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CHAPTER 1

The firefly hovered over the back of my hand, then landed—slowly, effortlessly. I could hardly feel its delicate touch. Two wire-thin antennae, flickering, protruded from its tiny round head painted with a small red dot. I tried not to tremble. My hands often move on their own, whether I want them to or not, so I focused intensely, willing myself to remain still.

Its black wings, so shiny, opened and closed like scissors. I barely breathed. Dark lines that looked like they’d been painted on its back with a fine-tipped pen separated the crimson from the ebony.

The firefly seemed to be in no hurry to leave. It looked right at me.

I wondered about the magic of having iridescent floaties attached to my body—what it would feel like to lift into the air and glide on a whisper of wind.

What are you thinking, Mr. Firefly? As if it could hear me, its wings flexed out and in. And then it happened. One tiny bloom of bright yellow-green light gleamed from its body. It spoke to me! I know quite a bit about speaking out loud without saying a word.

As we sat there in the purpling twilight, just me and that lightning bug, I sighed with happiness. I might have breathed out too hard, because at that moment, the tiny insect lifted its wings and took off on an unseen breeze.






CHAPTER 2

“Ooh! Look! There’s another one—and another!” my sister shrieked. She raced across the grass of Mrs. V’s front yard, a jar clutched in her hands, trying to convince one of the tiny glowing insects to zoom into it. If my firefly had joined that swarm, I’m sure that he and the others had to be laughing at Penny, sky dancing away from her.

“Come help, Mrs. V!” Penny pleaded. “They won’t listen to me!” She plunked down on the grass, her face scrunched into a frown.

Mrs. V, who was our next-door neighbor and Mom’s best friend, lounged on a padded recliner on her front porch. She winked at me before saying, “Well, maybe they don’t want to live in a bottle—maybe they just want to boogie tonight!”

“Just one?” Penny put on her most pitiful face.

“All right,” Mrs. V replied. “But we’re gonna let it go after we look at it, okay?”

“Fine,” Penny grumbled, folding her arms across her chest. “But why?”

“Would you like to live in a jug?” Mrs. V asked.

Penny laughed. “I’m too big! But a bug in a jug even sounds right!”

“Well,” Mrs. V countered, “what if I found a jug big enough for you to fit in? Would you want to live there?”

Penny seemed to think for a moment. Then she said, “I guess not. I’d feel smooshed and stuffy.”

“Exactly! So, what do you think we should do?”

Penny rolled into a somersault and popped up with an ease I couldn’t help but admire and said, “Okay—we’ll catch us some bugs, then we let them fly!”

Mrs. V, whose full name was Violet Valencia, turned to me. “Let me go help her before she scares them all out of town!” she said, double-checking to make sure the locks on the wheels of my wheelchair were secure. The two of them whirled across the lawn, laughing and reaching for the tiny lights. I couldn’t join them, but for once I didn’t feel left out—a firefly had already found me.

I could see Mom’s blue SUV pulling into our driveway next door. Butterscotch, our golden retriever, raised his head in recognition. Mom works at a local hospital as a nurse, her days filled with taking care of people who have diseases or broken bones or heart attacks. She tells me her job is a challenge, but she loves it! She often comes home tired, but still has to take care of me. And, no joke, I’m a handful. An armful! She’s never, ever complained, but sometimes that makes me feel bad.

During the school year, the belching yellow bus used to drop me at Mrs. V’s house after school. But now that we’re on summer vacation, Penny and I spend most weekdays with her.

Every morning she has us do stuff like spelling, math, and language arts, but before I start to feel all bad like it’s summer school or something, Mrs. V makes it so much fun it hardly seems like schoolwork. Scrabble equals spelling lessons for me, and easy word puzzles become vocabulary fun for Penny. I learn math from a bingo game and clips from old movies help us learn history. I try to complain, because, duh, it’s summer vacation! But honestly, I really like it—at least for a couple of hours. Then in the afternoon we make Popsicles or play games or watch movies. Once a week we go to the neighborhood library. Penny fiercely chooses her own picture books—she rarely needs anyone to help her.

