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Praise for
The Last Flight of the Scarlet Macaw


“Not even Hollywood could invent Sharon Matola. The plucky American arrived in Belize in the ’80s, founded a popular zoo, and became an expert on the scarlet macaw, an increasingly rare rainbow-colored parrot. When the Belizean government proposed erecting a dam in pristine macaw habitat, she leapt to the bird’s defense. This fascinating account of the resulting battle touches upon greed, corruption, and the legacy of colonialism. While the outcome is sobering, there’s a glimmer of hope for imperiled species everywhere in feisty irritants like Matola.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“[A] stunning and significant piece of environmental journalism.”

—USA Today




“A dynamic cast of characters buoys the story … With a plot so multilayered and dramatic that readers will need to remind themselves it’s a true account, the narrative achieves the depth of a case study and the accessible intimacy of a short feature. Throughout, Barcott’s relaxed, lucid writing and inventive descriptions … place readers firmly on the side of Matola and the birds.”

—The Miami Herald




“A gripping account … A seasoned journalist, Barcott ably handles this wide-ranging, multifaceted story. Employing novelistic scene-setting, pithy detail and crisp dialogue, he covers cumbersome legal hurdles, arcane international legalities and raucous public hearings with the graceful ease of a long-distance runner. … Through tough reporting, colorful travel writing and a touch of natural history, Barcott has elevated an obscure environmental struggle to epic status.”

—The Seattle Times




“Barcott brings a fresh, urgent view.”

—The Washington Post




“Well-reported and often compelling … Barcott deserves much praise for the diligence and thoroughness of his reportage.”

—The Seattle Post-Intelligencer




“A meticulous and evocative story … Barcott is a wonderful writer, clear and unadorned … who is able to cram a great deal of information … into a fascinating and increasingly tense detective story, profile in courage and political thriller.”

—The Sunday Oregonian




“[Barcott] spins a fast-paced, wide-ranging tale that reads like a thriller with plenty of unexpected twists yet delivers a powerful message about the monuments we build and what they say about us.”

—Fast Company




“Hiaasen-esque, but real life.”

—New York Post




“Matola’s personality, persistence and wit coupled with Barcott’s language and storytelling make The Last Flight of the Scarlet Macaw a thrilling and gripping book.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel




“A sympathetic saga of eco-activism with a cast of unforgettable characters … Matola is a journalist’s dream. … Well worth reading.”

—Natural History




“Superbly written by Bruce Barcott, [The Last Flight of the Scarlet Macaw] describes in compelling detail the unsuccessful fight against the Chalillo dam. … A brave and informative book.”

—Owen Sound Sun Times (Ontario, Canada)




“An enthralling saga, expertly told.”

—Marin Independent Journal (California)




“A book that will elevate your blood pressure and tug at your heart … Understandable and enthralling. It’s a great read.”

—The Arizona Republic




“Barcott’s compelling narrative is suspenseful right up to the last moment.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A riveting account … This real page-turner of narrative nonfiction is hard to put down.”

—Booklist
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Introduction

THE SCARLET MACAW LOOKS like a creature dreamed up by Dr. Seuss. It’s a red parrot with wings tipped buttercup yellow and royal blue. Its black beak hooks around its jaw like a saber tooth. Its eyes are the color of egg yolks. Its tail shoots out of its body like a torch. A macaw is about the size of a housecat. It possesses a bill capable of cracking bones and a tongue as dextrous as a human thumb. Macaws mate for life, and those lives can be incredibly long—fifty years or more. They travel in large packs, dozens strong, and when they gather to eat seeds their bodies speckle the canopy like plump red cherries. If birds formed villages, a town of macaws would thrum with happy marriages and lively conversation.

Few creatures can match the macaw’s powers of enchantment. The bird possesses a childlike, inquisitive nature and an uncanny ability to mimic human speech. Its powers of reason and memory mark it as one of the smartest birds alive. For more than five hundred years we’ve stolen macaws from the wild and made them our pets, jungle souvenirs squawking on perches in our dining rooms and parlors. Columbus brought back a pair from the New World as a gift for Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand. In sixteenth- century Flemish paintings, they appeared as symbols of romantic love. Today they are travel brochure superstars, icons of tropical beauty beckoning tourists to hop a southbound plane.

For thousands of years, a handful of charismatic animals have captured the human imagination through their combination of beauty, elusiveness, and ferocity. In aboriginal cultures they’re honored with special respect and reverence. In modern society they serve as embodiments of untrammeled wilderness. North America has the bear and the eagle. Central and South America have the jaguar and the macaw. When I see macaws in the wild, a ripple of joy runs through me. Macaws reassure us. Wherever they fly, raw jungle still survives.

They won’t fly much longer. Scarlet macaws are disappearing from Central America. In most countries they’re down to one or two populations. Belize has two hundred wild scarlet macaws. So does Guatemala. Mexico has less than a hundred. El Salvador has none. The macaws are vanishing quickly and quietly. Only a few field biologists understand the extent of the loss. The bird’s disappearance in Central America has been masked by its relative abundance in South America. Healthy populations in the Amazon basin keep the scarlet macaw off international endangered species lists. Meanwhile, the bird winks out in Mesoamerica, a region that reveres the macaw as much as Americans cherish the bald eagle.

Scarlet macaws aren’t the only creatures in trouble, of course. Many scientists believe we’re in the midst of the sixth great extinction, a massive species snuff-out of a magnitude that happens every hundred million years or so. Of the 40,177 species assessed in 2006 by the World Conservation Union, 16,119 were listed as threatened with extinction. Despite the best efforts of conservationists, the rate of biodiversity loss is speeding up. Over the past five hundred years, most extinctions have been limited to oceanic islands. Over the past twenty years, continental extinctions have become as common as island extinctions. Of the world’s ten thousand species of birds, about one thousand are expected to die out within the next three human generations. Nearly three-quarters of the world’s commercial fish stocks are overfished or have collapsed completely. Scientists give large carnivores—tigers, lions, grizzlies—one more century to live, two at most.

We kill some animals outright, but mostly we just destroy their homes. Scarlet macaws are dying out in Central America because the region lost one-fifth of its forest cover between 1990 and 2005. Climate change is increasing the rate of that loss. It’s already making it tougher for animals to live in the Arctic, and it’s expected to do the same in Central America and the rest of the world. The U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates that 20 to 30 percent of plant and animal species will face an increased risk of extinction because of global warming. Many of those could be lost within the next fifty years. In the Native American mythology of the Pacific Northwest, colorful tales are often set in the time before the coming of the people, when characters like Coyote and Turtle had the planet blissfully to themselves. We may well be living in the time before the leaving of the animals.

