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Election	2008:	Where	do	you	stand?
Teens say this election matters to us
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Making	my	vote	count	Fred wanted to learn as much as he could to get informed . . . . . . . . . . 10
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A	LonEr	founD	
friEnDS,	BuT	STiLL	
EnjoYS	TiME	ALonE
I REALLY ENJOYED the story 
about the kid who was a loner but 
not lonely because I can totally 
connect to him. I feel like I’m a 
loner sometimes because I like to 
read when I have the chance and 
I like having my personal space. 
But I also enjoy having friends 
who I can talk to and count on.
Torrey Veloz
Wilson MS (Glendale)

I CONNECT WITH this article 
because when I got to my new 
middle school I didn’t have any 
friends. I also wanted to be a 
loner all my life because many 
people thought of me as differ-
ent. Now things have changed 
and I have many really great 
friends. There is still part of me 
that feels lonely even though I 
have people around me.
Diana Cortez
Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

THIS ARTICLE REMINDED me 
of when I was in elementary 
school. I felt that nobody was 
like me and that they all had 
their group of friends. I was the 
person who went to class, stayed 
by myself at recess and lunch, 
and went straight home from 
school. People thought of me as 
“that girl who has no friends.” I 
felt really disappointed because 
I wanted to make new friends. 
Once a girl who was in my class 
came up to me and asked me a 
question that really annoyed me, 
“Hey, aren’t you going with your 
friends?” My reply was always 
the same, “I don’t know.” That 
same girl asked me if I wanted to 
play jump rope. I said yes. I real-

ized that I was too shy to make 
any friends. Now I am in middle 
school and this story really con-
nects to me.
Hermelinda Calderon
Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

THIS ARTICLE MADE me think 
about my first day of fourth 
grade. I had just moved to Los 
Angeles and didn’t know anyone. 
I used to be very shy and quiet. 
But when I entered the class the 
students greeted me like they 
had known me forever. I made 
friends right away. This showed 
me that when a new student 
comes, be friendly and do not 
judge him or her right away. 
Yeni Santana
Wilson MS

A	girL	goT	hELP	
rECovEring	froM	
hEr	METh	ADDiCTion
WHEN I STARTED reading this 
article, it felt like a magnet stuck 
to my hands—I couldn’t put it 
down. It really grabbed my atten-
tion. I felt sorry for her because of 
how she changed [when she was 
on drugs]. She used to be a sweet, 
nice girl, but then became a drug 
addict. But the person I really felt 
sorry for was her dad. He lost his 
whole family to drugs. Thanks 
to this article, I now know the 
dangers of meth. I liked how it 
explained every part of her life 
to show us the consequences of 
doing drugs.
Joshua Collado
Wilson MS

THIS STORY TOUCHED me by 
showing me that being on meth 
or other drugs means that you 
are losing the time when you 
could hang out with your best 
friends and family and have 
adventures. In the story, the 
girl showed that you have to be 
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m A i L Continued from page 3

strong to leave drugs and I think 
she was so brave and strong to 
leave the drugs she [was addicted 
to].
Nataly Villalobos
Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

“MY LIFE ON meth” was an in-
spiring story. There are times 
when people around you are 
going through struggles similar 
to this one. It touched me when 
she got sick from using drugs and 
struggled to get clean. I relate to 
this story because I have seen 
people’s lives destroyed by addic-
tions. No one ever said that trying 
to confront these kinds of prob-
lems is easy but it’s a fight for a 
better life. 
Jennifer Martinez
Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

I LOVED THE article “My life on 
meth” because it gave great de-
tails about what it was like to be 
a meth addict and the pain she 
went through. This is an inspiring 
story that not only cautions every-
one not to try drugs, but gives a 
personal experience to tell us why 
we shouldn’t. After reading this 

article, I see not only how doing 
drugs affect the addict, but also the 
people around them. The writer’s 
mom’s and brothers’ meth addic-
tions are what drove her to try it 
herself.
Haley Hyden-Soffer
Wilson MS

THE ARTICLE “MY life on meth” 
was interesting because it has to do 
with a real life story. It teaches you 
that you shouldn’t do drugs be-
cause your whole life comes down. 
It’s an interesting way to learn a life 
lesson.
Cynthia Martinez and Michelle 
Velasquez
Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

I REALLY ENJOYED this article. 
It taught me many things about 
how bad drugs are and what is 
sacrificed when someone is doing 
drugs. “My life on meth” inspired 
me to never use drugs and to just 
say no when offered. 
David Isakhanyan
Wilson MS 

AS I FINISHED reading this article 
I began to understand what differ-

ent drugs, including meth, can do 
to you, what it did to the girl in the 
story who smoked it, and what it 
did to her parents. I liked this ar-
ticle because by reading it, it made 
me understand what to do when 
people are offering me weed and 
to make the right decisions so I can 
have a great future.
Josue Yax
Wilson MS 

WE CONNECT WITH “My life on 
meth” because we have experi-
enced or watched other people in 
our community use drugs. Like 
one day I decided to take a walk 
around the park. I saw a man 
under a tree with a plastic bag. It 
looked like there was sugar inside 
the bag. He was sniffing it and his 
eyes got red like chili peppers. I re-
alized it was someone I knew and 
that he was sniffing cocaine. I was 
shocked. It’s really hard for people 
like the girl in the story to leave 
drugs to enjoy their lives. This story 
inspired us to be good examples to 
others. 
Alejandra Aguilar and Christy 
Vasconez
Camino Nuevo Charter Academy

finDing	fun	in	
“Boring”	SuBurBS
WHEN I READ the article “Adven-
tures in suburbia” it reminded me 
of myself. The article is about a few 
teenagers, around my age, who live 
in an area where there is nothing 
to do. I really related to the story 
because the neighborhood I live 
in is just plain boring. I liked the 
way he wrote the story because 
there was so much detail. I learned 
that with the help of some friends, 
imagination is priceless!
Brandon Meral
Wilson MS

I FOUND THIS article very inter-
esting because I have the same 
problem where I live. In Monterey 
Park there is nothing to do except 
eat seafood. I started to skate with 
a bunch of friends around town. 
It’s fun and easy to do.
Nathan Olguin
Design HS 

A	fAvoriTE	TEAChEr	
Who	DiED	inSPirED	
hiS	STuDEnT
I’VE MET SOME pretty interesting 
teachers in my lifetime. I’ve always 
thought, “Wow, he’s so cool” or 
“She’s so funny.” It truly would be 
a tragedy if they passed away and 
other students didn’t get a chance 
to be in one of their classes. How-
ever, the story of Mr. Charlap’s 
teaching style and his jokes was 
beyond anything I’ve ever heard. 
I understand how Daisy felt about 
losing someone like that. Even 
thought he was a teacher, in Dai-
sy’s mind, he was much more— a 
helpful friend. Most students 
like teachers who have a sense of 
humor. Not to say that others who 
don’t are bad. It’s just that students 
make more of a connection to 
some teachers they aren’t afraid to 
laugh with or open up to.
Arpine Tsaturyan
Wilson MS

WHEN I READ “His lessons live 
on” I felt sad because it’s horrible to 
see teachers, family or friends pass 
away. Reading this article helped 
me realize how the students felt 
when their favorite teacher passed 
away. My grandma died a year ago, 
and now when I see pictures or 

videos of her it makes me cry. Now 
I know how people feel when they 
lose a loved one.
Donet Shahbaz
Wilson MS

STErEoTYPES	SToP	
uS	froM	rEALLY	
knoWing	EACh	oThEr
I LOVED THIS article. It shows 
kids how to not be racist or preju-
diced toward people around them. 
I think we’re all the same, yet dif-
ferent inside. I’d say we’ve all said 
something racist before. That’s 
why you should think about what 
you’re going to say before it comes 
out of your mouth. You have to 
treat people the way you want to 
be treated.
Darenn Chavez
Wilson MS

I THOUGHT “SHATTERING ste-
reotypes” was very inspiring. I’ve 
learned that no matter what race 
you are, you’ll never escape racism. 
After reading this article I started 
to respect people more. Plus I think 
everyone should reach out to new 
people and get to know their cul-
tures. From now on I’m going to 
try to not be ignorant or blurt out 
things I don’t mean to say. 
Liza Hwang
Wilson MS

gETTing	uSED	To	
Living	WiTh	DiABETES
I REALLY LIKED this article be-
cause she is very comfortable with 
having diabetes. If I was in her situ-
ation I wouldn’t be able to not eat 
sweets! How does she do it? The 
thing that I like about Wendy is that 
she’s a strong girl who has to keep 
track of what she eats. I know how 
she feels because my dad has the 
same problem. Whenever his blood 
sugar level goes down he always has 
to eat a piece of candy or something 
sweet. Sometimes I get scared when 
my dad’s blood sugar goes down 
because his face changes color and 
he doesn’t feel good, which makes 
me uncomfortable. I think that this 
article is a perfect story for teens be-
cause it shows that you can do any-
thing even if it’s hard to do.
Angela Stepanyan
Wilson MSOCCIDENTAL COLLEGE
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By	rebekah	ihn
15, Crescenta Valley HS

“L
iving without you is like breath-
ing without air.”

My heart pounded as I read 
those lines from the fictional In-

ternet love story, Fists and Lipsticks. I sighed 
while placing my hand over my heart. Mean-
while, I overheard my mother whisper, “What 
are we going to do with her?! Those damn love 
stories of hers are time-consuming. This has 
got to stop.”

“I KNOW!” my grandmother fired at me. 
“Go read some books, EURHI!” (Eurhi is my 
Korean name.) I nonchalantly made the OK 
gesture and resumed my story. My mom and 
grandma both sighed.

I read these Internet love stories every day 
for at least a couple hours. A typical story fea-
tures Asian characters and they are usually 
written by teens. The writers usually release a 
chapter per week. Sometimes while listening 
to sappy music I daydream about a hot guy 
changing my life just like in these stories.

I discovered Internet love stories in 2006 
during a trip to see family in San Francisco. 
When I ran up the stairs to my cousin Gina’s 
room, I peeked inside and saw her staring at 
her computer like a zombie. I rushed into her 
bedroom and exclaimed, “GINA! I MISSED 
YOU BABY!”

“Uh … yeah … hey,” she responded while 
scrolling down with the mouse. Ouch. I looked 
at her monitor and saw all these italicized 
words.

“What are you up to?” I asked.
She got out of her chair and motioned for me 

to sit down. “I’m reading an Internet love story 
called My PingPongBoy. Go take a look.”

i was instantly addicted
I scanned the first few lines: “I’ll tell you how 

I met my boyfriend. My boyfriend isn’t your typ-
ical pretty boy with a mysterious past. No.”

The words “typical pretty boy” and “mysteri-
ous” screamed out to me to read the rest. Eventu-
ally, I had to move back from the screen because 
my eyes hurt from reading. Gina was kneeling 
while staring at the screen. “Gina … Sit with me!” 
I said. She sat down on the chair’s arm. 

My PingPongBoy is about how a gorgeous 
17-year-old Korean girl named Lee Ji Won meets 

cold-hearted pingpong champ, Park Jung Sang. 
The story starts with a heart-broken Jung Sang 
instant messaging the girl who dumped him, 
Shin Hye Min. At least he thinks it’s Hye Min, 
but it’s really Ji Won, who was using Hye Min’s 
picture for her AIM photo. When he finds out 
that she was pretending to be Hye Min he cuss-
es her out. But later they end up at the same 
school and they get to know each other. Ji Won 
starts melting Jung Sang’s cold heart and turn-
ing him into a gentleman. Eventually through 
a really complicated love square (involving 
four people, unlike a love triangle), they end 
up together. I had thought something called 
My PingPongBoy would be kind of stupid, but 
as I got through the story I thought it was re-
ally, really good.

it was worth missing dinner to find 
out if they’d end up together

It was silent while we had read except for 
when one of us asked, “Are you done with that 
page?” Two hours later my mom interrupted 
us, but we were not pleased. “EURHI AND GI-
NA, EAT DINNER!”

“OK MOM! We’ll be down soon!” I shout-
ed back. But we didn’t go immediately. We 
waited like half an hour and then ran down-
stairs to find the table cleared. We quickly fixed 
ourselves a cup of noodles so we could rush 
to see what happened next in the story. As I 
read the last word, I thought “Man, I wouldn’t 
mind slurping Cup Noodles every day as long 
as I get to read a good love story like My Ping-
PongBoy.”

Gina told me about Soompi.com,a website 
that has a lot of these stories. Before I left she 
wrote me a list of 10-15 good ones to read. I felt 
like I had the world in my hands. Once I got 
home, I started reading them every day.

My favorite, Fists and Lipsticks, is about a 
17-year-old Japanese top fighter guy named 
Yamazaki Kosuke and his rival, a beautiful 
17-year-old top fighter girl named Miyazawa 
Aya. The two inevitably fall in love, but there 
are problems. Miyazawa isn’t Miyazawa. She’s 
actually another girl, Yoshida, who is pretend-
ing to be Miyazawa so that the Spectra gang 
won’t kill the real Miyazawa, who is in a co-
ma. Yoshida even lives with Miyazawa’s blind 
mother. As Yamazaki tries to protect Yoshida 
from the Spectra gang, he learns things that 
expose the secrets of the Spectra gang. Now 

there’s a sequel, Fists and Lipsticks 2: The Sil-
ver Crescent.

I read them in my brother’s room and he 
eventually got pretty pissed because it was his 
computer, which we shared before he went to 
college. I would plead with him to let me read 
another chapter. We made a deal—I had to 
fold his laundry and wash the dishes (usually 
his chores), in exchange for me taking up his 
computer and his bedroom.

My dad doesn’t really say anything but my 
mom always says “stop reading it,” “it doesn’t 
benefit you,” “they don’t use correct gram-
mar” and that “you’re going to start writing 
like them.” My grandma doesn’t like how I seem 
to live at the computer.

