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Chapter One
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“We’re dead, Morris. Deader than disco. Shovel-ready. From now on, we’re going to wake up on the wrong side of the dirt.” I hoped saying it out loud would help me adjust to our new normal.

My best friend and I were crouching on a massive tree branch, surrounded by nests of sticks, grass, and mud. No birds, just nests—some shaped like cups, some like gourds; some the size of my fist, some larger than laundry hampers. 

Tropical warmth bathed the air. Vines with white flowers hung all about like discarded feather boas. They smelled like sweetened butter. This was a jungle, not the Cascade Mountains where we’d been hiking just a few minutes ago.

Morris twisted his lip piercing and plucked at his earlobe. “I guess so. We’ve been eighty-sixed, Leo, but it’s hard to believe. It was so sudden. That avalanche came out of nowhere.” 

Luckily shock had tamped down my horror, because I remembered the previous moments all too clearly. The rush of snow and ice roaring toward us and burying me, Morris, and my wife, Lilly. The pain under the weight of all that snow, the panic at being unable to move, the frustration at being powerless to help my wife or my friend, the realization that death was imminent for all of us. Then finally, the fading of consciousness.

And now this. I never imagined that I would end up in a treetop after death. Where were the silken sheets and sumptuous banquets? Where was the workshop where I could build furniture to my heart’s content? Where was the award ceremony in which my furniture designs could finally win first place?

“I’m too young to be dead!” said Morris. I nodded vigorously. It sucked to kick the bucket at thirty-two (Morris) and thirty-two and a half (me).

I fished in the pocket of my extra-breathable nylon-spandex hiking pants, digging out a small keychain with a green metal four-leaf clover and hangnail clippers. “So much for my lucky charm.” I nearly tossed it away but then thought better of it.

Shuffling carefully on the tree branch, I turned around to see how my wife Lilly was doing with all this. She could probably use a comforting hug. Certainly I could use one. It was an excellent time for a group hug, come to think of it.

She wasn’t there.

The woman who stuck I-love-you Post-its on the underside of the toilet seat for me to find. The woman who found forever homes for seventy-two dogs, fifty-eight cats, three horses, and a bald guinea pig in a single month. The woman who had a positive affirmation for any situation (example: You can and you will), which would be extra helpful about now.

She was dead too, so why wasn’t she with us? The avalanche had pushed us right next to each other, our heads in a little air pocket, my cheek near her mouth. I could feel it when she stopped breathing. It was the worst moment of my life. It was also the last moment of my life.

My head swiveled like a barstool. My throat tightened into full-on squeaky toy. “Where’s Lilly?”

Morris looked up, down, and around, then spoke with an energized rasp. “Not here. That means she’s still alive!”

“No. She died right before I did.”

He ran a hand over his buzz-cut fade while pondering. “Okay. Then she’s got to be around here somewhere. If that’s how it works.” 

His uncertainty made my skin prickle. What if that wasn’t how it worked? What if she’d been put somewhere else? I tried to peer past the tree leaves, which were shovel-shaped, dark green, and glossy as plastic. “Lilly? Honeybunch, where are you?”

In his loudest outdoor voice, the one he used to call to his students on the other side of the playground, Morris shouted, “Lilly, come out, come out, wherever you are!”

There was no answer. I couldn’t see her teal-dyed hair, cherry-red windbreaker, orange shape-sculpting leggings, or engaging smile. Yes, the leaves were dense, but she was colorful. If she had been anywhere close by, I would have spotted her.

Would my cell phone work here? I reached for it, but it had been in my backpack, which I’d taken off just before the avalanche hit. It was just as well, since as far as I knew, my plan coverage didn’t extend to heaven.

I took a step, caught my toe on a twig, and stumbled. Luckily the branch supporting us was wide as a footbridge, so I didn’t fall out of the tree, but I landed hard onto my elbow. I made a noise like a jilted marmot, then swore a few times.

“Leo! Are you all right?” My friend scooted over and examined me. “You’re bleeding. You know what that means? You can get hurt here, even though you’re dead.”

I let that sink in. Life’s pains and travails were over, but those of death had only just begun. We’d ceased to be, yet peril lived on, for me, my friend, and my wife.

