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-

To Midge

Part I: Bycatch

When the land has nothing left for men who
ravage everything, they scour the sea.
— Tacitus

Angela

The Clouds of Magellan illuminated the white bellies of penguins crossing up ahead. Most stood at the side of the road and
-

for half a mile to the vast empty parking lot where tourist buses
and taxicabs disbursed their cargo during the day. Angela continthe prickly quilambay bushes and the cavelike penguin burrows.
horizon of the South Atlantic Ocean. A gust of wind nudged her
-
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ant glow. She looked for the telltale lights of passing ships but saw
nothing but the stars.
He should be back by now.
The last she heard from him was a week ago. He was off the
-

-

But perhaps she would see something to explain his absence.
A star crested the horizon. She watched patiently as the light

stomach tighten.
from view. Angela sat down in the cold dirt and waited. A penguin
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hugged the ocean.

form a nest.

anniversary.
But the penguin standing silently next to Angela would have
no reason to sing this year. Of this she was certain. It was simply too late. The females that would arrive had long ago arrived.
to disappear back into the sea.

imagine the latter. He would stand by that empty nest until the end
a new mate. An empty nest rarely stayed empty for long. Angela
don’t award grants to answer those types of questions.
He should be back by now.
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6

Robert

screen from the armrest of his business-class seat. He was not
tracker—a cartoonish map of the Gulf of Mexico with a little

the symphony of snoring bodies in the darkness around him. But
he rarely slept in public. On those rare trips when his body did reand alarming neighbors—a side effect of a life spent constantly
attendant would awaken him to stop his shouting—a side effect of

The Tourist Trail

something worse.

and forty-three minutes watching a little white plane inch its way

his night light.
The light did not bother the woman passed out in the window
seat next to him. If only she could have stayed awake a few hours
longer. Dina. A cute but unnaturally tan woman in pink sweats.
She was a model from Dallas on her way to Argentina for breast
implants.
They’re cheaper there
were served. And the surgeons are world class.

used. She ran a hand through his dark hair. He ordered more
drinks. He said her before breasts looked perfect as is. She gave
him her business card and invited him to Dallas to test drive the
after.
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puter had fallen asleep. He checked to make sure Dina was still

partner for the duration of the assignment. Robert didn’t want a
-

told her. Though they were all in the business of keeping other

perhaps all too well.
ories returning. He could see the slowly undulating horizon of ice

tabular iceberg. He left the engine running and stepped onto the

wind in response.
to see the tops of his boots bathed in blue water. The iceberg was
9
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descending. He hopped onto a neighboring berg and called her
-

hands gripping his shoulders.

Robert reached for a water bottle. He wiped the perspiration from
his face. He sat up and noticed the blinking eyes in the darkness
Dina. “I’m sorry.”
tending to read sales reports.
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Angela

Angela watched her assistant extend the goncho

number on the stainless steel band wrapped around the penguin’s

-

assistant—You say assistant, I say wingman
the classroom and eager for an unpaid adventure. Too young still
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gravel road to the research station. And it wasn’t much of a republic restroom they shared with the tourists who stopped to pay
their admission fees and to shop for postcards and key chains.
Magellan in the sixteenth century when the Europeans were busy

process of updating. The Magellanic species was the largest of the
dominant feature the black upside-down horseshoe mark on its
white belly and a circular white stripe that curved up either side of
its neck to its eyes. Each penguin had a different pattern of black
spots on its belly that tourists often mistook for dirt. This was not
the penguin to inspire movies or stuffed animals—it was not as

jackass penguin.

black-andwhite
-
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numbers were entered once and never again revisited. Tagging a

thousands and thousands of nests.

“Sounded like an engine. A boat engine.”
Angela looked up and tilted her head back and forth.

when they discovered a red-dot bird.
tagged the year it was born and hadn’t been seen since. Young
penguins typically spent four to seven years at sea before they
reached breeding age and returned to their colonies. Yet not all
Angela and the other naturalists knew more about them than about
any other tagged bird—and they still wished they knew more. But

always felt like a family reunion.
But she was beginning to hope that this bird was not a red
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searchers to pass on their knowledge and skills. Once they found a
of feathers around its eyes.
would be one less thing he needed to learn from her. One less
her at all. Not that he’d ever needed her to begin with. The life

she did not harbor any illusions about having children—the birds
were children enough—but she did have her illusions about Doug.

select her assistant and set out for the day’s assignment. Doug was
the other assistants were still cocooned in their sleeping bags or
brushing their teeth in the public restroom. She knew by now not
ing her attraction onto Doug. That he was simply an early riser did

covered a red-dot bird.
She looked at Doug and nodded.
“Kick ass!” Doug leapt to his feet and unloaded his brown
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goncho
she had been giving him free reign with the birds. He was so passionate that she could not have refused him the opportunity. The
-

to keep them around. Her life was a migratory one—six months
-

-

awkward creation was now between her two straining hands. She
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Shelly had waited four weeks before letting Angela handle

to have a handsome young man spending the day with her. She
wanted to be the person Doug would remember for the rest of
his life. The woman who taught him everything. The woman who
said yes.
Hold the bird

Firmly. Mind the

beak. Grab the neck.
Doug had been bitten so badly he had to be driven to Trelew

as Doug tore what was left of his hand away. It was like a Chinese
his left hand.
But Angela got what she wanted. He never forgot that day.
Now Doug used the goncho to pull the bird out of the hole

bird could not swing around and bite his arm. Angela slid the strap
scale. Then Doug let go.
in circles. Angela read the weight aloud; Doug entered it into the
notebook. Then Angela grabbed the bird and held him between
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calm.
the head and prying the beak apart. Angela snatched her hand
back. The bird squirted out beneath her knees and retreated to its
nest.
beginning to bubble through the crevices and soak through the
fabric.

Doug froze.
let that bird go anywhere.”

science.
blown backward. She felt her body pushed forward by the stamspeed over hundreds of miles of nothing.
Then she saw him.
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belongings in all directions.
of crunching shells in her ears as she neared him. He was facebeard. The waves washed over his legs. She grabbed his arms and

from a deep sleep.
“You were in the water.”
-

leaned on her until they reached sand. She saw smears of blood

“I’m wet.”
“You’re bleeding. You need a doctor.”
“No doctors.”
“But you’re bleeding.”
“There are people looking for me. People who wish to hurt
She drew away from him. He had the look of a merchant
marine—a reddened face that rarely saw sunscreen and lines on
18
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his forehead and cheeks from a life spent squinting. He appeared
used a haircut six weeks ago. He looked her up and down in a

She glanced down to discover the source of all that blood.
Her ragg glove was saturated and dripping. She felt the sting of
to see it empty.

“Penguin.”

pain in her hand.
Now was the time to return to camp and notify the authori-

what Angela would have done. She detested all nationalities of
tourists and trespassers.
Yet this man was neither. He was wet and shivering and
needed her help. And she had a soft spot for strays.
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