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We are a careless species.

We lose things without knowing.

But sometimes they leave behind a
 tiny fragment of themselves that
 lets us guess at the original.
 For my grandfather it was a feather;
 for me, a face.
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That Thursday evening I was working late, removing the skull of a dead owl. It was December outside, but at my workbench the heat from the lamp was making my fingers sweat. I was at the hardest part of the whole operation, the bit where you have to ease the skull very gently down the neck without damaging the skin, and as I began to work it loose, I found my eyes were blinking with the concentration. But I could sense it was working, that I was doing it well, and when I heard the telephone grumbling at the back of the shop I decided to let it ring. It was too late for a summons to the pub and even though I’d taken down the sign and removed myself from the Yellow Pages, the five-pint pranksters (“I’ve got this chicken that needs stuffing…”) would still occasionally get through. This was their time to call but tonight I wasn’t in the mood. Until I remembered Katya and changed my mind.

Katya was the latest student to rent the flat at the top of the house. It was always students because I kept the rent low to make up for any dead animals they might meet in the hallway. They were prepared to overlook a bit of that because the location was central and because my students in the Natural Sciences department were prepared to vouch for my character. Students will overlook a great deal if you have a reputation as a rebel, and in a painfully earnest, save-the-world department, I qualified by riding a motorbike and by refusing to toe the university line on current conservation theory. It was that easy.

The top-floor flat was self-contained. Katya and I had a front door and a staircase in common and very little else—in the couple of months since she’d moved in, we’d exchanged some polite smiles and rather fewer words. Every ten days or so her mother would ring from Sweden and I’d dutifully take down a message on a yellow pad and leave it at the bottom of the stairs, along with the suggestion that Katya might give her mother the number of the upstairs phone. The next day the notes would be gone but her mother would continue to ring downstairs. She was a polite woman, struggling slightly with her English, struggling not to let any anxiety show. I felt sorry for her. Which is why, even though the owl was just beginning to fall into line, I peeled off my gloves and answered the phone.

It wasn’t Katya’s mother.

It was a voice I hadn’t heard for fourteen years. A scarcely remembered, totally familiar, soft, low voice.

“Fitz,” it asked, “is that you?”

“Gabriella.” A rhetorical statement, if such a thing is possible.

“Yes, it’s me. It’s been a long time, Fitz.”

It wasn’t clear whether that was a reproach or an apology.

“Yes, a long time.” The words came out sounding defensive. “Though I got your letters.”

“You didn’t reply.”

“You know I’m not a great one for writing.”

She couldn’t deny that. I was famous for it.

“Look, Fitz, I’m over in London for a few days and there’s someone I want you to meet. He’s a collector and he’s got quite a good story to tell. I think you’ll be interested. What are you doing tomorrow?”

I looked at the remains of the owl on the workbench. It would just have to take its chances in the freezer.

“I think tomorrow is reasonably free,” I concluded.

“Good. Can we say seven in the bar at the Mecklenburg? It’s off Oxford Street, just by Selfridges.”

How like Gabby to realize that the Mecklenburg Hotel was not among my usual drinking venues.

“All right. Seven tomorrow…”

“It will be good to see you. I’ve told Karl that if anyone can help him you can.”

“Karl…?”

“Karl Anderson.”

“Ah yes. The collector. I’ve read about him. What sort of help would that be?”

She paused. She had never liked talking over the phone.

“Not now. Wait for tomorrow. But I promise you’ll be interested, Fitz. It’s about the Mysterious Bird of Ulieta.”
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She was right, of course. I was interested. In all sorts of ways. Abandoning the owl to the darkness, I climbed the stairs to the room where I did most of my living. It was an untidy, comfortable room, warmly lit and smelling of old paper. The bed was permanently unmade and the desk was littered with notes for a book I wasn’t really writing. Some of the notes were noticeably dusty. One whole wall was taken up with shelves of carefully ordered books, but I didn’t need to look anything up to know that Gabby wasn’t being melodramatic. Despite its name, the bird was real enough, or it had been once. I’d even made some notes about it for an article, back in the days when I was going to be famous.

And now, all these years later, she wanted to ask me about it. She and her friend Karl Anderson. I’d seen a picture of them together once, taken by a mutual friend about three years earlier at one of the big summer lectures in Salzburg. She was leaning very lightly on his arm, still dark and slim and calm, still with that familiar, half-questioning smile.

I settled down on the bed and looked thoughtfully at the small trunk in the corner of the room. What they wanted to know was probably in there along with everything else—the dodo, the heath hen, the passenger pigeon, the lost and the forgotten, all mixed together—years of jotted notes and observations still waiting to be given a shape.

But instead of thinking about them, I thought about Gabby and the man she wanted me to meet. I’d read a lot about him over the years, but everything I knew really came down to three things. That Karl Anderson was a man with a reputation for finding things. That he was used to getting what he wanted. And that nowadays he was far too successful to do his searching in person unless the stakes were very high indeed.

I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of him.

I checked my watch and realized I could still just catch the pub.