“Lilly was carrying a heavy backpack to build muscle. It could have made her fall!” Holding on tightly, I peered down from the branch, but a mist—far, far below us—kept me from seeing the ground. I could tell, however, that our tree was at least as high as a water tower.

If she’d fallen, she could be hurt badly. We had to get to her fast, but the tree trunk below us was limb-free and smooth. “There’s no way down.” 

My blunt statement seemed to trigger him. He squatted on the branch with his hands cradling his knees. “Leo, I can’t believe we’re sleeping with the fishes. My parents will be devastated. And my exes too.”

Morris was the affable kind of guy who remained friends with ex-girlfriends. Luckily there was no current girlfriend, because she’d have died with us.

I grasped his shoulder with my good arm and tried to keep my voice steady. “What’s done is done, and we’ll see them all eventually when they come here. At least we’ve got each other. Right? We’ll get through this, just like we got through puberty together.” I admit that was an awkward statement, but as any adult can attest, it’s truly an accomplishment.

He took a power breath in and let it out in three great huffs. “I guess. But I shouldn’t be dead. It’s not my time.” He rubbed his knees, then stood. “So where are we?”

It was a good question. I realized that depending on the answer, Lilly might have been shuttled to somewhere else entirely. I had been brought up on Christianity, which prominently featured heaven and hell, but it really depended on which religion, if any, had described the afterlife correctly. If we knew more, we might be able to figure out where she was.

“Could this be heaven?” I ventured, although this was nothing like I’d imagined it to be. In fact, it should surpass anything the human imagination could dream up, and this place fell far short. Plus, Lilly’s absence implied she’d ended up in hell, which was impossible. I was sure of it. Really sure. Pretty sure.

Actually, I wasn’t sure at all. After all, Morris and I seemed to be in the wrong place, so that could mean mistakes happened.

Mistakes happen. Could it be that we weren’t supposed to die? What if we were here mistakenly, while so many others were still alive, still had their families, still had their meaningful occupations and/or engrossing hobbies? A familiar feeling lit up my belly, like a cigarette lighter was burning my duodenum (just below my stomach). Why were they still alive, while I had ceased and desisted?

It wasn’t fair. I deserved to have survivor guilt just as much as anybody.

No. I couldn’t let myself be distracted by envy. I had to find my wife. I thought of her cross-eyed determination at a jalapeño-eating contest, and also her determination to eat the year’s worth of jalapeños she won. She’d succeeded, and so would I. I resolved to be that formidable. I resolved to chew up my obstacles until I found Lilly!

There was motion in a nearby nest. It held three fist-size eggs speckled blue and brown; one of them was jerking. The bird inside was trying to hatch.

Nests. Bird eggs. Morris is a bird fanatic. A theory started to form in my mind. I pushed it aside as ridiculous. But was it?

A tiny crack worked its way along the egg, then a naked chick burst out. Beige, all beak. It gave a single squeak, like a tiny door opening. 

“I name you Esmerelda,” said Morris.

I didn’t ask him why that particular name, since I knew he wouldn’t have an explanation. Thoughts came to him and he voiced them, even while teaching, making him one of the most loved yet parodied teachers in his grade school.

I myself was a furniture designer. My day revolved around the blending of the tactile, the visual, and the experiential. And now, suddenly, it didn’t. I had an idea why.

I decided I’d better just say it. “We’re here because you’re obsessed with birds. To you, this is heaven.”

His voice rose an octave. “You think we’re in this hot jungle because I’m a birder? That’s ridiculous.”

I kept my own voice in the same key. Almost. “We’re in a tree filled with bird nests.” I peered into a few of them. “They’re filled with bird eggs. We made it to heaven, but yours, not mine. Morris heaven.”

Morris grunted. “This isn’t my idea of heaven. Not even close. No women. No beer. No avocado toast.”

Certainly it was his fault we were here, but he could apologize later. In the meantime, I needed to unclench my teeth and find Lilly. I just didn’t know yet how we were going to do that.

“Never mind.” I tried to sound magnanimous but might have only achieved flippant. “Let’s find Lilly. We can start up here, and if we don’t find her, then we’ll climb down. Somehow.”

