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				Dedicated in loving memory of my grandparents,

				Dwight and Jean Hooten,

				who, through their warm hearts and open arms,

				gave me the gift of a big family Christmas...

				and memories to last a lifetime.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				Chapter One

				On the first Saturday of December, I’m awake before dawn.  As hard as I try, I can’t go back to sleep, so finally, I sit up in bed, push the curtain away from my window, and look down at our big yard.  There’s no snow yet, but there is frost, hard crunchy patches of it, like blobs of glue in the dead grass.  The sky is gray, which might mean snow or might just mean that it’s still too early for sunlight.

				I drop the curtain back in place, pull the covers up to my chin, and switch on my bedside lamp.  I fold my pillow in half to prop myself up and reach for the library book I left on my bed table.  As I settle in to read, I hear an angry screech.  Sitting up quickly, I realize that I just lay down on my cat’s tail!

				“Oh, Ebony, I didn’t see you!  Sorry about that!” I say.

				Ebony, who is a beautiful black-and-white mixed-breed with huge green eyes and a snotty personality, hisses at me and struts to the end of the mattress, where she curls up by my feet.

				“Come on,” I say.  “Can’t you be nice about it?”

				Ebony doesn’t budge.

				With a sigh, I open my book to the page where I left off, but it’s hard to concentrate on reading this morning.  I keep glancing up at the digital clock on the bed table.  Time seems to crawl.  When will it ever be eight o’clock?

				Each year, on the first Saturday in December, Dad drives out to Barrow’s Corners to bring back our Christmas tree.  Barrow’s Corners is a big, family-owned farm with its very own evergreen forest where customers can “choose and chop,” as Mr. Barrow likes to say.  It’s an adventure to ride out to the middle of the forest in a hay wagon (or a sleigh, depending on the weather) to find the perfect Christmas tree.  My family has been doing it for as long as I can remember.

				Barrow’s Corners is an almost-two-hour drive from Forest Grove, the Chicago suburb where we live.  We like to get an early start and stop along the way at Shelly’s Place, a cozy diner about half-an-hour from the farm.  It breaks up the trip a bit, and besides, the French toast there is amazing!

				This year, only Dad and my seventeen-year-old brother Ben and (unfortunately) Ben’s girlfriend Jaine and I will be going.  The rest of the family has plans, or (in the case of my brother Joey) just wants to sleep in.

				Finally, I give up on reading and shove my bookmark back between the pages.  I open the drawer where I keep my MP3 player and listen to Christmas music for awhile.  But even that gets boring, so I decide to wash up and put some clothes on.

				I dress quickly so I won’t get chilled.  (We live in what used to be a big farmhouse, surrounded by acres of land, that was built back in the early-1900s, and it gets really drafty in the winter months.)  I pull on an old pair of jeans that are scruffy at the bottom, a faded long-sleeved T-shirt, and my warmest hoodie.  I add a pair of purple socks (the same color as the hoodie) and my Converse high-tops, not the new ones, but the worn-out ones I’ve had for awhile.  It can be muddy and wet in the evergreen forest.

				In front of my dresser mirror, I brush my long brown hair and put in my Christmas tree earrings, which don’t match my outfit at all but make me feel festive and happy.  Then I glance at the clock again to see how much time has passed.  Not enough.  It’s seven on the dot, which means I still have a whole hour to wait before we head out to Barrow’s Corners!

				There must be something I can do to make the time go faster.  I think for a moment, and then I remember the Christmas cards I bought last weekend.  I sit down at my desk, pull the cards out of the drawer, and take my red and green glitter gel pens from the mug that also holds a ruler, a pair of scissors, four other gel pens, and a bunch of stubby pencils.

				I take my time with the cards, writing funny messages and drawing pictures of Christmas trees, poinsettias, snowmen, and elves.  Finally, I slip them into envelopes and address one each to my cousin Gina (who is my best friend) and my other good friends, Shannon, Emily, Elissa, and Reid.  I am in the middle of sticking stamps on the envelopes when I hear a knock at my bedroom door.

				“Come in,” I say.  I glance at the clock and do a double-take.  It’s already seven-forty-nine!