JOURNEYS BEGIN in many different ways. It was Cook, a man experienced in preparations for a long sea expedition, who persuaded Joseph Banks to return to Revesby before they sailed—so that in the summer of 1768, two months before they were due to depart, he made the journey back to Lincolnshire, back to the woods and fields that for the next three years were what he thought of when he thought of home.
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THE SUMMERS before the Endeavour set sail seemed lonelier to her than the winters. Each summer day she spent alone was haunted by a sense of joy wasted. And against the uncertainty of her future she began to paint, as if she might trap and keep each day by its details. The transit of Venus, which he traveled so far to observe, was less to her than the passing of the seasons in the Revesby woods.
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It was raining heavily by the time I reached the Mecklenburg Hotel. By abandoning the bus at Oxford Circus I arrived wet and out of breath, but at least I was on time. The hotel turned out to be an ugly building, concrete on the outside and expensively mock-Edwardian beyond the revolving doors. I stood for a moment in the lobby, dripping on the carpet, slightly disappointed. Then, suddenly self-conscious, I followed a sign to the gents, where I dried my hair and pushed it into some sort of order. When I’d finished I looked better but I still looked underdressed. Among academics I considered myself reasonably stylish. Here I just looked like someone who might steal the towels.

I paused in front of the mirror to collect my thoughts. It was hard to imagine what Anderson might want. The bird from Ulieta was an enigma, one of Nature’s conjuring tricks—a creature that had disappeared as if with a wave of the hand. But this disappearance had been final and there would be no coming back. The audience was left looking for feathers that had long ceased to exist. Not even Anderson could do much about that.

Upstairs, in the Rosebery Bar, despite the cigarette smoke there was a smell of perfume and leather. Not the sort of desiccated leather that featured in my jacket and parts of my shoes. This leather was new and expensive and smelled soft, if that’s possible. Its effect was to make me aware of the smell of rain I’d brought in with me. Among these dry, groomed people it was the odor of not quite belonging.

Gabriella was easy to spot. She was sitting in a corner under a soft lamp, framed in best cinema style by a twisting curve of smoke. She was, as before, dark and slender, so neat as to seem flawless. She was wearing a slim black dress in a 1950s style, but in her case there could be no question of being out of place. She had slipped into this time of Chanel and soft leather with the same maddening grace with which she might slip into a taxi. Beside her, behind the smoke, was a tall, blond man in his early fifties, squarely Scandinavian, constructed in straight lines. A good-looking man. He was turned to Gabby and talking quite eagerly as I edged hesitantly toward them, past a group of pre-theater Americans.

Then Gabby looked up and noticed me.

“Hello, Fitz,” she said quietly as I arrived at their table, and suddenly I was annoyed with her for not having changed and annoyed with myself for noticing. And annoyed that somewhere on my right an impeccably suited arm was being advanced to shake my hand.

“Fitz, this is Karl Anderson,” she said, as if that would make it all right.

I nodded at him, not caring much, and turned back to Gabriella. She was so startlingly familiar it was hard to breathe.

“Perhaps we should all sit down?” suggested Anderson calmly. “I’m sure Mr. Fitzgerald would like a drink.”

He was right. A drink was exactly what I wanted.
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And so I sat down at the small round table and joined in a painfully well-mannered conversation that tiptoed carefully around any awkwardness. A waiter brought me a beer and more drinks were ordered. I was aware of Gabby sitting next to me, close enough for my hand to fall on hers if I let it drop from the table. The new drinks arrived almost immediately—Anderson was drinking as quickly as I was and ordered deft refills whenever our glasses were nearly empty. I watched him while Gabriella told us about the lectures she was about to give in Edinburgh and Munich. A tall, well-proportioned man, seven or eight years older than I but not looking it—a maverick, a charmer, a big personality in a dusty discipline.

Beside him, Gabriella seemed tiny, like a bird. It was as if she’d slipped through the years without friction, her freshness and vitality untouched. She must have been ten years younger than the big man next to her, and yet they matched. They made a good-looking couple.

“So what are you doing with yourself these days, Mr. Fitzgerald? Your withdrawal from fieldwork is a great loss to us all.” He was a Norwegian by birth, but his English was only very slightly accented and very perfectly pronounced.

“Oh, I keep myself busy. Teaching mostly. ‘Natural History: The Historical Context’—the Greeks and Romans, early naturalists, the Darwinian controversy. That sort of thing. It’s a compulsory module, so the students have to show up, even if I’m no good.”

“And are you good?”

“Well, I’m controversial, which is the next best thing. My first lecture is ‘The Taxidermist as Hero.’ I always enjoy that one.”

At that moment Anderson was diverted by the waiter, and Gabby caught my eye.

“I’m glad you could come, Fitz,” she said, and she sounded as if she meant it. Personally, I was withholding judgment. It wasn’t until the third drink was beginning to have an effect that Anderson turned to the subject we’d all been waiting for.

“You must be wondering why I’m here, Mr. Fitzgerald, intruding on this meeting of old friends.”

I raised an eyebrow to acknowledge the question but didn’t reply, so he carried on.

“I was lucky enough to hear Gabriella speak in Prague a couple of years ago, and we have been friends ever since. She mentioned you to me as a man with a great deal of knowledge in one of the areas I am interested in. I am also, of course, aware of your grandfather’s work.”

