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Introduction


When I was a kid, I used to think everything changed on your thirteenth birthday. I remember going to sleep and thinking that when I woke up, I’d be a totally different person. A teenager! Suddenly, I was going to be like every cool character in the books I read and movies I watched. The difference between twelve and thirteen seemed huge.


Of course, when I woke up the morning of my thirteenth birthday, I wasn’t any different. You learn quickly that just being one of them—a teenager—doesn’t change everything. But seven years later, on the morning of your twentieth birthday, you’re bound to look back, realize how much you changed, and wonder when it happened.


Why did we call this book Chicken Soup for the Soul: Just for Teenagers? Simple. Teenagers really do need a book that’s just for them while so much is happening. Chicken Soup for the Soul has always provided support to teens over the years, but that doesn’t mean that being a teenager gets any easier. The challenges are different now (I mean, is it really okay to break up with someone in a text message?) but the basic struggles of teenagers stay the same. Who are my real friends? Where do I belong? Why am I so short or tall or big or small or... different? And the age-old question: why doesn’t my skin seem to understand that it’s Homecoming and I really can’t have a pimple?


That’s where this book comes in. These are stories from real teenagers who are making their way through the obstacle course right now. They’re having their first kisses and getting their hearts broken. They’re learning to be kind to others and to themselves. They’re finding their place in life, the things they’re passionate about, and discovering just how much they love their family, their pets, and their friends.


Within these pages you won’t find out how to be popular, or how to get good grades, or even how to please your parents. What you will learn is how other teenagers felt about the good and bad times they had. Maybe you’ll feel the same, or maybe you’ll feel different—but you definitely won’t feel alone.


I hope you enjoy these stories and, as always, thank you for reading. Who knows? Maybe some day you’ll be in these pages, giving comfort to teenagers around the world.


~Madeline Clapps, Editor, Chicken Soup for the Soul
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Friendship


The language of friendship is not words but meanings.


~Henry David Thoreau
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A Cheer for Friendship


It is amazing how much you can accomplish when it doesn’t matter who gets the credit.


~Author Unknown


Tallying the votes took about five minutes, but from where I sat in the bleachers it seemed like an hour and a half. At last, after three long years, the “HCS” letters on my uniform sweater would soon be trimmed in gold cording, identifying me as the all important Captain of the Holy Cross School cheerleaders. At least that’s what I was counting on. Captain of the cheerleaders is quite an accomplishment when you’re an eighth grader preparing to close out your grade school days in a blaze of glory.


As Coach Maguire emerged from her office, the chatter subsided and all eyes zeroed in on her. Just as she raised her clipboard and prepared to make the announcement, I inched to the edge of my seat ready to spring to my feet as soon as she said my name.


I lived for cheerleading. Nothing came between me and practice—ever. Putting on that red and white uniform on Saturdays and marching onto the field instilled in me a pride and confidence that carried over to every other class and activity that came my way.


“Girls,” she began, “it is my pleasure to announce that Terry Shaw has been elected Captain of the Holy Cross School cheerleading team.” A resounding cheer was heard throughout the gym, but it was all I could do to contain my hysteria. I didn’t know if I was going to throw up or pass out.


How could this be? I hadn’t missed a practice, a game, or a single pep rally in three years. Terry couldn’t claim this flawless record. Was everyone blind? Didn’t they realize I had my heart set on this?


Everyone gathered around Terry with hoots and hollers, but I was glued to the bleacher seat that only moments before was the springboard to my throne. I didn’t take one single step in her direction. She had stolen my thunder and swept my dream right out from under me.


After a few minutes, I walked over to Terry on shaky legs and managed a flimsy “Good luck, Terry,” in a whisper that barely masked my urge to cry. Terry hugged me close and said, “I wasn’t expecting this, Annie. What a shock.” I didn’t lash out at her but in my heart I wanted to do just that.


Who was she to claim the title I had worked three years to earn? All the way home, I sobbed. There was no way I was going to stay on a team so blind they couldn’t see the one most deserving of being named captain. I slammed the front door, stomped up the steps and threw myself onto my bed in a dramatic display of sobs and sighs that eventually gave way to sleep. Mom didn’t even wake me for dinner.


The next morning I marched over to my closet and took out my uniform. Once it was in my hands and I held it close to me, I knew I couldn’t quit. As heartbroken as I was, my true love was cheering with my teammates.


