen to me?” Then I remember the way that they were acting the other day in the park and I just forget about it.

You might be wondering why I don’t stop trying to stay close to them and make new friends, but it isn’t so easy to lose friends you’ve grown up with. I keep trying to talk them out of smoking, because I don’t want that stuff to make them sick. But they just laugh as if I’m stupid and tell me to mind my own business.

I wish our friendship could go back to the way it was before, but I don’t think there’s any chance of that happening while they keep smoking. I used to think that they were true friends, but now I know that it was just a game.

If not smoking is the reason why I’ve lost my friends, then I’ve been cheated. It’s hard to believe that the difference between friends or no friends comes from one little blunt.







Jamel was 16 when he wrote this story.












WHY DO SO MANY TEENS CHEAT?

By Fan Yi Mok

During my first chemistry test at my new high school, I was surprised to find the guy sitting next to me glancing over at my paper. It took me a moment to realize what he was doing.

“No, he’s not cheating,” I thought. “He’s so smart.”

But on the second test there was no denying it. He was clearly looking at my paper.

He wasn’t the only cheater. After the first test, a girl in my class discussed it with me in the gym locker room.

“Did you hear papers rustling during the test?” Anne asked me.
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