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Together Again

“One flake, two flakes, three flakes, four! Five flakes, six flakes, seven flakes, more!”

Maybe you think I was counting cereal flakes. I was not. It was a December morning and I was counting snowflakes. They were falling outside my little house. (I have two houses — a big house and a little house. I will tell you more about them later.)

The snow was white and sparkly. It fell quietly. But it was too quiet for me. I wished someone would wake up and keep me company. But it was early Sunday morning. Mommy, Seth (my stepfather), and Andrew (my little brother, who is four going on five) were still sleeping.

But I was wide awake. I am Karen Brewer. I am seven years old. I have blonde hair, blue eyes, and some freckles. I wear glasses. I have a blue pair for reading and a pink pair for the rest of the time. Except when I am sleeping.

Why was everyone at the little house sleeping so late? At the big house, someone is usually awake when I get up. That is because so many people live there.

I missed the big house. I had lived there since last spring. There was almost always something going on. Even early in the morning.

I closed my eyes and wished that Andrew would wake up and come downstairs. I wished very hard.

Guess what! When I opened my eyes, Andrew was standing in front of me. I jumped when I saw him. He had tiptoed into the room so quietly, I had not heard him.

“I did not want to wake you up,” said Andrew.

“I was not sleeping,” I replied. “I was wishing you would wake up and come downstairs.”

“And I did!” said Andrew. “I am glad you are here. I woke up sad.”

“What is wrong?” I put my arm around my little brother.

“I miss Chicago,” Andrew replied.

Andrew lived in Chicago with Mommy and Seth for almost eight months. Seth had to move there for a very good job. (He is a carpenter.)

“I am sorry you miss Chicago. I think I know how you feel. I miss the big house,” I said.

“What do you miss the most?” asked Andrew.

I had to think for a minute.

“I miss all the people and all the pets,” I replied. “But especially Pumpkin, because she is such a funny kitten. And Boo-Boo, because I will never see him again.”

Pumpkin was our newest pet. Boo-Boo was Daddy’s cat, who died. I did not always like him so much. But Boo-Boo and I became good friends while I was living at the big house.

“What do you miss about Chicago?” I asked.

“I miss my friends at school. And my room,” said Andrew.

We sat together and watched the snow come down.

“One thing I do not miss is missing you,” I said.

“What?” said Andrew.

“I missed you when you were in Chicago.”

“I missed you too,” said Andrew.

“It is good we are here together,” I said.

“Yup. You know what? I am hungry.”

“Me too,” I replied. “We are not allowed to cook without Mommy and Seth. But we are allowed to have cereal. Want some?”

“Yup!” said Andrew.
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We raced to the kitchen. Soon my little brother and I were eating — and counting — Krispy Krunchy flakes.

I was so glad that Andrew was home again.
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Happy Where I Am

It is easy to miss one place when you are someplace else. Now that I am at the little house, I miss the big house. But when I am at the big house, sometimes I miss the little house.

But wait. I was going to tell you why I have two houses. Here is the story.

A long time ago, when I was little, I lived in one house. That was the big house, here in Stoneybrook, Connecticut. I lived there with Mommy, Daddy, and Andrew.

Then Mommy and Daddy started arguing a lot. They tried hard to work things out. But they just could not do it. So they got a divorce.

Mommy and Daddy told Andrew and me that they were divorcing each other, not us. They told us they loved each of us very much and always will. It is true.

After the divorce, Mommy moved with Andrew and me to the little house, not too far away. Then she met Seth. She and Seth got married, which is how Seth became my stepfather. So in my little-house family are Mommy, Seth, Andrew, me, Rocky (Seth’s cat), Midgie (Seth’s dog), Emily Junior (my pet rat), and Bob (Andrew’s hermit crab).

Daddy stayed in the big house after the divorce. (It is the house he grew up in.) He met a nice woman named Elizabeth and they got married. Elizabeth was married once before. She has four children, who are now my stepsister and stepbrothers. They are David Michael, who is seven, like me; Kristy, who is thirteen and the best stepsister ever; and Sam and Charlie, who are old enough to be in high school.

My other sister is Emily Michelle. She is two and a half. Daddy and Elizabeth adopted Emily from a faraway country called Vietnam. (I love her a lot. That is why I named my rat after her.)

Another person I love a lot is Nannie. Nannie is Elizabeth’s mother, which makes her my stepgrandmother. She came to live at the big house to help take care of Emily. But really she takes care of everyone. She also has a candy-making business. She makes her candy right in the big house. Sometimes I get to help and taste. Yum!

The pets at the big house are Shannon, David Michael’s big Bernese mountain dog puppy; Scout, our training-to-be-a-guide-dog puppy; Pumpkin, the new kitten; Crystal Light the Second, my goldfish; and Goldfishie, Andrew’s gorilla. (Just kidding!)

Before Andrew moved to Chicago, we switched houses almost every month. (I moved to Chicago too, but did not stay.) Now that Andrew is back, we will switch houses again — one month at the big house, one month at the little house.

I gave Andrew and me special names because we have two of so many things. I call us Andrew Two-Two and Karen Two-Two. (I thought up those names after my teacher, Ms. Colman, read a book to our class. It was called Jacob Two-Two Meets the Hooded Fang.)

Andrew and I have two families with two mommies and two daddies. We have two sets of toys and clothes and books. And we each have two bicycles. (I am the one who taught Andrew how to ride a two-wheeler!)

I also have two best friends, Hannie Papadakis and Nancy Dawes. (We call ourselves the Three Musketeers.) Hannie lives across the street and one house over from the big house. Nancy lives next door to the little house.

So no matter which house I am living in, I have all that I need. (Unless I leave something special behind.) I can be happy where I am. Happy is a good thing to be!
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Mommy’s News

Mommy and Seth finally came downstairs.

“Good morning!” I said. “Would you like us to make you breakfast? How about some Krispy Krunchies?”

I picked up the box and shook it. Oops. It was almost empty. That is because Andrew and I had each eaten three bowls of cereal.

“That is all right,” said Seth. “We will have toast and jam.”

“Will you keep us company?” asked Mommy. “There is something I would like to talk to you about.”

“Is it something good?” I asked.

“It is something good for Mommy,” Seth replied.

Seth made coffee. Mommy made toast. Then we all sat down to talk.

“A very good job has come up and I have decided to take it,” said Mommy.

Andrew’s eyes grew wide with worry.

“Are we moving again?” he asked.

“No, we are not moving,” said Mommy. “The job is right here in Stoneybrook.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.

