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A Special Foreword
by Jack and Mark



For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.


We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too – a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.


This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems on tough challenges that face teenagers. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what would become a publishing sensation, one of the best-selling lines of books in history.


We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. We know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to make a difference in your lives.


On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layout, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.


In this new volume, we showcase our 101 best stories and poems on tough times for teenagers, drawn from our fifteen year history. We know that being a teenager is difficult even under idyllic circumstances. But when bad things happen, the challenges of being a teenager can be overwhelming, leading to self-destructive behavior, eating disorders, substance abuse, and other challenges. In addition, many of you are faced with illness, car accidents, the loss of loved ones, divorces, and other upheavals, and the obstacles to happiness can seem insurmountable.


We chose stories written by other teenagers just like you. We hope that you will find these stories inspiring and supportive, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 20 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to continue your journey through your teenage years with some of our other books. We hope you will also enjoy the additional titles for teenagers in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.


With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
~Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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Courage



You, yourself, as much as anybody in the entire universe,
deserve your love and affection.


~Buddha
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Staying Strong


Walking through a quiet field on a dewy morning, you spy a wild horse. Slowly you walk up to him, and to your delight he doesn’t run away. He lowers his head for you to pet and then motions with his snout for you to climb on his back. You ride away, hair and mane blowing in the wind behind you. You hear a voice, quite faint. You cannot tell what it is, but it is getting louder... louder... louder.


You awake abruptly from a relaxing sleep to the sound of your mother yelling, “Come on, we’ve got to go!” You wipe the gunk from your eyes and roll over to look at the clock. Seven A.M. It’s time to leave for chemotherapy. You really don’t want to go, so it is a struggle, but you make yourself get out of bed. Making all of the lovely “I’m not really awake yet” noises, you drag yourself to the bathroom. It is almost a ritual now, with no thought really involved. You step out of your clothes, turn on the shower, wash, step out of the shower and dry off, all the while wishing you were still asleep. You find your most comfortable clothes and put them on haphazardly. You’re only going to the hospital, so who cares what you look like?


“We’re going to be late if we don’t leave right now!” you hear from down the hall. Walking down the hall you realize your stomach is growling and remember that you have yet to eat anything. Guess you’ll just have to ask Mom to stop somewhere; what a pity.


You’re in the car now, reclining and squinting to see through the sunlight in your eyes. You get your breakfast, and after eating, you perk up a little bit. Forty-five minutes later you arrive at the hospital clinic. Parking is an adventure in itself, so you get Mom to drop you off at the main entrance. You’re not quite in the mood for battling blue-haired ladies for parking spaces.


As you enter the clinic, the first thing you notice is the smell: doctors, latex gloves, saline drips and disinfectant spray. After checking in, you scout out a nice seat to relax in. After settling on a brightly colored plastic couch, you realize that it is incredibly cold. Good thing you remembered to bring a sweater. You wrap it around your shoulders and wait for your mother to arrive. Once your mother returns from the parking lot battle, your nurse for the day comes into the waiting room.


“You ready?” she asks. “Oh yeah, you know it,” you reply.


She leads you to the check-in room where you are instructed to stand on the scale. Oh boy, it looks like you’ve gained two pounds since last week, so you make a mental note to lay off the Twinkies from now on. The nurse takes your blood pressure and asks what medicines you are taking. You recount the oh-so-familiar list once again. You think they could at least remember twelve medicines from last week. She takes you into the “access room.” You climb up on the lovely examining table, all covered in disposable paper. Lying back, you lift your shirt to reveal the semipermanent IV that is under your skin, located right below your bra line. This is more commonly known as a venaport, or to other patients as “the poison-control center.”


You peel the Tegaderm off the area on and around your port, wincing all the while, as it pulls out the little hairs on your stomach. Taking a tissue, you wipe off the Emla Cream that had been applied earlier to numb the first two layers of skin. You watch as your nurse puts on her latex gloves and begins the procedure. She opens her “kit” and arranges everything the same way she does every week. Three syringes, the access needle and Betadine — all waiting to be used.


She walks over to where you are lying and begins. First she uses a giant cotton swab soaked in alcohol all around your port. Following this, she swabs you three times with Betadine, each time with a new swab so that she won’t counter the disinfectant. Once again she swabs your port with alcohol and then waits fifteen seconds.


