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ABSTRACT

My first idea for a novel about Darwin had him reconnecting with Captain 

Fitzroy, and sailing back to the Galapagos. It was a fantastic story, and I initially 

thought to sex it up with a murder mystery, a nod to the suspense novels I loved as a 

child. But when I started my research, I discovered within the plain facts of Darwin’s 

life a novel much richer than any fantasy I could invent.

This is such a great time to write about Darwin that I’m surprised more fiction 

writers haven’t take him up. Documentation of his life is copious. Cambridge University 

Press started publishing his complete correspondence in 1985 (a project which probably 

will not be completed before 2014), prompting a resurgence of interest in the man’s life.

The ongoing evolution debate, and the recent trial in Dover, Pennsylvania, underscores 

Darwin’s continued relevance. But how much do we know the man himself? The 

Darwin I grew up with was little more than a marble statue, an icon of scientific probity 

and Victorian rectitude. His image as a remote philosopher was for years carefully 

tended by Darwin’s own family. Now we have an opportunity to encounter both his 

decency and his vulnerability through firsthand sources.

My artistic goals with this novella have been to write as close to physical reality

as possible, to render my scenes as much as possible in what Robert Olen Butler calls 

the “cinema of the mind.” To do this, I have done exhaustive research on Darwin’s life, 

his work, and the times he inhabited. I tried to stay as close to historical record as I 

could, but this is a work of fiction. Whenever I felt the drama on the page could be 

improved by changing history, I did not hesitate to do so. 
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THE LAWYER

When the stranger arrived, Charles was in his office, looking at the book in his 

lap, and allowing his mind to wander away from his duties, away from the skeletons 

and the dissection, away from the weighty tomes that lined the bookshelves on the 

other side of the chaise longue. He sat on a rolling chair upholstered in horse-hide, and 

watched the northern sunlight cast a pale glow on his desk, on the primate skull and 

chemist’s bottles. He had things to do, earthworms to chop up. He tapped his foot and 

flipped through his pages. There was no science for Charles today, just a small volume 

of poetry. 

Outside his window, he heard footsteps on the gravel path leading to the front 

door. Charles pushed his chair back, the wheels squeaking as he rolled to within 

eyeshot of the mirror outside his office. He’d had the workers install it to size up 

visitors—honestly, to give him time to flee if it were anyone he didn’t wish to meet. On 

the doorstep Charles saw a young man, still in his mid-twenties, with lips that twitched 

nervously around half-clenched teeth. Clean shaven. Top hat. Frock coat with velvet 

lapels. This latter detail bothered Charles, as it attested to a sense of fashion so finely 

tuned as to victimize its possessor. Frock coats might work for a night of theater in

London, but out here? This was the countryside; a simple morning coat would do. 

Maybe a bit of tweed. The young man took off his hat and briefly examined the elastic 

band inside. Then, replacing the hat, he pulled back the knocker with his fingers and 

gave three taps.

The door was opened by Charles’ butler, Jackson. The young man put forward 

his card, held between his index and middle finger. Jackson took it silently.

“Mr. Tolland. I’ve an appointment with Mr. Darwin.”

“Of course. Come in, sir.”
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Before he stepped over the threshold, the young man glanced to the right and 

left, and Charles quickly wheeled his chair away from the window. He heard footsteps 

in the hall as Jackson took Tolland to the Old Study, which Charles still nostalgically 

thought of as the study, where he wrote the books that made him so famous, so 

notorious, and so hated. Charles felt a stab of pain in the pit of his stomach, the usual 

place. He ignored it. This pain was tolerable, and besides, he’d vomited into the basin in 

the corner (discreetly hidden behind a curtain) not half an hour ago. He would be safe 

now, at least until afternoon tea. The tea disagreed with him, but it would stay down.

Jackson came into the room. He handed the card to Charles.

“Mr. Tolland here to see you, sir.”

“Yes, Jackson. I heard. I will be there in a minute.”

“Will I be giving ‘im the speech, sir, or will Mrs. Darwin?”

Charles knit his fingers together and looked down. “He may feel slighted taking 

instruction from you. Let Mrs. Darwin do it.”

“Very well, sir. I’ll fetch her.”

“Oh, and Jackson?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What do you think of him? Of our visitor?”

Jackson sucked in through his teeth. “I don’t know, sir. Seems a nice enough 

young man, but keep your eye on him. Something’s not right.”

Charles smiled. He still missed Parslow, who retired two years ago after thirty 

six years of service, but Jackson was proving his predecessor’s equal. “Excellent advice, 

as always. I will do just that.”

“Sir.”

As Jackson’s footsteps echoed down the hall and up the stairs, Charles let his 

gaze fall on the primate’s skull for a moment, and then return to the book on his lap. 

His hands trembled, so much so that he almost ripped the pages he turned. He heard 



3

heavy winds scrape through the trees outside, revealing the slightest flash of white 

underleaf. Here he was, at the end of his life, when he should have been happy. He had 

a wife, a family, an income, an office painted bright yellow and open to the sun on two 

sides, but all he felt was the seat’s hard-back horsehair on his spine, and the weight of 

the book on his lap, and the suffocation and smallness of his world.

Partly the book’s fault. Tennyson’s Poems. Emma had bought it when their ten 

year-old daughter Annie lay dying all those years ago, and ever since her death he 

couldn’t touch the book without inviting Annie back into living memory. There she 

was, dressed for church, sitting on his lap, wrapping her arms around his head and 

whispering into his ear. He should have had this book thrown out. Should have had it 

burned. He could have locked it away, like he locked away Annie’s portrait in that little 

wooden box. But he didn’t, and today, reading through its pages, he felt Annie beside 

him, speaking to him, with her clear voice and her tired eyes, her presence far more 

solid than at any number of those silly, fraudulent séances Emma dragged him to. 

Charles read the words, one by one, and as he read his pain sharpened.

It little profits that an idle king,

By this still hearth, among these barren crags,

Match'd with an aged wife, I mete and dole

Unequal laws unto a savage race,

That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.

The words struck him as lifeless and dead. He remembered when he loved this 

poem, when it had given him comfort. Charles’ teeth ground together as he pulled at

his white beard. He rocked back and forth until he felt himself calm down. 

He heard Emma’s light footsteps in the hall, and listened as she entered the Old 

Study. Any moment now she would deliver the speech, that ever-evolving work. 

Charles heard some version of the speech waft down the hall hundreds of times a year. 
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“Welcome to Down House, Mr. Tolland. Before he sees you, know that Mr. 

Darwin is not in the best of health. Accordingly, the interview will take ten minutes, 

unless Mr. Darwin indicates to me otherwise. You will on no account be invited to stay 

more than thirty minutes, for that would tax Mr. Darwin too much. After a few brief 

pleasantries, please come to the point and say what business brought you here. Please 

do not ask any questions which might disturb Mr. Darwin. The broaching of any subject 

deemed controversial will signal the end of the interview…”

He could repeat the speech in his sleep by now, and in its familiar rhythms he 

found the will to read the rest of the poem. I am become a name. Too true, that. Even 

worse, he had become an abstraction, an idea. A machine for gathering data. He had 

made a mistake somewhere, taken the wrong path. He remembered his original plan: a 

small country parsonage, enough money to subsist on, Fanny by his side. Fanny? How 

long had it been since he’d thought about her? He’d been just a boy, she the daughter of 

a wealthy squire in Woodhouse, a short canter away from home. He remembered her 

laughter—he could barely remember her not laughing—and how her curly black hair 

spilled down the sides of her pelisse. The feel of his fingers on her ribs. During hunting 

season they would go into the woods alone, and come back carrying a token clutch of 

grouse. His hands smelled of her, and his eyes would glance around her sitting room. 

How many of her family knew what they did out there? And how many of them knew 

but didn’t say? She would have made a great parson’s wife, Fanny. They would have 

populated entire villages together. 

“Charles.”

He looked up and there was Emma, leaning in the open door, her plain face 

wrinkled and wan, her hair pulled into a tight bun that did nothing to soften the 

severity of her appearance. But her voice was still the soft mezzo soprano of her twenties.

“Is it that time?”

“Yes. Mr. Tolland is ready for you.”
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“Give me a moment, will you?”

“Of course.”

She smoothed her light gray dress, straightened the lace fringe collar, and looked 

straight at her husband, blinking a few times while Charles returned the book to the 

desk and struggled to his feet. At his first step forward Charles clutched his side and 

winced. In a moment she was beside him, holding him up by the arm. Charles took a 

few deep breaths, and stood upright, patting her wrist to let her know that she could let 

go now. She took his hand in hers.

“Are you up for this? Because I can tell him you’re not well.”

“Nonsense. He’s come all this way to see the great Darwin. I should disappoint 

him in person.”

She nodded, and Charles freed his hand from hers. They made their way down 

the hall. Emma opened the door and Mr. Tolland shot up from a spoon-back chair. He 

grinned and extended an eager hand. Up close, he looked, to Charles, even younger, all 

of about fifteen years old.

“Mr. Darwin, it is an honor, sir.”

“Likewise, Mr. Tolland. Please, sit down.”

Charles took his customary leather chair. The room itself now functioned as a 

smoking room, furnished as an afterthought out of odd ends of furniture that did not 

work elsewhere in the house. It had previously served as a masculine haven after 

dinner parties, but there were very few parties at Down these days. Now the room 

served as a repository for visitors who did not quite merit the larger, more comfortable 

sitting room. Emma sat by the door and, taking some needlework out of a nearby bag, 

began to cross-stitch. Tolland sat at the edge of the chair, looking ready at any moment 

to leap out of it.
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“I have read your work, sir, and I must say I’m astounded to be meeting you in 

person. You have…” He shook a finger, looking for just the right word. “…contributed

so much. We all owe you a debt of gratitude.”

With effort, Charles kept his face still. “That is very kind of you, but you give me 

far too much credit. I simply found an idea whose time had come. Anyone studying the 

evidence would reach the same conclusion.”

“You’re too modest, sir. It’s not just the conclusion, but the way you proved it. 

You took an unpopular idea and made it emphatically and inescapably obvious. You 

smashed the gates wide open. That’s what my father used to say: ‘He smashed the gates, 

William.’ He said you sent them all packing: the bishops, the clergy, the tract-writers. 

Sent them all back to the dark ages where they belong.”

Emma sniffed loudly and, shifting on her chair, looked up from her embroidery 

hoop. 

Tolland caught himself and settled back down into his seat. 

“I’m sorry, sir. Got a bit ahead of myself. Let me tell you why I’m here.”

Charles nodded and closed his eyes. “Please.”

“I’m a solicitor.”

“You are?” They’re minting them younger and younger these days, Charles thought.

“Yes, sir. Heames and Gray.”

“So, is your business with us official or personal?”

“I’m afraid it’s official. A subpoena.” He took a white envelope from inside his 

jacket. For a moment, Charles and Emma both stared at it.

“I have not, of course, accepted this envelope from you.” 

“Of course, sir.”

“So do you mind telling me what this is about?”

“An obscenity case.”

Charles shared a glance with Emma. 
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“I need to explain,” said Tolland. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard the name 

Charles Bradlaugh.”

Charles shrugged. “Perhaps I have. Can’t recall.” 

“All right then, how about this: There is another defendant in the case, though 

her name is being kept out of the proceedings for reasons of delicacy. But perhaps 

you’ve heard—and I mention this under the strictest confidence—of one Annie Besant?”

Emma exclaimed, “Oh, God, Charles. That woman!”

Charles took a deep breath. “Yes, I have heard of her, and now that you mention 

it, this chap Bradlaugh sounds familiar too. How are you mixed up with these people?”

“Not by choice, I assure you.” Tolland put the envelope on a side table and 

leaned back in his chair. “I sympathize, of course, with the cause of atheism—”

Emma gave another impatient shift.

“—but I find his type a bit dodgy. Never met the man until a week ago, and no 

sooner had I done so then he started to lecture me about trade unions. It was all I could 

do not to strike him. My firm, however, runs on seniority, and as I don’t have any, this 

particularly smelly fish was tossed my way. And now there’s nothing for it but to run 

with it—to give it a bath, sweeten it up, and cook it the best I know how.”

Charles grimaced. “I see. And now I understand how my name came up. I’ve 

dipped into a couple of this Besant woman’s tracts. She invokes my name at least once a 

page on average. I serve any of her topics: free love, divorce, the working poor, 

factories, socialism. Until I read her I had no idea I believed so much. So what did they 

get themselves into?” 

Tolland ran a hand across the back of his neck. “They published a book.”

“An obscene book, I take it?”

“Well, that’s just it. It’s not. Say what you will about these two, they are not smut 

peddlers.” He turned to Emma, whose ears had turned crimson. “I’m sorry for the 
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language, ma’am, but the nature of this case requires a certain directness. I’ll 

understand if you want to leave the room.”

“I will stay, Mr. Tolland. I have heard nothing yet that mortally offends me.” She 

stabbed her cross-stitch needle through the fabric and whipped the thread through.

“Very well.” He turned back to Charles. “There is no need to go into details, but 

the book, which has been on sale until very recently, is Charles Knowlton’s The Fruits of 

Philosophy. It’s subject is—again, forgive the indelicacy—prophylaxis. That is, 

contraception.” 

“Oh, God,” said Emma. She stitched faster.

“The book itself has been for sale in this country for the last thirty years. Last 

year some evangelical group successfully petitioned to criminalize it, and Mr. 

Bradlaugh and Mrs. Besant decided to test that prohibition in the courts. If any mention 

of human reproduction is to qualify as obscenity, then you might as well also ban the 

Song of Solomon out of the Bible and proscribe all of Greek and Roman literature while 

you’re at it. I don’t like these people, but even were it not my duty to do so I would 

contend that this particular book is not obscene. My clients have committed no crime.”

Charles felt his stomach flare up, like a bitter lump of poison just beneath his 

heart. Jackson had been right: this meeting was a trap, and now all Charles could do 

was sit and wait. Tolland sat back in his chair with an air of triumph. They always come to 

me, Charles thought. They always look to me for the answers. Me, the grammar school dullard, 

the idiot, the disappointment to his family. He looked down at his hands and remained 

quiet for several long moments.

“What do your clients want with me?” he asked. His voice sounded pathetic and 

small.

Tolland bared his teeth in a smile. 

