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Michele Armstrong was riding in the back of her parents’ car on a snowy day, when all of the sudden, the car started to slide out of control down a long, icy hill.  The driver of the car, Michele’s dad, yelled, “Hold on tight!”  Her dad tried to turn the steering wheel to the right, away from an oncoming car.  When the car finally found traction, the car veered right—sending it into a spin.  It all seemed like slow motion to Michele; however, when the car finally straightened out, it drove straight into an icy pond.  

Michele woke up with a start.  Sweating and shaking all over, she felt like her heart was pounding out of her chest.  Michele thought:  Not another nightmare!  This is the third time this week that I’ve had this same nightmare.  What does it mean?  She looked at the clock and shrieked, “Oh suck a duck!  The stupid alarm clock didn’t go off again!  I’m going to be late!”  She jumped out of bed and ran to her adjourning half bathroom to brush her teeth and freshen up a bit.  After the bathroom business was done, she rushed into her room to get dressed for school.  

“Michele!  You ready to go yet?” called her mom from the bottom of the steps while Michele was pulling on a pair of black sweatpants from a pile of clothes in the middle of the room. 

“Coming.  I just have to get my shoes on.” 

“Well, you better hurry up; I have to be at the church by 8 a.m. sharp to unlock the building.  You know the church staff cannot do anything without the secretary-in-charge of the Monthly Calendar of Events.”  Michele’s mom chuckled silently to herself then continued, “I’ll be waiting in the car.” 

Michele ran down the stairs, grabbed her coat that was hanging by the door, and then ran to the idling car in the driveway.  She opened the car door and jumped into the passenger seat.  Shivering, she thought:  It’s only the fourth week in November, and it’s already freezing here in Michigan.  Her mom backed the car out of the driveway and proceeded down the snow-covered road.  Michele looked out the window in silence, taking in her new surroundings.  She still wasn’t used to the new house in Michigan since they moved here from Texas two months ago.  She wondered:  Why did I have to be adopted into a military family – constantly moving and constantly having to find new friends?  Will I ever really like this new home?”  Michele’s mind also reflected on her life as an adopted child:  Why did my parents take so long before they told me about being adopted?  She could remember the conversation like it was yesterday.  It was just after her 13th birthday when her parents called her into the living room and said they had something important to tell her.  Their explanation at that time was that they wanted to make sure she was old enough to understand and that they wanted her to realize they loved her as if she was their very own. 

“Mom... Am I ugly mom?”

“Heavens to Betsy, No!  Why would you think that?”

“Because no one seems to notice me at school.  Everyone seems to have their own cliques and seem to glance my way, then snicker.” 

“Oh, honey.  It just takes people a while to figure out who you are.  They will come around like they always do.  Besides, you are beautiful!  With your long, blonde hair and high cheekbones - you could be a model.” 

“Oh, mom.  You’re just saying that because I am your daughter... So, if I am not ugly, am I fat?  All the girls at this new school look like they eat like a bird.”  

Michele’s mom looked at her daughter in shock and chuckled, “No, Michele.  You are not fat!  You just have more curves than most girls your age.  If anything, maybe the girls at your school are jealous of you.  Afraid you might take all their boyfriends away.” 

Michele laughed, “Oh, mom.  You always know what to say to make me feel better, but I am sure that is not the case!”

Michele looked out the car window just as the car was passing the pond in her nightmares.  “Mom.  Is this the only route to school?”

“It is the only direct route to school, with a bridge over the river—unless we drove 15 minutes out of our way.  Why?”

“Just wondering.”

The car pulled up in front of the high school.  Michele gave her mom a peck on the cheek.  “Have a good day, mom.”
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WHEN MICHELE’S MOM pulled up to the curb, a lot of students stopped and stared at the new student exiting the car.  However, when Michele turned around, most of them jerked their heads the other way, pretending they were not watching her.  Michele walked up to the school with her head down; she climbed the steps leading up to the front door entrance and then proceeded down the crowded halls to her locker.  After she put her coat in her locker, she grabbed her first class’s textbook and continued down the hall to her class, Drama 101. 

Michele walked into the classroom and took her seat towards the back of the room.  After the bell rang and all the students had taken their seats, the teacher, Ms. Lockley, started the attendance: “Michele Armstrong.” 

“Here,” Michele replied. 

