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bearers of this Christmas Dennis and Joni Hopper , and their children, Russel and Ryan, for inspiration FROM: A grateful guy CHAPTER ONE I hate this time of year, says Rachel. I'm sorry, Sierra. I'm sure I say it a lot, but it's true. Morning fog cloudes the entrance to our school at the end of the lawn. We stay on the concrete path to avoid hermorie stains in
the grass, but Rachel doesn't complain about the weather. Please don't, I say. You're going to make me cry again. I just want to get through this week without But it's not a week!, he says. It's been two days. Two days before the Thanksgiving break, and then you leave again for a whole month. More than a month! I hug Rachel's arm as we keep walking.
Although I'm the one leaving for another Christmas season away from home, Rachel pretends as if it's her world being turned upside down every year. His pouted face and slumped shoulders are entirely for my own good, to let me know that I will miss him, and every year I am grateful for his melodrama. Even though I love where I'm going, it's still hard to say
goodbye. Knowing that my best friends are counting the days until I return makes it easier. Induced the tear into the corner of the eye. See what you did? Starting. This morning, when mom drove us away from our Christmas tree farm, the sky was mostly clear. The workers were in the fields, their distant chainsaws buzzing like mosquitoes, knocking down
this year's crop of trees. The fog came in as we drove lower. It extended through small farms, above the interstate, and into the city, bringing inside the traditional scent of the season. At this time of year our whole small Oregon town smells like fresh Christmas trees. Other times, it might smell like sweet corn or sugar beets. Rachel keeps one of the double
glass doors open and then follows me to my locker. There, she jiggles her shimmering red watch in front of me. We have fifteen minutes, he says. I'm cranky and I'm cold. Let's get some coffee before the first bell. The school's theatre director, Miss Livingston, not so subtly encourages her students to drink all the caffeine they need to put their shows together
on time. Behind the scenes, a cup of coffee is always up. As the main snotographer, Rachel gets unlimited access to the auditorium. Over the weekend, the theater department finished their performances of Little Shop of Horrors. The set won't be broken until after the Thanksgiving break, so it's still up when Rachel and I turn on the lights at the back of the
theater. Sitting on stage, between the flower shop counter and the big, green, man-eating plant, is Elizabeth. He sits straight and greets us when he sees us. Rachel walks in front of me down the aisle. This year, we wanted to give you something to take with you to California. I follow her past the empty rows of red padded seats. He obviously doesn't care if
I'm a mess during my last days of school. I'm going up the steps to the stage. Elizabeth pushes up, runs and hugs me. I was right, he tells Rachel over my shoulder. I told you she was going to cry. I hate you both, I tell them. Elizabeth gives me two gifts wrapped in shiny silver Christmas paper, but I already know what they're giving me. Last week, we were all
in a gift shop downtown and I saw them looking at frames the same size as these boxes. I sit down to open them and lean on the counter under the old metal cash register. Rachel sits cross-legged in front of me, her knees almost touching. You're breaking the rules, I say. I slide a finger under a fold in the envelope of the first gift. We shouldn't do that until I'm
back. We wanted you to have something that makes you think of us every day, elizabeth says. We're a little embarrassed that we didn't do this when you started leaving, Rachel adds. What, when we were During my first Christmas, mom stayed home with me on the farm while while managed our family Christmas tree lot down in California. The next year,
mom thought we should stay home another season, but Dad didn't want to be without us again. He'd rather skip the lot for a year, he said, and rely solely on shipping trees to vendors across the country. Mom felt sick, though, for families who made a holiday tradition of coming to us to buy their trees. And while it was a business, dad being the second
generation to run, it was also a tradition dear to both of us. They met, in fact, because mom and her parents were annual clients. So every year now, that's where I spend my days from Thanksgiving to Christmas. Rachel lies down, putting her hands on stage for prop herself. Are your parents still deciding this is the last Christmas in California? I scratch a
