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My Friends Helped Me Fight Racism!

Even though Abby, 18, was the only black girl in her circle of friends, she never felt like her skin color set her apart—until she came face-to-face with an ugly attitude.

As told to: Kierna Mayo

I’d been looking for an after-school job for months to help save up for college, so I was super-excited to start my first day as a hostess at a trendy restaurant. I felt really lucky because my friend Becca offered to train me as her replacement after she quit to focus on school. When we got to the restaurant, I stood at the hostess stand and memorized the menu. It wasn’t required, but I wanted to make a good impression when the manager arrived. I’d never met him and really wanted him to like me.

Fifteen minutes later, the manager walked in and things got weird. “Hi, I’m Abby,“ I said, reaching out to shake his hand. He paused, barely touching me. Awkward. I wondered what could be wrong. I thought maybe he was just upset about Becca leaving. Then he asked to speak to her privately. Something just didn’t feel right, but I told myself it would all be fine.

I was so wrong. Becca came back gasping and crying hysterically. “He said he won’t hire you because you’re black!” she blurted out.

Suddenly, I felt like there was a whirlwind around me. I just stood there, stunned, unable to grasp what she was saying. “He’s afraid he’ll lose business when customers see you at the counter,” she continued. I didn’t feel anything—not anger, sadness, or fear. All I could think was, Is this really happening?

FINDING THE COURAGE

Race has never been an issue for me, even though there aren’t many black people in my hometown. Everyone is totally open-minded; that’s why I couldn’t believe I had actually been so blatantly discriminated against. I’m the only black girl in my circle of friends, but no one treats me differently. I’ve known my best friends, Lily, Irene, Becca, and Alice, for years—they’re like my sisters.

It was all so confusing to me that I didn’t know what to do. I’m a pretty quiet person and I don’t like to draw attention to myself. On our way home, Becca went from crying to being pissed. “You have to fight this,” she said. When I told Lily, Irene, and Alice, they told me to fight too. Part of me wanted to forget the whole thing, but my friends’ anger made me realize I had to stand up for myself and for anyone else who could be in a similar situation. Alice’s dad is a lawyer, and he took my case for free! We filed a lawsuit for discrimination and a violation of my civil rights.

BANDING TOGETHER

As word spread around school, everyone asked how to help. It was crazy to see how many people cared. All of a sudden, girls who had never spoken to me asked me if things were okay. I wasn’t used to being the topic of so much conversation. It was like everyone was rooting for me. A few weeks later, Lily mentioned staging a protest to make more people aware. “Let’s not make it a big thing,” I said, resisting. I didn’t want anyone to think that I was upsetting our peaceful town. But once again, my friends had my back, and I felt braver with their support.

To let people know the plan, we sent out text messages and created a Facebook Event group. On the day of the protest, about 20 people met up at my house, made posters, then walked over to the restaurant where even more kids met us. Up until the last minute I felt like a wimp, but I was relieved and exhilarated that we were actually taking a stand. People were honking in support as they drove by; it was so powerful to see! The restaurant manager even came outside and talked to my lawyer and to the police who were there. But we had done our research and knew that as long as we didn’t block the entryway, we were legal. There was nothing he could do to stop us. That day, I knew I was making a difference.

FIGHTING FAIR

The restaurant denied discriminating against me, but I know how terrible it felt to be judged by my skin color, and I wanted to do whatever I could to stop this from happening again. After about a year of back-and-forth, my lawyer and I settled the case with the restaurant for $25,000—more than I would have made by working there. I’m using some for college and saving the rest. My real reward, though, was when the owners were issued a permanent court order saying they could not discriminate.

My friends got me through a situation I never imagined I’d be in and encouraged me to take action. Together we made a difference. When something happens that isn’t right, having friends behind you makes you so much stronger. It’s when you look over and see people standing with you that you know you’ll have the strength to stand up for yourself.

What If It Happens to You?


	Write it out. If you feel that you’re being treated differently because you’re a girl, or you’re gay, or because of your race, jot down the time, day, and everything that happened. Remember any specific quotes? No detail is too small! You’ll need that info if you decide to do something about it later.

	Don’t be ashamed. Even if you’re not sure whether what happened was discrimination or plain old rudeness, don’t keep it to yourself! Tell your friends, a teacher, or another adult to get advice and to help you make sense of the situation.

	Get answers. If you know you have to take a stand, check out aclu.org for info on how to take action.





Nothing Can Stop Me From Playing Soccer!

When Bree, 17, lived through an accident that took her leg, her drive to compete kicked into even higher gear—and with the help of her team, she’s determined to get back on the field.

As told to: Jessica Press

One perfectly sunny Saturday last fall, my club soccer team was holding a car wash fund-raiser and having the best time. We were in shorts and bikinis and had so much to be happy about—we’d won our games the weekend before and we were excited for a game the next day. Plus I’d just accepted a soccer scholarship to Brevard College, a division II school that I couldn’t wait to play for! We were psyched to make our final club team year awesome, and take our early lead as far as we could. I play pretty much every position, from offense to goal, and my team nickname was the Beast, because I’m really aggressive, I don’t let injuries stop me, and I hate losing.

Halfway through the car wash, my teammate Chelsea wanted to get her SUV washed, so she jumped in her car as I pointed her to an empty spot. But as she was pulling in, her foot slipped; she was wearing flip-flops, and she pressed too hard on the gas. Her car flew at me, pinning me against a wall! I collapsed as blood started gushing around me. Chelsea ran to me, saying, “I’m so sorry—I love you, I’m sorry!” “It’s okay,” I said. I was woozy and tried take deep breaths to stay calm. “I love you too.”

