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Dear Eleanor,

This first letter will be short, partly because Ursula keeps sitting on my paper, but also because I am not at all sure she will be willing to carry messages back and forth between us. She’ll fly home to you all right, but will she really abandon her favorite window seat to bring a letter back to me?

However, the prospect of six weeks without any word from you is grim, so I am willing to try. So –  

Ursula just swiped me in the face with her wing. I’m taking that as a sign that I should wrap up this letter and send her on her way. 


Love,

Rosemary
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Beloved Rosemary – 

What a thrill this evening. I was sitting on the porch grading student essays (two of which began with variations on the phrase “since the dawn of time” – in a class of only ten, no less. Must have a talk with the students about this) when Ursula landed on the porch with a thump. An elegant, graceful thump, of course; I add this because Ursula is gazing at me balefully.

Of course I set the essays aside at once to pet her, and preen her wings, and tell her what a good kitty she is. As you can imagine, she was not about to let me get my hands on your message without her proper due of flattery. 

I’ve been amusing myself ever since imagining winged cats delivering messages mid-battle to grim-browed generals, who have to put aside their dignity and pet their messengers’ fuzzy heads while whispering, “Who’s a pretty kitty? Who? Who?” in hope of retrieving their orders. Just imagine William Tecumseh Sherman cooing into a winged cat’s ears. 

But probably generals delegate this sort of thing to their aides-de-camp. 

In any case, Ursula eventually deigned to allow me to retrieve your message. I have high hopes that Ursula will carry a message back to you after a suitable interval of rest (she is snoozing on top of the china cabinet now), but perhaps that’s purely wishful thinking on my part: six weeks seems like an agonizingly long time to go without word from you. Drat these mountains for interfering with the cell signals.

I hope your fieldwork is going well. Have you managed more than a glimpse of the teleporting warblers? 


Love,

Eleanor
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Dear Eleanor,

I’ve managed far more than a glimpse of the teleporting warblers! Two warblers frequent the pond near the cabin, and as long as I sit absolutely still, they are content to go about their business. The moment I move – pop! – they teleport. But they are slowly becoming less cautious. Each day, the interval between that teleportation and their return to the pond grows shorter. I’m timing it with a stopwatch. 

I think Takahashi and Oates were correct to suggest that the teleporting warblers only teleport when they feel threatened, not as a food gathering technique. To feed, they skim across the surface of the pond like iridescent acrobats, scooping up water bugs and minnows. Does teleportation require too much energy to be an effective hunting technique? Or...

But I’m not going to allow this letter to degenerate into a list of research questions. A long-standing bad habit in my correspondence, I know! I am amazed that my letters about urban parrots didn’t kill our love back in grad school. 

Ursula won’t stand for me to write much longer, anyway. She is rubbing against my leg as I write, and we both know that she will soon hop onto my paper and start brushing her wings and tail in my face if I don’t pay attention to her.  

How is your class going? Have the students settled down to work?  


Love,

Rosemary



––––––––
[image: ]


My northern star – 

When I got back home after class, who should I find lying on the porch swing but Ursula, preening her wings and looking extremely smug? Until she saw me, of course, at which point she began to mew piteously, gazing up at me with a this-little-kitty-hasn’t-eaten-in-DAYS look, when we both know that the flight between us is only a couple of hours.

It’s too bad the trip is so much longer by road. I do miss you. But the grant for summer research was too good an opportunity for you to pass up. 

I’m so glad that the teleporting warblers have proven amenable to observation. Also slightly appalled by the fact that you must be sitting in absolute stillness for hours each day, but I suppose we must all suffer for our work. Ursula would find a kindred spirit in you: she has spent the whole day in her window seat watching the birds over at Mrs. Hancock’s feeders. Does she show any interest in your teleporting warblers? 

Iridescent acrobats: what a gorgeous description. Perhaps next summer we should switch places. I’ll do the fieldwork (research in a climate controlled archive, thank you very much!), and you’ll take on the summer writing lab. 

