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For my little butterfly, Victoria . . .
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Because you asked.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
“The butterfly counts not months      
                         but moments, and has time enough.”
                            — Rabindranath Tagore


Day 2
 
 
ONCE THERE WAS THE MOST auspicious little butterfly named Willow who lived at the edge of a lush grove of Ponderosa Pine trees on the side of a very steep mountain. 
The reason Willow considered herself lucky was that the buzz on the mountain was that though another Old World Swallowtail had once lived in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado many generations ago, no Swallowtail had been seen since. 
Sometime during the human Great Depression of the 20th century, the very last Old World Swallowtail to be recorded in the National Park was logged in a special butterfly book by a handle-bar mustached man called John and his nature-loving wife, Grace. 
It wasn’t that this little Swallowtail was important for being last; it was what the Swallowtail did during his short life that made him important.
How Willow had come to be born on the side of this particular mountain was a great mystery to her. She couldn’t ask her mother, for her mother had long since gone and her father had also recycled back to Creation even before her mother. Yet, she felt sure it was for a very special reason that she was there, and as she sunned herself while sitting on a Golden Currant shrub, she regarded herself very seriously.
“Aw, geez, there she goes again,” Skipper said to his friend, Percy. “In the neighborhood a few days and she thinks she doesn’t stink like the rest of us.”
“Actually, Skipper, in your case, she doesn’t.” said Percy. Percy usually didn’t try to make his friend feel badly by pointing out the obvious. (Okay, that might not be true.) After all, Skipper couldn’t help that he was a malodorous baby skunk, while Percy was the most adorable of adorable little hedgehogs.
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Just by virtue of his cuteness, Percy could get away with anything, and he did! Like when his orneriness would get the best of him and Percy just had to pour several acorn caps full of fresh rainwater down into Louis the Rattlesnake’s already sodden house; or, sometimes he couldn’t help himself from using his petite hind legs to stomp and kick dirt into Mrs. Meeker’s flower bed. Well, what was he to do?
As Louis slithered out to chastise Percy, or Mrs. Meeker twitched her whiskered nose and turned her long ears accusingly toward him, all he had to do was bring a twinkle to his little black button eyes and a crooked smile to his pint-sized snout of a nose, and you know the rest. 
If that didn’t work, he would tuck his diminutive cuteness into a ball of soft fur, rolling quickly down the mountain to safety!
Skipper’s snuffling noises and the sound of Willow’s gentle voice brought Percy back from reminiscing over the good times. The smile quickly faded from his usually endearing little face.
 “Skipper, don’t cry. He didn’t mean it in a bad way,” reassured Willow.
Skipper shook his head, doubting Willow’s sincerity. He hiccupped and then said, “It’s easy for you. You’re so beautiful.”
Something about this made Percy angry, an emotion he wasn’t used to feeling. But, since all feelings are a part of Nature, he decided to go with it.
“Don’t talk to Skipper like that!” Percy cried his eyes suddenly ablaze. “I’m his friend, not you.”
Skipper hiccupped again, becoming more nervous. It’s what he did when he was upset. Skipper wasn’t sure if he got nervous because of the hiccups or if the hiccups were what made him nervous. 
Skipper appreciated Percy’s friendship. Truthfully, any and all friends were appreciated because it’s hard for skunks, which meant that he didn’t want to possibly offend this potential new friend either! 
“It’s okay, Percy. Willow didn’t mean anything by it.”
Come to think of it, how Percy and Skipper had become friends was nearly as mysterious as how Willow had come to live on the mountain with them. What an odd lot they were becoming! But, Skipper would have to recall that later.
Percy’s foot began to twitch, which was a dangerous sign meaning you never knew what might happen next. “You! You think you are so important. You don’t even do . . . whatever it is butterflies do. You sit around on bushes preening, or near the water’s edge looking at yourself all day!”
It was true. Willow didn’t have much interest in doing the things other butterflies did. When she thought about it much, it brought her down. How could Willow be so silly as to think herself to be important when she didn’t even behave like other butterflies?


Day 3
 
 
IT WAS A BRILLIANT NEW DAY. The sun quickly lifted high over the mountains in the clear blue sky, warming and then evaporating the dew from the blades of wild grass from the chilly night before. 
For Willow, every day was splendid. When you’re a butterfly, you spend a lot of time thinking about how precious every moment of your life is. Butterflies don’t have time to build houses, or plant gardens. They don’t go to school or even have to do chores. They simply flit from flower to flower, sipping the sweet nectar, enjoying—
“Willow, watch out!” 
Willow quickly darted from atop the pink Fairy slipper where she was having breakfast, down into the safety of the brush below in the nick of time as Orville and Neville, two red Cardinals, swooped past where she would still be sitting if Coral, the Trout, hadn’t jumped out of the nearby stream to warn her. That’s the only thing butterflies have to worry about—being eaten!
 “Coral, that’s twice in two days! You have magnificent eyesight!” exclaimed Willow.
Coral was quite pleased to be acknowledged for her talent by a land creature, “Hmmph! I’ve known those two scallywags since they were knee-high to a noodle. They would try to trick me by tossing special treats over the side of their nest into my favorite eddy. I thought dinner was being hand-served by Mother Nature herself. A mouthful or two of bird poo set me hopping mad. And I don’t hop! It’s been war ever since!”
The sound of strident chirping filled the air once more before Orville and then Neville swung back around to dive-bomb Willow’s hiding spot.
“Aw, Willow, I wouldn’t eat you. I just want to play!” taunted Orville, the skinnier and younger of the two Cardinals. His wings spread out gracefully to navigate a sharp turn. 
Coral quickly leapt out of the water again, “Don’t believe the scamp, Willow!”
Orville and Neville’s mothers were sisters and had each laid a single egg in nests in neighboring Cottonwood trees last spring. Orville’s egg had been oddly shaped, long and narrow like a pickle, which they accounted for his devilish disposition.
Neville took after his father and was much plumper and stouter than his fiend of a cousin. His mother had really had to concentrate with all her strength to bring Orville’s jumbo-sized egg into the world. She was exhausted afterwards and never quite got over it. A slow-moving Orville always seemed to be chasing after Neville just to keep up. It was because of this that Orville felt empathy with the slower creatures of the forest and a twinge of guilt when his meal came at their expense. 
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Willow giggled at the spectacle between the two Cardinals and the trout on her behalf. She must really be something for all this to be happening just for her! Sheltered from harm by the Universe for her status as an important butterfly, or so she thought, Willow tempted fate, leaving the safety of the tall grasses, taking flight toward a Ponderosa Pine tree.
“Wee! Catch me if you can!” she chortled.
Orville, casually gliding on an updraft high above, took the challenge, tucking in his wings in order to become more aerodynamic. “Easy peasy!”
Neville was horrified at what was about to happen. He quickly swooped down from a low Oak tree branch he’d been resting on, hoping to beat Orville to his target.
Coral was also frantic, leaping higher and higher out of the water so she could see what was happening. “Willow!” Leap. “Skedaddle!” Leap. “Faster!” Leap. “No!”
As Willow’s laughter trailed behind her, the high-pitched whining sound of two Cardinals in a dive, their sharp, pointed yellow beaks glinting in the sun, came closer and closer to Willow—