She prepares the needle and asks, “Are you ready?”


“Go for it,” you reply.


You have done this so many times before. Still though, right before she presses the needle through the skin, your stomach clenches. You take a deep breath, close your eyes, and exhale as the needle goes in. A sense of relief comes to you; it didn’t hurt this week! Your nurse places two cotton squares under the “butterfly” part of your port (the area up against your skin) and places a sheet of Tegaderm over the entire thing. She then screws a syringe into the tube attached to the needle, which is now in your port, and takes some blood. Now she takes a syringe of saline and slowly pushes it into your port; you ask her to do it faster because you want to get a head rush. After the head rush, she flushes your port with heparin. You begin to taste it inside your mouth as she pushes it in, and it doesn’t taste good.


You are sent to a back room with chairs, TVs, VCRs and a wide variety of board games. You choose a seat, and your nurse hooks your port line up to a fluid drip. Some time passes, and the doctor arrives to examine you. He makes jokes while prodding you and feeling for lumps and bumps. Then he asks you the same questions he asks you every week: “Have you been nauseated? Have you had headaches? Back pain? Diarrhea? Constipation? Blood in your urine?”


All to which you answer a quick “No, no, no, no, no and no.” He says you’re looking good and to let him know if any problems arise, and then he leaves. A little while later your nurse returns with a copy of your blood counts. Your ANC (Absolute neutrophil count) is over five hundred, so you can receive your chemotherapy. Yippee for you!


Your nurse gives you a small push of Zofran, so that the chemo doesn’t make you throw up, and then she hooks your port up to the bag of chemotherapy, or as it’s more fondly called, “poison.” You find it ironic that the nurse must wear special super-thick gloves to handle the bag of chemotherapy, yet they are pumping it into your body. You watch as the liquid runs through the IV line... slowly making its way closer and closer. Still tired from getting up so early, you doze off to the quiet sound of the IV machine pumping... pumping... pumping.


You awake suddenly to the sound of an alarm going off. The nurse comes into your room and messes with the IV machine, pushing buttons, and then the alarm stops.


“It looks like you’re all done! Let’s go de-access you.”


You willingly obey, anxious to get home and lie back down. Already you are feeling the chemotherapy’s effects on your body, and all you want to do is go back to bed. You lie on the table in the access room once again and peel the Tegaderm off from your port, again ripping out the little hairs on your stomach. The nurse puts on her latex gloves once again and flushes your port with some saline and heparin. Now it is time to take the needle out. She gets a good grip on the needle and asks you to take a breath and hold it. You do as she says, and as you hold your breath, she quickly pulls the needle out. You let your breath out, relieved that you finally get to go home. She places a Band-Aid over the port and says she will see you next week.


Your mother makes an appointment for next week while you stand there looking like you’re about to fall asleep. Mom goes out to get the car, and you wait in the main waiting room. After about five minutes you walk out to the garage area and see your mother pulling up. She brings the black van of comfort, waiting to take you home to your bed. Climbing in, you sigh — your life is so different from everyone else’s, yet so much the same. You remember with a smile that this will all be over soon, and then you drift off to sleep.


~Deiah Haddock
Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul IV
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Swimming with Dolphins


Animals are such agreeable friends —
they ask no questions, they pass no criticisms.


~George Eliot


“It’s not easy to die when you are only fifteen.”


Those were the words that began the story I heard from Robert White, a North Carolina factory worker. He and his wife were visiting their daughter Lee in the hospital as they did every evening, but Lee had already accepted her fate.


She knew she had an illness that would not spare her. She knew that, in spite of their finest efforts, the doctors couldn’t save her. She suffered a lot, but never complained.


This particular evening, she seemed tranquil and composed, but suddenly she said, “Mama, daddy — I think I’m going to die soon, and I’m afraid. I know I’m going to a better world than this one, and I’m longing for some peace at last, but it’s hard to accept the idea that I’m going to die at only fifteen.”


They could have lied, telling her of course she wasn’t going to die, but they didn’t have the heart. Somehow, her courage was worth more than their pretense. They just cuddled her and cried together.


Then she said, “I always dreamed of falling in love, getting married, having kids... but above all I would have liked to work in a big marine park with dolphins. I’ve loved them and wanted to know more about them since I was little. I still dream of swimming with them, free and happy in the open sea.”