“As the author of Descent of Man, I imagined you wouldn’t need me to spell it out 

for you.”
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Charles winced. He felt himself back in that chair in his father’s study, having to 

explain yet another gambling debt. His jaw started to ache. “You want a gate-smasher,” 

he said. “Someone to tell the court that since God no longer reigns in his high heaven, 

women are free to alter their reproductive habits however they wish.”

“Well, not as bald as that. But I was hoping that you could explain, as an expert 

witness, how your theory proves that we are not some divine spark, but are simply 

another organism. Thus we are not damned for sin or redeemed for virtue; instead, we 

can apply reason and logic to our choices. Including, in a woman’s case, how many 

children she should have and when.”

Charles barely heard him. In his mind he saw Annie again, following him as he 

checked the plants in the attached greenhouse. She always needed to be held, and each 

time he stopped she wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her head in his side 

until Charles paused, leaned down, and planted a kiss on her brown curls. He knew he 

should scold her for interfering with his work, but he never did. He could not send her 

away. He gave her all the kisses she wanted. Charles had sailed the entire globe, but 

until Annie came not a single creature on it had needed his touch so completely. He 

crouched down on the floor of the greenhouse and wrapped his arms around her. And 

then a year later, on Easter Sunday, she died.

“Our choices, you say.” His voice came out near a whisper. He had never seen 

Annie’s grave. It was somewhere in Malvern, in a churchyard, under a cedar tree. He 

had no idea where. Now it came to him in a vision, the dirt fresh and the flowers not yet 

faded. “Our choices always come down to dead children, don’t they, Mr. Tolland?”

“Sir?”

Charles remained silent for a long time. I’ve never seen her grave. What kind of father 

avoids his daughter’s grave? He raised his eyes and stared out the window. 

Emma spoke up. “I’m sorry. Mr. Darwin doesn’t seem to be up to the 

interview—”
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Charles raised a finger to stop her. 

“I can’t help you, Mr. Tolland. I could find you the relevant passages in my 

Descent of Man, if you wish, but it is my firm belief that our natural rate of reproduction 

must not be checked.”

“But, sir, why?”

“Natural selection is a game of numbers. It depends upon variation and mutation 

within a species. These variations—usually spurious and monstrous, like the deformed 

fetus in a jar—will only occasionally lead to advancement in the organism’s ability to 

adapt. And of those variations which are useful, only the tiniest percentage, maybe one 

in ten thousand, will be passed to one’s offspring. These may or may not pass it to their 

own. So any decrease in reproduction, through natural or artificial means, destroys our 

hope of improving ourselves. Whatever the ills of unchecked reproduction, the ills of 

contraception are, I’m afraid, far greater.”

Tolland’s mouth fell open. “But what of overpopulation? Malthus says—”

“I am familiar with what Malthus says, and I disagree. There need be no noble 

restraint of our urges. Competition for resources must not be avoided; it must be 

embraced. That is where we make advancement. Besides, allowing contraception would 

destroy the bonds of chastity and respect that hold families together. I cannot support 

this case. I oppose it, on grounds both scientific and moral.”

Tolland’s eyes narrowed to sharp slits. Charles knew what the lawyer’s objection 

would be, even before he threw it in his face.

“Moral grounds, you say? Moral grounds? Destroying bonds of chastity and 

respect? Has it occurred to you that people say the exact same about you? That you 

have taken away the divine in us and replaced it with the leering face of the 

chimpanzee? How does that hold families together? How does that not destroy the 

bonds of chastity?”
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Emma stood up. “This interview is over, Mr. Tolland. Let me show you to the 

door.”

Tolland looked up at her and blinked. “It’s a simple question. Let him answer it.”

But Charles froze. He sat silent and smiled weakly. That was how he always got 

through the interviews at home. Smile and nod. Yes, father. You are right. Yes. Yes. But by 

then, as now, he was no longer listening. 

In his mind he ran through train schedules, connection times. He could get to 

Malvern in under a day, surely. And then what? Could he even find the churchyard on 

a map? How far would he wander until he found her stone? He had watched Annie die, 

and then fled. He had raced back to Emma, pregnant with Horace and confined to bed 

rest. He had let strangers bury their little girl. 

 “Mr. Darwin, with all respect, sir, will you answer my question? My clients’ lives 

are at stake.” 

Charles remained silent and still. I could leave today, and be home by Thursday. No 

one need know I’m gone. He looked up at the lawyer. “Do you have children, Mr. 

Tolland?”

Tolland winced. Charles had inadvertently touched a nerve, and made him 

angrier. “No, sir, I’m afraid I don’t.”

“You must understand, I’m very tired.”

Tolland’s mouth fell open for a moment, as he attempted to understand what 

Charles had said to him. Then the muscles around his jaw tightened. “Oh, this is 

cowardly!” he exclaimed. 

“Mr. Tolland, I must ask you to leave,” said Emma.

“Not until I’ve had my say.” He picked up his envelope and shoved it into an 

inside pocket of his jacket. Then he rounded on Charles. “You still believe you can keep 

your respectability, do you? You sit here in your well-appointed house with your 

servants and your tea sets and mumble old reassuring ideas like morality and the sanctity 
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of the family. But you yourself have gutted morality, sir. After you, morality is a myth, 

with no basis in fact.” 

“Mr. Tolland, please,” said Emma. “You are upsetting him.”

“Natural law…,” said Charles. “That is your basis.” He saw the train, the path 

through the graveyard, the cedar tree. He felt the chair grow huge around him, felt 

himself sink into the cushions.

“Oh, please. Natural law? Another fairy tale. There is power. That’s all. There is 

the sheer animal will to survive. But not for you. You stay at home and hide behind 

petticoats and let others fight your battles for you. Pathetic. Do you know in London 

they say that damned theory isn’t even yours? They say you stole it from Wallace.”

Emma rushed to the door. “That is enough. I’m getting Jackson.” Her steps 

clattered down the hallway.

Tolland stood up and retrieved his hat from the floor. “I should be going 

anyway, now that I’ve seen what a fraud you are.” In through the door burst Jackson, 

rolling up his sleeves, prepared for anything. Tolland raised a palm to stop him. “I was 

just leaving.” He stepped up to Jackson, who glared at him. “This will be easier if you 

get out of my way.” Jackson stepped aside and Tolland walked out, as calmly as if he 

were leaving the loge at a theater.

The slam of the front door shook the windows in their panes, rattled the 

bookshelves, and left silence in its wake. Charles felt as if knives perforated his insides. 

He put his hand to his forehead and leaned forward in his chair. Emma knelt down in 

front of him, tears forming in her eyes. 

 “Oh, Charles, are you all right?”

Charles felt the tears on his cheeks and felt his chest heave before he realized that 

now, for the first time in years, he was himself crying. 

“I… Emma, we don’t have much time left.”

“Don’t say that, dearest. We have time. We have all the time in the world.”
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“I… I’m going to see our daughter…” The words came out in short gasps of 

breath. Charles grew dizzy. “I’m going to see Annie.”

“We both will, my dearest. We both will. In heaven. We will see her face. We will 

be like the angels. We will sing praises all day.” 

“No!” Charles waved his hands. “No! I’m going to see her now. I just…” The 

sobs again took over his lungs. “That man…”

“He’s gone Charles, he’s gone.” 

Charles nodded. He had such a short time left. No time at all, really. If he didn’t 

go now, he never would. His coat was ready, and in his office he kept a five pound 

note—more than enough for the trip there and back. He tried to sit up, but as soon as he 

did so his eyes rolled back. The world slipped out from beneath his feet, and he fell out 

of consciousness. 
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READING

Charles woke to a blur of green stems weaving between geometric rows of blue 

blossoms, and it took him a while to realize that he was looking at the flowered 

wallpaper in his bedroom. At some point in the night he had pulled his pillow tight to 

his chest and cradled it there, so he found himself nose-to-wall, lying diagonally across 

his four-poster bed, looking at flowers.

The clammy sheets and covers, freshly laundered only yesterday, smelled sour. 

He tried to raise his head to take in his surroundings, but doing so made him dizzy. His 

stomach heaved like a pool of boiling mud. Soon he would be wracked by gas pains. It 

was always like this. Many years ago, Charles used to mark down two dashes in his 

diary for every day of good health, but the dashes grew more and more infrequent, and 

finally disappeared altogether. This is what came of four generations of cousins 

intermarrying, Wedgwood to Darwin and Darwin to Wedgwood, down through the 

ages. Financially it made sense—old Josiah’s money stayed in the family—but the 

savings was more than paid for in the grotesqueries visited upon his offspring. Charles’ 

brothers, sisters, cousins, and children were a veritable menagerie of the hunchbacked, 

the arthritic, the rheumatic, the bilious, the phthisic, the asthmatic, the mongoloid, the 

poxy, the wretched, and the just plain strange. 

And nobody knew why, until, ironically enough, Charles himself showed them. 

Charles had patiently untangled the knots of biological inheritance, demonstrating why 

hermaphroditic plants rarely fertilized themselves, why they waited rather for a bee to 

carry pollen from elsewhere. He conducted experiments, taking a small brush directly 

from stamen to pistil, and watching as most of the self-pollinated plants grew up 

stunted and deformed, far weaker than their cross-pollinated neighbors. Now he could 
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explain the weak stomach, the night tremors, the fainting spells. He slowly opened his 

eyes and there was Emma, his cousin, his wife. Yet another Wedgwood married to a 

Darwin. She sat a few feet away, reading a book. He had repeated the ancestral mistake, 

and Annie had paid for it. He hugged the pillow tighter.

“I should be exterminated. I should be put down, like an animal.” 

“Charles, that’s no way to talk.”

“It’s true.”

She closed the book and approached him, laying a hand on his forehead to check 

for a fever.

“What time is it?”

“One o’clock.”

“Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” He pushed the covers to one side and 

attempted to sit up, but Emma touched him on the shoulder.

“It’s all right, Charles. Stay down.” He sank back down into the sheets. Emma 

moved her skirts to one side, settled on the bed, and took Charles by the hand. “Is there 

anything I can help you with?”

“Write me a monograph about plant movement. We’ll affix my name to it, send it 

out, and have done with.”

She smiled. “If I could, you know I would.”

He looked around the room. Dresser, table, closet, wash basin. He had spent so 

many hours staring up that he knew by heart the number of rows—seven—carved into 

the pinecone finial at the foot of the bed. Some days he passed the time doing little other 

than counting these rows.

 “Do you feel like getting up?”

Charles shook his head. 

“Do you want me to bring you anything? A book?”

He again shook his head.
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“Then maybe I could read you something.”

“I’d like that. But nothing work-related. I haven’t the energy. Bring me a novel.”

“Any preferences?”

“Something good. Maybe what you’re reading.”

She closed her eyes and nodded. She opened the book to the first page, and read: 

“A wide plain, where the broadening—”

“Wait!”

Emma looked up and tapped her fingers on the pages. “What is it?”

“Check the last page.”

“Oh, Charles, must I?”

“Check it. For me.”

“But we go through this every time.”

“I’d like to know what I’m in for. That’s all.”

“But you’ll ruin the ending.”

“I won’t and you know it. Please, Emma.” 

Emma gave a loud sigh, flipped to the last page, and read: “Near that brick grave 

there was a tomb erected very soon after the flood for two bodies that were found in 

close embrace—”

 “All right. You can put this one back.”

“Charles!”

“Send it back to Mudie’s.”

“I’m not through with it.”

“Put it back on the shelf then. I won’t read another novel that ends in a distant 

field with two little graves side by side. I’ve had it up to here with the two little graves.”

“But this is Mill on the Floss, Charles! George Eliot! She’s very respected.”

“Then she can damn well find an original ending.”

“I hate it when you’re like this.” 
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“Just once I’d like to read a novel that doesn’t end with the embrace of two 

corpses. That doesn’t seem like so much to ask, does it?”

“You’ve outlawed Victor Hugo, you’ve outlawed Dickens—”

“Correction: most of Dickens. Only the ones that end in a grave. I liked Nicholas 

Nickleby. Ended on a wedding. That’s more the stuff.”

“Great. So Brönte’s still in.”

“Charlotte yes, Emily no!”

Emma pursed her lips, took two deep breaths, and said, “Very well, Charles. 

What grave-free novel did you have in mind?”

“How about Dumas?”

“Charles, no.”

“What’s wrong with Dumas?”

“The Three Musketeers?”

“I don’t get the sense of your objection.”

“How about that you’ve read it twice already.”

“Three times, actually. But it’s very good. Please, Emma? For me?” 

Emma shook her head and threw her hands in the air. “Fine. But only for an 

hour.” She went to the door and stepped out, then leaned back in to say: “And this time 

we’re skipping the chapter where that dirty little man gropes the queen!”

“But that’s my favorite part.”

“I don’t care!”
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THE DOCTOR

It was hard to track these things back to their beginnings, back to the moment 

when it all went wrong. But if he had to do so, he’d choose that one afternoon when, at 

age sixteen, his father decided to send him to medical school. Without Edinburgh, there 

would have been no John Edmonstone to teach him taxidermy, no Grant to stuff his 

mind full of ideas about Lamarckian evolution, no voyage, no books, no fame, no 

Annie.

Just himself, in 1825, the ringing of the last school bell one afternoon in May, the

doors of Shrewsbury School bursting open. Out onto Castle Street poured boys of every 

size and shape: boys with rucksacks, boys with large ears and pink cheeks, boys in 

groups of six or more, throwing around cricket balls, footballs, rugby balls. Down the 

street they trotted, all in uniform, all together, shouting, whooping, calling each other 

by name, enjoying the sunshine and the heat, making their way to whatever sports pitch 

or acre of parkland they called home in those short waning hours before dusk. But 

Charles avoided the others. He was six feet tall and would have towered over his 

classmates but for a persistent slouch. He seemed older than his years, his face grim, his 

lips tight and pursed. A young boy ran up behind him and startled him by tugging at

his sleeve.

“Charles!” the boy panted. “Come with us! Tip-a-runner cricket!” He brandished 

a new bat, as if to drive the point home.

Charles grimaced slightly, shook his head. “I can’t. But maybe tomorrow.”

The boy nodded, then ran ahead to join his friends. One boy looked back at 

Charles, cocked a thumb at him, and said, “I coulda tol’ you he wouldn’t. He never 

does.” He slalomed into yet another boy, and a brief, friendly shoving match broke out. 

