



[image: Cover]






[image: ]




	Diversion Books


	A division of Diversion Publishing Corp.


	www.diversionbooks.com


	Copyright © 2025 by Kyle and Trevor Ritland


	All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any other information storage and retrieval, without the written permission of the publisher. Diversion Books and colophon are registered trademarks of Diversion Publishing Corp.


	For more information, email info@diversionbooks.com.


	Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-63576-996-8


	e-ISBN: 978-1-63576-991-3


	First Diversion Books Edition: June 2025


	Cover design by Jonathan Sainsbury / 6x9 design


	Design by Neuwirth & Associates, Inc.


	Chapter illustrations by Daniel Wesson


	Printed in the United States of America


	1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


	Diversion books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the US by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact admin@diversionbooks.com.


	The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.




	For LBRP and BB


	• • •




	CONTENTS


	Arcadia


	Prologue: An Orange Bufo Forest


	I. Ghost Stories


	II. The Golden Age and the Green Mountain


	III. The End of the Show


	IV. The Creeping Fear


	V. In the Forests of the Lost Frogs


	Photos


	VI. Into Brillante


	VII. The Survivors


	VIII. On the Mountain of Revelation


	IX. Burial of the Dead


	X. The Eternal Forest


	Epilogue: El Dorado y Los Ángeles


	Acknowledgments


	Endnotes




[image: ]




	Arcadia


	It was swirling mist, descending from the heavens under cloud drifts, that gave the mountain life. In the distant ranges, a great lake glowed red at the foot of a volcano, blue night broken by an ancient fire. The lower cordilleras were dry, running down in wide banks to meet the sea, but in the higher elevations the mist and fog washed down across the wind-worn forests, carrying the precious jewel of water. On the ridgeline of those highlands, small streams wound down through shallow canyons and wore tracks in the face of the old mountain over eons. Trees collapsed under the weight of climbing plants and decomposed, returning to the soil. Creeping fungus and bright mushrooms washed over the understory like a slow tide, advancing and retreating, finding damp pockets of shadow. Small creatures were born and died and decayed, wet green mosses covering their tombs. The understory shimmered with soft light refracted in kaleidoscopes of fractals by beads of dew. The drifting mist fell on the leaves of creeping ferns and grasping vines, and into bright flowers high in the canopy of the early trees, running down the woody bodies and living stems to reach the soft, sweet earth. Among the roots, in hollows of dirt and plant and rock, small pools collected, just a few fingers deep, and shimmered with the silver light of the distant moon.


	In one of those pools, a clutch of eggs was tucked into the cradle of the firmament. Round and smooth, dark like the earth, they lay in a small cluster, reflecting light in ribbons as it glanced through the leaves and branches that hung above. Undisturbed and unnoticed, their forerunner long vanished, the clutch relied on chance and luck and the law of the jungle in the mystic cloud forest. If the evening rain had come down stronger, they would have been washed away into the lowlands, never to be seen again; if the early-morning light had reached the understory, their pool would have evaporated, and they would have been lost. A clutch of dark eggs drying, or separated and scattered—life blinking out—would not have altered the earth’s slow spin; but there, on that mountain at that moment, the elements had conspired for their survival. And sometime in one of those long dark and quiet midnights, cold air blowing up the mountain, the first golden toad emerged.


	The first of them would have been alone. Knowing nothing like itself, it had diverged from a winding lineage, reaching back into the muddy banks of evolution, infused with an ancestral memory that soothed its aching lonesomeness in the forests of solitude. It grew from a tadpole in its shallow pool, tasting life in an inch of water; too small to be observed, it evaded roaming predators long enough to transform. In the dripping dark, it turned golden—painting the understory like a spark of fire. There it waited, not knowing for what; it could only glimpse the deep black sky beyond wreaths of foliage, watch small lights shining, and wish to no longer be alone. In time, brothers and sisters emerged, chirping their creation myths. The remnants of the clutch of eggs decayed into the earth, and the golden toads made their home on the high mountain.


	In the same epoch, Homo sapiens ventured into the dark reaches of the continent, cutting a winding path from a long-forgotten homeland. The golden toads could only guess what gifts or curses this new species might carry through the forest. As strange voices echoed in the canyons—our fortune-telling, our ghost stories—they would have watched their generations live and die as they handed down their precious secrets, teaching the young tadpoles all their knowledge of the wild forest. They could never have known that the god of death was already near, climbing slowly and softly up the mountain, bag on its back and greed burning in its eyes. In the long death waltz, its path would lead it deep into the hearts of the golden toads, and the mountaintop would glow no more with their illumination. Then the golden toad would become a ghost, glimpsed in memory or as a phantasm of arcadia, and known only to a few who had witnessed its ethereal existence in the mystic forest high among the clouds. That story would be passed down in pieces, in fractured impressions and faded memories: lost tales told over a dying fire.


	Now the wind blows up the mountain like a banshee, and the crooked arms of wood drip water on a forest floor once abounding with the golden totems, tucked away like myths among the leaves and roots. And from time to time the old forest stirs with the memory: heavy mist creeping among contorted trees, green moss beds glinting with the dew of eternity, a thunder of rain over distant mountains, and an orange glow high on the continental ridge as the golden toads emerged.




	PROLOGUE


	AN ORANGE BUFO FOREST


	San José, Costa Rica


	The runway of the new El Coco Airport in Costa Rica’s Central Valley was a white scar of cement over the green earth, sprawling toward the end of a stony field where big four-engine planes brooded dreamlessly in dark hangars. On the slow descent above the Pass of Desengaño, Jay Savage looked down through ghostly clouds to see San José nestled in the valley between the central cordillera1 and the low rise of the Talamanca Mountains, which wound southeast toward Panama. Old stone churches near the capital’s heart gave way to sheet-metal houses in the soup of the outer city. That year, Irazú was erupting—spewing ash over the countryside—and the pilots watched the smoldering volcano distrustfully as they brought the airplane down, silver steam drifting from the caldera’s open mouth.


