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CHAPTER ONE
Anna loved getting presents from her older sister.  This one was simple but sweet.  Her sister had sent a small box with a half dozen bandannas in different colors.  She included a short note in the package.  “I hope school is going well, love, your sister Marita.”

Trying on all of the bandannas, matching the colors with different blouses and pants, Anna decided to wear the red one as a scarf.  It went perfectly with a pair of blue jeans and her red-stripped school T-shirt, which had WOODROW WILSON SCHOOL written across the front.
Shaneen was the first to notice the new bandanna.  She was Anna’s best friend.  They both had General Science for their first class.

“That bandanna looks great like that,” Shaneen said, as the two took their seats.  “Is it new?”

“Yes,” Anna replied.  “I got it yesterday from my sister.  She lives in Los Angeles.”

“Was it your birthday or something?” Shaneeen asked.

“No, my sister is just like that,” Anna said.  “She sends me things now and then, just to be nice.”

“You’re lucky,” Shaneen laughed.

Anna could not help but touch the bandanna every few minutes.  It tickled her chin.  It was actually a little too hot to wear it like a scarf, but she liked how it looked.  She made sure to wave and say hello to all of her friends she saw in the hallway between classes.  She wanted everyone to see her new look.

She was a couple of minutes late for P.E.  Hurrying to the gym, she took a shortcut behind one of the buildings in the back.  There were three girls standing in the corner, watching Anna as she walked by.

“Hey, Anna,” one girl said, stepping in front of her.

Anna knew the girl’s name, but nothing else.  They lived in the same neighborhood.

“Who are you claiming?” the girl asked.

Anna didn’t say anything.  The two other girls moved closer to them.  Anna thought they looked pushy.  They held their chins up and tried to look tough.  Then she noticed that all three of them wore black blouses, as well as black necklaces.
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“Who are you claiming?” the first girl repeated, pointing to the red bandanna.

“Claiming?” Anna laughed.  “What are you talking about?”

“What’s with the red bandanna?” the girl asked.  “What gang are you with?”

“Gang?” Anna said, shaking her head.  “I’m not in a gang.  The bandanna was a present from my sister.”

“Are you afraid to defend your gang?” another girl demanded.

“I’m not in a gang,” Anna replied.

“Then why are you wearing red?” the other girl demanded.

“Because I like it,” Anna said.

She saw her teacher in the distance, carrying a stack of balls toward the gym.  Anna didn’t want to get into trouble for being late.

“I’m late,” she replied, stepping on.

“You better be careful what you wear,” the other girl said.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What did Anna’s red bandanna mean to the other girls?

2. Have you ever worn anything that someone has interpreted in the wrong way?

3. Should students be careful about what they wear?

4. Do you worry about colors or any other symbols when you dress?
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CHAPTER TWO

Mac and Kevin were already sitting at the table by the basketball courts.  They always picked this table because a huge tree on one side shaded it.  The rest of the outside tables were in the sun.  Most of the students preferred to eat lunch outside when the weather was nice.
“Hey, Anna,” Mac said, his smile widening, “are you going to rob a bank or something with that bandanna?”  Mac was always ready to crack a joke.

Anna ignored him, taking a seat at the table.

“Where are the others?” she asked, opening the brown paper bag containing her lunch.

“They’re waiting in line for lunch,” Kevin said.  He turned his cap on backwards.  “Hey, Anna, can I use your bandanna for a minute?”

“Why?” she asked.

“I want to wipe off my skateboard.”

Kevin and Mac laughed together, even bringing a smile from Anna, as Ray came up to the table.  He was taller than the others were, wearing long baggy pants, an oversized shirt, and a large chain around his neck.  It was clear that he was in a bad mood.  He didn’t even have a lunch tray.

“I can’t believe it,” he said, kicking at the ground.  He looked around as if he was searching for something.

“What’s wrong?” Mac asked.  “Did your dog eat your lunch again?”

“I wish,” Ray said, taking a seat.

He placed both elbows down hard on the table.  The others could tell something serious had happened.  Ray didn’t look at anyone.

“My dad is going to be so mad,” he said.

“What happened?” Kevin asked, offering Ray part of his sandwich.

Shaking his head, as if he still could not believe it, Ray told them what had happened just before lunch.  During P.E., he had received a message to go to the office.  Ray thought it was important, so he didn’t bother to put his gym bag or new sneakers in a locker.  He was wearing a different pair for soccer.  When he returned from the office, his shoes were gone.  Someone had stolen them.
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“Did you report it to security?” Anna asked.