He paused to put his glass down neatly on its paper coaster. I waited for the commonplace compliment that usually came with any mention of my grandfather, but none followed. Instead Anderson leaned forward and lowered his voice.

“I am a collector, Mr. Fitzgerald. I am here because I am looking for something incredibly rare. Something that may not even exist anymore. Gabriella thinks you may be able to help me. It is well known you are an authority on extinct birds.” His eyes lingered on my face for a moment. “What do you know of the bird from the Society Islands, the one they call the Mysterious Bird of Ulieta?”

“Not much,” I told him calmly, truthfully. “Rather a fanciful piece of naming, I’ve always thought.”

Again his intent, searching gaze.

“Not perhaps so fanciful.” He leaned back and rubbed the back of his neck with his fingertips. “Let us talk about it a little.”

He finished rubbing and placed his fingertips softly on the edge of the table in front of him. His eyes met mine again.

“The rarest bird ever recorded, Mr. Fitzgerald. Seen only once, in 1774, by Captain Cook’s second expedition. A routine collecting party on a South Sea island known then as Ulieta. A single specimen captured, of a species never seen before. Preserved by Johann Forster and brought back to England. No bird like it ever found again, on Ulieta or anywhere else. Extinct before it was ever really discovered.”

He paused and his eyes dropped to the tabletop, where he ran one fingertip across a drop of liquid, shaping it thoughtfully into an ×.

“I’m sure none of that is new to you, Mr. Fitzgerald. On his return, Johann Forster gave away the preserved specimen. The only specimen. The only specimen ever found. Of course he had no way of knowing its rarity then. Nor did the young man he gave it to, the naturalist Joseph Banks.”

He looked up at me again, and now there was an excitement in his eye that had not been there before.

“Yes, Mr. Fitzgerald. It is two hundred years since that one specimen went missing from Banks’s collection. No one knows what’s happened to it. I think it’s time it was found, don’t you?”

HE CAME to realize later that discovery was not a science. That summer his journey to Revesby was slow and troublesome, but despite the great heat his thoughts were of the southern ocean. The Endeavour was close to readiness, and his mind turned easily to the voyage ahead. Yet, gradually, as the miles passed, the shapes and shadows of his own country began to gather him back, until in the last few miles he found that his heart began to beat a little faster and his eyes reached forward for a glimpse of home.

When it came, the old house was waiting for him, its arms spread wide as if to embrace a prodigal. At first the mellow stone against the trees seemed to exist quite on its own, but at the sound of his carriage, people began to spill out in welcome: familiar, friendly faces whose greetings were already tinged with good-byes. In the days that followed he found his journey was the subject of every conversation, and every person who spoke of it took care to speak confidently of his return. Revesby, it seemed, was proud and anxious in equal measure. That night there were lights and dancing. Gentlemen flushed by music and wine thumped his back and wished him luck and noticed how brightly his spirits shone. And they were right. He felt strong and vital and talked of great discoveries, and when the music played he danced wildly and often. The gentlemen’s daughters were a blur to him: bright satins, soft hands, and always a hush of whispers behind him, speculating and excited. By day, while the house drowsed in the heat, he left the talk behind him and set out on foot for the cool of the woods.
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HE KNEW she was there, in the woods, before he saw her. At first she was only a movement, some way off, as if a deer had shadowed away from the corner of his vision. Later he found twigs broken and grass cushioned into a hollow. Then, on a day when the sun was bright, he saw her at a distance against the trees on the edge of a meadow, too far away for him to see her face. She moved easily and lightly through the long grasses, slipping between sun and shadow like a white thread stitching the trees to the meadow.

After that, he asked about her and they told him her name. As he walked home that evening he thought again of the way she moved along the margin of the wood and felt his curiosity aroused. The night was warm around him, a cloak of heavy summer scent. He thought of her as he walked.

If she knew of his arrival, she did not think of it. The woods were her summer and her escape. Each day with quick fingers she drew what she found in them, and in these little acts of salvage she gathered close to her the things she knew best. She did not expect to be noticed. Discovery is not a science; there is too much chance in it.
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Anderson had done his research. He knew all there was to know about the bird from Ulieta. Which, frankly, wasn’t that much. In May 1774, Captain Cook had brought his ship, the Resolution, to the island of Ulieta. Ulieta was small, one of the spattering of islands in the blue Pacific that came to be known collectively as the Society Islands. Cook stayed there some days, to make repairs and trade with the local people. On the first of June, despite the enervating heat and a crew weakened by stomach disorders, Johann Forster, the ship’s naturalist and a difficult man, insisted that an expedition be sent ashore to gather specimens. A number of birds were shot and killed that day, but there was only one of them that Forster didn’t recognize. After he had recorded his observations of it, the specimen was passed to his son, Georg, one of the ship’s artists, who made and colored a drawing of the bird. Immediately afterwards the bird was cleaned and its skin preserved for mounting.

It was not an unusual day’s work for either father or son. There were many new specimens that voyage, many creatures to record, draw, and preserve. That day in Ulieta would have been of no great interest to anyone if it hadn’t been for one thing: that single specimen collected by Forster remains the only bird of its kind ever recorded, anywhere, ever. Andrew Garrett went to Ulieta in the 1850s but could find no sign of it. Subsequently others tried and failed. We’ll never know if the species was once widespread. We can’t guess at its song or the shape of its nest or the mating rituals it acted out. We only know that the individual handled by Forster was one of the very last of its kind. If the expedition that morning had taken a different path, or if the aim of one sailor had been a little less precise, then the extinction of an entire species would have passed without our knowing. It would have vanished from the planet unmarked by humankind.

