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Episode 1: Creature Comforts
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CHAPTER ONE

Homecoming




"Home!" I step just inside the entryway of my parents’ plantation-style house and drop my suitcase. 

After a week in the arid heat of the Arizona desert, the sticky Arkansas humidity is oddly comforting, even if it makes my long dark hair damp and causes my glasses to slide down my face. This place already feels like home to me, even though we only moved here a year ago.

I’m excited about next week too—Emily and I have Girls Club Camp. I can’t wait to see my best friend Riley for the first time since school let out for the summer. That’s way more exciting than flying across the country without my parents or spending a week feeding apples to my grandparents’ sheep.

“Put your suitcase in your room,” Dad says, coming in behind me with Emily’s bag. My two sisters and brother trail after him. I pick up my bag and head to the room I share with Emily.

The room is just as messy as I remember it. The bunk bed is gone, replaced by two twin beds that take up most of the space in our tiny bedroom. Clothes, toys, books, and old homework papers are scattered everywhere between the beds and across every inch of the carpet. I wrinkle my nose. I’d kind of hoped Mom would clean it up while we were gone.

"Ugh, I have to pee again!" I drop my stuff on the bed and race to the bathroom. This crazy need to pee all the time started in Arizona, along with this weird burning sensation whenever I try. I’ve been to the bathroom more times than I can count since last night.

From the toilet, I listen to everyone getting settled in the house. Someone mentions the kitten, and I wobble on the toilet, wanting to check on the baby cat. Nothing’s coming out, so I give up trying to pee, wash my hands, and leave the bathroom.

“Kids,” Mom shouts from the kitchen, “unpack your bags, then come help me with dinner.”

“Sure,” I shout back. I see Annette, my four-year-old sister, outside on the deck, playing with the cats. I slip out the back door, deciding to unpack later.

The baby cat has gotten bigger, hardly even a kitten anymore. I play with him until I see Dad bringing colorful plastic bags into the house. “What’s that? Groceries?” I follow him into the kitchen.

“Fireworks.” Dad sets the bags on the table and grins behind his mustache. “It’s the Fourth of July. I thought we’d get started.”

“Fireworks!” Scott, my younger brother, joins me.

“They’re for after dinner,” Dad says, shooing us away. “We have to wait for it to get dark.”

Mom hands me a stack of plates to set out. When we finally sit down to eat, she smiles wearily at the four of us.

“It’s nice to have you home again.”

“It’s nice to be home,” I say, enjoying Mom’s rice and chicken way more than anything I ate last week.

Around nine o’clock, the sky is finally dark enough for fireworks. I slip on my flip-flops and follow Dad outside, joining my siblings as we light sparklers, cheering and hooting in the front yard.
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Dad looks over at me. “Will you turn on the floodlights? It’s a bit dark out here.”

The switch is in the garage, just around the corner. “Sure,” I say, moving across the driveway. But when I step into the pitch black ground between the driveway and the side door, I find it locked. I give the handle one more good twist just to be sure. “It’s locked,” I call to Dad. “I’ll have to go in the house and do it.” As I step back toward the driveway, a branch pokes me in the side of the foot. “Ow,” I grumble.

Dad is busy with the Black Cats firecrackers and barely glances at me when I return to the front porch. 

“I have to go inside,” I repeat, in case he didn’t hear me. “It’s locked.”

“That’s fine,” he says. “We’ll be here. Tell your mom we’re waiting for her.”

I make a face as I open the front door. My foot stings where the branch pricked it. “Mom!” I call out. “Dad’s waiting for you.”

Mom pokes her head out of the kitchen, her short, curly hair frizzing around her face, adding to her frazzled look. “No one’s been helping me clean up, so he’ll just have to wait.”

I hear the chastisement but brush it off, determined not to be guilted into cleaning. “I stepped on a branch, and it poked my foot.” The stinging has turned into a definite throbbing now.

Mom comes into the entryway and looks at my foot, irritation marking her features. “Cassandra, put shoes on! We don’t go outside in flip-flops!”

I hurry to my bedroom and plop onto the floor. Outside, I can hear Dad and Scott lighting more fireworks. The shrill whistles echo around the house, and I wish I was still out there. Mom’s voice joins the foray, yelling about something.

A moment later, Emily enters the bedroom too. “I don’t see why we can’t wear flip-flops,” she grumbles, slipping some tennis shoes on over her bare feet.

I wince as I pull off my flip-flop, then cradle my left foot in my hands. I bend my head over it, my long dark brown hair falling around my face. “My foot really hurts.”

“Humph.” Emily just grunts and leaves the room.

Abandoning my tennis shoes, I reach for the clogs in the back of the closet. My foot hurts too much to wear a shoe that covers it completely. I get the clogs on but cringe with each step. I hobble down the hall to the entryway, where Mom is waiting for me.

