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P

One

arkfield	High	School’s	courtyard	swarms	with	students	as	I	walk	the	mossy
path	to	my	bus	stop.	The	two-week	countdown	until	the	end	of	the	year	has

begun,	 and	 the	 anticipation	 of	 summer	 freedom	 gives	 the	 entire	 school
population	a	chummy	energy.	Talk	of	summer	parties,	graduations,	and	road	trips
fill	the	air.	I	imagine	what	it	would	be	like	to	make	my	own	summer	plans.
A	 group	 of	 girls	 look	 up	 from	 their	 compact	mirrors	 and	 nod	when	 I	 pass.

Other	 students	 smile	 or	 say	hello.	Some	 I	 know	by	 name,	 others	 I	 never	will.
None	of	 them	have	 any	 clue	 that	 this	morning	over	 coffee,	Mom	asked	me	 to
make	the	hardest	decision	of	my	life.	She	expects	an	answer	soon.
I	tune	them	all	out	and	focus	on	a	cloud	in	the	distance.	It	changes	form.	I	try

to	think	of	nothing.	Not	school,	not	Mom,	not	disease.	Nothing.
It	doesn’t	work.	Bees	buzz	in	my	head	as	I	recall	the	first	time	I	gave	Mom	a

sting.

––	•	––

I	aimed	the	misting	bottle	into	the	old	mayonnaise	jar	and	squirted	a	few	times	to
subdue	the	bees.	While	they	settled,	I	drew	marks	on	Mom’s	skin,	making	little
X’s	 just	 like	 the	 bee	 sting	 therapy	 booklet	 showed.	 My	 hand	 didn’t	 want	 to
cooperate	with	my	brain,	though.
“How	am	I	supposed	to	hold	on	to	a	tiny	honeybee	if	I	can’t	even	hold	on	to

this	marker?”
“Just	 grab	 it	 from	 behind,	 under	 the	 armpits,”	 Mom	 said,	 handing	 me	 the

tweezers.	She	laughed.	“Do	bees	have	armpits?”



Her	head	tremor	made	her	upper	body	wiggle,	but	she	spoke	clearly	back	then.
“You’re	 the	only	one	 I	 trust	 to	 do	 this	 for	me,	Lily.	You’ve	given	 the	 animals
vaccinations	so	many	times.	I’ve	trained	you	well	as	my	vet	tech,	right?	Think	of
it	as	a	shot.”
I	removed	ice	packs	from	her	thighs	and	unscrewed	the	lid	of	the	bee	jar	again.

The	dampness	 kept	 them	 subdued	 as	 I	 dipped	 the	 tweezers	 in.	 I	 chased	 a	 few
around	the	jar,	trying	to	locate	a	willing	bee.	Mom	stifled	a	laugh	after	I	missed
snagging	a	bee	on	my	third	try.	I	didn’t	laugh	along	even	though	I	wanted	to.
I	wanted	to	give	up,	call	 it	a	day,	race	 to	 the	horse	stalls,	saddle	up	Twilight

and	fly	across	our	golden	meadows.	But	I	didn’t.	I	stayed	to	wrangle	a	honeybee
for	Mom.
“Come	 on,	 you	 little	 sucker.”	 I	 followed	 one	 around	 in	 the	 jar.	 “Gotcha!”	 I

plucked	the	bee	out	of	the	jar	like	a	prize.	Its	little	hind	end	jabbed	at	the	air	as	I
held	on	to	its	midsection.
Something	about	this	treatment	seemed	barbaric.	Another	part	seemed	to	make

sense.	Bee	venom	as	a	holistic	healer	was	totally	new	to	us,	and	we	needed	it	to
work.	Desperately.
Mom’s	face	straightened.	She	motioned	to	her	thighs.	“Do	it.”
A	quick	touch	of	the	bee’s	stinger	to	her	flesh	made	her	suck	in	air	through	her

teeth.	 The	 dead	 bee	 slumped	 and	 dropped	 from	 the	 tweezers.	We	watched	 in
amazement	as	 the	 stinger	 continued	 to	pump	venom	 into	her	body.	 It	was	 like
watching	a	nature	film	in	science,	only	I	couldn’t	close	my	eyes	and	look	away
the	way	I	would	have	in	class.	This	was	real.	It	was	my	life.	I	was	certain	that	no
other	sixth	grader	 in	Oregon—or	maybe	even	the	world—was	stinging	another
human	being	on	purpose.
After	a	few	minutes,	I	scraped	the	stinger	from	Mom’s	skin.	Even	though	I’d

read	 the	 entire	 apitherapy	 booklet	 the	 night	 before,	Mom	was	 still	 giving	me
step-by-step	instructions	as	we	went	along.
“Put	the	ice	pack	back	on	and	then	pour	me	a	glass	of	water,	Lily,”	she	said,

swallowing	over	and	over.
She	looked	pale	when	I	helped	her	sip,	but	within	a	few	minutes	she	was	back

to	her	regular	self.	“Doesn’t	look	like	we’ll	be	needing	that	EpiPen	after	all,”	she
boasted.	“No	reaction!	I’m	not	allergic	to	honeybees!	Bumblebees,	yes,	but	not



these	 sweet	 honey	 babes.”	 She	 tapped	 her	 fingernail	 against	 the	 glass	 jar	 and
smiled.
I	opened	her	window	blinds,	gazed	past	the	puffy	clouds	to	the	pure	sapphire

sky,	and	wiped	my	cheeks.	“Thank	you,	God,”	I	whispered.

