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My fascination with perfection and all things self-help started when I was 10 years old. I 
was in the fifth grade — the leader of the pack — at a tiny run-down elementary school in the 
ghettos of Erie, Pennsylvania. When I say ghetto, I truly mean ghetto; kids started selling pot in 
the 4th grade and white girls of the school wore their hair in corn rows because they were the 
minority and wanted to fit in. That’s what I remember anyways; I’m sure the school district would 
beg to differ and exclaim that we were a “respectable educational institute with a passion for 
inspiring the youth of tomorrow” despite cutting funding in half these past 5 years and closing 
down 3 public schools. At the time I wasn’t considered white — I was just that weird Romanian 
girl with a lisp and buck teeth who popped whiteheads on her arms in English class and wore 
the same pants every day for 2 weeks so that I could “set a world record.” To say the least, I 
wasn’t popular for my dashing good looks and charm, but I definitely stood out. 

One day in the late second semester, I as sitting at a lunch table with my best friend 
Brenda and the special education kids. I didn’t really think about it — social table manners — 
i.e. where you sat in the room — i.e. who you sat with — i.e. what it said about you. I just 
thought, “hmm, today I feel like sitting by the window. Oh, look, there’s Bradley!” and sat where I 
felt the need to with whom I thought I could hold a conversation with about the disgusting lunch 
food that day and how we deserve waaaaaay better than 2% strawberry milk. Brenda either 
followed, or I followed Brenda. We were inseparable for the most part, Brenda and I. That 
particular day, I remember wearing a pair of Vans (meant specifically for skater kids), sporting a 
headband (meant for the athletic kids), hanging out with my girlfriend (meant for the girlie girls) 
and having lunch with the retards… meant for ’the retards.’ Brenda was picking at her food, not 
looking at anyone and just frowning. 

“What’s wrong? The food tastes like butthole?” I whisper-giggled to her amidst the 
humdrum of post 3rd-period lunch, snarking at the ballsy, inappropriate word only an 8th grader 
would dare utter. 

“I was just thinking how next year, once we enter middle school and the sixth grade, 
everyone is going to be broken up into cliques. We can’t sit with these people anymore if we 
want to get ahead. We can’t sit with Alexis and Ashley anymore, because they’re T2 girls and 
we’re T1. The black girls won’t want to talk to us anymore because we’ll have more white girls to 
hang out with. Boys won’t look at us because now they have to either chase us or ignore us. It’s 
going to be a broken system.”

I listened to Brenda; she had an older sister after all, and everyone knows older sisters 
know EVERYTHING. I bet Amber gave her the dirt on middle school, something I didn’t have 
the fortune of since I was an only child. My brain swarmed with this newfound information — 
That social equality didn’t exist. That people were rude and judgmental. That racism was real. 
That sexism flooded our school halls. Rape culture suddenly entered my 10-year-old mind, and I 
became afraid. I looked towards our friend Nick, who sat right next to Brenda; the innocence 
and vague expression on his face saddened me. His goofy, albeit at times clueless grin, 
suddenly became a facet of fear and anxiety to me that I mulled over in my head for years to 
come.  



“That’s not true. If you’re really friends with someone, they won’t just get up and walk 
away.”

Those last few months at Vernondale sent me into a shock. Over the span of two 
months, I watched as my fellow comrades, companions, and people I called friends re-
organized our little society. They shifted, sorted, and shuffled until they found the perfect match: 
white, athletic pre-pubescent males among other white, athletic pre-pubescent males, smarter 
kids who always got A’s in science among other smarter kids who always got A’s in science, and 
so on and so forth, until suddenly everything represented a cookie-cutter vision of living in the 
21st century. Everyone became a stereotype, things I only thought were real in an Adam 
Sandler movie. I grew depressed, realizing that the world indeed was what we saw in the media 
— divisive and exploitive. 

I became frustrated. Angry. I felt that the world was finally showing its true colors to me 
after giving me ten years of fascination and joy. Realizing that this was all a facade, all a figment 
of my imagination, really sent me off the deep end. With the recent death of my great-
grandmother and a thirst for post-apocalyptic films, I felt saddened by the world, by its pre-
determined outcome of our incomprehensibly unimportant individual lives and by the possibility 
that the American Dream didn’t exist… not to mention Hell. Did my parents work so hard for 
nothing? Why do I exist in a lifetime of oppression and social dysmorphia? Why does God hate 
fags?

A week later, our Scholastic Books pamphlets came in. My eyes scanned straight to the 
self-help booklets for pre-teens. I immediately purchased a handful of pamphlets and books 
specifically aimed at helping “pre-teens” “learn how to adjust” “to teenage life,” for once not 
paying attention to prices or thinking about the fact that my dad worked two full time jobs to 
support us. I no longer held an interest in Junie B. Jones or Reading Rainbow, nor did I want to 
know yet why the world was so fucked up; I wanted to know how to deal with this fucked up 
world before I had any real responsibilities other than grades and doing the dishes every 
Tuesday night. I wanted to know the answers to questions like, ‘how do I stand up to bullies?’ 
and ‘how do I break up with someone without them being mean to me?’ My concerns centered 
around an inability to grow, an inability to change, a fear of recognizing the facts. 

Everyone will bully you. Everyone will tear you down. Every boy or girl will rip you to 
shreds, and you might even do the same without realizing; people just become more sensitive 
as their focuses shift from fun, free time and all-encompassing accepting love to transitioning on 
how to survive, how to find a mate, how to be the top dog. We’re animals, every last one of us. 
My most shocking moment was realizing that I, myself, was an animal. A disgusting creature 
filled with hate, and fear, and love. Sure — I had a beating pulse and an incomparable amount 
of needing to love and care for something, someone… but it was nothing to match my darkness, 
my fear, my flight-or-fight instincts. I was a killer — through and through.  

At least that’s what the voices in my head told me. 