“You know that while I was in Chicago, I learned to make jewelry. Now I have been offered a job making jewelry at the Stoneybrook Crafts Center.”

Hmm. I felt confused. I knew I was supposed to be happy for Mommy. But I was scared. I guess Andrew was too. He asked the question I was thinking of myself.
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“Who will take care of us?” said Andrew.

“You do not have to worry,” said Mommy. “I will not start working until I find someone very nice to be with you when I am at work.”

“I do not want someone nice. I want you!” said Andrew. He started to cry.

“You do not have to be afraid,” said Seth. “By the time the job starts, you will know your nanny very well.”

“That is right. We will not leave you with a stranger,” said Mommy.

Boo. I had just gotten over missing Mommy and now she was talking about leaving again. She was not going very far. She was only going to be downtown. Still, things would not be the same.

We talked some more. Andrew wanted to know why Mommy needed to take a job.

“You have a job,” he said. “You are Mommy.”

“Of course. And that will always be my favorite job of all,” Mommy replied. “But now that you are going to school, you need me less. And we could use the extra money.”

“Speaking of making money, I have to get to my shop,” said Seth. “I have a rush order waiting. I promised to work on the weekend to have it ready tomorrow.”

Our talk was over. Seth left for work. Mommy and I cleaned up the kitchen. And Andrew disappeared into the den.
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Big Sister

After I finished helping in the kitchen, I went to the den. Poor Andrew. He was sitting in front of the TV watching a Road Runner cartoon. But he was not laughing. He looked unhappy.

It was time for action. The situation called for help from his big sister, Karen Brewer.

“What are you watching?” I asked.

“TV,” said Andrew.

“I can see that. What is Road Runner up to?”

“Don’t know,” Andrew replied without taking his eyes off the screen.

“Well, if you are not really watching, do you want to play a game with me?”

Andrew shrugged.

“Come on,” I said. “We can play something fun.”

“No.” Andrew made a grumpy face.

This was not working. I needed a plan. I thought and thought. Then I got an idea. I found a calendar in the kitchen. Then I ran back to the den. I stood between Andrew and the TV.

“One, two, three,” I said. “Three weeks till Christmas!”

That got Andrew’s attention.

“We have to start getting ready.”

“What will we do?” asked Andrew.

“Lots of things. Come on, we will make a list.”

I found a pencil and some paper in a drawer.

“First we will decorate the house,” I said.
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I wrote Decorate house at the top of the paper. (It is a good thing I am an excellent speller.)

“What else?” asked Andrew.

“We need Christmas cards.”

“Then we will need stamps,” said Andrew. “I know all about mailing letters. A letter carrier came and talked to my class at school!”

I added Stamps to our list.

“We need presents!” said Andrew.

“We sure do!” I wrote PRESENTS in capital letters.

“And we will have to wrap the presents. So we will need wrapping paper. Maybe we can make some,” I said.

Andrew was starting to perk up.

Ring! Ring!

Mommy answered the phone.

“Karen, it is for you. It is Nancy,” she said.

I picked up the phone.

“Hi, Nancy!” I said.

Nancy invited me to come to her house. She said Hannie would be there too.

I looked at Andrew. If I left him alone, he might get sad again. I knew what I had to do.

I do not usually invite my little brother to play with my friends and me. But this was a special occasion.

“Can Andrew come too?” I asked.

Nancy said yes. She did not seem to mind one bit.

“Come on, we have to get dressed,” I said when I hung up the phone. (Andrew and I were still in our pajamas.) “We are going to play with Hannie and Nancy today. Maybe we still start making wrapping paper later.”

Andrew jumped up and raced to his room. He was smiling. I was being a good big sister.

While I got dressed I thought about Christmas presents. I wanted to get a really special one for Andrew. I had three whole weeks to decide what it should be.
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Something Exciting

On Monday something exciting happened at school. My teacher, Ms. Colman, said she had an Important Announcement to make. Ms. Colman is my favorite teacher, and Important Announcements are my favorite kind!

I turned to Hannie and Nancy and gave them the thumbs-up sign. Hannie and Nancy sit at the back of the room. I used to sit in the back with them, until I got my glasses. Then Ms. Colman moved me to the front so I could see better. (By the way, Ms. Colman is a glasses-wearer too.)

Now I sit between two other glasses-wearers. They are Ricky Torres, who is my pretend husband (we got married on the playground at recess one day), and Natalie Springer, who is always bending down to pull up her socks, which are very droopy.

I sat up tall to listen to Ms. Colman’s announcement.

“I just found out that the Stoneybrook Community Center is putting on a play called A Christmas Carol, by Charles Dickens,” said Ms. Colman. “They have found all the grown-ups for the play, and now they are looking for some children. If you would like to try out for a part in the play, please raise your hand.”

My hand shot up first. I looked around the room. Hmm. Just about everybody wanted a chance to try out.

Addie Sidney was waving one hand and tapping on her wheelchair tray with the other. I could see she was as excited about the play as I was.

Hannie and Nancy had raised their hands. (I knew Nancy would want to be in the play. She wants to be an actress when she grows up.)

Pamela Harding, my best enemy, had raised her hand. So had her best friends, Jannie Gilbert and Leslie Morris.

Ricky’s hand was up. Bobby Gianelli, Hank Reubens, and Omar Harris had put their hands up too.

Terri Barkan had put her hand up. But her twin sister, Tammy, had not. Natalie and Audrey Green had not put their hands up either.

I wondered how many children’s parts there were in the play. I asked Ms. Colman.

“I do not know the exact number, Karen,” Ms. Colman replied. “I know there are a few speaking parts for children, and they will also need several children to be Christmas carolers. That means that many of you should get to be in it.”

Hmm. Many of us did not mean all of us. But I was not worried. After all, I was an experienced actress. For instance, I had been filmed with Hannie and Nancy sledding down a snowy hill for a movie called I’ll Be Home for Christmas. I did not get to speak in the movie. But I am a very good speaker. Ms. Colman knows that. Sometimes she has to ask me to use my indoor voice because I am so loud. My outdoor voice would be perfect for a play.

“Auditions will be held this Friday afternoon,” said Ms. Colman. “Whoever is chosen to be in the play will need to go to rehearsal after school every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for the next two weeks. I will hand out permission slips for your parents to sign.”

I took a permission slip on my way out. I could already see myself taking bows.
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Something Surprising

I did not go straight home after school. I went to Nancy’s house instead. Andrew was at a friend’s house too. That is because Mommy had an appointment at the Stoneybrook Crafts Center.

When we were all together at dinner, Mommy told us about her day.