But I keep reading because some of the writ-
ers are really talented and my grades haven’t 
gone down. 

I don’t know why these stories appeal to me 
so much. Is it the forbidden love that amus-
es me? Or is it the fearlessness of the char-

acters that intrigues me? I’m not sure. They 
ditch school. They escape from arranged mar-
riages. The main female character might get 
kidnapped by her lover’s enemy, but prince 
charming always saves her one way or another. 
Their lives are so exciting unlike my dull life. I 
go to school. I come home. I practice flute for 
an hour. I do homework. 

But as soon as I’m done, I rush to my broth-
er’s computer and slip into another world as I 
read another Internet love story.

Swept	away
Reading the exciting plots in internet love stories is an escape from my everyday life

Rebekah felt 
inspired to start 
writing her own 
online love story.

illustration by michelle Paik, 16, Palos Verdes Peninsula HS
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By	jeff	Solano
21, Simi Valley HS (2005 graduate)

S
ometimes I’m amazed at how far 
I’ve come. I grew up in foster care 
and didn’t have any family. When 
I turned 18 I was on my own. But I 

wasn’t ready. I didn’t know how to manage my 
money, cook or shop for things I needed. I wish 
I had gotten more help from the foster care sys-
tem before I had to make it on my own. 

When I was young, my mom and dad were 
drug addicts and homeless. They sent me to 
live with my grandparents so they could take 
better care of me. Because I was a drug baby, 
I had a chemical imbalance that made me a 
wild boy. My grandparents were getting too 
old and couldn’t take care of me so I was tak-
en away from them when I was 8. I had other 
family members but the system didn’t send me 
to live with them and I eventually lost touch 
with them.

For the next 10 years I moved in and out of 
foster homes and group homes and I never re-
ally had a stable environment to live in. My be-
havior got worse. If I didn’t get what I wanted 
I would go off. I threw chairs, slammed doors 
and cussed. Foster families can only take so 
much. They would call my social worker and 
tell her they couldn’t handle me and I would 
be placed in another home. 

As I got older I started doing crazier things. 
I fought and argued with the kids in my group 
homes, which are houses where foster youth 
live and are supervised by  adult staff. I wouldn’t 
do my homework or my chores. Sometimes 
when I was mad I would kick holes in walls. 
Starting when I was 15, I was arrested on dif-
ferent occasions for vandalism, breaking in-
to houses and fighting. The first two times I 
went to juvenile hall it didn’t change me. The 
third time I was almost 18. I knew that if I didn’t 
change I would do worse things and next time 
it wouldn’t be juvenile hall. I didn’t want to do 
time in an adult prison. I wanted to do some-
thing with my life. So after I got out of jail I 
started doing my work at school and I didn’t 
get in any more fights. I graduated from Simi 
Valley High School. 

After you turn 18 and graduate, the system 
stops paying to care for you, which means 

you’ve emancipated. You can go into transi-
tional housing, where you have to go to school 
or work, your rent is cheap and they teach you 
how to cook, save money and prepare for a 
job, and you make friends in the apartment 
complex. I interviewed at three transitional 
housing programs. They liked me but they said 
that since I was taking medication in my group 
home, I had to take it while I stayed there. I took 
medication for hyperactivity and depression. I 
felt like I didn’t need the medication anymore. 
I had mellowed out and wasn’t out of control. 
There were times when I had faked taking my 
medication and I felt fine without it. So I told 
them no and stayed at my group home.

A few months after I graduated, the group 
home staff told me, “Jeff, you can’t stay here 
anymore.” I didn’t know where I was going to 
go. I didn’t have family. I didn’t have a lot of 
friends. On the last day I packed up my stuff. I 
put my clothes in three large trash bags and had 
a couple boxes of my personal belongings. 

i had nowhere to go
I left and spent a few nights at my men-

tor Mike’s house. We drove all around L.A. 
for two days looking for cheap apartments. I  
remembered I had money from a court  
settlement from when I was stabbed by one 
of the kids in my former group home when I 
was 14.  I put down $5,000 from my settlement  
money for an apartment downtown for six 
months. I was very lucky to have that settle-
ment money. If I didn’t have it, I would have 
been homeless.

At first it was cool living on my own for the 
first time. I would go downstairs and check my 
mailbox and there was mail for just me, no one 
else. But I was lonely. There were times when I 
wished I were back at my group home, where 
I could talk to people. 

I wasn’t prepared to be on my own. I made 
anything I didn’t have to cook like Cup Noodles, 
sandwiches and chicken soup. The food in my 
group home had been healthier, like chicken, 
spaghetti and pork chops. It’s funny because I 
had always hated the group home food. 

When Thanksgiving came, I was alone in 
my apartment. I had Top Ramen for dinner. 
I tried not to think about families that were 
laughing, having a great time. I wished that 
things were better for me. 

Mike helped me get a job as a janitor. Ev-
ery two weeks I’d get about $500. When I got 
my first paycheck my eyes got big. I thought 
“Oh wow!” I felt like shopping because I didn’t 
have to wait a long time to save up my allow-
ance like in the group home. I bought a com-
puter, clothes and stuff for my apartment like 
rugs, pots and a microwave. There were times 
when I had no money in my bank account but 

on	my	own,	now	what?
i struggled when i left foster care at 18,  
but with help from others my life is finally stable

jeff	is	thankful	he’s	been	able	to	live	with	Betty,	a	staff	member	who	worked	
at	a	group	home	where	he	lived	while	in	the	foster	care	system.		

Photo by Jennifer Carcamo, 18, High Tech LA (2008 graduate)
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what happens tO fOster yOuth 
when they turn 18?

children are removed from their homes and placed 
in foster care when they’ve been neglected or 

abused by their parent. They may also be placed in 
foster care if their parent can’t take care of them for 
another reason, such as drug or alcohol abuse, illness 
or poverty. Some children are adopted or return home 
but others stay in the system, living in foster homes or 
group homes, until they turn 18. Once they turn 18 and 
graduate from high school, they leave the foster care 
system, which is called emancipating. Many are not 
prepared to be on their own and don’t know supportive 

relatives or other caring adults who can help them 
with the transition to adulthood. Up to 25 percent will 
become homeless at some point after they turn 18, 
according to statistics. 

WHeN fOSTer YOuTH eMANCIpATe, 
THeY OfTeN gO TO LIVe:
• With relatives. They may return to live with a parent 
who couldn’t take care of them when they were young-
er or another family member who will take them in. 
They may have been living with a relative while in  
foster care and stay with them after they emancipate.

• In transitional housing. They live in an apartment while 

going to school or working. The program gives them 
cheaper rent and may give them money to pay their bills, 
buy groceries and other things they need. They can stay 
until they are 21 or 24, depending on the program. They 
get support but have to follow strict rules. If they break the 
rules they could get kicked out and have no place to go.

• In a college dorm. Some foster youth who attend col-
lege live in a dorm.

• On their own. They have to find a place to live and 
get a job to pay rent and their bills. If they can’t afford 
to get an apartment they may end up in a temporary 
place like a homeless shelter or go live with a friend.

I still bought stuff using my debit card. I got 
charged fees for spending money I didn’t have. 
Mike would say, “Spend your money wisely.” I 
wish I had listened to him. 

I didn’t know living on your own was so 
costly. I had never paid a bill in my life. Mike 
got me my first cell phone. I wasn’t sure how 
many minutes I had. I talked to staff and friends 
I knew from my old group homes, went on the 
Internet and bought ringtones. My first phone 
bill was $400. When I opened that bill I was like, 
“What the …?” After that, I tried to talk on the 
weekends when the minutes are free.

I didn’t want to have a $9 an hour job for the 
rest of my life. I knew that as you get older you 
want more things, like your own car and mon-
ey to do things. When I thought about what 
jobs I could do, I thought of acting. There is 
something about entertainment—the lights, 
the stunts—that fascinates me. I think I would 
be a good actor because I have charisma, a lot 
of energy and I’m funny. But I didn’t know how 
to get my foot in the door. 

a chance at a better-paying job
I saw an ad in a newspaper looking for peo-

ple who wanted to be actors or extras in movies. 
I was excited. The acting world was calling me. 
I paid the agency $300. I would call a hotline to 
find work but no one ever called me back. 

Four months later I called the agency to see 
why I hadn’t gotten any callbacks. All I heard 
was a dial tone. I went over to see what the prob-
lem was. They had moved and the place was 
trashed. It was a total scam. I went home and 
thought about how everything was so screwed 
up my whole life. This was another thing going 
wrong. How could I go through all this?

Soon my spending got me in trouble. Since 
I had paid for only six months of rent, after six 
months I had to start paying rent every month. 

My rent was $825 a month and I made a lit-
tle more than a thousand dollars. I was strug-
gling to keep every cent I made to pay for my 
apartment, food and bills. I gave up eating out. 
I stopped buying stuff. I stopped looking for 
acting gigs because I didn’t have money to give 
to agencies and was discouraged. I would have 
only $100 for two weeks. I was wishing  I could 
at least buy a Starbucks if I was thirsty. Instead, 
I bought noodles, dollar tacos, macaroni and 
cheese—cheap, simple food. 

I knew I had to get another job. I was hired 
as an usher at the El Capitan Theatre in Hol-
lywood from 8 a.m. to 2 or 5 p.m. a few days a 
week. Then I worked from 8 p.m. to 4 a.m. as a 
janitor. Having two jobs was better because I 
made more money but I had to work long hours. 
I didn’t sleep much on the days I worked back 
to back. I would drink Mountain Dew or Cher-
ry Coke so I could stay awake. After a couple 
weeks everything got to me. I would go to my 
janitor job early and sleep in the lounge for an 
hour. I would go on break and sleep for anoth-
er 30 minutes. I got in trouble a couple times 
for taking long breaks. Sometimes I would sit 
down in the stall in the bathroom and put my 
head down and close my eyes. 

One time I was dead tired and it was barely 
9 p.m. I had another seven hours to go. Around 
1 a.m. I went to one of the restrooms that I had 
cleaned and broke down and cried. I wished 
that I was home sleeping. I thought, “I shouldn’t 
be struggling at 19. If I hadn’t spent all my mon-
ey I wouldn’t have to work two jobs.” 

Two months later I moved out of my apart-
ment to go live with my girlfriend. I thought 
things would be OK, but they weren’t. My rent 
was cheaper and I quit my janitor job but we ar-
gued a lot. After four months we broke up.

someone to lean on 
I didn’t know where to go. All my stuff was 

out of her house on the sidewalk. I couldn’t af-
ford to live on my own because I worked on-
ly two or three days a week at the El Capitan. 
That’s not enough to survive. I called Betty, 
one of the staff at my last group home. She was 
my only hope. I hadn’t talked to her for a few 
months so I wasn’t sure what she would say. I 
had to take a chance. I asked her if I could stay 
at her house for two weeks until I was able to 
find my own place. She said yes. I was so hap-
py and relieved. I didn’t know where I would 
have gone if she had said no. 

Those two weeks became two years. I’m 
happy where I’m at right now. I live with Betty 
and her adult son. When they go grocery shop-
ping they ask me if I want something. Some-
times they’ll cook. Sometimes I’ll make simple 
things like spaghetti or fry frozen fish. Betty 
taught me what type of meat to buy so now I can 
make hamburgers. I am paying a little less than 
$400 a month for rent, which is helping me save  
money to move into my own apartment. 

I don’t think it was fair that at 18 I had to go 
to transitional housing or try to support myself. 
I feel like the system should let kids stay in fos-
ter care until 21 to help them prepare for the 
real world. I was very fortunate to meet Mike 
and Betty. Not all kids in the system meet lov-
ing people who help them when they leave the 
system. Within four years of emancipation, up 
to 25 percent of foster youth are homeless and 
one in five are in jail. It’s sad. 

I sometimes still expect myself to screw up 
and fail. Looking back at everything I did when 
I was young and looking at who I am today, I 
still can’t believe that it all really happened. I 
try to stay positive and make the best choic-
es. I’ve decided to take acting classes along 
with going to a community college to become 
a nurse. I want to be a positive role model and 
make something out of my life. 

At first it was cool living on my own for 
the first time. I would go downstairs and 
check my mailbox and there was mail for 
just me, no one else. But I was lonely. There 
were times when I wished I were back at my 
group home, where I could talk to people.

Jeff says if you 
want something 
in life to go get 
it and don’t let 
anyone stop you.
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Getting away from drugs, 
gangs and 
other bad 
influences helped me 
straighten out my life

Calling all foster youth 
in los angeles County 

Contact Editor Amanda Riddle at 

(323) 938-9194 
or ariddle@layouth.com 
Invite Amanda to speak at your school, group home 
or foster agency about writing for L.A. Youth.

Got questions? 
Go to layouth.com and click on the 
Foster Youth link to learn more and read 
stories written by foster youth.

H

H

Foster Youth Editor Amanda Riddle (right) works with a writer on his story.

Do you want to let  
other teens know what 
foster care is like?  
Here’s your chance.
L.A. Youth is looking for foster youth 
ages 14 to 18 who want to write an 
article to be published in L.A. Youth. 

By joining L.A. Youth,  
you can:

❒ earn $100 for each story published

❒  Improve your writing skills  
by working with an editor

❒  help other foster youth  
by sharing your experiences

❒ Inform others about “the system”



By	Se	kim
17, Pacifica Christian HS (Santa Monica)

i 
was 13 years old during the last presi-
dential election. When my teachers had 
discussions in class about the issues the 
candidates supported, I didn’t understand 

what was being said. I thought a new president 
wouldn’t make a big difference because both 
candidates were qualified. I figured, it’s Amer-
ica, it’s not like we’re going to turn into a com-
munist country. No matter who is elected, we’ll 
still have the same values. I remember watch-
ing CNN leading up to the election. I was only 
interested in how the candidates used strate-
gies to win different states. It was more of a 
game than something important.