When trouble seems intractable, sometimes the best thing to do is go somewhere else and see how other people work the problem. Finding a spot isn’t difficult. The same story of species loss unfolds in the rain-soaked mountains of Kauai, the Andean highlands of Peru, and the windswept taiga above the Arctic Circle. In my case, fate brought me to a tiny Central American country often ignored by the rest of the world. I watched as the forces of global capitalism and international environmentalism battled for six years over the survival of the last scarlet macaws in Belize. At the center of it all was a woman who ran a charming little zoo.



Part I




CHAPTER 1

IF YOU FEEL A NEED to escape the law, elude creditors, hide assets, or shed the skin of your humdrum life, you could do worse than run away to Belize. Belize is a tiny nation tucked between Guatemala, Mexico, and the Caribbean Sea. It’s firmly attached to Central America but considers itself a Caribbean island, like a chicken that thinks it’s a duck. For more than a hundred years Belize was known as British Honduras, one of the most remote outposts of the British Empire, which explains why it’s the only Latin American nation to embrace English as its official language.

It’s difficult to overstate the smallness of the place. Imagine a country the size of Massachusetts with the population of Corpus Christi, Texas. Give it an army of seven hundred soldiers and a seat in the United Nations and you start to get an idea of Belize. Centuries ago more than one million Maya populated this part of Central America. Today fewer than three hundred thousand Belizeans spread themselves among the country’s river towns and tin-shack villages. Two-thirds of the country is covered by jungle.

Belize goes unnoticed by the rest of the world, and over the years the country has parlayed its obscurity into an attractive asset. For those shipwrecked on the shoals of life, Belize offers a new beginning. The country teems with adventurous refugees who’ve set up shop in the middle of the Central American jungle. British innkeepers, Mennonite farmers, Chinese shopkeepers, Lebanese entrepreneurs, American missionaries, Canadian aid workers, and Dutch scientists live peacefully alongside the nation’s longer-established residents, the Garifuna artists, Maya cacao growers, Mestizo plantation managers, and Creole politicians who make up the majority of the country’s population. Belize draws the eccentric, the madcap, and the downright mad. In this colorful human menagerie it takes some doing to stand out, but there is one woman who manages to delight, enrage, captivate, frustrate, and inspire her fellow Belizeans more than anyone else. She’s the proprietor of the Belize Zoo. Her name is Sharon Matola.

Sharon shares her office with a three-legged jaguar named Angel. When the screen door bangs, Angel limps up a cleated ramp that connects the jaguar habitat to the office, a plywood shack on stilts. When she sees Sharon, Angel rolls over and stretches like a dog wanting its belly scratched. Sharon will toss Angel a piece of chicken through the wire fence that separates them. The jaguar catches the meat in her jaws with a clop. Visitors to Sharon’s office often ask to pet Angel, which Sharon discourages. “Never pet a jaguar,” she once told me, “unless you’re willing to feed her your hand.”

Sharon speaks fluent Russian and once worked as a lion tamer for a traveling Mexican circus. She sings to wild jaguars to soothe them. As a young woman she married a dentist and lived in a tidy house in Iowa City. When she grew restless she started hopping freight trains to Florida. She once smuggled a spider monkey across the Mexican border by swimming the Rio Grande with the animal balanced on her head. She’s an expert in mycology, the study of fungi, and is considered one of the world’s foremost authorities on both the scarlet macaw and the Baird’s tapir, a three-toed ungulate with a ridiculous floppy snout. Most of that knowledge she picked up while walking through the Central American jungle carrying little more than a machete.

Sharon is more at home in the jungle than most of us are in our mother’s kitchen. An American by birth, she’s spent the past quarter century in the raw tropical landscape of Central America. In the fall of 1982 she left the United States to work as an assistant on a nature documentary being filmed in Belize. At the end of the shoot, the director left her in possession of a jaguar, two macaws, a ten-foot boa constrictor, and seventeen other animals. “Once you domesticate wild animals, they can’t care for themselves in the wild,” Sharon told me. “If you turn them out they’ll starve.” So she painted a sign that said BELIZE ZOO and stuck it beside the lonely road that runs from Belize City to the Guatemalan border. People came.

Today the zoo exhibits 125 individual animals and hosts more than seventy thousand visitors every year—more than one-quarter of Belize’s entire population. It is the country’s most visited tourist attraction and one of the region’s most prestigious scientific research stations. Belizean children idolize Sharon Matola. She invites them to the zoo and holds a tarantula in her palm, wraps a boa around her leg, and speaks to April the tapir as her friend. In the eyes of children she lives a magical life, padding through her own zoo like Willy Wonka strolling the chocolate factory floor. Sharon often buzzes through the countryside on a Kawasaki 650 motorcycle, and when children see her coming they jump and wave and shout her name: Zoo Lady!

I met Sharon in 2002 on a reporting trip to Belize. Ari Hershowitz put me on to her. Hershowitz is a scruffy, bearded guy I met years ago while writing a story about a gray whale nursery in Mexico. A multinational corporation wanted to build a salt factory in a calving lagoon. Hershowitz, an organizer for the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), was one of the people who stopped it. Over the years we kept in touch. One day I called and found him in an expansive mood. He had a new project. An international energy company wanted to build a dam that would flood one of the last great sections of unbroken jungle in Central America. “It’s a small dam but the damage would be enormous,” he said. “This river valley is like a cradle of life. It’s filled with jaguars, tapirs, scarlet macaws. They’d all be wiped out by the dam.”

“Where’s the river?” I asked.

“Belize.”

I fumbled for an atlas. “Belize?” I said, flipping to the index. “What part of Belize?”

“Middle of the country, about ten miles from the Guatemalan border,” Hershowitz said. “Seriously, you should go check it out. It’s a two-hour flight from Houston.” He paused. “It’s a former British colony. Everybody speaks English.”

“Who’s fighting the dam?”

“We’re working with a coalition of groups down there, but there’s one woman who’s spearheading things. Her name’s Sharon Matola. She’s kind of the Doctor Doolittle of Belize.”


I reached for a pen. “Any other interesting characters?”

Hershowitz chuckled. “How much time you got?”



