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Chapter 1: 1980 – The Judy Blume Year
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Turning 10 was supposed to feel important, like a secret door swinging open to a whole new life. No more single digits, no more “little kid” status. I expected everything to change—respect from my friends, admiration from my teachers, maybe even a few compliments from my parents about how “grown-up” I was becoming.

Instead, I woke up on January 8th, 1980, to the sound of my mom humming Elvis Presley songs in the kitchen while she made my birthday pancakes.

This was not the soundtrack of a dramatic transformation.

Sharing a birthday with Elvis had been a curse my entire life. Every year, someone—usually my mom—had to remind me that “today is Elvis’s birthday, too!” like it was a fun coincidence instead of the most annoying fact on Earth. It didn’t matter that Elvis had been dead for three years. The King still managed to steal my thunder from beyond the grave.

The pancakes on my plate were supposed to be shaped like the number 10, but one of the zeroes had collapsed. It looked more like “18,” which was ironic, since I felt like Elvis was always the star, and I was just the awkward backup act.

To make matters worse, my mom had decided to make a banana-flavored cake for my party that afternoon. “It’s what Elvis would’ve wanted,” she said, like this was a good reason to ruin a perfectly good cake.

The party itself was a disaster. I’d invited five of my closest friends over to play pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, eat pizza, and admire my prized Cabbage Patch Kid, Brenda. Brenda wasn’t just a doll—she was an icon. Sure, her eyes were a little uneven, and her hair was more “tired librarian” than “adorable baby,” but I thought her quirks made her special.

My friends disagreed.

“Brenda’s creepy,” Amanda Santos said, holding the doll up for everyone to see.

“She’s not creepy!” I protested, but Amanda ignored me.

“She looks like she’s staring into your soul,” Amanda continued, and the room erupted into laughter.

Brenda was passed around the room like a science experiment, and by the time she made her way back to me, her hair was sticking up in strange angles, and her face was smeared with pizza grease. I wanted to cry, but I didn’t. Instead, I stuffed Brenda into the back of my closet after the party and vowed never to take her out again.

The humiliation lingered for weeks. Amanda’s comments about Brenda became an inside joke among my friends, and I couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that I’d failed some unspoken test.

I decided the only way to fix my reputation was to reinvent myself. If I couldn’t be “the girl with the cool doll,” I’d be “the girl who reads.”

The plan came to me during a trip to the school library, where I spotted Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret on the shelf. I’d heard whispers about the book—it was supposed to be all about growing up—and I figured reading it would make me seem worldly and mature. The problem was, I didn’t want anyone to see me checking it out. What if they laughed at me for not already knowing the things Margaret was talking to God about?

So, I made the genius decision to steal the book instead.

My plan was simple: wait until the library was empty, grab the book, and walk out like nothing had happened. But, as usual, things didn’t go the way I imagined.

I was two steps away from freedom when I tripped over a chair and dropped the book on the floor. Before I could pick it up, Mr. Phillips, the gym teacher, appeared in the doorway, his polyester track pants squeaking as he walked into the room.

“What are you doing?” he asked, staring at the book on the floor and then back at me.

I froze. My mind raced for an explanation, but nothing came out.

Within minutes, I was sitting in detention, staring at the wall while other kids came in to point and laugh.

To make matters worse, Mr. Phillips delivered a lecture about integrity that lasted the entire hour. His track pants swished every time he moved, making it impossible to take him seriously. To this day, I can’t look at a Judy Blume novel without hearing his voice in my head saying, “Integrity matters, Kimberly.”

The rest of 1980 wasn’t much better. I tried to bounce back by embracing some of the trends my classmates were into—like neon socks. I bought a pair of bright yellow ones and wore them to gym class, hoping they’d make me look daring and fashionable. Unfortunately, they made me look clumsy and uncoordinated. I tripped over my own socks during warm-ups and ended up face-first on the floor.

Outside of school, life was quieter but no less chaotic. My days were spent hanging out on the stoop with the other kids in my building, swapping gossip and eating Slim Jims from the bodega on the corner. Our block was loud and messy, with graffiti-covered subway cars rattling past every few minutes and neighbors yelling out their windows at each other.

It wasn’t glamorous, but it was home.

My one escape was the movies. That summer, I saw The Empire Strikes Back three times and spent weeks fantasizing about what my life would be like if I had a lightsaber. With one swing, I could fix everything—Brenda’s reputation, my own awkwardness, and maybe even Elvis’s chokehold on my birthday.

But this was Brooklyn in 1980, not some galaxy far, far away. I didn’t have a lightsaber, and I definitely didn’t have the confidence to take on Elvis Presley.

By December, I decided it was time to reflect on the year. Everyone in movies always seemed to have some big epiphany about their lives, so I figured I’d give it a shot.

What had I learned in my first year as a double-digit kid?

Well, I learned that stealing books is harder than it looks. That neon socks are not practical for gym class. And that Cabbage Patch Kids are not as universally beloved as I thought.

Most importantly, I learned that Elvis Presley will always win. No matter what I do, he’ll always be “The King,” and I’ll always be the girl who shares his birthday.

But hey, I was only 10. I still had nine more years to figure things out—and plenty of time to dethrone Elvis once and for all.
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Chapter 2: 1981 – “Dance” Class Disaster


[image: ]


Turning 11 was supposed to be uneventful. After all, I’d already survived the monumental chaos of turning 10, and there wasn’t much fanfare around 11. But that didn’t stop my mom from deciding that this was the year I would “become a lady.”

Her words, not mine.

Her solution? Jazz dance lessons.

The idea came to her in late December, after she saw a TV segment about “how dance builds confidence in young girls.” By January, I was signed up for classes at Madame Lisette’s Dance Academy, a small studio sandwiched between a dry cleaner and a pet shop on a busy Brooklyn street.

I hated it immediately.

The studio smelled like floor polish and sweat, and the walls were covered with fading posters of ballerinas in impossible poses. The other girls in the class were all graceful and coordinated, moving their arms and legs in perfect sync like they’d been dancing out of the womb.

I, on the other hand, looked like I was having a seizure set to music.

Madame Lisette was a stern French woman who barely spoke, except to shout commands in broken English. She spent most of her time glaring at me from behind her piano, as if my flailing limbs personally offended her.

The first few weeks were a nightmare. Every Tuesday and Thursday after school, my mom would drop me off at the studio, armed with a leotard and a pair of jazz shoes that squeaked with every step. I’d shuffle into the back of the room, praying Madame Lisette wouldn’t notice me, but she always did.

“Kim-ber-LEE!” she’d bark, clapping her hands. “Arms up! No, no, not like zis! Like zis!”

I tried to follow her instructions, but my body refused to cooperate. My arms flopped like spaghetti noodles, my legs wobbled like they were made of Jell-O, and I was always at least two beats behind the music.

The other girls pretended not to notice, but I could feel their judgmental stares burning into the back of my neck. They were all so poised and confident, twirling across the floor like little ballerinas while I stumbled after them like a drunken flamingo.

By February, I’d resigned myself to being the worst dancer in the class. But my mom wasn’t ready to give up on me.

“Practice makes perfect,” she said one evening, handing me a VHS tape of a workout video called Let’s Get Physical! featuring Olivia Newton-John. “Watch this. It’ll help you with your rhythm.”

I spent the next week awkwardly bouncing around my living room, trying to mimic Olivia’s moves while my dad muttered about “girls these days” and retreated to the garage. My mom insisted I was improving, but I wasn’t convinced.

The real humiliation came in March, when Madame Lisette announced that we’d be performing in a spring recital for our parents.

I wanted to quit right then and there, but my mom wouldn’t
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