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To Katherine, Daniel, Ethan, Willie, and Chris, lovers of nature and future writers.—J. S.
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why animals do gross things



Animals often do things that seem gross to us. They eat foods that people would find nauseating. They make their homes in disgusting places and feed on mucus and blood. They swell or blow up their body parts.


But while these behaviors are nasty to us, they are critical to life on earth. They make it possible for many kinds of living things to find food, shelter, and safety. Different species make use of every possible space and gobble down every nutritious crumb of food in the natural world. If every species of animal ate the same kind of food, or lived in the same place, there simply wouldn’t be enough to go around. It would become impossible for all of the species to survive. So instead, animals specialize. One predator eats flesh, while another feeds on blood.


As a result, when it comes to eating, nothing is wasted. Almost every part of every living animal, from skin to dung to mucus, can provide food for some other species. All of these things contain good nutrients. An animal that has the right digestive organs and chemicals can easily break them down.


Similarly, when it comes to finding shelter, animals make use of any hole or space or building material that they can find. For example, the smelly, slimy holes and organs inside the body of a bigger animal can often provide a warm, protective home for small animals like insects.


Finally, animals often put their body parts to good use. Animals don’t have bags to carry things around, tools to open things, knives to cut things, or weapons to defend themselves. Instead, they use their own bodies in ways that seem gross to us. By stretching, swelling, and bursting open, they can trick predators, store food, swallow big gulps, and defend their nests.
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a disgusting disguise



That slimy black-and-white lump that looks like a bird dropping may actually be alive! It could really be a swallowtail butterfly larva, a caterpillar that copies or mimics the colors and shape of a dropping to avoid getting eaten by predators. To make its disguise more realistic, the caterpillar also holds its body in the shape of a dropping and rests motionlessly on a leaf.


Though it looks gross to humans, the caterpillar’s appearance serves it well. Because it looks unappetizing, the larva doesn’t need to hide from predators. Hungry animals will see it and move on, searching for something that seems more like food.


The swallowtail caterpillar doesn’t spend its whole life looking like a dropping. After fifteen days of growing and developing, it spins itself a cocoon. Then, around ten days later, it emerges as a beautiful, brightly colored butterfly.
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This swallowtail butterfly larva has the shape and colors of a bird dropping.
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fatal flashes


A male firefly flashing in search of a friendly female may be in for a nasty surprise. The flash he gets in response could be from a predatory female of a different species, looking for a meal instead of a mate!


When male fireflies flash their lights, they are seeking a mate of their own kind. There are over nineteen hundred species of fireflies worldwide. In any one location, there may be dozens of different firefly species busily flashing. Normally, the different firefly species can tell each other apart, because each has its own special pattern of short and long flashes. A male will signal and then wait to see a female of his species flash the correct response. A male Photinus pyralis, for example, looks for a flash that comes exactly two seconds after his own. When he sees the signal he flies toward the flashing female and checks her out with his antennae. Only if she is really one of his own species will he mate with her.
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