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Critical Acclaim for the Eco-Adventure Series

"You really feel like you are that petrel or octopus struggling in a dying world. But the stories aren't depressing either. They spin magical tales made all the better by learning real ocean facts along the way."

— Martha Sorren, Azula Magazine

"Beyond his efforts at highlighting incredible, endangered species in his novels, John has also built a universe for his characters that is inclusive, diverse, and speaks to all readers."

— Sarah Evans, Junto Magazine

"A completely new approach to writing... like many animated classics, this is a story the whole family can enjoy."

— Terry Lipshetz, Home News Tribune

"... so well researched, so tightly written, at times it's difficult to tell where fact ends and fantasy begins."

— Roger Caras, best selling author and former President of ASPCA

"... delightful... powerful... perfect... good science within a clever story."

— Dr. Joan Ruddiman, The Messenger Press

"... astonishingly real... an educational lesson inside a very good read."

— Ocean County Observer

"Morano does something few writers do. He provides us with a unique perspective - that of the exploited animal. In doing so, he demonstrates just how profound and pervasive humans' effect on the ocean is."

— Roger Rufe, President of The Ocean Conservancy

"... [Morano has] creatively touched upon major subjects of contemporary interest, and I trust that [his] work will remain in print and discover a very large and appreciative audience."

— Gay Talese, best selling author

"Morano has the talent to connect with readers through prose that both informs and delights... He has great range as a writer... His books are delights: well researched and beautifully written, they contain powerful and important messages. He spins tales that have meaning... written in creative, stylistic verve."

— Dr. Douglas Anderson, Dean, Penn State College of Communication

"... a warm story... a great deal of imagination... a good job of pulling the reader into the story... I can see these novels some day as possible Disney movies."

— Dr. Will Norton, Jr., Dean, University of Nebraska College of Journalism and Mass Communications

"Morano has a clear, light style and can say a lot directly. He also has a fine sense of humor and makes you laugh out loud."

— B. A. Sweeny, The Herald (NJ)

"Morano challenges the reader to think, feel, and enjoy. I hope that no one passes up the opportunity to experience the message."

— Jason Chavez, Albuquerque Journal
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Introduction

Pity the poor flounder.

Consider the plight of the unluckily named Patagonian toothfish, chased to near extinction.

Sea cucumbers, kelp, anchoveta, tainha—these are fascinating but unloved creatures. A fish is not a panda bear. Nobody hangs wall calendars of sea scallops on their office wall. 

Most people will tell you they love the oceans. Whales, dolphins, seals, and sea lions evoke our sympathies. But extending empathy to the briny reality of most other sea life is another step entirely. They are cold, wet, and slippery—and, too often, forgotten. 

The disfavor these creatures find themselves up against, it turns out, has real and dire consequences. You probably wouldn’t want to eat an animal raised in a garbage heap, and yet an estimated 17.6 billion pounds of plastic enter the marine environment every year. We are dumping a garbage truck’s worth of plastic into the oceans every minute.

If people went hunting for rabbits and accidentally killed another 25 percent of the creatures in the forest, we’d hear their cries, and people would demand that it stop. But when dirty fishing kills or damages countless sea creatures, their agony is distant and silent.

If someone decided the most efficient way to catch game was to tear through the forests with bulldozers, we’d hear the trees falling and make them stop. But when a bottom trawl wrecks a thousand-year-old coral garden that provides a nursery for young fish, there’s no soundtrack to the violence.

The cost of our emotional distance has been high: overfishing, poor management, and the squandering of a tremendous resource. Our oceans have the potential to do so much more than most people can imagine. It has been estimated that a healthy, well-managed ocean could provide more than a billion people with a seafood meal every day, forever. That’s a sustainable source of protein which, by the way, is also healthier for you than beef. Wild fish is also better for the planet, requiring no arable land or fresh water to cultivate, and generating only small amounts of greenhouse gasses compared to other animal protein sources. At Oceana, we say that if we save the oceans we can help feed the world.

Despite the challenges, we’re making real progress. Oceana is winning victories in countries around the world. We’ve helped Brazil begin to manage its fisheries in line with science. We’ve stood alongside Chile’s leaders as that country became a global leader in ocean conservation, banning bottom trawling in 98 percent of its territory and designating massive marine parks. Belize, after years of campaigning, protected its beautiful and unique barrier reef by banning offshore oil from the entirety of its ocean. We’re fighting to protect sharks and whales—but also the Peruvian anchoveta.

Oceana now campaigns in Belize, Brazil, Canada, Chile, the European Union, Mexico, Peru, the Philippines, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Together with our allies, we have won more than 200 policy victories and protected more than 4.5 million square miles of ocean. We are winning the policies that will help restore our oceans to abundance.

But much work remains. And to enlist the world in the cause, we need to get people to think about how we treat even those bottom-dwelling fish and the oceans they call home.

It’s been said the highest level of consciousness is learning empathy for other lifeforms. It gets harder the less they remind us of ourselves. And that’s why John Morano’s books are important. He puts us in the minds of some lesser-known, perhaps unloved creatures. The octopus we all know, of course, but how many of us spare daily thoughts for a coelacanth or a petrel? 

The unique perspectives offered throughout the Eco-Adventure Series elevate our consciousness by forcing us to empathize with these creatures. We learn in a way that is only possible through fiction—a forced perspective that helps us understand how our fates entwine with theirs. These books bring us closer to ocean life and remind us that we may not be as different as we think. Fish get sick, just as we do. They breathe oxygen like we do. If we prick them, they will bleed. If we poison them, they will die.