––	•	––

The	path	leading	away	from	school	is	narrow.	Too	narrow.	I	shift	the	weight	of
my	bookbag	to	the	front	of	my	hip	and	veer	off.	I	walk	wide	around	a	group	of
goths	and	their	territory	beside	the	chain-link	fence.	They	huddle	there,	showing
off	 piercings	 and	 new	 tattoos.	 Shauna	 Lauri	 looks	 me	 up	 and	 down	 before
flashing	a	quick	peace	sign	my	way.	I	nod	in	return,	then	look	away	when	Blake
Gunner	pulls	her	into	him.
Yesterday	 she	 wore	 purplish-blue	 bangs.	 Today	 her	 spiky-stiff	 orange	 hair

could	be	a	weapon.	A	chunky	silver	cross	hangs	from	a	leather	cord	around	her
neck,	glistening	in	the	sun.	She’s	worn	some	type	of	cross	ever	since	I’ve	known
her.	It’s	the	one	thing	that	hasn’t	changed	about	Shauna.
Ever	since	grade	school,	I’ve	witnessed	her	latch	on	to	one	group	or	another.

Sometimes	it’s	hard	to	believe	she’s	the	same	girl	I	made	Frisbee	mud	pies	with
six	years	ago.	I	can	almost	smell	the	wet	grass,	dirt,	and	pine	needles.	For	a	split
second,	my	mind	races	back	to	us	sitting	cross-legged	on	my	porch,	a	mud	pie
between	us.	It	seems	like	forever	ago.
I	kick	 a	 jagged	 rock	out	of	my	way	and	wish	 I	 could’ve	 stayed	 ten	 forever.

Mom	was	healthy	then.	Or	at	least,	she	seemed	to	be.	Multiple	sclerosis	hadn’t
taken	over	her	body.	Thoughts	of	dying	hadn’t	taken	over	her	mind.
I	 rub	 my	 temple	 in	 a	 lame	 attempt	 to	 stop	 replaying	 this	 morning’s

conversation,	but	it	floods	every	crevice	of	my	brain.	Her	staggered	words.	The
anger	in	mine.	I	hate	arguing.	I	suck	at	it.	I	retreated,	and	now,	making	my	way
across	campus,	I	regret	storming	out	on	her.
She	grappled	 for	my	hand	when	 I	hurried	past	her	on	my	way	out	 the	door.

“Don’t	be	mad,”	she	pleaded.	Then,	right	before	the	screen	slammed	into	place,	I
heard	her	say,	“I	love	you	more	than	life	itself.”
“I	love	you,	too,	Mom,”	I	whisper,	wishing	I’d	said	it	to	her	face	earlier.	But	I

didn’t	love	her	at	that	moment.	How	could	I?
A	clash	of	cymbals	startles	me	as	I	pass	uniform-clad	band	members	near	the



fountain.	 When	 the	 second	 release	 bell	 sounds,	 I	 get	 out	 of	 the	 way.	 More
students	explode	 from	 the	doors	and	 stampede	down	 the	cement	 steps.	 It’s	 the
second	 Thursday	 of	 the	 month,	 which	 means	 it’s	 Sophomore	 Social	 Night.
Freshmen	 get	 the	 first	 Thursday	 of	 each	 month,	 sophomores	 the	 second
Thursday,	and	so	on.	From	what	I	remember	of	my	one	and	only	time	going	to
Freshman	Social	Night,	it	was	decent.	Fun,	actually.	They	showed	a	movie	in	the
gym	and	had	pizza.	Something	to	do	in	our	small	town.
I’ll	be	missing	it	tonight.	Again.	I’m	sure	some	of	my	classmates	think	I’m	a

snob.
I	wish	I	didn’t	have	a	good	reason	not	to	go.	That	would	be	easy.	The	truth	is	a

bit	more	complicated.
Mom’s	waiting	 for	me	 at	 home.	 She’ll	 be	 at	 the	window,	waiting	 for	me	 to

ease	her	pain.	Waiting	for	me	to	give	her	another	dose	of	bee	stings.	And	waiting
for	my	answer.
The	sun	bakes	 the	back	of	my	head	as	 I	pace	at	 the	bus	stop.	 I	 focus	on	 the

horizon,	where	the	blacktop	meets	the	sky,	and	pray	for	a	yellow	speck	to	appear
at	the	top	of	the	hill.	This	is	pure	torture.	Why	can’t	the	bus	pick	us	up	under	a
tree?
“Here	it	comes,”	someone	says,	and	everyone	except	me	backs	up	a	few	paces.