“What does it matter?” Ray mumbled.  “They’re gone, ripped off, and there’s no way to tell who took them.  So many other people have the same brand.”

Kevin nodded, acting as if he understood Ray’s feelings.

“Yeah, I had something stolen,” he said.  “Just a stupid cap, but I liked it.  My uncle had given it to me for my birthday.”

“What happened?” Anna asked.

Kevin let out a heavy sign.

“Absolutely nothing!”  Scratching the back of his head, he continued.  “I went to the office and reported it to security.  They made me fill out lots of papers, and then the security guy just laughed at me.  ‘A Raider’s cap,’ he said.  ‘No way are we going to find a Raiser’s cap.’”
“Did you ever go back and check if they had found it?” Mac asked.

Kevin shook his head.  “It’s like Ray said, once it’s gone, it’s gone.  There is nothing to do.  I even think I know who took it,” Kevin replied.

“Who?” Anna piped up.

“I’m not saying,” Kevin replied.  “What’s the use?  The guy has too many friends.  It would be like taking on the whole school.”

“I really feel powerless,” Ray suddenly said, “like there is nothing I can do or say.”

Ray had saved up his money for a long time to buy the shoes.  His father had pitched in half.

“What can I say now?” he asked.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Kevin said.

“Tell him your dog ate them,” Mac joked.

“It’s not funny,” Ray replied.  “I spent a lot of money on those shoes.”

“I still think you should report it to security,” Anna said.  “You never know.  Somebody’s bound to notice.”
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“And then what?” Ray responded, his voice angry.  “You think I’m going to tell someone?  Get them into trouble?  What do you think will happen to me then?”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. How did Ray lose his shoes?  Was it his fault?

2. Should Ray report the loss to security or the front office?  Should he tell his teachers?

3. Have you ever had something stolen at school?  What did you do?

4. What should Ray tell his father?
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CHAPTER THREE

They had almost finished their lunches by the time Shaneen arrived.  Kevin was riding around the table on his skateboard, practicing kick flips.  Even though the others had tried to cheer him up, Ray was still steaming about his lost shoes.
“Listen to this,” Shaneen said, walking up to the table with her tray of food.  “I’m late because I was just talking to Mr. Wilkerson, the assistant principal.  He said that all of the schools around here might start a new school uniform regulation.  We would have to wear the same clothes.”

“I’m not wearing a dress like you,” Mac joked.

“You know what I mean,” Shaneen said, taking a seat.  She looked over at Ray, who remained silent.  “What’s wrong?”

“Somebody’s ripped off his new shoes,” Anna said.

“You see,” Shaneen said, taking a bite out of her sandwich, “that’s what Mr. Wilkerson was talking about.  He said too many people are fighting over clothes, and some people are having trouble over colors.  Gangs, you know.”

“Just this morning,” Anna spoke up, “a few girls were giving me a hard time about my bandanna, just because it was red.  They asked me if I was in a gang.”

“You think that’s why someone stole my new shoes?” Ray said, looking up.

“At least we know that your feet don’t stink,” Mac said, elbowing Ray.  “Otherwise, no one would have stolen your shoes.  Maybe you should do something about that.  Don’t wear socks or something.”

“I’m not kidding,” Shaneen said.  “Mr. Wilkerson was really serious.  He said they might make the change soon.”

Kevin stopped practicing kick flips on his skateboard.  He turned the brim of his cap back to the front.  “Would that mean that I couldn’t wear my cap?” he asked.

“Probably,” Shaneen answered.

“No way then,” Kevin replied.

“Sounds horrible,” Anna said, lightly touching her bandanna.  “Who wants to wear the same clothes every day?”
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“I think it’s a great idea,” Shaneen said, chewing her food with a smile.
The looks at the table aimed at her in shock.  Mac looked the worst.  With a perfect mushroom haircut, designer shirt and pants to match his favorite character on a popular TV program, and a sparking gold chain, he looked like the kind of pop stars profiled in magazines.  All the girls liked Mac.  Everyone laughed at his jokes.  He seemed to be older than the other boys were, largely because he wore such nice and expensive clothes.