“Come on,” she says, glancing out the window toward the rest of the family. “We’re the only ones not out there.”

Each step feels like a knife digging into my foot. I sit down and clutch my foot to my chest. “Mom, it really hurts.”

Mom rolls her eyes and sighs. “Cassie, honestly.”

Now even my ankle throbs. I bite my lower lip, fighting tears. “Really, Mom. It really hurts.”

“Take your shoe off.”

I grip the end of the clog and pull, but it’s stuck. I tug harder, trying not to yelp at the pain. I finally grasp the shoe and yank it off.

My foot, which looked perfectly normal minutes ago, is now swollen with a large round welt on top of my toes.

Mom gasps. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.” A tear escapes my eye and trails off the tip of my nose. “I was just walking around the driveway to turn on the lights, and I stepped on something. I thought it was a stick. It stung me.”

Mom kneels in front of me, taking my foot in her hands, and I cry out.

“Shh,” she murmurs. “I’m looking for a wound.”

I try not to cry as she tenderly turns my leg over and examines my insole.

“I see a few pinpricks right here. Could be from a stick that poked you. Come on, let’s get you to the couch.” Mom puts her arms around me and helps me walk to the living room.





CHAPTER TWO

Intervention




The pain is worse now, radiating up my leg in relentless waves. I can’t stop the tears, even though I’m trying to slow them down by taking deep breaths. My mom steps outside, calling for my dad.

“Jim, we have to stop. Cassie got hurt.”

“Tell her to shake it off and come do fireworks with us,” he replies.

“Jim!” 

I hear the concern in her voice when she calls his name again. He must hear it too, because he comes back inside without further argument, the other kids trailing behind him. I lower my eyes, trying to hide the tears.

My dad examines my foot in silence, not touching it. “What happened?”

“She stepped on something,” Mom says, pushing a hand through her short brown hair, a nervous habit. “She thought it was a stick.”

“It’s all big,” Scott leans in closer, staring at my swollen foot.

“Get back!” I snap, wishing they’d all go away. The pain is unbearable now, and I’m crying hard, unable to handle the agony slicing up and down my leg.

“I’ll get the neighbors. They might know what it is.” My dad walks out of the house.

“Emily, take everyone else to your room,” Mom instructs. Emily ushers the younger kids away, and Mom sits beside me, taking my hand. “How bad is it, honey?”

“Really bad,” I sob. The fire in my foot is overwhelming, like it’s burning from the inside out. I squeeze Mom’s hand and cry, feeling like I can’t endure it any longer.

Dad finally returns with Mr. Peterson, our neighbor, and his two oldest daughters. Mr. Peterson is a true Ozarkie, with a long, bristly gray beard, overalls, and a baseball cap. He built the large log cabin at the bottom of the hill with his own two hands.

“Get ice,” Mr. Peterson instructs his older daughter, who hurries to the kitchen. He turns to the younger one. “Take care of the smaller children.” She leaves to find Emily and the others. Mr. Peterson then turns to my mom. “She’s been bit or stung by something. Can’t say for sure what.” He lifts my foot, and I scream.

His daughter reappears with a bowl of ice. “Here.” She hands it to my mom, who places it on top of my foot.

“No, no, no!” I cry out, jerking away from the ice. “It hurts, it hurts, it hurts!”

“What is it? What got her?” Mom’s voice trembles with fear.

“Could be a scorpion. Maybe a snakebite. You need to get her to the hospital.”

“You take her,” Dad says. “I’ll stay here with the other children.”

“You both go,” Mr. Peterson insists. “The girls and I will watch them.”

Mom is already grabbing her purse and car keys. “Carry her to the car, Jim.”

I feel my dad’s strong arms around me, lifting me off the couch with a small grunt. “Thank you,” he says to Mr. Peterson as we leave.

The drive to the hospital feels endless, even though it’s only fifteen minutes away. The pain is unbearable, like my leg has tripled in size and turned into a fire pit. I sob into my hands, biting my knuckles to stifle the pain. “It hurts, it hurts, it hurts,” I repeat over and over, the words becoming a desperate mantra.

Mom tries to lighten the mood, leaning over the front seat to talk to me. “Listen to you,” she says with a forced laugh. “You sound so silly.”

But I can’t find any humor in the situation. I just bite my knuckle harder and cry even more.

Dad stops at the ER long enough to get a wheelchair, then parks the car while Mom wheels me inside. The hospital is cold, and I start to shake uncontrollably. My teeth chatter, and my whole body trembles.

“Are you cold?” Mom asks as she moves me to a corner of the emergency waiting room after signing us in.
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I shake my head, but I can’t stop trembling. My good leg bounces up and down, and then I feel it—a burning urge in my groin that’s become all too familiar over the last few days. “I need to pee,” I gasp out.

“Okay, honey. We’ll get you to a bathroom as soon as we get checked in.”