I’ve got this really awesome computer-like device that attaches to my wheelchair. It’s called a Medi-Talker, but that sounds way too boring and grown-up, so I named it Elvira. It’s how I talk to the rest of the world. By using my thumbs, when they decide to cooperate—which, luckily, is most of the time—I can tap or type just about anything that pops into my head, then push the speak button, and Elvira will say it for me. I can do complicated stuff like a book report or a math project, or I can ask any question that might pop into my head, like What makes clouds float? Or Where do farts come from? Or Why do my armpits smell funky? Instead of answering me, Mrs. V, of course, makes me look up the answer on the internet through Elvira.

At the end of the day, I like to just sit on the porch and chill. But Penny is four and a half and doesn’t know the meaning of chill! That girl only knows two speeds—go, or sleep. She’s able to run and hop and spin around in a circle until she’s dizzy. She did seventeen somersaults in a row earlier today—she made me count.

As for me? Well, even though my brain blazes, the rest of my body works like a piece of taffy that’s been left in the sun for too long. No somersaults for me, unless I accidentally fall out of my wheelchair. I can’t walk, can’t talk, and can’t use my hands and fingers like most folks do, but Mrs. V helps me shut down the pity party. She knows my mind is a vault full of words and ideas just bursting to be let out. So between our weekly library visits, Mrs. V encourages me to swim through the deep and gurgly waters of the internet to explore just about any subject that I’m curious about. I’ve dived into Egyptian history and discovered the female pharaohs, and I’ve dog-paddled (ha-ha!) through the history of golden retrievers, the mechanics of car engines, and the mysteries of every planet. By the way, I’m pretty sure I’d be able to walk on Mars or Venus, assuming I didn’t get fried by poisonous gases.

So Friday is usually library day—my favorite. First thing Friday mornings, Mrs. V loads me and Penny into her car, and we head to our local branch a few blocks away. I even love the smell of the place—it smells like history and mystery and book bindings. It’s an old building, so the floors and bookshelves are dark polished wood. Mrs. V told us that she practically lived there when she was a kid. She knew where they kept the audiobooks as well as old photographs and films, and the rare books. I love audiobooks because I can just put on headphones and listen to anything I want. And hardcover books can be attached to my wheelchair tray with an easy clip.

All those books sit all week on the shelves, silent like me, waiting to speak to me every Friday. Then I grab a new pile of possibilities and place them on my tray. The librarian, Mr. Francisco, always greets me with a smile and asks me questions about the books I read the previous week as he checks them in, then reloads my bag with the new pile.

Last time I went, I was on a mission. Mr. Francisco, aka Best Librarian in the History of the World, had emailed me that the brochures he’d ordered for me were in! I. Was. Psyched! What brochures, you wonder? Well, my parents don’t know it yet, but I want to go to summer camp. The last few weeks of school, it seemed like all anyone was talking about was the camps they were going to. Rock-Climbing Camp. Fly-Fishing Camp. Even Mermaid Camp. Yep, it’s a real thing. Mermaid Makeovers. Underwater Theater. Dancing with Fins. Girls go there to learn to swim with attached fish flippers. Seriously. Molly and Claire and Rose went on and on and on about it, how their parents are letting them fly—alone—from Ohio to Florida to go to… Mermaid Camp!

When I tapped and told that story to Mrs. V, she’d snorted out loud with laughter.

“What’s so funny?” I’d asked.

Mrs. V could hardly catch her breath. “When you’re wearing those fake mermaid tails, you can only sit on the beach and look cute in a photo!”

“So?” I didn’t get it.

“Melody, think about it. A person wearing a fish tail can’t walk!! Those kids get rolled around in what the camp calls a royal mermaid chariot. It’s a chair with wheels…. It’s… it’s… a wheelchair!” She exploded with laughter.

I finally got it! See, last year in fifth grade Molly and Claire used to majorly make fun of me because I was in a wheelchair, and now they go and choose to spend their summer pretending to be part fish and not able to walk! Ha ha ha ha!