This election I realized that I was wrong. 
A new president does make a big difference. 
During the close Democratic primary contest 
between Senators Hillary Clinton and Barack 
Obama, every detail mattered. Throughout 
this campaign, I’ve been interested in the elec-
tion. I’ve been talking to my U.S. government 
teacher outside of class about political strat-
egies, like who will get the most votes based 
on their personalities. I even blogged about 
my thoughts on John McCain’s vice presiden-
tial pick, Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin. I also watch 
CNN and the Daily Show with Jon Stewart as 
much as I can. The Daily Show may be a com-
edy show, but when they made fun of politics 
it made some issues clearer to me. 

This election is important because there 
are so many issues on the line. Global warm-
ing could get worse. America could waste bil-
lions of more dollars on the Iraq war. The cost 
of higher education is making it harder for teens 
to afford college. Even though I can’t vote, all 
these issues are going to affect me. I hope our 
new president makes wise decisions about what 
is really important for our country.

the war costs too much
Whoever is elected will decide how we spend 

our money. America has spent more than $600 
billion on the war in Iraq and analysts pro-
jected that by the end, the war will probably 
cost $1 to $2 trillion, according to an article in 
The New York Times. When I read that, I was 
pissed off. That’s a lot of money. It could have 
been spent in so many better ways. If our next 
president decides to leave Iraq, a lot of mon-

ey would be saved. Will it go toward lowering 
the cost of healthcare for families? And college 
grants and green energy?

I’m worried that it’s getting harder  to pay for 
college. All my friends complain about the cost 
of college. My parents have a college fund they 
set up when I was little. The money covered the 
cost of college back then. Costs have risen and 
it’s now enough for only a few years. How will I 
pay for the other years? I want the next president 
to set a maximum for how much college tuition 
should be. In Great Britain it’s about $6,000 a 
year. The government pays for a lot of the  costs 
so tuition doesn’t have to be so expensive. I am 
not advocating $6,000 tuition, but paying more 
than $30,000 a year is way too much. I know that 
tuition probably is not going to go down but the 

candidates should work toward having the fed-
eral government provide more financial aid. 
The amount of aid I get will affect what college 
I can afford to go to. The cost of college is going 
up every year and if the government doesn’t of-
fer more grants and loans to students, college 
will turn into a privilege for the rich. 

But how the new president responds to glob-
al warming is my most important issue. I want 
a real government effort to stop global warm-
ing. I want to know that my future kids and 
grandkids will not suffer from scary weath-
er patterns like droughts and scorching heat. 
More money needs to be invested to develop 
new types of hybrid cars and wind and solar 
energy sources. As the Bush administration 
shows, acknowledging global warming and 

caring about the environment doesn’t trans-
fer into actual help. Bush says he cares about 
the issue but he does very little. It seems like 
it’s all talk and no action.

politics does affect people’s lives
Last summer, I interned for the Hillary Clin-

ton campaign and as the primaries got close, I 
started to see the impact this election is having 
on Americans. For my job, I made phone calls 
to gather support for Clinton. Once I was on the 
phone for an hour listening to a single mother 
who said she needed healthcare for her chil-
dren. I knew that a lot of Americans were going 
through the same troubles. I empathized with 
a father who questioned why his son was risk-
ing his life in a pointless war. He asked wheth-
er Clinton would be able to pull out our troops. 
It was sad for me too because it wasn’t just the 
war we were talking about, it was about a per-
son who was in Iraq and could potentially get 
hurt. I spent more than an hour talking to him 
about what Clinton would do as president. I 
answered a call from an angry man we’d left 
a voice message with. He said that if Clinton 
were elected, he would move to France. I saw 
that people needed a voice and voting is a way 
of expressing your opinion.

 I can’t vote in this presidential election, but 
because of what is at stake, I’m definitely en-
couraging others to. At Clinton’s campaign 
office there was a big pile of voter registration 
forms. I handed them out to my older friends 
because of the many issues on the line. My 
friends took the voter registration forms. I don’t 
know if they’ll register but I hope they do. If 
you’re 18, vote. If you don’t, other people are 
deciding for you and are going to choose what 
government policies you have to follow.

Even if you can’t vote, you should be in-
formed. You can form an opinion about what 
you really believe and have a say.

tuned in to this election
Even though i can’t vote, i care about who will be our new president 

Se believes teens 
shouldn’t ignore 
the election just 
because they 
aren’t old enough 
to vote.

Photo by Anisa Berry, 17, View Park Prep HS
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fred’s tips On hOw tO 
be an infOrmed vOter

Be consistent: regularly read 
a magazine or newspaper like 
Time, Newsweek, The New York 
Times or the Los Angeles Times.

Check out Politico.com: it’s 
a fair and balanced website.

Watch CNN or visit 
cnn.com/politics; it’s a good 
source for unbiased news.

Find a favorite website, 
TV show or blog and just 
enjoy it. I like reading The 
Huffington Post and watching 
Real Time with Bill Maher.

1.

2.

3.

4.

By	fred	Scarf
18, Birmingham HS (2008 graduate)

B
efore last year I would hear adults 
talk about who they were voting for 
and why. Hearing their opinions in-
spired me to get informed and voice 

my own opinion. I care about what happens 
both locally and around the world and I care 
about the future I’ll leave for the next genera-
tion. I’m 18 and I want to give my vote to the 
person who I am confident will fix the prob-
lems the Bush administration is leaving behind 
like the Iraq war, the economy, global warm-
ing and problems in Afghanistan. Being in-
formed is the only way I can be sure that I am 
voting for a person who will guide this coun-
try in the right direction. 

First I had to find out who was running for 
president. Last fall, I went to Yahoo.com. It list-
ed all of the candidates, had summaries of their 
policies and views, and showed how they were 
doing in the polls. Mitt Romney and Hillary 
Clinton made good first impressions. I liked 
Romney for organizing the Winter Olympics 
and governing a liberal state (he is the former 
Republican governor of Massachusetts) and 
Clinton for her work as First Lady.

Once I got familiar with the candidates, I sub-
scribed to Time magazine to understand more 
about who they were and their ideas. The arti-
cles in Time ranged from the candidates’ per-
sonal struggles to reactions to their speeches. 
The articles presented a balanced picture of 
each candidate and what they represented. As 
I learned more about each candidate, I began 
to form more solid opinions of them. For exam-
ple, I thought Romney was a good leader but too 
out of touch with the average American. He de-
fined the middle class as anyone who makes less 
than $200,000. I thought Barack Obama was 
charismatic but didn’t talk about specifics and 
was more about the big picture (my opinion has 
changed now). Sometimes the articles were like 
vitamins; they were dull but packed with im-
portant information. I kept on reading because 
I wanted to learn as much as I could.

e-mail alerts updated me with news
As the primaries came closer last winter, I 

used Yahoo! alerts, a service that forwards arti-
cles with certain keywords to my e-mail. I used 
the alerts because it was hard to find time to 
dig around and find the stories on my own. My 
keywords were Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, 
John Edwards, Mike Huckabee and Mitt Rom-

ney. I was pretty confident that I was going to 
vote for a Democrat because I’ve always been 
a Democrat and I agree with most of the Dem-
ocrats’ core values, but I still wanted to be in-
formed about the Republicans. When I received 
a Yahoo! alert, I’d get the headline and a few-sen-
tence summary of each article attached. This is 
where I learned about Romney’s controversial 
comments on the stock market (When share 
prices dropped, Romney said it was a great time 
to buy. I thought this showed he wasn’t thinking 
about the people who were suffering because of 
the bad economy) and Clinton’s gas tax holiday 
proposal (She proposed that the federal govern-
ment suspend the collection of taxes on gas. I 
thought this was a terrible proposal).

Reading articles helped me get informed, 
but I felt like I could make better judgments if 
I could see the candidates debate. So I tried to 
watch as many debates as possible. I really en-
joyed watching Clinton debate because I saw 
how confident she was. I liked her idea of hav-
ing universal healthcare and her ideas to deal 
with immigration. By January I knew that I was 
going to vote for Clinton.

seeing clinton speak was inspiring
I went to a Clinton rally last February at Cal 

State Northridge. It was exciting to see her in 
person. When she came into the auditorium, 
everyone stood up and tried to shake her hand 
and take her picture. I stood up with every-
body else. I held my hand out and was one of 
the lucky ones to shake her hand. She was just 
as impressive as she is on television. She took 
questions from the audience and answered 
them thoughtfully. It made me support her 
more because I felt the energy in the room 
when she was speaking. 

After Clinton dropped out (violin playing), 
I was pretty sure that I would vote for Obama. 
I’m still  following the campaigns because I 
want to be confident in my vote and because the 
election is so interesting. I’ve mostly relied on 
Time and CNN to learn more about both John 
McCain and Obama. CNN doesn’t have a rep-
utation for being as biased as other networks. 
While CNN is useful, it sometimes doesn’t cov-
er the real issues. It often shows sound bites of 
speeches and comments from political ana-
lysts. Even though the analysts are insightful, 
I think they overanalyze and talk about point-
less stuff, like the significance of Obama giving 

his wife, Michelle Obama, a fist bump before 
a  speech in June. 

Getting informed was a little overwhelm-
ing because there are so many ways to learn 
about the candidates. I’m glad I found ways that 
worked best for me. I wouldn’t be informed if 
I’d just listened to other people because I don’t 
know where they’re getting their information 
from and their values may be different than 
mine. I’m surprised by how much I learned 
about myself just by engaging in this crazy pro-
cess, like what I value and that I’m not as lib-
eral as I thought I was. For example, I support 
states’ rights and would rather have a smaller 
government, which are things Republicans tra-
ditionally believe in. But I agree with Obama’s 
views on many issues and because I feel that 
he will bring our troops home and save our 
economy, I’m going to vote for him. I hope I’m 
making the right choice.

making my vote count
i wanted to learn as much as i could to form my own opinion

Fred says he’s 
excited to vote 
on Nov. 4. 
Go Obama! 

illustration by Francisco Sandoval, 16, Nogales HS (La Puente)
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DEADLINE: MArch 31, 2009
photos and illustration from l.a. youth archives

l.a.youth
Art Contest:

My Los Angeles

Show us what Los Angeles means to you. 
Maybe it’s your neighborhood, your favorite 
hangout or the place you go to get away 
from it all. Maybe L.A. means your family 
or your friends. You could show us how 
the city inspires you. Perhaps you define 
L.A. by the problems you 
wish you didn’t have 
to deal with, like 
gangs. Enter our 
art contest and 
show us what 
L.A. is to you.

rules 
Contest entries must be original artwork of 
Los Angeles County youth ages 13 to 19.

The work may be done in any medium, 
including acrylics, oils, charcoal, pencil, pen, 
watercolor, collage, multimedia, photography 
or sculpture. The dimensions should be 8 1/2”  
by 11”. Three-dimensional artwork should 
include a photograph of the artwork. 

Each artist may submit only one entry.

The artist’s name, age, address and phone 
number should be indicated on the back of the 
artwork. If the artist is in school, the school’s 
name should be included. If the artwork was 
created as an assigned project in a classroom, 
the teacher’s name should be listed. Artwork will 
be returned if a return address is provided. 

The teen staff of L.A. Youth will select a first-, 
second- and third-place winner as well as some 
honorable mentions. The first-place winner 
and his or her teacher will each receive $75. 
Second- and third-place winning students and 
teachers will each receive $50. Winners and 
honorable mentions will be published in the 
May-June 2009 issue of L.A. Youth newspaper. 

Questions?  
Contact (323) 938-9194 or editor@layouth.com.

1)

2)

3)

4)

1st plACe $752nd & 3rd plACe $50

L.A. Youth
(We’re moving in December. 
Call or e-mail for address.) 

Send submissions to: 



Barack 
Obama

Economy
Fact: The budget deficit was more 
than $400 billion during the last 
budget year.

mcCain
Make the Bush tax cuts 
permanent, even though he 
voted against them in 2001 and 
2003. The people who benefit 
the most from the Bush tax cuts 
are those who earn more than $1 
million a year.
Cut taxes on businesses from 35 
to 25 percent.
Create a government task force 
that would go after fraudulent 
mortgage lenders.
Freeze new spending for one 
year and cut back on earmarks. 
(Earmarks are when members 
of Congress add funding for 
projects in their states to the end 
of bills that are being passed.) 

Obama
Eliminate Bush tax cuts for 
people earning more than 
$250,000. 
Eliminate federal income tax for 
senior citizens earning less than 
$50,000. 
Expand unemployment assis-
tance and raise minimum wage. 
Forbid Congress from creating 
new programs or proposals that 
it can’t pay for.

Healthcare 
Fact: 47 million Americans (15 
percent) don’t have healthcare, and 
25 million people have healthcare 
plans that don’t pay for all their 
medical expenses.

mcCain
Opposes requiring everyone 
to have healthcare. Proposes 
making insurance affordable 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

and available to all through 
competition (he says if insurance 
companies compete, they will 
offer better and cheaper health 
plans to attract more clients).
Would give $2,500 per person, or 
$5,000 per family, to buy health 
insurance.
Cheaper prescriptions through 
imported and generic medication.

Obama
All children must have either 
private or government insurance. 
All employers must provide 
insurance or contribute to the 
cost (except for small businesses).
People can choose to get health 
insurance from the government 
or a private plan. 
Prohibit health insurance 
companies from denying 
coverage or raising rates because 
of an illness. 
Cheaper prescriptions 
through imported and generic 
medication. 

Environment
mcCain
Supports a cap-and-trade 
program to reduce carbon 
emissions by 60 percent in 2050. 
(Cap-and-trade: Each company 
is allowed to pollute a certain 
amount. If a business wants 
to pollute more than they are 
allowed, they have to buy a 
“credit” from a company polluting 
less than they are allowed, 
thereby rewarding the businesses 
polluting less, punishing the 
business polluting more and 
lowering pollution levels.) 
Wants to build 45 nuclear power 
plants by 2030.
Advocates new technology to 
reduce greenhouse gasses. For 
example, McCain announced he 
would give $300 million to the 
first person to invent a battery for 
an electric car that would make 
the car affordable for consumers.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Would encourage off-shore 
drilling for oil and natural gas to 
reduce our country’s dependence 
on foreign oil. 

