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History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors

And issues, deceives with whispering ambitions,

Guides us by vanities.

—T. S. Eliot



CHAPTER 1
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Hugh spotted the boat while it was still a dot on the horizon and watched it approach the island, making a wide, white arc. He shaded his eyes but still he had to squint against the shards of reflected light. Already the morning sun had cut through the haze to lay a shimmering sword on the water.

All around him the birds swooped and darted in the cacophonous morning feeding—hundreds of them, screaming swallow-tailed gulls, brown noddies, boobies homing in with fish dangling in their beaks. A frigate circled behind a gull, yanked its tail feathers to open the gullet, then made a corkscrew dive to grab the catch—a flash of acrobatic violence that had long since ceased to amaze him.

The boat appeared to be a panga, but that was odd: supplies weren’t due for days. Hugh fixed his stare on the dark silhouette of the driver. He looked like Raoul, the way he leaned into the wind, one arm trailing back on the throttle.

Hugh dropped his canvas tool bag near the mist net and started down. The black rocks were streaked white and gray with guano, which stank in the windless air and made the lava slippery, but he knew the footholds perfectly. The heat pressed down on him.

When he reached the bottom of the cliffside, Raoul was already there. He idled the swaying panga a few feet from the landing rock, a narrow ledge that was washed by an ankle-deep wave every few seconds.

“Amigo,” shouted Raoul, grinning behind dark glasses.

“Hey, Cowboy,” said Hugh. He coughed to clear his throat—it had been a long time since he had talked to anybody.

Raoul was wearing pressed khaki shorts, a Yankees cap over his thick black hair at a jaunty angle, and a dark blue jersey with the insignia of the Galapagos National Park on the left breast pocket.

“Just stopping by,” he said. “What’s new?”

“Not much.”

“I thought you will be totally crazy by now.” His English was almost perfect but sometimes an odd phrasing gave him away.

“No, not totally. But I’m working on it.”

“So, how’s the ermitano?”

“The what?”

“Ermitano,” Raoul repeated. “How do you say that?”

“Hermit.”

Raoul nodded and regarded him closely. “So, how’re you doing?”

“Fine,” lied Hugh.

Raoul looked away.

“I brought two chimbuzos.” He gestured with his chin to two water barrels strapped to the mid-seat. “Help me to deliver them.”

Hugh leapt into the boat, unstrapped a barrel, and hoisted it over his right shoulder. The weight threw off his balance and he tottered like a drunken sailor and almost fell into the water.

“Not like that,” said Raoul. “Put them overboard and shove them to the mat. Then you climb up and pick them up.”

The mat, short for “welcome mat,” was the nickname the researchers called the rocky ledge. Raoul had hung around them so long, helping out now and then because he admired what they were doing, that he was picking up their lingo.

Hugh finally got both barrels ashore and lugged them up to the beginning of the path. He was dripping with sweat by the time he returned.

“Want to come on shore, stay a while?” he asked. The offer was disingenuous. The water was too deep to anchor—more than eighty feet straight down—and if the panga docked, the waves would smash it against the rocks.

“I can’t stay. I just wanted to say hello. How’re your crazy birds—getting thirsty, no?”

“The heat’s rough on them. Some are dying.”

Raoul shook his head. “How many days without rain?” he asked.

“Today is two hundred something, two hundred twenty-five, I think.”

Raoul whistled and shook his head again, a fatalistic gesture, and lit a cigarette.

They talked for a while about the study. Raoul was always eager to hear how it was going. He had once said that if he came back to earth a second time that was what he wanted to do—camp out and study birds. Hugh thought that Raoul had no idea what it was really like—the solitude, the fatigue and boredom and endless repetition of extremes, boiling during the day and then at night when the temperature dropped forty degrees, lying in your sleeping bag and shivering so violently you can’t go to sleep even though you’re exhausted. Anything can sound glamorous until you do it.

“Say,” Raoul said lightly, “I hear you’re getting company. Two more guys coming out.”

“Yeah—so I’m told.”

Raoul looked quizzical.

“Sat phone,” explained Hugh. “Satellite. I got a call day before yesterday. The thing scared the shit out of me when it rang.”

“Do you know them?”

“No, I don’t think so. I don’t know anybody in the project, really.”

“What are their names?”

“I don’t know.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“No.”

Raoul paused a moment, then looked at him closely. “Hombre, you okay? You don’t look so good.”

“No, I’m fine.” Pause. “Thanks.”

“All that pink skin.”

That was a joke. Hugh had been burned and tanned so many times that his skin had turned a leathery brown. His lips were swollen and cracked, despite the Chap Stick, and his eyebrows were bleached blond.

“You think you ready to share this paradise with other people?”

“Sure thing,” said Hugh, but his voice sounded uncertain.

Raoul turned and looked out to sea. Far away the dark profile of a ship could be seen moving quickly with a funnel of gulls circling it.

“The Neptune,” he said. “More tourists for the Enchanted Isles.”

“Whoever thought that one up deserves a medal,” said Hugh. He could see by the shadow that crossed Raoul’s face that the remark was hurtful. The depth of Equadorean nationalism always amazed him. He smiled, pretending he was joking.

“More work for me.” Raoul shrugged. “Well, tengo que trabajar.” He flicked his cigarette way off into the water and gave a little wave from the hip. “Ciao.”

“Ciao. Thanks for the water.”

“Don’t drink it all right now.” Raoul grinned as he turned the panga, gunned the motor, and pulled out so fast the bow rose up like a surfboard. Hugh stared after him until the boat disappeared behind the island.

He carried the chimbuzos one at a time up the long path that wound up the south face of the volcano and then down past the campsite into the bottom of the crater, where in theory it was a degree or two cooler—but only in theory. On hot days, even here, he had seen the green-footed boobies shifting from one webbed foot to the other on the scorching rocks.

He looked at his watch. Shit. Almost seven o’clock. He had forgotten about the mist net—he was sure he had seen a bird trapped there, maybe two. He had to hurry and free them before they died in the quickening morning heat. Once, months ago, before he got the routine down, he had lost a bird that way. They were surprisingly resilient if you handled them right, but if you made a mistake, like leaving them trapped in the mist net too long, they were as fragile as twigs. That time, he had recorded the death dutifully in the log, without explanation, in a single concocted word: “ornithocide.”

