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She seems attentive, even giving kisses between the bars of her cage.  I have been told she and Gogo are a bonded pair.  She is four or five, He, five or six.  Most of their lives have been spent together, but they are not related.  I wonder why he is in another cage across the small space from her.  I find myself so enamored with the scarlet beauty; I have a little trouble turning away to look at him.  She is blood red with purple around the nape of her neck and over her chest.  It looks like she is wearing an apron.  Her beak is jet black and she has a bright yellow stripe across her tail feathers.  Stunning!  I tear myself away and try to focus on him.  He is pale green.  His beak looks just like candy corn.  Something does not seem right about him.  “Why does he have those black streaks on his beak?” I ask.  She does not know.  

They all seem to love her, though there are so many and her broken foot must make caring for them difficult.  The birds were awarded to her husband in divorce proceedings.  He lives in a small apartment and could not take them all with him. He took his favorite, a Philippine blue nape, and offered the rest for sale.  


As I walk slowly among the cages I am enthralled with the awesome collection of Blue Napes and Eclectus Vos Marei. Before meeting these people I had heard of neither.  That other green guy is playing “peek-a-boo” with the woman!  How cute is that?  I wonder why his chest is bare.   I find myself going back time after time to the two they call “Rosie and Gogo”.   I am completely taken with the beautiful lady in red and her sickly, yet adorable husband.  My grand daughters, Monica and Terecia, seem as spellbound as I.  Their mother, Angie, brought us in the van just in case we needed to transport a large cage. “Will they let us hold them?” I ask.

“Yes, they were hand raised. Excuse me and I’ll get them out.”  She gets Gogo out of the cage.  “The command is ‘up’.”

“Up!” I say, and he steps eagerly onto my arm. 

“Gran’ma, can I hold him?”

“I don’t know.  Will they---“

“Oh yes.  They’re used to kids.  My son handles them all the time.” Rosie steps onto Monica’s arm when she hears the command.  Both the birds go easily among all of us.  That is it.  I must have them. 

 
“Their cage is out in the driveway.” Says the woman. “I intended to clean it but didn’t have time.  Do you have a pet taxi to transport them in?” We run out to the pet store and buy two.


Whew! Were home. The brightly feathered pair is already becoming socialized with our family.  One of us holds them while the rest of us try to figure out how to put the cage together.  Finally, it looks like a birdcage.  We should have put it together in the house, not on the patio. I don’t know how we’ll ever get it through the sliding door.  I’m exhausted, I hurt, but I’m also elated.  Angie and the girls wrestle the cage through the door and into the living room corner.  Smoky and Abner, my cockatiels, are watching very closely from their spot in the dining room.  The new cage is much larger than theirs and I don’t think they’ve ever been close to birds as big as these.   As I walk, birds on my arm toward the new cage Gogo jumps down and is immediately surrounded by our three dogs.  

“Uh-Oh!!!  Bad bird!  Bad bird!” These are the first of many words I hear him say.  He is very grateful to be scooped up out of that situation!  As I lift him up, he sneezes an enormous amount of mucus onto his beak.  

“Yuck! Gran'ma, he’s blowing bubbles!”  I hear Terecia exclaim.  I put them in the cage and let them get used to their new surroundings.  I tell the girls about the importance of hand washing and show them the hand sanitizer.  They know not to touch anything around the Cockatiels after handling the Eclectus.  I do not think it will hurt to keep the two new birds together since they already have been.  The doctor will tell me tomorrow what is best.   Keeping a close eye on the sick green one, I notice he is breathing through his beak instead of his nostrils.  

“Virgil, do we still have those heat lamps?” I ask.

“Yes, I think we do.  I think I put them in the garage.”  He answers from his seat at the dining room table.  Do we need one?”

“Gogo looks sick.  I think it might help to put a heat lamp on him.” 

My husband finds the heat lamp and fastens it to the cage so the heat is at only one end.  “Is that how you want it? I think we shouldn’t flood the entire cage with heat.”


“Yes, that’s perfect.  Gogo can get in it and Rosie can get out of it.

After a night of little sleep it seems strange to awaken not only to the sound of my beloved cockatiel Li’l Abner, but also that of two parrots.  I get out of bed and wander out to the living room.  As I pass Abner’s cage I hear a tiny voice say “Good morning.”  I uncover his cage and talk to him for a while, let the dogs out and proceed to the cage from whence the sneezing comes. Gogo still sits in the glow of the heat lamp.  Rosie is at the other end of the cage.  I uncover them and again marvel at their exquisite beauty. I open the cage door and put my arm to Gogo’s chest.  “Up” I say.  Without hesitation he hops onto my arm.  Rosie follows suit.  They both press their beaks against my face repeatedly as if they are happy to see me. Their sweetness shocks and amazes me.  With the two of them in tow, I proceed to the kitchen to prepare some rice and sweet potato for their breakfast.  It is Monday morning.  I call the local avian vet the man recommended, and make an appointment.  She can see us today.  