She’d never asked for anything, but now she said with all the strength she could muster, “Daddy, I want to swim in the open sea among the dolphins just once. Maybe then I wouldn’t be so scared of dying.”


It seemed like an absurd, impossible dream, but she, who had given up just about everything else, hung on to it.


Robert and his family talked it over and decided to do everything they could. They had heard of a research center in the Florida Keys, and they phoned them.


“Come at once,” they said. But that was easier said than done.


Lee’s illness had used up all their savings, and they had no idea how they would be able to afford air tickets to Florida. Then their six-year-old, Emily, mentioned that she’d seen something on television about a foundation that grants the wishes of very sick children. She’d actually written down the telephone number in her diary because it seemed like magic to her.


Robert didn’t want to listen. He thought it sounded like a fairy tale or a very sick joke, and he gave in only when Emily started crying and accusing him of not really wanting to help Lee. So he phoned the number and, sure enough, three days later they were all on an airplane and on their way. Emily felt a bit like a fairy godmother who had solved all their problems with a wave of her magic wand.


When they arrived at Grass Key, Lee was pale and terribly thin. The chemotherapy she’d been having had made all her hair fall out, and she looked ghastly, but she didn’t want to rest for a minute and begged her parents to take her straightaway to the dolphins. It was an unforgettable scene. When she got into the water, Lee was already so weak she hardly had the strength to move. They had put her in a wet suit so she wouldn’t get cold and a life preserver to keep her afloat.


Robert towed her out toward the dolphins, Nat and Tursi, who were frolicking about thirty feet away from them. At first they seemed distracted and uninterested, but when Lee called them softly by name, they responded without hesitation. Nat came over first, raised his head and gave her a kiss on the end of her nose. Then Tursi came over and greeted her with a flurry of little high-pitched squeaks of joy. A second later they picked her up with their mighty fins and carried her out to sea with them.


“It feels like I’m flying!” cried Lee, laughing with delight.


Lee’s family hadn’t heard her laugh like that since before she became ill. They could hardly believe it was true, but there she was, gripping Nat’s fin and challenging the wind and the immensity of the ocean. The dolphins stayed with Lee for more than an hour, always tender, always attentive, never using any unnecessary force, always responsive to her wishes.


Maybe it’s true that they are more intelligent and sensitive creatures than man. What was certain was that those marvelous dolphins understood that Lee was dying and wanted to console her as she faced her great journey into the unknown. From the moment they took her in hand, they never left her alone for a second. They got her to play and obeyed her commands with a sweetness that was magical. In their company, Lee found for one last time the enthusiasm and the will to live. She was strong and happy like she used to be. At one point she shouted, “The dolphins have healed me, Daddy!”


There are no words to describe the effect that swim had on her. When she got out of the water, it was as if she had been reborn.


The next day she was too weak to get out of bed. She didn’t even want to talk, but when Robert took her hand she squeezed it and whispered, “Daddy, don’t be sad for me. I’ll never be afraid again. The dolphins have made me understand that I have nothing to fear.” Then she said, “I know I’m going to die tonight. Promise me that you’ll cremate my body and scatter my ashes in the sea where all dolphins swim. They gave me the most beautiful moments of my life. They have left me with a great feeling of peace in my heart, and I know they will be with me on the long journey that lies ahead.”


Just before dawn, Robert’s little girl woke and whispered, “Hold me, Daddy, I’m so cold.” And she died like that in his arms a few minutes later — passing from sleep to death without a ripple. They only realized her suffering was over because her body became colder and heavier.


They cremated her as she wanted and went out the next day to scatter her ashes in the ocean amongst the dolphins. They were all crying — not only Lee’s family, but also the sailors on the boat who had taken them out into the bay. And then, suddenly, through their tears, they saw the great arching silver shapes of Nat and Tursi leaping out of the water ahead.


As Robert recounted, “They had come to take our daughter home.”


~Allegra Taylor
Chicken Soup for the Nature Lover’s Soul
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Losing Myself


I was like any other average ninth grader. I was active in sports, had my circle of friends and got good grades. Until the day I was introduced to him. There was something in his eyes that attracted me. Somehow I thought that he needed me just as much as I needed to be loved. After flirting for months, we finally became a couple. We were together every single moment from that day on. Slowly, day by day, my family and friends saw me changing. I was in love.


