Steph, Michelle, & the others help a troubled, neglected girl get a fresh start. Third major fic in the Sam series

A/N: This fic, the third in the Sam series, takes place up through the time of “Michelle Rides Again.” The story of Steph & Michelle’s argument is a little different because of what other fans and I believe might have happened w/the calmer, more in control Steph & Michelle of the books.

TV fans will notice that Gia is mentioned in a bit part. This is because she is never mentioned in the books, but someone from the past of the series was still likely a positive influence on her, even though Steph never was in Gia’s school to influence her so much.

SAM’S GREAT ESCAPE (Goodbye Sam, Hello Samantha)

"You're doing great, Sam! Look at all those jellybeans!" Michelle Tanner, eight, squealed with delight.

Sam Burke, seven, was glad to hear such encouragement. Michelle had a special way of encouraging her.. Stephanie, Michelle's nearly thirteen-year- old sister, could get excited about anything, of course. But, Michelle had the childlike enthusiasm when it came to Sam that Sam wished she had herself.

Sam had been sitting in a chair at the Tanners’ for what seemed like ages as Michelle and D.J. went over the Do's and Don'ts of how she should behave. They had play acted several situations she might be in and people that she did or might meet. D.J., who was Michelle and Stephanie's seventeen-year-old sister, marked her responses in a unique way - instead of writing on a piece of paper she added or subtracted a jellybean from a jar - more "good" responses would see the jar fill while "bad" responses would see jellybeans removed. When they first started games like this, there had been a few times that the jar had started to empty, but it was almost full now.

"I know, funny way to spend Christmas break, huh?" D.J. said, trying to encourage Sam to express her own feelings instead of having people guess them. Sam had been a real troublemaker till Stephanie and Michelle started working with her over two years ago. She was pretty good now, but there were still major problems which could arise. That was partly because Sam was still very impulsive at times.

D.J. smiled. What better way to spend the Christmas holiday, but by helping people. Her mom had died over seven years ago, when Michelle was a baby and Stephanie just five. But, their Uncle Jesse had moved into the attic apartment to help raise the girls. Joey Gladstone, best friend of their dad, Danny Tanner, had also moved in, living in the basement apartment. They’d known from the start how to pull together to help those in need. Now, Jesse was married & lived with the girls’ Aunt Becky and their twin boys, Nicky and Alex.

Michelle knew the importance of showing empathy toward someone like Sam. "Yeah, but at least you've got friends with you. And, all these jellybeans," Michelle added. Sam really was sensitive on the inside, and Michelle and Stephanie tried constantly to try and bring that out. Sam's parents never did; they spent no time at all with her. Before Kindergarten, she'd had no real enforcement of rules at all at daycare, and none at home. Her parents were too concerned with their own busy work schedules.

Sam had spent much time in daycare. She'd felt trapped. But, the Tanner girls were slowly bringing out the good parts of her.

She enjoyed the time with them. She sincerely thanked them for the time and the jelly beans when she rode her bike back home to what she figured would be an empty house. But, there was part of her that wanted to be away from all of that yet. Not away from the rules anymore, she accepted and like to follow those. But, far away from that life in an uncaring day care. A home daycare with a mother-type who would love her would have been great, except her parents would never have taken the time to find one. Michelle and Stephanie had shown her how wonderful a life she could have, how free, how happy she could be. And, she wanted to experience that.

That thirst for freedom grew at the new school year dawned. Sam was once again trapped inside a classroom; and she didn’t feel like she could go to Michelle. Michelle had her own problems. A new girl had moved into her third grade class, and Michelle was spending her time trying to get her original best friend, Cassie Wilkins, to get along with her new best friend, Mandy Metz.

Sam had another best friend, too; Courtney Larkin was her name. But, a couple weeks into the school year, Courtney came down with the flu. As second graders were wont to do. If not for that, Sam might have confided in her about how she felt. Then again, maybe not; she’d kept things inside for so long, she really wondered at times if she could.

A deep sigh emerged from her as she sat in class that Wednesday. Courtney had been absent for a few days by this time. Normally, Sam could just pass a note to her, or better yet, turn around and talk to her. If she did kept talking enough, she might get sent to the principal, but even then, Missy Saunders was a nice Principal's Assistant. She reminded her a lot of Stephanie.

“I just want you to know that you can come talk to me about anything,” Stephanie had told Sam early in Kindergarten. Stephanie had been in fifth then, and had risen to an important level in school. “It’s my job to help kids like you. Help you to behave, help you to be nice, but also help you with problems.” Stephanie had aided Michelle the previous year when Michelle was lonely her first day of Kindergarten, and Michelle had sent a few other kids to see her. Then, Stephanie had begun aiding teachers with little disputes on the playground while she was at recess. Finally, her reputation had grown so much that they’d just given her an anteroom in the principal’s office to use as her own. And, the job of Principal’s Assistant had been continued after Stephanie left.

It was a position that was very common in Australian schools, and the local schoolsystem, experimenting with various things to help students and make teachers’ and principals’ lives easier, had loved the concept, at least in Sam’s school, Fraser St. Elementary.

Missy was a great PA. Still, though, there were some things Missy couldn't understand - at least, Sam didn't think she would. The pain and frustration of being cooped up, knowing there wouldn't be anyone at home for her, and so on -how could she? She was in charge of getting kids to behave and stay in school, just like Stephanie had been. And, while Sam generally respected rules now, there were times when it was a fight in her mind to stay within those rules, a remnant of the times when she'd hated to follow any rules.

This time, it was a losing battle. She knew that she needed to stay in school. But, part of her wanted freedom from everything. If people were going to ignore her, then she wanted to be away from it all. And, Stephanie would make her go back to school or daycare; she'd made her stay in daycare before when Sam had tried to leave it. And, she knew Missy wouldn’t just give her a few days off to explore the world on her own, either.

Sam rationalized it by comparing it with what had happened last year, in the spring, after Jen had been removed as the girl in charge of making Sam behave at daycare if the daycare personnel couldn't control her. Then, she'd had lots of angry, more destructive thoughts. Now, she wasn't going to hurt anyone. She was just going to...well, leave. What would be the harm in that? She'd be back when she felt like it. And, she wouldn't be hurting anyone.

“Ma’am, can I go to the bathroom?” she asked. She received a hall pass, and looked at the door out of which Kindergarten students went for recess. She decided to try that door, and discovered once outside that the fence surrounding the playground had a loose latch. She managed to open it, and closed it before departing.

“Ah, freedom,” she said as she began half running, half skipping down the street. “Forget that business about that daycare not keeping me after I turn eight. That’s almost two months away. And, I’m going to have some fun.” In her mind, she didn’t care where she went. As long as it was far. She went int he opposite direction of the daycare building - where there was also a preschool and the meeting place of the Honeybees Club, which she belonged to with Michelle and Courtney.

“I’ll miss Michelle, and Courtney, but...they’ll understand,” she told herself. “Let’s see, I wonder where New York is from here. Well, it might take a while. I may as well look around here first.”

Once she started looking around, she began to dawdle. She saw a rock pile at the end of one lawn, and began to play with the rocks. Eventually, she decided to throw them at cars for fun. “I’m throwing at cars, not people,” she told herself. She hit several cars with them, though she didn’t think she’d done any damage.

Soon, she decided to walk some more. She jogged toward another building, and ran around a track a little before entering. “I wonder what’s in here?”

Darcy Powell and Allie Taylor were walking slowly from their class toward the first floor cafeteria. “I couldn’t believe you just blurted out “a golf course” when that kid asked you the square root of California,” Allie said.

“Hey, I’m used to it; he teases me quite a bit ‘cause I get good grades in math,” Darcy replied. “And we do have lots of golf courses here. We’d better save a seat for Stephanie.” These girls were Stephanie’s best friends.

“Yeah. She said she was going to ask...” Allie was interrupted by laughter.

“That’s the shortest Middle Schooler I ever saw.”

“She must be a child prodigy. Hey, what color was George Washington’s white horse?”

“Stop that girl!” Before she knew it, Allie was racing toward the front door of John Muir Middle School. Darcy was right behind her. And another friend of theirs had grabbed ahold of Sam.

Sam quivered momentarily, having realized she was in another school. “Oh, uh, sorry...I have the wrong building. Please, I gotta get back,” she exclaimed to the girl holding her. “I was just on a...field trip, and when the bus stopped here I got off instead of going on.” Sam smiled. Maybe she believes me, she told herself.

The girl was unsure whether to believe Sam or not. There was a school bus parked out front - it was taking children to the Imaginarium.

Darcy recognized Sam, too. “Taking Sam’s arm and gripping it tightly so Sam couldn’t get away, she scowled. “Yeah, right,” she said.”come on.”

“W-where are you taking me?” Sam asked. She gulped nervously.

“To lunch. You probably haven’t eaten, after all,” Allie said, catching Darcy’s look as the other girl let go, and Allie and Darcy began walking her toward the cafeteria.

“Uh, well...no...” Sam whimpered. As she stood in line, she looked for a way out. She figured Stephanie’s friends were way too fast for her, though.

Sam remained mum while Allie and Darcy got her food for her. She couldn’t eat, though, once they sat down.

“Don’t worry, we won’t make you go to Stephanie,” Allie said. In fact, she told herself, Stephanie will see her as she gets in line - or at least when she comes to our table.

“Y-you won’t?”

Darcy saw what Allie was saying, and it did make sense. Why go look for Stephanie when she’d be coming downstairs anyway.

However, she thought of something even more urgent. “Sam, you weren’t taken, were you? I mean, did any stranger, or anyone...well...hurt you?” She was repulsed at the thought, and wasn’t sure how to say it. But, she had to make sure. “Because, we completely understand, if that’s the case. And, Stephanie will, too.”

Sam closed her eyes. Thinking of what could have happened, and how she could have been hurt, made her feel even worse for leaving. But, she knew if she made something up, Stephanie would see through it; she always did. And then...well, she didn’t want to think about it. “N-no, I didn’t go near any strangers. I just walked out of school.”

“You walked out of school.” Darcy tried to process what had just been said. Sam had...how was that possible? “You mean...”

“Sam?!” The voice was Stephanie’s. As Stephanie marched over to the table with an empty tray, forgetting all about the line, Allie smiled.

Allie explained as Stephanie came up to Sam, who instinctively covered her bottom. “Thankfully, Steph, at least she wasn't abducted or hurt by some stranger. Sam, I can’t believe you would do that?! Don’t you know what all could have happened to you?”