piece of tape that holds down another fold. The store wrap this up? Rachel whispers to Elizabeth loud enough to make me feel: She's changing the subject. I'm sorry, I say, I just hate to think this is our last year. As much as I love you, I'd miss going down there. Also, all I know is what I've heard , they haven't mentioned it to me yet, but they seem pretty
stressed about finances. Until they make their minds, I don't want to get my heart set either way. If we cling to the lot for another three seasons, our family will have run that place for thirty years. My grandparents first bought the lot, the small town was in a growth shot. Cities much closer to our farm in Oregon had already established a lot, if not an abundance
of them. Now everything from supermarkets to hardware stores sells trees, or people sell them for fundraisers. Tree lots like ours are no longer so common. If we let him go, we would do all our business selling to those supermarkets and fundraising, or providing other lots with our trees. Elizabeth puts a hand on my knee. Part of me wants you to come back
next year because I know you like it, but if you stay, we'd all spend Christmas together for the first time. I can't help but smile at the thought. I love these girls, but Heather is also one of my best friends, and I only see her one month of the year when I'm in California. We're going forever, I say. I can't imagine what it would be like all of a sudden... Not. I can tell
you what it would be like, says Rachel. It's going to be the senior year. Skiing. Hot tubbing. In the snow! But I love our snowy City of California, right on the coast, just three hours south of San Francisco. I also like to sell trees, see the same families come to us year after year. Wouldn't it be fair to spend so much to grow the trees just to send them all for other
people to sell. Sounds funny, right? Right? Asks. He leans next to me and moves his eyebrows. Now, imagine that with the kids. I laughed and then covered my mouth. Or not, says Elizabeth, pulling Rachel's shoulder back. It might be nice to have just us, a time without kids. It's about me every Christmas, I say. Remember, last year I was dumped the
night before I went to California. It was horrible, Elizabeth says, even though she laughs a little. She then takes that school girl home with big tits to the formal winter and Rachel presses a finger on Elizabeth's lips. I think he remembers. I look at my first gift, still mostly wrapped up. Not that I blame him. Who wants to have a long-distance relationship during
the holidays? I wouldn't do that. Although, says Rachel, you said there are some handsome looking guys working on the tree lot. Right. I shake my head. How Dad's going to make it happen. All right, don't talk about that anymore, says Elizabeth. Open your gifts. I pull on a piece of tape, but my mind is now in California. Heather and I have been friends
literally since we can remember. My grandparents on mom's side lived next door to her family. When my grandparents died, his family took me for a couple of hours a day to give my parents a break. In return, their home got a beautiful Christmas tree, some Christmas wreaths, and two or three workers to hang the lights on the roof. Elizabeth sighs. Your
presents. Please? Tearing one side of the casing. They're right, of course. I'd love to spend at least a winter here before we all graduate and move everywhere. I had dreams of being with them for the ice sculpture contest and all the other things that tell me they're going on around here. But my California vacation is the only time I can see my other best
friend. I stopped referring to Heather simply as my winter friend years ago. She's one of my best friends, period. I also saw her a few weeks every summer when I visited my grandparents, but those visits stopped when they died. I'm afraid I won't be able to enjoy this season with her, knowing it might be her last. Rachel gets up and walks away from the
stage. I need some coffee. Elizabeth screams after her, She's opening our presents! He's opening your present, says Rachel. Mine has red ribbon. The first frame I open, with the green ribbon, contains a selfie of Elizabeth. His tongue protrudes sideways as his eyes look in the opposite direction. She's like almost every other photo she takes of herself,
which is why I like it. I press the frame against my chest. Thank you. Elizabeth blushes. You're welcome. I'm opening your time! I cry through Stage. Walking slowly towards us, Rachel brings three cups of steaming coffee paper. Each of us takes one. I put mine to the side as Rachel sits in front of me again, and then I start opening her gift. Even if it's only
a month, I'm going to miss him so much. In Rachel's photo, her pretty face is to the side, partially stuck in her hand as if she didn't want the photo to be taken. It should look like I'm being persecuted by paparazzi, he says. Like I'm a very successful actress coming out of a luxury restaurant. In real life, though, there would probably be a huge bodyguard
