
  
    [image: Bee Battle: Spelling, Spiders and the Secrets of Like by Donny Bailey Seagraves]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Bee Battle: Spelling, Spiders and the Secrets of Like by Donny Bailey Seagraves]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Published by Coile Grove Press

        Athens, Georgia

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2025 by Donny Bailey Seagraves

        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

        Seagraves, Donny Bailey.

        Bee Battle: Spelling, Spiders and the Secrets of Like / Donny Bailey Seagraves.

      

        

      
        Summary: Fifth-grade students Josh Meyers and Emily Ash compete against each other in the Hartfield Elementary School Spelling Bee in Hartfield, Georgia.

      

        

      
        ISBN 978-1-958713-06-8 (ebook)

      

        

      
        10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

      

        

      
        1. Spelling Bees—Juvenile Fiction. 2. Georgia—Juvenile Fiction

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are a product of the author’s imagination and/or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. Spelling bee words in this book may not be words a spelling bee participant might encounter at an actual bee. Official spelling bee words may be found on the Scripps National Spelling Bee website.
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      “If you took the W in answer, the H in ghost, the extra A in aardvark, and the T in listen, you could keep saying “What?” But no one would hear you because the whole word would be silent!”

      
        
        Olive Ostrovsky, from Rachel Sheinkin’s Tony and Drama Desk Award-winning musical 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee
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      Josh caught the woolly worm as it crawled up the playground fence. He wasn’t a big-time bug fan. But this prickly creature looked useful, he thought, heading toward a group of girls by the slide.

      On his way to wreak havoc, Josh almost stumbled over the new girl, Emily Ash. She was sitting on the grass, studying her spelling bee word list. He watched her mouth move as she chewed spelling words with pure enjoyment as if they were bubblegum.

      Emily was in the other fifth grade, across the hall from Josh’s fifth-grade room. She had transferred to Hartfield Elementary School in October from a school in the nearby town of Atkinsville.

      Josh knew Emily had made it all the way to fourth place in last year’s national bee competition. He’d heard about the Spelling Bee Queen. She was known for winning bees and for her calm way of spelling words.

      Josh glanced at the woolly worm, then back at the girl.

      So what. Mom had taught him how to spell the longest word in the dictionary when he was six: pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanokoniosis.

      And last year, he’d accidentally won his class bee when Valentina Garcia spelled rhinoceros with a “y” instead of an “i.” That little error had sent Josh to the school bee, where he’d somehow come in second.

      Still, Josh didn’t think of himself as a speller. He was an athlete. He’d rather kick game-winning goals in the Hartfield Hornets’ all-star soccer matches than spell in a bee.

      Could Emily do that?

      Anyway, if she was such a super speller, why was she studying during recess? Maybe she needed a little inspiration, a reason to get her face away from that word list.

      “Hey, Spelling Bee Queen!” Josh shouted.

      Emily ignored him. She stared harder at the page of words.

      Josh leaned closer and yelled in Emily’s face. “Spell this!”

      Emily looked up just as Josh flipped the worm onto her shoulder.

      Josh waited for her reaction. Nothing. Emily’s green eyes didn’t blink. She didn’t change her expression or make a sound. Instead, she put down her word list, peeled the caterpillar off her shoulder, and peered at the worm’s underside.

      “A woolly bear,” Emily said in a calm voice.

      Josh laughed. “A woolly bear? Looks like a wooly worm to me.”

      “Of course it’s a worm. But some people call it a woolly bear.” Emily squinted at the creature through the smudged lenses of her pink-framed glasses. “It’s the larval form of the Isabella Tiger Moth.”

      “I knew that,” Josh said.

      “Look at its thirteen distinct segments of black and reddish-brown.” Emily dangled the woolly in front of Josh’s eyes.

      Josh stared at the worm. It did have a lot of segments. But who was counting?

      “Usually, a woolly bear curls into a ball and plays dead whenever a human touches it. But this one is too upset to do that,” Emily said, looking at Josh then back at the worm.

      “Mr. Woolly Worm has had a hard day,” Josh said. “He was about to fall off the playground fence when I rescued him.”

      “You mean when you captured him,” Emily said.

      “Right. That’s what I meant.” Josh was thinking about grabbing the woolly worm and returning it to the fence. Throwing a worm on a girl he didn’t even know had been a dumb idea. He would never have done that if he hadn’t been sidelined from the recess touch football game by a soccer injury.