How very hard it was to go to that first practice after Terry had been named captain. When I arrived, right away Coach Maguire asked me to take three of the new girls and work with them on our basic drills. Terry was assigned three new girls as well.


Just then Terry asked me if we could pool all the girls and work with them together. I reluctantly agreed. She could tell I wasn’t thrilled about the idea but at least it broke the ice between us.


About halfway through the practice she asked me if I had any ideas on how to improve our routines and invited me to stop for a soda on the way home and talk about how we could make the team better. We? Was she kidding? I just wanted to hate her and she kept making it harder and harder for me to do that. It wasn’t just that she showed interest in me — her interest was warm and genuine.


After a while, practices once again became routine. In a few weeks I was out on the field again “bringing up the rear,” a joke everyone made because I was tall and always last in the line-up.


Terry always made sure to include me when discussing changes in our routine with the coach and eventually I got over myself and we grew to be very close friends. Every time Terry led us onto the field, she called back to me at the end of the line and said, “Whenever you’re ready, Annie,” and I would call back, “Move out!”


At the end of the year, the annual Sports Award Banquet was organized and the cheerleaders decorated the hall as usual. Terry and I twirled roll after roll of red and white crepe paper, and wound it around the stage and every banquet table, giggling and reminiscing the entire time about all the good times we had shared during our last year together. It was a bittersweet moment as we finished decorating the hall for the banquet. We knew that a very special time in our lives was coming to an end. I can still see her waving goodbye and grinning at me as she hopped in her mom’s car and they drove away. I just wanted to freeze that moment in time.


Later in the evening we arrived with our parents and listened as the various trophies were awarded to the most valuable player of each sports team. Of course the team captains all received trophies too. With great enthusiasm I cheered as Coach Maguire handed Terry her captain’s trophy.


Just as Terry walked off the stage Coach Maguire stepped up to the microphone again and announced that there was one final trophy to be awarded. The cheerleading “Spirit Award” would now be presented to the girl who showed the most dedicated effort.


When I heard my name announced I imagine I was as shocked as Terry was the day she was voted captain. As I stood up and headed toward the stage, Terry was coming down the aisle toward me. When we were face to face we threw our arms around each other, and Terry whispered in a tone that barely masked her tears, “Nobody deserves this more than you.”


Terry never knew that quitting was all I had on my mind the day she was named captain. She read the disappointment in my shallow words of congratulations and embraced me in spite of myself, planting tiny seeds of kindness and respect. From her effort grew a friendship that, to this day, I hold close to my heart.


~Annmarie B. Tait
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What Is Wrong with You?


The antidote for fifty enemies is one friend.


~Aristotle


“Isn’t your cross supposed to be upside down?” The freshman boy looked at me with eyebrows raised too innocently, while his friends behind him snickered and did a poor job of hiding their laughter. I gripped my lunch tightly, helplessly aware that there were no more places to sit, no holes to squeeze myself into and just disappear... forever.


“Why would my cross be upside down?” I asked, rolling my eyes. I was tired of this and finally starting to get angry.


Delighted in the attention he was getting from his inquiry, he gestured to me, “Aren’t you Gothic?”


I couldn’t answer. My tongue was classically stuck to the roof of my mouth.


“Um, hello... what is wrong with you?”


I coughed out a quick, “Yeah, right,” and walked away.


It’s already difficult being a freshman. It’s impossible being a Goth freshman at a Christian school. All the teachers know your name. You’re at the top of an intervention list. I didn’t make much noise but I could silence a room instantly and clear a lunch table in less than thirty seconds. Routinely I was sent to the principal’s office: Was I struggling in my spiritual life? Had I ever dabbled in witchcraft? Why did I want to look like that? Was someone hurting me? Was I hurting someone?


However, the reason I wore black was actually very boring: I liked black and I liked old-fashioned dresses. Today we call it “steam-punk” and it has a more positive, trendy association, but to everyone at my school it was considered nothing short of walking with the Devil. I hadn’t really wanted to fit in or be popular, but I had wanted to be accepted and somewhat liked. Before long, I realized that only the beautiful people made the grade, figuratively and literally. There seemed to be an entirely different set of rules for the prettiest, most athletic girls. Honestly, I didn’t mind them doing their thing—why couldn’t they just let me do mine?


