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				For you, dear reader. Keep thriving in difference, not indifference.A.M.


				For my dad, Cavan Taylor, who has always encouraged curiosity.(Please don’t take this dedication as a comment on your bum. Or your beak.)S.T.


				For Leo and Matt.S.E.
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				Funny and Freaky?


			


		


		

			

				Why do living things look so different? You might think some animals look funny, freaky, puzzling or peculiar, but their weird features have amazing stories.


			


		


		

			

				This book explores the world of incredible creature features and why many of them are there for good reasons - and often surprising ones. What might seem odd to us is something that’s just right for another animal. It helps them live better, have more babies and survive. 


				Tiny changes to the shape of an animal’s body can bring benefits, and these are then passed down to their young. Over thousands of years, their strangeness can become more extreme, if being unusual makes those animals more successful. 


				This is called evolution, and it’s why we see such extraordinary variation in how animals look and behave. Nature’s diversity makes planet Earth a richer, more beautiful place. 


				So if animals look different, are they funny and freaky? If we open our eyes a bit wider, might we find a treasure chest of the most interesting creatures on planet Earth?
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				I look my most beautiful when dangling upside down, wiggling my exotic bottom in the air and arching my tail wires. 


				Many stunning birds-of-paradise perform in our jungle. We buzz, chatter and sing exquisite songs. We dance. We wear feathery ornaments on our bodies and tails. Some of us even make our own forest stages and put on shows. We never do things simply if they can be done with style. 


				Of course, none of our impossibly impractical features help us fly or stay alive. If anything, they slow us down and make us easy for predators to spot. But never mind. The prettiest bird wins a mate and gets to be a dad. So the show goes on! 


			


		


		

			

				Strange Tails


			


		


		

			

				 I’m a famous blue bird-of-paradise.
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				Unlike most fish, a tiger-tailed seahorse has a tail with four flat sides. It’s got some unique advantages. Square tails help seahorses resist injury. Their tails curl and grip onto sea grass, mangrove roots and coral reefs, even in strong ocean currents. This is important because seahorses have no tail fin and are poor swimmers. They are also used during courtship, when seahorses spin and dance holding onto each other’s tails.


			


		


		

			

				Why would a luna moth want fancy-looking tail wings? They fly at night and no one can see them. Well, it protects them from becoming bat snacks. Bats listen for sound echoes when they hunt, and this clever moth’s tail bounces back their calls in confusing ways. It tricks bats into missing their target. 


			


		


		

			

				A sting in the tail? Actually, no. It’s not a real tail, but it has a few tricks... It’s a pointy posterior and part of a scorpion’s abdomen. At the end of it is this famous king of stings’ needle-like venomous spine. But a scorpion’s ‘tail’ also contains its bum and some light sensors which work like eyes. Many scorpions glow in the dark under ultraviolet moonlight. And they use these light sensors to spot other animals, decide where to stab them, and how much poison to inject.
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				The African fat-tailed gecko drops its tail and runs off when threatened. The detached tail carries on wriggling for a few minutes. This distracts the attacker, so the gecko can escape. Losing a tail is stressful and can make this reptile poorly. It lives in deserts where there aren’t many insects to eat, so it stores food, as fat, in its tail. It is therefore vital that it can grow a new one quite quickly. The new tail is usually shorter and stumpier, and it may have a different pattern.
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