Morris wiped his face in a this-is-so-crazy gesture. I could tell he was still annoyed by my accusation. “We might lose each other. If only we could use crumbs or stones to mark our way. Or mark the trees somehow.” He thought some more and said fervently, “I wish we had a roll of yellow caution tape.” He held out his hands as if one would magically appear in his palms in response to his wish.

Honestly, if we had been granted wishes, it would have been more helpful to try, “I wish we hadn’t been killed by an avalanche,” or “I wish Lilly was with us,” or even the old favorite, “I wish I had a hundred more wishes.” In any case, it didn’t work. No danger warning tape appeared in his hands.

“Let’s just stay together,” I said.

We clambered from tree branch to tree branch and from tree to tree, calling for Lilly, looking up, looking down. I looked for signs of her passage, but no branches were broken, because they yielded as easily as the swinging doors in a Wild West saloon. If there were any trails of blood (heaven forbid!) they were camouflaged by dapples of sun and shade.

Her absence reminded me too much of the darkest day of my life. We’d only been married a year when Lilly collapsed in our kitchen. She wasn’t breathing and her heart wasn’t beating when they took her away in the ambulance. At the hospital, a doctor informed me she was dead. For three hours, I thought she was.

Then I got the call. She was alive. Nobody understood it. She’d somehow revived. Well, I knew that you couldn’t be dead for hours and come back from it, so it was obvious that she hadn’t died in the first place. Somebody had made a big mistake, but all I cared about was that my Lilly was alive.

I’d gotten Lilly back that day, but now, after a couple hours of searching, I despaired of getting her back again. I squatted on a branch, head in hands. “We’re never going to find her.”

Morris punched me on the arm. “Snap out of it, Leopold.” I preferred to be called Leo, so I knew he was still mad at me. “We haven’t looked everywhere yet.”

He was right, but he didn’t have to be so rude about it. I snapped out of it, because I needed to, not because he told me to.

Being a natural explorer, Lilly could have climbed upward to look for us. I liked to joke with her that she was an alpine ibex (which climbs a cliff as if gravity didn’t exist). She would respond that I was a flatland giraffe (which lopes across the savanna in an ungainly yet enthralling manner). How I wished she was there to tease me about my height!

Above us I could see nothing but tree canopy. “I’m going to the top to get a feel for the terrain.”

“Man of action,” said Morris sarcastically. 

I considered making a snappy retort, but instead allowed him some leeway. It’s not every day you find yourself taking a permanent dirt nap in a tropical canopy.

We climbed. It was much easier than it would have been when I was alive, although my elbow still hurt. “I’m stronger in the afterlife,” I said.

“I am too. Good thing, this is hard work.”

I brushed against a pitch glob and it stuck to my arm, making it look like I had an amber boil. I wiped it with some leaves, but it stuck fast, and now the leaves were stuck to me as well. “Watch out for the pitch,” I told Morris. “It doesn’t come off.”

“Too late.” His attempts to get pitch off his wrist looked like he was dancing a hula. Thinking how I would rather be attending a luau than pushing up daisies, I sighed and continued upward.

At the top there was nothing but jungle canopy as far as we could see. I kept turning, hoping that a different perspective would reveal something I’d missed the first time around, but after several 360-degree turns I had to allow that there was nothing around but trees.

As for Morris, he was looking upward, into a cloudless sky the color of blue bubblegum. “I was hoping that heaven would be up there. I was sure I’d see sunrays, like in the pamphlets.” His lower lip began quivering. I searched for words of consolation, but could only think of “stiff upper lip,” and it was his lower lip that was the problem. “Stiff lower lip” didn’t have the right ring to it.

The poignancy of our situation compelled Morris to create a poem. He cleared his throat like he usually did before a performance.


“Where are the lost souls?

The emptiness fills with more emptiness

Void of humanity.

Me and my shadow

Search for God and for Lilly

And find egg.”





The words made me feel like I was floating in a pleasantly warm sensory deprivation tank. Annoyed as I was with him, I couldn’t help gushing, “That was one of your best. I would never have thought to make egg singular, but it completes the poem.”