Later that week I made a few phone calls to Belize, which is an experience not unlike playing the slots. You dial and dial, and once in a while the call goes through. Everyone I talked to either loved or despised Sharon Matola. “She’s our Joan of Arc,” one woman told me. Another man practically spat when he mentioned “that woman.” A little online research revealed that the Belizean newspapers were equally divided. Some praised the Zoo Lady and her anti-dam crusade. Others blamed her for all of the nation’s ills. Banks wouldn’t lend Belize money because of Sharon Matola. Children went hungry because of Sharon Matola. The Belize Times, the Belizean government mouthpiece, called her a modern-day colonialist and a traitor to the nation. A government spokesman labeled her “an enemy of the people.”

It was that phrase—“an enemy of the people”—more than anything else, I think, that convinced me to fly to Belize and track down the Zoo Lady. Over the next six years I would come to appreciate Sharon Matola in all her complexity. She is a strange and enchanting woman. She can display more tenacity, courage, generosity, and love than seems possible for one person. She can be warm, goofy, and funny. She can also be impossibly stubborn and self-righteous. I didn’t know that at the beginning. All I knew was that if any government hated and feared a woman that much, I wanted to meet her.

According to the World Conservation Union (IUCN),* the most respected scientific organization tracking species extinction, one in every four mammal species and one in eight bird species face a high risk of extinction in the near future. Plants and animals are disappearing at a rate at least a hundred times the planet’s natural, or background, extinction rate. The problem has become known as the “sixth extinction crisis” because it follows previous waves of species disappearance in the Ordovician, Devonian, Permian, Triassic, and Cretaceous periods. Those extinctions happened over geologic time. This one is happening in the blink of an eye.

At times the earth’s fate seems so dire and inexorable that I’m tempted to throw up my hands and say to hell with it. The forces driving the sixth extinction possess so much money and power that fighting them requires a willing suspension of disbelief. The odds are so long that if you look at them too hard you’ll lose your mind. Every once in a while, though, I meet a rare subspecies of human who offers hope. It’s almost never a politician or a scientist. It’s almost always a woman without credentials. They’re often self-taught researchers who become experts through years of hard experience and close observation. They’re the ones who scoop up a jar of brown water from a ditch and ask impertinent questions about what’s in it. Because they don’t know protocol they barge in and do what nobody else has the courage to do. They don’t ask permission. When government authorities demand to know what gives them the right to speak, they don’t flash advanced degrees. They straighten their shoulders and say, I have the right because I walk on this earth and I breathe this air.

My first phone conversation with Sharon fell short of dazzling. I caught her on her way out of town, and over a crackly connection she gave me the quick-and-dirty info most reporters require. We agreed to talk later at length. Weeks passed. We didn’t talk. And then one day she called back and said she was going into the field in a few weeks to track the migration of scarlet macaws across the Maya Mountain divide. “I can’t take you on the whole trip but you can come along on the first few days if you want,” she said. “We’ll be going up the river that would be destroyed by the dam.”

“What should I bring?” I asked.

She thought for a second. “Bug repellent,” she said.
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The Chalillo Dam was a proposed 150-foot-high concrete impoundment dam that would block the Macal River, the main artery draining the western slope of the Maya Mountains. The dam would produce 6 megawatts of electricity, enough to power at least six thousand households. A deep reservoir would rise behind the dam and turn twelve miles of the Macal and six miles of its tributary, the Raspaculo, into a bathtub. Drowned in that tub would be a valley teeming with tapirs, jaguars, peccaries, and scarlet macaws. The macaws would feel the brunt of it, according to the dam’s opponents. A rare subspecies nests in trees near the river and nowhere else in Belize. Proponents of the dam argued that the birds would simply make new nests in trees above the floodline.

The corporation developing the dam was Fortis, a power company based in Newfoundland, Canada. In 1999, Fortis purchased Belize’s electrical utility, Belize Electricity Limited (BEL), as part of the Belizean government’s privatization program. Fortis planned to spend $25 million to build the dam.

I called Sharon from an airport pay phone. She was too busy to see me. “I’m showing Prince Andrew around the zoo,” she said. She wasn’t kidding. Members of the royal family sometimes stop by during tours of the former colony. “Why don’t you come by tomorrow morning?”

I made my way by rental car to Belize City, the nation’s largest city and notoriously dangerous cultural capital. The sign on the outskirts of town read BELIZE CITY, POPULATION 70,000: WORKING FOR A BETTER CITY. Founded 350 years ago in a mosquito-ridden swamp near the mouth of the Belize River, the city exists because seventeenth-century sea merchants found it a convenient spot to anchor while loading timber. Today Belize City is a teeming town of stilted wood houses pinched together along narrow broken streets just inches above sea level. The land is so saturated that the dead lie entombed in surface vaults at the edge of town.

I turned on the radio. “No suspect has been identified in the pedal-by shooting that left one man dead in Belize City yesterday.…” A string of soccer scores followed, and then a public service announcement. “The Belize dollar is strong,” declared the announcer. “Show your pride. Purchase your goods in Belizean dollars and exchange American currency at the official rate of two Belizean dollars for one American.” There are few things in this world that can be called dead certainties. One is that when the government starts running ads boasting of the local dollar’s strength, the local dollar is about as mighty as a kitten in a river.

I switched off the radio and took in the scene around me. Uniformed schoolchildren walked along the curb. Stately black women crossed the street holding umbrellas like shields against the sun. Shirtless men with long dreadlocks wove their bicycles among streetside fruit vendors. Deep gutters and open canals crosshatched the city, filled with turbid water and menacing, well-muscled crabs.

The streets of Belize City are laid out like a tangle of snakes. Most are unmarked. There is no commercially produced map, although a crude letter-size rendering of the city’s layout circulates around the city like tourist samizdat. If you are lucky enough to acquire a blurred photocopy, you may learn to guard it as you do your passport.

I cut across a canal, caught a whiff of its stink, and turned left, scanning for a street sign. An old man with gray dreadlocks wandered into the middle of the street, barked something hostile, then continued on his way. I tugged at my shirt, sodden from the tropical heat. Another turn. Didn’t I just cross this bridge?

At an abandoned Texaco station I approached a man squatting beside a display of carved wooden dolphins on a filthy blanket. “I’m trying to find the Chateau Caribbean,” I said. “I wonder if you—”

“Where you goin’, mon?”

“The Chateau Caribbean.”

He cocked his head and squinted at me.