	It was April 1964, and Savage was returning to Costa Rica after only six months away; he had left the country at the start of the windy-misty season, but as the plane descended to carry him back into the tropics, the proper wet season was washing over the mountains like night surf. The first real storms would be arriving soon, swallowing the dark forests in water and filling the rivers with mud-like coffee. The rain would call the most secretive frogs out from their hidden dens high on the mountain slopes, and the forest would transform into a dim, wet labyrinth wrapped in creeping fog. As the plane touched down on Costa Rican soil, Savage hoped that he could reach his destination before the rains stirred mudslides on the mountain roads and closed the pass for the season.


	After talking his way through customs, strange chemicals and equipment rattling on his back, he moved through the city with the efficiency of purpose. It was already late in the afternoon, and this close to the equator it would be dark before long. The roads were overrun with evening traffic, but he was able to hail a taxi that would take him to the University of Costa Rica’s campus on the outskirts of San José, where a golden treasure was waiting to be examined.


	For the last few years, Savage had been entangled in an informal competition with a Kansas herpetologist named Bill Duellman to document the known and unknown frogs and toads of Costa Rica’s rainforests. This new revelation, if true, would bring that competition to a close in no uncertain terms. A few months earlier, Savage had heard a story from a young man at the Quaker colony up in the mountains of Monteverde, northwest of San José; Jerry James had spoken of a new toad unknown outside the small community in the high mountains, bright orange and visible in the hundreds through the murky tangles of a gnarled forest bent by the eternal wind.


	At first, Savage had been skeptical of the report. The toads of the Americas were known to be generally unremarkable in appearance; and though many tropical forests were still undocumented by North American biologists, collectors had traveled relatively deep into Costa Rica by the 1960s. The aggregation numbers that James was describing—hundreds, if not thousands, of the colorful toads—were unlike anything that had ever been recorded. Savage had his doubts about the story and the species; it wouldn’t be the first time that a local’s fantastic claims turned out to be little more than legend. Norman Scott, a graduate student of Savage’s who was working at the University of Costa Rica at the time, put it more bluntly: “We didn’t believe him.”


	As his taxi navigated the city, the smell of diesel and grilled meat washed along the streets. Jay Savage flipped through his field notes from the previous October, when Jerry James had led him up to the town called Monteverde, only to find no sign of the toads. James had explained that the season was wrong, that they only emerged for a few weeks every year; where the toads went when they were not gathering in the hidden breeding grounds, no one seemed to know. Ever since, the story of the golden toad on the green mountain had been on Savage’s mind, and the cloud forests2 certainly had their secrets. The possibility was entrancing—and as far as he knew, Duellman had not yet gotten wind of it—so Savage had returned to Costa Rica with the early rains for another field season, the mysterious species lingering in his thoughts.


	It was evening by the time Savage reached the UCR campus, where he was meeting Norman Scott to plan the specifics of their next collecting trip. Scott had taken over a teaching position in the biology department at the university the year before, and his office was buried deep within the belly of the old complex. Savage found his way to the warm glow of Scott’s bunker, and they began to look over their plans for the field season, big topographical maps spread out over Scott’s desk in the dim light. But it wasn’t long before their conversation was interrupted by a soft knock at the door, and they turned around to find Jerry James standing at the threshold with a glass jar underneath his arm.


	James was known to drop by from time to time with descriptions of the amphibians he had seen among the cloud forests around Monteverde, and it was not unusual for him to appear at Scott’s office with a new story to report. But Savage’s attention was not focused on the young man from the Quaker community; his eyes were drawn to the shadowy bulk beneath James’s arm and its unknown contents—something moving in the jar.


	When James revealed his treasure to the two biologists, jar set down on the large desk in the light, Scott and Savage were struck silent by the iridescent toad contained within. For a long spell they said nothing, watching the Bufo3 grasp against the slick glass of the capsule that had carried it so far away from home.


	After taking in the sight, Savage asked James if somebody had dipped the toad in orange paint. He had never seen a toad so ornately decorated; nearly every other member of the genus was colored so it might disappear into the leaf litter when required—nothing like the toad in the jar before him now, which was gold and brilliant and looked as if it had been carried into the city from another world. Somehow, it had been overlooked in the mortal judgments of evolution. But James denied the charge of forgery, and Savage stooped down to observe the toad more closely, enraptured by the peculiar sight as James retold his story of discovering the species on the primitive ridgeline above the Quaker colony high in the mountains of Monteverde.


	Savage looked from the extraordinary orange toad in the hazy jar to James’s face, and, in the quiet of the dusky room, gold began to glimmer in his eyes.


	With Jerry James as their guide, it took Jay Savage and Norman Scott close to twelve hours to make their way up the muddy road to Monteverde. They left the city at one o’clock in the morning, taking two jeeps—one to pull the other out when it became stuck in the deep mud of the steep road. Ten years earlier, a government tractor had worked to improve part of the route, but the main road branching off from the Pan American Highway at sea level was still steep and slick when the biologists turned up into the mountains in the blue light of a false dawn. They followed the same path that the first Quakers had traveled more than a decade earlier, yellow eyes watching them from the shadows of the forest; in those days, the tigres4 had not yet been hunted out of Monteverde.


	At last, as the orange sun rose and they climbed into the highlands, they could see across the San Luis Valley to the rolling ridgeline of the Continental Divide. The thick green jungle had been cleared occasionally on the lower elevations for pasture; but on the steeper slopes, swallowed in some places by drifting mist, the old-growth forest was undisturbed and still largely unexplored.


	It was early afternoon when they passed through the small towns of Santa Elena and Cerro Plano to reach Monteverde proper. There, a dirt road twisted between hidden homesteads swallowed by the forest, and dairy cows paused to watch the jeeps roll through, uncertain of their purpose. The cheese factory sat at a crossroads, one track leading off into green pasture, another down to ford the quebrada5 and then up through dark tunnels into deeper forest. The Monteverde schoolhouse, looking small beneath the shadow of a tall fig tree, marked the boundary of the primary community. A few hundred meters past the home of Walter and Mary James, the vehicle road came to an end. There, Savage, Scott, and James abandoned the jeeps and trekked through wild pasture until they reached the great labyrinth of the cloud forest.