They laughed and swore, and soon all six of them ran headlong to the park. Charles 
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watched them go, leaned forward imperceptibly, and then continued his slow march 

across town.

The winding of the Severn river cut Shrewsbury into the form of a large 

horseshoe. Charles’ path cut straight through the hoof, over a bridge, and uphill to the 

Mount, the stately home where he was to have yet another uncomfortable interview 

with the Doctor. He paused for a moment at the gate, took a long look even further 

uphill, where he could smell the pine trees, imagine himself walking along the paths.

He didn’t sleep well in those days, and several times had been startled awake by

dreams of his mother, dead now these past eight years. Even then he could barely 

remember her—just a few scattered memories of her dead body, the black dress with 

the lace fringe. Her laying-in, the last time she was at home.  He’d reached out to feel 

the lace, and had accidentally touched the frigid knot of her hand. He’d shuddered 

slightly, started to pull away, but he stopped and put his hand over hers. So this was 

how death felt. 

He looked back toward the pines, and sighed. Any other day, he would have 

hidden his books and taken off through the brush. It was what he loved most, to feel the 

needles of the fir tree crunch beneath his boots, to watch a rabbit dart suddenly out in 

front of him. If he could, he would spend every day for the rest of his life walking in the 

woods, watching the beavers build their dams, startling a young doe, and watching the 

steam emerge from her nostrils as she gave the ground an impatient stamp with her 

hoof. Then the flash of her white tail as she bounded away into the brush. 

The sun grazed the horizon and started to go down over Wales. He pushed past 

the gate, stepped through the front door, and met his sister Caroline in the foyer.

“Where have you been? He’s been asking for you.”

“But I came straight home.”

She shook her head and clucked her tongue. Then she took him by the hand and 

led him to the study.
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“You’d better go straight in. The Doctor is waiting.”

He pursed his lips. Among themselves, the Darwin children did not refer to their 

patriarch with any familiarity. He was never “Father” or “Papa,” and even though 

Erasmus, on holiday from Cambridge, went through a month-long stretch of calling 

him patris nobilissimus, the sobriquet never caught on, and the siblings went back to 

their normal form of address: “Sir” to the gentleman’s face and, among themselves, “the 

Doctor.”

Charles turned the knob, stood up as straight as he could, and went in. The 

Doctor was at his desk, flipping through a sheaf of promissory notes. He looked up 

when the door close. 

“Come in, Charles. Sit there.” He nodded to a wooden chair.

Dr. Robert Darwin was not, at first glance, a particularly imposing man. He was 

tall, obese, and had a high pitched voice that tended to crack when he became irritated. 

Still, he had the ability to compel your respect. When he came into a room, your sat up 

straighter, you lowered your voice, you waited for him to speak, and said nothing until 

he finished.

“Now what’s this I hear about school?”

Charles felt his stomach tighten. Their last conversation on the topic of school 

had ended with a tongue lashing so severe that it gave Charles heartburn. You are an 

imbecile! The Doctor had ranted. An idiot! You care for nothing but shooting, dogs, and rat-

catching, and you will be a disgrace to yourself and to all your family! And what hurt the 

most was that Charles, in his more honest moments, agreed with him.

Truth was he hated school. The masters called him a dullard, which was true. 

They said he couldn’t spell worth a fig, which was also true. Then yesterday Mr. Sallis, 

the Latin teacher, grew so frustrated waiting for Charles to conjugate an absurdly easy 

verb that he blew up, said that Charles did nothing in class other than waste his time, 

and that he was little more than a poco curante. All the other boys laughed; Charles 
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blushed. And now he had to relate the whole incident to his father. The Doctor’s ears, 

on hearing it, grew red.

“He called you a what?” 

“A poco curante, sir.” 

“So remind me—what does that mean?”

Charles knit his brows together and tried to remember, but the translation had 

gone clear out of his mind. This was always his problem with Latin, the reason he 

understood so little about Vergil, Cicero, and Caesar’s Gallic Wars. He shifted in his 

seat. “I don’t know, sir.”

His father, Robert Darwin, lifted his eyes heavenward. He took the sheaf he had 

been skimming through and placed them on the desk. “You don’t know?”

He looked downward. “No, sir.”

“Didn’t take even the slightest bit of interest, did you, boy?”

“I guess not, sir.”

The Doctor leaned back in his chair. “Poco curante. It means a trifler, one who 

trifles.” He slapped his desk. “And you stood there and proved his point by saying 

nothing, didn’t you?”

“I’m sorry, sir. Won’t happen again.” If he remained studiously polite, if he sat 

up straight and looked the Doctor in the eye, he might escape his father’s wrath. It 

worked. The Doctor said nothing. He raised his eyes heavenward, he sighed, but 

otherwise he was inexplicably mild.

“Do you like it at Shrewsbury?” he asked.

Charles waited a long time before answering. “I hate it, sir.” He immediately 

regretted saying it, but still the Doctor waited. 

“And why, Charles? Why do you hate it?”

Charles shrugged. “I don’t know. All that Latin and Greek. I just can’t get 

interested.”
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“The classics are important. They build character.”

“I know.”

His father sat thinking for a moment, left arm crossed over his chest. “What form 

do you enter next year?”

“Lower sixth, sir.”

“What do you want to do with your life?” the Doctor asked.

Charles had risked honesty once today, which was already once too much so he 

went with a lie: “I want to become a physician, sir. Like yourself.”

It worked. His father smiled, puffed up his chest. “Of course you do. A noble 

profession. A man can go far. You need a bit of Latin, but not much. Surely not great 

volumes of Cato, Marcus Aurelius, Pliny the Elder, et cetera and so forth.”

“No sir, I imagine not.” 

“So what a waste, really, you spending the next two years reading all that when 

you could fix your mind on something more suitable. Don’t you agree?”

“Sir?”

“Let me get to the point, Charles. I’m pulling you out of Shrewsbury. Waste of 

money, at this point, as far as I’m concerned. This spring, you know, your brother Eras 

is getting his medical degree from Christ’s College.”

“Yes, sir.” The Doctor had always exhorted Charles to emulate Erasmus’ stellar 

performance at Cambridge. Charles had gone to visit one week and spent the night 

watching his brother and his friends inhale laughing gas. Try it, Charles, you’ll feel like 

you’re flying, Eras had said. But his first whiff just put Charles asleep, and when he woke 

up he remembered strange nightmares: ferns had brushed his face, and he saw eyes, 

hundreds of them, peering at him out of the darkness. 

“After he’s done,” the Doctor continued, “he’ll go up to Edinburgh for his 

residency.” Another long silence. “I was wondering if perhaps you’d like to join him.”

Charles’ eyes widened. “Sir?”
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“Edinburgh is one of the best medical schools in the kingdom, and I happen to 

know the chap in charge of admissions. He’s a devoted Whig, and owes me a favor. 

You’ll get a head start on the family profession. What say you?”

At first, Charles couldn’t be sure he’d heard him correctly. His father was 

offering nothing less than an escape from prison. All he had to do was go to Scotland 

and dissect a few corpses. And Scotland was as wild and unpopulated a place as he 

could ever hope for. There were lakes in Scotland. There was the beach along the Firth 

of Forth. The smile that broke out on his face was genuine, as were the tears that sprung 

up in his eyes.

“I say yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

He stood up, clapped hands with his father, and left the office beaming. 

He spent that summer following the Doctor on house calls, where he was 

introduced as My son, Charles, a future doctor. Then the day came to embark for Scotland. 

His father walked him and Eras out to the carriage, wheezing like a bellows all the way. 

They shook hands, and when Charles clapped his father on the back, the Doctor leaned 

into his ear and whispered, “Make us proud.”

Later that night, at the post inn, Eras looked up from the book he was reading, 

and said, “So, you’re to be a doctor, are you?”

“That’s the idea.”

Eras smiled, chuckled to himself, and sank back into his book. “You a medical 

man. Dear Lord, what’s the Doctor gone and done this time, eh?”
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JOHN EDMONSTONE

Charles started out well enough. He read his books and attended his classes, but 

then his old habits started to reassert themselves. The books proved boring, and he 

could barely understand them anyway. The classes were dull, and Charles often slept 

through them. He tried. He worked as diligently as he knew how, but he was out of his 

depth and knew it.

Then one morning, during a particularly dreary anatomy lecture, Charles grew 

bored of pretending to take notes. The lecture hall—with its proscenium stage, its 

lectern, and its stone walls carved with vines—sat about three hundred, and was at this 

moment perhaps a third full. Charles’ sat by himself, in the back. His nearest neighbors 

consisted of a passel of boys two rows ahead of him, who at this very moment reacted 

to a joke from one of their number with a bout of sharp, stifled laughter. The lecturer, a 

crusty old gentleman whose hands trembled and whose voice rarely carried past the 

front of the hall, made no sign of noticing. To pass the time, Charles began doodling in 

his notebooks. He drew quick sketches of himself and Eras in a field, Charles’ gun 

cocked and aimed at a bird his dog had scared up from the underbrush. Eras trudged 

behind him, his own shotgun breeched for loading. The likeness was awful; Charles had 

never been much of an artist, or a scholar, or anything else for that matter. But he loved 

hunting. He loved the smell of the woods, the stillness in the air as he set himself up in a 

blind, the feeling of triumph when he bagged his first catch. But sitting for great lengths 

of time tormented him. It made him aware of his enormous hands, his square head, his 

spindly legs. Thanks to his height, his fellow students thought him years older, and 

treated him like he belonged there. 

He got up and slipped out the door—the lecturer, droning on, didn’t even see 

him go—and soon Charles heard his own footsteps echo against the stone walls of 
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Edinburgh University. He walked aimlessly, listening to scraps of conversation from the 

dissection rooms (—What the devil is that? —Put it back, Stiles, it’s just the spleen.). He 

passed the classrooms, saw boys hunched over their examination books. He enjoyed the 

freedom of walking. Back at Shrewsbury, some teacher would have challenged him by 

now, or else grabbed him by the ear and lead him to the headmaster. But here he was 

on his own, free. He walked on, passing through hall after wide, cavernous hall, until he 

came, almost by accident, to the museum wing. 

He paused a moment. The University Museum consisted of a long row of exactly 

the kinds of animals he would rather be out hunting for right now. They stood in wood 

and glass cases, a long row of them, going back fifty feet or more. In one case a North 

American cougar crouched in tufted grass, its hind legs stretched taut, preparing to 

pounce. In another, larger case, a deer stood stock still, eyes wide with surprise, half-

chewed weeds still stuck between its jaw. Charles sat down on a wooden bench in front 

of a beaver, whose face carried a mixture of interest and suspicion. Who are you? the 

beaver seemed to ask. What are you doing here? Charles couldn’t say.

His perpetual headache began to subside, and he felt his eyeballs, reddened and 

sore from too much reading, relax. He wasn’t going to make it. This fact he could not 

wish away. His father could yell, his cheeks could turn scarlet, and he could curse him 

with the worst invective his high-pitched squeal could manage. It wouldn’t matter. The 

medical degree would never be his. He lacked the talent and the temperament. 

So what was he doing here exactly? What he had always done. He was here to 

please his father. He had been raised for this. Eras too, but Eras had brains. Eras could 

do the work. If he’d had any sense he would go back home, face his father and tell him 

that they were both fooling themselves, that he lacked the talent and the skills to 

amount to anything, that he could never develop into anything other than what he was: 

the simple son of a squire, the dullard who inherits his fortune and spends the rest of 

his days throwing dinners for the neighbors, traipsing with his dogs through the nearby 
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forests, checking horses’ teeth and exclaiming loudly on their value to anyone within 

earshot. He would ride upright in his saddle, marry a sweet woman (picked, of course, 

by his father), and she would visit the local farmers, the poor, the indigent, taking 

baskets of bread and jam wherever she went. And he would live out the rest of his life 

on the interest from his estate, accruing at a steady and sustainable three percent, and 

that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?

He got up off the bench. The museum hall smelled like dust and pipe tobacco, 

and the red carpeting reminded him enough of home that he had a sudden twinge in 

his stomach. He would ride back home today. He would tell his father enough is 

enough, that he would not perform like some trained monkey. He was destined to a life 

of gentle mediocrity, and he would ask his father’s leave to rise, or sink, to the level 

preordained him. He traipsed down past the museum displays and out the stone 

corridor on the other side. His footsteps echoed as he raised his speed to as much of a 

jog as his leather shoes would allow.

He was stopped short by the smell of ethyl alcohol. Here was another fragrance 

to remind him of home, but this time the memory was of his chemistry shed. He had 

always felt comfortable among his Bunsen burners and test tubes, measuring out grams 

of lycopodium powder into an envelope. Comfortable and quiet. Acids did not yell.

They did not bleed. They simply sat there and dissolved whatever you put into them. 

He followed the smell to a large wooden door, open just a crack, through which he saw 

a man in white gloves struggling to reach a heavy jar that sat on a shelf just out of his 

reach. Charles could see only the man’s back, his hair black and tightly curled, his neck 

hidden by his cravat and his high-collared jacket. To the man’s right was a large 

worktable, on which stood pint-sized jars of some unknown paste, trays, circular rings 

of black rubber, metal wire on spools, piles of hay and flax and tow, a few tin dissecting 

trays, and glass marbles of various sizes. Everything on the table was in spectacular 
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disarray, except for the very end, where Charles could see a towel on which sat an array 

of needles, scalpels, and scissors, arranged with an almost religious fastidiousness. 

The man lurched to his tiptoes, which finally enabled him to reach the jar. 

Grasping it between the fingers of his white cotton gloves, he negotiated it off the shelf 

by a series of half turns. When it finally reached the edge of the shelf, he slowly lowered 

his heels to the ground and steadied the jar against his chest. Then he moved slowly 

and deliberately toward the worktable. As he turned to set the jar on what appeared to 

be the only available space, Charles could see that his skin, previously hidden behind 

the cravat and collar, was as black as he’d ever seen. Charles had seen a black man 

before—not often, but he’d caught the occasional glimpse in the streets of Edinburgh, 

sailors mostly—but the appearance of one here, in an institute of higher learning, 

shocked Charles deeply. He took a step closer to the door. What was this man doing? 

Was he stealing something? Obviously not, because after he’d set his burden on the 

table, he’d crossed his arms and shook his head. He clearly belonged here.