I dreaded going to bed at night, because going to bed at night meant waking up in the morning and going to school. As we pulled into the parking lot every morning, my chest would tighten painfully and my pulse would start to race. Walking through the gate, I would cringe and ignore the urge to cry. With each disapproving stare from teachers and sneer from “good students,” I tried not to cover my face and run from the building. It wasn’t long before I started asking myself: What is wrong with me?


Then, when it seemed like things were already too hurtful to bear, a growing pain in my lower abdomen began matching my emotional pain. I often left class for the restroom, where I lay on the cool floor and cried from a deep, lacerating clawing in the middle of my body.


One night, I was carried into the emergency room with crippling pain. Over the next few weeks, I was given a series of tests, hormone therapy, and medication. The doctors diagnosed me with endometriosis and a broken cyst. I probably wouldn’t be able to have kids, and in the future a hysterectomy might be necessary. There was no cure.


Back in school, I was limited to walking the track during P.E., and I was actually thankful for the seclusion. However, like bloodhounds, high school girls smell fear and pain. The popular girls jumped on another girl while I was separated from them.


“So, what’s wrong with you?” they asked her.


She was slender and delicate, blond with fair skin and pretty hazel eyes. I disliked her on principle because she looked like a Disney princess. She wore pinks and pastels, short skirts and girly sandals, and her make-up always seemed perfect. In junior high, she struggled with her weight. Now she was trim, elegant, a content resident of the popular table. Her name was Missy, and as far as I was concerned, she was one of them.


While I laced up my shoes, I heard Missy explain to the other girls that she had been absent due to a flair-up of lupus. Two of the girls jumped back immediately, thinking lupus was contagious. The other two went on about how lucky she was to get to walk instead of play sports.


Lucky? I mean, really? Disgusted, I turned around and started walking. Instead of the seclusion I had hoped for, quiet little Miss Cinderella joined me around the track.


I watched her cautiously from the corner of my eye. The safe thing would be to say as little as possible. Gradually, however, Missy and I began to chat. I was surprised when I didn’t have to explain words like “endometriosis” and “broken cyst” to her. She understood the havoc hormone therapy was having on my emotional life and she didn’t respond with false cheerfulness or the other extreme: horror. In a strange twist of fate, Missy and I found ourselves comforting and understanding each other. I knew how we looked together, me with my combat boots, occasional trench coat, corset, and long skirts, and Missy with her summery blouses and trendy slippers. We just did not belong. I was knocked off balance to realize that, princess though she seemed, she was hurting the same way I was.


As I got to know Missy, I realized people were talking about her almost as much as they were talking about me. Her popularity had come with a high price, one she didn’t choose to pay. When her doctor switched her medicines between eighth and ninth grade, she lost her childhood baby fat and got her elegant adult figure, because she was constantly sick to her stomach.


Once Missy and I became visible friends, a sharp line was drawn between her and her old friends. Sure enough, she started hanging out with me less and less, and for a short time not at all. But then she did come back, arriving late to lunch, looking like she’d been hassled.


Missy and I became best friends, and years later, we’re still best friends. In fact, under the protection of our friendship, I’ve been known to wear pink lace and she’s been known to wear black boots. It was some time later I learned why Missy had come to lunch late, looking exhausted and uncomfortable. In a style that would have made the Spanish Inquisition proud, Missy had been set upon by her old “friends” and interrogated... about me.


Is she a witch?


Is she demon possessed?


Is she insane?


Does she worship Satan?


It had been a perfect chance for Missy to secure her position at the top of the ninth grade social food chain. Instead, she cast her lot with me — social suicide. She just told those girls that I liked black and there was nothing wrong with me.


~Faith Northmen
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Burial Grounds


No love, no friendship, can cross the path of our destiny without leaving some mark on it forever.


~François Mauriac


As kindergarten buddies, we shared juice boxes. As young girls, we shared crushes on the cutest boys in the school. As sixth graders, we shared a neighborhood; only one hill stood between us. We will never know how many times we rolled down that hill, made snow angels on it, or stormed off as angrily as possible just to make it known that we were currently “not speaking,” but what we do know is that buried at the very top of that hill, in our secret place, are our childhood tokens.


As one beautiful spring day came to a close, one of our trio made a suggestion. “Let’s bury some of our favorite things. That way we can come back some day and dig them up,” Kelsey said.