“You better never do this again, young lady? The folks at Fraser Street are probably scared to death right now!”

“Especially Michelle,” Allie added. She’d been Stephanie’s best friend since Kindergarten, and knew Michelle very well.

“I’d compliment you more on your lectures, but I’m a little too upset right now,” Stephanie spouted thankfully. “But, thanks for finding her. Where was she?”

“Just roaming the halls,” Allie explained. She was normally pretty quiet, but even she was quite agitated and talkative in this instance. “She was about to leave again. I think she realized a little too late this is a school. Luckily, Allie hollered for someone to stop her, and they did,” Darcy responded.

“Is that so? Do you understand what they were saying, Sam?! How do you think Michelle feels right now?” Sam’s heart crept into her throat. “It’s going to be your lunchtime soon, and she knows you should be there. Do you realize what you’ve put everyone through? We care about you, Sam, but you have to listen. And right now...what you did probably has everyone thinking you were kidnapped or worse!” Stephanie screamed, her blood boiling. Soon, Sam expected smoke to come out of her ears.

Stephanie sat and held her tight, her anxiety overcome by protectiveness. She rambled like her dad, but there was a still growing part of her that wanted to protect Sam, just as her dad was often overprotective. “Sam, don’t you dare do this again!”

The mix of complaints and lectures finally started to hit Sam. “I’m sorry,” she said, sniffling. “I’m in big trouble, huh?”

“Oh, yes. From the school, for sure. But, also from me!” Stephanie failed to notice the admiring cafeteria workers who were watching the proceedings, or the man students’ eyes which were on her. In fact, she could have had an entire tray of noodles dumped on her and she might not have noticed, her fears and then anxiety were so intense right then. She had always been very excitable, and when someone she cared about did something like this...

“Sam, I promise we will continue this lecture in the office; I’ll ask one of the counselors or assistant principal’s if we can have a little privacy. But, I want to tell you this right now. You may not have the loving family we do. But, I can guarantee you, the Larkins and we do everything we can so you can feel loved and wanted. And, I promise you that I am going to act just like a mother would with you. I may have lost my mother when I was five. But, I think I’ve gleaned enough from D.J. and my dad and the others to know just how to handle someone with love and goodness, just like a mother would. Even if that means disciplining them.”

She’d said the last very lowly, knowing that Sam was likely upset by how much she had to discipline at times. The Tanner children were so good in comparison to Sam. Spanking had never been mentioned seriously, for instance, and only once at all, when Stephanie had blurted that she’d be willing to with Michelle once when D.J. and she were babysitting. Even that hadn’t been needed, though, as Michelle was going to start behaving, anyway.

However, the first couple years Stephanie had known Sam, that had sadly had to be a threat that had hung over what she’d done to correct Sam at times.

“Guys, have someone call Fraser St. Elementary, and tell them Sam’s safe and here at John Muir. I need to ask the principal to contact the truant office. And, then Sam and I are going to have a very long talk,” Stephanie said, glaring at Sam.

Stephanie called Mrs. Larkin at the Larkin home after someone called the truant officer. Then, tucked away in private in one of the counselors’ offices, Stephanie began to lecture some more. And, quite loudly, at that.

After Stephanie’s lecture, Sam was crying - she half expected Stephanie to make her sit in the corner. Stephanie assured her Missy would handle that part. "I am, of course, going to have to ground you, and place other restrictions on you, for three weeks," she remarked. “And, don’t worry; you won’t be grounded at home. You will be over at the Larkin’s’ every moment that you’re not at daycare or school or the next three weeks. I know you need love and support. But, you also need to learn that there are some very bad consequences to this type of misbehavior. And, we are all going to make sure you are watched, for your own protection. Because, you know what could have happened.”

Sam sniffled and nodded sadly. As Stephanie had told Missy after one incident early in the school year, when Sam had been so foul-mouthed Missy had made her lick soap, "We've taken care of many problems, but we still have other ones." Thankfully, Stephanie had blocked out the channels where she'd heard the foul stuff - and any other channels where she could - months ago.

Sam sighed as she thought about what Stephanie had said, while Stephanie sat her on her lap and cuddled her for a minute. Stephanie was just like a mom.

As Sam felt the warmth of the embrace - the Tanners all loved to hug, it seemed - she considered the lecture to come. Missy cared about kids, too. But, she was likely to be just like Stephanie had been - really tough. And, Stephanie didn’t even know all she’d done.

Sam shuddered. She knew Missy would probably figure it out - she was just like Stephanie after all. And, she'd have more time to think about it; Steph was obviously not prepared to go in depth about what that something might be.

"Do you think Missy’ll spank me?" Sam asked very weakly. Stephanie nodded. "Could you do it instead?"

"Well, let me put it this way." Sam stood, and Stephanie took Sam's hands in hers. "I don't want to interfere with what the schools decide. The principal would probably have to do it anyway, so to relieve him of lots of the discipline burden, a few years back they decided to try to have me as a Principal's Assistant like in Australian schools. Just as an experiment; and it's worked."

Sam was glad to have the topic changed for a little while. "I wondered why some of the other Honeybees didn't have girls helping like you did in their schools."

"That's right. I don't know how hard they had to work to make the position permanent. It might even be that budget cuts eliminated some administrative staff played a part in needing to keep me, then the others doing what we do on a volunteer basis. But, the point is, that's Missy's job now. To handle school stuff." She sensed the sadness in Sam's eyes. “But, I guess with how little your parents care, my job's become even more important, huh?" In saying that, Stephanie said what neither wanted to admit, yet both knew - Stephanie, for all practical purposes, was a mother figure to Sam, and probably the only one. Hannah and Mrs. Larkin did very well, but Stephanie had been the first.

And, Sam knew she loved her. "What if I tell you what else I did?" Though she instinctively put her hand over her bottom, she knew at least Stephanie would do it in love. She really believed Missy would, too. But, Stephanie had worked with her so much.

"Well, okay. I'll call and update Missy on what all you told me. She respects me enough that she'll just let me be the one." She respects real parents enough to let them handle their own children most times, if they say they don't want her using physical punishment, Stephanie considered, though most were accepting of her once they meet her. With a final warning, she said, "But, I'm telling Missy exactly what you say, so if you leave one thing out, she has the right to do it, too!"

Sam agreed. Then, she told Stephanie how she started throwing rocks at cars, playing around and trying to hit the windows, for several minutes during her wandering around the neighborhood. She had heard Missy sometimes patted her knee and asked kids to put themselves on her lap. Sam didn't like that; she was glad Stephanie just pulled her over and gave her a couple solid smacks. As Sam cried in Stephanie's arms for a moment, she considered that Missy might have hugged her just like Stephanie had, but she hadn't liked the thought of having to lay herself down like that. It was just too scary.

"You can expect a really good lecture," Stephanie said after a moment as Sam stood, still weeping and wincing. "But, she understands what you've gone through, with all the neglect. She won't add to the physical pain - if you've been totally truthful with me." Sam promised that she had.

I'll bet the Australian Principal's Assistants never have to deal with anything like this, Stephanie pondered. At least, I sure hope they don't.

Stephanie smiled and said, "I understand how much you probably hurt inside, or at least I can make a pretty good guess. Even when you and I had problems, you've always been pretty good for Hannah." She didn't want to say relatively good, though she knew Sam's behavior still hadn't been the best for Hannah, especially the few times that Hannah babysat her before the middle of her first grade year.

Sam didn't need to hear a "relatively good" to know that's what was meant, though. She'd scared all other sitters away - to the extent that no sitter ever seemed to come back, whether due to fatigue, frustration, or something else. Hannah had, but Sam had only been good for her the last couple months of Kindergarten because of Courtney, Sam's friend in the Honeybees and Hannah's younger sister. She hadn't needed many rules enforced with Hannah watching her the rare times her parents were daring enough to leave the house without her. But, there had always been the underlying thought that she didn't want to disappoint Courtney or Michelle by acting up with a relative of Courtney's.

By the time Stephanie, Hannah, and others had watched her the previous summer, of course, the other sitters involved were the kind that just totally ignored things, for the most part. And, Hannah was accustomed enough to her that Sam could evade her a little, which she did. Because, Sam hadn't wanted to actually have any rules enforced.

Sam smiled sadly as she remembered that previous summer, while waiting for the truant officer. Michelle had once told her that most kids she knew were more ornery around their parents because they knew they'd still be loved; at least, that's what Michelle and Stephanie's Aunt Becky had said. And, Sam felt a tinge of...something. She didn't know what. But, she realized that, just like here, back then she had refused to even try to test rules around Hannah because she was still uncertain of Hannah's concern for her. But, she'd been very certain that even if she did the most desperate things she could, like with the paint balloon, Stephanie would still love her, even while punishing her.

One special thing was, now that she'd become nicer, and at least a little more comfortable with those trying to help her, she could sense that the Larkin’s had great concern for her, too. And, in fact, so did Missy, most likely.

"You know, Sam, we really do care about you. I'm missing my lunch now, but I'd rather make sure you're okay."

"Will you eat it during recess?" Sam asked.

Stephanie smiled, recalling the warm memories of her playground days. "No, Sam. That's just a privilege good kids get because kids need their work day broken up more. Besides, I wouldn't play if I had one. My friends and I would spend our whole time looking at boys."

Sam looked oddly at her. "Why?" came the emphatic question.

"That's just so big in my mind, boy-girl relationships are so fun to think about at our age, that I don't really think about much else besides that and studying at times," Stephanie said. Indeed, she hadn't even spent a lot of time with Michelle lately, although after Michelle recovered from an accident in a few months they would become best of friends. Now, however, her thoughts were on the policeman at the door. She rose. "Hi, you must be Officer McLean. I'm Stephanie Tanner." They shook hands.

"Hey, Stephanie. I've heard about you. You really do a great job." He chuckled. "Now kids are going to think you rounded Sam up, too," he kidded her.

He then turned to Sam and explained he was going to take her back to school. "But first, we need to have a talk ourselves."

Sam was startled into silence. This was a police offer talking to her. She figured that Stephanie had probably let her off easy, if a policeman had to get involved!

The officer spoke to her more specifically about the dangers of being out alone, of kidnaping, and even of things like drugs. He'd heard of stories from the very inner city of drugs showing up in late elementary school grades. He knew it was probably a good idea to talk with her about drugs and such, too; just to hopefully plant seeds to stave off any difficulties in that area. The talk continued as they went down to his waiting car.