We can’t even agree on its name. Forster named it Turdus badius, bay thrush, a Latin name that never fails to raise a smirk among my more scatologically minded students. Another naturalist, Latham, who studied the specimen back in London, named it more precisely and recorded it as Turdus ulietensis. James Greenway, writing nearly two hundred years later, wasn’t even convinced that the bird was a kind of thrush. He listed it simply as “the Mysterious Bird of Ulieta.” Which is as good a name as any.

When the Forsters returned to Britain the following year, the specimens they had collected on Cook’s expedition were theirs to dispose of. Johann Forster was permanently in financial difficulties, and on his return he sought help from Joseph Banks, the naturalist on Cook’s previous voyage. Banks was a young man with money and a future, and he was generous toward Forster. In return, Forster presented him with specimens. One was the bird from Ulieta—we know this because a man called Latham saw the bird in Banks’s collection at some point in the 1770s and recorded it in his book A General Synopsis of Birds. It’s good that he did, because after that there is no further record of that specimen. The specimen, like the species itself, simply disappeared.

It would be tempting to question the evidence of Latham and Forster—to speculate that the bird they examined was just a variation on some other, more common species—but we can’t argue it away so easily. Because Georg Forster’s drawing still exists, safe in the hands of the Natural History Museum. It shows us exactly what the bird looked like. You can go there and see it for yourself if you like.
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The Rosebery Bar was no less full when Anderson finally finished speaking, but the atmosphere had begun to change. The afterwork drinkers with trains to catch had moved on, while those who replaced them were relaxing into the evening. Somewhere out of sight a pianist had started to play and someone at the bar had dimmed the lights in sympathy. Suit jackets drooped on the backs of sofas, ties were looser, and feet in black tights had crept from their shoes and were curled up discreetly on the red leather sofas.

I drained my drink slowly and looked at Gabriella, then at Anderson. Both were watching me, but if they were looking for a reaction, all they got was a raised eyebrow. I can’t deny a little buzz of excitement at the story he was telling, but I was puzzled. Anyone who was interested in extinct birds knew the only ever specimen of the Ulieta bird had disappeared in the eighteenth century. People might even joke about finding it somewhere, like a lost Botticelli tucked away in an attic. But no one seriously imagined the lost specimen still existed. Taxidermy wasn’t very advanced back then, and birds were notoriously hard to preserve. Museum records are full of eighteenth-century specimens that simply fell apart after about seventy or eighty years. Every collection had its wastage. The bird from Ulieta was just one of thousands that didn’t make it.

“Tell me, Anderson,” I asked, “why would a man like you suddenly decide to look for something like that?”

“What if I told you I was an enthusiast?”

“I wouldn’t believe you. You’re a businessman. You find things on commission for the sort of people who can’t enjoy anything unless they own it. Cash for dinosaur remains, endangered species on demand, that sort of thing. Why would you spend time looking for something that probably disintegrated two hundred years ago?”

He smiled to himself, a quiet, confident smile.

“It might have survived. Specimens of that age do exist.”

“Very, very few. How many? Perhaps a dozen. It’s hard to imagine this was one of them. Joseph Banks was the preeminent scientist of his generation. He didn’t just lose rare birds. If this one blipped off the radar at some point, it’s because it fell apart. And if it had survived, there’d be records. In two hundred years someone would have mentioned owning the rarest bird in the world.”

Anderson had caught the waiter’s eye again, and more drinks were arriving.

“You may be right, Mr. Fitzgerald. And yet I intend to find it nevertheless. The rewards for doing so would be…considerable.”

“Yes?” It seemed unlikely. “Who’s interested in stuffed birds nowadays? Oh, I don’t deny it would be quite a coup—the natural history establishment would be overjoyed. But there’s no money in museums.”

“Sadly true, Mr. Fitzgerald. But museums were not the market I had in mind.”

Anderson took another sip and sat back as if that was all he had to say on the subject. It was left to Gabby to explain.

“Fitz, have you ever heard of the Ark Project?”

For a moment I thought she was referring to something in our past, and I had to blink away a glimpse of rain forest. But it was apparent from her tone and the focus of her eyes that her thoughts were very firmly in the present. Anderson, his legs now stretched out in front of him, pushed himself back into the conversation.

“The Gene Ark, to give it its full title. It was set up in Canada by Ted Staest. Have you heard of Staest?”

Only vaguely. A Canadian. A man famous for being rich. I passed.

“Ted Staest owns one of the big North American pharmaceutical companies—brands in every country, you know the sort of thing. Staest’s big thing now is DNA. The Ark Project is basically his own personal DNA bank, Mr. Fitzgerald. He collects genetic material from rare and vanishing species and stores it. The idea is to invest in rare DNA the way you or I might invest in art or antiques. He holds it against potential increases in value.”