An ambulance took me to the hospital, where my boyfriend, Shane, was waiting to hug and kiss me and tell me everything would be okay. But I must have been in total shock, because I couldn’t even cry.
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FAST-FORWARD

The next thing I knew, I was waking up in a hospital room surrounded by my parents, my two brothers, and Shane—it was six days later! The doctors had put me in a coma to spare me the tremendous pain and shock I’d have felt during the surgeries I needed. I woke up feeling numb and out of it, but when I reached down to feel my leg, all I felt was a pillow. “Where’s my leg?” I asked. That’s when the doctor started talking in a calm voice, saying it had come down to losing my left leg, or losing my life—the blood flow to my leg had been severed—and my leg had to go. In that moment, my “Beast” attitude kicked right in: all I could think about was getting back on the field to play soccer. “When can I run?” I asked. The doctor said it would take months of physical therapy with a prosthetic leg before I’d be at that point. I made the doctor show me what was left of my legs—the wounds were so deep that they looked like train tracks running over my skin. It was really hard to see—you never think your own body will scare you. But I willed myself to look at it; I’d never been afraid, and I’d always faced things instead of hiding from them. And when my team visited, the first thing I did was show them too: I wanted it to be out in the open, something we didn’t ignore or whisper about. I’d never had fakeness with my friends, and I didn’t want it now.

NEW GOAL

I spent the next 32 days in the hospital and had eight surgeries. The doctors had told my parents that I might not be able to use my right leg again, either. But I felt like that was just a bigger dare to prove everyone wrong.

So I started doing physical rehab every day—when I thought I couldn’t take the pain of it, I’d remind myself of my goal: to get on the field. And two months later, I did what I set out to do and shocked my doctors—I wiggled my toes, moved my ankle, and was on my way to walking with a prosthetic!

Some days are still so hard: there are nights when I wake up from horrible pain in my leg. “Stop hurting!” I plead with my foot, literally talking to it. There are times when I want to go back to the way things were—like when I can’t get to a bathroom without help, or when I look at my leg and don’t recognize it as my own. Shane has been amazing about getting me over my self-consciousness: “I never dated your leg,” he said. “I date you—and you’re still beautiful.” And my teammates have been incredible—they visited me every day, they held bake sales to raise money for me, and, most important, they still include me when they hang out and treat me the same as before. As much as we love soccer, we love each other more and are just as loyal off the field as we are when we’re on it.

But it’s not just my friends who have shown me incredible support: my school coach chose me as a team captain—I wore my captain armband to every game as I cheered from the bench. And the coach at Brevard College said he still wants me on the team—the scholarship is still mine! That makes me even more determined to get on the field and to fulfill my dreams of becoming a phys-ed teacher and high school soccer coach. I know this may sound crazy, but if this accident had to happen to anyone on my team, I’m glad it was to me. I’ve always been tough, and this has just made me tougher—and more sure about what I want in life.



We Fought Our Smut List!

Nothing hurts more than being called a slut—except when everyone laughs about it! But Sophia, 17, and her friends refused to be degraded.

As told to: Rachel Bertsche

A huge, crazy-loud group of guys—mostly giant, burly football players and their friends—had gathered in the cafeteria, laughing, fist-bumping, and high-fiving as they surrounded a guy named Jarrett. Ugh. Jarrett was known for writing disgusting lists that ranked girls in our grade based on how “hot” they were. This obnoxious crowd could only mean one thing—Jarrett had written another one.

I’d been on his eighth and ninth grade lists, where he talked about my “porn star looks,” and “angry eyebrows.” It made me so uncomfortable. I remember thinking, Holy crap! This is what guys think about me?!? This time around, even though I knew that whatever he wrote about me probably wasn’t going to be nice, I was still sickly curious to find out what the list said.

Within minutes, copies of the list were scattered all over the cafeteria. My friend snatched one up, shouting, “Sophia, you’re number one!” It was so much worse than I’d thought! He ranked us all by number based on our face, breasts, legs, and butt, and wrote horrible comments about our races and religions, talked about girls giving oral sex, called some alcoholics, and even noted girls who had gained weight.
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THE FALLOUT

Kids devoured the list all day. Guys would say to me, “What’s up, Number One?” On the outside, I tried to shrug it off. I didn’t want to give those guys the satisfaction of seeing me upset. But on the inside, I was angry. Girls on the list were crying because they felt violated. (My friend Carly, whom Jarrett had made fun of for being adopted, even punched him!) It made me so mad to see the mayhem he was causing. Many of the girls who weren’t on the list were upset because they thought they weren’t hot enough to get noticed—twisted! But in reality, the list made most of us feel like total crap. Getting the top ranking wasn’t a prize for me. It was like eavesdropping on guys’ locker room conversations—so gross! Jarrett was judging me on my body—he talked about my “ass and rack”—and so were all of the people who read the list. Of course I like to look good, but looks aren’t everything. I’m also a varsity soccer player, a great singer, and a good friend. Why couldn’t he notice that?

And the gossip got worse before it got better. The same day he handed out the list, Jarrett posted it on Facebook. It got taken down quickly, but not before a men’s humor site reposted the entire thing, so he was getting more attention than ever.

A TIME FOR BONDING

A week after Jarrett released the list, one of the girls, Haley, invited all 50 of us on the list and our parents to meet at her house. The goal was to make ourselves feel better about the situation and to talk about what we could do at school so this never happened again.

We started off by joking that if we had created a list of hot guys, Jarrett wouldn’t have even made it! But then we began to talk about how the list made us feel about ourselves. A lot of girls started breaking down because Jarrett had called out the things they were most insecure about. But there was so much support in the room! Annie, Ada, and Casey made witty comments to lighten the mood. Zoë would chime in, reminding us that we were gorgeous inside and out, no matter what Jarrett said. The group ended up being a great way for us to bond, and some of us hadn’t even been friends beforehand. We started a Facebook group called “Unlisted,” so we could continue talking online, and we came up with some great ideas to fight back!