I sure don’t want to go anywhere to pretend I’m a mermaid, but it got me thinking. Maybe I could go to camp! It sounds really fun and a little scary and totally different. Plus, except for Mrs. V’s house, I’ve never once had a sleepover or been away from my family for even an entire day. I think I want to do something exciting. And unusual. And maybe scary. If those girls can do it, so can I.

But did they even have camps for kids like me? Here’s the thing: people tend to stare at me. Nobody asks out loud, but I know they wonder, What’s wrong with that girl? Why can’t she talk? That freaks me out sometimes, because I can’t tell them what they’re too polite to ask.

I know a little bit about things not said. I’m unable to say actual words like everybody else, and that drives me bananas. I’ve got like a thousand thoughts and questions zooming around in my head. Like. All. The. Time. But not much opportunity to have a real conversation, or say something quickly, like in an emergency. The result is some serious frustration.

For example, our family went out to a restaurant a few months ago. We don’t do that often, because my let’s-just-fling-out-any-old-time arms, and my unfailing ability to knock stuff over by accident, are often more than we want to deal with. Soup? Oops, sorry. Penny’s orange juice? Dang, my bad. So people stare. Most aren’t judging—just curious. A few whisper to each other. They sometimes point at me. I’m used to it and I ignore them.

But on that day we had ordered our food, and all was going well. Even though we forgot my Medi-Talker at home, which almost never happens, Mom read me the menu, and I hummed when she mentioned something I wanted. Mom spooned applesauce into my mouth, and it was delicious—flavored with cinnamon. When the food and drinks came, I didn’t spill one single drop.

Weird, though—Penny wasn’t eating, and it was chicken nuggets—her favorite. She had been granky all day (that’s our word for a grumpy, cranky Penny), but I guess Mom had figured that maybe a special trip out to eat might cheer her up.

Then I noticed Penny’s eyes were getting glassy, and sweat had popped up along her hairline. She was going to blow! I automatically looked down for Elvira, and, of course, she wasn’t there. So there was no way I could tell my parents that I thought Penny was about to get sick.

And yep, halfway through the meal, Penny scrunched up her face, burst into tears, and threw up all over Mom and most of the food on the table! What a mess!

Dad and Mom apologized to the waitstaff, paid the bill, and left a massive tip. Then we dashed out of there in a hurry. I felt bad that Penny was sick, but secretly I was so glad that for once it wasn’t me making a mess. We still laugh about that one. What I wasn’t so glad about was that I hadn’t been able to warn my parents that Penny was about to erupt. Yep, serious frustration.

Oddly, I still remember that the bill that night came to $47.47. My brain does that—recalls random numbers, maps, facts, and computations. And don’t mess with me when it comes to trivia—like the average summertime temperatures in Alaska, or Argentina, or Armenia. Or the secret ingredients in the grease that’s used in fast-food places (you don’t want to know), or the shortcut to the final level of just about any online video game. Most of this gets crammed into my head, wandering around with nothing to do. I know mountains of stuff, but I’m pretty much stuck in a valley. Why can my brain do all that, but not know how to tell my body to move? Or talk? Or give my folks a heads-up that Penny’s gonna throw up?

So I prefer to focus on the things that I can do. Like, I can communicate with folks through Elvira. Mom and Dad just had her upgraded to System 9.9. She’s still clunky, but now she’s smaller, faster, and even waterproof, like an iPad that took its vitamins. Plus, she snaps to my wheelchair in seconds. She’s got apps and a full keyboard, so I can send texts, write out whatever’s on my mind, and check online stuff like everybody else. But it’s still impossible to type fast enough to bring up everything I wonder about.

She’s got a speaking voice called “Trish.” It’s the closest thing to a real girl’s voice that I could find in the choices. I sure wish her speaking system was better-sounding, though. I think they ought to let me create my own voice for her. Maybe I’d pick a cool accent, or something really glamorous, or perhaps low and mysterious.

Which makes me think—who knows what my voice would have been like? I can actually make sounds—something that comes out sounding like Uhh to others, my family and my teachers know mean Yes. And I hum when I like something—just not real words. Which kinda sucks. Maybe when I go to college, I can major in creating artificial languages. That would be awesome.

