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Advice to Incoming Students
from Casco Bay Region Upperclassmen
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INTRODUCTION

“If I had known then what I know now.”
There’s not likely a high school student in the world who wouldn’t say this
about their first year. Ninth grade is an exhilarating, confusing, and sometimes overwhelming time. It’s a year of firsts, and while many of those are
positive, some—like encountering substance use—are not. This is where
firsthand advice especially comes in handy.
You are about to view a guidebook of experience and pro tips from those
who have gone before you. Nineteen student writers from area high schools
share their triumphs, tribulations, lessons, and leanings—from the advantages of joining a sports team to the challenges of balancing work, play, and
school. There is loss, frustration, perseverance, personal connection, and
lots of encouragement. It’s not sugar-coated; it’s real. It’s here for you now,
and it’s what happens the moment the bell rings.
This book is a collaboration between two great programs: Casco Bay CAN,
a coalition committed to reducing youth substance use across eight Maine
communities, and The Telling Room, a writing and publishing nonprofit
organization based in Portland that empowers youth through writing and
shares your voices with the world. You can find more information about
both organizations in the back of the book. Like these student authors,
we’re here to support you. Look us up.
Casco Bay CAN
The Telling Room
August 2019
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UNTANGLING IN MY SANCTUARY
They’re kinda tangled in together, Ms. Murley and pretzels (those are always good). When I first met her, I hated her. My dislike wasn’t really for
her personally, but rather for the job she had, which was the social worker at my school. I’d had some bad experiences with counselors and social
workers in the past, so I wouldn’t go and talk to her. But it turns out that
one of the best decisions I made in high school was to befriend my school
social worker. It made all the difference.
I’ve always had trust issues—some people call it that. I just call it, “I
don’t like many people.” If I feel uncomfortable, I will just sit there. Tense.
Not listening to anything. Mentally gone. In another place.
I grew up with ADHD. It was difficult because I was always hyper.
When I was younger, if I didn’t take my meds, I had to stay in the classroom with the navy blue carpet for recess. I would often go in and talk to
the school counselor, Mrs. Martin. Over time, I learned to trust her. Then,
in middle school, when I had to see the counselor, they put me in small
groups with other kids; and remember, I don’t like many people.
At this point, I began to understand more about the limitations that
my ADHD was putting on me. I was having a hard time keeping friends,
focusing, being in big groups of people, and much more. I tried to ignore
it, hoping it would go away. This didn’t work, and I know now that was just
wishful thinking, because when does that ever really work in real life?
When I got to high school, I was dead set on not meeting with the
school social worker, Ms. Murley. I had friends who went to her, though,
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and one day, over what seemed to me like some kind of pointless drama,
my friend needed to go and talk to her. I decided to go with her. As we were
all talking together, I realized Ms. Murley was different. I could talk to her.
There’s a kind of aura about Ms. Murley. You know how you feel when
you’ve known someone for a really, really long time, and they know everything about you? It’s a relief. After going to Ms. Murley’s office a few times
with friends, I tried going by myself. At first it was once a week, and now
it’s twice.
Ms. Murley’s office feels like that best friend’s house, where you’re
so comfortable that you walk in without knocking and help yourself to
anything in the fridge. That’s what I do with Ms. Murley and her pretzels.
I’m always bugging her for pretzels, always Snyder’s Sourdough Nibblers.
Her office is full of other things, like kinetic sand, gum, comfy chairs, and
lots of games, like Mancala, which we play together often.
Ms. Murley’s became a sanctuary for me; especially when I found
out my dad had cancer. I remember feeling almost numb at that time, kind
of like how it feels when you’re breathing all the air out of your lungs and
sitting at the bottom of a pool, not being able to think or say anything.
The water is cold, but it feels good because the outside is hot. Sometimes,
if someone is talking and I don’t want to listen to what they are saying, I
just go underwater, like this: I hold the sides of the pool with my fingertips out of the water to stay there and then push myself under the water
into a peaceful and calm reality. The pool’s only open during the summer,
though. During the school year, I escape to Ms. Murley’s office.
Since I found out about my dad’s cancer, Tuesdays and Thursdays
are the days I go to Ms. Murley’s. We do lunches. Food is always involved.
After I told her about the cancer, I learned that, especially if you are going
through a really hard time, it’s helpful to have a person or place to go to
that can make you feel a little bit better, even if you are not going through
something hard but just minor things, like high school drama.
Even if you don’t feel like you need it, or if you think needing to go
talk to somebody is a weakness, don’t be afraid to ask for help or ask to have
8 someone to talk to because it can really help to talk through it. It’s bad to
hold it all in and then eventually explode, like a soda bottle shaken up that
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eventually erupts. Even if at first you just go to play games, like I did—or to
take food, like I did—eventually, you might get to the point where you just
show up, eat food, play games, and talk. Not a lot has changed, but I realize
now that talking to someone isn’t a bad thing. Just knowing that I have a
place to go to talk is a huge relief and definitely is comforting.
Ms. Murley’s pretzels are bite-sized, so they’re cool. They’re salty.
They’re sourdough. Honestly, I’d never really liked pretzels until I ate these,
but if I’m feeling super anxious, I like to munch on things. Now, I love pretzels. I associate them with Ms. Murley. She and her office are my sanctuary
and my calm, grounding place to go to in the middle of my storm.

9
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Q: WHAT HAVE YOU LIKED
MOST ABOUT HIGH SCHOOL
A’s:
“The extracurricular activities: tutoring, mentoring,
the literacy and arts magazine, etc.”

“FREEDOM”
“Expanding my friend group”
“Color guard (flag stuff)”

“All the experiences”
“Most of my classes and some of my teachers”

“The memories and friends I’ve made”
“Chorus”
“Connections I’ve made”
“Getting involved in the school community”

11
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SONGS THAT SAVED US
Sometimes you just need the right tunes…
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THE PERFECT SANDWICH
I was sitting on the damp soccer field with my friends. We were stretching
before practice and chatting about Homecoming, as it was only a few days
away. We were eagerly gushing about playing in the Homecoming soccer
game and then dancing the night away at our Homecoming dance. “Everyone can come to my house to get ready before the dance, but you should
also come over after for a sleepover!” exclaimed one of my close friends. Everyone chirped in agreement over the idea that had just been presented to
us. The bright, yellow sun was beating with my excitement until it dawned
on me that my Sunday work shift started at seven the next morning.
I work at a market where I make sandwiches, a job I usually enjoy
and look forward to, but at this moment I was dreading and resenting it.
The unique sandwich orders, which always surprise and confuse me when
I’m making them, like a peanut butter and pickle sandwich, were now nothing but an annoyance to me.
So, I kept quiet and assessed the situation. I could go to the sleepover
with all my friends and have fun. However, we would probably stay up until
one or two in the morning, and they would all want to sleep in until nine
or ten. This would mean I would only get a few hours of sleep, as I would
have to get myself up at six to get ready to leave for work. In that moment, I
became frustrated with my boss for scheduling me so early on the day after
Homecoming and frustrated with my friends for wanting to do something
that I couldn’t be a part of; but the voice in my head told me the sleepover
14
would not be a good idea.
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Later that night, I got put into a group chat for Homecoming. My
friends were discussing hanging out before and after the dance. I remember reading the messages and feeling upset that I wouldn’t be there. This
was something I wanted to be a part of so desperately. I decided then to tell
them that I couldn’t go, so I sent a text explaining that I had to work the
next morning. Over the next few days, I had to listen to the girls talk about
how fun it was gonna be after Homecoming, and I had to wallow in the
fact that I couldn’t be a part of it. In the group chat that night, I had to read
about the movie they wanted to watch and the food they wanted to have.
I felt as though my friends may have been annoyed with me for not being
able to hang out yet again. I felt sad and annoyed as well, because I wanted
to be a part of that, too.
I have had my fair share of instances where I had to give up hanging out with my friends or with my family because of work. But I have also
had to give up shifts at work because I have been so overwhelmed with
homework. On several occasions, I have found myself scrambling to find
someone to cover one of my shifts because my teachers decided to assign a
lot of work with not a lot of time to complete it. I have a few teachers who
do this, and it adds up quickly.
I remember one particular Friday afternoon, sitting in one of my
hardest classes. Our AP exam was only a few short weeks away. The stress
of knowing the clock was ticking was weighing down on me and my other
classmates, but it was Friday, and I had my entire weekend ahead of me.
This dream was quickly pulled away as my teacher assigned a chapter of
notes due for the next class. Knowing I would need several hours to complete this work was heartbreaking. It felt as if my teacher was sentencing
me, taking away the freedom I so very much enjoyed over the weekend,
and I was now trapped by the weight of my homework. I knew I had to
find someone to cover my shift at work; there was no way I could complete
all of my schoolwork, work my shift, and stay sane. I frantically texted all
of my coworkers, desperate for someone to cover my shift on Sunday. Begging some of my close friends who worked with me, I finally convinced
one of them to agree to cover for me. My job that I sometimes resent and
wish I didn’t have to go to, at that moment, was a place that I wanted to be. I
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would have much rather been at work, hanging out with my friends and my
coworkers rather than sitting at home with hours and hours of homework.
I have a blurry memory of myself as a small child sitting opposite
my brother, on a seesaw, his bright blue shirt going up and down across
from me. I was bigger than he was at the time, so I weighed down my side
more than he could weigh down his. My father assisted, pushing on my
brother’s side to keep the weight balanced. In my memory, the seesaw represents the simplicity of childhood.
My high school experience has been one giant seesaw. But this seesaw has been me trying to balance my academics, my athletics, my job,
and my social life. I have learned that balancing my life is comparable to
making a sandwich. Sometimes life is a peanut butter and jelly sandwich,
simple and straightforward. But I have learned that sometimes it is the peanut butter and pickle sandwich that works best. The combination of things
that doesn’t necessarily belong together but create a balance. Working with
my friends and playing sports with them is how I have learned to balance
work and my social life. The combinations are endless, and it’s just about
finding the sandwich that works for you.

