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            Dedication

            For every child who has ever felt their magic was a little mismatched, remember that your unique sparkle is exactly what makes you magnificent. May you always know the beautiful dignity of your own wonderful self, just as you are.

        
    

  
      
        
            Thomas's Mismatched Magic

            By Jamie Bell

        
        The morning sun peeked through Thomas’s window, painting stripes of gold across his rug. He loved mornings. They always started with a special game. He sat on his bed, a big basket of socks beside him. Inside were socks of every color and pattern: stripes, dots, little whales, even tiny rocket ships. But Thomas never picked two that were the same.

Today, he chose a bright yellow sock with blue polka dots for his right foot. For his left, he picked a green one with orange zigzags. He pulled them on, one after the other, and wiggled his toes. They felt soft and cozy. Downstairs, his mom and dad were already in the kitchen.

"Good morning, sleepyhead!" his mom said, pouring milk into his cereal bowl.

Thomas walked in, his mismatched feet tapping lightly on the floor. His dad looked down and smiled a wide, warm smile. "Those are some fine socks, Thomas," he said, and gave Thomas’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. His mom chuckled softly. "Always colorful, our Thomas." Their smiles made a happy feeling bubble up inside Thomas. It felt good to be himself.

At school, though, things were a little different. When Thomas sat down for story time, he saw a few kids glance at his feet. Cindy, who always wore neat, white socks, whispered something to Liam. Liam looked at Thomas’s bright green and yellow socks, then quickly looked away. Thomas felt a tiny prickle, like a very small thorn, in his chest. It wasn't a mean look, not exactly, but it wasn't a warm one either. It was a curious look, a different kind of look.

During art class, Thomas dipped his brush into bright blue paint. He loved making pictures. But as he painted, he kept his feet tucked under his chair. He didn't want anyone to see his socks. He thought about Cindy's neat white socks, and Liam's plain gray ones. Everyone else had matching socks, all the time. He started to feel a bit shy about his own feet, like they were shouting secrets only he understood. It made him feel a little lonely, even in a room full of friends.

Later that week, as Thomas folded his clean laundry at home, he held up a pair of navy blue socks. They were exactly alike. He imagined wearing them to school tomorrow. No one would look. No one would whisper. He wouldn't feel that little prickle in his chest. It would be so easy. He put the matching socks in his drawer, then looked at his basket of bright, happy, mismatched socks. A small sigh escaped him. He wasn't sure what to do. The thought of giving up his special socks made his stomach twist a little. He liked them. He really did. But he also wanted to fit in, to be like everyone else. It was a tug-of-war inside his head.

The next morning, Thomas almost picked the matching navy socks. His hand hovered over them. But then he saw his favorite red-and-white striped one. And next to it, a blue one with tiny stars. He picked them up. He looked at them. He thought about his mom and dad's smiles. He put them on, a tiny bit of bravery settling in his heart.

Just before lunch, Mrs. Hayes clapped her hands. "Class," she said, her voice soft but clear, "I have an exciting announcement!" Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at her. "Next Friday," she went on, "we're going to have a 'Show and Tell'! But this isn't just any Show and Tell. This is a 'Show and Tell About YOU.' I want each of you to bring something that tells us something special about yourselves. Something that shows us what makes you, well, you."

A buzz went through the room. "Can it be my dinosaur toy?" asked Joey, his eyes wide.

"If that dinosaur tells us something special about you, then yes!" Mrs. Hayes said with a smile. "Think about it all week. What makes you unique? What do you love? What's a part of you that you'd like to share?"

Thomas felt his stomach drop like a stone. A Show and Tell about him? His mind immediately went to his socks. He looked down at his mismatched feet under his desk. The red stripe and blue stars seemed to glow, almost mockingly. He felt a nervous flutter in his chest. What else could he show that was truly him? What if everyone thought his socks were silly? He knew they were special to him, but would they be special to anyone else? He chewed on his bottom lip, a worried frown on his face.

For the rest of the week, Thomas thought and thought. He looked through his room at home. He had a cool collection of smooth river stones, shiny and gray. He had a book about space that he loved, with amazing pictures of planets. He even had a small wooden bird carved by his grandpa. Any of these could work. They were interesting things. But did they really show what made him special? He picked up the space book. He liked space, yes, but lots of kids liked space. He put it back down. Nothing felt quite right. Nothing felt as truly him as his socks did. But the idea of showing his socks still made his cheeks feel hot. He imagined the whispers, the strange looks. He wasn't sure he was brave enough.

At school, Thomas watched his classmates getting ready for the big day. Joey brought a small, sparkly rock, telling everyone it was from his favorite hiking trail. He said it showed how much he loved being outside. Sarah brought a tiny clay pot she had made herself. "It shows I love making things with my hands," she explained, her voice quiet but proud. David had a picture he had drawn of a superhero, explaining that he loved stories about people who helped
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