“Thank you,” he acknowledged with a stiff bow of the head.

“She’s not up here. We need to look for her on the ground.”

The pitch was still stuck to my arm. It was strong stuff, which gave me an idea. “Let’s make a stick-on ladder!”

We climbed back down to where we’d arrived and began breaking short branches off the tree. Using the pitch, we glued the branches onto the trunk, creating ladder rungs. It was hard work. Still, we made excellent progress, and I judged that we were about halfway down the tree when Morris asked, “What if hell is down there?” He held on to the ladder tightly, as if a sudden wind might propel him into a fiery inferno.

I imagined Lilly among demons, with their slathering jaws, slicing fangs, scarlet hides, extendable claws, and rude remarks. My skin crawled. She was good with animals—she was a professional dog skateboard instructor, specializing in bulldogs and their social media content. But I doubted that she would have the same touch with demons.

Of course, I’d traverse the fiery depths of hell to save my wife, but now work on our ladder was stopped, and I had to reassure Morris to get him moving again. “Oh, pshaw. Hell isn’t down there.”

I wasn’t very convincing, partly because I’d never used the word pshaw before, and it sounded more like a leaking air mattress than a motivational exclamation.

“What if it is there?” His tone implied that I was being dismissive without considering the ramifications.

“What if it’s not?” My tone implied he’d gone too far with his accusing tone.

“What if it is?” His tone implied that I was out of line and I should check myself.

I resumed building the ladder without him. My passive-aggressive grunts implied that he was a coward, and finally he joined me once more.

After a couple of hours we passed through the mist, giving us a view of the jungle floor. Well, not actually the jungle floor itself, because it was obscured by ferns and shade-tolerant bushes. It smelled like grated nutmeg and freshly turned earth.

“Lilly?” I called. “Are you down there?”

There was no answer. Just the sound of the breeze shifting the leaves of the undergrowth. I felt my brow knit together. If she was here but not answering, that meant she was hurt, and I needed to find her more than ever.

Working with renewed vigor, we continued pasting branches on the tree trunk. Reaching the ground a short time later, we began our search. I pulled the fern leaves aside tentatively at first, worried about snakes, giant jungle spiders, poison frogs, and human-eating Venus flytraps, but I encountered no bugs, animals, or thorns (and for the record, no demons either), so I sped up, tearing through the underbrush, calling for Lilly.

We’d scoured the area, and I’d nearly given up when I spotted something the red of Lilly’s coat.

“Lilly? Lilly!” I ran. “I’m coming!”
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Chapter Two
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I jumped over round rocks and frilly fronds, hurrying toward Lilly. She had died to get here, but what if her fall had killed her a second time and her spirit had gone to wherever it was you went to after this place? The after-heaven, the after-hell, or the after-afterlife. I imagined a never-ending subway of afterlives, where she would always die one train car ahead of me and I would never catch up to her.

When I got there, I saw that it wasn’t her. It was a section of log partially covered with red fungus. I hadn’t found my Lilly! I knelt there, emotions crashing over me in waves. Relief! Dismay! Anger! Relief! Dismay! Anger! I moaned. Just a little.

Morris stomped through the undergrowth, calling, “Did you find her?”

“I thought maybe... but no.” I bowed my head.

He put his hand on my shoulder.

“Lilly doesn’t deserve to be lost and all alone,” I said. “Just yesterday we were in line at the grocery store, and there was a man walking with a cane who seemed to be in pain. She insisted he go ahead of us.”

“She’s good people,” said Morris. “That’s for sure.”

“She helped him do the self-checkout. She had something fun to say about everything in his cart. She was like, ‘Potato bread? Potato head! Have an egg-cellent day! Bean there, done that.’ She had him laughing like crazy.”

I thought about the wry twist to her mouth and her little winks. She had a way of connecting to people that I’d never mastered.

Morris and I stepped away from the log, then he gave my shoulder an on-to-the-next-thing double pat. “I’m hungry. Let’s climb back up to the nests and get something to eat. Then we can figure out what to do next.”

