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For my Jonas

whose heart is ≥ to Bert’s






1 Welcome Home!


You can’t unsmell a smell. Once it’s there, it’s there for life. And every bus smells the same—sickly sweet gas and smoke-choky exhaust. It sends me right back to elementary school and waiting for the wheelchair lift to take its fine time cranking down so I could roll on up. The bus depot in McAlester is no different, but this time I’m sucking it in like sweet, sweet Christmas pine, because Bert is coming home.

“You got the sign?”

“No, Ellie, I left it in the trailer,” Coralee deadpans.

“You’re hilarious.” I glance over at her, bundled in a silver puffer coat and white earmuffs. I see no sign. “Wait… you do have it, right?”

“It’s in the Caddy. Chill.” She jerks a mittened thumb back toward where Susie, Coralee’s step-grandma, waits in the car.

“Well, go get it!”

“You go get it!” She shoves me, so I pivot and roll toward the car. Susie passes me the sign through the window, which was already down despite the subzero temps, because she’s back on the Camels. She says she’ll quit again for Lent. We’ll see.

“Here, darlin’. Birds got at the corner a bit, but the rest is fine.” Susie winks. She says the trailer full of cockatoos is more hazardous to her health than the smokes.

A bus screeches to a halt behind me and the doors are already whooshing open by the time I get back to Coralee, who shakes her head.

“Always be prepared. That’s what I say. You almost missed the big welcome home.”

“Shut it and help me hold up this sign.”

She takes one end and I take the bird-nibbled corner and raise it high. I clock Bert as he’s jogging down the steps with a duffel bag larger than he is slung over his shoulder. He looks… different. His dark hair, usually so neat and combed, is a big mess of whirls and spikes, and is he taller? Maybe it’s just the sweatpants. Wait, Bert is in sweatpants? Where are the ironed jeans? What is happening?

“Girl, higher!” Coralee hip-checks my shoulder and lifts the sign so he can get a clear view.

One thing you’ve got to know about Bert. He’s never in a hurry. So when he eventually nudges his way around the other tired passengers hunting for their family and friends on this cold January morning, I am jumping up and down in my seat to keep the blood flowing to my extremities. I would like to take my toes back home with me, thank you very much. He spots us on the sidewalk, eyes the sign, and tilts his head. No grin. No wave. Just a nod and then a slow jog over to us.

“Who’s Robert?” he asks.

“What?” I say. I’m trying to wriggle my toes, make sure they’re intact. Also, I’m busy studying him. It’s like my memory has laid a picture of Bert side by side with this new one and I’m trying to spot the differences.

He points to the sign. “It says ‘Welcome home, Robert.’ ”

“In glitter,” Coralee adds with a grin. That girl would do anything for a tube full of glitter glue.

“It’s your name, Bert,” I explain. He blinks at me like I’m the one not in on the joke.

“I know that.”

“Jeez, man.” Coralee punches him on the shoulder. Between his navy fleece and her mittened hand, I doubt he even feels it. “We were trying to be funny.”

He looks at me. “You never call me Robert.”

He’s only been gone two weeks, but with the two weeks before that when I went home to Nashville to visit my dad and his wife, Meg, and my half brothers, this is the longest I’ve ever gone without seeing him.

I clear my throat. “Well, things change,” I say.

He nods at both of us. Then, finally, he smiles—a real Bert smile that crinkles the corners of his eyes, and something in me flutters, like the fin of a fish brushing past you in the murky dark of a lake. It’s not bad, just… weird. I pretend it isn’t there, like you do with all the things you can’t see underwater.

“Come on,” Coralee says, making Bert carry his own sign. “Your parents’ll think you never came home from this fancy-pants science camp of yours. We promised we’d drop you off at the Food & Co. so they could see you right away.”

“I think they’ve already scheduled you for a shift,” I joke, but not really, because Bert’s parents’ grocery store is a family business and everyone pitches in when they can. Now that all his siblings have gone back home after the holidays, they need all the help they can get.

“It wasn’t science camp,” Bert says as we make our way through the frosty morning light. “It was the Kentucky Young Environmentalists Consortium, and we were required to complete rigorous academic courses as well as individual capstone projects in order to receive the certificate of achievement at the end.”

Coralee opens the back door for me and asks him while I’m transferring in, “And did you complete this capstone-y thing and get your certificate, Roberto?”