After about two months, however, he started to try to control me and even raise his voice at me. I told myself it was okay because he really did love me. Or so I thought. The first time he ever hurt me, we were skiing with friends and had lost each other on the slopes. When he found me, he said it was my fault. He proceeded to push me and call me nasty names while people just stared at us. I ran into the bathroom with my best friend and cried my eyes out. The next thing I knew, he was in the bathroom hugging me, overflowing with kisses and saying how sorry he was. So I forgave him and put that day in the back of my mind.


Things did not go back to normal, though. He became possessive and jealous. He made rules stating I could no longer wear my hair down, wear shorts in the summertime or have any sign of another boy in my room. If another boy even glanced at me in school, he would yell at me. My grades dropped, I lost my ambition for sports, I started losing my friends, and my family became my worst enemy. I didn’t want to listen to what they thought about my relationship or how much I had changed. I cried every single night because of the way I was beginning to feel about myself. He would yell at me or blame me for everything. A couple of times, I tried hurting myself because I felt I wasn’t good enough for him and that there wasn’t any other reason to be alive. I tried to justify his actions by believing they showed how much he cared about me. As a ninth grader, it made me feel important to be in love and have a steady boyfriend.


My parents tried taking me to counseling and talked to all my teachers about my relationship. I started skipping school. The violence escalated. He tried to choke me on several occasions, and once he tried to break my arm because his brother looked at me in my swimsuit. I felt hopeless and depressed. He had so much control over my mind that I could not accept anyone else’s opinion of him. I told myself that they just didn’t understand how much he loved me. He only did what he did because he cared.


The physical abuse continued to get worse. He forced me to do sexual things with him. He also hit, choked and pushed me around. He tried drowning me once. Fortunately, I fell on some rocks before he had the chance to get me under the water. He also cut my wrists because he was in the dumps. This went on for nine months.


Finally, my parents took me on a trip for a week. While I was on vacation, he cheated on me, and I built up enough courage to break up with him. One night, I lay in bed and thought of everything he had done to me. It was clear what I had to do.


I spent the last two weeks of summer break trying to get my old friends back before returning to school. When I went back to school, he was in my gym class. I was nice to him because I still feared him. When I got up the nerve to tell him that it was over for good, he went psycho, pushed me to the ground and kicked me several times. Nobody came to help me. The next day, I discovered an eight inch bruise on my leg.


It took me three days to show the bruise to my parents. To my surprise, after everything I had put them through, they helped me. They took me straight to the police station to file charges. I wanted to just let it go, but I was also determined that this should not and would not happen to anyone he “loved” in the future. At home, I continued to receive threatening phone calls from him saying that he was going to kill me. He told my parents that he would hurt me if he got the chance.


My court experience took over a year and was horribly painful. I found out that he had a violent past and that it wasn’t the first time that he had abuse charges brought against him. I was never notified about the final court hearing, so it happened without me and, to my knowledge, nothing severe happened to him. The justice system let me down, but I chose to go on with my life.


I am very lucky to be where I am today. I am nineteen years old, and I have grown and healed a lot. It took me over three years to tell my parents everything that he did to me. My parents and I are very close now. The healing process may continue for years to come, but I deal with my pain by sharing my story with other young teens, hoping to help prevent this from happening to anybody else. I do not wake up every day hating him. I feel bad for him, and I know he needs help, wherever he is. I have learned instead to focus on living my life to the fullest and cherishing the people I truly love.


~Jenny Deyo
Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul on Tough Stuff
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Role Reversal


We must be willing to get rid of the life we’ve planned,
so as to have the life that is waiting for us.


~Joseph Campbell


It was a Friday night, and I had just returned from climbing one of the red rocks of Sedona. The night was chilly, the moon was high and I was looking forward to crawling into my warm bed. My faculty adviser, Bunny, approached me as I walked through the arches to my dorm room. She took me to her home, where she told me that my mother had been in a terrible car crash and had been taken to the intensive care unit of a nearby hospital in critical condition.


When I got to the hospital, my grandmother pulled me aside and said whatever I did, I mustn’t cry in front of my mother.