      “They say woolly bears can forecast the coming of winter. But that’s just folklore hogwash. They can sting if you rub their bristles the wrong way.” Emily placed the woolly worm on her turquoise sleeve and stroked the caterpillar’s back.

      Josh waited for the worm to sting her finger. It didn’t.

      “Thanks for the woolly,” Emily said. “It’ll make a great pet. My dog Spelletti will love Bristles.”

      “Bristles? Like a toothbrush?” Josh wondered if Spelletti would love the new pet enough to gulp it down for dinner.

      “Nope. Like a woolly bear,” Emily said, glancing at the cast on Josh’s left hand. “You’re the boy in the other fifth grade who got hurt at soccer practice yesterday.”

      “How’d you know about that?” Josh felt his skin itch underneath the cast.

      “All the soccer players in my class were talking about the accident this morning. They said you were the goalie, and Kyle Eades ran over your hand,” Emily said.

      “Yeah,” Josh said, remembering the dizzy feeling as he lost his balance and crashed to the ground. And the pain when Kyle, who was massive, kept running toward the goal, crushing Josh’s wrist and fingers with his cleats.

      “It wasn’t that bad. Really,” Josh said. “Goalie’s not even my regular position. I’m so good I usually roam all over the field, playing wherever I can do the most damage. They call me Wild Josh ‘cause I’m so dangerous.”

      The woolly worm raised its front portion in the air as if to say, “Well, woo-wee, Wild Josh.” Then it dropped onto Emily’s lap.

      “You don’t look dangerous,” Emily said. “My uncle used to play football at the University of Georgia. He got hurt a lot. That was dangerous. I’m staying with Uncle Max while my parents and little brother are in Egypt on a year-long dig.”

      “What are they digging?” Josh asked.

      “Artifacts. Mom and Dad are archaeologists.”

      “You didn’t go with them?”

      “Nope.” Emily nudged the worm back onto her sleeve and watched it crawl. “I could have gone to Egypt. But I decided to stay here and win the national spelling bee.”

      “Don’t they have spelling bees in Egypt?” Josh said.

      “Yep. But spelling bee words in Egypt are in Arabic,” Emily said. “I’m a great speller, but I can’t spell in that language. Not yet.”

      “I’d rather dig up mummies than spell in a bee. You should have gone to Egypt with your family,” Josh said.

      Emily stroked the woolly worm’s bristles, making the tiny creature’s body ripple. “I’d rather stay in Georgia and win spelling bees. How did you know I wanted a woolly bear pet?”

      Josh was about to answer that he didn’t know when something crashed into his back.

      “Hey, Josh. Can you toss the ball back over here with your good hand?” Darius Henderson yelled across the playground.

      Josh scooped the miniature football from the grass by Emily’s pink flip-flops and lobbed a high, spiraling pass at Darius.

      “Great throw,” Emily said. She stuffed the word list into her pocket and got up, being careful not to jostle her new pet. 

      “Thanks,” Josh said. Most of the fifth-grade girls were as tall as the boys or taller. But not Emily. She was short. Josh sniffed. Her sandy blonde hair smelled minty, like the shampoo Mom used.

      Wait a minute. Why am I smelling a girl’s hair and talking to her? Broken bones or not, I should be out there playing football, Josh thought, rubbing his nose with his good hand.

      “This woolly has such an intelligent expression,” Emily said, shoving the worm into Josh’s face again.

      “Yeah, it reminds me of my teacher around the eyes. All twelve of them,” Josh said.

      Emily grinned. “You have a weird sense of humor. I like that. I like the woolly, too. Can’t wait to show it to everyone in my class. I’ll be sure to give you full credit for the gift.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Josh said, feeling his face blush as he watched Emily stroll toward the school building, wearing the woolly worm on her head like a tiny fuzzy cap.

      “No problem,” Emily called over her shoulder.

      “You were supposed to be scared by the woolly—not make it a pet,” Josh shouted. He wasn’t sure, but Josh thought he heard Emily giggle as she pulled open the heavy glass door and disappeared inside the school building.
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      Emily pulled the caterpillar out of her hair and cupped it in her hand. The worm’s bristles tickled her palm as she hurried down the hallway toward her classroom. Weaving her way through a slow-moving maze of noisy kids, she couldn’t stop giggling. Did Josh really expect Emily Ash to be scared of a worm?

