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  “Drouin’s debut novel...is lyrical and poetic, soft and whispering, telling us, ‘It is a hope as light and fragile as the shadows flying through the tall grass”’—Grey Sparrow Journal




  “ His prose is fluid and poetic. Drouin is definitely a writer to keep an eye on.”—Martin Lastrapes, author of Inside the Outside, winner of the Paris Book Festival Grand Prize.




  “...writes with a great sensitivity for detail...brings the reader deep into a natural setting."—Murrary Dunlap, author of Bastard Blue and Alabama.




  “Drouin writes about nature with an innate sense of poetry...No Other Way soars for a thousand miles.”—Steel Toe Review




  Roger Real Drouin manages to capture the natural beauty of nature in nothing more than words and to do so in abundance....a gem in the literary world.”—Dan Schwartz, author of No Cure for Nature




  “...beautifully textured images...staggering metaphors...magic still exists.”—Sheldon Lee Compton, author of The Same Terrible Storm
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Early September, four years ago




  




  Under the clouds like gray broken plates. Here he was, chasing true scientific endeavor.




  The photographer of birds hiked further into the 36,000-acre South Carolina pine bluff, the wind heavy with that wet coldness. The rain would be coming soon.




  He knew he was chasing a ghost.




  He hiked further along the two-rutted park service trail. The rain would come within the hour, he thought, but despite the pale white-gray sky, it felt good to be in the field again. The strong coffee in his thermos and the new snug-fitting hiking boots were two modest checks in the positive column. From the boots to the cotton-canvas pants, and the thick flannel and heavy rucksack, the photographer was prepared for the weather, and the motion of the hike kept him warm.




  He was searching for the Northern Stilted Curlew, one of the world’s rarest birds, a species last documented in 1962. This arctic shorebird was what is called a grail bird—it may or may not exist. In Samuel’s thick four-volume Master Guide to Birding, the Curlew was listed as “probably extinct.” A color sketch showed the sturdy, dull-looking bird capable of flying the longest annual migration of any species, other than a handful of sea birds that can stop and rest on the water. Every September, the Curlew fattens up on crowberries, worms, and insect larvae, before flying south to the end of the continent, logging in close to 10,000 miles on the flyway.




  Just about every ornithologist and biologist in the world believed the more unfortunate outcome: the last Northern Stilted Curlew had decades ago made its final annual migration north to south.




  Samuel heard the pine needles crush before he saw the two figures ambling toward him. He expected to see more birders along the trail, at least a few of those semi-retired, Tilley-hat-wearing folks who check the rare birds database on the web nightly. But maybe the weather had kept them home. Or maybe, most just reasoned it was not worth the trip. A less rare, but much more plausible sighting, such as the Kirtland’s warbler, or an accidental sighting of a species way out of its range, like the Cuban PeWee in South Florida, would draw dozens in pursuit.




  Here in these pines forty hours earlier, an amateur had spotted what he thought was the Northern Stilted Curlew. This same scenario happens often.




  An excited birder could easily mistake the long bill, dark brow marking, and the strong, rapid wing beats of the white-bellied, stilted Whimbrel for that of the cream buff-bellied, and slightly smaller, Curlew. From a distance, it’s also easy to confuse the long stilted legs of the Northern Stilted Curlew with those of the stilted sandpiper. The Curlew’s delicate pinkish buff under the wing, the decurved bill, and its unique call would be the most distinguishing features.




  “See anything?” he asked the couple.




  “Nothing but a bunch of squirrels,” the woman said.




  The man wore pants and a Columbia rain slicker, a hunting-style cap, and a small hiking pack. The woman wore the standard, floppy Tilley hat, a thick fleece shirt, shorts with long socks above her old running sneakers. She toted binoculars and a Canon SLR around her neck.




  “And a few Carolina wrens and one ruffled titmouse,” the husband added. “It’s been pretty quiet.”




  “They’ll be out when the rain clears,” Samuel said.




  “If it clears,” the man said.




  They knew he was here for the Curlew like they were.