“I’m not going to wear any uniform,” Mac spoke up.  He had a heavy frown on his face.  “There’s a private school near my house.  All the boys have to wear white shirts and ties and blue pants.  The girls wear white blouses with either blue skirts or pants.  My parents wanted to send me there, but after seeing everyone dressed the same, I say ‘no way.’”

“No way is right,” Ray added.  “I’m not going to look like some kind of geek or nerd.”

Ray always had his hair cut in the latest fashion.  He also made sure his mother bought him the same clothes he saw on MTV, just like his favorite rap stars.

“How could anyone look cool in a uniform?” he said.
“Who says you have to look cool?” Shaneen replied.

“It’s just natural for some of us,” Mac laughed.

“But, what about all of the clothes I already have?” Anna spoke up.  “Are we only allowed to wear our own clothes on Saturday and Sunday?  That’s only two days a week.  There aren’t enough days in the week as it is, and there are so many great outfits to wear.”

Kevin took off on his skateboard again, circling the table.  Checking his watch, Mac saw that there was only five more minutes before the bell.  Hurrying to finish her lunch, Shaneen looked at the disturbed faces.  It was almost as if they blamed her for the news.

“It wasn’t my idea,” she said.  “Don’t blame me.”

“But you would go along with it,” Mac said, “probably like a lot of other students.”
“What do you mean?” Anna said, looking confused.

“We should have a say in this discussion, too,” Mac went on.  “Why don’t the teachers or principals ever ask our opinions?”

“Really,” Ray threw in.  “It does hurt us the most.”
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“But the teachers are the teachers,” Shaneen laughed.  “They make all the rules.”

“Let’s ask Mr. Wilkerson to hold an assembly,” Mac said, “that way he would know how we feel.”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why was the assistant principal talking about a new school uniform policy?

2. What did Kevin and Mac think?

3. Why were Ray, Shaneen and Anna against it?

4. Do you know anyone who has to wear a uniform at school?  What do you think about school uniforms?
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CHAPTER FOUR

Kevin’s mom woke him up every morning.  She worked the graveyard shift at a convenience store.  She would knock on his bedroom door, remind him what time it was, and then go to bed.  It was up to Kevin to crawl out of bed, get dressed, find something to eat and make it to school on time.
His father was asleep on the living room couch.  The TV was still on.  Bottles were on the floor.  Kevin knew his father drank a lot.  He just avoided him.  He didn’t like to think or talk about it.  This morning, though, Kevin needed to ask his father something.

“Hey, Dad,” he said, standing by the couch.  Kevin tried to wake him.  “Hey, Dad, I need some money,” he went on.  “I ripped a hole in my jeans.”
His father mumbled something about his wallet on the table.  Kevin went over and took out enough money for a new pair of jeans.  He would pick them up after school.

Kevin didn’t care that his jeans were ripped.  Some kids ripped them on purpose.  It made him wonder about the school uniforms.  What would happen if he ripped the uniform pants?  He was always trying something unusual or difficult on his skateboard, often landing with a bad fall.  The school uniforms were bound to cost more than a pair of jeans.  How could Kevin manage to buy a new pair of pants every week?  Where would he get the money?  He was afraid to think about his father’s reaction.

Anna had the same thoughts that morning.  Dressing before the mirror, she tried to imagine wearing the same blouse or sweater each day.  What fun would clothes be with the uniforms?  She liked to dress according to her mood.  Some days she felt sloppy, so she dressed sloppy.  Some days she felt very important, and dressed formally.  Her mom liked to go shopping, and she was always picking up something for Anna, nothing unusual or expensive, just different.  Some days she wanted to dress in blue, or green, or red or black.  She didn’t like the idea of being restricted to one uniform.  Clothes were a part of her identity.  The idea of uniforms made her feel like the school would be taking away her character.  She would have to leave all of her sister’s gifts in the closet until the weekend.

Ray didn’t think about much except his shoes that morning.  He had been right.  His father was angry.  There would be no more expensive shoes for Ray.  “If you can’t even take care of your clothes,” his father said, “why should I waste my money?”

