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• • •
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Prologue

Somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico yet another tropical storm brewed, undecided which path it would spin its destruction. But on this Friday the thirteenth, in the Texas coastal town of Port Rockton, the sky was clear and the waves gentle.

Three women sat dockside at a waterfront café, lunching under a September sun.

The tall blonde, Elize, was deeply tanned and fit. The lines around her eyes hinted she’d spent her life watching, staring, waiting, and squinting while doing it.

She wore a dark, fitted suit, but had shucked the jacket the moment they stepped outside, revealing that her businesslike blouse was, in fact, a halter top. Moving with an athlete’s grace, she slipped off her shoes the moment she sat down.

She ordered without opening the menu or looking at the waiter, her bare hand resting on expensive binoculars — bins — her Oakley-shielded gaze scanning the nearby trees.

Her pedicure was zebra-striped.

A punk fantasy of a pre-Raphaelite Madonna, tall and big-boned with opalescent white skin and a web of red-gold curls — Zephyr — sat down next to the blonde. A skull medallion hung from a black velvet ribbon around her neck. Red ruffles cascaded down the front of her denim skirt, and a hint of tulle brushed the tattoo climbing up the back of her leg. She carried two bags: a utilitarian Gore-Tex rucksack with Eastern, Western, and Caribbean field guides and two pairs of binoculars in it; and a 1960s doctor’s bag stuffed with the latest phone, SPF 100 sunscreen, and Chanel red lipstick.

She flipped through the menu before ordering, and smiled at the waiter, all the while exchanging waves with many of the other patrons.

The third woman — Frankie — was the youngest, and conventionally, the prettiest. Her suit was delicate, expensive, and tailored; her shoes and bag were the latest style, even if the spindly heels were incongruous with the dirt trails and stony paths she frequented. Her bag couldn’t fit even one pair of binoculars.

She had perfect teeth, perfect skin, and a perfect nose. Where the others were tall, with muscles that moved just beneath their skin, she was petite and curvy, boasting the hip-to-waist ratio statistically guaranteed to drive men mad — a number that she both knew and worked hard to maintain.

She contemplated the menu, queried the waiter, pondered some more, and finally ordered soup with a tinge of regret in an accent that came from the around the Great Lakes.

The redhead raised her glass of tea in a proposed toast, and the other two joined her. “To today’s life-changing potential,” she said, her accent vacillating between deep southern drawl and Brooklyn growl, the accent of native New Orleans.

The three clinked glasses.

This is the scene you would look down on if you were watching from a bird’s-eye view.

As a bird you would know that who they were, where they worked, what they did, was all about you. They counted your movements, they protected your habitats, they observed your birth, life, and death, and then recorded it.

All three were ornithologists.

All three were single.

All three had expectations, ambitions, and wounded hearts.

And this was their last moment of peace. Storms were coming.





Elize





The Surprise

“So what is your kidnapping talent?” Zephyr asked, twisting her hair up and away. I counted silently as it uncoiled, Ten, nine, eight … She’s been my assistant for years and I’ve never seen her hair hold.

It sprang free.

“I didn’t know at lunch,” I said, waiting in the foyer, flipping through the Audubon magazine I’d read at least a dozen times, “and I don’t know now.” Why was she keeping on about this? Where was her adult ADD when I needed it? I resisted the urge to look at my watch. Instead, I counted: five b’s in the title of the article, three c’s. I already knew there were nine windowpanes, and fourteen ceiling tiles. I’d sat in this room many times before.

The board would buzz me in when they were ready.

This interview was just a formality. I was the natural for the job. I’d been here the longest. I was a native Texan, and had gone to school locally. I knew these birds. I’d managed this place when it was just some windows, some pathways, and a bird-loving old man.

Director of the Woodrow Wilkerson Institute for the Study of Ornithology. I saw the words in my mind — noticing all the o’s — seven. Actually, I saw them embossed on a door in a lovely gilt script. But I was careful to keep my expression blank. Never let them know what you want. Then they can take it away. Pop’s voice was never too far from my mind.

I glanced up at Zephyr, seated at her desk opposite. “Be useful,” I teased. “Check your Magic Eight Ball.”

“To see if you’re going to be kidnapped?”

I sighed and tossed the magazine on the coffee table. “I’m going to Morocco to see migration season. Birds, not people. Not the Moroccans and certainly not the, the carpet people you talked about earlier.”

“Berbers are not carpet people,” she said, picking up the black plastic ball she had more faith in than she did insurance agencies. “Berbers are one of the tribes. They’re incredibly hospitable, but have a rigid social structure. If you take one cup, then you have to take three cups of tea with them.” She looked at me over the edge of her rhinestone-rimmed glasses. “Elize, you really should read about the place and the people. It’s a whole other, wonderful, fascinating, world of — ”

“I’m not going to see tribes. I’m going to see — ”

“Doctor San Diego,” she muttered beneath her breath.

“Just shake the damn ball,” I said with a chuckle, and picked up the magazine again. “Ask it how the interview will go. Not about kidnapping.” I tried to ignore the image of the tall, blond, and essentially perfect Dr. Sam Donaldson, AKA Dr. San Diego, from my mind. He smiled and waved before vanishing.

“Will Elize get what she wants?” Zephyr asked, then shook the ball.

The buzzer on the intercom went off. My hands suddenly seemed sticky. My skirt looked wrinkled. I’d waited so long for this moment, and now I felt unprepared.

Zephyr stared at the ball, then looked over at me with wide eyes. “You’re on.”

I stood, smoothed my skirt, straightened my jacket, and strode forward. This was it: a decade and a half of working and sweating and waiting, about to pay off. The opportunities I’d bypassed, the deadlines I’d let fade, all in favor of staying here, of waiting for my chance, my reward.

It had arrived, at last. I was going to be director, at forty.

My heels sank in the plush carpet and I missed my Birkenstocks. I opened the doors and stepped inside the Library.

No, really, it was a capitalized L.

Three men with bad suits, bad hair, bad bodies, sat behind a carved table, before the ceiling-to-floor ornithological library that I’d helped catalog. My chair, a fold-up no less, faced them. Adversarial positioning at its finest. These men were all idiots, but, I acknowledged, they were the idiots in charge.