Gabby sensed my scorn. “It’s true, Fitz. I know it sounds crazy, but there’s a scramble going on to own genetic coding. Even the pharmaceutical companies aren’t sure of its value, but no one wants to let the others get it first, so they’re spending now and they’ll ask questions later. They keep the public interested with high-profile talk, rebreeding extinct species, that sort of thing. But it’s the bioengineering possibilities that they’re interested in.”

The Rosebery Bar began to seem a strangely foreign place. The crowd had started to thin slightly and the pianist had taken a break to the accompaniment of some pattering applause. I looked around at the people who remained—people in their twenties, buying drinks I couldn’t afford in a world I had no time for.

“But the Ulieta bird would be two hundred years old. It would just be a dried skin. There couldn’t possibly be material of any value in that, could there?”

Gabby and Anderson looked at each other, and Anderson shrugged.

“Who knows? Techniques develop all the time. And to be frank, Mr. Fitzgerald, I don’t think Ted Staest cares very much either way. He’s a man who knows the value of publicity, and he’s very taken by the story of that missing bird, the rarest bird in history. ‘The Mysterious Bird of Ulieta’ would make good headlines, wouldn’t it? Turning up a specimen like that would help get the Ark Project in the news. The rarest bird in the world, patented by Ted Staest.”

“And he is paying you to find it?”

“He is paying me to find it first. It’s hard to keep that sort of thing quiet. Where there’s a market, there are always others hoping to cash in.”

“Okay,” I said carefully, trying to draw it all together, “so a rich Canadian wants to find a nonexistent bird specimen because he thinks it will boost his share price. That’s bizarre, but I can just about get my head around it. What I can’t see is why you’re telling me about any of this.”

Again Anderson looked at me appraisingly. It was Gabby who answered.

“Karl won’t be the last to contact you, Fitz. People remember all the work you did on extinct birds. They’ll want to know what you can tell them.”

Anderson nodded. “Fifteen years ago, Mr. Fitzgerald, your research into extinct birds was known to everyone in the field. We know you visited museums and collections all over the world, collections that no one else had ever properly studied. You collected maps, drawings, inventories, letters, all in your famous wooden chest. We all waited for you to publish, but you never did. If anyone has any information that might lead to the Ulieta bird, it would be you.”

“So you think I might be able to help you find it?”

“You have contacts. You know the sort of people who might have heard rumors. I’m sure you could make some calls, see what you could find.”

“And if I can’t find anything?”

He looked unconcerned, and took a slow, relaxed sip of his drink.

“To be honest, Mr. Fitzgerald, I have a lead already. But I thought you’d be interested in joining me in this. And if you can make the search quicker and easier for me, that’s all to the good.”

“And why did you think I’d be interested in looking for it?”

He paused and looked me directly in the eye.

“Because you never found anything like the Ulieta bird, Mr. Fitzgerald. All that time searching for specimens of extinct birds, but you never found one like this. Oh, you found some rare specimens, all right, but never the specimen of a bird lost without trace. And to find the only ever specimen of a bird seen only once…Think of it! This is your chance, Mr. Fitzgerald.” He sat back and let his words sink in. “As long as I get the bird, I’m happy for you to have the headlines. And I would of course pay you for your time. Fifty thousand dollars was the sum I had in mind.”

If I felt incredulous, I tried not to show it. Instead I took a long swig of beer and did some rapid calculations. Fifty thousand dollars was a pretty significant sum to someone like me. If Anderson was prepared to send that sort of money in my direction, how much was he expecting to make? One hundred and fifty thousand? Two hundred thousand? Too much, surely. No one would pay that. Stuffed birds weren’t in fashion.

I lowered my glass, and to avoid Anderson’s eye, I looked around for a waiter. Perhaps I was behind the times. After all, this specimen would be a one-off, a one-in-a-million curiosity…

“I don’t get it,” I said. “I figure for you to come all this way on the off chance that it might still exist, that must mean someone’s offering some pretty weird money for it. How can it possibly be worth that much?”

Anderson smiled and shook his head. “Let us not exaggerate its importance. It would be an amazing find, yes, and Ted Staest would pay well for it. But I’m over here on a different piece of business and looking for the Ulieta bird is really just a favor for Ted Staest. As a client, he could mean a great deal to me in the long term. So if I can sort this for him without too much fuss, then that’s good business. I’m not even too bothered about covering my costs.”

I watched him closely as he signaled for refills. He seemed relaxed enough, but I was still suspicious.

“What brings you here, then, if it’s not the Ulieta bird?” I asked.

“Oh, various things. Botanical art, mainly. Do you know much about eighteenth-century botanical art, Mr. Fitzgerald?”

“Not much.”

“There’s something of a rage for it at the moment, particularly in the States. There are one or two pieces I’m hoping to pick up while I’m over here that I suspect could be very valuable indeed. Very fashionable and extremely rare. The best possible combination.”

He spoke as if the paintings were completely without interest to him so long as a profit was assured. I looked across at Gabby and then looked back at him.

“What happened to you, Anderson?” I asked softly. “Once upon a time you were a pioneer. I saw you interviewed when you found those plesiosaur remains. You glowed with pleasure. And it wasn’t to do with money back then.”

For the first time that evening he looked a little annoyed, but his tone when he spoke was utterly unruffled.