16
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THE AUDITION
I have always loved music, so it wasn’t too much of a surprise when I auditioned for Chamber Choir at the end of freshman year. It would be a good
opportunity to work on more complex pieces, and hopefully I would get
the chance to bond with some of the ensemble members.
The audition took place in her classroom, at the keyboard in front
of the room. It was just my teacher and me. The room was quiet, a rare
occurrence considering the group of extroverted music students who were
often in there. The room was familiar, and it added to my confidence.
When we got to the sections of the songs we had done for the concert, things came undone. There was a piece we had with a note at the very
bottom of my range, and during the sectional I struggled to actually hit the
note. I felt a pang of anxiety as I tried to hit it.
I’ve always had a hard time admitting when I’m struggling with
something. I had only known the teacher for the year, and although I liked
her well enough, I still wasn’t comfortable admitting that I was struggling.
I’m a perfectionist at heart, and saying that something wasn’t going well for
me made it a little too real.
But at the end of the audition, she complimented me. “You clearly
know your part. I was playing the piano with you, but you were leading
me.”
I hadn’t been aware of how tense I had been until tears started to
build up in my eyes. As she spoke, however, I felt the tension leave my
body, almost as though she had pulled the singular thread holding me to-
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gether and allowed me to fall apart. I’d never felt more vulnerable, yet I felt
completely safe. There was no hiding from her, but I never really felt like I
had to.
She suggested I audition for an honors choir to build audition
poise, something I’d actually get into a few years later due to her somewhat
aggressive encouragement then. A few days later, I had a callback, which
required me to sing a song I thought complimented my voice. I chose a
song from the musical Dear Evan Hansen.
The next Friday, the list of who’d made the choir was supposed to be
posted by the end of the day. I spent most of World History staring blankly
at the clock, waiting for the bell to ring. The bell rang, and there still was
no list. Then, when the list finally got posted, there was the initial swarm of
students checking it. I saw it after a minute or so, although for me it felt like
hours. My name wasn’t on the list. I stared at it for a few minutes, trying to
see if I just had accidentally skipped over my name. But it wasn’t there. I
didn’t get in.
The week following seemed blurred, and soon enough we were
nearing the end of the school year. I really wanted to get a voice check—an
evaluation of my vocal range—from the teacher by the end of the year.
I had been a little anxious going into it, considering everything that had
happened. At the end of it, she told me my biggest area for improvement
was making sure I wasn’t sharp or flat when singing certain notes.
Most of my summer was spent sitting cross-legged on my floor, my
keyboard and tablet in front of me, trying different techniques that were
said to help keep a vocalist from going sharp or flat. There were plenty of
hours spent just hitting one white key, then the black key next to it, then
back to the white key as I tried to match pitch with each individual note.
My sophomore year came and went, and soon enough it was time
to audition again. The audition process was the same as the time before:
sight reading and then small sections from each piece we did in the concert. Everything that happened after was completely different. That year I
didn’t have to do a callback, the teacher saying she was “pretty confident”
18 she knew whether or not I was getting in. It was a strange statement, and
as much as I hoped it meant I was getting in, I couldn’t help the doubt that
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swirled around deep in my gut as I thought about her statement.
The final list of who got in was supposed to be posted a few days
later. The teacher had a prep the same block as my study hall. There was a
student who was already in Chamber Choir there as well, roaming around
as he spoke about whatever was on his mind. This wasn’t necessarily an uncommon occurrence, and I was only half-listening to him as I tried to focus
on an English assignment. I was quick to look up when my chorus teacher
emerged from her office, laptop in hand. I knew it was the list, but I didn’t
dare say anything.
She broke the tense silence by giving me the response I so desperately wanted to hear: “You got in, of course.” The words lifted a weight off me
that I hadn’t known I’d been carrying. I felt relief fill me as I sat there, unsure
of what to do.
After getting turned away from Chamber Choir freshman year, I
pushed myself to practice more and worked even harder. And in the end,
my hard work paid off. I learned a lot through the process, but the most
important thing I’ve learned was to keep trying, no matter what setback you
come across.

19
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TIPS FOR NAVIGATING
THE CAFETERIA
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FADE IN, FLICKER OUT
Spark
The skin on my face is blazing
Your hair, a candle in the night
My stomach boils and I begin to feel a little seasick
Ironic, considering I am walking toward a fire
I gingerly touch my fingertips
Fearing they might burn
Hey! I squeak, my face getting hotter
I can barely ask your name
You turn to me,
You smile,
Clearly, I’m new to this (but you don’t seem to mind)
That was in 3rd grade

Kindling
I’m an apprehensive poker
Eager yet shy
Drawn to the fire yet afraid of getting burned
I see you at lunch
I want to sit next to you,
But one should never prod flames without gloves
I think I’ll just sit down
22
It’s Pizza Friday, after all
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Ugh! Really, pepperoni? (I never could stand that stuff)
I prod it with my fingers,
Keeping a fixed eye on the flames
Phew!
(You didn’t laugh. In fact, you liked plain pizza, too.)
Maybe I’ll probe deeper to see if something else might catch
Do you like animals?
(I know, it was a shot in the dark)
Oh, wait. Really? You do? Well, how about that.
The bell rings (I survived!)
Now time for recess
Hey! Wanna play on the jungle gym?
I spin around
I thought you’d never ask

Blaze
By fourth grade, I am no longer anxious
I am no longer getting burned
We are twin flames, burning brightly together
Two kindred spirits, now and forever
With you, I am unstoppable
Nothing can bring me down
We are a flame that cannot be quenched

Flickering
Sometimes, I revisit them—our fourth grade selves
How I wish we could be lost in those days
They’re still playing on that playground
They’re still sitting together at lunch
And sure enough, they’re still chatting about the day
But, alas! Time has a way of moving along
And moving along, brings change

Conflagration
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Fifth grade means a new start
New faces, new place, new playground
This one doesn’t have a jungle gym
But that doesn’t matter
I’m sure you and I will get by
The moment the bell rings, I’m already out the door
I’m running back to you and third grade
I cannot wait for it to start all over again
My face burns brightly when I see you
I call your name
At first, I see nothing else
I run to you
Face beaming
Heart pounding
Suddenly, I stop
There are a few boys standing next to you
Ones I’ve never met before
They look surprised that I’ve shown up
Haven’t you told them about me?
Should we be introduced?
There’s a look in your eyes that I can’t quite place
Is something wrong?
You wave to the boys and tell them you’ll be right back
Then, you pull me aside
There is something you need to tell me
So, this is what getting burned feels like

Ashes
I wish I could tell you it was a dream
That our friendship was always perfect
That we were never made fun of in fourth grade,
Because a girl and a boy could be friends
24
I wish I could tell you that kids never chased us
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Never sang “K-I-S-S-I-N-G” or tormented us
That they never made him cry,
And that I never cried after he spoke to me that day
I could tell you, but that wouldn’t be true

Embers
Sixth, seventh & eighth grades flew right by
Each one mushed together like a Fluff and butter sandwich
The kind that used to get me looks
As I took apart each slice
And ate them
Separate
I’m not sure what looks they’d get me now
Because I eat alone
I read alone
I walk alone
Everything, I do
Alone
By now, I’m all burnt out
I’ve never found someone like him
I wonder if I ever will
One thing’s for sure, I’ll never forget him
I cannot forget him
For I am surrounded by red
Red, the color of his hair
The color of my face the day we met
The color of my eyes the day we parted
The bricks of the school
Our flags
Our sports team jerseys
Pepperoni pizza—the kind I still don’t like
All are red red red
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I still see him, of course, but only now and again
(And never in the way that I used to)
He is but a dream to me
A figment in the halls
Sometimes I wave
Hoping he will smile back, but I know he never will
I suppose I should wish him well
(That would be the mature thing to do)
But I cannot pretend it never hurt
The truth is, I miss him
I miss what we had
But I know I can never get that back
If I called him tomorrow it would make no difference
Our old selves, they are but a shadow’s remembrance
From here on, I burn on my own

