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What People Are Saying About
Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul . . . 

“As stars are to the night sky, there are many solutions to problems. I enjoyed Preteen Soul because it is a great way to look at life from someone else’s point of view.”

Brittany Grams, twelve 

“One story was so funny that my friend almost fell out of his chair because he was laughing so hard.”

Eric Dobson, ten 

“The preteen years can be a complicated and exciting time and a soul can get confused and lonely . . . Chicken Soup to the rescue. Once again, Chicken Soup comes through like the emotional remedy it’s been proven to be. These are the topics that kids care about, written in a way that makes them think and feel. Preteen Soul makes it easier for me to talk to my kids about the things I value most.”

Leeza Gibbons 
CEO, Leeza Gibbons Enterprises 

“All of the stories were enjoyable and different. Just about every story had a problem and solution. They were exciting and interesting. I think every kid should read Preteen Soul.” 

Josh Acosta, eleven 

“Exactly the inspiration, real-life stories and perspective that preteens need to shape their world.”

Jason Dorsey 
founder, Institute to End School Violence 
author, Can Students End School Violence? Solutions from 
America’s Youth 

“The stories were funny. They were the best out of all the other books I have read. All of them were true—nothing was fake. The people really did those funny things.”

Luis Villa, ten 

“My classmates and I evaluated the stories that were considered for Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul. It was amazing. The writers told us about times when they felt happy, sad and mad. We could all relate because the stories are all real.”

Marisa Cottam, ten 

“Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul is filled with priceless stories that reveal that kids can do big things. As these stories are shared worldwide, they will empower and inspire young people to be sensitive and caring global citizens.”

Yvonne Marie Andres 
founder, Global Schoolhouse at Lightspan.com 

“The emotions of other kids taught me many unforgettable lessons about the hard things kids go through in life and the good things that kids go through, too.”

Sabrina Turin, eleven 

“Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul is terrific. Encouraging, inspiring and a tremendous resource for kids, this book teaches with a variety of situations that every kid can relate to or learn from. Growing up is tough . . . this Chicken Soup will make it easier. I can’t wait to pass this book along.”

Jon Wagner-Holtz, eighteen 
founder, Kids Konnected 
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“I’ll be glad when my voice changes. Maybe somebody will listen to me then.”

Reprinted by permission of Bil Keane.
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Foreword 

This is real life—in a book.

Y’all know that life may not be perfect, right? But no matter how complicated or challenging life might be for you, you are one of the blessed and lucky ones! From this point on, you have a manual for life!

Finding out what others have gone through during their preteen years can help you realize that you’re not alone and maybe even keep you from going through the same things. Be open-minded enough to let their experiences help make your transition into teenage-hood a smoother one. At least this way you’ll have some shortcuts! 

Be kind to others, even the people who you may not like. You might find that they’re dealing with the same stuff as you. Remember that everyone has something to offer to this world.

Above all, go for your dreams. The world will be a better place when you give life your best and follow your heart.

God Bless, 
Kenan Thompson 
Film and television actor 



Introduction 

At a certain time, between the ages of nine and twelve, experiences seem to be extra hard. It’s like being half into dolls and half into makeup. For girls, every little thing you say seems to make us cry—most of all, comments about clothes, boys and weight. The boys I know try to hide their feelings, but they seem to have most of the same problems. I am eleven years old, and I have nearly all of these troubles. When I try to be grown-up, people tell me I’m too young. When I do something wrong, people tell me to grow up. I don’t understand. I guess we’re always going to be too big for some things, and too young for others. That’s just how the world is. Relax, it’s just your preteen years.

Michelle Richard 

The preteen years are the true age of personal empowerment—old enough to move, shake and change the world and too young to be caught up in the belief that it can’t be done.

At the same time, the onset of puberty creates mood swings, hormone surges and a growing interest in the opposite gender. While you are facing these physical and emotional changes, events like divorce, changing friendships, permanent loss due to the death of a loved one, and moving or having a close friend move can be extra difficult during these already challenging years.

In addition to all of these issues, you are also filled with questions—questions about your place in the world, your beliefs, who you are and how you fit in to the greater scheme of things, as this poem written by Megan Brown, age twelve, addresses:

Sometimes I wonder if we all see the same colors.
Or if someone is colorblind and they just don’t know it!

What’s beyond our universe?
I wonder if there are other worlds.

Is there a heaven? I know there is, but . . . really is there?

I wonder if when we sleep, 
Our dreams are actual places we are going to.

I think we may be living in someone’s dream right now.
I think that mirrors lie.

What are we?

Since the publication of Chicken Soup for the Kid’s Soul in 1998, we have received thousands of letters from kids all over the world who read and loved our book. You shared with us the joys and sorrows of your lives, how our book had touched you in some way, and an overwhelming amount of gratitude to us for creating a book where you could turn for support.