You, as a reader of the latest addition to this series, have already taken the first steps. You’ve opened your mind to the possibility that a lifeform very different from your own is worth knowing, understanding, and saving. That’s how, together, we will save the oceans.

Andrew Sharpless

CEO, Oceana

Washington, D. C.


Chapter One

Here Today, Gone Today

The Caatinga is a dry, arid, somewhat forgotten corner of Brazil. Much less well known than its sultry cousin, the Amazon, the Caatinga is still a fascinating environment, rife with secrets and jewels all its own. One of its most valuable treasures is large and blue. In fact, it’s one of the rarest gems in all of nature. Neither sapphire nor sparkling mineral, it’s often more desired, more collectible, and, to some, more enticing than any diamond. This treasure, however, is alive, at least for the moment. And while gold and silver can be tucked away for a lifetime, even buried for centuries, this jewel has a lifespan. One day, it will likely be gone, and sadly, for many, that reality only increases the desire to possess it.

Azul is a Spix’s macaw—at least that’s how the man-flock describes him. To the other inhabitants of the Caatinga, he’s known as a sky parrot. They call him Sky because his kind is adorned with pale-blue feathers and soft white cheeks. Perched on a bare branch or soaring on the wing, they blend beautifully into the beyond, presenting the illusion that they’re absorbed, unified with the heavens. Perhaps no other bird is colored so identically to the atmosphere and appears to be so one with the sky.

Azul perched alone in a caraiba tree. Its branches were brushed with silvery, oblong leaves that would soon be replaced with bright yellow flowers covering the limbs, its twisted trunk and furrowed bark a preferred perch for the parrots. In its own way, the caraiba was as threatened as the bird it supported, at least in this corner of the Caatinga. This was Azul’s favorite tree, especially when the dry, brown, elongated seedpods began to appear. The parrot relaxed by pulling pods from stems while the soft wood of the branches bobbed agreeably.

[image: ]Although the Caatinga appears uninviting to many of the man-flock with its cacti, stunted trees, and thorny scrub, this largest dry, forested region in South America is home to some 350 bird species, 80 different mammals, another 50 lizard species, as well as 50 snakes, 49 amphibians, and even 3 types of crocodiles.

Within the dry Caatinga, Azul’s flock gravitated to a unique woodland gallery of caraiba trees, the only tree they would nest in, clustered along a series of seasonal waterways. Many of the trees were 200 to 300 years old, having supported generations of the same families.

A smaller green maracana parrot watched from another tree close by. She’d recently taken an interest in Azul, and he’d begun to notice. The sky parrot dined alone, not what he naturally preferred. Before the spring arrived—in the midst of the rainy season, when all the creeks flowed briskly—he’d had a mate and two chicks in his nest.

The chicks were taken quickly before they could fledge. The man-flock had come in the night to the family’s roosting hole in the caraiba tree. As the parrots slept, they placed a large, hard web over the exit hole, blocking the birds’ escape. Then they poked down into the nest with sticks that were drenched in some type of sticky sap. The chicks were easily caught. While their young were being removed, Azul and Aura flew off, lest they disappear from the Caatinga as well.

The pair had lost young before. They knew the drill. Another tree was selected. Another nest in another roost hole was constructed. Other eggs would be laid, incubated, hatched. What else could they do? But again, the man-flock returned. They covered the entrance and plunged their sap-covered sticks into the cavity. This time, however, the parrots roosted in a tree that had a second hole, smaller and lower than the main entrance.

Azul pushed Aura into the opening, squawking for her to fly. Aura hesitated. There were three healthy eggs—a clutch almost ready to hatch—but nothing could be done.

“You go, I’ll follow you,” she promised.

Thinking maybe he should go first in case the man-flock waited beyond the opening, Azul squeezed through the crack in the bark and flew above the narrow canopy, waiting for his mate to join him. She never arrived.

When the male returned to the tree, he saw the man-flock carrying Aura off. He didn’t know it, but his mate was destined for another city, another country, another continent. What Azul did realize was that his mate was gone. It was the fate of most of their flock. Those not taken by the man-flock often succumbed to hawks, snakes, cats, rats, mongoose, disease, and, on very rare occasions, old age. But today, Aura had fallen prey to the man-flock, and every time she was passed from one hand to another, money would follow—lots of it.

Azul returned to the roost. He wondered if any of the eggs remained. Carefully, he climbed into the hole. The parrot avoided the sap that the sticks left on the walls. One of those sticks, left behind, protruded from the roost. If Azul slipped and got stuck to the hefty wood, it could easily cost him his life. Weighed down, he’d be stuck in the roost, unable to fly, unable to feed. He climbed around the sticky branch, descending into the den. There were feathers, egg shells, and blood. He studied the scene. The pale-blue parrot tasted the blood. It wasn’t from Aura. It was from the man-flock.

On a limb outside the roost, he looked out at the quiet creek that split the small rise of trees, wondering what he’d do without his mate. Most of the caraibas had been cleared to provide pasture for cattle and goats. Others were felled and burned. A few sparse stands of the trees, however, clung to the creek and its small floodplain, flowering and fruiting to the best of their ability. The caraibas not only fed the parrot, they also provided good cover. Azul was always on the lookout for hawks, which were always on the lookout for him. And now, without his mate’s eyes also on the lookout, he nervously shuffled deeper into the foliage.

Even though it had been a season since she was taken, and as rare as his kind was, Azul still couldn’t get used to being without Aura. Often, his heart felt so heavy the parrot couldn’t lift himself to fly, yet he realized deep within that same heavy heart that giving up would be another form of extinction. Azul was accustomed to relative isolation. He didn’t need many companions. He just needed Aura.