For the moment.

We went through the motions of greeting, with its competitive handshaking and teeth baring, and only then was I invited to sit down.

They didn’t even mention the one detail in this process that worried me. Instead they praised my accomplishments, they applauded my dedication. Then, as if in the hush of a secret, they apprised me of the new situation: was I aware the Institute had just received new funding?

I nodded. Who did they think had written the grant proposal?

Well, they continued, since I was obviously aware that the new funding allowed for a position of full-time director, was I also aware that the Institute would be open full-time to the public? Much of the director’s responsibility would be dealing with the public and educating them about our “avian friends.”

Mrs. Darnells, I thought with a grimace, that species of birder who never passed the beginning stage. They couldn’t remember a detail for five minutes or understand how to look at a bird. Age, gender, and nationality didn’t matter; they were a slow menace. The Institute would host hundreds of Mrs. Darnells. Thousands, even. That was the plan.

But I smiled. Delegating is the key to good leadership, right? The job of carting around a bunch of birding newbies and Mrs. Darnells would be delegated, and fast. Once she learned her birds, Frankie would be great at dealing with them. I’d hired her because, despite her Easter-egg-colored wardrobe, I had faith in her ability to be a useful staff member. I had faith she’d do all of the stuff I hated, like dealing with people.

So far, so good. She’d gone to the dinners, been on local radio, started the Internet stuff, left me time to research and watch the birds, which was what the Institute — what Mr. Woodrow Wilkerson
 — had been about.

The Woodrow Wilkerson Institute, the Dubya, was a rarity on so many fronts. First, for our habitats. Because we were an island, we had shore birds: pelicans, seagulls, terns, plovers … the list was enormous. Because we had marsh, too, we got herons and cranes, gallinules and egrets. As a barrier island, we were the first landing spot for a lot of migrants, which made spring and fall a joy of surprises like brightly colored buntings and warblers. We also had a palm forest and a freshwater creek, and were the place in the U.S. where the White-faced and Glossy Ibises crossed habitat.

The ibises — my area of expertise and my great love, which Mr. Woodrow had shared. I smiled at the memory.

“Which is one of the reasons why — ” Wilkerson Jr., Mr. Woodrow’s rich playboy son, said.

Here it comes, I thought. Finally! Finally! I bit the inside of my cheek to restrain my welcoming smile.

“ — we’re offering you the position of assistant director.”

I started to smile, but my face froze.

Junior was still talking. His mouth was moving, but I didn’t hear anything.

“Assistant?” I said. Croaked. Surely … surely I hadn’t heard correctly? Fifteen years in this place, and I was offered assistant? I’d been Mr. Woodrow’s right hand. No. Not right. Impossible.

He swallowed, and I watched his Adam’s apple moving above his shirt collar. “We feel that Doctor Stein — ”

“Doctor Stein? Frankie, that Doctor Stein?” No wonder she hated her mother.

“She has a wonderful way with the public,” one of them said.

“Yeah,” I said, using my most modulated, reasonable tone, “but she’s fresh out of school, and — ”

“She received her PhD,” Wilkerson said, simpering.

Dammit, they had taken that into consideration. I had two master’s degrees in the field of biology. Shouldn’t that equal a doctorate? I exploded to my feet. “She’s twenty-five, she’s from Michigan and she … she’s a taxonomist! The only birds she knows are dead ones!”

Wilkerson was standing now, too.

Assistant director? Under her? Subservient to my hire?

I had to get away. The door slammed behind me, and my heels punched holes in the pile as I walked down the hall.

“No!” Zephyr, already standing at her desk, called after me. “Elize, wait!”

“What, your Magic Eight Ball didn’t clue you in that I was getting the shaft?” I shouted. I spun around and we stood almost nose to nose. My sense of betrayal choked me as I realized she’d been waiting. “You knew? You had to know! You little … ”

I turned my back on her and threw open Frankie’s door.

The flowers were the first thing I saw. An enormous bouquet, with “Congratulations” sticking out of it in some nonrecyclable plastic. The bouquet was all my favorite flowers: hydrangeas and iris and eucalyptus. Did this girl have nothing of her own?

Frankie jumped to her feet, fortressed behind her desk. Scared.

Good.

Times like this, it helped to have a reputation for a temper.

“I hired you,” I said, almost too angry, too hurt, to look into her big blue eyes. They were wide, still playing the innocent. “I picked you out of all the applicants because you were female, and I was supporting the limited sisterhood available in this field. And you do this?”

“Elize, I … I didn’t know.” She moved her hands in protest, but still graceful, still … acting.

I glanced at the bouquet. “You expect me to believe that when you have proof that you did in fact know, sitting on your desk! How stupid do you think I am?” My voice sounded loud. “Was this the reason for the short skirts and heels, even when walking through the habitat?” My gaze moved beyond her for a moment, out into the sky and the sea where autumn sunlight washed everything clean.

The gilt, scripted word “Director” was erased from the door of the office in my mind, and “Assistant” was scrawled in its place. By a four-year-old. With chalk.

I’d lost. All the waiting, for nothing. Nothing to show for it. Forty years old, and fucked over. The phone call this morning was just another bridge forever burned to me, another door slammed shut, and now this? I felt Zephyr holding on to my arm as Frankie talked.

Outside, behind the little betrayer, a line of brown pelicans swooped down over the palms, flying toward the shore. As always, the introduction to Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries swelled in my mind as the birds dropped, one by one in a line, low over today’s bright blue water. I interrupted Frankie. “You know what you are?” I said, sick of her words, her posturing, her protesting.

“What?”

“A thieving, deceiving, manipulative misogynist,” I said. “In heels!” It wasn’t enough. “You’re nothing but a blue jay!” Not the best fit with misogynist, but God, how embarrassing this was.

Never let them see they got you. Never back down.

I’d been beat out by a pastel-suited socialite who probably couldn’t identify a Laughing Gull if it still had a heartbeat and guts. I had to get out of here.

