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For Cora—a fierce beauty






1 Happily Ever After


Peach is not my color. And silk is definitely not my fabric. But what am I going to do—boycott my own mother’s wedding? Pull a runaway bride, except it would be a runaway maid of honor? I’d be hightailing it out of here with flower petals trailing from my wheels. Actually, that doesn’t sound half bad. I wipe a bead of sweat from my forehead with the handkerchief Mema tucked into my bouquet. It’s about five thousand degrees too hot for nuptials.

“Okay, wedding party, one more shot and then we’re golden!” Coralee shouts from where she crouches on her knees in the sand by the lake. She’s trying her hand at photography. Apparently, that’s the quadruple threat in her plan to take over the world and become a famous celebrity. Now she can add photographer to her actor/singer/dancer résumé. Pretty soon, she’s going to over-qualify herself right out of the running. But that’s just my personal opinion, which I do not plan to tell my best friend. Coralee does not take criticism well. In fact, she could probably handle a live scorpion better than one word about her outfit, hair, or singing ability. One time, during a rehearsal for the spring musical at school, the chorus director told her to “maybe tone it down a bit,” and she snapped, “Excuse me? Do you even want people to come to this show?”

“Ellie, it’s not the zombie apocalypse.” She sighs. “Smile like you think somebody’s not about to eat your face.”

I blink in the hot Oklahoma sun. “Shut it, Coralee.” I give her my sweetest, most evil grin.

“Baby, you need a break?” Mom leans down from her spot two steps above me in the gazebo and tucks my hair behind my ear. Her cheeks are rosy from heat and happiness. Mema made both our dresses, but hers suits her to a T. It’s cream silk and sleeveless and stops at her knees. On anybody else it’d be plain, but on Mom it is perfection. I smile up at her, and she winks just as Coralee snaps a picture.

“Got it!” Coralee yells. “That’s a wrap, people. Now go get hitched!”

“There’s still time to make a run for it,” Hutch whispers to both of us. Coaching middle school football camp the last couple of weeks, since school ended, has given him a fierce farmer’s tan, but he still looks handsome in his white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His tie is peach, like my dress. When Mom punches him in the shoulder, he grins and she blushes and I rock back on my wheels so I do not have to watch yet another display of affection. I love them both. I do. And it is their wedding day. But come on. They’re worse than middle schoolers.

Behind us, up near the tree line, gravel crunches and car doors slam. “Come on, let’s go hide.” Mom nudges my knee with hers before letting me take the lead down the dirt path to the tent they’ve set up by the water for the reception.

When Hutch and Mom started getting serious, I thought it might be weird having my gym teacher around all the time. But then it just… wasn’t. My world expanded to three after it being just Mom and me for so long. After a while I couldn’t even remember what it was like without Hutch mowing the lawn and challenging me to knuckle-cracking contests and stepping on his own two feet while Mom tried to teach him to line dance in our teeny tiny kitchen.

So when he stopped by the trailer while Mom was at the grocery store one afternoon and asked if we could have a chat out on the porch, I knew what was coming. All the most important conversations happen on the porch. It’s the place you go to iron out the wrinkles with your people. When you live in extra-close quarters like we do, you need a spot of neutral territory.

Hutch paced the length of the porch for about ten minutes until he bumped his head on the bug zapper and retreated to the rocking couch across from me. We sat without talking for so long that I started doing mini push-ups in my wheelchair to have something to do.

“You’re getting good at those,” he said, finally.

I did my best Schwarzenegger impression. “Yeah, I’m gonna get ripped.”

He gave me a shaky laugh. “I guess I should take credit when you become a world-famous bodybuilder.”

I shook my head. Hutch has been the best physical therapist I’ve ever had. But I couldn’t let it go to his head. “It’s twenty percent coaching, eighty percent sheer willpower.” I patted his arm. “You’re all right, though. My PT back in Nashville had me take ten steps in the gait trainer and call it a day. Pretty sure she thought any kind of exercise that made me stronger in my chair was a step back. Pun intended.”

Crickets. Man, if he didn’t get on with it soon, I’d have to propose to him myself.

“I hope”—he stopped and cleared his throat—“I might become more to you than just your PT.”

“You’re a champ at lawn care.” I couldn’t help myself.

“That too, but also, I mean….” He stood and started pacing again. “Your mom and I have been spending a lot of time together, and when two people like to spend time together and, um, like each other like your mom and I do, we…” He trailed off, looking lost. “Ellie, do you know what I’m trying to say?”

