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1

Island Loggerhead Shrikes

THERE ARE SOME THINGS YOU should know about living on an island.

First of all, it’s not easy for things to actually get to an island. Every time you order something from the mainland—like how the Captain, the visiting ornithologist who’s staying at my Nanu’s bed-and-breakfast, ordered a replacement lens for her binoculars—you have to wait until there’s a ferryboat that can bring it over, on top of the time it would normally take to have a thing delivered.

And what if you have a craving for a strawberry-vanilla smoothie with extra whipped cream from Doug’s Drive-Thru De-Lite? Well, too bad, because there is no Doug’s Drive-Thru De-Lite on the island, and even if someone on the mainland was willing to bring one over on the ferry for you, it would be totally melted and gross by the time it arrived.

And say you’re spending the whole summer on an island, like I am, on Marble Island, and that you’re living with your Nanu instead of your folks, and your mother is on bed rest because she’s pregnant with your baby brother and then the baby is born too soon and has to stay for a while in the preemie center at the hospital . . . well, you can’t just ride your bike there or ask your Nanu to drive you, because, again, the ocean.

“It’s better to wait until Marson is home from the hospital, anyway,” your dad might say on the phone. “Just to make sure he’s healthy and all-the-way strong before we introduce any potential germs.”

Well, if your dad said something like this, then you’d be totally justified in getting mad at him for thinking that you might be germy!

Anyway, that’s what I was trying to explain to my friend Clarence. But he just didn’t see things the same way I did.

“Your dad is right about germs,” Clarence said. We were sitting together on the front porch of Nanu’s Bric-a-Brac B&B. Matzo Ball, the world’s very best kitty, was sprawled across my lap, stretching himself as flat as he could so that I could comb him more thoroughly. It turns out that Matzo Ball loves being groomed. Moneypenny, Nanu’s old basset hound, was there, too, lying in the shade beside us, one of her long ears spread out like melted chocolate in a patch of morning sun. She was dreaming about something; she kept wrinkling up her nose and making adorable growling sounds. Maybe she was dreaming about catching flies. That was something she always tried to do when she was awake, but in the whole summer on Marble Island, I’d never seen her actually nab one. Moneypenny is an optimist, I guess, because she keeps trying.

“I’m not germy,” I told Clarence.

“Sure you are,” he said. “Everyone is.”

I wanted to argue with him, but I’ve learned that if Clarence says something in his know-it-all voice, it isn’t because he’s showing off or making it up just to seem smart; he really is smart, and he really does know all sorts of stuff that other kids don’t know. So if he says I’m germy, it’s probably true.

Clarence was studying me. I could feel him doing it, so I focused even more on brushing Matzo Ball’s perfect peachy fur. Then he said, “Harriet, are you upset about something else?”
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Actually, I was upset about something else. In four days, on Sunday, we would celebrate our neighbor Mabel Marble’s centennial birthday, and a few days after that, Dad would come to the island to take me and Matzo Ball back home, germs or no germs. I wanted to tell Clarence how I felt about leaving the island, but I was a tangled-together ball of feelings. Some of the tangles were about how I hadn’t even wanted to come to Nanu’s B&B in the first place—I’d wanted to stay home for the summer. Now that it was almost time to take the ferry back across the water, back to the way things had been before I came to Marble Island, before I met the Captain and Clarence, before I discovered what a great mystery-solver I am . . . well, all that together made the tangles.

What if I told Clarence all that and he didn’t understand? What if he was excited for summer to end, for school to start? What if he wasn’t going to miss me as much as I was going to miss him? And so, when I opened my mouth, I blurted, “What else could I be upset about?”

I know what you’re thinking: I didn’t really answer his question. Here’s something else about me: I haven’t always been that great about telling the truth. Before I came to stay with Nanu, I used to lie a lot—sometimes to hide the truth, sometimes to avoid certain things, sometimes for no reason at all. But nothing good ever came out of that, and after the thing with the Captain’s binoculars (which is a whole other story), I made a decision: I’m not going to lie anymore. If it’s not the truth, I’m not going to say it.

But it turns out that it’s not easy to quit a bad habit. Nanu calls it “turning over a new leaf.” I guess it doesn’t matter if the leaf is new or old, as long as you turn it over. The point is, I said what I said because I didn’t want to lie to Clarence about how I was feeling. But from the way his mouth was twisted, I could tell he didn’t believe my not-a-lie-but-not-really-the-truth-either. “Harriet,” he said, “I think that—”

Whatever he was going to say was interrupted by the front door banging open and the Captain stepping out onto the porch. I could tell from the sound of her footsteps that she was wearing her work shoes: big, heavy, brown leather boots with thick soles and strong, ropelike laces that she wore double-knotted.

All my mixed-up feelings went away, poof, just like that. All that was left was excitement. And Clarence must have felt the same way, because his mouth wasn’t scrunched up anymore, and he was smiling.

I stopped brushing Matzo Ball. He meowed and swatted at the brush to let me know that he wasn’t done being brushed. The little bell on his collar tinkled merrily.

“Sorry, Matzo Ball,” I told him. “We’ll have to finish later.”

I picked him up to take him inside. He meowed again, loudly this time. “You can’t come,” I told him. “You’d scare off all the birds.”

Slowly, Moneypenny followed us from her shady spot on the porch and made it halfway into the sitting room before she flopped down again, this time on the rug by the sofa. She was asleep before Matzo Ball leaped over her to land in his favorite sunny spot, the window seat.

I returned to the porch and closed the front door firmly behind me.

The Captain looked at each of us sternly—first me, then Clarence. We stood still and let her. We knew she was determining if we were “dressed appropriately.”