Obama
Supports a cap-and-trade 
program to reduce carbon 
emissions by 80 percent in 2050. 
Would work with China, Russia, 
India and the European Union 
to combat global warming by 
creating a forum that focuses on 
climate change. 
All gas fuels must have 5 percent 
less carbon by 2015 and 10 
percent less by 2020. 
Wants to give every American 
family $1,000 to offset energy 
costs; would take money from oil 
company profits to pay for it.
Pledges to put 1 million hybrid 
cars on the road by 2015.
Would spend $150 billion during 
the next 10 years to research clean 
energy technologies, creating  
5 million “green collar” jobs.
Wants the United States to get 
25 percent of its electricity from 
renewable energy sources like 
solar and wind by 2025.

Education
Fact: The cost of attending 
college has increased at twice 
the rate of inflation.

mcCain
In favor of school vouchers, 
which will pay for tuition at 
private schools for certain 
students. States would decide 
who qualifies.
Set aside money to recruit people 
who graduate in the top 25 percent 
at their college to become teachers 
and to continue support for Teach 
for America and similar service 
programs. 
Leave No Child Left Behind intact.
Spend $500 million on creating 
“virtual schools” (online schools).
Would make the student loan 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

•

compare the candidates
by	Alana	folsom
17, Marshall HS (2008 graduate)

47 years old. 

Attended Occidental College (two years) and graduated 
from Columbia University; Law degree from Harvard. 

State Senator in illinois (1997-2004) then 
became U.S. Senator (2005-present). 

married to michelle Obama with two children. 

Vice-presidential running mate is 
Joe Biden, senator from Delaware.
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John 
mcCain

process simpler but doesn’t 
mention specifics about how he 
would do that.

Obama
Provide grants for pre-school 
education and increase funding 
for pre-school programs. 
Reform No Child Left Behind to 
fund schools that are struggling 
over schools that are succeeding; 
current law thratens to cut 
funding to failing schools.
Improve math and science 
education by recruiting teachers 
by helping pay for tuition in 
exchange for teaching in needy 
areas for at least four years.
Pay teachers better; incentives for 
returning teachers who mentor 
new teachers. 
$4,000 tax credit for college tuition.
Make applying for financial aid 
easier by allowing parents to 
check a box when they file taxes 
rather than having to fill out a 
separate financial aid form.

War in Iraq
Fact: Since 2003, the war has cost 
more than $600 billion. Nearly 
4,200 soldiers have died and more 
than 30,000 have been wounded. 

mcCain
Voted to authorize the invasion 
in 2002.
In favor of troop increase since 
beginning of invasion.
Says that most troops will be out 
of Iraq by 2013.

Obama
Wasn’t a senator to vote for or 
against the Iraq war, but opposed 
the invasion at the time.
Opposed the surge, but has said 
since that it worked.
Withdraw one or two brigades, 
which have 3,000 to 5,000 
soldiers each, per month and 
have all troops out by mid-2010; 
would leave some troops to train 
Iraqis and combat terrorism.

•

•

•

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

War in Afghanistan
Fact: U.S. invaded Afghanistan 
after 9/11. Osama bin Laden, head 
of Al Qaeda, the terrorist group 
responsible for 9/11, remains free.

mcCain
Build permanent U.S. bases. 
Send three more brigades, and 
make the Afghan army roughly 
160,000 soldiers.

Obama
Direct some of the troops that 
would be withdrawn from Iraq 
to Afghanistan to fight terrorists 
and train Afghan police and 
military.
Send two additional brigades.
Increase non-military aid by $1 
billion, while restricting aid to 
Pakistan. 

Iran
mcCain
Against talking to Iran without 
conditions.
Would work with European 
countries to pressure Iran into 
stopping its nuclear program.
Says invasion is a possibility.

Obama
Willing to talk to Iranian 
government without pre-
conditions, saying policy of not 
doing that hasn’t worked.
Would offer membership in 
World Trade Organization as 
reward for Iran stopping its 
nuclear program.

Immigration
Fact: There are roughly 11.9 million 
illegal immigrants in the United 
States.

mcCain
Says border security will be his 
first priority in dealing with 
immigration. 
Supports path for illegal 
immigrants to become 

•
•

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

legal residents that includes 
fees, learning English and a 
background check.
Wants a temporary worker 
program in which immigrants 
are allowed to work in the United 
States for a set number of years 
and then they must go back to 
their home country.

Obama
Supports a path for illegal 
immigrants to become 
legal residents that includes 
fees, learning English and a 
background check.
Voted for the border fence 
between the United States and 
Mexico to be extended and have 
added technology.
Supports guest-worker programs 
that would permit immigrants 
to come to America to work, 
provided there is a need for 
that type of work here that U.S. 
citizens are not filling. 

Abortion 
mcCain
Wants to overturn Roe v. Wade, the 
decision that made abortion legal.

Obama
Supports Roe v. Wade.

Marriage for 
same‑sex couples
mcCain
Opposes same-sex marriage, but 
also opposes a constitutional ban 
against same-sex marriage.
Believes this is an issue 
individual states should decide.

Obama
Opposes same-sex marriage, but 
also opposes a constitutional ban 
against same-sex marriage. 
Supports civil unions, under 
which same-sex couples are 
given the same rights (filing 
joint taxes, hospital visits, etc.) as 
married couples.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

To help you decide, here’s where the 
candidates stand on the issues 

72 years old.
Graduated from U.S. Naval Academy. 
Prisoner of war for five and a half years 
during the Vietnam War (1967-73).
member of House of Representatives for Arizona 
(1982-86) then became U.S. Senator (1986-present).
married to Cindy mcCain with seven 
children and four grandchildren.

Vice-presidential running mate is 
Sarah Palin, governor of Alaska.
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i’ve realized after trying 
so many different things 
that brought me down 
that God was the one i 
needed, though i didn’t 
know it in the beginning. 
many people don’t want 
to give God a chance 
for fear their life will 
dramatically change; 
however i found mine in 
him. For that reason i drew 
this comic about my life. As a little kid, people would 

pick on me and I’d do nothing. 
It got me really pissed.

In middle school I transformed into a 
bully. I would fight two or three times a 
week and I almost broke a guy’s arm.

I also kicked it with gang 
members. In fights I felt 
tough and with gangs I 

felt accepted. But when 
I was by myself, I knew 

what I’d done was wrong. 
I was sad and angry.  

After attending for a while I started 
to pay more attention. I read quotes 
from Jesus such as, “Whoever finds 
his life will lose it, and whoever 
loses his life for my sake will find 
it.” What I got out of it was that 
living a life that pleases me and 
doing whatever I want wasn’t 
going to make me happy. I realized 
God was not a weekly thing but a 
lifestyle. Was I going to live a life 
according to the Bible or not?

 I started reading the Bible and I 
felt in my heart that it was the truth. 
Every story had a message, such as 

when Jesus defended a prostitute. It 
showed me that he cares more about 

fixing lives than destroying them.

The Bible says that love has no record 
of when it’s been wronged so on 
my last day of school I made him a 
chocolate cake, his favorite. I believe 
he was thankful. When I realized what 
I did was right, it made me feel better.

I am a more loving person 
now. When people ask 
if I bang because of the 
gangster clothes I still 
wear, I don’t get angry 
but give them loving 
words like, “I don’t roll 
like that anymore bro.”
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I also kicked it with gang 
members. In fights I felt 
tough and with gangs I 

felt accepted. But when 
I was by myself, I knew 

what I’d done was wrong. 
I was sad and angry.  

That’s when a friend invited me to a church youth group called Revolucion Juvenil. At first I went because I wanted to hang out 
with my friend. Since I did not want to be a religious person I would get defensive whenever I would hear speeches about Jesus.

 I started reading the Bible and I 
felt in my heart that it was the truth. 
Every story had a message, such as 

when Jesus defended a prostitute. It 
showed me that he cares more about 

fixing lives than destroying them.

As I learned more, I realized that God always has 
love. With my girlfriend I was just one of the many 
boyfriends she planned to have. My dad would 
rather have a drink than spend time with me. 

Now, when I would start to cuss, fight or have an 
attitude, it felt wrong. During silent reading my 
history teacher would tell me to throw the Bible 
away because it was useless. I wanted to explode 
but I knew what the right thing to do was, so I didn’t.

I am a more loving person 
now. When people ask 
if I bang because of the 
gangster clothes I still 
wear, I don’t get angry 
but give them loving 
words like, “I don’t roll 
like that anymore bro.” When I’m patient, kind to people with 

attitudes, trust in those who don’t believe 
in themselves, help out the ones in need, 
put others first and am the person I want 
others to be, I know God is cool with me.

I’m happy now. I admit I’m not perfect 
and I still have challenges, but I now 
have Jesus. I’ve lived a life that does 
not involve God and one that does. For 
me, living a godly life is the bomb.
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By	Addy	Boettcher
16, Marymount HS

L
ast month I went out to dinner with 
some people I didn’t know very well. 
I looked at the menu and I wasn’t sure 
what to order. Almost everything was 

meat or fish. Because I am a vegan, I don’t eat 
meat, fish, dairy or eggs. One of them asked if 
I was interested in getting the shrimp. “Actu-

ally, I’m vegan,” I said. They looked surprised 
and asked if I was OK eating there. I told them 
it was fine and ordered a salad with lettuce and 
some carrot strips. 

People apologize for eating meat around me, 
but it doesn’t gross me out to see people eat it 
and I don’t want them to feel like they have to 
apologize to me for what they eat. I’m not ex-
treme about my lifestyle, but most people ex-
pect me to be when they hear that I’m vegan. 

I never thought I’d be a vegan. Three years 
ago, I had a few close school friends who de-
cided to stop eating meat. I was shocked that 
they could give up meat, which I absolute-
ly loved. My family used to eat meat all the 
time; my dad liked deli foods and my mom 
made a lot of chicken for us. I loved cheese-
burgers, ribs and even hot wings. I didn’t be-
lieve my friends when they said it was such an 
easy change for them. 

Over the next year I started to understand 
why they didn’t eat meat. My vegetarian friends 
sent me all kinds of links to websites on being 
a vegetarian. The sites showed really graphic 
videos of animals being slaughtered. I saw cows 
hung by their feet and having their throats slit 
and chickens having their beaks seared off. 
The whole process grossed me out and made 
me really sad. 

seeing animals slaughtered,  
i wanted to do something

Looking at those websites encouraged me 
to dig deeper and find more articles and infor-
mation. The sites I looked at promoted being 
vegan. I agreed with the idea that just because 
we are stronger and smarter than animals, we 
don’t have the right to raise and kill them in 
large numbers inhumanely. I came to a point 
where I felt like I needed and really wanted 
to change my diet because of what I learned 
about animal cruelty. I’ve always loved an-
imals, especially because of all the pets I’ve 
had growing up, and being vegan seemed like 
the next step. 

But I didn’t even know if I could give up 
meat, let alone everything else. As a vegan, I 
would have to stop eating meat and fish, as 
well as milk, cheese, eggs and any other an-
imal products. I also wouldn’t wear leather, 
fur, wool or silk and would have to change my 
beauty products to make sure they were “cruel-
ty free,” meaning they were not made with an-
imal products or tested on animals. 

I started out as a vegetarian when I was 14, 
excluding meat and fish from my diet. In the 
beginning I ate a lot more dairy than usual, just 
trying to avoid eating meat. I ate peanut butter 
and jelly sandwiches every day for lunch and 
a lot of grilled cheese. My life didn’t feel any 
different because I didn’t feel like I had lost 
anything. Even though I wasn’t eating meat 
anymore, I knew the animals that were pro-
ducing my dairy products and eggs were be-
ing treated just as cruelly as the cows that steak 
comes from. Dairy cows are constantly kept 
pregnant so that they can produce milk. In 
online videos, I saw them living in crates so 

going	vegan	was		
easier	than	i	thought
Giving up cheeseburgers and my leather shoes wasn’t 
a sacrifice because of my respect for animals

illustration by Addy Boettcher, 16, marymount HS
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what’s the difference 
between vegetarian 
and vegan?

Vegetarians don’t eat meat 
or fish. Vegans don’t eat any 

foods that come from animals, 
such as meat, fish, dairy or 
eggs. They don’t wear clothes 
or shoes made from materials 
that come from animals such 
as leather, wool, silk or fur. 
They are also conscious of the 
cosmetics they use and  
make sure products are not 
tested on animals and no animal 
byproducts are in them.

small that they couldn’t turn around. Even-
tually they’re slaughtered, but by that time a 
lot of them can’t even walk, so they’re dragged 
to the slaughterhouse. After a couple months 
of being a vegetarian, I woke up one morning 
and decided to become a vegan.

Being a vegan was easy for me even in the 
beginning because I wanted to do it. When I 
saw foods that had once been appetizing to me, 
like a cheeseburger, I didn’t see food anymore. 
I saw everything the meat had been through 
and how it had been processed just to get to 
people’s plates. Cheeseburgers no longer made 
my mouth water; they grossed me out. 

I didn’t make a big announcement. I ini-
tially just told my mom and she started cook-
ing for me differently, like sautéing vegetables 
with olive oil instead of butter. The rest of my 
family probably saw it as a phase. Before I be-
came vegan, I had eggs in the morning, a tur-
key sandwich at lunch and chicken for dinner. 
My diet was full of meat. That changed to gra-
nola and fruit in the morning, a veggie burger 
for lunch and a lot of tofu. 