Dr. Virginia Skinner is a slim middle-aged woman.  Her long, graying hair is pulled back in a low ponytail.  Towel in hand, she goes for Rosie first.  She weighs in at 406g.  The doctor trims her toenails and clips her wings.  There is nothing notably wrong with her.  She is a healthy bird.    Now it is time to do the same song and dance with Gogo.   Dr. Skinner mentions that he is awfully docile.  “He’s doing a lot of mouth breathing.” she tells me.  About that time Gogo lets loose with one of his mega sneezes.  She gently cleans off his beak and puts him on a T-stand.   “I think I should do a blood panel and I’d like to take an x-ray.”  

“What ever you think you should do.”  I reply.  She towels him again and they disappear into the back room.  I wait.  Rosie is looking at me through the holes in the pet taxi.  “It’s ok Rosie.” I say.  “We’ll be all done in a little while.  Here they come now.”  I detect an air of worry on Dr. Skinner’s face.  She puts the wobbly little green man back on the perch. 

 
“Do you see that tail bobbing?”

“Yes, I had noticed that.  Is that a bad thing?”

“Yes, it’s something we look at.  They do it when they’re pretty sick.”

“Just how sick is he?” I ask, fearing her answer.  She puts his x-ray up on the viewer.  

“These are his lungs.” she says pointing the film,   “See how cloudy they are?  He’s terribly congested.”

“You mean like pneumonia?” I ask.

“Yes.  From the looks of this he has infection all through his body.   Looks like it’s even in his air sacs.”  Gogo is being very good but his breathing is labored throughout the exam.  “It looks like this has been going on for a while.  Where did you say you got them?” I tell her the couple’s name and she pulls up their previous file.  No significant health problems there.    “I drew some blood but we won’t get the results for a couple of days.  I’d also like to do choana and cloaca cultures. I think we should start him on an antibiotic right away. You said you used to raise Cockatiels.  Do you think you could handle giving meds and flushing out his sinuses?” 

“Sure, if you show me what to do.”  I follow her, with Gogo on my arm, to the back area.  

She goes to the cabinet and gets out a syringe. As she fills it she tells me it is Saline and amikacin.  I hold him while she presses the end over his nostril and pushes the plunger, forcing the solution through his sinus and out the slit in the top of his beak. He sputters and sneezes several times.  He is breathing better though.  

“You have a very sick bird on your hands.” She tells me.

 “Is his condition life threatening?” I ask, trying to ignore the lump rising in my throat.

“Without intervention it is.  It’s going to take a lot of work.”  

“That’s ok.  I don’t mind.”  I am absolutely hooked.   After taking care of his wings and toenails she advises what to feed them and how to administer Gogo’s meds.  I’m so tired.  I didn’t sleep well last night and I hurt all over.  The drive home seems long. 
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The two pictures above are of Gogo when he first came to us.  Note the bare spots on his nares and his overall pale coloring.

“Virgil.  I’m home.”  I struggle through the door with the two pet carriers.   He comes and takes them from me.  As he releases the beautiful pair into their cage I tell him all about our visit to the vet. 

“Well”, he says, “They certainly ended up in the right place, didn’t they.  If anyone can make him better you can.”

“That’s so sweet of you to say.  I love you.”

“I love you too, Sweetheart.” He says as he takes me in his arms.  

He pulls back and looks into my eyes.  “Do you like your new birds?”


“I love them.  Virgil, all my life, since I was a little girl I dreamed of having birds like these.  I thought it was only a dream because I just knew I could never afford to buy them.”


“We can afford for you to have nice things.”


“Have you made it your mission in life to fulfill all my wishes?” I ask.


“Well, you’ll make my dreams come true later, won’t you?” He says with a wink.  I love this man.


“I need to lie down for a while, but we need to get a couple of things for the birds.”

“What do you need?”

“We need a small animal water bottle for one thing.  I don’t like the idea of them drinking water that they’ve dropped their food in and they seem to dunk everything.  Do you feel like going out?”


“Yes, you go get some rest and I’ll go to the store.  Is there anything else you need?” 