Day 5
 
 
WILLOW FLEXED HER outstretched wings and marveled at their strength and agility. She gazed into the mountain stream next to the smooth boulder she was sunning herself on and saw the beautiful colors that were her full glory.  
Old World Swallowtails have pastel yellow wings with striking black vein markings. On the outer parts of their wings farthest away from their body, the yellow changes to a deep orange or rust. Next, there is a vibrant blue which is even better than ordinary blue, and the hind wings have a red eye spot beneath the tail.
“You know you’re a common yellow swallowtail, right?” said Percy whose undetected appearance startled Willow. 
Willow tried to find something to like about Percy, but he purposely made it difficult and she wasn’t sure why he took offense to her.
“My left tail eye spot is quite rare, if you must know.” Willow turned her body so that Percy could examine her hind wing.
He looked and saw that instead of a red eye spot, hers was half brown, “It looks rotten to me. That’s bad luck.”
Just then, both Willow and Percy lost their footing briefly on the boulder, as Skipper’s noxious smell pre-announced his imminent arrival. 
“Hello, Skipper,” they both said holding their noses, their eyes watering until adjusting to Skipper’s stench.
“Boy, oh, boy, that was something yesterday, wasn’t it?” Skipper bounced up and down on the boulder by the water, making it jiggle, unnerving Willow and Percy. “I’ve never seen nothing like it!”
Percy sighed and rolled his eyes while Willow giggled in delight. What Skipper didn’t seem to realize was that he was the cause of Orville and Neville’s unfortunate accident yesterday. 
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Just seconds before both Orville and Neville were to reach Willow in the contest of flight that would have decided Willow’s fate, Skipper had innocently wandered into the scene to visit Willow, unaware of what was happening. Percy knew this as he had been secretly following Skipper. 
The truth was Percy was jealous of Willow. He knew that Skipper was quite fond of the butterfly and Percy was afraid of losing his friend to Willow. Percy didn’t realize making new friends doesn’t mean your old friends go away. It’s just . . . well, Percy may be adorable, but he was so ornery, he really didn’t have any close friends.
Anyway, Skipper hadn’t washed in nearly a week and was so particularly stinky that as soon as Orville and Neville caught wind of him, they fainted mid-air, crashing into each other, feathers flying everywhere. The explosion of color looked like the fourth of July in the middle of the afternoon!
“My hero, Skipper!” gushed Willow.
This made Percy so mad, his dainty hind legs began to twitch out of control. The next thing Skipper knew, he was flying through the air without the benefit of wings, landing directly in the cold mountain stream water, thanks to a swift kick from Percy.
“Thought you needed a bath,” said Percy coolly.
Skipper was in such a state of shock, he didn’t know whether to laugh or to be angry as the current began to carry him down the stream.
 “Percy!” exclaimed a shocked Willow. She didn’t know what to think either. “Well? Are you going to rescue him or am I?” 
“A bug with paper for wings is going to rescue him? Ha ha ha!” 
Percy glanced over the edge of the boulder and saw a soaked Skipper floating away. He felt a twinge of shame at what he had done to his best friend.  Skipper grabbed onto a broken branch wedged in some rocks just a little way downstream. In that moment, Percy saw something else which really put him to shame. In Skipper’s eyes, he saw fear.
“Skipper, I’m coming! Don’t be scared!”
As he pulled back from the rock’s edge to work his way down to Skipper, he quickly glanced at Willow, a flash of anger crossing his face. This was all her fault. When he looked at her again, feeling a little satisfied he could place the blame on Willow for just about anything he could dream up, in her face, he saw that she was afraid, too!
Percy’s eyes were locked on Willow’s little bug eyes which were getting bigger by the second. He had no idea butterfly eyes could get so big and scared. But Willow wasn’t looking at Skipper. 
The sky suddenly darkened as if a cloud had blown across the sun. A current of air made Willow’s wings flutter so that she had to dig her toes into the cracks in the rock to keep from being carried away. Percy’s heart began to thump loudly; he dared not turn around to see what was happening, but they had reason to be afraid . . . very afraid.


Day 8
 
 
WILLOW STRUGGLED TO free her arms but something bound them tightly. It was dark and she couldn’t see. 
“Where am I?” she whimpered.
She was breathing hard. It seemed as if there wasn’t enough air in the strange space she was confined in. She took a few deep breaths and started once again, pushing and pulling to free herself . . . but, from what?
No matter how hard she tried, nothing changed. She was swaddled like a human baby in a blanket. She soon grew very frustrated. 
“Willow, my darling . . .”
Willow could hardly believe her ears, “Momma?”
“You have something very important to do, Willow. Listen to your mother now.”
“Daddy!” Willow began to wriggle in earnest now, grunting and groaning with the strain. Finally, came some movement. She seemed to drop down a little. Willow felt a cool breeze on her feet. She rested a moment before calling forth all of her willpower.
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“My darling, you need not struggle so. Let the forces of Nature guide you.”
Willow listened to the wisdom of her mother. She worked at freeing herself a little, and then she would rest. A little more effort, and then more rest. It was as if she were maneuvering her way out of dark tunnel. At least Willow now had a nice draft that brought her fresh air to breathe.
Several hours had passed and she was only half free. Willow wasn’t sure what part of her body was out of the tunnel and what part was still caught in a tangle somehow. All she knew was that she still couldn’t stretch out her arms, and that everything felt . . . different. “I . . . I can’t.”
She was about to cry when she heard the tinkling of laughter and felt little hands tickling her dangling feet. She was so ticklish that it made her kick uncontrollably, loosening the last of what bound her. Willow slid the rest of the way out of the black tunnel with a whoosh, as if on a waterslide, into the morning sunshine. 
“Wake up, silly head!” said Skipper. “That was some nightmare you were having!” 
Willow woke up just in time for Percy to gleefully throw another acorn capful of water onto her already drenched head, laughing even harder at the ridiculousness of a water-logged butterfly.
Willow understood now. She had been dreaming about her birth into the world; when she’d undergone her metamorphosis from a worm to a butterfly just eight short days earlier. It was a chrysalis that she had changed inside of and emerged from. This had been no nightmare, for she’d been lucky enough to hear her mother and father’s voice and feel their loving presence in her dream. For butterflies don’t usually get to see their parents except at the time of the Great Crossing.
Willow was so filled with appreciation for simply being alive, she ignored Percy and Skipper, leaping to her feet to shake off the water before spreading her wings in the mountain air and taking flight, waterlogged and all. “Yippee!”
After a few wobbly flaps of her strong wings, she easily wafted higher and higher in the zephyr breezes that supported her flight. “Momma and Daddy, I’m special! Ha! Ha! Whee!” 
Willow’s lovely wings appeared translucent against the yellow orb that sustained life not just on her mountain, but on all of Earth. 
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Emboldened by Willow’s enthusiasm, Skipper attempted to launch his own stubby body into the air as he yelled, “I’m special, too!” without getting much height.
Percy could only roll his eyes in disgust and kick the dirt, “You had your chance to be special the other day, but you blew it.”
From above, Willow saw Skipper’s ebullience quickly fade because of what Percy had just said.  Willow had learned to not let Percy’s occasional rudeness dampen her spirit, but she knew that Skipper was a very sensitive and insecure skunk. As she floated back down to Earth, she saw that Skipper was quiet, his eyes downcast in shame.