Missy waited anxiously with Principal Posey for Sam to be returned to their school. A fourth grader, Missy was the same age now as Stephanie had been when the Principal's Assistant position had been totally molded into its present form. Missy was a caring, compassionate girl, but she also knew when to put her foot down.

“Dear Diary,” she would later write that evening. “I’m convinced now - you will probably hear nothing but stories of my dealings with students as Principal’s Assistant. In fact, if I have many more days like today, I’ll need to buy a new diary by April.

“I guess part of the problem is Sam took a step back last year. Not that Jen was bad - she couldn't have gotten the position if she wasn't nice. But, there were worries about how Sam and a couple of incoming 5th grade bullies would be. So, I guess Jen was chosen more for her ability to take charge. She was always nice to good kids, and good at counseling and encouraging. But, nobody thought about counseling and improving ‘bad kids.’ Sam never felt comfortable talking to Jen, she says. In fact, a little over a year ago, Stephanie, and not Jen herself, started going to Sam’s daycare again to correct problems. Jen tried to change, and she was okay after that. But, she never could get the bullies or Sam to feel comfortable with her trying to help them.”

Missy felt her mom’s presence, and turned around. “Hey, Mom. This diary’s a doozy today.”

“I’ll bet. Sounds like you handled things just right.” Missy smiled thankfully, then got up and hugged her mother. “Stephanie and Principal Posey were right. This job needs lots of heads to be put together. Thanks for always being here for me.”

“Anytime, sweetie.” She stroked Missy’s fiery red hair. “I can’t wait to see what you grow up to do. You’re so good at showing love. You’re compassionate, but you’re really tough, too. Jen just never realized how much those bad kids need loved.”

“Thanks, Mom.” She bent down, and continued to write - some thing she had told her mother, some she hadn’t, about that day.

“Diary, when they brought Sam back I didn’t know how to feel - relieved, upset, disappointed, angry, I felt so many emotions. And, hearing what Stephanie said confused me even more, in a way.

“The only good thing was, I knew I didn’t have to spank her; Stephanie did that. I hate doing it, and while I’ve done it before, a couple times, I really don’t like doing it. Especially Sam. Kids are starting to take advantage of Sam. She’s a lot more gentle and docile. And, they try to torment her. That couldn't have been the cause of everything she did - and there was a lot of bad stuff today. But, I wondered if maybe it ‘pushed her over the edge.’”

“Stephanie not only spanked Sam, she grounded her over at the Larkin’s. Their youngest, Courtney, is one of Sam’s best friends. I’m so glad she has friends. She sure doesn’t have nice parents like I do, Diary. I know I’ve said it before. But, Stephanie’s practically Sam’s mother. I don’t know how she does it. But, she has even more support than I do. The Tanners and Larkin’s are each very warm and nurturing. I wish I could be that way, Diary. I don’t know what all is in Sam's background, or if she’s ever told Stephanie, or at least Michelle or Courtney, anything. But, I really want Sam to open up and tell me things, instead of just wandering off like she did. That’s one of the big things I emphasized when I yelled at her today. I hope she got the message. And tells someone. Because, I just feel like she needs to, wants to, so bad. And, she doesn’t know if she can trust anyone.”

Missy put down her magic marker, and sighed. That was what frustrated her the most - kids who seemed so troubled, yet wouldn’t open up. A tiny tear inched down her cheek. She wished Sam could see how she felt about cases like hers.

At least her mom did. She ran to her, and gave her a great big hug. “I love you, Mom!” she declared.

Earlier that day, as Sam prepared to go to the principal’s for after school detention, she mulled over what the officer had said. If she had gotten into some of the things the officer mentioned, like drugs...she couldn’t fathom that much trouble! Stephanie would be soooo mad. It was a little easier, then, for her to face the principal. She half expected Michelle to be there, too, to lecture her. Michelle was quite loving and tender, but she could be very blunt, and her comments stung at times. Sam accepted them, though, because she could feel the love from Michelle.

The principal had been nice - nicer than she thought he’d be. Maybe nicer than she deserved, too. "We care about you kids. And, we want you to learn and become good citizens. I'm sure Stephanie handled quite a bit of other stuff, but we want to make sure you understand that part, too,” he’d said to begin a lecture of several minutes. Sam thought Michelle's dad probably sounded like Principal Posey at times. Michelle had told her once that he almost never raised his voice when lecturing, but that he could ramble quite well. It was more like listening to a teacher give a lesson.

Sam sighed heavily. She'd heard so much from everyone, she couldn't believe it. Her mind was filling with more information than she'd face in a month of classes.

Michelle was just relieved that Sam was okay. She, Cassie, and Mandy ran up to Sam as they prepared to leave school and Sam headed down the hallway. “Sam, I’m so glad you’re safe,” she exclaimed.

“Yeah, well...I really got in big trouble this time. Especially from Stephanie. And I have to stay after school, too.”

"Well..." Cassie was still in shock over what she’d heard. Once the truth had come out, it was still hard to fathom, given all the fears that had crossed her mind; Cassie was more timid than the others. "We're...glad you’re okay."

"Yeah, at least you're safe. I heard kids saying they thought maybe you got in some stranger's car, or that you went downtown. I even heard one say he thought you drove off with a school bus!" Mandy said, clearly disbelieving that last one. Thankfully, Sam's attitude brightened for a second, as she considered both the security of friends like Michelle and the silliness of driving off with a school bus.

Michelle turned to Cassie and Mandy as Sam walked away to the principal's office for her first day of after school detention. "She's better, but she’s still got a bad attitude."

"I'll say." Mandy checked to make sure she wasn't within hearing distance. "And you say she's been worse? Bad enough to drive off with school bus, even?" The way the one child had told Mandy during afternoon recess, Sam was capable of such a thing.

Mandy was still dumbfounded. Michelle hadn't spoken much of Sam's past to the new girl, who hadn’t yet been there a month. She’d only told Mandy Sam was a somewhat wild kid; she hadn't wanted to embarrass Sam. However, now Mandy's new best friend was telling her a few of Sam's other misdeeds, and would tell of Stephanie's struggles with her later that day. And, Mandy would become increasingly shocked. Sam had seemed a little loud and wild, but not that bad!

"Well, I don't think she'd try to drive off with the bus, even at her worst. But, still, what she needs is a whole new attitude," Michelle emphasized.

Cassie nodded as they left the building and walked toward the bus. "Yeah. It's a shame we can't buy her one, with her birthday coming in just over a month."

After a few steps, Michelle stopped. Her friends noticed and turned around to see her scratching her head. "Why can't we?" Michelle asked.

The girls began chuckling. "I don't know where you'd buy one. Even Wal- Mart doesn't have them," Mandy remarked.

""I've never even seen one at all the garage sales my mom goes to, and you can find anything at those," came Cassie's joke.

Michelle laughed with them as they continued, but at the same time said, "I'm serious, guys. We can plan something; help her to see she doesn't have to think like a bad girl anymore. She can be a good girl. She just has to believe she can."

"How?" Cassie wanted to know as they boarded the bus.

"Well, let's see. She hasn't had a real birthday party yet. I mean, she went with the Honeybees to the Imaginarium when she was seven, but it was something for everyone. Our hive just moved it so it would be near her birthday, and called it a birthday present,” Michelle explained.

"So, you'd like to give her this new attitude at her party?" Mandy asked.

The bus rolled down the street as Michelle thought out loud. "It's not exactly that. It's more like she's going to start looking, thinking, and acting different. And, that's a good place to start. Especially because of the theme - a princess party. Dad keeps lots of stuff from our old parties, especially mine it seems. So, we've got a lot of the decorations already."

"A princess party? I think I had one when I was three," Mandy asserted.

"I was four. But, that's just it - Sam's missed out on all sorts of fun stuff. When she realizes how much fun that stuff can be, she'll decide she wants to be the good girl who gets all that stuff, and not the bad girl who doesn't," Michelle exclaimed. She was getting more excited all the time, as she thought about the idea.

Cassie didn't quite get it, though. "You want her to like little kid stuff? What do you want to turn her into, another Joey?" Joey often acted like a kid, mostly because he was a professional comedian.

"She doesn't need to get that excited about it. But, here's what I want to do..."

Hannah sat in her room with her head on her hands, deep in thought. D.J., after hearing what Sam had done, and where she'd be, had called Hannah on the phone. And, it turned out Hannah had been considering the same thing.

"Hey, Hannah," Sam announced as she ran into Hannah's room and plopped a bag on the floor. They embraced warmly, Sam giving a contented sigh. "Since Courtney's still got the flu a little bit, and that cough, I'm gonna sleep in here with you tonight instead."

"Great."

"Can I climb in bed with you if I feel like it?"

"Of course." She hoped Sam would continue to feel more comfortable around all of them. She'd never had the trouble Steph had with Sam, but that was because Sam had seemed scared, nervous that if she gave Hannah problems, it would hurt her relationship with Courtney.

"Why don't you unpack your stuff in here later; go out and play soccer with Courtney's and my brothers in the back yard. I need to talk to my mom about...well, school stuff."

Sam left, eager to have something fun to do. Stephanie had said that she had to listen to the Larkin’s, and apparently her being grounded didn't mean she couldn't play outside, she just couldn’t go anyplace beyond the Larkin’s'.

Once she made sure Sam was occupied, Hannah left, and found Mrs. Larkin in the basement sorting laundry.

"Mom, D.J. and I were talking. And, well..."

"Yes, Dear?"

“I might as well just blurt it out - it always seems to work with Michelle," Hannah considered. "Mom, could we adopt Sam?"

Mrs. Larkin dropped the detergent she'd just picked up, scattering powder in a small area of the washroom.

As she recovered from the shock, and she and Hannah scooped up the detergent, Mrs. Larkin spoke proudly. "I know, you really care about her. So does everyone else."

"I haven't told Courtney - I don't want something like this to get back to Sam and raise false hopes."

"That's good."

"But, D.J. says she's thought about it, and...well, their mom having passed away, she knows a little more about the family finances than I do; Mr. Tanner's talked about that stuff with her lately. I mean, she knows they just couldn’t do it right now, financially, they've got four incomes but they also have five kids between them and that Smash Club. And, it's dong okay, but not great. Plus, they've got a much bigger house. But, I told her I've been thinking about adoption, too. Dad has a good job, and you can always work on the side, plus I'll be working somewhere while I'm in college. And, our house payments can't be near as big as in their neighborhood." The last of the detergent had been cleaned up as she said this.