“I made a list of fresh food items for the birds.”  I reply, digging through my purse.  I give him the list and kiss him goodbye.  I’m unsteady.  I keep bumping into the walls in the hallway on my way to the bedroom.  I’m walking like a drunk and I haven’t had a drop of alcohol.  Sleep comes easily.    

I wake up to the sound of “Days of our Lives” on the TV in the living room.   The smell of hamburger cooking permeates the house.  I get up and enter the kitchen, where Virgil is making burritos for a late lunch.   “The things you wanted are in a sack on the table.”  He gestures toward the dining room.   I set up the water bottles and empty the stainless steel dishes.  I put a little peanut butter on the spout and they quickly catch on.  It is time for Virgil to go to work.  I wish he didn’t work 2nd shift.  

 Afternoon brings with it a kind of stillness.  “The calm before the storm?”  The old cliché plays in my mind.  I hear my son, Jesse, and his friend, Greg. 

“My mom got some parrots.  Wanna check ‘em out?”  Even my excitement about the birds cannot conceal the vigorous wind that just kicked up outside.  The wind that makes the huge maple tree right outside the patio door groan, as its branches whip and bend unnaturally.  I hear the front door open, and in comes a disheveled Joni.  My daughter recently moved into a new apartment, one without a basement.  “Mom!  Turn on the TV!”  I recognize the slight tremor in her voice as I oblige her and flip on the television.   I hear a man say

“Southwest Wichita go to shelter immediately!  A tornado has been spotted on the ground……………”   I yell at the boys to come help me.  

“Joni! Get the dogs and go to the basement!”  In the excitement it does not occur to me to take Rosie and Gogo out of their cage.  I have the boys carry the whole, huge cage, birds inside, down the basement stairs.  It seems to take forever. They are behind Joni and the dogs, and I am right behind them with Li’l Abner’s cage.  My arms and neck are killing me.  I haven’t been able to lift much for years, but it is amazing what you can stand when lives are at stake.  As we migrate down the stairs we hear the sickening sounds of limbs braking and debris hitting our house.  I move as quickly as my arthritic knees will allow back up the stairs to retrieve Smoky’s cage.  The kids plead with me not to go back upstairs but I just can’t leave little Smoky up there by herself.   Afternoon turns to night in a matter of minutes. We make it down just in time.  “Every one, go to the middle of the basement!  Somebody turn on the TV!”  At that, we lose all power.  I hear Joni crying, but I can’t find her.  “Where are you, Sweetie?”

“Over here mom!  Oh Mom, Hurry!” she cries. 

“When we find each other we huddle in the dark with the dogs, the birds and each other.  The sound is horrendous.  Our German shepherd shakes so hard she can barely stand.  The two little dogs just want to be close to us. Rosie and Gogo’s kisses come fast and furious.  Perched on my arm, they press their beaks to my face again and again. Abner and Smokey remain in their cages. The only light is in the flash of the electrical storm that intermittently illuminates the basement windows.  We see chairs and other debris dancing by like feathers on a breeze.  “It’s only stuff.”  I keep telling the kids. “We are safe and all our animals are safe and the rest can be replaced.”  By this time my daughter is bordering on hysteria. 

“What about Dad and Russell?” She sobs.

“Your dad’s house has a basement, honey.  I’m sure they’re fine.”  Inside I pray to God to “Please spare my loved ones.  Please spare us.”  Then silence, deafening silence.  I wait for the TV to come on.  It does not.  Neither do the lights.  Feeling it has to be over, we gingerly creep up the stairs.  I have visions of finding nothing at all at the top of the staircase save the great outdoors.  

To my amazement nothing has been disturbed.  Our house is still standing.  We wander to the front yard and find neighbors standing outside.  An earthy scent fills the atmosphere.  An eerie green glow illuminates our neighborhood giving it the aura of a Stephen King movie set.  It is as if the light source is coming from the earth rather than above it.  Strange color enhancing shadows seem to cover the trees and sky.

  “Mom!  Look what I found over there!”  Joni is holding up a clump of pages from the inside of a book.  “Look what it says.” The title at the top of the page read “An Angel to Watch Over Me.”  I am overcome with emotion.  “I’m going to drive around for a little bit.  I’ll be back in a while.”  My daughter says as she pulls out of the drive.  The neighborhood is alive with excitement. There is a canoe in the middle of the street.  I see the metal side of a shed is in a neighbor’s yard.  Across the street I see a board jutting through the outside wall.  It must be protruding through the interior as well.  Weird.  

