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The butterfly counts not months but moments, and has time enough.

 

                                                                                                                          -  Rabindranath Tagore
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ONE

 

Molly Monroe began to get the feeling she was lost.  The ranger had told them the elusive coontie plants were in the Ocala National Forest, a mile north of Alexander Springs.  “Lots of them,” he’d said.

That was three hours ago.

Molly and her boyfriend, Mark Stewart, walked beneath towering bald cypress trees, Spanish moss sagging from the limbs like wet beards in the humid Florida morning.  Air plants resembling sea urchins clinging to branches, and bromeliads the tint of cherries, hung from trees as if the forest had been decorated with holiday ornaments. 

“Wait a sec,” Molly said, ducking to avoid a spider’s web.  She was tall, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, vivid golden-brown eyes that trapped the sunlight streaming through the cypress boughs. 

“What?” Mark asked.

“Shhh… did you hear that?”

“What?”

“A sound that stopped when we stopped.”

Mark grinned, a feigned chuckle coming from his throat.  “I didn’t hear anything.”  He was an inch taller than Molly, blonde hair, slim build, wide smile—a graduate student in botany.  It was his smile that had first attracted Molly to him.  Three months ago, she’d accepted a part-time job working at the University of Florida’s butterfly rainforest exhibit, meeting when he had brought in some clover, the perfect flower for yellow swallowtails.

 But this morning they were far from campus, deep within the oldest national forest in the East, Ocala National Forest.  It was here where Molly hoped to find the only plants that could support the lifecycle of the atala butterfly.  The butterflies were beautiful and very rare, one of the most endangered in America.  

She forced a smile.  “I don’t hear it anymore.”

“Probably a squirrel.”

“Long as it’s not some bear that missed a few dinners.”

“Lions, tigers and bears—oh my,” Mark grinned, the dimples in his cheeks deep, his eyes teasing. 

“I’m studying entomology, not lions, tigers and bears. Come on.”

They threaded their way through the underbrush, deerflies orbiting their heads.  Mark said, “Coontie—that sounds like some poor animal caught in ropes.”

“It’s like a fern, a very old plant.  Dates back to dinosaurs.  If you think about it, this forest would be the perfect place for the atala to make a return.  No people and no development.  If we find the coontie, we can come back, release some butterflies, and hope they lay eggs on the plants. They might hatch into fat and oh-so-lovely caterpillars, and grow up to be beautiful atalas.”

A limb fell from a dead tree that had been splintered long ago by lightning, startling them. 

Mark said, “Just a rotten limb.  If a tree falls in the forest and no one hears it… does in make a noise?”

Molly grinned and started to say something when a woodpecker drilled into the dead tree—
tat tat tat
.  It was a hollow echo, like a wooden mallet knocking on the door of an ancient tree with sawdust for its organs.  Its rings of life long since killed and devoured by insects and time.  As they walked, a long hoot from a great horned owl traveled through the boughs.  Molly’s eyes widened. “I thought owls slept in the day.”

“Not always.  Some hunt for prey in the morning and late afternoon.”

They followed the clear waters of a spring as it led them deeper into the forest. 

Molly looked at the time on her cell phone: 4:45 p.m.  She also looked at the signal.  No bars.  No way to call.  Her chest tightened.  Before Dad’s death, he had taught her to be strong.  “Don’t let fear make your mind freeze,” he often said.  She would find the coontie plants and help reintroduce a nearly extinct butterfly back into the world.  Molly set her jaw line and took longer strides.  

A crow flew overhead, its call a mocking cry.  A long black snake slithered from a pine that had fallen and rotted across a path almost concealed by tall ferns.  Mark stopped.  He said, “That was awesome!  Probably the biggest black racer I’ve ever seen.”  He opened a plastic bottle and drank.  “Thirsty?”

“I just want to find the plants.  They should be here, according to the ranger.”
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