“No, no. Don’ know it, mon.”

I glanced at the map. “It looks like it’s near the Radisson.”

“Radi-sown?” he said, and grunted. The Radisson Fort George is the only business-class hotel in Belize City. In a country where a government job pays twenty dollars a day, tips from a tourist’s pocket can support an entire family. The Radisson supports a micro-economy of taxi drivers, tour guides, diving charters, and folk artists. Everyone knows where the Radisson is.

“Yeh mon, shtret down heah, keep di rye, you see di weh,” he said. Belize’s first language is English. Belize City’s first language is an English dialect so thoroughly mashed with Creole that it’s difficult to understand.

The Chateau Caribbean was a once-grand seaside hotel that glory had long since abandoned. One of the b’s had fallen off its sign. Its pink paint curled. Inside, nothing moved. Not the bellhop, not the ceiling fans, not the air.

“Credit machine not working today,” said the desk clerk. She was a heavyset woman who, like the dolphin salesman, avoided direct eye contact. “You can pay cash?”

“Sure,” I said, unzipping my sweat-soaked money belt. “Belizean or U.S.?”

As the evening sun fell into the sea, I strolled around a peninsula jutting into the warm Caribbean Sea. Above me frigate birds spread their great wings and rode the wind to distant homes in the cayes, the tiny offshore islands that form the Western Hemisphere’s largest barrier reef. Belize has a strange relationship with the sea. In proclamation and lore, Belizeans are forever declaring their love for the Caribbean. In Belize City, which is dominated by the descendants of black Caribs, to be Belizean is to be Caribbean. The national anthem hails Belize as the “land of the free by the Carib Sea.” Yet when it comes to the sea itself, the Caribbean is merely the place where the city ends. It’s less a shoreline than a giant curb. Again and again I tried to walk the land’s margin and failed. The sidewalk disintegrated into jagged concrete. A skim of plastic bags, used condoms, and empty bottles floated on the tide. Foamy gutter runoff streamed around breakwater boulders. I kept to the shore until I was stopped by a fence topped with razor wire. I cut back to the hotel through a rusty playground.

Outside the Chateau Caribbean, a column of smoke caught my eye. It was a fire in the cayes. I walked to a nearby pier, where an old Creole man stood staring out at the water.

“What do you suppose is burning out there?” I asked.

“Where?” he said.

“Out there in the cayes. The smoke.”

He looked to where I was pointing. After a moment he turned to me and said, “No smoke, sir. They clouds.”

“No, no. Not the puffy white things. Look there. Black smoke coming up. See where it hits the pressure layer and spreads south?”

He looked again. He frowned. It was as if he had been trained to deny evidence of calamity for fear of scaring the tourists.

“No fire,” he insisted. “Clouds.”

Back at the Chateau, I rinsed off the day’s sweat and fell into bed. In the middle of the night I rose from a fitful sleep and switched on the light. The room stayed dark. I tried another light. It didn’t work either. I turned over and went back to sleep. In the morning I awoke to find both lights burning.


* Although its full name is the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, the IUCN is commonly known as the World Conservation Union.




CHAPTER 2

THE ZOO WASN’T HARD TO FIND. I aimed the car west toward Guatemala and drove about thirty miles before spotting a crudely fenced compound in the middle of a tropical savannah. BELIZE ZOO, the sign said. A HAVEN FOR WILDLIFE. I checked in at the front gate and waited for Sharon.

It was still early, but the warm breath of the day already dampened my shirt. Blackbirds made a sound like water dripping, quirt quirt, in the trees. I glanced at the framed photos and letters hanging on the concrete wall: naturalist Gerald Durrell playing with the monkeys, thank-you notes from Harrison Ford and Dolly Parton.

Sharon swept around the corner. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said. “We had a new tapir come in this morning. He was hit by a car. Blind in both eyes. Don’t ask me where we’re going to put him. Plus the e-mail’s not working and I’ve got an urgent message to get to the vet. Oh, and four busloads of tourists are coming in an hour.”

“I’m Bruce,” I said, holding out my hand.

“Oh. Right. Sharon,” she said, and looked down at her hands. They held a bucket of raw chicken. She was on her way to feed the animals.

“Why don’t you follow me,” she said.

A tall woman with a lightly freckled face and wide, strong shoulders, Sharon possessed a rugged beauty that hadn’t deserted her in middle age. Her forearms were crosshatched with scars. “Jaguars and pumas,” she explained. “Something startles them, they tense and sink their claws, and you have to pry them off.” She wore black gumboots smeared with mud.

I followed her to the tapir pen. A peculiar-looking relative of the horse and rhinoceros, the tapir is sometimes called a living fossil because it stopped evolving about fifty-five million years ago. “We can get right in with them, it’s okay,” she said. Sharon threw one leg over the fence and hopped into the soft mud. I’d seen tapirs before, at Seattle’s Woodland Park Zoo. Their sharp teeth and stupendous girth had always impressed me. “I’ll hang back here,” I said.

“Hey, Bullet!” she cried.

A male tapir trotted up to her. Sharon pulled a carrot out of her back pocket. The tapir used its snout to pull it into its jaws. He munched contentedly.

Sharon explained that years ago the tapir had been shot in the head and left to die. A local man found him and brought him to the zoo. The bullet is still there. “That’s why he’s named Bullet Head,” she said. “He’s a little brain-damaged.”

“Where’s April?” Sharon called out to the female. April the tapir is the zoo’s most famous resident. Shortly after Sharon started the zoo in 1983, a hunter discovered a young tapir dying in the bush. A parasite known as a screwworm had burrowed under its hide and was eating the tapir alive. The hunter hoisted the tapir into the bed of his truck and drove it to the zoo. “A screwworm is nasty,” Sharon said. “It’ll bore straight for the brain and make a huge wound. When she came to me I could stick my entire fist inside her body.” Tapirs are notoriously shy around humans. Like most Belizeans, Sharon had never actually set eyes on one.

“I decided I wasn’t going to let her die,” she recalled. Using a cattle bottle, she fed the tapir banana milk shakes spiked with vitamins and medicine. Sharon slept next to the tapir in her own room. The home remedy worked. The screwworm died. The tapir lived. Sharon named it April to mark the month the animal arrived.

The Belize Zoo is filled with Aprils and Bullet Heads: misfits, poaching casualties, orphans, abandoned pets, and problem jaguars who developed a taste for cattle and household pets. None of the animals were snatched from the wild. There are no penguins or tigers or bears. Every species in the zoo occurs naturally in Belize.

