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Introduction


Let’s start with a warning. This book contains material for older teenagers. A book about tough times for teens inevitably will contain stories about mature subjects that may not be suitable for younger teens. The stories in this book may upset young readers, as teens just like them recount their tales of mental illness, sexual abuse, gender identity issues, eating disorders, untimely deaths, and other difficult events in their lives.


For older teens, this book may be just what you need. If you are going through a difficult time, perhaps you will feel less alone, or see a solution, in this book. Perhaps it will encourage you to seek help or comfort, as did so many of the teens who contributed their personal stories to help other kids. Or it will help you understand what a sibling is going through, or what might be going on with that quiet kid who sits alone at lunch or that popular girl you heard sobbing quietly in the bathroom one morning. Maybe you are that quiet kid who sits alone at lunch and this book will give you the little push you need to turn things around, or at least to feel like you’re not the only one.


Being a teenager is exciting but it is also hard. Everyone has ups and downs during these years. The kids in this book have had it worse than most teens, and they are unselfishly sharing their stories with you to comfort you, and give you some useful advice too. These stories should help you understand yourselves, understand your peers and family members, and help all of you through these challenging but potentially gratifying years as you mature into adults.


~Amy Newmark
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Bravery
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Winning Life Back


Who will tell whether one happy moment of love or the joy of breathing or walking on a bright morning and smelling the fresh air, is not worth all the suffering and effort which life implies.


~Erich Fromm


While the majority of my senior class was getting ready for prom — which I was told was the biggest, most important moment of one’s high school life — I was preparing for a much different event. A bigger and more important moment in my life than prom would ever be.


I was about to undergo a second back surgery.


From the time I was fourteen, I sort of felt like Benjamin Button, except that my elderliness was internal rather than external. Whenever I went to see the spine doctor I was always sitting amongst exclusively silver and gray-haired patients. I think the closest patient to my age was at least forty years older than me. Yeah, you can say I felt out of place.


When it came to school, life was beyond excruciating. High school was an incredibly self-conscious period and having to wear a hard plastic back brace that highly resembled a corset and made you look as though you possessed a duck tail whenever you bent over didn’t make it any easier. It sounds weird when I put it this way, but drugs made my school life miserable as well. I was on the hard-core stuff that most addicts wished they had, stuff like vicodin, percocet, oxycontin, oxycodone, etc. I had to choose between dealing with sheer agony or feeling as though there were a million cotton balls stuffed into my brain after I took the medication. There was no happy medium. Life was awful and I never thought my suffering would end.


At age seventeen, only a year and a half after my first back surgery, I was already heading for number two. My first one failed because the fusion did not take place in my L4 and L5, which subsequently caused two of my four titanium screws to crack completely in half. Apparently, only one percent of all patients who get the surgery crack one screw and I cracked two! Of course this was happening to me. With these odds you’d think I’d have had a good shot at winning the lottery!


I had my surgery in May, during the home stretch of my senior year. It was a brutal race to get all my credits done before graduation, especially since this was a much more invasive surgery; the surgeon went through my stomach and replaced my disc with a cadaver bone and then replaced all four of the screws in my back. He also extracted some bone marrow from my right hip. The other challenge was that the only credit I really needed was math because I skipped out on it the previous year while I was out of school for three months after my first surgery. Let me tell you something, trying to complete your pre-calculus homework after surgery on oxycodone sucks! In all honesty, I don’t remember much about that hectic month other than it was incredibly stressful.


My goal at the beginning of my freshman year was to graduate as Valedictorian, and nothing less. I used to judge myself so hard when I didn’t meet my own expectations. I felt like the world’s biggest failure. I was failing my doctors because I could never seem to will my body into healing itself and I was failing myself because I wasn’t attaining the grades that I so desperately wanted. I was forced to take a hard look at my life and reevaluate my expectations.


Life is about winning, but who said there was only one definition for the term? My stubborn and misguided fourteen-year-old freshman self would have told you that “winning,” meant getting straight A’s no matter what. It meant being the absolute best. I’ll have to admit that I agree with one part of that statement — you should strive to be the absolute best, strive for your absolute best. When life throws you a curveball don’t shrink from it. Sure the bat may tremble in your hands, but you swing that bat full and hard, and show the world you are a force to be reckoned with.


When I stepped off that stage at the end of senior year — taking my diploma with me — I didn’t think about the fact that I wasn’t Valedictorian. I thought about what I had accomplished and how proud I was that despite my challenges I put my best foot forward. I was definitely a winner in that moment and couldn’t wait to see what came next in my already incredible life.