Day 11
 
 
TODAY WOULD HAVE BEEN the most significant day of Willow’s young life thus far, if she had only accepted a very important invitation.
The clouds in the sky were fast moving, white and puffy like cotton balls. Everyone was gathered around the big rock near the stream waiting, watching the sky for a sign. 
There was Louis the Rattlesnake, Mrs. Meeker the Cottontail Rabbit, Coral the Trout, Mika the Mountain Lion, and Pepper the Elk. Also, Cardinals Orville and Neville, Archie the Black Bear, a squirrel, marmot, badger, shrew, dragonfly, a moose, a bighorn sheep, a gray fox, and many more creatures of the mountain. 
Willow and Skipper watched from the back as Percy used his strong hind legs to jump up onto the rock to address the waiting crowd that was growing nervous the closer it came to the appointed hour.
“Thank you for being brave enough to come,” Percy began.
Willow watched Skipper hang his head in shame again. The funny thing was, she never felt any shame for anything she ever said or did. Why should she?
Willow thought back to three days earlier when Percy had kicked Skipper into the stream in a fit of jealously. She was ready to go after him herself, when the biggest sky creature she had ever seen appeared, hovering over them like a spaceship—except this spaceship had big, yellow eyes, a sharp beak, and mighty looking talons. 
Her personal experience with birds led Willow to believe that all three of them were about to be lunch. At first she was terrified. Then she thought, “Well, if I’m going to be the appetizer, I’m not ready, and that makes me mad!”
“Hey ugly! If you think you’re going to eat us, you’d better reconsider because the wet one stinks, that one there has a temper, and I taste bad!” she yelled at the sky creature.
Percy had been shocked by what Willow had just done, for she had committed the most grievous of errors. Didn’t Willow have any idea who she was speaking to? Now he was the one quivering with fright.
The sky creature gracefully lowered itself to the ground in front of the rock Willow and Percy stood upon. Unbeknownst to either of them, Skipper had quietly hauled himself out of the water and snuck under the back of the rock so as not to be seen. Normally, they would have smelled him a mile away, but since he’d just gotten his bath . . .
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Even standing on the ground below the rock, the creature towered well above them both. Willow’s hands dropped from her hips when she saw Percy bow slightly in front of it. She didn’t know what it was as she’d never seen one like it before.
Its huge yellow eyes regarded Willow, and though Willow’s tough demeanor had softened a bit, she fearlessly held her gaze upon it.
“What? Are you Mother Nature or something?” finally asked Willow, the silence starting to make her more nervous than the thing in front of her.
Percy turned his bowed head slightly to whisper to Willow, “She might as well be. This is Madera, the Great Horned Owl, current leader of the Rocky Mountain Wisdom Circle.”
“Oh,” said Willow starting to squirm a bit. Willow was too young to fully comprehend the import of a personal visit by the elder owl. Great Horned Owls were night creatures and not typically out gallivanting during the day—especially the head of the local Wisdom Circle. 
Humans didn’t know that animals and insects, though part of the food chain, still organized and gathered together to work in harmony with Nature to ensure the survival of the planet. Food chains were just one of Nature’s ways of keeping order and balance. 
Wisdom Circles were created so that the animals and insects could meet as friends, without fear of being eaten, to show their appreciation and to honor each other for being part of the Circle of Life. Occasionally, it was necessary to discuss the activities of humans.
Really, no creature was any better than any other creature. All were equals. It’s just the current leader of the Wisdom Circle was the oldest living creature on the mountain. By virtue of being the oldest, it seemed natural that she or he would have acquired much wisdom as to the workings of Nature. When a leader would recycle back to Creation, the next oldest living creature in line would take his or her place.
And, since they were equals, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am. My name is Willow and I’m here because I have important work to do. I don’t know what it is yet, but well, here I am.”
Percy and even Skipper, still hiding under the rock, gasped at Willow’s boldness! She was either extremely audacious or extremely unwise. Audacious, meaning daring, is not to be confused with auspicious, which means lucky. 
Madera’s eyes seems to grow a little larger than the yellow saucers they already were, which made Willow wonder for a split-second if she had made a mistake, but never mind, she was who she was. She held her ground and maybe even stood a little taller, commanding, “Percy, stand up straight. And Skipper, I can smell you now. Get up here and say hello to Miss Madera.”
Now it was Skipper’s turn for his eyes to grow as big as saucers. He froze, but then thought better of it, quickly slinking on top of the rock to stand next to Willow and Percy, though he still couldn’t look Madera in the eyes.
Madera wasn’t showing it on the outside, but she was smiling broadly on the inside. In all her years, she’d never seen a creature with such moxie! The young butterfly was a bit foolish, but life experience would cure that. Finally she spoke, “This is unexpected, but, Willow, would you please join me and the Wisdom Circle regarding an urgent matter.”


Day 13
 
 
THAT MEETING WAS TWO days ago and Willow had changed her mind, deciding to attend at Skipper’s urging. It’s not that she didn’t appreciate the invitation—she did, very much. But, something in the pit of her stomach told her she had other important work to do. She didn’t even know what they were going to talk about, but still, her instincts told her it wasn’t time.
Meanwhile, Skipper was becoming confused. Though he wasn’t invited to attend the actual meeting, he stood next to Willow to keep her company and to cheer Percy on before he gave his talk. When it came to friendship, Skipper was as loyal as they came, rain or shine, good times and bad. But, Willow was now also Skipper’s friend. He found that the more friends he made, the more complicated life became—and this was just with two friends. What would happen if he made a third friend? 
Madera, the Great Horned Owl had not initially intended to invite Willow to the urgent meeting. The one she had intended to invite was none other than Skipper himself. 
Madera had learned of Skipper’s dedication to those he loved and it also helped that he had a special skill that only skunks have. She thought he might be useful for the Circle’s cause.
Unfortunately for Skipper, his fearful reaction to Madera’s arrival, hiding behind the rock by the stream, and that he was too bashful to look her directly in the eye, gave her insight to see, though he was a promising young skunk, Skipper wasn’t yet mature enough for the job the Circle had in mind for him. 
And based on Percy’s extremely unfortunate behavior that day, and unruly reputation, as cute as he was, he was never even considered.
The surprise of the day had been Willow and her unfailing strength of character. Even as life changed from moment to moment, she had the uncanny ability to adapt to the needs of the situation, to be helpful, and she was protective of those around her. The special combination of skills was rare to be found in any individual, much less a butterfly whose short life’s ambitions usually center upon self-preservation. Willow was a natural born leader! 
Skipper’s shame stemmed from the knowledge that he had failed Madera. No one told him he had failed, and if he had asked anyone, they’d all say he had not failed—okay, Percy was the one who told him he had failed. Even so, Skipper knew Percy was right. He also knew that Percy was really covering up the fact that his feelings were hurt that Madera had not invited him to be part of the Wisdom Circle meeting.
In lieu of the invitation to actually attend the meeting, Percy had appointed himself Grandmaster of Ceremonies—meaning, he had Madera’s permission to address the group of attendees before the meeting started. He had practically begged Madera and because owls are usually asleep during the day, she was so sleep-deprived she finally agreed so she could get back home and into bed as quickly as possible. Besides, Percy had no idea what the meeting was about, so what harm could he cause?
As Percy took center stage to address the creatures of the mountain, Skipper heard twin Mule Deer giggle and whisper, “Have you ever seen such a sweet cupcake of a hedgehog?”
Everyone moved closer to listen to “Cupcake,” keeping a wide berth around Skipper, holding their noses, some even making impolite remarks about Skipper’s scent. It was only Willow who remained close by his side, smiling at him. And for that, he loved her.
What harm could an adorable little hedgehog cause with just his words? Lots. And it was this that caused Skipper to feel so confused as he watched Willow sadly turn to go to the Meadow. 