26
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DORKASS
Dorkass. Yeah, you heard right… DORK-ASS!
That name, I grew up with it. That name is my birth given name.
Well, not technically, but it’s the people like you who have broken it up and
altered it. Allow me to elaborate. When I was born, my parents named me
Dorcas. That name was like a sleeve, perfectly fitting, but was soon to be
worn out.
Dorcas was always pronounced in French when I was still living in
Rwanda.
A beautiful, loving, altruistic saint was who Dorcas was. A woman
whose dressmaking made her famous. She’d make dresses for the poor and
was full of good works. Dorcas is also another name of a gazelle—an emblem of beauty.
In 2009, I arrived in the States. I was placed into Reiche Elementary
School in Portland, Maine. A place now filled with bittersweet memories,
yet also so sacred to me.
Attendance: the protocol at the start of each class. Every time my
name was called...laughter and whispers in the back of me. That was all I
heard in the few seconds before the next name was glorified in silence. A
silence I don’t experience to this day.
Recess: the time that every kid yearns for except me.
“What’s up, Dorkass?” I heard that every day, just more constantly
at recess. My girlfriends would always not care and keep swinging on the
swings, but I tended to let gravity do its thing and bring me to a halt. I
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started to dread recess, but I knew once that whistle blew for class to start,
I was set for the day.
These altercations with my name continued for a while but I didn’t
let them get to me entirely, just partly. Never mind that—partly is an understatement. It did really get to me.
When I graduated from fifth grade, I knew for certain I didn’t want
to bring the torment of my name into middle school in my new town of
Westbrook. That summer, my project was to find a resolution. I didn’t want
to abandon my name, but I wanted to abandon the teasing.
Have you ever seen the movie Fat Albert? I saw it that summer and
that movie changed my life.
There was a girl in the movie. She was self-contained, smart, beautiful, but was extremely shy. Putting herself out there socially was not her
thing. With help from Fat Albert, the girl started gaining confidence in herself, and the courage to step out of her comfort zone, to introduce herself.
Her name was Doris.
My first day in middle school was my first day as Doris. It was so
weird at first, there were times where my name was called, and I’d look
around the room too. Over time, I started gaining confidence, and I was
introducing myself left and right. I started signing papers as Doris, registering as Doris, I even changed my Instagram username to Doris, as if it
was my name. Toward the end of middle school, I started thinking of legally changing my name. Since Dorcas was a name of the past, I really just
wanted to disconnect myself from it completely.
Side tracking a little bit, this American life is so bizarre. It’s like if
you’re foreign or a person of color, you’re perceived as a second option, an
alternative, a substitute, not an A1 but a B2, if I may. All I’m trying to say is,
if I were white and just happened to have an unfamiliar name, chances are
I would not have had to change my name for the betterment of my education and social life. I would not have to explain myself to bank clerks, work
managers, or even acquaintances that Doris is NOT my name, that it’s just
a name I go by. Doris simply would not be in the picture.
I am now a junior in high school. I’ve matured and came to a reali28
zation that Doris is not suited for me. I don’t want to represent the daughter
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of Oceanus in Greek mythology but the saint whose altruistic character
made her an icon in the New Testament. I want to wear my specially chosen French name along with my childhood and its background.
Plot twist: after I graduate from high school, I plan on going back
to my original name, Dorcas.