While Ms. Lockley continued to call names from the attendance sheet, Michele started thinking to herself how she wished her name started with an “m” or an “n” instead of with “a.”  I hate being called first for almost everything.  While Michele continued to daydream, she started doodling on her notebook.  Michele loved to draw.  Whenever she was bored, she would doodle pictures of people and sceneries.  For some reason, oblivious to Michele, she frequently drew an island situated in the middle of a big ocean. 

“I think Michele Armstrong would be a great person for the part.”

Michele sat up in surprise to hear her name from a fellow student behind her.  She looked around the classroom.  What did she miss?  Ms. Lockley proceeded to say: “Good choice, Amy.  I do think we should include the new student in the Christmas play.  Do you think you can handle the part, Michele?”

“I.  I guess.”  Then she wondered:  What am I getting myself into? 

“Excellent!  Can you stop by sometime during lunch or after school so I can give you all the details of playing the part of the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come?”

“Sure,” Michele stammered. 

Amy clapped her hands and squealed, “Yeah!”  All the other students just stared at Michele.  

After class, on Michele’s way out the door, the teacher grabbed Michele’s arm softly and said, “Thanks for stepping up on such a short notice.  No one could foresee one of the students getting sick prior to the play.”

When Michele walked out into the hallway, Amy was waiting in the hall for her.  “Hi!  My name is Amy Long.  Sorry I volunteered you, but I do think you will make a perfect fit for the part.  Want to sit with me for lunch so we can discuss it more?”

“Sure.  Where should I meet you?”

“I usually sit by myself in the back.  The spot reserved for nerds and loners.” Amy laughed nervously.  “I am new here too, and the people around here are not too friendly to newbies.” 

“Ok.  I usually hang out by myself at lunch.  I’ll sit with you... I better get going to my next class” Michele smiled then turned down a hall to the right, heading towards her Algebra II Class. 
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MICHELE WALKED INTO the cafeteria with her lunch tray after her third-hour class.  She looked around the crowded, noisy room.  It was a large tannish room with a large emblem of the school’s mascot, a lion, on one of the side walls.  The front of the room had large windows looking out into a courtyard.  The round tables by the window contained most of the school jocks.  Michele recognized some of the football players and cheerleaders that were sitting in that area.  When she looked back at the far-right corner of the room, she saw Amy’s hand waving at her.  Michele walked over to a long, rectangular table that had plenty of vacant chairs.  She took one of the empty seats that stood directly across from Amy.  

“How’s your day going?” Amy asked eagerly and smiled. 

“Oh.  You know.  Same old thing.  More homework... getting us prepared for finals. 

Amy was petite and had a beautiful smile—when she did smile.  Over the last few months in the new school, Michele didn’t think she ever saw Amy smile in her first-hour class.  Amy usually kept to herself and was quiet, unless provoked—then she would get snappy and act like she had a bad attitude about everything.  Michele didn’t know what to think of Amy’s black clothes, black lipstick, black nail polish, and Amy’s hair.  Amy wore her hair cut short, dyed dark black, and had streaks of red in it. 

Amy shoveled food into her mouth then proceeded to ask Michele, “So, what do you think of our new school so far?”

“I guess it’s okay”

“Yeah, right”

“How long have you been going here?” Michele asked. 

“I just started here this semester.  My mom’s job was relocated to this area.  She’s a single mom, so she has to go where the work is—and drag me along.” 

“Oh.  Where is your dad?”

“My parents are divorced.  Not sure where my dad is now.  He never calls.  My mom says he’s probably hiding out with one of his girlfriends since he doesn’t want to pay any child support.”

“Oh.  I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.  He never took much interest in anything I did anyways.  And the way my mom talks about him, he was a mean drinker and a cheater.” 

Michele didn’t know what to say, so she just sat there in silence and started eating her lunch.  After a few minutes, Amy spoke up, “So, are you mad at me for volunteering you for the part?”

“No. I’m just a little nervous.” 

“Why?  Haven’t you participated in a play before?”

“Yes.  I have participated in plays since I was in elementary.  I’m just not used to this new school yet, and I’m not sure how the other students will accept me.” 

“Well, you don’t have to worry.  I’ll have your back.  I’m just doing the stage setup and background stuff, but if anyone gives you any trouble, just give me a sign.  We, newbies, need to stick together.”