The waiting room is packed. A man with his head wrapped in a bandage leans over his knees, a baby cries in a woman’s arms, and a bleeding man on a stretcher is rushed past us. I keep glancing at the clock. Five minutes pass, then ten. Finally, Dad comes in from the parking lot, scanning the room until he spots us.

“You haven’t been seen yet?” he asks, clearly annoyed.

“Not yet,” Mom replies.

A nurse pokes her head out of the sign-in window. “Cassandra Jones?”

Finally. Mom wheels me over and explains the situation. I can’t stop shaking, my jaw trembling as I try to keep my teeth from chattering.

“Let’s get her back to a room and take a look,” a man in white scrubs says from behind the window. He has a friendly face, young, with curly brown hair. “Looks like she’s in shock.”

I tug on Mom’s arm as they wheel me away. “Bathroom, Mom.”

“Doctor,” Mom says, stopping the nurse as he directs us to a small room, “she needs to use the bathroom.”

“Oh, I’m just a nurse. We’ll get right on that. Let’s put her on this bed first.”

The room looks more like a doctor’s office than a hospital. There’s a small bed with a white cloth on it, a counter, and several containers full of medical supplies. The nurse and Mom lift me onto the bed, and my stomach churns. I swallow hard, trying to hold back the nausea.

“I’ll be right back with a doctor,” the nurse says before leaving.

Mom wraps her arms around my shoulders, but suddenly I can’t hold it in anymore. I lurch forward and vomit all over the floor. The tears start again, rolling down my face as I dry heave.

“Go find the doctor, Jim,” Mom snaps at Dad, who’s standing helplessly in the corner. He hurries out, and Mom grabs a paper cup, filling it with water from the sink. She rinses off my face, using paper towels she finds on the counter. “It’s okay. It’s okay,” she soothes.

I want to respond, but instead, I lurch forward and puke again. As I do, a warmth spreads between my legs. Despite the pain in my foot and the turmoil in my stomach, I feel a deep sense of shame. Eleven years old, and I’ve wet myself. “Mom,” I whisper, barely able to get the words out, “I just peed my pants.”

“It’s okay. It’s okay, sweetheart,” she says, her voice gentle and reassuring.

My chest heaves, and my shoulders shake uncontrollably.

“Okay,” the nurse says, coming back in. “The doctor will be in here—”

Mom jumps to her feet and rounds the bed, her face red with anger. “I told you she needed to use the bathroom! Do you know how embarrassing it is for an eleven-year-old girl to have an accident here in front of you male nurses and doctors?” Her eyes glisten with unshed tears as she shakes her finger in the young man’s face. “You should have taken her to the bathroom when I first told you to!”

“I-I’m sorry, ma’am,” he stammers, his face flushing with embarrassment. “I’m very sorry. Let me help clean this up.”

“No! You get out! I want a female nurse in here!”

“Yes, ma’am,” he mutters before quickly leaving the room.

I actually feel sorry for him as he rushes away, but the pain in my leg is too overwhelming for me to dwell on it. The agony is creeping up to my knee, making my whole leg feel stiff and tired.





CHAPTER THREE

In Case of Emergency




The small room erupts with activity. Two nurses rush in.

“Cassandra,” one says, “we’re moving you to another room. We’re going to change your clothes. Just relax.”

Before I can process what they’re saying, the nurses are already pulling off my shirt and pants. They shove everything, including my wet underwear, into a plastic bag. A paper-thin gown wraps around my waist, and they thrust my arms into the little sleeves. They tie it up in the back and lay me down on a stretcher.

“Mom!” I call out, panicking. “Mom?”

“I’m here.” My mother takes my hand, her face pinched with worry.

Then we’re moving. I stare at the overhead lights as they flash by, door frames appearing and disappearing from my line of sight until we turn a corner and enter an elevator. We’re going down.

We’ve barely stepped past the automatic doors when I feel it coming. “I’m going to throw up!” I manage to say.

Arms steady me, lifting and turning me just in time. I make the cleanest vomit pile possible on the floor beside the gurney.

They lay me back down and continue rolling me forward, finally stopping in another room. This one is full of machines that beep and long poles with bags of liquid hanging from them. The people around me start to blur as their voices swirl around my head.

“Measure the circumference of the leg.”

“We need to start an IV.”

“Search for a vein on her forearm.”

Someone grabs my arm, poking and prodding, then a band wraps around it. I feel the jab of a needle, but the pain doesn’t even register.

“No-go on the arm. Her veins are rolling.”

“Try the other arm.”

“The leg is swelling too quickly. We need to administer antivenin. If the swelling goes past her knee, we risk cutting off circulation and losing the leg.”

The same cold swab on my other arm is followed by another quick jab. “No-go. Rolling.”

“Doing a skin test.”

“Try her foot.”