“Yeah, sure. You like Mom and Mom likes you and you want to be a part of our lives permanently.”

He nodded, visibly relieved.

“Like me and Bert and Coralee. Best friends, right?”

He rubbed both hands over his face like he wished he could peel it right off. I chuckled and surrendered. There’s only so much tween torture a man can take.

“I’m kidding. You want to marry my mom, right?”

He collapsed onto the rocking couch, sending it squeaking back and forth. “Yes. I want to be part of your family in whatever way you will let me, because I think you’re pretty cool. Slightly wicked with what you just did there, but also cool and stubborn and an incredible baker, and I’d be honored if you’d let me into your inner circle.”

I looked him up and down, his shaved head shiny in the early spring air, his knee bouncing the same way mine does when I’m nervous, and I nodded.

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah, okay. We’ll let you in.”

He heaved a huge sigh and pulled out two glazed tea cakes from Mimi’s Café in town that he must’ve stashed out here earlier. Total bribery, but I didn’t care. I wonder if I still would have gotten one if I’d said no. Probably. Hutch is that kind of guy.

“Hey, man, the war’s not over yet. You’ve still got to get Mom to say yes.”

“Are you kidding?” he said, grinning and taking a huge bite of pastry. “After this, proposing to Alice will be a piece of cake.”

“Speaking of cake,” I said, and pointed to a sizable crumb stuck to his chin.

Looking over at him now, under the tent with his arm over Mom’s shoulder, I have no doubt I made the right decision. I don’t remember what it was like before my real dad left. I was just a baby. But whatever it was like, it couldn’t have been as good. Because how could you have this and ever let it go?

Dad. My stomach clenches hard like a sinkhole swallowing up all the good vibes. I roll to the edge of the tent and look out over the calm water. I cannot and will not think about him right now. That’s what tomorrow’s for. And every day after that for the next month.

“Girl!” Coralee shouts with her camera held over her head like a trophy. “You look awesome in these!”

I’m not great with compliments, so I’m still trying to figure out what to say to that when she adds, “I rock at this picture-taking thing.” I smack her arm, but it’s good. Coralee is distracting. She brings me back to the present—to the moment I get to watch my mom on the happiest day of her life, second only to when she had me, of course.






2 The First Law of Motion


“I thought Pastor Clark was going to pass out right in the middle of the vows.” Mema chuckles and hands me a plate of barbecued pork and beans. They had it catered from the new place, Moe’s, whose slogan is “We go in whole hog!” I pick up a plastic fork, hoping that doesn’t mean I’m about to eat a tail.

Mema didn’t cry during the ceremony like I thought she would. Instead she sat next to Grandpa with her hand on his knee and nodded her head like, It’s about time. It’s hard to believe it was just a year ago that she and Grandpa moved into the condo at Autumn Leaves so they could get more care for his Alzheimer’s. I think it might have been the only time in her life she’s ever let somebody help her.

“That man better hydrate,” she says, eyeing Pastor Clark, whose periwinkle bow tie is bobbing up and down as he coughs over by the gift table. “I did not tithe for over two decades to watch him collapse from heatstroke at my daughter’s wedding.” I laugh into my beans. Condo life hasn’t softened her one bit. She’s still tough as nails.

“Lord! What happened to Evy?” Grandpa shouts, before we can shush him. He’s gotten thinner over the past year. His starched shirt hangs off him like a hanger. But his voice works just fine.

All of us, including Coralee and my other best friend, Bert, sneak glances at the table to our right, where Mrs. Evelyn Crebold sits with her husband, Shane. Her lips are painted neon orange, and they are stretched into a mile-wide grimace as she holds a piece of pork up to the light like she’s checking for a stray hair. I hope she gets the tail.

“Poor woman looks like she’s been embalmed!” Grandpa yells.

Mom covers her mouth to stifle a laugh.

Coralee leans in to whisper. She’s changed into an electric-blue sequined dress, with sleeves so puffy they almost reach her ears. “Rumor has it, when Mr. Crebold started coming home late every Thursday night with pastries from Mimi’s, Mrs. Crebold got it in her head he was having an affair. So she went and got herself a face-lift.” Coralee circles her own face for emphasis. “Turns out, Thursday is discount day at Mimi’s. Here he was trying to save money and she went and spent all their savings on a nip and tuck!”