FIGHTING BACK

A few weeks later, we all got our principal to expand sexual harassment training in class and require that all students participate, and administrators had T-shirts made that say “RESPECT” on the front and have a Martin Luther King Jr. quote on the back: “In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.” Our mission is to remind students that you have to stand up for what’s right, instead of laughing at something you know is wrong. One day, more than 800 kids and staff members who owned a shirt decided to wear it on the same day. Even some of the guys who had supported Jarrett earlier wore the shirts! It was so cool.

As for Jarrett, he transferred schools. He left before the school could punish him, but he was arrested and charged with disorderly conduct for creating and distributing the list. I’m still pissed at him, but I’m actually happy about what happened because people rallied around my friends and me, and we proved that we are more than just “asses and racks.” We have personalities and brains, too—and when pushed, we can change minds, and even change lives.



I Refused To Cheer For My Attacker!

After being assaulted by the star of her high school’s basketball team, Hillaire took a stand—and was hurt all over again.

As told to: Jane Bianchi

When Rakheem stepped to the foul line, I was shaking. Standing in my cheerleading uniform on the sideline of my Texas high school gym, I had no problem rooting for my basketball team—but I had a big problem rooting for him. Three months earlier at a house party, Rakheem had attacked me and forced me to have sex with him. He was arrested two days later and was sent to a different school temporarily. Now he was back, and my coach expected me to wave my arms in the air and chant, “2, 4, 6, 8, 10, come on Rakheem, put it in!”? No way.
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PARTY NIGHTMARE

It all started one Saturday night in October of my junior year, I went to a party at my classmate Jacob’s house. About 20 school friends were there, so it felt like a safe place where I could let loose. I started taking shots and drinking beer.

Around 2:30 A.M., I was alone in a hallway when three huge guys pushed me into a game room. The door slammed behind me. They were all athletes from school: Rakheem and two other guys. I’d never had much contact with them, but I always thought they were nice. I didn’t understand why they were being so aggressive.

Then suddenly one of Rakheem’s friends grabbed me and pushed me down on the pool table. They were all strong—I couldn’t fight back. Rakheem pulled me onto the floor as I was kicking and screaming and forced me to have sex with him. I was shocked by the horror of what was going on. I screamed, “Stop! Get off me!” but he wouldn’t listen. Never in my life have I felt so terrified and helpless. Jacob heard me yelling and broke down the door. The three guys ran away, leaving me curled up in the fetal position, sobbing.

ROAD TO RECOVERY

The police came screeching up to the party. I gave a statement and then went to a medical clinic to complete a rape kit. I felt so scared and overwhelmed. I was still shaking. That night, I had the worst nightmares—I slept in the same bed as my parents all weekend. But I went back to school the Monday after the attack. I wanted Rakheem to know that I was willing to confront him.

But the crazy part was, dealing with other students was the real issue. The entire school had heard what happened, and some classmates called me a liar and a slut. Once a guy in my class even said, “You just didn’t want your dad to know you slept with a black guy.” I tried to keep my head high in school, but I cried when I got home because the comments were so hurtful.

NO BACKING DOWN

After a few months, Rakheem was allowed back in school and on the basketball team, because he hadn’t yet been officially charged with the attack. During the first game Rakheem played, I crossed my arms instead of cheering when he came to the foul line. (I didn’t plan to do this ahead of time, but I was so angry that it felt right.) At the next game a couple of weeks later, I sat next to my coach while the rest of the squad cheered for Rakheem. My coach wouldn’t look at me or talk to me, even though I assumed she had heard what happened. Later during the game, she pulled me aside and said, “Cheer for everybody or you’re off the team.” I refused to cheer for Rakheem, so she said, “Get your stuff.”

I couldn’t believe how insensitive she was! I stormed out of the gym and was approached by my coach, along with my principal, superintendent, and assistant superintendent, who all agreed with my coach’s decision. I burst into tears. They said I was being “insubordinate” by not cheering when I was supposed to. I felt so incredibly hurt and insulted.

Ultimately, Rakheem was charged with sexual assault, but he pleaded guilty to a lesser charge—he says he didn’t rape me. He got two years of probation, a $2,500 fine, 150 hours of community service, and was ordered to take an anger management course. He got off easy, but overall, I feel relieved that he was punished at least a little bit.

My family and I are still furious about the way my school treated me, so we sued the school for kicking me off the team. But a federal court said that as a cheerleader, I was a “mouthpiece” for the school—not for myself. Apparently, I’m not allowed to share my own opinions at school. I still feel like I shouldn’t be forced to cheer for anyone, so I’m asking the Supreme Court to consider my case. Being attacked was a horrendous experience, but being disrespected by my school was an extra slap in the face. I will keep fighting for my rights—no matter what.

Standing Up Against Rape

Before starring in the classic cheerleading film Bring It On, actress Gabrielle Union was raped at age 19 at her job at a shoe store. She now works with RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network). To get help, call RAINN at 800-656-HOPE or visit rainn.org.

17 expert: Elizabeth Crothers, communications manager, RAINN.

Special thanks to Larry Watts, J.D., Hillaire’s attorney.



I Bought My Family A House With My Own Money!

Ashley, 17, designed hot graphics for her friends’ Web sites. But she never guessed it would land her a cool $1 million!

As told to: Veronica Byrd

When I was growing up in Lincoln Park, Michigan, my family never had much, and we struggled after my parents divorced, often moving from one small apartment to the next. I started playing around on my cousin’s computer when I was 9. One day she showed me how to start a Web site—and I was hooked! I learned HTML, CSS, and Photoshop on my own, and I began designing graphics as a hobby, mostly simple patterns, like hearts and stripes, because they were easy. In 2005 my friends started getting into MySpace and asked me to help do their pages. Not many sites had the kinds of cool graphics they wanted, so I used the designs I’d already put on my blog (by that point, I had about 100) to create wallpaper for their pages.