Day 14
 
 
THE MEADOW WAS ONE of Willow’s favorite places; it was an expansive and open wilderness space within the mountains. 
She observed the wind dancing freely through the tall grasses and wildflowers, around stands of trees and rocky outcrops, unencumbered. Everyone seemed especially happy in the Meadow.
Since word had gotten around that Willow had been invited by the leader of the Wisdom Circle to a special meeting, she had become quite popular. 
She and several new butterfly friends were enjoying an activity called kiting. There was Rosa, a Mexican Yellow; Nettie, an Olympia Marble; Sasha, a Southern Dogface, and Mossy the Monarch butterfly—although, she should have been called Bossy.
Kiting is where the wind is just right, not too strong and not too light. The butterflies stretch out into line formation while holding hands. Together they lean into the wind as they stretch out their wings so that the wind lifts them into the air where they hover off the ground like a kite. The balancing trick is to see how high the wind can lift you without getting carried away. This was such fun! Why hadn’t she tried this sooner?
Even Skipper and Percy were laughing happily below, jumping into the air trying to catch Willow and her friends who were taunting them. It seems they had made peace about what happened the other day and Willow had privately made the decision to dismiss Percy’s unpleasant comments about her on the rock in front of everyone before the Wisdom Circle meeting. 
Life was too short and she preferred to be out having all the fun she could have rather than dwelling on the shortcomings of others. After all, each of them was doing the best they could, just like she was. Nobody is perfect.
Little Rosa, the Mexican Yellow Sulphur butterfly was struggling as she floated in the air with the others. She had promised Willow that she wouldn’t say anything about Skipper’s perfume, but, “¡Ay, caramba!” the cologne he’d put on to cover his natural skunk aroma was so overpowering! She must have been allergic, too, for it was all she could do not to sneeze.
Rosa wiggled her little nose to prevent what was coming. She turned her head this way and that way and even held her breath to avoid Skipper’s noxious smell. As hard as she tried, Little Rosa couldn’t stop a sneeze this big to save her life. And a sneeze exactly what happened.
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She felt it tickling her nose so strongly, the loudest, “Atchoo!” ever heard in this part of the world burst forth from her tiny mouth. The force from the sneeze was so potent it knocked her backward, whereas she broke her hand-grip with Mossy the Monarch. She fluttered her little wings in earnest to restore the line formation that had been severed.
 “Rosa, hurry up before we are swept away!” said Bossy.
Willow saw what had just happened and was watching to see if the little Yellow’s wings were strong enough to flutter back to Mossy. The wind had gotten a little stronger which was reason for concern. Then, out of the corner of her eye, a dark cloud sailed across the sky as if it was on roller skates, forewarning of a micro-burst of wind that hit the band of butterflies right in the stomach like a punch.
“Ehhh!” they screamed in unison, the locked butterfly hands slipping down the line as the wind began to carry each of them separately toward a cliff that would launch them off the mountain. If they caught the Rocky Mountain canyon current, they would be whisked away to other mountains!
Percy and Skipper chased after them thinking it was part of the game. They didn’t realize the little butterflies were in trouble. 
“Percy! Skipper! Help!” cried Willow.
Running behind the butterflies, Percy and Skipper looked at each other in confusion, unsure of what was happening. But, Willow knew and that was enough. Farther ahead she spotted a tuft of Mountain Brome bunchgrass.
“Percy, see that bunchgrass that’s coming up? Beat us to it and quickly chew off the longest piece and hold it up as high in the air as you can when I sail by. Go!”
This made Percy smile. “So, this is a game,” he thought. He was very good at games and liked to win at all costs. He ditched Skipper to put his super-speedy feet into high gear.
“Wait for me!” yelped Skipper, his stout legs moving as fast as they could carry his white-striped black body.
Hedgehogs have sharp little teeth that can gnaw through lots of things. Percy quickly selected the longest stalk and made quick work before standing on his tippy toes to hand it off to Willow like a baton as she tumbled through the air overhead, attempting to grab hold.
“Whatever you do, don’t let go!” And that was the last thing Percy heard Willow say that day.


