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Introduction 

Dear Teens, 

Six years ago we had the idea to write a Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul book for teenagers. As you know, it was very well received and millions of teens have found comfort and support in the stories that were written by their fellow teens. We received thousands of letters requesting that we compile more books for teens. These requests, combined with the deluge of stories that were being sent, gave us the needed motivation and resources to continue the series.

Every week we continue to receive hundreds of letters and stories from teenagers around the world via the Internet and through the mail. As we read the mountain of mail, we began to notice that the chapter on tough stuff was the most popular chapter in the books. After a while, we began to get requests for an entire book on tough stuff. Our response to these requests is the book you now hold in your hands.

For those of you who might be new to the Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul series, Tough Stuff has been a chapter in all of our previous books that included the more challenging issues and experiences of being a teenager, such as drugs and alcohol, rejection, loss of friendships and relationships, death, suicide, divorce, physical and emotional abuse, and eating disorders.

Although the content of these stories is often disturbing and sometimes even tragic, the potential for insight, learning and “growing up” is enormous. We believe this is the reason for the overwhelming response to these types of stories. For example, we have had stories in previous books that dealt with the death of a parent. This is one of every child’s worst fears and one might question the benefit of including such stories. However, we have repeatedly heard comments such as these from our readers: “After reading that story, I immediately sat down and wrote my parents a letter apologizing for giving them such a hard time.” And, “Though my mom and I still have our little arguments, it is different now. I appreciate her so much more and I KNOW that everything she does is because she loves me. I didn’t really understand that before reading that story.” We rarely print a story unless the person writing it has learned or realized something profound from their experience. Hopefully, this lesson gets passed on to you, the reader, and will spare you similar pain. At the very least, it will let you know that you are not alone in the world with your challenges.

One of our most important criteria for including a story is that it leaves the reader a better person for having read it. An example of this is the much-loved poem “Somebody Should Have Taught Him” from the first Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul book. In this poem a young girl is killed by a drunk driver on her way home from a party where she chose not to drink. It is an extremely emotional poem that still makes us cry when we read it. The response this simple but powerful poem has evoked from thousands of teenagers is a newfound commitment to never drink and drive. Many teens have written letters promising this to their parents; others have designed contracts that they have signed with witnesses, while in other cases some teens simply made a promise to themselves that they have written about to us. The most gratifying part of all of this is that years later we have received follow-up letters informing us that they have kept their solemn commitment.

Another subject we touch upon in our Tough Stuff chapter is eating disorders. There was a story in Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul about a girl and her difficult, but ultimately successful, recovery from anorexia. Several months after the book was released, Mark Victor Hansen was approached by two people in tears at a booksigning asking if they could have a minute of his time. They told him that their daughter had received the book as a graduation gift. She was about to leave for college and everyone was excited. When she spent the entire weekend before her departure alone in her room, they became upset. The parents thought their daughter should at least find some time to spend with them before she left.

Sunday night she came downstairs and asked if they could talk. She sat down with them and announced she would not be leaving the following day for college. She went on to say that she had an eating disorder and now, after reading Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul, she was able to find the courage to be honest with them about it. She said she felt weak and scared for her life. She asked her parents to take her to see a doctor first thing in the morning. They did and her fears were confirmed. She was on the brink of death and, had she not come forward when she did, she would have died. At the time they told Mark this story, she was still in the hospital.

There are no words to describe what we feel when we hear this kind of story. We are grateful and we are humbled, but more than anything, we are certain that as long as these stories are changing lives, we will continue to compile these books.

Guidelines for Reading This Book 

Be aware that this is an entire book of stories about difficult and often tragic events. Although a Chicken Soup story always contains something that is inspiring, uplifting or life-changing, the most positive element in some of these stories might be your response to do something different in your own life more than the content of the story itself.

Read this book one story at a time.

It is not necessary to read the stories in the order they appear in the book. In fact, you may find it preferable to skip around and read the stories that you are drawn to as opposed to reading an entire chapter from beginning to end. Trust your intuition.

Parents of younger children (as well as older brothers and sisters) should be aware that many of these stories may not be appropriate for children who are not yet teenagers (ten- to twelve-year-olds). We suggest you read the stories first and then decide which ones are suitable for your child (or younger sibling).