Mr. Larkin breathed deeply for a moment, nodding slowly. "I'd like to, too. Honey, if every parent who wanted to could adopt, if every one who was able to handle that extra child could do it, we'd hardly need any foster homes. And, you know we'd be first in line to do it."

"I know. But, this isn't just any kid."

"You're right, honey. And, she needs a loving family. But, it still way too tight for us financially. We can afford to have her here for a few weeks, and feed her off and on otherwise when she comes over, though having her this month puts a small crimp in our finances it won't put too big a crimp in them. Taxes are due in a few months, after all. But, a full scale adoption is different; even if Sam's parents were willing to give her up."

Hannah wasn't sure, but said, "They might be. I don't know; Stephanie seems to know more about them. Although she still doesn't know a whole lot." Was it possible they would contest having their rights taken away? She supposed it was possible, though they didn't seem to care that much.

Hannah's mom put an arm around her and explained the problem. "Adoption looks really simple in stories. But, there's home visits, medical checks, lawyer fees, paperwork, court costs. A simple adoption, even with the birth parent or parents consenting, can run five thousand dollars or more. And with the emotional problems Sam's had, that might be more, with therapy and other evaluations, I don’t know."

"That's a lot."

"Even if I were to get a part-time job, I doubt we could raise the money to do it all that fast; maybe in a few years. But, if I did that, it would defeat the purpose, because she wouldn't have a mother at home. Maybe, if we'd known about it four years ago, we wouldn't have put the money into fixing up the house, and it could have been done, but even then, it's doubtful. And, nobody knew about this problem back then."

Hannah nodded slowly. Life was so much more complex than she wanted to realize. She was extra glad she hadn't suggested it to Courtney now; it would have been a lot harder for her to understand, even if the idea didn't get back to Sam.

"Honey, the times Sam is here, we can provide her with so much love, that hopefully it can make up for the times she's not. Between us and the Tanners, we are giving her a loving environment. It's a little different from the way things usually go. But, she knows we care about her. And, that's the important part.”

The next morning, Michelle made sure she got to school early. As she expected, the daycare van pulled up soon after she arrived. "Hey, Sam," she said.

"Michelle!" Sam bounded out of the van and over to her friend.

"I thought you'd like to hear about your birthday party."

"What birthday party?"

"The one I'm gonna throw for you." Sam smiled warmly. Though Michelle's comment had been rather blunt, she could feel the warmth behind it. It was a compassion that she'd seen from few others. She couldn’t' believe that she'd tried to run away from the one place, besides the Honeybees, where she really felt cared for; she could trust Michelle, Courtney, and maybe even Missy like she could almost nobody else. She uttered a weak "thanks."

"Sam, Steph and I talked with Uncle Jesse about what you did. You probably remember me saying he was a bit of a rebel." She nodded. "He agreed with me when I said you need a new attitude. You have to stop thinking like the girl who can't seem to go more than a few months without getting in bigger trouble than I can ever imagine getting in," Michelle declared. She knew that comment might sting a little. But, she also knew that she was very thankful that D.J. had put her foot down from day one about enforcing limits, even though her dad had been nowhere near ready to use timeout when Michelle was just two.

"Yeah, but you have a family that loves you," Sam muttered.

Michelle put an arm around Sam. "Sam, I remember the story so well. D.J. and I would snuggle at bedtime or in the morning sometimes, even though she was a preteen or young teen it was just like a mom would do. After all, Dad would often be at work, and Uncle Jesse and Joey were on different floors. And, she'd tell me about going to church one Sunday when I woke her up, when I was about eighteen months. And, as they gave an invitation, she went up and prayed, ‘Lord, help me be a Mommy to Michelle, because Dad's scared and sad yet, and Uncle Jesse and Joey aren't that great at enforcing limits.' And, she did. She started being proactive, instead of just reacting."

"Proactive?"

"Yeah, she says it means acting first instead of just reacting whenever there's a problem, like she would have done." Michelle smiled warmly. The family didn't go to church a lot. But, D.J. tried to pray sometimes with her, or talk about the Lord. And, Michelle had even heard the song D.J. remembered most vividly from that service - "Take My Life and Let It Be." It was very pretty. D.J. may not have given everything to the Lord like she knew people should do if they're going to be missionaries or ministers. But, she'd put lots of effort into disciplining Michelle till Danny was ready to start sending her to her room or removing privileges. She'd put lots of time into talking with Michelle about right and wrong. And, while D.J.'s work was mostly done, Michelle still fondly remembered those days. She’d always loved being a good girl, and hated doing anything bad, primarily because of D.J.'s early, proactive efforts.

She didn't know how to fully express this to Sam. But, she said, "Sam, we're trying to do like D.J. did. It's really hard. But, we're trying to show you love just like her. She had to be a nice sister, but she didn't have to be a Mom. Yet, she tried to be, in some small ways."

"I know. Thanks, Michelle. You and Stephanie do a good job."

"But, we need you to help, too. We love you, even when you act really bad." Sam lowered her head and closed her eyes for second. "But, you have to try to be good, so you can do more cool stuff."

"I'm trying, Michelle. I really am. It's just that whenever I think about doing something, I do it. I just figure, why not?"

"You've been doing that for years. I know you want to be good now. I'm proud of that," Michelle said, sounding just like Stephanie would.

"I know. But, I would need to change my name, my appearance, everything. Just growing my hair longer hasn't helped."

There was a pause while Michelle thought. Looking firmly at her friend she asked, "Is your name really Sam?"

"No," Sam replied. "It's Samantha Lynne Burke." She knew it from having heard it called at countless upper crust social events to which her parents had dragged her along to.

Michelle rubbed her chin for a moment as the first tardy bell rang. While they didn't have to be inside yet, they walked into the school. "Samantha sounds more girly than Sam."

"I know. I guess I liked Sam...I don't know, it sounded tough."

"Yeah. Maybe you could use Samantha."

"Maybe. I'll think about it," Sam said hopefully.

Jesse was listening to the radio while driving his boys home from preschool. Suddenly, he turned the volume up and pulled over, requesting that Nicky and Alex remain quiet.

"Sometimes you will hear me report on the misadventures of criminals,” Paul Harvey spoke into many radios across the land. “Well, here's hoping that Sam Burke, seven, has learned very early that misbehavior just doesn't pay. It seems Sam was bored with school, and took a little walk...walked right out of the school building. So, this San Francisco second grader wandered around for a while, then decided she had to explore another building in the area." He gave his typical dramatic pause. "It was another school. In fact, it was the one attended by her babysitter. Who just happened to be coming down to the cafeteria for lunch at that moment. O-oh, you better believe it; she was in far more trouble than if her parents had caught her."

“What was that, Daddy?” Nicky asked as Jesse turned down the sound.

“Oh, just some kids Steph knows.” Jesse didn’t want the boys blabbering about it. It was hard enough that reporters had called the Tanner residence, after the police report had come out that a girl, missing from school, had been found and reprimanded severely by Stephanie. Stephanie had even feared that all the kids in Sam’s class would know about it, until Danny calmly reminded her that second graders didn’t normally read anything but the comics; if that.

Alex asked,’”Why’d she leave the school?”

“‘Cause...well, I don’t know. Maybe she was looking for your cousin Stephanie. I mean, she found her, right? And, well, I guess maybe she just needed a hug.” Jesse was in full-fledged denial mode now, trying to keep his children from worrying about things that they couldn’t comprehend, anyway. But, on the other hand, maybe he was right. Stephanie, and the others, really did have a way of getting through to Sam.

“That’s why Michelle was so excited about the next evening; a Friday night when she would get to sleep over with Sam at Courtney’s. Michelle loved showering love and warmth on Sam. He smiled proudly; remember how he’d taken Stephanie and Michelle down to a soup kitchen to deliver meals a few Christmases ago. His lessons were sinking in, he told himself as he drove home.

Sam twirled the spaghetti on her fork like a seasoned pro that Friday night. It had been so much fun learning from Stephanie how to do this. There were times when she was just like what Sam pictured in a mom, the ideal mother, that is. It had always been tough when other kids would play house - she had no clue how to do that.

However, after only a few trips to the principal's office, Sam had sensed something about Stephanie. Something almost motherly. She'd talked to her about nightmares, dared to dream of a world filled with the love she needed, and done lots of other things with Stephanie. Sometimes she'd go there just to talk, and Steph would set aside time for her during Steph's own recess period, or - a couple times - before or after school. She'd asked Stephanie if she'd rather be at recess once, and Stephanie had joked, "Well, it would be better for both of us to be able to go when we're supposed to. But, there is this boy who likes to pull my hair. He can't pull it in here."

"Hey, Sam," Michelle remarked, dumping a meatball onto her plate. "Take this. Mr. Larkin must have thought I was one of her boys, she gave me so much," Michelle remarked. She then scooped some spaghetti that was draped off Sam's plate back onto the dish.

"Thanks," Sam muttered, still in awe of the fact she'd be on a sleepover tonight. Just like her friends would do. Michelle and Courtney and she would just lounge in sleeping bags in the guest bedroom. They certainly went out of their way to make Sam feel normal.

But, Stephanie had done the most. Sam could model how Stephanie acted. Even the sitters were hard, other than Hannah; her own wild, raucous behavior was such that none ever babysat for her twice. Not that she minded with some of them, of course, but the ones that just totally gave up far outnumbered the rougher ones.

"It's really nice having you here," Hannah remarked. "We should do it more often." The remark was ironic, of course, since Sam was grounded over at the Larkin’s, but she sensed Hannah was sincere, too. Hannah cared, just like Stephanie - Steph had made sure Hannah was her only sitter after Christmas of her first grade year, and that worked out so nicely. Of course, Sam always behaved reasonably well for her, for one simple reason - she was Courtney's sister. And, Hannah would even bring Courtney over to play with Sam while babysitting.

Sam hadn't been certain, if she really misbehaved, if Courtney would still like her. She knew Michelle would, though. She'd seen that in action, when Michelle would talk bluntly to her, but also be very friendly, even knowing that Stephanie had had to sit Sam in the corner or remove recess for a day or a week.