With a doubtful look, Bailee replied, “Like those time capsule things we made in Girl Scouts?”


“Yeah! Just like those, but our own,” said Kelsey.


“Well, what are we going to bury?” I inquired.


Kelsey had apparently been anticipating our hesitation, and she already knew the answers to our questions. “Lip gloss and Beanie Babies... and stuff that we used to love but now we don’t really use anymore.”


Scrambling around our houses that night, we dug up tiny tokens of ourselves. I found things like my favorite little doll, a scrunchie I wore in my hair practically every day of the third grade, and other little things. The next day, we carefully placed our items in plastic sandwich bags, ready to find the perfect place to bury them.


Our first option was just beyond the fence at the top of the hill. It was perfectly shaded, and we were the only ones who walked there. As we waved goodbye to our things, the sudden reality of actually digging the hole set in. We needed a shovel. After an hour-long search for a shovel that we could actually reach in the garage, we began to dig. Three hours later, we decided to find a new spot. Sweaty and aggravated, we moved to a location with looser dirt. Well, this would have to work. We dug a hole just deep enough to fit our things into, and deposited them. Feeling reminiscent and quite grown up, we waved goodbye to childhood. Middle school was upon us and it was time to get serious about this “growing up” concept. Patting down the freshly turned soil, it was time to become strong, serious women.


Years quickly passed, and our trio drifted apart as we made other friends. Different activities and changing personalities separated us. All the while, we remembered that bond, the unbroken one. Our neighborhood no longer set the scene for our lavish adventures. Instead we moved away, leaving behind that part of town forever frozen in our minds as if under a glass case.


Four years later, a reunion was in order. A few phone calls later, we were standing at the top of the hill, all together again. It was almost a flashback in time: a snapshot of years past. Once again, we found ourselves searching for a shovel. The motions were strangely familiar. We walked to the garage and found the same shovel we had used before. At the top of the hill again, we argued over the exact location of our treasure. We had not made a map; we simply had the memories of wandering around trying to find a suitable place for our hole. After a few failed digging attempts, the shovel pierced something just below the earth’s surface.


“Found it!” yelled Kelsey.


“Don’t break open the bags, just be careful!” scolded Bailee.


We carefully unearthed the wrinkled plastic bags. Rapidly, the vivid, glorious pictures in our minds were wiped away. What we had once seen as objects of affection were now gone. Only disintegrating, malodorous, bug-eaten bits of fabric and dirty plastic remained. As insects crawled out of the once soft fur of my Beanie Baby, I could not help laughing. “These things,” I screamed. “These nasty old things! We looked forward to this?” Slightly disgusted, we laughed until we could laugh no longer.


Kelsey asked the question we had all been wondering. “What should we do with this stuff now?”


“Let’s bury it for a second time, then we never have to see it again!” replied Bailee. That’s what we had all been thinking. With fresh, stronger plastic bags we carefully placed our treasures into the ground once more. Never to be seen again, we said goodbye.


I believe that on that day, we buried more than just our putrid junk that we had once cherished. As high school began, our friendships ended. There is no resentment today, just good memories. I look back at my younger years and see nothing but good times. In a symbolic way, we had unearthed treasures that were better left behind. Our friendships were wonderful while they lasted, but eventually it was time to move on to bigger and better things. Sometimes the best memories are those left buried far underground, undisturbed.


~Sami Smith
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Fast Friends


Unselfish and noble actions are the most radiant pages in the biography of souls.


~David Thomas


It was my first year teaching in a special needs classroom, and I wasn’t sure what to expect at our annual Special Olympics track meet. My students had a range of challenges, from mild learning disabilities to severe cerebral palsy.


Mark was one with the latter. Confined to a motorized wheelchair, he had to fight his spasms just to control his movements. Nevertheless, he always had a positive attitude and greeted everyone each morning with a huge smile.


His classmates loved him and always took the time to make sure he was included in group activities, especially Mike, Andy and Lucas, three boys who excelled at sports. In his heart I knew Mark wanted to be like them, unrestricted by the limitations of his body, and watching the grace with which they moved on the playing field seemed to fill him with wonder.


When track and field day came, Mike, Andy and Lucas placed well in their heats, and gave the normally placid crowd something to cheer about. Mark sat on the sidelines, cheering them on, placing last in his own heat because his wheelchair wouldn’t go fast enough.