I was wearing Dad’s overalls from when he was a kid. The magnifying glass Dad had sent me hung in the hammer loop, just as it always did, and the old gate key was tucked in the front pocket, same as it always was.

I had on my tennies—double-knotted—and there was a thick stripe of sunscreen across my nose and under each eye. A hat hung by its neck strap down my back.

Clarence had on shorts. He’d explained to me why they were such special shorts—they were actually pants that zipped off at the knees, and they were made of a quick-dry fabric that was also SPF 100, and they had fourteen pockets. (Maybe he didn’t say fourteen pockets. Maybe he said four. Sometimes when I get bored, I stop listening.) He also had a long-sleeved shirt made out of the same quick-dry sunproof fabric, and though he didn’t have a sun hat, he wore glasses that darken in the sun. And he had boots just like the Captain’s, only smaller. Much smaller. The Captain has the biggest feet of anyone I’ve ever met, and Clarence’s feet are regular-kid-sized.

Both of us were dressed for adventure.

The Captain nodded approvingly. “Water?” she asked.

We grabbed our canteens from the porch railing and slung them by their straps over our shoulders.

“All right, then,” the Captain said, and she tromped down the stairs to the sidewalk.

Clarence and I grinned at each other. Finally—after almost a whole summer of waiting—we were going to search for an island loggerhead shrike.
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2

Two-Thousand-Pound Movie Star

CLARENCE AND I BOTH CLAMBERED into the back of the Captain’s Jeep. It was the neatest car I had ever ridden in. First of all, the top was totally open except for a bar across the top.

“What’s that called?” I asked, pointing.

The Captain put the key in the ignition. “It’s called a roll bar,” she said.

“What’s it for?” I asked.

“If we take a turn too fast and flip the Jeep, that bar will keep your head from smashing on the ground like a Halloween pumpkin.” The Captain turned the key, and the engine roared to life. “But only if you’re wearing your seat belts.”

I’ve never seen anyone fasten a seat belt faster than Clarence did then. And I only took a second longer.

Not only was the top of the Jeep open, the sides were, too. No doors at all. The back seat where Clarence and I were squished together was a narrow bench, and up front were two black leather bucket seats. The Captain filled up the driver’s-side seat, her big right hand working the gearshift as she steered with her left, and the other bucket seat had a paper sack that I knew was full of delicious things that Nanu had made for our breakfast—jam sandwiches and hard-boiled eggs and fresh-picked berries and probably some cookies and muffins and a few bananas, too. My mouth watered just thinking about breakfast, and I wasn’t even hungry yet.

It was too bad Nanu couldn’t come with us, but she had to get the B and B ready for the new group of guests—a poetry workshop, she’d said. They would be arriving today on the midday ferry. That didn’t make much sense to me. A workshop is a place where you build things . . . what on earth would a bunch of poets need to build?

The Captain drove the Jeep smooth and slow through town, its loud rumbly motor announcing that we were coming. We were up higher than everyone—all the other people were walking or riding bicycles or mopeds or driving golf carts. Regular cars aren’t allowed on Marble Island unless they’re needed for some special reason, and the Captain’s important work as an ornithologist—that’s a scientist who studies birds—is definitely a special reason. She’s here all summer to count Marble Island’s island loggerhead shrikes, which are an endangered species. And she can’t do that with a moped or a golf cart, that’s for sure.

The hood of the Jeep was painted with a logo, words written around a wave: “Marble Island Conservancy.” That’s who the Captain works for. And Clarence’s parents are the Captain’s bosses: Dr. Williams and Dr. Hart. They’re not the kind of doctors who help sick people. They’re the kind who study things, and they run the conservancy.

We made the final turn out of town and onto the dirt road that would take us to the center of the island, and things went from being paved and neat and busy to dusty and wild and quiet. Almost everyone who came to Marble Island stays right in town and on the beach, and I realized that in all my years of visiting Nanu on the island, this was actually the first time I’d been beyond the town’s border. I sat up straighter, not wanting to miss a thing.

The Captain stepped on the gas a little. Not a lot, because the Captain would never endanger animals by driving too fast, but enough that dust puffed up around the wheels and we bounced along, jiggling side to side on the uneven turf. It was still early, but it was already bright and hot on the interior road. I could feel the sun heating up the line of my scalp where my hair was parted into two braids and soaking into my nose and cheeks, in spite of the sunscreen, so I pulled up the hat and tightened the cord to hold it on. Every now and then the dust got extra thick, making me cough. But none of that mattered. I was having an adventure with two of my favorite people on the whole island—maybe on the whole planet.
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Clarence and I grinned at each other. The lenses of his glasses are a special kind that turn into sunglasses in bright light, and while they were dark now, I could imagine how his eyes must look behind them—round with excitement, the way mine were. The Captain looked at us in her rearview mirror. Clarence and I each gave her a thumbs-up, and she took her hand off the stick shift to give us one back.

It was pretty great of the Captain to spend her day off with me and Clarence. We wound up above the town, and I looked down behind us at the grid of the neighborhood. I didn’t know which of those buildings was the Bric-a-Brac B&B, but I knew one of them was. Once I was back on the mainland, I’d be way too far away to look over my shoulder or down the hill at Nanu and the B and B. I didn’t like the way that felt at all. So I decided not to think about it. I turned back around and faced forward, and when my eyes felt suddenly full of tears, I told myself that it was because of all the dry dust in the air, even though I knew that wasn’t true.

All of a sudden, Clarence pointed into the distance, at a hill way out far away. “Look!” he said.

“Is it an island loggerhead shrike?” I swiped at my eyes with my hand.

“Only if an island loggerhead shrike weighs two thousand pounds,” he said, grinning.

Shading my eyes with my hand, I squinted
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