Sam smiled as she slurped up the last of her spaghetti. Being at the Larkins was fun. But, in a way, she was already starting to see in Stephanie what she dreamed of - a parent who truly cared.

"So, what are you guys going to do tonight," Stephanie asked.

Sam smiled as Michelle piped up, "We rented a movie. You're letting her stay up later than usual tonight, right, Steph?" she finished eagerly.

"Well, it is a sleepover," Stephanie said grudgingly. "And it is Friday night." She put an arm around Sam and said, "It has to be rough to have your parents just up and decide to take business trips."

"Well...they do know I'm supposed to be over here." Sam didn't know if that made her feel better or worse.

Stephanie smiled lovingly. "There's lots of people who care about you."

"I know," Sam said gratefully. And I know Stephanie loves me; I really feel comfortable around her, more than anyone, she told herself. That, Courtney had said, was just like having her as a mom.

As they ate, they talked about the fun things Stephanie had taught her, the cool games they played, and the great fun that Sam always had talking with her favorite stuffed animal, Mr. Snuggle Bunny. Michelle had gotten him for her, and they sometimes talked as though Mr. Snuggle Bunny and Mr. Bear, Stephanie's prized possession, spoke daily about helping Sam.

Now, this was living! Talking about stuffed animals and their activities. And, while Hannah seemed to prefer talking about boys, and Courtney's brothers laughed about them, being older, the Larkin’s encouraged this discussion, and enjoyed it.

Once they cleared the table, Stephanie left to go home. "Sorry you can't stay," Sam said politely.

"I'd feel like I was imposing; I guess." Although, in fact, Stephanie felt torn. On the one hand, she knew she was a real authority figure for Sam, so Sam might not feel comfortable. On the other hand, she might be needed there. She could tell Sam needed lots of support.. It was just like she had a couple times early in Kindergarten, when Stephanie had needed D.J. while grieving over their mom’s death.

She motioned Michelle over to the side of the kitchen. "Michelle," Stephanie whispered, "do you think I should stay?" She knew her very blunt sister would say what was on her mind. They'd taught Sam to be polite, but now Sam would not only be a little scared to say she wanted Steph to stay, if she did, but also she would not want to rudely state it, Stephanie felt.

"If she wanted you to stay, she'd say it."

"Really?"

"Steph, she takes after me, not you."

Stephanie chuckled. It was true; Sam was starting to sound so much like Michelle - though without the self-control Michelle had. She supposed that was true after all; Sam probably would admit to wanting Stephanie there. And, Stephanie would have sensed it.

However, Sam was truly excited about this sleepover, and didn't need Stephanie. She had Michelle, after all.

"Okay, thanks. Love ya," Stephanie said, mussing Michelle's hair a little. She then walked over and hugged Sam.

As Stephanie walked out the door, Sam held Michelle's hand. Her first real sleepover. "Were you scared at yours, Michelle?"

"My first sleepover was with Cassie. I'd had her over the week before, and invited three other friends, but they all left. Cassie was my best friend, though, so she stayed. That was before Mandy moved out here," Michelle explained. She didn't tell Sam about calling Stephanie that first night at Cassie’s, just to feel not so lonesome. She knew Sam wouldn't have anyone to call.

"Yeah. There's nothing better than having sleepovers with your best friend," Courtney blurted, throwing an arm around Sam and pulling her close.

Later that evening, Michelle sat up and pondered how to change Sam's image. She could tell Sam was trying to take after her. But, what could she do to really help her get out of whatever rut of misbehavior had caused her to need grounded for so long over here at the Larkin’s? Michelle didn't know why Sam had done it, but she knew more than ever, after seeing how good she could be there, that Sam could be a truly different person. Sam was frustrated, too. She knew Missy had been right - she needed to talk to her friends. There was so much pain, though; it wasn’t a matter of not thinking anyone would care anymore, like Missy thought. A large part of it was also that she didn’t know when it would stop, once she started. She actually felt a little scared going down into the recesses of her mind. It just hurt so much to have had friends with such loving parents, and go home to such distant people. To have nobody consistent caring for her at the daycare. To never feel like she could be loved, till Stephanie and Michelle and Courtney came along.

Her friends noticed her starting to weep at about the same time. “What’s wrong?” Michelle asked.

“I’ve just been so alone,” Sam blubbered, her sobbing starting to turn into a cry of pure anguish. Michelle walked over to her and hugged her as Sam cried and told Michelle of the emptiness in her heart.

“I feel like nobody cares sometimes, Michelle. I love being able to dream with you guys, to have fun, to feel happy. And, I want to be able to do that all the time. I want to feel normal.”

Michelle was startled. So were the Larkin’s - Mrs. Larkin came in, hearing the commotion, and was tempted to ask Sam if anything else was wrong, too. But, she quickly deduced that Sam was revealing everything to Michelle and Courtney. She simply whispered to Courtney to let her know if Sam told about something the police needed to handle. Thankfully, there was never anything like that in Sam’s life.

The emotional neglect alone, though, was really bad. And, while it wasn’t bad enough for the police to need to intervene, it had left some scars that were just now being revealed.

Michelle and Courtney both remembered how Missy had said it seemed like Sam needed to open up to them. Missy would be glad some things were finally being revealed, but also shocked that when Sam did, things would come rushing out at such a frenetic pace. As she told Danny and Stephanie the next day, the massive amount of tears and fears really concerned her.

"Hey, Steph. All ready for your big trip to New Mexico for Spring Break with your dad and sisters?"

"Yeah, I guess." Stephanie had responded to Jesse without looking up from the book she was reading. She sat it down, placed a bookmark, in it, and sighed.

"Hey, why the long face?" Jesse sat next to Stephanie on the living room sofa. "Just be glad you're not me; Becky's dragging me along with her and the kids for a couple days in Sea World. Do you realize what my hair will look like after Nicky and Alex get me into one of them pools filled with plastic balls like they got there? With maybe a dozen other kids pelting me with them, too?" He grinned at her smile. "I knew that image would cheer you up."

"Yeah, the thought of all those brightly colored plastic balls sticking in your hair is quite a picture." Jesse had black hair that looked painted in place, it was so perfect. "I'm just thinking about Sam. I mean, all this time, I've been treating her like just a normal, rebellious kid, just like...well, like if she were you," Stephanie blurted. Jesse had been a real rebel as a youth, though not as bad as Sam had been.

"You thought she was like me, eh? Yeah, you know...wait a minute, that wasn't a compliment, was it?" Jesse asked, the prideful smile disappearing from his face.

"Uncle Jesse, I just feel like such a failure with her. I mean, Michelle told me all this stuff about how she's been feeling, and how bad Sam says her life's been." She explained everything Michelle had told her. "This isn't just Michelle getting bossy like she did before Kindergarten and D.J. putting her in her place. It isn't even you acting like you did and getting sent to the principal's office all the time. This is a kid that needs a lot of help."

Jesse put an arm around Stephanie, and let her rest her head on his side. "Aw, Steph, I know it's tough. But, there are great parents who raise four, six, eight kids and do a great job, and you know what? Even after all their experience, they still wouldn't know exactly how to handle a neglected kid like that."

"But, Uncle Jesse, those parents don't try to adopt kids like Samantha. And, if they do, they do a much better job than I've done." She got up and started moping around the room.

"Steph, look," Jesse said as he rose to follow her, "I know it's hard. But, at times like this you have to look at all the positive things you've done." She turned to face him. "You got her into a great dance program; Michelle's so pumped for her recital the week after D.J.'s prom she makes it sound like Samantha's gonna be the next Barishnikov. She's in the Honeybees, and she's made lots of great strides and great friends. She spends so much time over at the Larkin’s or here she probably forgets she has a home where they don't want her half the time. And, most importantly, you are able to help her mature into a fine young lady. Sure, she's gonna make mistakes, but thanks to you, thanks to Stephanie Tanner, that girl is not neglected anymore, she has two families who care deeply about her." Jesse thought for a moment, recalling that he'd given her a similar speech when Stephanie had told him about an abused boy named Charles, who had then been taken away from his home.

"You knew there could be problems, but for the first six months you knew Sam, you didn't know anything about abuse or neglect or anything like that. It was only the Charles situation that led the school to decide you and future Principal's Assistants needed to learn about that stuff."

"But what about after, Uncle Jesse, when I was so tough on her? What about the time when I babysat her last summer? When I yelled so much? Michelle just gave her a few little fwaps once, and Sam listened. I'd have even done that to Michelle if she was being a bossy little princess and nothing else worked, I know it'd work because she's sensitive enough it would. What I gave Sam when she wouldn’t sit in the corner for timeout then is what I'd have given a really tough rebel like you."

Jesse placed a loving hand on Stephanie's shoulder. "Maybe Michelle's way only worked because of how you'd done it before." Sensing Stephanie's disbelief, he continued. "Look, Steph, you disciplined her the best you could. And, I think it was pretty good. What you were doing was still better than what she was experiencing, because you showed Sam love all the time, even when you punished her. You tried to get her to do what's right, and she had to learn that. For a kid who never experienced spanking and didn't know how to do it at all, I'd say you handled it well."

"But, Uncle Jesse, I could have been nicer, I could have done so much more."

"Well, like what?"

"Well..." Stephanie sighed. She didn't really know what else she could have done. She had talked nicely to Sam; the first time Sam was in her office she put her on her lap and cuddled her while talking firmly but gently. She'd tried reward systems, she'd tried everything.

"Steph, some people might say she needed professional help. But, you know what? There's no way in the world you're gonna get every single parent in this country degrees in clinical psychology. That stuff's great for helping like when you were scared of that earthquake, and got so clingy to Dad afterward and didn't know why. But, look what I've done, and I didn't even graduate high school till I went back a couple years ago. All the brains in the world couldn't have helped if Sam didn't have someone to say ‘I love you' to her. Because that's what all kids need; especially Samantha. You couldn’t provide her with professional help, but you gave her the most important thing. And, you know what? There's some kids out there who never have responded to any professional. The stuff they go through is so bad they won't open up to anyone till they really feel loved. Sam might have been like that."

Stephanie nodded her understanding. "I guess. But, doesn't she still need some sort of professional help? Someone better than me?" It was still hard for Stephanie to fathom that she'd done that well with Samantha.