Now that I think about it, I’ve also got a sort of sign language, too. I can’t do ASL—that’s got way too many complicated hand motions—but me and my family have adapted a version that works. For example, my sign for “Mom” is my thumb on my chin, with my fingers as straight as I can get them. “Dad” is thumb on forehead with fingers up. And my sign for “Penny,” even though she’s four and a half and sassy, is both arms hugged together like a baby in a cradle. And I can shake my head to say no, just like everybody else does.

So, it’s a little awkward, but we manage to communicate—sort of.

But right that second, when I saw Mom getting out of our car, I would have simply liked to have an easy way to blurt out what I was thinking. And what was on my mind right then was that I wanted to go to camp.

When Mom came into Mrs. V’s yard, I couldn’t just yell out, Hi Mom! like Penny did, but I didn’t need to spell out anything for my mother—I just hummed, and she knew.

Butterscotch bounded over and yelped with joy as Mom pulled a treat out of the pocket of her scrubs. Penny was right behind the dog, jumping into Mom’s arms. “Spin me, Mommy! Spin!”

Mom kissed her chubby cheek and spun her around, Penny’s legs pinwheeling out.

“More?” Penny begged when Mom put her back down.

“Penny-girl, Mommy needs a break,” she said, laughing. “Can I say hello to Melody now?” She came up onto the porch and leaned over to hug me tight. She smelled so good—a combination of talcum powder, alcohol wipes, and bubble gum. She keeps a big bag of Dubble Bubble in a top cabinet—away from Penny. She says chewing gum helps her relax, so Dad makes sure the bag never goes empty.

Random thought—I’d love to be able to chew bubble gum. The smell makes my nose tickle in a good way. I’d probably pop right with it if I could actually blow a real bubble!

“How’s my girl?” Mom asked.

I hugged her back as best as I could and made that hum sound that we both know means I’m good.

“Hey there, Violet,” Mom said as she poured herself a cup of lemonade. She then collapsed into the other chaise lounge, took a deep sip, and breathed out “Ahhhh.”

Mrs. V pointed to the firefly show. “Glad you got home in time for a little nighttime magic.”

“Oh, they’re out early tonight,” Mom said.

“Mommy! Mommy! Look at mine!” Penny shouted, running across the yard for her jar and back up onto the porch. She plopped the jar of blinking bugs into Mom’s lap.

“They’re beautiful!” Mom held up the jar. “Even better than the sparkle lights in your bedroom.”

“Mrs. V says I can’t keep them, but they like me! So, can I? Pleeeease?”

“Well,” Mom said, “let’s think about this. How did you catch them?”

“They just flew into my jar!” Penny told her solemnly. “And Mrs. V helped me.”

“Do you think some of those bugs might have moms and dads waiting for them in the bushes?”

“Hmm.” Penny pondered this. “Maybe their parents don’t know they’re out playing in the dark. Maybe they snuck out!”

“Well then, we better set them free so they can get home before they get in trouble, okay?”

“Good idea!” Penny agreed.

As Mom opened the jar, Penny whispered, “Hurry home, little bugs!”

And, with a whoosh of the lid, a dozen tiny little light bulbs lifted into the darkness.






CHAPTER 3

Firefly catching and releasing must be exhausting, because Penny snuggled into Mom’s lap and fell asleep long before Mom finished her glass of lemonade. Butterscotch snoozed by my feet. I hyped myself up. Okay, now is the time to talk about camp.

“What a perfect evening!” Mom said, twirling one of Penny’s curls—her hair is crazy curly like mine. Above the glow of the lightning bugs, the first stars were beginning to speckle the sky. I nodded in agreement.

“Glad school’s out?”

I tilted my head just a little. She knew how school was for me.

I like most of my teachers and classes. I love being a part of all that whirling turmoil—most of the time. But even though I have an aide who helps me with things like taking notes and eating lunch, school can be… a bit much.

Not many kids pay attention to the girl trying to get through the halls in her electric wheelchair. They rush past me, their backpacks sometimes whomping right into me as they call out to friends, check their phones, and hurry through the crowds. It’s almost like they don’t even see me. It’s strange—so many kids surround me, and yet I’m usually all alone.