“I did.” He points to my chair. At my nod, he folds it up and loads it along with his duffel in the trunk. Then he hops in the back with me, and his cheeks and the tip of his nose are pink and the collar of his jacket is tucked inside his sweatshirt, and for one crazy second I want to reach over and straighten it. What is wrong with me?

Bert talks for the entire thirty-two-minute drive from McAlester to Eufaula. But I do not hear one word about the Kentucky Young Environmentalists Consortium or his project or the dorm rooms at the boarding school where it was held. Instead, I watch the light sparkling on the frosted grass along the highway and I count the tar-covered lines on the concrete road that are taking us home and I do not think about the fish-swishy feeling I got when Bert, one of my best friends, smiled at me.






2 Food for Thought


Food & Co. is hopping at ten a.m. when we cruise through the front doors. It’s the “Holidaze Extravaganza”—the annual sale when everything red and green, from plastic sandwich bags to pickled pigs’ feet, is half-price. I once asked Bert if anyone bought the green pigs’ feet at any price and the answer was yes, yes they do. And also, ewww.

I grab a handful of spearmint candies from the barrel by the cash register because Mr. Akers says no one eats those anyway and follow Bert and Coralee toward the meat department, where Mrs. Akers is waiting with an apron and a hug.

“I swear you’ve grown!” she says, draping the apron over his head while also trying to pat down his hair.

He ducks away. “The average height of the males in our family is six foot one, and this is a prime growth year for most adolescents. The probability is high.”

She wipes an invisible smudge from his cheek. “I missed you.”

“Aww.” Coralee nudges him.

“All right, sappy stuff over.” Mrs. Akers hands him a hairnet. “I need someone else to slice the pastrami so I can get back to the bookkeeping.”

“I’ve got it, Mom. You go,” Bert says, tugging on the hairnet and plastic gloves like he’s about to perform surgery. That’s Bert. Home five seconds and already down to business.

“I’m off, then,” she says with a little wave, but then she leans toward me. “Can I get a sneak peek at whatever welcome-home treats you’ve made for this little reunion first?”

I blush. She’s right, of course. I did bake. It’s something I thought Bert would especially appreciate, except now I’m embarrassed. I’m not sure why.

I motion for Coralee to pass me the grocery bag I made her haul in from Susie’s car. Then I unload paper dessert plates with little candy canes on them and red forks that, yes, I bought on super sale from Food & Co. yesterday. I was trying to be festive, but now it seems silly. Still, I give the green tablecloth that I borrowed from Mema’s Christmas linens a shake. I spread it over the sample table by the deli counter and place the Tupperware in the center. Everybody gathers around while I unsnap the lid.

Inside are twelve perfect chocolate marshmallow-stuffed cupcakes topped with chocolate ganache and a little white squiggle of icing. I was going for old-school Hostess vibes. You’d never guess it, but Bert has the biggest sweet tooth of all of us. When his eyes light up, my cheeks go red, again.

Coralee doesn’t wait for an invitation. She grabs the one with the most icing, skips the plates and forks altogether, and dances over to the counter, where she props an elbow next to the green pigs’ feet and digs in.

“Pretty sure you just got chocolate up your nose,” I tell her. Mrs. Akers also takes one, puts it on a plate as God intended, and then heads to the back office.

“Don’t come at me, El,” Coralee says through a mouthful of crumbs. “Susie’s gone sugar-free post-Christmas.”

“She quit sugar and picked up smoking again? That’s a recipe for success.” I’m only half paying attention to what she’s saying, because I’m too busy watching Bert to see what he thinks of my creation. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him take a bite. He chews way too slowly.

Coralee rolls her eyes. “You’re tellin’ me. Dane says she’s trying to kill him. I say this is her midlife crisis a few decades late.”

I turn to Bert. “Well?” He lifts the cupcake up under the fluorescent lights, and I hold my breath. He’s never shy with his opinions, and he would never lie to me about my cooking, or anything else. It’s one of the reasons I trust him. It also annoys the crap out of me.

I throw up my hands. “Forget it!”

He sets it back down and gives me the “Bert look”—head tilted, mouth quirked up on one side, like he’s either studying me or having an intense conversation in his own head.

“It’s pretty much perfect.”

“Pretty much?” I cross my arms. Coralee leans back to watch.

He pokes the filling in the middle. “Could use a touch more marshmallow cream.”

I roll my eyes. “You would say that. There’s not enough sugar in the world for you.”

He nods, granting my point. Good to know some things about Bert will never change. Bonus: his honest opinion has chased the fish-swishy feeling far, far away.