	Savage’s field notes and expedition report chronicle the trio’s journey in detail, into a primeval forest prone to the elements and cloaked in secrets:


	To reach the type locality of the new Bufo, we walked along a muddy meandering trail through the rainforest zone. After a hike of an hour and a half we came to another trail along the Continental Divide at an elevation of 1590–1600 m. Because of the constant prevailing winds from the Caribbean that blow across the divide from the northeast, the trees on the ridge are somewhat stunted and the forest is almost always shrouded in clouds or fog and receives heavy rains almost daily. Under the forest canopy of broad-leaved evergreen trees the limbs and trunks are dark in color and covered with a rich development of epiphytes.6 The soil is black and covered with fallen leaves in various stages of decomposition. The general impression is of a deep, dark, dank, dripping woods, rather cool in temperature. During the day the enclosed forest has an eerie atmosphere created by the black soil, trunks, and tangled roots, and the billowing clouds of fog pass overhead through the trees. At night the interior of the forest is pitch black.


	Among their field notes are hand-drawn maps of the machete trail that they followed up to the Continental Divide, collection notations, and Norman Scott’s reference to their first sighting of the ephemeral and long-sought species: “A few days ago I entered in the books an orange Bufo.”  But even if they had come to believe everything that Jerry James had told them in the city, they would not have been prepared for the sight that they encountered when they reached the breeding grounds of the glimmering toads.


	Climbing finally to the wind-battered ridgeline, wet to the bone and closed in by the dark and grasping hands of the elfin forest,7 they stopped in their tracks and looked with wide eyes over an understory that was suddenly alive with color, motion, and endemic8 magic. Collected around shallow pools of rainwater that had gathered in the root hollows and small depressions in the bedrock, a sweeping congregation of the orange toads lit the misty forest like a hundred little fires. Some peered out at the encroachers from hidden crannies in fallen trees, while others slept among broad green leaves in the musty leaf litter; mating pairs clasped together in the wavering pools were reflected in the dark mirror, their moving images bowing with the ripples in the celestial water.


	“Everywhere, there were orange toads,” Savage remembers. “Like a big explosion. There were hundreds of them.”


	In his field notes, Scott describes an “orange Bufo forest,” intruded upon by a light mist, high on the wet ridge along the backbone of the earth. In an otherwise dark and cold and unforgiving ecosystem, the toads before them seemed impossible—yet here they were, alive and unlike anything that had been described before, crawling in and out of the low black pools in a forest that lay at the cusp of history.


	For two hours, the biologists explored the stunted forest, documenting several hundred orange toads in an area no more than two hundred yards long and one hundred yards wide. They discovered that the females were a darker black, dotted with red and yellow blemishes, and were not as numerous as the golden males. In some pools, they encountered a dozen males wrestling for the attention of a single female, grasping over one another in a desperate bid to beat mortality. They collected many in great glass jars.


	When the sun began to set—turning the orange toads into luminaries, burning in the dark—they retreated to a small shack in which Jerry James had often sheltered on his explorations through the elfin forest, farther east along the ridge above fifteen hundred meters. That night, they slept on the damp wood boards and listened to the wind howl up from the Atlantic slope, a cold rain washing over the enchanted mountain. In the dark corners of the shack, the toads in the collection jars ran down like old clocks in the night and, as the silver moon rose high above the shrouded forest, were finally still.


	Over the next several days, Savage and Scott returned to the breeding grounds to observe and collect more toads; the expedition’s field notes and subsequent reports indicate that 174 specimens were collected, along with an unrecorded number of eggs and tadpoles.


	When a Kansas herpetologist named Ed Taylor visited a few weeks later, Savage revealed one of the golden males that he had kept alive in a transparent jug. Taylor, who had traveled extensively throughout the country, remarked: “The good lord has been busy since I was last in Costa Rica.”


	In his paper announcing the documentation of the new species—“An Extraordinary New Toad (Bufo) from Costa Rica,” published in 1965—Jay Savage acknowledged Jerry James as the first person to encounter the toads, and thanked Norman Scott for his field assistance, but history has remembered Savage as the primary discoverer of the novel species. In the same paper, Savage christened the toad as Bufo periglenes, “from the Greek periglenes, meaning very bright.” The species would come to be commonly known around the world as “the golden toad,” though in Monteverde it was often referred to by another name—one that had a long history in the forests of Central and South America. Like the myth of the golden city that had conjured dreams of fortune and glory—drawing explorers and conquerors into ruin—the golden toad was locally known as “el sapo dorado,” or simply “el dorado.”


	The first pair that Savage brought back to the United States, male and female, are still preserved at the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County. The other specimens went out like emissaries to the major world collections in Paris, Great Britain, Berlin. There they remain, the last remnants of a vanished species, with no voices left to tell their story—no answers to the mystery that they left behind when they disappeared for the last time beneath the earth, never to return.




[image: ]




	Monteverde, Costa Rica


	In the spring of 1987, six years before my twin brother, Kyle, and I were born, our father brought a ghost home from the tropics. He had traveled to Costa Rica with our mother in the moody tempests of the rainy season, and they had climbed the green hills into Monteverde on a bus that teetered on the edges of eroding cliffs. Like other ghost stories you might have heard, theirs began with a summons from an old friend to travel to a hidden forest, far away from what they knew.


	The invitation had come from Alan Masters, a former classmate of our father’s at the University of Florida. When they had been in school together, Alan had studied monarch butterflies, and our father had studied viceroys; their paths had often crossed as they chased the orange and black butterflies across the prairies of central Florida or along the median of Highway 441, alligators eyeing them from the banks of long canals. They might have become competitors, but instead they became friends. When Alan and his wife, Karen, moved to the small town of Monteverde to spend six months researching neotropical butterflies, Alan wrote to his old friends:


	Karen and I are currently rearing tons of butterflies. Karen has started a new project on fig wasps so our house is full of them. They’re really interesting to watch but in our mashed potatoes?! I guess it’s good to get a little meat with your potatoes—it’s not steak but we are (supposedly) roughing it here in THE TROPICS. Well, have you guys made your airline reservations for Costa Rica yet? Keep us posted of your travel plans.