That’s why I love being at Mrs. V’s—she always sees me. But it’s also kinda why I want to go to camp. I bet if I went to a camp with kids like me… well, I wonder how different that would feel!

Every single day since I was born, somebody has fed me and bathed me and read to me and helped me do every single detail of my life. So lately I started wondering—when do I get to do things for myself? Will I ever be a person who runs her own life? I mean, I know I’ll always need some kind of help, but when do I get to be me?

So that’s what I’m thinking… that maybe at camp, especially if it’s one that specializes in kids like me, I can just be Melody Brooks for a few days. Whoa! That would be amazing!

Plus, if Molly and Claire and Rose can go to camp, then why can’t I? I might need extra help, but I sure don’t need fins—duh! I was all set to launch my plan.

I’d searched for just the right place for me. I’d spent several afternoons digging through camping websites and reading those brochures Mr. Francisco helped me order.

Trouble was, most of the camps that I thought looked ideal for me and were within driving distance—because, let’s be honest, there was no way Mom and Dad would let me get on a plane alone—were no longer accepting applications. Except for this one called Camp Green Glades.

I’d read the brochure and checked the website something like seventy-three times now. Yeah, I’m a stalker! In every picture, the kids—in wheelchairs and on crutches or walkers—are constantly cheesing. Can they all really be that happy? But somehow, I felt good about this camp.

I glanced over at Mom—for sure she wasn’t expecting this! I took my time and tapped out, “I want to go to camp!!!” I hit the exclamation point several times. I put Elvira’s speaker on its loudest level.

“Uh, camp?” she asked, gulping down the rest of her lemonade.

I nodded several times. “Yes, camp. I found one at the library.”

“You did? Camp?” she asked again, as if I’d asked to go to the moon. “But, honey, it’s probably too late to apply now. It’s already the middle of June.”

“I already checked. They have a few openings.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “Vee, was this your idea?”

Mrs. V shook her head, her own eyebrows raised. “Camp! Well, this is a surprise! And nope, I had no idea she was looking into this.”

“So, can I go?” I tapped, wondering if all these raised eyebrows were a good thing or not.

“Uh, show me the website,” Mom said, still exchanging glances with Mrs. V. But she wanted to see, which wasn’t a “no” yet.

I’d never really done anything all on my own like this. It felt pretty awesome. And I was totally prepared! I had the camp’s website link saved, so I just had to click on it. And there was Camp Green Glades, full of smiling-faced kids with a variety of what some people call “special” needs. Mom and Mrs. V pored over the website, crowding so close to me, I was getting hot.

They read every detail, and read them again, in case, I guess, they’d missed anything the first time. The camp was here in Ohio, not too far away, and most importantly, it had only two or three openings left. That meant we better hurry.

They oohed over the pretty sunsets and forest paths and the sparkling lake. They smiled at the kids in wheelchairs and on walkers sitting around campfires. There were campers on a boat, in a swimming pool, and even on horses!

I looked at the images for like the seventy-fourth time. I still could hardly believe such a place could exist for me. Not one person looked scared or abandoned. But I guess nobody takes pictures of kids falling off a cliff or drowning in a lake and then slaps that on their website.

And hello… were my mom and Mrs. V trying to drive me crazy? Because now they were reading it out loud—gah!

“The Green Glades Therapeutic Recreational Camp has been a support for campers with special needs and their families for twenty-five years,” Mrs. V read to my mother.

“Twenty-five years,” my mother mused.

Special needs, I was thinking. I don’t like that term. It sounds so… so… vague. It’s like people without special needs decided that if they made the term vague enough, it wouldn’t hurt anybody’s feelings. But when you’re the person the term is used for, it makes you feel less than yourself. It makes me feel less than myself. Yeah, I’m special. And yes, I have needs. But don’t make that my label.

I’ve been seen by zillions of doctors and therapists and specialists—so many I can’t even count. My parents do a great job of making sure I get the best medical and therapeutic care possible. But those doctors sometimes mess up too. Like, they’ll say I “suffer from” or I’m “afflicted with” cerebral palsy. Spoiler alert: I’m not suffering from anything. And just so you know, CP is not a disease. It is not contagious. Even if I sneeze on you. For real! My body simply doesn’t work like most of the people I know, and cerebral palsy is the name that doctors call my condition. It is what it is. And P.S., the mental part of my brain kicks butt.