Day 15
 
 
THERE WAS TO BE a celebration on the mountain that day for a new hero. All the friends of the forest had gathered near the usual boulder by the stream. The trees swayed happily in the light breeze. The flowers seemed to have fresh, vibrantly colored buds that had burst open for the occasion—even the stream babbled with livelier conversation than usual, sparkling in dazzling sunbeams.
Percy walked as tall as a baby hedgehog could proudly walk to the front of the crowd who was waiting for the Wisdom Circle to arrive any minute. He loved that all eyes were on him. Okay, not just him, but still, he had shared in what had transpired the day before. 
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Ahead of him, Willow gracefully flapped her wings, uttering, “Excuse me,” when she needed a little more wing space to get through. Behind Percy, the remaining procession included Rosa, Mossy, Nettie, and Sasha.
Skipper had been invited to join them since he had helped, but he chose to remain in the back to watch from there. Being sensitive to the needs of others, he knew it would be hard for everyone to endure his skunk smell for very long.
While everyone waited, Skipper had time to study the faces of his friends who had turned toward the gathering. Willow, her eyes lit with wisdom that belied her age, smiled kindly back at Skipper. Though, they hadn’t been friends for very long, Skipper felt for her as if he’d known her his whole life and maybe even longer. 
Next to Willow, Percy’s bright eyes and broad smile scanned the crowd. He appreciated their appreciation for him. Ha! From the back, Skipper couldn’t help but smile back at Percy, even though Percy was completely unaware his friend was watching him.
As uncommon as it was, for skunks and hedgehogs usually socialize in different circles, their friendship actually started in a similar manner to what happened with Willow yesterday.
Skipper hadn’t been on the mountain very long when sadly, he lost his mother. One night, Skipper lay wide awake in his mother’s burrow, burning with curiosity and questions about life. Is the moon really made of cheese? Does snow come in different colors and flavors? Since he couldn’t sleep, he decided to go out for a walk. 
Skipper had never been away from home. As he wandered farther and farther, lost in amazement at the vast world around him, he literally became lost! At first he cried and missed his mother terribly. But, then he saw that Mother Nature really does do a pretty good job at making sure everyone has at least something to eat, most things tasting yummy, so he had adapted and learned to be on his own at a very young age. That is . . . until the incident.
Eating was, and still is, one of Skipper’s most favorite activities. One afternoon, he was patting his full belly, pretty sure he was too full for even one more grub, when beeeeeeelch! Okay, he had room now. He leaned over to pluck up the last grub, but before he could, Orville, the Cardinal, bird-bombed him from above, swinging back around with a low aerial maneuver to steal his grub! 
Needless to say, had Orville ever wanted to be friends with Skipper in the future, he would have turned the grub down on principle—you don’t steal Skipper’s food—ever!
It was when Skipper went chasing after Orville to scold him that his foot had become badly entangled in a Quaking Aspen tree root. The more he tried to free his foot, the tighter the root seems to grip him before he finally broke down to have a cry about it. 
When he took his tear-stained face out of his hands, Percy had appeared out of nowhere, rolling around on the ground laughing.
“Oh, monkey! Pepper is so mad at me, I won’t be able to step foot back in the Meadow until next spring!”
Percy had pulled a prank on Pepper, the Elk, by sprinkling his favorite eating area with arugula. Arugula is a lettuce plant that sometimes tastes like a skunk’s butt. 
“You should have seen Pepper’s face when he started to graze in the Meadow and took a bite of skunk’s butt!”
Pretty soon Skipper couldn’t help himself and was laughing, too! And then he thought about it, “Wait. I’m a skunk.”
Percy took one look at Skipper and launched into an even louder fit of giggles until he fell over in exhaustion. Finally, taking notice of Skipper, who was now quiet, he walked over to where Skipper sat, “Looks like you’re having trouble.”
Skipper buried his face in his hands again. He didn’t want the hedgehog to see him cry. “Go away!”
“You go away!” said Percy.
“That’s the trouble silly head, I can’t! You go away!”
 “You’re the silly head!” argued Percy. “If I go away, then who’s going to help you get your foot out? I don’t see your friends standing in line anywhere.”
Skipper looked down at the ground, whispering, “I don’t have any friends.”
“What? Speak up, I thought you said you don’t have any friends.”
Skipper yelled, “I don’t have any friends!” so loudly, the Blue Jays in the Oak tree nearby squawked noisily and took off in flight. Percy just stared at Skipper as if he were a strange sea monster. 
“I suppose being a stink-butt skunk, it’s hard to make friends. I’m not saying I’ll be your friend, but I will help you. I’m going to gnaw your foot off.”
“WHAT?!” shrieked Skipper.
“Well, you want to be free, don’t you? It won’t hurt much.” 
Skipper started to cry unabashedly this time. Percy giggled uncontrollably again. “Oh, monkey, this is too easy! I’m just kidding. I’ll gnaw through the root.”
And, as simple as that, he did. And they’ve been friends ever since.
Skipper’s thoughts were interrupted as a colossal shadow blocked the sun. Looking skyward along with everyone else, he recognized the shape and waited for it to settle on the boulder. It was Madera, the Great Horned Owl. She looked even more intimidating than usual with the extra height from the boulder.
Just like Percy had with Skipper when they first met, the rest of the Wisdom Circle seemed to magically appear as if out of thin air. There was Toby the Wood Frog, Ricardo the Rock Squirrel, Coco the Bobcat, Millie the Centipede, and Summer the Golden Eagle, to name just a few.
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As it was daytime again for Madera, she didn’t waste a single moment getting started.
 “Friends, we gather together today to pay tribute to one of our own, a hero among heroes. Many lives were saved yesterday due to fast and imaginative thinking on the part of this special individual.” 
Madera retrieved a tiny head wreath made of flowers from between the feathers of her left wing, “And, so it is, the Wisdom Circle recognizes and honors . . .”
Madera held the wreath between her wings tips high above before releasing it to spiral gently downward to the receiver beneath her. Willow quickly pushed a stunned Percy in her place to accept the wreath. So tiny it was, it only covered one of his ears. 
The crowd erupted in cheers and applause for Percy, their hero, who hesitated only slightly before bowing deeply. Willow beamed with joy. The four butterflies congratulated Percy. Even Skipper’s eyes welled up with tears for his friend, as ornery as he could be at times.
Willow was happy to handoff the tribute to Percy, for she just knew it wasn’t her time yet. She didn’t know what life was going to bring, but Willow was excited to find out.
Madera would have liked to have said she was astonished by what Willow had just done, but it matched yesterday’s actions to a tee. Pepper, the Elk, had reported that Mrs. Meeker had heard that Coral, the Trout, had been told that Neville, the Cardinal, had witnessed the entire episode. 
Though Percy had chewed off the tall grass for the butterflies to grab onto that stopped them from propelling off the mountain like rockets, it had been Willow’s quick wit and direction that had saved them. 
Percy adjusted the wreath slipping on his ear, took his final bows, when suddenly the celebration was interrupted by loud popping explosions that sounded like gunshot. And to the creatures on the mountain, nothing is feared more—


 
Day 17
 
 
EXCEPT FIRE. 
Summer, the Golden Eagle, had been flying nearly non-stop for two days in an effort to keep the remainder of the Wisdom Circle and all the inhabitants of the mountain informed. Not only up to date, but safe as well. Contagious, fear can spread faster than wild fire and be more destructive. Madera was wise enough to know it was important that rumors be kept to a minimum.
Madera herself had had very little rest the past two days. At times, two rows of ants standing on each other’s shoulders were necessary to prop open her eyelids so she didn’t fall asleep standing up! The worker ants were happy to be performing such an important task during an emergency, but Madera found it a little embarrassing, as the leader of the Wisdom Circle, to be the only one requiring this service.
“Friends, I’m afraid what Summer speaks of is true. I witnessed such ignorance three summers ago—summer seasons, rather. Not understanding that Mother Nature works in perfect harmony, ensuring the highest good for all life, Man has set the forest on fire—” Madera began.
“Why, Madera? Why, Madera? Why Ma—” cried the Western White Sucker fish leaping out of the mountain stream to hear the conversation.
“They call it controlled burns. The logic defies explanation other than to say that in order to protect what humans call personal property, they burn around their things to create a barrier of separation,” explained Madera to horrified gasps from the crowd. She was hesitant to also tell them, “Humans also use it to regulate plant and animal life.” 
“But, what about us?” whispered the King’s Crown wildflowers adjacent to the boulder where Madera was precariously balanced in her exhaustion.
The flowers, plants, small shrubs and trees of the mountain were usually the most soft-spoken of the mountain community, rarely to be heard from except in the direst of situations. And things were dire. 
For the past two days, animals from other mountains had stampeded across their Meadow to escape the searing heat and pungent smoke. Much unlucky plant life, including the small shrubs and trees, were being trampled to death in the process. To make things worse, the wind had shifted from the south to the north, causing smoke to pour directly into many of their homes. 
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Willow listened sympathetically to all that was said during the meeting. Even her little butterfly eyes burned from the smoke. She tried to take a deep breath to calm her racing mind, but that made her cough, too. What could she possibly do to be of any help?
She looked down tenderly, like a protective mother, at the yellow Dandelion she rested upon. The hundreds of florets that made up the flower head all twittered in delight as her toes tickled them. She felt a special kinship with the dandelion, for it, too, went through a metamorphosis of sorts. The tight green bud had opened to the round fullness of yellow sunshine that it was now, for in due time, it would later transform into the white fluff of seed almost overnight. 
She also understood the harmony Madera spoke of that exists in all of Nature. Even now, a simple dandelion had the ability to give her respite, while her delicate wings shielded it from the smoke for a bit. No extra effort was required, it was just the natural outworking of being aware of each other’s strengths, as different as each creature was from each other, and recognizing and honoring the way that Creation had made them special.
Thinking about specialness made her feel a twinge of melancholy. Two and a half weeks since her transformation and her special purpose had not been revealed to her. It wasn’t that she was more special than the rest of Creation, she just felt there was something that only she could do—her special gift. 
Even humans, who do silly things, like start fires on purpose, each have a special purpose for being born. The remarkable thing about Nature is that even bad things that happen are used to create something beautiful. No matter how many mistakes anyone makes, it’s all for the good in the end.