	When they joined the Masters in the high hills of Monteverde, our parents found a small community that had grown up around the seeds of the Quaker settlements and the local homesteaders: a Catholic church on the square in Santa Elena, a few small hostels, the lechería9, and the Friends school farther up the hill in Monteverde proper. Though still modest, there was no pretending that it was the same town Jay Savage had visited twenty-three years earlier; by then, the secret was out. The golden toads had put Monteverde on the map, and droves of biologists and collectors had been ascending the mountain over the last decade in a pilgrimage to explore, document, and sometimes plunder the region’s unprecedented biodiversity. Karen and Alan Masters had arrived in Monteverde at the dawning of a new era, when the locals who had once made their livings cutting down trees were beginning to develop a more symbiotic relationship with the cloud forest. With scribbled directions from an international call, my parents made their way through the changing town and met the Masters at their little house folded in the deep hills.


	When the morning sun rose over the forest, Karen set off for her field work in the dry valley of San Luis, catching a ride on the milk truck descending the precipitous trocha10 from the cheese factory, while Alan led our parents up the steep trails through the twisted forests on the mountain’s towering ridge. Alan Masters had not traveled to Monteverde to study the golden toads, but he knew them well enough, and he told the story of their discovery to our parents as they explored the winding paths of the Reserve. Monteverde was home to a staggering diversity of species, but the golden toads were special: This was the only mountain in the world where they were known to live; they were bright and enigmatic, while their closest relatives were plain and modest; and they only appeared for a few days every year, disappearing into unknown sanctums when the rains ended. They were a perennial reminder that for everything the biologists had discovered in Monteverde, there were still more mysteries. Alan led our parents through the untamed and rugged woods on the highline of the mountain, but they never saw the golden toads. That season, the last of the toads had descended beneath the earth at the end of May: Our parents had only missed them by a few weeks.


	But they encountered other treasures in the remote forests of Monteverde. They found huge brown toads in the long grasses around the lechería, followed dancing blue morpho butterflies into the hills, and watched the burning sunsets over the distant water from the boulders at the forest’s edge. Each night, our father would creep out to the porch to see the moths that had braved the wind and rain to come and worship the orange glow of the deck light in the dark. To him, the tropics must have seemed too good to be true: an oasis amid a crueler world that was known to kill its tenants. In any case, it would be five years before he would return, and by then the golden toads were long gone.


	When he watched the transient tropical moths flying in to meet the buzzing porch lights on the Masters’ deck, our father might have seen himself within them—like a distorted reflection in the glass of a bulb. He’d been diagnosed with a cardiac condition when he was only eleven years old; the specialist at the big hospital in Madison told him that his heart could stop at any moment. It was a prescription to live in fear, beneath the shadow of death. The spring after his diagnosis, he began to raise moths in his bedroom, hiding the precious cocoons from his mother like contraband treasures. He learned how short the life of a moth could be: The luna moth only lived for seven days, and it didn’t even have a mouth—but it spent its short life dancing in the silver glow of the moon anyway.


	This was a ritual that he continued across his adolescence, through adulthood, and into parenthood. When my brother and I were young, the house was filled with the sweet smell of willow leaves and caterpillars that our father carried in to spare them from the cold and frost of late November. The walls of his office were lined with bright specimens in display cases, the oddments and mementos of his research suspended forever behind clear glass. The bright colors of long-gone butterflies were preserved in the stacks of photo slides that he kept beside an old projector in a box, dust rising in the flickering light like spirits ascending from the dark.


	On rare occasions, he would lift that mechanical relic from its hibernation; to prepare a lecture for the classes that he taught at the local college, or when an uncharacteristic spell of nostalgia descended from the unknown regions. On those nights, he would turn the old contraption on—its clicks and purrs sounding like a dreaming animal—and we would crawl into the boundary of its light while he told stories illustrated by the dancing images projected on a sheet. This happened once when Kyle and I were eight years old, in the den of our house at night. He unpacked the slides from their black coffins and slipped them into the carousel, and the dark room was painted with immortal images, memories preserved on film. There were photographs from his childhood in cold Wisconsin, which he clicked through at the pace that one might leave a haunted house. There were pictures of gleaming salamanders hidden in the dark caves of Appalachian waterfalls. There were portraits of the hot southwestern deserts he’d explored as a teenager—diamondback rattlesnakes, and saguaros like penitents frozen with their arms in the sky. And there were the images that he had carried back from the tropics: delicate clear-wings and painted heliconius butterflies, little jewels among the enchanted forest.


	And then the dark room turned bright orange, lit up by the opulent glow of the golden toad. The photograph had captured a bright male emerging from a rain pool, a spark of color in the brown woods and black water; mist swirled in the dripping forest, where gathering kin glowed like little pools of melted gold.


	It was the first time that I had ever seen the golden toads, and I knew nothing more than what our father told us: that they only ever lived at the top of one mountain in the cloud forest, that they used to gather in the hundreds when the rains swept over Monteverde, that they were gone.


	I don’t know which was more fascinating to me in that moment: that such a strange and beautiful toad could exist in distant forests, or that it had vanished without a trace. The fact that he had never seen them for himself did not diminish the quality of his eulogy. The photo slide must have come from Karen Masters, or from one of the other Monteverde biologists who had climbed the green mountain during the first rains, but he kept it among the other treasures of his own, the talisman of a lost world that had once existed and was now gone. It was a ghost he carried home from the mountain wrapped in mist, but a ghost that he pitied, and he spoke about it with a certain sympathy: The doctors had told him that he could vanish just as easily. So we sat in the shimmer of the orange glow, haunted in the dark, and felt the spell of the golden toads settle over us.