When my daughter comes back she tells me it is total chaos out there.  “You know that apartment I wanted so bad, Mom?  It’s gone, just completely gone.  There are fires and electric cables down.  Mom, It’s complete devastation.”  Tears streak her face. I try to call Virgil but I cannot get through to my husband because phone lines are down.   

Several hours later a shaken Virgil walks through the door.  “Kathie, are you alright?”

I go effortlessly into his arms.  The world is safe there. “We are so lucky.  It skipped right over our circle.  Everything north, south and east of us is pretty much destroyed from what Joni tells me.”

“She’s right.” He says, “The reason it took me so long to get home is because of all the debris.  There’s a huge tree lying across 47th street and I can’t tell you how many utility poles are all over the road.  Some of the downed lines were live ones so they had to make sure they were out before anyone could come through.  I had to leave the car at the store and walk home.”  

“I’m just so glad you’re here.” I say.  He is holding me so tight it hurts a little but I do not mind.  He has a way of making everything ok even when bad things happen.  The three dogs are at his feet wagging their tails and vying for his attention.  I tell him about our experience.  “What are we going to do if the electricity doesn’t come back on?  Gogo has to have the heat light.”  

“Let’s wait and see what happens.  We might be able to rent a generator.  For now I’m going to round up all our flashlights so we can see where we’re going tonight.”  It is another restless, and dark, night. No heat lamp for Gogo.  Thankfully, it is not cold outside this time of year.  

Two days have passed since the tornado and it still feels like we are trapped on a movie set.  There are National Guard checkpoints at the two main intersections leading to our house.  Only people who can prove they live in the neighborhood may enter.  They do this to keep people from looting.  I’ve called everywhere in this city for a generator and finally I found one to rent in a neighboring town.  Virgil has gone to pick it up.  Every thing is so strange and desolate.  More than nine hundred homes were heavily damaged in the storm.  Five lives were lost.  

I think I heard a car door.  Virgil is home.  He comes in carrying several bags of groceries.  “Now that we have the generator I thought we should restock the fridge.” he announces.  It is nice to have a little light and the TV working.  The evening is uneventful.

Oh God, I hurt.  I look at the clock and it says 10:41am. The pain worsens when I roll over to reach for my medicine bag.  I wash down a handful of pills with the bottle of spring water I retrieve from my nightstand. The myoclonus is bad today.  I feel like my insides are vibrating as my right hip jerks rhythmically.  I try to stretch my arms above my head but I may as well try to stretch a brick.  I feel it clear through my torso.  My muscles have a mind of their own.  When I need them to move on days like this, they will not.  When I try to relax, they jump and twist, kind of like the old maple tree did in the tornado.  I lie on my back and do self-hypnosis.  I attempt to will the muscles to stop.  They have no regard for what my brain tells them to do or not to do.  Two hours pass and pain still grips me like a vise.

“Are you alright, Sweetheart?” Virgil has entered the room.

“I’m so, so tired of it.  I’m a freak.” I say, fighting back tears.

“Poor little Sweetheart.”  He helps me get to a sitting position, and then tenderly kisses me on top of my head. “Where does it hurt this time?”

A tear escapes.  “Everywhere,” I groan. 

He pulls back and looks at me. “Your face is drooping again.”

“I’m not surprised.  I can’t feel my face at all.” I mumble.

“I wonder what makes that happen?  It’s just the right side.  Sweetheart, you’ve been to the movement disorder clinic at KU. Med Center and all the way to Mass. General. You’d think someone would figure it out.  We really need to get you back to Boston.” 

“I don’t mean to sound grim, but I’ve come to the conclusion that they will figure it out when they do my autopsy.”  By now I am really crying.  I’m so scared.  I have an absolutely awesome husband who loves me, great kids and four wonderful stepsons, three of whom have made me a grandma.  I have it all, yet I feel like such a burden to everyone I love. I sob into Virgil’s chest.  From the living room, I hear a loud squawk.  It almost sounds like a video game only louder.  Then I hear a series of sneezes.  Wow.  What a reality check.  I better go give Gogo his meds.  I’m the only one in the household that knows how to do this.   “Virgil, Can you help me up?”  He does, just as he does most mornings. Today as I shuffle down the hallway he walks behind me holding on to my elbows. 

“Easy does it.” 