“Got a vein!”

“Start the drip!”

There’s another jab in my foot. My body convulses, and my eyes roll back. My stomach churns again. Before I can warn anyone, I jerk upward and vomit all over my legs and the personnel at my feet. Something tugs on my right foot, and I see a slender plastic tube dancing in front of my face.

“Clean her up!”

“She just yanked the IV right out of her foot. Blew the vein.”

“Find another one!”

I stare at the lights overhead as firm hands push me back down. The lights wave and blur before disappearing completely. I hear my dad’s voice, feel his hands on my head, but then everything goes black. [image: hospital illustration1]
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“Cassandra.”

Someone shakes my shoulder, and I wake up with a shudder. My eyes flutter open, struggling to focus on the blurry figure silhouetted against the light. Nearby, a machine beeps steadily. I blink and widen my eyes, but without my glasses, I can’t make out the face leaning over me.

I turn my head and see white bars around my bed, holding me in. My pulse quickens, and the machine behind me starts beeping faster.

“It’s okay,” the woman says. “I’m a nurse. I’m just here to take your blood.”

I realize I’m in the hospital. “Where are my parents?” I ask, suddenly feeling very alone.

She points across the room. “Your dad’s on the couch sleeping.”

“Daddy,” I call out. “Daddy, wake up.”

A lump in the corner stirs, and my dad’s figure lifts in the darkened room. “I’m here, Cassie,” he says in a groggy voice.

“They’re going to take my blood,” I say, unable to hide the fear in my voice. I want him to tell them to go away, to make them stop.

“It’s all right,” he reassures me.

“It’ll be okay,” the nurse adds, leaning closer. I catch a whiff of her flowery shampoo.

“You should’ve just let me sleep,” I mutter, wincing as the needle bites into my arm.

“I couldn’t take the chance of you waking up and jerking the needle out,” she explains.

I bite my lip, trying not to cry.

“All done.” The nurse places the vial of blood on a cart. “Go back to sleep. We’ll do this again in a few hours.”

I exhale, releasing a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. I spot my glasses on a small tray next to my head. As I pick them up, I notice a small glowing light attached to my finger. I wiggle it, and the machine beeps in time with my movements. An IV dangles from a vein on my other hand. Putting on my glasses, I see a clock under the television. It’s just after four in the morning.

Television. That means there’s a remote control nearby, right? I sit up, and something tugs on my chest. I look down at my hospital gown and see several round stickers with cords attached to them stuck to my chest. “I look like E.T.,” I say. I glance toward my dad to see if he heard, but he’s still snoring lightly on the couch.

I point the remote control at the TV and turn it on. I watch reruns of Lassie for twenty minutes before my eyes grow heavy, and I drift back to sleep.

A little after seven, the nurse wakes me again. I know because as soon as my eyes open, I focus on the clock across the room. I groan when I see the needle.

“Just let me sleep!” I protest.

“This’ll be quick. And then we’ll bring you your breakfast.”

“Daddy,” I call out, determined not to face this alone.

He wakes with a grunt. “What?”

“We’re taking her blood again,” the nurse says, her voice filled with eternal patience.

“Oh. Okay.”

I wish he’d come over and hold my hand, but he doesn’t. I grit my teeth and look the other way.

“All done. Breakfast will be here in a minute.”

I want to ask what it is but don’t dare. I’m not sure I can eat.

It turns out to be a good thing because, a moment later, the nurse comes in with my breakfast: a cup full of a chalky brown liquid.
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“This is breakfast?” I stare at it, hoping it tastes like chocolate milk but doubting it will.

“You can only have liquids, honey. If you want some juice, we can get you that too.”

Juice sounds good. “Do you have apple?”

“Sure.” The nurse leaves the cup of chalk on the tray and disappears.

“How are you?” Dad asks, stretching before coming to sit in the chair by my bed.

“What happened?” I ask. My memories of last night are disjointed, blurred. I know from the IV in my hand that they eventually succeeded in getting one in, but I don’t remember it.

“It looks like you were bit by a snake.”

My eyes widen. “I was? How do we know?”

“A little boy came in earlier yesterday with a snake bite. His symptoms matched yours, and he’d seen the snake. So they treated you for a copperhead bite.”

Copperhead. I test the word out in my mind. I’ve heard of that kind of snake before, but I’ve never seen one. I’m not too familiar with it. “It’s poisonous?”

“Yes. There’s an antidote, but unfortunately, you’re allergic.” He grips my hand and turns it so my palm faces upward. “Here’s where they tried it.” He runs his fingers over a red rash on the inside of my forearm.

“Oh. So then what?”

“We prayed. We just have to wait. The poison has to drain from your body on its own.”

“How long will that take?”

“Well, you seem a lot better. You’re not vomiting anymore. We’re pretty sure you’re on the upside. But you’re still in the ICU, so we’re taking it easy.”