Coralee claps once, like she’s the director of one of her beauty pageants. “All right, people. I hate to cut this reunion short, but the clock is ticking. The old Caddy’s temperamental in the cold, and so is Susie—she won’t wait forever. School starts back Monday. Any pertinent info we need to swap to get prepared? Ellie—Mr. Hutchinson, Hutch, er, your stepdad, is he still driving us?”

I nod. It’s been half a year since Mom married my gym teacher, but Coralee and Bert still don’t know what to call him when he’s not at school.

“Bert, you got an alarm set on your phone to remind Mr. Hutchinson, Hutch”—she throws up her hands—“whatever, that we have to be there fifteen minutes early on the first day?” She may fumble over his name, but we all know Hutch is not a morning person and needs all the help he can get. Coralee and I aren’t any better, and Mom teaches at the high school and has to leave even earlier, so she’s no help. It’s up to Bert and Bert alone.

He nods, and then we all sigh over the little bit less sleep we’ll get. As if we need that first morning back to be even rougher than it already is.

Coralee rallies first. “All right, people.” She grabs two more cupcakes and holds them up like trophies. “Here’s to the grand finale of middle school! Let’s go out with a bang!”

I sigh again, this time on the inside. Coralee is my other best friend, and I would tell her almost anything. But I will never tell her that I’m not over-the-moon excited about high school. I don’t want to start over in a new building with new aides and therapists. I don’t want to lose Hutch as my gym teacher. I don’t want to learn a new floor plan or wait and see which teachers remember to rearrange their rooms to make them wheelchair-accessible.

I might be the only eighth grader in the world to say this, but I don’t want to leave. Is it so bad to wish everything would just stay the same?






3 You Win Some, You Lose Some



Dear Sally of Sally’s Baking Addiction,

I made your Cream-Filled Chocolate Cupcakes for a friend—a best friend, actually. They were amazing, of course. I did as you suggested and “bloomed” the cocoa in hot coffee, and they were so much more chocolatey! I also made the marshmallow meringue, because I am a pro at meringue after this summer’s beauty pageant Baked Alaska fire extravaganza. That’s a story for another day.

But I have a confession: my intentions were not entirely selfless in making this boatload of sweetness as a welcome-home gift. The real reason I made the cupcakes was because I need to be the best. In your monthly baking challenge, everyone was posting pictures of their own version of the cupcakes, and I can never resist a competition. I’ve got the annual pie bake-off coming this spring in my town. I need the practice. I need to make sure I can measure up against other bakers. I need to test my skills. I’ve got a friend who’s really, really good at science and I want to be really, really good at something, too.

I’m pretty sure my science-y friend thinks this private school where the camp was is better than our school now. It’s all he talks about. He probably thinks the kids there are better than us, too. But I bet none of those kids can bake like I can. They know science, but they don’t know baking science! They don’t know that salt can make something sweeter and that brownies and banana bread and cheesecake are better the next day and that smells are the quickest triggers of memories.

You know what? I’m not one bit sorry that I had other motives for making these cupcakes, because they reminded me how awesome baking can be and how awesome I am for rocking it. Thank you for that.

All my best,

Ellie



“I cannot believe this new early-morning meeting is why the entire eighth grade has to lose fifteen more minutes of sleep at the beginning of every month,” Coralee whines while we sit in the gym, waiting for… whatever this is.

Outside, the sky is still dark but turning pale gray at the edges. It’s the opposite of Grandpa’s magic hour, when everything glows rosy and wonderful just before dark. This is the slap of cold morning, and nobody’s happy about it. Bert yawns next to me. Ms. Wilson, the assistant principal, sees him and does the same. It sets off a chain reaction among the faculty, and now everybody’s yawning. I can practically see Hutch’s molars from here.

Finally, our principal, Mrs. Rutherford, stands up and moves to center court. She might be old, but with her height and the size of those black no-nonsense pumps, I bet she could play a mean game of basketball in her day. She looks right at home.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you all had a wonderful and restful winter break.” To her right, Mr. Barlow, one of the science teachers, yawns. “Thank you for gathering here early on this lovely January morning.”

“As if we had a choice,” Coralee whispers not-so-quietly. Mrs. Rutherford shoots her a warning look.

“As eighth graders and pillars of leadership in this school, we look to you to set a good example for the younger students.”