We started this book with a chapter on self-acceptance because we feel that this is the most important issue facing teens today. These are stories about embarrassment, harassment and teasing, and were rated very highly by our panel of teen readers. The story “I Kiss Like a Horse” uses some strong language when describing the cruelty that was inflicted upon the writer. We debated long and hard about changing some of the words (like slut and whore), which we felt might be offensive to some readers, but in the end we felt it would detract from the impact of the story. Sadly, this is a very common situation that teenage girls are faced with, and we felt it was very important to leave the story as it was written in the hopes that it would help other girls facing the same kind of verbal and emotional abuse, as well as sensitize teenage boys and girls to the incredibly damaging power of their words.

In an effort to provide as much support as we could to those of you who are facing similar tough stuff in your lives, we have listed some useful hotlines and Web sites at the end of many stories and in the back of the book. If you are facing a challenge similar to that addressed in one of the stories, we encourage you to reach out for help. We also hope you will encourage your friends and brothers and sisters to use these valuable resources as well.

Keep in mind that part of growing up is learning how to deal with difficult issues, and the benefits can be great if you have the courage to ask for help. Human beings are not designed to go through life alone. No one has to bear the burden of the tough times all by themselves. There are thousands of dedicated professionals (teachers, counselors, ministers, therapists and psychologists) as well as competent and caring volunteers who have devoted their lives to helping teens through the tough stuff. Have the courage to reach out to some of them and let them help you.

Our hearts are with you as you read these stories and as you confront the unique challenges of your life. We pray that each and every one of you find comfort, hope and inspiration in the courage, strength and faith of the teenagers who have bravely shared their stories with you on the pages that follow.

All our love, 
Kimberly, Jack and Mark 






To everything there is a season 
And a time to every purpose under heaven:

A time to be born, and a time to die; 
A time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is 
   planted; 

A time to kill, and a time to heal; 
A time to break down, and a time to build up; 

A time to weep, and a time to laugh; 
A time to mourn, and a time to dance; 

A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones 
   together; 
A time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; 

A time to seek, and a time to lose; 
A time to keep, and a time to cast away; 

A time to rend, and a time to sew; 
A time to keep silence, and a time to speak; 

A time to love, and a time to hate; 
A time for war, and a time for peace.

Ecclesiastes 3:1–8 



1 

ON SELF-
ACCEPTANCE 

. . . And you help each other realize that all the things you want to be . . . you already are.

Gretchen, Dawson’s Creek 








I Kiss Like a Horse 

Forgiveness means letting go of a hurtful situation and moving on with your own happiness.

Amanda Ford 

He was the first boy to ask me to prom. He was also the first boy to dump me two days before the dance. My dress was scarlet, and I spent every afternoon after school on my tiptoes, dancing before the mirror with my hair in my hands, daydreaming about a slow dance under blue lights and perhaps a swift caress under falling stars.

Max was a junior, and I was a freshman. Max had a car, and I had a bike. Max hung out with girls who were, in my opinion, straight-up mean. These girls liked Max and hated me. I was too young to be with Max. I wasn’t cool enough. I didn’t scream and fight and smoke weed at high-school parties. A week after our breakup, I awoke late in the night to the shrieks of girls’ voices and the horns of several cars.

“You slut! Max never liked you. Stay away from our guys from now on. . . . He was just using you! You’re so-o-o-o stupid!” I didn’t move. I didn’t even look out the window. I was afraid they’d see me and keep yelling.

 “Come on guys, let’s go,” one girl shouted. And then they were gone.

I just lay there dumbfounded. I woke up early the next morning and surveyed the damage. Toilet paper wasn’t that big of a deal. I had been toilet-papered before. But the chocolate syrup on the garage door wasn’t pleasant. “You Kiss Like a Horse” it said, and the stains lingered long after I tried to hose them down. The driveway was painted with half a dozen cruel phrases describing untrue details of my nonexistent sex life. I kept my mouth shut, though, and laughed it off. They were all lies, so what did it matter?

Everyone knew the next day at school.

“You must be so embarrassed,” she said.

“I feel so sorry for you,” he said.