When the trees were with seed, Azul ate well, but when the season passed and creeks dried up, life would become more difficult. A breeze blew through the branches. Azul stepped closer to the trunk, where the limb was more secure, where the leaves provided better cover. He grasped the wood and watched the caraiba’s yellow flowers bounce on the tips of the branches.

The parrot nibbled at seeds while the wind whipped over his plumage. If he angled himself a certain way, his feathers lifted gently and the air crept in across his skin. It made him think of afternoons preening Aura and the simple joy it brought them. This was his favorite time of year—plenty of food, plenty of cover, plenty of fresh, clean water. Azul let the image, the memory, carry him away. He could feel the tug of Aura’s beak pealing back his plumage. It was vivid. He hoped it would never fade. A sudden pinch, however, snapped him from his daydream. Azul smiled warmly. Aura would sometimes pluck a single small feather just when he was at the height of relaxation. She’d nuzzle her mate and whisper, “Outside the roost, one should never be too relaxed. It can be dangerous.”

Azul would reply, “It’s not too dangerous as long as I have you sitting next to me, because you don’t know how to relax.”

“I am here,” Aura would whisper, ignoring the parrot’s petulant peck, and Azul would relax again, knowing that together, they’d handle whatever life threw at them.

Azul felt another pinch, but instead of hearing echoes of his mate, he heard a raspy, squeaky, “I’m sorry. This is new to me. I mean, I’ve seen you and the female do this many times . . . not that I’m watching you! It’s just that . . .”

A small green maracana parrot was perched on the branch next to him. It had a fluffy blue feather dangling from the corner of its mouth. Apparently, while his mind wandered off to Aura, it was the green who preened him. Azul was screechless.

The green continued, “. . . you see, we kind of live in the same trees, so I see, I mean saw . . . sorry . . . a lot of you and your mate. I’m just so fascinated by sky parrots, I couldn’t help but stare . . . but it was purely out of admiration . . . and then you seemed so lonely. Who wouldn’t be?”

Screechless, Azul listened.

“I’m kinda lonely myself, so I know how that feels. Not as lonely as you, but . . . oh, sorry. . . I should probably make myself scarce . . . ah, gee, bad choice of words . . . but I don’t know, I just thought you were missing your companion, and the next thing I knew, I was perched right next to you . . . sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Azul said as he shuffled a little farther away from the contrite green.

“No, it was wrong for me to preen you. I don’t even know you . . . We’ve never actually met. That was just too presumptuous of me . . . I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing so much. It’s OK.”

The green paused, filtering out an apology for apologizing so much. Shuffling closer, she asked, “Would you like me to con—”

“No, no, it’s not that OK. Let’s just slow down.” Azul shuffled some more to regain the space the green had reclaimed and said, “How about a name? Let’s start there.”

“Nipiklee.”

“Nipiklee?”

The green nodded yes several times.

“OK Nipi, my na—”

The smaller parrot raised a wing, interrupting Azul. She stuck out her black beak and, speaking slowly, said, “Ni-pi-klee. It’s Ni-pi-klee,” as if trying to explain thermal loft to a hatchling.

“Yes, of course, Nipiklee,” Azul agreed, giving proper emphasis to all three syllables.

Suddenly, Nipiklee said, “I’m thirsty. Would you spot for me while I whet my whistle?”

“Certainly.” Azul popped up to the crown of the caraiba, where his light-blue plumage made him disappear to anyone looking up into the tree and took a moment to scan the sky. A hawk could hang in a cloud or a ray of sun miles away and spot a parrot at a puddle quite easily. Azul watched the sky, studied the trees, and examined the bush for any signs of danger. When he was sure it was clear, he turned to Nipiklee, who was gone. Then Azul spotted the smaller parrot in a basin hidden by a green overhang. The impatient maracana had rushed off before Azul had given the signal. This was not the behavior of sky parrots, but perhaps the little greens didn’t need to be as careful as Azul. In truth, he and his kind often used the green parrots as an alarm system.

The sky parrots generally liked to travel as a family while they gathered food over a range as large as forty miles. They regularly visited clay exposures along the banks of streams, eating mud to neutralize toxins from seeds and fruit that might upset their stomachs. The clay licks also added sodium and calcium to the parrots’ diets. But visiting a clay exposure can be risky, and when your numbers are as low as the sky parrots’, a little extra caution makes sense.

Azul’s flock would always wait before they dropped down to the lick. Invariably, the green parrots would be there first, impatient to feed on the mud which certainly wasn’t about to disappear. So, the sky parrots waited, using the green flock as an early warning system. Azul felt a little guilty watching his new friend sipping—somewhat recklessly, he judged—from the puddle. Azul figured it paid to be a little smarter, yet somehow, smarter resulted in almost no sky parrots, and reckless resulted in an endless number of greens.

Nipiklee drank her fill and then flew off. The shadows were growing long. It was time to roost. Azul liked to wait until dark was well on its way before he returned to roost. It was a little more dangerous to do so, as many predators became active at dusk, but if he entered his nesting hole when the sun was still shining, there were others—equally dangerous—who might see where he slept and then come for him with their sticky branches.