A nurse unlocked the door that led down a wide hallway with machines all around. A strong smell of medicine brought a nauseous feeling to my already turning stomach. My mother’s room was right next to the nurses’ station. As I turned into the room, I saw her lying on her side, with her tiny back to me and a fluffed pillow between her bandaged legs. She struggled to turn around but couldn’t. I slowly crept to the other side of the bed and said “hi” in a calm voice, stifling my urge to cry out.


The cadaverous condition of her body stunned me. Her swollen face looked like it had been inflated and kicked around like a soccer ball, her eyes had huge dark bruised rings around them, and she had tubes down her throat and in her arms.


Gently holding my mother’s cold swollen hands, I tried to keep my composure. She kept looking at me and rolling her eyes into the back of her head as she pounded her hand against the bed. She was trying to tell me how much pain she was in. I turned my face away from her, trying to hide the tears that were rolling down my face. Eventually I had to leave her for a moment because I couldn’t hold my anguish in any longer. That was when it struck me that I really might lose my mother.


I kept her company all day long; in time the doctors took the respirator out of her throat for a short while. She was able to whisper a few words, but I didn’t know what to say in return. I felt like screaming but knew I mustn’t. I went home and cried myself to sleep.


From that night on, my life completely changed. Up to that point, I’d had the luxury of just being a kid, having to deal with only the exaggerated melodramas of teenage life. My concept of crisis was now forever altered. As my mother struggled first to stay alive and then to relearn to walk, my sense of priorities changed drastically. My mother needed me. The trials and tribulations of my daily life at school, which had seemed so important before, now appeared insignificant. My mother and I had faced death together, and life took on new meaning for both of us.


After a week of clinging to life in intensive care, my mother’s condition improved enough to be taken off the respirator and moved to a regular hospital room. She was finally out of danger but, because her legs had been crushed, there was doubt that she would be able to walk again. I was just grateful that she was alive. I visited my mother in the hospital as often as I could for the next two months. Finally, a sort of hospital suite was set up in our family room, and to my relief and joy, she was allowed to come home.


My mother’s return home was a blessing for us all, but it meant some unaccustomed responsibilities for me. She had a visiting nurse, but much of the time I took care of her. I would feed her, bathe her, and when she was eventually able to use a toilet, would help her to the bathroom. It struck me that I was pretty much playing the role of mother to my own mother. It wasn’t always much fun, but it felt good to be there when my mother really needed me. The difficult part for me was trying to always be upbeat, and to keep my mother’s spirits up when she became frustrated with the pain and her inability to do simple things for herself. I always had a smile on my face when, really, I was suppressing tears in my heart.


My mother’s reliance on me changed our relationship. In the past, we had more than our share of the strains of mother-daughter relationships. The accident threw us into a relationship of interdependence. To get my mother back, I had to help her regain her strength and ability to resume an independent life. She had to learn to accept my help as well as the fact that I was no longer a child. We have become the closest of friends. We genuinely listen to one another, and truly enjoy each other’s company.


It has been over two years since my mother’s crash. Although it was devastating to see my mother go through the physical pain and emotions that she still continues to experience, I have grown more in that time than in all the years before. Being a mother figure to my own mother taught me a lot about parenthood: the worries, the protectiveness and, most of all, the sweetness of unconditional devotion and love.


~Adi Amar
Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul II
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Stuck with No Way Out


At five feet, three inches tall, and well under a hundred pounds, I looked at myself in the mirror and thought, How did I get to be such a pig? At that moment it struck me, I don’t know where the clarity came from, but, looking back on it, I am grateful it did come. I thought, I need help. This need for perfection and this compulsive behavior was literally going to kill me.


• • •


When I started college the stress began to take its toll and I started overeating. I was living away from home, I was separated from most of my good friends, and I was in a big school taking premed classes. I was facing many adult responsibilities that came from living away from home for the first time, and my class load was heavy. Food became my comfort, fast food became my excuse — I had to eat! Chips and cookies were my reward for good grades. And, where I had shied away from eating anything closely resembling candy in the past, I now found myself frequenting snack machines and stocking up on candy bars. It was energy food, I told myself. My newfound diet, along with my sedentary life of study, conspired to put the weight on. By the beginning of my sophomore year, I weighed in at 150 pounds. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I stepped on the scale at the doctor’s office for my yearly checkup. I had gained forty-five pounds in one year.