Exhaust	fumes	and	a	little	road	dust	aren’t	going	to	stop	me	from	getting	in	that
stuffy	bus	first.	I	want	out	of	these	sizzling	rays.
Jed	Abrams	rubs	his	five	o’clock	shadow	and	greets	me	as	he	has	for	the	ten

years	that	I’ve	been	riding	his	route.	“Afternooners,	Lily.”
The	cool	cushion	hisses	when	I	plop	onto	it.	“Good	afternoon,	Jed.”
I	 want	 to	 curl	 up	 and	 sleep	 for	 the	 half-hour	 ride	 home,	 but	 I	 don’t.	 Trent

Collins	and	his	buddies	are	on	board	today	and	even	though	I	don’t	really	care
why,	I	still	wonder.	He’s	normally	either	riding	with	Emily	or	in	his	own	glossy
truck.	Maybe	his	truck	broke	down	or	his	parents	took	it	away?	Maybe	little	rich
boy	ran	out	of	gas	money?	I	doubt	either	of	those	to	be	true.
Trent’s	 father,	 Dr.	 Collins,	 treated	 Mom’s	 multiple	 sclerosis	 for	 years	 and

years	before	he	opened	an	official	MS	clinic	in	Bristol	City.	Now	people	come
from	all	over	the	country	for	his	help.	Now	he’s	loaded	and	spends	his	money	on
Trent.



Mom	hasn’t	set	foot	inside	Dr.	Collins’	office	in	four	years.	After	we	began	the
bee	venom	therapy	to	treat	her	MS,	he	told	her	it	was	quackery.	When	she	tried
to	 explain	 about	 the	 venom’s	 ingredients	 and	how	 they	work	 to	 ease	 pain	 and
inflammation,	he	laughed	and	said	BVT	wasn’t	scientific.	So	she	gave	him	the
boot.
I	was	glad	she	fired	him.	All	the	expensive	medicines	he	had	her	on	seemed	to

make	 her	 even	 sicker.	 Blue	 ones,	 red	 ones,	 capsules,	 tablets.	 Nothing	 helped
until	 the	 venom,	 and	 now	 I’m	 a	 pro	 at	 stinging	 her.	Over	 the	 past	 few	 years,
thousands	of	bees	have	made	the	ultimate	sacrifice	to	keep	Mom	pain-free.	Dr.
Collins	may	call	it	quackery,	but	we	call	it	holistic.
I	 rest	 the	side	of	my	head	against	 the	chrome	bar	beside	me,	close	my	eyes,

and	push	away	memories	of	Trent	by	making	a	mental	list	for	the	weekend:	pay
bills,	 clean	 stalls	 and	 cages,	 bathe	 Pepper,	 grocery	 shop	 …	 Then	 a	 distant
memory	of	us	in	Anderson’s	Grocer	creeps	in	from	the	corner	of	my	mind.	His
shaggy	bangs	covering	his	eyes	as	we	strolled	down	the	candy	aisle	and	the	way
my	heart	leapt	when	he	reached	for	my	hand.
The	memory	 vanishes	when	 I	 open	my	 eyes	 and	 catch	 him	watching	me.	 I

flash	a	courteous	smile,	turn,	and	pretend	to	focus	on	the	road.	My	mom	firing
his	dad	was	 the	beginning	of	 the	end	of	our	childhood	 friendship.	There’s	 still
this	 invisible	 wall	 between	 us,	 and	 sometimes	 it’s	 easier	 to	 just	 look	 away
instead	of	through	it.
We’re	almost	to	my	house	when	the	laughter	in	the	back	of	the	bus	turns	to	a

low	chant.
“Moon.	Moon.	Moon.”
I	flinch	when	a	car	honks	and	then	zooms	alongside	the	bus.	Betsy	is	hanging

her	head	out	of	Emily’s	little	red	car.	She	pretends	to	gag	by	sticking	her	finger
down	her	throat.	Emily	is	laughing	and	wiping	her	eyes.
Jed	scowls	and	shakes	his	head	in	disgust.
Oh	man.	 Some	 kid	 squashes	 his	 bare	 butt	 against	 the	window	while	 all	 the

other	guys	howl	and	cheer	him	on.	All	except	Trent.	He	curls	his	mouth,	rolls	his
green	eyes,	and	scoots	away	from	his	gang.	He’s	not	such	a	bad	guy	for	a	pretty
boy.
“It’s	your	stop,	Lily,”	Jed	calls,	snapping	me	out	of	my	thoughts.	“How’s	your