  “We drove down from Connecticut,” the woman said. They were die-hards, Samuel thought. “She was seen near here, not far, right?”




  The sex of the possibly-observed Curlew in question has been unknown. If it was in fact a Curlew, it would be difficult to distinguish the sex—both sexes look very similar, only the female is slightly smaller, and an immature can be mistaken for a female. It would be very difficult to determine if it was a female, unless the bird was seen up close. Samuel had written down the notification from the online Rare Bird Database:




  




  Reported Northern Stilted Curlew…unconfirmed sighting… at Darney Bluff National Preserve, four-and-a-half miles northeast of the main trailhead, directly north of the old hunting check-in station along a short loop trail. The bird was observed for thirty seconds before it flew in a north-north east direction.




  




  “The report said five-and-a-half miles northeast of the main trailhead, directly north of the old hunting check-in station,” Samuel said.




  “We were out that far, near the check-in station,” the husband said and looked up. “That thunder doesn’t sound good.”




  So they had been there, Samuel thought. That didn’t matter. If the Curlew was still in this pine bluff, it could be in the same area, but not the same exact location. After the rain, the Curlew would fly east towards the marsh and eventually back out over the Atlantic to its flyway. The bird was more than halfway to its wintering destination, and it wouldn’t wait here while it had such a long way to go.




  Scientists consider sightings of extremely rare species to be only hypotheses that require rigorous examination. A bird presumed by many to be extinct would be countered with disbelief, and scorn. For Samuel, a peculiar observation in the Everglades four years ago, combined with a list of other reports, formed his hypothesis that the species may not be extinct. There’s a lot of space left from northern Canada to Argentina for a handful of birds to become nearly invisible. It may just be able to exist undetected by any of us.




  Only true scientific endeavor could reject or accept his hypothesis.




  ***




  He kneeled in the dark space, took the small tarp from his rucksack and folded it atop the layer of pine needles. He tilted the mug, sipping the last of the coffee, including the crunchy grind sediment the filter didn’t catch. Some of it stayed on his tongue, grainy and bitter, before he swallowed it down. He put the empty thermos into one of the compartments before taking out the 200 mm long lens and clicking it onto his favorite camera, an older digital Nikon. The Nikon was a few inches bigger, and heavier than the newer models, and Samuel liked the sturdiness of it. He set the 300 mm lens on top of the pack where he could reach. The two plates of egg-and-bacon that he ate at the hotel would be wearing off soon. He took out two granola bars from the side compartment.




  Waiting it out, leaning against the back of the old three-walled hunting station, he was grateful for the half-rotten, weathered structure that stood between him and the ptttt plunk plunk of the rain beginning to fall on the rusted roof.




  He sat with his back against the shelter, his arms around his knees so only a few drops of the rain slanting down into the black soil splashed onto his boots. The wind came though in an unsteady whistle. It was high-pitched, silencing all other sounds, and then hesitant but rhythmic. Without the motion of the hike to keep him warm, the photographer of birds rubbed his hands together.




  He ate one of the granola bars and sipped some water and listened to the wind. Out here, he felt all right, cold but dry and sure that he was where he was supposed to be. He did not know if the Curlew existed. No one did. But here, once the rain cleared, he would continue to look. That is what he could do, and it is what he would do once the rain letup, which he could tell it would by that lighter shade of gray, the wind less cold and heavy. There were many things he had second-guessed, and maybe some of them he had once considered faith. He thought of everything he really had faith in. Some people had faith in things they grew attached to, or could claim ownership over. That wasn’t true faith, was it? Was faith the very thing that made us less reckless? He had a long time to think about religion, and he was still formulating his take on it, but he did have faith in God’s judgment over man. And a judgment would come.




  He did have faith in dreams, dreams that sank right down into the images and sounds of thought. He had faith in the memories of his dreams. The memory of his wife when she was disappearing in the hospital, and how she would smile in the middle of the pain when he walked in. That was some kind of faith she had. A friend had told him once that he could move on, try to meet someone new. His friend was only trying to help him.