Michele didn’t know what to say, so she just smiled and continued to eat.  Amy shoved another mouthful of food into her mouth.  “So, if you have any questions about the play or if you need help learning your lines, I can help—if you want me to?”

“That would be great!  I don’t have any friends yet.  I mean, some of the people around here have been nice and helpful with notes from schoolwork I missed and all, but I really haven’t made any close friends yet.  I’m supposed to pick up the information about the play from Ms. Lockley after school today.  Maybe I can just call you tonight after I look over the script.  Can you give me your number?”

“Sure.”  Amy waited until Michele had her cellphone ready then stated, “My number is 517-867-5308.” 

After Michele entered Amy’s number into her phone, she asserted, “Oh.  This reminds me.  I better text my mom and tell her I will be a few minutes late today since I need to stop and see the drama teacher.  My mom will be so excited.  She has been bugging me daily to get involved in this new school.” 

Amy asked quietly, “If you don’t mind, can I ask why you are new here?  Did your mom get relocated too?”

“Oh.  No.  It was my dad.  He’s in the military.  So, every two to three years we usually get relocated.  Whenever we move, my mom just up and quits her job—then looks for another minimum wage paying job at our new location to help her meet new people.  This time she landed an opening as a secretary at a local church.  She seems to love it.”

The lunch bell started to ring, so the girls stood up and grabbed their trays.  They walked down the aisle towards the return escalator to drop off their dirty trays.  

After dropping off their trays, Amy turned to Michele and said, “Well, give me a call after you get home tonight.” 

“Will do.”  Michele smiled, then turned and started down the hall towards her fourth-hour class of the day. 
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AFTER SCHOOL, MICHELE went back to her locker to put away her school books and grabbed the books she would need to complete her homework that night.  On the way to the drama classroom, she decided she better make a pit-stop in the girls’ room.  After making her pit-stop, she walked down the empty school halls heading back to her first-hour, drama classroom.  When she walked in the door, Ms. Lockley was busy looking through papers.  Ms. Lockley looked up when she heard Michele walk in.  

“I was beginning to worry you would not show.” 

“Oh.  I’m sorry.  I just had to do a few things before I came.” 

Ms. Lockley handed Michele a big pile of papers.  “I know you only have three weeks to learn all your lines.  Do you think there will be a problem?  If you need extra help, we could meet after school or during your lunch.”

“Thanks.  I will look over the information and my lines tonight.  I will let you know if I feel the need for the extra practice time.”  

“The play practice is every Tuesday and Thursday night from 7 p.m. to 9 p.m.  Of course, we do not have practice this Thursday since it’s Thanksgiving.  If you need to read your lines from the script tomorrow during practice, that will be fine.  Will you be able to make all the practices?”

“There shouldn’t be a problem.  My mom gets out of work around 3, so she should be able to bring me to all the practices.”  

Ms. Lockley smiled at Michele and said, “Great.  I’ll see you tomorrow in class.”

Michele nodded her head, then walked out the door.  When she exited the school building, she saw her mom’s car waiting by the curb.  She ran to the car, opened the car door, then slid into the passenger seat.  Her mom reached over and instantly gave her a big hug.  “I’m so proud of you for getting involved in the school play.  I’m just so excited for you.  I know it is hard for you—getting used to a new school, but I think this will be a great start for you.”  

Michele’s mom reluctantly returned her attention to the car and proceeded to drive away from the school.  
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OVER THE WEEK, MICHELE met daily with her new friend Amy for lunch.  The first play practice, on Tuesday night, went off without a hitch—besides the fact that Michele had to read her lines, word for word, from the script.  During the lunch break on Wednesday, Amy told Michele: “If you need any help practicing your lines this weekend, maybe I can stop over sometime on Saturday to help you out.  We don’t have practice tomorrow since it’s Thanksgiving, so I thought you might need a friend to help you?”  

Michele replied, “That would be great!  I’m sure my mom wouldn’t mind.  I’ll call you by Friday and let you know.”

On the way home from school, Michele’s mom told her about their Thanksgiving plans: “So, Dad’s brother, Joe, and his wife, Gloria, will be coming over for Thanksgiving.  It’s been a long time since your dad had time to hang out with his brother.  Should be a good time.  Not sure if you remember them?  Think you met them when you were around seven, we stayed at their farm here in Michigan for a couple of days.  I think you enjoyed yourself since your Aunt Gloria and I let you go swimming in their pond and then you kept making Gloria lead you around the yard on her horse’s back.  Do you remember?”