Once in my own office, I saw the white ibises eating. The creek they preferred ran right by my window. A few egrets and herons had joined them, and they were all pleasantly occupied, searching for lunch. I laid my forehead against the glass. My skin was burning hot and my lunch of fish tacos simmered in my stomach, seasoned with the bile of anger and humiliation.

How was I going to face this down? Port Rockton was a small, incestuous town. Everyone would know, everyone would comment. No matter where I went, they would be talking about me. Feeling sorry for me. Laughing at me.

And then, when the news about … him … got out, when some enterprising reporter connected the pieces, the name, the estranged daughter … that gossip would be worse than anything they could say about losing the directorship. It would also probably be true.

In a quick glance I counted the pieces of posterboard on my wall: seven.

The number of o’s on the pages of the tabloid about an international artist’s surprising death: seventeen. Three chairs in the office. Four windowpanes. Nine shelves, each holding twenty-two books. Six books on my desk. Four pairs of shoes in my desk drawer — though counting what I couldn’t see was cheating.

I leaned against the window, looking at the birds again.

Fly away.

Leave early.

It was the answer. To all the problems. Hell, even Mama was finally getting out of the country before the reporters descended. Taking one of her Lutheran ladies’ group friends and flying the coop on a trip she’d always dreamed of, but had never taken. I could do the same.

I had the vacation days. I could drive out of here right now and not have to deal with anything until after my Morocco trip. A whole three weeks.

Then, if I still wasn’t ready to come back, I could take another week or two of vacation. Because the needs of the Institute came first, I hadn’t taken vacation. For years. I’d waited, knowing that my time would come and my persistence would pay off. Mr. Woodrow had picked me, straight out of school. I was his choice. It would all pay off.

Yeah, well, no good deed goes unpunished. This was loyalty for you. I looked down to see a magazine cover of an icy-eyed man in artist-black crumpled in my fist. I dropped it in the trash, trying not to look.

My brain felt like a fishing lure was lodged inside, with an insistent pro on the other end, tugging.

I grabbed a bag and threw things in: stuff for the trip, stuff I might need just in case: field guides, my kit of sunscreen/lip balm/bug spray.

“Elize?” Zephyr cracked open my door. “Doctor San Diego on line one.”

I nodded without turning around, and waited until she closed the door. Smoothing my skirt, I sat down in my chair and watched the flashing red light. I’d rather be dead than admit what had just happened.

Dead. I shook my head, dislodging the thought.

Six f’s on the second page of a different celebrity rag.

I pressed the button, pleased to see my finger was steady. “Sam,” I said. My voice even sounded normal.

“How is the Birdiest City?” he asked, his tone chagrined. Nearby Corpus Christi had just swiped the national title back from San Diego. The honor of “Birdiest City” bounced between them, and was a reliable conversation starter among birders. A certified polarization point.

Of course, Sam and I were more than birders. We were professionals.

Assistant. After fifteen years. The fisherman tugged harder, drawing a headache toward my ear with a whine.

“Are you ready?” Sam asked. Coming from Sam, it could mean several things.

“Born ready,” I said. Any breathiness in my voice was intentional. Sam and I were more than colleagues. Morocco would be a steamy conclusion to what had begun in Miami three years ago.

He waited a beat. “Well, I’ve got the last little bit of ticket info. We’re meeting in New York, right?”

Did I tempt Fate and agree, with the ways things had gone today? Zephyr might love Friday the 13th, but now I hated it. I’d certainly remember it as one of the worst days in my life.

“You are going to show, aren’t you?” he asked. “Stay?”

My last attempt to get away for a birding trip had ended disastrously with the beginning of the end for Pop. But this time Mama was on a cruise. Safe. We were rats, all leaving the sinking ship.

H.M.S. Fischer had gone down alone.

Yeah, and H.M.S. Elize was sinking, too.

If Sam knew I’d lost the position of director, which everyone had assumed I’d get, he’d think I was a loser. Know I was a loser.

My stomach fell: I was a loser. As quickly as gossip flew around our small professional community, the news was probably already posted. Why make out, or do anything else, with someone who was incompetent enough to be demoted below a taxonomist who specialized in DNA and blood types? For an institution that dealt with live birds!

“Of course,” I said. A thought occurred to me. “I was thinking about going a few days earlier. Get a chance to catch up on my jet lag before getting to Morocco.” I’d never been to Europe. I’d always waited for an invitation, waited for an escort. But I couldn’t stay here now. “Maybe spend two extra days in Paris?”

Since I wasn’t getting the job, I wouldn’t be getting the pay raise that went with the new job. I’d hoped for that money. I’d counted on it.

I was apparently not going to inherit anything, either.

“Paris, hmm?” Sam said, his voice taking on an edge that reminded me that Paris was allegedly for lovers. “Sounds very appealing.”

A cough. I turned to see Zephyr standing in my doorway. I couldn’t say she was ashen — she’s the whitest thing I’ve seen this side of an egret — but something was up. Oh. Frankie stood behind her. I spoke quickly into the phone. “Sam, we’ll talk later.”

I hung up.

They waited on the threshold. “Yes? What do you and the thieving blue jay, who steals other people’s jobs and runs them out of their nests, have to say?”

Frankie stepped forward. Despite my comment, she wore a smile. The kind of smile customer service wears when they’re not going to help you. “Elize,” Frankie said, “I think I have some news that might change your plans.”

“You don’t appear to be struck by lightning,” I said, “so I guess not.”

“It’s about Morocco.”

My glance dashed to Zephyr. Never let them see they got you. She looked sick. “Yes?” I said, walking around to the front of my desk and leaning back on it, crossing my arms.

Frankie gestured, indicating helplessness, loss of control, or possibly doom. “Since you didn’t make director, you don’t have the budget or the authority to travel under the auspices of the Wilkerson Institute.”

I held very still, so that the pieces of my falling world wouldn’t stab me further as they crashed around me.

“The Morocco trip,” Frankie pontificated, “was chosen specifically for building networking relationships between this institute and various other similar organizations throughout the world.”

“The trip was for migration season,” I said through my teeth. “Observing birds, not networking with people. You might not recall, but the birds are what ornithology is about.”