At the spider monkey exhibit, the sight of the Zoo Lady sent the primates into a frenzy. One young monkey leapt from the crown of an oak tree and caught a lower branch in a perfect tailhook landing. Swaying from his tail, he looked at Sharon hopefully. She gave him what he wanted. “Whoa! My goodness. You showoff! You big baby showoff!” she said. With the animals, the Zoo Lady can be coy, she can scold, she can gush. She’s a flirt.

We strolled past a small green pond, and I pointed out a crocodile sunning itself on a rock. “Morelet’s croc,” Sharon said, referring to the species. “That girl’s a volunteer.”

“She escaped into the zoo?”

“Yep. She can leave. She’s got the option.”

“Why does she stay?”

“Food, I imagine,” Sharon said. “The eating’s good here. She’s got fish in the pond and at five o’clock the agoutis start bouncing around.” Five o’clock is closing time at the zoo. Once the humans depart, a swing shift of agoutis roams the gravel paths. Agoutis are rodents the size of small dogs. They look like a cross between a rat and a pot-bellied pig. They are as ubiquitous in Belize as squirrels are in the United States, and their local name—“bushrabbit”—indicates that humans as well as crocodiles find them good eating.

We came to the tayra, a rat-eating weasel. “Hello, sugar,” Sharon said. The tayra trundled up to the fence and sniffed for handouts. “Sweetheart.” Sharon tossed it a bloody chicken part. Despite her cooing tone, the Zoo Lady was feeling disenchanted with tayras. During a recent field trip to study scarlet macaws, she watched two young macaws take their first leap out of the nest. “A nesting pair will work all year just to bring one or two chicks to the point of fledging,” she said. “And there are only two hundred macaws in all of Belize. The entire species is struggling to hold on. That’s one of the main reasons I’m fighting the dam.” Sharon recounted how she watched through binoculars as the two fledglings tumbled out of their nest and fluttered awkwardly to the jungle floor. Waiting below, a tayra tracked each macaw’s arc like a center fielder running down a fly ball. The fledglings were eaten immediately. The memory made Sharon fall silent for a moment. Then she spoke. “Bam! Two wiped out just like that,” she said. “It’s a hard life out there.”

Without thinking, I moved my hands toward the tayra’s cage. Sharon caught me. “You don’t want to be stupid and put your fingers there,” she said. “You don’t know how strong those claws are.”

A crackle came from the radio at Sharon’s hip. One of the keepers had a question about stringing aviary nets. Sharon murmured an answer as we moved down the path past the keel-billed toucan. I’M YOUR NATIONAL BIRD, read the sign outside the toucan’s netting. AREN’T YOU PROUD THAT I’M A BELIZEAN TOO?

Around the next corner we came upon a muddy pen of about thirty white-lipped peccaries. Central America’s version of a wild boar, peccaries travel in enormous packs sometimes a hundred strong. They are dirty, ornery beasts. Their hair is as long and coarse as pine needles. An open gland on their back secretes a musky oil that the peccaries continually rub over themselves, their packmates, and any nearby tree or stump. All that gland-rubbing produces a powerful stink. “Do you smell it?” Sharon asked.

I did. Pungent. I inhaled a little deeper. “Wait for it,” she said.“When the wind—”

“Oh! Jesus!” My head jerked back.

“—shifts.”

“I used to be able to reach in and pet these guys,” she said. But peccaries live in a strict social structure ruled by an alpha male, and the new alpha male was a boar who didn’t tolerate petting. “That’s him,” she said, pointing to an angry beast clacking his jaws.

“Does he have a name?”

“Saddam,” she said. Saddam flashed his teeth. “Oh, stop it, you lovely thing,” Sharon said. “Look, Saddam, Bruce doesn’t think you’re disgusting. Bruce thinks you’re fascinating.” Saddam paid no mind to me. It was Sharon he wanted to intimidate. She turned to leave. “If we’re reincarnated,” she said, “I want to come back as a peccary. Nice life.”

On the way to Sharon’s office, we stopped to see a jabiru stork named Boomer. At five feet tall, jabiru storks are the tallest flying birds in the Americas. Their height isn’t the first thing you notice about them, though. It’s the beak: a medieval dagger half as long as the bird’s body. “Boomer’s parents were shot back in ’93 near Burrell Boom,” a village between Belize City and the zoo, she said.

“Does he go after fish?” I asked.

“Fish?” Sharon said. “Fish nothing. This guy’s a killer.”

A few years ago Sharon walked past the jabiru exhibit and noticed a tall German tourist standing on the pier that juts into the stork’s habitat. He shuffled about looking for the bird. Sharon glanced above him and, to her horror, saw Boomer perched on the pier’s topnetting, jabbing like a spear fisherman at the man’s head. “Boomer was trying to skewer the poor guy,” she said. “Weren’t you? Weren’t you, Boom?” The bird eyed us warily. “The guy wasn’t even aware of it. The only thing that saved him was the fact that he kept moving, just slightly, just enough to make the bird miss.” I looked up. The net had been replaced by corrugated tin.

Sharon kept two offices at the zoo. She shared her official office near the front gate with the zoo’s business manager, Claudia Duenas. Her second office was a staff secret. Sharon called it her oficina. It was a little hut hidden under fan palms back by the commissary. She went there to think, write, and escape the incessant demands of the zoo. “I like it here,” she told me. I did too. During afternoon squalls, raindrops drummed against the tin roof. The floor’s wooden planks offered up an oddly comforting groan. The office looked like a diorama of Sharon’s life. Expedition tents, mud-caked sneakers, sleeping bags, water bottles, and plastic five-gallon buckets hung from the rafters. Plain wooden shelves sagged under thick books with titles like Behavior of Captive Wild Animals and Checklist of the Vascular Plants of Belize. Research papers sprouted between the books like white weeds. On an ice chest sat a rock hammer and a tapir skull. The ice chest was labeled “Field Samples—Do Not Eat.” Angel the three-legged jaguar paced behind chicken wire at the far end of the oficina. A doggie door let Angel come and go as she pleased. Sharon’s desk was buried under a landslide of reports, papers, and field notes. Above it she’d pinned a newspaper clipping: “KEEPER LOSES ARM IN ATTACK BY ZOO ANIMAL.” Near the door hung a poster for a Belizean politician named Ralph Fonseca. Over everything, as if tipped from a giant salt shaker, were insect droppings, termite wings, and the spun-glass husks of dead spiders.