Instinctively, Azul rose into the sky, heading mindlessly toward the roost he and Aura had made a home. Realizing his error, he turned abruptly and flew off in another direction, upstream along the ribbon of trees that clung to the banks of the creek, where he’d found a hole in a tall, lifeless carnauba. It wasn’t his favorite tree, but this also might throw off those who were surely watching for him.
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Azul paused before entering. He perched in a living buriti palm and ate nuts while he watched the entrance to the hole in the carnauba, hoping that he wasn’t being parronoid. He watched for anything. Even something as small as bees swarming near the opening could prove fatal if he wasn’t careful. Aggressive African bees, an invasive species not native to the Caatinga, would claim nesting holes. Azul had seen birds who underestimated them stung to death.

The crevice was fairly high in the tree, which meant that it would be difficult for the man-flock to climb without Azul knowing, but the parrot had other dangers to fear. Although wild cats wouldn’t climb the palm, marmosets and even snakes might scale it.

While he waited, Azul gazed at the running water of the stream below. He found its presence deeply satisfying. There was something so enriching about water flowing through such an arid land. He loved the sound as well. Without even taking a drink, he felt healthy, strong, and, on some level, secure.

When his roost looked clear and safe, Azul flew to the trunk of the palm. He’d gathered several green maracana feathers and spread them at the base of the tree. If the man-flock noticed the nesting hole and became curious, the little feathers would indicate that only a green parrot lived there, so it wouldn’t be worth the climb. Azul ascended the tree and settled into the vacant hole.

He awoke in the night to scratching on the bark. He could hear it clearly. Something climbed along the trunk. Azul flew. This time, there were no eggs to worry about. No mate either, so there was no hesitation. And if a web caught him, so be it, but he wasn’t waiting for any man-flock to spread it. He launched himself into the opening. As he passed through the portal, he knocked the intruder from the tree. It was nearly upon him. He flapped powerfully, lifting himself toward the shining moon. Behind him, he heard a guttural groan, “Aghhh.” Was it pain or perhaps disgust?

“You made me drop them.”

Azul glanced back over his wing and saw a green parrot drifting toward the ground. Nipiklee landed softly, shook out her feathers, and began searching for something. The sky parrot perched on a limb and then flew back into his hole. A moment later, the sound of scratching returned, and Nipiklee climbed into the crevice. At first, Azul was going to scold the bird for invading his privacy, but after a quick thought, he decided he liked the idea of the green parrot entering and exiting his roost—more disinformation for any who might be watching.

“I brought some nuts,” the green said proudly, depositing a clutch of them in front of Azul. “Buriti palm nuts. I can’t get enough of them. Nothing better when you’re roosting than a foot full of these beauties.”

Agreeing, Azul reached out and grabbed one. Most animals could do nothing with the rocklike nuts, but for macaws and maracanas, it was easy. It was a refreshing workout for their beaks that relieved stress and strengthened facial muscles as well. Nipiklee also seized one, using a raised foot and her tongue to position it perfectly and began to peel. The green cut at the nut with her lower beak until the morsel split in two, revealing the softer inside. Nipiklee polished off the halves, grinned, and moaned, “Oh, my . . .” Then she looked at the blue and said two words: “Nut me.” Azul rolled another Nipiklee’s way.

Azul had to admit that as good as the palm nuts were, having some company was even better. The larger parrot scratched through a bit of debris on the floor of the roost and selected a thick twig. He shaved it down and slipped it into the top of his beak. Then he placed a nut into his mouth. The wood pressed the nut against his lower beak so that it couldn’t slip out or slide awkwardly. And then Azul ate with a fraction of the effort Nipiklee had expended.

“Nice technique,” the green said admiringly, stripping down a piece of wood just as the sky parrot had done.

“The next time you pop in on me—”

“Yeah,” Nipiklee interrupted, nut debris cascading from the corners of her beak. “You’re a little nervous, aren’t you? I understand.”

“The next time you pop in on me,” Azul continued, “would you give me a little whistle? Just let me know it’s you?”

“Sure,” the green agreed. “I’ll do that when I come back tomorrow.”

When all the nuts were eaten, Nipiklee went out and got more. And when all those nuts were eaten, Azul said, “It’s nice to have met you, Nipiklee. I guess I’ll see you . . . tomorrow.”

“Yup,” the green responded. She slid her head under her wing and leaned against Azul.

“I’m probably going to sleep now. I don’t want to keep you out too late,” the blue hinted.

As Nipiklee’s breathing got heavier, although not officially a snore, Azul added, since it seemed necessary, “I wouldn’t want anyone to be worried about you . . .”

Nipiklee raised her wing slightly, peered out from under it, and said, “No one’s worried.”

“Oh, come on, what about your family, your friends, your flock? Don’t want them to think a mongoose got you.”

“They won’t.”

“Did you tell them you’d be here?”

“Nope.”

“You might want to be a little more thoughtful about others’ feelings. Trust me, they will worry. I wish I had someone to worry about me. If I did, I wouldn’t pop out and leave them alone all night.” Azul prayed the parrot was picking up on the hint.

“You have someone.”

“I used to, but not anymore . . . Maybe someday.”

“You have someone now. You have me.” Nipiklee snuggled against Azul, and in no time at all, a faint snore echoed from the hole in the tall tree.

 

Azul awoke thirsty, suffering from a bad case of dry beak. Late-night palm nuts will do that to a parrot. He flew down to his favorite pool and drank the cool morning water before the sun had risen high enough to bake the rocks and warm the liquid. He thought about the maracana as he drank. She wasn’t there when he awoke, and Azul wondered if she ever actually was. Had he imagined the visits, the visitor?