“So what does a horse kiss like?” he asked.

“Did you really have sex with him?” she asked.

“Shut up, who cares, whatever,” I said. “And, no, I didn’t have sex with him.”

Max was one of the only boys I had ever kissed, and I guess I wasn’t a very good kisser. I bit his tongue once or twice, and he bled. At the time, he was sweet about it.

“It’s cool . . .” he had said, wiping the blood from his lip. “It doesn’t hurt. You can bite me all you want.”

I guess when the game is over all bets are off, though.

The taunting didn’t stop—it only got worse. A few weeks later the older girls had a “list” photocopied and circulated around school. Not only was my name associated with biting and horses, but now I was number one on the “High-School Whore List.”

“I’m not a whore,” I sighed in the girls’ bathroom as I was washing my hands. The paper signs were taped everywhere. I tore them down.

All I did was kiss him. And I didn’t even do it right. “I’m not a whore!” I screamed at two dozen eyes stripping me of my innocence. I was disgusting to them. I was disgusting to everybody. I was even starting to believe that I was all the things they said I was. It’s funny how easy rumors are to believe, even if they are about you. I carried myself differently. I went to parties and kissed all the boys. I wanted them to tell me that I wasn’t a sloppy kisser, that I wasn’t a horse, and that I wasn’t a bad person. No one ever cleared my name, though. Instead, they all tried unsuccessfully to bring me home with them. After all, I was the “easiest and cheapest date in school.”

I was never able to fulfill my prom fantasy, let alone wear my gown or get my hair done. It was hard enough staying home the night of the prom, barefoot on the couch between my parents watching I Love Lucy.

The dress was still hanging in my closet the night the phone rang, my beautiful never-been-worn shoes still neatly in their paper box. I answered the phone.

“Neighhhhh.”

“Huh?” I couldn’t believe it was still going on.

“Neighhhhhh.”

Click.

Whoever it was hung up. Was Max behind all of this? What had I done to be treated this way? Did I miss something? Would it ever end? I couldn’t take it any longer. This wasn’t going to stop until I did something about it. I needed to find Max and talk to him. I needed to do something.

I found him at his locker. I had purposely avoided that hallway for the past couple of months. I didn’t want to see him. But today was different. I was tired of avoiding confrontation. I wanted my life back.

He ignored me at first, and I grimaced.

“I have to . . .” he began.

I interrupted. “So why? What did I ever do to you? You broke up with me. You spread rumors about me. I don’t understand. What did I do to you?”

 “. . . get to class,” he finished.

“Why, Max?”

“Listen, I don’t know what you’re talking about, and even if I did, it’s not my problem.” He didn’t care. He didn’t want to.

I don’t know what I expected; maybe an apology or an explanation. I guess I hoped that he would take it back. I wanted himto tell me that he was sorry and that he would undo the rumors and set me free. I wanted him to tell me that, after all was said and done, I really didn’t kiss like a horse. He didn’t say a thing.

It turned out that I didn’t need an explanation after all. His silence spoke words that he could never muster. Max was afraid. He couldn’t be with me. He wasn’t supposed to. His friends hadn’t approved and so he got rid of me, even though I know he didn’t want to. He had to convince himself that I was a monster or the worst kisser in the whole school. He had to convince himself that he didn’t like me anymore, and for that reason, I felt sorry. I felt sorry for him and for all the pathetic souls who believed him. I felt sorry for the girls who wasted their baby-sitting money on toilet paper and their weekends fabricating degrading lists. I felt sorry for all of them. And for the first time in months, I felt relieved. I knew who I was, and the rest didn’t matter.

Max was just some guy—some guy who needed to grow up. And I refused to be just some girl. So what if I was a lousy kisser? It took me years before I was steady on my Rollerblades. And so what if the older girls didn’t like me? It wouldn’t be long before I myself was an “older girl.” And so what if there were rumors? They weren’t true. I held my head high, defending my morality and reputation with a string of confidence. I wasn’t the only one.

Lies and rumors, hate and envy fly like bullets every day in high school. I got hit, like many unfortunately do, and I was ready to get back out there, shielding myself with the truth and a force field of confidence I forgot I had.