“ICU?”

“Intensive Care Unit.”

I try to process his words. I remember something else, something about my leg— “Am I going to lose my leg?”

He gives a brief smile. “You’re a very lucky girl, Cassie. The swelling went all the way to your knee and stopped. If it had gone past, we were at risk of it cutting off your blood circulation. But that didn’t happen.”

I look toward my legs, hidden under the blankets. “Can I see my foot?”

He pats my hand. “Not now. Your mom will be here soon. I know she’ll want to take a look. Oh, and to top it off, you have a bladder infection.”

“A what?” I squeak.

“A bladder infection. I don’t know if you noticed having to use the bathroom more, but that would be why.”

My face burns, talking about this with my dad, but I did notice. “Oh.” That probably explains why it hurt when I peed.





CHAPTER FOUR

Rest and Relaxation




Mom arrives with Emily a little after eight in the morning, just as visiting hours start. She brings balloons and coloring books from Annette, which I usually have no interest in, but today, I’m excited. The TV keeps repeating the same shows over and over, so anything different feels like a treat. Dad gives me a kiss goodbye and leaves for work.
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“Smile, sweetheart,” Mom says, aiming her phone at my face.

I force a smile and hold up my E.T. finger.

The camera flashes, and suddenly, all the machines in my room start blaring.

“What—what did I do?” Mom gasps, her eyes wide with panic.

Three nurses rush in, their expressions serious and worried. I stare at them as they hurry over, sticking a thermometer in my ear and wrapping a blood pressure cuff around my arm.

“It’s my fault,” Mom stammers. “I took a picture—”

The nurses stop what they’re doing and gape at her.

“You took a photograph?” one asks, incredulous.

“You can’t do that in here,” another nurse says. “This is secure equipment. You’ll have to delete that photo.”

“Didn’t they give you a handout about phones at the desk?” the third nurse asks, raising an eyebrow.

“I’m sorry,” Mom stutters, blushing. “I haven’t looked at it yet.”

The third nurse waves a hand, her expression softening with a sympathetic smile. “It’s all right. Just don’t do it again. Consider yourself lucky for that photo.” She tucks her stethoscope away. “Looks like you’re fine, Cassandra.”

After the nurses file out, Mom and Emily sit in stunned silence for a moment.

“Well, that was interesting,” Mom finally says, slipping her phone back into her bag. “Guess we won’t document this visit.”

“Can we see the leg?” Emily asks, her brown eyes wide with curiosity. “Can you see where the snake bit you?”

“I haven’t seen it yet,” I admit. “Daddy wouldn’t let me look.”

“That’s because it grosses your dad out,” Mom says with a chuckle. “Let’s take a look.”

I lean forward as Mom peels back the bedsheets. My thigh looks perfectly normal, and my knee is only slightly swollen. But below the knee, my whole calf is swollen up like an elephant’s leg. My ankle has vanished into the swollen flesh, and the skin of my foot is bubbled up like a bowling ball, swallowing my toes. Pen marks dot my leg where the hospital staff measured the circumference.

“Oh, wow,” Emily whispers, her voice full of awe.

I can only stare at my leg. How is it possible that this leg will ever go back to normal?

“Too bad we can’t take a picture of it,” Mom says, shaking her head.

“What about Girls Club Camp?” I ask, blinking back tears. Camp is in one week. “I was so looking forward to seeing Riley again.”

“Cassie, don’t worry about that right now,” Mom says gently. “Let’s focus on getting you better, okay?”

Easier said than done. All I can think about is missing the sleepaway camp—my first chance ever to go. But Mom is right. If I want to go, I have to get better.

Someone knocks on the door frame, and the same nurse who was kind to Mom about the camera incident comes in.

“Sorry for the confusion earlier,” she says, her tone apologetic. “We just have to be careful. We’ve had people sue, you know, odd things happen. I’m Mabel, by the way.” She flashes a badge from the lanyard around her neck.

“Of course,” Mom says with a nod. “How’s Cassie doing? Do we have a time-frame here?”

“It’s really hard to say,” Mabel replies. “But her vitals look great. I expect we’ll be able to move her to pediatrics later today.”

I perk up at the thought of not being so alone. “When do I get real food?”

“When we move you to pediatrics.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s the kids’ floor. You’ll meet lots of other children once we get up there.”

The idea of being around other kids lifts my spirits. “Is there a bathroom? I really need to go.”

“Oh, honey, we can take care of that right now.” Mabel bends over, and I expect her to unfold a wheelchair. Instead, she produces a small, U-shaped bowl. “Here, I’m going to help lift you.”

I stare at the bowl, confused, until she positions it under my backside. My eyes widen in disbelief. “I’m supposed to pee in here?”

“It’s quite all right, sweetheart. We’re used to it.”