“I think my job is going to be a lot of fun. I might even get to teach a jewelry-making class,” she said.

I could see Andrew frowning. He looked unhappy every time Mommy talked about her new job. Mommy noticed too.

“You do not have to be sad, Andrew,” said Mommy. “It will work out fine. I promise. Now, will you tell us about your day?”

Andrew shook his head.

“Karen, how about you? How was your day?” asked Seth.

“It was excellent,” I replied. “The community center is putting on A Christmas Carol. They need kids to be in it. I am going to audition!”

Suddenly Andrew spoke up.

“We do dishen at school,” he said. “One and one is two!”

At first I did not know what Andrew was talking about. Then I figured it out.

“I did not say addition, Andrew. I said audition. That means to try out. I am going to try out to be in the play.”

“Oh. Can I be in the play too?” he asked.

I looked at Andrew. Sometimes he surprised me. I did not think my little brother would want to be in a play. Especially if it meant being away from Mommy.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “There will be lots of big kids and grown-ups in the play. And you will have to go to rehearsals.”

“That is okay,” replied Andrew.

“Really? That would be great!” I said.

“Wait just a minute, please,” said Seth. “Before either of you decides to try out, we need to know more about the play. First of all, when will the rehearsals be held?”

“We will have to go three afternoons a week,” I replied.

“That is an awful lot,” said Mommy. “I am not sure about that.”

“Please?” I asked. “It will be fun. And Andrew will be fine. I will take good care of him.”

“I am sure you will,” said Mommy.

Mommy and Seth talked it over. Finally they said we could both try out because the rehearsals would be for only two weeks.

“Yippee!” I said.

“Yippee!” said Andrew.

I got my permission slip and handed it to Mommy and Seth. My little brother and I were going to be in a Christmas play!
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Questions and Answers

Andrew had lots of questions about being in a play. But I did not mind. Answering questions is one of the things big sisters do best.

“How will I know what to say in the play?” asked Andrew.

“You will have a script. The words are written down,” I replied. “All you have to do is memorize — I mean, remember — your words.”

“But what if I forget them? Can I make them up?”

“No, you have to say the words that are written down. That is what rehearsals are for. You say your part over and over again. Then you do not forget it,” I said.

“What else?” asked Andrew.

“You will have to wear a costume and makeup.”

“No way! Makeup is for girls!”

“Not in a play. In a play it is for everyone. Boys and girls, kids and grown-ups,” I said.

“Yucky,” said Andrew.

“It is not yucky. You need makeup on stage. That is because there are special lights. Makeup looks good under lights. It will make you look like a real and true actor.”

“Okay!” said Andrew. “I want to be an actor!”

(I was glad I had been in the movie even if my part was just a teensy-weensy one. I had learned a lot about acting and now I could be a very helpful big sister.)

“I will tell you what the play is about,” I said. “I think that will help you before the tryouts.”

I did not know the whole story. I had tried to watch the movie on TV once when I was home sick, but I kept falling asleep and missing parts. I was sure I knew enough to tell Andrew the main story, though.

“It is about a man named Ebenezer Scrooge. He is stingy and cranky and has no Christmas spirit,” I said.

“I do not want to be him!” said Andrew.

“You cannot be Scrooge, because he is a grown-up. Anyway, three ghosts come to visit him. They are the ghosts of Christmas Past, Christmas Present, and Christmas Yet to Come.”

“I am scared of ghosts!”

“These are not scary Halloween ghosts,” I said. “They are special Christmas ghosts.”

“Okay.”

“The ghosts show Scrooge what Christmas is like when he is a meanie-mo,” I said. “This makes him so unhappy that he decides to change his ways and be nice.”

“I like that story,” said Andrew. “But who will I be?”

I had to think for a minute.

“I know!” I said. “Bob Cratchit works for Scrooge. He has a lot of children. You could be one of his sons. I could be one of his daughters. We could be a brother-and-sister team, just like in real life.

“But remember, Andrew, there are not enough parts for everyone who wants to be in the play. Do not be too sad if you are not picked,” I said.

“I want to be picked,” replied Andrew. “I want to be in the play.”

“Well, do not worry about it now,” I said. “Just do your best on Friday. We will find out then if you will be in the play.”





[image: image]


The Audition

Friday came fast. The auditorium at the community center was filled.

“We can sit over here,” said Hannie.

She and Nancy headed for seats in the middle of the third row.

“I cannot sit there. Andrew needs to sit at the end of a row in case he has to go to the bathroom,” I said.

Andrew and I found seats at the end of the seventh row instead. There were lots of big kids in the auditorium. I needed to watch over my little brother.

Soon a woman walked onstage and asked for our attention.

“Welcome, everyone. Thank you for coming,” she said. “My name is Blanche Donovan. I am the director of the play.”

“Psst. What is a director?” asked Andrew.

“The person who tells you what to do onstage,” I whispered back. “Be quiet and listen.”

“I am sure most of you know the story of A Christmas Carol,” said Ms. Donovan. “But I will tell you a little about it, just in case.”

There was a lot I had forgotten. For example, I had forgotten to tell Andrew about Marley. He was another ghost, the very first to visit Scrooge. He had been Scrooge’s partner when he was alive. He told Scrooge he should listen to the ghosts who were going to visit him and be sure to change his ways.

I had forgotten about Scrooge’s nephew too. He was a kind man who came to wish Scrooge a merry Christmas and invite him to dinner. But mean old Scrooge said, “Bah! Humbug!” And he sent his nephew away.

And I had forgotten all about Bob Cratchit’s son, Tiny Tim. He was about Andrew’s age. He was a good boy who was very sick. He was so weak he had to walk with a crutch.

It was an excellent story.

“I will pass around scripts,” said Ms. Donovan. “Please look them over. Then I will call each of you to the stage to read.”

When Andrew looked at the script, his eyes filled with tears.

“I cannot read this! It is too hard,” he said.

I had helped Andrew learn to read. But he could read only books for little kids.

“Do not worry,” I said. “I will go onstage with you and tell you the lines. Then you can repeat them.”

That made Andrew feel better.

I looked at the script. Ms. Donovan had marked the lines we might want to read. I found a part that did not look too easy. If I did a good job with a hard part, I was sure the director would pick me to be in the play.

Ms. Donovan called kids to the stage one at a time. A few kids messed up their lines or got scared and stopped in the middle. But most of the kids did very well. I was extra proud of Hannie and Nancy. They did not make one mistake.

“Next!” called Ms. Donovan.

“That is me!” I said to Andrew. “When I come back, I am sure I will have a starring role!”