“Ah, Esther,” the man said. “I not so young no more. You gaining weight on 

me.”

He took a step back from the table, and looked toward the door, where the 

startled Charles tried to back into the hall, to disappear into the shadows. Too late; the 

man had seen him, and scowled.

“If you goin’ to stare, the view better in here.” His voice, when he spoke, had the 

musical lilt of the West Indies—the faint scent of a warm night breeze off the Caribbean, 

the rustle of palm leaves, the crackling of an open fire pit. 

Charles trembled, but he collected himself enough to open the door and take a 

step into the room. It was a laboratory, spacious, well-lit from a row of large, southern-

facing windows. In between these windows sat shelves, each containing a line of large 

jars, both glass and earthenware. In the glass jars Charles could see various birds—
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hawks, eagles, an egret—pickled in alcohol. The egret’s eyes stood open, looking out 

over both sides of its long beak as if surprised. 

“I’m sorry. For the staring, I mean. I just…” 

“You jus’ what?”

“I… I like the birds. Did you do these?”

The man gave a low whistle, shook his head, and chuckled to himself. “He come 

to see the birds.” He looked at Charles, fixed his eyes in a hard stare, and examined him 

for a long moment. His face was tight, compressed even, and had an energetic 

restlessness about it. At the same time, the eyes looked tired, and deep lines wrinkled 

his cheeks. For a long time neither of them moved. Then the man smiled, chuckled a 

little louder without taking any apparent joy from it, and said, “All ri’, come in and see 

the birds. Gimme a hand with Esther. I could use some help.”

The man opened the jar, removing a rubber ring from around the inside as he did 

so. As soon as the jar opened, the smell of alcohol became overwhelming, which made

Charles feel oddly calm. The man reached into the jar and pulled out a large mallard, its 

head and beak a flash of bright green and yellow. 

“Hand me that tray over dere.”

Charles did as he was bid, his attention now fixed on Esther, the mallard, who 

lay in the tin bed like a specimen ready to be dissected.

“There now,” the man said. “Ain’t she beautiful?”

Charles looked at the man.

“You know, of course, that she is a he?”

The man gave a chuckle and his smile grew brighter.

“I know all about Esther. She about three years old, and a gift from the Botanical 

Gardens. Trapped her meself. And yes, a male, but she dead now so I don’t think she 

care what she called. While we working on her, Mr. Mallard Duck will be Esther, a 

royal queen, and will be addressed as such until we pass her to the museum. Agree?”
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The man smiled now for real, and Charles began to smile with him.

“John Edmonstone,” the man said. He removed his gloves and extended his 

hand.

“Charles Darwin, medical student.” He was fascinated by the coloration of the 

man’s palm—it was so markedly lighter than the skin around it—that he took the 

opportunity of the handshake to get a closer look at it. “Are you going to stuff that 

bird?”

John frowned and shook his head.

“Do you see toasted breadcrumbs, chicken broth, celery, salt, pepper, and sage? 

Because I don’. Because I am not a chef. I don’t stuff things. I am a taxidermist. I mount

them. I going to mount Esther… but I be nice about it, make sure it what she wants. 

Make sure she like it.” He winked.

“Of course.” Charles blushed. 

John turned the duck’s soggy corpse around in the tray so that Esther now lay on 

his back. Then he looked at Charles. 

“Now, Mr. Charles Darwin, what you suppose we do next?” 

“Excuse me?”

“You want to help, no?”

“Yes,” said Charles. “But I suppose it’s your job.”

John shook his head.

“No, our job. Once you show up to help, it become my job to teach you, and 

yours to learn. So I’ll ask again, what do you think we do next?”

“I… I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

As if on cue, John stood up straighter and grabbed his own lapels with the 

haughty air of a master giving an oral examination. 

“Well, let us think about what we do here. Here Esther. What are we aiming to 

do with her?”
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“St—I mean mount him. Her.”

“Correct! So the first obvious step be what?”

“Take the skin off, I suppose.”

“Again right. With her skin on, the internal organs start to rot, and she start to 

smell a horrid mess. So we got to remove Esther’s skin, but we must remember three 

things. First, we mus’ leave all her feathers intact. Second, we mus’ skin her so that we 

leave no visible seam. Our work will probably be seen from all sides, so we mus’ be 

careful. Lastly, once her skin is off, we need to make sure that she not a feast for de 

insects. We start with the first two—cutting so all feathers stay on, and leaving no 

visible seam. Where do you start?”

Charles stared hard at the duck.

“The obvious place would be right here.” He pointed at the bird’s soft belly. 

“That way, you don’t disturb the larger feathers—just the downy underside.”

“He speak like a true surgeon! Let us hack our way into the vital organs. Dead

wrong. You leave a seam a mile wide. No matter how you sew, everyone going to see 

the suture. So, you next guess?”

Charles stared harder. He took in the beak, the tips of the wings, the edges of the 

webbed feet. Esther’s head lay to the side, up and at an angle, showing the underside of 

his beak, looking for all the world like a lady languishing on a settee. Charles had seen 

plenty of dead birds. He’d killed scores of them himself. On hunting trips, he’d always 

liked the feel of a quail’s head as its neck flopped around on his wrist, the last fleeting 

sensation he’d have before he deposited it in his canvas bag. But this duck seemed 

different to him. This is what death feels like. The cold knot of her hand. Did the duck’s 

family miss him? Did they wait for him to come back? Or had they given up waiting 

and made the long flight south without him? Even here in John’s workshop, Charles 

could feel the October chill creep its way through the windows. Time to fly south, but 

not for Esther. 
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“The neck?”

“No; wing feathers will fall off.”

“The back?”

“Again, you leave a seam. And damage feathers. So wrong on both counts.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t tell where to cut it.” His ears colored, and 

suddenly he felt himself back in public school Latin class, fumbling over conjugations. 

Cogitare. Amare. Only this time he actually cared.

“Here, what if we try this?” And John picked Esther out of the tray. He spread 

out her left wing, took the bone closest to the clavicle between his thumb and forefinger, 

and gave it a deft break. “If we cut here, the fold of the wing will hide our work. No 

seam ever show. Come, watch how I do.”

Charles stayed with John for the rest of the day. He watched John carefully lift 

the skin off Esther, saw how he moved so delicately that not a single wing feather was 

disturbed. He watched John rub the underside of the duck’s skin with a white paste of 

camphor and arsenic—a recent discovery, John said, and the only way to both preserve 

the skin and keep off insects. Charles stayed and watched John until the sun started to 

set behind Edinburgh Castle. John lit the lamps as Charles sat on a high stool and tried 

to bend a roll of wire into a makeshift skeleton. No matter how he tried he couldn’t get 

the wire into the shapes that John drew for him, so he focused his energies, knit his 

brow, and made a second attempt, then a third, and a seventh. Tight balls of wire—each 

one representing a past unsuccessful attempt—sat next to him on the table, but Charles 

focused on the one in front of him. Finally, when the sky outside the windows had 

fallen into complete darkness, he felt John touch his arm.

“Mr. Darwin, it’s time. Tomorrow we come back and look in at Esther, all ri’?”

Charles looked up at him, tried to bring his face into focus. He felt dazed, dizzy, 

and unaware of how much time had passed.  

“I can’t do it,” said Charles. “I can’t.”
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“You try only one day.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It matter to you.”

“I’ll never get it.”

“You give up that easy, Mr. Darwin? What you gon’ do when you have a 

patient? You say, Sorry, I not smart enough to help? You bes’ get better on yo’ own? What 

kind of doctor you make then?”

“I’m not going to be a doctor.”

Charles lowered his head onto the table, and put his hands on his scalp. John 

shook his head, wandered past Charles, picked up a cloth off the table, and started 

wiping off a scalpel. “I see. You wander down the hall to see the birds. Next you 

wander somewhere else. You wander and you keep wanderin’. I seen it. I was a slave 

on a plantation in Guyana, so don’ tell me you got it tough. I seen worse. So tell me, Mr. 

Charlie Darwin, who got you down?”

“What? Nobody.”

“I guessin’ you ain’t givin’ up so early in the year ‘cause you excited to be here. 

So who sent you here?”

“My father.”

“And what yo’ mother say?”

“Nothing. She’s dead.”

John stopped cleaning his scalpel and slowly set it down on the table. Then he 

grabbed a stool and sat on it. “Look at me, Charlie.” Charles raised his head. “Long ago 

my mother try to teach me something, and I wouldn’ get it, and I get frustrated and cry, 

and she pick a bug up off the floor and say to me, ‘John? Look at this bug. Look close. 

See all ‘dem legs? Somebody made that. Somebody who work real hard. Maybe some 

little bitty angel. He try one pair and they not work. So he try again, but still they don’t 

work. So he try again and again, but look how they turn out. Look how each one move, 
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all in time with each other.’ She always get me to try again, and it take time, but I 

always come around to getting it. She teach me nice, my mother. She tell me to trust, to 

believe. And she tell me about Papa Legba.”

“Papa who?”

“Legba.” John shook his head and smiled to himself. “Glor’ I don’ know why I 

tellin’ you this. No black man eva talk about Papa Legba. Surely not to no white. But my 

mama always say that you never know it, but things always at they best when they 

crazy, when they out of control, when everything look bad and you got no hope, 

because that’s when Papa Legba come to show you the way.” John looked down at the 

table. His eyes became even harder, his face tighter. “He the one that guide you to 

where you go next. He test you, then he take you through the gate.”

Charles shook his head. “A superstition. I don’t believe in any of that.” 

John shrugged. “Part of you do. As for the rational part of you, let me jus’ say dat 

you young. You got plenty of time. You no get it today? Not a problem—you come back 

tomorrow. School got you down? You try again. You no able to bend the wire right? 

The wire still be here tomorrow. The question is, will you?”

Charles, eyebrows knit and lips tight, thought about this. “What if I never get it?”

“Then it be big tragedy. You be the wors’ bender of wire the worl’ ever known. I 

don’ know how you live from the shame.”

Charles laughed. “All right, then. How long should it take?”

John bit his lip in thought. “To teach you everything I can teach you? About two 

months. After that, it’s a matter of practice.”

“Of course I’ll pay you,” said Charles. “How much?”

John removed his gloves, crossed his arms, and rubbed his chin. “I hadn’t 

thought. But let’s say one guinea?”

“That’s all?”

“I’m a single man. No family. I don’ need much.”
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“Well, then. Agreed.”

They shook hands, and Charles made his way to the door. He had just put his 

hand on the nob, when John called him back. “Here,” he said. “You need this to get 

home.” 

He took a lamp off the table and gave it to Charles, who wandered down the 

corridor in a daze. He found a side exit and made his way toward his lodgings on 

Lothian Street. The streets were pitch black, and stars filled the night sky. Looking up at 

them, Charles remembered his earlier decision to return home and confront his father. It

returned to him like something out of a dream, and Charles could barely recall having 

thought it in the first place. He had found a reason to stay in Edinburgh.  

*  *  *  *

From that day on Charles spent as much time as he could learning taxidermy 

from John. To do this required avoiding as many classes and lectures as he could safely 

manage. Charles created wire skeletons—after about a week he became quite good at 

it—and while he tried to meet John’s specifications, John always had one extra 

suggestion, one more thing to do. He would say: “Let’s make that wing span bigger. 

Make me feel the wind lifting him up.” Or: “Charlie, the bird got to be fighting for his 

life. Make him snarl. Make him lean into it!” And John would make a few adjustments 

to the wire frame, changes imperceptible to Charles until the time came to put the cured 

skin over the frame. Then Charles would see it: that slight tenseness in the wings, the 

tiniest extra ducking to the ground completely brought out the ferocity, the grandeur, 

the pathos of the bird’s life. And John could see all this in the wire frame—in his 

creation’s skeletal state. Charles began to regard his teacher as something of a genius.

“This is incredible,” Charles said, looking at one finished animal. “This is

absolutely amazing.”
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“I don’ mind sayin’ I pretty damn good,” John said with a laugh. “I teach myself 

to read on the plantation. Right under the master’s nose I steal his books, and read 

them. My mama taught me well. I read and I learn, and I don’ give up.”

And when Mr. Waterton, a visitor from England, needed someone to help him 

skin and preserve birds, John leapt at the chance to learn another skill. 

“Mr. Waterton wrote that I was stupid, that I slow to learn. But I tell you, he the 

stupid one. I tell him, you use arsenic to preserve, but he insist on corrosive sublimate. 

And I’m the slave, so I got to hold my tongue and let him be wrong. But the worms and 

beetles eat his birds out within two months. Mine last decades, if not more. So maybe 

this slave not so stupid after all.” 

He took up his master’s accounts, and made himself so indispensable to the 

household that when his master decided to return to Scotland, he made a point to bring 

John with him. “That his big mistake,” said John. “Because once on British soil, I stop

being a slave. I can resign his service any time I want to, just like any servant. He didn’t 

know that and I did. He try to bully me, but I went to his library, found the legal

decision, and read it to him. He furious, but what can he do? Eventually he calm down. 

I tell him he been good to me, which was true. But I said that I have to be free, which 

even more true. When I left, we shook hands. So that’s how I ended up here. It’s cold, 

but I like the work, and I’m free. Worth it.”

One day, as they slid an egret onto its frame, Charles said to John: “Do you mind 

if I ask you something?” 

“Depend what it is.”

“What happened to your mother?”

John shook his head. “They sol’ her. I was seven. I remember her chain to the 

back of a wagon, cage like an animal. That’s what it like as a slave.”

John’s eyes glazed over, and on his face spread a look of sorrow so intense that it

caused the hair on the back of Charles’ neck to stand. Charles began to stammer out I’m 
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sorry, but realized how monumentally inadequate those words would sound once 

spoken. So he remained silent and shook his head. They never mentioned her again.
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THE OPERATING THEATER

A faint, sharp, foul odor hit Charles as he entered the operating theater from the 

top row. The theater itself consisted of a whitewashed semicircular pit, at the bottom of 

which stood the wooden operating table and Gabby, the demonstration skeleton, who 

hung on his hook and oversaw every operation with what always seemed to Charles a 

ghoulish leer. Above the operating pit rose five concentric rows, none of which had 

chairs, so students were obliged to lean on the waist-high bars in front of them for 

support. As Charles walked in, the theater was already half full. He prepared to take his 

customary place at the back, from which he could slip out unnoticed, but he saw two of 

his friends, Whitlow and Coldstream, in the second row. Whitlow caught sight of 

Charles immediately, and he wasted no time waving Charles down to join them. 