Mom	doing	these	days?”
The	doors	fly	open	and	the	thick,	humid	air	makes	me	gasp.	I	pause.	My	brain

urges	me	to	spit	out	a	smart-ass	answer.	She’s	thinking	about	quitting,	giving	up,
meeting	 her	 maker.	 And	 oh,	 she	 wants	 me	 to	 let	 her.	 I	 look	 him	 in	 the	 eyes.
“She’s	been	using	her	wheelchair	a	little	more	and	her	cane	a	bit	less.”
Jed	purses	his	lips	and	nods.	“And	how	’bout	you?	How	are	you	doing?”
This	question	would	creep	me	out	and	seem	a	bit	personal	coming	from	some

other	bus	driver,	but	Jed	and	I	go	way	back,	so	it	doesn’t	bother	me.	I’ve	always
thought	 of	 him	 as	 part	 of	 the	 family.	 Like	 a	 second	 uncle	 once	 removed	 or
something,	because	he	was	Dad’s	best	friend	and	over	at	our	place	all	the	time.
Still,	 I	 can’t	 bring	myself	 to	 tell	 him	 how	 I’m	 doing.	 I	 don’t	 really	 know	 the
answer.	“Better	not	let	all	your	cool	air	out,”	I	say,	stepping	off	the	bus.	“See	you
next	week.”
The	bus	doors	close	with	a	whoosh.	Jed	tips	his	hat	my	way	and	takes	off.	In

the	last	window,	Trent’s	watching	me.	He	tilts	his	head,	rakes	his	fingers	through
his	wavy	blond	hair,	and	mouths,	“See	ya.”
I	watch	Trent	get	smaller	and	smaller	until	a	blaring	car	horn	makes	me	lunge

for	the	curb.
Emily	unrolls	her	window	as	she	slows	her	car.	“Get	out	of	the	road.	I	almost

hit	you	and	scratched	my	bumper.”
Betsy	 laughs	her	horse-snort.	“Nice	 jeans,	hillbilly.”	Then	Emily	guns	 it	and

spews	gravel	before	driving	off.
I	 shake	 my	 fist	 at	 the	 car,	 hoping	 she’s	 looking	 in	 her	 rearview	 mirror.

“Witch!”	I	yell,	knowing	full	well	she	can’t	hear	me	over	her	blasting	music.	I
let	my	fist	fall	 to	my	side	and	stand	there	 in	 the	dust.	 It	makes	no	sense	to	me
how	one	day	I	was	her	friend	and	the	next	I	was	nothing.	Shunned	like	a	sickly
animal	in	a	herd,	I	was	cast	away	because	I	cramped	her	style.
I	brush	off	my	overalls	and	head	up	the	driveway.	I	smile,	because	a	full	day’s

sun	 has	 brought	 more	 blooms.	 Our	 house	 looks	 prettiest	 in	 spring.	 Happy.
Yellow,	red,	and	orange	tulips	frame	the	flower	beds	beneath	the	front	windows.
The	shady	area	around	the	porch	is	covered	in	little	tendrils	of	ferns	unfurling.	I
take	 a	 deep	 breath	 in	 anticipation	 of	 their	 fragrance.	 If	 green	 had	 a	 scent,	 it
would	smell	like	ferns.



Pepper	comes	running	from	the	side	yard	and	I	greet	her	at	the	hedge	of	lilacs.
Her	big	butt	sways	with	every	wag	of	her	tail.	She	spins	in	circles,	bumping	her
butt	against	my	knees	before	tunneling	through	my	legs.
“Come	on,	you	goof,	let	me	turn	on	the	sprinkler,”	I	say.	“Mama	forgot	about

you	out	here,	didn’t	she?”	The	second	I	say	“Mama,”	Pepper	hurdles	the	porch
steps	and	waits	at	the	door.	She	stares	the	door	down	while	marching	in	place.
As	 I	 bend	 to	 turn	 on	 the	 sprinkler,	 I	 catch	 a	 glimpse	 of	 Mom	 closing	 her

blinds.
She’s	 in	 there	waiting.	Waiting	 for	me	 to	bring	 the	bees.	Wanting	me	 to	ease

her	pain.
Water	pitter-patters	against	Mom’s	bedroom	window	in	an	on-again,	off-again

rhythm.	The	air	conditioner	hums	and	sputters.	Droplets	 trickle	down	 the	pane
and	drip	onto	the	tulip	garden	below.	A	plump	bumblebee	clings	to	a	tulip	while
the	 flower	 trembles	 in	 the	 shower.	When	 the	 stream	 from	 the	 sprinkler	 leans
away,	the	bumblebee	takes	flight.
“Yes,	you	fly.	Fly	far,	far	away	from	here,	stupid	bee,”	I	whisper.	“You	are	the

lethal	kind.”
Pepper	barks	with	excitement	when	 I	pull	 the	 screen	door	open.	She	barrels

through	 the	 kitchen	 and	 living	 room	 and	 heads	 to	 the	 back	 of	 the	 house,	 to
Mom’s	room.
Mom’s	at	her	vanity,	holding	her	silver	hairbrush.	I	pause	in	the	doorway	and

take	in	the	scent	of	baby	powder	that	fills	her	room.	She	smiles	into	the	mirror
when	she	spots	my	reflection.
“Sit,	Lily,”	she	tells	me,	and	pats	her	bed.	Her	breathing	is	slow	and	her	voice

shaky.	 I’ve	 become	used	 to	waiting	 patiently	 between	 her	words.	 For	 the	 past
two	years,	talking	has	been	a	struggle	for	her.	And	if	you	ask	her,	she’ll	tell	you
it’s	too	much	trouble	anymore.	So	I	savor	every	word	she	speaks.
“Go	on,	Mom.	What	is	it?”	I	stroke	her	arm	and	hide	my	shock	at	how	bony