Becoming vegan affected more than my 
diet. In the first week of going vegan, I gave a 
lot of my shoes and clothes to my sister. I gave 
away about five pairs of shoes because they 
were made of leather. A few of my jeans had 
leather labels. When I looked at the clothes I 
really liked but had to give away, it was almost 
like I stopped caring about them and didn’t 
want them anymore, kind of the way you feel 
about your old clothes when you get new ones. 
My mom told me Payless has shoes that aren’t 
made with leather. So I started buying my shoes 
there. It’s convenient but the shoes don’t last 
very long. 

It took me tons of research to understand 
the lifestyle. At first, I got my information from 
PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Ani-
mals) because they had a lot of information on 
their website. On PETA’s GoVeg.com, there is a 
“Meet the Animals” section where there is a list 
of animals—pigs, cows, chickens, fish, ducks 
and turkeys. You can click on the animals to 
see videos of how they’re slaughtered and read 
statistics and other information. However, I 
don’t support PETA anymore. Once, I went to a 
PETA rally to protest KFC, but didn’t get out of 

the car because the people were running up to 
cars and yelling, “Meat is murder!” It made me 
nervous and I didn’t want to be there. 

bummed i couldn’t eat  
gummy worms 

Meeting other vegans made it even easier 
and we were able to educate each other. The on-
ly difficult thing was learning all the cans and 
cannots. I used Google to find a list of foods I 
couldn’t eat and I found a surprising amount 
of blogs with vegans discussing food. At first a 
lot of off-limit foods were surprising, like gel-
atin, made from the collagen inside animals’ 
connective tissue, which you can find in a lot of 
chewy candies and marshmallows. There are 
also a lot of synonyms for dairy products, such 
as whey (which comes from milk). I was also 
surprised at what I could eat, such as Swedish 
Fish, a gummy candy. I had to get used to read-
ing every ingredient on every thing I wanted to 
buy. There are a lot of things that you wouldn’t 
expect to contain animal products, yet still do. 
Certain cereals, for example, are fortified with 
Vitamin D3, which comes from animals. At first 
it was tedious. I couldn’t just pick something 
and buy it. I’d pick something, read it, be dis-
appointed and put it back. Gummy worms al-
ways disappointed me when I wanted to buy 
them because they are made with gelatin. It 
took about six months, but I’ve gotten really 
good at scanning ingredients and it’s almost 
second nature to me now. 

After I became a vegan, I immediately felt 
different. None of the food I eat weighs me 
down anymore and I always feel like I’m eat-
ing something healthy. However, it’s really easy 
not to eat the most nutritious diet. The hard-
est part is getting the proper amounts of pro-
tein, calcium and especially iron. I am iron 
deficient. My fingers and toes get especially 
cold in the winter and I am light headed a lot, 
which has caused me to faint a few times. It 
would be easy to take care of things like that 
by taking vitamin supplements to make up for 

what I’m missing. But I don’t because I don’t 
want to have another thing to remember ev-
ery day. My diet still isn’t properly balanced 
but I’m working on it. 

If you stay on top of it, it can be one of the 
healthiest diets. The foods in a vegan diet have 
little or no cholesterol and fat, and help low-
er blood pressure as well as the risk for heart 
disease, cancer and strokes due to lower cho-
lesterol levels. Before I researched it, I heard 
things like “veganism is another excuse for 
an eating disorder,” which my sister told me. 
You can surprisingly eat a lot as a vegan, and 
the food is just as good despite what most peo-
ple think. I love eating cheeseless pizza, pas-
ta and Indian food, which has lots of seasoned 
vegetables.

Finding food has never been difficult. Whole 
Foods and even Ralph’s have a lot of vegan 
items. Going out to eat has been much more 
difficult than finding food at a grocery store. 
I only eat at restaurants about two or three 
times a month and when I do I have to ask a lot 
of questions about how the food is prepared. 
Once, when eating dinner with my dad, I or-
dered a tamale. I asked the waiter whether it 
was cooked in grease, which is animal fat, or 
vegetable oil. Even after he explained that it 
was cooked in vegetable oil, my dad insisted on 
arguing with me and with the waiter. It didn’t 
bother me. In the end, he realized I was right 
and was surprised that something he thought 
could never be vegan turned out to be. 

Now that I have been a vegan for almost two 
years, it seems completely normal to me. But it’s 
still unusual to other people. I’m used to con-
stant questions about what I can and cannot 
eat, and why on earth I would ever make such 
a drastic change in my life. The question I get 
most often is whether or not the food I’m eating 
is vegan. A lot of people think that all bread has 
either milk or eggs in it, which it doesn’t. Some-
times friends even ask me if they can read the 
ingredients so they can double check for me. It 
gets tiresome sometimes, but I don’t mind. 

I respect everyone’s views and hope they do 
the same for me. I would never expect someone 
to change their diet or look down on them for 
not wanting to be vegan. In fact, I completely 
understand where they are coming from. I used 
to be that person. I don’t expect the whole world 
to stop consuming meat and I know that’s not 
likely. I just want people to know why I’m a veg-
an and that it was one of the best decisions I 
ever made. 

my family has stood by me
I am really lucky to have such supportive 

parents, even if my huge carnivore of a father 
still makes jokes about it occasionally, laugh-
ing at me if I eat something flimsy like bean 
sprouts or offering me meat when he knows I 
won’t eat it. But despite the jokes, my parents 
support me 100 percent. Without even hav-
ing to ask, my mom makes me separate meals 
and buys me vegan foods. My dad also includ-
ed some new vegan items on the menu at his 
restaurant, like tacos with grilled vegetables 
(they are surprisingly just as good as the tacos 
I used to eat). It would have been a lot harder 
if my family hadn’t approved from the start, 
which I am really grateful for.

I don’t think being vegan will change the 
world, but it’s the best way to detach myself 
from systems that abuse animals. Becoming 
vegan not only changed the way I live my life, 
but also the way I think about animals. They’re 
more than just products to me. I respect them 
and believe that taking a life is taking a life. 
Reading about animal cruelty still upsets me 
but I feel more at peace because of the chang-
es I have made in my life. I feel like I’m doing 
my part to save the animals.

When I saw foods that had once 
been appetizing to me I didn’t see 
food anymore. I saw everything 
the meat had been through and 
how it had been processed just 
to get to people’s plates.

Addy is looking 
forward to 
making the 
cheesecake 
recipe in her new 
cookbook, Vegan 
Planet.
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By	Sylvana	insua-rieger
17, Beverly Hills HS

G
rowing up in Los An-
geles as a 21st centu-
ry teen doesn’t lend 
itself to learning how 

to dance to the sounds of accor-
dions and violins. But I’ve been 
fascinated by tango since I was a 
child because my family, which 
is from Uruguay, always played 
tango music during holidays. So 
for the past two years, I’ve taken 
tango classes and fallen in love 
with my family’s tradition. Now 
tango is with me every moment, 
including when I wait in line and 
practice dance steps in my Con-
verse.

The weekly classes at 3rd Street 
Dance were the highlight of my 
Wednesdays two summers ago. 
The other students were adults, 
the youngest in their 20s. It was 
awkward at times being the only 
teen; it was hard for men to make 
casual conversation with me. 
Thankfully, these uncomfort-
able moments didn’t last long be-
cause the accordions and sharp 
violins started to play from the 
speakers.

The first thing we learned in 
class was that in tango, your body 
moves in one piece. It’s not shak-
en wildly like in salsa or krump. 
This was the hardest part for me 
because I instinctively wanted to 
sway my hips more than I was 
supposed to. But much of tango’s 
beauty comes from its rigidity.

Often, a tango performance 
tells a story, so the beginning can start with 
slow dips and caresses of the neck, and end 
with sharp kicks, violent spins and dancing 
farther away, to show a partner’s betrayal. I like 
watching dancers rush across the room, look-
ing like they’re speed-walking in pairs.

In our second class, my teacher told us to 
step as if spreading a drop of oil on the floor 
with our toes, so that we don’t forget to “ca-
ress the floor.” The most important thing to 

remember is to not lift your feet off of the floor 
much, which is easier said than done! Around 
the third class, we learned the basic step, which 
has eight parts and is the basis of tango. Af-
ter mastering the basics, we learned fancier 
decorative moves called adornos. My favorite 
adorno is the ocho—when the dancer swiv-
els on each step, like writing an “8” with one 
foot, which creates a swishing of the hips that 
is typical in tango.

As with many dance classes, 
there’s a long mirror along the 
wall so we can see what we’re 
doing. I watched myself prac-
tice the basic step at least 30 
times in the mirror until I could 
look away without messing up. 
I’m not usually so meticulous 
about things, but tango brings 
out another side of me.

now if only i could  
find a dance partner 
my own age

After about six classes, I 
started to feel born to be a 
tanguera (a female tango danc-
er). Since I was learning fast-
er than the adults, I decided 
that I needed a teenage partner 
so that we could learn at the 
same speed. Some of the guys 
I scouted at school thought I 
was strange for even consid-
ering that they would dance 
something so old fashioned. 
After a couple of disgusted ex-
pressions and “Uhhh, no?”s I 
dropped the idea of a partner 
taller than me and asked short-
er guys too. But none thought 
it would be cool to learn. I re-
gained hope when I met an Ar-
gentinean guy at a school event 
who was willing to learn. Sad-
ly, he had to switch schools, 
so I’m still on the lookout for 
a teen who wants to take tan-
go classes.

As consolation for having 
not yet found my teenage Mr. 
Perfect Dancer, the universe 
sent me my best adult dance 

partner around my seventh tango class. He 
shall be referred to as Tan Shoes Man, be-
cause that’s what he wore and I don’t remem-
ber his name. Tan Shoes Man was a beginner 
and often forgot the order of the steps, but he 
was an amazing leader. We danced faster than 
everyone else and with no mistakes. He mas-
tered two things that beginners are still learn-
ing: how to signal my body to move—putting 
slight pressure on my back in the direction he 

wants us to go—and how to balance repeti-
tion of steps with originality I can follow. In-
stead of confining me to the square path of the 
basic step, he added some swift steps back-
ward and forward. The speed of our dancing 
would make my hair lift up in a breeze and 
make my feet go a million times faster than 
I could think.

When I looked in the mirror, I saw us danc-
ing in a wide circle across the room. I finally 
saw myself as a tango dancer rather than a pair 
of feet doing a step countless times. I looked 
up from my feet to see my entire body in the 
mirror for the first time. I was completely as-
tounded. There I was, actually dancing tango! I 
felt like my partner and I were dancing at a ball 
on the clouds or something, because it looked 
almost magical seeing myself dance.

After my eighth class two months later, I 
got to dance in a milonga (a tango dance club). 
The milongas were a lot of fun because they’re 
a chance to wing it, dance with different peo-
ple and experiment with new moves. My school 
schedule is too busy for me to attend week-
ly lessons now but I go to the milongas occa-
sionally.

Now when a tango song plays, I daydream 
of being in South America in the 1920s, danc-
ing at a ball. As a young woman in Uruguay, 
my grandma used to spend her Saturday 
nights floating across the dance hall in a 
never-ending hug with her partner, like I’ve 
seen in those old Casanova-type movies I’ve 
watched bits of throughout my life. When I 
dance tango, I can close my eyes and under-
stand what generations of South Americans 
have felt and heard when they were out danc-
ing. Seeing my mom take lessons and carry 
on this tradition inspired me to give it a try, 
and I’m happy that I’m also carrying on my 
family’s tradition of tango.

in	step	with	my	culture
When i tango i can feel the South American rhythms flowing through me

Sylvana gets 
in the mood to 
tango by listening 
to electronica-
tango bands like 
Gotan Project 
and Supervielle.

At	the	end	of	each	tango	class,	Sylvana	practices	
her	dance	moves	with	a	partner	during	the	practica.	
Photo by Jasper Nahid, 14, New Roads School
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what’s the mOst annOying 
questiOn yOu get asked?

“‘Are you white?’ Yes, 
but I’m also Mexican. That 
really bothers me. People 

ask me that 10 times a day. 
They’re just looking at my 
color. I want people to be 

more open about race.”
Daniel Steiger, 16, 

Manual Arts HS

“‘Do you wear glasses 
just for style or do you 
need them?’ To me it’s 

obvious. If someone wears 
glasses, they need them.”
Jocelyne Espada, 17, Sylmar HS

“People ask if my brother 
and I are going out. My 

brother and I are twins. We’re 
always together so people 

who don’t know us think we’re 
boyfriend and girlfriend. It 

bothers me and makes me feel 
like ‘eww, he’s my brother.’”

Alejandra Gutierrez, 
16, Sylmar HS

“The question I don’t like 
is they always ask me am I 

Jamaican. I wish they would 
ask, ‘How are you today?’”

Joshua Ivory, 12, 
Wilson MS (Glendale)

By	Brandy	hernandez
17, Hawthorne Academy

T
his summer I was doing a security job at a rock show 
and a group of people came up to me and asked me 
what I am. I was like, “What do you mean? I’m se-
curity,” pointing to my shirt, which had big black 

letters spelling out “security.” They said, “No, what are you 
mixed with?” Oh my god, are you serious? My only response 
was “I don’t know yet” to mess with them. They laughed 
and said “OK,” then walked away. I wanted to scream, “I’m 
human.”

What are you? It’s a question I get asked all the time. Ev-
erywhere I go people seem so anxious to figure out the an-
swer. I get everything in the book from:

black/white
black/Mexican
Puerto Rican
Cuban
Samoan
Hawaiian
Tongan 
and many others.
I respond depending on my 

mood. I’ll say “Why does it matter?” 
or “It’s none of your business.” Most 
of the time I say I’m Mexican since my mom and dad both 
have Mexican in them. Or I tell them I’m white so they’ll 
leave me alone. But usually it doesn’t work. They’ll say “Just 
white?” or “Just Mexican?” 

