The Bees of Irvine


Our town was not a quiet town, though I remember hearing otherwise often enough throughout my early years. It was Pat Carson who'd say it mostly. Ms. Pat, we called her, and she was a savvy, boisterous woman who'd come down from up North to renovate the old Parks place. A quiet town, she'd swoon, and our mothers would all agree, but I thought differently.


Irvine was a simple town, perhaps, but it was never quiet. My mother knew every other mother, and every child in my third grade class. She knew whose son had stolen gum from the Corner Store, and whose dog had dug up the grass in whose yard, and whose husband had forgotten his wife's birthday. She knew about Pat Carson's money, and about her son in Catholic Boarding School, and her father who lived in an old folks home in Florida. She knew Pat Carson had a curvy, Boston tongue, and not the subtle, southern accent she pretended. Everyone knew, and everyone was always telling somebody something, and making a lot of noise in the passive way that mothers do. The air hummed with gossip, as surely as the honeybees buzzed all day and night about Old Paul McIntyre's hive, and we kids would yell and scream and make trouble, and give our mother's cause for a pair of anticipative eyes and that motherly brand of soft, southern dismay. Really, it was never quiet, and I thought the idle chatter of our mothers and the squealing of us kids, the shhhsh of a garden hose when we'd snatch it up to spray one another, or the Gotchya!s and the That's not fair!s of tag and kick the bottle, must be like the horns and screeching tires of Boston.


My mother was a small, slender woman, with feathered hair and an easy temperament, and without much authority. She'd scrub her face clean every morning, and slather herself with lotions even in the stickiest months of summer, when the gnats and mosquitoes would swarm to suckle her bare arms, like bloodthirsty mobs of winged carnivores. She belonged to a book club and a prayer group and the PTA, and when we would stand together after dinner washing dishes, she with her yellow gloves immersed in a sinkful of suds and me waiting with a dry rag in my hands, and the clean aroma of detergent filling our lungs, and the sun outside just beginning to set, she would tell me about the bouquet of daffodils Mr. David had left on his wife's writing desk, already snipped, and tied up with a pretty red ribbon. Or how Mr. Vincent, who owned the Corner Store, was having Jimmy Pricket sweep up every day after school for a week to make up for the pack of Double Mint he'd pocketed. “It's never enough to say I'm sorry,” she'd say, or some such words of wisdom, and then she'd rinse out a bowl and hand it to me and ask if the Kotecki boys were still sneaking off to trade baseball cards beneath the slide during recess, and whether Ms. Worley, my teacher, was ever going to call their mother. “Those boys should be playing baseball,” she'd say with a tsk on her tongue, and I knew that she thought Mrs. Kotecki was a bad mother for letting those pudgy twins sit around all afternoon after school watching television.


When dinner was over and the dishes were washed, if it was still light enough out, I'd go next door to fetch Sal Baker, and he and I would shimmy up the great oak in my backyard, wearing our play shorts and scratching our legs and our bare feet and palms on the rough, ashy bark. We'd sit with our legs straddling a low branch and our hands planted between our skinny thighs for balance, and spy on Old Paul McIntyre, who lived behind me, in the shambles of a rickety old Victorian house, and who barely ever came outside, except to harvest honey from his wooden hives. It was a spooky house, the kind that seemed to have great, creeping shadows even in broad daylight. Kids called it haunted, but my mother had assured me once that it wasn't. “That man's got no indoor plumbing,” she'd said, “and that's a scarier thing than any ghost.”


We were up that tree because Old Paul McIntyre had said he'd shoot the next troublemaker he caught creeping about his lawn, and we believed him. He'd barged right into church one Sunday, and pushed Pastor Michael away from the podium, and said that the Lord didn't want no snarky kids riling up his bees and smearing snot all over his porch steps and stealing the toilet paper from his outhouse, and that he'd have his shotgun ready for the next pair of knobby knees that hopped his fence. “There won't a scrap a' toilet paper in 'Nam!” he'd growled. “Control your goddamn kids.” And my mother had gasped and slapped her hands over my ears.


We watched his windows, Sal and I, the summer nights of my third grade year, waiting for a murder, or for a shadowy séance, or for Old McIntyre to peel away his pale, pockmarked flesh and reveal the cyborg or government spy beneath. He was a war veteran, angry and easily spooked, and strange. He'd put out chopped liver for stray cats, and pasty sugar for his bees, and that was all we'd ever see of him. He didn't even go to church, except for that one Sunday.


I didn't gossip with Sal, the way I gossiped with my mother. He and I would peel up slugs from the damp underside of logs, and caterpillars from the schoolyard fence; we'd play hide-and-seek, or jump on Pete Wright's trampoline, or buy fudge pops at the Corner Store with our allowance. When it was hot, we'd sneak down to the swimming hole that Mr. Hartford had dug out for his cows. And after dinner, we'd sit up in that great oak, and spy on Old Paul McIntyre, and wonder what war was like.


Sal thought that war must be like the Boy Scouts. “Well, what's the Boy Scouts like?” I asked him, and he said that his troupe went camping, and learned how to pitch a tent, and that they grilled hot dogs for dinner and made pancakes over an open flame in the morning, with Bisquick pancake batter. “We get badges,” he said, “kinda like those medals Old McIntyre wears. Girls aren't supposed to know about the Boy Scouts, so don't tell nobody I told you.”


I asked him about s'mores, but Sal didn't think that the soldiers ate s'mores when they were at war, overseas. “Marshmallows are American,” he said. “Other countries don't even know what a marshmallow is.”


Sometimes I had a crush on Sal, though usually, when we were playing, I forgot about it. I loved him during class, when he would goof off, when the girls at the desks around mine would blush and giggle. And I loved him at night, sometimes, in late summer, when we would sit in that tree, and afterwards, when I'd lay in bed drifting, when my stomach would tingle.