29
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PEOPLE WE COULD TURN TO
(Yes, dogs are people too.)
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CHIMNEY
It was a warm October day during freshman year, and I had just gotten
out of school. I was flying through Westbrook in a car full of peers, and
I was squished into the back seat of the car, smothered by a window with
my boyfriend at the time next to me. Our plan was to go to the mall and
expand our wardrobe. We were poor, and our money was purses, which we
would fill with no receipts. The car drove on, and the further we went, the
less I could breathe. The car smelled of skunk, and my vision was cloudy.
They were smoking in the back seat. I looked out the window to distract
myself from their conversation. I felt a tap on my shoulder.
“Take it.” He handed me the paraphernalia. I didn’t respond for a
moment. I wasn’t supposed to be doing this; I was a smart girl. I was raised
to know better. All the years I protested it, and all of the school meetings
that told us how bad it was for us. Yet, I wanted my problems to go away. I
put the temptation to my lips and inhaled the sin. I coughed while I was being cheered on, like I had won something. Only, I didn’t feel like a winner.
Yet, I felt at home. Which scared me, because I felt so at home in a place I
never wanted to be. That’s where it all began.
My problems were like bricks; they would stack up like a chimney
and burn me underneath. I was suffocated. My problems let me puff white
smoke, but soon I realized it too was suffocating me. I couldn’t stop; I was
in love for the first time. I was in love with the feeling, the way a simple
inhale or two could take me to a version of myself where I didn’t have to
32
be afraid. I was among the sea of people who also drowned themselves in
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distractions, as a way to escape the stress, the emotions, the hunger, and
late-night insomnia. I was no longer me. I pretended to be tough on the
outside and a roaring fire inside, a chimney. Turning everything I worked
for into ashes. A part of me burned away too. My insides were coated in
black from how many fires I started to ease the fires in my mind.
But my mind wasn’t at ease. No matter how many brain cells I
burned to forget, the nights were long and full of remembering. It was
only temporary relief. It wasn’t enough. That one time turned into every
once in a while, turned into every couple of weeks, once a weekend, then
a couple times a week, and then finally it was my daily agenda. I needed
more. I started drinking, trying to drown out the fires in my mind. I was a
hazy, drowned out shell. No matter how much I tried drowning my tears,
they came back. The alcohol I consumed was sometimes near deadly. New
problems built on to the stack of problems I was trying so hard to tear
away. I would wander the streets and yell to release my anger. The police
would often come; they knew of my problems. I was one of the “bottoms,”
the people who never went to school and expected to drop out to sell other
people’s relief.
I went to parties often. I started getting in more and more trouble. I
would sneak out in the middle of the night. Each time it got worse. I would
go out and get into cars with drunk drivers, people I didn’t even know who
were high, and I would go to people’s houses that I wasn’t familiar with. I
went to hotels with people who didn’t speak English but who wanted what
I wanted.
I kept this up for quite some time. But one day, my problems, like
a hurricane on the sea, calmed. I knew I had to quit when it got too much
to handle. I partied every day, skipped school, and I was basically failing
freshman year. I dug myself into a hole that was only going to get deeper
the more I struggled. So, I let go. The waves were not tsunamis anymore. I
rose from all the debris I had created around myself. I grew. It didn’t happen in just one day. There were days I wanted to go back in time, to reverse
the damage I had done. There were days when I wanted to give in to my
demons. That was impossible. I became stronger. I went back to school
after all of the missing months’ vacation I took. I tried recovering what I
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could, but the time I had left to fix things was narrow.
I didn’t exactly pass that year, and I am suffering still. But since
then, I have learned to solve problems, not build them. It has given me an
insight on other people, so I tell them the things I wish I could have heard
when I was struggling. Maybe it was just peer pressure, maybe it was how
I was raised, maybe it was my own fault. It could have even been by the
hands of God Himself. I will never know why I spent that much time wasting myself away.
Thankfully, to every problem there is a solution, and happiness is
key to that equation. Growing up is hard, especially with the life I grew up
in, the tough times I had, and my insecurities. They all contributed to those
problems that built up. But there was hope, and that’s what I really want all
freshmen and students of all ages to know.
There is hope and happiness. You just have to believe in yourself.
Don’t be afraid to be yourself, speak up, and be you and be proud of it. You
don’t have to follow these stereotypes in high school. And, even if people
do hold you to that stereotype, prove them wrong. Be yourself, and don’t be
ashamed to be yourself!
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FOOTBALL SUMMER
During the summer before freshman year is when all of my summer sports
and the transition to high school began. I started working out in the high
school gym the last two weeks of eighth grade, with our weight trainer who
now works at Duke. It was very intimidating to work out with other high
schoolers who were much larger than I was. I was never a very big kid, and
in middle school I got bullied, so my confidence was pretty close to none.
Because of my lack of confidence, I was very nervous and intimidated easily and really didn’t want to go to the training, but I needed to
because that was going to be my first year playing football, and I felt like I
had something to prove. Some of my best friends had told me to play football and I needed to kind of show that I could, even though some people
may have doubted me.
At this point, it was just a bunch of eighth graders working out together. We hadn’t been with the older people, but at the end of the school
day that was not going to be the case anymore. The group of about five of
us walked over to the high school to work out with the high school football
team, and that was the most nerve-racking thing ever.
I was short of breath, and I remember one of my friends telling me
that it looked like I had seen a ghost. I don’t think any of us said a word the
entire way over because we were so scared. I just remember looking down
at the ground, following the cracks in the pavement, hoping the session
would get canceled. We worked out, and if it did anything, it made us more
nervous because of how big the upperclassmen were and how little they
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cared about us. It felt like we were a bad act on America’s Got Talent, and
we were getting booed and Xed by millions.
The end of school came quickly, and football camp started just as
soon. This whole time period was very scary because middle school was
over, high school was closer than ever, and my friends and I really just tried
not to talk about it because of how scary and real it was. Sports were almost
every day in the summer.
The week before doubles started, we had an entire week of team
building and fun. Up to this point, the older kids had no respect for me as a
player, or even as a person, because I was so scared and didn’t try to talk to
them. But that week, I was determined to make friends so that my football
season would be more enjoyable.
We played racquetball, and the upperclassmen invited me to sit
with them, so I tried to be cool about it, and was like, “Yeah, I guess.” We
got to talking, and they told me how big and strong I was and how good I
was going to be. They told me how they had seen me work out and practice,
and how impressed and surprised they were by what I was doing. It made
me feel really good and much more comfortable with the team.
Doubles started, and I was more confident going into them. It made
these practices so much easier, and I had a lot more fun, and it made me
play really well. Throughout the summer, I grew closer with the team and
other high schoolers because of that, and it was really nice to be able to get
a feel for that before I even started freshman year.
The first game came along, and I got the starting position as a left
guard and middle linebacker, which to me was a big deal. After I got this
awesome news, I called my parents and told them and I told all my friends.
I felt like a kid going to Disney for the first time.
Then, the first day of school came around. I went in and went to my
advisory and expected to be terrified. I settled in and realized that I knew
I should be scared, but I wasn’t. I wasn’t scared at all, actually. I was pretty
excited to be there, which was unusual for me. I never realized then, but
I do now, how much that summer football and putting myself out there
36 socially helped me with not only football but also with the rest of my high
school career.
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The friendships I made in football and the connections I made between longtime friends and new friends helped a lot. It gave me confidence
and made high school much easier for me, even now in junior year. Looking back at it, I am very glad I played high school football and took those
opportunities to get out there and be involved.
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LIFE GOES ON
I secretly packed up all of the physical things I cared about and put them
in the back of my car and made the forty-five-minute drive to my mother’s
front steps. It was mid-summer. Mosquitoes nipped at my skin as the sun
beat down on me. I didn’t know if I was sweating more from the heat or
stress. I hadn’t talked to my mom in six months, and here I was showing
up, saying, “Surprise! I am home.” But was this house still even home anymore? Could this practical stranger still be considered my mom?
The whole way to her house, I wondered, was she better? Was I
walking into a bigger mess than I was already trying to run away from?
But I didn’t have time to waste on worrying; I didn’t have much in the way
of options of where to go. I had already tried to go stay with my aunt and