About a week later, a boy at school stopped me in the halls and asked, “So, is it true that you kiss like a horse?”

I smiled. “You know what, I’ve never kissed a horse before, have you?” He shook his head, embarrassed, as I turned around and walked away.

Rebecca Woolf 



Have You Ever 

Have you ever lived my life?
Spent one minute in my shoes?
If you haven’t then tell me why 
You judge me as you do.

Have you ever woken up in the morning 
Wondering if this was your last day on Earth?
Have you ever left your house 
Unsure if you’d return?

Have you ever seen your friend get shot 
Outside his favorite store?
Have you ever seen a friend die 
From drugs he’d never used before?

Have you ever seen your mom get beat up 
By your stepdad messed up on booze?
Have you ever had an unwanted pregnancy 
Forcing you to choose?

Have you ever sat beneath the stars 
Hoping God will hear?
Have you ever seen your friend drive away 
After way too many beers?

Have you ever had a friend 
Experiment with weed?
Have you ever covered up guilt 
By doing a good deed?

Have you ever considered suicide 
As the only way?
Have you ever tried to hide yourself 
Behind the things you say?

Have you ever wanted to protect 
Your friends and everyone in sight?
Have you ever felt such pain 
That you cried yourself to sleep at night?

Have you ever lived my life, 
Spent one minute in my shoes?
If you haven’t, then tell me why 
You judge me as you do.

Tiffany Blevins 



I Am Loni 

To be nobody but yourself in a world that’s doing its best to make you somebody else is to fight the hardest battle you are ever going to fight. Never stop fighting.

e. e. cummings 

Why do I even try? If there’s one thing I should have learned, it’s, try or not, I’ll probably screw up. Mom says, “Loni, a lady shouldn’t say things like ‘screw up.’” That just proves my point. I even screw up how to tell you that I screwed up.

I know, I have so much going for me. Don’t even go there. Dad brags about my grades, and Mom’s proud of the person I am and all my activities. Grandma goes on and on about my pretty face. Yeah, too bad about the rest of me, I think to myself.

I’m not, like, big enough to be featured as The Amazing Amazon Teen in The Guinness Book of World Records, but I am big enough not to like shopping with my friends. “How cu-u-u-u-ute!” they squeal over every rack of clothes. They know they’ll fit into anything. I can’t commit until I scan the plastic circle dividers to see how high the sizes go.

I pretend that clothes don’t matter to me. That explains my semi-grunge look everyone takes for my chosen style. No outfit is complete without a sweater, flannel shirt or sweatshirt tied around my waist to cover up . . . oh . . . everything.

So, when we go to the mall, I’m the designated shopper. You know, like the designated driver who goes to a party but doesn’t partake. I stand outside the changing rooms to ooh and aah when they emerge for the three-way mirror check. Only after a careful inspection do I reassure them that their thighs, legs, waist or bottom do not look too big in that outfit; otherwise, it would be taken as insincere.

It takes all I have not to roll my eyes when they hand me a piece of clothing and plead, “Can you see if this comes in a smaller size?” Give me a break. Where should I look? The children’s department?

I really did screw up, though. Being a self-appointed good sport, I tried out for the volleyball team with my friends. Here’s the bad part: I made it.

It seems I have a killer serve. I use it for self-defense. The harder I ram the ball, the less likely it will be returned and force me to clod around the court keeping it in play.

To make matters worse, we keep winning. This is the first winning season of any girl’s sport in our school’s history. Volleyball fever took over, and attendance soared. Just my luck. And those pep rallies. There’s a thrill. Jumping around high-fiving while my name echoes over the PA system.

In our small town, making it to State Finals is newsworthy. Our team was pictured sitting in the bleachers in a “V for Victory” formation. I was the connecting bottom of the “V,” front and center in all my glory.

“Loni Leads the Charge to State!” read the headline. Not bad. I didn’t even pretend to protest when Mom bought copies for the relatives. I was pleased when the team framed the picture and hung it in the tunnel between our locker room and the arena. It soon became our team gesture to blow kisses at our picture every time we passed it. 