"Maybe. But, you know when that time would be? Just like you told Michelle; if she ever starts really hating herself, any signs of Sam trying to hurt herself or talking about it. But, you know what I think? Now, I may be wrong, but I think with all the love you, and Michelle, and everyone showers on Samantha, you got her feeling so good that if she does have a few bad thoughts about herself later, she's not gonna sink into depression and start thinkin' all that other stuff."

"I hope not." Stephanie smiled sadly. "That scared Michelle when I told her about that stuff, even more than Sam’s outburst did. She's okay with it now, but...maybe you can tell her what you just told me, too." She then began one of her famous rambles like their dad would do. “I mean, I know I’d want to get her to one right away then, but...well that time with the earthquake, that was just one time, right? Can’t we go, just to make sure there’s nothing else wrong. Because, well, I’m not scared or anything, not like Michelle was. But, well...okay, actually, I am scared. Uncle Jesse, what if there is something still in there?”

Jesse understood. Stephanie got very emotional sometimes. She could get so excited over anything, just like their mother Pam had been.

"Okay, I guess I’ll ask. You’re right, it doesn’t hurt. And, you were right to warn Michelle. Sam will confide in her or Courtney before anyone else, it seems; probably before she ever tells a doctor. But, I'm pretty sure you're not gonna have to worry about that. Just keep helping her to have fun. And, look forward to that big Disneyland trip we're all taking with the Larkin’s and her in July."

"Yeah. She's really excited about that," Stephanie said with a broad grin. Samantha was, indeed, a very good dancer, probably even better than Stephanie ever was. "She's got a lot to look forward to; that, all the stuff with dancing, even singing now. She could be on stage, maybe even try out for a commercial or two. We've talked about that. I guess we have filled her life with positive things. And, we'll keep doing more."

"That's right, Steph. You may not have all sorts of fancy diplomas on your wall. But, you've been pretty much the only real mother she's ever known. It's never been bad enough to report it to the authorities, but this situation still needed someone to help. And, you've been there for her. You really have shown lots of love to her. That trip to Disneyland in a few months, and all the other stuff, is gonna be great. But, it's not because of Disneyland or anything else, but thanks to that simple thing called love that her dreams have come true."

"Thanks, Uncle Jesse," Stephanie said confidently as they embraced.

Several days later, Stephanie was looking dreamily through last years John Muir Middle School yearbook. Joey walked up to the couch and sat next to her. "Hey, Steph, Michelle at her Honeybees meeting?" She was. "What's on your mind?"

"Oh, just dreaming about boys, what else?"

Jesse, D.J., and Kimmy were also in the Tanner living room. When Jesse gave a slightly startled look, Kimmy glared at him and said, "Hey, calm down, hairboy. She's a teenager - it's a requirement."

"Yeah, I just hope none of the boys she's dreaming of are anything like me."

"Cheer up," Kimmy responded as Danny and Becky arrived home from work, "I'm sure there are no Elvis crazed boys who spend hours fixing their hair in her class."

"Kimmy pipe down, will ya?"

Becky backed up her husband. "Yeah, he's got his technique down so it only takes him thirty minutes in front of the mirror." She passed Jesse a playful grin.

"Anyway, seriously, Steph, you know what we talked about Sam? Well, I kinda think you were right. But, that doesn’t mean you need to be scared."

"Yeah, Jesse and I, and your dad, talked about that earthquake. And, well, it’s not a matter of Sam telling Dr. Steiner anything. It’s more like, she might be able to tell something about Sam that you can use to help, that wouldn’t come out with just talking.” Ever the child at heart, Joey added, “There’s a lot of important stuff you can see by how kids play, or color, or what they do with their toys and stuffed animals, for instance. Stuffed animals are great for getting kids to talk; you remember that with the one your mom gave you, Mr. Bear.”

“So if what kids do with their stuff is so important, what does wearing Batman pajamas say about you?” Jesse asked. Joey shrugged.

Danny sat beside Stephanie and put an arm around her. "Steph, we know you care a lot about Sam. Sam is a little girl who really needs someone like you. But, I told the guys, I remember when you were so clingy after the quake. And, we needed to make sure we talked to a professional so we could understand how to help. It didn't take that long. In fact, just having you explain the picture of your family that you drew was enough to get you to express how scared you were that I’d leave and never come back. But, Sam hasn't had the advantage of the loving family you have."

"But, Dad, what's wrong with the school one? I mean, we’ve got a great team helping her, but, well, I guess maybe she’d draw a picture. How will that help, though?”

"Well, we can get her an appointment with one who can spend more time focusing on just her, rather than the whole school; that’s why we’d go with an outside one. As for what good a picture would do, they’re just trained to see patterns. And, Joey, right, in a way. Play, like coloring or with stuffed animals, does enable children to let go more.”

Stephanie considered what was said. “I guess that makes sense. But, how bad do you think it is, Dad?”

“Well, honey, Michelle said it seemed a little weird. Like she had never seen anyone cry that much, even when Papouli died." Papouli had been Jesse's grandfather; he'd died on a visit the previous year. "But, I don’t think it’s really bad yet; it’s just something that would scare a kid Michelle’s age. I wanted to wait till she wasn't here before I brought it up; I don't want Michelle to be too scared for Sam. And, I don’t want you to be, either. I even remember the one we took you to, Dr. Steiner. I have a photographic memory about things like that. Just like dust - I remember where each particle is so when I come back with a dust rag I can get them all."

Becky went up to check on Nicky and Alex, who she figured were probably up from their naps, while Jesse and Joey went to get ready to leave for their radio show. "Okay. So, it’s not so bad where she needs immediate help. But, still...” It sounded a lot like what her instincts had told her when she spoke with Jesse. Something did need to be done. And, maybe they could learn how Stephanie could better assist, too. “Michelle did seem pretty stunned by how Sam acted when she let everything out."

Stephanie turned to Danny and held out a hand. "But, how are we going to get her parents to agree to come? It's been hard enough getting them to sign papers for Aunt Becky and I or you and I to take her to a regular doctor for checkups."

"Oh, I know how to do that," D.J. offered. "She has something for the Honeybees that will require a permission form, and a field trip for school, right?" Stephanie nodded. "We just sneak a permission form for an adult to take her to Dr. Steiner on the bottom, and hopefully, they’ll be too busy to read anything; especially by the time they get to the third paper."

"An adult. So..." She looked hopefully at D.J.

"Sorry, Hon, but I don't want you missing school for something like this. But, you're right, an adult would need to be present."

"Great, thanks for volunteering, Dad," Stephanie quipped.

"Well, I..." He chuckled. "I guess it would be easiest for me, huh?"

"Well, everyone else left the room, and you took me out of the running," D.J. offered.

"I could take her." Kimmy sensed the looks from D.J. and Stephanie and said, "On, second thought, that's probably not a good idea, huh?"

"Right. Dad, what if the parents do ask what it is. I mean, now that you reminded me of it, didn't you not want to take me because you were afraid it would show you were a bad parent or something?"

"That's true. But, I think if you just tell them it's a doctor's appointment, they'll be okay with it. Remember, these things are confidential."

Kimmy added that, "Besides, squirt, didn't you say all those upper crust people they hang out with pretty much know you and the Larkin’s take care of her?"

To avoid the implication that people might think Steph hadn't done a very good job, Danny quickly added, "Yes, just like it feels like we're taking care of you sometimes, Kimmy, you're over here so much."

"Hey, my parents have been there for me, at least. Like when I got bit by that raccoon Garth and I brought home as a pet once, and I had to get rabies shots."

Stephanie laughed. "You're right. Uncle Jesse said I was doing my best, and I guess I still am, huh?"

Danny nodded and lovingly stroked her hair while saying, "You are, Steph. It's just like Uncle Jesse and Joey said to me that time. You're just showing what a compassionate person you are, because you'll do whatever it takes to help her."

As D.J. had guessed, the Burkes signed the medical authorization form for Sam without a second thought; they hardly read anything, and just assumed it was another doctor, just like when the Tanners took her to Michelle's pediatrician.

When Danny walked into the office with Stephanie and Sam, Sam seemed a little apprehensive, and kept holding Stephanie's hand. "Thanks for seeing us so quickly, Dr. Steiner."

"Oh, it's no problem at all, Mr. Tanner. It sounds like you’ve really been a big help to Sam and her family." The doctor hadn't been told a lot about the situation, and so assumed that the parents were rather heavily involved, though Danny was helping a lot, too. "It seems a little unusual to think of having Stephanie in here, too, but I am pretty flexible when it comes to how things are arranged and who I see. When you've been in practice as long as I have, you see everything."

Dr. Steiner started by asking Sam to draw a picture of her family. "Which one?" Sam asked.

"Well...the ones you live with, I guess. And, then if there are any sitters or other people you're really close to, you can draw them, too."

As Danny, Stephanie, and the doctor sat at the table in the office, Stephanie explained that it was good to ask Sam to include the people who help, and a little bit of why.

"My, I remember you being quite verbal before, seeing you helps to jog my memory some. But, it's really amazing to hear how much you've helped."

"We just want to make sure there are no other problems," Danny explained. "I don't even know half of what's gone one, there might be some times when I go out of the room and just let the girls in here. But, that's okay, I noticed your magazines aren't in a logical order in your waiting room, I could arrange those for you."

Stephanie was amazed at what all had come out by the end of the meeting. Actually, awestruck was more like it, considering that she, along with Mrs. Larkin and, somewhat, Hannah, were, emotionally, pretty close to being Sam's mother; or, at least what she perceived as what a mother should be.

She was a little bothered by the fact there was no real father figure - Sam had been asked to circle the person most like her mother, and drew a couple circles around Stephanie, and one around the others. But, she couldn’t circle anyone who was like a father.

Still, as the doctor had pointed out, many children growing up without one still find someone to latch on to, just like it sounded like Michelle did D.J. as a mother figure, Steph did D.J. and Aunt Becky, and D.J. remembered Pam, but also looked to Becky.

Stephanie made a mental note to try to get Sam more interested in going to church, and in the meantime, to try to have Danny and the others more involved, too. Especially Danny, who'd been married for a much longer time than Jesse and even as a widower was raising children successfully.