I was so depressed. I was back home for the holidays. Between the horror in my mother’s eyes upon seeing me, the horror in my own eyes when I saw the numbers on the scale, and becoming the butt (obvious pun intended) of all my brothers’ jokes, I did what any normal, red blooded, American girl would do: I pigged out for the holidays.


I went back to school armed with every diet book known to man from my well-meaning mother and a handful of recipes (as if I was going to cook). I could handle this. Taking off weight was never a problem for me in the past. What I didn’t realize was that in the past I only needed to lose five or ten pounds at the most. I was now looking at trying to take off forty! When it didn’t come off as quickly as I thought it would, I became even more desperate. I was hungry all the time, frustrated at my lack of success and facing summer — shorts and bathing suit season?! I don’t think so!


My dorm mate convinced me that if I just purged for one meal a day I would see a huge difference. The thought of bulimia terrified me. But she became very convincing in her argument. “Just once a day. You’ll get nutrition from your other meals. You just won’t be so hungry all the time.” She was right in one regard, the dizziness I was experiencing from the lack of food was beginning to take its toll. I needed to pull down really good grades if I was going to get into a good medical school.


Purging one meal became purging two, sometimes more. The weight was dropping off. I was so excited and encouraged by seeing my waist again, I joined a gym and began to work out three days a week. Between studying until all hours of the morning, running my body ragged on a treadmill and bingeing and purging, I had become a full-blown bulimic. But I couldn’t even admit it to myself. I was in denial.


When I went home for a few weeks in the summer, the accolades from my brothers and the sudden, unexpected visits from their friends, while flattering, only made it worse. I wanted to be even thinner. My mother, however, didn’t like what she saw. She was worried about the dark circles under my eyes and the pallor of my skin. Plus, my naturally calm, easygoing personality had given way to a cranky, argumentative nightmare of a person. I exploded when she questioned me about it. “What more do you want from me? I got straight As this term, lost all the weight that you were bugging me about, and I had to do it all living away from home!” My screaming fit gave way to tears and I broke down. The stress had taken its toll. My mother held me like I was three years old again. I felt comforted but trapped. How could I stop this behavior without giving up everything I had worked so hard for? Besides, I didn’t want to be fat again — ever.


I assured my mother everything would be all right and I went back to school. I convinced myself that I could handle this problem, but in truth, I couldn’t. I would abstain from my purging behavior for only a few days. Because I hadn’t changed my eating habits — in fact they were worse — my weight would begin to go up again. I couldn’t stand it so I would begin purging again. Even my dorm mate, the friend who gave me the idea in the first place, suggested that I was out of control. Out of control? How could I be out of control when I’ve never felt so in control of my life and circumstances? I liked everything about this behavior — almost.


Suddenly, I stopped having periods. My body was screaming at me and I wasn’t getting the message. I was taking anatomy and biology classes learning everything about the body, except how to take care of my own. One day I passed out in my dorm room while just sitting down studying. That was it. I looked at myself in the mirror and the warped part of me, the part that was responsible for this behavior, saw a girl who needed to lose more weight. But some wisdom forced its way through and I knew I needed help.


I ran over to the counseling office and grabbed the phone number for the eating disorder hotline. Even though I felt like a grown-up with all these new responsibilities and being away at college, this was my first real adult act.


• • •


After being in a group for three months, I was changing my behavior. I found my way out of the darkness with people who cared and professionals who were trained. I continued with the group throughout college and received enormous support for all kinds of life-changing situations I faced. I learned so many things from this experience — it’s okay to be scared and you don’t have to be alone or do it alone. I took all this wonderful information into my practice and it has served my patients and me well.


When I went home for the holidays that year I was glowing. My mother hugged me and I could tell that she was enormously relieved. We stayed up until all hours of the night and talked about everything. By being honest about my circumstances, I had everything to gain. I was back, and, magically — much to my delight — so were all my brothers’ friends.


~Rosanne Martorella
Chicken Soup for the College Soul
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Panic


The only courage that matters is the kind that
gets you from one moment to the next.