“Well,” Frankie said, “I won’t be going in your stead, so the ticket will be refunded to us, although the nonrefundable deposit will, I guess, be a wash.” Then she said, with a killing smile, “We won’t make you reimburse us.”

Frankie had been here for all of five months.

She came the day the witch moth showed up, a detail that Zephyr of signs-and-wonders had noticed. In Jamaica, where Zee had done her internship, the witch moth was associated with death and destruction. Witch moths only rarely invade Texas, and the Mexicans feel they are harbingers of evil. When it, and she, arrived on our island, I guess I should have paid more attention.

Frankie had been “director” for less than fifteen minutes, yet already she was “us” and I was alone. Waiting for nothing. No one waiting with me. Or for me. I swallowed hard.

Frankie’s suit had six buttons in the front, a double row of trim on each lapel. Each shoe had six dips in the design of one color atop another. Her Tiffany necklace had fourteen links on each side of the silver heart.

I didn’t move.

“I know you wanted to take this trip, Elize. Perhaps another year?” She slipped out and Zephyr closed the door behind her.

“I’m so sorry,” Zephyr said, stepping forward.

I warded her off. No directorship, no trip. No future? My mind reeled, and my limbs screamed for a run, for the stretch and the freedom of it. Out of here.

No family. No past that could be healed. No tomorrows.

I forced my arms to unbend, my body to lean forward and off the desk.

“Maybe there’s another way,” Zephyr said. “Though … it would be your money.”

I glanced at her. Wilkerson Jr. and his cronies knew I wouldn’t stay on as an assistant director. This had all been deliberate, planned. Yes, a conspiracy theory against me was so much better than thinking I wasn’t capable as a twenty-five-year-old who had never even seen a Roseate Spoonbill, the resident bird of Port Rockton, before this past May.

I turned toward the ibises, watching their sewing-machine feeding motions as I blinked furiously. All other birds might lounge about and preen or sun, but ibises always worked. I loved ibises. I understood them.

No Morocco. No trip. No job. Which would mean no house, no beach, no … I would have to tell Mama I’d failed. I would have to endure her pity, her shame. With a demotion like this, what other job could I get in ornithology?

I turned back and sank into my desk chair. Zephyr’s skirt had five flounces. Her belt, low-slung, was made of nineteen interwoven strips of leather. Twelve feathers on one flip-flop, ten on the other. I wasn’t close enough to count the teeth in her skull choker, but I knew there were four. Not fair to count what you can’t see.

Zephyr’s rhinestones flashed at me as she looked up from her fancy phone. “What if you didn’t fly from here to Houston to New York to Paris to Agadir, but took alternative passage?”

“Yeah? What alternative passage is there between Texas and Africa? Shall I dig a tunnel? Hire an air balloon? Kiteboard?”

My stillness was overtaken by shaking, shaking that I had to hide. I leaned forward and interlaced my fingers. “What I want to know is why everyone wants me gone. What have I done except embrace the Institute’s vision of growth? Why … ” I trailed off and looked back out the window. The ibises now fed peaceably alongside the herons and egrets, and even a few spoonbills. A glossy ibis walked along the edge, dark iridescence in the sunlight.

“I have an idea,” Zephyr said, “but I need some time to check it out. I’ll bring it tomorrow.”

Tomorrow. Saturday. The weather had promised to be perfect. I’d planned it as my last day in the water before I started on my way to Morocco. But I wasn’t going to Morocco.

The birds outside took wing, and though I couldn’t actually hear the wind through their feathers, I’d heard it so often that my imagination supplied the sound. Fly away, just fly away.

“Elize?” Zephyr said. “Breakfast? The Lodge? Hello?”

To what end? I wanted to say. Yes it was something we did every week, but it would be spending money that I wasn’t going to have. I was effectively unemployed. How was I going to tell anyone? How was I going to live?

The reporters, when they did descend, were going to love this. Talk about fodder!

Why did this all have to happen now? A week ago I could have handled it. I swallowed. Typical selfishness of Fischer to think of no one else. Now I was unemployed — maybe not technically, maybe not yet — and broke.

“How much money do you have?”

I turned. Zephyr’s near-mind-reading skills always creeped me out. “What did you say?”

“What resources do you have, if I can find you an alternate route to Morocco? Obviously, the Dubya isn’t going to help out.”

Yeah, obviously. The Woodrow Wilkerson Institute, the Dubya. My home. My dream. I’d never cared about money. Here I had the birds and the outdoors, and enough cash to buy my kayaks and surfboards and Coronas and condo and weekly pedicure. But now money was important. I recalled my last bank statement — only one o in the bank’s name. “A couple thousand,” I said, deliberately vague. $8,016.42.

“Cash?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Credit cards?”

“I have some, but I don’t use them.” Pop had always insisted I keep some open, in case of emergency.

She grinned, impish. Well, as impish as a six-foot-tall female surfer can be. Her eyes gleamed. “You’ll get to Morocco. Maybe not comfortably or rested, but you’ll get there.”

Something in the way Zephyr said it, almost brought me a breath of hope, of calm. “Tomorrow, huh?” I asked.

“Yes. Go for a run, go get a pedicure, forget about this, pack.”

A feather tickled my spine. She was making me believe. Leaving would solve all of my problems, for a while. Everything would have died down by the time I returned. And if this isn’t an emergency, Crazy-Elize whispered in my head, what could one possibly be?

Zephyr twisted her skull medallion ring. “How many weeks will you be gone?” she asked.

“Three.” Suddenly the pages in the calendar in my mind blew away like in an old movie. I had nothing else scheduled for the rest of my life. I swallowed my panic and glanced back at the ibises. The Bald Ibis lives in Morocco, Crazy-Elize said. Endangered. Only a few colonies. You could see it.

“You could lease your place,” Zephyr said.

Port Rockton was part of the Redneck Riviera, and this was the best season on the beach. I shuddered to think of hooligan tourists in my house. But I’d be in Morocco. The Bald Ibis, the Waldrapp Crazy-Elize whispered, just in case I didn’t remember its other name.

“Leave your Lalique here at the Dubya, for safekeeping,” Zephyr said. “I’ll keep an eye on it.”

