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Trapped in the most beautiful place on Earth...
what’s a fearless birder to do? 

 

Equipped with her Sibley Guide, explorer hat and trusty binoculars, Amanda Byrd tirelessly pursues the most elusive winged species.

 

Following on her late husband’s footsteps, she explores a splendid canyon, among a gaggle of tourists led by Ed, a native guide working under a nasty boss. As a majestic California condor swoops overhead, Amanda discovers that their group is trapped at the bottom with no way to climb back up the cliff. 

 

Who did it, and why? Our distinguished birder must find an answer and a way out before the sun turns the canyon into a mortal cauldron.

 

A spirited story introducing the energetic Lady Byrd, written by Michèle Laframboise, multiple award-winning author and amateur ornithologist.


Condor Cliff

A Lady Byrd Adventure

 

 

 

by 

 

Michèle Laframboise

 

 

 

 

A WOW Story


 


[image: ]




Condor Cliff
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by

Michèle Laframboise

 

THE BEDROCK GLEAMED like the copper pans on Grandma’s counter. 

In the pan’s bottom, the lake emerged like a turquoise tongue from the sandstone cliffs. The only sounds heard at this early hour were the gentle rolling of sand grains on the slopes, a few calls by the desert birds, and the awed murmurs of fellow tourists. 

Standing by the lake near the guide, I waited for the slanting rays to touch the sandstone wall, projecting its ragged outline against the other face of the canyon. Most people saw an Amerindian’s profile reflected in the lake, as the travel brochure proclaimed. 

The moment came and went, without me being able to make anything out of a ragged line. I breathed an arid lungful of air, tainted with the scent of blooming flowers, of sand and mud. I walked on the ribbon-like layers of hard and soft stones. Those orange, brown and ochre ribbons crept everywhere on the canyon, as if a giant brush had painted its walls. 

According to the brochure I forgot in the bus, this pool was the most beautiful place on Earth. 

What good is standing in all this beauty if I cannot share it? 

I came here because I had promised Paul I would. 
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MY BACKPACK AND I had stepped out of the intercity bus at the park entrance, in front of a souvenir shop offering bad coffee and no washroom. 

A fast-food chain joint stood a few steps away. A quick glance around told me this was the sole eating place in the hundred or so square kilometers of the park, a valley run through by a lazy stream, riddled with paths of various lengths. 

The joint’s front door sucked in the drained, thirsty or (in my case) bladder-bursting passengers. I did not envy the waitress’ job, as she hurried like a black-haired bird to serve every one. 

Being the last out of the bus, I took my time, using my scarf to dab water on my face, and refilling my water bottle.  When I finally sat at a Formica table near the kitchen, most of the tourists were eating. 

Sipping a cup of freshly brewed coffee, I unfolded the map bought from the souvenir shop.  I had a name scrawled on a folded mustard-yellow hospital paper. 

The weary waitress brought my light salad and heavy burger. I showed her the paper.  She squinted as she peered at it, thin lines fanning from her dark eyes.

“Round Lake?” 

“It’s a lake around here,” I said, as I was hastily pushing the map away from the plates she had set down. “It would be in a narrow canyon, not like this big valley.”

Her weary eyes suddenly lit. 

“Oh, I see! You must mean, Bowl Lake. It’s right there!”

She laid a clipped nail on the half folded map. I sighed. It was a distance I was unfit to walk. 

The waitress must have guessed my dismay. She gestured to the window, pointing towards a stand of grey wood near the entrance, as big as a motel room without the motel. Secret Canyon Tours, the board said, with the operating hours.  

"Hey, Lucy!" a voice called near me, "how about a nice cup of coffee?"

The waitress winced. She turned to speaking to a fortyish, stylish guy in a beige suit seated in a bench across from me.

"If you can pay for it," she said. 

“Aaw, c’mon, Luce!” the stylish man said in a grating voice. "You know I've got money enough."

“Art, I can’t make an exception," the harried waitress said. "This joint takes cash, and you're hogging a vacant table. If you want credit, there's the casino!”

She spoke in a low, harried voice. She knew, and obviously disliked, that patron, but couldn’t show her feelings. And, somehow, she couldn’t throw him out to enforce the rule of table occupancy.

“Naah, Luce, don’t worry, I will have the money to pay.”  

Calls were coming left and right. The waitress shoulders slumped. 

“Okay,” she said, her voice dragging a ball of cast iron.  

“For this time only, Art.” 

I didn’t usually eavesdrop on conversations, but I checked my wallet. The stylish guy got up and left, without my hearing the familiar clink of quarters on the table. He had left without even tipping her. 

Later, having making sure to leave a nice tip to the waitress, I walked thought the shops, bought a cap with the Park’s logo on it, and headed to the motel-room-sized shop. A billboard announced the Bowl Lake Secret Canyon Tour, and a map printed directly on a wooden slab at the entrance  showed the route to the place, passing the interstate near the county’s limit.  