“Thank you.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I proceed to the kitchen where I have plastic syringes soaking in alcohol.  I carefully draw up .6 mls of antibiotic and lay the syringe on a paper towel.  Then I take the larger syringe and fill it with the saline solution and lay it out as well.  I walk over to the cage and offer my arm to the green one.  He steps up.  Entering the kitchen, I put my other arm over him and hold on to his head.  I pick up the syringe with the antibiotic first.    He seems to like the taste of it.  Now it is time to press the other one over his nostril.  He is not so cooperative for this, but I manage to get the job done.  He spits and sputters and I hear him say “Whatcha doin’?”  in a deep voice.  I repeat the treatment on the other side and after sneezing, he says “Gogo man!!!!! Gogo man bird.”  I put him on his T-stand just as the phone rings.

“Hi, Kathie, this is Dr. Skinner.  I just wanted you to know that Gogo’s tests came back positive for gram-negative bacteria.  That means we’re on the right track with his meds.  How is he doing?”

I tell her he seems to be doing a little better.  He is talking some.

In weeks and months that follow, Gogo and I form a strong bond.  He talks a lot.  I was told when we got the birds that he has a vocabulary of two hundred seventy five words.  He proves that statement to be correct.  We visit Dr. Skinner often, alternating between antibiotics for the infection, and diflucan for Aspergillosis, e.g. the black streaks on his beak.   The diflucan also helps to treat candidiasis, brought on by killing off too much of the good flora in his system with antibiotics.  Gogo is getting better for the most part.  I know he feels good when he puts his beak to my lips and makes a loud smooching sound, then pulls his head way back and says “Shut up!” in his deep voice.  His antics are entertaining to say the least. He has both masculine and feminine voices.  Sometimes he says “Hello.” with his head in his food bowl in five octives, each exactly one octive down from the last.  He likes to hear the echo in his bowl when he talks into it.  He has learned his colors.  I taught him to pick the color I say from a set of plastic baby keys.  Times like this I am assured he is doing much better.  Sometimes though, he just sits on his perch and moans.  On those days he seems miserable.  Rosie has become withdrawn.  She doesn’t seem to like me much these days.  In fact she has ridden across the room dangling by her beak from one of my fingers or my hand more than once.  She draws blood.  Still, I manage to get them both into the shower a couple of times a week.  She is very sweet during bath time and they both love the hair dryer.

I am sitting in the living room watching TV when I hear Virgil calling to me from the computer room.   “Look what I found.” He says, gesturing toward the computer screen as I stand in the doorway.  It says “Land of Vos” and has pictures of birds that look just like Rosie and Gogo.  I sit down at the computer and read everything I find on Carolyn Swicegood’s website.  It holds a wealth of information.  On it I read something about GSE, a microbial agent made from grapefruit seed extract.  I download recipes for everything from salve to sinus flush to how many drops to put in drinking water.  We go out to the health food store and pick some up right away.  I can’t wait to get started.  Gogo still has no feather coverage over his nostrils and he still has those black streaks on his beak.  Dr. Skinner is a Godsend.  She truly saved his life, but I worry now that the medications alone are hurting him.  


I measure two ounces of water and add one drop of GSE.  After flushing this mixture into Gogo’s nostrils he immediately seems to breathe easier.  I fill a tablespoon with water and add three drops of GSE and gently rub it into the skin around his nostrils and all over his beak.  .  It is absolutely amazing.  He talks non-stop for the next hour. Along with adding GSE to their drinking water, I repeat this treatment three times a day. After only a week he is growing new feathers over the holes above his beak.  As time goes by I notice the black streaks are turning gray and getting shorter.  In the shower I notice he has gorgeous, bright red feathers in front of his wings.  This is different.  On closer examination I see a lovely shade of aqua just on the edge of his wings.  I had no idea he was supposed to have all these colors.  He was pale lime green when I got him.  Now he is emerald.

Today I had an epiphany.  Rosie was watching me play colors with Gogo so I took the keys over and asked her to pick the color red.  She did.  Then green.  She did it again.  She picked every color right, having learned her colors from watching me play with him.  No wonder she hates me.  I’ve been so involved with Gogo that I forgot to notice how brilliant she is.  From now on I will talk to her and sing to her every day.  

Gogo is completely well now.  They have molted in beautiful new feathers and are more brightly colored than ever.  Even the orange and yellow on his beak are more saturated.  My health has not improved, but my spirit has.  In the process of saving Gogo’s life I found meaning in my own.  I know I too will get well some day.  That will happen in God’s time frame, however, not mine.
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This is how Gogo looks today as he enjoys playing with his blocks.  Note the striking colors of his beak and plumage.  You would never know he was so ill.
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                  Rosie is playing colors with the baby keys.  She is a happy girl now.
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                         Rosie and Gogo relaxing in the Apple tree  