At the top of the island it was even hotter. He grabbed his bag and looked at the net. Sure enough, there were two birds, small dark cocoons that rippled as he touched them. He reached in and held one to his chest while he deftly lifted off the black threads so thin they caught the birds in flight. As he untangled the mesh from the feathers he suddenly had a memory: playing badminton as a young boy during long summer evenings, those moments when the plastic bird hurled into the net and had to be carefully extracted.

He now saw the finch’s color, black mottled with gray and dusty white. A cactus finch—Geospiza scandens—very common, no surprise there. He held it tightly in his left fist and raised it to look at it. The eyes, deep brown, looked back, and he could feel the tiny heart tickling his palm. He checked the bands—a green and black one on the left leg and a blue one on the right—and identified him in the register. Number ACU-906. A previous researcher had jotted down a nickname, Smooches, in a rounded, girlish American script.

After all this time Hugh still had trouble identifying more than a dozen finches by their nicknames, the ones that hung around the campsite. Spotting them was a point of pride with the researchers, he gathered; they told stories of sitting around the rocks and rattling off the names of thirty or forty at a shot. “You’ll get to know them in no time,” he had been told at the farewell pep talk by Peter Simons, a legend in the field. “Just stretch out your arm and they’ll land on it.” That part was true at least. He was pleasantly surprised the first week when he was measuring a small finch and another came to perch on his bare knee and peer at him, its head cocking from one side to the other. At times like that they seemed curious and intelligent. But at other times—like when he forgot to cover the coffeepot and a bird almost dove in and drowned—it was hard not to think of them as stupid.

That was back before Victor left. At first it was a relief to be alone—solitude was what he had been looking for, part of his penitence—but as weeks stretched into months, the loneliness he had sought became almost too much to bear. Then when the rainy season didn’t come and the lava island turned into a black frying pan stuck way out in the ocean, at times he actually wondered if he could keep going. But of course he did. He had known he would—in that way at least, in brute staying power, he was strong. It was his psyche that was brittle.

He pulled out a pair of calipers and measured the bird’s wing and wrote it in the notebook, tattered over the years and swollen from the rain despite its waterproof cover. The bird froze as he measured its beak—the all-important beak—its length, width, and depth. Since 1973, when Simons and his wife, Agatha, first came here, generations of graduate students had braved the miserable conditions to measure thousands upon thousands of beaks and search for meaning among the minute variations.

Hugh freed the bird and it flew off a few yards and landed on a cactus, shaking its feathers. He recorded the second bird and walked around to the north rim to check the traps. He could tell by looking that none had sprung shut. He went back to the campsite and fixed breakfast, watery scrambled eggs made from powder and weak coffee from used grinds. Then he went to the top of the island again to rest and look out over the blue-green water, choppy with waves from the treacherous currents. He sat in his familiar place—the smooth rocks, already hot, formed a throne that fit his rear. He could see for miles.

Darwin was no fool. He didn’t like it here either.

Hugh sometimes talked to himself. Or—even stranger—sometimes he couldn’t tell whether he had been thinking the words or saying them aloud. Lately, his interior monologues were becoming oddly disjointed, especially during the long hours when he worked hard under the hot sun. Half thoughts flashed through his mind, phrases repeating themselves over and over, admonitions and observations from himself to himself, sometimes addressed in the second person, such as: If it was Hell you’re looking for, buddy, you’ve come to the right place.

And it had been Hell that he’d looked for, no doubt about that. Even the name of the island—Sin Nombre—had exerted an attraction the moment he heard it.

So how about it? Was he willing to share this place—this paradise, he scoffed to himself, maybe out loud—with other people?

         

Ten days later, they came on the supply boat. It was so loaded down with food and equipment that it rode low in the water, and in the glare Hugh could see only that there were three figures on board. He felt his pulse quickening, a churning in his gut—Christ, why was he anxious? He scrutinized the campsite with a new eye—his tent, plastic dishes, bags of charcoal, supplies under a tarp. Everything appeared small and bleached out in the hot sun. There was nothing to be done about it, he thought, as he made his way down the path to the welcome mat and waited.

As the panga drew near, a man cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted out: “Ahoy—if it isn’t Robinson Crusoe.” He had an English accent, upper class. Hugh flashed a grin by way of reply; it was hardly genuine but the best he could do.

He then saw a woman, sitting in the bow, holding a coil of rope. He was shocked; he hadn’t expected this. She smiled as she tossed him the line and he fastened it to the iron ring drilled into the rock. The driver draped two tires over the side as fenders and Hugh, extending his arm as far as he could, helped her out.

“Elizabeth Dulcimer,” she said, and added: “Beth.”

Hugh shook her hand.

“I’m Hugh,” he said.

“I know,” she replied. “Hugh Kellem.”

She turned around to help with the unloading. She was trim, with long tanned legs under khaki shorts, sneakers and a white T-shirt. Her hair, dark and silky, fell across her back as she moved with unstudied grace. A cap shaded her face; the logo on the crest read Peligro, and on the back in small letters was written NEW ORLEANS.

The Englishman leapt off the boat, setting it rocking.

“Nigel,” he pronounced loudly, smiling. He was tall and heavyset, with long blond hair that fell on either side of his ruddy face. He wore a safari jacket with four front pockets and a neck chain with a plastic slip-out magnifying glass. He gripped Hugh’s hand and pumped it, hard, and Hugh had a momentary vision of little finches disappearing inside those thick round fingers.

Nigel looked up at the cliffside, a flicker of doubt on his face.

“I expect we should carry this gear up,” he said.

Not a good sign, thought Hugh—he’s been here all of two minutes and already he’s issuing orders. He looked at Beth, who smiled again.

It took a long time to bring their equipment up. They made three trips each and placed the supplies in three piles—one for him, one for her, and one for the kitchen. When they finished, they were sweating profusely and sat down around the campsite to catch their breath.

“So, this is it,” Nigel finally said, surveying the campsite with obvious disappointment. “Somehow I expected more. All those generations of students, you know. You’d think they’d build the place up a bit. I suppose they had nothing on their minds but birds—birds and sex, of course. You can probably get a whiff of that.” He inhaled. “Crikey, it does smell, doesn’t it?”