Day 18
 
 
WILLOW WAS ON HER way to find Skipper. He hadn’t been at the last meeting and she was concerned. If she couldn’t figure out what to do to help with the fires on her mountain, she could help Skipper to see that he was an important member of their community, too. She sensed that he was feeling undervalued and even more useless than she felt.
Willow flitted her elegant wings in a figure eight pattern. Easily pushing air behind her, she propelled herself toward the den Skipper had created for himself in a hollowed log from a tree brought down by lightening. She was quite pleased to be cruising at more than fourteen miles per hour. Let Orville and Neville try to catch her now! She did a little happy dance inside her insect body out of pure joy, happy to a butterfly.
Her happy dance ended when in the distance she could see smoke rising from one of man’s prescribed burns. The tall, dark plume of smoke reminded Willow of how she had come to learn about the famous Old World Swallowtail that had lived on their mountain before her. 
It was the afternoon after she pupated and hatched from her cocoon eighteen days ago. Willow had been sitting on the same Golden Currant shrub where she’d met Skipper, stretching out her new wings, about to take her very first test flight, when Archie, the Black Bear, ambled by before abruptly stopping to turn back around to face her.
He seemed to be looking right through her as he huffed and snorted, his cavernous growling noises sounding like thunder to her tiny ears. Willow froze in terror. She tried to think what bears ate and what she should do next. As she did, two Honey Bees buzzed her head. 
As frightened as she was, she found herself quite annoyed, a rarity for Willow. The flying patterns of Honey Bees had never made any sense to her. Of course, bees were extremely important in the Circle of Life, but puleeeze! Could one possibly fly in any more of a mindless and inefficient manner?
The bear’s enormous pink tongue, as long as a neck tie, came out of his mouth as he licked his thin black bear lips. Then, he opened his mouth to reveal the biggest, whitest, longest teeth she’d ever seen, while letting out the most terrifying, haunting, and skull-numbing roar she’d ever heard! Who cares if Honey Bees fly like pigs! 
It was in that instant Willow realized the Honey Bees were using her as a decoy, to divert the bear’s attention away from them and toward her. You see, Black Bears love Honey Bees honey—Old World Swallowtails are not on their hotlist. She became annoyed again, thinking that the bees hadn’t come up with the best of plans, but before she could say something, the beast began loping toward her, arriving after barely two and a half lopes.
Instead of hiding under a wing to wait out her fate, she put her hands on her hips and angrily bellowed, “Not another step, young lady!”
“I beg your pardon Miss, but does this sound like a young lady?” The bear let out another successful roar that echoed off of the neighboring mountains, his hot, foul breath blasting her.
She had never encountered a vicious animal with manners. Dabbing at the spray clinging to her from his putrid bear breath, “Well, I beg your pardon, uh—”
“Archie.” He turned his head from side to side thoughtfully before leaning out to the left and then to the right, as if inspecting her. The bees had disappeared as soon as he, Archie, had charge.
“May I help you, Archie?” Willow asked.
Archie snorted again, “For a minute, Miss, I thought you were an Old World Swallowtail. My grandmother told me a story about one once. I thought they were make-believe. You sure look like him—if it weren’t for that brownish spot on your hind wing.”
“You tell me the story your grandmother told you and then I’ll tell you what kind of butterfly I am,” persuaded Willow, a glint in her eye.


Day 19
 
 
SKIPPER STOOD AS STRAIGHT and as still as a Queen’s foot guard at Buckingham Palace. But, he wasn’t at Buckingham Palace, Skipper was in the middle of the Rocky Mountains, and his queen was Willow.
He held an umbrella over his head fashioned out of the largest Plains Cottonwood leaf he could find. He had enlisted the help of Neville, the nicer of the two Cardinals, asking him to fly up to a high section of branches on a Cottonwood near the meeting boulder by the stream.
“This one? How about this one? This one looks good,” Neville kept prodding.
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But, Skipper knew exactly which leaf he wanted, which one felt right for the important job he was about to perform.
 “No, not that one. A little to the right and up a branch. No, not—keep going—almost—left—yes! Bingo!”
Skipper hadn’t left his station in twenty-eight hours. Every time one of the residents of the mountain crossed the Meadow, or even an animal fleeing fire on the other side, they asked Skipper still holding his umbrella, “Is it going to rain, Skipper?” 
“Apparently,” was his response each and every time. He must have said “apparently” to a 182 different creatures of the mountain. And he’d say it 203 times more if it got the job done. For, yesterday Willow had come to him to ask if he’d be willing to be braver than he’d ever been in his whole life.
“It’s for the mountain, Skipper. If you do this, you could save a lot of flowers and plants from being trampled. Maybe insect and animal homes,” she gently cajoled. She paused dramatically, and then lowered her voice, “Possibly even lives.”
“And if it doesn’t work?” he whispered back. Skipper was already in a fragile state. The reason he hadn’t been attending the forest fire meetings held by the Wisdom Circle was because of what Percy had told him the evening of his big day as the hero who saved Willow and her friends from blowing off the mountain.
Percy had overheard two of the Wisdom Circle members talking to one another. Coco the Bobcat and Millie the Centipede thought they were being discreet, but hedgehogs, particularly ones named Percy, have very good hearing. Evidently, Skipper had been considered and then rejected for a special mission for Madera and the Wisdom Circle. 
The Wisdom Circle thought it might be possible to deter the humans from starting the forest fires if they could make conditions unbearable for them where they camped. 
For example, they asked Archie, the Black Bear, to growl and rattle the tents at night to scare them into leaving. They asked Orville, Neville, and Summer, the Golden Eagle, to fly over their heads during the day to bomb them with bird poop as they scouted where to start the fires. They were going to ask Skipper to spray the humans’ equipment with skunk spray at night, but since he had proven not ready for such an important task, they had changed their mind.
Willow understood the risk she was taking. What Archie, the Black Bear, had told her about Otto, the last Old World Swallowtail, seemed like it could have been a stroke of luck, rather than heroics. 
After pondering whether or not to tell Skipper the truth of this, she went with the truth; he needed to understand what he was up against. She lowered her voice again, “However it turns out, along the way, you will be misunderstood.” Leaning in closer, she whispered, “You may even be ridiculed—which is why you must decide if you can be braver than you’ve ever been in your whole life.”
Skipper’s eyes grew bigger than they ever had in his entire life.