	When he raised the window shade, the mystery disappeared in the light. Piece by piece, Kyle and I watched our father dismantle the old projector and lay it back into its sarcophagus. He slipped the photo slide back among the others, where it was lost somewhere among the mementos of the past. But the golden toad burrowed deep into the soil of my memory, where it dug itself a warren, lay still, and was forgotten for many years.


	San José, Costa Rica


	That spirit didn’t begin to stir again until I wandered into the forests that it haunted. In August 2015, when I was twenty-two years old, I saw Costa Rica for the first time from above. The landmarks that would grow familiar were still mysterious and unknown, and I could only guess in which direction lay the green mountain that would be my ultimate destination. On the busy streets outside the Juan Santamaría International Airport, a towering Costa Rican biologist called Moncho leaned out of an idling van to wave me over, and I piled into the back seat with two other interns as we pulled out onto the Pan American Highway, heading for Monteverde.


	Like my parents, I had gone into the tropics at the invitation of Karen and Alan Masters. Kyle and I had spent the last four years living together in a cramped dorm room at a small college in South Carolina, and by the summer of 2015, South Carolina had worn out its welcome with us, and we had worn out our welcomes with each other. Kyle was going west to California for graduate school, but I had been relegated to the wait lists of all the graduate programs I’d applied to. One night, searching the ECOLOG listserv for interesting jobs that would get me out of the Carolinas, I found an opening for a teaching assistant with the Masters’ field program based in Monteverde. I suspected that I wasn’t qualified, and they agreed, but they responded to my email with a counteroffer: If I would fly to Costa Rica in August and spend two semesters taking photos and writing a blog for their study-abroad programs, they would lodge me and feed me during my nine months in the cloud forest. I took the deal without a second thought, Ben Loman’s words from Death of a Salesman beckoning me on: “The jungle is dark but full of diamonds. One must go in to fetch a diamond out.” While Kyle packed the car for a long drive into the West, I packed my bags to go into the jungle. It would be the first time we would be apart for more than a few weeks since we’d been born. My expectations of the tropics were informed only by the stories I had heard, colored by our father’s occasional and perplexing advice: “Remember that everything you touch there can kill you. You’ll be fine.”


	It must have been hard for him to watch us go—me in one direction, Kyle in the other. In his young adulthood, the family that our father had grown up in had collapsed around him. He had lost his younger brother and then his sister, two out of his three siblings, and his father died when Kyle and I were eight years old; he hadn’t traveled to Wisconsin to see his mother in years. From the fragments of his past, he had built himself a new family: our mother, Kyle, and me. He gave us everything that he had missed or lost when the family that he’d known began to crumble: attention, understanding, unconditional support. Now we were rewarding him by leaving. He would have to have faith in us; that the paths we were following would lead us back someday, or that there would be a place for him in the unknowable futures we were building far from home.


	Unconcerned with these complexities, I spent the weeks leading up to my departure sorting through the piles of gear I had amassed and reading what I could about the ecology and culture of Costa Rica. The day before I was scheduled to depart, Karen Masters called me and offered one last piece of mystifying counsel: “You should know that Central America is the land of magical realism. One minute a person will be walking down the street, and the next they’ll be floating.” After that, I gave up the last of my half-hearted preparations.


	I heard my first Costa Rican ghost story on my first evening in Monteverde. On the drive up from San José, between fitful spells of disoriented sleep, I watched the city fade into green fields, canyons, thick hillsides, dry forest, and finally the coast. After a few hours, we turned away from the sandy shoulders where carloads of children played in the surf and suntanned vendors sold street meat and granizado11 from metal carts, and the van went up the steep road that climbed into the mountains. The sun sank into the water on our slow ascent, and the buzz of night insects arose in the grassy ditches by the road—the music of a tropical evening. It was after dark when we reached the biological station at the top of the mountain, and everyone was tired. From the top of the hill, we could see the yellow lights of Santa Elena glimmering below, but at this altitude—in this solitude—it was a different world. Moncho said good night and descended to his cabin hidden on the slope, leaving me with the second field assistant who had ridden up with us from the city: Raquel, a small and unassuming Tica12 who wore a hand-painted jaguar’s face on her shirt beneath a denim jacket. She flipped through a ring of keys as she led me up the winding hill to my little bungalow in the shadow of the forest. To fill the silence, she told me ghost stories.


	“Not all of these are real,” she clarified, “but some of them might be.”


	Far below us down the steep walls of the valley, the trickle of the little waterfall sounded like murmuring voices sharing secrets, or offering curses in the dark.


	“There is one,” she said. “Do you know la segua? She is, like, a beautiful woman you hear crying in the forest. Like—if you are drunk, or you are walking by yourself at night. Her body is a beautiful woman, but she has a horse’s head—with red eyes.”


	The wind kicked up, sending the canopy of trees swaying to caress each other, passing warnings. The running water in the black valley began to sing with the voice of an enchantress.


	“But if you go in to try to help her, you disappear.”


	She was walking with her head down, still sifting through the ring of keys. The night’s errand, for her, was nearly over. Around us, the cloud forest closed in. It was a forest where things disappeared.


	“And that one, I think, is definitely real,” she said. She found the key that would open my lonely bungalow and took it off the ring, holding it out to me like a charm. In the moonlight, it was white as bone.


	“Bueno, good night,” she offered with a kind smile when I took the key, then turned and disappeared down the steep hill into the blackberry night, leaving me to finish the eerie walk through the restless jungle alone.


	That night, I wrote my first letters home from the bungalow in the shadow of the misty forest. The first, I addressed to Kyle’s new apartment in Riverside, California; I knew that he would be camping in the Mojave Desert on his long drive to the West Coast, and I wondered if my letter would reach his new home before he did. He had plans to light off for Santa Cruz Island soon, in search of the Channel Island Foxes that had recently clawed their way back from the edges of extinction. The second, I addressed to my parents’ house in South Carolina, telling them everything I’d seen so far, and all the ways the town of Monteverde had changed since they had seen it last, almost thirty years ago.