My Lalique falcon, the one thing I owned, that was valuable, other than equipment. But did I care about protecting it? Who needed to protect a raptor, with its false tear mark, even if it was glass? Okay, crystal. One of a kind, custom-made crystal. The only glimmer that ever indicated Fischer knew who I was; a belated-everything present I’d gotten sometime around my third year here.

“All you need are cheap sheets and towels. I have a friend at the real estate office who could lease it for you.”

My gaze moved across the books on my desk. African Wildlife, Morocco, Lonely Planet Guide, Fodor’s Morocco. Parrot-colored jackets, a pandemonium of parrots. Reds and greens and blues.

I’d always hated the thought of someone living in my home, having sex in my bed, luxuriating in my shower. However, it would be a source of income. Leverage against unemployment, if it came to that. “Okay,” I said, because there was no choice. I couldn’t stay here. Whatever it took, I had to get out of here. Shame, on all sides, was coming for me. “Usual time?”

Zephyr nodded and smiled, then bounced out the door. After sending my telephone line to voicemail, I resumed packing my office.

Morocco. I was going to Morocco. I pitched the other celebrity magazines in the trash and avoided the picture of the man with the icy blue eyes.

I had my father’s eyes.

				• • •

				The Lodge has a reputation: great breakfasts and the cutest bartenders on the beach. The new guy was a natural flirt, with long blond hair and piercings. As we sipped our first cups of coffee Zephyr said, “He’s totally your style.”

I liked my men young, hot, and easy to push out of bed at 3 a.m., my personal witching hour. That gave me just enough of a nap before the birds woke at dawn.

“What happened to Chad?” she asked.

“Brad.”

Zephyr frowned. “You sure?”

I shrugged. Conversation hadn’t been my latest lover’s strong point. Stamina and fantastic abs were, however. “He was great. Fine. But he wanted a hit after — ”

“Ah, so he fell through Elize’s Trap Door.”

“That cop lives two doors down. I’d be the one he’d bust. I don’t need the grief.” Or any of the other grief that comes with a user.

Like an overdose. Or had it been suicide?

Zephyr raised her brows above today’s round frame glasses. They went with today’s missed-Woodstock-by-decades hippie ensemble. “So you’re not tense.”

I grinned. “Not too much.”

“Your bags packed?”

I nodded. My toes were freshly painted, my hair trimmed, and I’d even picked up an all-weather trench, because it was zebra-patterned on one side.

“Glad to hear it,” she said. “Your flight for Houston leaves at one.”

My coffee sloshed as I set my cup down. “Today?” It was already 8:30.

“Today,” Zephyr said, then smiled and pushed me a folder with a thousand colored notes stuck to it. “Or, I could e-mail it to you,” she said, waving her phone in the air.

I shook my head. Phones were leashes. I’d resisted being leashed. I didn’t need one in the habitat of the Dubya or on the island. Why would I get one now?

She tapped the page. “So, Houston’s the start of a long journey, but one that will get you there for under eight hundred dollars.” I stared at the page, but I couldn’t see it. I blinked rapidly, trying to keep the telltale drops from falling.

I was going to Morocco.

Zephyr flirted her way through placing our orders as I sifted through the notes, the confirmation numbers, the directions.

Days of traveling, a half dozen connections that had to actually connect, but I’d be in Larache, Morocco, by the time Sam and the rest of the group arrived. I’d be there affordably. I’d be there without having to admit I wasn’t, essentially, me.

And such a convoluted trail that no one, even the most intrepid reporter, should they choose to waste their time, could follow.

“You have got to write a paper,” Zephyr said as she poured sugar into her coffee. “Get published. Nothing else can save you, Elize.”

I shrugged. Fine. I’d write a brilliant paper. I’d get it published. I’d … I was going. I blinked back those damned tears again, looking over the dunes to the placid Gulf waters. Was all my waiting finally paying off?

“Stop waiting,” Zephyr whispered with her weird mind-reading. “Live,” she said, and patted my hand.

Our food was served, and as Zephyr attacked her breakfast, she spoke to me around a mouthful of syrup-soaked pancake. “Just don’t get kidnapped; it would take a lot more than a carwash to raise a ransom.”

“I told you, I’m going to see the birds, not the country.”

“Elize, those birds live beside the people, in the country.”





The Country

Morocco.

The coastline edged the horizon, but despite squinting through bleary eyes, I couldn’t make out details. Just an edge to the sea, a southern frame for the Strait of Gibraltar.

Everything was colorless mist, like the indeterminate grays of immature gulls, the air dense, but soft, like feathers.

The ferry was the penultimate leg. It was good to stand, despite the rough waters and the cold spray. Days, it had taken. Houston to Miami to Madrid. Bus after bus after bus to Algeciras, and after this ferry to Tangier I’d catch another bus to Larache. My passport wasn’t virgin anymore.

I looked at my watch. The schedule I’d engraved on my brain said we had an hour to land, disembark, and go through Customs before the bus to Larache left. Zephyr had e-mailed me to take the early ferry, a note I’d gotten at the last Internet café in Spain. Which meant another night of limited sleep. When was the last time I’d really slept?

Slept without being haunted, anyway. Dreams of Frankie wearing a suit covered in the word LOSER!! with each o neon red and bleeding. Then him, sitting up in his coffin shouting, “Why did you come? I didn’t invite you!” the words pouring from his mouth in cartoon bubbles, the i’s like daggers. Birds seeing me and flying away, in the thousands.

Café con leche sloshed in my stomach and acid burned into my throat as I returned to my seat inside the ferry.

Almost there. I was almost there.

				• • •

				Instinct woke me seconds before my forehead cracked against the porthole. White waves surrounded the ship as it rose up and crashed down rhythmically. I closed my eyes to will away the nausea.

Cool water, I thought, standing up, grabbing hold of the plush headrest in front of me. A splash of cool water on my pressure points and I’d be fine. Should I take my suitcase? I could have left the rolling bag somewhere, in some locker in Spain, except I didn’t have a plan to get back to the States. Zephyr had said she would figure out those details while I concentrated on the African sky.