After my friends told kids at school about my blog, they started checking out my site and asking how they could create their own blogs. I offered all the graphics for free and added content that explained how to use them. Within a few months, I was getting hundreds of visitors a day, so a friend suggested that I sign up with Google AdSense (google.com/adsense), a service that puts ads on your site and pays you when someone clicks on one. I decided to call my blog Whateverlife.com—one day I was playing a Nintendo game with my best friend and when I lost the game, I said, “Whatever . . . that’s life.” After I said it, I realized it would make a great name for the site.
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KA-CHING

Two months later, when I got my first payment from Google, I was shocked: It was for $2,700! To me, that was, like, a gazillion dollars! I’d never had a job (unless you count babysitting) and I always had to borrow money from my mom whenever I went out with friends. Getting that much money was totally new to me. Even my mom was suspicious! She didn’t understand what I did on the computer all day and worried I wouldn’t get paid for the work.

The next month I was paid $5,000! I was floored! By then, the site had 500 graphics and was getting 20,000–45,000 visitors a day, all through word of mouth. It was amazing to have my own money that I could actually buy things with.

My mom drove me to the mall so I could get whatever I wanted: six pairs of jeans, a dozen shirts, and gold earrings, bracelets, and necklaces. I spent $700 (the most I’d ever spent in my life!). When I got the third payment—for $10,000—I realized my blog could be a business. I didn’t know anything about running a company, so I hired an accountant and a lawyer. I incorporated Whateverlife.com, and as my site’s traffic went up, the payments got bigger.

SWEET SIXTEEN

Last year I had a huge celebration for my 16th birthday. My friends and I made pink bracelets that read “Ashbo’s Sweet 16” (Ashbo is my nickname) and handed them out as invites. It was formal and 200 people attended, all decked out in evening gowns and tuxedos. I wore a white Cinderella-style dress. In true My Super Sweet 16 fashion, I rode to the event in a limo worth $2,500 with my best friends.

But having my own business had one downside: I quit school my junior year (and earned my GED), because the site demanded so much of my time; I’m on the computer up to 10 hours a day! But I really miss school—the laughter, the lunch lines, the class clown, even the evil teacher who gave too much work.

But there’s a huge upside. Now my site gets 7 million visitors a month—and I’ve made more than $1 million! I bought a four-bedroom, four-bathroom house last September for $250,000 and set aside money for college. I’m putting most of the money I’ve made back into the company to upgrade the site’s technology so I can add more content and start selling cell phone wallpaper too. I still shop when I want, but the best part is that now when I go out with my friends, I can pay!



I Saved a Girl from Drowning!

In a split second, Tanya, 19, knew she had to try to save a young girl’s life, but she never realized how much it would change her own.

As told to: Kierna Mayo

It was a gorgeous August day at the beach and my mom and I were having a blast, lying out in the sun and laughing, when suddenly I saw a woman frantically approaching sunbathers to ask if she could borrow a phone. “I need to call 911!” she yelled. “What’s going on?” I shouted while rushing to her. In a panicked voice she said that a little girl and her dad were swept out to sea by the current! The beach was known for rough waters—even as an off-duty lifeguard, I didn’t go in that day because the current was so strong. But when I heard what was going on, I clicked into rescue mode: I didn’t say anything—I just sprinted into the water.
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CALL TO RESCUE

Ever since I can remember, I’d wanted to be a lifeguard. But when I was growing up, my dad didn’t think it was a great idea. Before I was born, a family member drowned trying to rescue someone. My family doesn’t talk about the tragedy much, but I was determined to get my lifeguarding certificate as soon as I could.

And once I got my first job at a local pool, I loved it—from then on, I spent my summer days doing first-aid and warning people not to go out too far at beaches. Thankfully, I never had to rescue anyone from drowning.

But all that changed that August day. I had been working two lifeguarding jobs all summer in and near my town in Cape Cod: one where I’d patrol beaches and ponds; and another for a resort, where I guarded a pool that was usually full of families. It was great, and I loved hanging out with my friends from work. Yet as the summer was ending, I decided to take a day off from work so my mom and I could spend time together. I never could have imagined the life-or-death situation I would be in just minutes later.

Then I saw them: a man in his forties and a little girl who looked about 10. They were separated and screaming for each other. I could hear my father’s warning in my head: when people are fighting to survive in the water, it’s dangerous to go near them because they will pull you under without meaning to—their natural reaction is to grab anything to stay afloat.

So I made a heartbreaking decision and didn’t go near the dad—he was bigger, and he was trying so hard to rescue his daughter that his panic made him more dangerous to me. Not being able to help him was the hardest part for me—but I wasn’t as afraid the girl could unintentionally hurt me. I started swimming to rescue the girl and her dad when I passed another woman who’d attempted to get them. She was struggling, so I yelled at her to float on her back until help came. I got to the girl, who clung to me for dear life. But for what felt like the longest time, there was nothing and no one nearby to help, so we just waited and kept treading water.

BASIC INSTINCT

Then out of nowhere, a rescue boat appeared! It went to the father, so I swam over to the boat to help hoist his body on board. By that point, he’d become unconscious; luckily his daughter couldn’t see him from where she was on the other side of the boat. I yelled at the Harbor Master to throw me a life vest, but when he did, I was shaking so much from nerves that I couldn’t put it on. So I held it under me and swam back to the little girl. “Get on my back!” I screamed. But then the boat took off—we had no idea why it left us or if another boat would come back. So we just kept trying to get back to shore, screaming for help together on the count of three and kicking as hard as we could, but nothing worked. The current was just too strong. I was terrified we wouldn’t make it.

BITTERSWEET ENDING

By the time a second boat got to us, all we could say was “Thank god!” At the shore, the girl was rushed into an ambulance. It was the last time I ever saw her, and I later learned that, sadly, her dad didn’t survive.