	In the morning, sunrise chased off Raquel’s ghost stories and I walked the letters down to the post office in Santa Elena, where I counted out a few hundred colones13 to send them north, through jungles and deserts, into the lands that I’d departed.


	I spent my first week preparing for the arrival of a dozen students from the United States who would spend the semester in Monteverde as part of the Masters’ field program. In the early-morning mist, I followed strange maps to find the hidden paths that climbed to Cerro Amigos in the cloud forest above the biological station, where Karen had hidden camera traps near the puma trails and where a local biologist had just found tapir tracks in the soft mud along the ridge—the first time they’d been seen in years. I scared up agoutis and coatis and black guans (the older campesinos called these meaty birds “flying soup”) as I slipped down hillsides following cold streams to waterfalls, getting lost in the high and stunted forests at the mercy of a godly wind.


	When the rains descended during sleepy afternoons, I explored the biological station. Past the offices in long halls smelling of formaldehyde, I found cabinets of preserved butterflies—electric blue or with delicate transparent wings—and rooms full of microscopes and centrifuges. There was a large classroom at one end of the station’s second floor, beside a library filled with identification guides and histories of the tropics and perplexing field-medicine manuals. (Werner’s Where There Is No Doctor recommended: “If you have a strange sickness, do not blame a witch; it is impossible to bewitch a person who does not believe in witchcraft. Do not seek revenge against a witch because it will not solve anything.”)


	On one of those afternoons, I heard my second Costa Rican ghost story. In a dark closet beside the library, I discovered a small poster hidden among the cobwebs. It was a desperado-style handbill bearing the title “Wanted Alive.” Below the text were the renderings of ten lost amphibians. Some of them were color photographs, and others were black and white or hand-drawn; many of the species had not been seen in a century, and some had never been photographed. I would learn later that the poster was a part of Conservation International’s 2010 “Search for Lost Frogs” campaign, but at that time I had never heard of Conservation International, and I didn’t know that lost frogs might be rediscovered. That afternoon, all of my attention was focused on the solitary species at the top of the poster, the #1 Most Wanted: the golden toad. Beside the photo of the bright orange toad on a wet green leaf was a line of bold text: “One rainy evening in May 1989, a lone golden toad appeared at a pool high in a Costa Rican cloud forest. He was the last golden toad ever seen.”


	In a memory grown foggy through the years, dirt shifted on a forgotten grave. I saw again the shorn fragments in flecks of color: the yellow of the old projector’s blinking glow, the green of the elfin forest tangled on the ridge, the gold of the mythical toads converging in black pools. It had been close to fifteen years since I had last thought about the golden toad, and now I found myself by accident in the forests that it had once called home.


	Carefully, I pulled the thumbtacks out of the wood and carried the poster down the hall to Moncho. I found him sitting in the office on the second floor of the station, where the big window looked out on the emerald valley falling away into the pale blue line of the gulf. When he saw me, he raised his mug and pointed at the fridge beside his desk—an invitation to make myself a drink—and I asked him what he knew about the golden toad.


	It was a question he had likely heard from a dozen students over his last ten years working with the Masters, and he told the story like an old folk tale: Savage’s discovery in 1964, the boom, the ultimate decline. I stayed and had a drink with him—our last before the students would arrive in San José in the hazy predawn of the following morning—and thought about how strange it was for a whole existence to be abridged into a story you could tell in one rainy afternoon.


	The fog blew in, blotting out the view of the gulf. The other field assistants wandered in and out of the library down the hall, collecting textbooks that we would pile into boxes for the students flying in to San José. Moncho and I sat in the office for a while, drinking rum in metallic mugs and watching the coatis dash in and out of the sheltering forest in the rain. Soon my thoughts had wandered from the golden toad, and at first I wasn’t certain what Moncho meant when he added in a vague notation, “But you know, that poster is wrong.”


	He was leaning forward to open the fridge beside his desk, one finger pointing in my direction. I remembered that I was still holding the “Wanted Alive” poster, so I raised it in the light and examined it more closely, though it looked all right to me.


	I asked him what he meant, and he replied, “Well, it is depending on who you ask,” as he poured another few fingers of flor de caña into his cup. “But there is one person who will say that he saw it later, at another place.”


	In the hollow of the windowsill, a spider caught a moth in its ragged web while heavy beads of rain ran down the glass. I tried to remember the way my father had told the story. I was sure that he had said that the last golden toad had disappeared into the forests above Monteverde in 1989, a last survivor on a lonely ridge, its kind never to be seen again. In my college textbooks, the story had been the same: one toad seen in 1989 by an American biologist, then never again. This was the first exception to the standard history I had ever encountered, the first impression that the story of the golden toad’s extinction was not so simple.


	Outside, the August rain was turning the forest a deep, dark green, and it was not so difficult to imagine an orange toad emerging from hidden places like a refugee from a great calamity. I asked Moncho who this person was, who had seen the ghost so long after its retreat, and Moncho answered: “Eladio Cruz.”


	Peñas Blancas, Costa Rica


	It was two months in Monteverde before I crossed paths with Eladio. That October, I was struggling along a steep mud bank on the Atlantic slope of the Continental Divide, and Eladio Cruz was somewhere up ahead of me on the slick trail slinking down into the Peñas Blancas Valley. He was leading Alan Masters’s group of students down into the wild forests to spend a few days at the old homestead he had carved out of the jungle, where the students would look for tree frogs and eyelash vipers and the creeping mushrooms that grew along the stone banks of the spitting river. It was the rainy season, and the way down into the valley was wet and overgrown. It took us eight or nine hours to climb to the ridge above Monteverde and drop down the other side, crossing old suspension bridges over canyons and following the footprints of Eladio’s white packhorse through the deep mud, ten miles into Peñas.


	By the time I reached the homestead in the valley, the evening was a gray-blue haze and the sun had disappeared into the sea of trees, the rain blowing in only a few minutes after I’d arrived. The horseflies were just beginning to emerge when I found Eladio in the tall grass behind the house, unloading bags of rice from the horse’s saddle. He was sixty-seven, and he had reached the bottom of the valley in half the time it had taken me. In the fading light, he was only a small, dark shape in a deep jungle.


