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To my cousin Charlotte, who, like Julian’s mom,
has a cool head and a warm heart

To Gerardo, who caught dozens of snakes when he was young, and thousands and thousands of frogs, and who is a rodeo champion and knows how to fix busted trucks

And to Maria, who has her whole life before her
—A.C.
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1.
My Mom and My Dad

I love my mom and dad very much. This is what they are like.

My dad is a quick-moving man. He likes to play jokes, and he is full of surprises. Sometimes he even surprises himself.

My dad is a very good athlete. He is teaching me running, and basketball, and other sports.

When he runs, he is fast as fire. When he shoots baskets, he is quick as lightning. Afterward, when he rests, he is quiet as a turtle at the bottom of the sea.

The worst thing about my dad is how he gets impatient. My mom never does that. When I want to talk to her, she will always listen. If I have a problem, she helps me work it out.

My mom is never in a hurry. If she meets somebody and asks, “How are you?” she always takes the time to hear the real answer.

My mom is like a cool green planet with forests and flowers and waterfalls. Any place around her is a good place to be.

Another thing about my mom: she never yells. She always talks softly.

Just to show you how she does not yell:

The day my little brother, Huey, fed his milk to the goldfish, my mom did not yell.

The day Huey practiced being a mechanic like Dad and put sugar in the gas tank of her car, my mom did not yell.

The day I tried to give Huey a bath from the upstairs window, but my mom was the person who walked under the window instead of Huey—she did not yell. She was NOT happy. But she did not yell.

This summer, when I found out about my dad’s biggest dream and gave it to him for his birthday—even then, my mom did not yell.

My dad yelled, though. He yelled enough for two.

This is how it happened.
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2.
My Very Good Idea

Every year we have a birthday party for my dad. Every year, the week before his birthday, my mom, Huey, and I go out and buy him a present.

This year was no different.

We went out. We got Dad a really good bowling ball. We wrapped it up and hid it in the back of the closet.

But then I started thinking. It would be nice to do something special for my dad. It would be nice to give him a surprise party and, besides the bowling ball, one special gift—something he had always dreamed of.

Once I thought of it, I could even imagine it happening. I could see myself showing Dad a mysterious box with a big bow on it, and Dad opening it and saying, “But Julian, nobody—nobody ever knew! This is what I’ve always dreamed of! Julian, you’re a genius! This is the most unforgettable birthday that I have ever had!”

And then he would give me a big hug and be so excited he would lift me way off the ground.
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I could imagine it so clearly that it seemed like it had already happened. I could see my mom being surprised too and saying, “Julian, how did you ever know what Dad wanted? You must have read his mind!”

The only thing I couldn’t imagine was what was in the box. What did Dad dream of? What did he like more than anything? I didn’t know.

I wanted to tell my best friend, Gloria, about my idea, but she was on vacation. So I told my little brother, Huey. I got Huey to practice asking Dad questions so we could find out his secret dream.
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