~Amanda Yancey
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The Survivor


The soul would have no rainbow had the eyes no tears.


~John Vance Cheney


I sunk down a little deeper into the bathtub, pushing my head under the red water. I held myself there for as long as I could stand before sitting up, gasping for breath. I sighed as I grabbed the sharpest thing close to me; this time, it was a razor. I pressed it against my skin and took a deep breath as I slid it against the outside of my arm. I watched as the deep crimson blood came to the surface and I let loose the tears that I had held for such a long time. This became my nightly ritual.


Each night, I cut myself countless times in that same old, white bathtub. Each night I prayed for the memories to go away as I scrubbed my body clean of him.


I was raised inside a very emotional family. When my little sister died, my older sister and I became the rocks of the family. My dad provided the money, while my sister and I provided the love and support both of us so desperately needed ourselves. Even to this day, I can’t express emotions correctly for fear that I will be seen as “weak.” Blow after blow came to the family, but I tried not to cry as everything crumbled around me.


Around the time of my little sister’s death, my Aunt Pat and Uncle Greg stepped up to the plate, acting as second parents. They took us wakeboarding, cooked for us, and generally acted like the best parents I could ask for. My uncle was a second-degree black belt and taught me self-defense. They supported us and loved us when our parents weren’t able to. I created a very close bond with my aunt and uncle. They were our protectors.


Everything changed after I moved to Indiana.


In Indiana, I became a young teenager, but I was anything but bright eyed and bushy tailed. In fact, around the time I became a teenager, I developed severe anxiety and depression. I felt alone in my new environment and I had few friends. I was angry and mean to nearly everyone. I was soon diagnosed with depression and placed on antidepressants.


And soon after that, my entire world was wrecked again.


I traveled to Virginia for my new little cousin’s baby shower, the daughter of my only aunt and uncle, my beloved second parents. That night, I couldn’t sleep. I barely thought about it as I climbed into bed between my aunt and uncle because, even as a troubled preteen, I would crawl into their extra large bed to rest until I could fall asleep. It was an odd behavior, but it gave me comfort. That night, however, went all wrong.


I woke up to something horrible. I was instantly alert but lay there, absolutely frozen, not willing to believe what was happening.


My uncle was clearly awake and he was touching me all over my body. I could’ve screamed, but stayed completely silent. I was terrified as he continued to molest me. I had heard stories of people being threatened or hurt if their molesters knew they were awake, so I kept my eyes shut, praying for it to go away, to stop. Wishing to myself that this was just a dream, a nightmare I couldn’t wake up from. My uncle touched me everywhere as my skin crawled and I wanted to scream and cry. He kept going exactly where he pleased, only stopping when he heard my mother, an insomniac, climbing the stairs. I was so terrified that I inched closer to my aunt’s side of the bed and prayed that he wouldn’t come closer. I couldn’t leave the bed for such intense fear that he would know I was awake during what he did, so I stayed absolutely still next to my aunt, waiting for the morning to come.


I left for home the very next day, alone. My mom had no clue what had gone on, and I begged my sister to come get me in the car at 6 a.m. instead of letting my uncle drive me to the airport. She agreed and I felt the greatest relief as I left my uncle behind.


I got home and fell apart. I started a dangerous habit of cutting and burning myself to forget. My dad was always working, so he didn’t notice how depressed I was becoming. When my mom came home, she noticed almost immediately, but I was too ashamed to tell her what happened. I felt like the molestation was my fault and that she wouldn’t believe me or understand. I finally told my counselor, who helped me break it to my mom. Telling someone was the hardest thing I ever had to do.


I’m not going to say that things became easy after I told my secret, because they didn’t. I continue to go to a therapist weekly to deal with my Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and I still have nightmares and flashbacks. But now, I have the support I need. My family surrounded me with love and help. My mother is also a sexual assault survivor, and she believed me instantly, as did the rest of my family. It took a lot of adjustment. I still had trouble with friends who didn’t understand and I had a lot of trouble with relationships. I had a lot of boyfriends who didn’t last very long, and I was very sensitive to their advances. I couldn’t handle much affection.


Needless to say, I was needy and sensitive to almost everything, but I survived. My family and friends gave me the support I needed to make it through. While I felt constantly battered, I was never alone. I always had someone to listen to me cry and, some day, I will get past this.


~Abby Moriarty
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Reflections in an Empty Pool


If you can find a path with no obstacles, it probably doesn’t lead anywhere.


~Frank A. Clark


For the first time in my life I felt as though I wanted to jump out of my body. It was useless and I was helpless. The roar of the crowd had somehow faded into a dissonant hum swirling over my head. I was lost in my own mind, a very lonely and unforgiving place.