	That night, Moncho translated Eladio’s stories to the students over candlelight in the kitchen of the old house—coming down into the valley for the first time with his father carrying banana seeds, or the time that he was bitten by a fer-de-lance14—while the forest rangers drank clear cacique on the porch and the horseflies buzzed into the flickering halos, until they were caught in the candle wax and trapped forever. At night, the forest came alive with strange songs and chatters and once, a little after midnight, a low growl that brought a waiting silence until the thin hours of the early morning.


	In those five days we spent in the valley, Eladio never talked about the golden toads. He talked about the orchids that grew on decaying branches in the woods up and down the slopes of the cordillera, and about the strong rivers that cut deep lines in the valley, sometimes overflowing and sending dark water into the lowland rainforests. He reached into thick leaves and drew out glittering frogs, and he cleared old trails climbing up into the highlands with his long machete. But even in the slow evenings when the rice was cooking over the big fire in the kitchen, he told no tales about the golden toads, and I wasn’t brave enough to ask him. I couldn’t speak his language very well, and I was afraid that he might answer my question in ways that I could not understand. Or maybe he would decline to answer me at all. He didn’t know me very well, and these were local secrets. Why should he reveal his ghost stories to a stranger? So I was left wondering, and the mystery remained.


	It wasn’t until our last night in the valley that Eladio told a story about a frog—though it was not the one that I had been anticipating. In his usual shy and humble style (and after some encouragement from Moncho), Eladio described his rediscovery of the red-eyed leaf frog, Agalychnis callidryas, a species that the scientific community had believed to be locally extinct in the Peñas Blancas Valley for years. At first, the biologists in Monteverde had not believed him; but, hiking down into the valley’s sheltered forest, they had borne witness to the revenants for themselves. As Eladio told the story in the shadow of the very jungle that had shielded the survivors, I understood for the first time how deep the forests surrounding Monteverde truly were—and how easily a lost species might slip back into the dark, to go on breathing but never to be seen again.


	The next morning, we hiked out of the Peñas Blancas Valley and through the vast protected forest on the Atlantic slope into Poco Sol, where we would stay for a few days before heading south to Panama’s Bocas del Toro. It was on a beach in Bocas that the old biologist Richard LaVal met the group and told the story of when he had rediscovered “the first of the so-called extinct bats.” That was the second of several accounts that I would go on to hear of resurrection in the tropics.


	I had signed on for nine months in Monteverde, but in the end I stayed in Costa Rica for two years. I made my way to the Osa Peninsula, where I met a silent puma, ghost-cat, crossing the path ahead of me between the forest and the beach. I climbed to Cerro de la Muerte—the mountain of death—to search for salamanders, mountain tapirs, and little spirits they called nímbulos, the children of the clouds. I crossed the old frontera by the migrant roads into Nicaragua to photograph the scars of deforestation, ancient forests brought down for cattle pastures, and there were ghosts there too—La Sombra, who stalked the shadows around the collapsing fortress at El Castillo, the nighttime echoes of cannon fire from a long-ago battle, smoke rising from the sugarcane fields on fire, animals vanishing in the disappearing forest. In Monteverde, I fell in love with the woman who would become my wife, and I fell in love with Monteverde too. I began to feel at home. From time to time, I crossed paths with Eladio or saw him from afar as he followed the old trails. He began to recognize me, but I wasn’t sure he knew my name.


	In August 2017, I boarded a plane and moved back to the United States. When I was twenty-two, I walked into the jungle, I thought to myself as the green lands grew small beneath me, and when I was twenty-four I walked out—and, by God, I was rich. In those years in the jungle, I had found my wife, a wild and imperiled cloud forest, and endemic ghost stories with deep roots in the places they had grown from—better riches than I had any right to. But among the legends piled like treasure, one jewel glinted brighter than the others. As the country disappeared into a shroud of fog, I was sure that I’d return. My dreams on that long flight were haunted by the glimmer of the golden toads, and I awoke with the sensation of sitting at the brink of an eternal forest, where death might be suspended and the stories might be true.
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	Fairhope, Alabama


	Before science brought the first biologists to Monteverde, religion brought the Quakers. In the winter of 1949, four Quaker dairy farmers sat in the Baldwin County Courthouse before U.S. District Judge John McDuffie, waiting to be sentenced on a charge of failing to comply with the military draft registration. Wilford “Wolf” Guindon, Marvin Rockwell, Howard Rockwell, and Leonard Rockwell had thought the matter over and determined that they could no longer in good conscience support the war economy of the United States, nor register for the draft at risk of indirectly sanctioning war. Like the early members of the Quaker religion who had fled England and religious persecution to land on North American shores, they still held to one of the key tenets of their faith: the belief that war and violence were against the will of God. Though some of the Fairhope Quakers had compromised by necessity on this statute in the past, a small number of their community felt compelled to take a moral stand, and they sent letters to the draft board in Foley, Alabama, to explain their motivations for protesting the registration. They were arrested and brought to trial; but over the course of the depositions, Judge McDuffie found himself growing sympathetic to their circumstances.


	“The world has been hoping for world peace,” McDuffie remarked, “and it never will happen until God changes the human heart.”


	A supporter of the defendants replied: “But if we have a few human hearts that have been changed, should they be punished?”


	McDuffie was caught in a troublesome dilemma: His wife was descended from the Pennsylvania Quakers, so he felt an ache of compassion at the plight of the young men who had been brought before him for judgment. But he was also bound by his professional ethics and a duty to uphold the rule of law. He could not easily make exceptions when his personal feelings were at odds with the edicts of the nation.


	“The law is: You must register,” he eventually determined. “There is nothing I can do but to sentence you unless I go back on my oath of office.” Before the sentencing, however, McDuffie handed down another statement—one that would prove to be even more significant in the trajectory of the defendants’ futures: “If you like this country, you should obey the laws of this country, and if you don’t like it, you ought to move out.”