I ran to the front of the auditorium.

“Please tell me your name and which part you will read,” said Ms. Donovan.

“My name is Karen Brewer,” I said in my loudest voice. “I will read the part of Fran, Scrooge’s little sister.”

“That is a challenging part,” said Ms. Donovan. “Okay. You may begin as soon as you are ready. Good luck.”

I gave the thumbs-up sign to Hannie and Nancy. I waved to Andrew. Then I took a deep breath and began to read.

“Father is so much kinder than he used to be that home’s like Heb … I mean Heaven!”
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Oops. I made a mistake. But I kept reading.

“He spoke so gently to me one deep … I mean dear … um, day … I mean night!”

Once I started making mistakes, I could not stop!

“I can do better,” I said. “Can I just start over?”

“That will be all,” said Ms. Donovan. “Thank you.”

Boo and bullfrogs. I had not read very well. But maybe I would still get a good part for being brave.
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Good Grief!

“You may return to your seat now,” said Ms. Donovan.

I was still standing on the stage. It was Andrew’s turn to read.

“My little brother is next,” I said. “I have to help him with his lines.”

“That is very thoughtful of you,” said Ms. Donovan. “But I think it is better if I help him. If your brother is going to be in the play, he and I will need to work together.”

“He may be afraid to read without me,” I said. “He may need his big sister.”
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“All right. We can ask him,” said Ms. Donovan. She called Andrew to the stage.

“Do you want me to stay and help you?” I asked.

“No, thank you. I am fine,” said Andrew.

My little brother surprised me again. He did not look one bit nervous.

I returned to my seat to watch Andrew read the part of Tiny Tim. He was great. I could see Ms. Donovan whispering the lines. Andrew repeated them loud and clear. He even sang a song. (He could not learn a new tune very fast, though, so he sang the song to the tune of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”) The song was about a lost child traveling in the snow.

When Andrew finished, everyone in the room started to clap.

“Thank you, Andrew Brewer!” said Ms. Donovan. “That was very good indeed.”

Andrew came running back to his seat.

“I did a good job, right? It was fun!” he said.

“You did a very good job,” I told him. “I am sure you will be in the play. Maybe we will get to be a brother-and-sister team after all.”

It took a long time for everyone to try out. Finally Ms. Donovan was ready to announce the parts.

“One of the most important roles in the play is that of Tiny Tim,” she said. “I think you will all agree with me that the part belongs to Andrew Brewer. Congratulations, Andrew.”

Andrew jumped up from his seat.

“Hooray!” he said.

I was gigundoly proud of my little brother.

“Congratulations, Andrew!” I said. I gave him a hug.

Ms. Donovan announced who would be playing the rest of the Cratchit children. I did not hear my name.

Then she announced who would be playing the Christmas carolers. I knew a lot of the names. Ricky was chosen. So were Hannie and Nancy. But I did not hear my name.

I tried to think of the parts that were left. I had to be in the play. I just had to. Maybe Ms. Donovan skipped my name by mistake. I sat up tall in my seat to remind her I was there.

“We will need two children to be the ragamuffins hiding under the robe of the Ghost of Christmas Present,” said Ms. Donovan. “These are not speaking parts, but they are still very important.”

“Ugh. I would not want to be a ragamuffin,” I whispered to Andrew. “Ragamuffins are dirty children.”

I had spoken too soon.

“These are the last two parts in our play,” said Ms. Donovan. “They go to Pamela Harding and Karen Brewer. Pamela, you will be the girl called Want. Karen, you will be the boy called Ignorance.”

I slumped down in my chair. It was bad enough being a ragamuffin. It was worse being a ragamuffin with Pamela. But a boy called Ignorance? Good grief!
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Coach Karen

On Saturday the Three Musketeers had lunch at Nancy’s house. Nancy’s mother made us tuna-salad sandwiches with potato chips and chocolate milk. It was a very good lunch, but I could not enjoy it. I was down in the dumps.

“You two are lucky,” I said. “You get to be carolers together.”

“It is no big deal,” said Hannie. “The three of us can still go to rehearsals together.”

“There are lots of carolers,” said Nancy. “I wish I had a better part.”

“Your part is better than mine,” I said.

My friends were trying their best to cheer me up. I was jealous that they would get to be together onstage. Worse than that, I was a little jealous of my own brother.

“Andrew got the best role in the play. And I did not even help him get it,” I said.

“Of course you did,” said Nancy. “You told him everything about being in a play. And you sat next to him at the audition so he would not be scared. You helped a lot.”

“Maybe, but now he will not need me anymore,” I replied. “The director will work with Andrew now.”

“He will need an acting coach too,” said Hannie. “The director cannot work with him at home. That is your job.”

I perked up.

“You are right,” I said. “Andrew will need a good acting coach like me. Thank you!”

My tuna-salad sandwich suddenly tasted better. I had another Important Job to do. Andrew needed me after all.

As soon as I got home, I started studying Andrew’s lines. I needed to know them really well if I was going to help him.

Andrew was out shopping with Mommy, so I had plenty of time to learn his lines. He did not come back until late in the afternoon.

“Hi, Andrew!” I said. “Meet your new acting coach — me! Are you ready to learn your lines?”

“I have already started learning them,” replied Andrew. “Mommy helped me this morning.”

“She did? That was going to be my job,” I said.

“I did not know. I am sorry,” replied Andrew.

“That is okay. Tell me the lines you learned. I will teach you the rest,” I said.

Andrew recited his lines. They were all the lines I knew, plus a couple more. He said them very well.

Maybe I could help Andrew with something else. After dinner, I thought of a new Important Job. Andrew was going to have to walk with a crutch. I would teach him how.

I found an umbrella in the coat closet and took it to my room. I tried walking around using the umbrella to hold me up. It was not easy. The umbrella slipped twice and I almost fell. I had to be careful or I would end up needing a real crutch!

It was hard work, but I finally got the hang of it. I knocked on Andrew’s door.

“Come in,” he said.

A picture book of A Christmas Carol was open on his bed. He had brought it home from the library.

“I think you will need some help learning to walk with a crutch,” I said. “I have practiced and am ready to be your walking coach.”

“Thank you,” said Andrew. “But Seth already taught me. Mommy took me to his shop at lunchtime. Seth is going to make me a crutch just the right size to use in the show.”
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“I am glad for you. Good night,” I said.

I closed the door a little harder than I was supposed to. I felt worse than ever. I was not a star. I was not a coach. I did not feel like much of anything.
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Fired!