For the most part, you referred to yourselves as preteens:

I’m twelve years old, and in my opinion, it’s one of the toughest times in anyone’s life. We are just at the age when we’re no longer kids, but not yet teenagers. We want to have rights and responsibilities, and yet we’re not ready to accept the roles of adults. At times, we want to be grown-up. But, at others, we want to be a two-year-old again, without any worries other than when we’re going to have to take a nap! Some may consider thirteen to be the age of a teenager, but I personally think we’re still preteens until about the age of fourteen. So for all those preteens out there, who are going through the same mood swings, feelings and thoughts, who are struggling to push into the role of a teenager— enjoy every millisecond of your life, and don’t grow up too fast. And remember, you’re NOT alone.

Aubrey Nighswander, twelve 

And requests such as this came in:

  I am a young reader of your books. I really like them. But I have noticed that you do not have Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul. I am eleven years old and the kid’s version seems too young for me, while the teenager’s book is too old for me. I would really like to see a book for kids ten to twelve on the bookshelves. I’m sure other kids my age who have read your books feel the same way I do.

Kristi Lafree, eleven 

Even though this sequel to Kid’s Soul was intended for readers between the age of nine and thirteen, we now realize that you simply think of yourselves as not really kids, but not yet teenagers. As a result, A Second Helping of Chicken Soup for the Kid’s Soul was renamed Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul.

Some issues that were addressed in Kid’s Soul are looked at from another angle in Preteen Soul, plus stories that touch on other issues such as the growing need to resolve the threat of violence, both on our school campuses and our world in general.

Within our book, we have included many different hotline numbers and Websites to give you information and support about issues that may trouble you and to help you begin the healing process that you might desperately need.

May the stories, introductions and quotes from our contributing and celebrity authors who took the time and effort to inspire you be blessings to you.

Should you feel alone and have no one to confide in, may there be stories that comfort you and show you that you are not alone.

If a friend turns away and betrays you, may you see that you are deserving of a friend who is loyal and kind, and may you find that friend.

Should your grandparent, parent or friend depart this world for good, may you find a way to always celebrate their lives and hold on to the best that they gave.

If someone teases or criticizes you, may you truly believe they are the ones who have the problem, not you.

May at least one story inspire you to connect with the creativity and determination that you will need to make your dreams come true.

You are unique and wonderfully created to contribute to and be a celebrated part of this world. Grab it and run with it. Make this world a better place than it was when you came into it. Laugh often. Love and be loved. Enjoy your preteen years. They go by in a flash.

Above all, be blessed.



1 
ACHIEVING 
DREAMS 

If it were all up to me 
The poor would have riches 
And the blind man would see 
The hungry would eat 
And the weak would be strong 
And the people with hatred would all get along 
The ones who are greedy would start to share 
And unfriendly people would start to care 
The thirsty would drink 
And the deaf person hear 
And sorrow and sadness would all disappear 
And that is how the world would be 
If it were all up to me.

Sara Alfano, eleven 



Where in the World Is Carmen?

My mother always told me, “Seize the moment of excited curiosity.” In other words, go for it.

Michael Thomas 

What can you learn from a teddy bear, a little bit of stuffed fluff that can’t talk? One summer, my oldest daughter and the rest of our family learned a lot.

We had seen a program on television about a reporter who had hitchhiked across America. My daughter Ashley’s first comment was, “I wish I could do that!” Of course, as far as my ten-year-old hitchhiking across America—that wasn’t going to happen. But I wanted to encourage that spirit of adventure in her just the same.

Three years earlier, Ashley had been diagnosed with cancer. Ever since her surgery, she was shy and distrustful of new situations and new people. Although she is cancer-free now, the tests and scary procedures had made her reluctant to take risks or to venture outside her known world. I began trying to think of a way for her to “hitchhike” across the country without leaving home. That’s how Carmen was born.

Carmen is a teddy bear that Ashley had received as a gift while she was in the hospital. We decided that sending Carmen in Ashley’s place was a good compromise. So we purchased a notebook to serve as a travel journal and a bag for Carmen to travel in, and Carmen was ready to begin her trip. Ashley wrote this letter in Carmen’s journal:

My name is Ashley and I am ten years old. One time on TV, I saw this story about how these kids sent a bear on a trip on a plane. Then I saw another story about how this reporter guy walked across America. Well, we don’t live very close to a big airport, and Dad and Mom won’t let me walk across America. Carmen can’t walk, so will you please help her?

This is my bear, Carmen. She is a special bear. I got her when I had to go to the hospital. She wants to go to all fifty states if she can. But, she will need your help. (Maybe she can even go to Disneyland.) Mom says we can’t go until she won’t have to carry my little sister. Please let her ride with you and keep her safe. Tell her about yourself so she won’t be lonely. I will miss her. So please take very good care of her. I let her wear my guardian angel pin to help keep her safe.