Even though people have called me a hero, I have a hard time accepting that title when I know a life was lost. But that day, the fire chief who arrived on the scene said something meaningful to me: “Life puts people in certain places at certain times.” Since then, I’ve changed my whole outlook on life. I took an emergency medical technician (EMT) class and joined a volunteer ambulance corps. My boyfriend is an ambulance driver and I’m the EMT, so we’re a crew together! The rescue at the beach reminded me that I love helping people. And my new life makes me a firm believer that everything happens for a reason.

Beach Basics

Don’t hit the water without these tips.


	Buddy up: Never swim alone; that way, someone can always call for help if you get in trouble. And always swim near a lifeguard.

	Keep your distance: Stay 100 feet away from piers and large docks; powerful currents are often near them.

	Don’t fight nature: If you get caught in a current, don’t swim against it—swim parallel to the shore. Once you’re free, then it’s safe to head in the direction of the shore.

	Pay attention: Read signs for warnings about currents and underwater hazards—conditions change daily, and you’d rather have fun than fight dangerous waves!





I was Discovered on YouTube!

Priscilla Renea, 22, went from singing in her bedroom to signing a major record deal!

As told to: Lisa Freedman

I remember the first time that I signed an autograph. It was in 10th grade, after I’d starred as the lead in my high school’s production of Seussical the Musical. I couldn’t believe my classmates and their parents wanted my signature—I was thrilled but also a little self-conscious. I’d sung my whole life around the house, but I had a hard time imagining anyone would really want to hear me. I’d only auditioned for the play because my choir teacher insisted. But starring in the show and getting so much praise for it made me think for the first time in my life, Maybe I do have talent.

INTERNET OR BUST

A few months after the play, I heard about a YouTube contest to win the chance to perform with Justin Timberlake at the Grammys. It seemed like a safe way to put myself out there—the Internet felt anonymous; if I wasn’t good, no one at school would ever have to know. So I posted a video on YouTube singing “Cry Me a River.” I didn’t win the contest, but making the video was so much fun that I began posting more videos of me playing guitar and singing songs by my favorite artists, like Rihanna and Beyoncé. Since I was alone in my room singing, I still felt like I had a safety net—if people didn’t like my voice or guitar-playing, they couldn’t tell me to my face. Then one day I posted myself singing “And I Am Telling You I’m Not Going” from Dreamgirls. Jennifer Hudson’s version from the movie wasn’t online yet, so when people searched for the song, they found mine—and I got thousands of views! I felt like my whole body was glowing! The feeling was so addictive that I couldn’t stop posting—at one point, I’d uploaded more than 350 videos!

People started commenting on my posts—some said I inspired them to learn to play guitar; others said they loved my voice. I responded to every comment—I was hooked! It felt like I was making friends with people who were getting to know a new side of me.

A few commenters told me I could sing the dictionary and it would be pretty—so I decided to try it! I posted the video, then e-mailed everyone I could possibly think of to check it out. Then I googled to find an e-mail address for someone who worked at YouTube, and sent a message telling them about the video. They must have liked it, because the next morning, my video was posted on YouTube’s home page—with almost 200,000 views!

[image: inspiring]

MAKING IT BIG

Even though I was getting more and more recognition online, performing still felt like a hobby—it was just something I did when I was bored with homework or nothing good was on TV. Then about two months after my dictionary post, a rep from a music management company called. He said he’d seen my YouTube videos and wanted to fly me to Atlanta to talk about “future business opportunities”—there was a chance I could get signed to a record label! My parents and I flew out to meet him, and we agreed that he seemed legit—he didn’t make us sign any papers, and he didn’t want to mold me into some image that wasn’t me. So I went back and forth to meet with him for about a year, writing and recording songs. When I first saw other girls in the recording studio, it was crazy intimidating. They were all wearing high heels, tight dresses, and hair extensions. I thought, Is that what I have to look like to make it? It made me question whether I was cut out for such a competitive business. But the more I recorded, the more I realized that I had to be myself, and do what I felt comfortable doing—even if that meant I’d be the girl in baggy sweatpants while every other girl was decked out in a tight dress.

Being authentic—and working my butt off—finally paid off when one day Katy Perry’s rep at Capitol Records called me! He said he’d heard my songs and seen my fan base on YouTube, and thought, Oh, man—this girl is a star! He signed me that month to a four-year record deal! My first CD came out in December, I’m playing at this year’s Lilith Fair concert series, and I’ve had about 10 million views on my YouTube page.

I never set out to get “discovered.” But putting myself out there turned into something bigger than I ever could have imagined. I know I’m not a huge star yet, but someday I’d love to be. I haven’t forgotten how this all started—with a few videos on YouTube. And even though my schedule is now too busy to post as much as I used to, it’s still something I love to do when I get a few days off—just sitting in my room, me and my guitar, singing my heart out.

Get Discovered! Follow Priscilla Renea’s lead to fame.


	Watch your timing: When deciding which songs to cover, choose ones that are quickly rising the charts. (Check out the Top 100 on iTunes.) Don’t cover songs that already have tons of online versions—yours will get lost in the mix.

	Promote yourself: Spread the word about your videos—post links on Twitter, Facebook, and MySpace. And don’t get creative with your video titles: The secret to getting lots of hits is to have really simple keywords in your title, so that anyone doing a basic search will find them.

	Grow your fan base: Having a built-in following will make you appealing to music execs. So keep fans coming back to your page by constantly updating it, responding to your commenters, and returning their support by checking out their pages.





I Was Living With A Disability And Didn’t Know It!

Simone, 18, always felt different, but she could never understand why. Then she uncovered a life-changing secret that turned her world upside down.

As told to: Kierna Mayo

Until I was 13, I assumed I was just like everyone else. But one day I read a piece of paper in my dad’s briefcase that changed everything. That’s when I saw the words that pierced me like a bullet: “Simone is said to have Asperger syndrome.” My mind started doing back flips. I screamed at my dad, “tell me what the heck Asperger’s is!” He told me, in the simplest terms he thought I’d understand, that I have a mild form of autism (a brain disorder). My father said that I was born with it and will always have it. He explained it was a problem that shapes the way I interact with other people, like a malfunction in which my brain sends me the wrong messages about how to react. I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but it didn’t matter: I just wanted to try to ignore my shock and go back to the way things were before I knew.