“We all make our choices, Mr. Fitzgerald. After all, you were a serious scientist once.”

He let his hand fall back to the table so that it rested against Gabriella’s arm.

I’d like to say it was his first mistake, but even before his hand touched hers, I knew I wasn’t going to help him. That just made it easier. I stood up. For Gabby’s sake I decided to be honest.

“Look, Anderson, there’s nothing in my notes that will help you or anyone else. Even fifteen years ago, a bit of a myth had built up around them, but it’s all just paper, a lot of observations about some old specimens no one much cares about anymore. I’d be taking your money under false pretenses.”

I swallowed. I was trying hard to keep my voice low.

“There’s another thing I should say,” I went on. “I don’t believe that bird still exists, but if by some miracle it had survived all this time, I shudder to think of it being pulled apart in a lab, tested and analyzed and washed with chemicals in pursuit of some genetic conjuring trick.” I paused and met his eye as calmly as I could. “I think it might be you who doesn’t understand its value, Mr. Anderson.”

I nodded to Gabby as I turned away, but I didn’t look back. Fourteen years on, and she still had the same effect on me. As I walked away, the same old image went with me—a bare room and a crumpled bed, an electric fan churning the heat, and with it, always, unbidden but inescapable, the sound of Gabby’s voice. Only now she was with Anderson. And I was glad there was nothing I could do to help them.

Beyond the Mecklenburg’s revolving doors the rain had almost stopped, leaving the roads shiny under the streetlamps. The buses were still running but I chose to walk, my mind turning over everything I’d heard since the start of the evening. Halfway home I stopped at a late-night coffee place. The place was still empty, waiting for the post-pub crowd to pass through. In two hours it would be packed. I claimed a corner for myself and thought about Gabby—how she’d been, how she’d looked, how I felt. How Anderson had sat so comfortably beside her. Gradually, as the rain started to fall again, I began to think about the lost bird that had brought them here. Anderson’s search seemed too bizarre to be true. A unique bird, an unexplained disappearance, an infinitesimal possibility that somewhere the sole specimen might still exist. It was an amazing thought, the sort of discovery I’d dreamed about once. But surely not possible? I should have been laughing at the idea—but Anderson wasn’t the sort of man who inspired much humor.

My mind was still turning over that thought when I left the café and stepped out into the rain. It took me a little while to walk home, and when I got there it took me a little longer to grasp the meaning of the broken front door that greeted me. Its small windowpane had been smashed through to the hallway, and beyond it Katya was sitting at the foot of the stairs, looking out over the shattered glass.

ON FIRST seeing her face, he decided that she was not, after all, beautiful.

She was, indeed, very much as the people of Revesby had described her—her hair brown, her figure slight, her features neat but ordinary.

For a moment his disappointment kept him on the edge of the clearing, in the cool of the oak trees. Beyond their shade, where the woman sat drawing, he could smell the sun on the hot earth. The afternoon light showed her very clearly: a slim figure in white muslin, her skin slightly freckled, a frown of intense concentration deep on her forehead as she drew. Glimpsed through the trees, moving in and out of the shadow, her form had struck him as uniquely graceful, and more than once its promise had brought him back to the woods in the hope of satisfying his curiosity. But now, with his wood nymph exposed as a sun-browned girl, he hesitated, and he might have turned away into the shadow had she not at that moment looked directly at where he stood.

Her gaze embarrassed him. She was alone in the woods and he had been observing her quite openly. A gentleman, he thought, would bow and withdraw.

And yet he stepped out into the sunshine, clearing his throat and looking down as he did so to hide his confusion. When he looked up again she had risen to her feet and was facing him with her drawing-book folded across her bosom.

“My apologies if I have disturbed you,” he said, advancing. “I often walk this way and did not think to find this remote spot so happily tenanted.” He extended his hand. “My name is Joseph Banks.”

She looked down at his hand for a moment but didn’t take it. When she spoke her voice was quiet.

“I know who you are, Mr. Banks. Revesby is too small to permit otherwise. Even those who wish to avoid each other are not always able to do so.”

“Then I am pleased that is not the case today.” He smiled, and indicated her drawing book. “I see you are an artist.”

For a moment she looked down and Banks studied her face. Then, when he realized that she intended to make no reply, he bowed and smiled into the silence she had left for him.

“I’m sure we shall meet again soon. Perhaps you will be at home when I call upon your father.”

Her eyes had remained lowered but now they moved sharply to his face. She spoke very clearly, her voice much harder.

“Perhaps you are mistaken as to my identity, sir. My family does not receive visitors. Our neighbors do not call on us and we do not expect them.”

He smiled and bowed again.

“I shall wish you good-bye,” he said. “Until we meet again.”
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SHE PREYED upon his mind for reasons he didn’t understand. Perhaps it was the unusual circumstance of her being alone, or perhaps her demeanor as she drew. But more than either was the impression of a person hidden, and he found himself speculating about the emotions beneath her shell.
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THE NEXT MORNING Banks took his sister, Sophia, to pay visits in the village. Ahead of them the sun was shining and the meadows were full of the scent of summer. Both air and sunshine felt fresh on his cheek. With the danger of his great voyage looming, he had never felt more aware of being alive.