“That’s guano.”

“No shit.” Nigel chuckled at his own joke.

“You get used to it,” said Hugh. “I don’t even smell it anymore.”

Nigel looked at him and then turned to gaze out to sea. “At least you’ve got a world-class view here,” he said. “Now, what island is that?”

“Santiago. One of the biggest.” Hugh pointed out the other islands, giving a brief description of each. “You’ll get to know them in no time.”

“I expect so.” Nigel paused a moment. “So, what exactly happened to that chap who was here with you—Victor? He came down ill?”

“Yes. He was evacuated. Some kind of stomach ailment.”

“I see. And you’ve been alone ever since?”

“Yes. Six, eight months, something like that.”

“Hmm. Well, not to worry. We’re here to rescue you. The cavalry.” He held a fist to his mouth, imitated the sound of a bugle, and clapped Hugh on the back, startling him. Then, moving uncertainly among the rocks, Nigel chose the best place to pitch his tent and put it up quickly. It had side vents and a canopy, much fancier than Hugh’s. Beth pitched her tent, a snug two-sleeper, off to one side.

Nigel emerged carrying a knapsack. “By the by,” he said. “Almost forgot. I’ve got some post for you.”

Hugh recognized the envelope—a corporate return address, his name printed in large confident letters. He felt his cheeks redden as if he had been slapped: it was from his father.

“Thanks.”

He folded the envelope and shoved it in his back pocket.

         

After dinner they sat around the fire on the sawed-off tree stumps imported from San Isabel. Hugh was tired after a day of showing them around the island; it had felt odd pointing out the fixed points in his shrunken world—the crater’s bottom, the dry, cracked bushes, the mostly vacant nests, the traps baited with bits of banana. “How many finches are not yet banded?” Nigel had demanded. “Six,” Hugh had replied. “And they’re smart as thieves. I don’t think you’ll catch them.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Hugh’s stomach churned—he wasn’t accustomed to meat and Nigel had unpacked two thick steaks and fried them in oil, flipping them in the air like pancakes. Afterward Beth produced a quart of Johnnie Walker Black and poured each of them a strong one. Hugh felt it burn his throat as he leaned back to watch the smoke and embers shooting up into the darkness.

“As I calculate it,” said Nigel, after knocking back half his scotch, “this drought is well on its way to becoming one for the record books. Isn’t that right? When was the other one again?”

“Nineteen seventy-seven,” said Hugh.

“And how long was that? Something like a year?”

“Four hundred and fifty-two days,” said Beth. She was seated on the rock, leaning back upon the stump, her brown legs curled to one side. The fire lit up her high cheekbones and her eyes, framed by her black hair, gleamed.

Nigel whistled. “And how long has this been?” He looked at Hugh.

“Two hundred thirty-five days.”

“That’s good for the study.”

“Good for the study, bad for the birds.”

“What’s been the effect so far?”

“Seeds are in short supply. Not much mating. Some chicks have died in their nests. They’re listless. Some are desperate.”

“Which ones? What are the variations? The beak sizes?”

“God’s sake,” put in Beth. “He’s not your graduate student.”

“That’s all right,” Hugh said. The truth was he liked having someone to talk about it with. “The fortis are hurting, especially the smallest ones. Their beaks are too tiny. They can’t handle Tribulus. You see them trying—they pick it up and turn it around and then drop it. Some of them get into this herb—it’s called Chamaesyce—and the leaves coat their feathers with this white sticky latex. It bothers them and they rub their crowns against the rocks until they go bald. Then they get sunstroke. You see them lying around dead, these little bald finches.”

“And the next generation?”

“It’s too soon to tell, but it’ll be like the last drought. The ones who survive will be the ones with the deepest beaks. And they’ll go on until one year there’ll be heavy rainfall and then you’ll suddenly see a multitude with narrow beaks.”

Nigel mimicked the tone of an announcer: “Darwin’s living laboratory. Step up and watch as natural selection works its daily miracles. How does it go? How did the great man put it?”—he tilted his head back slightly, as if trying to remember, but the words came so easily he clearly knew them by heart—“daily and hourly scrutinising, throughout the world, the slightest variations; rejecting those that are bad, preserving and adding up all that are good; silently and insensibly working, whenever and wherever opportunity offers.”

Hugh didn’t mind the showing off. The scotch was warming his system and rendered him charitable. He looked across the fire at Beth but couldn’t read her reaction.

“But of course Darwin didn’t quite get it, not when he was here, did he?” Nigel continued. “I mean, he mixed up all his specimens, took finches from the various islands and put them all in the same bag. He had to go begging to FitzRoy to look at his finches.”

“That’s right,” said Beth.

“And there’s only one single sentence in The Voyage of the Beagle that even hints at the theory.”

“So they say.”

“Ah, well. You’ve got to hand it to him. He got there eventually, though he took his sweet time about it.” Nigel looked over at Hugh. “Tell me,” he asked, “exactly what is it about Darwin that engaged your interest?”

The question had been thrown down like a gauntlet. Hugh was startled.

How to answer? How could he even begin to put what he felt into words? He admired so many things about Darwin—his methodical exactitude, his boyish enthusiasm for experiments (imagine, playing the bassoon to see if earthworms could hear!), his demand for facts, nothing but facts, and his willingness to follow them wherever they led, wading knee-deep into lakes of hellfire if need be. But one thing he admired above all else was Darwin’s ability to think in eons—not centuries or millennia but entire epochs. He elongated time, stretched it out, examined cataclysmic events as if in slow motion. He could look at mountain ranges and imagine the earth’s crust rising up ever so slowly. Or come upon marine fossils high up in the Andes and envision the antediluvian seabed that buried them there. How extraordinary to possess sight that could stretch so far backward that the infinitesimal wheels of change and chance became apparent in their movement, like Galileo examining heavenly revolutions through the telescope. And how brave to measure yourself against the eons of all that time and recognize you live in a Godless universe and admit your nothingness. Hugh found that oddly comforting—the nothingness.

“I like that he took the long view,” he finally replied.

Nigel turned to Beth. “And you?”

Hugh leaned forward to listen. Beth took a swig of scotch and spoke matter-of-factly.