“I’m not eating eggs.” In life I’d loved eggs of every sort—scrambled, fried, pickled, deviled. Deviled! Yikes! But here the thought of eating them—or any of the birds that had laid them—made me nauseous. I supposed death had converted me into a vegetarian.

“No!” said Morris. “That’s not what I meant. I saw fruit when we were up there. Let’s get it.”

I was crazy hungry. It had now been at least half a day since we’d eaten.

He added, “Besides, maybe there was a delay in her arrival. Maybe she’s there now.”

That did it for me. We climbed back up our ladder. My elbow ached from my earlier fall, but it didn’t slow me much.

We reached the branch with nests all around, but Lilly wasn’t there. I tried to be strong about it, but then the strings of feathery white flowers reminded me of New Year’s Eve, when Lilly had dressed as a sexy chicken. Recalling her come-hither bock-booock made my eyes tear up.

We were about to continue upward to find the fruit when there was a krick-krick sound. Peering into a nest, we saw fissures in its eggs. There was more krick-kricking all around us, like many different sizes of knuckles being cracked.

Morris announced, “They’re all hatching at once!”

It seemed profound that new life was happening in a place of death. Within minutes the nests were full of featherless bundles of avian joy, with chirping and squeaking coming from all directions.

An adult bird—scarlet with charcoal wings—swooped down and landed on a branch above, its beak as long as my arm, curved like a scimitar. Morris threw his arms over his head for protection. I crouched and held my hands out in I-don’t-want-any-trouble position.

Other oversize adult birds arrived. Soon the treetops were filled with hundreds of birds of all shapes and colors, making a cacophony of squawks and chirps. They all sported bone-cracking, eye-gouging types of beaks. The beating of their wings made the air whoosh this way and that like a malfunctioning wind tunnel. It smelled like sugar cookies.

A sleek crow landed on Morris’s shoulder, cawing harshly. It had an unusual feature: A single brown feather nestled among the black ones on one wing. It extended its head slowly toward my friend’s mouth, like a lover going in for a kiss in a romcom.

He leaned away. “Hey, back off!”

I scurried forward to shoo the bird away. After a quick, jerky twist of its head, it flew off with something shiny in its beak.

“Ow!” Morris’s hand flew to his mouth. “It stole my lip piercing.”

The crow landed on a branch above us, tilting its head as if to show off its new prize.

Morris used one of his standard classroom commands. “Stealing means taking something that doesn’t belong to you. That is wrong. Please return that to its rightful owner.”

For a moment I thought the crow might return, but no, it flew off.

His shoulders slumped. He’d had that lip piercing for years.

I tried to sound cheery. “We’ll get you another one when we reach civilization.”

There was a pleasant sound of rain on leaves, like the plinking pizzicato of a dozen cellos.

He held up his palms, looking like a supplicant in a medieval painting. “I hear rain, but it’s dry.”

We both realized why at the same time. Bird poop, we mouthed in unison. Sure enough, feathery tails were lifting. Splotches of creamy white and forest green materialized on the broad leaves all around.

“Kind of pretty,” said Morris uncertainly.

It was, actually. The perfect pattern for sling chair fabric, with its subtle nod to pinto pony, but I would no longer be designing furniture. I was dead. I’d always known death would come someday, but this was too sudden.

A bird dove to one of the nests, picked up a chick in its talons, and flew off. Another followed suit. This continued for a crazy half hour until all the birds and chicks were gone.

A new bird arrived—the largest bird yet, three times taller than me. White feathers framed its face. Its muscular legs had a black-and-white zigzag pattern like a dress Lilly wore. (My sweet Lilly! Where was she?)

The feet of this stunningly majestic creature were large enough to wring my body like a washcloth. I backed up against the trunk of the tree, wishing I could disappear into it.

Morris whispered reverently, “Wow. A king-size harpy eagle.”

“That thing could kill us,” I whispered back.

“We’re already dead.”

“It could kill us deader.”

Still whispering, Morris put his palms together respectfully. “I name you Lancelot.” 

“How do you know it’s male?”

“Just a guess. The female is bigger than the male.”

“So there’s an even bigger one out there?”

He shrugged.

Lancelot stretched his wings wide as a paraglider. What were we to him? Friend? Foe? Dinner? 