My face burns with embarrassment. I can’t even look at Mom or Emily.

“We’ll step outside,” Mom says quickly. She takes Emily’s hand and pulls her into the hallway.

“Go ahead,” Mabel whispers encouragingly.

I nod and try to will myself to pee. But with Mabel standing there, it feels impossible. Finally, after what feels like forever, I manage to get out a trickle.

“Good girl,” Mabel says, but she doesn’t leave my side.

“You’re going to move this thing, right?” I ask, desperate to get rid of the bowl.

“You don’t have anything else?”

“No, I’m done.”

“Are you sure?”

What does she mean by that? I try to pee again, but there’s nothing left. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Well, you let me know when you need to go number two, okay?”

Number two. So that’s what she means. I exhale, realizing what she’s getting at. “I do kind of need to do that.”

“Go ahead, sweetie. That’s why I haven’t moved the pan.”

It takes a moment for her meaning to sink in, and when it does, I’m horrified. “I’m not pooping in this bowl.”

“Well, you have to.”

“I’m not. I’ll wait till I get to the bathroom.”

“We can’t take you to a bathroom. You’re bedridden. You can’t go up to the pediatric unit until you’ve had a bowel movement.”

The ICU feels pretty comfortable at the moment. “I’m not doing it.”

Mabel sighs and finally removes the bowl, leaving the room.

“Well, how did that go?” Mom asks, sweeping back inside.

I tell her everything.

“You wouldn’t go in the bedpan?” Mom asks, furrowing her brow.

“I went pee,” I reply, feeling defensive.

Emily giggles. “I wouldn’t do it either.”

Eventually, Mom takes Emily home. Mabel comes back with another nurse, and both of them try to convince me to go in the bedpan. I won’t budge. When Mom returns, they corner her.

“She needs to have a bowel movement. If she doesn’t, all the toxins in her waste will start to disperse throughout her body. They could make her really sick.”

Mom approaches me, her face full of concern. “Honey, I know you don’t want to, but you need to use the bedpan.”

As if I didn’t hear everything they said. “Take me to a toilet. There’s a wheelchair.” Why are they making this so difficult? It can’t be that hard.

Mabel exhales, blowing a piece of hair out of her face. “Cassandra, it’s really not that bad.”

“I won’t do it,” I say firmly.





CHAPTER FIVE

Toilet Troubles




Mom leans over and mutters to Mabel, “She can be very stubborn.”

“I have an idea.” The other nurse leaves the room, and I watch as Mabel wrings her hands together. When the nurse returns, she’s carrying a toilet seat attached to long legs.

“A bedside commode!” Mabel says, brightening. “The doctor said it would be all right for you to try using it. Here you go, Cassie.”

[image: hospital illustration2a]

I examine the portable commode sitting next to my bed. There’s no water in it and it doesn’t flush, but it has toilet paper, and at least I won’t feel like I’m sitting in my own poop. “Okay,” I say, nodding.

Mom and the nurses help me turn sideways and slide from the bed to the toilet. The moment my foot leaves the support of the bed, gravity pulls it downward, and it clangs against the commode legs. I inhale sharply to keep from crying out from the pain, focusing on the seat, ignoring the throbbing weight coming from my heavy, misshapen leg. I try to block out the fact that everyone’s staring at me.

Mabel squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll just pull this curtain, and everyone else can go on the other side, but I need to stay in case you need me. Okay?”

“Okay,” I murmur.

Everyone looks satisfied when I finish. They help me slide back into bed, but I can’t lift my leg up. I feel the muscles straining, trying to respond to my commands, but the leg is too heavy.

“I can’t get it up,” I say, panic creeping into my voice. Will I always need help to use the bathroom?

After the nurses get me settled on the bed and leave the room, I explain my fears to Mom.

“Let’s try something,” she says. “Leave your leg on the bed and turn sideways. Don’t let your leg fall.” 

We practice sliding me on and off the commode without moving my leg, and then I do it myself several times until I feel comfortable.

“Thanks, Mom,” I say, relieved. Gaining back at least that much freedom lifts my spirits.

Mom leaves around two o’clock to be with the other kids, leaving me alone for three hours until Dad arrives from work. I color, watch TV, and wish I had a book to read.

Mabel comes in around four. “Guess what, Cassie? We’re moving you to the pediatric floor!”

I look up from my coloring. “That’s great! Will I be able to walk around?”

“Not yet. But there are other kids there. You’ll see them.”

Mabel unhooks the finger monitor, the chest stickers, and takes out the IV. I flex my hand, glad to have the tube of dripping liquid gone. Mabel helps me into the wheelchair while I gather up my things.

“Will my dad be able to find me?” I ask.

“We’ll make sure he knows where you are.” Mabel wheels me into the elevator and presses Floor Four.

“What about the other boy bit by a copperhead?” I ask. “Is he still here?”