Less than a year ago, everything had changed. I was in a terrible car accident. Although barely breathing, I was told I was lucky to be alive after the crash.


Alive? Maybe. Living? I’m not so sure.


After the accident, I was forced to become a spectator of the thing I loved most: swimming. Less than a year before, I had made the varsity squad for the third consecutive season and I had set my sights for the big State meet. However, someone else had other plans for me.


I knew I had come a long way from that bloody pavement and that I had survived for a reason, but it was torture. As my teammates swam, I looked longingly at my legs as though they were a pair of friends who had betrayed me.


The accident had left me paralyzed, with no use of my legs, my hips, or most of my trunk. I felt more lifeless and flaccid each day. As I watched I tried not to pay attention to who was swimming or what her time was. I knew that I could have beaten many of them and that left me sinking deeper and deeper into my shiny new wheelchair.


As the meet ended, I gave high-fives and hugs to my almost-forgotten teammates. They were exhausted, hungry, and complaining. Oh, how I longed to be them. Any of them — even Beth with the zits and Lauren with the bad grades. Those things you could fix. What could you do with a paralyzed sixteen-year-old wannabe swimmer in a wheelchair?


Call it naïveté, call it adolescence, or call it just plain stupidity. Whatever the case, there was no question in my mind as the swim season was being posted in the school halls that I was going to swim too, just as I had every year before. I hadn’t really been back in the water much since my accident, but I wasn’t really willing to look at what my life might look like without it. So, I signed up and made an open-ended, conscious decision to ignore the fact that I wasn’t totally sure how my new body would fare as a swimmer, not to mention a regular high school student.


Surprisingly, I found out right away that my body could float. Much like my spirit, I wasn’t going to be brought down easily or without a fight.


I had spent dozens of weeks lying in a hospital bed, counting dents in the ceiling and peeling away scabs on my knuckles. Those weeks, although important to my overall healing, led to a complete deterioration of my muscles. I couldn’t even lift my own head off the starched and bleached synthetic pillow to request more morphine. By the time I was well enough to sit up in a wheelchair, I could barely flex my leftover muscles enough to push myself in a wheelchair.


However, in a matter of only a few months, I was stronger simply from activities like showering and getting into a car, and with that, I decided I was strong enough to swim.


That first day of practice was wretched. Being named a member of the lowest level swim group for the first time in my life was the least of my worries. I peered from my chair at the water and realized I didn’t even know how to get in.


With a lot of help and a lot of pride-swallowing, I was lifted into the pool by my coaches and teammates. The icy chill of the chlorinated pool felt like magic. My legs looked alive and dancing as I gazed down into the lap lane. I was in the water, and nothing in the entire universe was going to stop me from swimming — not the cold, nor my own body.


From that day forward, I pushed myself farther and farther each day. Going from fifteen-minute practice sessions, to almost the entire allotted hour, I wasn’t going to let my newly challenged exterior get in my way.


I didn’t realize it then, but the moment I had my teammates lower me into that pool was a catalyst for my journey, and the instant when I found myself. I recognized the battle I faced and decided I needed to fight for my life, and to make it something great.


Without the accident, without the struggle, without the fear of having it all snatched away from me, I would have truly never found myself and found what everything means to me today. Through this experience, and others like it, I have found the world, and it is mine to keep.


~Ryan Rae McLean
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The Beauty of Imperfection


Our strengths grow out of our weaknesses.


~Ralph Waldo Emerson


I was born healthy, with fingers and toes intact. At two weeks of age, I began to develop a type of vascular birthmark called a hemangioma, a benign tumor made up of rapidly growing blood vessels. Mine became very extensive, and covered my entire lower lip, much of the left side of my neck and both sides of my face.


If I were to submit a résumé of medical procedures, beginning at thirteen months and extending to the present, the list would be quite lengthy: Nine months of daily injections of interferon as a baby, eleven surgeries, and seven laser treatments to date. Needless to say, the cycle of surgery and recovery has been strenuous, but the most difficult part has been enduring the insensitive comments of others, and learning to accept myself in spite of them. People often ask, “Did you burn yourself?” or “What is that ugly purple stuff on your face?” Others would point and whisper, “Oh, look, it’s the girl with the birthmark.” A lump would form in my throat each time I heard comments like these from adults and children alike. And each time, I died a little inside.


I began to realize that I had two options: I could either withdraw into myself, or I could summon the courage to open myself up — to demystify and educate others about vascular birthmarks. I chose the second path. I became involved with the Vascular Birthmarks Foundation, “an international charitable organization that provides support and information to people affected by hemangiomas, port wine stains, and other vascular birthmarks....” By age thirteen, I began moderating a teen discussion forum on their website at www.birthmark.org. In this way, I was able to connect with and give advice to other teens struggling with vascular birthmarks.