By the end of sixth grade, we were supposed to know decimals to the hundredths place. But I can do well past the thousandths, although I have no idea why anybody would ever have to know that in real life. I can estimate the cost of our grocery bill, including the tax, before we even get to the cash register. And if I ever get to go to Europe, I can figure out the exchange rate of euros to dollars in my head, as well as share historical details about each city we visit!

Thanks to Mrs. V, I’ve studied French, and a few words of basic German. I can’t pronounce the words, obviously, but I can read them, or identify them when I hear them. If, for example, a couple in the grocery store are speaking French, I can recognize part of their conversation, or if the movie I’m watching was originally filmed in German, I can figure out quite a bit, especially if it has subtitles. I have secret powers! I’m all set. For now, though, I just wanted to go to Camp Green Glades.

“So, can I go?” I tapped again.

It took me a minute to do this. Tapping out words is harder for me than you might think, especially when I’m excited about something. My right thumb, which I depend on most of the time, sometimes gets the wiggles.

Mom told me to hold on—they were still reading. Then she said to Mrs. V, “Well, it’s surprisingly affordable! There are four girls per cabin, each with their own individual counselor. That seems like a good idea—safe, you know.”

If I could have rolled my eyes right then, I would have.

Mrs. V nodded emphatically, then added, sounding all excited, “There’s boating, hiking, swimming, and nightly campfires.” She stopped and grinned at me. “Optional activities seem to include some kind of… what?? Zip-lining?”

Mom looked at me. “They can’t be serious! That’s insanely dangerous!”

Dangerous! I have never in my life been given the chance to even think about doing something even a little bit dangerous! I’ve got to go to this camp.

“Oh, I’m sure they have safety protocols that are NASA-worthy,” Mrs. V said calmly. Then she was back to excited. “And, oh, Melody, get this—horseback riding!”

Um. Do they think I haven’t looked at the website a million times? And okay, truth, the horseback-riding part has me a little nervous. Like, how’s that going to work? I can’t even sit in my chair without straps. But these folks have been doing this for like twenty-five years, right? They must have figured it out by now.

So I tapped out again, “Can I go? Can I go?” I looked at Mom and did my best to conjure up the face Penny used earlier to get Mrs. V in on the firefly hunt.

Mom continued to ignore me, but I was cool, because if they were all excited, then chances were…

“Oh, and it’s only two hours away!” my mother practically shouted, as if that had been the deal breaker. Finally she turned to me. “Well, if we can fill out the application in a hurry, let’s at least try.”

Okay, I was super pumped. My legs did their kickety-kick thing, and my arms looked like I was conducting a million-piece orchestra.

While I tried to calm down, Mrs. V tabbed through the camp website. “I used to do a bit of riding when I was your age,” she told me. “Horses are incredibly gentle and understanding—and it says the ones they use at this camp are specifically trained for working with all kinds of kids.”

Mom added, “All those cowboy movies you and your dad watch, Melody—the horses always seem to be your favorite part.”

I rocked a little in my chair, thinking about me and a horse and a saddle. Yes, I love those cowboy movies. But in none of those movies were there kids like me. I had never even dared to think about me riding a horse. It had never crossed my mind! Until I discovered Camp Green Glades.

“How do I even get on the horse?” I tapped and Elvira asked out loud.

“From what I can tell from these pictures, they’ve got some sort of a pulley system to get you up on the horse and back down. Plus, you ride with a counselor.”

I’m trying to imagine this.

I think I’m feeling sorry for the horse!






CHAPTER 4

Mom downloaded all the paperwork for the camp as soon as Dad put Penny to bed. Which took for-EVER because Penny had left her pet stuffed squirrel Doodle in the grass somewhere in Mrs. V’s yard, and Dad had to go hunting for it with a flashlight.

Camp Green Glades did not play around. The application was twenty-two pages long. I sat next to Mom while she typed in answers on her computer.

