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  “For the helpers who forget to help themselves.

For the listeners who never get heard.

For every child who gives kindness away all day

but saves none for the person in the mirror.

You deserve your own gentleness.”

~ Johnathan Stone







  
    
      “You spend all day

filling other people’s cups.

But who fills yours?

Look in the mirror.

The answer is looking back at you.

Be the friend to yourself

that you are to everyone else.”


    

    
      ~ Inner Alchemy Publishing
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  Chapter 1: The Helper

  
  




One month after Kai’s painting won the county-wide art competition, The Brighteners were closer than ever.

Mira, Leo, Sofia, Maya, and Kai—the five of them had been through so much together. They’d learned about dim days and bright days, about managing anger, about saying goodbye, about trying new things, about finding your voice in different ways.

And through it all, Mira had been the steady one. The observer. The noticer. The helper.

On this particular Monday morning, Mira arrived at school early and found Leo sitting on the steps outside, his spelling workbook open, a panicked look on his face.

“What’s wrong?” Mira asked, sitting down next to him.

“Spelling test today,” Leo groaned. “I totally forgot to study and I’m terrible at spelling.”

“Okay,” Mira said calmly. “We have fifteen minutes before the bell. Let’s go through the words together.”

“Really?” Leo’s face brightened.

“Really. Come on, what’s the first word?”

They went through the entire list twice before the bell rang.

“Thanks, Mira,” Leo said as they walked inside. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“That’s what friends are for,” Mira said with a smile.

At morning recess, Mira was walking to the oak tree when she noticed Sofia sitting alone on a bench, looking sad.

Mira changed direction and sat down next to her.

“Hey. You okay?”

Sofia looked up, her eyes a little red. “I got an email from Lily last night. She sent pictures of her new friends in Oregon. They look so happy together.”

“And that made you sad?” Mira guessed gently.

“Is that terrible?” Sofia asked. “I want her to be happy. I do. But seeing her with new friends made me feel… left behind, I guess.”

“That’s not terrible,” Mira said, putting an arm around Sofia’s shoulders. “That’s human. You can be happy she has friends AND sad that you’re not there with her. Both feelings can be true.”

“Really?”

“Really. Do you want to talk about it more, or do you want to just sit here together?”

“Just sit,” Sofia said quietly.

So they sat together in comfortable silence until Sofia felt better.

At lunch, Mira was unwrapping her sandwich when Maya sat down with a huff.

“I forgot my lunch,” Maya said, staring at the empty table in front of her.

Without hesitation, Mira broke her sandwich in half and slid it across. “Here.”

“Mira, no, that’s your lunch—”

“I have apple slices too. We can share. It’s fine.”

“Thanks,” Maya said gratefully, taking the sandwich half.

After school, Mira was gathering her things when Ms. Chen called her over.

“Mira, I have a huge favor to ask. I need to reorganize the classroom library and I’m way behind. Would you be willing to stay for twenty minutes to help me?”

Mira had homework. She had promised her mom she’d come straight home.

But Ms. Chen looked so stressed and overwhelmed.

“Sure, Ms. Chen,” Mira heard herself say. “I can help.”

Forty-five minutes later, Mira finally left the school building, the library reorganized but her own backpack heavy with unfinished homework.

She walked home slowly, feeling drained.

On the way, a third-grader named Jordan ran up to her.

“Mira! Mira! Can you help me with my math homework? I don’t understand any of it and it’s due tomorrow!”

Mira stopped walking. She was tired. She wanted to go home.

But Jordan looked so worried.

“Um… okay. Yeah, I can help.”

They found a bench and Mira spent another thirty minutes explaining fractions while Jordan struggled to understand.

Finally, Jordan got it.

“Thanks, Mira! You’re the best!” Jordan ran off, homework in hand.

Mira walked the rest of the way home feeling like she was dragging invisible weights.

When she got home, Mom looked up from her laptop.

“How was school, sweetie?”

“Fine,” Mira said automatically, dropping her backpack by the door.

She went upstairs to her room and started on her homework.

First up: math worksheet.

She sat at her desk and pulled out the paper, reading the first problem.

It was a multiplication problem. Simple enough.

But she made a small error, writing 7 instead of 6.

She noticed it immediately and erased it.

And that’s when the voice started—the voice that had been with her as long as she could remember:

How could you get that wrong? It’s so easy. Everyone else probably got it right on the first try. You’re so careless.

Mira’s chest tightened.

She fixed the problem and moved to the next one.

This time she got it right, but her handwriting was a little messy.

Look at that. So sloppy. Start over and write it neater.

She erased it and wrote it again.

Still not neat enough. Sofia’s handwriting is always perfect. Yours looks like a little kid wrote it.

She erased it again, pressing so hard the paper tore a little.

Great. Now you ripped the paper. Can’t you do anything right?

Mira’s eyes started to sting.

She took a shaky breath and continued working, but the voice didn’t stop.

You’re taking forever on this. You’re so slow. Why can’t you just focus?

By the time she finished the math worksheet—one simple page that should have taken fifteen minutes—an hour had passed and she was exhausted.

Next was reading comprehension.

Mira read the passage and answered the questions, but when she looked at her answers, the voice kicked in again:

These answers are too short. Ms. Chen is going to think you didn’t try. You need to write more.

She erased her answers and wrote longer ones.

Now they’re too long. You’re rambling. These don’t even make sense.

She erased them again.

You’re wasting time. Just pick one and move on. But make sure it’s perfect.

After another hour of starting and stopping and erasing and rewriting, Mira had barely finished half her homework.

She put her head down on her desk, fighting back tears.

Why was this so hard?

Why couldn’t she just do her work without this constant stream of criticism in her head?

Everyone else seemed to manage just fine.

Because they’re smarter than you. They don’t mess up like you do.

Mira lifted her head and looked at herself in the small mirror on her dresser.

She saw a tired seven-year-old with puffy eyes and slumped shoulders.

You look terrible. And you’re falling apart over homework. You’re so weak.

She looked away from the mirror and tried to finish her homework, but she felt hollowed out.

Empty.

Like she’d spent the whole day giving pieces of herself away—to Leo, to Sofia, to Maya, to Ms. Chen, to Jordan—and now there was nothing left.

That night at dinner, Mom asked her usual question: “How was your day, Mira?”

“Good,” Mira said, pushing food around her plate.

But it wasn’t good.

She’d helped everyone else.

She’d been there for everyone else.

But when it came to herself?

The voice in her head was cruel and relentless.

And Mira didn’t know how to make it stop.

Later, lying in bed, Mira thought about her friends.

When Maya had struggled with anger, Mira had been so patient and understanding. She’d never said “Why can’t you just control yourself?” or “You’re being ridiculous.”
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