Now that Nipiklee was on his mind, Azul guessed that she was the same parrot he and Aura had noticed following them around. The green had already admitted that she watched the pair. It wasn’t anything creepy. Other animals were often curious about rare breeds like sky parrots. But they’d noticed Nipiklee specifically. Azul recalled his mate commenting that the bird looked like she didn’t have many friends. Neither of them discussed it further. Today, however, the thought stuck with Azul. Nipiklee probably didn’t have friends. And as if the little green could read Azul’s thoughts, she popped up on a rock not far from him . . . alone.

“Palm nuts do make you thirsty,” the petite parrot declared.

Azul nodded and waved her over. He studied the green and wondered why she might not have friends. Being in Azul’s situation, it was sometimes difficult to understand social nuances. He was never really part of a society. At their healthiest, his flock numbered a fraction of what most birds experienced. He realized that sometimes birds would avoid others who had unproductive habits, especially those who flew on a bad breeze. But that didn’t seem to describe Nipiklee. Birds, however, might also practice a degree of guilt by association. A friend or relative might be unappealing, and therefore so were you. Perhaps that was Nipiklee’s problem.

Azul chirped, “Did you return to your family last night?”

“No, not really.”

“Didn’t they miss you? Weren’t they worried?”

“No, no one worries about me. I told you.”

“Really?”

“It’s OK. It’s a good thing. If no one worries about me, then I don’t have to worry about anyone else. It’s very liberating.” Nipiklee bent low into the shimmering pool and swallowed.

“Yes,” Azul said with a nod. “I’m familiar with the scenario, although I’m not sure I’d describe it as liberating. How about friends? Who do you fly with?”

“Just you . . . I guess you don’t see it. That’s one of the reasons I like you so much. It just doesn’t make any difference to you.”

“See what?” Azul asked. He bent low and took a drink.

“You really don’t see it, do you? I’m surprised. I mean it’s so obvious. All the other greens notice immediately. I understand why they don’t want to be around me.”

“I can’t. What’s the issue?”

“Look at me closely. Forget the hawks and the other stuff, just for a moment. Look at me closely.”

“OK . . . not seeing it.”

“. . . I’m ugly.”

“What! You’re a green maracana! You could never be ugly!”

“Well, you’re a sky parrot. You see the world differently. But pretend you’re a green for a moment. Then you’ll see what I mean. I shouldn’t even be telling you this. You’re, like, my only friend, and now I’m gonna ruin it.”

“I’m still not seeing it.”

“Look just above my beak. Right between my eyes.”

“OK.”

“All the greens have a patch of bright red feathers there. It might be our most striking feature. Well, I don’t have any red there, nothing, not even down.”

“So?”

“It’s disgusting. Hideous.”

“That’s why you have no friends?”

“It’s a good reason. Why would anyone want to look at me? It’s depressing.” Nipiklee lowered her head to take another drink from the puddle and caught her own reflection on the surface. She popped her beak into the still water and shook violently, trying to erase her image.

“I’ll tell you what’s disgusting, the idea that the feathers make the bird. One has nothing to do with the other. If I could only be friends with one other green, I’d choose you every time.”

“That’s nice, but you’re really only saying that because you like my birdsonality. It doesn’t mean I’m not ugly.”

“OK, first, don’t tell me what I mean. I know what I mean. I meant what I said, not something else. Secondly, you’re wrong. You can look any way you do. It’s nothing compared to who you are. Imagine the most beautiful green parrot you’ve ever seen. Got one in mind?”

Nipiklee grinned and nodded slowly. “Rolina.”

“She’s beautiful?”

“Beyond beautiful . . . enchanting, exquisite.”

“Got it, OK. So, now, picture Blowina—”

“It’s Rolina.”

“OK, Rolina. Picture her, red patch and all. Now picture another green exactly like her. The only difference—and I mean only difference—no red patch. And this ravishing Rolina won’t associate with her because there are no red feathers on her face. You’re gonna tell me that Rolina is beautiful? Really? If you ask me, she’s kind of ugly.”

Nipiklee opened her eyes. “I know what you’re trying to do, but thanks. You know, when I perch with you, sometimes I kind of feel pretty.”

“Oh, you mean I’m so ugly, anyone sitting next to me must look beautiful?” Azul teased. He snickered but stopped abruptly, asking, “Why am I the only one laughing?”

Now Nipiklee giggled. “No, I’m kidding. Of course, you’re striking. You’re blue! Look at you!”

Azul shook his head. “Ah, you still don’t get it. It’s not a blue thing or a red thing. It’s swag.”

Nipiklee looked puzzled.

“You should always feel attractive. Other birds can believe whatever stupidness they want to, but the only time it means anything is when you believe it. That, my friend, is swag. It’s when you feel good about you regardless of what anyone else thinks. Forget about them not wanting to be with you. You’re the one who should not want to be with them. Are those really the kind of birds you want to be accepted by? There’s nothing wrong with you. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. You’re different. You’re special.”

“Yes, but see,” Nipiklee countered, “that’s just as bad. You’re saying I’m special because I don’t have red. In the end, my value is based on my missing feathers. It’s no different from devaluing me for the same reason.”

“No, it doesn’t mean that at all. Are you here with me because I’m blue? Am I here with you because you’re green? We’re both here for a nest full of reasons that have nothing to do with any of that. Why would I, or you for that matter, want to fly with a bunch of feathers? I’m looking for more than that. And you’re way more than that.”

Nipiklee mumbled, “Well, tell that to my flock.”

“First, I need to tell you.”

The smaller parrot smiled and nodded. The conversation was over. Her expression told Azul that his words were just words, that they really didn’t mean much to her, that they really didn’t solve her problem. The green was, however, deeply touched that she finally had a friend who cared enough to try to make her feel better. It was nice.