“Gas, come here! Good to see you, old boy.” Whitlow had known Charles since 

the fourth form at Shrewsbury, and he took particular delight in using Darwin’s old 

school nickname at every opportunity. He wore a confident smile and leaned back on 

the banister, examining everyone who walked in. John Coldstream, two years older and 

about three inches taller than Charles, faced forward. He shut his eyes and clasped his 

hands in front of him. It was his habit before every surgery, Charles knew, to pray both 

for the patient’s survival and for the will to endure what he was about to witness. 

Charles squeezed past him and shook Whitlow’s hand.

“Hullo, Whitlow. What’s on the menu today?”

“A young man, I believe. His leg or something. Think you can make it through 

this one?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe I should be closest to the row.”

“Not a problem. Oy, Coldy, give over. Charles wants the aisle.”
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Coldstream mouthed an “amen” and then backed away from the railing to let 

Charles through. As the two slid past each other, John gave a faint, kind smile and 

bowed his head. “Hullo, Charles.” 

“Coldy.”

The floor of the operating theater had been stained red with blood, and the entire 

room smelled like a slaughterhouse. Flies buzzed about, and in the corner, just past 

where Gabby kept watch, there sat a bucket filled with rusty saws, knives, clamps, and 

tourniquets, every single implement smeared with fat, skin, and gristle. Four orderlies, 

each carrying a burlap sack, entered from the wings. Reaching into their bags, they took 

out sawdust to spread around the floor. 

“So Coldy,” said Whitlow, “remind me why this is a gentleman’s profession.” 

“Because there is nothing more honorable than the saving of life.”

“Right.” Whitlow looked around the room, then at Charles. “It’s not because of 

the bloody great wads of pounds sterling they pay you to do this then, is it?”

“Whitlow!” said Coldstream. “That’s vulgar. Doesn’t even merit a response.” 

“I just need a reason to remind myself why I’m here.” One of the orderlies picked 

up the bucket of saws and brought it to the lower left end of the operating table. 

“Because otherwise I would never put myself through this,” said Whitlow.

Coldstream looked at Whitlow mildly, smiled, and nodded. He clapped a hand 

on Whitlow’s shoulder. “I know, my friend. I know.”

Charles tapped his hand on the banister, and wiggled his toes inside his shoe. He 

could have skipped today. He could have avoided all this. He remained almost certain 

that the medical profession was out of his reach, and yet he retained a faint sliver of 

hope. It still could happen for him. He could steel himself. He could work harder. He 

could return to his father with a degree in hand, and for once not feel ashamed. But he 

had yet to get past this room. Here’s where his hopes died. Here he had seen tumors 

removed, he had seen buboes lanced, he had watched as surgeons used belts and 
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pulleys to wrench dislocated bones back into their sockets. He had watched strong men 

scream in agony, watched a gray-haired gentleman nearly bite his tongue in two from 

the pain. As he nervously tapped the banister with his pinkie, Charles began to send up 

a prayer of his own. Please let me out of here. Please don’t make me watch this.

He debated giving his excuses to Whitlow and Coldstream and making his 

escape, but the door to the operating stage swung open and shut with a metallic clank, 

and in walked Dr. Syme, the professor of surgery, all bushy eyebrows and tufted hair. 

He wore his work clothes: frock coat, a white shirt, and a cravat, each of which bore a 

slight patina from surgeries past. The murmuring in the theater died into silence as 

Syme crossed his arms in front of him, and looked up at the students with an icy glare. 

When Syme began to speak, Charles felt his stomach grow nauseated, as if on cue.

“Gentlemen, good morning.”

A rumble of good mornings answered him back.

“Well.” Syme paced the floor, arms crossed, chest puffed out. Syme’s voice was 

that of the cultivated, aristocratic Scotsman. His Rs rolled hypnotically, like the purring 

of a cat. “Now that we are halfway through Michaelmas term, let me congratulate you. 

You men have seen a lot. More than most. It is not easy work, being a doctor. It is 

not”—he raised a finger and paused significantly—“for the soft. The healing of disease is 

a messy affair. It requires nerves, strength, dexterity, and compassion. Yes, compassion. 

Don’t be surprised by the term, gentlemen. We are compassionate. I don’t mean the 

gentle, feminine compassion of your novels and your plays. I mean real compassion, the 

kind that puts every fiber of your being in the service of your patient. The kind that 

does not shrink from causing pain, if that is the means by which your patient may live. 

It does not hesitate when the work is difficult. It does not heed cries for mercy. It simply 

Does. Its. Duty. That is the compassion to cultivate. Leave the other kind for the poets.”
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He let the lesson sink in, then continued. “Now, can one of you please tell me, 

from your readings, what is the worst, most dreadful procedure known to us? Yes, 

Stimson?” He pointed to the wing, at a seventeen year-old. 

“Amputation, sir?”

“Good. And what makes it so awful, Stimson?” 

“There’s a very good chance the patient will not survive.”

“Good again. What is the rate of survival? Someone else this time. You, 

Coldstream.”

“Roughly half, sir.”

“Half of what?”

“Half survive the operation.”

Syme stroked his whiskers, chewed the inside of his mouth, and pretended to 

think this over. Charles glanced around the room. From his vantage point, he saw the 

color drain out of several students’ faces. He saw their eyes go blank and their lips draw 

tight. Syme continued slowly.

“And after the operation, Coldstream? How many of these fortunate souls will 

go forth from the operating table to live and work and enjoy the gift of old age?”

Charles saw Coldstream’s lips purse as he struggled to remember the pages he 

had crammed only the night before. But he came up short, and replied: “Bell doesn’t 

say, sir.”

Syme pulled himself up to full height. “Are you sure? Do you mean to tell me 

that the late Dr. Benjamin Bell, member of this fine college and author of seven full 

volumes on the subject of surgery, does not see fit to mention even once the likelihood of 

long term survival?”

“N-No sir.”
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Syme smiled. “You may relax, Coldstream. It was a trick question, and you 

passed admirably. He never mentions it, for reasons I will address after we are done 

here.” He turned to an orderly. “You may wheel in the patient.”

The man stepped out, the door clanked, and Charles heard wheels squeaking in 

the outside hall. The orderly reappeared, pushing an old wheelchair, on which was 

seated a young boy, about nine years of age, with auburn hair, freckles, a dirty smock 

out from which poked two skinny legs, the left one bandaged. The child’s eyes, wide 

and staring, looked out at the medical students, and his cheeks twitched. Charles 

covered his mouth with his hand.

“Gentlemen, meet young Tim McDougal, of Selkirk. Many weeks ago, while 

milking, the young master was kicked by the family cow. He experienced swelling in 

his leg, which his family foolishly ignored. Left unchecked, the swelling became an 

abscess, which they also, sadly, ignored.” He gave a sidelong glance at the patient. “As 

so many do, they hoped it would go away. Made some crude crutches and hoped for 

the best.” He shook his head in disgust.

“I didn’t want to lose me leg,” the child muttered. His words were quiet, almost 

whispered, but defiant and spoken in a thick country brogue. 

“I’m sure I don’t need to tell you gentlemen what the outcome was.” Syme 

nodded to an orderly. “Remove his bandages, if you would please, Angus.”

Before the bandage was off, Charles knew by the pungent, gassy odor that filled 

the theater what the diagnosis would be. The wound, which had ruptured just above 

the child’s ankle, was surrounded by a creeping patch of blackness. Gangrene had set 

in.

“His desperate father, when it became quite clear that hope wasn’t enough, put 

the boy in a cart and brought him to us. I’m sure you gentlemen remember the causes 

that render amputation necessary. Can someone name them?”

“Compound fracture,” said a boy in back.
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“Yes. Someone else?”

 “Extensive lacerations and contusions.” yelled a second.

“Good. Another?”

 “Portions of the limb removed by cannonball.” 

“Yes.”

“Necrosis.”

“Yes, yes. And tumors, white swellings of the joints, caries. One or two more that 

escape me at the moment. Very good. Thank you. These are the grounds for 

amputation. Now, it seems, we have a particularly ugly case of necrosis on our hands. 

Notice the extreme mortification about the leg, the rotting-apple smell, the blackened 

flesh. This is what comes of hope, gentlemen. Our young man’s family hoped for the best, 

and all of a sudden, a wound which might have easily been treated by suppuration, 

bloodletting, and mercury, must now submit to complete and swift amputation. We 

have no time to lose. Prepare the patient, please.”

The orderlies lifted young MacDougal from his chair. The boy squirmed and 

fought and protested that he wanted to keep his leg. He screamed and tried to kick, but 

the orderlies held him tight as they pinned him to the table. Slick from sweat, he 

thrashed around hopelessly. Four orderlies lifted the boy’s smock, and moved him 

down so his bare legs hung off the table. The fifth grabbed a stool from the wing of the 

stage and placed it under young MacDougal’s leg. Then he sat down on it and 

supported the gangrenous leg on his shoulder while another, standing, held tight to the 

good leg. 

“Now, there are three things that are of utmost importance in amputation. First, 

we must restrict the flow of blood. For that, this tourniquet should serve.”

Syme pulled a tourniquet from the bucket and handed it to the seated orderly, 

who moved it to just below the knee. Syme twisted the tourniquet to what seemed 
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impossible tightness, and the young boy started begging tearfully to be let go. Charles’ 

jaw started to quiver, and he bit his finger.

“Next, we manage the patient’s pain. We could use morphine, but the quantity it 

would take to successfully quell the pain would cause most patients to vomit, unless 

they have already built up a tolerance for the stuff through frequent use. So morphine is 

out. Instead, we must compress the nerves. The small ones can be managed by the 

tourniquet, but we must also manage the large ones. This wonderful invention will 

compress the sciatic nerve, and help ease the suffering of Master McDougal here.” He 

pulled a large C-clamp from the bucket, the sort that carpenters use to join pieces of 

wood, and he placed it at the top of the young boy’s thigh. This he also turned until the 

screw end sank deep into the leg, and at each turn of the handle, young Master 

MacDougal issued a wail of unspeakable torment.

Several students in the room were already crying. Some, like Charles and 

Whitlow, held their fingers over their mouths and tried not to look as Syme took a large 

hacksaw from the bucket. One student in the back had already fainted and was being 

dragged from the theater by two volunteers, both of whom were only too eager to quit 

the scene. But several students wore expressions of passivity and interest, like expert 

gamblers sitting down to a game of cards. Coldstream looked on the operation with a 

serene expression. His prayer worked. It gave him strength where Charles had none, 

and as the room filled with the sound of saw cutting through bone, Charles almost 

hated him for it.

But however hard it was, none of them had it as bad as young MacDougal. As 

soon as the doctor’s saw bit into his flesh, he sent up a howl that seemed to defy the 

capacity of his tiny lungs. He screamed, and every vibration went through Charles like 

a sledgehammer. This is what father does, thought Charles. This is what he does every day.

No better than a common butcher. He covered his eyes. When he worked up the bravery to 

look up, he immediately regretted it. Syme was at the patient’s left side, sawing 
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furiously with his left hand, when suddenly blood poured out of the half-sawed-off leg. 

The tourniquet had come loose. 

“Get it! Get it! Stop the blood! Goddammit, we’ll lose him!” 

The orderly behind Syme fumbled with the tourniquet, but to do so he had to let 

go of the boy’s arm. No sooner had he done so then the young boy thrashed his arm 

about. Angus, who stood at the boy’s right side, caught the arm and held it, but 

precious seconds had been lost. Syme leaned back on the leg and sped up his work. The 

sawdust, which had been sprinkled beneath the table to catch the excess blood, became 

sodden and slippery under Syme’s feet. His curses grew louder. Sweating and furious, 

he looked up at the students. Charles felt the world swim around him, felt his legs 

nearly give way. He caught the banister and somehow managed to keep himself from 

fainting to the floor.

“Look, damn you! Look!” Syme yelled. “Are ye men or frightened women? Ye 

are doctors, therefore look!” 

But fully half the room hid or averted their eyes, even when young MacDougal’s 

screams began to die down to furious panting, and finally sink away altogether as he 

slipped out of consciousness. Charles could tell by the sound of sawing that the bone 

was cut through, and flesh was all that remained. This was the one saving grace of 

operating: it was always over quickly. Each operation was a race. Take too long and the 

patient would certainly die. Of course, they usually died anyway. MacDougal seemed 

headed in that direction.

“Sir,” said Angus. “He’s stopped breathing.”

With one last, furious cut, the leg came off. The seated orderly cradled it in his 

hands. Syme stood still for a moment, panting with exertion. The edges of his cravat 

and the white collar of his shirt were stained crimson. He reached out and took 

MacDougal’s wrist, felt for a pulse and, finding none, he released it with a disappointed 

shake of his head. 
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“He’s gone.”

The entire room, which just a moment before had been a tumult of noise—of 

screaming, sawing, and swearing—now descended into eerie silence, punctuated here 

and there by the open sobbing of several students. Charles felt the collar of his shirt 

choke him. It felt as if a large stone were flattening his lungs. He had never felt more 

useless, hopeless, or stupid. Syme walked quietly to the front of the room and looked 

up at the students. Those who didn’t look down at the floor, or cry into their hands, 

looked at the professor with cold, hard eyes. All except for Coldstream. He looked on 

the verge of tears, but he managed to keep his composure. Syme took a deep breath, 

and spoke.

“Had the patient lived, I would have demonstrated how to cover the wound. To 

do this, you make a medallion of flesh from the severed limb, taking great care, of 

course, to avoid the gangrenous spots. But it isn’t necessary, not now.” He looked at the 

orderlies. “You may remove the body.”

Angus picked MacDougal up off the table and carried him through the door 

which another orderly held open for him. The seated orderly followed, carrying the leg. 

Syme quietly watched them go, and as the door shut with a great metallic clank, he 

looked up at the students. After several moments he spoke again, his voice somewhat 

subdued.

“Does anyone have any questions?”

Someone in the back let out an audible gasp, but otherwise the room maintained 

its stony silence. Syme took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the blood from 

his face.