behind me, but... But you're not an actress, elizabeth says. You want to do the structure snod. It's part of the plan, rachel says. Do you know how many actresses there are in the world? Million. And all of them are trying so hard to get noticed, which is a total reversal. One day, while I'm designing sets for some famous manufacturer, he'il look at me and just
know it's a waste to keep me behind the camera. I should be in front of it. And he's going to take all the credit for finding me out, but I actually made him discover me. What worries me, I say, is that I know you think that's going to happen. Rachel takes a sip from her coffee. Because it is. The first bell rings. They collect the silver gift card and crumple it into a
ball. Rachel takes this and our empty coffee cups to a trash can backstage. Elizabeth puts my frames in a paper bag and then rolls down the top before handing it over to me. I assume we can't stop before we leave? Elizabeth asks. Probably not, I say. I follow them down the stairs, and we take our time walking down the aisle to the back of the theater. I'il be
in bed early tonight so I can work a couple of hours before school tomorrow. And then we leave the first thing on Wednesday morning. What time? Rachel asks. Maybe the three of us in the morning, I say laughing. From our farm in Oregon to our lot in California, it's about a seventeen-hour drive, depending on bathroom breaks and holiday traffic. Of course, if
you want to get up so early.... All right, says Elizabeth. We will send you good thoughts in our dreams. Do you have all your assignments? Rachel asks. I think so. Two winters ago, there were maybe a dozen of us migrating level kids to school. This year, we've dropped to three. Thankfully, with so many farms in the area, teachers are used to welcoming
different harvest times. Monsieur Cappeau is worried about my ability to practice mon franèais while I'm away, so he makes me call once a week for a chat. Rachel winks at me. Is that the only reason he wants you to call? Don't be disgusting, I say. I. Elizabeth says: Sierra don't like older men. I'm laughing now. You're talking about Paul, right? We only went
out once, but then he got caught with a can of beer open in his friend's car. In her defense, she didn't drive, Rachel points out. Before I can answer, raise your hand. But I get it. You saw it as a sign of impending alcoholism. Or bad decision-making. Or... Something. Elizabeth shakes her head. You're too picky, Sierra. Rachel and Elizabeth always give me a
hard time on my standards with the boys. I just saw too many girls end up with guys taking them down. Maybe not at first, but at the end. Why waste years or months, or even days, on someone like that? Before reaching the double doors leading back into the halls, Elizabet h takes a step forward and turns to us. I'm going to be late for English, but we meet
for lunch, okay? I smile because we always meet for lunch. We make our way into the halls and Elizabeth disappears into the hustle and bustle of the students. Two more lunches, says Rachel. He pretends to wipe away tears from the corners of his eyes as we walk. That's all we get. It almost makes me want to: Stop! Say. Don't say that. Oh, don't worry
about me. Rachel shakes her contemptuous hand. I've got a lot of keeping busy while partying in California. Let's see, next Monday we'll start demolishing the set. There should be a week or so. Then I will help the dance committee finish designing the winter formal. It's not theatre, but I like to use my talents where they are needed. Do they still have a theme
for this year? I'm asking. Snow Globe of Love, he says. It sounds munching, I know, but I have some great ideas. I want to decorate the whole gym to look like you're dancing in the middle of a snow globe. So I'il be very busy until you come back. See? You won't miss me, I say. It's true, says Rachel. She pushes me as we keep walking. But I'd better miss
you. And I will. All my life, losing my friends has been a Christmas tradition. CHAPTER TWO The sun barely peeks from behind the hills when parking dad's truck on the side of the muddy access road. I set the emergency brake and look out on one of my favorite views. Christmas trees start a few meters from the driver's side window and continue over a
hundred acres of rolling hills. On the other side of the truck, our field continues just as far. Where our land ends up on both sides, more farms carry on with more Christmas trees. When I turn off the heater and then I get out, I know the cold air will bite. I pull my hair into a narrow ponytail, tuck along the back of my bulky winter jacket, bring the hood my head,
my head, then pull the tight ropes tight. What Light by Jay Asher / Young Adult / Romance &amp; Love / History &amp; Fiction have a score 4 out of 5 / Based on 32 votes
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