The final event of the day was the 400-meter race. Everyone was invited to either walk or run, according to their ability, around the entire length of the track. We watched as the sprinters took off—Mike, Andy and Lucas determined to prove who the better athlete was.


But when the exhausted trio reached the finish line they paused and turned to look behind them. At the back of the crowd, determined not to be left behind, was Mark. His classmates had passed him by and even the slowest walkers were outdistancing him. He was alone on the track with over half the distance left to cover.


Mike, Andy and Lucas looked at each other, and a silent thought passed between them. Slowly, they jogged back towards their friend, where they slowly enfolded Mark in a tight circle and kept pace, cheering him on as he had done for them moments before.


The progress was slow, but in the end the three star sprinters and Mark crossed the finish line together to the enthusiastic cries of their teachers and classmates. Seeing the look on Mark’s face as he crossed the finish line, hands upraised and laughing, I came to understand what makes the Special Olympics, and the determined athletes who compete, so extraordinary.


Years later, I’m still cheering them on.


~Laura Miller


[image: images]




[image: images]


From Hare to Tortoise


Success is blocked by concentrating on it and planning for it.... Success is shy—it won’t come out while you’re watching.


~Tennessee Williams


I entered my freshman year of high school with a definite philosophy: work hard and stick to whatever I could succeed at. In this way, I reasoned, I’d be able to skate through high school and out the other side with a 4.0 and some impressive accomplishments. I wouldn’t waste my time in areas where I didn’t excel.


And this philosophy served me well. I worked hard in my classes and on cello practice and got the results I wanted, usually in the shape of grades, successful recitals, and other materialistic rewards. My academic standards were high, because my dreams for the future were ambitious. An A- would’ve been the end of the world. My friends would tease me about my all-or-nothing attitude, but in my eyes, it was the only sure path to success.


At the beginning of sophomore year, I fully intended to keep that same attitude. Then I joined the cross-country running team, a year after I’d watched cross-country races and said, “I could never do that!” I joined mainly because my brother was on the team; he was entering his senior year, and I wanted to spend as much time with him as possible before he left for college. Also, most of my friends were on the team, and they’d been trying to cajole me into running for months. When I came to the first practice, I was filled with optimism and grandiose dreams of making the varsity team.


But as the distance we ran each practice gradually increased from three, to four, to six miles, I realized with surprise that no matter how hard I tried, I wasn’t physically capable of running as fast as my friends. I wouldn’t be on varsity; in fact, I was one of the slowest on the team. This concept eroded my dream of running prowess. And the muscular strain of cross-country was often unbearable, especially on the last scorching and humid days of summer. With every step I ran, my mind reined me in with an endless string of complaints. Not only did I suck at running, but I was having no fun! What was the point of putting myself through so much pain? I’d never make points for U-32 in a race; I’d just be letting down my team. After the first few weeks, I wanted to quit.


Then we had our first cross-country meet. When we got off the bus at Lamoille High School, decked out in our blue uniforms with our team name emblazoned on the jerseys, the sight of the other teams warming up made me cringe. I wasn’t the only one; our whole team was wired with nervous anticipation. We jogged to the starting line and went through our warm-ups silently. When we started the race, I felt the enormous pressure of expectations sink onto my shoulders. I watched the churning tide of runners begin to surge past me and was overwhelmed with frustration. It was a brutal course, comprised of a series of short, steep hills that looped around twice, and after a while I stopped running and struggled to walk up the last mammoth hill.


But then I heard my coaches yelling my name from the top of the hill, their cries of encouragement mingling with those of my teammates. I felt confused and embarrassed; why were they cheering for me? I was running terribly!


As I broke into a weary jog up the last stretch of hill, I realized that my coaches didn’t care how fast I ran. Neither did my teammates. During the rest of the season, they were always on the sidelines of every race, cheering for me just as loudly as they’d cheered for the frontrunner. Those expectations that had weighed on me so heavily at the beginning of the race were simply my own. And once I realized that, I decided to cast them away. I began to put my effort into supporting my teammates instead of obsessing about my own performance. In that way, I celebrated my teammates’ victories as if they were my own; I felt their pain and exhaustion as if they were my own. After a while, it didn’t matter if the runners struggling up the hill were on my team or not—I rooted for them anyway. And they would always return the favor whenever I needed it most, because we were linked by the understanding of having been in the same position.