“I like that when he came to these islands and went inland, he took a single book with him.”

“Which was…?”

“Paradise Lost. He read it here and then he thought about what he saw here and somehow he put the two together.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” asked Nigel.

“He found Eden, he ate from the tree of knowledge, and the world hasn’t been the same since.”

“I see. ‘And they realized they were naked and they covered themselves.’ I see what you mean, though—it is like paradise here.”

“I’m not so sure,” she said. A few minutes later she got up and stretched, reaching her arms above her like a dancer, and then walked off toward her tent, her body disappearing into the darkness.

The two men were silent for a while, and Hugh felt the weight of the other man’s presence now that he had finally stopped talking. But Nigel wasn’t quiet for long.

“You know,” he said, tilting his head toward the spot where Beth had been sitting, “it’s interesting to hear her talk about Darwin like that. There’re these rumors that she’s related to him somehow, somewhere way back there, a great-great something or other.”

“But she’s American,” Hugh said.

“Yes, it’s unlikely, I know. Just a rumor. Some people collect these kinds of legends around themselves. And she’s certainly a legend, all right.”

“In what way?”

“Part of a fast crowd, Cambridge, London, the States. Stunningly beautiful—well, that you can see for yourself. Read everything, done everything. She was married for a while to a brilliant chap, Martin Wilkinson. He had everything going for him—read history at St. John’s Oxford, took firsts in every subject under the sun, good family, world at his feet. But he has problems, a depressive actually, an incredible writer and conversationalist but mentally unstable. He went into a downward spiral. They’re divorced. It was quite the talk there for a while.”

“And you’ve known each other for…how long?”

“Oh, ages. But things have picked up since the divorce.”

“Ah. So you’re…what? Going out together?”

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but yes.”

“I see. Well, you’ll be hard up for places to go to here.”

They fell quiet and in the silence, Hugh felt the scotch thickening his tongue. He excused himself and rose.

“Don’t worry about the fire,” he said. “You can let it go—there’s nothing to burn.” As he walked toward his tent, he found that he enjoyed the sensation of moving with difficulty. Liquor had a lot to recommend it. He turned back and looked at Nigel, a thick, dark shape sitting on the stump.

“By the way, you might want to hang your boots on the tent pole. Not to put too fine a point on it, but you’ll find a lot of scorpions here—in paradise.”

The moment he crawled into his sleeping bag, he felt the letter in his pocket. What the hell. He turned on a flashlight and opened the envelope. The familiar script looked back at him, but he felt sufficiently numbed to read it through, to deal with the knowledge that he had, once again, let his father down. His father wouldn’t write that in so many words. But Hugh had become adept at reading between the lines.



CHAPTER 2
[image: image]

Charles Darwin saddled his favorite horse and rode him hard to Josiah Wedgwood’s estate in Staffordshire. He skirted the villages of cobbled streets and black-and-white Tudor houses and instead took the back lanes, trotting beside hedgerows and through fields pink with sorrel and white with dog-daisies. When he reached the forest and entered the path through the tall ash and beech, he urged the animal into a full gallop, feeling the wind, full in his face, blur his eyes with tears.

Never in his twenty-two years had he felt more wretched. And to think that only a week ago he had been serenely contented, basking in compliments from Adam Sedgwick, the renowned geologist of Trinity College Cambridge. They were exploring the ravines and riverbeds of North Wales, just the two of them, and it had been a glorious expedition. And then he had returned home to find the offer waiting for him, a bolt from the blue that could change his life forever, provide it with meaning. And to be denied it! To have his hopes elevated so high and then dashed the very next moment! How could he endure it? He looked down at the ground’s blur, the black earth spewing onto the weeds—how simple it would be to slide down Herodotus’ flank and slip headlong under those pounding hooves.

From a distance, young Darwin did not cut a bad figure. He was a bit plump but he was an accomplished and graceful rider, moving in rhythm with the horse’s long strides. His upbringing at The Mount, the family estate in Shrewsbury, had been assiduously arranged around the holy trinity of the country gentry: riding, hunting, and fishing. Up close, dressed in soft provincial browns and knee-high boots, he was more compact and disarming than classically handsome. He had a noble forehead, auburn hair giving way to trimmed muttonchops, gentle brown eyes, a slightly prissy mouth, and a nose that he felt was too large. His wit was not as sharp or irreverent as that of his older brother, Erasmus. His speech was marred by a slight stammer, inherited from the patriarchal side; it had so far resisted the lure of a sixpenny reward on the day he could successfully pronounce “white wine.” Yet all in all, he was considered a presentable fellow, open and amiable, if not remarkable, and someday he would make someone a fine husband.

But appearances could be deceiving. No one knew the depth of the ambitions lodged within him. And few, aside from his friends at college and university, knew of his passion for natural history. It had been with him as long as he could remember, from the time his father, Robert Waring Darwin, had given him two dog-eared books that had once belonged to his father’s older brother, Charles, his namesake, who had died tragically young in medical school; one was on insects, the other on “the natural history of waters, earth, stones, fossils and minerals, with their virtues, properties and medical uses.” The passion was rooted in the heart, growing into the very ventricles. It led him to skip anatomy lessons at Edinburgh so that he might go hunting for shells along the Firth of Forth and to spend long afternoons outside the walls of Christ’s College Cambridge, patrolling the countryside, ripping the bark off trees and hammering fenceposts, looking for insects.

A parade of mentors filled his eager brain with lore and theory about nature and something more—with feeling. That was what was so inspiring about Sedgwick. He was a Romantic—in point of fact, he told tales of traipsing across the hills of the Lake District with his friend William Wordsworth—and he made the prospect of unlocking nature’s secrets impassioning. In Wales, hot on the pursuit of geological beds, he had collected rocks of unusual interest, pouring them into the bulging pockets of his long black coat, and then, raising his arms toward the canopy of trees far above, he joked that he required the weight “to keep me grounded in the face of such boundless beauty.” Charles remembered another moment: the night the two were dining at the Colwyn Inn and there, seated before a plate of mutton and a mug of ale, the great man had told Charles that their journey was going to lead to critical amendments to the national geological map and that he, Charles, had performed brilliantly. The acolyte felt a flush of pride and confidence so strong that it made him realize how rare the feeling was, one that he’d never experienced in the presence of his father.