From my front-row spot in the bleachers, I hear more whispers behind me and turn to see who else thinks this meeting is a waste of time. It’s Sierra and her friends, but they’re not looking at Mrs. Rutherford. They’re looking at Bert. A signal flare goes off in my brain. I am always on the lookout for danger when it comes to Bert. After a rough start in sixth grade, Sierra and I have finally gotten to a good place—not friends, but at least in a truce. Bert, however, with his factoids and satchel and neatly creased pants, has always been an easy target. She better not be making fun of him. I watch her and her friends study him. They aren’t laughing in a mean way. They’re giggling? It’s like a happy-to-see-him, we-just-spotted-a-TikTok-star giggle. What. Is. Happening?

I look back to Bert, who is rubbing his eyes. The satchel is firmly in place across his shoulder. But his hair is uncombed again, like it was at the bus station. His pants are not creased. He looks younger than his usual put-together self, which makes him seem like an actual thirteen-year-old for once instead of a thirty-year-old man trapped in a child’s body. Another giggle rings out softly from behind me. They like it. Clearly.

So it’s not my imagination, and I’m not the only one who’s noticed the change in Bert. This is not good. Bert cannot handle loads of attention. Like Batman, he prefers to do his thing and stay in the shadows. I want to ask Coralee about it, but Mrs. Rutherford has moved forward as she’s been talking and now she’s only a few feet away.

“…let these final two quarters help clarify your goals and priorities.”

In the pause that follows, the gym begins to rustle like an orchestra warming up as everyone gathers their backpacks and breakfasts and jackets. But Mrs. Rutherford isn’t done.

“In conclusion,” she says, not any louder than before, but in a tone that makes everyone go still, “you may think you have all the time in the world, but high school is just around the corner. Make the most of these final days as you follow your passions and perhaps discover new ones. Thank you. You are dismissed.”

Sierra and her crew thump down the bleacher stairs, and she gives one last look at Bert, who is busy zipping up his jacket and doesn’t notice. She sees me see her and waves. I give her a little wave back, because despite the fact that the way she’s looking at him makes me want to shove her, I can at least be civil. Coralee frowns and stuffs half a Pop-Tart in her mouth, because she won’t even pretend to like Sierra. Now I’m beginning to wish I didn’t have to, either.

After mostly everyone has filed out, I follow Coralee and Bert toward first period. There is still a whole day left. I am already exhausted. Coralee is outlining the passions she plans to pursue in order of priority—“One: singing, two: dancing, three: acting, four: cat-taming.” That last one’s new. Bert is talking, mostly to himself, about some wind farm he learned about at his Kentucky consortium. Mrs. Rutherford must have given one doozy of a speech that got everyone pumped for high school, but I have no idea what she said. I was too distracted by Bert and the girls who now love him. I stop by my locker and gently rest my forehead on my knees. What is wrong with me?



Three classes pass in a whirl of cautionary speeches from teachers. Apparently, they all got the memo that this half of eighth grade will determine our entire future. The only class I’m doing well in is English. The rest I skate by right in the middle—not low enough to set Mom on alert and not high enough to give the teachers any ideas about honors and extra-credit opportunities. Unpopular opinion: I am happy to be mediocre here. School isn’t my jam. Baking is my jam, pun intended.

Bert and Coralee are already at our table at lunch by the time I wheel over with my tray of chili cheese tots. Coralee pops the lid on a wilted salad and groans.

“Susie is really and truly going to be the end of me,” she says, and steals a tot. Then she grabs Bert’s paper bag and dumps the contents out on the table like a Christmas stocking.

“Fake meat and pretzels and orange slices.” Coralee pokes each item as she speaks. “Bert, the cockatoos eat better than this. I was counting on you for some discounted ham rolls at least.”

Bert pulls out a fork. “I’m experimenting with vegetarianism.”

“Since when?” I ask.

“The director of the consortium, Mr. Blackburn, is a big proponent of plant-forward meals,” he explains.

“Ohhh, well, if the director says it’s the thing to do, then I guess I had better give up my fried-bologna-and-mustard sandwiches,” Coralee says while trying to steal another one of my tots.

“You should definitely do that anyway,” I say, shoving her hand and turning back to Bert. “What does Maya think about this new vegetarian thing? It’s not like there’s a whole lot of meat-free places to go for date night around here.”

It’s a low blow. We became friends with Maya at the beauty pageant this summer, which she entered so she could practice her onstage skills for the Scripps National Spelling Bee. She has a brain just as big as Bert’s, which is why they hit it off, I guess. And I like Maya, so I don’t know why I’m teasing him about her.