~Mignon McLaughlin


One October day, in eighth grade English class, I sat taking notes while my teacher explained prepositional phrases for what felt like the eightieth time. Suddenly, my forehead and fingertips became numb, as if a crazed dentist had injected them with Novocain. I tried to concentrate on the teacher’s lecture, but his words sounded garbled, like he was speaking through a long cardboard tube. My heart raced, and I couldn’t breathe. I was either going to throw up or pass out.


It seemed like I was having a dream. Was I really sitting in English class? I turned my head to look at my classmates. They were moving slowly, like a film being viewed frame by frame. I touched the smooth Formica desk and squeezed my pen. I wasn’t dreaming. What was wrong with me?


My friend touched my arm. “Are you okay?” she asked. “You’re completely pale.”


I raised my hand; it felt detached from my body. “Can I go to the nurse?” I asked. The voice came from my throat, but I didn’t recognize its sound. Our teacher had told the last guy who asked for a pass to the nurse to wait until the bell. Before that could happen, he had hurled into his desk.


“Sure, go ahead,” the teacher told me.


I rushed out of the room. The hallway’s spotted floor seemed to slant under my feet. I rested my forehead against the cool turquoise tiles of the wall. What was happening?


The nurse had me lay down on her fake leather couch, and she popped a thermometer in my mouth. I prayed that I had a fever and could go home. After a few minutes, the nurse read my temperature. “No fever. Better go back to class,” she told me.


“No, I can’t,” I nearly shouted. “Please, send me home,” I begged.


The nurse frowned at my urgent tone. She paused a moment, then telephoned my mother.


Once I was home, I felt fine. I cuddled under my down comforter, read one of my favorite horror novels and then watched a soap opera on TV. My mother served me strawberry Jell-O and sliced bananas for dinner. I was an only child, and my mom spoiled me. She gave me a hug. “You’ll be up and around tomorrow,” she assured me. At home, I was safe.


The next day, I convinced my parents that I was too weak to return to school, but I was really just afraid. “Okay, just one more day of rest,” my mother told me, “but make sure you do the homework. You don’t want to ruin your A average.”


The following morning, my mother said, “Get up and get dressed, have a bit of breakfast and see how you feel.” I knew this trick. She’d been using it on me since I was a kid. Once I had pulled on some clothes and had eaten, she’d say, “If you’re healthy enough to be out of bed and keep cereal down, you’re well enough to go to school.” And that’s exactly what happened.


One afternoon a few days later, one of my classmates asked me to her house for dinner. Supper at her house was a foreign experience for me. She had a big family, and they all talked at the same time, fighting to be heard.


Suddenly, the hum of the kitchen lights became loud and drowned out their voices. Their faces looked too clear in the unnatural light. My cheeks began to go numb, and I felt like the floor was caving in under my feet. It was happening again. Maybe one of the blood vessels in my brain is slowly leaking blood, I thought. I had to get out. I had to find help. I mumbled, “Excuse me. I feel sick,” and I bolted from the house.


I ran all the way home. I slammed the front door behind me and collapsed on the family room sofa. “What in the world are you doing home so early?” my mother asked.


“I don’t feel well, again,” I told her. I felt tears well in my eyes. “What is wrong with me?”


My parents were concerned about me, but not as worried as I was about myself. They scheduled an appointment with my doctor. I explained the scary episodes to him. He ordered a test for diabetes. I had to swallow this super sweet, cola-flavored glucose drink, and I had blood taken from my arm. I went for stomach X-rays, where I had to drink a chalky barium milkshake. Finally, he sent me for a full neurological exam.


When the test results were in, the doctor telephoned.


“I’m glad to say that you are perfectly healthy,” the doctor told me. My parents thought that was great news, but I wasn’t sure.


The next morning, I couldn’t face going back to school and the frightening possibility of another episode. I lied and told my mother that my stomach hurt. “The doctor said you are healthy,” she reminded me. “He didn’t test me for the stomach flu,” I insisted. That nonexistent stomach virus bought me two more days at home.


When the third morning arrived, I just couldn’t drag myself to class. For two weeks, I refused to go. Each day, I cried, screamed and begged. At first, my parents tried to reason with me; then they threatened to punish me. My father yelled, and my mother dissolved into tears. Again, they turned to my doctor for help, and he suggested that I see a psychologist. Oh, great, I am totally insane after all.