The various calls were made with good humor. Banks was pleased to be with his sister, and she was pleased to show him to their neighbors. Their summer mood lasted until the end of the village. There, when Sophia went to turn back, Banks stopped her and indicated a small stone-built house that lay ahead of them.

“I’m told the black sheep of the parish is unwell, Sophia. They say he is dying. I would like to call to find out how he fares.”

“No, really, Joseph!” She pulled back on his arm and her face was suddenly serious. “Since the incident it is not proper to call. And besides, he has suffered a seizure that leaves him insensible to the world around. Even, one fears, insensible to his own disgrace.”

But he was not to be dissuaded. With a firm arm he continued to steer her toward the house until turning back would have seemed so deliberate a snub that it was not to be contemplated. The old woman who answered the door informed them that the daughter of the house was not at home and that the master was unable to receive.

“Do you think you might keep my card, nurse, so that he is aware of my visit?” Banks asked.

“I fear he will know nothing of it, sir.”

Banks nodded, his card still between his fingers. He might have spoken more, but Sophia’s pressure on his arm persuaded him to nod and move away.

The same morning, as they returned home through the place called Slipper Wood, Banks spied a movement in the shadows. They watched for a moment until it became clear they were glimpsing the figure of a woman dressed in white. As they looked, the figure stopped by the trunk of a tree with her face turned toward it. For some moments she was motionless, then she began to slip around the tree, her face still close to the bark. When her circuit was complete, she moved to a neighboring trunk and repeated the ritual.

“I fear that is the invalid’s daughter,” Sophia told him. “She is often to be seen alone in the woods. It does little to redeem her family’s reputation in the eyes of the village.”

“How old is she?” he asked.

“She must now be sixteen or seventeen.”

He watched for a moment longer, his face unreadable against the sunlight.

“What does she do in the woods?” he asked.

“Really, I have no idea. Perhaps she is hoping to catch the attention of a passing gentleman of susceptible disposition. Though her looks are sadly ordinary and she has no prospects whatsoever.”

That evening the party at the Abbey was joined by Dr. Taylor from the village. Sophia related what they had seen in Slipper Wood and turned to the doctor to support her in her disapproval.

“Indeed. That young girl is most difficult,” he confirmed. “Since her father’s disgrace she shuns us all most markedly. It is as if misfortune has aged her and hardened her. She is alone a great deal too much, I fear.”

Banks nodded and the conversation turned to other subjects.

The next morning he took a magnifying glass from his study and returned to the place in Slipper Wood where he had seen her. So great was his absorption there that his business correspondence of the morning went unattended and a letter beginning “My dearest H…” was left unfinished on his desk.
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I was feeling distinctly uneasy as I sat in my small back kitchen and watched Katya make tea. Opposite me, across the table, a young policeman was asking the usual questions. No, nothing was missing. No sign of any disturbance at all. No damage, nothing.

“Passport, bankbook, post office book…All all right, sir?” He made me feel like somebody’s grandfather.

“Yes, all still here.”

“Do you keep money on the premises?”

“I’d like to, but I never seem to manage it.”

“Well, if you’re really sure, sir.”

He made a note on his pad and looked up at Katya as she approached the table with three mugs of tea balanced on a dinner plate. “I know this must be very disturbing for you both.”

The remark was intended entirely for her, and it made me glance up at her as she turned for the sugar, my attention caught by the young man’s interest. I hadn’t seen much of Katya since she moved in, and I’d never looked at her very carefully before. Now I found her taller and slimmer than I’d thought, attractive in a youthful, slightly angular way. She was wearing black and her hair was dark, too, long and straight, with a fringe that framed her face. Before then the small silver stud in her nose was the only thing I’d ever really taken in. A strange thing, I thought randomly, how little I’d noticed her.

She answered the officer’s questions with a faint accent, but she spoke English naturally, as if she’d grown up with it. Her story was very simple. She had returned a little before twelve and found the glass in the door broken. She’d called the police immediately and waited on the stairs. She hadn’t touched anything. She had lived here two months. She had never seen anyone acting suspiciously near the front door. She was from Sweden and was studying for a master’s degree in history.

At this point something bleeped in the officer’s pocket and he began to put away his notebook.

“There’s nothing much else I can do here, sir,” he told me neutrally. “Probably just kids. But I’m afraid you’ll need to take steps to make these premises more secure. With a front door like that, it’s only surprising it didn’t happen sooner.”

I got up to show him out, but Katya rose, too, and as she was nearer the door, I let them go with a nod. From the hallway I could hear a voice lowered confidentially.

“If you need me again, miss, here’s the number to call. Any time. Just pick up the phone…”

Then the front door shut and Katya returned to the kitchen and the chair opposite me. The downstairs kitchen was my kitchen—Katya had her own—and it felt strange for us to be alone together there. Nevertheless, it was a good place to sit—an aging boiler kept it warm at unlikely times and a quirk of the ventilation meant it always smelled of coffee from the offices next door. Even tonight it felt immune from the sense of intrusion that hung in the hallway and the rooms beyond. The room was mostly filled with an old wooden table, and it was there that we sat, in the soft yellow light, neither of us speaking for a moment. When I looked up from my tea, she was watching me from under her fringe of hair.