It was the night of the final game, and we had home-court advantage. The series was tied two games to two. I led the team’s run for our triumphant entrance. Cheers stormed down the tunnel to meet us. We glanced at the banners posted along the walls, taking energy from the words.

YOU GO, GIRLS! YES YOU CAN! WE’RE #1!

We were ready to blow kisses at our picture when shock froze me. Two words were written in red on the glass. Two words that totally changed the headline.

“Loni THE BULL leads the charge to State!”

The horns drawn on my head completed the insult.

I felt myself emptying until I wasn’t me anymore. I was nobody. The team bunched behind me.

“Who did this?”

“Who would be so mean?”

Their questions had no answers. They thought they were as upset as I was, but they were wrong. I wasn’t upset at all. I was in shock.

So this is the truth, I thought. This is who I am.

And all the words around me didn’t heal the hurt because nobody said the three words I needed to hear most: “That’s not true.”

The team moved me down the tunnel. There was no time to sort myself. What was real seemed like a dream, and I couldn’t shake myself awake. The chants of “Loni! Loni!” sounded hollow. I let the cheers of the many be muted by the jeers of the few.

We won the coin toss and took to the court for my first serve. Around me the team was pumped and ready to go. I rolled the volleyball in my palms to get its feel and mechanically went into my serving stance. All I could see were the words . . . THE BULL. THE BULL. THE BULL.

I tossed the ball up, but before my fist made contact the shout “OLE!” hit me. I stutter-stepped and missed the ball.

I told myself not to look, but my eyes were drawn anyway. I couldn’t pick out who it was. The team tried to buck me up with back slaps and “that’s okays.” But it didn’t help.

I went through the rotations until I was at the net. My concentration scurried between the game and the bleachers. When the ball skimmed the air above my head, a loud snorting sound came from the front row.

“That’s taking the bull by the horns!” someone yelled. The player behind me made the save and set up the ball for me to spike. But I wasn’t looking at the ball. I was staring into the faces of the five high-school guys who were mocking me. My humiliation only fueled their taunts.

“Give me a B, give me a U, give me a double L, too. What’s that smell? LONI! LONI! LONI!”

Why didn’t someone shut them up?

The coach called a time-out. “Loni, can you get your head in the game?”

I shrugged.

“Why are you letting a few people who don’t even know you decide for you who you are?”

I shrugged again.

“Loni, you’re valuable as a person and to your team. Unkind words don’t change who you are unless you decide they change you,” she said.

Sounds good in theory, I thought, but this is the real world.

“I’m keeping you in, but if you can’t work through this I’ll pull you.”

I nodded.

I walked past the boys to take my place in the game.

 With each step I took, they stomped their feet to shake the floor. I got the point. Very funny.

I also had to walk past my teammates, and in spite of my weak showing, they were still rooting for me. “You can do it.” “You’re the best.”

Something in me gave way. The quote on a magnet on my grandma’s refrigerator popped into my thoughts: “God don’t make no junk.”

I knew what I knew, and I knew myself—I wasn’t junk. I felt my value to the very depths of my soul. Who was I anyway? What did some immature boys know about me? There were so many people who loved and supported me, and it was time to do my best for them and for myself.

And just like that, I was free of them. Oh, they continued to stomp their feet with each of my steps. I didn’t like it, but it didn’t matter. They were powerless over my life. 

The game was close, and we played hard. The winning serve fell to me. It was my moment, and I took it. The ball went up, my fist came forward and hit it right on. It was a perfect power serve unreturnable by the other team. The crowd went wild. The pep band started beating out our school song. The team huddled around me.

Shouts of “Loni! Loni!” vibrated the arena. The funny thing is, the cheers didn’t feed me like they used to. They were great, but the joy I felt, the freedom I felt, the sense of myself I had filled me more than any cheers.

There was more than one victory that day, and the game was not the most important one.

Loni Taylor 
As told to Cynthia Hamond 



Again 

If when you wake up in the morning, 
And the hurting is so great, 
You don’t want to get out of bed 
And face a world of hate.

If everything in life goes wrong 
And nothing you do seems right, 
You just try a little harder 
And soon you’ll see the light.

For every person who has put you down 
And filled your life with pain, 
You must strive to achieve greatness 
And show them you can win.