it’s	become.
“Have	you	thought	about	…	my	idea?”	She	blinks	hard	and	swallows	before

catching	 her	 breath.	Her	 hazel	 eyes	 twinkle	 and	 are	 full	 of	 life	 in	 spite	 of	 her
pain.	She	smiles	and	squeezes	my	hand.
My	nostrils	twitch	and	my	eyes	begin	to	fill.	“You	can’t	give	up,	Mom.”	My



heart	races	and	I	close	my	eyes,	shaking	my	head	steadily.	“What	has	gotten	into
you?	We	can	call	Dr.	Collins	or	find	another	doctor,	a	psychiatrist,	someone	to
help	you.	To	help	us.	I	don’t	want	you	to	leave	me.”	I	glance	up,	tears	flowing
down	my	face,	to	see	her	smiling.
“I’ll	never	really	…	leave	you,	Lily.”	She	presses	our	hands	against	my	chest.

“You’ll	always	have	me	here.”
I	wipe	my	face	and	clear	my	throat.	“I	don’t	know	if	I	can	do	it.	I	don’t	know

if	I	could	live	with	myself,	knowing	I	let	you	die.”
“Could	you	live	with	yourself	…	if	you	don’t?”	Her	eyes	 lose	 their	glimmer

when	she	asks	me	this.
“I	 don’t	 know!”	 I	 slump	 forward	 like	 I	was	 just	 sucker-punched.	 I	 get	what

she’s	 really	 trying	 to	 say.	Which	would	be	worse—letting	her	go,	 or	watching
her	suffer?	Both	will	bring	me	guilt	and	sadness.	Only	one	will	bring	her	peace.
Pepper	nuzzles	against	Mom.	I	set	her	hand	on	the	dog’s	big	head	before	I	go

to	 the	 window.	 I	 open	 the	 blinds	 and	 stare	 through	 the	 sheet	 of	 water.
Everything’s	a	blur.	Could	I	live	with	myself	…	if	I	don’t	let	Mom	die?
A	 sudden	 rush	 of	 déjà	 vu	 comes	 over	 me,	 making	 my	 heart	 ache	 with

memories	 of	 Dad.	 As	 much	 as	 I	 miss	 him,	 it’s	 next	 to	 impossible	 for	 me	 to
visualize	myself	without	Mom.	I	close	my	eyes	and	try,	but	she	appears	out	of
nowhere,	looking	peaceful,	even	happy.	First,	she’s	her	old	self	and	healthy,	then
she’s	suddenly	ill	and	bedridden.	I	shudder	and	turn	to	Mom	when	she	whispers
my	name.
“Lily.”	She	motions	to	the	window.	“Get	the	bees	and	…	move	the	sprinkler.”
“Okay,”	I	say.	“First,	the	ice	packs.”	I	help	her	into	bed	and	push	her	bangs	to

the	side.	By	the	time	I	go	to	the	freezer	and	get	back	to	her	room,	she’s	dozing.	I
set	an	ice	pack	gently	on	each	thigh	and	whisper,	“Back	in	a	flash.”
The	screen	door	slams	behind	me	as	Pepper	runs	ahead	toward	the	hives.	She

knows	the	routine.	She	knows	I’m	either	going	to	see	Twilight	in	the	pasture	or
to	the	hives	to	collect	bees.	I	make	a	pit	stop	at	the	shed	and	grab	my	beekeeping
veil,	gloves,	and	the	bee	jar.
Pepper’s	lapping	water	from	Twilight’s	trough	when	I	reach	the	hives.	It’s	hot.

Sweltering,	pit-stains	hot.	I	pull	the	mesh	veil	over	my	head	and	neck	and	yank
the	gloves	up	to	my	elbows.	The	bees	sound	hot	and	bothered,	and	I	don’t	want



to	take	any	chances	with	pissed-off	guard	bees.	The	low	hum	coming	out	of	the
hives	gets	louder	and	more	intense	when	I	pop	off	the	access	plug	and	hold	the
mouth	of	 the	 jar	over	 it.	 In	under	 a	minute,	 I’ve	got	 about	 a	dozen	and	a	half
lively	ones.	I	only	need	twelve	but	it’s	good	to	have	extra	in	case	any	escape	or
croak.	I	slip	the	lid	onto	the	jar	and	replace	the	plug.
A	 bee	 lands	 on	my	 veil	 and	 crawls	 in	 a	 circle	 as	 though	 it’s	 looking	 for	 an

opening	to	get	in.	I	blow	and	it	flies	off.	Years	ago,	I	would’ve	been	freaked	out
about	a	bee	on	my	veil,	but	it	doesn’t	bother	me	anymore.	Our	hives	were	part	of
this	farm	before	Mom	and	Dad	moved	here,	and	I	doubt	the	original	owners	ever
thought	 the	 bees	 would	 be	 used	 for	 anything	 other	 than	 honey-making	 and
pollinating.	When	Mom	heard	about	bee	venom	therapy	for	MS,	she	said	it	was
a	sign	she	should	try	it	since	we	kept	bees.	Gone	were	the	days	of	jars	of	honey
when	we	began	filling	them	with	bees	instead.
I	whistle	for	Pepper	and	she	follows	me	back	to	the	shed.	She	prances	through