  Samuel thought about his son, how when he was just a boy, four or five, all he’d want to do is hide up in his closet and sketch giraffes.




  “It isn’t hiding,” his wife Lorine had said to Samuel. “The boy is living. Look at how happy he is.”




  Samuel worried because his son could remove himself from the world the way his father could. Lorine would tell him it was okay, their son was a beautiful, extraordinary boy, he was thoughtful and liked to draw, and if that meant he was a little different, who cares if he would rather spend the day sitting by a lamp in his closet sketching while every other boy on the street rode their bicycles in a pack.




  She loved Ry so much, and maybe she loved him more because the boy had this different look in his eyes, eyes deep green like the different shades of a forest mixed all together. She loved the boy fiercely. She kept him grounded, but through her respect for him, she also kept him from changing. Even before he could walk, she idolized him. It was her idea to encourage him to apply to the new arts charter high school, and the scholarship to college. The boy was always thinking about his drawings, and in many ways he was just like his old man, but Samuel worried because he knew it would easier for the boy if he would imagine less and interact more.




  And now, thirteen months after his wife’s death, Samuel saw how his son was walking the way a young man would when he was detaching himself further from the world. He was walking like no one could see him. By detaching himself from the world he was inheriting, Samuel hoped that his son could stand it, at least get through all the rough parts.




  ***




  He looked out, through the rain.




  Once the clouds cleared, the pines would let squares of sunlight flow through. But now it was a pale darkness between blue and gray under the pines. The high-pitched hak hak hak hak came above the wind, from the east. He leaned outside the shelter to hear the peregrine falcon’s calls coming from the top branches of a maple tree less than a hundred yards off. Moving quickly but being sure not to startle the falcon, Samuel placed the camera and tripod on the pine needles and adjusted the aperture to let more light in the lens. The falcon appeared through the viewfinder—the bluish brown feathers and the dark gray malar stripe and the broad wings tucked along his side. She was an immature, maybe a year old at the most. Samuel snapped a dozen photos—some with the falcon looking down, or straight ahead. And then a photo of the falcon staring sharply towards the shelter. She had decided the man and the clicking machine were too close, ascending from the branch with four swift sweeps of her white and slate-gray wings.




  The photographer of birds kept his finger over the shutter, following flight with the camera lens, waiting for the shot of her with wings open, soaring directly above the tree. In a winter several years ago, under the grain towers in Superior, Wisconsin, Samuel had watched a peregrine, only slightly larger than this one, pursue and swoop down to strike a Ring-necked Pheasant in a spectacular dive, not more than thirty yards away. The speed and power of the continent’s largest falcon is remarkable. Powerful and fast-flying, it is one of the most graceful of the birds of prey.




  Feathers had exploded from that pheasant when the talons struck. The blast of feathers, the power of the collision, the deep black of the peregrine’s eye. It was one of the photographs Samuel was most proud of.




  ***




  Long after the peregrine had flown off, the rain stopped, but the gray lingered. There would be no sun this afternoon. He packed up the rucksack, leaving out the camera, which he slung across his neck.




  He hiked north on the park service trail, past the maple the falcon had flown from. He looked up, and stopped every few yards to listen. It was his habit. His son said he always had his head in the clouds. He turned down the narrow singletrack east now. After a half-mile, he heard another call. But this stopped him in his tracks. It was a call he’d never heard before, a call from a bird in flight that he could not locate.




  Samuel stopped and listened. He had been walking when he heard it, and he knew sounds heard while walking could be distorted. Please, let me hear it again, he thought. Please, fly this way. The only movement he made was inching his fingers to the Nikon, to feel that it was there. It was a sound that matched descriptions he had read, a sound that no one had ever recorded.




  He did not hear the sound again. He listened, standing then sitting under the wrinkled trunk of a tall pine, looking up into the sky. He saw a bird in the distance, a good two hundred yards off, flying low behind the pines, and it was gone. He took his field journal and pen from his rucksack. With the journal to a new, unmarked page, he wrote his location as best as he could describe it, noting how far he was down the trail past the narrow creek bed and describing the pine taller than the other trees.




