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“Okay, Class,” Mrs. Kramer said to everyone on the
bus, “while we’re visiting the Los Angeles Zoo, I want
everyone to be on their best behavior.  And remember:
we all stick together as a group.  Does anyone have
any questions?”

We all shook our heads.
“All right, then,” Mrs. Kramer said as the bus

driver opened the door.  “Let’s have fun!”
All of my classmates let out a cheer, and we leapt

to our feet.  Our teacher, Mrs. Kramer, had arranged
for a field trip to the Los Angeles Zoo.  I had never
been there before, and I was really excited.  I was so
excited that I had a hard time falling asleep last night.
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“Isn’t this cool, Melanie?” my friend Sara asked as
we stepped off the bus.  The day was sunny and hot.
Just about every day is sunny and hot in southern
California, but I was glad to finally get out of that
stuffy bus.

“I can’t wait!” I exclaimed.  “I’ve never been here
before!”

There are a ton of animals to see at the zoo, but
our class was more interested in a bird.  Not just any
bird, either.  A California condor.  We’d been studying
them in class, and we learned that the California
condor is the largest flying bird in North America.  It
has a wingspan of over nine feet!  We learned a lot
about them, and how they almost became extinct.
They’re still very rare.  There are only about 200 of
them left in the wild, and the rest are in zoos or
research facilities.  There are a few organizations that
are working to help more California condors survive in
the wild.

And today, we were going to see a real, live
California condor, up close.  Everyone in my class was
really excited, including Mrs. Kramer.

We walked in a group to the zoo entrance.  In
minutes, we were inside.  Mrs. Kramer was in front of
us, and she stopped and turned.
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“Does anyone know the name of the place where
the birds are kept?” she asked.  A few students raised
their hands, but I was faster.

“Yes, Miss Doyle?”
“An aviary,” I said.  I knew this because my uncle

used to work at an aviary, taking care of birds.
“Very good,” Mrs. Kramer said.  “Now, before we

get to the aviary, I’d like to remind everyone to keep
their hands outside of the cage.  We don’t want to
disturb any of the birds.”

We continued on, making our way past alligators,
kangaroos, a big horn sheep . . . even a giraffe and an
elephant!  There sure are a lot of animals at the Los
Angeles Zoo.

Finally, we came to the aviary, and when we saw
the enormous condor perched on a large tree branch,
we all gasped.  The bird was enormous . . . bigger than
I’d even imagined.  It was almost all black.  Most of the
birds’ head and neck were completely bare, except for
a couple of feathers.  Its head was a mix of different
colors: blue, yellow, and red, mostly.

And not to be mean . . . but California condors
aren’t the prettiest birds you’ll ever see.  In fact, I
thought that the one at the Los Angeles Zoo looked a
bit scary.
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But now, when I look back at that day and
remember my field trip, I had no way of knowing that
condors could not only be scary—they could be
horrifying.

Terrifying.
Oh, the one at the zoo looked scary, all right, but

my brother, Cameron and I would soon have an
experience with California condors in the wild.

An experience that still gives me shivers to this
day.
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The school year ended, and, two weeks later, we
started planning for our family vacation.  Every
summer we travel to northern California to Mt. Shasta
to go camping in the foothills.  Mt. Shasta is a long,
long drive from Los Angeles.

But it’s so much fun!  The four of us—Mom, Dad,
Cameron and I—camp in tents for a week.  We go back
to the same place every year.  There are no houses,
cars, or people.  Just the four of us and the forest.  We
hike, fish, swim, and roast marshmallows at night.  It’s
a blast!

But my favorite part is this:
In the foothills of Mt. Shasta, where we camp, I

pan for gold in some of the mountain streams, and I’ve
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actually found real gold!  Usually it’s just tiny specks or
flakes that aren’t worth much money, but I don’t care.
I have a ton of fun panning for gold.

And this year was going to be even better, because
I bought a metal detector with the money I’d made at
my lemonade stand last summer.  I was hoping that
the metal detector would help me locate even bigger
pieces of gold near some of the streams.