uncle in a nearby town. I didn’t have many good options for family members. My golden family ranged from drug addicts to just rude, judgmental
people.
I have moved eight times since right before kindergarten, and I
have lived in five different cities. I moved around for a few reasons, from
my parents not paying the rent to moving because of school. I have also
moved around from family member to family member. This is how I
moved from my dad’s in Brunswick to my mom’s in New Gloucester in just
under an hour, with all of my stuff in the back of a Ford Escape right before
freshman year of high school. Going into a new school as a new student is
a pretty intense time of transition on its own. Adding other hard factors to
40
this time is difficult. I’d had enough of my father’s heavy drinking and the
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words that came out of his mouth as he got closer and closer to the bottom
of the bottle.
Moving from house-to-house, city-to-city is hard and scary—the
lack of consistency at home and not knowing where I will be living—so going into high school definitely wasn’t helpful. Not knowing where I belonged
or where I should be was hard. Moving so much made me feel lost and without a place to call home. I not only lost a lot of physical items, until I could
fit all the things I cared about into the back of a car, I emotionally lost a lot.
Not having a safe, comfortable place to go home to was pretty disheartening.
That wasn’t my last move. I’m still moving, but each move gets easier. When I moved as a child, I had a lot more things to bring, and it was
harder to move. As I’ve gotten older, I don’t have as much stuff. I’m also not
bringing as much emotional baggage along with me. Life goes on no matter
what. I don’t have a choice; it’s what I have to do, so why make it harder by
fighting? Might as well make the best of it. There is something positive in
everything, no matter how small; you just have to look. Life, high school, or
moving will never be easy, but a negative mind will never make a positive
life.
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TRANSITION
There was screaming, crying, regret in their heart. They kept everything in,
too afraid to show how they felt and locked their self in their mind. They
kept silently screaming for help, reaching their small hand out to see who
would grab it. Then, finally, someone had grabbed their small hand to save
them from their self. During school, they locked their self in the bathroom
if their feelings escaped from their heart. They were very quiet in class. Everyone was loud and engaged in a class project, but when it came time for
them to speak out, it would come out a whisper. If they were comfortable
in class, which was rare, they spoke out, were loud, and talked about how
they felt. It was as if they were a completely different person. They acted as
if they were at home or with a close friend.
During middle school, every day after school, she went to her
friend’s house. They watched movies or played board or video games.
When it was time for her to leave, she got sad—she was having so much
fun, but alas, they both had school the next day. She started packing her
things up and getting her coat and shoes on, and then heading out to the
bus stop to go home into Portland. Luckily, she wasn’t alone waiting at the
bus stop—her friend went and waited with her.
When she got onto the bus, she went all the way to the back and
huddled into the corner as if no one could see her. She put on her headphones and waited until her stop arrived. After getting off the warm bus,
she walked from the bus station to a little alleyway. The light was pretty dim
42
at times, so she had to pull out her phone from her pocket and turn on the
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flashlight. Each time she walk down, she would run her fingers along the
brick wall of the building beside her, after rushing across the busy street
during a red light, arriving at her uncle’s house.
She stepped into the small apartment and was greeted by her “niece,”
who was either allowed to stay awake or refusing to sleep for bedtime. The
girl smiled when her niece happily said, “Welcome home, Diamond Tiara,”
the nickname her niece gave her the third day they met each other. When
she put her school bag down and unwound from being outside in the cold,
she took out her laptop and messaged friends or played the games she had
downloaded on her laptop or did her homework.
The next day, she got ready for school and headed out to meet
the school van. Students who shared the van with her stayed for a couple
weeks, then left. She made a friend, but he wasn’t in the van with her for
long. They had lost contact, but she had met another student named Tia.
They got along pretty fast and had stories to tell each other about why they
didn’t like school, and ways to define how school and jail were similar. Tia
went to school in Portland so her stop was first.
When the girl got to school, she met up with her friend Kevin. She
told him about Tia when they were eating breakfast. During the school
day, she was nervous and scared that someone would come up and start
bullying her. Some days it happened—she was mentally or physically bullied. Other days she would be so worried she imagined it happening. The
girl ran to the bathroom to cry or she talked to her counselor about everything that happened or that she had imagined. It was the same everyday—she was miserable. But everything started to change when she started
freshman year.
At the beginning, which was only a couple weeks, she was quiet,
just like in middle school, but one day she felt a little prouder; she was able
to talk more. She was being more open; she started to figure out who she
was. She got really close to her homeroom teacher, Aimee, who actually
was in most of her classes throughout the day.
Aimee was an IEP (Individualized Education Program) worker,
and some of the students who were in her caseload were in the girl’s class.
Every morning, the girl had study hall for her first period class, and be-
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cause she didn’t want to sit in the café alone, she went up to Aimee’s room
to hang out in there until the bell for second period rang. The girl would
talk about dreams she’d had or work on homework she couldn’t figure out
on her own. There were days where she would come to school upset because of a previous event. She and Aimee would solve the issue, and she
would go on with the day feeling a bit better than she had before. She also
was doing a lot better academically. She struggled a lot when it came to
asking for help, as some of the teachers would forget that she even asked for
help, but she would usually wait until Aimee had a free moment and they
would figure it out.
During the third term of freshman year, her grades started to slip
again. She was starting to go back into her shell to hide, but only until it was
time for homeroom. She started to go to school less and less. She was even
seeing her counselor more often. She’d had a counselor since elementary,
provided by the school. She just broke down. She didn’t understand why
each day she would bury herself further and further, getting angry and
confused at why she was feeling this way, more than she had ever had. She
started to look into herself more during the days she would stay home.
She started to notice that her body was what she was upset about.
She would look at herself in the mirror, think her looks didn’t match how
she felt. She had a couple of friends who felt the same way but made a
change. She found out that she wasn’t the girl she thought she was, but
merely a boy in a girl’s body. She then identified as transgendered.
He started to feel more confident in himself when he would go to
school. The first couple of weeks he was going every day looking more masculine. He wasn’t ready to cut his hair, so he just wore short wigs every day
and wore men’s clothing. Everything was fine, and then one day he was
depressed again. He didn’t feel right; he felt as uncomfortable as he had
been when he was a girl. He thought that the men’s clothing was right but
not all the time. He didn’t understand it, so he messaged the same friend
that helped him figure out his gender. Allyx was his name at the time of
conversation. He started to tell the boy about the other gender identities,
44 but the one that really stuck out to him the most was gender fluid.
After his talk with Allyx, he started to feel better. He started dress-
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ing more androgynously and using they/them pronouns, which helped
them a lot with feeling more confident. But they were still upset—they
thought maybe it was their hair. They started to look through many different hairstyles on Google. They even downloaded a bunch of apps to see
which style would best match their face and gender adequately.
After about a month of thinking and looking, they finally cut their
long hair. Their friend Jessica was also a huge help with the transition. She
didn’t quite understand much herself, but she was always there for them.
She was super excited when they told her about it. When they were finished, they went straight to her house, and Jessica thought it looked super
cute and worked really well for them. That made them feel really good
about it because they were nervous as hell but happy with the outcome.
They started to feel a lot better. That cut was a year ago, and they still have
it now!
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Q: WHAT IS ONE PIECE OF
ADVICE YOU WISH SOMEONE
HAD GIVEN YOU?
A’S:
“Don’t load up on honors classes if you don’t have a
study hall. There is such a thing as too much work…”

“It’s okay to stress out.”

“Don’t be afraid to join new things.”
“Don’t worry, it isn’t that embarrassing… no one will
remember tomorrow.”

“To actually listen to the upperclassmen
and take every opportunity.”
“Find your passion and stick with it, no matter what.”

“Your work really is important.”

“Connect with people around you.”
“Each year the workload increases, but all the social
events become more enjoyable.”
47
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“Don’t overthink things and stress out more
than you should; worrying doesn’t help anything.”
“Make a lot of friends. Don’t worry; it’s not as bad as
you think. Stay away from drugs. Juul is not cuul.”

“Don’t be afraid to talk to your
teachers about anything. They are there
for you and care about you, more than
you know.”
“Don’t be afraid to do something just because your friends don’t
want to.”

“Kindness is key! Always. And lying gets you
nowhere.”