	After a formal plea of nolo contendere15, the four Quakers were sentenced to one year and one day in prison; they were remanded to the federal penitentiary in Tallahassee, Florida, where they served four months of their sentence before being released on parole. Through their long days behind bars, the Quakers had time to turn over the judge’s parting words. By the time they stepped once more into sunlit freedom, salty air blowing up from the Gulf of Mexico, they and others in their community had determined that the time had come to leave the United States and—like their ancestors who had fled from Europe—seek a new home where they might build a better world.


	They ruled out frigid Canada fairly quickly, as the freezing temperatures of the neighboring country would prohibit them from making their livings as farmers. They considered Australia, but it was too far from their families and neighbors; visits back to the United States would be difficult and costly, if not impossible. Mexico was disqualified due to the country’s restrictions on land ownership. The Central American isthmus, nestled between two worlds, appeared to be their final hope.


	Embarking into the unknown regions, the Quakers were particularly impressed with Costa Rica. With a stable government, sound economy, friendly people, and farmable land, the small country seemed to be what they were searching for. And there was another enticing detail: After a violent civil war, the government had abolished the Costa Rican military in 1948, making it one of the only countries in the world without a standing army. For the Quakers fleeing persecution for their pacifism, it seemed to be a sign from God.


	When the first of the expatriates touched down at the Sabana airfield (the airport that Jay Savage would fly into a decade later had yet to be constructed), they began a survey of land for sale near Cañas Gordas close to the Panama border. Others explored northwest toward Los Chiles and Caño Negro, or southeast to San Isidro, riding horses up into the mountains from the edges of small towns, but the land they found was too expensive, too isolated, too cold; in the lowlands they met disease and debilitating heat, impassable forest, soil ill-suited for farming. Christmas came and went, and the search for land continued, becoming desperate.


	In the spring of 1951, with the rainy season looming, news came to the group of one last prospect: an area high in the Tilarán Mountains northwest of San José, which contained a shelf of level terrain among slopes of primary cloud forest. The Guacimal Land Company currently held the title to the region, but they were open to selling a tract to the Quakers if the land suited their needs. Cautiously optimistic, three envoys traveled to Guacimal in the province of Puntarenas, where the Pan American Highway degraded to a primitive dirt road pointing up into the mountains, and they set off on horseback up a steep and rocky pass that had never seen anything but oxcarts and horses. On the lower slopes, much of the land had been cleared or burned for pastures—some patches still smoldered—but as they climbed higher above the canopies, traversing wooden bridges and rolling ridge-tops, they found themselves peering through the fog into a different world.


	The cool air and cloud vapor drifting over the deep green mountains washed the forest in a nurturing mist, infusing the soil with the vital moisture that the wandering farmers had been searching for. Uncut forest stretched out of sight on the steep slopes, but they spied flatter areas where they could raise cattle among the sheltering windbreaks and erect small houses to begin their new community. From the plateaus, they could look down through the mist and the smoke from lingering fires to the pale blue waters of the Nicoya Gulf.


	On this remote mountain, they would have plenty of room to grow. It was clear that Indigenous clans had seasonally occupied the lower elevations, leaving behind pottery and corn-grinding stones, but only within the last generation had Costa Rican homesteaders begun colonizing the thick cloud forest closer to the Continental Divide. Gold had drawn the first contemporary settlers to the mountain; from the Pacific slope, gold miners from Guacimal hiked up into the cloud forests to hunt, sometimes building small shelters for extended trips. By the time the North Americans arrived, there were close to a hundred subsistence farms in the area belonging to families with names like Arguedas, Leitón, Méndez, and Villalobos, selling food and guaro16 to the miners in Guacimal and Las Juntas. The far side of the mountain was less domesticated, where rain and mist washed the forest in a perpetual sea of fog. The Quakers heard stories of “a small trail leading up to the Continental Divide and then down into a mysterious place called ‘Peñas Blancas’ where ‘wild people’ lived and where there might even be gold to be found.”


	As part of their agreement with the Guacimal Land Company, the Quakers would pay the Costa Rican homesteaders for their properties and purchase the titles from the Costa Rican government. The small town of Cerro Plano—hosting a school, a Catholic church, and a pulpería17—would remain with the local farmers, from whom the new pilgrims would learn much about the secrets of volcanic soils. They would come to call their new community on the green mountain Monteverde.


	Finally satisfied, the three Quakers turned their horses southward and began the long journey back down the mountain in the dark, carrying the good news home to those who were waiting in the Central Valley; they had found a homeland hidden in the mist of the wandering cordillera, a place where they could send their desperate roots deep into the earth. By that time, Judge John McDuffie had died of a heart attack; he would never know that the Quakers had taken his advice, setting off into the wilds of another world far away from the Alabama hills that they had once called home.


	Exactly when the Quakers first discovered the bright orange toads hiding among the misty dwarf forests of the green mountain remains unknown. Certainly by the early 1960s, Jerry James was familiar enough with the species to anticipate their emergence and capture a lonely specimen in a mason jar to show the visiting biologists; but that was more than ten years after the Quakers had first begun to settle Monteverde. If others in the community had encountered the toads in great numbers prior to James’s explorations in the higher cloud forests, that history was never recorded. The earliest accounts of the bright and peculiar toads come from one of the four Quakers sentenced in the Baldwin County Courthouse: Wolf Guindon. After serving his sentence, Wolf joined the expatriate Quakers on their pilgrimage into the green hills of Monteverde. While his new wife, Lucky, watched their son and worked long days to turn their spartan quarters18 into a home, Wolf hunted game to bring back to the family’s table and prowled the windbeaten Continental Divide in search of farmable land. He quickly garnered a reputation up and down the mountain as one who might emerge like a phantom from the thick curtain of forest, bellow a cheerful greeting, and then disappear back into the dark to find his path again. Ultimately, that path would lead him to the doorstep of Monteverde’s most enduring mystery, hidden among the tangles of the lonesome elfin forest.
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