For every disappointment, 
For the times you are let down, 
There will be a better moment 
And your life will turn around.

Because everyone feels heartache 
And everyone feels pain, 
But only those who have true courage 
Can get up and try again.

Teal Henderson 



Why I Have to Take U.S. History Again 

I think of myself as an intelligent, sensitive human being with the soul of a clown, which always forces me to blow it at the most important moments.

Jim Morrison 

What was I thinking? Why couldn’t I have left well enough alone? Stupid, stupid Valentine’s Day. I had to write that dumb poem, and I had to go and put it in Lisa’s locker. Why do they have those vents on lockers anyway? What needs to breathe in your locker? I don’t keep puppies in my locker, and I don’t know anyone who does. And my textbooks are just as stale as ever, with or without air. But they have to put those vents on, just big enough to stick a stupid valentine with a stupid poem inside.

It all started at the beginning of last year in U.S. History class. I was walking into class with my friend Dave, minding my own business, talking about some play in some game that we both watched the night before, when I saw something bright out of the corner of my eye. I looked over. Actually, it wasn’t a bright spot at all, but a head of brilliant blonde hair. Beneath that hair were two amazing, beautiful blue eyes. I didn’t know it then, but that moment was the beginning of the end for my chance of a good grade in U.S. History.

I spent the next twelve weeks staring at that beautiful head (or at least the back of it). Seating was alphabetical, but I was fortunate enough to be three rows back and four seats over from Lisa so that if I stretched my neck in just the right way, I could see that head. When the bell rang, I would try to get up at just the right time so that I could bump into her or catch her glance as she left the room. I’m sure Mr. Houston, our teacher, must have given his lecture every day, but all I can remember is something-something Appamatox and something-something Battle of the Bulge (although that last one might have been from Saving Private Ryan).

We broke for the holidays, and all I could think about was Lisa. I would go play video games or hang out at the mall and hope to see her. Surely Lisa shopped at the Gap. Maybe I’d see here there. I think I once heard her say she liked movies. Maybe I’d catch her at the movie theater. I saw a girl at the mall that I thought I once saw talking to Lisa at school so I followed her around for about twenty minutes, but it turned out she was with her mom and she looked at me like I was a little creepy, so I gave that up.

So anyway, the next semester started. Lisa never made her move, and so I somehow decided it was a good idea to write a stupid poem and put it in Lisa’s locker, through those evil vents. I knew when Lisa’s next class got out, and I somehow got a hall pass so I could sneak out of my class early and position myself at the wall around the corner from her locker before she did. My plan worked, and I was there in time to see Lisa open her locker. The bright red envelope came flying out and nearly poked her in the eye. It hit the ground, and Tyler Coleman picked it up.

“What’s this?” he asked. “Did someone send you a valentine? Who’s your boyfriend?” Lisa’s friends suddenly gathered around. Tyler opened the envelope and began to read my poem.

Dear Lisa:

You may not know much about me 
So I’m sending you this little plea 
Today is Valentine’s Day 
And I have something to say 

I have admired you from afar 
I wish I had a car 
So I could take you out on a date 
To the movies or maybe to rollerskate 

Because I think you are cool 
The best in our dumb school 
So please hear what I have to say 
It’s really important, okay?





The words resonated in my head, each one striking me with the force of a sledge hammer. And there was my name at the bottom of the page—for all the world to see! What was I thinking? Everyone laughed. The force of their laughter caused me to move, ever so slightly, and someone noticed me. I had nowhere to run and had to walk past them all on my way to my next class: U.S. History. They saw me.

“Look, Lisa, it’s your boyfriend.” “Why don’t you give him a big kiss?” “Hey, superdweeb, come over here and give your girlfriend a big old kiss.”

Tyler grabbed my arm and tried to shove me toward Lisa. She turned away with a look as though someone had just shoved dog poop in her face. I think I turned a new color of red that’s not even available in the Crayola 64 box of crayons. All I could hear was the laughing. Other kids started coming around to see what was so funny, and Tyler handed over the card so they could pass it around. I tried to move, but Tyler had a firm grip on my arm. How could this possibly get any worse?