Day 20
 
 
ANOTHER DAY AND SKIPPER’S eyes were now drooping. The mounting heat from the late-summer sun began to play tricks, dancing in front of his eyes as light intermingled with shadow. If he allowed his eyes to lose their focus, the dark shadows became as black as night and the light became the white stripe that ran down his mother’s back. “Skipper, I’ve missed you so much. My son, you look so tired. Won’t you close your eyes for just a bit?”
“Momma!” he sobbed, tears streaming down his cheeks. Skipper hadn’t realized how much he missed his mother. Fully alert now, he recognized that it had only been a hallucination induced by thirst. He wouldn’t abandon his post no matter how difficult it became. 
Louis, the Rattlesnake, slithered past Skipper on his way to the rocky outcrop on the mountain’s edge to sun himself, “Is today the day, Skipper?”
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“Apparently. Louis, can you please bring me a drink of water?” 
“Pepper is the one you want,” answered Louis without stopping. “Au revoir!”
From the first day, Skipper had said yes to Willow’s request, she had arranged it so that the other citizens of the mountain would bring Skipper food and water or would shield a small bush with their bodies facing away from Skipper so he could do his business.
Percy would occasionally stand with Skipper to keep him company, though he didn’t understand what Skipper was doing. “Sooo, how much longer are you going to look like a fool?”
 “Apparently, as long as it takes,” replied Skipper, his wilted leaf umbrella drooping more than his eyes as sweat began to trickle down into his face. He had said apparently so many times in the last couple days that apparently he couldn’t speak a single phrase without starting off with the word apparently. 
In the distance, smoke still wafted from the other side of the mountain. Even if they couldn’t see it, they would have been able to smell it. The animals hadn’t been able to scare Man off the mountain despite around-the-clock efforts on their part. At this point, the creatures were exhausted and feeling defeated despite encouragement from the Wisdom Circle.
“Uh-oh, I’d better skedaddle!” said Percy suddenly.
Pepper, the Elk, sauntered over to where Skipper stood. On one antler hung a hand-made Bunchgrass-Aspen-Daisy-Pine Nut necklace.
“. . . to give you strength. Toby the Wood Frog, and Ricardo, the Rock Squirrel, put aside their differences to make this charm necklace for you.” Pepper bent down on a knee, lowering his head so that Skipper could take it off an antler.
Skipper could see that each pine nut, still in its shell, had been carved by Ricardo and Toby into different critters of the forest. There was a Six-Spotted Fishing Spider, a Grasshopper, a Slug—all things they liked to eat! Yuck! The argument between Ricardo and Toby had stemmed from the fact that Ricardo kept eating the pine nuts before they could get them carved and onto the necklace.
Even if Skipper liked Pine Nuts, which he didn’t, he wouldn’t eat them. One of the strange side-effects of eating Pine Nuts is that some experience what is called “pine mouth.” It makes other foods taste like metal for up to two weeks later. Skipper had never tasted metal before, but Coco, the Bobcat, had once, when his foot got caught in a fence.
“Wow, Pepper, it’s really beautiful, but I was hoping for a drink of water,” timidly pleaded Skipper. Skipper remembered there was no love lost between Percy and Pepper because of the trick Percy had played with the Arugula lettuce that tastes like skunk butt. He noticed that Pepper didn’t seem to mind being near Skipper without nose plugs unlike some of the other animals. Pepper was older and wiser—that must be it. 
“I know you were, Skipper,” was all that Pepper said about that. 
“Oh,” said Skipper, hanging his head low.
And then he completely surprised Skipper by lying down on the ground next to him, making the Earth bounce with the thud of his heavy body. What do you say to an Elk? 


Day 21
 
 
APPARENTLY THEY SAID nothing to each other. Skipper was so parched he could no longer stand so he laid down in the shade created by the large Elk’s body. He tried to hold up the umbrella, but since he couldn’t give it a drink of water either, the Cottonwood leaf turned yellow and went limp.
“Pepper . . .” whispered Skipper.
“Yes, Skipper.” 
“Can I have a drink of water?”
The Elk only said, “When you truly need water, you will discover it.”
Skipper was too weak to do anything except lay his head back down, drifting in and out of consciousness. This time, Skipper was in his mother’s burrow with his brothers and sisters. They were playing and wrestling as his mother laughed in delight at her brood. 
Tired of rough-housing, the young Skipper nestled into his mother’s soft belly fur for a cozy nap. “Skipper, it is not time to sleep yet. Just a little longer.”
Skipper jerked his head up, “I’m awake, Mother.” His head fuzzy, he felt Pepper, the Elk, rise, his hooves heavily hitting the ground as he left the Meadow. To him it sounded like thunder. 
Someone took the Elk’s place. He heard voices. “Willow, are you here?” 
“Yes, Skipper.”
Skipper looked up just as Willow placed the lifeless leaf umbrella on his head to keep him cool. Willow then leaned over to confer with someone. Who was it?
The shadow it created was very large. Some-where in the back of his mind he recognized it. Madera? Had the leader of the Wisdom Circle come to see him?
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Skipper heard what sounded like thunder again. Was Pepper coming back? Suddenly shadows appeared from everywhere, forming a circle around him. Willow lovingly held his head in her lap, concern tucked in the corners of her eyes as she smiled down at him. He was soooo thirsty! Why wouldn’t anyone give him a drink of water?
It seemed as though hours passed. The sun was getting low on the horizon. More thunder. More shadows. What was happening? 
That’s when the coughing started. Once Skipper started coughing, it went from a few little coughs, to more and more coughs—only they weren’t his. That’s when the loud voices came. He had no idea who was talking now, for he’d never heard the commanding voice of the leader of the neighboring mountain Wisdom Circle before, “It’s coming this way. It can’t be stopped.”
Skipper’s coughing became more than he could bear. Willow blotted his forehead with a clover leaf. Finally, it dawned on him what was happening. The fire was coming! First, he needed strength. The pine nut necklace! The meat from the nut would have moisture in it, and would give him strength to continue his mission. 
He felt around desperately. Willow and the others present backed away from Skipper to allow him room, for he had to do this for himself. He found the necklace in the grass, putting it to his mouth. Ech! He forgot the pine nuts were still in their shell! “I can’t . . . Help!”
He pounded the nut on the ground to crack it open without success. Skipper was becoming frantic. He didn’t care at this point who was there, or what anyone thought of him. He needed strength and the mountain needed water—lots of it. 
On his knees, he searched the ground for a stone that he could use to strike on the pine nut shell to break it open. No hard object, Skipper pounded the nut on the bare ground with the last of his strength until it split. Empty?
With nothing to offer but an empty shell, and a full heart, he yelled to Mother Nature, “Give me water now!” Somewhere, someone gasped. Willow? 
He broke open two more. Empty? His eyesight streaked with sweat, Skipper wiped his eyes. That was when he saw the growing wet spot on the ground under the necklace. The pine nut shells were filled with water! How can that be? 
This time he opened the casing more carefully so the water wouldn’t spill. He bent down to take a slurp when he realized his friends and the mountain needed it more than he did. Tossing the water on the dry, brittle grass, Skipper then cracked the next pine nut casing and tossed that water into the Meadow, too. “Thank you, Mother Nature, thank you!”
As Skipper’s tears of gratitude hit the ground, he heard real thunder, making the earth beneath him shake. Tears so large plopped on the ground, they couldn’t have been his. Was Mother Nature crying, too? As he looked Heavenward, the sky above opened up, releasing its precious water as the summer’s sixty three days of drought and fires came to an end.
Willow’s gentle, soothing voice whispered, “Magnificent, my friend, magnificent.” And that was the last thing he heard.