COMING TO TERMS

But even though I wouldn’t consciously acknowledge the news, it triggered a horrible depression in me; beneath my denial, Asperger’s shattered my confidence and made me feel lonely and isolated. I felt like an like an outcast—and not just because Asperger’s made it hard for me to make friends, but because now I had this label; I just wanted to be like everyone else. Finally, at 16, I said to myself, enough! You can’t run and hide from it, girl. It was like I’d been mutilating myself on the inside by pushing down my feelings. Still, I didn’t realize the extent to which Asperger’s had shaped my personality until I connected the dots from my childhood.
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THE WARNING SIGNS

As a toddler, I could sing The Little Mermaid word for word but couldn’t say, “I’m hungry.” When my dad would ask something like, “how was school?” I would look at the floor and say something unrelated, like, “I want a popsicle.” I wasn’t avoiding the question—I thought that was the answer! With Asperger’s, you have no control over the way you react to people—sometimes you might flap your arms when you’re excited (I used to), and looking people in the eye is a major challenge. It feels as though I can’t do it, even if I try.

SOMETHING SPECIAL

It’s funny: the first time I thought something was off about me wasn’t because of what I couldn’t do—it was because of what I could do. In the sixth grade, while other kids were struggling with spelling, I was like a human spell-check! I’ve also always had a photographic memory, and what I call my “superpowers”—extrasensory hearing and acute awareness: I can make out phone numbers people are dialing just by the sound they make when pressed, or hear even one sour note in an entire symphony! And I can fully pay attention to two things at once—like doing homework while listening to a conversation between two other people.

Don’t get me wrong. Asperger’s can be very confusing. For years I felt like a butterfly trapped in its cocoon, waiting to emerge; it took years of work with a speech therapist and psychologists to get over the hurdle of making friends. But it’s been worth it: my two best friends and I can talk about anything, from boys and clothes to deep stuff, like politics and religion. Now I’m focused on getting into college—and living on campus, away from home for the first time.

I’m not going to let Asperger’s create limitations for me. That’s why I’m happy to have found out about—and confronted—my disability. Asperger’s is a metaphor for life: We all have challenges, but the key is to be able to face what’s bad about them and still find what’s good.

Could You Have a Hidden Disorder?

Asperger syndrome isn’t the only developmental disorder that can go undiagnosed. Call your doctor if these symptoms sound familiar:


	Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): It’s hard for you to pay attention, and you’re often impulsive and hyperactive—and have been that way since you were a kid.

	Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD): You can’t get your mind off an “obsession,” like germs or organizing, and you have a constant need to repeat a ritual to get rid of your fear.

	Social Anxiety Disorder (Social Phobia): You have a continuous fear of being judged, watched, humiliated, or embarrassed—and that makes it hard to get through everyday activities.



17 Source: National Institute of Mental Health, nimh.nih.gov



My Case Freed 500 Teens From Prison!

ShaQuanda, 16, made one bad judgment call and was sent to a youth prison. But if it weren’t for her, other girls would still be unjustly locked up.

As told to: Veronica Byrd

I grew up in Paris, Texas, a small town known for its beautiful colonial mansions, farms, and parks—and its racist history. In the early 1900s, blacks were burned to death at the local fairgrounds as a crowd of whites looked on. The racism isn’t as open now, but I feel like it’s basically a part of everyday life—even at my school, which is almost half black and Hispanic. Parents complained for years that black kids were being written up and expelled more often than white students who were caught doing the same things. I was in sixth grade when I was first written up (for scribbling on a desk in class). Soon after, my mom helped start a civil-rights group to look into the racism at school, and they eventually filed a complaint with the school district. But things got worse for me in high school. Within the first month of my freshman year, I was written up for being late, putting too much paint in a cup in an art class, and wearing a skirt an inch shorter than allowed. I know I’m not perfect, but I really began to feel like I was being targeted because I’m black.

[image: inspiring]

SHOCKING CHARGES

One morning in late September 2005, I was waiting with other freshmen outside Paris High School because we weren’t allowed in the building until the bell rang at 8:25 A.M. My stomach was hurting, so I figured it’d be okay to go inside to get my ulcer medication from the nurse’s office. But as I hurried through the door, a teacher’s aide came at me with both of her hands up, yelling that I had to go back outside. I put my hands up too, and stumbled backward. It happened so fast. I thought she’d pushed me (but the aide said that I’d shoved her).

The aide told me to go to the principal’s office, so I knew I was in trouble, but I assumed I’d only get detention. I couldn’t believe it when a cop came into the room an hour later—and told me that I was being arrested. I was so scared—I didn’t even know what I had done! The officer put me in the back of a patrol car and took me to the station, where I was booked and fingerprinted.

My trial started on March 9, 2006, in juvenile court. I’d been charged with “assault on a public servant,” a third-degree felony in Texas. My lawyer argued that I’d pushed the aide in self-defense, and although she complained about shoulder pain, according to doctors she wasn’t injured. But it didn’t sway the jury. The prosecutor used my previous write-ups to make me look like a bad kid. The next day I was found guilty—and sentenced to up to seven years in a juvenile prison. When I heard that I’d been found guilty, I was shocked! I dropped my head on the table and started bawling.

LIFE, INTERRUPTED

In May I was sent to the Ron Jackson State Juvenile Correctional Complex, about 270 miles away from Paris. Seeing the barbwire fences and guards terrified me. I was given an orange jumpsuit and socks and taken to my quarters—a tiny room that only had a bed, a bookshelf, and a desk. Each day, the guards would wake us at 5:45 A.M. for breakfast. After meals I’d go to my room and just sit, pray, or sleep to pass time. I’d never been away from my family, and for months, I cried every day. All I could think about was how much I wanted to go home. I kept to myself, because I was afraid of the other kids there—some of them had committed serious crimes, like murder.