And now, racing to Maer Hall for a day of partridge-shooting that he hoped would blunt his burning disappointment, he carried a sealed letter from his father to Uncle Jos. It contained a prescription for “turpentine pills” for a digestive complaint and a note that rebuked his son for his latest folly, a proposed “voyage of discovery” on a ship called the Beagle that the Admiralty was sending on a two-year surveying trip around the world. The captain, a temperamental aristocrat by the name of Robert FitzRoy, required a gentleman companion to lift his spirits at sea with convivial conversation, and the old boy network at Cambridge had put forth young Darwin as the perfect candidate. John Henslow, the eminent botany professor who had adopted him during long walks along the Cam and had brought him into his celebrated Friday evening salon, had recommended him to George Peacock, a Cambridge mathematician with connections to Francis Beaufort, the powerful Hydrographer of the Admiralty.

That was how the invitation came to be waiting for him in the letter rack of the grand foyer at The Mount. As he read it, his hands shook, his breath quickened, and instantly he vowed to go. But he hadn’t reckoned on his father, who raised objection after objection. What kind of useless and wild scheme was this? Surely others had turned it down before him. Wouldn’t it hurt his career if he decided to become a man of the cloth? After changing professions so often, wasn’t it finally time to settle down?

Charles could not bring himself to oppose his father. To him the doctor was a giant of a man in more ways than one and yet that one alone, physical stature, was sufficiently imposing. He weighed twenty stone and stood at six feet two inches, so immense that when young Charles had accompanied him on his rounds in the carriage he’d found himself crushed so tightly against the seat’s iron railing that he could barely breathe. Charles had no memory of his mother, Susanna, who died when he was eight, other than the dark room where she lay as an invalid for so many weeks and the black velvet gown she was dressed in upon her death. His father raised him—or rather, his two older sisters raised him while Dr. Darwin presided over the household, a distant figure who harangued them with two-hour-long monologues at dinner. Charles was packed off to boarding school at the age of nine. Still, he loved his father and knew he was loved in return, and that was part of the never-ending conundrum: he was continually disappointing his father, yet he craved nothing so much as the old man’s approval. Two years before, when he had abandoned medical school in Edinburgh, horrified by operations conducted without anesthetic, sick at the sight of blood, and disgusted by the scandal of grave-robbers supplying corpses for dismemberment, the look of disappointment in his father’s eyes had pierced his soul. And he would never forget his father’s words: “You care for nothing but shooting, dogs, and rat-catching, and you will be a disgrace to yourself and all your family.”

With a heavy heart, Charles had written to Henslow that he could not accept the post on the Beagle. Still, he thought, as he urged on his horse, whose neck and flanks were now dank with sweat, perhaps all was not lost. His father had not totally closed the door. After listing his objections, he had left it open a crack by saying: “If you can find any man of common sense who advises you to go, I will give my consent.” And what man of common sense was better than Uncle Jos, the doctor’s brother-in-law and first cousin? A man of easygoing grace and quiet humor, he presided over the Wedgwood china-making empire founded by his father. His advice carried the authority of the modern entrepreneurial world of the ironworks and steam-driven engines of the Midlands. Charles adored his companionship. And he loved Maer Hall, filled with books, resounding with the laughter of his cousins, and warmed by its benign patriarch, so unlike his own home that he dubbed it “bliss castle.”

         

He left Herodotus in the hands of the stable boy and entered the grand hall, the hounds baying at his heels. The girls, Fanny and Emma, squealed with delight, and his cousin, Hensleigh, six years his junior, clapped him on the back. Uncle Jos was delighted to see him but at once read the distress in his face. Charles told them about the proposed voyage and handed his father’s letter to his uncle, who repaired to his study to read it in private. He emerged shortly to propose a hunt. The two of them meandered on the heath largely in silence, their guns resting comfortably in the crooks of their arms. Charles missed seven out of nine partridges. Even his shooting was off, he thought, as he knotted the cord on his jacket only two times, once for each downed bird. By late afternoon when they returned, the whole of Maer Hall was buzzing about his offer and even the houseguests were unanimous in the conviction that he must not let it pass.

“Come with me and list your father’s objections,” suggested Uncle Jos, leading him to the study. Charles duly wrote down eight items and passed them over to his uncle, who frowned in feigned seriousness and then dealt with them one by one, knocking each down as skillfully as a barrister at the Old Bailey.

“What do you say—shall we write your father?” he said. Seated at a huge desk of New World mahogany, he composed a skillful rebuttal, turning every objection on its head so that it was somehow transformed into a positive consideration. From time to time he winked at Charles, who was stymied in his own composition. Finally, the young man dipped his pen in the inkwell and began in a hesitant scrawl:

         

My dear Father—

I am afraid I am going to make you again very uncomfortable…. The danger appears to me and all the Wedgwoods not great. The expense cannot be serious and the time I do not think, anyhow, would be more thrown away than if I stayed at home. But pray do not consider that I am so bent on going that I would for one single moment hesitate, if you thought that after a short period you should continue uncomfortable….

         

The letters were posted. They discussed the matter late into the evening and over snuff after dinner. That night, in the second-floor bedroom, Charles could not sleep; his mind wandered as he gazed out the window onto the garden of irises, lobelias, and dahlias and a lake illuminated by moonlight. Was there still a chance for the trip? It would be such an opportunity to further his knowledge of geology and zoology, to view uncharted rock formations and collect specimens in parts of the world never before visited by specialists. He was seized by wanderlust—hadn’t he and Henslow been indulging in fantasies about a trip to the Canary Islands? How tame that would be compared to this! It would be a last adventure before settling down somewhere to a life of comfort and family, undoubtedly as a provincial vicar.

But there was more to it, he knew. The world of natural science was expanding rapidly, new discoveries were pouring in to the museums all the time, and a voyage like this could make a young man’s name. He had seen how the explorers were welcomed back as heroes, fêted in the marble and wood-paneled clubs, and how at dinner parties in the best homes in Kensington and Knightsbridge the bankers and industrialists hung on their every word, their own lives seeming suddenly humdrum, while the women cast admiring glances over the cut-crystal goblets. His heart longed for fame the way a plant in drought longs for rain.