the	sprinkler	as	I	toss	my	gear	inside.	She	leaps	when	I	yank	the	hose,	moving
the	 sprinkler	 to	Mom’s	 lily	 garden.	 Tiger	 lilies,	 day	 lilies,	 Easter	 lilies	 are	 all
beginning	 to	 bud	 atop	 their	 stalky	 stems.	 Another	 week	 or	 two	 of	 spring
sunshine	will	bring	blossoms.
A	toad	burrows	into	the	moistened	ground.	The	earthy	aroma	of	soil	and	peat

moss	 fills	 the	 air	 and	 reminds	me	 of	 the	 day	we	 planted	Mom’s	 garden.	Me,
Mom,	Dad,	and	Pepper.
Pepper	was	just	a	puppy	then,	six	months	old	and	full	of	mischief.	Every	time

one	of	us	dug	a	hole,	Pepper	dug	a	hole.	She	ate	 three	bulbs	that	day	and	Dad
told	me	they’d	grow	in	her	belly	and	blossom	out	her	butt.
Being	 seven,	 I	 believed	 him,	 and	 gave	 Pepper	 a	 lot	 to	 drink	 to	water	 those

bulbs.	Mom	laughed	so	hard	she	cried.	Dad	said	when	they	sprouted,	we’d	call
them	stinky	lilies.
I	 laugh	 at	 the	 memory	 until	 I	 realize	 it’s	 been	 two	 years	 since	 Mom	 has

worked	 in	her	garden.	 I	know	she	misses	 it,	 too.	Her	entire	collection	of	 lilies
began	with	a	single	tiger	lily—one	that	I	gave	her	for	Mother’s	Day	when	I	was
in	 kindergarten.	 After	 that,	 hunting	 for	 rare	 varieties	 became	 more	 of	 an
obsession	than	a	hobby.	She	still	buys	new	lilies,	only	now	I’m	the	one	who	gets
in	there	to	plant	 them.	She’s	never	said	so,	but	 the	garden	doesn’t	 look	as	nice



ever	since	I	took	over.
I	 turn	 away	 from	 the	 garden	when	 I	 hear	Twilight	whinny	 from	 the	 field.	 I

wave	my	arms	over	my	head	in	case	he’s	watching	me.	He	throws	his	head	up
and	down	before	galloping	away.	“I’m	itching	for	a	ride,	too,”	I	say.	I	snap	my
fingers	for	Pepper	and	she	comes	right	to	my	side.
The	screen	door	creaks	with	a	sickening,	high-pitched	sound.	I	hold	it	open	for

Pepper	and	nudge	her	to	go	in	first.	The	bees	are	getting	angry.	I’m	getting	hot.
Soft	 jazz	plays	 in	 the	 living	 room	where	Pepper	 climbs	onto	 the	 sunlit	 sofa.

She	plops	with	a	sigh,	pooped	out	from	her	romp	in	the	yard.	She’s	still	damp,
but	I	don’t	mind,	so	I	let	her	be.
“Summer’s	on	its	way,”	I	say	when	I	go	back	into	Mom’s	room.	“Everything’s

starting	to	bloom.”
She	swallows	hard.	“Move	the	…	sprinkler?”
“Yes,	 I	 did.	 And	 you	 know	what?	 The	 smell	 of	 the	 dirt	 made	me	 think	 of

stinky	lilies.	Remember	that?”
Her	face	lights	up	and	she	nods	before	letting	out	a	chuckle.	“I	do!”
“Lots	 of	 active	 bees	 today,”	 I	 say,	 misting	 them.	 “It	 must	 be	 the	 heat.”	 I

remove	the	ice	packs	from	her	thighs	and	tuck	them	under	her	neck.	I	feel	a	rush
in	my	chest	and	remind	myself	to	breathe.	“You	ready?”	I	watch	her	face	for	a
blink	of	approval	and	grab	a	bee.
I	wince	as	the	stinger	jabs	into	her	flesh.	I’ve	been	stung	enough	times	time	to

know	 that	 it	burns.	She	barely	 flinches.	 I	know	 the	venom	doesn’t	help	 like	 it
used	to,	but	her	plan	to	try	sixteen	stings	next	time	scares	me.	It	could	be	toxic,
deadly.	And	if	it’s	not	enough	to	help	her	pain,	it’ll	be	her	last	try	ever.
After	 stinging	her	 thighs,	 neck,	 and	 shoulders,	we	 take	 a	break	and	 she	 sips

some	water.	I	check	her	breathing	and	feel	her	throat	for	swelling.
“I’m	fine,”	she	says.	She	nods	and	grins.	“Finish.”
Six	more	dead	bees	later,	we’re	done.	She	holds	an	ice	pack	to	her	wrist	while

I	dispose	of	twelve	carcasses.	I	begin	to	lightly	massage	around	each	spot	to	get
the	venom	moving	into	her	system.	I’ve	only	rubbed	her	thighs	and	neck	when
Pepper	trots	into	the	room,	spins	a	couple	times,	barks,	and	then	bolts	down	the
hall.
I	spread	the	slats	of	the	window	blind	and	peer	outside.	I	hear	a	rumble	in	the



driveway.
“Who’s	here?”	Mom	asks	when	we	hear	a	honk	of	a	horn.
I	crane	my	neck	to	see	around	the	pine	trees.	“There’s	only	one	person	in	this

town	who’d	come	here	in	a	school	bus.”
“Jed,”	Mom	says.	She	smiles	and	winks	at	me.	“Go	see	…	what	he	wants.”
The	doorbell	rings	three	times	before	I	push	the	screen	open.	Jed	is	wringing

wet	and	pale.