I finally realized that I could use my vascular birthmark as a strength by reaching out to others. And in helping others, I was healing myself as well. As a freshman in high school, in order to increase awareness about vascular birthmarks, I designed turquoise silicone bracelets inscribed with the message I coined, “Courage — Confidence — VBF” and sold them in my local community as well as worldwide on their website. I personally raised over $5,000, which was used towards research. This fundraiser inspired a subsequent campaign, called “Kids Who Care,” in which children across the country sell bracelets in their communities during the month of May to support “National Birthmark Awareness Day” on May 15th. I was later nominated and elected by the VBF board to serve as the youngest board member in their history. I am their Student Representative.


Today, I like to think of myself as a typical seventeen-year-old girl even though getting to this stage in my life has been anything but typical. Though I would not have chosen my vascular birthmark, it has implanted in me a responsibility to make the world more accepting and tolerant, and in this way, it has become my greatest strength. Although my journey was a rough one at times, I believe that it has made me a strong, sensitive, and compassionate person — it has allowed me the ability to truly empathize with others, and to create hope for those who have not yet realized the beauty of their imperfections.


~Saige Falyn Cavayero
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I Can Be Happy


You have to leave the city of your comfort and go into the wilderness of your intuition. What you’ll discover will be wonderful. What you’ll discover is yourself.


~Alan Alda


“So, I’m a guy, like, 100% dude. But... I was born in a girl’s body. I’m an FTM, female to male transgender.” These are the words of Adam, the first scripted trans-gender teen television character, my favorite character on the teen drama Degrassi.


You might be wondering why that was my first line to open this up. You may understand it already. But that line, that poorly worded, very scripted line, describes me. Yes, me.


Hi, my name is Jonah Daniel. I am fifteen years old. I am transgender.


•••


On May 17th, a happy, bubbly, cute little baby girl is born. Liza Deanna, her parents call her. The little girl seems as normal as any other baby girl. Seemingly content with life. And she is, until a few years later, when she realizes there has been a horrible mistake.


Later on, the girl sometimes wears pink and dresses. But her favorite color varies from blue, to black, to green, almost never straying into the pinks or purples. She plays with dolls alone, pretending to be the daddy. She finds her mind often wandering, drifting away to a land where she is no longer she, but he. Where he wears baggy T-shirts and long shorts, plays with trucks, and plays sports. But then he realizes, this is not reality. And she sits there, hoping that God decides to listen in: “I want to be a boy. I want to wake up tomorrow and be a boy.”


Two years later, the girl is taking a walk with her sister, discussing her best friend, Michelle.


“Is it normal to tell her I love her?” she asks, confused about the feelings she has towards her.


“It’s normal to say you love her like a sister,” her sister replies.


But it doesn’t feel like that kind of love.


A year later, the girl starts overnight camp. There, she meets a girl named Julia. Julia is the coolest person the girl has ever met. Julia is funny, smart, nice, good at sports... and Julia wears boys’ clothes.


The girl didn’t know this was even possible. If you’re a girl, you wear girl clothes, and if you’re a boy, you wear boy clothes. So when the girl gets home, she asks her mom to shop in the boys department. Her mom agrees without hesitation, but the girl feels awkward about it. Most girls don’t do this, she’s sure. And then she realizes that she really and truly feels like she is a boy.


Two years later, the girl is at a new private school. She wears her boys’ clothes and hangs out with her friends. She is absolutely obsessed with a girl in her grade. She starts to get curious. The girl knows that it’s possible to like someone the same sex as you, proven to her by her two aunts. But this girl likes guys, she’s sure. She looks on the Internet, and finds that it’s possible to be something called bisexual, which is where you like both boys and girls. Finally, the girl thinks to herself, I know what I am.


The girl is incredibly depressed. She hates herself; she hates her life. She hates everything. The girl is put into a psychiatric hospital where she is put on medications and made to go in groups that make her feel better for short periods of time. The girl goes in and out of the hospital for years.


Two years later, the girl comes out as bisexual to her family and close friends. But that doesn’t feel quite right. So she thinks about it some more, considering her options of what to come out as, and decides that she’s not bisexual, that she is gay.


The girl comes out to the world.


On a website where people ask you questions, multiple people ask her if she is transgendered.


“What does that mean?” she answers. “I’ve always been a girl, if that’s what you’re asking...” But the girl starts to get more and more confused. What does transgender mean? She looks into it more and finds out — you are one sex, but you feel like the other. Finally, she thinks. This is the right one. This is me.