FREEDOM AT LAST

My life in prison was very routine, but outside the walls, a major revolt was brewing. My mom worked with the NAACP to get my story published in a major newspaper, which claimed that my punishment was racist, since white teens in my area who had committed worse offenses seemed to get off with much more lenient punishment. [Editor’s note: A spokesman for the Lamar County District Attorney’s office denies these claims.] After the article ran, civil-rights groups posted blogs and held protests against my unfair sentence.

A guard came to my room on March 30, 2007, and told me to go to the office. I didn’t know what was going on. The prison superintendent handed me the phone—it was my mom. I thought she was going to say she couldn’t come visit me that weekend. “I’m still coming,” she said. “But you’re coming home with me!” I couldn’t believe it—I just burst into tears.

When I was released the next day, I found out that after the uproar, officials in Texas had examined my case and decided to set me free. My first stop: McDonald’s for a Big Mac and fries!

But I wasn’t the only one set free. Over the next month, a committee reviewed the sentences of all 4,700 juveniles in Texas detention centers. Since then, more than 500 other young people have been freed—and there could be hundreds more!

Spending a year in prison changed my life. Now I’m planning to get my GED, and to one day go to law school and become a lawyer. I want to help teens in trouble. I feel lucky to have a second chance; they should all get one too.



I Found My Long Lost Brothers on MySpace!

After Christina, 17, was adopted and moved away, she thought she’d never see her family again. Then one day she got a strange e-mail.

As told to: Veronica Byrd

Growing up, I always knew I was adopted. When I was 4 years old, my birth mother went into rehab—and never came back home. So me and my brothers, Josh, 9, and Jacob, 8, lived with my birth dad in Mesquite, Texas. Then one day the police busted down the front door of our house and arrested my dad. (I was told later he was sent to prison.) There was no one to take care of us, so we were put in foster care. At first Jacob and I went to live with a family on a farm in Mesquite. Since they didn’t want to take Josh (who was older and often got into trouble), he was sent to a group home about 10 miles away.

I was so scared and confused. Who are these people? I wondered. Every Wednesday a therapist would take me and Jacob to visit Josh at a park or a restaurant. A year later, that all stopped after I was adopted by a different couple and moved with them to St. Petersburg, Florida. I cried and cried when they took me away. “Where’s Josh? Where’s Jacob?” I kept asking as tears streamed down my cheeks.

[image: inspiring]

FUTILE SEARCH

Over the next few years, I adjusted to my new mom and dad. But I always felt like a part of me was missing—and I wondered what had happened to my brothers. Whenever I asked about them, my adoptive parents said they didn’t know where my brothers were. Three years ago, when I was 14, I started thinking about Josh and Jacob more and more and decided to look for them on MySpace. (I assumed that, like a lot of kids our age, they would have pages.) Our last name had been Earl, so I spent hours looking for a Jacob Earl in Texas. I finally found a guy with that name who was my brother’s age. I sent him an e-mail but never heard back. Then I called the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services to see if Josh and Jacob had been adopted. But they said they couldn’t tell me anything until I turned 18. I was upset—but figured there was nothing I could do.

MYSTERY MESSAGE

On August 13, 2006, I logged on to my MySpace page, like I did every day, to check my messages. I had one from a guy named Jake. I didn’t know anyone by that name—but I opened it anyway. He asked me if my adoptive parents were named Maryann and Don. My profile said I was adopted, but how does this guy know my parents’ names? I thought. It was weird, but I replied yes. Then he wanted to know if I had any brothers or sisters. It suddenly dawned on me that he could be my brother. My stomach was turning somersaults—but I tried to stay calm. I typed, “Are you my brother? I have a brother named Jacob, and he should be 19.” He replied, “Your birthday is January 26, 1990. My birthday is October 5, 1986. Are you my sister?” By then I was shaking. I was so excited I could hardly press the keys on my computer. “What’s your previous last name?” I asked. Within seconds the reply came: “Earl.” I started jumping up and down and screaming, “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” I wrote back that I thought I was his sister. “Call my cell phone. We need to talk. This is f***ing crazy!” Jake replied.

FAMILY REUNION

My hands were trembling as I dialed the number. The moment I heard his voice, I started crying uncontrollably. “Wow! This is crazy,” Jake cried. I couldn’t believe I’d finally found my brother—after 12 long years apart! Jake told me that he had attempted to find me too but had no luck, so then he decided to try MySpace. “I tried to picture what you would look like,” Jake said. I asked what had happened to Josh. “He lives right here in Sarasota in an apartment 10 minutes away from me,” he said. I was shocked! Jake told me that he and Josh had been adopted by the same couple, and they’d moved to Florida several years ago—they were less than an hour away. “What are you doing for dinner?” Jake asked.

Josh and Jake immediately drove to St. Petersburg. I could hardly sit still—and kept peering out the living room window. Then I saw two cars pull up and I opened the front door. They both ran to me, arms outstretched, and we hugged tightly and cried. Then we went to dinner and talked for hours about our lives. I was taking classes to become a nurse, Jake was heading to college to study architecture, and Josh wanted to be a P.E. teacher. I guess some things never change—Josh, who had always been the more protective brother, asked if I had a boyfriend and what he did for a living. All evening, we couldn’t stop talking and smiling.

I admit it’s been hard getting used to being a little sister. At times we may have our disagreements, but I finally have my family back—and nothing will ever separate us again.



What It’s Really Like in Rehab!

Emily’s partying didn’t make headlines like Britney’s or Lindsay’s, but she needed help all the same.