“What do we do?” I asked urgently.

“Back up slowly. Make a lot of noise. No wait, that’s for a bear. I don’t know. Look unappetizing.”

I was trying to figure out how to accomplish that when Lancelot screeched. I could feel it in my bones, a vibration that began in my skull and traveled down my vertebrae to my pelvis, which magnified the vibration into a sound like a harmonic gong. That astounded me, as it never would have happened in life, but in heaven, who knew what acoustic rules applied? 

The sound also startled the harpy, whose head feathers rose into a crown. 

“Oh no,” said Morris. “That means he’s angry.”

Lancelot dove toward us. He grasped one of my ankles with his talon, lifting me. I grabbed for a bough, but missed.

With his other talon, he snatched Morris by an ankle. My friend flailed, hollering, “Ay-yai, ay-yai.”

I was now in my least favorite position: upside down. Blood rushed to my head, and I lost all sense of my three-dimensional positioning. And so, while we rose, I used my abs—what was left of them after years of sporadic weekend exercise—to pull myself up and grasp the bird’s leg with both hands. His squawk told me he wasn’t pleased by that—he dipped and swerved—but in the end he let me hammock underneath.

“Lilly!” I called as we left. “Lilly!” I tried to get one last look around for landmarks, but the motion and flapping made that impossible.

“He’s taking us to be judged.” Morris hung limp, like an upside-down marionette.

Of course! That was what happened in the afterlife. Judgment. 

I generally considered myself to be a good person, and could defend any of my actions that might initially appear dubious; however, I remembered a time I’d been stopped by a cop for speeding. While waiting for him to call in my license plate and then amble up to my car, I’d prepared justifications and explanations in my head. By the time he’d reached me I had the perfect wording ready, and I imagined him listening to me, then smiling from behind his aviator sunglasses and telling me to be on my way, safely now, you hear?

But I’d been given no chance. He gave me a ticket without preamble. I’d been judged and sentenced. Done deal.

Was that going to happen now? My heart was pounding dubstep hard. “What if we’ve already been judged and sentenced, to the Prometheus torture?”

“What’s that?” asked Morris.

“An eagle eats our livers out every day, and they grow back every night.”

“Maybe yours,” said Morris petulantly. “But I don’t deserve torture.”

“Are you saying I do?”

“You asked me to come on the hike. I’d be alive if it wasn’t for you.”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. I’d be alive if it wasn’t for you. Was he right? I couldn’t think with all that wind rushing up my nose.

A few minutes later, Lancelot dropped us into the bottom of a nest as big as a fishing scow. He perched on the edge, peering down at us with his penetrating raptor eyes.

A juvenile harpy eagle was in the nest with us. It was my size, with a black beak, white feathers, and black-tipped wings. It greeted us with a squick-squawk.

“Oh shit,” said Morris. “We’re breakfast.”

Of course. Lancelot would now shred us to bits, then feed us to his progeny. Was that what had happened to Lilly? I hoped not, with all my might.

We scrambled up the sticks that formed the nest, but Lancelot butted us back down with the top of his head. And then, so quickly that I had no chance to react, he pried my mouth open with his black beak. A gloppy mess flowed into my throat, making me gag. It tasted of raw hamburger, which I’d only ever tried on a dare and wouldn’t recommend even when doctored with Worcestershire sauce and given the misleading name of steak tartare.

Instead of ripping me to pieces, Lancelot was feeding me. It was too much, too fast. It felt like I was going to die again, this time from choking. When he finished, I spit out what I hadn’t swallowed, then wiped my face frenziedly, making noises of disgust. I was surprised I didn’t throw up—maybe one couldn’t vomit in the afterlife. Time would only tell.

Lancelot did the same to Morris. I whimpered at the sight of his monstrous beak buried in my friend’s mouth, filling him so full that his throat bulged.

Afterward Morris spit many times, made ack noises over and over, blew gunk from his nostrils, and wiped his entire forearm across his mouth. “That was probably dead sloth or dead monkey. That’s what harpy eagles eat. Disgusting. Absolutely disgusting.”

My nausea ballooned. “You shouldn’t have told me that.”