“Yes, he is. He’ll be just a few doors down from you.”

I can’t wait to meet him and tell him I got bit too.

Mabel helps me set up my stuff in the pediatric unit, then rings the floor nurse. A handsome Black man comes in, sporting a full head of curly hair and a small goatee.

“Zack, this is Cassandra,” Mabel says. “She was bit by a snake too. I’m leaving her in your care. She’ll need a bedside commode.”

“Hi, Cassandra!” he booms, flashing a big smile and holding out a hand. I take it and smile back. “I’ll get what you need.” He leaves the room.

Mabel gives me a hug. “You get better. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

I didn’t realize until this moment that Mabel won’t be my nurse anymore. “Are you leaving?”

“The ICU is my unit. But Zack will take good care of you, I promise.”

The goodbye is over before I can get emotional. Then Zack is back, a bedside commode slung over one arm.

“Anything else I can get for you, Cassandra?” he asks, setting it by my bed. “Will you need help with that?”

“No, I got it,” I say, embarrassed he would even ask. “I did want to meet the other little boy bit by a snake. Can you take me to see him?”

“Let me see if he’s awake. If he is, I’ll wheel you over.”

Zack returns a few minutes later. This time, a little boy shuffles in behind him, one leg bandaged up.

“This is Kevin,” Zack says. “Kevin, this is Cassandra. She wanted to meet you.”

He’s just a little guy, seven or eight years old. “You can walk!” I say, lighting up.

“Kevin was bit on his leg,” Zack says. “So he was able to walk quicker than you will, Cassie.”

“You were bit by a snake too?” Kevin asks.

“Yeah. I guess I stepped on it when I was walking outside in flip-flops. What about you?”

“It was under my bed. We were playing hide and seek, and I crawled under there. It bit me. But we killed it.”

“It was in your house?” I stare at him in horror.

“Yeah. But we leave the front door open so the dogs can come in and out.”

Still, the very idea of such a creature invading my personal space… I shudder.

“I’m taking Kevin back,” Zack says.

“Come visit anytime,” I say, already feeling lonely as they move toward the door. “When I can walk, I’ll come visit!”

#

Dad arrives just as Zack brings dinner in. My stomach roars in anticipation when I realize it isn’t juice or a chalky drink. I lift the lid off the food tray and breathe in the aroma of instant potatoes and pot roast, never so happy to see solid food.

“How are you doing, Cass?” Dad gives me a kiss and settles in the chair next to my bed.

“Much better,” I say, digging into my dinner. “I get real food again.”

Zack measures my leg while I eat. “Her swelling’s gone down. Things are looking good.”

“I’ll be able to walk soon,” I add around a mouthful of food.

“Soon,” Zack agrees. “Not today.”

That doesn’t surprise me, though it’s disappointing. “When?”

“We’ll check your swelling in the morning.”

I don’t sleep well. At least they aren’t checking my blood every few hours, but after doing nothing but lying in bed all day, I have a hard time feeling tired. I watch late-night shows and cartoons until the early morning hours.

In the morning, after they’ve checked my vitals, I insist on trying to walk. Dad and Zack carefully lower me to the ground. I suck in a breath, my foot still impossibly heavy. I try to hold it up, to hover it above the surface before gingerly putting it down, but I don’t have enough control over it. It slams into the linoleum floor, and I choke back a gasp.

“Not yet,” Zack says, picking me up and putting me back into bed. “The swelling has to go down more. Maybe tomorrow.”

The day passes in absolute monotony. The only highlight comes when Kevin shuffles into my room to say hi. I give him a sheet to color, and he sits by my bed with me.

“There are other kids here,” he says. “Tom is in the room next to yours.”

“What’s wrong with Tom?” I ask.

“He fell out of a car. Broke a lot of bones. His leg is screwed into the bed.”

I can’t even picture that. I decide as soon as I can walk, I’ll have to go see Tom. “Who else?”

“There’s Maggie. She just came yesterday.”

“What happened to her?”

“Her appendix burst. They did surgery on her. She’s fine now. I see her in the game room.”

“There’s a game room?” Why haven’t I heard about this before now?

“Yeah. It’s got some movies, video games, a few board games. Lots of kids hang out there.”

“Wow.” That does it. I have to be able to walk tomorrow. I can’t stay in bed another day.

#

I watch Zack measure my leg in the morning.

“How’s the swelling?” I ask.

“It’s looking better.” He eyes me as he puts away his instruments. “You want to try walking again?”

I nod. This time, I’m determined to do it, no matter how much it hurts.

Dad has already left for work, so Zack helps me out of bed by himself. I try to control the swing of my foot as gravity pulls it toward the floor. I manage to slow it right before it hits. Holding my breath, I let my foot touch the ground.

“Careful,” Zack murmurs.