Write a little about yourself and then introduce her to someone new. She wants to meet as many new people as she can. If you keep her for more than one day, please try to write in the journal every day. Where are you going? Where did you pick Carmen up? Which roads did you take? Where are you from? How old are you? Do you have kids? Do you have sisters? I do and sometimes I don’t like them. (Mom says I can’t say “hate,” but I can say that I don’t like them, and some times I don’t like them a lot!)

I think by about September she will be ready to come home. In her coin purse is $5.00. Please put her in a nice sturdy box with her journal and bag and send her to Sac City State Bank, Attention: Caretaker of Carmen Bear.

Someone there will keep her safe for me until I can pick her up. If you would like to hear from Carmen after she gets home, please leave your address in her notebook and we will send you a note and let you know when she gets home safely.

Thank you for taking care of Carmen, and thank you for taking the time to write in her notebook.

Your new friends, 
Carmen and Ashley 

Our family friend is a highway patrol officer. We asked him if he would be willing to start Carmen on her trip by taking her on his route for a day. That afternoon, he spotted a driver from out of state that wasn’t wearing a safety belt. After pulling her over and letting her off with only a warning, Phil asked the driver to take Carmen on the next part of her journey. Naturally, she agreed. That’s how Carmen began her tour of the United States.

Summer passed with a flurry of activities, family vacations, visiting grandparents and summer fun. Each day Ashley would ask if any packages had come for her. Each day the answer was, “Not today, Ash.” By the middle of September we thought that the chances of Carmen returning home were slim.

Then on September 24, Carmen came home in a ten-inch-square box that had a postmark from Hawaii! The box was packed with mementos of all of the wonderful places and people that Carmen had met. A straw hat from Wisconsin, to keep the sun out of her eyes. An Indian beaded necklace from Cherokee, Oklahoma. An autograph from Mickey Mouse when she went to Disneyland. A picture of her celebrating the Fourth of July in St. Louis. Another picture of her floating in a swimming pool “catching some rays” while she was in Arizona. Carmen made it to sixteen states, including Hawaii. Not too bad for five months of travel!

But Carmen came back with much more than just “things.” She came back with friends whom a ten-year-old living in rural Iowa wouldn’t have had a chance to meet. Ashley wrote letters to all of the people who helped Carmen along in her travels. She thanked every one of them for their help and friendship to Carmen and her.

Pretty soon, word traveled around our small community about the traveling bear, and Ashley was asked to give a program about Carmen to a group of over one hundred people. Ashley ended her talk by saying, “Be kind to traveling bears! And if you need a traveling companion, let me know because Carmen still has thirty-four more states to go!”

Since Ashley’s presentation, Carmen has become a world traveler. Once again, we are awaiting her return. She was expected home some time ago, and we very much hope to see her again.

I never would have dreamed that a little bit of stuffed fluff could have taught so many things: patience to see what things can happen if we are just willing to wait, the ability to imagine what wonderful things might happen, courage to take the chance and allow those things to happen, and faith to believe in people and in the goodness in their hearts. 

My favorite part of the story? After reading the journal, looking at the pictures and tracing the roads that Carmen had traveled, I opened the zippered coin purse that Ashley had sent with Carmen. Inside, folded in half, was the five-dollar bill that Carmen had left with five months ago.

Marieta Irwin 



Trash Bags Are for Trash 

What do we live for if not to make life less difficult for each other?

George Eliot 

I walked through the den on my way to get ready for bed and looked once again at the amazing mountain of duffel bags. Each bag had a stuffed animal, a luggage tag and a note from me inside of it. The pile of bags went from floor to ceiling, more than five thousand bags, enough for each and every foster-care kid in three states. My dream was coming true—big time.

After I went to bed, right before I went to sleep, I closed my eyes and thought back to when it all started . . . when I got the idea for my dream. . . .

I had been in second grade when I went with my two brothers and my parents to Paris, France. My brothers, Brock and Cory, and I had entered an essay contest about what we were going to do to change the world to make it a better place to live. We won and were chosen as three of ten kids who would represent the United States at the Children’s World Summit. Nine hundred kids from around the world were chosen to meet with each other and talk about world issues. We exchanged ideas on solving the problems in our world today and had lots of fun during the days we were together.

While I was there, I met two foster-care kids. They were two boys, and after getting to know them, I learned a lot about what foster-care kids go through. They told me that when kids go into the foster-care system, they don’t just lose their parents and their home, sometimes they are also separated from their brothers and sisters. Not every foster-care home wants to care for an entire family of kids. Foster-care kids also lose most of their toys and clothes. They told me that when the kids are picked up from their home by a social worker, they are given only a trash bag to put their few belongings into. This trash bag is what foster-care kids carry with them when they are moved from home to home.

I felt really sad when I heard this. I couldn’t even imagine what life would be like without my family and home— much less what it would be like to have to live out of a trash bag. Trash bags are for trash, not for kids to carry their belongings in.