Lancelot fed the juvenile bird, then flew off, the wind from his wings pinning us against the side of the nest, as if gravity had suddenly gone sideways. I watched him grow smaller in the distance.

I was still reeling from that disgusting force-feeding, but I had to get past it, because this was our chance to escape. We climbed to the edge of the nest. As before, the tree trunk below us was limb-free and smooth, except for globules of amber-colored pitch. And what was more, we couldn’t reach the boughs of the nearest trees to climb away.

“We have to build another ladder,” said Morris.

“Yes. Then let’s look for other humans. We can organize a search party for Lilly.”

The thought of finding others to help us scour the jungle propelled me into action. I examined the nest. Its sticks were the right size for our ladder, but were too well woven into the nest to easily extract for use. Otherwise there were bits of animal fur, feathers, seedpods, and short pieces of green vine. At the bottom was feather fluff and a musty smell that I surmised was old bird poop. Nothing we could use here.

We began breaking branches to build the ladder. The young harpy eagle watched us in what seemed like a quizzical manner.

“You know what’s weird,” said Morris, “we’re in a tropical place, and there aren’t any bugs. No mosquitoes, no flies, no creepy-crawlies of any kind. We’ve only seen birds since we’ve gotten here.”

Only birds. My stomach fluttered as a thought struck me. “We are in heaven, but the wrong heaven. Bird heaven instead of human heaven.”

Morris’s eyes widened, like a vintage troll doll minus the cheesy grin. “Oh my god, you could be right.”

The resentment I’d been trying to suppress surfaced all at once. “If only you hadn’t taught me so many bird calls.”

He stiffened. “Stop blaming this on me.”

I couldn’t keep the surliness out of my tone. “Why not? We always talk about birds. Mating habits, migratory paths, endangered species status...”

He shook a branch in my face. His voice went icy. “It’s your fault we died. You were the one who asked me to go hiking.”

I bristled. Again I wondered if he could be right. But honestly, it wasn’t like I’d personally ordered up a natural disaster. “It was a freak accident. There was no snow anywhere in sight. Not above us, not below us, not beside us. And it’s not avalanche season... I don’t understand it myself. There was no risk.”

His words held venom. “And yet here we are, deader than doughnuts.” He abandoned our task, jumped into the nest, and snuggled up to the young bird, giving me a look that implied I was a third wheel. “You go look for Lilly. I’m staying here.”

I gaped. We’d been friends for years, together through thick and thin. Never once had we abandoned one another, or even threatened to. “Bro. There’s no need for all that.”

“I’m done with you.”

That stony voice. He meant business. I’d lost my wife, and now I was losing my best friend.

I slipped into one of those states that are impossible to describe. Bottom of the deepest, darkest well comes close, as does limitless maze with no exit, but those were mere words that fell far short.

I shouted to God, or the manager of whatever sorting service had mistakenly shuttled us here. “Hello? We’re in the wrong heaven! We’re not birds. I’m Leo Cooper, and this is Morris Johnson. We’re human. And we need to find my wife, Lilly.”

The juvenile harpy eagle squeaked frantically, as if to warn me against such folly. 

“I name you Dakota.” Morris stroked the harpy eagle anxiously.

I called and called, imploring for help. Explaining the situation. 

Nobody answered. 

It was only then I noticed something the size of a cantaloupe hanging from a branch, smooth and vermillion.

My reptilian brain abruptly took over. I spilled out of that deep, dark place like slop from a bucket. Up there hung something I could eat other than regurgitated meat, and I had to have it.

“Fruit, glorious fruit,” I muttered as I climbed toward that beacon of sweetness. Would it taste like cantaloupe? Plum? Papaya? I wasn’t hungry in a physical sense, but I needed something yummy to counter my emotional upheaval and get the taste of Lancelot’s regurgitated food out of my mouth.

Morris shot upward. He was going to get it first! No way I would let him do that after he’d dissed me so badly. But he was already within a few arm lengths. I lit the afterburners, reached it first, and plucked it from the branch.

His eyes went dull. He climbed back down to the nest and sat slumped.