I don’t like to say because it’s a long list. The answer is I 
am mixed with multiple ethnicities. My dad was Mexican 
and Native American. My mom’s mother was Chinese and 
French Polynesian and her father was Mexican. My cousin 
also told me that my dad is part Puerto Rican. Either that or 
being Polynesian gave me thick, curly, coarse hair. 

as a kid, my race wasn’t important
Growing up, I didn’t know what ethnicity was. My fam-

ily never talked about it. I figured I was Mexican because 
my mom’s and father’s sides of the family speak Spanish. In 
fifth grade I hung out with two other girls who looked like 
me—light skin and curly hair. My teacher asked us what 
we were. I didn’t answer her because I didn’t think it was 
a big deal. 

I didn’t start wondering what I was until I was asked a 
bunch of times in middle school. I went to a middle school 
in Carson where there were a lot of Pacific Islanders. Peo-
ple would ask me, “Are you Samoan or Tongan?” I’d say, “I’m 
Mexican.” Being in their crowd, I wanted to be like them. 
Their culture was a big part of them. They always wear lava 
lavas (sarongs) and Hawaiian print shirts. They were so nice 
and stuck together. I was always so fascinated. After so many 
people asked me, I wanted to know for sure. At the beginning 
of ninth grade I found out that my grandmother (my mom’s 
mom) is Asian and Polynesian. I thought that was cool be-
cause people always thought I was an islander. 

The question started to bother me in high school when I 
noticed people would argue with me about what my ethnic-
ity is. They’d say I’m black. I moved into a group home when 
I was 15 and lived there for two years because my mom and 

I weren’t getting along. A staff member asked me, “Are you 
black?” 

“No.” 
“Ya, you’re black.” 
“No I’m not. Why do you think I’m black?” 
“Because you have black nappy hair.” 
I had to school them. I told them blacks aren’t the only 

ones with coarse hair. Islanders like Samoans have it, some 
Cubans have coarse hair. It’s not just African-Americans. 
There’s nothing wrong with being black. If I were black I’d 
say I was black. She and the other staff members kept nod-
ding their heads and making comments under their breath. 
I was irritated. I called my mom to have her tell them out 
loud that her daughter is not African-American. They kept 
on with their head nods. I walked away and went in my 

room irritated because that wasn’t 
the first time someone had tried to 
argue with me. 

it’s ok when someone i’m 
close to asks me

I don’t mind telling a good friend 
or somebody I’ve known for a while 
if they don’t ask right off the bat what 
my ethnicity is. My biology teacher, 
Ms. Reynaga, was wearing bracelets 

from Hawaii. I said to her, “You went to Hawaii? I have fam-
ily out there.” She asked if I was Hawaiian. I explained to 
her that I’m Pacific Islander. “My mom’s mom was Polyne-
sian and went to go look for her family in Hawaii.” I wasn’t 
annoyed because I’ve known Ms. Reynaga and she’s one 
of my favorite teachers. And we were talking about oth-
er things before we got on the subject of ethnicity. It was a 
normal conversation.

I’m proud of what I am. I think it’s cool that I have all these 
ethnicities in my background because I can learn so much 
and experience different things. I’ve been learning Span-
ish. My Spanish teacher said I can roll my r’s really good. It 
made me happy. My grandma (my father’s mother) makes 
Indian flat bread. She cuts it open and puts meat and sauce 
inside. Ooh it’s so good, especially the sauce. That’s the one 
thing I come to her house and expect all the time. 

I don’t tell people what I am because I feel like they judge 
me. At school people say negative stuff about all kinds of rac-
es. They called me a “border hopper.” I was mad because 
I told one person I was Mexican and I don’t know how all 
these people found out. Of course I didn’t like being labeled. 
It’s irritating that people describe you by your ethnicity or 
view you by what you are. I kind of do it too. My friend who 
has Cherokee Indian in her has long pretty hair and high 
cheekbones. When people don’t know her name, I tell them 
“my Indian friend” when I want to describe her. I don’t want 
to but they always get it when I say that. 

I don’t think people should be labeled. I think you should 
get to know them. When I people-watch I don’t try to fig-
ure out what people are, I try to figure out what name goes 
best with them. Names are more important than your race. 
You write your name and not your ethnicity on a paper. 
Your name is you. The first thing I ask when I meet people 
is “What’s your name?” I wish people would ask my name 
before they ask me a question like “What are you?”

Don’t	ask	
i wish people would stop 

bugging me about my race 
and be more interested 
in who, not what, i am

Brandy says to be 
proud of who you 
are and where 
you come from, 
and to respect 
what other 
people are too. 
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By	Marvin	novelo
17, Franklin HS

W
hen seventh grade began, and 
I was 12 years old, I was very 
much aware that I was gay. It 
was the little things, such as 
how I felt when I saw guys in 

the locker room. Most of my friends were girls 
but I never felt any attraction toward them. I 
resented being gay and I wanted to think it 
was a phase I would grow out of.

I had been taught that gays were a lower 
form of humanity. At Byrd Middle School, boys 
always said to each other “Stop acting gay,” or 
“You’re such a fag.” In church, my pastor would 
explain how homosexuality is “an abomina-
tion of nature,” “the sin that is the worst next 
to murder,” and how homosexuals are “sexual 
fiends.” After church I would look into the mir-
ror, revolted with the person looking back at 
me. If God did not love me, who would? I hated 
church, but even more I hated God for making 
me gay. I wished I could be an average teenag-
er who worried about girls, cars and sports. In-
stead, I worried about people finding out who 
I really was—a fag. God ruined my life, and I 
would never forgive him. However, without 
him, what would become of me?

In eighth grade, I tried telling my best 
friend I was gay, but he thought it was a joke. 
He laughed. So I smirked nervously and said, 
“Yeah, funny, isn’t it? Of course I’m not a fag-
got. Faggots are stupid.”

I couldn’t talk to my friends, and I was fail-
ing my classes. I never did any homework, or 
even went to school. What did I care if I passed 
my classes or not? The world was disgusted 
by me, my parents ignored me and even God 
looked down on me. I just wanted to end the 
pain of being a living mistake. I wrote a lot 
about killing other people, and myself, in a 
black notebook I always carried with me. I 
thought of it as the record of my torment if I 
were ever to take my own life.

Eventually, one of my teachers found one of 
my disturbing poems and called my parents. 
They told me that I was suicidal and needed 
“help.” I went to the psychiatrist but refused 
to admit the true cause of my unhappiness. 
I answered all her questions in five words or 
less.

“Why are you suicidal?”
“Because people pick on me.”
“Why do they pick on you?”
“Because I’m a nerd.”
“Is that all?”
“Yes.”
“Can I see your poems?”
“No.”
After a single meeting she recommended 

gay	and	so	alone
At school and at home  

i had to fight  
for acceptance

Reprinted 
from  

�00�

this YeAr We Are CeLebrAting 
L.A. Youth’s 20th AnniversArY  

bY reprinting some of  
our fAvorite stories

illustration by Terrenz Vong, 16, Nogales HS and Duygu Aytac (L.A. Youth archives)
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that I take medication, but I refused to take 
any drugs and they couldn’t make me. I knew I 
could get better myself without the assistance 
of a pill. I wouldn’t be one of those manic-
depressive kids who had to take five differ-
ent drugs. I stopped going to the $75 sessions 
because my parents thought it was too ex-
pensive, and I thought it was a waste of time. 
What would an old lady know about being gay 
anyway?

Toward the end of the year, I got in an ar-
gument with a teacher and was kicked out of 
Byrd Middle School. That meant I had to go to 
Irving, a school where I knew hardly anyone 
and the school motto should have been “No 
fags allowed.” After the first week people were 
already yelling “Look! That guy’s a queer!” One 
day, a boy tripped me in P.E. My skin ripped 
as I slid on the concrete, knees first. My P.E. 
teacher noticed my bleeding knees but I told 
him I fell by accident. I already had enough 
people who hated me; the last thing I need-
ed was more people harassing me. Another 
time, during nutrition, some students called 
me names and threw pizza at me. I started to 
cry because I hated myself. I didn’t hate them. 
They were normal; I couldn’t hate something 
I envied.

I was at Irving for only two months, but I 
was very happy when I graduated. At my new 
school, Franklin High, I promised myself that I 
would stay in the shadows, unnoticed and safe. 
However, I was immediately singled out. The 
second I spoke, with my high-pitched voice, 
everyone knew. When we had to do readings 
in history class, the football players were un-
believably cruel. Once when I read, someone 
yelled “faggot!” I continued to read, pretend-
ing to ignore it. Someone yelled “Shut your 
mouth, you f---ing queer!” I was hoping that 
the teacher would hear but with so many stu-
dents speaking at once he couldn’t, or he chose 
not to. I continued reading despite their yell-
ing, “Fags can’t read! Stupid b---- stop reading!” 
Everyone was starting to stare at me. Some 
laughed while others had a look of shame on 
their faces. They knew they were witnessing 
an injustice but they were too scared to do 
anything about it. The football players them-
selves threw their heads back laughing, full of 
excitement and happiness. “What a FAGGOT! 
Queer!” I finally put my book down and ad-
mitted defeat. I put my head down and wept 
silently.

a final injury
It continued for the rest of the semester. I 

was the target of rubber bands, paper balls 
and spitballs. Sometimes I found my books 
tagged up with the word “FAGGOT” in bold 
letters. Through it all, I thought it was my fault. 

I took the humiliation like a criminal takes 
his sentence.

Toward the end of ninth grade, I was 
jumped on the way home by a group of boys, 
who kicked me in the stomach and head. After 
they finished, they walked away, leaving me 
in the middle of the sidewalk. No one helped 
me. When I got home, I cleaned off my bloody 
hands and knees and put on some sweats, a 
long-sleeved shirt, and a happy face so my 
mother wouldn’t notice. It was better she didn’t 
know, or else I would have had to tell her why 
people picked on me, and neither of us was 
ready for that.

In the 10th grade, I met a boy in my math 
class who changed the way I thought about 
myself. “Billy” was only a little taller than me, 
but he was handsome, strong and the most 
flamboyant gay guy I had ever met, with a 
high voice and a feminine way of putting his 
hand on his hip. We would talk for hours, ditch 
school and go places. We’d walk around aim-
lessly, go to the mall, or just go to his house 
to watch TV.

We talked on the phone every afternoon 
and evening for hours and hours, discussing 
random stupid teenage things like someone’s 
hair or a teacher we hated. One night we talk-
ed about religion. He told me that he doesn’t 
think God will send us to hell because God 
loves us. Billy seemed so convinced that there 
was a possibility of salvation, even for people 
like us, it made me wonder if I could find a way 
to be gay and still have faith in God.

I liked Billy because, when people harassed 
us and called us names, he would protect me, 
saying things like “Yeah, what the f--- are you 
going to do about it?” The kids would always 
back off because they never expected a gay 
kid to defend himself. That’s when I started 
to fall for him. I couldn’t stand up for myself, 
so instead I had someone else who would do 
it for me. He made me feel safe.

But my mother thought it was odd that 
her “straight” son had a gay best friend. Also 
there was the sharp increase in the phone bill, 
my loud laughing and yelling on the phone, 
and my failing grades. My mom lectured me 
and threatened to take the phone away if my 
grades didn’t improve, but I was 15 and only 
heard what I wanted to. I even pushed my oth-
er friends away because Billy didn’t get along 
with them.

I know it sounds corny, but my feelings for 
him were so strong that I wanted to spend the 
rest of my life with him. I wondered if I should 
tell him. I was so scared—would I ruin our 
friendship? During lunch one day, I gathered 
my courage and told him I was in love with 
him. He started to laugh and pretended to gag. 
I was so horrified and angry. This couldn’t be 

the person I loved, the one who promised to 
protect me. I walked away, while he was still 
laughing and gagging. I felt so ugly and stu-
pid. But what did I expect? No one could ev-
er love me and that’s how it would be for the 
rest of my life. I ditched school and went home, 
where I cried all afternoon. He called me on the 
phone that night and we argued, but it didn’t 
matter what he said. He had hurt me so badly 
that there was nothing he could say that would 
make me want to remain his friend. I was de-
pressed for weeks and even now I sometimes 
miss him. However, after the way he treated 
me, I would never ever seek him out.

more people accept me for who i am
At the beginning of the second semester 

of my 10th grade year, I had a 1.6 GPA and I 
was on the verge of transferring to another 
school. A concerned teacher helped me join a 
special program at Franklin called the Trans-
portation Academy, as a last-ditch effort to 
save me. The Transportation Academy, where 
we study transportation planning along with 
architecture, politics and community issues, 
didn’t have a grade requirement, so I could 
start off with a clean slate. I knew everyone 
in my classes, and they were nice. They never 
picked on me, and I decided I would risk be-

ing openly gay. It was difficult at first. Some-
times I would walk down the hall and people 
would yell out “There goes the f---ing faggot!” 
Once I had a guy follow me down the hall ask-
ing me if I would like to suck his d---. But de-
spite those experiences, at least some of my 
classmates accepted me.

That year I faced one more challenge: tell-
ing my mother. One night I was explaining that 
people picked on me because they thought I 
was gay. My mother asked, “Are you?” I took a 
long breath. “Yes. Yes, mom, I’m gay.” She start-
ed crying. For the rest of the month, when she 
did speak to me, it was to tell me how disap-
pointed she was to have a “daughter” instead 
of the son she had longed for. She had dreamed 
of my wedding and her grandchildren. As her 
only son, I felt that I failed her.

Over the next few months, my mom was 
depressed and barely went out. A few times 
she asked me if I had turned gay because she 
did something wrong, or because my father 
wasn’t around, but usually she just ignored 
me. I’d hear her crying, locked in her room. 
She had to go to the emergency room sever-
al times for panic attacks. As I saw what she 
was going through, I felt horrible.

But slowly over time, she began to accept 
it more. She suddenly started asking all kinds 
of uncomfortable questions. How did I know 
I was gay? Was I sure? Had I been sexually ac-
tive? Did I have a boyfriend? She researched 
the topic at the library and asked a gay co-
worker for advice. I know it’s still painful for 
her, but she now tells me that she will love me 
no matter who I chose to love, so in that way I 
know she is trying.