Some words that night from Uncle Jos popped into his brain. “Do you remember,” his uncle had asked abruptly, standing in the glow of the Gothic fireplace, “when you were young, about ten or eleven, you told all those fibs? You told the most elaborate lies—you talked of seeing rare birds during your perambulations in the countryside. You would come running home to claim you had just spotted the most exotic starling imaginable. We were all quite perplexed. Something very curious—I noticed they began at the same time you perceived that your father was interested in ornithology. I told him to cease paying any attention and gradually, by Jove, if you did not drop the habit. I think the reason behind your little fictions was that you were trying to please him.”

The remark had struck home. He had changed since then, surely, and his burgeoning love of science had filled him to the brim with admiration for fact. But he viewed truth in much the way a home county parson views God—as a higher abstract that on occasion can be reshaped to bring a wayward parishioner back to the bosom of the Church. His mind drifted to his father—how stern and unyielding he was. If Charles could take this trip and send back specimens and return to lecture the Royal Society of London, how vindicated he would be—all those years of shooting birds and hunting insects would have come to something. How proud his father would be.

The next morning, Charles was up early and out on a hunt when a servant brought a message from his uncle. They should at once proceed together to The Mount for a discussion with his father. This whole business was too important and too urgent to let another moment pass without resolving it. They took a gig, bouncing over the bumps in record time, and shortly after noon they pulled up to the house on a hill overlooking a bend in the River Severn. They found Dr. Darwin alone in the drawing room, drinking tea and seemingly deep in reflection. “I’ve received your letters” was all he said, lowering his eyebrows. Uncle Jos signaled for Charles to leave them alone and the young man went to the garden and could do nothing but pace up and down the paths through the banks of flowers. Fifty minutes later he was called back in, and with a ceremonial air, as Uncle Jos chortled in the background, his father told him that he had changed his mind. Charles was now free to go on the voyage, “provided that is still your wish.”

Charles could barely contain himself. He stammered his gratitude, less graciously than he would have liked, then bounded upstairs to his roll-top desk and dashed off a letter to Beaufort, saying he would be “very happy to have the honour of accepting” the proposal. Later, hugging his uncle goodbye in the courtyard, he asked him how he had “worked the miracle.”

“Not at all difficult,” replied Jos, clearly pleased. “I merely mentioned that given your interests, this particular voyage was bound to enhance your career. Of all the means for a young man to pull ahead of the pack, it is by far the surest.”

Charles dined that night with his father and Erasmus, who was on a rare trip home. In the foyer, his brother grabbed his hand and patted him on both shoulders, congratulating him on “milking the cow”—the favorite of his many expressions for extracting money from the parsimonious master of the house. At dinner, conversation was strained and light, for all the world as if nothing momentous had occurred. Their father was unusually taciturn. Charles made only one reference to the impending voyage.

“I shall be deuced clever to spend more than my allowance whilst on the Beagle,” he ventured.

His father relinquished a half smile.

“But they tell me you are very clever,” he replied.

Afterward, Charles threw some belongings in a bag, shook his father’s hand gravely, hugged Erasmus, and after several hours’ sleep set off at 3 a.m. on the express stage to Cambridge, where he took a room at the Red Lion Hotel.

The next morning Henslow was surprised to see him but also, he admitted, not a little envious. Staring at the carpet, his mentor confessed that he himself had considered taking up the offer, but was quickly dissuaded by the look of horror on his wife’s face. He could not subject her, as he put it, to “premature widowhood.”

Mrs. Henslow served them crumpets and the two men chatted animatedly. Charles’s enthusiasm was contagious and Henslow went to the study to fetch a book of maps. Just then a messenger rang the porter’s bell and handed him a note.

Henslow tore it open, read it, and blanched. He sat down, theatrically, with one hand across his forehead.

“Come, come,” said Charles. “What is it?”

“It’s from Captain FitzRoy. He says that he is most grateful for my efforts to assist him in his search for a companion on the Beagle and he hopes that I have not gone to great trouble, for he no longer requires one. It seems he has given away the position to a friend.”

Charles could not bring himself to speak.



CHAPTER 3

[image: image]

Over the ensuing days on the island, they fell into a routine, dividing up the chores and the fieldwork. Hugh had to admit sharing the burden made things easier. They took turns cooking—Nigel, it turned out, was good at it, inventive with sauces—and doing the communal laundry. When it fell to Hugh on the second day, he carted the small bundle of clothes down to the mat, drenching them in salt water without detergent and rinsing them out in a plastic basin of fresh water. To his amusement he found himself washing two pairs of white panties, thin and small with a narrow cotton isthmus for a crotch, and when he spread the clothes out to dry, he put them on the highest rock. Their whiteness gleamed in the sun.

The project went faster, too. They rotated in teams of two—one to capture and measure the birds, the other to record the entries. Beth was good at handling the finches; her calmness seemed to attract them. They stayed unruffled in her hand and some remained there even when she opened her fingers, standing on her palm and shifting their weight back and forth to keep their balance. Nigel began calling her “Saint Francesca.”

On the fourth day they went swimming, diving off the welcome mat. Beth draped her halter over the rocks. Hugh tried not to stare at her breasts, but she seemed totally unself-conscious. She ignored Nigel’s ribald comments.

Most of the time Hugh wore only shorts and hiking boots, and his body was lithe and golden. Nigel wore Bermuda shorts and a thin white T-shirt that rapidly soaked in his sweat and showed a paunch of pink flesh. He moved about the rocks with the graceless tread of a heavyset man. In the evening he liked nothing better than sitting around the fire after dinner, talking. Hugh, looking at Beth, wondered what she was thinking. At night, alone in his tent, he began masturbating again and took it as a sign of returning strength. Once, getting up in the dark to take a piss, he looked over and saw that she was in Nigel’s tent. A kerosene lantern threw their shadows onto the canvas; he saw an outline of their movements, an arm raising up, and heard a murmur of voices, and he quickly turned away.