The relationships forged within our cross-country team are ones that will carry on past our running days and into old age. The comradeship of sharing the intense emotions which sprung out of a grueling sport made the bonds between my teammates and me surpass friendship. And often, the emotions we shared were frustration, pain, disappointment, and sheer exhaustion. But together, as a team, we were able to push through those moments together and come out as champions—not as champions of ribbons or trophies, but as champions of perseverance. The memories that stand out most clearly aren’t the bitter ones; they’re the moments when a teammate loses his shoes in the bog, keeps running barefoot, and laughs about it at the finish line. They’re the expressions of pride on my coaches’ faces when I tell them I didn’t walk once during a whole race. They’re the subconscious grins that spread over the runners’ faces when they hear us yelling ridiculous things from the sidelines, and the frenzied jumping-up-and-down finish line moments when a teammate breaks his previous best time by two minutes.


To be honest? I don’t remember the exact grade I got on my U.S. History summer assignment. When I got my first A- at the end of sophomore year, the world managed to keep turning. Cross-country running made me realize that I don’t need to be the best to be successful in life. It taught me to value my relationships with people more than my relationship with my ego. It taught me to cheer for others even if I never learn their first names. High school doesn’t last forever. But maybe someday, way down the road, an old high school friend will call me out of the blue. We’ll gradually ease back into the familiar with summer memories we shared and jokes we used to laugh at. Maybe we’ll stretch our memories all the way back to the days when we were limber enough to run three miles, and she’ll say with a laugh, “Do you remember that State Championships meet when there was that downpour and Zac lost his shoes in the bog...?”


And I will.


~Juliette Rose Wunrow
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Here for You


A friend is one of the nicest things you can have, and one of the best things you can be.


~Douglas Pagels


As I sit and ponder,
Ways to make you smile,
You’re crying on my shoulder,
And we’ve been here for a while.


I try to make you think about,
The laughs of yesterday.
And how we’ve been through all of it,
But it all turned out okay.


Nothing makes you smile at me,
You look so small and sad.
So I try to remind you,
I’ve been with you, good or bad.


And I’ll be here tomorrow,
The next day I’ll be here too.
So friend you needn’t worry,
I am always here for you.


~Ashley Démoré
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Encountering Grace


The world is hugged by the faithful arms of volunteers.


~Terri Guillemets


Her eyes glowed the day I walked into room 571. She was not your typical nine-year-old, surviving an intense liver transplant just a few days earlier. Typically, volunteers are not provided with this information beforehand; it is at the discretion of the patient to tell us. Grace openly told me about her illness the day we met. She was eager to be a normal kid again, but her body was not cooperating. Her stringy blond hair, bloated belly, raspy voice, and blue eyes rimmed by extremely thick glasses made it evident her illness had taken over. Grace was confined to her small hospital room on contact isolation, and desperately needed someone with whom to play.


After dressing myself in the dreaded plastic smock and putting on the turquoise nitrile gloves, I gave a slight knock on the door and walked in. Her room was different from any hospital room I had ever seen since becoming a teenage volunteer at Children’s Medical Center. The walls were papered with her artwork. Disney Princess coloring book pictures were the décor of choice. The windows were adorned with purple curtains, and she was surrounded by a menagerie of stuffed animals. Monopoly, Life, Guess Who?, and a variety of other board games were stacked high in her closet and were accompanied by her bountiful movie selection. She had converted a grim room into her very own palace. The elaborate array of colors made the rest of the hospital look bare in contrast.


Even more striking, Grace’s hospitality was well beyond her years. The minute I walked in, she asked me if I was hungry. Despite my “No, thanks,” she called downstairs and ordered two bags of Lay’s barbecue chips. “What do you want to do?” she asked, and then she suggested that we color more Disney Princess pictures, specifically Ariel the mermaid. When her appetite for coloring was satiated, we watched The Princess Diaries until she fell asleep. Every Friday after that, Grace would call the volunteer depot to see if I had arrived yet to come play with her. As soon as I checked in at four, I would immediately be deployed to room 571. Grace quickly took over my job of providing entertainment to her, and would always have a plan for what we were going to do.


As time passed, Grace and I became good friends. We would play together for the duration of my shift every Friday. She would ask me about life outside the hospital, a life she dreamed about knowing. We talked about boys, dances, school, birthday parties, and friends, none of which she had experienced. My heart broke to see such a sweet and innocent girl fighting a sickness that she had no way of controlling.