Sharon rummaged through a bin of rolled maps. She found a British Forces survey of the Chalillo area and spread it on the ice chest. It had a lot of green space and very few roads. The legend indicated the green stuff was “medium jungle,” a technical classification for subtropical forests sixty feet high.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” Sharon said. “I’m not against all dams. They want to build a fifty-meter-high dam. With a dam that big you’re usually talking about hundreds of megawatts. If it were giving that much power, as much as you need for all of Belize, I wouldn’t stand in the way. But we’re talking about six megawatts!”

She pointed to the river, a kinked hose that separated the arid Mountain Pine Ridge from the damp, medium-jungly Chiquibul Forest Reserve. “That’s where we’re headed tomorrow,” she said. Through a fortuitous combination of geography, soil conditions, and weather patterns, the Macal River valley had been left untouched by human development for nearly a thousand years. As vast swaths of Central American jungle fell to slash-and-burn agriculture, the valley remained a secret sanctuary for the region’s endangered species. Tapirs abounded there. Jaguars thrived. Scarlet macaws nested in ceiba trees on the banks of this river and in no other place in Belize. “I’ve been all over Central America,” Sharon told me. “Nothing matches the abundance and the biodiversity of this place. It’s like nature on overdrive.”

That night I stayed up late reading books purchased at the zoo’s gift shop. The Mammals of Belize, The Birds of Belize, and The ABC’s to the Vegetation of Belize were hand-stapled field guides illustrated with clip art and crude drawings. The author of all three was Sharon Matola. When I asked her about it later, she told me she’d gotten fed up with the fact that Belizean students learned biology from hand-me-down British textbooks. “Belizean kids can read all about rabbits in Wales but don’t have any books that tell them about the agoutis in their own backyard,” she said. “So I wrote them myself.” The mammal guide explained how animals in North America and South America evolved separately for 130 million years until the Isthmus of Panama rose from the sea about seven million years ago. That land bridge allowed anteaters, possums, monkeys, and rodents to migrate north from South America, and let peccaries, brocket deer, and other mammals come south from North America. Scientists call it the great faunal interchange. “What lives in Belize today,” Sharon wrote, “is largely a result of this animal walkabout.”

In the morning, Sharon and I lashed tents, supply bins, and food to the top of a Land Rover. The plan was for me to accompany her for the first few days of a two-week expedition to the Maya Mountain divide, where she hoped to confirm the daily migration route of the scarlet macaws.

A few others joined us. Tony Garel, the zoo’s reptile expert, hoped to get a close-up look at the crocodiles and snakes lurking in the Macal Valley’s lush green shadows. A wiry mestizo with a pencil mustache, Garel was the zoo’s longest-tenured employee. He often ran day-to-day operations when Sharon was away. Brian Holland, a geologist who owned a dolomite mine in the southern town of Punta Gorda, came along to examine the bedrock exposed along the riverbank. Holland was an expatriate American with a cheerful mien and a disarming smile. Naturalist Chapal Bol worked at a field station operated by London’s Natural History Museum. The museum owned one of the few vehicles rugged enough to get us to the river, and Sharon had talked Bol into driving us to our put-in spot. Greg Sho, a short, powerfully built Maya, was known as one of Central America’s greatest woodsmen. He often trained British commandos to survive in the jungle. Sho was there to make sure we all came back alive.

We jammed ourselves and our gear into the Rover and set out. By midmorning the sun was already beating the country into submission. We rolled down the Western Highway with the windows open, shouting to be heard over the breeze.

“I hear you had a run-in with a tommygoff last month, Chapal,” Holland said. In Belize, “tommygoff” is slang for a deadly snake, in this case the fer-de-lance. Named for its spearpoint head, the fer-de-lance is the most lethal snake in Central and South America. Its venom contains both an anticoagulant and a necrotizing agent, which means it rots the flesh of its victims and causes massive internal bleeding simultaneously. It’s a nasty way to go.

“Not me,” said Bol. “Forestry logger. Out working the chainsaw. Snake bit him in the upper thigh. Man chainsawed the snake’s head off.”

“How’d the logger turn out?” I asked, looking for reassurance.

“Not too good,” said Bol. “He survived three days. His head swelled up like this”—Bol took both hands off the wheel in order to approximate the size of a basketball—“and his arms turned purple.”

“Didn’t have a doctor around?” said Holland.

“Yeah, doctor came,” said Bol, “but did him no good. Doctor just watched him die.” I glanced at my bare legs. I was the only one in the Rover wearing shorts.

“Did you bring a hat, Bruce?” Sharon said.

I shook my head.

She shot me a look of concern. “Maybe we can find one for you,” she said. “I never go into the field without a hat. Do you know about botflies?”

Greg Sho, who had to this point spoken not a single word, chuckled. “The botfly,” he said, almost fondly.

“Here’s the deal with botflies,” said Sharon. “They’re the size of house flies. They lay their eggs on the legs of mosquitoes. When the mosquito lands on you to take a bite, the botfly eggs attach to your skin. Your body heat triggers the eggs. They hatch and the maggots burrow into your skin. They stay there for like forty-two days eating your flesh.”

“And you know this because—?” I said.

“I had five in my head one time.”

I caught Greg Sho’s eye. He gave me a head nod like “Welcome to Belize.”

“Here’s the bad news about botflies,” Sharon said. “When the maggots get in there it feels like someone is trapped in your head with an ice pick trying to break out.”

“How do you get them out?” I asked. “Surgery?”

“Tobacco,” said Sho. “They have breathing holes. You wet the tobacco and put it over the holes.”

With the tobacco poultice in place, Sharon said, you just had to wait twelve hours. Then you could squeeze them out like maggoty blackheads.

A silence fell over the car. As we rolled westward toward the Maya Mountains, the serene pine savannah gave way to thicker, darker forest interrupted by clearings of green pasture. Well-kept barns and farmhouses replaced the plywood shacks that line the highway outside Belize City. This was the Cayo district, Belize’s pastoral Bible belt. Belize’s tropical climate, English tongue, and entrenched poverty brought a lot of Christian missionaries from the United States. Attracted by the sunshine, cheap land, and freedom, many of them stayed here and set up little churches. In Cayo, low-watt radio stations broadcast sermons from the American South, and iguanas sun themselves on billboards quoting scripture.