At school on Monday, Ms. Colman asked how the audition went. I did not want to talk about it. I kept pretending I was Natalie, and bent down to pull up my socks a lot. (Once we bent down at the same time and almost knocked heads.)

After school Nancy’s mother drove Hannie and Nancy and me to the community center. When we got there, I looked for Andrew.

I did not see him at first. That is because he was surrounded by a group of big kids. I ran to him to make sure he was all right.

“Hi, Karen!” he said. “I am showing my friends how I walk with my crutch.”

Friends? I looked at the circle of kids. Andrew had made a lot of new friends. He was walking around with a big grin on his face.

“You are doing really well,” I said. “Come on. You can stay with Hannie and Nancy and me till the rehearsal starts.”

“No, thank you. I am having fun,” said Andrew.

I was about to tell him he could have fun with me and my friends. But a boy in the group called out, “Hey, Andrew, do you want to sing some Christmas carols with us?”

“I know ‘Jingle Bells’!” said Andrew.

“Good,” said a girl. “We will start with that and teach you some more.”

I watched my little brother disappear into the circle again. Then I heard his voice singing, “Jingle bells! Jingle bells!”

Andrew was Mr. Popularity. Maybe he did not need me at the rehearsal.

Hannie and Nancy were waving to me. At least they still wanted to be my friends.

“Hi!” I said. “What do you want to do till the rehearsal starts?”

They each linked an arm in one of mine and pulled me toward the circle. They were already singing, “Jingle all the way!”

I was not in the mood for caroling. I was glad when Ms. Donovan interrupted.

“Attention, everyone. We are going to begin our rehearsal now,” she said. “Cratchit family members, please come up front. Andrew, I would like you right next to me.”

Andrew used his crutch to walk to Ms. Donovan.

“Good for you!” she said. “You have been practicing.”

“My stepfather taught me how,” said Andrew. “And he made this crutch just for me!”

Mommy had taught him his lines. The kids were teaching him Christmas carols.

What was I doing? I was the big sister. I was supposed to be helping my little brother.

Boo and bullfrogs! I think I was fired.
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A Mystery Gift

Mommy drove Andrew and me home from the community center. Andrew was excited about his first rehearsal. He was singing a song he had learned.

“Sleigh bells ring! Are you listenin’? In the rain, snow is … is …”

“You are doing a very good job singing ‘Winter Wonderland,’ ” said Mommy. “But I think the word is lane, not rain. And the snow is glistenin’.”

“Oh, right,” said Andrew.

Mommy was excited too. When Andrew finished singing, she told us about her day. She had gone to a silver shop to buy supplies for her new job.

“Karen, what about you?” she asked. “You are very quiet.”

“I am okay,” I replied.

But I was not. I was sad. It is sad to lose an Important Job like being a big sister. I had some thinking to do.

By the time I got home, I was finished moping. I was ready for action. After a snack, I went to my room. Maybe I was not important to Andrew anymore, but I knew someone else who needed me.

“Hello, Emily!” I said to my rat. “This is Karen, your new, improved pet owner, talking.”

I have always been a good pet owner to Emily. But now that I was not so busy being a big sister to Andrew, I had time to do an extra-good job with Emily.

“It looks like your cage could use some cleaning today,” I said. “I know I cleaned it on Saturday, but I think you have dropped some crumbs since then.”

I cleaned Emily’s cage better than ever. While I cleaned, I sang some of the Christmas carols Andrew had been singing in the car. I decided it was time for Emily to start getting into the Christmas spirit.

“Sleigh bells ring! Are you listenin’? In the lane, snow is glistenin’!”

If I had been singing to Andrew, he would have sung along with me. Emily just huddled in a corner of her cage.

“I guess you do not like my singing,” I said.

I finished cleaning and got Emily some fresh water. She was curled up in a ball, sleeping.

“Wake up, Emily. We have things to do,” I said.

I rang the little bell on her wheel. Emily woke up. Then I got out the list that I had started with Andrew.

“What should we do first?” I asked. “Decorate the house? Get cards and stamps? Think of presents? Make wrapping paper?”

It all sounded like so much fun. If I had read the list to Andrew, I bet he would have said he wanted to do everything! But Emily was quiet. In fact, she was sleeping again.

I could see my rat was not going to help me get ready for Christmas. Now Andrew would not help me either. He was too busy. He would probably even be too busy to enjoy the special gift I was going to get him. (I had not decided what it would be yet.)

I put the Christmas list away and found my backpack. It was time to do my homework. I did not need Andrew or Emily for that. I had to do it all by myself.

When I opened my pack, I found something that had not been there before. I found a red and a green pencil and three striped candy canes tied together with red, white, and green ribbons. I looked for a note. There was none.

Hmm. Someone had given me a mystery gift. Was it Emily? Of course not. Andrew? He was too busy. Hannie? Nancy? They could not have gotten to my bag without my seeing them.

I stopped trying to guess. Whoever it was did not want me to know. Whoever it was just wanted me to enjoy my gift.

I popped a candy cane into my mouth and went to work with my new pencil. The gifts were just what I needed.
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Who Cares?

When I woke up on Tuesday I could not help wondering who had given me the gifts. I am an excellent detective. (I once uncovered a treasure chest of valuable coins right in our yard!) I was sure I could solve this mystery. I decided to start by talking to the people in my family. But I did not ask them anything straight out. I used a crafty detective trick.

“I did a good job on my homework last night,” I said at breakfast. “Thanks to my brand-new pencil.”

“I am glad you did a good job on your homework,” said Seth.

Hmm. No one else said anything. I decided the gifts had not come from anyone in the little house.

On the bus ride to school, I took out my pencil and waved it in front of Nancy.

“Be careful with that pointy pencil,” said Nancy. “This bus is bouncy. You could hurt someone.”

It was definitely not Nancy.

I decided to ask Hannie straight out when I got to school.

“Did you give me this pencil and some candy canes? I found them in my backpack yesterday,” I said.

“No. But can I have a piece of one of the candy canes?” replied Hannie.

I broke one of the canes into three pieces and shared it with my friends. (I knew it was early in the day for candy, but we had only one little piece each.)

“If your friends did not give you the presents, who did?” asked Pamela. She must have heard me talking because she was standing near us on the playground.

“I do not know,” I replied. “I am sure it was not you.”

“You are right,” said Pamela. “Maybe one of the boys gave you a present.”

I liked that idea.

“Maybe it was Ricky,” I said to my friends.

“On second thought I do not think so,” said Pamela. “If a boy gave you a gift it would mean he had a crush on you. Who would have a crush on a girl who is a boy in the play?”