Although her parents had not told her, Grace’s days were numbered. In just the little time she had left, Grace was teaching me how to pay attention to the little joys of life. The troubles in my life no longer appeared as significant, as I always remembered frail Grace confined to her hospital room day after day.


On October 11th, five months from the day we met, I arrived early for my shift. I checked in at the depot and immediately began my routine trek to Grace’s room. When I entered room 571, I was shocked to discover that the walls, so recently covered with artwork, were barren. The bed was pristinely made with starched white linens. The walls were void of the color they once knew and the curtains had vanished.


Grace’s mom, who usually used the time I came to decompress and escape the anxiety of being in a hospital room, startled me as she sat in a rocking chair by the empty bed. Teardrops trickled down her face. Before she opened her mouth, I knew. Grace was gone. The cruel disease had defeated her body. A lump formed in my throat. I could not fathom the reality that she had died. Her mom had been waiting for me to arrive, and invited me to sit down. I learned that Grace had not been responding to the medication or the new liver, and apparently there was nothing that could be done to stop the disease. Her expression of gratitude moved me to tears, especially when she shared with me how much my Friday night dates with Grace inspired her to keep battling.


When I think about grace, I think of a divinely given blessing, and that’s what Grace was to me. Although her disease was not a blessing, the impact she had on my life was. Her simple elegance and high regard for others despite her tribulations was a testament of her unfailing love. Her bright smile is imprinted on my mind and inspires me to live life to the fullest. Even though I was flattered by the idea that I helped Grace, the truth of the matter is that Grace will never know how much she touched me. In room 571, a fragile girl showed me how to find and disseminate joy. Her legacy glows even today.


~Avery Atkins
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Life Lessons


You learn something every day if you pay attention.


~Ray LeBlond
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The Driver’s License


You have enemies? Good. That means you’ve stood up for something, sometime in your life.


~Winston Churchill


On a cold day in February, I was sitting in class, staring out the window, and fantasizing about escaping the miserable cold. My French teacher mentioned something about “summer,” catching my attention. I woke from my reverie to see her holding a poster with smiling teens standing on a university campus. She explained that the program was for English-speaking students interested in learning French by staying at a campus in Québec during the summer. The program appealed to me, so I decided to apply.


Around this time, my life began changing. I was a straight-A student, a member of many school clubs, and a recipient of a couple of awards. I had been subjected to peer pressure, but I had always refused to do anything rash. Unfortunately, the pressure became so strong that I eventually caved in. Wanting to be “cool,” I started going to parties and drinking. I would come home late, drunk beyond recognition. My life took a turn for the worse.


In June, I landed my dream job. I was exposed to a variety of different people through my workplace, and some people were better role models than others. One co-worker, Clemens, offered me his driver’s license. “Take this,” he said. “We practically look identical, and you can pretend to be twenty-one years old. Have fun in Québec!” I pocketed the license. I’d seen friends walk into liquor stores with fake licenses and come out carrying a twelve-pack of beer, beaming proudly. I knew that I would be away from my parents for the entire summer. I worried about the consequences of getting caught, but I thought that I could outsmart all the adults.


At Trois-Rivières, Québec, there were over 300 students from across Canada on campus. We were a group of strangers. It was interesting to see how quickly the student body formed into cliques. My new circle of friends was very different from my circle back at school.


A monitor led me to my residence and I started to unpack. I noticed the fake license at the bottom of my luggage. I heedlessly slipped the license into my wallet. I promised myself that I wouldn’t use the license until the last week of my stay, but I easily got carried away.


On the first night, my new acquaintances and I roamed around the town. We came across a Petro Canada store. Kai asked, “Does anyone have a fake license?” Everyone shook his head. I cleared my throat and said, “I do.” Everyone looked at me with admiration. Kai gave me twenty dollars and instructed me to buy a twelve-pack. Without thinking, I boldly agreed to take on the task. I walked into the store and looked at the selection of alcoholic drinks. I wasn’t sure about what kind of beverage Kai wanted, so I grabbed a case of beer. I walked up to the cashier and dropped the case on the counter. I noticed the suspicious look in his eyes. Not knowing what to expect, I pulled out my wallet and offered to pay. “Not so fast, young man. Let me see your ID,” he said in French. Fair enough, I thought, as I pulled out the license. The cashier glanced at the photo, looked at me suspiciously, then looked back at the photo. “You are from British Columbia? That’s a nice province.” I sighed with relief as he accepted my cash and gave me my receipt.