Now Ray laced up an old pair of shoes.  He didn’t really care about clothes anymore.  It wasn’t worth the hassle, in his opinion.  All he wanted was a pair of baggy pants, even if it was a pair of baggy uniform pants, and a loose shirt.
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Ray watched MTV as he dressed in the morning.  One star actually wore a uniform; the shirt not tucked, the pants large and baggy, pretending to be a bad schoolboy.  The video made Ray laugh.  Uniforms or no uniforms, he would be just like the rapper on the video.  He would personalize his look, and make the uniform fit his plans.
Shaneen always dressed her three little sisters in the morning.  They caught an early bus, all three of them heading to elementary school.  It took a lot of work.  Sometimes the youngest, which was only six-years-old, didn’t cooperate.  She would run all around the apartment, hiding under the table or in a closet, slamming doors behind her as if playing a game.  The other girls, nine-year-old twins, always complained about their clothes.  They didn’t like to wear hand-me-downs.  They argued that one always got the nicer clothes.  Someone was always crying.  Shaneen was exhausted by the time she got everyone off to the bus stop, and she hadn’t even begun to think about what clothes she would wear.

All of the planning was too much for Shaneen.  Her mother often disappeared for a few days, leaving Shaneen and her grandmother to take care of the family.  Her grandmother was sweet, but she was getting too old to chase little girls in the morning.  The idea of uniforms sounded great to Shaneen.  There would be no arguing, complaints or problems.  The rule would be the rule.  It all seemed a lot easier for Shaneen.

She also was tired of trying to keep up with the other girls.  She didn’t have much money for clothes.  Even her grandmother couldn’t give her much, just a special present on her birthday.  This made Shaneen feel bad.  She wondered if the other girls thought she was ugly or sloppy.  Shaneen pretended she didn’t care, but she worried about her clothes.  She realized that she always felt best in P.E., when all of the students wore their tracksuits or shirts.  That was when Shaneen knew she was as good as anyone else was.
This was not the case for Mac.  He complained all night to his parents about the possible uniform rule.  He told them that if the school changed the rule, he wanted to transfer.

“I’d even go the private school,” he shouted.

It made his parents laugh, which made Mac even angrier.  “Why can’t I do what I want?  I didn’t bother anyone.  No one bothers me.  I’ve never had any problem with gangs, colors or shoes.  I think all of that is exaggerated, anyway.”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Do you think students spend too much money on clothes?
2. Is clothes part of your identity?  Why?

3. Do you try to copy the way other people dress?  Why?

4. Why does Shaneen support uniforms?  Do you agree or disagree with her?
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CHAPTER FIVE
There was only topic of discussion the next day at school: would they change to uniforms or not?  Who would decide?  How would the students react?  What was the role of the parents?
Mr. Wilkerson announced the district school board was going to have a meeting to discuss the issue of school uniforms.  He said there had been many robberies, some even with guns, by students who wanted the expensive shoes, jackets, chains or clothes of other students.  He also said that many students were stealing, because they needed the money to buy expensive products.  By pointing out the problems with some gangs and their dress codes, Mr. Wilkerson said that uniforms might cut down on conflicts between groups who dressed differently.  He felt it was the school’s duty to reduce the problems among the students.  Mr. Wilkerson also announced that the school would hold an assembly to discuss the issue.
“I just want my shoes back,” Ray said aloud.

He had arrived early at the lunch tables.  Kevin was nearby, zooming around on his skateboard, practicing Ollies and kick flips.  Ray had felt bad all morning.  Every time he looked at his shoes, he wanted to punch somebody.  They were just his old, beat-up Converse sneakers.  They were his extra pair for yard work.  He had even thought about wearing his soccer shoes, but they weren’t good for indoors.

“Hey, Ray,” Kevin said, sliding up to the table.  “Come quick, over by the parking lot.”

The two hustled over to the visitor’s parking lot.  Ray immediately saw what Kevin had pointed out.  On the corner sat a daypack, right next to a brand new Nike shoebox.

“Check it out,” Kevin said, balancing on the skateboard.  “Maybe they’re your size.”

Ray gave Kevin a strange look.  He quickly turned around and checked to see if anyone was watching.  The boy who left his daypack and shoes behind had probably gone into the office for a few minutes.  Maybe he went to call his parents.

Ray knew he had to make a quick decision.  He could steal the shoebox and hope that the pair inside fit, or he could walk away.
“What are you waiting for?” Kevin asked.  “Why don’t you see if they fit?”

“What if they do?” Ray fired back, looking at Kevin through eyes filled with confusion.

“If someone stole yours,” Kevin said, “why don’t you steal from someone else?”
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Ray looked back at the door.  No one was in sight.  The parking lot was quiet, too.  Just before lunch, he knew the bell would ring at any moment, releasing a crowd of people.  He looked at Kevin, who danced on top of his skateboard with a dare in his eyes.