Wouldn’t that be cool?  To find a big gold nugget?
Cameron isn’t really into gold panning.  This year,

he got a remote control airplane for his birthday, and
he brought it with us on the trip so he could fly it
around.  But he had a problem the very moment he
tried to get it off the ground.

“What’s wrong with this thing?” he said to himself,
turning the switch on and off.  We had just finished
unpacking the car and pitching the tents.  Cameron
and I had our own tent, and Mom and Dad had a tent
right next to ours.  I was testing out my metal detector,
sweeping it over a can.  The detector is sort of like a
big golf club with a flat, round disc at the bottom.
When you sweep the disc over metal, the machine
makes a beeping sound.

I swept it over an unopened can of baked beans.
Beep—beep—beep.
“Cool!” I exclaimed.
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“Yeah, well, this isn’t so cool,” Cameron said
angrily.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“This goofy plane won’t work.  The remote control

works fine, but the plane won’t turn on.”
“Did you put in new batteries?” I asked.
A funny look came over Cameron’s face.  Then,

with his free hand, he slapped his palm to his
forehead.

“Batteries!” he cried.  “I forgot to bring fresh
batteries!”

“Bummer,” I said.
“I can’t believe I forgot them!” he exclaimed.  “I

had them right on my dresser.”
“Double bummer,” I said.
Cameron stuffed the remote control unit in his

back pocket, carried the plane to the car, and he put it
in the backseat.

“I guess that won’t be much good for the rest of
the week,” he said with dismay.

“Want to go hunt for gold with me?” I asked.
“You never find much,” he said, sitting on a stump.

“It sounds boring.”
“Hey, you never know,” I said.  “Now that I’ve got

this metal detector, I might find a huge hunk of gold.
I could get rich!”
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Cameron shrugged.  He’s two years younger than
me—I’m twelve, he’s ten—and I kind of felt sorry for
him.  He was really planning on flying his airplane.

“Come on,” I urged.  “It’ll be fun.  You can pan for
gold in the stream, and I’ll use my metal detector on
the riverbank.  You never know . . . we just might find
some gold.”

Cameron stood up.  “I guess it beats hanging
around here,” he said.

Mom and Dad were on the other side of their tent,
preparing a place to make a fire.

“Mom,” I said, “Can Cameron and I go look for
gold?”

Mom stepped out from behind the tent.  “Yeah,”
she replied, squinting in the bight sun.  “Remember,
just like last year: follow the stream so you don’t get
lost.  Cameron, do you have your watch?”

Cameron held his arm up, displaying his
wristwatch.

“Okay,” Mom continued, looking at her own
watch.  “It’s noon . . . be back here by four o’clock to
get ready for dinner.  And remember to take your
canteens of water.”

Four o’clock?!?! I thought.  That’s four hours!  We’ve
got all afternoon to hunt for gold!
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I dug into my pack and found a small bottle that I
use to carry gold in.  Since I usually find tiny flecks of
gold, I didn’t really need to have anything bigger.  And
if we were lucky enough to find a bigger nugget, I
could always carry it.

I stuffed the small bottle in the front pocket of my
jeans, picked up my canteen, and clipped it to my belt
loop.  Then I picked up my pan that I use to look for
gold.  Cameron found his canteen and took a sip
before he, too, clipped it to his belt loop.  I handed him
the pan.

“Ready?” I asked.
“Let’s go,” he said.  “Bye Mom!  Bye Dad!  See you

in a while!”
Mom and Dad waved, and Cameron and I turned

and walked to the small stream that runs next to our
camp site.  It’s only about as wide as a car and only a
few feet deep.

And I didn’t waste any time, either.  I turned on
my metal detector and immediately began sweeping it
back and forth at the edge of the stream.  Cameron
knelt down on the riverbank and scooped up a pile of
sand from the bottom of the stream, swishing it
around until only the heaviest objects remained.
That’s how you pan for gold: if there’s any gold in the
pile of dirt in your pan, it will stay on the bottom.  All
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of the lighter materials—sand and small pebbles—get
washed away.

But we didn’t have much luck.  Slowly, we made
our way farther and farther downstream.  I continued
with the metal detector, but I still hadn’t found
anything.  Cameron was getting bored.  He’d stopped
panning altogether, and was just looking down into
the stream as we walked.