Nigel was getting on his nerves, but when it got to be too much Hugh would drift away and head for the north rim. There was refuge and solitude—the end of the earth, as he imagined it. He had discovered the spot four months before while trying to catch one of the elusive finches; it had led him on a chase between scraggy bushes and withered cacti that ended, between two large boulders, at the head of a natural trail down the cliff. By carefully negotiating footholds and handholds, he had found it possible to descend, and after some thirty feet, he had reached a rocky ledge about two yards wide. It overlooked a sheer drop; far below the ocean threw itself against the rocks, sending up fountains of sea spray.

Beth had brought a stash of books and she chose one for him—a novel by W. G. Sebald. He took it with him to the ledge during the long afternoon hours when it was too hot to do any work. If there was a breeze, he could catch it there. At times he felt almost peaceful, reading and thinking, looking up every so often at the expanse of water and the way the clouds threw their shadows down on it, immense shifting pools of gray-green, deep blue, and black.

On the morning of the first day of the third week, Beth asked Hugh if he would take her to his “hideaway.”

Yes, he replied—a little too quickly, he thought a moment later. He was not sure he wanted to share it.

“But—how did you find out about it?” he asked.

“It’s a small island,” she responded. “No secrets here.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

For the remainder of the morning they worked side by side, taking a census of seeds. She had marked out a square yard of dirt with string stretched around pegs and was sifting through it with a strainer, identifying the seeds by holding them up to a manual and then laying them out on a white cloth. Hugh worked on a plot nearby. For the most part they were silent—like an old married couple, he mused, puttering around in the backyard garden. The sun was pressing down, a piston of heat that slicked his torso with sweat. When he scratched his side with his thumb, it left a smudge of wet dirt. Beth stood up and stretched, then crouched down again, squatting with her back to him. The top lip of her shorts hung away and he could see sweat running toward the cleavage of her backside. He heard the blood ticking in his head under the hot sun.

After lunch, they set out. Nigel remained in his tent, cleaning it. He had rigged up a small fan that ran on batteries and had the radio tuned to the BBC, which blared out news—about terrorism, politics, AIDS in Africa—that seemed from another world.

Gulls flew overhead, cruising the thermals, but otherwise nothing moved in the stillness of the afternoon. They passed the boulders and came to the cliff, and as he started down, hugging the rock face, she stood above with her hands on her hips and watched him closely to see where he was putting his feet and hands. Then she came down, five feet directly above him, using the same footholds and handholds. It took a good five minutes to reach the ledge—he hadn’t realized before how arduous the climb was.

Once there, she sat beside him against the rock, brushed her hair off her forehead, and smiled.

“I was beginning to have second thoughts up there,” she said. He knew she didn’t mean it.

She leaned forward to peer down at the sheer drop to the water far below, then sat back with her eyebrows raised in fake alarm. It was high tide so the surf rode over the rocks and plunged out of sight into the hollow underside of the cliff, then a second later shot straight back, as if the island were pumping bilge. Off in the distance where the currents were rough the waves churned and exploded in tiny whitecaps.

“So this is where you come to get away from it all,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I can understand that—the noise, the filth, the crowds.”

“Nigel.”

She threw him a quick look, a slight frown.

They discussed the island and the study and then began, for the first time, to talk personally. He asked her about herself—and what brought her to the island. She sat cross-legged, resting her elbows on the insides of her thighs.

“Me…,” she said, making it sound like a riddle. “Let’s see. Where to start?” And she told him about growing up in the American Midwest and how at first she loved it but then began to feel out of place there, almost like a pariah as she went up through the ranks of public school. Finally she escaped to Harvard, the only kid from her high school class to go there. She graduated and went to Cambridge, got her graduate degree in evolutionary biology and worked for a bit in London, then got fed up with life there and signed up for the project. And now here she was, before she knew it, about to hit thirty.

“I felt I was at a bit of a dead end,” she said. “That’s why I’m here, really, to get away for a while, think things over.”

“And your parents?”

“They’re still in Minneapolis. They’re both teachers. We’re in touch often—or we were until I came here.”

They were silent for a spell.

“I heard you were married,” he said.

She gave a start and looked him in the eye. “Nigel told you.”

“Yes.”

“Well, I was. In England. It was a mistake. I knew it pretty much from the beginning. I tried sticking it out, but it just didn’t work. We couldn’t make a go of it, as they say. There were some good times but always some bad mixed in, and then the bad got worse and more and more frequent.”

“Nigel said your husband was a depressive.”

“He certainly talks a lot, doesn’t he?” She shook her head. “My husband did suffer from depression but it wasn’t his fault that we split up. We were both at fault.”

She gazed out toward the ocean. Hugh looked at her hand resting on the ledge, close to his own. Her presence was so strong—it seemed to make the air shimmer.

“I shouldn’t be talking so much about myself,” she said finally. “I’m sorry Nigel told you.”

“Well, as you say, he talks a lot.”

“He does. But he’s a good man.”

She asked Hugh about his childhood and what he had done in his twenty-eight years.

“Not a lot, I’m afraid. I grew up in Connecticut, a little town in Fairfield County. I actually liked the suburbs when I was young—camping out in the woods, Little League, hitchhiking to the beach, the whole deal. Then I went away to prep school, to Andover. I did all right at first but then I fell off the rails. In my senior year, about a month before graduation, I was expelled….”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing all that dramatic. They have what they call four major rules and one weekend, to celebrate getting into Harvard, I broke them all—went off campus, had a drink. I’d signed in to my dormitory so they got me on lying. The fourth rule—conduct unbecoming a gentleman—they threw that in too, which I objected to but without success.”

“So what happened?”

“I took a train home—the longest trip of my life—and when I arrived, I was in disgrace. My father could barely look at me.”

“And Harvard?”

“They dropped me. I applied later but I didn’t get in the second time around. I ended up going to the University of Michigan.”

He talked about his parents—his father, a successful New York lawyer, and his mother, who fell in love with another man and left when Hugh was fourteen.

“That’s why you went off to prep school,” she said.

“Yes.”

“It must have been rough.”

“It was, I guess. And then, two years after she left, she died. She was living with another man and they were going to get married, and then she suddenly died, just like that—from an aneurysm. She was sitting in bed combing her hair one minute, and the next she was dead.”

“How did you feel?”

“Confused. I told myself at the time it was divine retribution.”

“But you don’t really believe that.”

“No.”

“So you were raised by your father?”