After I came home from France, I saw an after-school movie that was about a girl living in foster care. It was just like what the boys had described to me at the Children’s World Summit, and it made me cry. Right then I decided that I wanted to help foster-care kids. These kids needed my help, because they were not being respected like they should be.

My whole family is into volunteering. Brock and Cory had started a project after they saw a show on television about some kids who died in a fire. The kids had died because the fire department didn’t have this special camera that can see through smoke to find people in a burning house. My brothers began Project Rescue Vision in 1996 to raise needed money for our town’s fire department. Of course, I helped too. I was only four years old, and I was the “President of the Art Department.” My job was to hand-color all of the information envelopes that were given out. I helped them until I was seven. Then I began my own project for foster-care kids.

I started by asking my mom to stop at garage sales when I saw suitcases or duffel bags for sale. I would tell the person who was having the garage sale what I wanted to do with the bags, and most of the time they gave me the bags for free. I tried to put myself into the mind of a foster-care kid, and I decided that the kids should have a stuffed animal in the bag, too. I figured that if I was in that situation I would want a cuddly friend to hug when I was sad and felt lonely for my parents. People often gave those to me for free, too.

In October 1998, I helped organize a luggage drive during our local “Make a Difference Day.” Some congresspeople and senators showed up to give their support, and I came up with this idea for everyone to get their hand painted and then put their handprint on a big banner to show that they had made a difference that day. I got all these kids to help paint people’s hands. It was really funny to watch these important people have their hands painted.

The senators and congresspeople went back to Washington and told other people about my project, and then a company named Freddie Mac set up a grant for me and donated fifteen thousand dollars. I am the youngest person they have ever granted money to. Because of this grant, I had a story about my project and me on the cover of the Washington Post. Then the most amazing thing happened. President and Mrs. Clinton read about me and wanted to meet me. I was really excited! They were so nice, and I gave the president one of my bags with a Beanie Baby in it to give to any foster kid that he may meet. A few days later, he sent some bags to me from his own collection to give to foster-care kids, so I did.

My project really started growing because of all the media attention. Radio stations called me for interviews about what I was doing and some TV shows had me on. More people then heard about me from the TV and radio interviews and from word-of-mouth, and they called me to offer help.

Every week I called my friends and family to see if they wanted to come and put together bags. I always had help from many people. My class even helped, too. My teacher announced to my class what I was doing, and everybody started bringing stuffed animals and duffel bags to school. One of my friends brought in ten big bags full of stuffed animals!

On each bag, I put a luggage tag designed by me. On the front of each luggage tag is a picture of a girl and a suitcase with wheels on it. In each bag, I put a cuddly stuffed animal and a special note I wrote, letting them know that I love and care about them. My mom helped me type this note:

Dear Friend, 

Hi, my name is Makenzie Snyder. I am nine years old, and I’m in the third grade. I collect suitcases and duffel bags as an act of kindness for those who are in need of them. God told me you could use a duffel bag and a cuddly friend so I sent this with love to you. I want you to always know that you are loved, especially by me. And, always remember to be positive, polite and never give up.

Love, your friend, 
Makenzie Snyder 

After the bags are stuffed, I call social workers to tell them they can come and pick up the bags to hand out to the foster-care kids. I have had a lot of support from several big companies, schools, churches, organizations and individuals who have donated money, or sent me bags and stuffed animals. I’ve even been on the Rosie O’Donnell Show! Several thousand bags have been sent out so far, and right now I have five thousand more ready to go, sitting in my den. Those bags will go to kids in Maryland, Washington, D.C., and Virginia.

I have had a lot of help from a lot of people, but most importantly from my parents and my brothers. My brother Brock came up with the name for my project. He said I should call it “Children to Children” since it was all about kids knowing what other kids want and helping them get it. My brothers have also given me good advice about always sending thank-you notes to the people who help me. They told me I had to work hard, call tons of people and to never give up . . . and I haven’t.

I know that this is just the beginning. There are 530,000 foster-care kids in the United States. My dream is for all the foster-care kids in the entire United States to receive a duffel bag and a cuddly friend. I know it can be done if everyone helps out. It is a lot of work but I never get tired of it. I remember the girl in the movie that I saw. If she had been given one of my duffel bags, she would have known that someone out there cared about what happened to her. I don’t want any kid, anywhere, to go through what she or the two boys did. Kid to kid, Children to children— that’s what it’s all about.

Makenzie Snyder, nine 

[EDITORS’ NOTE: If you would like more information about Children to Children, go to Makenzie’s Web site at www.children tochildren.org.]



Run with It 

Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.

Theodore Roosevelt 

The first time I saw Jeff was when my best friend, Brian, and I were in the fourth grade. When our teacher introduced Jeff to the class she explained that he was sick and that he might not be able to be in class all of the time.