I looked to Lisa for some support, some sign that she wasn’t part of this ugly mob. But her expression had changed from a look of disgust to laughter, too. She had joined in with the rest. This was clearly the single worst event of my entire life.

If I was distracted in U.S. History before, now multiply that by ten. I couldn’t even look at the back of Lisa’s head because everyone was looking at me to see if I was looking at the back of Lisa’s head. I could only wallow in self-pity. The whole rest of the year I was either Lisa’s boyfriend or superdweeb. Everyone forgot my name.

That day, I went home and tried to hide under the covers of my bed. My mother came in and asked me what was wrong. I couldn’t possibly tell her. But I had to tell someone.

She eventually managed to get the story out of me. I told her everything—about Lisa, the blonde hair, the blue eyes, the attempts to accidentally bump into her, the staring contest and, finally, the evil locker slots and how they forced me to put that card with the poem inside.

She just looked at me and smiled. She smiled. She didn’t laugh; she didn’t cry. She didn’t pat me on the head and tell me everything was going to be okay. She didn’t try to turn the whole experience into some kind of lesson. She didn’t scold me, and she didn’t compliment me. She just smiled.

At first I thought maybe she was possessed, or maybe she had been cooking with wine again. But then she took my hand and asked me a question: “If you could go back and do it again, what would you have done differently?” I thought about it. I could have not stared at Lisa’s big, blonde head. I could have not tried to bump into her. I could have not put that card in her locker. Sure, I could have avoided the whole ugly mess, and people would still remember my first name.

“And so then where would you be?” my mom asked. I’d be a happy, anonymous ninth grader. “Is that how you think of yourself?” she asked. How did I think of myself? Right then, I didn’t think much of myself. I felt like a big loser. She must have known.

“You aren’t a loser. How do you think any boy ever got to meet any girl? By hiding in the corner? By letting boys like Tyler decide who you can like and who you can’t? In my opinion, this is Lisa’s big loss. I think your poem is sweet.”

She said all that because that’s what mothers are supposed to say. I knew that. And I still felt bad, but I started to see things from her point of view. How could I have not taken the chance? In that moment when I put the card in Lisa’s locker, I had felt brave and adventurous and strong. How dare they laugh at me? I had dared to take my shot.

That moment didn’t last very long because the next day I got my report card, and it turned out I failed U.S. History. So now I have to go to summer school. But it’s okay, because there’s this new girl, Carolyn, who just transferred in and she has to go to summer school, too, and you should see the back of her head. . . .

Tal Vigderson 



Good-Bye My Angel Dear 

My days draw long and weary 
When you’re no longer near.
Confidence is filled with questions 
Strength replaced with fear.

The assuredness that I awake with each day 
Is nowhere to be found, 
As though my dreams and aspirations 
Were buried underground.

I hear your voice being carried by wind 
Like your fingers through my hair.
I close my eyes and remember your kiss 
And wish that you were there.

So with nothing left but one thing to say 
To resolve my heartbreak here, 
Good-bye my darling and my love 
Good-bye my angel dear.

Tyler Phillips 



Applying Myself 

Those who dream by day are cognizant of many things which those who dream only by night may miss.

Edgar Allen Poe 

At thirteen years old, I was like any other kid my age. I liked computer and Nintendo games. I complained about too much homework, and I hated when my little brother ate the last Fruit Roll-Up in the box. I guess I looked like any other kid my age, too. I wore baggy pants and oversize T-shirts—you know, the typical middle-school prison garb. However, inside I harbored a secret that made me feel different and weird.

You see, I was diagnosed with ADD. This is the hip term for attention deficit disorder. I couldn’t even get the cool-kid type where you’re hyper. I had to get the dreamier, “space-cadet” type. I can look straight into your eyes and not hear a word you’re saying. It’s sort of like in the Charlie Brown TV specials. All the adults’ voices in the cartoon sound like endless droning. “Mwop, mwop, mwop, mwop.” I appear to be listening while all the while my mind is somewhere miles away.