“These folks are covering every single possibility—and a couple of impossibilities!” she told me with an uh-huh nod. “I like that. If I’m sending my baby girl to a place she’s never been before, I’m glad to know they are very thorough!”

“Like what?” I tapped.

She read the list to me:


	—Please give a full description of applicant’s abilities and disabilities.

	—Does the applicant have seizures?

	—Describe any allergies or possible reactions.

	—Describe reactions to insect bites.

	—List all medications the camper takes, the quantities, the times medication must be given, and any adverse reactions.

	—Has the applicant ever had skin rashes, breathing problems, low blood pressure, high blood pressure, ear infections…?



She paused, scrolling through the impossibly long set of questions. “Gee, there are twenty-seven more questions just in this section!”

Most of them did not apply to me, so that made me feel pretty good. I’m basically healthy. A few weeks ago, when we went for my regular medical checkup, the doctor said I was fine and dandy—a “perfect picture of health,” he’d said.

Uh… yeah…

Mom continued reading the checklist:

“ ‘Does the applicant need help with dressing, showering, bathing, tying shoes…?’ ”

Yep!

“ ‘Does the applicant need supervision in the swimming pool?’ ”

Yep! For sure!

“Does the applicant have stinky breath and feet that smell like onions?”

I jerked my head around. “I see you got jokes!” I told Mom.

“There are zillions of pages of these questions,” she told me with a laugh. “I’m sure that one is on the next page!”

She typed and typed, then got to the third page. “Ooh! Now this is better. Listen to these:

“Is the applicant kind and generous and caring? Yes.

“Does the applicant have a family that adores her? Yes.

“Is the applicant smarter and lovelier than any other twelve-year-old in the universe? Absolutely yes.”

I reached out for a hug. My mom is the best.

Mom continued to read what was actually on the page.

“ ‘Is the applicant afraid of loud noises, animals, insects, storms, monsters, or the dark?’ ”

Hmm… Godzilla, maybe.

“ ‘Please write a detailed description of the applicant’s home life. This includes typical daily family activities, layout of living quarters, and how the applicant fits into the daily routine of your family.’ ”

Whoa! That’s gonna take a while!

I wondered what Mom was saying as she typed in her answer. Nothing around here is what most folks would call “normal.” We have a ramp outside our front door instead of steps. Our living-room throw pillows are permanently tossed on the floor in front of the sofa in case my body decides to do a fancy forward somersault. My bed is set up very low to the floor on the possibility that I might roll out.

The bathroom? Yep! Easy shower access and a sprayer that Penny loves. She calls it the “jungle rain-maker.” It’s fun for her, but Dad set it up because for me, bathing gets complicated.

As I thought about it, I had to admit that taking care of me was a full-time job, a 24/7 responsibility, a task that would never be completed. Jeez.

But Mom was humming away as she typed. That’s what she does when she’s in a happy place. No frown of annoyance on her face. She glanced over and smiled at me with genuine Mom-love. She didn’t even look tired, and Mom always looked tired.

It took forever, but we finally finished the last form.

“You ready?” Mom asked me one final time.

“Yes. Absolutely!” I told her.

“Okay, then. Send it in, kid!” She rolled my chair close to her computer and gave me a high five. It took me only a few seconds to hover my hand over her keyboard. It didn’t wobble. I let it drop, and I hit send.






CHAPTER 5

My application to Camp Green Glades went in on Monday. On Tuesday Mom told me they had sent a reply.

Whoa! That was fast! Maybe too fast. There’s a lever on my chair that propels me forward. I grabbed it and hurried into Mom’s room.

She made a couple of taps on her keyboard, and there it was. She drew in a deep breath. “Uh, well, let me read what they say,” she said quietly. “Thank you for your application to Camp Green Glades. We’re very sorry, but all available spots for the current summer sessions have been filled at this time. However, your child’s name has been placed on our waiting list. If an opening occurs because of a cancellation, you will be notified. We look forward to meeting Melody Brooks in the near future.”

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. It never occurred to me that they would say no. And, and, and the website had said there were openings!

Mom gnawed at her bottom lip, then turned from the computer to give me a long, long hug.