“You all no doubt feel pity for the young man. You imagine me his killer. All 

very natural, very wrong, and completely unproductive. If you wish to be a doctor, you 

must rid yourself of these soft emotions. If you cannot, then ask yourself this, 

gentlemen: what would happen to young MacDougal without our intervention? He 
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would surely have died a slow, horrible, lingering death. We took a chance, a daring, 

risky chance that his life might have been saved. It did not work out as we might have 

hoped. I erred in misjudging the tightness of the tourniquet. But imagine if it had 

worked. Young Master MacDougal would live on. He would tend to his farm, care for 

his mother and father, perhaps marry and have children. Is that not worth the risk? We 

are not murderers, gentlemen, but whenever you operate, you gamble. You decide that 

the lives you save are worth the lives you lose. And you will lose many. At the 

beginning it will tear at your heart. Their faces will haunt you, their cries will ring in 

your ears, but with time and practice your heart will harden, and then you will truly be 

a doctor. If this proves unpalatable, gentlemen, or if you are not man enough to conquer 

your own misguided sense of pity, then I recommend another line of work.”

He walked from one end of the stage to the other, and back again. His footsteps 

echoed loudly in the silence, and he looked from student to student with an impassive 

expression.

“Sir?” Coldstream had his hand raised.

“Yes, Coldstream.”

“You said you’d talk about long-term survival. Could you?”

A smile broke out on Syme’s face. “Yes,” he said. “Thank you for reminding me. 

That is perhaps the bitterest irony of all. Bell does not mention this—indeed, Bell is 

unwarrantedly optimistic on this point—but of the patients who survive the operation, 

many of them, perhaps a full third, will die before the week is out. Septicemia, 

gentlemen. Infection of the blood. It is our biggest enemy. Our most implacable foe. We 

have no idea what causes it, nor how to treat it. So there it is. When we operate, many 

will die, few will live. If we did nothing, all would die. So is it worth it? I leave that to 

you. I have made my own choice, and my conscience rests easy. I will always choose to 

save what lives I can. If you feel the same, then I will see you here next week. Thank 

you, gentlemen, and good day.”



47

Syme walked out the door, swinging it shut behind him. For what seemed like a 

long time, none of the students moved. Then, slowly, they began to look around. The 

boys—for they were boys, really, most of them no older than seventeen—made their 

first, furtive glances into each other’s eyes. Many faces were tear-stained. Many lips 

quivered. They looked at each other as if none of them had ever seen a face before. 

Charles stood clutching the banister, his knuckles white, and he looked straight down at 

his feet. Coldstream touched him on the shoulder and spoke quietly into his ear.

“Charles, are you all right?”

“No. No I’m not.”

Charles continued to look down. He breathed steadily and slowly, and bit his lip. 

“Let me know if you need anything,” said Coldstream. 

“Thank you, John. I’ll be fine.”

Coldstream moved past Charles into the aisle, and walked slowly to the door. A 

few moments later Whitlow, nervously biting a cuticle, stepped past Charles and took a 

brisk jog up the stairs. Students left one by one in silence, their jaws clenched, their faces 

cloudy. Charles stayed in his place until the hall was almost empty, and when he left he 

heard the sound of a broom behind him. An orderly had returned, and was sweeping 

the blood-soaked sawdust into a pile.
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EMMA’S PIANO LESSON

Charles stayed in bed for three days. The third morning, Emma stepped into 

Charles’ room as quietly as she could, conscious of her skirts’ rustling. The clock in the 

hall had just struck ten. Surely, Emma thought, he had heard it, and surely he would be 

up on his feet; perhaps not steadily so, but up and dressed, ready to return to his office.

But he wasn’t. He lay there in bed, still and silent. He had dark rings under his eyes, a 

hollowness in his cheeks that his beard could disguise only so much, and his skin was 

tinged a dull yellow. Emma felt the floor shift beneath her. It had happened. Finally, it 

had happened. But before she could step closer, she saw the sheets move with his 

breath. Then he muttered, fidgeted, and rolled onto his side. Emma backed out into the 

hall, stood next to the grandfather clock, and cried silently into her hands.

Charles had been near death for their entire marriage. Emma had spent so long 

in a dress rehearsal for his funeral that by now the planning had become automatic: 

what she would wear, where she would stand, how she would arrange the furniture to 

accommodate his coffin. She would push the piano to one side, move the settee. The line 

for the viewing would start at the door, snake through the sitting room, and deposit 

guests out through the kitchen. She could trust Jackson to secure the silver and the 

crystal upstairs. She still had her black dress from ‘51, when Charles was known mostly 

for a diverting travelogue and a geology text. It had been years, now, since she had 

needed it for mourning. Did the dress still fit her? Should she have a new one made? 

She would stand at the sitting room door for hours, her face still and sad, and greet 

every visitor. They would stream in, an endless line of them, from Parliamentary MPs to 

the Lubbocks’ gardener, who would remove his cloth hat, wring it in his hands, screw 

up his craggy face, and say, I’m sorry, ma’am, for your loss. She would nod and thank 
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him. She would thank all of them. One last day to be the great man’s wife, and then the 

rest of her days in silence, alone in a house far to big for one person. 

Emma dried her eyes. This would not do. Charles might wake up and see her. It 

was just as she told countless visitors: Mr. Darwin was not to be disturbed.

*  *  *  *

This time, when she went in, she couldn’t look at her husband’s face at all. She 

watched instead the wrinkling and smoothing of fabric as he took another breath, and 

another, and another. Steady and certain. You could set a clock by it. He kept going; 

that was the thing. He would get an idea, carry it an inch, and drop it. Then another 

inch. And another. The world mistook him for brilliant. Emma knew better: he was 

merely unstoppable. He spent eight years sitting at his desk, notebook at his side, 

dissecting barnacles, specimen after specimen, both fresh and fossil. Eight entire years. 

Emma waited for him to wear out, to become bored, restless, or anxious. But year after 

year brought fresh batches of the smelly arthropods: new ones to be dissected, old ones 

to be named, described, tagged, and sent out to some museum collection overseas.  

Emma would not have lasted a week. But when he wasn’t working, when the 

barnacles were in between shipments, when his well of experiments had run dry, when 

his notes for publication sat collated and ready for publication, when the corrected 

proofs of his latest book languished at the printer’s, Charles became fidgety. He would 

worry about his health, about Emma’s health, or about the grandchildren. He would 

fret about the finances, deaf to assurances that their expenses remained well below their 

income. And then, if days went by without fresh work, the darkness set in. She would 

find Charles staring into the fireplace, looking like the survivor of a shipwreck who has 

just seen the last of his rations sink to the bottom. 
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She watched his next breath, and his next. In her place, he would already have 

his pencil and notepad. Five minutes past ten, and subject is still taking breath. I determined 

that each cycle of exhalation and inhalation takes between three and four seconds to complete, 

whereupon the cycle starts up again, unless deep sleep is attained, when the interval attenuates 

to almost six seconds. He could write pages of the most soulless, desiccated prose 

imaginable. When observing, Charles ignored personality, mood, sentiment, and 

anything else that might either cloud his vision or, Emma suspected, tempt the 

darkness. Whatever he watched, even his own child, became yet another specimen: a 

thing to watch, prod, and publicize. A scientist must have a heart of stone—one of his 

favorite sayings. But Emma was no scientist. She saw only her Charles, dying by inches. 

A suit of flesh made man by the breath of God. She felt a tightness in her jaw—the tears 

welled up again, and with them came a fresh realization, a still, small voice. She’d had 

enough. She grew tired of waiting for it to end. She was ready for him to die. Not 

happy, but ready. She would miss him. She would grieve. But enough was enough. 

She came closer to him, leaned forward, and kissed his forehead. He didn’t stir.

She moved quietly out of the room, went to her piano, and picked her way through a 

mazurka. She played too fast, had a tendency to speed up the legatos, but the act of 

playing cleared her head. She played for an hour, read for another, and went up to 

Charles’ room to see if he was ready to get up yet. He wasn’t there. Curious. His bed 

was empty, his closet door open, his age-old rucksack gone, and its contents—geologic 

hammer, pitons, and several small fragments of quartz and schist from God only knew 

how long ago—dumped out onto the floor.

“Charles?” she said.

She checked his study. Not there. Not in the kitchen. Not in the sitting room. He 

would have told her if he was leaving the house. He always told her. She trotted back to 

the study, and saw his coat missing from its peg. And then she saw the note on the 

desk: Dearest, I’ve gone to see Annie. Don’t look for me. I’m very sorry, Charles.
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“Jackson!” she cried. She rang the bell for the butler, and found him running 

from the pantry. “Have you seen Mr. Darwin?”

“No, mum. What is the matter?”

“He’s left the house. I think he may try to harm himself. Please—check the 

greenhouse. Check the Sandwalk. He can’t have gone far.”

  Jackson took off for the back door like a rabbit. He returned ten minutes later, 

panting heavily. “He’s not on the grounds. We’ll check in town. I’ve had the driver 

hitch up the carriage, but we’ll have to make do with one horse. The other’s missing.”

“Oh, God, no.” Charles hadn’t ridden a horse for nine years, not since he took a 

bad spill which came close to breaking his leg. To get on one now, to ride off in the 

middle of the day…it was insane, crazy. Suicide. This was Emma’s fault. She had 

wished him dead, and God had heard her. But she didn’t want this. It would be printed 

in all the papers, talked about in the streets. Their children would suffer, their friends.

And it would all be her fault.

*  *  *  *

She’d not been raised for this. As a girl, Emma had received an education, a real 

one. She had read the classics, dabbled in philosophy, devoured the newest poetry. She 

was fluent in French, Italian, and German. She had written and printed an elementary 

reading primer that was still being used in the village of Maer. She had toured the 

continent. She had played tennis and was a skilled archer. 

She might have married someone else, had the young men of her day shown the 

slightest interest. In her youth, she dressed in gowns and went to balls, where she 

learned to linger near the punch bowl and accept the occasional dance that pity threw 

her way. It was no good: she had no skill at flirting, no tolerance for small talk, and an 

unfortunate tendency to wince when she found the conversation dull. Once, when 
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weaving through the grand chain of a quadrille, she heard a burst of female laughter, so 

loud and joyous that it seemed just this side of obscene. She glanced over and saw the 

Owen sisters holding court, surrounded on this side by officers from the Army and 

Navy, and on the other by every eligible bachelor between Shrewsbury and 

Cheltenham. To the left, buttons and epaulettes; to the right, collars and cravats. So 

that’s where the men went. Sarah had only to bat her eyes and the men lined up to kiss 

her hand. And as for Fanny, rumor had it the kisses didn’t stop there, and still they 

lined up. After the dance she excused herself, discreetly downed several glasses of 

punch, and set herself up at a game of whist, where she proceeded to trounce the 

competition with unladylike glee. After today, Emma would brook no talk of marriage. 

She had grown sick of men, each and every one of them. If she was to settle for one—

and the operative word would be settle—he would have to be worthy of her. 

So she sailed into her twenties without the merest hint of a suitor. No nineteen 

year-old to make moon eyes at her, to compose page after page of bad poetry, to hold 

her hand and importune her for a kiss at Christmas. Nothing. She attended Sarah 

Owen’s wedding, saw the bride blush and grin as she minced down the aisle, but as for 

herself, Emma got what she had wished for. She would become an old maid, like her 

poor, dwarfish, hunchbacked sister Elizabeth. 

Then, in her twenty second year, out of nowhere, five suitors arrived on her 

doorstep. Five in the same year! Suddenly she, who only two years ago could barely get 

a dance from the octogenarian Morris Featherston, had become an object of such 

fascination that the men threw themselves at her. To add insult to insolence, the callers 

started knocking on her door barely weeks after Fanny Owen’s marriage of 

convenience—she had been jilted by one fiancé, and her parents narrowly avoided 

scandal by bundling her off to marry a much older man. With Fanny down, all the men 

came running to plain-as-a-biscuit Emma. They had not come for love. Emma was 

nowhere near stupid enough to flatter herself with that notion. No, they came for a 
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chance to bump up against the money that the family’s Etruria works churned out 

alongside the china and tea sets. Emma found them all, every one of them, incredibly 

tedious.

She winced more than usual those days. The leaden predictability of each 

marriage proposal depressed her. Her suitors had apparently watched all the same 

plays, read all the same books, and then vied with each other to wring every last cliché 

from the proceedings. She watched in boggled amazement as each round-headed, jug-

eared boy went down on one knee to declaim a sudden, irresistible love. One vicar, 

upon being refused, spent the better part of an hour walking her around the garden, 

tearfully asking what she found lacking in him. And she tried to be polite, but the truth 

of the matter was that, while she found nothing exactly lacking in him, nor did she see 

anything particularly desirable. And the more he cried, the less she saw.

She finally had enough, and decamped to Paris for a season, not because she 

knew anyone there, but precisely because she didn’t know anyone. She was alone, away 

from relatives and friends, and, of course, suitors. Only her maid Ginny to keep her 

company. She rented rooms on the Ile St. Louis. Some mornings she walked along the 

embankment to the Jardin du Luxembourg. She strolled the gardens, looked at the 

Fountain of Marie de Medici, spent an idle minute or two browsing books in the 

Boulevard St. Germain, then walked back to her rooms. For an hour or so she answered 

letters from family and friends. She wrote short missives, intended to be distancing. She 

read for another hour. But every day, at three o’clock, she took a short walk down the 

Quai D’Anjou to the Hôtel Lambert for piano lessons. 

The first day she met Monsieur Chopin, she was sure she had made a mistake. 

She had fought for these lessons, writing multiple letters to Moscheles, her old teacher 

in London, begging him for an introduction. It had worked. One student got cold feet, 

dropped out, and now, for better or worse, she would spend every day for the next 

three months studying with Chopin. She stepped out onto the street, her bonnet tied 
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under her chin, and looked around. Feminine habit: she wanted reassurance that she 

still knew how to dress. She saw two or three enormous hats with ribbons trawling 

behind, and realized that every stitch on her had gone out of style years ago. Her black 

square-toed shoes did not match her dress. Every other woman’s shoes matched. When, 

exactly, did this happen? And her hair refused to stay in place. Stray bits kept winding 

out from under the brim of her bonnet. For all that, the day mocked her by being 

absolutely beautiful—rays of sunlight cast a glow on each stone building she passed. 