As told to: Melissa Daly

My friends and I used to hang out behind the movie theater in Delray Beach, Florida, where I live. We were only 13, but we met some older guys there, and I started smoking pot and drinking with them to look “cool.” At first it was just on weekends, but then I began doing it more often, until being sober actually felt weird. Soon I was using ecstasy and entire boxes of over-the-counter drugs. I even went to school high.

One night in April 2005, I came home all messed up, and my mom confronted me, crying. “You’re going to rehab! I don’t care what you say!” she yelled. I was so angry at her for making me go. But at the same time I kind of wanted to—I was falling deeper and deeper into this hole. I thought any kind of change might help me get out.

THE FIRST DAY: CHECKING IN

On May 11, I arrived at Comprehensive Alcoholism Rehabilitation Programs (CARP). When I got there, I talked to a psychiatrist, who checked for mental problems by asking me questions like whether I’d ever thought of suicide, what year it was, and who the president was. Then they did a drug test, which was positive for, like, everything.

Next they went through my stuff to take away things like tank tops (they can be a gang symbol where the rehab center is located), makeup, and CDs. It was such an invasion of privacy! There were other rules too—no cussing or talking about sex. There were cameras in the halls and microphones in the bedrooms. I shared my room with three of the other six girls in the program. We weren’t locked in, but most girls, like me, were there because their parents had gotten court orders forcing them to go.

I started out at Level Zero, which meant I had no privileges. Each week, they said, they’d evaluate my behavior and move me up or down. At Level One I’d get to send and receive mail and make one phone call a week. From Level Two through Four I’d get more phone calls, visitations, and home visits.

That first night I couldn’t sleep. My mattress was plastic and foam, and the room was too dark. I was already so homesick. Even though I was raging mad at them, I missed my parents.

7:30 A.M.: WAKE-UP CALL

We were woken up by an attendant talking over the loudspeaker. After breakfast came morning group, where we talked about how we were all getting along and how we were doing. For the first few days, my answer was “really, really bad.” I was having withdrawal symptoms, like sweats, vomiting, and massive stomachaches. I thought, Please, God, just bring me anything to get high and make this stop.

10 A.M.–3 P.M.: SCHOOL

Even though it was summer, we took regular classes, with lunch in between.

3 P.M.–9 P.M.: GROUP THERAPY

The counselors spoke about topics like the health effects of drugs, or we’d role-play situations that had happened with our parents. Sometimes a Level Four girl would just lead an open discussion about things that had made us mad or how we were feeling in general. For the first couple months, I was like, Spare me—I’ve heard it all before. After dinner at 6, we had even more groups.

9 P.M.–10 P.M.: AA

There were Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) or Narcotics Anonymous (NA) meetings each night, in which recovering addicts told their stories. Some were really inspirational, like one woman who went from being a homeless drug addict to no drugs. All the people who told those recovery stories—that could be me. I decided I had to start trying. I talked to my counselor more, and I told the group that I was ready to have a better life. One night the NA/AA speaker was a girl who was kind of punk rock, like me, so I asked her to be my sponsor (a current AA member who guides a new member).

WEEKENDS: PARENT MEETINGS

On Saturdays we had one-on-one sessions with our counselors (and sometimes our parents) to work through issues and plan for life at home. After six long months, my counselor felt that my attitude had changed and that I’d reconnected with my mom and dad. That’s when she told me, “You’re going home.” I was so happy! I was ready to be sober for good.

But then a month after I left, I went to a party, and I relapsed. That set off an eight-month binge of pot, coke, ecstasy, acid, and mushrooms. My mom suspected it, but I just lied when she asked. It went on until one night in August 2006. I was lying on a couch at a party, feeling like death. I kept asking myself, What would happen to my parents if I died? Before, I hadn’t cared if my mom cried when I came home high. But the months of therapy made me realize how selfish I’d been. The next day I threw away my drugs, and I’ve been clean ever since. Now I have nearly straight A’s, a good relationship with my parents, and great new friends. Rehab was the worst, but because of it, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.



I Never Felt Like A Normal Girl!

Everyone feels like they don’t fit in at some point. But for Jacoby, 20, that feeling was the start of a journey to a major self-discovery.

As told to: Kierna Mayo

All my life, even as a little girl, I felt different. At school, I wasn’t like other girls: I played rough with the boys and always wanted to dress like them too. Many times, people called me a “he.” I knew I was supposed to be a girl, but I never really felt like one.

STICKING OUT

As I got older, I started to feel even less like a girl and more awkward around people; I was just so confused. I’d have thoughts about my future, and couldn’t see myself as a mom or a wife. Dressing like a boy felt more natural than dressing like a girl, but it caused some painful moments. Once when I was 13, I went to the bathroom at my new school. Girls started running out and screaming, “there’s a boy in here!” When I left, two teachers came over and said, “young man, what were you doing in there?” Embarrassed, I told them, “I’m a girl.” But they kept harassing me. “I’m a girl!” I said over and over, while fighting back tears. After I told them my name, Liz, they let me go. But by then, my whole identity felt like a question. I had feelings for girls, so people called me a lesbian; but that label didn’t feel right either.
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MAKING A CHANGE

Then when I was 17, I met someone who is transgender—a person who was born one sex but lives his life like the other sex. He explained that his insides don’t match his outside. I thought, that sounds like me! I did research and learned that there are a lot of people like me. After a few months, I told my mom. At first she thought it was a phase; as we talked, though, she agreed that I’m a boy trapped in a girl’s body. She loved me enough to accept me, and she even helped me come up with my new name, Jacoby. It felt so liberating to have an identity! Now when I walk down the street and people assume I’m a guy, it feels much more natural because I have a name to match how I’ve always felt.

LOOKING AHEAD

My biggest supporter is my fiancée, Amber. At first, I was self-conscious about physical stuff and concerned what her family would think of us. But her love has given me confidence and shown me that you can’t be happy if you’re pretending to be someone you’re not.
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