I sighed. Whether we were splitting up or not, I couldn’t let it end this way. I descended and held it out to him.

His eyebrows slanted, signifying wariness. He gave me a look that said, You’re really giving this to me?

I gave him a look that said, I can’t stand to see you so miserable.

He gave me a look that said, Well okay, but that doesn’t mean we’re good.

I gave him a look that said, Just take it already.

If this detailed exchange using mere glances seems unlikely, bear in mind that Morris and I had been friends since we were five years old and we had a superior level of nonverbal communication.

He peeled off a thick section of rind. Blobs of reddish-brown fruit fell out. It smelled like raw hamburger.

In spite of the stink, Morris tasted a bit of it. Disgust pulled his front neck muscles taut. “It’s raw-meat-flavored fruit. How revolting!” 

I sagged with disappointment. There would be no sugary sweetness in my immediate future. I would have even preferred something as bland as raw zucchini over raw-meat-flavored fruit. “That must be what Lancelot fed us.”

“At least we haven’t been eating dead sloth.” He hurled it away, and it lodged in a branch with a thwick sound.

If only Lilly were here now. She would find the humor in the raw-meat-flavored fruit. She would also point out the flowering vines and remind me that there are no garlands in hell. She would bring out my better self.

I resumed building the ladder on my own. I was standing on one of the rungs when Lancelot returned. His head feathers rose in anger, and he screeched so loudly my ears popped. He looked like he might shish-kebab me with that sharp beak of his.

I shot back up to the nest. He tore the ladder up, flicking the sticks away with wrathful jerks of his neck. That done, he perched nearby and began preening, thankfully ignoring me once more.

Morris looked wide-eyed, as if watching a tornado come his way. “We’re stuck here. We’re never going to leave.”

“Au contraire,” I said. “We’re getting out of here. And we’re going to do it together. We’re going to find Lilly and the rest of humanity, and that’s all there is to it.”
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Chapter Three
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Shortly after Lancelot tore up the ladder, darkness fell and it began to rain. He sheltered us by sitting on us, which was awkward but surprisingly comfortable. We slept soundly, snuggled in with Dakota, breathing the smell of musty nest.

The next day was sunny once more. Lancelot left and we were at it again, breaking off branches, this time hiding them in the boughs above the nest so we could build the ladder down to the ground all at once during one of Lancelot’s absences.

Dakota began squawking persistently. Returning to the nest, we found her beating her wings. Her leg was stuck between the sticks that formed the nest. We tried to get close enough to help, but she was panicked and kept thwacking us with her wings.

“Try to settle her down,” I said.

Morris obliged, using his calming voice (a blend of Morgan Freeman and Christopher Walken), which always worked on his students. “Hocus-pocus, everybody focus. Macaroni and cheese, everybody freeze. All set. You bet.”

She flapped less and less, and then was still except for the occasional head jut. He was so good with people and animals! Why didn’t I have that kind of skill? I told myself to get over it. I was the one who’d asked for his help. I should be grateful.

I hunched down to assess the problem, which turned out to be complicated. I didn’t know how she’d done it, but her leg was wedged between a crisscrossing of sticks, so that to move any one of them out of the way would put pressure on others and crush her leg bone.

I examined the trap as if it were a game of pick-up sticks. If I pushed this stick that way, it would move that stick that way, which would open up room over there, and so on. Each scenario I came up with would result in disaster, but I was determined to think it through. She’d gotten her leg in there somehow—surely there was a way to get it out.

In the meantime, Dakota made quiet chirrups of pain that wrenched my heart. Morris hummed the Jeopardy! game show theme that indicated your time was almost up and you’d better hurry to write your final answer or you’d lose.

“Eh,” I said, a clipped, nasally exclamation indicating he should shut the hell up, which he did, saying, “Uh,” to indicate his displeasure at being muzzled when he was only trying to help.

In the ensuing silence, I could hear my heartbeat. It sounded like a rhumba, a bit all over the place, but I refused to be distracted by it.

I finished calculating a plan of action. If I was correct, I’d identified two sticks I could move at the same time, which would have a cascading effect on the rest of the sticks, giving her an opening to pull herself free.

“Be ready,” I said. Though she
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