I straighten up, putting more weight on it. Oh, it hurts. Stabs of burning pain flash up my calf. I grit my teeth and force a grin. “I can do this.”

“Really?” Zack backs away, examining me uncertainly.

“Yeah.” I hope he leaves soon. I don’t know how long I can hold this fake grin. “Thanks for your help.”

I stay where I am, grinning like an idiot, as Zack leaves the room. Then I grab the bed and lean against it, letting out a gasp.

“Oh,” I moan. That hurts. But I’m out of bed.

Steeling myself, I begin a slow shuffle out of the room. I keep to the edges, leaning against the wall and putting as little weight on my foot as possible.

I don’t make it to Kevin’s room. By the time I reach the hallway, beads of sweat have popped out on my head, and I’m panting. I make it to the next room over and drop into an empty chair, breathing heavily and wishing I could lift my leg off the ground.

“Hey.”

I hadn’t paid any attention to the room’s resident on the bed until he speaks to me. The TV is on, and the noise of the cartoon characters had distracted me from anyone else in the room. Now I turn my head and start at what I see.

A boy lies there, about the same age as Kevin. His right arm and leg are in a cast. The left leg, on the other hand, is in a sling hanging from the bed. In the middle of the sling, right through his knee, is a fat bolt, like the kind used to close a hotel door at the top. Bloody tissues surround the knee on either side of the bolt.

“Hi,” I say, remembering now what Kevin told me. “Sorry to barge in like this.”

“That’s okay. I’m Tom. What room are you in?”

“Right next to you. I’m your neighbor, Cassie.”

“What are you in for?”

“I got bit by a snake.” I eye his knee. “Does that hurt?”

“Sometimes. When they clean it. I fell out of a car.”

I nod. “That’s so crazy.”

“Want to play a game?” Tom nods at the table. “I have some card games.”

I hate card games. I never understand the rules and always lose. “That’s okay. I just need to catch my breath.”

He looks at my foot. “Maybe you shouldn’t be walking yet.”

What does he know? I scowl at him. “I’m taking it slow.”

“Okay.” He turns back to watching TV, and I feel bad.

“I’m going to see Kevin. But I’ll come back later.”

“Sure.” He faces me again. “My birthday’s tomorrow. My family’s having a party. You should come by.”

A birthday party. In the hospital. A lump forms in my throat. “How long have you been here?” I notice then all the cards in the room, the balloons, some half-floating, others hanging limply around the bed, and a myriad of drawings taped to the walls.

“Two months. I’m doing a lot better now.”

Two months in the hospital. I shudder. I’ve been here three days and can’t wait to leave. “Yeah, I’ll come by tomorrow.”

“See ya.”

“See ya,” I echo, forcing myself out of my chair. I grab the wall again and make my way out the door.

In the hallway, I pause. I could continue on to Kevin’s room and make the lengthy, painful trek back to my room after. Or I could just go the few steps to my room now and try again tomorrow.

I turn toward my room.



CHAPTER SIX

Professional Walker


“Look at this leg.” Zack grins at me as a doctor I don’t know prods and pokes my leg and writes down a few things in my chart. “Your foot already looks better.”

It does. I can see my toes again, and even some ankle definition.

“How was walking yesterday?” Zack asks.

The doctor looks up, raising her eyebrows. “You’ve already walked on this?”

“A little,” I say. “I got tired yesterday. I just went to Tom’s room.”

Zack nods and squeezes my shoulder. “Good thinking to come in and rest when you got tired.”

I smile, not about to admit how hard walking had been for me.

“That’s good,” the doctor says. “Everything is looking great. You should be able to walk around on it easier today. Tomorrow you can leave, if all continues this way. We’ll get you some crutches when you are discharged.” She hands me a paper cup of water and the usual giant pills, or horse pills, as Zack calls them. “Take your meds. Wash them down with extra water.”

I do as expected, excitement mounting in my chest. Girls Club Camp starts Sunday. If I get out of the hospital on Friday, surely that gives me enough time to go to camp.

I know Mom will come by soon, but I’m anxious to try walking again. I’m surprised at how much easier it is to slide my legs off the bed today. I

































































OPS/images/hospital-illustration2a.jpg





OPS/images/Designer-(22)c.png





OPS/images/hospital-illustration1.jpg





OPS/images/Designer-(22)b.png





OPS/images/Designer-(22)a.png





OPS/images/Designer-(22).png





OPS/images/title-new-season-2.png
- \giﬁﬂ HE.) §Z/ 3
UEXTRAORDINARILY
N\ ORDINARY.Z

~\CLIFE OFp -

CASSANDRA
JONES

WALKER WILDCATS

\JEAR2:AGE11






OPS/images/snake.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
OGN s

WEXTRAORDmARILY(’

ORDINARY.
LIFE OF

CASSANDRA

//
/
e
O

S—
TAMARA HART HE! \NER