She lives in pain for a while longer. She is so uncomfortable with her body. Showers and baths are painful experiences, until she starts taking her baths in a bra and underwear.


That summer, the girl heads off to her overnight camp for her last summer there. Being around the boys so much, she gets jealous that they have the life she wants. Being around the girls so much, she gets depressed, wanting to be happy in her body. She wants to be anyone but herself.


Then the girl makes a decision. I am going to transition, she says to herself. When I get home, I’m going to be a boy. The girl calls her mom and tells her this decision. Her mom doesn’t seem to like the idea, but she’s not protesting. She says she has to do some research, and learn more about this. Over time, she becomes more and more supportive and accepting of the idea.


A week later, the girl needs to leave camp. There is too much going on in her head, and she needs help with it. The transgender stuff is too much. She needs help.


•••


Fast forward a few months to the present. The girl is no longer a girl named Liza, but a boy named Jonah — me. I go to a public school where they make accommodations for my bathroom use, make sure the teachers use the correct name and male pronouns, and have many supports put in place for when I need them. Everyone knows I am transgender, and I am the talk of the school for a short amount of time. I don’t hide my identity. I am what I am, and I am strong to show and embrace it.


But I’m still not happy. I may be living the life of a boy, but I’m still not a boy. Not biologically. No matter what surgery I undergo, I will still be a transgender person. I will never be just a boy.


This lands me in the psychiatric hospital, where I have already been numerous times. In the hospital, I spend a week and a half repeating the same statements over and over again.


“I don’t want to be happy. I want to be dead.”


“There’s nothing you can do for me.”


“I don’t want help, so why are you wasting your time trying?”


And so on and so forth.


Through some combination of medications and positive thinking, though, something changes in me. I am happy again. I am not happy with the brain and body that God gave me — I never will be. But I can be a happy person, I realize. I have so much going for me — the most supportive family and friends I could ask for. I’m a funny person, nice and caring about others. I have so many positive traits, and so many people who care. And so, with the support of all of these people, I share my story.


~Jonah Miller
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Light at the End of the Tunnel


Even our misfortunes are a part of our belongings.


~Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Night Flight


When I was five years old, my older cousin James molested me. Today, I can roll this word — molested, molested, molested — around in my head, and accept the fact that this is what happened to me. Before I met my delightful counselor, Bethany, we never used this word. My parents always referred to the incident as “that awful thing that happened when I was five.”


For years, like most victims, I thought what had happened to me was my fault. Five isn’t that young, I’d think to myself. I could have prevented what happened; I should have been stronger. The stress of these feelings had consequences, and I developed habits such as tearing out my eyelashes and eyebrow hair.


I began plucking my eyelashes near the end of second grade — around the time that I confessed the molestation to my mother — and then slowly stopped at the end of eighth grade. But the first time I ever went to a psychologist was when I was eight years old. The therapist’s name was Barbara, and I never found her to be very helpful. I saw her Tuesday of every week for two years, and my stomach coiled like a spring, hard and tight each time, before I walked into her office. I always felt as though I was in trouble when I went to see her. Barbara would scrutinize me as she sat, legs crossed, on her brown leather chair, asking if I’d finally stopped picking my eyelashes. I hadn’t. Eventually, I told my mother that seeing this psychologist was doing nothing for me and so we left Barbara.


Years later I was able to stop pulling out my hair and thought that I had finally healed, but around age eighteen I started noticing that I had abnormal behavior toward men. The clues began to click into place after I took a psychology class in high school. I learned that everything that happened to a person during their childhood was critical to how they developed as an adult. My mind flashed from one image to the next: a kaleidoscope of sight, sound, and smell, as I unraveled the Band-Aid over the thirteen-year-old wound. I realized that anytime I was alone with an older man, my pulse quickened and I immediately felt nauseous; this included uncles or my friends’ dads, people I trusted.


It all led back to James.


It occurred to me that I needed help, and that was the first major step in my recovery. My mom took me to Bethany for the first time, and she had a maternal quality that put me at ease. Instead of telling her my problems on the first day, Bethany and I discussed my entire life story, so that she could get a clear picture of who I was. By the time we got caught up to my current situation and how I felt about James now, I learned what I still felt after all these years was guilt. I broke down into tears, and Bethany gave me advice: “Write a letter to James, explaining to him how he has hurt you, but don’t send it.”