T

Two

he	calf	is	having	another	seizure.”	He	grabs	my	arm	and	ushers	me	toward
the	bus.

The	 last	 thing	 I	want	 to	 do	 right	 now	 is	 play	vet.	But	 Jed’s	 one	of	 our	 best
customers	as	well	as	being	like	family,	so	I	stoically	follow	him	up	the	bus	steps.
I	peer	over	his	shoulder	as	he	kneels	down	in	the	aisle.
His	 three-week-old	calf	 is	 lying	on	her	side	on	 the	floor.	Her	eyes	are	rolled

into	her	head.	I	feel	her	tense	body	twitch	and	jerk	while	I	check	her	breathing.
“Have	you	been	giving	her	the	medicine?”
“Yes,	yes.	Why	isn’t	it	working?”	Jed	strokes	the	calf’s	head.
“It	is	working.	She’s	breathing.	Open	these	windows	while	I	get	her	a	booster

shot.”
Pepper	follows	me	out	of	the	bus	and	sticks	close	to	my	side.	She	doesn’t	like

going	 into	Mom’s	 clinic	 any	more	 than	 any	 other	 animal	 does.	 “It’s	 all	 good,
Pep,”	I	say.	“More	animals	come	out	of	here	feeling	better	than	not	at	all.”	She
plants	her	butt	on	the	welcome	mat	and	lowers	her	ears.	“Fine	then.	You	stay.”
As	soon	as	I	walk	into	the	clinic,	I	bolt	for	the	employee	door,	which	leads	to

our	 kitchen.	 I	 open	 it	 just	 enough	 to	 fit	 my	 head	 in	 and	 yell	 into	 the	 house,
“Mom?	Jed’s	calf	is	having	a	seizure.	Should	I	give	her	a	booster?”	I	wait	for	an
answer.
“Diazepam,”	Mom	calls.
I	 prepare	 the	 booster	 and	 tap	 the	 air	 bubbles	 out	 of	 the	 syringe	 on	my	way

back	to	the	bus.	Pepper	stays	at	my	side	until	I	get	on	board.
“She’s	not	as	tense	now,”	Jed	says.



I	smile	at	him.	“Neither	are	you.”
I	 grab	 a	 fold	 on	 the	 back	 of	 the	 calf’s	 neck	 and	 slowly	 inject	 the	medicine.

“This	is	a	stronger	anticonvulsant.	She’ll	come	out	of	this	quickly	now.”
“It’s	got	to	be	damn	near	ninety	today.”	Jed	wipes	his	face	on	his	shirt.	“Poor

thing	can’t	handle	this	heat.	I	hear	all	of	Oregon	is	breaking	heat	records	today.”
“Breaking	records?”	I	blink	hard.	A	vision	of	Mom	with	a	jar	of	sixteen	bees

flashes	and	fades.	A	lump	forms	in	my	throat.	“I	have	to	check	on	Mom.	Come
in	for	a	drink.”
He	pats	the	calf	on	the	rear	and	gets	up	with	a	groan.	“Just	for	a	drink.	I	have

to	get	her	home	before	nightfall.”
I	look	to	the	sky	as	we	walk	across	the	driveway.	“There’s	a	couple	of	hours

before	sunset.	You	can	stay	for	supper.”
Jed	 smiles.	 “Another	 time	 soon.	 I’ve	 got	 to	 get	 the	 calf	 to	 her	mom	 for	 her

supper.”
We’re	quiet	for	a	minute	until	 I	say,	“If	she	has	another	seizure,	call	me	and

I’ll	come	right	over.”
“I	know	what	you’re	thinking,	Lily.”	He	chuckles	and	shakes	his	head.	“That

I’m	a	crazy	old	coot	 for	bringing	 that	calf	up	here	 in	my	school	bus.	Granted,
sixty	may	be	old	to	you,	but	I	can	tell	you	I	am	not	crazy.”	He	rubs	the	back	of
his	 neck	 and	 lets	 out	 a	 long	 breath.	 “When	 I	 pulled	 into	 my	 driveway	 this
afternoon	and	spotted	that	poor	thing	laying	near	the	fence	and	shaking,	I	didn’t
give	it	any	thought.	Just	picked	her	up,	put	her	in	the	bus,	and	drove	here.”	He
holds	the	screen	door	open	for	Pepper	and	then	me.
The	 cool	 kitchen	 floor	 is	 soothing	 to	my	bare	 feet.	 “Mom?”	 I	 call	 and	pour