At the village of Georgeville, we turned onto the Chiquibul road and climbed into the Maya Mountains. Chapal Bol tested the Land Rover’s springs on a road cratered like the moon. Brian Holland smiled. “Now we’re really getting bakabush,” he said.

I braced against the roof to keep from knocking my skull. The jungle around us rose three stories tall, broken now and then by lonely outposts of civilization. We drove by a farm run by a German religious institute. I asked Holland about it. “Belize tends to become a black hole for odd foundations, little religious sects, and strange people,” he said. “I had a neighbor in Punta Gorda a couple years ago. Nice guy, late thirties, American. Said he was a screenwriter. He’d come over and do yoga with my wife. He kept a low profile, but it wasn’t like he was hiding out or anything. And then one day he just up and vanished. Turned out he was hiding out. The guy was on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list.”

The Mosquito Coast was shot here back in the mid-eighties, and during my sojourns in Belize it often seemed like the movie had never wrapped. The film’s main character, Allie Fox, played by Harrison Ford, escaped the crass commercialization of America by moving his family to the Central American bush. “The jungle,” Fox said. “It would take courage to go there. Four o’clock in the morning courage.” Belize is chockablock with Allie Foxes. Some run Chinese groceries, others make a go at ecotourism, Internet gambling, online drug sales, or banana farming. A few lie low and hope not to be found by the DEA or the FBI. Belize sells its sovereign-nation services to any who can pay the price. Among shipping merchants Belize is renowned for offering one of the world’s cheapest flags of convenience. The country’s passports move in a notoriously open market. Asian immigrants trying to slip into the United States often use Belizean passports, which can be bought over the Internet for $15,000 to $40,000. Questions are rarely asked. In 1999, an accused Sikh terrorist sitting in a Toronto jail wired $40,000 and a passport application to Belize. Passport officials banked the money and mailed the man proof of his Belizean citizenship. Canada returned the favor by deporting the accused troublemaker to Belize City.

Some days Belize feels like an old Caribbean port town: poor, forgotten, engulfed in an aura of postcolonial decay. Other days it’s the Wild West, a frontier land not yet harnessed by the reins of regulation, lawsuits, safety, and decorum. A local man once told me, “There’s a kind of freedom in Belize that doesn’t exist anywhere else in the world.” In Belize you’re on your own.

Five miles upstream from the dam site, we shoved off in kayaks. Our route would take us up the Macal to its confluence with the Raspaculo. From there we’d push up the smaller river to the limit of the proposed reservoir’s reach. “If Chalillo goes up, everything we see will be inundated,” Sharon said.

During the dry season, the Macal is a gentle river. In its fattest sections it stretches as wide as the length of three pickup trucks. As we paddled upstream, I dangled my legs over the side to cool off. The river was so shallow that my feet bounced along the rocky bottom.

Sharon scanned the treetops for birds. Nothing yet. She zigzagged shore to shore looking for tapir and jaguar tracks. At a big boulder she leaned out and grabbed something. “Otter scat!” she called, like a child finding a penny on the sidewalk.

The density of the forest around us was astonishing. In places the ridge seemed to rise straight up from the river like a green curtain ten stories tall. Thick tangles of vine-covered trees, shrubs, and tall grasses heaved out over the water. Green iguanas sat motionless on overhanging limbs and watched our curious yellow boats pass beneath them. Known in Belize as “bamboo chicken,” iguanas constantly fend off a forestful of creatures bent on eating them. Hanging out over the river gives them an easy escape—they plop into the water and swim away.

At one point the river took a turn and spread itself thin over smooth pebbles. Our kayaks nudged to a halt. “Time to haul,” said Tony Garel. We each grabbed a rope line and dragged the boats over the shallows.

Brian Holland, the geologist, came alongside me. “Come back in six months and you won’t recognize the place,” he said. “This’ll be under fifteen, twenty feet of water.” He looked behind him. “Isn’t that right, Sharon? Gotta time this river right.”

“Brian, where’s your sense of adventure?” she said. Clearly this was an inside joke. Holland filled me in. Years ago he accompanied Sharon on a research expedition up this same river. Except it wasn’t the same river at all. It was the Macal in the rainy season. “River was so high we couldn’t get near it,” he said. “Whole trees were clogging the water.” The expedition team ended up cutting their way through the tall cane grass along the riverbank. “Sounds fine, right?” said Holland. “Except that grass will cut you up. Like paper cuts. Full of ticks, too.”

As I bent down and took a sip from a cupped hand, I caught a glimpse of Sharon paddling to the shore. She waved me over. “Tapir tracks,” she said. A muddy opening in the bank held the tapir’s distinctive three-toed imprint. “Fresh ones. Probably came down to drink and swim. Poop, too. Tapirs like to poop in the river.”

Tony Garel paddled past us. “Croc,” he said. “Small one.” He indicated a snaggle-toothed beast sunning itself on a rock twenty yards away. Garel approached with stealth and speed but the crocodile spotted him and slid into the river.

My eyes adjusted to the wildlife around us. Oropendola nests, grass pouches woven by the cinnamon-colored relative of the blackbird, teardropped from the branches of giant fig trees. Otter scat stained riverside boulders. A gray plumbeous kite dueled a short-tailed hawk for a disputed piece of prey. Their enraged shrieks and high-pitched growls rang over the water.

Greg Sho paddled ahead and returned with exciting news. “Scarlet macaws,” he said. “Fifteen or more. In a fig tree.”

We stroked upriver and scanned the canopy. The birds perched on the open branches of a massive fig. They put out an awful racket. The scarlet macaw sounds like one of nature’s chain-smokers, their cry a throaty, blaring rrrra. Sharon pointed out seven more in a quamwood tree. “Two pair and one trio,” she said. “If it’s three, it’s a family.” From a hundred yards the bird’s markings were unmistakable. There was the yellow of a rain slicker, the blue of indigo dye, the red of an Irish pub door.

The macaws remained in constant motion. They bobbed, they clucked, they swiveled their heads and preened one another like teenagers parked on a Saturday night. Four flew overhead in tight formation.

To see a scarlet macaw in flight is to catch a glimpse of some top-secret aircraft on a test run. Its body seems too big and its tail too long to stay aloft. Nevertheless, macaws are able fliers. Sharon had organized this expedition, in fact, to document the birds’ daily commute from these nests to a feeding ground near the village of Red Bank, twenty-five miles away on the other side of the Maya Mountains. Macaws don’t spend a lot of time flitting about. It takes a lot of energy to get that big body flying. They prefer to find a sturdy branch and crack seeds all afternoon. We sat for a long while and watched.