Bert clears his throat. “We, uh, haven’t talked much since I left for Kentucky. She said she needed to focus on the Bee.”

Huh. So he and Maya aren’t a thing anymore. The fish swishes its tail again, totally uninvited.

“You win some, you lose some, kiddo,” Coralee says, patting his hand and then slowly pulling his pretzels toward her.

Bert shrugs. “It’s okay. And you’re right,” he says to me. “Though Cracker Barrel does serve a decent vegetable plate, she probably wouldn’t have enjoyed the local vegetarian options. Did I tell you about the dining hall at Brighton Academy? That’s the boarding school where the consortium was held.” Yes, Bert, you might have mentioned it two or three hundred times, I say in my head. “More than two-thirds of their selections are plant-based and locally grown. There’s a garden on the property, and the students are in charge of tending it. Their lentil loaf was given an A-plus rating by the US Department of Agriculture.”

Bert’s face lights up as he describes lentils and sustainably sourced kale and how eco-farming is a crucial step in fighting the climate crisis. He steals my spoon and knife to fence off a portion of the table to create a diagram that demonstrates exactly where the gardens were located on campus. There is even a greenhouse, where they grow fresh herbs all year round. My baking self is intrigued at the potential for fresh ingredients anytime I’d want them. My fish-swishing self is most definitely not amped about how happy he looks about the joys of another place far away from here.

This is what’s different about Bert. It’s not the hair or the clothes or the fact that he’s in an epic growth spurt. It’s that he’s excited about something. I may not have heard much from Mrs. Rutherford’s speech this morning, but I did hear the bit about finding your passion, and Bert has obviously found his. Confidence comes when you find the thing you love and follow it. I would know. This consortium has clearly helped Bert find his. I should probably just be grateful that the camp thing only lasted two weeks and he’s back now. But still.

I steal back my spoon to scoop up the rest of my chili, which is cold and gloopy now. It ruins his garden, but he doesn’t notice. As he talks, his eyes crinkle just the way they did when he tried my cupcake. Maybe more.



I shake off my first-day stress in gym. It’s my favorite class of all time, because (1) there’s no homework other than what I specifically request from Hutch, like free-weight cross-body wheelchair work, and (2) you don’t have to talk, you just have to move.

Today is roller derby day. Two points to my new stepdad for knowing I would need to get all my feels out on the track. Last fall we all had to sign a waiver to even be able to do this. It basically said we wouldn’t sue the school if we broke a nose, kneecap, or any other body part while participating in the derby because the derby is no joke. It goes like this: Two teams. One jammer on each team, who scores a point with every opposing player they lap. The jammer wears a helmet with a star. The rest of the team is responsible for protecting the jammer and blocking everyone and anyone who might want to slow the jammer down, because the jammer is always the fastest one on the team.

I strap on my hot-pink helmet with the black star, because I am the jammer, of course. I’m already rolling into position while the other girls are struggling to buckle their skates. Coralee rolls up next to me, our breath steaming in the cold winter air.

She taps my elbow pad with hers and nods. She is my best blocker. We do not smile. This is serious business.

“All right!” Hutch shouts from the starting line. “Highest total number of laps at the end of three races wins.” He puts his whistle between his lips, then takes it out again. My hands itch to grab my wheels. “And remember, this is a no-contact game, people. Keep it friendly.” It is not my imagination that he looks right at me. I grin, and the corner of his mouth lifts. He readies the whistle again and backs off the track. My fingers tingle with anticipation as I hold them over my wheels like a pianist over a keyboard. Time to make the magic happen.

At the sharp tweet, the blockers take the lead and I follow my team, weaving in and out of the opposing players as Coralee makes a path for me. Most of the skaters are so wobbly that they fall when they feel me close. Amateurs. The wind whips my hair and cuts straight through my sweatshirt, but I don’t feel the cold, only the freedom.

By the third race, most of the girls on the opposite team don’t even try to get in my way. Their legs shake with the effort to balance on the rough track. But I’ve spent a lifetime preparing for this. My body absorbs every bump and turn without a flinch. By the time Hutch blows the whistle signaling the end, I don’t have to count to know I’ve won. I pop a wheelie and coast over to Coralee, who has thrown herself on the ground near a pile of similarly splayed teammates. She is too out of breath to talk, but she holds a fist straight up in the air and I bump it.

Maybe the rest of eighth grade won’t be so bad after all.
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