I was pondering which birds would dwell in that narrow canyon with the blue pond.

“You’re late for the evening tour, but tomorrow morning’s the best time.”

The stylish restaurant man rounded the motel-like counter, in his beige suit of ultra light fabric. His pointy shoes looked unsuitable for walking. To compensate for the suit, he sported a two-day beard aiming to project an outdoors rugged look, and failing.

I purchased a ticket for an early morning tour.  It took some time as Art (“just call me Art”), showing teeth too perfect to be true, tried to get me to combine my ticket with a reduced Casino Tour. 

“They have the best facilities for, hum, distinguished ladies like you,” he said, showing more red gums and white teeth. 

I was sure the Casino did have facilities for diminished ladies, but gambling was not on my bucket list. 

Art accepted only cash, which irked me. 

The small change he returned would have paid nicely for his coffee cup, which irked me more. 


[image: ]



I SLEPT IN A RUN-DOWN motel at the edge of the small town, facing the unblinking stare of the Casino. 

The town did not offered much in terms of entertainment for a distinguished lady preferring tea rooms and gardens to strip clubs and taverns. The town was dying, and the flashing casino was only one symptom among many others.

My room’s thin windowpanes let in all the drunken hollering, the casino muzak, the whistles and cat calls and screeching tires, followed closely by the (sole) police car’s sirens. 

I didn't envy the Sheriff.
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THE NEXT DAY, at dawn, Art, neat-dressed as yesterday, greeted me along with a dozen other travelers.

He led us and our paper coffee cups to a rickety bus with the green letters Secret Canyon Tours glued on the sides. He presented himself as the discoverer of Bowl Lake. He may or may not have presented the guide accompanying us; I was too lost in my thoughts to remember. This remote canyon had once been too difficult to reach; nowadays, said Art, a lift could lower a handful of tourists at the time near the lake.

A mechanical pulley with a cement counter weight helped with the movement; Art had manned the lift with all of us in two loads. Each time, the guide supervised the exiting and the lifting off. 

My own palms were still white from clutching at the rail.

In my head, I still heard Paul’s warm gravelly voice telling me the wonders of his childhood’s secret place.  
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COLD DROPS ON MY BARE SHINS and loud splashes made me back away from the lake. A couple of the youngest travelers were testing the water, blurring the beautiful reflection of the cliff.  Some other guys waded in, ogling the girls. 

Those organized excursions were golden occasions for bachelors to wade into a new relation. Fortunately, my ripe age spared me most of their attentions. 

A dark shadow crossed the wrinkled rock, along with a whoosh of displaced air, like those ultra light planes my niece piloted. 

My head whipped up up by reflex. 

Against the stark blue sky, a black shape soared, immense black wings stretched with too many fingers at the ends. Not an ULM. I noted the pink head jutting out of a fluffed collar, the white triangle under the wings. As an avid birder, I recognized a California condor. 

The condor disappeared over the cliff before I could wrestle my binoculars out of their pouch. I cranked my neck, hoping to see the majestic bird make another pass. 

“What was that?” a raspy voice asked.

I started. 

“You spooked me!”

The guide stepped back.

“I’m sorry”, he said. “It's just that I heard a noise overhead.”

The man had a brooding, intelligent face, with an earthy complexion, cheekbones and black hair that spoke First Nation. His dark eyes gleamed under the rim of his reddish hat. 

The hat told me than he took the scorching heat seriously, not like the tourists with baseball caps and glowing red ears. Paul had warned me from his bed about the treacherous heat. My own white “fearless explorer lady” hat had protected me through endless cruises. 

“Did you see what it was?” the guide asked.

I tugged at the cord preventing said hat to fly away. 

“Yes. A condor.”

The guide looked up, holding his hat in place with a knobby hand. I noted the tied-up ponytail. His shirt smelled like tobacco and fabric softener, taut around the shoulders.  He was well-built, but not overly muscled like all those jocks sweating in gyms. His body looked hardened by endless hours of outdoor work. (Not that I have anything against gyms: my computer-driven second nephew would have become a couch potato without those.)

“There aren’t many of them around”, he said.

 “I don’t have my Sibley with me, but you can’t miss the collar and pink head”. 

My faithful but hefty Sibley Guide to Birds had been left in my locked motel room, along with my backpack. I only had a fanny pack with me, just big enough for a bottle of water and a pair of garden gloves. My compact 9x25 binoculars waited for their fifteen minutes of fame inside my cargo pant's side pocket.

“Those birds were almost extinct,” he said. 

The California condor had been counted as almost extinct in the ‘80s, from hunting and lead poisoning. They had been bred in zoos, then reintroduced in the Grand Canyon area in the 1990s. But even now, they ingested their load of lead with each bullet-riddled cadaver they found. 

“They
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