“No one will know,” Kevin said.

“You will,” Ray fired back.

“How will I explain the new pair of shoes to my parents and the others?” Ray asked.

“Say you found them,” Kevin replied, shrugging his shoulder.  “Or, that you earned some money working after school, cleaning up some lot or something.”

Ray looked down at his sad shoes, and then back at the box.  Maybe Kevin was right.  Someone was walking around in his shoes right now, so why couldn’t he just take this box of Nikes and run?

“See anyone?” Ray asked Kevin.

Kevin shook his head.

Jumping to the curb, Ray reached down and swooped up the box of shoes, taking off for the opposite side of the parking lot.  Kevin skated behind him, checking for any surprises.  Ray raced for the lunch table without looking back.

Mac, Shaneen and Anna were all sitting at the table, slightly startled by the grand arrival of the two boys.  Both were out of breath.  Ray had a strange smile on his face, holding something behind his back.  Kevin kept looking over his shoulder.

“What’s up?” Mac asked.

“Nothing,” Ray replied, trying to catch his breath.

He sat down, setting the box of shoes under his seat.  The others clearly saw his package.  They all followed Kevin’s eyes, which glued to the box of shoes.  Ray tried to act normally.

“What’s new,” he asked, attempting to change the subject.

“What’s under your seat?” Anna asked.

“Nothing,” Ray fired back.

“What do you mean by nothing?” Mac said.  “Nothing you want to show us or nothing you want us to know about?”
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“Just a box,” Ray responded.  He looked over his shoulder.

“Sort of looked like a shoebox to me,” Shaneen said.  “Did your dad get you a new pair of shoes?”

Ray seemed confused by the question.  Then a big smile ripped across his face.  “Yes,” he said, nodding.  “Want to see them?”

Mac and Shaneen exchanged glances.  As he reached down and picked up the box, the others looked over at Kevin as if he knew something important.  Kevin jumped on his skateboard and sailed off.

Ray held the box in front of him.  It was like opening a treasure chest.  He was both excited and afraid.  He looked at the others with a big smile.

“What kind did you get?” Mac asked.

“Nike,” Ray replied.

“What kind of Nike?” Mac added.

“Take a look,” Ray answered.

Popping off the top, Ray’s bottom lip fell in total astonishment.  Anna gasped, her hands rushing to cover her mouth.  Mac burst out laughing, while Shaneen just shook her head in disappointment.  Ray didn’t know what to say.  There was a pair of Nikes, although small enough for a kindergarten student.  There was also a pair of pink socks, an apple and a little doll.
“I can’t believe it,” Shaneen said.  “You stole those, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t mean to,” Ray said, shaking his head.

“Real smart,” Mac said, clearly disappointed in his friend.

“How could you, Ray?” Anna said, pointing her finger.  “Think of some little girl running around school, crying, looking for her shoes.  After someone stole your pair, how could you be so mean?”

“I didn’t mean to,” Ray said again.  He looked up, searching for some sympathy.  “But it’s not fair.  Someone stole mine.”

Kevin rolled back, as if the table was safe again.  The others immediately gave him guilty looks.
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“Did you help him?” charged Shaneen.

“I just ride my board,” Kevin said.  “I didn’t do anything.”

Ray remained speechless.  Standing up, making to leave, Mac shook his head and pointed back at his friend.  “At least take them back,” he said.

“Really, Ray,” Shaneen added.  “Do the right thing.”

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What made Ray steal the box of shoes?

2. What was Kevin’s role?  Was he wrong?

3. Why were Ray’s friends disappointed?

4. What does Shaneen mean when she says, “Do the right thing”?
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Discuss some of the reasons why Mr. Wilkerson favors school uniforms.  Do you agree or disagree with his points?

2. Discuss the clothing situation at your school.  Are there problems with colors, certain types of clothing, stealing or fights or clothes?

3. What do you think of Ray?  Is he a victim?  Did he create the problem himself?

4. What would you do if your friend stole someone else’s clothes, shoes or property?

5. Are clothes too important in school?  What do clothes mean to you?

-17-
6. Which character do you identify with in the story: Ray, Mac, Kevin, Shaneen, Anna or none of them?  Why?

7. What role should students have in making clothing rules at school?
8. What role should parents have in making clothing rules at school?

9. How would your life change if your school had a school uniform policy?

10. Can there be a compromise between uniforms and open clothing codes?
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