After extensive and boring tests, the doctor explained to my mom that I was what they called “dual exceptional.” It sounds pretty cool, doesn’t it? No, it doesn’t mean that I have any special dueling abilities like the swordsmen in The Three Musketeers. It also doesn’t mean that I have a major psychiatric disorder like multiple personalities. That might be kind of cool in a weird sort of way. What “dual exceptional” means is that I am what they call “gifted.” This means I’m pretty bright, and yet I’m also learning disabled. This makes school challenging for me.

Yes, you can be gifted and learning disabled at the same time. The two words are not a contradiction in terms. I once heard a comedian refer to the words “jumbo shrimp” as one of these conflicted phrases.

I’ve learned to accept the fact that I’m an enigma to some. Still, it is a bummer to be misunderstood. The whole syndrome can sometimes make me feel like I am on the outside looking in. Everyone else seems to be getting it, and I’m not.

What really burns me up, though, is when teachers don’t get it. In middle school, I took Language Arts with Mrs. Smith. She had piercing brown eyes that made you feel like you had done something wrong. Her no-nonsense, rigid posture made her look as though she’d forgotten to take the wire coat hanger out of her dress. Her face was angular, stiff and white, like a freshly starched and laundered hanky. A smile rarely creased her well-powdered complexion. I could imagine only an intermittent smirk grazing those thin red lips as she X’d her way through someone’s failing test paper with her glorious red marker.

I was enrolled in Mrs. Smith’s gifted section. That first day, she not only set down the rules of her cellblock, but she handed out copies of them for us to memorize and be tested on the following day. I knew right away that I had better “advocate” for myself. This is just some big, fancy-shmancy term that means to stand up for yourself. In my case, trying to explain, for the umpteenth time, about my learning disabilities. Basically, I have lousy reading comprehension and my handwriting is the pits. So I told her that I have ADD and that I might need to take home some reading assignments because my concentration is better when I am in a quiet setting. I went on to explain to her about my “fine motor skill” problems, which make my handwriting look like chicken scratch. I asked her if I might be able to use my word processor at home to do written assignments.

As I explained all this to Mrs. Smith, she gave me a squinty-eyed look down her bespectacled nose and said, “You are no different from anyone else, young man. If I do for you, I have to do for all the others.” She snorted once and then added, “I will not give you an unfair advantage over your peers!” And with that, the bell rang and a herd of students swept me away to my next period.

The comprehension packets were rough. You had to read them, digest them and write an essay on them, all within the forty-five-minute allotted time. Not only couldn’t I finish the reading, I couldn’t write my essay fast enough or neatly enough to be legible. The result was that each paper came back decorated by Mrs. Smith’s flaming red pen. She was like the mad Zorro of red X’s.

One day, after she had handed me back my fifth X’dout paper of the term, I approached her desk for the second time.

“Would you mind very much if I completed the next packet at home, Mrs. Smith? I think I might do better where there is less distraction.” Then I backed away from her desk as though I were within firing range of her loaded mouth.

Mrs. Smith bit her thin red lips as her trademark smirk spread across them. “It’s against school policy, young man. No unfair advantages. I have treated all students the same in the thirty years I have taught here.” Then she flared her nose, clicked her heels and turned away from me, in more ways than one.

So I did what any other kid would do in my situation: I smuggled the packet out of the classroom. I felt like I was doing something illegal, and yet my motives were pure. I had to prove to her, or rather prove to myself, that I could do the work under the right conditions.

I secretly unfolded the contraband on my bed that night. The story, which had seemed so confusing in class, became quite clear to me in the still of my room. I not only got it, I could even relate to it. It was the true story of Louis Braille. He lived in the 1800s and was blinded by a childhood accident. During this time, society shut off the blind from having much of an education. Many were left with the bleak future of becoming homeless beggars. Despite much misunderstanding of his disability, Louis Braille “advocated” for himself. He developed a reading system of raised dots for the blind, which enabled him to read on a par with his peers. A world of books and knowledge opened up to him that he and others like him were literally blind to before. I was like Louis in my classroom setting. I was being made to learn like the other students who were sighted in a way I wasn’t.

That night I sat down at my word processor. My thoughts spilled out so fast that my fingers danced across the keyboard, straining to keep up. I explained myself in terms of Louis, in hopes that Mrs. Smith would finally understand me. Funny thing is, somewhere along the line I began to understand myself in a way I never had before. 
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