I grabbed the case and bolted out the door with a bounce in my step. Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed one of the monitors. Afraid that she would recognize me, I turned my face and shielded the case with my body. In an awkward manner, I staggered in the opposite direction. I clenched the box in fear when the monitor began following me. Luckily, Arielle and Keeley saw my dilemma and intercepted the monitor by striking up a conversation. I safely arrived at my residence. I changed my shirt so that the monitor wouldn’t recognize me.


When I found the boys waiting for me and the drinks, they cheered and gave me pats on the back. “You’re the man,” someone said to me. The compliment boosted my self-confidence.


The next two weeks passed by quickly. I outright ignored my resolution to save the partying for the last week. I don’t remember what happened, but I knew that I had fun, looking at the pictures afterwards. What I do remember, however, is the night when the fun ended.


It was a Friday, and there was a dance in the evening. A few of my friends insisted that we drink before the dance. They pestered me, the “ID man,” to buy alcohol. I knew something could go wrong, but I trusted everyone to be responsible. I took the cash and bought what they wanted.


Later that night, at the dance, I was enjoying myself. Suddenly, Ethan tapped me on the shoulder and solemnly said, “Cristian isn’t okay.” Worried for my friend, I went to assess the situation. I saw a huge figure stumbling on the dance floor, which I recognized as a drunk Cristian. A towering football player, Cristian was the last person I expected to be overly drunk. I sat him down and gave him a bottle of water. One of the monitors, however, noticed that something wasn’t right. He called the ambulance and Cristian lost consciousness.


I vividly remember seeing the paramedics pulling Cristian into the ambulance that night, his unconscious face drooping over the white sheets. I had never seen a situation like this before and I was concerned. After midnight, when I was asleep in my bed, the campus security officer busted the door in and shined a flashlight in my face. “Did you buy the alcohol?” he asked. I knew that there was no point in denying the truth, so I admitted, “Yes, I did.” Like a caught criminal, I was overcome with shame.


In the interrogation room, I admitted everything that happened. I learned that Cristian’s condition was serious. I was lucky that he didn’t suffer any permanent damage. Moreover, I was lucky that the monitors decided to have mercy and not report the incident to the police or my teachers. My punishment was much less than what I deserved: I was merely expelled from the program.


As I sat in my room back at home, with the rest of my summer ruined, I thought about the stupid mistake that I had made. The reason was obvious: peer pressure. I learned you should never do something you believe is wrong just because someone else is telling you to. Don’t sacrifice anyone’s wellbeing to gain the approval of others. Be confident about yourself, despite what others say about you. I shredded the fake driver’s license and threw it away.


~Joseph Chan
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The Girl Behind Me


You don’t have to be a “person of influence” to be influential. In fact, the most influential people in my life are probably not even aware of the things they’ve taught me.


~Scott Adams


I was really nervous about English class this year because I was an eleventh grader taking a twelfth grade class. I knew that I wouldn’t know anyone in the class, and that scared me a little. But since I didn’t know anyone, I had the chance to do something I love almost as much as socializing—people watching.


One of the most interesting girls in the class sat directly behind me. She was always laughing and talking, and she just seemed so genuinely happy. She was friendly, too—she was one of the very few people in the class who made any attempt to acknowledge me. She was one of those people you just liked, even if you didn’t really know her.


At the end of the year, we were assigned a big project. It was a very open-ended project, where the instructions were basically to read something, then read or watch something else that related to it, and then come up with a class presentation based on what you learned. The presentations were spread out over the last month of school, and because everyone had chosen such different topics and different ways to present those topics, we had some of the most interesting and varied presentations I’ve ever watched.


The Girl Behind Me presented on one of the very last days. She got up in front of the class, and told everyone how she had read about eating disorders, because she herself had struggled with one. Since it would have been too difficult for her to talk to us about it directly, she and a friend (who had also suffered from an eating disorder) had made a movie, where they interviewed each other about their eating disorders, how they had felt while they were struggling with them, and how they had overcome them. By the end of the presentation, almost everyone was in tears. Several people put up their hands to comment on how brave she was to stand up and talk about it, and how strong she was to have overcome the disorder.
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