At this point I wished all I had was my bird bag, a toothbrush, and Birkenstocks. Maybe someone would steal this albatross?

I crawled over the rolling bag, grabbed my duffel — which had grown exponentially heavier at every airport, taxi stand, and bus station — tossed it over my shoulder, and staggered off in search of the restroom, ping-ponging from wall to wall as the boat bounced across the strait.

Whatever restorative the water could have offered was immediately negated by the sounds and smells of the bathroom.

Outside, that’s what I needed. I stumbled to the deck and opened the door, only to have it ripped from my hands. I didn’t hear the metal slam against the side of the ship; the wind was too loud, howling and shrieking. My hair flapped free around my face, the ends like little whips.

If this was normal, I’d hate to see a storm!

I clasped the metal railing as the nausea passed and reality flooded in. A flicker of excitement burned in me.

I’m on the Mediterranean. The end of the Greek world, beyond the Pillars of Hercules. Flamingoes migrated through here; the Moroccan Cormorant, with its white throat and chest, nested here. Even though I couldn’t see them, they were here.

I opened my eyes when I felt the sunshine warm through my trench.

Africa, shapely now, stretched along the horizon. I knew if I followed that coastline south, I would find the Souss-Massa lagoon, and in it the bald ibis, also known as the Waldrapp, one of the world’s rarest birds. Six hundred in all the world, and most of them roosted there. For an ibis lover, they were the pinnacle.

But, the Souss-Massa extended about six hundred miles out of my way, and even farther outside my budget.

I’d have to wait for next time. Which meant that somehow, there had to be a next time.

Zephyr was right. Even though I hated writing papers, I was going to have to apply myself to this trip and write something, preferably brilliant, in order to … to what, get a new job? The thought made me a little sick. I didn’t want a new job. I didn’t want to leave my coastal paradise, which was a paradise even with Frankie and Wilkerson clotting up my days. Would I let the blue jay win?

I’d rather be dead than bested.

Dead …

I turned my thoughts to the tumbled blocks of white as they became distinguishable along the shoreline, defining themselves into flat-roofed buildings, sheltered by palm trees.

Just one more hurdle, the bus to Larache. Then I could collapse for a day or two. The rest of the birders wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow or Sunday.

I imagined sitting in the rented boat beside the North African isthmus, counting and observing the birds as they landed, gasping, from their flight across the strait. I felt another beat of excitement.

I couldn’t get the deck door open again; the wind pressed it shut. I braced all my weight, and the weight of my duffel, and pulled.

It banged open. Banged into me. Banged me over. Nose, knees, hands, butt. Never let them see they hurt you.

I shook off the helping hands, ignored the comforting words, and stepped into the cabin. A careful exploration indicated my nose wasn’t broken, but it was hard to tell since it was a block of ice set into my face. It contrasted with my ears, which felt on fire; apparently they’d gotten banged too. I crawled over my bag — which no one had stolen, ingrates — and slumped into the seat. Abraded palms. A tear in my pants. The polish on my big left toe was gone, chipped off in one piece.

As my eyelids slid shut I realized the announcer was rattling on and on in French. If it was important he’d say it in English or Spanish, right?

He fell silent, and I fell asleep.

				• • •

				A ship’s blast startled me. That didn’t make sense … but then I awoke with my heart racing.

Ferry. Gibraltar. I looked at my watch; we were late. If I were the very first person off the ship, I could make the bus to Larache. Provided the station was nearby. Why had Zephyr made my connections so close?

The crowd was just now filling out the embarkation form we’d gotten in Spain. I checked. Mine, already filled out, was in my passport.

I was the first by the door. I’d said I was going to Morocco, and here I was! I felt a triumphant smile hover on my chapped lips as I counted the nails in the door, the windows in the cabin, the number of “watch your step” signs, and waited.

Maybe I could repair my toe on the way to Larache? Nothing made you feel as undone and unpolished as a chipped pedicure. I’d have to chip the rest of it off.

As we docked, the Europeans and the tiny, scarf-wearing Moroccan women jostled around me. I broadened my stance, like a grackle ruffling its wings to intimidate. I had waited in line while they had dawdled. Though to call the shifting swirl of people behind me anything linear was a joke.

A Spanish mannequin opened the doors, spoke through perfectly painted lips into her walkie-talkie held by perfectly painted fingertips, then told me to follow.

Down the stairs, across the now-empty car hold, over the gangplank, I race-walked with my duffel over my shoulder, bird bag across me and suitcase screaming on its wheels.

I could still make my bus.

Three men in uniforms waited on the pier as I stepped onto the African continent.

“Welcome to Morocco,” one of the officials said, while another took my passport. He flipped it forward and back. Then he looked at me, his gaze accusing. “Where are your papers?”

What? Was this a World War II movie? What was he talking about?

“Where are your papers?”

Oh! The piece from Spain. I pointed to the document tucked into my passport. Officials. Couldn’t they see it, right before their eyes?

“No,” he said, tapping the form. “This is to leave Spain. You cannot enter Morocco without a proper Customs form.”

“You cannot enter Morocco … ” the words echoed horribly, joined by other horrible echoes.

“Assistant director.”

“Fischer died this morning under suspicious circumstances. An overdose of some sort. Expect the press.”

I stared at the official, feeling the swollenness of my hands, the sweat that stuck my jacket to my back. No. No!

“You must go back,” he said, and pointed … to Spain.





The Town

Of course he didn’t mean Spain, just the Spanish ship. I raced past the clump of other travelers, all of whom had flapping pieces of yellow paper in their possession. Why hadn’t anyone told me, or was it just funny to watch the dumb American go in circles? I walked faster, the official’s words, “You should hurry. The ferry makes a quick turn-around,” beating in my brain.

The hold was empty, no people, no cars.

I needed the captain, who would be on deck, as would the blank, ready, forms.

The staircase was barricaded by suitcases and baskets, baby carriages and shrink-wrapped boxes. Sweaty, swarthy, jovial men in full-length shapeless dresses all stopped moving to watch me, a sweating, wind-whipped blonde in a zebra trench coat. Muttering excuses, I clambered my way up, yanking my bags behind me and ignoring their comments. French? Arabic? Something else?