“You’re not going to find any gold that way,” I
said.

And it was at that exact moment his arm suddenly
shot out.  His eyes widened, and his jaw dropped.

“Oh my gosh!” he exclaimed.  “Look at that!”
And when I saw what he was pointing at, I

couldn’t believe my eyes.
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Me and my big mouth.  I had just told my brother that
he’d never find any gold without panning for it—but
now we stood on the riverbank, looking at a shiny
nugget of gold, gleaming back at us like a brilliant
yellow eye from the bottom of the stream.

Cameron was so excited that he fell to his knees
and thrust his arm into the water, soaking his shirt
sleeve.  He pulled his hand out of the water, stood up
and opened his fist.

“Wow!” I shrieked.  “I can’t believe it!”
In his hand was a gold nugget, nearly the size of a

pea.  Now, you may not think that’s very big, but let
me tell you . . . a pea-sized gold nugget is considered
huge.
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“How much do you think it’s worth?” Cameron
asked excitedly.

“A lot!” I said.  “Probably around twenty bucks!”
“Twenty bucks?!?!” he exclaimed.  “And you said

I wouldn’t find any gold without using the pan!”
He shoved the gold nugget into his pocket, and we

returned our gazes to the stream.  If we found one
nugget, there might be more.

“I can’t believe you found that,” I said.  “I’ve never
found a nugget that big.”

“I’m going to find another one,” Cameron said.
“As much as I’d like to find one, I think the

chances aren’t very good.  That nugget was probably
visible because the river has washed it downstream.
Maybe we should head upstream and see if we could
find where it came from.”

“Not me,” Cameron said, shaking his head.  “If
there’s one nugget here, I’ll bet there’s more.”

We searched and searched.  While we walked, I
kept the metal detector on, sweeping the disc-shaped
foot a few inches above the ground.  It never made a
sound.

And we didn’t see any more nuggets in the stream,
either.  Cameron went back to panning, but he found
nothing.

Until—
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“Wait a minute,” he said, peering into the muddy
pan.  “I think I saw something.”

I knelt down next to him.  Cameron gently swished
his fingers through the sand, sifting it away with the
water.

“What did you see?” I asked.
“A shark,” he remarked smartly.
“Yeah, right,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“I saw something shiny.  I did, really.”
He sifted some more.  Sure enough, we suddenly

saw a shiny glint of light from the bottom of the
pan—but when Cameron plucked it out with his
thumb and forefinger, we discovered it was only a
shiny piece of quartz.  Quartz is a type of stone, and it
can be really shiny, like glass.

“Bummer,” I said with a sigh.  Then I looked up
and saw something that was so unexpected—so
shocking—that the only thing I could do was stare.
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I gasped.
“C . . . Cameron,” I stammered quietly.  “Move

very slowly . . . and look up in that tree over there.”
Cameron did as asked, and when he saw what I

was looking at, his whole body shook.
“That’s . . . that’s—”
“That’s a California condor!” I said, finishing his

sentence.
Neither one of us could say anything more.  Thirty

feet away, sitting on a low branch, was a gigantic
California condor . . . just like the one we’d seen at the
Los Angeles Zoo.

Except for one thing.
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The condor at the zoo had looked a little scary.
Maybe because it was so big and strange looking.

The bird we were looking at in the tree, however,
looked angry.

It looked mean.
That’s crazy, I thought.  How can a condor be

mean?  It’s just a bird.
But Cameron sensed the same thing.
“Melanie,” he whispered, “take a look at its eyes.

He looks like he’s really mad at us or something.”
Cameron was right!  The condor was looking at us

like we had done something wrong . . . and maybe we
had.

“Cameron,” I said, “we have to get out of here.  We
might be near the bird’s nest.  If we are, the condor
might feel threatened, even though we aren’t going to
try to hurt it.”

All of a sudden, the enormous bird slowly spread
its wings.  It moved cautiously, watching us with those
piercing, cold eyes.  I felt a terrible chill.

Then the condor just sort of dipped forward.  Its
huge wings caught air, and the bird was suddenly
swooping through the sky . . . away from us.