“Do a club/some activities, and go
outside your comfort zone.”
“Don’t waste your time caring about what people will
think of you because, in the end, it doesn’t matter.”
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IN A SPAN OF
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS
In a span of twenty-four hours, I learned two important lessons about high
school the hard way.
My freshman soccer team was a fun and free-for-all team without
much discipline or player intensity. As one of the stronger players on the
team, I became frustrated at points throughout the season. We were a relatively weak team—our record was nothing to be proud of—and internal
conflicts between different players made for many tense moments during
the season. This brings me to the bus ride before our last game of the season.
The entire team was hyping each other up for our last chance to
potentially win our second game of the entire season. We loaded ourselves
on the bus and settled in our respective spots for the drive to Falmouth.
I sat in the middle of the bus surrounded by teammates, while a larger
and much noisier group congregated in the back of the bus. They laughed
loudly, seemingly fascinated by a singular object being passed around. In
what seemed like a pattern, players would focus on one seat for a certain
period of time, burst out laughing, followed by a searching new hand secretly reaching into the seat to accept whatever the object was that was
50 being passed around. I walked to the back of the bus to find people passing
around a vape. A teammate had purchased it from an upperclassman be-
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fore the game.
Seeing teammates whom I had always thought to be responsible
and sure to stay away from distractions like vaping pained me and truly left
me in shock. My middle school experience made me aware of the obsession around vaping in our school, but I never actually thought it would infiltrate our innocent freshman soccer team. I immediately decided I would
ridicule these teammates during warm ups, and I thought I would never
see them in the same light again.
This freshman fall experience was transformative, and a moment
when I was truly blindsided. The sad fact is that vaping is an activity that’s
normal to see now, in any bathroom or other secluded spot. The moment
on the bus made me face a discouraging reality about the different paths
friends take when they get to high school. Before you know what’s happening, friends you never thought would become involved with vaping and
drugs have already made that choice.
The vaping incident faded at soccer, but still burned in my mind
when I rode home so I turned to thinking about the big science test I had
avoided thinking about. Studying was a new phenomenon to me in high
school, as I had winged tests on almost every occasion during my middle
school years. Oh, how I missed those days, thinking back.
I arrived home with almost no motivation to do anything resembling studying. I fell asleep that night, and my studying consisting of a
few reviewed notes and some distracted efforts watching Bozeman science
videos.
Coming to class the next day, a stressful buzz permeated the air
about potential contents of the test and many resorted to last minute partner studying. When the test showed up on my desk I thought, “Well, how
bad can it really be?” and quickly scratched my name on the top right corner. Boy was I in for a rude awakening! From the multiple-choice questions
to the diagrams, every question seemed like a calculated guess. I assumed I
would luck out in my one-in-four chance with the A, B, C or D questions,
as I had in middle school.
My realization from the science test was that high school academics required some significant change in perspective and work ethic. I also
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saw the hyper change in classmates’ mindsets, as they worried about the
college significance of every grade and assignment. This obsession significantly elevated the stress level of every test and paper, and my peers were
suddenly discussing the importance that freshman year could potentially
have on college transcripts. I was distracted from what actually mattered
about the test: how much I had learned throughout the unit of teaching
and how I could prove that knowledge. Instead, I was paranoid about the
numerical value of my grade that would come out of this heavily weighted
test.
A few days later, the buzz around the science test grades being in
quickly spread around study hall. The grade I saw in PowerSchool was the
last thing I hoped for. I was deflated but immediately began texting classmates about their grades, hoping for similar results among my friends to
comfort me on my poor performance. I also felt a looming cloud as I imagined telling my mom about the flunked test and felt the stress of her expected reaction and the immediate discussion of things to do differently next
time.
At the time, this slip up felt like the absolute end of the world and
completely ruined my day. Preoccupation over grades is something I have
learned to control and reduce over the past two years because the only true
result is added stress. Additionally, as easy as it can be to compare yourself
to classmates as a sign of progress, it’s more important to be satisfied with
the best that you can do. Work hard for your own learning and understanding, and not to impress friends or people in the class. When you care about
the learning and enjoy the actual subject matter of the class, grades and
everything else take care of themselves and will likely go your way.
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SUCCESS IN THE MIDST OF
FAILURE
Being handed a course selection sheet for freshman year, while still in middle school, with no knowledge about what was to come, was quite overwhelming. I felt as if I was circling classes blindly. I decided to select all
honors courses, mainly because I was motivated to excel and wanted a
challenge. One of these courses was Honors World History. I had heard
stories about how hard of a teacher the woman who taught this class was
and that she was extremely intimidating. Despite this knowledge, I had
always loved a good challenge and viewed taking this class as just another,
so I took it on.
I felt concerned, anxious, and panicked upon entry to Ms. Z’s class
on my very first day of high school. She was wearing a bright-colored top
with capris and flip-flops, a very small lady with short, curly hair. My feelings were soon justified as class began. I had never experienced this degree
of intimidation and intensity ever before. The teacher stood at her door
with crossed arms and a stern look on her face. She spoke sternly and directly. As she went over her expectations, she peered at all the students
above her glasses, which were resting on the tip of her nose.
The homework load quickly built up. Writing had always been a
struggle for me, and this class proved to be a true test of such. It would
53
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force me to build upon my skill set. We had to write an essay about an
ancient artifact, something I had no interest in yet was forced to dive deep
into the subject of. This teacher expected something that I thought I was
not capable of. The time, energy, resources and thoughts I was obliged to
put into every single paper and assignment were quite overwhelming to
say the least. My lowest grades of my freshman year all came from this one
course.
One day in the winter, I finally gained the courage to approach Ms.
Z. I asked at once, “May I make up my grade for this assignment?”
“No,” she replied.
The devastation that this provoked hit me like a brick straight in my face.
This was very discouraging, but this was certainly not an invitation to give
up.
Spring of my freshman year, I was tasked with selecting my course
load for my sophomore year. Honors Human Geography was the course
Ms. Z offered for tenth graders, and that was the course I ultimately checked
on my form. This topic was very intriguing to me, not to mention that I still
felt the need to prove myself as a student to this particular teacher. The class
was the smallest I had been in so far, and that I found incredibly helpful as
far as learning goes. Group work was small, lessons were easy to follow, and
presentations did not take an excessive amount of time.
This was when I started to build a positive relationship with my
teacher. For the very first time, she became personable and easier to talk to.
The subject material in this class was easier than the year before; however,
it was finally having a relationship with this teacher that made the class enjoyable, relatable, and very educational. Not only was the information being processed interesting, it also was presented in a manner that was manageable for all of my classmates. We had drawn out due dates, with plenty
of time to complete every assignment thoroughly without being rushed.
We had class lessons as well as a full textbook to reference, and there were
less writing style assignments and more presentations and discussions.
Talking, planning and collaborating are all tasks that I have al54 ways thrived in. This, along with the subject, made the class tailored to my
strengths and interests, something that was not at all present my freshman
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year. The teacher felt less compelled to be intimidating and more compelled to be influential. This shift was very reassuring and served as a confidence boost for me.
When the spring of my sophomore year came around, it was time
to select my classes for junior year. At this point I was set on the idea that I
was going to college for nursing. Immediately, I knew that AP Psychology
would be a fitting course to put in my schedule. That course also was taught
by Ms. Z. Despite the challenge I was told Psychology was, I checked the
box with confidence. My next task was to complete the summer homework.
In the fall, when we were given our first chapter exam, I was in
shock. The lowest summative grade I had ever received was uploaded to
my grade portal. The grade weighed heavily in the overall class grade. I
was devastated, disappointed, and flat out discouraged. I went home that
afternoon and sat in my room evaluating my every move prior to that test
and simply questioning my ability to thrive in the class at all.
My stomach was in knots, and I had no appetite. Up until this
point, my hard work and dedication had gotten me straight As—well, besides in her class freshman year. Now, all of a sudden, I was forced to stop
and reflect. I needed to brainstorm how I could improve these negative
circumstances. Many thoughts went through my head during the days that
followed, including was I fit for this class and would I be able to ever handle such rigor?
Being told again there was nothing I could do about my grade was confusing and stressful. Ms. Z had a set, stern look on her face that led me to the
assumption there would be no room for compromising about this matter.
She was never one for second chances, and this moment was a clear representation of that.
A few weeks later was my next exam. I studied especially hard for
this one and spent countless hours reviewing the material. A couple days
later, I was handed a notice that I had failed. Even then, I was only able to
make up part of the grade, thus leaving a permanent failing grade in my
personal online grading portal. It was heart wrenching and rather destroying. The time and energy I had put into memorizing this material quickly
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was turned to nothing upon reading this notice.
It was difficult to get over this episode and realize it was a point of
growth. However, ultimately, I took this failure as a bump in the road, as I
knew that giving up was certainly not an option. As the year progressed, my
grades improved and my studying intensified. This teacher taught me valuable study habits that I will take with me to college and beyond. Because I
persevered through the hard times, I took critical life skills from this incredible three-year experience. This experience proved to me, and hopefully to
you, that one single person has the true power to change the course of one’s
entire high school experience.
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MR. RUSSELL’S ROOM
A dark, bipolar room. Sometimes it’s cold; sometimes it’s hot. A small
room filled with laughter and joy. Sometimes we face difficult times in
there. It’s a safe place where a lot of people go to talk about personal things.
It’s a hideout. When we need to talk, we sit with our legs curled up on two
big, comfortable chairs in front of a large desk. The room is filled with
books, pictures, sports equipment, and inspirational quotes. Russell is our
school’s 21st Century program director, but he’s kind of like a dad. He’s
good at giving advice and helping people, and is always there to listen. He
says his room is always open to students. We trust him.
That December day, I felt lost. Angry that she didn’t come out of
it. When I heard about it, I didn’t believe it. It couldn’t be true. I had just
been talking to her the day before. I remember the time at my soccer game
when she was cheering the team on and making fun of how I was running.
I remember when we were going past her classroom and we were dancing
in the hall and she was mad because we weren’t in class with her. I also
remember a time when she beat me at Crazy 8’s. And I remember on Halloween night we went to the House of Pizza and we were fighting about
mushrooms. She hated mushrooms.
A few weeks later we heard the news about the accident. If you
wanted to grieve publicly you could go to a room used for clubs and afterschool activities. People who wanted to have time to grieve in small group
or by themselves went to Mr. Russell’s office.
Mr. Russell was there that day while we shared stories about her,
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crying, laughing, and singing her favorite songs. It was all for her. Closing
my eyes, I just thought about her. Opening my eyes, I saw one person laughing, one person crying, one person eating her favorite pickles, one person
creating a poster about her, one person listening to her favorite song, one
person on their phone. I went through all of those stages too. I realized that
she wouldn’t want us sitting around crying, though. If she were here with
us, she would say, “Suck it up.” You could see pain in Mr. Russell’s eyes, but
he was acting really strong for his “kids.” No matter what was going on with
him, if anyone needed advice, he was the perfect person to go to. He would
drop anything he was doing and always listen.
Throughout these hard times, my friends slowly disappeared.
My best friend graduated early, which impacted me a lot. My other close
friends became distant. Maybe they are grieving in their own way, I don’t
know. But that doesn’t stop me from moving on with life. Walking through
these hallways without my friends is hard, but that doesn’t stop me from
making her proud.
Some months after her death, Mr. Russell got a new room. There
are beanbags everywhere, a couch, a desk, and a table. It is a space for any
student to relax. Nothing like the dark, bipolar room. But we process things
the same way in this new room. We’ve been through so much in the past
that we can get through whatever is coming for us in the future.
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UNTIL THAT NIGHT
Just about everybody grows up with their parents telling them that drugs
are bad. I thought I understood that. I thought it was no big deal, a lot of
people did it, and I had yet to see something actually go wrong…until that
night.
Who could be calling my dad so late? I thought. It was already
twelve o’clock. He answered the phone, and I tried to listen in. It was a
voice I didn’t recognize, and I couldn’t make out what was being said.
But when I saw my dad’s face drop, as if he had just seen a ghost, I knew
something was wrong. He dropped his phone and ran to his room, got his
shoes, came back to me, and told me to stay where I was, watch my sister,
and that he would call me from the car. I was so nervous. My heart was
racing, and my mind went through the worst possible thoughts.
My sister was asleep in her room. Should I wake her up and let
her know what was going on? But I didn’t even know what was going on.
Should I call my dad, or wait for him to call me?
My mind first went to my brother. I knew he had told me that he
had tried some bad things in the past, and I wasn’t sure if he had stopped
or not. He’s my rock, my everything. I hadn’t seen him all day, and I hadn’t
heard from him in the past few hours. He was at a friend’s house with a
couple of buddies. They were on break from college, so they all got together.
59
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All of a sudden, my phone rang and I could see my dad’s contact
name on the screen. Honestly, I was nervous to pick it up. But I instantly
did. I had never heard him talk like that before. The fear in his voice made
me tear up, but I got the courage to ask him what had happened. What
came out of his mouth was, “Your brother.” I was silent. I didn’t know what
to say.
Then he went on. He told me that my brother had gotten himself into some
trouble. He explained that while my brother was at his friend’s house, he
had used some drugs there. Something called a dab. I honestly had no idea
what a dab was, but I was too afraid to ask. I found out later it was concentrated THC from marijuana. My dad said that because my brother took too
much dab, he had blacked out and one of his friends called 911, so they
could take him to the hospital. My dad said that he was on his way to the
hospital, and he would call me when he got the chance to let me know how
my brother was doing.
Later, m dad told me that when he got to the hospital himself, all
he could see was his son on a stretcher hooked up to an IV, high as a kite.
He thought he was in a dream. My dad had raised us better than that. The
doctor told my dad that once the IV was done dripping, he could take my
brother back home.
I had to stay up to see him. I had to make sure that my brother was
okay. As my dad was holding him up and walking him to the couch in the
living room, I had no words to say. I just looked at him. I had never seen my
brother look like that before. He looked back at me, and I ran away. I was
so frustrated with him. Why would he put himself in a situation like that?
He had always told me not to do drugs and to make smart decisions, but he
didn’t take his own advice. Did he even think of how this would affect me?
All of these thoughts were flowing through my mind. I was so scared and
over-tired. So, I went to my room. I lay in my bed and tried to fall asleep.
The next morning, I got up super early to see if my brother was
okay. When I walked downstairs, I peered over to the couch to see if he
60
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was still there, and he was. I don’t think he had moved one inch since I’d
seen him the night before. I gave him time to wake up and get his mind all
straightened out before I talked to him. I sat on the floor with my head in
my hands and waited for him to say something.
I heard the cry of my name. I burst up from the floor and gave him
a big hug as I was bawling my eyes out, but right after I let my grip go and
moved back a little, I punched my brother in the arm and told him to never
do that again. I didn’t let him say a word before I gave him my lecture about
how his actions affected me. I honestly don’t think he realized how bad he
had scared me. I don’t think most people realize how much their actions on
substances can affect others. Like I said earlier, I didn’t know either, until
that night.
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WE’RE ALL IN THIS
TOGETHER