I guess this is where I’m supposed to say 
how life is great and wonderful for me. That I 
made a 180-degree turn and live proudly out 
in the open. Not in my story. My life is a pro-
longed battle for acceptance from others and 
myself. When I hear the words “fag” or “queer” 
every once in a while, they still sting, but they 
don’t have the same power that they used to. 
Honestly, I still wonder if God will send me 
to hell, but I have the sense that he loves me. 
I accept the life he has chosen for me, and al-
though it was a life not sought after, I will make 
the most of it.

I was the target 
of rubber bands, 
paper balls 
and spitballs. 
Sometimes I 
found my books 
tagged up with the 
word “fAggOT” 
in bold letters. 
Through it all, I 
thought it was my 
fault. I took the 
humiliation like 
a criminal takes 
his sentence.

Marvin hopes 
for complete self-
acceptance.
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soda went everywhere
When we were 12, my best friend Chelsea 

and I went trick-
or-treating like we 
always had, de-
spite an increase 
in people giving 
out candy with 
deeply disapprov-
ing, skeptical 
looks and saying, 

“Aren’t you a little too old for this?” At one 
house, a man sleepily answered the door 
and stared at us for a couple seconds. Then 
he got why there were two girls in strange 
outfits (I was Rita Skeeter from Harry Potter, 
Chelsea was a 40s dancer) on his porch. “Oh! 
Right! Wait one sec,” he said and ran back 
inside. When he came out, he was carrying 
two cans of Coke. “’This is all we got, 
sorry.” He smiled. We happily said “Thanks!” 
and “Happy Halloween!” ... and then Chelsea 
accidentally dropped the can. Coke sprayed 
everywhere: onto our shoes, his slippers, the 
side of the house. It kept fizzing for an awk-
wardly long time while we apologized, and 
then a tired-looking woman in a bathrobe 
came out, got a hose and started washing off 
their porch. Chelsea was mortified, but I was 
trying desperately not to laugh. We figured it 
was a sign—that was our last house for the 
night.

By Emily Clarke, 15, Palisades Charter HS

‘rinse twice’
Some people choose the strangest things to 

hand out on Hal-
loween. Last year 
while trick-or-
treating in the 
Pacific Palisades, 
my friends and I 
walked up to the 
house of this real-
ly creepy old lady 

who was sitting on the top step of her porch. 
We got closer and it looked like she was going 
to hand us small bottles with some sort of 
magical potion. “Rinse twice,” she told us 
when we walked away with our peculiar loot. 
The concoction turned out to be miniature 
bottles of chocolate shampoo. Where or how 
she got them will forever be a mystery—pos-

sibly a disturbing one. It smelled like choco-
late, looked like chocolate, was everything 
chocolate except of course for the fact that 
you were not supposed to taste it (as far as we 
knew). It was beyond disgusting, but without 
a doubt entertaining. What else were we go-
ing to get? If we collected vanilla hairspray, 
maybe a peppermint conditioner or some 
cotton candy hair gel, we could have opened 
a hair salon branch to Dylan’s Candy Bar. 

We decided we needed to experiment 
with the stuff, just to figure out if it was some 
cruel joke that would make our hair fall out 
of our scalps. My poor dog became our guin-
ea pig. It turned his tail a dark, muddy color 
for about a week.

By Jackie Rosen, 16, Palisades Charter HS

a canned surprise
One Halloween when I was a kid, I received 

my most peculiar 
treat. One of our 
neighbors, who 
was in her 50s, 
seemed kind of 
distraught when I 
rang her doorbell. 
My brother, sister 
and I screamed 

“trick-or-treat.” She stumbled with her words 
and all she managed to say was “Oh, I, 
umm” while she looked around for some-
thing to give us. My father reassured her it 
was OK that she didn’t have anything and 
told us to come on, but she insisted on giving 
us something. She told us to hold on a sec-
ond, and returned with her hands behind 
her back. She then told us to close our eyes 
and open our trick-or-treat bags, and that we 
couldn’t open our bags until we got down 
the street. I could hardly wait. I was hoping 
for money. We opened our bags at the same 
time only to find that we all received some-
thing different. My brother had gotten crack-
ers, my sister had gotten hot cocoa mix, and I 
received a can of Vienna sausages. I thought 
Vienna sausages were nasty and I couldn’t 
stand the smell of them when I had eaten 
them in the past. I wish I would have lis-
tened to my dad and left instead of receiving 
the treat, which was more of a trick than a 
treat.

By Britawnya Craft, 17, Warren HS (Downey)

peace, love and a shawl
When I was 10 or 11, I went trick-or-treating 
with one of my friends in Eagle Rock. 
She was dressed up as a pirate and I was a 

ballerina. We had 
gotten a lot of 
candy and were 
almost done with 
the neighborhood 
when we ap-
proached a house. 
It was pale green, 
while all the other 

houses were white. The window shutters 
were broken off, but it had a light on so we 
rang the doorbell. A lady answered the door 
and we said, “TRICK-OR-TREAT!!!” She 
looked like a hippie; she was dressed in a 
burlap-sack dress with holes for the arms 
and head and flip-flops. My friend and I gave 
each other puzzled looks. She said, “Ah, 
young ones! Peace, peace on you.” She ran 
back into her house and brought back two 
handmade leis made with daisies, which she 
placed around our necks. “These flowers 
represent peace, and our minds, which blos-
som like the flowers of the 
earth. … Candy is not natu-
ral, these flowers will be 
better for your aura,” 
she said. 

My friend and 
I just stood there 
blinking. She 
went back into 
her house and 
brought out 
two big pieces 
of what looked 
like burlap 
(which turned 
out to be 
hemp, when 
we asked my 
friend’s mom 
later). When she 
gave them to 
us, they looked 
kind of like the 
dress she was wear-
ing! My friend and I 
started laughing in disbe-
lief; she was staring at us so we 

stopped. Her eyes got wide and she spoke 
again, but with seriousness and anger in her 
voice. “You children don’t know what peace 
will bring! We need to disestablish the gov-
ernment, cease power! We need to give flow-
ers to everybody to show the meaning of 
life!” I was so freaked out I just wanted to get 
out of there, so I quickly told her “Umm … 
thank you for the flowers and the uh, shawl 
thing.” I grabbed my friend’s hand and start-
ed running toward my friend’s house. The 
last thing I heard the lady say was “Good-
bye, my young flowers. Remember the gov-
ernment is EVIL.” I think that had to be the 
weirdest Halloween I have ever experienced, 
but looking back it is really funny. 

By Stacey Avnes, 14, Sherman Oaks 
Center for Enriched Studies

Tricks not treats
What’s the weirdest thing you’ve gotten on Halloween?

illustration by  
Edison mellor-Goldman, 
16, Los Angeles Center 

for Enriched Studies
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out	of	my	
brother’s	
shadow

With a brother who is good  
at everything, i had to  

stop trying to be like him  
and discover my own interests

By	Charlene	Lee
15, Walnut HS

“i 
read that article about your brother. 
Wow, he’s so smart!” As soon as the 
words came out, my friend caught 
her mistake. “Oh, no … I mean, you’re 

smart too. I didn’t mean it like that!”
“Oh, I know. No worries.”
My response has become automatic. I’ve 

had this conversation many times over the 
years. It’s no surprise that people notice my 
brother. He’s perfect: valedictorian, water po-
lo varsity letterman, mathlete captain, gour-
met chef, student body president. The list goes 
on. I, on the other hand, am merely his little 
sister and I am nothing special.

Throughout elementary and middle school, 
we never really had a sibling rivalry because we 
had different interests. But when he began his 
sophomore year of high school, he began stand-
ing out by playing water polo and conducting 
scientific research with Cal Tech professors. He 
started bringing home trophies and awards; 
meanwhile, I, an eighth grader, had a collection 
of Teen Vogue and boxes of notes from friends. 
Relatives began congratulating my brother non-
stop, telling him, “Chris, I’m so proud,” then turn 
to me, “So, Charlene. What have you been do-
ing?” I felt like I had to do so much more. 

When I started my freshman year, I felt I 
needed some incredible, unique extracurricu-
lars, like my brother. He sent me articles about 
other high-achieving students for inspiration 
and this list on the website College Confiden-
tial titled “Outstanding Extracurriculars.” I 
couldn’t believe what was on it: publication in 
national magazines or newspapers, organize 
a nationwide service project, start a nonprof-
it and raise $100,000, be a professional actor 
who has appeared in movies, big city theater 
or TV. The list went on.

I felt I had wasted so much time in middle 
school gossiping about boys and reading non-
sense on how to accentuate my skin tone. I felt 
so behind everyone else in the world. I needed 
to catch up or I’d end up a failure. In my mind, 
every time I spent an hour watching the dra-
matic lives of fictional people on One Tree Hill 
and Grey’s Anatomy, some genius 16-year-old 
in Virginia was on the brink of discovering the 
cure for cancer or getting her play produced 
on Broadway.

It didn’t help that my brother also happened 
to be one of those 16-year-old prodigies. Even 
at a school that overflows with highly involved 
overachievers, everyone knew him. People 
would always call me “Chris Lee’s little sis-
ter” and then say to me, “Your brother is so 
smart. Did you know that?” No, of course not. 
It’s not like I’m his sister and didn’t know that 

already. But of course, I didn’t say that. I usu-
ally just shrugged and said, “I guess.” Even the 
school newspaper was all about him. It wasn’t 
enough to do a whole page on my brother’s sci-
entific research, but they also dedicated nearly 
the entire awards recognition section to him. 
It was all in my face, yet I still just wanted to 
be more like him.

i tried to excel at writing 
I looked at the list of outstanding extracur-

riculars to see if there was anything I could 
even hope to achieve. I couldn’t be an actor or 
start a multi-million dollar business. I decid-
ed writing was more in my league. My brother 
had shown me articles that high school stu-
dents had published in The New York Times. 
Though I knew the Times was a stretch, I de-
cided to try local newspapers. Science was his 
thing and writing would be mine.

Every day after school, I would isolate my-
self in my room, letting my phone calls go 
to voicemail and leaving my IM messages  
un-replied to. I would sit at my computer for 
hours, studying the outstanding extracurric-
ulars other students did. 

Every time my brother caught me watch-
ing TV or talking on the phone, he would tell 
me, “Stop wasting your time and go do some-
thing productive.” Go do something produc-
tive. Those were words I lived by. Whenever 
I indulged in something time-wasting like 
reading a fashion magazine, I would hear my 
brother in a Mufasa-esque voice echo “go do 
something productive” and immediately stop 
and find something “productive” to do, like 
dissect past AP English essays or study writ-
ing tips from college professors.

I’m sure he didn’t intend for me to take it so 
extreme, but in my mind, complacency and 
idleness translated into failure. I felt I would 
never improve if I ever congratulated myself. 
So I didn’t mind when my brother kept push-
ing me and telling me to improve. When I got 
an article published about a city event in a lo-
cal newspaper, he told me “congrats” and then 
suggested I try getting an opinion piece pub-
lished nationally. I wished he were more en-
couraging. But I thought he was right: I had to 
get published nationally if I wanted to amount 
to anything. 

I spent close to three hours every day print-
ing out articles from The New York Times and 
Chicago Tribune and using my orange high-
lighter and pen to dissect each paragraph, mak-
ing notes in the margins about why the writing 
was effective. I wanted my writing to be good 
enough when I entered the essay contests I 
had researched. It didn’t even matter what the 
contest was about—inspirational female math 
teachers or why the 2nd Amendment is impor-

illustration by 
Cecilia Cho, 16, 

Burbank HS
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tant. Until I looked through my old entries a 
year later, I didn’t even realize that the 2nd 
Amendment essay I had entered was spon-
sored by the Nation Rifle Association, which 
supports peoples’ rights to own guns (which 
I am opposed to). When I wrote the essay, I 
wasn’t writing what I truly felt—only what I 
thought the judges were looking for. I wrote 
about how “owning arms can prevent war and 
is a symbol of the strength of our country.” I 
don’t even know what I was writing about. And 
the same went for jobs: I even considered lying 
about my address so I could qualify for an in-
ternship that was available only to low-income 
students. Though I feel horrible about it now, I 
just wanted something—anything—to put as 
another line on my college resume.

I also looked for leadership positions and 
activities at my high school: co-captain of the 
debate team, swim and tennis team, orchestra, 
vice president of the science club and mentor 
for middle school kids. I was always tired be-
cause I would go to meeting after meeting, and 
my afternoons and weekends were packed with 
volunteer work, tennis games and orchestra re-
hearsal. On some days, I wouldn’t come home 
until 9 p.m. I’d stay up past 1 a.m. writing arti-
cles or trying to finish my homework. I would 
wake up around 6 in the morning, even on 
weekends, so I could have more time to work. 
I started having trouble falling asleep because 
I would be stressed out thinking about how I 
needed to do more. 

i’d never measure up
While I was struggling to achieve anything, 

my brother was achieving even more: he placed 
in the top three in the California State Science 
Fair, helped build a solar car (which you might 
have read about in his L.A. Youth article) and 
still had time to be nominated for prom king. 
I couldn’t believe how unbelievably flawless 
he was. After every award he won or honor he 
received, he would tell me not to worry be-
cause he’s older and has had more time. But 
I ignored him. Time was exactly what I didn’t 
have enough of. 

Time was the most precious thing in the 
world, and extracurriculars were a top prior-
ity. I started canceling plans with my friends 
and even missed a Sweet 16 party to attend a 
conference where I could speak to the State 
Board of Education. I knew people would al-
ways have parties, and this conference was a 
one-time opportunity for me. 