Jeff was completely bald from cancer treatments, and he wore a hat. That was one reason that he and I bonded right away. Being the tomboy that I was, I liked wearing a hat—only I wasn’t allowed to wear one in class. Jeff was allowed to wear his hat all of the time. Other than that, he was a normal friend to both Brian and me. Some things he couldn’t do as well as the other kids because he had tubes in his chest for his treatments, but we never thought of him as sick because he didn’t act that way.

The only time that we would realize that Jeff was sick was when he went for his chemotherapy treatments. We’d notice the difference, but we’d just sort of think, Yeah, Jeff’s not feeling really well now, and then it would pass and things would be back to normal. Jeff, Brian and I were really sports-oriented, and we became best buds. We would swim, run and jump on the trampoline. As fourth grade progressed, Jeff got better and better. By the end of the school year he went into remission; the cancer was all gone.

Brian, Jeff and I spent tons of time together during the summer between fourth and fifth grades. We loved being outdoors, running everywhere and staying over at each other’s houses. Before school started, Jeff went away on vacation with his family for a few weeks.

Then came the night that I will always remember. We were eating dinner when the phone rang. It was Jeff’s mom, calling to say that Jeff was in the hospital. The cancer had come back. My reaction was, Wait a minute. What’s going on?

Jeff and I talked on the phone the next day and he sounded like his normal self. I couldn’t really imagine him being back in the hospital. Then, a few days later, my mom took me to visit him. When I walked into his room, Jeff looked really weak. His mom was talking about a trip to California for a bone marrow transplant operation, and how important it would be for Jeff. Even though everyone looked very serious and sad, the thought of losing Jeff never crossed my mind. I just thought he would get better.

During the next few weeks, before the operation, Jeff was allowed to play with Brian and me but he had to wear a surgical mask because he had to be careful of infections. I realize now that his parents wanted him to experience as much of life as possible while he could. One night, they took Jeff and me to this really fancy restaurant up in the mountains, and it felt sort of like a date. We both dressed up—which was weird for me, because I never wore anything but shorts and hats.

When Jeff left for California to have his operation I told him, “Bye, see you in a month or so,” as if nothing much was happening. I wrote to him while he was there, and the letters that he sent to me talked about the things that we would do together when he returned home. It didn’t even cross my mind that I might never see him again.

Then, one night, I went to a skating party. Brian was supposed to be there but I couldn’t find him. When I got home, my dad was out in the garage working on a project. When Dad spotted me, he opened the door to the house to let my mom know that I had arrived. I walked into the house, and Mom said, “I need to talk to you alone in your bedroom, Susie.” I grabbed some chocolate chips off the counter and bounded off to my room. “Jeff’s mom called . . .” was all she had to say. I knew. The chocolate chips turned sour in my mouth, and I cried as my mom held me tightly. I’ve never been an emotional person, but my heart just sank and I felt empty. It was too hard to believe. Brian had heard about it just before the skating party, and that’s why he hadn’t been there.

That evening, Brian and I talked for hours. We had never talked much on the phone before, because we had always been doing things, but that night we talked and talked, reminiscing about Jeff. We started worrying about Jeff’s parents and if they could handle the medical expenses. And that was the beginning of our idea. We wanted to do something, but we didn’t know what.

When we figured out that Jeff’s parents didn’t need the money, we started thinking instead about something that would help everybody remember Jeff, something to honor him. Brian and I thought about the time the three of us did a run together. Jeff had loved running, but it had been hard for him to finish the run. He was really happy when he was able to cross the finish line, and so were we. Why not do a run for Jeff?

It seemed like a good idea. We knew that we would have to advertise in order to have enough runners, and that we’d have to get sponsors for food and drinks. We even thought we knew what the forms needed to look like for sign-ups.

I know now that all of this planning was part of our grieving process. All through it, we told each other stories about Jeff. Right around that time, his parents donated a tree to the school and we all planted it in Jeff’s memory. It was tough on his parents, but it really helped all the kids. Everyone got to shovel some dirt around the tree, and Jeff’s parents held hands with each other and cried.

If we’d been old enough to know what was really involved, we probably wouldn’t have started it. But we were just some kids with a great idea, so we went for it. We took the phone book and started calling Coors, Pepsi and Mile-High Yogurt—anything we could find. “We want to do a run, and we’re looking for sponsorship,” we would say to whoever answered the phone. “Who can we talk to?” I wonder if the people on the other end could tell that we were only fifth-graders!

Then one day, Mom came to me all excited. “A man from Pepsi called and asked to talk to you. What’s going on?” I guess we’d been persuasive enough! After I called him back and got his pledge of support, I told my parents about the run and they promised to help. The vice-principal got involved and he brought the plans for the run to the gym teacher, who was a runner. All of the adults in our lives were encouraging us.

We started writing letters to lots of companies, which was pretty funny because Brian has the worst handwriting in the world. I don’t know how anyone ever read what he was trying to say. But somehow it worked because we started receiving all kinds of gifts. The yogurt place gave us five hundred free yogurts, and other companies donated money.