 

Azul had been busy. Before he knew it, the day was coming to a close. He could not only see it in the lengthening shadows, but he could hear it as well. The chorus of dusk has a different timbre, different players than the chorus of day. One orchestra was becoming muted while another was just warming up. Azul ate one last caraiba seed and returned to his roost. He hadn’t seen Nipiklee since their early morning discussion and hoped that the green might make another palm nut delivery later in the evening.

As he’d done ever since Aura was taken, Azul landed on a long branch that overlooked the carnauba. He used the same branch every night because its vantage point was perfect. Azul settled on the wood, grasping it tightly, effortlessly, with his unique toes—two in front, two in back for added stability. But as soon as his feet touched the bark, he knew something was wrong . . . very wrong.

While his roosting tree looked fine, something had been done to the branch he perched on. Azul couldn’t move his feet. They were held tightly to the tree. Looking beneath him, he could see short, spiky stubs running up the trunk. They were not of the bush. They did not belong. The parrot flapped his wings and tugged with his legs. He threw his body from side to side but couldn’t free himself from the branch. A sap-like substance confined him. It got on his wing, and he couldn’t free the pinion from the branch. The parrot stopped struggling.

He saw him coming, one of the man-flock, teeth shining in the early night. Stepping on the spikes, he climbed the tree. Azul began to call. Hopelessly, he cried out for Aura, realized how desperate that was, and then he just cried. The parrot could smell the breath as the man-flock reached him. Azul could feel the heat coming off the intruder’s body, so much bare flesh, dripping with fevered moisture. No feathers at all, the parrot thought. As it should be—they are undeserving.

Azul took one last look at the Caatinga, the ribbon of trees that guarded the stream, and then all was dark. The macaw felt a warm liquid wash over his feet and wings. It was pungent. It stung. A moment later, the sap let go, but the man-flock didn’t. The parrot was wrapped in a binding darkness. There was nowhere to go. The man-flock carried him away.

 

What Azul didn’t understand was that Pernambuco had been studying the bird’s habits. When the parrot was away feeding, Pernambuco hammered nails into the lookout tree, climbed it, and covered the branch with lime glue used to trap wild birds. Once the adhesive captured the macaw, he slipped a burlap sack over Azul, exposed the feet and wing, poured a mixture of vegetable oil over the glue to dissolve it, and then pried the bird from the branch just as he was prying the parrot from the Caatinga.

 

Pernambuco placed Azul in a wire mesh cage, the same cage that had contained Aura and others. He tied it to the fender of his motorbike and began his migration toward a different stream, a green stream, a money stream. The parrot would feed his hungry family, provide schooling, fuel his motorbike, and satisfy many other needs. He didn’t enjoy removing the bird, but it would solve so many of his problems. Pernambuco wasn’t an evil man by nature, but there are times when even good men might do evil deeds. For some, good and evil might differ, defined by whether one lives in the trees or stands beneath them.

The trapper headed south. Normally, he’d take his birds to one of the wildlife markets in the city, but this bird was special. He was already spoken for. Pernambuco would take Azul directly to a dealer who would pay him $5,000 for the parrot. Perhaps he’d show him the parrot and then ask for $7,000. The ploy had worked before.

The trapper’s main concern now was keeping the bird alive so he could collect the money. Too often, his catches would die before they could be sold. He was torn between getting his parrot to the dealer quickly and taking it slower so the bird wouldn’t be tossed and bounced in the crude cage. The poacher knew his business, knew that up to 70 percent of trafficked birds die in transport from the wild. He also knew that no one pays for dead birds.

 

Once the dealer got his “blue” alive, he made a quick phone call. Papers had already been forged, and the flight was ready to leave. Carefully drugged and strapped into the hollow of a spare truck tire, Azul was smuggled into Paraguay. There, a “mule” carried papers documenting Azul as a more common, captive-bred hyacinth macaw. Most customs agents would likely neither know nor care. If, for some reason, the South American agent raised concern, a modest payment would usually move things along. From Paraguay, the bird was flown to Newark Airport in New Jersey, hidden in a shipment of green Quaker parrots routinely imported for the pet trade.

Once in the United States, new papers were substituted that claimed the bird was captive bred in Paraguay for a zoo in Switzerland. It all looked very official. A customs agent would never connect a Spix’s macaw to what the shipping information reported, if he checked at all. In the end, if Azul survived, the Brazilian dealer would be paid $150,000 from his Swiss client for the parrot. After all his expenses were covered, he’d pocket over $125,000 for what was likely the last wild Spix’s macaw on the planet.

But things don’t always go the way they’re planned.

 

When it came time to examine the shipment destined for Switzerland via Newark, the customs agent on duty, Evelyn Florez, scanned the paperwork. Seeing that it was a shipment of parrots, she thought she’d take a look. Her daughter, Maria, had just spent every evening of the previous week sketching and profiling a variety of parrots for her term paper in biology. Evelyn helped print the captions for Maria.

As the customs agent looked the birds over—some breathing a bit too softly, others panting pathetically—she thought that the parrots in her daughter’s illustrations seemed more alive, more vibrant than the ones in front of her, packed for shipping. Evelyn was disappointed. She had intended to take a photo of the parrots and show it to her daughter when she got home, but these poor birds weren’t worth recording. The customs agent remembered reading that one-third of all wild parrots were endangered.

“Evelyn, break time in ten minutes!” her supervisor called.

Startled, Evelyn dropped her pen into the shipping crate. She reached in and worked her hand between the individual canisters until she felt the plastic pen. With two fingers, she grasped it and lifted it from the box. As Evelyn stuffed the pen into her pocket, thinking of what she’d eat on break, a sticky blue feather clung to her finger. The customs agent looked at the feather. The gooey glue was on her pen as well. Evelyn became curious. This was a shipment of green Quaker parrots. Green. Where did this feather come from?