The following day I made a goal to write that dreaded letter. I’ll admit that at first I was scared to write to James, even though I knew I’d never send it, but once I sat down and pressed the red pen to the crumpled pages of my notebook, I was stunned by how easily the words flowed. By the conclusion of the letter, I discovered I was no longer guilty. Instead I was angry — angry because this one horrible event seemed to dictate my entire life. James had messed everything up! Because of him, I resorted to picking out my eyelashes to relieve the stress I felt day to day and I was terrified of men older than me. I was furious. How could I trust someone to be my boyfriend, if my own cousin — a person I idolized — had turned out to be so untrustworthy?


When I finished writing down how I felt, I sobbed into my pillow and then screamed at the top of my lungs. It felt good to let all that bottled emotion out.


A few weeks later, something amazing happened. I was a quarter of the way through my fall term in college and I met this really wonderful guy named William in my English class. We were placed in a reading group together — which I was very pleased about because I found him exceptionally charming during our class discussions — and we got along right away. Not only did we joke, but we also engaged in some deep conversations, and the best part about it all was that I wasn’t having any anxiety issues. For the first time I was able to function like a normal human being!


I will never forget the day when I finally saw the light at the end of the tunnel, and knew deep down in my heart that things were going to change for the better. I had a habit of hanging out near my classroom thirty minutes before it began, and as I rounded the corner on this particular day, I saw Will. Three chairs lined the wall near the classroom door and he sat in the one on the far left. My heart gave a jolt, but not from fear. I took a seat in the right one, leaving a chair in between us, because I was still cautious. We easily struck up a conversation and began joking around once again. Then he did something that would put my anxiety issues to the test. He grabbed his backpack and jacket, stood up from his chair, and sat in the middle one, right next to me! I was stunned by how relaxed I felt about this situation. I wanted to talk to him for hours. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before and I was secretly reveling in it.


The next time I saw Bethany I was glowing with elation. For the first time in my life, tears of happiness coursed down my face when I told her the news. It was a great moment.


I want other girls out there to know that being molested is hard, and no doubt changes one’s life forever, but it does not have to dictate your life. You are responsible for creating your life the way you want it to be, and once you know this, you can overcome any obstacle life throws at you.


~Schuyler Newberg
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Ginger Beer


Nobody can make you feel inferior without your consent.


~Eleanor Roosevelt


My teacher, Miss Wallace, stood beside the bench in the science lab. She held a beaker in one hand as she explained the procedures of a chemistry experiment to a small group of students. I leaned against the bench and focused my attention on her hand as it moved towards another beaker filled with an acidic liquid.


But instead of continuing the experiment, her hand paused in midair and she glanced at me.


“I heard you were in the cross-country race yesterday,” she said.


I nodded and smiled. I hadn’t come in first, but I was proud of my efforts.


Her mouth twisted into a sneer. “So how did you do? Did you actually manage to finish the race?”


Sarcasm laced her voice. And then she sniggered as if she had made an amusing joke.


I frowned in bewilderment. Then my cheeks flushed with warmth as I stared at her in shock. I knew what she referred to — it was my weight. My figure was chubby, not athletic. I enjoyed running, but she obviously didn’t think I could run three miles. Her words were like the acid in the beaker: they burned.


“Of course I finished the race,” I said softly. I swallowed several times and pushed back my tears. Why was she humiliating me?


After the chemistry lesson, my friend Kate took me aside. She had overheard the teacher’s comments, and she shook her head in disbelief. “Yesterday in class, when you weren’t there, Miss Wallace asked where you were. I told her you were in the cross-country race.” She stopped and looked at me with sympathetic eyes. “Miss Wallace also laughed about you then — in front of the whole class, and she said you wouldn’t ever be able to finish the race.”


A blanket of shame crept over me in that moment; I felt ashamed of my body and ashamed that I’d attempted that race. What had I been thinking?


Kate squeezed my arm. “I told Miss Wallace that you were a good runner — of course you would finish. She should never have said that yesterday... or today.”


I smiled with appreciation at my friend, but battled even harder to keep my emotions locked down.


It wasn’t the first time people had made rude comments in reference to my weight. I was only about one stone (fourteen pounds) overweight, but it didn’t stop some people from looking my way and occasionally spitting out names such as, “Fat Pig! Lump of fat!” or saying, “You’re nothing but a fatty!” My nature was to be shy and gentle, and those words stung. I never provoked anyone and didn’t deserve those cruel remarks.


Added to this were difficulties at home: my father was in the midst of a nervous breakdown, my older brother behaved like a wild maniac due to a drug problem, and my mother was constantly exhausted from full-time work to support our family. She was the glue that held the family together and I didn’t want to burden her with any more problems. And anyway, the thought of even speaking my troubles aloud caused me to cringe with embarrassment.