Epilogue
 
 
MADERA STOOD ON THE boulder by the mountain stream flanked by the Wisdom Circle facing the largest crowd she had ever had seen. Everyone had come. Even creatures from mountains far away had travelled through the night to be there.
Due to the heroics of Skipper the Skunk, their mountain had been saved from being destroyed by fire. Many homes and more importantly, many lives had been saved. He had endured mockery and harsh conditions, his faith that Nature works in perfect harmony had been tested beyond measure. And he had passed.
There was not a dry eye to be found, not even in Percy, who was as proud as a Peacock—though he’d never actually seen one. As everyone cheered and applauded Skipper standing next to Madera, he received his flower wreath for his act of bravery and service. Skipper had never felt so loved and accepted in his entire life—and he still couldn’t quite figure out what he had actually done. Oh, well. He just shrugged his shoulders and waved to his mountain family. His tears were mixed, joy-filled tinged by sorrow.
Pepper, the Elk was there, too. He and Madera exchanged knowing glances, nodding respectfully at each other. Though Pepper was not a member of the Wisdom Circle, both animals had lived on the mountain for many years and had seen the beauty found in both life and death. 
Madera’s and Pepper’s ancestors had been present the last time an event of this magnitude had occurred. As they had been witnesses for Skipper, their great-great-great-great-grandmothers were the witnesses to the life and death of Otto, the last Old World Swallowtail butterfly. 
They understood on a level that most creatures weren’t able to comprehend that what Skipper, and Otto before him, had done was to work in harmony with Nature, as equals, not cowering in disbelief or begging for mercy, but calling forth what was needed in service of his fellow creatures. 
Skipper had called forth the rain required to end the drought and the fires. All beings have the ability to work with Creation—in partnership. It is only possible when the being puts aside one’s personal needs and releases all fear and doubt from his mind and heart. Skipper had achieved a direct connection with Creation and would be well-remembered, an inspiration to others as to what’s possible when we overcome fear.
Finally, it was time for the next ceremony to begin. Skipper climbed down from the boulder and stood to the right of Madera, humbled by Madera’s invitation to join the Wisdom Circle.
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Madera was silent a moment, reigning in her feelings so she could speak. She wasn’t usually so emotional, but this time was different. The only sounds heard were the whistling of the wind through far away canyons and Coral, the Trout, and her friends jumping out of the water to listen to what was being said. “Friends, we gather together today to pay tribute to one of our own, a hero among heroes . . .”
And that’s when Skipper began to cry. He couldn’t help it, and he wasn’t ashamed. For he wasn’t the only one crying. Even Madera and the Wisdom Circle’s eyes had tears in them.
Last evening, when Skipper had finally awoken after the rainstorm that had put out the fires, he found himself alone in his hollowed out log home except for Willow and, whoa! Madera was there! Why would she be there?
“Willow, wake up! Willow, Madera is here!”
“I’m afraid she won’t wake up, child,” Madera said in a firm but gentle voice.
“Why not?”
“Willow has recycled back to Creation.”
Skipper sucked in his breath so sharply, he began to sputter and cough again, the last of the smoke leaving his lungs. He cried in anguish, “Was it my fault?”
“No, Skipper. Butterflies only live for a few weeks, depending on the species. She stayed with you until you were safely back in your home.”
“But . . . it’s not time! She didn’t get a chance to be special!” Skipper argued as if Madera had the power to change that she was gone.
Madera explained to Skipper while in the log with him that Willow was indeed special, and in fact, quite wondrous! And, she promised to explain it to all of her friends, old and new.
Madera addressed the crowd, “It is the unnoticed hero that walks among us every day that we honor. Today, her name is Willow. She is the one that encourages the rest of us to be our best self. Her radiance shines like a star, sometimes hidden by the sun, but ever-present. Her strength becomes our strength, a beacon of light.”
To ensure that Willow’s name be remembered for generations to come, she nodded to Pepper who walked over to the very Dandelion Willow liked to sit upon and mother. It had gone to seed overnight, its white head of fluff threatening to escape at any moment. Pepper asked the Dandelion for permission and it gave it, thrilled with the special mission it had been entrusted with. 
Pepper picked the dandelion from its base. Skipper stopped crying just long enough to smile at the dandelion through his tears, accepting it softly into his hands.
Madera continued, “And so we decree this mountain forever be known as Willow Mountain. May Willow’s name be remembered, the last Old World Swallowtail butterfly!”
Skipper sucked in hard, gave a little cough, sucked in his breath again and blew a steady stream of air over the Dandelion. Its seeds scattered in the wind, lifting higher and higher into the air. “Wondrous Willow!” the crowd called after them.
As they lifted, “Goodbye! Goodbye!” changed to “Hello! Hello!” Why did they do that? Because Willow was there. Oh, you couldn’t see her. She was there in Spirit. Now it was her turn to giggle. For, she wouldn’t be the last Old World Swallowtail on the mountain. Just days before recycling back to Creation, she had left behind something that would show up about this time next year! Aha ha ha ha!
 


OUR GRATITUDE TO
CINCINNATI CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL
 
 
Dear Families,
In December, 2009, my 11-year-old daughter, Victoria, was diagnosed with cancer. The call came swiftly the next morning after a late school night MRI. Since Victoria was still lying in bed next to me, I contained my hurtling emotions, ending the call with a curt, “Thank you.” 
Truth told, I already knew the diagnosis before words confirmed it. When the MRI’s pinging and pounding noises were through, there was too much silence from the other side of the glass, where the technicians watched me as I watched them make an 11PM phone call. Something was wrong.
Before we could even begin to imagine the journey ahead for the both of us, I instinctively knew the only thing I could do was to love her with all of my heart—and that included loving her brain tumor.
Though I would seek every solution within my power to help Victoria, I also realized that something much bigger than the both of us was in play. I would not only need to be pro-active, I would also need to learn to allow life, maybe even death, to gracefully unfold as part of the human experience.
Our lives never seem long enough and when the life of someone we love seems to be unfairly cut short, the overflowing river of sorrow is so swift and so deep, we mourn all that could have been, temporarily forgetting the beauty and meaning in all that was. It’s not until the flood waters of grief abate slightly that we begin to find bits of gratitude, one small smile at a time.
This book is dedicated to families everywhere who have, or are, braving the illness of a loved one. Perhaps your child is one of the young readers who will find solace in the pages of this book. Willow’s life demonstrates that we are all equally beautiful, important, and here for a very important reason. Things may or may not go according to one’s notions of how life should go, but may our lack of understanding be assuaged by the knowledge that no flower (or butterfly) lives unseen.
Just a month ago, we celebrated Victoria passing the all-important five years in remission benchmark. We couldn’t be more thrilled by her progress.
Thank you to Cincinnati Children’s Hospital for the outstanding and compassionate care. Thank you to Dr. Todd Maugans, Dr. Lars Wagner, Dr. Jonathan Howell, and Neuro-Oncology Nurse Practitioner Elizabeth Gilger for being part of our six year journey.
And finally, thank you to all the other unnamed doctors and nurses, social workers, administrative staff, orderlies, cafeteria and custodial staff . . . every single soul that was and continues to be part of our world.


 
About Christine Horner
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CHRISTINE HORNER is a 2014 Dayton Literary Peace Prize nominated author for non-fiction. Wondrous Willow is her debut children’s book, with many more to follow. Christine’s next project is a novel, Crystal True, the first book in the Meadowlark trilogy. Christine is the co-founder of the What Would Love Do Foundation. She loves spending time with William and her children, tennis, yoga, and traveling. www.ChristineHorner.com
 


About Joey McGrellis
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JOEY MCGRELLIS is an animator and illustrator who loves to entertain through art work. Head of his high school art club, Joey began drawing at a young age and wishes to continue his passion as a career. Christine asked to meet Joey when her daughter, Victoria, mentioned a school friend whose doodles had become so popular, he would often receive requests. She was thrilled to discover that he was very talented, and perfect for the project. After high school, Joey looks forward to pursuing a degree in computer animation.


Willow’s Club for Kids
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Hey, Kids!
Join Willow’s Wonders Club for Kids™
Hang out with Willow, Skipper, and Percy!
 
·        Downloadable Activities & Games
·        Tell Willow what makes you special.
·        Nominate someone for Willow’s Wonders Everyday Hero Award.
 
Sends us your photos and videos and we’ll post them.
Be sure to get your parent’s permission!
 
www.WondrousWillow.com
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