				Dad peeks his head around the door.  “’Morning, Tori!” he says brightly.  “I was just checking to make sure you were up, but I guess I shouldn’t have worried.”

				“I’ve been awake since five-something.  I was so excited, I couldn’t go back to sleep!”  I hop up from my desk and wrap Dad in a hug.

				He laughs.  “That’s my princesa.  Meet me downstairs in a couple minutes?”

				“You bet!”

				Ever since I was a baby, princesa has been Dad’s special nickname for me.  (It’s Spanish for “princess,” in case you were wondering.)  Dad’s parents, my Abuelito and Abuelita Salinas, were born in Lima, Peru, South America, and came to the United States soon after they were married.  They settled down in Chicago to begin a new life for themselves, and before long, Dad, Auntie Crista, Uncle Javi, and Auntie Luz were born.

				Only Dad’s side of the family is Peruvian-American.  Mom’s side is Caucasian, which makes my four brothers and me half-and-half.  We’re a mix of Dad’s dark features and Mom’s light ones, with olive-colored skin and brown hair and eyes.  My hair is long and cut into layers that swing around my face.  I’m somewhere between short and medium height for my age (ten-and-a-half), and I have pierced ears and at least a hundred pairs of earrings to wear in them.

				My Christmas tree earrings are just perfect for today.  I spin around a few times in excitement, my hair flying all around me, before I gather up my Christmas cards, turn off my desk lamp, and call goodbye to Ebony, who is batting at the window curtain.  Finally, finally, finally it’s eight o’clock!

				Dad, Ben, Jaine, and I set off for Barrow’s Corners in the dented Ford pick-up truck that my twenty-year-old brother Nate drives.  (He agreed to let us borrow it for the day.)  The truck is super-ugly, with peeling paint and rust spots (not to mention all the dents), but as Nate says, he’s on a college kid’s budget, and it was all he could afford.  Besides, the truck has the perfect-sized bed for a Christmas tree, as well as a full cab (that means it has two rows of seats, unlike most pick-ups).

				Dad and I sit in the front, Ben and Jaine in the back.  Jaine, by the way, buckles herself into the middle seat so she can be as close as possible to Ben.  Ick.

				In case you couldn’t tell, I am not the world’s biggest fan of Jaine.  For starters, I’m convinced that the sugary-sweet way she treats my family is a phony act designed to impress Ben.  And then there’s the fact that she’s all Ben can talk about.  (Trust me, it gets old.)

				The one thing Jaine has going for her is that she’s pretty, with blue-green eyes and spirally dark curls to her shoulders.  Today, she’s wearing a short white ski jacket, brand-new-looking skinny jeans, and boots with high heels.  (It’s a cute outfit, but a little over-the-top for a trip to Barrow’s Corners, if you ask me.)

				I tune the truck’s radio to a local light-rock station that plays nothing but Christmas music all season long.  Then I crank the volume, to cover the low murmur of Ben and Jaine’s conversation behind me.  If I can’t hear them, maybe I’ll forget that Jaine is with us.

				“Tori!” cries Dad.  “Turn that down!”

				With a groan, I obey.

				Jaine leans forward and peers around the driver’s seat at Dad.  “Mr. Salinas,” she chirps (and yes, I do mean chirps), “Ben tells me you make this trip every year?”

				“Sure do,” replies Dad.  “Jake Barrow, the owner of the farm, is a friend of mine from college.  Susan and I have been going to him since we were married.  We get the trees half-price...and we get the experience.  Christmas on the farm, you know?  For a city boy like me, it’s very enticing.”

				“That is so romantic,” Jaine breathes.  “Thank you for letting me come along.”  (See what I mean?)

				“Our pleasure,” says Dad.

				Speak for yourself, I think.  I use my finger to make circles on the frosted passenger window.  It’s sure cold out, and the sky is still gray.  I wonder if it will snow.

				Ben and Jaine return to their conversation, and I lean back in my seat.  The warmth of the truck heater rushes over me, and an old man’s voice warbling “White Christmas” drifts from the radio.  My eyelids begin to droop and I yawn, suddenly remembering how little sleep I had last night.