Actually, I’m enjoying this class. The students are an unusually harmonious group, and class discussion flows freely. No long silences while everyone glances sideways at the others, hoping someone else will speak. 

You could not accuse them of settling down to work, though. If I’m not careful, those flowing class discussions meander far afield from our ostensible topic. They discovered I have a weakness for Star Wars and now slyly direct the conversation in that direction. Yesterday I caught myself holding forth on Boba Fett. 

But can you blame them? They have been trained since kindergarten to view summer as their own time, and even though they have voluntarily given it up, I often catch them gazing longingly out the windows at the mountains. 

Probably I have set a bad example. I, too, spend a lot of time gazing longingly at the mountains. I have picked out your mountain and blow it a kiss goodnight every evening once I’m done tidying the garden. If all goes well we will have a good crop of tomatoes this year. You should be back just as they are getting ripe. 


Love,

Eleanor
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Dear Eleanor,

Don’t torment me with this talk of tomatoes. I’ve been out here nearly three weeks, so my fresh food is all gone. From now on, I will be eating cured meat, crackers, jerky, dried fruit... There’s a raspberry bush on my path to the pond, and every morning and evening I stare at the hard white fruits as if the intensity of my gaze might ripen them on the spot. Oh to be a teleporting warbler! When they want fresh food, they simply scoop some duckweed off the pond.

(Oh to be a teleporting warbler, so I could pop home for a visit! Although if Takahashi and Oates are correct about the warblers’ limited range, teleportation wouldn’t get me much closer to you, alas.) 

Don’t worry. I am not sitting still for hours at a stretch. The teleporting warblers spend two distinct periods at the pond, in the early morning and late afternoon, but in between there’s a long break. At some point they simply get tired of the pond and pop! away they go. I’d love to find out where, but... Well, it’s hard to follow an animal that teleports. When they are not at the pond I poke around to see if I can find scat or tracks that might indicate where they’ve gone, but nothing doing so far.  

Ursula has shown little interest in the teleporting warblers. She’s become addicted to hunting the dragonflies, however. I suppose they must be crunchy, like potato chips. 

Mmm, potato chips. I DO have some of those! And Ursula is pawing gently but insistently at my forearm to remind me that it’s time for dinner. Never mind all the dragonflies she’s had for snack!


Love,

Rosemary
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My sweet Rosemary,

You should have stuck with the urban parrots. No shortage of fresh food during your field work then – taco trucks on every corner, as I recall. 

Really that was what nearly broke me, not the six pages (!) of transliterated parrot calls. How could you torment me with all those ravishing taco descriptions when I was across the country, living on ramen as I sweated out the first chapter of my dissertation? I didn’t even have a cat to keep me company. I couldn’t afford the cat food on my stipend.  

...This train of thought led me to seek out Ursula to give her a scritch, but as I approached she leaped off her sunlit flagstone and fluttered up into the branches of the apple tree, where she is grooming herself haughtily. I have returned to my letter-writing in the hopes that being ignored will fill her with the desire for attention.  

I hope your raspberries have ripened. The canes in our garden are so laden with fruit that I was positively forced to make a raspberry tart, which Mrs. Hancock and I shared on her back patio. She told me a most interesting story about the time she got lost in the woods and hurt her ankle and a unicorn gave her a ride home, and do you know, I think it might actually be true? Of course there was no way to ask without letting slip that we think she’s making up the dragon stories, which I would hate to do because I’m sure she’d stop telling them and then we’d NEVER find out if she found a good home for the lost dragon kit. (She has politely put the dragon stories on hold while you’re away, so you can rest easy on that account.) Do you think it’s plausible that she could have ridden a wild unicorn?

I would write more, but Ursula is having a stand-off with Mrs. Hancock’s tabby, so I’ll sign off for now.


Love,

Eleanor
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Dear Eleanor,

I’m never going to live those six pages of transliterated parrot calls down, will I? You must have been so happy to receive a nice thick letter, and then it was full of... that.  

I won’t apologize for the taco descriptions, though. They were all part of a desperate plan to lure you out to LA to visit me. I wanted some grand romantic gesture
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