Bert shakes his head. “Faces are meant to succumb to gravitational forces like everything else. It’s Newton’s first law of motion.” He takes a bite of barbecue and then adds, “To fight it is to fight nature.” Despite his best efforts with a water and comb, his black hair sticks up at all angles, doing a pretty good job of defying gravity. But it would be useless to point that out. Just like you don’t criticize Coralee, you don’t argue facts with Bert.

I glance back over at Evy. I remember how she patted my head at the Christmas Eve service last year when we first moved here and how she continues to pat my head every time she sees me, like I’m a pet, not a person. Then I whisper, not very quietly, “She looks like someone pulled her hair back and then just kept pulling.”

Coralee slaps the table, and Hutch chokes on his lemonade. Bert nods, granting my point. But Mema says, “No, ma’am,” shaking her head at me while crumbling cornbread into Grandpa’s beans. “We do not judge others. She can do whatever she wants. It’s her face and none of our business.”

“But—”

“No buts,” Mom says. “When we leave tomorrow, I expect you to be on your best behavior. None of this attitude.”

I push my plate away, appetite gone. Mom must see the fear flicker across my face at the thought of tomorrow, because she softens and lays her hand over mine. Her wedding ring with its tiny diamond sparkles in the afternoon light.

“You can still come, you know.”

I shake my head. “No. No way am I going on your honeymoon with you. I have no interest in riding around in an RV for a month, trailing Route 66 across the state of Oklahoma.” I pull my hand back. “I want to spend the summer with my friends.”

“We’ll keep her in line, Mrs. Hutchinson,” Coralee says, crossing her heart. I kick her under the table.

“It’s still Alice Cowan, Coralee,” Mom reminds her. “You know I’m keeping my name.”

“Darn right she is!” Grandpa thumps his fist on the table and we all freeze, waiting to see if this is the kind of anger that passes like a wave or hits like a hurricane. “Cowan is a mighty fine name,” he adds, and winks at me, just like Mom does. Everybody breathes again.

“All I’m saying, honey,” Mom says, ignoring the caterer, who is waving her arms from across the tent so that Mom and Hutch will come cut the cake, “is that it’s not too late to change your mind.”

I roll back from the table. “Come on. I didn’t make a four-tiered coconut cake with coconut custard and fondant sunflowers for nothing.”

When nobody moves, I turn away from all of them and roll over the uneven grass toward the cake, stopping only long enough to stare pointedly at Evy until she scoots her chair closer to the table so I can wheel by.

Mom’s wrong. Like Bert’s gravitational forces, there are already too many parts and people in motion. It’s way too late to change my mind.






3 A Room of One’s Own


The thing about cerebral palsy is that I’ve lived with it every day of my life, so I’m used to it. But to the rest of the world, it’s a surprise. And not usually a good one. It’s like if you were really hoping for a bike for your birthday, but got a thousand-piece puzzle instead. Your parents really want you to be open-minded about the puzzle, so you fake a smile. All you can think about, though, is how fast you could be going on your bike right now.

That’s the face my father makes when I open the door to the trailer the morning after Mom’s wedding. He’d rather be on a bike, and he’s wondering how in the world he got stuck with this puzzle. Back at you, Dad.

“Ellie! Hello!” he booms.

I wince. We aren’t on a conference call. He’s not in the courtroom. And I am not hard of hearing. He can just… talk. This better not be his standard volume the entire month he’s here to stay with me while Mom and Hutch go on their honeymoon, or I’m going to need some earplugs. And miles of personal space.

“Hi, Dad.”

Mom walks up behind me. “Greg.”

“Alice.”

That’s it. Just “Greg.” “Alice.” So much is being lobbed back and forth in the silence, though, that I roll back. In my head I hear video game noises as Mom racks up the points. Dad already looks like he’s ready to run in the opposite direction. No surprise there.

“Ellie! It’s so nice to see you in the flesh again!” Meg, my stepmother, dives between Dad and the door like a stealth bomber and grabs me in a tight squeeze. She’s a hugger. And a hand holder. And a high-fiver. But she’s never patted my head, so I say, “Hi, Meg,” when she finally releases me to call over her shoulder to Finn and Patrick, my stepbrothers, who are engaged in some sort of kung fu battle to the death in the driveway.

At her whistle, they barrel in, already covered in dust. If Mema still lived here, she’d smile and then make them clean every last bit of it up. It might be a trailer, but it is a clean trailer. Greg and Meg don’t seem to notice.