      Inside room 13, Emily’s classmates ignored her as she walked toward her desk, the first one in the center row.

      Mrs. Oliver introduced Emily last week on her first day at Hartfield Elementary. After that, each student stood and told Emily his or her name.

      None of the kids in Emily’s class seemed interested in getting to know anything else about the new girl. Emily was such an introvert she didn’t care that she hadn’t yet made any friends at her new school. Her entire life revolved around competing in spelling bees and winning. Friends were overrated.

      As Emily passed the teacher’s desk, Mrs. Oliver looked up from her laptop. “What are you hiding in your hand, Emily?”

      Emily stopped and opened her palm to reveal the worm. 

      “Nice specimen. They say woollies can predict the coming of winter.” Mrs. Oliver scratched at something in her dark brown hair.

      “Not this one,” Emily said. “Do you have a jar I can borrow?”

      “In the green storage cabinet. Help yourself. I’ll give you a couple of minutes to share with the class after you get the woolly settled,” Mrs. Oliver said.

      Emily found an empty plastic mayonnaise jar on a shelf, wedged between a broken stapler and a stack of old paperback textbooks. She forced open the lid and tried to drop the worm inside, but it clung to her hand like Velcro.

      “You’ll get used to your new home, Bristles. Maybe,” Emily whispered, nudging the woolly off her finger and into the jar. She watched the worm try to crawl through the jar’s clear plastic side. Emily knew what it felt like to live somewhere strange and unfamiliar. Would she ever get used to her new home in Hartfield with Uncle Max, her mom’s older brother? Maybe. 

      Emily slid into her desk seat and placed the Bristles jar front and center on the desktop. All around her, she heard snickers, burps, and little snatches of conversation. Her fellow students were noticing her now.

      “The new girl collects weird things,” a boy’s voice behind her said. 

      “She collects spelling bee trophies, too,” a girl’s voice two rows over said.

      Emily smiled. Her trophy collection filled many shelves on the bookcase in her room at Uncle Max’s house. She was sure that the Hartfield Elementary School bee trophy would soon join the others.

      Mrs. Oliver closed her laptop. “Quiet in the classroom, please. Before we get back to work, Emily has something to show us.”

      Emily stood and faced the class. She held up the jar so her classmates could see the beautiful woolly worm. Michael Mimsey made a goofy face as he stared at Bristles with his pale blue bug eyes.

      “Michael, wipe that look off your face. Tell us where you found the worm, Emily,” Mrs. Oliver said.

      “Okay. It’s like this. I didn’t find it. The woolly was a gift from someone special,” Emily said.

      “Who?” A chorus of classmates’ voices echoed in her ears.

      Emily inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly, hearing a little sound in her nostrils that she hoped no one else noticed. “Josh gave me the woolly. You know, Josh Meyers from the other fifth grade?”

      Laughter erupted across the classroom.

      “Wild Josh gave you a worm? Why would he give you a dumb gift like that?” Logan asked.

      “Because Josh likes Emily!” Michael shouted.

      As Emily listened to her classmates’ teasing words, she knew she’d started something. And this something would reverberate all over Hartfield Elementary School by the end of the day.

      A tiny giggle, like a baby hiccup, chirped up Emily’s throat. She quickly stifled the sound as she slid back into her desk seat.

      “Thank you for sharing, Emily. It’s not a dumb gift, Logan. But it is unusual,” Mrs. Oliver said. “Now, class, get out your Chromebooks, go to the language arts section, and read pages 49 to 58 silently while I finish grading this morning’s pop quiz.”

      Emily pulled her computer out of her pink backpack and began reading. As usual, she finished the assignment first. Slowpokes, she thought, glancing around the room at her classmates. Chloe Locklear, a tall girl with dark curls, looked up from her computer and smiled. Across the aisle from Chloe, Patrick Walsh blinked his eyes and sneezed on his Chromebook.

      While waiting for the other students to finish the assignment, Emily’s mind wandered back to Josh and his unexpected woolly worm gift. He must have been bored during recess today when the other boys played touch football without him, she thought. How would he take it when everyone started teasing him about his new girlfriend? Not well, Emily predicted.

      Josh deserved all the teasing that came his way. Was it Emily’s fault that he’d tossed a worm on her shoulder during recess today? She’d tried not to look at the tall boy in the Georgia Bulldogs t-shirt when he walked up. But he kept standing there, kicking at the ground with his mud-stained running shoe.