I ran to the snack shop. I’d spoken to the girl there, maybe she would know where the form was? But then I stopped. There, on the counter’s edge, sat a stack of maybe a hundred yellow forms.

How incompetent was I?

Just tired, a voice like Zephyr’s said.

Or blind, one like Frankie’s amended.

I pulled out my pen, ignoring the whistles of the ship as I tried to guess what information went where in the French/Arabic directed blanks. Did I need the captain now that I had the form?

The maid was seated, taking a cigarette break before she emptied another ashtray. “El capitán?” I asked. She pointed and I followed, around a corner, to see a man seated at a booth, a mass of papers in front of him, a cigarette in his hand.

I slapped my paper in front of him, explaining in a torrent that I’d missed the form and I couldn’t get into Morocco. Only after he perused the form and asked for my passport did I realize I’d spoken to this Spaniard in English, though I speak Spanish.

He flipped through the pages. “Where is your Spanish form? This is no good to me,” he said in accented English.

Dammit. Where had I put that other form? Had I left it with the Moroccan official? I tore through my bag, but found it at last, tucked in an outside pocket. Exactly where I’d put it for easy access. I handed it to him, resisted the urge to check the time, and took a breath.

Men with little power tend to like big power trips. Let him take his time. I counted the five cigarettes stubbed out in the ashtray. Twenty-four studs decorated the tabletop. He had nine tassel fringes on one loafer, and eleven on the other.

I waited as the captain took another slow drag of his cigarette and exhaled. Then he stamped my Spanish document and my passport, and scribbled something on the Moroccan paper. In freeze-frame, he handed everything back.

I shouted a thank you as I fled down the almost-cleared stairs, across the hold and over the gangplank. Workers sat on the dock, talking, laughing, and smoking. They watched me dash by.

Where was everyone? The other passengers, the customs officials, everyone else had vanished. They’re just ahead, I thought, but as I walked faster, then half ran, fighting my rolling bag every few feet as it went off-center and tried to flip over, I realized they must be way, way ahead.

I was sweating in my trench coat. The papers in my hand were damp. I hoped the ink wouldn’t run.

The dock behind me was empty. The lanes before me were also empty. A still silence, broken by the occasional birdcall. Where had everyone gone?

The ferry terminal building was a likely spot.

The Mediterranean wind had died, but I couldn’t take the time to shed my coat even though I was burning up. The bus and train station was adjacent to the ferry station, about an eighth of a mile up the concrete driveway. I could just see it, a huddle of concrete.

No time to look at my watch.

No train whistles, no honking cars, no rumble of conversations. The shadow of a portico loomed before me, and I raced into it, running smack into the two officials.

I thrust my yellow form at them. They spoke between themselves. I handed them my passport, too, lips pressed tight in order to not shout Hurry!

One signed my form, the other grunted at my passport and returned it. “Have a nice day,” he said. Automatic words, followed by a formulaic smile.

“The only guides to accept have this pin,” the other said, pointing to a Wild West sheriff star on his dark lapel. “All others, they are not approved by the government.”

I hadn’t even asked.

“They are dishonest,” the other man said, before breaking into a smile. “Welcome to Morocco.”

I didn’t have time to change money. I’d do it when I got to Larache. Surely the drivers made exceptions for people just arriving from Europe?

I stuffed my papers in my bag and took off at a jog toward the terminal, a death grip on the bag rattling behind me.

“Lady — need a guide?”

“Lady — welcome to Morocco.”

“Lady — my name is Abdul — ”

“Lady — ”

They descended on me like gulls. A screech of gulls. Five thin males, ranging from late teens to mid-forties, all of them talking, reaching for me, getting in my face, slowing me down.

“Need money changed, lady?”

They kept pace with me. No one else, not a car in the lanes, not a pedestrian, not even a pigeon, was around. One woman against five men. Three wore long dresses, the other two jeans. I could take them one at a time, I thought as adrenaline cleared my head. I’m taller and certainly more muscled. Not the best odds, but I could handle it.

“Guide to the Old City?”

“A place to stay?”

“Cheap, very cheap — ”

No one was seated at the booths we passed. No one waited in line for anything, anywhere. Now we, me and my wheedling flock, stepped into the sunlight.

I caught my first glimpse of Tangier.

To my right a hotel perched on a hill, its weathered lettering announcing it as the Continental, its wide veranda filled with tables and chairs. White houses clustered around and above it, and the hill was crowned with a tall, delicate tower. Ramshackle buildings also covered the adjacent hills, everything baking in the sun, palm trees like shards of green against the white.

“You want a taxi?”

“Need a hotel?”

“Best price, lady, best price — ”

I looked from the empty ferry building across empty traffic lanes, to a strip of tourist and travel shops on the road below the hotel.

“Is that the bus station?” Against my better judgment, I interacted, pointing to a building in the distance.

“No, lady,” the oldest looking man in the group, said. The others melted away at his words. “The station is on the other side.”

“Of the terminal?” I asked, looking over my shoulder where the ferry terminal abutted the docks.

“No. They built a new station for the king. Where are you going?”

“Larache.”

“The bus is gone.”

I looked at my watch. “I still have five minutes!”

“No, lady. Is two-hour difference.”

I marched away from him and his obvious lie, toward the strip of shops.

“Need a hotel, lady?” he called after me.

“No.”

Despite being shorter than me he could move quickly. “The next bus for Larache is not until tomorrow at thirteen-fifteen. You know this time, lady? One hour fifteen minutes in the afternoon. Come, I show you hotel, give you tour of the Old City — ”

My head throbbed from the blinding sun. My nose throbbed from its encounter with the door. My hands throbbed from fighting my damn bag. “I want to go to Larache,” I said. It was only sixty miles away.

“You can’t go today, only tomorrow.”

“I’ll take a taxi,” I said, walking faster, trying to lose him.

“Oh, lady, is not possible. Very expensive.”

“I have to be in Larache!” I have to prove I can get there. I have to do whatever professional damage control I can. I have to have some sort of sanctuary, and the birds give me that. I have to have a chance at Sam, before he loses interest. I have to get to Larache.