“Especially a boy called Ignorance!” said Jannie.

“Especially a girl whose baby brother is the star,” said Pamela.

“Do not say anything about my brother,” I said.

“I did not say anything mean. I think Andrew is cute,” said Pamela. “It must be hard to have a brother who is the star of the play and cuter than you.”

Ooh! Pamela was being a meanie-mo. She did not seem to care that she only had a little part in the play too. But I cared. And I did not like hearing that my brother was a great big star and much cuter than me.

I did not want to let it happen, but it did. My eyes started stinging. I could feel them filling with tears.

“Come on,” said Hannie. “It is time to go inside.”

“Do not feel bad,” whispered Nancy.

I walked into school between my two friends.

“Thanks,” I said. I went to my seat.

I put the pencil and candy canes on my desk and stared at them. Who would have given them to me? I was not a star. I was not as cute as Andrew. And I was playing the part of a boy.

I decided the gifts were put in my bag by mistake. They were probably meant for somebody else.

Speaking of gifts, I had changed my mind about getting a special gift for Andrew. In fact, I was thinking about not getting him anything at all. He did not appreciate having me for his big sister. He did not need me anymore.

Now that he was the star of the show, everyone was his friend.

I picked up the pencil and candy canes and shoved them to the bottom of my backpack. I did not care where they came from or who they really belonged to. I wanted to forget all about them.
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Bah! Humbug!

“We will rehearse the scene with the Ghost of Christmas Present today,” said Ms. Donovan.

We were at the community center on Wednesday afternoon. I was still not talking to Pamela and did not feel like rehearsing with her. But I had no choice.

The actor who played the ghost was Jack Hanson. (He is in Charlie’s high school class.) He was wearing a black robe that covered up everything but one hand. And he was standing on stilts. That gave Pamela and me room to stand under his robe. The robe was big, but I was still closer to Pamela than I wanted to be.
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“Jack, are you okay on the stilts?” asked Ms. Donovan.

“They are as good as my own two feet,” said Jack.

“All right then. Pamela and Karen, please take your places,” said Ms. Donovan.

There was an opening at the back of the ghost’s robe. Pamela and I headed for it at the same time.

“After you,” I said.

“No, after you,” said Pamela.

“You first,” I said.

“No, you first!”

“Excuse me, girls. We have a rehearsal to get through,” said Ms. Donovan.

We each opened one side of the robe and went under together. There was not much for us to do until we crawled out from under the robe at the end of the scene. The only thing we needed to do was walk when the ghost walked and try not to bump into each other.

“Please begin,” said Ms. Donovan.

The ghost cleared his throat and started to speak.

“I am the Ghost of Christmas Present. Look upon me!” he said.

He took six steps forward. So did we.

“You have never seen the like of me before!” he said.

The ghost and Scrooge each said a few lines. Pamela and I just stood there. It was getting hot under the robe. And I was getting bored. We had rehearsed often enough that I had the memorized the lines. I decided it would be fun to say them along with the ghost.

“Touch my robe!” I whispered as the ghost did.

Pamela gave me a look. I did not care.

“There are some upon this earth of yours who claim to know us …” I whispered.

Suddenly the ghost stopped speaking. He had forgotten his lines! I wanted to call them out from under the robe. But I did not think Ms. Donovan would like that.

The ghost started over. So did I. He stumbled on his lines. I did not. I recited his lines straight through.

“Shh! You are making too much noise,” hissed Pamela.

“I am the Ghost of Christmas Present!” I whispered.

“Cut it out,” Pamela whispered back.

“Touch my robe!” I said.

“I will not touch your robe, Karen Brewer!” Pamela hissed. Then she pinched me.

I burst out from beneath the ghost’s skirt.

“Karen, are you all right?” called Ms. Donovan. “You are supposed to wait for your cue.”

I was going to tell Ms. Donovan that Pamela had pinched me. But Pamela would say she did not do it. She would say I was making noise under the robe. I would get into more trouble than I was already in.

“I am sorry,” I said.

I slipped under the robe again and did not say another word.

I decided I did not like being in the Christmas play one bit. I was not even sure I liked Christmas anymore. My own little brother was not helping me get ready for the holiday. I did not want to buy him a special gift. I was not having any fun.

I started to feel like Scrooge. Bah! Humbug!
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You Are Not Invited

Things did not get any better when I returned home. In fact, they got worse. I was in my room trying to do my homework when Andrew poked his head through the door.

“When is the next hersal?” he said. “I forgot.”

“The word is rehearsal. And the next one is not until Friday. That is two days away,” I said.

“Oh. I wanted it to be tomorrow. I like saying my part. Do you want to hear it?”

“No. I am trying to do my homework.”

“Can I say it when you finish?” asked Andrew.

“No. It will be time for dinner,” I replied. “And after dinner I will be busy again.”

“What will you be doing?”

I did not have a plan yet. I had to think of one fast.

“I will be busy making Christmas cards,” I said.

“Can I help?”

“No, you cannot. You do not need my help with your part. And I do not need your help with my cards.”

“Are you mad at me?” asked Andrew.

“No, I am not mad at you. But it is time for me to do my homework. Please close the door,” I said.

Andrew closed the door behind him. I felt bad for hurting his feelings. It was not his fault he was the star of the play and I was not. It was not his fault he did not need my help.

But I still did not have to let him make Christmas cards with me.

I got to work making the cards right after dinner. I took out red paper, green paper, scissors, and glue. I cut out green Christmas trees and pasted them onto red cards.

I made sure to leave my door open. I noticed Andrew peeking in when he walked by. I knew he could never make such fancy cards without me. But that was too bad. I was not going to help him.

While I was making the cards, the phone rang. It was Nancy. She wanted to make plans to go Christmas caroling.

“Great! I love caroling,” I said, loud enough for Andrew to hear. “We can practice tomorrow after school. Hold on. I will ask Mommy if we can do it here.”

I called down to Mommy. She said it was fine for us to practice at our house after school.

After I hung up with Nancy, Andrew asked, “Can I go caroling with you?”

“No,” I replied. “You are not invited.”

“I know lots of Christmas carols. My new friends taught me. And I learned some at school,” Andrew said.

“Then you can sing with your friends and classmates,” I said. “You are not invited to sing with me.”

I knew I was being a meanie-mo, but I did not care.

On Thursday when my friends came to practice, I left my door wide open while we sang. I sang extra loud.

“Here comes Santa Claus! Here comes Santa Claus! Right down Santa Claus Lane!”