“Is it true?” she asked. “Is there really nothing missing? You didn’t seem sure.”

I paused before I replied, afraid of making a fool of myself.

“No, nothing missing. I just feel unsettled.”

Katya nodded. “It’s never nice to think of someone poking around. But at least they didn’t take anything.”

That was what was worrying me. I could have understood theft.

“There’s something I noticed,” I told her. “Something a bit odd.”

She was looking at me carefully. “What sort of thing?”

I didn’t attempt to explain until she’d followed me upstairs and we were standing side by side facing the bookshelves that covered one wall of my bedroom.

“Have you ever seen any of those black-and-white films where the detective comes back to find his office has been ransacked? Well, this is exactly the opposite.”

She looked alarmed and slowly shook her head, not understanding. I wasn’t quite sure how to explain.

“Here, run your finger along my desk. What happens?”

She picked up her finger and blew on it.

“Nothing happens. Just dust.”

“Exactly. Now do the same on the bookshelves.”

She didn’t need to.

“Nothing. They’ve been dusted.”

“Take a look around. Do I look like a man who dusts?”

It wasn’t hard to see what I meant. Everything in the room that wasn’t in daily use was covered with a thin layer of dust—the chairs, the wooden chest, even the photograph by my bed. But the bookshelves were immaculate, beautifully and carefully wiped clean.

Someone had dusted my bookshelves.

It was too absurd to really believe. My first thought on finding it had been that something must be missing, that perhaps someone had wiped extravagantly for fingerprints after a theft. But there were no gaps between the crammed books to suggest an absence, and I knew the contents of those shelves so well I could almost recite them. And besides, there was nothing worth stealing. No book in the whole collection of any real value.

To my surprise, Katya began to giggle.

“So,” she began, trying to restrain herself, “you think someone would break in to do your cleaning? I mean, it isn’t that messy.”

It was about then that I found myself liking her. I think it was her laughter, the way she kept things in proportion. The break-in was confusing, and the conversation with Anderson was still on my mind. I needed someone to listen while I tried to manufacture a little cosmos out of the chaos. So that she wouldn’t go away, I cleared her a seat and began to tell her about my evening at the Mecklenburg Hotel. But to make sense of that, I found I had to tell her about the book I’d never written, the ultimate book about extinct birds. A book that was going to make each one, in a little way, live again. I told her about the discoveries I’d made in obscure collections and the unknown drawings I’d found in the papers of dead travelers, and then about some of the birds themselves: the Stephen Island wren, entirely wiped out by a single domestic cat; the spectacled cormorant, eaten to the brink of extinction by Arctic explorers and finished off by a fleet of Russian whalers in the course of an afternoon.

Katya listened with her elbows on her knees and her hands around the tea she’d brought up with her. She didn’t seem bored, and she prompted me when I hesitated. When her tea was finished, I fetched two glasses and a bottle of Polish vodka from the freezer. When I went to close the curtains, the street outside lay in darkness, the night gathered thickly beyond the reach of the streetlamps. It had started to rain again.

“Why did you never finish it?” she asked as I filled the glasses.

It was hard to explain. I picked up the bottle and put it between us. It was still four-fifths full.

“Look,” I said, pointing to the empty fifth at the top of the bottle. “When I set out I thought all I had to do was describe the gap here.” She looked at the empty part and nodded.

“But do you see? After three years I was farther from finishing than when I started. The level in the bottle keeps falling, and the rate it drops gets faster and faster. Each year there are more and more species on the brink, more empty space about to appear in the bottle. Sometimes they even discover new species, but they go straight onto the endangered lists, too. And then there are the empty bottles we don’t even know about, the birds extinct before we even noticed them. One day I suddenly realized that I’d never catch up. There’s never going to be a definitive work about extinct birds. All we can do is record the handful we happen to know about. The rest are gone forever.”

She pursed her lips. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. But what has this got to do with the dust on your shelves?”

So I told her about my meeting with Anderson and his plan to hunt for the remains of the rarest bird in the world. The room got warmer as we talked. Every now and then Katya sipped at her drink, wrinkling her nose slightly at every sip. The idea of the lost specimen, the evidence of a whole vanished species, seemed to fascinate her.

“I can see why it’s valuable,” she nodded as I tried to explain the DNA collectors, “though fifty thousand dollars seems a huge amount for a dead bird.”

I shrugged. “That depends on how you look at it. A great auk would be worth a fortune, and there are about twenty of them. And if you came across a preserved dodo, you’d be able to retire for life. Seriously. You see, there’s no such thing as a preserved dodo skin, only bones and beaks and things. So perhaps something genuinely unique does have a value.”

Katya looked unconvinced.

“It’s got another sort of value, too,” I went on. “You see, for a species to officially exist, there has to be something called a type. That’s a sample specimen, one that’s held to be typical of the species. Without a specimen, there’s no type, and without a type, science doesn’t really recognize that something exists. So if we’re going to be strictly scientific about it, the Ulieta bird isn’t even extinct. It just never happened. There’s no physical evidence, no bones, no feathers, nothing. Just a drawing, a few lines of writing, and one lost bird.”

Katya nodded slowly. “But where do your books fit in?”

I looked at them.

“I’ve absolutely no
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