  When he got to writing the sound, he found there was no exact language to describe it. It was a soft whistle—no not a whistle—that was the word that he remembered from reported accounts of the Northern Stilted Curlew. In 1949, after the species was already decimated from intense hunting and disappearing habitat, biologist Frank Kerrson saw a pair of Northern Stilted Curlews, and described their call as “a low tremulous whistle.” Audubon, who had sketched the Curlew for his Birds of America, described the call as “a soft whistle.”




  Samuel scribbled and crossed out and then wrote:




  




  Initially, it was like someone trying to whistle loudly but blowing air, a half-whistle. Like that, but three-noted, more musical. All sound broke off as quickly as it came. But I stopped in time to hear the call again, including the final note that was distorted when I first heard it. The bird called in series of threes in the same pitch, not more than three series, before movement, the last series of faint calls tee-teeee-teeee.




  




  He did not hear the sound again.




  He listened, looking up to the rain falling again, the gray lacking light. He listened for the bird to call again. An hour later, he headed back towards the trailhead, still listening.




  Rain dripping off his hat low, he walked past the perfectly still fox looking out from his den of green. The man’s boot steps were the only sound beside the rain falling on the pines.




  





  




   




   




  CHAPTER TWO




  Winter Beach, Florida




   




  The water was almost still. There was no movement on the docks. A tarpon circled, its rolling body visible under the dim dock lights. This was where Samuel’s son Ryan had come when the sadness could have broken him apart, and he had come when things just started to get a little better, when he had learned to live with the loneliness. That was not too long ago to forget, and it probably wouldn’t ever be.




  From the dock, the bay reminded him of a Highwaymen painting, with the soft blues of a Monet water scene. But he wasn’t here to sketch that.




  Ryan was trying to remember everything from that Tuesday afternoon, starting with her face as white as the paper.




  After a minute, another truck passed.




   




  Her hair a flat black, her eyes blue-green, mouthwash-clear. That is the best way to describe the color. He could paint it better than find words for it. The faded scar on her cheek, running from the lower edge of her eye down to her taunt cheekbone. The scar a fracture through time, the tiny marks left from the stitches. He would draw the scar last.




  There’s an old lighthouse on the hillside that overlooks the ocean. It doesn’t shine a light anymore, but far out on rough seas, it sends a light for the young artist to see. She won’t be smiling. Her eyes are all the expression there ever was. She’ll be standing, looking out from the glass like she would watch the rain pouring down when she was a kid. She will be there looking out the glass from the lighthouse. It is a lighthouse that was built a long time ago, but had nothing inside.




  Karia had her hands full when she came towards the door. She came towards the door and he closed the sketchpad and put his mug on top like it was a large coaster. She had her hands full, and pushed the door open with her foot, he remembers.




  He saw the scar that was hard to see through the glass. Hank, the big dog under the retired engineer’s table, looked up with alert ears as the girl walked out, and when Hank knew that the noise approaching was the girl, his tail started thumping against the brick pavers. The dog could smell her, the overlapping scents of handsoap, faint chocolate and cinnamon, coffee, the traces of sweat unmasked by perfume.




  She walked up to Hank, and his tail thumped faster. The girl leaned down to pet him on the soft fur between his ears and gave the dog a biscuit from her pocket, which he took gently in his mouth and went back under the table to chew. The retired engineer smiled and thanked her. She smiled down at the dog, all black, with one white blaze. She walked over to another table to pick up the discarded mugs and plates from the afternoon crowd. As she bent down, her scar cracked into pieces.




  If she saw that he was sketching her she’d probably think he was some kind of psycho, or just another guy who just wanted to sleep with her. Would she just walk to the next saucer she had to pick up? She would have to think he was a jerk, or an asshole, and she’d probably avoid him. Not that she spoke to him at all. It seemed like she didn’t like most of the customers, unless you could count the dog as one. She wasn’t mean though. It was as if she was in between being awake and being asleep all of the time, and she was trying to make sure not to jolt herself awake.