The plans for the run were growing so big that we needed a professional organizer. Someone came along and donated this service for free, and that’s when things really started to roll. The entire community became involved: stuffing packets, raising money, writing numbers on racing bibs, holding meetings. Pretty soon, the whole city knew what was going to happen.

The day of the run finally came, and it was huge! Tons of people ran, ReMax donated T-shirts and there were awards for anyone who could beat the gym teacher’s time. The park where the run was held was near Jeff’s house, which was where the processional had gone after his funeral. Because of where it was held, the run had even more of a special meaning to Brian and me. And, we raised ten thousand dollars! We donated the money to the Leukemia Society in Jeff’s name.

Even now, I think about Jeff quite a lot. If something’s going on in my life that feels bad, I tell myself, Come on, get over it. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. If Jeff were still alive, he would be glad just to have the opportunity to deal with this.

The run made such an impact on my life. The biggest thing was (and I credit the adults for this) that no one ever told us “No.” We kept hearing, “If you want to do it, you can do it!” It has helped me in everything I’ve done since, and I’ve had a “Go for it!” attitude about things.

There’s a big bike ride I’ve heard about that goes from Los Angeles to Orlando, and I’m thinking about riding in it. Some of my friends think I’m crazy and they ask me, “Is that even possible?” Of course it is! You’re alive, you’re here—so run with it!

Susan Overton 



The Back of David’s Head 

Have a belief in yourself that is bigger than anyone’s disbelief.

August Wilson 

I couldn’t stand fifth grade. I didn’t like the milk that was warm by lunchtime from sitting near the radiator all morning. I didn’t like recess because I could never get a turn on the swing. But most of all I didn’t like my teacher, Mrs. Kelly, because I was sure that Mrs. Kelly didn’t like me.

Mrs. Kelly never let me pass out books or collect papers. Mrs. Kelly made me sit in the last seat of the sixth row behind David Abbot, the biggest kid in the whole class. David was bigger than most of the eighth-graders, and he never, ever took a bath. The only thing I could see all day was the back of David’s head.

At the beginning of fifth grade, Mrs. Kelly had explained all the classroom rules including the one about being excused for the rest room. She told all the students that they had to raise their hand with one or two fingers when they wanted to be excused. Then she would know what they were going to do in the restroom, and how long they would be gone from the classroom. The whole class would laugh whenever anyone held up two fingers to be excused.

One Monday in October, Mrs. Kelly said, “Clear your desks and take out your composition books. Today I want you to write a composition called ‘Something Interesting’ about something you have personally seen. Do not repeat any topics.”

“Can we write about Disneyland?” Maureen Murphy asked. Everyone in the class knew that Maureen had been to Disneyland more than anyone else in the whole school. 

“That would be perfect, Maureen,” Mrs. Kelly answered with a smile.

I opened my black and white composition book. I tried to ignore the huge red U for “unsatisfactory” that partly covered the title, “My Summer Vacation.” I remembered Mrs. Kelly’s comments without even looking at them.

It has been brought to my attention that this composition is about your last year’s summer vacation, and you have already written about the same trip for a composition last year during the fourth grade. Therefore, this assignment is unsatisfactory. Your penmanship is also unsatisfactory.

I didn’t care about the penmanship comment. That was on every assignment I turned in. What bothered me was that Mrs. Kelly would not accept my composition about my train trip to Denver. The only trip I had ever gone on in my whole life had been the trip to Denver. In the fourth grade, my composition had been about all the things I had seen from the train windows on the way to Denver. For the fifth grade, I wrote a whole new composition about the hotel in Denver with the glass elevators.

Mrs. Kelly wrote an outline on the blackboard. One paragraph for an introduction, then three paragraphs to describe the topic in detail. A final paragraph for a conclusion. I knew that Maureen Murphy had a composition book filled with E’s for excellent and even S’s for superior while my best grade had been an F. In spite of Mrs. Kelly’s red marks, I really liked to fill the pages of my composition book with words and ideas. I frowned and stared at the back of David’s head.

That’s when I noticed that the back of David’s head looked like a brown forest with a long, brown, hairy trail that ran down his neck. He had three big brown freckles peeking out from the forest. The top of his head looked like a cartoon porcupine with brown hairs sticking up all over. David’s ears were reddish tan with pudgy lobes that flapped against his neck when he raised his hand with only one finger. Looking at the back of David’s head, I decided this composition could be different. It could be full of imagination instead of boring and embarrassing because I had never had the chance to see anything interesting, outside of the trip to Denver.

I opened my composition book and began to write. I wrote and wrote until Mrs. Kelly said, “Mary Ellyn, this is the third time I’ve called your name. It is time to line up to go home. However, you will stay after and write ‘I will pay attention in class’ one hundred times before you are excused.”