I was queasy with nerves at my first appointment with the psychologist. He was an old guy, but he was funny. He told me about a time that he was giving a speech at the local high school. “My microphone wouldn’t work, so the janitor hopped up on the stage to check out the equipment. After a bit of fiddling, the janitor shouted, ‘There’s a screw loose in the speaker!’” I giggled and the knot in my stomach disappeared.


He listened quietly as I told him about my problem. “Your racing heart, tingling hands and your need to escape sound like classic symptoms of a panic attack,” he told me. “In a panic attack, your body reacts like someone just jumped out of the closet and scared you, but, really, no one is there. Many people suffer with panic disorder. With some work on your part, and courage, it is a condition that can be overcome.”


I leaned back into the chair’s overstuffed cushion. I felt so relieved to have a name for what was happening to me.


I was having panic attacks, and I wasn’t the only one in the world, either.


The next few times I met with my therapist, he taught me relaxation exercises. He told me to close my eyes and picture a calm place. “I’m lying on the beach on a sunny July Fourth day,” I told him. “Just leave before the fireworks,” he joked. Then I had to imagine that my muscles were so relaxed and heavy that they were sinking into the warm sand. I was supposed to breathe deeply and slowly. We talked about how to use these techniques until a panic attack ended.


When I mastered these exercises, the psychologist took me to a 4 P.M. field trip to my school. I sat at my desk in the empty classroom and practiced my relaxation. We walked around the school until I felt comfortable.


“Tomorrow, you’ll have to try a full classroom,” he said.


My stomach tightened. “What if the teacher won’t let me leave the class if I have to? What if the nurse won’t let me go home?” I asked.


“We can take care of those fears,” he assured me. My therapist made special arrangements with my teachers. They agreed that I could leave the room without asking for a pass, and the nurse would let me call home, no questions asked.


I was shaking the first morning when I entered homeroom, but my friends gathered around me and told me how great it was to have me there. “I’ve missed you guys,” I told them. I was glad to be back.


It wasn’t easy, though. The panic attacks were still the scariest things I’d ever experienced. Sometimes, I could stay in the classroom and relax through them. Other times, I slipped out the door and sat in the hall until they passed.


The popular kids made a warped game of trying to gross me out so I would leave the class. They would make disgusting vomiting noises or stare at me with their eyelids turned inside out. I was so mad that I forced myself to stay in my seat. In a twisted way, their being mean actually helped me.


My real friends stood by me, though, and every day got a bit easier. Before my eighth grade graduation, there was a school talent show. I played the piano in front of a full auditorium. When the judges handed me the first place trophy, my parents and friends gave me a standing ovation. I felt so proud of myself, not because I’d won, but because I’d beaten the panic attacks. I couldn’t wait for high school.


~Marie-Therese Miller
Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul 2
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I Said No


I may not have gone where I intended to go,
but I think I have ended up where I intended to be.


~Douglas Adams


I was eighteen years old when I left home for the first significant period of time. As a college freshman, I spent the five hour drive upstate arguing with my mother about the speed limit and the radio. When we arrived, I was eager for her to depart.


Growing up, I had been shy, reclusive and insecure. I viewed going to college as a chance to wipe that slate clean. Despite my parents’ reminder that “we take our hang-ups everywhere we go,” I wanted to become an entirely new person, outgoing and confident. I began to introduce myself with my middle name instead of my first, about which I had been teased for years.


I met Brian my first day on campus. A tall, charming senior, this Texan lived right down the hall and helped me move my things in. Although I was suspicious of the endless string of compliments he drawled, I was also quite flattered. I had never believed I was beautiful, though my family told me so all the time. I didn’t date much in high school — just the occasional movie date with this boy or a walk around the mall with that one. I felt special when Brian called out, “Hey, gorgeous” even when I was wearing my glasses instead of my contact lenses.


My roommate, Tara, had turned out to be a disaster. Tara was a homesick Bostonian who cried all day about how she should have joined the Peace Corps. Frankly, I also rather enjoyed the idea of her departing for some far-off country. The tension between us made Brian’s room a haven of sorts for me. He would fix me screwdrivers, which I sipped while he downed beer after beer and talked about scamming people for money. I knew he was bad news, but at the time that just made him more appealing.


One night he came into my room and lifted me over his shoulder. He carried me, kicking, screaming and laughing, into his room and began tickling me. The next thing I knew, we were kissing.
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