Evelyn searched the shipment, finding the lone pale-blue macaw. The bird was barely alive, possibly drugged, and clearly distressed. Remnants of sticky goo cleaved to its feet, wings, and belly feathers. Evelyn looked at the shipping papers. It was listed as a hyacinth macaw, the only one in the shipment. The customs agent thought back to the labels she wrote for her daughter’s biology project. It didn’t look like any of those parrots.

She remembered the two blue parrot labels she’d printed. This one was smaller and the wrong color blue. Evelyn wondered if it was, perhaps, an immature bird and would grow into the image of the ones in Maria’s report. But something didn’t feel right. The customs agent seized the shipment. Calls were made. Evelyn would have a good story to tell her daughter over dinner that night.

 

When you’re hungry, there’s nothing like a big, dead cypress tree. Gonzo grasped the bark easily. His long toes tipped with curved claws had evolved for just such a purpose, designed to spread and hold. His elongated tail feathers not only balanced him in flight, but did the same when he held on to a tree, like a built-in tripod. But that was only the tip of the talon. Gonzo could actually hear the meal within the tree. Of the three hundred thousand species of insects on the planet, Gonzo preferred three, and he could hear two of them inside this dead cypress. Those who have a taste for grubs and larvae generally need to be more patient to get to the insects. Even those special few who are capable of drilling into bark wouldn’t be able to reach this meal. When a tree is freshly deceased and the bark still clings tightly to the trunk, others might need to wait. Gonzo, however, eats.

Convinced that fine fare lurked within, Gonzo went to work. His most conspicuous attribute, his ivory bill, singular among all the Creator’s creations, glistened in the sun. Gonzo’s flock, the ivory-billed woodpecker, is named for it, and with good reason.

Gonzo gripped the bark firmly. He angled his head, focusing his striking yellow eyes on the target. And strike was exactly what he had in mind. The woodpecker aimed the chisel attached to his face and began his onslaught on the tree. Ke-bam! Ke-bam! Ke-bam! The ivory-bill’s unique double-rap drumming echoed through the swamp. His long, curved, crimson crest shimmered with each blow. Instantly, the bark began to split and peel. Gonzo then used his beak like a crowbar to pry long sheets of bark from the cypress.

He snapped up the white, flat-headed grubs that wiggled against the exposed wood. They would’ve molted into pupae in a few weeks, but the woodpecker needed to eat today. And if too many of the larvae made it to the next stage, they could wreak havoc on the balance of the ecosystem. Gonzo was doing more than just feeding. He was playing a vital role in the delicate web of life that kept the swamps healthy, so that they could keep all that depended on them healthy, and so on.

The woodpecker possessed another weapon that helped him feed. His tongue had a hard tip lined with needle-like barbs. Gonzo would thrust the long muscle into holes and cracks, and when he retracted it, it would return with larvae ready to be swallowed.

After the tree was peeled and the meal was eaten, if he was still hungry, Gonzo would descend to the base and poke through the bark at the foot of the tree. This, however, could be a dangerous activity. Other animals were attracted to the woodpecker’s debris. They, too, were looking for a meal of grubs or other dislodged insects. Often, there were plenty of morsels within the pile of stripped bark. Gonzo wasn’t nearly as cautious as one would expect a member of a flock on the verge of extinction to be, especially when feeding. He wasn’t exactly reckless. He tried to be responsible without being obsessed. He had faith.

There was something else about Gonzo—he was a bit of a phantom. Other birds usually only heard him or perhaps were lucky enough to catch a fleeting look, but rarely for very long. The man-flock almost never even caught a glimpse of him. One reason was that whatever Gonzo did, he did it quickly, never dawdling. He was a master at keeping the trunk of a tree between him and whatever looked at him, rarely allowing anything to get too close. It was his way.

Those of the swamp accepted that the Creator watched this species with interest, feeling a connection to the birds, intrigued by their nickname, “Lord God Bird,” granted because when they were spotted, either by man-flock or forest dweller, the witness often proclaimed, “Lord God, what a bird!” If this bird, hovering near extinction, evoked the image of the Creator’s best work, it would truly be a sin, a most heinous transgression, to allow the ivory-bill to disappear. But that, in a manner of speaking, is exactly what the Creator did. It allowed the bird to disappear.

The lore proclaimed that for those who might do it harm—predators and the man-flock—the bird would be virtually invisible. At best, one might be able to glimpse it, unless, of course, the ivory-bill was careless. The Creator watched with satisfaction as the bird evolved to be careful, stealthy, flighty—attributes that made it difficult for others to observe, study, or prey upon the woodpecker. It was being tested. If the ivory-bill really was worthy of its moniker, it would survive this challenge. It would defeat extinction and rightfully be called, Lord God Bird.

So, the large woodpecker with the massive ivory beak, the bright red crest topping the males, and the iridescent black crown adorning the females, had become an apparition, a quality that didn’t guarantee the flock’s survival, but certainly helped. And for the Creator, it made life in the swamp that much more interesting to behold.

Those who were pure, who admired or appreciated the bird, those who genuinely wished it no harm—man-flock included—might be allowed to revel in the glory of the impressive fowl. But for most, the ivory-billed woodpecker would be a shadow in the flooded forest for as long as it could survive, according to the scripture of the swamp.