“The power company says the macaws will fly to other trees and build other nests,” Sharon told me. “They make me crazy with comments like that.”

It seemed a tough argument to refute. Birds nest in trees. Belize is full of trees. The trouble, Sharon said, was that the natural world holds more complexity than most of us can see with our untrained eyes. “Do you see this?” she said. She held her hand up to a clump of overhanging branches.

I saw nothing peculiar. “What am I supposed to be seeing?”

“Look closer,” she said. “How do you think that log got there?”

Fifteen feet above the water, a section of pine as thick as my leg nestled in the branches of a fig tree. I scanned downriver. All along the same elevation were small twigs, pieces of grass, and clumps of leaves. It slowly dawned on me what I was seeing. “It’s a tide line,” I said.

“Exactly,” said Sharon. During the rainy season the Macal swelled into a muddy torrent capable of ripping up large trees and stripping bank grasses clean. Because only trees with broad roots and buttresses, such as figs and ceibas, can survive such a flood, they flourish while other species are swept out to sea. Most years the lower ceiba and fig branches can withstand the high floods, but some years they can’t. Some years the flood rips a branch out of its socket. That injury eventually turns into a cavity, which scarlet macaws find ideal for nesting.

“The macaws are here because of the river, but they never actually visit the river,” Sharon told me. “It’s too dangerous. Tayras, jaguars, pumas, ocelots. Lots of predators on the ground. Macaws drink rainwater that collects in the hollow crotches of trees.” The ceibas and figs grow strong and tall with enormous smooth trunks. Their lowest branches start forty feet in the sky, an ideal setup for nest security. Without low branches, predators can’t gain purchase on the tree. If intruders do find a way to climb up, the macaws will see them coming long before they reach the nest.

“The macaws don’t just need trees,” Sharon told me. “They need these trees.”

Macaws aren’t the flood’s only beneficiaries. The surging river strips away the valley’s dense grasses and shrubs, but the plants survive thanks to their dense root mats, which hold the valley’s soil intact and capture the sediment turbing in the river. When the flood recedes, the combination of moist rich soil and abundant sunshine triggers explosive growth. The grasses and shrubs resprout within days and turn the valley into a natural greenhouse. During the dry season, when grasses, fruits, berries, and seedlings desiccate and wither elsewhere in the forest, the Macal River valley remains abundant. When food grows scarce, animals from all over western Belize migrate to the valley. The grasses attract tapir and brocket deer; the seeds and insects draw birds; the fruits and nuts bring peccaries and agoutis. They come to feed, and in turn become food. High-level predators come to eat those below them on the food chain. Acre for acre, there isn’t a spot in Central America that thrums with more life and death than the Macal Valley. “Everything out here is driven by one thought: Eat now,” Sharon told me. “It’s all about food. The trees reach for the sun and throw all their leaves up top in the crown to feed on the sun. The peccaries come for the grubs, the deer come for the grass, the jaguars come for the peccaries and the deer. Eat and don’t get eaten. That’s the game.”

We pitched our tents that night at Crocodile Camp, a riverside clearing where the water branched into dark eddies that crocodiles used for nesting. While Sharon took notes on the macaws, I followed Greg Sho across the river on a peccary quest. He’d caught a whiff of them earlier that afternoon and suspected they might be watching us through the trees.

Using a machete, Sho cleared a path to a small bog. “They’re rooting,” he said. I knelt down and saw fresh hoofprints in the mud. Peccary stink hung in the air. “Wait here,” Sho said. He crept after the hoofprints and disappeared into the bush. I waited and listened. Three minutes later Sho reappeared at a trotting pace. He didn’t stop when he reached me. “They are coming,” he said.

I stood there for a moment, letting the information sink in. Meanwhile, Sho beat it to the river. I turned heel and ran as fast as I could. Vines and branches whipped my face. My feet hit the river and kept on running.

The tropical sun dipped below the trees and released its grip on the day. Freshets of cool air curled off the river. Darkness began pooling in the forest beyond camp.

Brian Holland appeared with an armload of rocks. I asked him what he was finding.

“About what I expected,” he said. “Plenty of limestone and shale but no granite.” Holland, a gallant geologist with silver-tipped hair, was a reluctant soldier in Sharon’s anti-dam crusade. Like a lot of people I met, he was led to Belize by a series of happenstance events. He fled the United States for Sweden at the height of the Vietnam War. A consulting job brought him to Belize, where he discovered a little slice of paradise in Punta Gorda, a fishing town near the country’s southern border. Sharon hadn’t really recruited him, Holland told me. He’d discovered on his own that the company building the dam had no idea what kind of rock they were building the dam upon. “They’re saying the river’s full of good solid granite,” he said, “but I’ve never found granite out here.”

“Could dam builders make such a basic mistake?”

“Contractors are human,” he said. “Engineers make mistakes. The only problem is that there’s a town of fifteen thousand people living directly downriver from the dam. If the dam fails, that mistake could wipe them out in a matter of seconds.”

After dinner, I picked seed ticks out of my leg. Sharon kept me company. “That’s not so bad,” she said, noting the dots moving up my shin. A few years ago, she told me, she and Greg Sho went on an expedition into the Bladen River Nature Reserve, a rugged forest on the western slope of the Maya Mountains. Through a series of mishaps involving tropical storms and killer bees, they found themselves ration-poor and miles off course. After traversing muddy slopes and hacking through bush, they made camp by a small creek at dusk. Dinner consisted of three soggy crackers. Sharon rolled into her hammock, exhausted and famished. But sleep wouldn’t come. In the moonless night dozens of seed ticks scrabbled across her skin and probed for blood. “I switched on my headlamp and it was like I had the measles,” she said. “These guys were everywhere.” She decided to ignore them. Mind over matter. But the itching grew worse. “And then I thought, Wait a minute! Ticks are crustaceans, right? Related to crabs and lobsters.” (They’re arachnids, actually, related to scorpions and spiders.) A proud smile spread across her face. “So I turned the light back on and began picking them off my skin and popping them into my mouth.”

Brian Holland grimaced. “Ugh! Sharon.”

“Took me about forty-five minutes. Ate every last one, rolled over, and went to sleep.”

“How’d they taste?” I asked.

“Like nothing,” she said. “Like
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