“Vaguely.  I do remember swimming and that I loved her horse.”

“And, we also need to plan something for your 16th birthday this Saturday.  Your dad and I thought we could take you out to celebrate somewhere?  Maybe pizza and a movie?”

“I completely forgot about my birthday this Saturday.  So much is happening now with the play and finding a new friend to talk to.  I was hoping to have my new friend, Amy, come over this Saturday to help me with my lines.”

“Oh!  That sounds great.  Maybe your new friend would also like to go out to dinner and a movie with us - to help celebrate your birthday?”

“I told her I would call her by Friday, but maybe I’ll call her tonight—see if she wants to go out to dinner with us Saturday night after helping me rehearse my lines... Maybe I will even check if she wants to spend the night, if that’s okay with you?”

“Sure honey.  You know you can have friends over anytime you want.” 
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MICHELE HELPED HER mom Wednesday night, and most of the morning on Thursday, getting ready for the Thanksgiving feast.  They made pies, deviled eggs, onion roll-ups, a cheeseball, and a vegetable tray.  Early Thursday morning, her mom stuffed the turkey and put it in the oven.  While wiping her hands on her apron, she looked at Michele, who was sitting at the kitchen table, “Now all we need to do is peel the potatoes.”  Michele rolled her eyes, then got up from her seat to get the potatoes. 

Uncle Joe and Aunt Gloria showed up around noon.  Michele’s dad, Jerry, gave Joe a big hug when he answered the door.  While the guys sat around in the living room, hashing out old-family stories, Gloria joined Michele and her mom, Daria, in the kitchen to help finish up the last-minute details for the feast. 

“Sit down, Daria!  Looks like you have been working your butt off.  Let me make the gravy.”  

“Have at it, Gloria.  You could always make better gravy than my lumpy gravy anyways.” Daria smiled then said, “Come on, Michele, come and help me set the dining room table.” Michele rolled her eyes, pushed herself away from the kitchen table, and followed her mom to the China cabinet to help with the dishes. 

When the dinner was done, and the table was set, Daria called the guys to the dining room table to eat.  After everyone took a seat, Daria looked around and announced, “I think we should go around the table and all say one thing we are thankful for.”  

Daria looked at her husband first.  He cleared his throat and said, “The great food!” Jerry turned and looked at his brother Joe. 

Joe said, “Being invited to this great Thanksgiving feast so I could see my brother and his lovely family.”

Everyone smiled, then Gloria spoke up, “Guess it’s my turn.  I’m thankful that you guys finally moved back to Michigan.  Maybe now we can visit each other more often.”

Daria looked at her daughter, “Well, Michele.  Do you have anything to be thankful for?”

Michele looked at the food in front of her; her stomach growled loudly.  Everyone at the table laughed.  

Daria continued, “You’re not getting out of it that easy Michele.  There must be something, besides the food, that you are thankful for.”

Michele rolled her eyes and said, “I guess....  For finding a new friend at this new school.”

Daria smiled, then continued, “I’m thankful for my loving husband and my beautiful daughter.”  Daria smiled then looked at her husband, “Can you cut the turkey, please.”

After dinner, the men proceeded to the living room to watch the football game, as the girls continued to visit around the dining room table.  The girls chitchatted about everything under the sun: from the weather, Michele’s new school, Daria’s new job, and men; every once in a while, Michele could hear her dad and her uncle yelling at the TV in the living room and giving each other a high five.  She thought to herself how happy the two were together and how she secretly wished she had a brother or sister to share special moments with.  
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MICHELE SLEPT WELL past noon on Friday.  After she finally got up and made an appearance for something to eat, she spent the rest of the day studying her play lines.  She wanted to impress Amy on how well she knew it without reading the script, word for word.   

On Saturday morning, an old, rusty Dodge pulled up to the curb and dropped Amy off.  Amy ran up to the two-story brick house and rang the front doorbell.  Michele came running down the stairs to let Amy in.  Michele’s mom met them in the foyer with a cup of coffee in her hands.  

“Good morning.  You must be Amy?”  Daria said with a smile. 