On Wednesday, Maureen tiptoed around the room in her fancy shoes passing back everyone’s composition notebooks. I ignored her snotty smile and opened my book, paging past all the F’s and U’s. I couldn’t wait to see a beautiful letter at the top of my composition, entitled “The Back of David’s Head.”

By the time I found the page, my whole body was so tense with excitement I almost fell off my seat. But what I saw made my breath stop in a gasp. Across the whole composition Mrs. Kelly had scrawled a huge red U. It was the biggest and reddest U I had ever seen. The red words in the margin swam in a blur from the tears that filled my eyes. A huge tear plopped onto the page, splashing over the comment about penmanship. I slapped the book shut and raised my hand with two fingers. I didn’t care who laughed.

In the bathroom, I sat on the edge of a toilet and cried for a long time. After a while I heard the restroom door swish open.

“I know you’re in here, Mary Ellyn,” Maureen Murphy’s voice oozed under the green painted metal door. “Mrs. Kelly says you’d better get back in class, right now.”

I waited for the sound of the door swishing closed. “You just wait and see, Mrs. Kelly,” I said in a low scary voice. “Someday I’ll show you. Someday I’ll write lots of stories and SELL them for lots of money. Someday my stories will be in books! Just you wait and see.”

And when I grew up, that’s exactly what I did.

SO THERE, MRS. KELLY!

Mary Ellyn Sandford 

[EDITORS’ NOTE: Mrs. Kelly and readers might be interested to know that Mary Ellyn’s work has been published in several magazines as well as Chicken Soup for the Kid’s Soul.] 
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Going to the Dogs 

If we all did the things we are capable of doing, we would literally astound ourselves.

Thomas Edison 

One day my mom and I were sitting in her office looking at a magazine called Humane Society News. We read a very sad story about a New Jersey police dog named Solo that had been sent into a building to catch an armed suspect. The last thing Solo did before entering the building was to lick his owner’s face. A few minutes later, Solo was shot and killed in the line of duty. I knew how sad that officer must have felt because my own dog, Kela, had recently died. I felt like my world had ended when I lost Kela. She had been my best friend since I could remember.

The article went on to tell about a fund-raiser that was going on in New Jersey to help buy bulletproof vests for the police dogs there. I thought, Every police dog should be protected just like the police. I may be a kid, but why can’t I do a fund-raiser to help save the dogs in our area?

Then I found out that a bulletproof vest for a police dog costs $475. My mom thought it was a lot of money for an eleven-year-old girl to raise, but she told me to go ahead and try anyway.

We called our local Oceanside Police Department and found out that their dogs needed bulletproof vests. At that point, I realized that I needed a name for the fund-raiser and thought since I was trying to protect just one dog’s life, I would call my program Vest A Dog.

I decided that veterinarian offices and pet stores would be really good places to go with donation boxes and Vest A Dog flyers. I used little green Chinese take-out boxes, decorated with a picture of Tiko, the dog I chose to vest, and me. I wrote on each box “Help protect the life of a police dog by donating a dollar.”

One afternoon, after all the boxes had been distributed throughout our community, I got a call from a local newspaper reporter who had seen one of my fliers. The reporter decided to do an article about Vest A Dog. That ought to spread the word, I thought. I asked K9 Officer Jim Wall, who is Tiko’s partner, if they would have their picture taken with me for the article and they did.

After the article came out, I waited for a few days before checking to see if there were any donations. I was really nervous when I finally went to collect the money. Would there be anything in the boxes? I wondered. I really wasn’t sure that I could raise enough to buy the vest. But when I collected the first box, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I realized that there are many generous animal lovers out there. The box was practically overflowing with dollar bills! I kept checking back to collect the donations every few days. After about three weeks, I counted the money from all of the boxes. It totaled over three thousand dollars! I was so excited and totally amazed at the amount of money that I had raised. Not only was there enough money to buy Tiko’s vest, but Vest A Dog had raised enough to buy vests for the other five unprotected dogs on the Oceanside Police Department. I couldn’t believe it!

When the officers from the K9 unit found out that they were going to be able to protect all six of their dogs, they couldn’t stop thanking me. They decided to put together a presentation ceremony where I would give the six vests I was donating to the department’s dogs. That’s where I got to meet all of the other police dogs and their handlers. I was actually a little scared of them, but the officers assured me that the dogs were very friendly. I learned that these were not just police dogs, but also the officers’ family pet. Again, I thought of my dog Kela and also about Solo. I wanted even more to make sure that these police dogs didn’t die while trying to protect people.

Once I began presenting the vests at the ceremony, I kept seeing television reporters come in and set up cameras. I never expected to see so many news stations there! I was excited to talk with them about what I was doing. When they asked me if I was going to continue my Vest A Dog program to help protect the other fifty dogs in San Diego County, where we live, I replied, “Yes! We need to protect these dogs because they protect us every day.”