Some ways to let other students know you care about them

1. Stop and show up

2. Communicate
3. Reach out

4. Ask how they’re doing

5. Listen
6. Spend time with them
7. _________________________

8. _________________________
9. ____________________
write your ideas here
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THE VALUE OF BEING INVOLVED
There were butterflies fluttering in my stomach. My legs and arms were
stiff, and my body swayed back and forth as I waited. I was an incoming freshman at age fourteen, the youngest in the whole soccer program.
Coach called me over for a short personal meeting to tell me what team I
was going to be joining, JV or varsity.
He sat me down and started some small talk with me, until eventually telling me what team I had made. After the suspense, he told me that I
was one of few who had made the varsity soccer team. I was shocked, yet so
excited and relieved. My body loosened, like a rubber band snapping back
to its unstretched position. I had a huge smile on my face and I knew then
that all my hard work throughout the summer and pre-season had paid off.
I couldn’t wait to go home and tell my parents and friends my good news.
This experience is what opened doors for me and lead to a great
and positive high school experience. Making the team led to friendships
and relationships that have stuck with me for the rest of high school, taught
me about a good work ethic and social skills, and also helped me stay on
the right track and be substance-free. Being part of a school sport taught
me responsibility and pushed me to get good grades. The upperclassmen I
met and became friends with on the team made my high school experience
easier and introduced me to a new lifestyle. They were a positive influence
and were my role models as a freshman. They also helped me realize that
using substances would be harmful to my body and would affect my athletic ability.
64
But what if I wasn’t the person who I am today? What if I wasn’t the
person before, who played soccer and pushed herself to be brave enough
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to try out for the varsity team as a freshman? I wonder who I would be if I
weren’t who I am. I imagine myself being the person in the stands, watching soccer from afar. I see myself surrounded on the bleachers by peers; not
the best friends I have now. That person would possibly sneak off with her
friends to go juul or vape in her car. I picture a whole different version of
myself if I did not play soccer in high school; making poor choices, using
substances, or not doing well in academics.
I’m glad that I am the person who I am today. The one who is
healthy, doing well in school, and being part of sports. I followed the advice
my older friends in high school gave me. So here is my advice to you: Surround yourself with a good friend group, keep yourself busy, participate in
co-curricular activities, and your high school experience will be enjoyable.
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GOOD REASONS CASCO BAY
TEENS CHOOSE NOT TO USE
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THE CHANGES WE GO THROUGH
I was driving down the road, only a minute and a half from home, when
the tires on my car got a mind of their own. There was freezing rain pelting down onto my windshield and it was hard to see through the rain and
snow, but none of that mattered because all I knew was I could no longer
control the car. The two-wheel drive was useless. I knew I was going to
crash, I could feel it coming. The car was heading to the middle of the road,
and I was frantically turning the wheel to the right, but it seemed I had no
choice in where my car was going to end up.
High school means more freedom, more choices, but a lot more responsibility. Freshman year you get to pick your classes, sophomore year you’re
getting your license, junior year you get a job, senior year you’re applying
for college, and the list goes on. You’re going to start to realize how after
you step out the doors of middle school, you’re starting to grow up. You feel
the changes in your personality, you see the changes in yourself; it’s a new
chapter of your life. Your body is changing, people’s personalities become
more mature and less childlike, and you start to connect with more people
as your mind opens up about the world. I started to notice all of this when
I got my job, a license, and then a car.
You never really know how many things can race through your mind in a
few seconds until it happens. As my tires were heading toward the other
68 lane, toward the woods, toward the lane again, back to the woods, I couldn’t
stop thinking; the thoughts raced in my head with every passing second.
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Please don’t die, don’t break your legs in half, holy crap, this is happening,
this is going to hurt. That’s the last thing I could remember before opening
my eyes.
I had to start driving myself to school, sports, and events. This meant I
needed to keep track of my own schedule, which I’m sure you will also
begin to do. When I got my license, I needed a car, and a car comes with a
price, a pretty big one, in fact.
I looked around the car. The side airbags had deployed, but not the front.
There was red on the side airbags. My panicked self first thought it was
blood, and I immediately feared what had happened to me, but it was just
the design of the airbag—no blood, just bad designers. Then some relief.
There was a tree in front of me. The front of the car seemed fine. Maybe the
bumper was damaged, not too bad. I wasn’t overly concerned about that at
the moment. All these thoughts occurred within seconds. Then, my nose
hurt and I tasted blood. I was so scared, and I started crying. I was crying
so hard that I couldn’t breathe. I was scared, confused. I still didn’t fully understand what happened. I remember crying, with no tears. I knew I was
crying, I sounded like I was crying, I couldn’t take deep breaths; but I felt
no tears, no wet cheeks, I don’t know why. I saw my phone on the ground.
Surprised it wasn’t broken, I shakily reached for it and called my dad.
My dad was my go-to call. When he picked up the phone after the second
call, I was crying and he was freaking out, his voice raised. “Slow down.
Are you okay? Tell me are you okay.” I told him I was fine and kept repeating over and over, “Please don’t speed.” The weather was bad, but despite
that I knew he would rush down the road to find me. He would do anything for his kids; it scared me, and I didn’t want to put him in harm’s way.
I was less than two minutes from my house; it didn’t really feel like two
minutes, though. It felt like I was years away from the safety of my house.
I was sitting in the car, very aware of how loud my cries were, but hearing
nothing else. We hung up. Then the next thing I heard was a man tapping
on my window. He was on the phone with 911, asking if I was hurt. I said I
thought I was fine, and that I just hit my nose. Only a minute later my dad
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was in the passenger seat with me holding my hands. He was shaking, and
I was still crying. I felt so bad.
To get that car, I needed to get a job, so I did, and was able to get my first
car on my own. It feels pretty good to do that for yourself; you start to feel
grown up. You’re like your own person, in control of your life—or most of
it. I had to buy two cars in my first winter of driving because I wrecked my
first one.
The whole back half of my car was crushed. The car shrank by one third of
its size. I was frustrated and mad. I had just bought that car less than three
months before. I had worked so hard for it, and I was going to have to do all
of that again. Not to mention that the four new tires in the back of the car
that I bought only days before had become scrap. Back to step one. I was
not happy. Now I would have to make weekly payments on my car, unlike
some other kids, but like most adults.
I realized that I have changed, and that all of my friends and our lives are
changing. We have taken on a lot more responsibility, and in doing so,
grown and matured. It all is a little overwhelming. You need to balance
school, work, and sports and clubs for some, but balancing your plate is a
big part of life, and you start to discover that now.
These changes and realizations in high school will happen for everybody,
you just don’t quite know when. However, I can tell you it will be soon, and
life will just keep moving, and you will do great. This is the time where you
start to become you. You’ll do it all again after high school, and keep changing, growing, and shaping into the person you will become, but it starts
now. Life will throw challenges your way as big as a crash, and as small as a
bad grade. Nobody ever says it will be easy, but it will be worth it. Everyone
goes through rough patches in their life, and it may seem like a complete
wreck. Yet you will come out okay, learn from your mistakes, and continue
70 to grow. Just keep pushing.
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RUNNING WITH A NEW CROWD
I’m a fast runner. I was starting my sophomore year, and it was around December when one of my friends brought up the idea of doing indoor track.
I was hesitant because I had never run track before. I had people ask me to
try it after I quit soccer my freshman year. I decided to give it a try because
I was bored and didn’t have anything to do over the winter sports season.
Walking into the gym on the first day was a little scary because I
didn’t know what to expect. I like to know what’s going to happen and what
things will be like, so I was nervous. My sister, who was a freshman, decided
to try it as well because she thought it would be fun and it would be a good
thing to try. Knowing that she was doing it to made me feel a little better. I
knew some of my friends were doing it as well, but they weren’t really my
close friends.
Throughout the first few weeks I began to realize that this wasn’t so
bad, and I didn’t know why I had ever been nervous. I made a lot of new
friends from track, who I am still close with to this day, as I am a junior now.
I gained confidence in myself, and I started to make more friends outside
of track. I had been isolated to my few friends that I had my freshman year,
and track really opened up my circle of friends. It brought my sister and me
closer because we were both doing the same sport, so we spent a lot more
time with each other.
Indoor track led me to try outdoor track during my sophomore
year. Outdoor track was different than indoor. A lot of people told me that 71
it was a lot better than indoor and was a lot more fun, so I decided to give
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it a try. Outdoor wasn’t as organized as indoor. As I said, I’m a person who
likes order, so it wasn’t as fun, and furthermore, I wasn’t as good at it, but
doing indoor and outdoor track kept me busy.
Indoor and outdoor track also helped distract me from doing any
substances. Surrounding myself with these new people was a good idea
and kept me out of trouble. Substances are a part of high school that people have to deal with. Indoor and outdoor track helped me stay out of that
part of high school. Track can be an activity that can be a good high school
experience to help get you busy and have some fun. High school can be
stressful and there are a lot things people can get caught up in, but try to
find something to distract you and that is fun for you.
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THEY WILL BE HEARD
When sows gives birth
It’s clear who the runts are
They don’t emerge
As big and strong as the rest
But are scared to be beaten by siblings
Ten times bigger
You see them waiting for food
Their looming eyes watch the others
Getting dessert in the sow’s teat
To maintain their size while
Stranding them
Still hungry
Eventually, those pigs grow
Fat and strong
Big and proud
With enough care
They have the substance
To take up space
To squeal as loud as they can
Stomach curdling
Like nails on a chalkboard
They will be
Heard
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PEP RALLY

Some positive things we say to ourselves to get
through a not-so-great day:
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your pep rally thoughts go here
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THE PASSION OF THE MOON
I am eight, at home with my dog. My birthday was yesterday. Tonight, my
dog Pluto and I are sitting on the loveseat in the living room, staring at the
door, waiting for my mom to come back home with some news. Any news.
Anything better than the silence I not only hear but feel. It is the first time
I really feel it inside, but it is empty, lonely, and almost scary.
After what feels like the entirety of the night, she comes home. Her
face is covered in tears that just fall harder when she sees me. I know she
can’t say it, so I have to say it: “He’s gone.” She doesn’t know I have seen this
coming, that I have felt it in my gut. I knew the cancer was going to destroy
my dad, and I could feel it like a wave from the ocean crashing against my
stomach. I could feel that tonight was the last time he would know the
moon, tonight was the last night he would hear of the stars. Tonight was his
last night.
When my dad died, I felt a sudden weight on my shoulders. I felt
like I needed to step up and be strong for my mother and my baby sister.
My mom was only thirty years old, and suddenly she was all alone with a
crazy little eight-year-old kid and a three-year-old toddler who only knew
how to tear her room apart. None of us knew how to handle ourselves, how
we needed to act, what to say or do.
All of a sudden, I was getting looks. Everyone I knew at school was
already told my dad had passed away; my mom let me know that much as I
prepared to go back to school. What I wasn’t expecting was that they were
76
told not to talk about it around me. It made me feel very alone, like I was
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only a small boat in a large ocean, and I was afraid of drowning. I felt like
it was a big secret I had to keep, but really everyone knew it, and they were
keeping it a secret as well.
The only person I felt was there for me was my best friend, Courtney. She was the only one who I could talk to and who wouldn’t just give
me a sad glance in return. She helped me feel less like I was drowning.
Of course, there were times where I pulled away from her, knowing she
wouldn’t, even couldn’t, relate to or understand what I was thinking, feeling, or saying, but for the most part she was there. She had known my dad.
We had been best friends since preschool. It was like she suffered a loss
with me. Though it wasn’t the same, she tried to connect it to things she
had experienced so she could understand and I knew she could listen. She
was the one who ended up telling me that she’d been told we couldn’t talk
about it in school because teachers were worried that I’d be too sad.
I ended up having mostly female teachers after my dad passed
away, which made grieving easier at the time, since my dad was a teacher
and many of the male teachers I’d had shared similar qualities to him. This
was up until my sixth-grade year that I was always introduced to a Mister
rather than a Missus. There were encounters with my sixth-grade teacher
that made me realize that I missed my dad with every bone in my body. It
could have been something funny he said or did that reminded me of dad,
offering to help me with something I wasn’t understanding, or anything I
could picture my dad doing in his own classroom. There would be times
where another teacher came in, one my teacher was friends with, and he
would act very goofy in ways I remember my dad acting goofy, or when the
class would get off task and he would he turn the discussion into a life lesson. It wasn’t hard to have that connection, though. It didn’t always make
me sad.
It did become hard in eighth grade. I introduced myself to a crowd
of people who acted in ways I’d never thought to act before. It was different,
it was new, and I wanted more of it. I soon began following their example,
but it threw me into a deeper hole of loneliness and depression than I’d
ever experienced before. It didn’t take me long to start in on a severely
damaging addiction: self-harm. I remember my closest friend doing it, and
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it drew me in as a way to release my pain as well. I didn’t know
how I was going to get out of it. All I knew was I missed my dad
that year. I realized that whenever I talked to my eighth-grade
teacher, all I could think of was my father’s gaze, his approval,
and how much I craved those few simple things. I needed him,
I missed him, and I knew far too well I could never have him
again.
When my mother stepped in to pull me out of the group
I was with, things began feeling better. She had finally seen what
was going on, what I was putting myself through, and she reminded me who I was and told me I had to separate myself from
it. It took a long time, but I could eventually look at my teacher
and just see a middle school math and science teacher, someone
who was kind to me when I made that very difficult as a student
and a person in general. I was finally me again.
It took a lot more time for me to continue to grieve when
I thought I’d already moved past my father’s death, but that was
okay. I still end up having teachers who will sometimes make
remarks or a specific movement that reminds me of my dad, but
it brings me comfort now and inspires a connection I was afraid
of for a long time.
As we grow, we can see things from different perspectives, and as I’ve grown, I’ve realized I don’t need to look at myself the same way my classmates in elementary school did; I’m
not hiding any secrets. I am not just the kid who lost her dad. I’m
a big sister, I’m a good student, I’m a passionate dog lover, I’m
artistic, I’m head-over-heels in love with all kinds of music, and
I love the moon. Sometimes I still feel a little lost, but I can now
look back and realize: If I could find my way out of my eighthgrade mishaps, I can find my way out of this mess. And that line,
is what got me through freshman year in high school.
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JOURNALING PROMPTS
Sometimes it helps to write it out.