Emma felt her customary nervousness lose its grip, and her face lifted into a rare 

involuntary smile. Anything could happen today. The cobblestone streets were swept 

free of horse manure and church bells pealed out like laughter. Though not from Notre 

Dame. The revolution had turned that cathedral into a wreck, and a wreck it remained.

She rang the door of the Hôtel, and greeted the doorman with a cheerful bonjour.

He led her through a house whose interior was a frank disappointment. Emma 

distrusted too much ornament, and here she found more than too much. She kept her 

head down, determined not to let the décor spoil her mood, but she had been raised to 

respect moderation and measure, and each gilded arch and frescoed ceiling struck her 

sensibilities like an increasingly foul odor. There was too much gold: the rooms looked 

jaundiced. Soon, and with great resistance on Emma’s part, she began actively to resent 

those who lived here—first the aristocrats, whose punishment by guillotine had 

apparently been for poor taste, and then the Polish immigrants who bought the house 

after the Revolution. If this was where they chose to fret and argue over the carving up 

of their homeland, then let their homeland be carved. 

The doorman brought Emma to a narrow grand hall, where the Louis Quatorze 

opulence was relieved somewhat by a row of windows with a view of the garden. 

Emma looked out—anything to relieve the sight of these walls—and saw a round pool 

surrounded by squat, conical hemlock bushes. Then she turned and saw the piano. It 

stopped her cold. Plain and unadorned, it provided a much-needed oasis of modesty. In 
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a house where every last doorknob and candle sconce grit its teeth and pretended to 

beauty, this piano simply was beautiful, and it caught her breath. It was rather large, 

standing in the midst of the parquet floor like a royal frigate in an open harbor. The 

frame and bench were oak, stained light brown so that the grain of the wood shone 

through. Three round legs on three casters, the top open to expose the strings, pegs, and 

the piece of red felt that damped the higher registers. Beneath, the pedals were held by 

a pendulous wood frame in the shape of a lyre. The keyboard reached a full seven 

octaves; Emma had never played on more than six. And there was an air of solidity 

about the instrument that made her old pianoforte back at Maer seem quaint. But how 

did it sound? She drew closer. She had to touch those keys, lightly at first, just to feel 

them. The ivory chilled her fingertips. She turned back to the doorman.

“Is this the… May I…?”

He grinned. “Of course you may. I will tell the Master you are here. He usually 

gives students a few minutes to get used to the Bösendorfer.” 

She sat down carefully, adjusted her skirts and petticoats, and held her hands 

above the keyboard for a brief moment. She pressed a thumb to middle C, and was 

startled by the resistance. Her fingers would never move those keys. She tried a C 

chord. The sound made her quiver. She ran through an arpeggio. Each note sounded as 

crisp and clear as the bells outside, except for the bass notes, which growled. And while 

the action of the keys was hard, it was not excessively so. She could do this. Her hands 

would adjust. She started with a round of scales—major, minor, chromatic—and tried 

the first Prelude and Fugue from Bach’s Well Tempered Clavichord. Above the keybed, a 

white card: “Ignaz Bösendorfer, Burger in Wien.” Ignaz, she decided, could marry her. 

Anyone who could make a piano like this deserved her hand.

Halfway through the fugue, her spine went rigid. She felt the presence of 

someone behind her, watching. She turned, and there, standing behind her, was 

Chopin.
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“Bach. A genius. I play him before every concert. Not as well loved as he should 

be. Please to continue, Miss Wedgwood. I listen.” 

She sat up straighter, felt a knot form in the pit of her stomach, and continued. 

Chopin pulled a wooden chair from the wall, brought it perpendicular to the bench, and 

sat down on it. He crossed his legs, folded his arms, and looked down at the floor. So 

this was the great man. Not much to look at, with his square head and bulbous nose. 

His black hair looked like a rug glued to his scalp. Emma took a deep breath. She had 

almost reached the end of the piece, when Chopin interrupted her, waving his hand.

“Stop, stop, stop. No, no. Please to stop.”

Emma stopped, and folded her hands in her lap. “How do you do, Monsieur 

Chopin?” 

“Never mind that. Let us talk your playing. Miss Wedgwood, we are not 

building a box. We are not to be pounding out the nails into the wood one by one. Even 

when piece is highly technical, never forget to be making the music. One must feel the 

serce, the dusza—the heart, the soul. Even in Bach. Especially in Bach. Again please, the 

fugue.”

She started again, and actually made it through five bars before the Master 

stopped her. 

“Miss Wedgwood, what do this song mean to you?”

“I… I don’t understand.”

“The song, what it mean?”

“It’s…” She shrugged. “It doesn’t mean anything. It’s notes on a staff. Bach does 

not try to paint a picture in our mind—he’s not Beethoven. No fields and shepherds. 

Just notes.”

Chopin nodded soberly. “Is not just notes. Is never just notes. True, Bach does 

not describe the pictures for us, so we must bring the pictures in ourselves. Here, I show 

you.”
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He gestured for her to get out of the way. She got up and stood to one side. 

Chopin pulled the bench under him, not once glancing at Emma. She detected 

something greedy in his face, something in the way the corners of his eyes pinched 

together, and she knew that the piano had worked its spell on him too. He resented 

every moment away from the keyboard. 

“When I play fugue, I think to myself of a little boy. He five, maybe six. He all 

alone, in the middle of town square. Where his Mum? Where Dad? He not know. But he 

not cry, not yet. He look for them. The first notes he taking few steps into square.”

He played the notes, and Emma could hear how they stepped quietly out. He 

played them tentatively, each note falling slightly behind the rhythm. 

“He see man. Maybe he help. Boy ask him.” The second voice came in. “But man 

busy, he selling bread from cart. He yell at this boy, think he want to steal.” The third 

voice hectored the first two. Chopin continued his narrative as the voices built and 

wove through each other. The market square started to become busy. More people 

scolded the boy. A cleaning woman hit him with a broom. Now the boy became 

desperate, started to cry. The music hit a bumpy patch, a line that wound around F 

sharp and F natural, unable to decide between them, until G sharp came in and 

thumped the boy square on the forehead. Soon the boy was being chased by the town 

beadle, and all seemed lost until the last run of scales. The boy’s parents finally arrived. 

“Where had he been? They looking everywhere for him! Never mind, our lovely 

boy. You found again! Now everything wonderful, everyone happy, and hurrah!” The 

final C chord struck a note of triumph over the whole mess. “Now you try. Make the 

picture, and make me see it. Make it the music.”

The end of the hour couldn’t come fast enough. Emma closed her eyes and tried 

to see a boy in a market square, but her imagination turned out blurred and confused. 

On the rare moments when she could get an image, she found herself focusing so 

furiously on it that her fingers stumbled over the notes. After each measure, Chopin 
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stopped her with a new piece of advice: how to hold her foot so the pedal didn’t squeak, 

or how to shape her hand over the keyboard. Yesterday, Emma had known how to play 

piano, but today, since Chopin heard nothing that he would certify as music, Emma 

wasn’t sure she had ever known. Her hands started to shake, which at this point, she 

decided, could only improve her playing. Before he released her, Chopin turned her 

hand over in his, examined it like it was a horse’s hoof, and told her that her finger 

strength needed work. She walked home in a rage. To be so insulted, by a piano teacher! 

And such an ugly little man at that. He clearly had no idea who she was. She reached 

her door and rang the bell. Ginny came down and let her into the drawing room.

“The landlady just brought in tea,” said Ginny. “It’s on the table.”

“Thank you, Ginny. I’d like to be alone now.”

“As you wish.” 

As she drank her tea, Emma realized that Monsieur Chopin knew who she was. 

He knew exactly who she was. Moscheles would have put it in the letter. Chopin was a 

great Master. Royalty lined up to learn from him. And who was Emma? She had 

money, but her money was low. It came from trade. She was yet another wealthy 

bourgeois, one of dozens who fought for his time and attention. If she left now, Chopin 

would never miss her. He would find someone just like her to take her place tomorrow.

She sipped the rest of her tea in silence. When she had drained the last of it, she 

took a closer look at the cup. Jasperware. Dark blue porcelain, overlaid with white 

flowers in bas relief. She didn’t even have to turn over the cup, but she did anyway. 

And there she saw it: her own surname, Wedgwood. A name that opened doors, 

secured invitations, allowed her time alone in Paris. A name that attracted treasure 

hunters rather than a proper fiancé, that gave her every possible comfort. She brought 

the cup down to the table faster than she had intended, and it shattered into pieces. She 

still held the snapped-off handle between thumb and forefinger, her little finger raised.



59

The noise brought Ginny rushing through the door. “Is something the matter, 

miss?”

Emma normally composed herself in front of the help, but this time she didn’t 

bother. Her face went slack, her eyes haggard. She would level with Ginny; what could 

it hurt? But before she could utter a word, her maid took a nervous step back. Emma 

placed the handle on the table and bowed her head.

 “Ginny, I seem to have dropped my teacup. Would you clean it up, please?” 

Ginny nodded in relief. “Yes, miss. Right away.”

Later, in bed, Emma lay on her side and watched the gas lights of the Marais mix 

their reflection with the moonlight on the Seine. She couldn’t sleep. Now, for the first 

time, she missed her mother and sisters. She could feel herself getting older by the 

minute. She had no husband. She would never be loved. She would never hold her 

child in her arms. She could live with that. But not to have music? She always imagined 

herself special, an artist, a beautiful soul. But no. She was no better than those she 

mocked: just another mediocrity. 

*  *  *  *

The next several lessons did not get any better—just the opposite. Monsieur 

Chopin rarely let her progress more than a bar or two without stopping. Sometimes he 

let out a loud, startling cry, as if something gave him a sharp pain, leaving Emma 

scrambling to guess what disturbed him so. Was it the position of her fingers? Her 

posture? The way she held her foot above the pedals? All of the above? Once he even 

leapt to his feet, pounded the lid of the piano, and shouted, “No! No! Is no good! You 

try again.”

“But I’m painting the picture, just like you said.” 
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“Is no picture! Is no good. If you have picture in there—” he patted his chest “—

then I would hear it out here. But nothing I hear. Nothing. You try again. Put some 

feeling into it.”

And Emma went back to the beginning and tried, without success, to feel 

something other than resentment. She felt she learned nothing at these lessons, except 

that no power on earth could satisfy Chopin when there was a piano involved.

“No, Miss Wedgwood. Again, no. The sonata—she is the Pathétique, which mean 

sad, suffering, great drama. Is grand notes, big gestures. But you hold back. It sound 

tired. You need big! You need unafraid! Here, I show.”

And again he took her place, and demonstrated what the first chords might 

sound like if she, too, were a musical genius. Chopin seemed to pull music from 

somewhere else. When he played, every muscle on his body twitched with effort, every 

woolen fiber in his jacket came alive with vibrations, alert to signals from elsewhere. 

Emma’s temples started to throb. She was sure when she got back to her room tonight 

she would find yet another well-meaning letter from a friend back home: Oh, to study 

with Monsieur Chopin! What sheer delight! I can’t imagine. To which she was always 

tempted to write back: Yes, you can’t imagine. Neither, apparently, can I.

Chopin stood up. “There, you see—it rumble, it roar! You try. And watch your 

fingering on the run. You turn under thumb too late.”

Emma sat down, lifted her hands, struck the initial C-minor chord, then stopped. 

She put her hands in her lap, and pulled herself in, becoming very small in her seat.

“What wrong? Why you stop?”

But she herself didn’t know, except that she felt her eyes beginning to tear up. 

Crying in front of him would have spelled disaster. She had cried once before, and in 

response Chopin had stood up so violently that his chair fell backwards. Then he 

stomped out of the room, saying that she could cry at home, that he wouldn’t waste his 

time teaching the weak womans, and if she couldn’t hold in the tears then art of piano 
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was not for hers. She spent the next few minutes sobbing to herself, and then the next 

few after that waiting for him to return. He never did, and so she finally got up and left 

the Hôtel. That was three weeks ago.

“Monsieur Chopin, please be honest. Is there any point to my proceeding with 

these lessons?” she asked. The empty hall muffled the words, made her voice sound 

tiny. 

“I no understand.”

“Because no matter what I do, I don’t progress. We’ve been at this bloody—

pardon me. We’ve been at this piece for weeks now, and I’m not feeling it any more 

than I did the first day. So be honest: am I wasting my time? Am I wasting your time? Is 

there any point to all this? Be blunt with me. I’ll accept your verdict, whatever it is.”

Chopin sat in his chair, crossed his legs, and steepled his fingers under his nose. 

After a moment of silence, he said, “No. Is not waste. You fingering better, you phrasing 

better, you no more play false notes. But it not yet music. Play music, and everything 

else fall in line. But you play music not yet. Why?”

His eyes narrowed, and he stared out past Emma, past the piano, past the 

window and the squat hemlock bushes. He remained still for a long time, and when he 

spoke, it sounded as if his voice came from elsewhere. “When you play sonata, what is 

image in your head?”

“I’m at home, in Maer. A thunderstorm is coming over the fields. Rain lashes the 

brick wall around the orchard, and I’m watching the little wicket gate as the wind slams 

it open and shut.”

Chopin’s eyes widened, and he jerked his head up. “That is good. That very 

good. Has drama, has excitement. Very well. Let me see you try again. Just one more 

time. Give me thunder and wind. If it no work, then we tried. But try once more.”

Emma clenched her teeth and furrowed her eyebrows as she brought her hands 

to the keys.
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“Wait—stop,” said Chopin. 

Emma put her hands down again, and clenched her teeth even harder. After 

today, no more. She would go home, put her music away, and never touch the 

instrument again. 

“You look so angry, so fierce,” said Chopin. “No need for that. Please to look 

here.” She looked in his face, where the tempest had cleared, leaving two of the most 

tired eyes she had ever seen, and the faintest wisp of a smile. “You know what I see? I 

see woman of energy and talent, but scared. She come study piano, and she sit down to 

sonata, and say, ‘I need to have an image.’ She start to play, but because she scared, she 

hold back. She say, now I construct image, but then image sound… constructed.”

“I… I don’t understand,” said Emma. “What would you have me do?”

“I would have you relax. Realize there no need to construct image because image 

already in here”—he pointed to her chest—“and it already beautiful. Don’t control it so 

much. Image all around you. Just feel it. No force, just relax.” Then he did the 

unthinkable. He touched her shoulder. 