  She had her hands full of the empty mugs and saucers and managed to open the door by cradling everything so she had three fingers free. She walked inside. Ryan watched her until the sun’s reflection painted the glass, breaking his field of view. The dog watched her too, and put his head back down on the bricks.




  ***




  He had this dream. This was four years ago, just before they drilled two tiny holes in his mother’s skull to let the chemo treatment seep in. In the dream, it was early, early morning, still dark, and his mother went outside to get some fresh air. She walked around for a few minutes and came to a well. She looked down into the well, curious maybe about this well that was never there before. She carelessly fell in. Ryan’s father ran outside, screaming her name, but the well wasn’t there. There was no well anywhere. Ryan couldn’t sleep after that because the dream would come back to him.




  Not long after he had the dream for the first time, he had quit his Architect One job, the job that made his old college friends jealous, after just five months, to start working the early shift scrubbing boats and hauling around parts at the marina. He started coming to the café to sketch, on those afternoons when he wouldn’t fall asleep from working in the sun. Some want to work behind the green-glass of the new buildings, and the older men at the marina wonder why he doesn’t want to. The older men figured he’d go back soon enough. He kept on working. And in the afternoons he would draw. There was nothing good anymore, except that. He would sleep the nights he could, when the dream didn’t come back to him, when he didn’t wonder if she had fallen or jumped into the well. So he worked hard in the sun and in the afternoon he began building a tightly-constructed, impenetrable shelter—while those he had once been friends with talked about New Urbanism, the best entry-level jobs, and stock options.




  





  




   




   




  CHAPTER THREE




   




  The bones are thin, hollow inside, filled with oxygen, and supported with trusses that keep them strong. The wing bones are fused to other bones to brace together the moving parts in flight and landing. Look at the bones of a bird and, although all stretched out, they will match a mammal’s skeleton. Side by side, compare those scientific sketches from college biology and see how the wings anatomically correspond exactly to each human bone from arm to the longest finger. But in birds, the bones are simplified, compacted so that the humerus, radius and metacarpals are welded into a single, pivoting elongated bone.




  The muscles are different too, evolved for agile flight, aligned to control feathers independently. The respiratory system can propel some birds to an altitude of thirty-six thousand feet where no other animal could breathe without slipping directly into unconsciousness. Birds’ lungs are anatomically very complex, funneling a crosscurrent of air and blood that allows them to exchange carbon dioxide for oxygen much faster than any mammal.




  In some species, the bones are even lighter than in other birds, keeping their wing muscles from metabolizing more energy during long migratory flights. Inside the Northern Stilted Curlew, a warrior of long-distance flight, the bones must be lighter than its feathers. Audubon thought the Curlew’s muscles used oxygen more efficiently than other birds, and he cited evidence that their lungs were proportionally bigger than other shorebirds and ducks.




  The Kootenai of Idaho revered the Northern Stilted Curlew and considered its annual trek back north one of the first signs of spring. Young men would have to trap a Stilted Curlew and release it unharmed except for a plucked tail feather. The elders would tell stories of how the shorebird flew many, many miles over unfamiliar lands to warmer climates in the winter.




  That was before the Stilted Curlew (Numenius borealis phaeopus) was slaughtered by the thousands both along its migration routes in North America and on its wintering grounds in South America. Also contributing to the species decline was the widespread conversion of northern prairie land to farms, and housing development along coastal migration stops. Since the 1950s, it has hovered near extinction.




  ***




  By the time the morning light came through the window, the dark wood of the desk in Samuel’s small office was covered with various guidebooks propped open with the empty mug or stapler or another book.




  In the big guide, the Audubon Master Guide to Birds of the Americas, he flipped open to page 213 marked with a half Post-It stuck to the top of the page. There across the top of the page: Audubon’s painting of the solitary Curlew wading in the marsh, and on the bottom a painting of the shorebird as it flew overhead, its Cinnamon-flash axillars and lining on the powerful wings, the long, wading legs tucked back in flight, and the dark eye and buff eyebrow strip painted in such fine detail it looked like a photo.
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