As he pecked up the last few grubs in the pile of bark, Gonzo heard the impatient call, the nasally kint that beckoned. It’s easy to get distracted dining in the swamp, and no self-respecting woodpecker would ever turn his beak from fresh grubs, but there was no denying it. Gonzo was late. He took to the wing and hoped she would understand.

Near the top of a large dead cypress, a dark, rectangular hole waited. Gonzo landed on the bark outside the roost and rapped the wood. Ke . . .

[image: ]

Before he could tap the second strike, his mate appeared in the hole. She stared at him without saying a word. She didn’t need to. This was a universal look that not only spanned gender and generations, it spanned species. Any creature—insect, fish, human, bird—who sees this look in their mate’s eyes knows exactly what it means . . . and it’s not good.

“Gonzo, darling, is that you out there? Or is it a hawk who has come to kill us all while you flap around the swamp? Is it you?”

“Very funny, Kwim. I wasn’t gone that long.”

“Wait. I hear a familiar voice, but I can’t see you. Where are you, Gonzo?”

“Oh, how witty. Yes, I get it. You can’t see me because I’m an ivory-bill and you wish to do me harm, so I’m invisible. Ha! You’re actually a much better mockingbird than a woodpecker.”

The female looked him dead in the eyes, pulled back her head, and said, “Harm? Do you harm? That’s an understatement.” Then she flew off.

A beak full of larvae fell from his mouth into the roost as Gonzo called, “But I brought grubs. I thought we’d preen . . .”

“Think again,” he heard from the sky above.

Gonzo crawled into the crevice. It was his turn to sit on the eggs.

 

By morning, Kwim hadn’t returned. Gonzo was nervous. He had a bad feeling. The woodpecker was in a tough spot. On the one wing, he wanted to look for his mate, felt he needed to. Had something happened to her? Was she in trouble? Or was she merely punishing him, trying to make a point, since he was habitually late from his foraging time? On the other wing, however, Gonzo couldn’t leave the nest. To abandon the eggs, such important eggs, was unthinkable.

Gonzo was stuck. For the most part a loner, there was really no one in the swamp he could turn to. Occasionally, he’d chat with a squirrel, sometimes one of the pileated woodpeckers, but really, beyond Kwim, Gonzo was generally solitary. He liked it that way, but now, when he needed help, that isolation made things more difficult. The ivory-bill stared down at the three shiny, white eggs beneath him. His rump was itching from sitting on them for so long, but that was the least of his problems.

The woodpecker came to a disturbing realization. He didn’t hear it, the double rapping, the ke-bam that should’ve echoed through the woods. He didn’t hear Kwim feeding. He didn’t hear her calling. Gonzo tried to work it all out in his mind. If he lost Kwim and still protected the eggs, what would it all matter? He could never raise them alone. He’d have to leave them to feed and get food for the chicks, if they even hatched. And without Kwim, he couldn’t produce more eggs. Without his mate, the present and the future would be barren. The sad truth was, in order to protect the eggs, he had to leave them.

Gonzo took a long look at the unhatched. He climbed up onto the rim of the nesting hole, stretched his lengthy wings, and rubbed his rump against the bark to soothe the itch beneath his tail feathers. Gonzo was stalling, procrastinating. He knew what he had to do. There’s a thing needs doin’, he thought to himself. The woodpecker burst into the air. He made two bold flaps and suddenly veered back to the base of the dead cypress. He spotted Cooter, his one squirrel friend who lived three trees over.

The ivory-bill latched on to the trunk, calling out, “Cooter! I have to search for Kwim. She’s missing. Keep an eye on our eggs. Call if you need me.” He popped back into flight, a flurry of black-and-white feathers. “I’ll be back.”

“Wait!” Cooter called, “I’m not sure—”

“Whatever you want—nuts, grubs, anything—it’s yours,” Gonzo promised as he soared into the swamp.

He searched all day with no sign of Kwim. No new trees had been fed upon. None of the older ones had any more bark chiseled off. No feathers in the spill piles. No sign of being taken by a predator. And no sign of the man-flock, which was one of the reasons Gonzo loved the swamp. All the water, the poison ivy, the bugs, the briars, the gators, the snakes, the bears—all these things kept the man-flock and other problems away. For a woodpecker, the swamp is ideal. But why couldn’t Gonzo find Kwim? He ate quickly and then returned to the roost. What had happened? What would happen?

The ivory-bill landed on the hole and stepped inside. “Kwim?” he called into the nest. All he saw was Cooter stepping around the eggs.

“No Kwim?” Cooter asked, knowing the answer.

“No, nothing,” Gonzo mumbled. “Thanks, Coot.”

“I need to tell you something,” Cooter said solemnly.

The woodpecker raised his red crest.

“I saw Kwim earlier. I tried to tell you when you flew off.”

“What’d you see?”

“Nothing bad, it’s just that I saw her.”

“Where? What was she doing?”

“That’s the thing. I mean, she’s going out to feed after sitting on the eggs, right? There’s this huge sweet gum. It’s dead, and it’s laced with crawlers. I even called to her, but she flew right past it. Maybe it’s not her favorite tree.”

“Yeah, but she eats the grubs, not the tree,” Gonzo said. “Where was she flying?”

Cooter shuffled. He bounced his back foot and twitched his tail. “That’s the other thing. She was up above the canopy, heading south. Seemed strange, not like she was feeding but like she was going somewhere.”

Gonzo felt sick to his stomach. It was something he felt might happen to him one day. Not that it would, just that perhaps it could. One of those funny feelings you get sometimes, the kind you try to push away and ignore. But it never completely disappears, like that one cricket singing a little off key that somehow
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