“Basically, yes.”

“Did he ever remarry?”

“Yes. Three years ago.”

“So as a teenager you had no woman in your life.”

It was a statement, not a question. Odd—he had never thought of it in those terms. “No.”

“Are you close to your father?”

He considered the question. It was the hardest one of all. “He’s loving enough, I guess, in a distant sort of way. He used to drink a lot. He’s stopped now, but…I don’t know, he went off into his own private world so much—nights, he would just drift away on a sea of alcohol. I could never talk to him, not openly and honestly. I could never tell him what I felt. Which was that I always felt I disappointed him. That I let him down.”

That wasn’t the half of it, he thought to himself.

“It sounds like he let you down. Strange how children have a way of blaming themselves, as if they were the ones responsible for it all.”

He grunted by way of an answer.

“Any brothers? Sisters?” she asked.

He gave an involuntary start. “No.” Not anymore.

He thought of changing the subject but decided not to. He took a deep breath.

“I used to have a brother, an older brother. But he died—in an accident.”

“My God, I’m sorry. What happened?”

“A swimming accident. It’s a long story.” He paused. “I’ll tell you sometime, not just now.”

“Of course.”

They were silent again, for a beat. Then she took his hand.

“I think you’ve packed a lot of suffering into your life so far,” she said.

“I didn’t mean to trot out this catalogue of woe.”

“No, I wanted to know. And it explains a lot.”

“Like what?”

“Why you’re here, on an island in the middle of nowhere, all alone—at least until we came.”

“I’m glad you did.”

“So am I.”

He had the sudden desire to put his arm around her and kiss her; looking at her, he knew she had the same idea. But she stopped him.

“We can’t,” she said, resting her hand on his arm. “Nigel.”

They decided to return. At the top of the cliff, he extended his arm to help her up and said: “Welcome back to reality.”

         

That night, in his sleeping bag, he thought about all he had left out of his story. He had ignored the most important parts—that his brother had been everything to him, the center of his solar system. More than just looking up to him, he had counted on him for survival. Those long-ago nights after their mother left: lifting the old man out of his chair—you take his legs, I’ll get his back—and heaving him into bed. Sometimes father and son would set out to pick his brother up from evening basketball practice, the car weaving all over the road, and he would duck down in the backseat and pray they wouldn’t crash. When they got there, the relief when his brother took the wheel, peering over the dash, just learning to drive, going home at fifteen miles an hour, the sudden warmth of safety.

And that his brother was not just older by three years but bigger and faster and better in everything. He could always run faster, jump farther, reach longer. He was the perfect son, always got high marks in school, became president of the junior high school class, actually wrote a weekly column for the town newspaper. For Hugh, he was the impossible standard—tall, good-looking, athletic. On the baseball diamond he was a natural, captain of the team, and when he hit a line drive to the outfield and streaked around the bases, Hugh would turn his head slightly to watch his father’s hungry eyes.

“C’mon Hugh, let’s play catch.” The smell of cut grass in their backyard, the shadows darkening in the late summer afternoon, the cicadas humming. They threw the ball back and forth, grounders, pop flies, line drives. “Give me a hard one, over my head.” He’d run, circling back, and look over his shoulder and make a diving catch. The throws straight into the small leather pouch stung his hand. “Bottom of the ninth, bases loaded, here’s the pitch…. It’s a long fly ball…. Can he get it?…Back…back…He’s got it! That’s all for the Yankees. Side retired.”

Hugh finally made it onto the team but he spent most of his time on the bench. Once in a while, he’d play right field, lonely in that huge blanket of grass, touching his rabbit foot between each pitch: “God, please don’t let it come to me. But if it does, if it has to, please make me catch it.” Once he promised to take over his brother’s newspaper route, but the papers were so heavy in the sack he couldn’t ride the bike without tipping over. He tried stuffing them under the seat and around the spokes but nothing worked and it was soon time for the game so he panicked and left his bike in the bushes and totally forgot about it. “How’d it go?” his brother asked. And Hugh gasped. Later they found the bike in the dark and his father drove them on the route, shaking his head; he had had a few too many and was in a foul mood.

         

The sat phone sprang to life, an insistent, annoying ring. It took a moment for him to surface from his memories and answer it. The voice on the other end sounded thin, with a long time delay.

“Beth Dulcimer, please? I apologize for calling so late. It’s an emergency.”

He had an American accent and sounded young.

Hugh pulled his shorts on and carried the phone across the campsite, feeling his way across the rocks with his bare feet. The embers from the fire were still glowing. He opened the flap of her tent and bent down and walked in. She awoke quickly and sat up in her sleeping bag and looked at him, at first in alarm and then, misunderstanding, with a slight smile. Her eyes were puffy with sleep. He explained and handed her the phone and walked back outside. He could hear her talking—her tone was warm but nervous—and then he heard her gasp and cry out. Nigel rushed past out of the darkness and entered the tent, saying, “What? What is it?”

Hugh lit a kerosene lantern and started the fire again and brewed some coffee. When he carried it to her, she looked up at him with tears in her eyes and said that her mother had died—a heart attack. She drank the coffee, dazed, her cheeks flushed.

“I have to leave,” she said. “Right away. Tomorrow.”

[image: image]

The next morning she prepared to leave on a panga that had been called to pick her up. Nigel was going too. He explained that he could hardly leave her at a time like this; if she wanted, he would accompany her to Minneapolis for the funeral. From inside her tent, she called her father. Hugh and Nigel could hear her crying softly as she talked and they looked at each other, feeling helpless.

“Hate to leave you in the lurch like this,” said Nigel. “Mind you, I’m sure the project will send replacements right away—not to worry about that.”

“I’m sure,” replied Hugh. But that was the last thing he was concerned about.

At breakfast, she didn’t eat much of anything, though Nigel, busily industrious, cooked biscuits. She looked drawn and pale but Hugh thought, with a stab of guilt, that her grief made her look even more beautiful.

By 10 a.m., the panga arrived. She leaned over to kiss Hugh on the cheek and gave a sad little smile. He hugged her, then helped her down the path with her gear. He shook hands with Nigel at the welcome mat. In a matter of minutes, it seemed, they were gone, without even a backward look, and the gulls that
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