      Josh’s right shoelace was untied. Emily wondered how he would tie it back with only one working hand. She wanted to say something about that, but she had spelling words to study. So she kept her eyes on the word list and tried to ignore him while she spelled chimichanga three times.

      When Josh tossed the worm on her shoulder, Emily was tasting chimichangas in her imagination. Looking up, she realized something. The boy picking on her was really cute. And he would be her main competitor in the school bee. Valentina Garcia had told her about Josh coming in second last year and how the Asian girl who won the bee had moved to California. 

      All the kids at Hartfield Elementary probably expected Josh Meyers to win the bee this year. They were so wrong. Josh wouldn’t even remember how to spell the word dog by school bee time.
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      Later that afternoon, after the dismissal bell rang, Josh and Darius hurried out of their classroom together. The boys retrieved their bike helmets from their lockers, put them on, and headed down the hallway.

      “Josh loves Emily,” Darius chanted as he and Josh rounded the corner and walked into the main hall toward the school’s front exit door.

      Darius was small for his age and moved like he had extra joints. He said he was Josh’s best friend, but sometimes Josh wondered about that.

      “Josh loves Em⁠—”

      “Cut it out!” Josh shoved Darius into Kyle Eades.

      Kyle grunted, then lifted ham-sized arms and slammed Darius into Josh.

      Josh fell backward when Darius crashed into him, and the boys tumbled into a pile on the floor.

      “Ouch! You hit my cast,” Josh snapped at Darius.

      “You okay?” A girl’s soft voice asked.

      “Huh?” Josh looked up. Emily was staring down at him with an inquisitive expression. In her hands, she held a jar with the woolly worm inside.

      “You almost knocked me down,” Emily said. “Good thing I stepped out of the way. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to our caterpillar.”

      “It’s not ours.” Josh scrambled to his feet. He watched Emily turn and walk down the hall toward the bus riders’ exit, taking swishy little steps in her pink flip-flops.

      “Our caterpillar?” Darius chanted in a high voice, mimicking Emily.

      “Our caterpillar?” Kyle echoed in a higher voice. “You and that girl have joint custody of some stupid worm?”

      “It’s not a caterpillar or a worm,” Josh said, pointing his cast hand at Kyle. “It’s a woolly bear.”
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      “So, what are you and your girlfriend naming your woolly worm—I mean bear?” Darius said, following Josh through the school’s front door into the crowd of kids waiting for their rides.

      Josh tried to leave Darius behind as he hurried toward the bike racks.

      “I asked you a question,” Darius said, catching up with Josh.

      Josh glared at Darius. “Emily is not my girlfriend. We don’t have a woolly bear.”

      “Whatever you say.” Darius spit on the concrete walk. He opened the lock and pulled his bike off the rack. After swinging one long leg over his bike bar, Darius hoisted his scrawny body onto the seat.

      Josh unlocked his bike. He grabbed it from the rack and slammed it onto the sidewalk. “Really, Darius. I just meant to scare Emily with the worm. How was I supposed to know she liked caterpillars?”

      Darius shrugged. “You gave her a gift. Now the queen of spelling bees likes you.”

      “So? I don’t like her,” Josh said as he and Darius pedaled their bikes down the school driveway.

      “Doesn’t matter. Once a girl decides she likes you, game over,” Darius said. “Emily will follow you around and try to sit with you and hold your hand. And the worst thing is, everybody will tease you.”

      “You mean you’ll tease me,” Josh said.

      “Yeah, I’ll tease you. And so will the other kids. You’ll see,” Darius said.

      Crisp, fall air whooshed against Josh’s face, making his eyes water as he rode his bike up the Lightning Bug Trail that ran alongside Main Street. He guided his bike with his good hand, thinking about what Darius had said.

      “Soon as I get rid of this cast, I’m going back to sports,” Josh announced, glancing over at Darius.

      “Good idea. Maybe your arm will heal in time for flag football. Your new girlfriend can come cheer for you,” Darius said.

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.” Josh stepped down on his bike pedals and speeded ahead. He almost collided with a tall, red-haired woman in black jogging pants and a bright yellow Hartfield Marigold Festival t-shirt. After skidding to a stop, Josh looked back.

      The woman had stopped walking. She inhaled a deep breath, exhaled, and gave Josh an annoyed look. “Aren’t you the Meyers boy? Better watch where you’re going, or I’ll tell your grandmother you’re a reckless biker.”