I have nothing else in my life.

I swallowed the panic, the tears, the tiredness in my throat.

“We go here,” he said, indicating the strip of shops ahead of us. “Buy your ticket for tomorrow, then I’ll show you nice hotel in the Old City. Have couscous for dinner — ”

“Fine. I’ll buy a ticket.” He was screwing himself. I would just ask the ticket seller the time, and where the station was, and be done with it. I’d take a taxi to the station. Maybe not get this exact bus to Larache, but I’d get the next. God, I just wanted to sleep. To get out of these clothes and sleep.

“My name is Abdul,” the man said. “I am the best guide. People from all over your country think much of me. But you pay only what you think it’s worth. Where are you from?”

I settled on “Texas” and tried not to think about having to move away from the Birdiest City in the nation. Where could I be happy after that?

The shell of a train terminal stretched out beside us and gave me pause. The station had moved? I tuned Abdul out. It couldn’t really be two hours later. Spain and Africa weren’t that far apart. Surely I would have heard something about it?

“Here! Here, we go here,” Abdul said, stepping up into a shop. “Let me carry your bags.”

“I’ve got them,” I said, avoiding his hands. He pulled, I pulled, and tugging the bag between us, we entered the shop. The storefront was hung with faded posters of Moroccan destinations and a brilliantly tinted, gold-framed painting of a man, labeled in English, “The King.”

Abdul greeted the old man behind the counter with hugs and kisses, and waved at a young man who was perched on a stool, smoking. Abdul spoke rapidly and the older man’s expression grew grim as his wide dark eyes came to rest on me.

“I want to take the next bus or train to Larache,” I said, enunciating. He looked grandfatherly, trustworthy.

“Tomorrow, one-fifteen o’clock,” the old man answered, quickly and in English. They were in cahoots.

There was just one bus? Ridiculous. “What time is it now?” I asked, trying to trick him into the truth.

“Just past three o’clock.”

I felt my face burn. It was a scam! Get the tourists to miss their connections, then they would stay and dine and shop. It appeared I wasn’t going to escape this old boy’s club of misinformation.

“Buy your ticket now?” the old man said. He pointed to a weathered and stained piece of paper beneath the glass on his counter. “See,” he said. “Tanger à Larache. Une heure et quart.”

It was there, written down, in French, on what looked to be a genuine printed schedule. I rubbed my eyes. What I wouldn’t give for a pot of coffee. And a woman to talk to, someone who would tell me the truth.

I couldn’t believe I’d missed the bus.

Plan B. I needed Moroccan money, and then I could take a taxi to Larache.

“A hotel, lady?” Abdul asked.

I picked up my bags.

“Buy ticket?” the older man asked.

“Hotel, lady?”

The calls followed me out of the shop and down the stairs. Abdul shouted his farewells to the old man and ran to catch up with me. “Hotel, lady? Tour of the Old City? Money change?”

Money change. Something to get me out of this predicament. “Moneychanger,” I said. I’d try to find it on my own, but I understood none of the signs. Even the numbers looked weird.

He beckoned. Defeated and resentful, I followed.

We approached a small dark shop next to a broken ATM. After my eyes adjusted, I saw that a portly man in a three-piece suit watched television and sipped tea behind one of three teller windows. A black and white program played; there might even have been a puppet involved.

It was quiet enough to hear the whir of the air conditioning. Minty air. Fresh.

I dropped my luggage and sank into an upholstered armchair, noting another painting of the king, this time wearing traditional dress, but still in a gaudy gold painted frame. I sighed. Money.

According to the chart by the windows, the exchange rate for dollars to euros was terrible. But the dollar compared to the Moroccan dirham looked reasonable.

Maybe Morocco would be affordable?

The whole trip is a deduction, I heard Zephyr say. You’re a professional.

An assistant professional, I railed.

I countersigned some of my traveler’s checks, and while the teller consulted my assorted colored pieces of paper and official documents, I shed my striped coat and tied my self-abusive hair in a scarf. Maybe Abdul wouldn’t recognize me when I stepped back out? But he had the instincts of a vulture, and I was little better than a prone side of beef.

The teller counted out dozens and dozens of bills, then bid me adieu before returning to his TV and tea.

What would he do if I just stayed here? I didn’t want to face my self-elected guide. Of course, I never would have found a moneychanger — at least not this moneychanger — without him.

The hotel on the hill probably had a restaurant, a proper bathroom, maybe even a cheap room. Larache just wasn’t going to happen today. I ignored the voice that said it could have happened if I’d been more competent. I especially ignored that it sounded like Frankie.

Waiting would give me a good chance to catch up on my sleep. Maybe a chance to speak to the hotel’s concierge and get some honest answers. Catch tomorrow’s bus? That seemed a reasonable plan.

Abdul, I thought with a tremor of glee, probably wouldn’t even be allowed in the hotel.

Carrying my wheeled bag, I stepped into the blazing sunshine.

				• • •

				Not only was Abdul allowed inside, in fact, he escorted me to the front desk, babbled at the young, bareheaded female receptionist, then waited — and eavesdropped — while I checked in. Which took twenty minutes, it was so thorough.

“Now, Miz Elise,” he said, putting his information to use before I made it to the staircase, “you have a good sleep, then I will take you tour the Old City and for tea, later.”

Anything to get rid of him. I nodded.

He dropped his voice, leaned closer to me. “I don’t want to scare you, but the Old City can be dangerous for a woman, very dangerous. First, the tour guides will bite at you, they are like wild dogs. They are my brothers,” he said, pressing his hand to his heart, “but they scramble for work, for a little money to take to their wives and children. They are my brothers, but they do not know as much as Abdul, a worthy guide for a bird-lady.”

He’d overheard I was an ornithologist.

Abdul stared at me with green eyes, not dark. Well, he stared with one eye, and the other wandered. Altogether, he looked clean, pressed and trimmed. Unlike the few other men I’d seen, he was clean-shaven. “So, do not go into the city alone. Be very careful of anyone, not here in the hotel, it is a very fine hotel, but other places. Once, two American girls came to Morocco, they went walking in the souk, and boom! they vanish like wind in the desert.”
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