“Boys, say hi to your sister,” Meg orders, and I think, Shouldn’t my dad be the one getting them to talk to me?

“Hi,” Patrick says. He’s six and has grown tall enough since the last time I saw him to look me in the eye when I’m in my chair. To his credit, he does.

“Hi!” Finn parrots, walking backward around me in a big circle. He’s four and has what looks to be a grape Jolly Rancher stuck in his blond curls. He got the hair from Meg. Both boys have it. Which leaves me the odd one out on every level.

“Umm, hey, kid,” I say to Finn when he finally stops his backward dance.

“Hey, El! I’m practicing my moon dance.”

“It’s moonwalk, dummy,” Patrick says, and shoves him. Finn falls forward into me, knocking my chair sideways so my shoulder and elbow bump into the wall.

“That is enough!” Dad shouts like both boys just sucker punched me. It wasn’t that big of a deal. It didn’t even hurt. “No roughhousing around Ellie!”

I curl my elbows into my sides as they mumble, “Sorry.” I’d keep curling into myself if I could, until I disappear. Dad is already treating me like he does every time they visit or I go back to Nashville with Mom for a doctor’s appointment—like any little bump will break me. In case I’d forgotten, it’s a giant red flashing sign that he doesn’t know me at all.

Just then Hutch comes around the corner, humming some country song way off-key, and I want a do-over. I want to go with him and Mom in the RV. Anything to not be left here with these people.

“Crepes soon. Right, kiddo?” Mom whispers, leaning over me so I catch the smell of her—aloe lotion and lavender shampoo. I cough once so my voice is steady.

“Yeah, breakfast in five,” I reply, and reverse back down the hallway until I can disappear into the safety of the kitchen.


Dear Joy the Baker,

I’m not sure if “Joy the Baker” is your official title, like the “Queen of England” or “Oscar the Grouch,” but I’m going with it.

First off, you rock. Seriously. I have already made my mom swear to take me to your Bakehouse in New Orleans so I can do a workshop for my sixteenth birthday. Also, your cat Tron is so cute. Even my mema agrees, and she’s the one who says cats basically exist to prove that some things in nature have no purpose.

Second, I apologize for what I am about to say: I thought French Southern cuisine was for everybody, but it is decidedly not. I made your lemon poppy-seed crepes with the blueberry curd for my stepmother (who is not wicked) and stepbrothers (who aren’t either) and father (who might be). All my stepbrothers said was “Why are these pancakes so flat?” And my stepmother couldn’t even try them because she is allergic to poppy seeds. How would I know? And though my dad tried a few bites, apparently he’s not into “sweets for breakfast.” Again, how would I know?

Anyway, your whole thing is “you do you,” so I’m going to make this recipe again because I loved it. But next time I’ll try to pick a more appreciative crowd. And if they don’t like it either? Hey, more for me, right?

Give Tron a kiss for me.

All my best,

Ellie the Baker-in-Training



“I’m sorry again about the poppy seeds,” I tell Meg as she helps me clear the almost-full plates from the kitchen table. The boys are already out back playing hide-and-seek in the garden.

“No, I’m sorry! They looked beautiful.” She puts a hand on my shoulder. “They really did.” She used the same voice on Finn when he came in to show her his favorite rock from the yard. I push back from the sink, dripping soapsuds all over my white T-shirt and the floor.

“Yeah, well, next time.” Why did I say that? That implies I’m going to try this whole disastrous experiment again. Bert once told me the definition of insanity is repeating the same thing and expecting different results. I’m toeing the line.

The thing is, it should have gone perfectly. I made the crepe batter and the blueberry curd last night, because I knew my nerves would be frazzled before they got here. The only reason I chose crepes in the first place was because Dad gave me the expensive nonstick pans for my birthday this year and I wanted him to see me use them! He didn’t even notice.

I wheel out of the kitchen, through the dining-room-slash-living-room, down the hall, and into the bathroom, where I lock myself in. Forget pans. The best gift I’ve ever been given was this room—a fully renovated, wheelchair-accessible bathroom of my very own. Hutch did the demolition himself. He let me take a few swings at the drywall with the sledgehammer. When I rolled through the hole we made out into the sunlight, I was covered in drywall dust and Mom was none too pleased. But there is nothing, I repeat nothing, as satisfying as blasting through walls that were made to hold you back.

I study myself in the mirror in my very own bathroom with the roll-in shower and the low cabinets and the motion-sensor faucets over the sink. A constellation of freckles stretches over my nose and cheeks. My brown hair falls past my shoulders, longer than it’s ever been, and straight as a pin like always.