Whenever I told my friends I couldn’t go out 
with them, they’d ask “Why?” I would reply 
“Because.” I didn’t want to give a full explana-
tion because none of them could understand 
how competitive the world was. And I also se-
cretly knew my friends were my competition 

for college and the future. With different pri-
orities and interests than my friends, I was no 
longer as close to them. Problems, emotions, 
boys and friends were all just an inconvenience. 
If I got mad at a friend, I’d get over it quickly 
because gossiping and venting was a waste of 
time. Nothing but my work (and my brother’s 
approval) mattered to me.

Then, the summer before my sophomore 
year, I came across an article in Imagine maga-
zine about a student who thrived on the praise 
he received in high school. But when he went 
off to college, he started failing because he had 
little motivation to succeed without praise from 
others. I realized that though it was good that I 
had set high goals, my motives were all wrong. 
I was more interested in having the recognition 

than learning from the experience.
For two hours, I flipped through all my col-

orfully highlighted articles, folders of past es-
say contests, resumes and application letters, 
thinking, “How could I have to been so des-
perate to achieve? How could I have forgotten 
about learning?” I was so wrapped up in listen-
ing to my brother and trying to be my brother, 
I had failed to think about what I wanted. 

i realized what mattered to me
 Afterward, I sent a letter to the editor of the 

magazine about how the article made me re-
think my motivations for wanting to achieve. 
Two weeks later, I received an e-mail saying the 
magazine wanted to publish my letter. When I 
sent in my opinion, I had no intention of get-

ting published—I just wanted to let the writer 
know how much her words had helped me. I 
realized passion really does make a difference. 
But even more interesting: I was more excited 
about my epiphany than actually getting pub-
lished nationally, which used to be my all-time 
high school dream. 

I decided I needed to prioritize my activities 
because I couldn’t do it all. I decided I wouldn’t 
do tennis my junior year. I hated going to prac-
tice and sometimes didn’t even bother going 
to the games. I also dropped a lot of the clubs 
I was in because I would hardly go to meet-
ings because I just didn’t care. After prioritiz-
ing, I found time to do things I genuinely liked. 
I began working as an editor at an online chil-
dren’s literary magazine and got more involved 
with my city’s youth council by starting a city-
wide book drive. I started baking and doing 
photography (although they weren’t things 
I could add to my resume, I actually like do-
ing them). I also got more involved with CASC 
(California Association of Student Councils), 
a student-led organization whose mission is 
to give teens the skills they need to improve 
their communities and schools. The organi-
zation especially focuses on voicing student 
opinion, primarily on education, something 
I am passionate about.

In the past, I only wanted the credit of ac-
complishing something. I think it was my way 
of saying, “Hey everyone, look at me. Look at the 
things that I do and my brother doesn’t.” I didn’t 
want to work hard to achieve recognition. I 
wanted it to come easy, like how it seemed for 
my brother. But I realized it’s not that easy, and 
my brother really did work hard. Recognition 
is supposed to be an award for hard work. But 
I’ve learned that the accomplishment isn’t even 
the reward anymore—it’s the experience and 
the learning that comes with it. 

I still struggle to make decisions without 
feeling like I need my brother’s approval, but I 
try to figure it out myself. And now, I truly am 
thankful for my brother. When he got accept-
ed to Harvard, my first thought wasn’t “Now 
I have to get into Harvard too” but “I’m proud 
to be the sister of a Harvard student.” It’s not 
a contest between us anymore—it’s more like 
a competition with myself.

Every time my brother caught me watching 
TV or talking on the phone, he would tell 
me, “Stop wasting your time and go do 
something productive.” Go do something 
productive. Those were words I lived by. 

Charlene thinks 
that her brother 
being away at 
college has made 
them even closer 
and her more 
independent. 
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B
ooks

Breaking Dawn
By Stephenie Meyer

reviewed	by	Destiny	jackson
15, Mayfair HS (Lakewood)

i began counting down the days until the release of 
Breaking Dawn, the last novel of the popular Twi-

light saga by Stephenie Meyer, four months early. I 
couldn’t wait to know what it would reveal. Would 
vampire Edward Cullen marry Bella Swan? Would 
werewolf Jacob Black ever take no for an answer? 
Would Edward change Bella into a vampire? And if 
so, would Jacob and the wolf pack kill the Cullens for 
breaking the pact about biting a human? 

It took me a day to read the gripping 754-page 
book. I was freaking out because it was so intense. 

The book is separated into three sections. Book One 
and Book Three are from the perspective of Bella (our 
leading lady). Book Two is told from Jacob’s perspective.

In the preface to Book One Bella must decide wheth-
er to choose death and live as an immortal vampire 
with Edward, or stay human. Book One starts with Bella 
and Edward’s wedding, which means Bella has chosen 
the vampire life. However, Jacob comes as a surprise 
guest. He confronts Bella and, naturally, asks her to 
change her mind and be with him.

Bella decides to ignore Jacob and not ruin her wed-
ding. Explaining why she was waiting to turn into vam-
pire, she says, “I just didn’t want to spend my honeymoon 
writhing in pain.” Jacob responds, “You’d rather spend it 
how? Playing checkers?” It’s one of my favorite quotes be-
cause it shows Jacob’s annoying yet playful side. 

Breaking Dawn is a more mature novel than the 
previous three, which surprised me. It tackles the 
theme of sex (on their honeymoon the couple attempt 
to have sex). Bella changes into a more confident adult 
throughout the book so I thought the more mature 
novel was fitting, even though at times it felt like a Bel-
la I didn’t know. I thought it was good that Bella had 
changed. She was getting annoying after three books 
of whining that she wasn’t good enough for Edward. 
In Breaking Dawn, she stops doubting that she’s good 
enough for the Cullen family.

I like to call Book Two “Confessions of a Teen-
age Drama Wolf.” I really enjoyed hearing what Jacob 
is thinking. Meyer made him childlike, yet a loner. 
He hears that Bella is sick, but he thinks the Cullens 
are just saying that so Bella has an excuse to not see 
her parents or friends when she turns into a vampire 
(when you first turn into a vampire, you get cravings 
for human blood). Jacob is impulsive so he tries to get 
his werewolf clan to attack the Cullens. The battle be-
tween werewolves and vampires begins.

I can’t give away anything else because Book Three 
is so mind blowing. The Italian vampires, The Voltu-
ri, are back and coming after the Cullens and Bella. 
The Cullens recruit other vampires to help them go 
against the leaders of The Volturi. But will they agree 
to fight against a powerful force knowing death is a 
possibility?

I thought the ending was great, even though it was 
clichéd. I was so happy that after three novels of crazy 
anticipation, Bella became a vampire so I rooted for 
the characters (even annoying Jacob). To those who 
criticized Breaking Dawn because of the ending or the 
characters changing: don’t take it seriously. It’s just a 
book. Or pick up the book and read it again! Right now!

A child called “It” 
By Dave Pelzer

reviewed	by	Brandy	hernandez
17, Hawthorne Academy

A Child Called “It” is about a boy who was beaten 
and starved by his alcoholic mother. The book is 

an autobiography by Dave Pelzer, who grew up in the 
1960s in a middle-class home in San Francisco. The 
story is so sad but it makes you want to keep reading to 
find out what happens next. It inspired me because he 
was strong and didn’t give up.

David slept on an old army cot in the basement. 
He wore the same clothes over and over and wasn’t 
allowed to shower. His mom gave him scraps of old 
nasty food from the fridge or didn’t feed him at all. 
But he found other ways to eat. He’d go to the cafeteria 
at school and eat frozen chicken and steal other kids’ 
food.

The book is about his courage to survive. One time 
his mother held his arm over a hot stove. He found 
antibiotic ointment and put it on and it healed. This 
showed that he wasn’t going to give up. Still, through-

out the book I kept wondering, how can he keep letting 
his mother abuse him? How does he go on every day?

 One of the saddest parts was when David’s mother 
forced him to eat his younger brother’s feces. He said, 
“Mom I’m hungry. How come you never feed me?” 
“I never feed you?” She took him to the bathroom, 
shoved his head in the toilet and made him eat the 
feces. He threw up. She said, “Are you hungry now?” 
Reading this, I was disgusted. What kind of person do 
you have to be to do such a horrible, scarring thing to a 
little boy, especially your own son?

At first no one knew about his tragic life but adults 
at school begin to figure it out. One teacher called 
Children’s Services but David lied and said his mom 
wasn’t abusing him. Another time he told the cops, 
“I love her. You can’t take me away from her.” I think 
he was afraid of what would happen if he got taken 
away because his mom would threaten him, saying, 
“They’re going to take you away and it’s going to be 
much worse.”

When I was done reading, I couldn’t wait to go to 
school the next day and get the second book in the tril-
ogy about his life. I would recommend this book to ev-
erybody because even though it’s sad and hard to read, 
once you start it, you won’t put it down.
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This	album	stole	
my	heart	with	its	
insightful	lyrics	and	
smooth	melodies.

i	feel	like	he	was	paying	
too	much	attention	to	what	
other	people	think	of	him	
and	forgot	to	be	creative.

Brown’s	enchanting	voice	
hasn’t	changed	much,	
but	his	lyrics	have.	

M
usic

Jason Mraz
cD: We Sing. We Dance. We Steal things.

reviewed	by	janie	Lee
15, Troy HS

W hen I heard Jason Mraz was releasing a new al-
bum, I thought it would be impossible for him to 

top his sophomore album, Mr. A-Z (all of the songs are 
on the “Most Played” playlist on my iPod). However, 
his third album, We Dance. We Sing. We Steal Things., 
stole my heart with its insightful lyrics and smooth 
melodies.

Unlike his last album, Mraz’s new album has many 
more songs with upbeat tempos. Without sounding too 
mainstream, he manages to make his new album more 
pop. Songs like “Coyotes” and “Butterfly” have an easy-
to-sing-along-with chorus with a catchy beat. These 
songs create a great relaxing mood when I’m in the car 
or hanging out with my friends.

“Lucky” is my favorite song on the album, because I 
love the collaboration with Mraz and Colbie Caillat. It’s 
nice to hear the pair sing a song that sounds similar to 
his old style.

On “Love for a Child” he sings about his parents’ 
breakup. “It’s probably because when you’re young/ 
It’s okay to be easily ignored/ I like to believe it was all 
about love for a child.” It made me feel like I person-
ally knew Mraz because he shared a part of his life in 
this song.

This album is close to flawless because it provides 
a variety of songs I can listen to depending on my 
mood—some of them are very deep while others are 
mellow. Regardless of how someone is feeling, they will 
be able to find comfort in Mraz’s new CD.

The Game
cD: lAX

reviewed	by	jean	Park
15, Harvard-Westlake School (North Hollywood) 

W ith The Game’s controversies with other rappers 
and run-ins with the law, he wanted to earn re-

spect as a rapper with his third album, LAX. However, 
I feel like he was paying too much attention to what 
other people think of him and forgot to be creative.

Lyrically, Game took lots of risks by calling out other 
rappers like Snoop Dogg, Fat Joe and 50 Cent. He also 
talks about his criminal past and how he grew up in 
the hood, “Come to my hood (hood)/ Look at my block 
(block)/ That’s that project building, yeah that’s where 
I got shot (shot)” beginning with “LAX,” the first song. 
But since the music industry is full of artists singing 
about their difficult pasts, the lyrics were disappoint-
ing and clichéd.

Although most of his lyrics were repetitive, Game 
included a unique shout out for a fellow rapper, Kanye 
West, on the most popular song, “My Life,” which fea-
tures Lil Wayne. He raps, “Sometimes I think about my 
life with my face down/ Then I see my sons and put on 
that Kanye smile/ Damn, I know his momma’s proud/ 
And since you helped me sell my dream, we can share 
my momma now.” Saying this is respectable because 
the message of this song is to overcome struggles and 
he is helping a friend overcome his mother’s death.

Despite the fact that this album featured artists like 
Ice Cube, Ludacris and Ne-Yo, the songs lack excite-
ment. Game has a great mix of slow and fast beats with 
LAX, but the album could have been better if he did 
more than rap about his past struggles for 17 songs.

chris Brown
cD: Exclusive: the Forever Edition 

reviewed	by	Aaron	Sayago
17, Fairfax HS

r&B phenomenon Chris Brown continues to grow 
more mature in The Forever Edition, the re-release 

of his second album, Exclusive. Brown’s enchanting 
voice hasn’t changed much from his self-titled first al-
bum, but his lyrics have. 

In The Forever Edition, which features special 
guests Kayne West, will.i.am, T-Pain and more, Brown 
still captures the hearts of young girls, but he’s begun 
to sing about the always sensitive subject of sex in a 
mature way. In “Damage,” Brown sings about how he  
cheated on his girlfriend with another girl. 

Compared to his debut album, Brown has produced 
much better music, such as the hit “With You.” It’s a ro-
mantic song that is perfect to play during a high school 
prom. The 19-year-old Brown sings about his love for 
a special lady, showing the world that he is looking for 
his sweetheart. Brown sings: “Hey, little shorty, say you 
care for me/ you know I care for you, you know that I’ll 
be true,” which shows that Brown, like average teens, 
has to assure his love that he will be there for her. 

Fast-paced tracks like “Forever,” one of four new 
songs on the re-release, and “Kiss Kiss,” which features 
T-Pain, pumped me and my friends up so much that 
we couldn’t help but dance to them. With fast and slow 
songs, The Forever Edition is a hit album that pumps 
up, slows down and melts my heart. 

Brown’s charm is what makes me believe that he 
is the real thing. I feel like he’s really putting his heart 
into his songs. This is an album that I truly can listen 
to “forever.” 
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Call (323) 938-9194
e-mail editor@layouth.com

No experience necessary.  
Come with your story or drawing ideas  
and bring a friend to L.A. Youth.   

We’re	moving	in	early	December.	Please	call	or	e-mail	for	our	new	address.

JoIn The sTAff of L.A. YouTh 
                   at the next   

nEWCoMEr’S	DAY

You will be invited to stay for the regular staff  
meeting which starts at 1 p.m.

next 

orientAtion: 
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DeC. 13
11 A.m. - noon