My father was a car salesman, and he worked in Cook County, an hours drive out of Irvine. Really, he hated cars. He hated the highway, and he hated that weekday commute. Each morning, he'd wake early, and knot a tie about his neck, and cut through the six AM dark, and when he'd swing through our porch screen door at six o'clock each evening, he'd be grumbling about markups and commissions and window shoppers and traffic. He'd hang his hat and coat, and shove his briefcase into the corner behind the coat rack, and comb a hand through his thinning hair. And my mother, who had a calming way about her, would just say, “Oh, Billy,” and peck his cheek, and he'd smile, and slip the pillowy oven mitts from her hands, and take in a deep, exaggerated breath, and guess whether it was pot roast or fried chicken or macaroni casserole baking in the oven.


He wanted to be a pilot, my father. Saturday mornings, he'd back our asthmatic Buick into the drive, and wax down its flaking hood, and tinker about with the wheezing exhaust, and gaze periodically up into the clouds, wishing he were pilot, steering fiberglass wings through that brilliant expanse of summer sky.


Saturdays were laundry day, and I'd wake to the watery hum of the washing machine, and the rumbling tumble of the drier, and stumble bleary eyed into the kitchen to fix myself a bowl of cereal. I'd watch my father through our kitchen window, standing by that terminal Buick, scraping a squeegee down the windshield, or wiping the dipstick with a scrap of paper towel, but mostly staring upwards, tapping a greasy forefinger against his chin, waiting for some distant cylinder to come gliding by, and daydreaming.


It was on one such Saturday morning, as I was sitting there, still half-asleep, watching my father, and spooning Cheerios absently into my mouth, that Sal Baker came round like a windstorm, ringing our doorbell, and rapping on the windows and calling out for me through the open screens. “You tell that boy its too early for so much ruckus,” my mother yelled out from the washroom, so I slurped up the last bit of milk from my bowl and went out in my nightshirt to shut him up.


Jim Pricket was with him when I opened the door, and I didn't like that. Jimmy Pricket was a rotten kid, and his parents were strict and sharp. Sal grabbed my hand, and those two boys went running, yanking me along, around the side of the house, towards the great oak, babbling on about Old McIntyre and bees.


I peered nervously over my shoulder as we ran, towards our front drive, because my father didn't like us spying on Old McIntyre, and because he didn't like me playing with Jim Pricket. But he wasn't watching us, my father. He was watching the sky.


“We're gonna get the queen,” Sal said, and I didn't like the sound of that. “The queen bee, we're gonna get her.”


I pinched my brow, and glared at Jim Pricket, whose eyes were sly, so I knew it was all his idea. “That's crazy,” I said. “She'll sting you. And Old McIntyre'll shoot you.”


“He won't either,” Jim said. “And if you knew anything, you'd know it ain't the queen who stings you, its the workers.” 


“Well then, the workers will sting you, ” I said, and Jim Pricket pulled out a half-slice of honey-smeared toast from his pocket, and said how Sal was going to lure the bees off with the toast. “He's sprayed up with bug spray, so's he won't get stung,” he said.


“That's dumb.”


“It's not, either. And besides, that queen's a Russian, and Russian ain't American. My daddy says so.”


The boys climbed up our oak, and I climbed up behind them, and we all squinted our eyes and tried to see past the glare, into Old McIntyre's windows. “I think the coast is clear,” Jim said, and he and Sal scooted up to the tip of that branch, and swung down into McIntyre's yard. They were creeping like bandits, up towards those hissing hives, when a sound like the crack of a whip erupted and made all of us jump, and I had to clutch onto the tree trunk behind me to keep from losing my balance. We all froze, and my mother threw open the window over our sink, and Mrs. Baker came waddling frantically into our yard, huffing and puffing, and my father marched right up to the base of the oak, and we all stared at Paul McIntyre, who stood on his porch with a smoking rifle slung cross his chest.


Jim Pricket was the first high-tail it out of there, darting like a jackrabbit into the street, and later, at school, we'd all call him a coward. Mrs. Baker snatched up Sal's wrist with her manicured nails and dragged him home, and I clung to that tree trunk, afraid to face my father, and mesmerized by Old Paul McIntyre's gun.


“Young lady,” my father said, and I bit my lip, and felt my eyes begin to well, for fear of a switch or a spanking. I maneuvered my way back down to the ground, as slowly as I could manage, and peered up at my father, seeking mercy where I knew there would be none. “I told 'em not to do it,” I said, but he sent me inside, and I had to spend the rest of that sunny Saturday holed up in my room.


That night after Old Paul McIntyre nearly shot us, my mother sat me down at the kitchen table, and asked me why I didn't play with the girls in my class, and why I let those rotten boys get me into trouble all of the time. And two weeks later, my father called up a man from Cook County, and they tore up that great oak, and left a great, gaping hole in our backyard.


We spent that summer together, Sal and I, even after the great oak was gone, making chalk masterpieces on the sidewalk, or playing doorbell ditch with Jim Pricket, or sipping freshly squeezed lemonade on Pat Carson's porch, when it was hot and she was feeling especially southern. But our time spent spying on Old McIntyre was over, and all the unnoticed romance of those warm summer nights was lost. My love for Sal Baker paled, and the summer air cooled, and the coming autumn drenched Irvine in a golden, honey hue. But sometimes I'd stare out at that ugly hole between Paul McIntyre's house and mine, and remember the sturdy trunk and the languid arms of that magnificent oak, and wonder whether Sal Baker might have fallen in love with me, if we'd had a few more nights together, up in that tree.