"It will be very important later, when Sam starts making decisions about boyfriends, and eventually marriage," Dr. Steiner had said. "Doing things with your Uncle Jesse and Aunt Becky will also be important, as she'll see how men and women interrelate with each other and with children, just like she does with the Larkin's. It sounds like that's a very happy marriage, where even with the differences, such as his love for Elvis, they can still get along and he can accept the occasional joke about it, just like your Aunt Becky accepts the occasional joke about Nebraska. It sounds like the kind of relationship that she might one day say is her ideal for marriage; right now she has the Larkin’s, but she needs as many as you can find for her, so she knows it not just a one in a million chance. And, so she doesn't just go from guy to guy looking for love and not knowing if she'd found it."

"You know those cold sweats you say you get thinking about me going out with boys? I think I just had my first in there," Stephanie would later joke to Danny. She added that despite how she joked sometimes, she still saw Danny as a great example of the kind of man she wanted to see with Sam someday.

Another thing Stephanie told Dr. Steiner about at the outset, while Sam was drawing the picture, was Michelle's plan. Dr. Steiner agreed that it sounded like a good one, if it worked. A plan to totally escape the past, in a way. While she'd never totally lose some of the burdens of her formative years, Sam could still adopt a very healthy attitude, and choose to live successfully. Because, as it was, Sam felt a little trapped in her old identity.

Michelle Tanner laid in bed reading as Stephanie walked into their room and laid down. Her mind was half on the book, and half still on Sam. Sam's emotional outburst had been incredible the previous weekend. Tonight, she was over at the home of one of her friends from ballet on a sleepover. But, Michelle couldn't stop thinking about the...well, the eruption.

"Steph," she finally asked. "What was it like when you learned Mom had died?"

Stephanie thought that an odd question, but not too out of the ordinary; she remembered all sorts of things popped into her brain when she was eight. "Well...there was a phone call. And, Dad just started weeping. I couldn’t understand it; why would a phone call make him cry? Then he told me...I didn't want to believe it. I ran up and grabbed Mr. Bear, and we went to the hospital, Dad and D.J. and I. Grandma and Grandpa came and picked us up. It was just so incredibly sad. I don't know if I had any tears left by the end of the day." "That's kind of what Sam reminded me of last weekend. I thought maybe you could have cried that much. Back then. But, you were just five. She's almost eight."

Stephanie agreed. "It's really hard. Michelle, one of the hardest things that could have happened was losing Mom. She was so important to me, especially at that age. D.J. didn't think it would ever be fun living in this house again, in fact. It's like there was such emptiness there. But, we've filled it with lots of love, and some awesome times, haven't we?"

"We sure have."

"I guess it's a good way to compare it." Stephanie had been trying to think of how to explain Sam's problem to Michelle. This was a good way to help her understand, she supposed. "Sam's the same way, in a way. Her parents don't take any time for her at all. They don't pay any attention to her. So, she's got a big, empty space in her just like we did after Mom died." In a way, Stephanie was thankful it had happened before Michelle could understand what was going on; she'd been spared that pain.

"What can we do to help?" Michelle asked, slightly teary thinking about her friend. "You're doing the best you can right now."

"How do you know?"

Stephanie smiled as she got up and walked over to Michelle's bed. The younger girl took that as a cue to get up herself, and sat next to Stephanie on the side of her bed, leaning her head against Stephanie's side.

"Because, we went to see a doctor yesterday. Her name's Dr. Steiner. And, she helped Sam talk about some problems, and also helped Dad and I to understand what was going on a little better. And, Sam has a wonderful group of people that she sees as her family. Including a wonderful big sister named Michelle." She gave her a slight squeeze.

"Me?" Michelle asked, pointing at herself.

"Yes, you. Michelle, Courtney's family and ours are working to fill that gap, that blank space that Sam needs to have filled. I didn't know it, but I'd been doing that since she first came to Fraser St. Elementary. And, you have, too. You've been a great encouragement, you've been friendly, you've helped her in a lot of ways just by being there. Sam sees you as her big sister." Michelle was awestruck. She'd always loved having Steph and D.J. help her, but she had wished, int he back of her mind, that she could help someone like that some day. Of course, her cousins were really great, but there was something special about having a little sister.

And now, suddenly, she had one.

Still, though, "If she's that sad after all this time, if she's still crying like you did when Mom died after all of this..."

Danny had poked his head in the door. "I heard voices. Everything okay?" he asked. He was still in his customary button-down shirt and tie, though he’d removed the sport coat that went with his pants.

"Yeah, Dad."

"Steph and I were just talking about Sam. It seem so weird. If she's that sad, that sounds like the kind of stuff adults should handle." "We're trying," Danny said as he walked into the room. He sat on Michelle's bed opposite Stephanie. "Honey, Sam's had a very rough life. But, you have been doing a very good job. I think last Friday night was really just her letting a lot of things out at once because she trusts you and Courtney. She believes you'll understand."

"I'm trying."

"It's hard. I even told D.J. some of the stuff so she could bring it up with Hannah. Hannah will find it easier to explain to Courtney." Stephanie thanked him for that. "But, you know, it's hard for us to understand how much she hurts. But, if you keep doing what you're doing, chances are she'll be able to grow into a wonderful young lady just like you girls. Because you're giving her the most important thing."

"What's that?"

"Love." Danny hugged Michelle and gave her a small peck on the forehead as he began to reminisce. "Honey, you don’t' remember this; Steph might have trouble, I don’t' know. But, your mom had a saying. ‘Give away a smile; it's free.' She knew the world needed lots of smiles, and love. And, the more you give, you more you get. It's something we can always afford to give away, just like smiles." Stephanie remembered that after Danny had said it. "That's right. And, we've been giving for a long time, and it's paying off."

"What else do we have to do?" Michelle asked.

"Just keep doing what you're doing. The doctor liked your idea, Michelle; she thought it might really help. Keep showering that love, that attention on her. Keep showing you believe in her. And, she should really blossom someday. I think you're starting to see the results now; would you have believed a year ago she'd be one of the best ballet dancers they have where you danced when you were younger, Steph?"

"I don't know, Dad. I'd like to think I believed in her all the time. About her dancing, yeah, I guess I did. But, all the time, I don't know." She smiled at Michelle. She decided not to think of the past, when there wee times when she did question how well Sam could behave. Instead, she thought of times like when Michelle invited her out for ice cream after some of Sam's worst behavior at school. "I know you've always believed in her, Michelle."

"That's just what she needs; someone to believe in her. And, you do a great job. Good night." He hugged each, and left.

Stephanie and Michelle hugged and kissed and said good night. Michelle laid in bed and said in amazement, "I'm a big sister. Wow."

"You think that's something? I learned at the doctor's I was like a mom in a way to Sam, at least what she thinks of as a mother. And...well, just the fact her parents treat me like an unpaid nanny is amazing enough. I guess I have to admit, I don't know how I can live up to what she sees me as." She inhaled deeply. “But, I guess I already have, in a way. We just keep working by faith, just like with your idea of helping Sam. And, that faith is what's important."

"You said it, Steph," Michelle said as she reached for and turned off her light.

The weeks leading up to Sam’s party had been lots of fun. Michelle had gone to great lengths to prepare the most exciting party she could. And yet, she had to keep it a secret from Sam; she wanted it to be a great surprise.

That Friday, night, Sam and Courtney and Cassie and Mandy slept over at the Tanners’; the slumber party had been a lot of fun. They’d discussed all sorts of great dreams. Before Stephanie left for a slumber party Darcy was having with her and Allie, she helped the girls with several ideas, including diaries in which they wrote down things like what they thought they’d be doing in ten to twenty years, their dream weddings, and so on. Stephanie was excited to see that Sam thought she could be a professional ballerina. Yes, Stephanie considered proudly, she probably could.

The others left after breakfast Saturday - they were going to play at Cassie’s house for a few hours, as Michelle wanted everyone to be surprised. As Michelle and Sam walked toward the steps leading upstairs, D.J. and Kimmy came downstairs with matching purses - except Kimmy's had a large eye on it.

"Hey, squirts, you like this? If I come across a mugger I'll point this eye at them. Think this evil eye thing will work?"

Sam looked at Michelle, anxious to know what to say. She wanted to say something that sounded a little rude, but she knew Michelle had been coaching her for a reason. She was supposed to be nice to others.

"It's okay. She knows she's a little weird," Michelle murmured. To D.J. and Kimmy, Michelle said, "We're going to have the best birthday party ever."

"Well, that's wonderful. From all I've heard, Michelle, Sam should have lots of fun."

"Yeah, Deej. Although, don't tell anyone till the guests come. But, Sam needs something to complete her new image. So, she's getting a new name."

Kimmy smiled and suggested excitedly, "A new name, eh? How about Fred? That would give you a great new image," she said, giving a short, decisive nod.

"Uh...Kimmy," D.J. said, as if breaking bad news, "Fred is a boy's name."

"Really? Huh. I always thought that would be nice, a girl named Fred. Hmmmm." Michelle withheld giggles with her hand. Sam copied. "I know. How about Chaos. After all, any girl can be named Harmony. But, Chaos would be one of a kind. You know, Deej, I like that name. I'll have to remember it when I have little ones," Kimmy remarked as the teens walked out the door.

"I already feel sorry for her kids," Michelle admitted lowly, a small chuckle in her voice. Even at her age, having heard from Stephanie the meaning of chaos, Michelle realized that some of Kimmy’s strange comments would be funnier, if it weren't so sad. She sometimes wondered why Stephanie teased Kimmy like she did sometimes, thought he teasing had gone down a lot int he last few years.

"Yeah, what weird names. Anyway, Michelle, you said you had a neat outfit for me?"

"That's right. Aunt Becky's here, too, she's going to give you a makeover. Then we can all do some later. That can be part of our activities."

A while later, all the guests were there, and the slumber party girls were back. Becky told Michelle to lead her friend downstairs, then rushed down and told everyone to watch.

The sight had brought gasps from almost all of the children. Finally, a girl named Amy broke the silence, walking up to Sam and saying in a voice shaky with disbelief "S-Sam?".

It was a stunning transformation - Sam was dressed in a long light pink "royal" gown that seemed almost bigger than she was and matching shoes. Her hair, which she had started to grow out some weeks earlier, had little red ribbons threaded through it thanks to the work of Michelle's Aunt Becky. Her face showed a trace of makeup - one of Becky's ideas to enhance her "regal" appearance.

Sam had been expecting this reaction. She turned towards Amy with all the politeness Stephanie and Michelle had taught her. "Not Sam, Samantha," she said with a soft smile and a blink of her chocolate brown eyes, leaving the girl and many of the other kids open mouthed. She then turned to Michelle who was standing protectively behind her. "After all, I don't look much like Sam anymore do I?"