I let out a sigh of relief.  Cameron did, too.
“That was so cool!” he said.  “Wait until we tell

Mom and Dad!”
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“I wish we could have taken a picture,” I said.
“Not many people can say they’ve seen a real, live
California condor in the wild.”

Now we had two things to be excited about.
First, Cameron had found a gold nugget, which

was really cool.  Every once in a while he would take
it out of his pocket and look at it.

And second, we saw a real, live, honest-to-
goodness California condor.

“That thing really scared me for a minute,”
Cameron said.

“Me, too,” I agreed.  “He sure looked frightening.
But we’ll probably never see a California condor in the
wild again.”

Well, I was wrong about Cameron finding gold.  I
had told him that he wouldn’t find any gold without
panning, and I was wrong.

And I was wrong about the condor.
We would see it again . . . sooner than I’d ever

imagined.
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Cameron looked at his watch.

“Gosh, it’s only twelve-thirty,” he said.  “We still
have a lot of time left to hunt for gold.”

And that’s what we did.  We continued along the
stream, scouring the riverbank with the metal detector
and panning in the stream.  Cameron and I took turns,
but we didn’t have any luck.  Panning for gold would
be a hard way to make a living.

“Let’s take a break,” Cameron said, wiping the
sweat from his forehead.  He un-clipped his canteen of
water from his belt loop and took a sip.  I did the
same, and we found a spot in the shade and sat down.

Cameron dug into his pocket and pulled out the
gold nugget.  He held it in his hand, inspecting it.
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“Hard to believe they make coins out of this stuff,”
he said.

“And jewelry,” I added.  “Think about it, Cam.
Over a hundred years ago, there might have been
miners panning for gold in this very spot.  When gold
was discovered in California, people came from all
over the world to find their fortune.  Some people
found gold nuggets the size of bowling balls.”

Cameron let out a whistle.  “That would be
awesome,” he said.  “We’d be rich!  I could buy a
brand new car!”

“You can’t even drive,” I reminded him.
“Yeah, but it sure would be cool to be the only kid

in school that had his own car.  I could have Mom
drive me to school and pick me up every day.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’d love to do that,” I said with a
smirk.

“What would you do if you found a gold nugget
that big?” he asked.

Good question.
“I guess I would save the money for college or

something,” I replied.
“Get out of here!” he said, recoiling.  “You mean to

tell me that you wouldn’t spend any of it?!?!”
“Well, I might.  I might buy some clothes and some

compact discs.”
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“I’d buy a sports car,” Cameron said, making
noises like a car engine.  “One that goes super-fast.
That’s what I would buy.”

That’s my brother for you.
“Well, we aren’t going to find any gold sitting here

in the shade,” I said.  “Come on.”
We stood.  I picked up my metal detector and

began sweeping it just above the ground.  Cameron
walked to the edge of the stream and began dipping
the pan into the water.

“Hey!  I caught a fish in the pan!” he exclaimed.
I walked to where he was kneeling and bent over.
Sure enough, a small fish was darting around in

the pan.
“Maybe we could take it back to Mom and Dad

and tell them that we caught dinner,” I said with a
smirk.  Cameron laughed, tilting the pan sideways to
let the fish escape.

But then he stopped laughing.  He was staring
down into the water with a horrified look upon his
face.

“What is it?” I asked, thinking that maybe he saw
a snake.  Cameron is terrified of snakes.

I looked down into the stream, but I didn’t see
anything that would cause Cameron to freak out.
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Then, as I continued looking, I realized that it
wasn’t something in the water that Cameron was
looking at.

It was a reflection in the water.
Something big.
And dark.
Something from above was coming at us, and fast.
A shadow suddenly fell over us, and I turned and

looked up.
A California condor.
He was coming right at us, claws bared, beak

wide.
And those eyes.
Cold, lifeless eyes glared at us.
Angry eyes that burned with fury.
When we studied California condors in school, we

learned that they don’t attack people.  Period.
But this condor was attacking, and I knew already

there was no way we could escape the terrible beast as
it hurled toward us at lightning speed.  The only thing
I could do was close my eyes . . . and scream.






