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	I held in one hand The Hunger Games, my oldest sister recommended and in the other my precious Blackberry and I-Pod as I walked into the gym during Spring Break. After hearing the beep of my gym card while I checked in, I immediately walked toward a single elliptical machine in the back corner of the gym. 
	I carefully put each foot in its place on the elliptical and tested my balance as I tried to cram my electronic devices into the drink holder and place the unopened, paperback edition of my book onto the work area of the machine. I ran my fingers slowly across the textured front cover. Why was there a gold mocking jay pin on the cover? The title had a haunting edge to it: The Hunger Games. Would this be a story of famine… or a bloody war? 
	I opened the book, skipping past four cover pages until I finally reached page one. The narrator started talking immediately, using derogatory terms like the “reaping,” “bad dreams,” and “beaten-down.” I realized quickly that this book was not about our world today; it was a flash forward to the future. It told the story of post-America, where the world was broken into thirteen numbered districts, all ruled by one dictating capital. 
As I kept reading, I learned what the narrator meant by “reaping.” All districts were required to have a lottery where two unlucky teenagers would be sent to the capital and forced to fight in bloodshed, killing other children, and enduring whatever obstacles that the capital would place in the arena. All of this was televised. The wealthy residents of the capital looked forward to watching the games, while common people in the districts were forced to watch the traumatizing images of their loved ones.  
I had never dreamed of reading a book like this one before. I get an uneasy feeling in my stomach every time I think about blood or murder. But I became addicted. The narrator, Katniss, is also the protagonist. She tells of her experience fighting in the Hunger Games. I learned about her starving, her wounds, and her worries for her famished sister and mother back home.  With every word, my heart was beating faster. I felt my fingers reaching to increase the speed of my elliptical. My legs whirled in circles faster than I thought possible. Sweat was pouring out of me. I felt like I was Katniss- that I was running from all the war and ravenous, murderous people in the world. 
Katniss’ participation in the Hunger Games made her stronger, but not just in a physical sense. It gave her the necessary courage to coordinate an uprising against the capital. She knew that the current ruling elite was corrupt, and she was the only one who had enough strength and resistance to beat the wealthy, the controllers, the people who wanted her dead for their own entertainment. Her desire to rebel inspired her to break the number one rule of the war: she allied with Peeta, the other teen thrust into the games from her district, and when they were the last two survivors, she threatened that they both would commit suicide, so there would be no winner. 
After reading a third of the book, I suddenly was forced into reality. I had been at the gym for hours. I quickly thrust my Barnes & Noble receipt into my stopping place and swiftly shut the book. Then I fished for my blinking cell phone at the bottom of the drink holder. To my surprise, I had seven missed calls from my mom. She wasn’t expecting me to be gone for so long, and I hadn’t expected myself to become so absorbed in this bloodshed. 
I hopped off the machine and walked to the door. Halfway there, I had to steady myself since my spinning head was making it so hard to walk. I felt like I had just stepped outside of the game world and into present day America, where I had to rush home for dinner. Although the air conditioning in my car was on the highest setting, I was sweltering and drained on my way home. My hard, lengthy workout, mixed with the constant fighting in the book, was overwhelming. I was in a different place for the rest of that night. 
The next morning, I could not reach the gym fast enough. The familiar sound of my gym card beeped, almost like it was the card allowing me access to the arena of the Hunger Games. This time I darted towards the same corner elliptical, shoved my I-Pod headphones into my ear, and found the receipt wedged inside the page I had left the day before. I turned the machine onto one of the hardest, fastest settings. My legs began to whirl again as the atmosphere of the gym quickly transformed into the forest of the arena. 
This became a pattern that replayed every morning that week. Finally, the pages were dwindling, and I came to Katniss’ ultimate act of defiance. I was in disbelief: In the face of tyranny, she offered to kill herself alongside Peeta. She had overcome adversity and was the first to go against a powerful dictator. After reading the last sentence of book one, the pace of my workout started to slow down and so did the beating of my heart. 
Why had I become so attached to this story? It was so twisted and gory. But I could not think about anything else. I wished that I was Katniss so I could have that kind of bravery. Then I realized that maybe I did have some of Katniss’ spirit inside of me. I have never fought in a war, murdered a child, or threatened the president, but I am determined to make a difference. My passion is to provide confidence and a voice to those who do not have it, by teaching public speaking to children.
The Hunger Games and Katniss reminded me why I have devoted the last three years of my life to teaching underprivileged children how to stand up and speak out. If people don’t use their voice, it will eventually be taken away from them. People need courage and skill to speak out whatever challenge they face whether it is poverty, disease, homelessness, or authority. They can use their voice to debate solutions for these issues and to maintain freedom and power. The Hunger Games is a book I will never forget. Its graphic pages haunt me, reminding me that I need to stand up for what I believe in and never stop teaching other people to do the same. 
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