I squint. You always see characters in movies and books with “violet” or “cerulean” or “emerald” eyes. Mine are just plain old blue. But they have spent the last year crinkling with laughter over checkers tournaments with Mema and Grandpa and peering at the replica of Eufaula’s tree-lined streets in Bert’s tiny town that he built in his shed and crying while chopping onions for the turkey and dressing I made for Thanksgiving while Coralee sat on the kitchen table and sang Reba McEntire songs. My ordinary eyes have seen so much over the past year and a half since we moved here. But they’ve only spent a heartbeat of time taking in Dad and his other family. Why did I think we could do this? After a handful of visits here? Why did I think we could mesh like people do when they want to know each other?

Maybe I can set up a barricade? I’ll stay in this bathroom for the next thirty days. Bert can smuggle me in some food from his parents’ grocery store. Coralee can be in charge of clothing and toiletries. I’ll even let her select a few outfits, sequins and all.

“Ellie?” Mom knocks lightly. She does not try the handle. She respects my personal space. “We’re leaving, baby. Can you come out and say bye?” Her voice breaks on “bye.” My reflection in the mirror goes blurry. I flush the toilet so she won’t think I was hiding and then open the door.

She takes a good long look at my splotchy cheeks and sinks down in the hallway with her legs stretched out and her back up against the wall. “That’s it. I’m not going.”

“Mom, it’s your honeymoon. You have to go.”

“Nope.” She crosses her arms. “You should know better than anyone that if you don’t like a rule, you change it. Honeymoons are stupid. I’m too old to spend a month in an RV. I’m staying home.”

She says she’s old, but she looks a decade younger than she did not so long ago, when she spent most of her time waiting for me to have another seizure or worrying about the day Mema wouldn’t be able to take care of Grandpa on her own. But it’s been years since I’ve had a seizure. The doctor even officially cleared me off my meds. And Grandpa is safe and sound with Mema at Autumn Leaves. Mom can’t use us as an excuse.

Mom needs to take this trip for her.

“Time to kick you out of the nest, little chick.” I put my hands on my knees and bend down so our faces are inches apart. “Go. On. Your. Honeymoon. You. Dope.”

She leans forward until our noses touch.

“Only if you play the Lotto.”

I sit back. “Mom. No.”

The Lotto is a result of Mom’s childhood spent reading one too many Baby-Sitters Club books. Part of the agreement of her leaving me alone—oh wait, I mean with Dad—to go on this trip was that I would participate in the Cowan Family Lotto, which consists of a jar on my bedside table filled with Ping-Pong balls numbered one through ten. The numbers go along with a list Mom made, entitled, you guessed it, The Cowan Family Lotto. Items include:


	Smell something new.

	Taste something new.

	Hear something new.

	See something new.

	Hug someone.

	Write to your mother.

	
Wiggle your toes, wiggle your fingers, wiggle your eyebrows. SMILE.

	Tell a joke.

	Imagine your favorite place.

	Write to your mother.



Every day I’m supposed to draw a ball out of the jar and whatever number it is, I have to do that thing on the list. Bert is incredibly bothered that she put Write to your mother twice. He says she’s skewing the odds. I told him that was her point.

A door slams. Outside, the boys yell. Overhead, squirrels chase each other, their claws scritch-scratching on the tin roof. The world is moving on, with or without us.

I hold out my hand to her.

“I promise to do the Lotto if you promise to go on this trip.”

She takes my hand and I pull her up.

“And promise to try to be nice to your dad, too?”

He’s the one who should be made to promise things, I think as I roll backward down the hall while she follows. But I paste on a smirk instead and say, “One step at a time, Mom. One step at a time.”

Before I know it, we are through the open front door and I am waving while they pull away. My arm might as well weigh a thousand pounds with the effort of this goodbye. I let it drop like a hammer onto my lap, where it sits as heavy as my heart. Her leaving is too fast. I can already feel how slow her coming back will be. I watch the silver side of the RV glinting in the sunlight all the way to the end of the gravel road until it disappears around the corner, carrying half my family with it. The other half lives in a condo at Autumn Leaves. These people I’m left with, shuffling back inside and arguing over bologna versus turkey sandwiches for lunch, they’re not family. They are placeholders. I gulp in the air that’s too hot for the beginning of June. It’s going to be four very long weeks.
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