      “Sorry,” Josh said. He didn’t know the woman, but he’d seen her jogging on the trail before.

      Josh hoped she would give him a break today. Grandma Grace might make him ride the bus to school if she found out he had almost run over someone on the trail. Josh would miss the freedom of riding his bike to school if that happened.

      Darius caught up with Josh, and the boys pedaled in silence until they saw the Hartfield Park outdoor basketball court.

      They were almost past the park entrance when Josh skidded to a stop and dropped his bike on the grass. “How about we shoot a few baskets?”

      Darius braked. He got off his bike and glanced at Josh’s cast. “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Let’s do it,” Josh said.

      A chain-link fence surrounded the court. The gate rustled as Darius opened it. Inside the fence, Josh tried to turn the handle on the equipment closet door, but it was locked.

      “I’ll go home and get my basketball,” Darius said. He only lived a few blocks from the park.

      “Wait, Darius. I’ve got a better idea.” Josh pretended to scoop a basketball from its hiding place behind a hedge. He dribbled the imaginary ball with Darius close behind. “We can play a pretend game. It’ll be almost as much fun.”

      “Moving your hand like that—doesn’t it bother you?” Darius said.

      “This one works fine.” Josh pretended to dribble harder with his good hand.

      But Darius was right. Josh’s wrist and fingers ached inside the cast as he scooted around the court. Dr. McGill had said no sports until he’d healed, in about four to six weeks. But Josh couldn’t resist a little basketball. It was only imaginary. But it felt good—like he was playing a real game.

      Josh heard the pretend ball thump against the concrete court as he bounced it away from Darius. He lunged and pumped the invisible sphere against the backboard. In his imagination, the ball bounced forward, circled the rim, then dropped through the net.

      “Two to zip,” Josh said. Broken wrist and fingers or not, he was still Wild Josh Meyers, star athlete.

      Darius pretended to grab the rebound. He sank a leaping dunk shot and shouted, “Two to two.”

      “Not for long.” Josh batted the ball away from Darius and dribbled a one-handed zigzag pattern around the court, hearing the soundless “thump-thump-thump” in his head as he moved.

      “Maybe Emily will forget all about this liking business by tomorrow,” Josh said.

      “And maybe I’ll turn into a pro basketball player,” Darius said,  waving his hands in Josh’s face.

      “Yeah, right.” Josh let the imaginary ball roll across the concrete. He settled onto a metal bench by the fence.

      “We usually play a whole game.” Darius collapsed onto the bench beside Josh. He wiped his sweaty face on his shirt sleeve.

      “When I have two good hands,” Josh said, holding up the clunky cast. “I’m done today.”

      “No way you could win with those broken bones. So you’re quitting,” Darius said, nudging Josh’s shoulder. “Guess you need some time to think up your next girlfriend gift.”

      Josh shoved Darius back. “I don’t have a girlfriend, remember?”

      “You do. Emily told her class about the cute little woolly worm you gave her today. That’s what Logan said.” Darius lowered his voice. “I saw Emily bat her eyelashes at you sixteen times in the hall.”

      “You counted?” Josh said.

      “Estimated. Face it, Josh. You’ve got a girlfriend. Tomorrow morning, all the kids at school will be singing, ‘Josh and Emily, sitting in a tree. K-i-s-s-i-n-g.’ How you like that spelling word?”

      “Take it back, or else!” Josh lunged at Darius.

      “It’s not my fault you’ve got a girlfriend,” Darius said, pushing Josh back.

      Josh huffed out his breath in an exasperated sigh. “I don’t even like her, Darius.”

      “Well, she sure likes you. What you gonna do, Wild Josh? What’s your stop Emily from liking you plan?” Darius said.

      “Still working on it.” Josh kicked at a loose chunk of concrete by the bench.

      “Better come up with something quick, or you’ll be doing this.” Darius made kiss-kiss sounds in Josh’s face, spraying spit.

      Josh wiped his cheek and frowned. Darius was right. This girlfriend thing was only going to get worse if he didn’t come up with a plan to end it.

      “Here’s an idea,” Josh said. “I’ll roll Emily’s house with toilet paper tonight. Then I’ll leave a note in shaving cream on her front door: STOP LIKING JOSH MEYERS OR ELSE!”

      “Or else what?” Darius asked.

      Josh shrugged. “I haven’t gotten that far yet.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Darius said. “Anyway, how you gonna get toilet
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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