Michele did a quick introduction then grabbed Amy by the hand.  “Come on upstairs.  We have work to do.  I’m having a terrible time trying to learn my lines.”

After the girls ran up the stairs to Michele’s room, Michele sat down on her bed with a thump.  There were papers scattered all over her bed. 

Amy looked around the room with the adjourning half bath, “Wow.  Your parents must be rich!”

“Nah, we get by alright.  But I wouldn’t say we are rich.”

“Guess you’re never coming to our two-bedroom shack.  I would be too embarrassed for you to see the run-down-house where me and my mom live.”  Amy started to explore all the knickknacks Michele collected over the years.  “I didn’t realize how close we live.  I only live about ten blocks away... towards the poor part of town.”

“I’m sure the house where you and your mom live in is just fine, you’re exaggerating.”

“Just you wait and see.  I’ll invite you over someday.” 

After a moment of silence, Amy jumped on the bed and asked, “So, where should we begin?”

After an hour or two of practicing the play, Michele’s mom knocked on the door.  “Is it safe to come in?”

“Sure, mom.  The door’s unlocked.”

“Can you open the door for me?  My hands are kind of full.”

Michele jumped off the bed, walked up to the bedroom door, and opened it.  Her mother was standing on the other side of the door carrying a bunch of food. 

“Thought I would bring you girls up some lunch.”

Michele grabbed two of the plates full of food from her mother’s hands and set them on her desktop.  Daria followed Michele over to her desk and sat the rest of the food next to the two plates.  “I wasn’t sure what kind of pop you liked Amy.  So, I brought you what Michele likes, Mountain Dew.” 

Amy looked at all of the food.  There was a ham sandwich with a bunch of chips on each plate.  A box of cookies, some cut up fruit, and two cans of pop.  “Thanks, Mrs. Armstrong!”

“You can call me Daria,” Michele’s mom said with a smile; then she turned to walk out of the bedroom, closing the door softly behind her.  

After lunch, the girls went back to work on practicing Michele’s lines for the play.  Michele would pace around the room, acting out her part of the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come, while Amy read the words of the other characters in the play.  During the practice, every time Michele messed up on a line, Amy would hit her with a pillow, correct her, and then make her take it from the top.  After a couple of hours or so, Michele finally made it through the whole script without looking at her notes.  Both girls stopped what they were doing, looked up at each other, smiled, and gave each other a high five.  Exhausted from all the practicing, Michele flopped herself back onto the bed; Amy followed suit.  

Laying on the bed, Amy turned her head towards Michele and said, “You did it!  You did it!  You were able to recite all your lines without having to peek at the script.”  

Michele looked at Amy, “Finally!  Whew!  It’s hot in here!  How can you wear that big, heavy sweater?  I know I’m burning up after all that work!” 

Amy took off her sweater.  Michele noticed the big cut marks on both of Amy’s arms.  Amy caught her staring and tried to hide her arms behind her head as she lay back down on the bed. 

After a couple of minutes, Michele broke the silence.  “So, any pointers I should know about the play?”  

Amy sat up Indian style on the bed and started telling Michele about all the people that were playing the different characters in the play.  She told her about the nice people, the ones she thought she could trust, and the mean people, the ones who would probably stab her in the back if given half the chance.  Amy also mentioned the guy playing the part of Bob Cratchit and how she thought he was cute.  

Around 4 p.m., Michele’s mom called up the stairs, “You girls ready to go?”

When the girls came down the stairs, Michele’s mom was standing at the bottom of the stairs holding a key.  She leaned over and kissed Michele on the cheek, “Happy birthday, baby!”  

Michele stared at the keys in shock, then she grabbed the keys, and ran out the front door.  When she ran outside, she saw her dad standing in the driveway next to a used, black Chevrolet Equinox.  Michele and Amy ran to the car to check it out.  After inspecting the car, inside and out, Michele looked at her parents, who were standing in the driveway with their arms around each other, and said, “I love it!  Thanks, mom and dad!”

Her dad looked at her and said, “Unfortunately, you cannot start driving the car alone until you pass your driver’s training road test.” 

Michele looked down and shook her head, “I know.”  Then Michele and Amy jumped back into the car and started playing with the radio.  After a while, Michele’s mom spoke up, “Well, is anyone ready to go get pizza now?”

Michele locked up her new car, then proceeded with the group to her dad’s car.  
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