And I did not invite Andrew in.
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Holiday Spirit

On Friday Ms. Donovan suggested we go over the part of the Ghost of Christmas Present one more time. That was because Jack had kept forgetting his lines on Wednesday.

Pamela and I took our places under the ghost’s big robe. I stood as far away from her as I could. The rehearsal began.

“I am the Ghost of Christmas Present. Look upon me!” said Jack.

I did not say the lines with him. He was doing fine by himself. Also, I did not want to get pinched by Pamela. I did not even want to look at her. When we took our six steps forward, I looked straight ahead.

“You have never seen the like of me before!” the ghost said. Then he said, “Touch my robe!”

I was bored. I was not talking to Pamela. I was not saying any lines. Just for fun, I reached out and touched the ghost’s robe. Pamela jumped back.

“Karen Brewer! You pinched me!” she shouted.

I spun around and looked at her.

“I did not!”

The ghost’s robe flew up. Ms. Donovan was standing there looking very unhappy.

“What is going on here?” she asked.

“Karen pinched me,” said Pamela.

“I was not even on your side of the robe,” I said.

“Please go sit by yourselves until you calm down,” said Ms. Donovan. “Your rehearsal is over for the day.”

I was so mad that I thought I would burst. I had to sit through the entire rehearsal without saying one word. I had to watch Andrew be extra good in his role. He was having more and more fun every day. I was having less and less fun.

When I got home, I ran to my room. I picked up Goosie, my stuffed cat, and held him in my arms. There was a knock at my door. It was Mommy.

“May I come in?” she asked.

“I guess so,” I replied.

Mommy sat on my bed.

“Will you tell me what is wrong? Maybe I can help,” she said.

I told Mommy what Pamela had done.

“I did not pinch her. I promise,” I said.

“I believe you,” replied Mommy. “But I do not understand why Pamela would do such a thing. You will have to talk to her. Meantime, you have been very gloomy lately. Why not try a little holiday spirit?”

“How can I have holiday spirit when I feel so bad?”

“That is exactly when you need it,” Mommy replied. “Holiday spirit is about being kind to yourself and to others. Kindness is its own reward. But sometimes it turns around and comes right back.”

“Not from Pamela. She is too mean,” I said.

“Think of Scrooge. He was mean and he changed,” said Mommy. “Pamela could surprise you.”

Mommy gave me a hug. It was even better than a hug from Goosie.

“Please come downstairs soon,” said Mommy. “It is almost time for dinner.”

I knew Mommy was right about holiday spirit. But I still did not feel like showing it. Why should I? No one was showing me any.

Still, I could not sit around moping all night. It was time to get ready for dinner. I was hungry.

I got up to comb my hair. And I found another surprise! On my dresser was a Christmas ornament tied with red ribbon. It was a shiny white snowflake. I held it up and watched it twirl.

Someone was showing me holiday spirit. And you know what? It was catchy! I decided I wanted to pass it on.
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Candy, Anyone?

Being in a holiday mood was hard, but I tried my best. One minute I would have the spirit. But the next minute — poof! — it was gone.

On Monday at school, I tested my new spirit. Pamela and her friends were on the playground when Nancy and I arrived. I put a big smile on my face. Then Hannie ran to us.

“Why do you have such a funny smile?” she asked.

“I am showing holiday spirit to Pamela,” I replied.

“Well, it looks pretty funny.”

I did not want to look funny, so I stopped smiling. I remembered what Mommy had said and decided to talk to Pamela.

“Watch this,” I said to my friends.

I walked across the playground to Pamela.

“I want to know why you said I pinched you when I did not,” I said.

“Well, I thought you had pinched me. I felt something pinch me. Maybe I got a bug bite or something,” Pamela replied.

“I hope your bite is better,” I said.

I walked back to my friends. That was enough holiday spirit for one morning.

At rehearsal that afternoon, Pamela and I were not exactly friendly. But at least we were polite. I was in a much better mood than I had been on Friday. And when I found another surprise in my coat pocket, my mood was gigundoly great!

It was a box of candy. I held the box in my hand and looked around the room. Everyone was busy talking. Hannie and Nancy were joking around with Ricky. Andrew was talking to Ms. Donovan. Pamela was with her friends.

Who could the mystery gift-giver be? I had no idea. But someone was putting me in a very big holiday spirit. I knew just the way to pass it on.

I did not open my box of candy that night. I did not open it the next day. I waited until rehearsal on Wednesday. Just before going under the ghost’s robe, I slipped the box under my sweater. When I knew we would be standing still for awhile, I opened the box and passed it to Pamela.

“For me?” whispered Pamela. “Thank you!”

We each took three candies. We smiled at each other while we ate them.

There were two layers of candy in the box. So I had plenty left to share when the rehearsal was over.

“Who would like to try some of my candy?” I called.

Suddenly almost every member of the cast was headed in my direction. Thanks to my candy, I was a star.

When I saw Andrew coming, I turned and faced the other way. I did not feel like giving any of my candy to him. I did not think he needed any. He was having enough fun being the real star without me.

But I gave candy to everyone else. Even Ms. Donovan.

“Karen, you and Pamela did an excellent job today. You came out from under the robe right on cue,” she said.

I thanked her, but I was only half listening to Ms. Donovan. That is because I was listening to Andrew. He was talking about me to one of his new friends.

“My sister has candy and she will not give me any,” he said. “She is a big Scrooge!”

So much for Christmas spirit. I had a compliment from my director. I had a box of candy. But they did not make me happy. All I really wanted was my little brother back.
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Time Is Running Out

I gave up. I did not try to show Christmas spirit anymore. I felt gloomy and I did not care who knew it! I stomped around. I snapped at anyone who asked me a question. People tried being nice to me. That only made me madder.

On Friday afternoon we had a dress rehearsal.

“I cannot believe I have to dress this way!” I said to Hannie and Nancy.

Hannie and Nancy were wearing beautiful, old-fashioned clothes for their parts as Christmas carolers. But I had to dress up as a boy ragamuffin. I wore an old torn shirt and baggy pants. Everything was in tatters. There were black smudges on my cheeks.

Pamela did not look any better. But at least she looked like a girl.

The only good part about Friday was that we got to watch the play when we were not onstage. I had heard some parts of the play before. But I had not seen all the parts put together.

“A merry Christmas, Uncle! God save you!” said Scrooge’s nephew.

“Bah! Humbug!” said Scrooge.

“Christmas a humbug, Uncle? You do not mean that, I am sure!”

“I do,” said Scrooge. “Merry Christmas! What right have you to be merry? What reason have you to be merry? You are poor enough.”