Soon the phone was ringing off the hook! Each day, reporters from newspapers and television stations called with interview requests. They wanted more information about my Vest A Dog program and also wanted to know where donations could be made. The media is so powerful! People began to mail donations to Vest A Dog!

Looking back, the success of Vest A Dog totally surprised me at first. Then I realized that it wasn’t unusual that a lot of other people felt the same way I did about these dogs. They just didn’t know how to help before Vest A Dog got started.

So far, Vest A Dog has raised more than twenty-five thousand dollars and has supplied all of the law enforcement dogs within San Diego County with a protective vest! Then, just when I had achieved what I thought was my highest goal, people from all over the country began to call me to find out how to raise funds to vest dogs in their areas. So now my fund-raiser is continuing nationwide, and I have a Web page to tell other people how to organize a fund-raiser like the one that I did.

Knowing that more and more dogs are being protected is really rewarding. It has made all my efforts more than worth it.

Then, one day after school, my mom told me that the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) wanted to honor me for the work that I had done to protect police dogs. They invited my mom and me to New York so that I could receive an award and a check for five thousand dollars! That vested another ten dogs!

I’m so proud and happy that the money I have raised is all going to the dogs. I’m still amazed that I have vested so many dogs when I really wasn’t sure if I could vest even one. Even though some days I was tired from schoolwork, I knew it was important to continue fundraising to help save these special dogs. It was a lot of hard work but I learned that if you just keep going, you can accomplish anything. Don’t think that just because you are a kid that you can’t make a difference. Even if you think something is impossible, it can be done.

Stephanie Taylor, eleven 

[EDITORS’ NOTE: For more information on how to start a Vest A Dog program in your area, log on to www.dogvest.com.] 



If I Could Change the World 
for the Better, I Would . . .

Eliminate every manmade weapon and all war. I would make sure that everyone treats each other equally.

Lance Bass, *NSYNC 

Find one positive thing that everyone in the world could believe in. Prove to everyone there is a common ground in all people, no matter what race, color, sex, faith, rich or poor. Bring people a little closer together, and remind them we’re all the same. Just try to make it through life as human beings, and remember that every life is just as important as the next.

J. C. Chasez, *NSYNC 

Have free ice cream breaks for everybody. I would have children have more say-so in the world, and ban all guns and drugs.

Joey Fatone Jr., *NSYNC 

Put a smile on everyone’s face.

Chris Kirkpatrick, *NSYNC 

End racism and make equality for men and women. I would teach life through music.

Justin Timberlake, *NSYNC 

Melt every cold heart and mold them into new warm ones.

Scarlett Kotlarczyk, eleven 

Help people realize that people like me who learn and do things differently than them are still really the same underneath it all. We want to be liked and smiled at.

Wilson Cook, nine 

Find another way to test drugs instead of using them on animals.

Brandon Barger, thirteen 

Make it so every kid would have a warm meal, and no one would go starving.

Timothy Blevans, eleven 

Open a house for all of the orphans of the world. I would get lots of people to help me take care of them.

Stacey Bergman, fifteen 

Stop kids from making fun of other kids. Prejudice is just what we don’t need. Kids hate being ridiculed.

Rachel Force, eleven 

Make people realize that it’s not what other people think of you, but what you think of yourself. You shouldn’t put yourself down when people say cruel things about you or do things to you, because they’re the ones that need a little Chicken Soup for their soul.

Sarah Hampton, fourteen 

Travel back in time, and make sure the people who invented drugs and smoking never discovered or invented them.

Lisa Cline, eleven 

Find a cure for diabetes. My little brother’s friend has juvenile diabetes. Every year my family “Walks for the Cure.” I wish there wasn’t such a disease because he has to take shots and stuff.

Kristin Boden, thirteen 

Want everyone to keep an open mind about everything, because with an open mind, you can accomplish anything.

Annemarie Staley, fourteen 

Make everything solar powered including factories, vehicles and all types of machinery. By doing this, there wouldn’t be as much air pollution and people could breathe easier.

Tracye Paye, thirteen 

Give every child a grandmother like mine. She may not be rich and famous, but she has enough love in her heart for her twenty-one grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and plenty more to spare. How many millionaires can say that?

Casey Singleton, eighteen 

Make it so that kids don’t have to go through child abuse.

Kristen Hamilton, eleven 

Make every capable person do one hour of community service per month. This would include cleaning up rubbish, bathing and feeding homeless people, and planting trees.

Trevor Burton, nineteen 

Make sure that no one in the world is harmed because of their religion.

Pratima Neti, eleven 

Stop child labor, which is unfortunately still going on in this world. Children deserve the right to live, and working at a very young age will not give you that freedom.

Jessilyn Yoo, twelve 

Pay teachers more, because teachers are the foundation of all learning. Without teachers, the world would just be a useless space full of useless people.
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