Several years before, when I was a child, my mother attempted to concoct homemade ginger beer. Yeast was the vital ingredient, of which she added a little extra — she thought it would help. The bottles were placed in the basement of the house, to give them time to brew, until one night our sleep was shattered by an almighty BANG! And another BANG! And yet another BANG! Were we under attack? No, we weren’t. The ginger beer bottles were exploding from the overdose of yeast.


I felt like one of those bottles: full to the brim with emotions, and about to explode. And written across the label of my bottle was one word: Worthless.


Later, when I was nineteen years old, somebody handed me a teaching tape on the topic of forgiveness. “Forgiveness doesn’t justify the actions of the person who wronged you,” the voice on the tape said. “Forgiveness releases you from bitterness and helps you to move on with your life. It brings freedom.”


Miss Wallace’s face appeared in my mind. I remembered sad blue eyes peering at the class while she taught. Her figure was plump and soft curves jiggled as she moved around the science lab — she was double my size. I suddenly sensed that Miss Wallace was also like a bottle of ginger beer; emotional pain was stuffed deep inside her, and some of it leaked out the day she ridiculed me in public. Her mockery was wrong, but instead of anger, I now felt pity.


“I choose to forgive her,” I whispered in the silence of my bedroom. I made it my prayer.


After I made my choice to forgive, I began to collect affirming words from friends, whether written by them on cards, scraps of paper, e-mails, or scribbled down in my own hand so I wouldn’t forget what they said. These encouragements were bound with a rubber band inside a shoebox and sometimes scrapbooked. On days when discouragement came knocking, I’d pull out these words and remind myself that, yes, I am valued. One day, I hope Miss Wallace discovers this too.


~Louise Johnstone
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A Lonely Astronaut


Always be a first-rate version of yourself, instead of a second-rate version of somebody else.


~Judy Garland


Here’s the formula for being young and gay as portrayed by TV, books, and movies: Take an extremely troubled gay teenager, alone with nobody to talk to about his/her feelings. Eventually, s/he comes out by either 1) Confiding in someone who ends up blabbing to the entire school or 2) Kissing someone of the same sex, which is seen by someone who then blabs to the entire school. In both cases, everyone knows the poor kid’s sexuality but it’s all good in the end because (mostly) everyone is all right with it and s/he ends up meeting a whole bunch of other gay kids and nabbing a boyfriend/girlfriend in the process as some sort of reward. The end.


True to life, right?


Not quite. I first came out to my friends when I was fourteen. Like any other coming out, it was difficult. While we were hanging out one summer day, I told my two friends (both girls) I had something really important to tell them but couldn’t say the words myself. I ended up making my friends guess my secret, and one of them eventually did.


Once I knew I had the support of my friends and felt more comfortable with myself, I took to exploring the life of gay youth everywhere — I read page after page about Nelson and Kyle’s strong friendship in Alex Sanchez’s novel, Rainbow Boys, wondering when my spontaneous friendship with a guy at school was going to happen. I waited for someone to come up to me and say, “I know you’re gay. Let’s be friends!” I watched the Degrassi character Marco get together with his über-crush Dylan and dreamed of the day the boy I was infatuated with would even notice me (it never happened). These books and TV shows were all I ever knew of being young and gay in the world, and they were the only source I saw as truth.


So I waited patiently for all of that to happen to me. Or maybe just some of it.


Over the next few years, I would slowly come out to siblings, other friends, and finally, parents. But still, I had no gay friends, and no crush asking me out. I live in Vancouver, Canada, a fairly open and diverse city, but I didn’t know a single other “out” student in my grade. My friend Chelsea would ask what I wanted for my birthday, and I used to tell her, “a boyfriend.” But all I really wanted was someone — a gay boy like myself — with whom I could talk about all this stuff. I didn’t feel like it was too much to ask for.


Don’t get me wrong. Having supportive friends who were girls was fantastic, and I couldn’t have asked for better friends, but I felt as though they could only relate and offer so much sympathy. To talk to someone who was going through the same things I was going through — that was what I wanted. Genuine empathy.


I would soon discover that the idea that all gay people got along and were friends was a myth. I helped form the Gay-Straight Alliance at my high school, and attended a couple of drop-ins at a gay youth centre downtown. However, in both cases, I felt out of place either sitting silently and uncomfortably in a room with straight girls and (I think) lesbians, or among the teens who chatted like longtime friends. I felt like a different kind of gay species altogether.