The nephew tried to cheer Scrooge up.

“Do not be cross, Uncle,” he said.

“What else can I be when I live in such a world of fools as this?”

I loved the play! Scrooge was saying just what I felt.

Then the ghosts appeared. First came the Ghost of Christmas Past. He showed Scrooge how Christmas used to be.

I remembered how Christmas used to be for me. Andrew was still my little brother and we celebrated Christmas together. I was much happier then.

It was time for me to run onstage. The Ghost of Christmas Present was about to appear. The ghost showed Scrooge what everyone thought of him.

“Oh, I am sorry for him,” said Scrooge’s nephew. “Who suffers by his ill whims? Himself, always.”

I thought about the people who were feeling sorry for me. I knew Mommy, Hannie, and Nancy were sorry I was so sad.

Then I heard Scrooge’s voice. It was almost time to come out from under the robe.

“I see something strange, and not belonging to yourself, protruding from your skirts,” said Scrooge. “Is it a foot or a claw?”

“Look here,” the spirit said.

That was our cue. Pamela and I crawled out from under the robe. We were supposed to look angry and mean. That was easy for me.

“This boy is Ignorance. This girl is Want,” said the ghost.

I looked as horrible and mean as could be. It felt good! Then it was time to leave the stage.

I watched the last ghost appear. He was the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. He showed Scrooge a town where a man had died and nobody cared.

“It is likely to be a very cheap funeral,” said someone in the town. “For upon my life, I do not know of anybody to go to it.”

This was a very sad part. Scrooge saw what his own funeral would be like if he did not change. I wondered if anyone would care if I disappeared. After all, I had been acting like Scrooge. I was mean and cranky and had no holiday spirit.

Then, onstage, Scrooge woke up. He still had a chance to change. And he took it!

I knew I had a chance too. But time was running out. If I was going to change, I had to do it fast!
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Bravo, Andrew!

I woke up Saturday with lines from A Christmas Carol dancing in my head. They were the lines Scrooge said when he found himself in his very own bed on Christmas Day. (By now I knew almost the entire play by heart!) I recited some for Goosie.

“I am as light as a feather, I am as happy as an angel,” I said.

There was more to recite, but I did not have time. I had to get up and out of bed. I was a changed Karen Brewer. The new me had an Important Job to do on this Important Day. It was the day of our play. It was a day for me to show my best Christmas spirit.

I was almost finished dressing when Andrew walked by my door.

“Good morning, Andrew!” I called. “Come in and say hello.”

Andrew looked surprised, but he came into my room.

“Are you ready for your big night?” I asked.

“I think so.”

“If you need any help from me, just let me know. You already know your lines very well. But you may need to do a little extra practicing. I will be happy to listen.”

“Thank you,” Andrew replied.

We ate breakfast together. In between bites of cereal, Andrew recited his lines for me. He did not miss a single word.

“You will be great!” I said.

I was not feeling jealous. I was proud of my little brother again. What Mommy had said was true. Kindness is its own reward.

That night, before the play, I took lots of pictures of Andrew in his costume.

“It is my turn now,” said Andrew. “I want to take pictures too.”

I really did not want pictures of myself dressed as a ragamuffin. But Andrew wanted to take the pictures very badly, and I thought it would be bad Christmas spirit to say no. (Seth said I would look back and laugh at the costume someday. I told him I did not think so.)

Finally we were ready to go. When we reached the community center, my big-house family was there too. They wished us good luck.

The play began. Everyone was excellent. Andrew was even better than he had been at the rehearsals. I got along very well with Pamela under the robe. And we crawled out right on cue.

The audience behaved very well. No one made a sound. They listened to every word we said. Then Andrew said the last line, “God bless us, every one!” The audience of the play jumped up and applauded for the longest time.

The cast came forward to take their bows. Then we ran backstage. But the audience kept on clapping.

Ms. Donovan brought out a few of the grown-ups in the cast. Then she brought out Andrew.

“I would like you to give a special round of applause to the youngest member of our cast, Andrew Brewer!” said Ms. Donovan. She handed him a bouquet of flowers.
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My little brother took a big bow.

“Bravo, Andrew!” I shouted. “Bravo!”

He stood up and gave me the best smile ever.
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A Christmas Carol

Andrew walked back to his seat and handed me his flowers. I was surprised he did not want to keep them himself to show everyone.

I did not get a chance to ask him about it, though. Andrew got swept away by people who were giving him hugs and kisses. I did not feel left out. I got plenty of hugs and kisses too.

“Karen, you were wonderful!” said Kristy. “I loved your ragamuffin scowl.”

I did it again to make Kristy laugh. The rest of my family congratulated me one by one. Then I saw Hannie and Nancy coming my way.

“Hi, Karen! You were great!” said Hannie.

“And you were great carolers,” I replied. “I cannot wait to go Christmas caroling with you for real.”

I talked with my friends until Seth said, “Karen, it is time to go. Mommy and Andrew are already in the car.”

When I reached the car, Andrew jumped out and threw his arms around me.

“Thank you!” he said.

“You are welcome,” I replied. “But all I did was carry your flowers. Here, you can hold them now.”

“No, they are yours,” said Andrew.

“Mine? What for?” I asked.

“They are for being the best big sister.”

“Best? I think I have been the worst big sister!”

“No way!” said Andrew.

We talked on the way home. Andrew said the only reason he was such a good Tiny Tim was because of me.

“I thought of you the whole time,” said Andrew. “I did the part just the way you would have.”

“I did not think you wanted anything to do with me,” I said. “You did not even seem to want to be near me.”

“I did not mean to hurt your feelings. I was trying to be grown-up, like you,” said Andrew. “I was being a pendent.”

I had to think for a minute.

“You mean independent!” I said.

“Uh-huh,” said Andrew. “Did you like all the gifts?”

“The gifts were from you?”

“Yup,” Andrew said. “Mommy and Seth helped me. I gave them to you because I am happy we are together again. I did not like living away from you.”

“I am happy we are together too,” I replied. “I loved all the gifts. They gave me back my Christmas spirit. That was the best gift of all.”

Andrew and I spent the rest of the ride planning for Christmas. It was only a week away.

When I got into bed that night, I made a plan of my own. I thought of the special gift I was going to get my little brother. I had seen a fancy copy of A Christmas Carol in the window of the bookstore downtown. Andrew was too young to read it by himself. But I knew he would like to listen to it. And he would always have the book to remind him of his first starring role.

Merry Christmas, Andrew! Merry Christmas, and welcome home.
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