And I couldn’t help it, but I have to admit, it felt a little bit like the time I had been left behind in an airport by classmates who I had thought were friends. They had… ditched me! Because, well, I guess I was too much trouble. Was I—was I too much for the camp to handle? Were there too many boxes checked off on those first two pages? Maybe they were just being nice by saying the slots were filled!

I pulled roughly away from my mother, rolled back to my room, and grabbed the specially designed remote from its place on the side of my bed. Dad had set it up so it was on a coiled cord that couldn’t really fall far from my reach. The buttons were huge. Penny loved it because it was perfect for her chubby fingers. I turned the TV on, clicked on a music channel, and turned it up loud. Mom came in a little later and asked if I was hungry. I turned up the music even louder and she tiptoed out.

At last, the music started changing colors in my head, and I calmed down enough to fall asleep in my chair.






CHAPTER 6

It was only Thursday and it had been raining and gray all day, just like my mood. So Mrs. V decided to switch things up and take us to the library, even though it wasn’t even Friday. Well, maybe because I had begged her.

“Girl, you want me to go out in all this moisture and mess up my new hairdo?”

That made me laugh. “It’s for Penny,” I tapped out, giving her what I hoped was a convincing smile.

“I want to get a book about a dragon,” Penny told her. “A shiny red dragon!” She placed her small hand on mine.

“Okay, you two,” Mrs. V told us, “I can tell when I’m being ganged up on. Okay, okay!”

Because it was a yucky day, it took us a little longer than usual to load and unload—it’s complicated trying to keep me and my wheelchair dry—but by the time we got there, the sky had cleared, and the library wasn’t crowded at all.

Mr. Francisco greeted us with a wave as I plunked last week’s books into the book drop. “Perfect timing, Penny!” he told her cheerfully. “We’re about to begin story time!” He hurried her to the picture book section, where I’m sure he’d also help her find books about dragons.

Mrs. V and I wandered around a little; she usually waited to see what I was interested in. Today I didn’t even know. Were there books about feeling mad? Was there an I’m Angry section? There should be. Then I got mad that I was mad. Why was I letting this stupid camp make me feel bad? Ooh, I’d really reeeeally reeeeally wanted to go! But if I was too much trouble for them, then it wasn’t right for me, right? Well, that’s what my brain was telling the rest of me. My leg kicked over a wastebasket. Was that an accident? Maybe.

“You okay, Melody?” Mrs. V asked.

My head nodded yes, but my head wasn’t in charge of the rest of me. Nothing new here!

I told Mrs. V that I wanted a fantasy book this time.

“Anything in particular?” she asked.

“No,” I tapped. “Just a good book to sink into.”

We found a really old book called Atta, by Francis Bellamy. I read the flap and it was about a man who somehow gets shrunk to the size of an insect and becomes best friends with an ant. Freaky weird. But kinda cool. That worked fine for my mood. And Mrs. V seemed to be excited about a collection of poetry by Rita Dove, one of her favorites.

We headed back to the children’s section next, just as Mr. Francisco was finishing up story time. Penny had found her dragon book—about a red dragon, even. By the time we got home, Penny was dozing in her car seat, and I was looking forward to reading my book. I tried not to think about camp at all. I was done thinking about that camp. Even though stupid thoughts kept badgering me. If I hadn’t checked the “needs help swimming,” or the “needs help eating” box, would they have accepted me? I told my brain to stop!

But as we were pulling into Mrs. V’s driveway, Mom rushed out our door and tapped her fingernails on the window. She must have just gotten home from work—she still had on her scrubs.

“Melody!” Mom practically screeched.

Mrs. V rolled the window down on my side.

Mom grasped my hand. “Guess what? Guess what? The camp had a cancellation and you’re in! We have to respond immediately. What do you think?”

Wait. What?

Mom held her phone out and read, “ ‘We have had a last-minute cancellation and your application has been processed. If you are still interested, we are pleased to inform you that Melody Brooks has been accepted to Camp Green Glades in Greengrass, Ohio. The session begins on Sunday. Please contact us immediately if you are able to accept.’ ”
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