				Next thing I know, we’ve come to a stop and Dad is shaking me awake.  “Tori,” he says, “you slept the whole way to Shelly’s Place.  Come on.  It’s time for breakfast.”

				I open my eyes and rub at them with my gloved hands.  Peering through the windshield, I see the diner with its red awnings and old-fashioned light-up sign.  Even though the windows of the truck are rolled shut, I can smell the tempting aroma of French toast and syrup and crispy bacon, not to mention steaming hot chocolate piled with whipped cream.  Or maybe it’s my imagination.  Either way, I’m hungry!

				I unbuckle my seat belt, swing open the passenger door, and slide out onto the parking lot.  I follow Dad, Ben, and Jaine into Shelly’s Place.

				“What a cute little diner!” squeals Jaine.  “It’s so...quaint.”  (Oh, brother.)

				Ben loops his arm around her waist, pulls her close, and drops a kiss on her hair.  (Cootie alert!)  “You’re gonna love the food here,” he says.  “Best French toast in the world, right, Tori?”

				I have to agree to that.

				The hostess seats us at a booth by the front windows.  Like all the other booths in Shelly’s Place, the seats are covered with red vinyl, and the table with a checkered cloth.  There’s a big metal napkin dispenser at the end of the table, next to the salt and pepper shakers.  Along the edges of the ceiling runs a rope of miniature white lights wrapped around artificial evergreen garlands.  Tinny-sounding Christmas music floats from the speakers.  Everything’s so cozy and familiar.  I love it here.

				I, of course, sit by Dad, and Ben and Jaine sit facing us.  Dad, Ben, and I all order the French Toast Special, complete with eggs and bacon, and large mugs of hot chocolate with extra whipped cream. Jaine orders a bran muffin, a fruit cup, and herbal tea.  Gross.  

				“Gotta watch my figure,” she giggles.

				“Aw, come on,” says Ben.  “You’re beautiful.  You could afford to eat two French Toast Specials.”

				Jaine gets all googly-eyed.  “Ben Salinas,” she sighs, “you say the sweetest things.”

				Are you kidding me?

				“You guys!” I cry.  “I am trying to eat here.”

				“Oh, Tori,” laughs Jaine.  “Just wait till you fall in love someday.”

				“Stop it, Jaine.  That is too disgusting to even think about.”

				“You won’t be saying that a few years from now.”  Ben flashes me a grin.

				“Daddy,” I whine.

				“Okay.  Subject change,” announces Dad.  “What does everyone want for Christmas?”

				“And don’t say each other,” I caution my brother and his girlfriend.  “That is so, so dumb.”

				Ben cracks up.  “All right, all right.  Let’s see....I’d like some new headphones, high-quality ones with deep bass.”

				“Juicy Couture perfume!” pipes Jaine.

				Considering how she usually smells like the dollar-store fragrance aisle, that might not be a bad idea.

				“What do you want for Christmas, Tori?” Jaine asks, her voice full of fake-sounding sincerity.

				There are quite a few things I hope to find under the tree on Christmas morning: some Webkinz, a new pair of ice skates to wear to the rink this winter, and best of all, a professional stage makeup kit.  (I’m going to be an actress when I grow up).  But I have a much bigger wish than any of those. 

				“I want a niece,” I blurt.

				Jaine looks surprised, and Dad and Ben both burst out laughing.

				It might seem silly to them, but a niece is what I want the most this Christmas.  My oldest brother Andrew and his wife Stephanie are expecting their first baby any time now (the due date is actually December twenty-first), and I will just die if they have a boy.  After all, I’ve grown up with nothing but brothers--four of them!  The least I deserve is a niece.

				“What if you get a nephew instead?” asks Ben.  He sips his hot chocolate and looks at me questioningly.

				“That cannot happen.  That will not happen.”  My voice rises to a low wail.  “It wouldn’t be fair.”

				Dad puts his arm around my shoulders.  “Oh, Tori.  Even if the baby is a boy, it won’t matter to you for long.  After you get to know him, I’ll bet you wouldn’t trade him for all the nieces in the world.”

				Maybe not.  But even so....

				“They have to have a girl,” I say.  “They just have to.”
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