three	glasses	of	iced	tea.
Pepper	 sprawls	 on	 the	 tile.	 Her	 hind	 legs	 stretch	 behind	 her,	 exposing	 her

entire	underside	to	the	coolness	of	the	floor.
“Look	out,	Frog	Legs,”	I	say	stepping	over	her.	“I’ll	be	right	back,	Jed.	Mom

could	probably	use	some	tea,	too.”
He	gulps	his	whole	glass	down	and	smacks	his	lips.	“Ahhh.	You	go	on	and	say

hello	to	your	mom	for	me.”
I	turn	the	corner	and	nearly	spill	the	drink	on	her.	“What	are	you	doing	up?”	I

grab	her	elbow	and	lead	her	to	the	table.



She	yanks	her	bathrobe	belt	tighter,	hooks	her	cane	onto	the	table,	and	sits.	“I
want	to	visit	with	Jed.”	She	takes	a	sip	of	tea	and	smiles.	“How	are	you?”
Jed	blushes	and	cracks	a	knuckle.	“Fine,	Sophia,	fine.”	Another	knuckle	crack.

“It’s	the	new	calf.	She	had	another	spell.”
I	 pat	Mom’s	 shoulder.	 “I	 gave	 her	 the	 Diazepam	 like	 you	 said.	 I	 think	 she

needs	a	higher	dose.”	The	last	two	words	become	stuck	in	my	throat,	but	Mom
doesn’t	seem	to	notice	the	fear	they	cause	me.	I	swallow	them.
She	wrinkles	her	brow.	“The	calf’s	in	the	bus?”
Jed	reaches	out	and	holds	Mom’s	hand	for	a	second.	“I	better	get	her	home.”
“Wait,”	 Mom	 says.	 She	 laughs.	 “You	 brought	 her	 …	 in	 your	 bus?”	 She

motions	to	my	feet.	“Get	your	shoes.	Go	with	him.	Take	a	harness.”
My	heart	sinks.	 I	 just	want	 to	stay	home	and	keep	an	eye	on	her.	“But	what

about	your	supper?”	I	say.
“It	can	wait.”	She	gives	me	her	I’m	serious	expression—chin	down,	wide	eyes

—and	nods	at	me.	“Okay?”
Jed’s	 gaze	 ping-pongs	 between	 us.	 “The	 bus	was	 a	 bad	 idea.	Next	 time	 I’ll

bring	her	in	a	crate	or	call	you	to	come	to	me.”
“Fine.”	It’s	not	worth	arguing	about	it,	so	I	do	what	she	asks,	especially	since

it	has	to	do	with	our	vet	business	and	Jed.	I	hate	the	thought	of	leaving	her	alone
when	she	needs	me.	Then	again,	I	stay	home	even	when	she	doesn’t.	It’s	not	like
I	ever	have	any	plans.	 I	 think	my	 last	night	out	was	 that	one	Freshman	Social
Night.	A	party	animal,	I’m	not.	I	slip	on	my	sandals.	“Let’s	go.”
Jed	gathers	the	empty	glasses	and	puts	them	in	the	sink.	“I’ll	bring	Lily	back

home	after	I	settle	the	baby	in.”
“That	baby	needs	a	name	…	soon.”	Mom	smiles	and	points	her	cane	toward

me.	“Give	him	more	pills.	Add	a	half	dose.”	She	takes	a	deep	breath.	“And	rub
chamomile	oil	on	his	snout	and	neck	to	help	him	relax.”
“See	ya	in	a	bit.”	I	kiss	her	on	the	hollow	of	her	cheek.	“I’ll	make	you	some

supper	then.”
Pepper	 lifts	 her	 head	 and	 thumps	 her	 tail	 when	 Jed	 cracks	 the	 screen	 door.

Mom	 snaps	 her	 fingers	 and	 Pepper	 goes	 to	 her	 side.	 “I’ll	 feed	 Pepper.”	 She
stands	in	the	doorway	and	shakes	her	head.	“A	cow	in	a	bus,”	she	says,	laughing.
I	watch	for	the	porch	light	to	flick	on	as	we	drive	off.	Even	when	it’s	not	dark,



that	porch	light	goes	on	whenever	I	leave	the	house.	Ever	since	I	was	a	little	girl,
like	magic,	it’s	always	lit	up	our	slice	of	the	countryside.
“Mom,”	I	whisper.	Her	voice	chimes	 into	my	memory	of	younger	days.	Lily

…	come	in	when	the	porch	lights	turn	on.
I	slip	the	harness	around	the	calf	and	hold	on.	She’s	drowsy	but	standing	now,

and	 I	don’t	want	her	 to	get	hurt	on	 the	bumpy	 ride	home.	 I	help	her	keep	her
balance.	I	picture	Mom,	drowsy	and	standing	with	her	cane.	Balanced.	Hurting.
The	bus	lurches	forward.	I	wrap	my	arms	around	the	calf’s	fuzzy	brown	neck

to	keep	her	still.
Jed	clears	his	throat.	“Your	troubles	are	safe	with	me,	Lily.”
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