Courtney said with a hint of awe, "I expected a bit of a makeover. But, this..."

"Even I was amazed. But, Michelle's right. I need a whole new look," Samantha said, sounding more like the eight-year-old Stephanie might have trying to imitate D.J. or an adult. While those words wouldn't have come from Stephanie’s mouth, they were confident like Stephanie’s would have been; Samantha’s tone wasn't that of an overly angry, bitter child like it could have been. She had lost out on many normal childhood things because of her upbringing.

She was totally unprepared, however, for what she heard next. Nicky and Alex's tapes had been brought down, and one of the girls had inserted one into a tape recorder. A Sesame Street song was playing on it.

"I know it's strange, Samantha. But, we're combining lots of birthdays at once," Michelle said excitedly.

"Isn't...that a little young for me, though?"

"Well, you never got to really have fun with this stuff, did you?" Suddenly, Joey entered from the kitchen with a great big cake - it had sprinkles all over it, along with white icing.

"Hey, is there a cake under all those sprinkles?" Amy joked.

Michelle chuckled. "I guess I got a little carried away with those."

"Hey, let's sing, everyone." The girls joined in singing “Happy Birthday,” while Samantha just stood and watched in awe. All this was for her? “Nobody’s ever done anything like this for me,” she proclaimed.

“We care about you, Samantha. And, people who care to these things, just because you’re you. And, that makes you special.”

“That’s right. You deserve the best,” Michelle remarked.

"Michelle wanted to rent something like ‘The Little Mermaid,' but we suggested something a little more on your level," Cassie told her.

"So, we have that and ‘The Little Mermaid,’" Mandy said.

Samantha didn't want to hurt Michelle's feelings - she'd actually never seen that movie. Still, she said, "I guess that would be okay." she said. She knew accepting would mean they’d continue to baby her but in her situation she didn’t care.

"Okay." Michelle had many more things planned. Of course, some of them were a little childish for an eight-year-old. But, Samantha found herself not caring as much as she might have expected. Just having someone pay attention to her, to spend time with her, and to have put forth such effort for her, was a great blessing.

Stephanie arrived home a while later. "Is that the alphabet song I hear?" she asked incredulously. "I thought Nicky and Alex were with their dad in the park." "It is. Michelle...well, she did a lot of stuff for my birthday today," Samantha said. “She even did stuff for my birthdays when I was three and four today!"

Stephanie laughed. "Well," she said, looking at Michelle, "You certainly outdid yourself this time, huh? And..." She finally had time to study Samantha's new look.

"She even changed her name," Courtney said with disbelief.

"I didn't know you could get a new name for your birthday," Amy remarked.

"Well, you get one when you're born, right?"

"True, Michelle. Unless you're like my dad. My grandma tells the story of how they didn't know what they would call him till the next day."

"Good point, Cassie." Stephanie had been thinking about the change as she listened. Finally, she knelt down and told Samantha, "It's great that you want to change. However, the most important change will be on the inside. We've talked about what you need to work on, so I'm sure you know just what else needs done. Of course, now that I say that, this will certainly show people that this is a new you."

She rose and continued. "I ran into a friend of our dad's at the mall today, her name's Kirsten. She's maybe six or seven years older than D.J., but still young enough to be a great influence on this girl named Gia. Gia goes to Kennedy Middle School, and she had a lot or problems because of her parents' divorce. But, she's making a real, positive change, too. When my friends and I ran into them, Gia told me she finally managed to stop smoking."

"Steph, a teenager was smoking?!" Michelle's eyes widened; adults looked gross enough when she saw them doing it. For a teen to do it...

Samantha echoed Michelle's thoughts. "If I ever did that, you'd have smoke coming out your ears!"

"You’ve got that right!" she said with a glare. Less emphatically, Stephanie said, "She's lucky she was able to stop. I wish she went to my school, though; I probably could have been a good influence on her. Kirsten might not have had to work as hard. Her mom said without a good female role model, she tried extra hard to get Gia involved in the Big Brothers/Big Sisters program; though she might have eventually, anyway. Gia will graduate to the next grade this year, which is a real plus." Stephanie chuckled as she recalled that her dad, desperate to feel younger, had actually dated Kirsten one time, toward the end of Stephanie's third grade year.

Stephanie considered that she'd been spending so much time with friends and thinking about boys, and Michelle had been so preoccupied with her new friend (and likely would have thought of them anyway) that they hadn't even tried to look for after school programs for Samantha. She supposed that this change to Samantha would therefore signal a very positive step.

"You have a lot of freedom now that you're not in daycare. But, it seems like you're telling me you really want to stay away from trouble and have a good time with your freedom," Stephanie said. Samantha agreed. "That's good. Because your freedom is very valuable. And, you know I could take any of your privileges away if I have to." Giving her a hug, she added, "But I'm not going to have to, am I?"

"No way, Stephanie!"

Stephanie smiled. The speech had sounded a little like she recalled their dad and the others talking to Michelle when she was first was able to ride a bike with training wheels around the block. But, given Samantha's development, it was appropriate. However, maybe, just maybe, they'd reached a great milestone with this birthday.

A couple months later, Samantha ran up to Michelle on the playground before school. "Hey, Michelle. How are you feeling?"

"Pretty good. I'm glad I don't remember the time I was out, though." She'd been in the hospital for several days with a concussion. She'd also had amnesia for those days.

Now, a week later, she was back at school. Samantha had been told that Michelle wasn't allowed to have recess outside, or any other sporting activities, for a month; till the end of the school year, really.

Still, the important thing was, she was okay. "I'm really glad you're back. I'll bet that was scary - I hardly even Stephanie last week, it was so hectic." She beamed as she related that, "You know, I didn't even need to, either."

"That's awesome!" Michelle patted her on the shoulder. "And, you're right - Steph's more protective than Dad right now, even though I wasn't in any danger she still feels like I was."

Samantha nodded. In a way, Stephanie might even envy her. After all, Samantha hadn't heard till Monday of anything more than Michelle being “hurt at the stables, but it seems like she’ll be fine.” That was the sanitized version given to her by the Larkin’s, who she was with and who were scared of how she’d react.

By the time Samantha had gotten the whole scoop, however, Stephanie had: seen Michelle unconscious on the trail as the paramedics lifted her onto the stretcher with a ‘back board’ designed to keep her; waited for a couple hours in a busy waiting room because it was too hectic for anyone to let the family know Michelle awakened in a daze int he ER; learned of the amnesia; and, had one very scary nightmare. By the time Cassie and Mandy saw Samantha at recess Monday, they could tell Samantha there were no broken bones, no spinal problems, and no permanent damage. All that had remained was for her memory to come back.

Michelle had remembered Stephanie first, and felt comfortable with her before then. But, that figured - Stephanie was always so nice. Even when she was so upset with Michelle for teasing her in front of a guy she liked.

“I’ve seen those pictures, like the one where you’re eating ice cream out of a nearly empty container. It really does look like you ate that whole gallon,” Samantha whispered. Michelle nodded, embarrassed. “That was a good way to get back at you - she actually showed me those pictures for me to show others in case you ever got too rough correcting me in front of other people.”

Getting back to the present, Samantha explained that, "You probably got the card we all signed for you at the Honeybees meeting." Michelle nodded. "I've been hanging around with Courtney and the others from there a lot."

"Good. I'm glad to see you take care of yourself."

"Sure I can. I've truly escaped from being Sam. Now, I want to learn. I want to have fun within the rules. I want to have a real childhood, just like you said." The words might have sounded odd for most eight-year-olds, but given Samantha's troubled past with few good, loving role models, it was understandable. At least she'd gone from the angry, bitter scowls that should never belong in a seven-year-old to comments that might not be expected of children her age.

"Well, that's great. Come on over after school, and you can see all my get well cards and stuff."

“Sure. Hey, guess what. You probably didn’t hear. Someone said there’s a new girl in my class who’s coming today, for the first time.” Samantha sighed. “You know, it’s hard to believe, but...I think I can help he get used to the school. I can actually help people.” “I know you could, Samantha.”

During lunch, Samantha and Courtney walked with their new friend to one of the third graders' tables - second and third graders ate together. "Hey, Michelle. This is Andrea Byrne. Her dad just got traded to the Giants," Samantha said. “She’s the one I was telling you about.”

"Hi." Mandy passed Jeff Farrington a look pleading with him not to ask for autographs as Michelle introduced her friends. Jeff couldn’t help it, however.

"Oh, don't worry. Half the kids in our class have already bugged me." Andrea said, "I just tell them to write to the team."

"I'm just glad they got the baseball strike over with," Jeff said.

"Me, too. If we'd had a regular winter, I probably could have moved here between semesters, in January."

Samantha and the others sat with Michelle and her friends. Samantha was really excited that she and Courtney could help a new girl like this. As Andrea talked about her dad's job as a backup outfielder, and Michelle discussed stories her dad had told of going to spring training a couple times with the Giants when he was a sportscaster, Samantha felt excited about her new image. She sensed that many kids seemed comfortable with her, after months had passed of her being Samantha.

When she, Michelle, and Michelle’s friends arrived at the Tanner home after school that day, Michelle and Samantha ran up to the room Michelle and Stephanie shared. "Hey, kiddo," Stephanie said, hugging Michelle. "Aren't you glad Dad convinced me not to tag along with you your first day back?" Samantha giggled. "Yeah, I've been a little overprotective, I guess. But, I'm trying to get over it."

"Well, good luck. Sometimes I wish I had someone watching over me like that." Samantha sighed and smiled warmly, thinking of how Stephanie had watched over Michelle at the party they’d had for her Sunday afternoon to celebrate her recovery. "I'm glad you guys do sometimes."

"We'll always be here for you," Stephanie said.

"Yeah, we love you," Michelle said, bringing a tear to Samantha's eye. She'd heard it before from them. But, the Tanner home it was pretty much the only place she ever heard it.

"I love you too," Samantha said weakly.

"And, I know you're changed now. You've got a lot of fun choices you can make as far as where to go, what to do, that are within the rules. But, even if you should mess up," Stephanie said, looking Samantha in the eye, "I want you to know that you can come to us, and we will still love you."

With a teary thank you, Samantha joined Stephanie and Michelle in a group hug. While there would still be difficulties, she had truly escaped, escaped from a world of problems into a world of love.