1. What are you scared of, and why? Explore the best-case
scenario and the worst-case scenario.
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2. Write about a time you got over something you thought
was hard. Look back and see the ways it maybe wasn’t as
hard as you thought at the time.
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3. Write about your most embarrassing moment and what
you took from it.
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4. How do you feel about going into high school?
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5. Write about the best and worst parts of middle school.
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6. Describe a happy memory. Now a sad one. Which came
to you easier? What might that say about how you are
feeling?
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7. What is one goal you have for high school? Why did you
set this goal, and how do you plan to accomplish it?
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8. What is one thing you want to stay the same when
you go into high school?
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ABOUT CASCO BAY CAN
Casco Bay Create Awareness Now (CAN) serves eight
communities providing information, resources, and
training to support youth substance use prevention.
Our coalition members include parents, teachers,
youth, law enforcement, healthcare providers, faithbased leaders, coaches, business owners and others.
We have demonstrated that when a community comes
together to prevent substance use, positive change
happens and results in a safer, healthier community.
For a list of youth programs and resources,
see our website:

www.cascobaycan.org/tips-resources-youth
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THE TELLING ROOM
At The Telling Room, we empower youth through writing and share their voices with the world.
We seek to build confidence and strengthen literacy and
leadership skills in the youth we serve and provide real
audiences for their writing. We believe the power of
creative expression can change communities and propel
youth toward future success as published authors, community leaders, and agents of positive change.
Our writing and publishing programs focus primarily
on youth, ages 6 to 18. We welcome collaborations with
other organizations as they make for exciting programs
and events that would be impossible to produce alone.

The Telling Room
225 Commercial Street, Suite 201
Portland, ME 04101
www.tellingroom.org
207-774-6064
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TELLING ROOM STAFF

Executive Director: Celine Kuhn
Creative Director: Andrew Griswold
Development Director: Sarah Schneider
Program Director: Nick Whiston
Publications Director: Molly McGrath
Lead Teacher: Marjolaine Whittlesey
Lead Teacher: Kathryn Williams
Lead Teacher and Book Designer: Amy Raina
Young Writers & Leaders Program Lead: Sonya Tomlinson
Young Writers & Leaders Teaching Artist: Shima Kabirigi
Program/Volunteer Coordinator: Peyton Black
Publications & Community Engagement Coordinator: Clare LaVergne
Development Assistant / Office Manager: Rachele Ryan
Teaching Intern: Lily Maass
Publications Intern: Evgeniya Dame

AMBASSADORS

Telling Room Ambassadors extend our impact in the community.
In addition to speaking at events of all types, the ambassadors meet
quarterly to advise on Telling Room strategy. Our ambassadors are
high school students and alumni who have been published in at least
one Telling Room publication and have participated in at least one of
our core writing and publishing programs.
Salar Salim
Edna Thecla Akimana
Aruna Kenyi
Gracia Bareti
Liam Swift
Judica’elle Irakoze
Rhode Niangasa Phambu
Hussein Maow

Nafviso Ali
Cameron Jury
Siri Pierce
Richard Akera
Zainab Almatwari
Maryam Abdullah
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Ekhlas Ahmed
Lydia Atwood
Chris Bicknell
Chelsea H. B. DeLorme
Dan Edwards
Anya Endsley
Patty Howells, Chair
Alisan Kavookjian
Kate Malin
Jerry Mopembe
Tim Schneider
Donna Simonetti
Peg Smith
Beth Stickney
Sean Tabb

ADVISORY BOARD

Susan Conley
Sara Corbett
Gibson Fay-LeBlanc
Ari Meil
Genevieve Morgan
Michael Paterniti

VOLUNTEERS

Volunteers are essential to our organization. They sit side-byside with youth, write with them, ask questions, and help them
develop and publish their stories or poems. They help us run
field trips in the city, lead residencies in classrooms around
Maine, edit pieces for publication, and can be found at events
selling and distributing books by our authors. We could not do
anything we do without our volunteers.
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WRITING PROGRAMS
Our suite of innovative writing programs is at the heart of our organization. All of the programs we provide during the school year are 100%
free to youth and their families, ensuring that those who need our services most, and who may be least likely to have a voice in our local
community, can participate.
We conduct multi-week IN-SCHOOL RESIDENCIES, in which Telling
Room teaching artists and community volunteers work in classrooms
throughout Maine to write, edit, and publish stories and poems in original chapbooks.
We offer a variety of SUMMER CAMPS (and scholarships for them) for
writers of all ages and interests on topics ranging from food writing to
sports writing and everything in between and beyond.
And at our studio spaces in downtown Portland, we offer a full complement of core writing and publishing programs each year, including:
LITERARY FIELD TRIPS, where students come to our writing center
for the morning with their classmates and teachers to engage as working
writers;
YOUNG WRITERS & LEADERS, a free, afterschool literary arts program for international multilingual high school students;
WRITERS BLOCK, a fun and supportive program in which youth develop writing among a group of peers;
THE YOUNG EMERGING AUTHORS FELLOWSHIP, our writing
and publishing program that offers successful applicants the chance to
plan, write, edit, design, and publish their own books in a single year;
and,
PUBLISHING WORKSHOP, where participants receive a working tutorial on the book publishing industry in an apprenticeship environment
and help us put our books together.
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PUBLICATIONS
The Telling Room is a leader in youth publishing, an emerging niche of
the publishing industry and a unique and inspiring model in the field of
literary arts education and creative youth development. Our publications
and events support The Telling Room’s suite of writing programs and
send youth voices out to audiences across Maine, the U.S., and around
the world.
We produce carefully edited, beautifully designed, and locally printed
books of our students’ stories, poems, and personal narratives. In addition to this publication, The Telling Room has launched over 150 other
titles and has published over 4,000 authors in our books.
Each year, all of our programs are linked by a new theme, and the best
student writing from the year is published in a “best of” anthology, released every spring at a community event attended by hundreds of supporters. We also publish ten chapbooks per year, four single-authored
titles from the YEA program, and special projects.
The publications team works hard to distribute books to schools, bookstores, and libraries, at special events, and out in the community through
READ WHILE YOU WAIT, an initiative that places books in offices
and shops where people might read them while they wait, and then leave
the books behind for others to enjoy.
Aside from publishing books like these of student writing through our
writing and publishing programs, we encourage the publication of student work in a number of other ways:
Writers ages 6-18 from anywhere in the world can submit their work to
our online publication, STORIES.
We keep a current list of PLACES TO PUBLISH for young writers who
wish to be published beyond The Telling Room.
We hold a WRITING CONTEST, on an annual theme, for Maine youth.
We submit student work each year to local and national awards programs such as the SCHOLASTIC ART & WRITING AWARDS.
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JOIN OUR AMAZING
SUPPORTERS
You can help us amplify the voices of Maine’s youth, whether by
making a financial contribution to help keep our programs free for
youth; sharing a book with a friend, teacher, or young person you
know; volunteering your time in one of our programs; or showing up
to hear students present their work at one of our community events.

MAKE A CONTRIBUTION

A financial gift of any size makes a big difference. You can make
a secure donation at tellingroom.org./give, or mail your check to:
The Telling Room, 225 Commercial Street, Suite 201, Portland, ME
04101. We are a registered 501(c)(3) organization, so all donations
are tax deductible.

VOLUNTEER

To learn how you can become a volunteer visit:
www.tellingroom.org/volunteer

BE IN OUR AUDIENCE

Attend an event! Find out what’s happening at:
www.tellingroom.org/events
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BUY A BOOK

We do all of the great work we do when people like you support us
and our young writers and authors. If you liked this book, please let
us know, or share it with someone else. You can also buy other Telling Room books: https://www.tellingroom.org/store. Your purchase
supports kids, books, literacy, leadership development, creative
thinking, youth empowerment, teachers, the arts, and much more,
and you or your recipient gets a great book, or a library of them—
what’s better than that?

BUY A BUNDLE OF BOOKS

Be a Bundle of Books subscriber, and get a bundle of The Telling
Room’s newest books delivered right to your door.
Pay $100 per year (tax deductible), and receive five brand new Telling Room books and a special surprise gift. BUNDLE OF BOOKS
subscriptions include the latest release fromour prize-winnin annual anthology series, the newest Young Emerging Author titles, and
more….

Subscribe by sending an email to
molly@tellingroom.org
and include
“Bundle of Books Subscription”
in the heading.
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THANK YOU
This book is generously supported by individual donors, corporate
sponsors, and grants from: the Coulombe Family Foundation; the
Conway Charitable Trust; the Frances Hollis Brain Foundation Fund
of the Maine Community Foundation; the Jane B. Cook 1992 Charitable Trust; the Old Bug Light Charitable Foundation; the Margaret
E. Burnham Charitable Trust; the Morton-Kelly Charitable Trust;
the Rona Jaffe Foundation; the Sam L. Cohen Foundation; the Virginia Hodgkins Somers Foundation; the Virginia Wellington Cabot
Foundation; and the Maine Arts Commission, an independent state
agency supported by the National Endowment for the Arts. We thank
you all.
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