Once I opened the closet door, I expected it to be like walking into a party and meeting others just like myself — that through the act of coming out, people would be able to hear my call somehow. But when you make the enormous effort to reveal such a big part of yourself to others and nothing really changes and no one seems to be out there, what do you do? All of a sudden, the TV shows, books, and movies I had read and watched with dreamy eyes were almost mocking me: “Normal gay people can find each other, but you’re just a loser and you’ll always be alone.”


I felt like an astronaut, calling out into space, the words falling into black silence. I searched for life, and even when I found it, I felt as alien as ever. It’s a catch-22. If you don’t look for people, you may not find them. But if you do call out and find nothing, you may feel even lonelier. So I continued searching, trying to ignore the ache that lingered.


It wouldn’t be right to end this story on a bleak note. In the words of Dan Savage, it gets better. After high school, I did meet a lot of gay people — through volunteering and mutual friends — and I eventually did have a couple of relationships. My calls were answered, despite the long time it took to do so. And although I’ll probably never have as many close gay friends as the guys on Queer As Folk, if gay youth today can find community and avoid loneliness, I’m glad. Having in real life the kinds of friendships and relationships that I had read about and seen in the media all those years is an astronaut’s dream.


~Aaron Chan
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Not Your Typical Senior Year


He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.


~Friedrich Nietzsche


Senior year of high school is supposed to be about three things: friends, picking a college, and graduation. My senior year wasn’t like that... not at all.


Brian and I met when I was a freshman and he was a sophomore and dated throughout high school. He enlisted in the United States Army the summer before my senior year, the year he graduated. When he first enlisted, we didn’t think that he would be shipped off right away, but we were wrong. He enlisted in May and was sent to Fort Benning, Georgia two months later, three days after my senior year began.


On top of the usual voices saying, “This is your last year of high school, make the best of it,” and, “You need to pick your top choice school,” I also had to worry about Brian. The mailman and I became very good friends during the time Brian was in basic training. I remember when I got that very first little green envelope. My school’s theater department was putting on one of our biggest musical productions yet: Peter Pan. My mom and I had been texting sporadically throughout rehearsal, with me mainly asking if anything had shown up in the mail yet. When she brought me my fast food dinner, she also handed me that little green envelope. I tore it open as quickly as I could, trying to save as much of the envelope as possible.


Reading that short letter, I knew that he made it to Georgia and they were getting him processed. I lived off that feeling until the next letter showed up. The letters kept coming until December, and then my soldier himself made an appearance at the airport. We were just supposed to pick him up, but I had to run out of the truck and attack hug him. It had been four months since I’d seen him, the longest we’d ever been apart. Christmas was fantastic, despite coming down with the stomach flu. No present in the world could compete with the man in the digital camouflage ACUs sitting beside me.


Sending Brian back to Georgia to complete basic training was nearly impossible. But, much like I did before Christmas, I lived week to week off letters.


Until that one night. Who knew a person’s whole world could change with one simple phone call? I was at a basketball game playing in the pep band when Brian called. Naturally, I lied to my band director and told him my mom was calling and I had to take it. In the period of a fifteen-minute phone call, Brian told me that he would have three days off after basic training graduation, and then he would have to get on a plane and go to his base station... in Germany. After he told me he was going to be stationed in Germany, he gave me the worst news I had ever received.


“There are rumors going around that the company I’m going to is getting deployed in about two months.” And in that moment, I felt my whole world crashing down. I wasn’t strong enough to do this. There was no way on earth I was going to make it through deployment, no way, no how! With the news of his shortened vacation time and his possible deployment, I gathered up the resources I could and found a way to Georgia. Which, I came to find out, was a good thing.


Seeing Brian graduate basic training was one of the happiest days in both of our lives. But what happened the next day was even better. Brian’s mom and two little sisters joined us in Georgia after the friends who brought me to see him had to return to Indiana. Little did I know that Brian’s mom was carrying a very important package. On the way to dinner with his mom and his sisters, Brian seemed really nervous. He kept telling me that it was the traffic, but I knew him too well. Something else was going on.


After we got to the restaurant and ordered our food, Brian’s mom asked if she could borrow my camera. Confused, I handed it to her and she started taking mindless pictures of Brian and me. Well, that is... until he turned to me and asked me something that went like this:


“Hey baby.”


“Yeah?”


“Will you marr —”


“OH, MY GOD!”


That was the gist of my proposal on March 6th, in Columbus, Georgia. Now, on top of finishing my senior year, Brian being stationed in Germany, and the possibility of a deployment on the horizon, I had a wedding to plan. I left Brian in Georgia that weekend, and my heart sank. It sank even lower when I found out that the rumors of the deployment were true. My fiancé was being deployed to Afghanistan.
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