Emma shuddered. He had given her the merest pat, but he had crossed a line. 

True, he had touched her before, but that had been only to fix the position of her hands. 

His hand on her shoulder felt so personal, so invasive. She felt scandalized, and she sat 

stock still, hoping he would do it again. Emma felt a warm glow on that spot, a longing 

that spread out across her body, spilled out into the room, and when she turned back to 

the keys she found herself no longer in Paris, but looking out over the fields, down to 

her manor house and the little road that ran to the village. She lifted her fingers. The 

clouds in the west terrified her—black as ash, and moving at fierce speed. She would 

never make it back home. She played the first few chords of the sonata as a warning, as 

a lump in her throat. The thunder would be here any moment. As her fingers played the 

run of scales she picked up her skirts and trotted down the hill. Too late. The storm was 

catching up with her. Now Emma played her way through the first movement with 
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genuine terror in her heart. She pounded every note as if her life depended on it. She 

felt her heart freeze as a flash of lightning split a tree not ten yards behind her—she 

could smell the ozone in the air, and feel the ground vibrate beneath her. She played her 

way through the entire movement this way, in a frenzy, and Chopin did not stop her 

once. Her terror was real, and part of the music, and making the music. 

At the last chord, she looked over at Chopin. She felt drained, as if she really had 

run all that way. Chopin had his eyes closed, an enormous smile on his face, and his 

fingers steepled once more beneath his nose. “You did it. That was music.” He pulled 

his watch from his waistcoat. “Our time up. Good to end here. But tomorrow we move 

on, no?”

But Emma, still disoriented, looked up at him. Her breathing was shallow, her 

face pale.

“Is it always like this?” she whispered.

Chopin shrugged. “Sometime much, much worse. It take time, but you get used 

to it.”

Emma stood up slowly. She looked into her teacher’s eyes, looked for far longer 

than was proper, then she curtsied before him. “Thank you so much.”

“No, thank you.”

*  *  *  *

Emma’s hand shook as she walked down the embankment, and she had to stop 

herself from jumping up and down on the pavement. She could do this. She would 

become a pianist, like Clara Schumann, or Marie Pleyel. She would play on stage, in 

front of the entire world. But first, she would need to move permanently to Paris, make 

it her home for five years. She would continue her studies with Chopin. At some point 

he would propose (she smiled at this, bit her lip), but she would turn him down, just as 
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she had done all the others. Her parents would never approve of her marrying an artist, 

and besides, she would have her own income. She wouldn’t need marriage. But he 

wouldn’t take no. He would propose again, and again. She would make him suffer, and 

herself too, and then she would pour that suffering into the piano, creating in it a

sostenuto of desire. And then, maybe… Emma blushed and laughed into her hand. She 

could see him making love to her, but she could never quite picture herself returning 

the favor.

She was still giggling when she came into the parlor. She shot Ginny a large

smile. But Ginny returned an expression pale and stricken. She took a step toward 

Emma, her jaw quivering.

“There’s a note, ma’am. On the table. I’ve had a letter myself.”

Emma took a quick breath. She reached the table in three quick steps, tore open 

the wax seal, and read: Mother very ill. Papa fears the worst. Please come home soon. Love, 

Elizabeth. She looked helplessly at Ginny. “When did this letter arrive?”

“Just after you left.” 

Emma looked around the room. She should never have come here. Paris had 

been a mistake. Something like this had been bound to happen. She unfolded the note 

and looked at the date. A week ago. Anything could have happened since then. Her 

mother, for all she knew, had recovered three days ago. Tomorrow another note may 

well appear: Never mind. False alarm. But she could not take that chance. She would 

return, and after her mother recovered she would come back to Paris, pull the same 

strings she had pulled the first time around to gain her lessons back. Meanwhile she 

would practice all he had taught her. She would visualize and pour herself into her 

music and come back even stronger than when she left. 

“Ginny, pack our bags. We leave first thing in the morning.”

She would write Chopin a note of explanation. She would thank him. She would 

promise to return. And that would be that.
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*  *  *  *

Emma did not remember much about the trip back. She looked out the window 

of her glass coach, expecting at any moment for a mail cart to stop them with news from 

home. Every night during her eleven-day trip, Emma asked at the inn if any letters had 

arrived for her. They hadn’t, and Emma feared the worst. 

The carriage arrived at Maer in a rainstorm so heavy that Emma could hear the 

mud squelch around the horses’ hooves. When they passed the gate the wheels 

crunched on fresh gravel. The driver set down a wooden step for Emma, and held an 

umbrella while she stepped out. Ginny stepped out behind her, without assistance or

umbrella. As Emma approached the house, the front door opened, and the doorman 

bowed. Hunchbacked Elizabeth met her just inside, took her hands, and gave her a brief 

kiss on the cheek. 

“How’s mother?” Emma asked. 

“I’ll take you to her.” Elizabeth’s eyes looked heavy and swollen, and when she 

walked her limp was more pronounced than usual. “Thank God you’re here. I’m just 

about wiped out.”

Emma gave her thin cotton wrap to the doorman, ordered Ginny to have her 

bags brought to her room, and then she followed her sister to the stairs. When she got to 

the landing, Elizabeth was only halfway up. At four foot nine, the stairs simply were 

not made for her, and each step required her to hold tight to the banister while pulling 

her weaker leg to the next stair.  

“We were at Roehampton, visiting Lady Gifford when it happened. A stroke,” 

said Elizabeth. “But with complications. She fell on her side, broke a certain bone, and is 

now unable to walk. On top of that, her face is paralyzed on one side. She can manage 

soup, and not much else. You can’t imagine what the trip back was like.”
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As they reached the top of the stairs—Elizabeth breathing heavily—Emma could 

already smell the faint tang of sweat in the air, and felt the strange silence as they 

crossed the sitting room and entered her mother’s bedroom.

“Are you awake, Mother? I have Emma here with me. Emma’s back from Paris.”

A faint aaah answered Elizabeth. If there were words embedded in it, Emma 

could not hear them. The drapes around her Mother’s bed were drawn. She pulled back 

the crinoline panel and put a hand to her mouth. Her mother’s hair hung loose on the 

pillow, and the left side of her mouth lifted in an involuntary grin, out of which issued a 

thin stream of drool.

“Welcome back, my dear,” Mother said wearily. “How was Paris?” 

Her words slurred so badly that Emma could hear no consonants at all. She 

pieced together the words merely because she knew what her mother would say upon 

seeing her. She would have uttered the same words in any circumstance. 

Tears formed in Emma’s eyes. Had she not spent the season in Paris, she would 

have been there at Roehampton, and might have caught her mother as she fell. But 

instead she’d spent the season pouting over a piano. Emma took her mother’s 

outstretched hand, and only then did she put her fingers to her lips. “Oh, my dear 

mother. I’m so sorry. I should have been here. I’m sorry.”

The right side of her mother’s face curled up into an attempted smile. Then 

Mother shook her head, reached out with her other hand, and guided Emma into an 

embrace. Emma laid her head on the old woman’s shoulder and cried.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” And her mother stroked her hair, and

tried to shush her, but what came out sounded like the hiss of steam escaping from a 

kettle.

*  *  *  *
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As she could not sit upright, Mother needed to be fed by hand. Emma waited by 

the side of the bed until a maid brought in porridge with some milk. Emma stood up, 

but Elizabeth beat her to the cart.

“I’ll do it, but I need your chair.”

Emma moved to the sofa. Elizabeth maneuvered the cart to the bed and settled

into the seat. As she cradled the bowl in her lap, the hunch in her spine gave Emma the 

impression that she was hoarding the food for herself, and using her body to shield it 

from the sight of others. She dipped a spoon into the middle of the bowl, and brought 

the steaming porridge to Mother’s mouth.

“Oooh! Ooh!” Mother cried. “Ishot! IsHOT!”

“Oh, please settle down, Mother. I swear, Emma, she’s like a baby.”

“SHOT!” The old lady raised her hand to ward off the spoon, causing the 

porridge to spill onto the sheets.

“Mother, please! I nearly dropped the bowl!” She plunged the spoon in again, 

and Mother recoiled to the other side of the bed.

“Elizabeth, stop!” Emma cried. “It’s too hot. She’s telling you it’s too hot.”

Elizabeth froze in place, and turned to scowl at Emma. “Why didn’t she just say

that, then?”

“She did. Three times.”

Elizabeth cradled the bowl in her lap, and threw the spoon into it. “Fine! We’ll 

wait. I’ve nothing better to do.”

Emma went to her sister and touched her shoulder. “Here. Let me do it,” she

said. Elizabeth looked down, nodded, placed the bowl back on the cart, and went to the 

sofa. Emma sat down on the side of the bed and took a long breath. She scooped out the 

tiniest bit of porridge from the bowl’s edge, and said to Mother, “Let me know if it’s not 

right, won’t you?” Mother nodded slightly. After the porridge poured from spoon to 

mouth, Emma took a napkin to the spill Elizabeth had made earlier. 
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Mother leaned her head forward, and Emma waited for her to begin 

conversation. The old woman murmured a few words, none of which Emma 

understood, so she nodded and smiled. This was enough for Mother, who ventured 

more incomprehensible murmurs. Eventually Emma realized she was merely gossiping, 

talking about the weather, giving the latest news from Roehampton. None of it required 

more than a smile and a show of feigned interest. 

When she was sixteen, and Elizabeth eighteen, mother had hired a tutor to teach 

her girls deportment: two solid months of lessons on posture, walking, curtseying, and 

conversation. Even now, Emma could feel on her skull the weight of Debrett’s Peerage

forcing her back to straighten. If needed, she could stand up from the bed and walk the

length of the room with that book still in place. She felt in her cheeks the dull ache of a

smile she practiced hour after hour. The tutor had done her job well. Emma could sit 

still and make herself pleasant, and no one would ever guess how she felt. You had to 

look carefully to catch that brief flicker, that darkening of her eyes. But if you happened 

to catch it (as neither Elizabeth nor Mother did), you’d have seen the moment when 

Emma realized that there would be no returning to Paris. There would be no more 

lessons, no more daily tortures from Chopin, and no more dream of becoming the next 

Clara Schumann. You might have seen Emma realize that she now had other 

responsibilities. Finally, after years of resisting the very thought of it, she had a child all 

her own, someone to feed, clothe, and bathe, one that happened, by sheer accident, to 

be her own mother.

*  *  *  *

When she left Elizabeth followed after, keeping a sheepish distance. Emma went 

downstairs to the sitting room. She felt Elizabeth’s hand touching her arm. She turned 

and looked down at her sister.
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“You don’t think much of me, do you?” Elizabeth asked. 

Emma waited before answering, weighed her words carefully. “I think you’re 

tired. I think you’ve had a lot on your shoulders, probably more than you should.”

Elizabeth nodded slowly. “I can’t tell you how hard it’s been. It may be selfish to 

say under the circumstances, but I’m glad you’re back.”

“I am too. How’s father?”

“Beside himself. We scarcely see him these days. He’s shut himself up in his 

study, barely says a word when he comes out.”

Elizabeth nodded. There was nothing more than could be said. She drifted 

toward the piano. “Do you mind if I play?” she asked, but before Elizabeth could reply 

she already had the cover off the keys. She pulled back the stool, spun it several times to 

adjust its height, and sat down. Then she waited. She waited for an image, a vision, 

something that could distill the sadness of the house and infuse it into the music. But 

nothing came to her. In the space of a week and a half, she had forgotten everything she 

had learned. She started to play the first few notes of the Pathetique, but stopped herself 

after a few bars. There was no music in it. Just notes. She shut the keyboard, and went 

to her room to rest.
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HOME FROM THE SEA

Jackson held the reigns of the phaeton as Emma, sitting next to him, watched the 

fields of Kent pass her by. She saw mazes of hedgerows weaving out over the 

landscape, up to the chalk hills of the North Downs. She saw thatched roof cottages, 

smoke pouring from their chimneys. She saw oast houses, their cylindrical roofs, the 

metal funnels leaning like mitred bishops nodding in prayer. She felt the breeze on her 

face, watched the sun set to the south and west, and wondered just how long all this 

would be here, how long before it all began to decay? One thing she’d learned from 

Charles, both from his work and his person, was just how fragile life really was.

By the time they pulled into Downe village, her fear for her husband began to 

harden to anger. Now she would be reduced to asking every passer-by for his 

whereabouts, like he was some doddering army captain who had run out of doors in his 

bedclothes, ranting about a new Punjabi invasion. The town itself consisted of one 

intersection, a church, and a pub. Jackson got down from the cart, went into the pub,

made a few polite inquiries, and learned that Mr. Darwin had not been by. Nobody had 

seen him. He came back to the carriage and told Emma, who told him to drive on to 

Orpington Station. The village had been, as far as she was concerned, exhaustively 

searched.

In Orpington they found his horse in a stable next to the station. Emma had 

Jackson help her down from the carriage, and she walked into the ticket office. As a 

woman, and as a lady, she was in a much better position to press them for information 

than Jackson would. As it turned out she didn’t need much pressure. Charles had a 

famous face, and couldn’t have traveled incognito had he wanted to. The man behind 

the ticket grill smiled when asked. 
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“He bought his ticket about two hours ago. Straight to London. One way,” he

said. He grinned wider. He’d just seen someone famous. Emma’s heart sank. Once in 

London, Charles could go anywhere, and be there in under a day. She might never find

him again.

Jackson, having tied up both the carriage and the stabled horse, came into the 

ticket office. Emma turned to him. “Jackson, take the carriage back. I’m going alone.” 

She turned to the ticket master. “I’d like one round trip ticket please.”

“Sure, mum. Where to?”

She paused for a moment. There was only one choice, one she hesitated to say. 

“Malvern. Round trip to Malvern.”

*  *  *  *

In 1836, when Charles returned from sea, Emma’s father threw a dinner to 

celebrate his return, and to give the family a much-needed distraction from their 

mother, still bed-ridden. The family leapt at the chance. Charles and Caroline came over 

from the Mount, and around the table sat Emma, Elizabeth, her father, and her brothers 

Frank and Hensleigh. They all ate lustily, laughed loudly, and pumped their guest for 

tales, which he supplied with a comic actor’s sense of timing. 

“So it’s Christmas,” Charles said. “The crew has set anchor and come ashore to 

have ourselves a feast. But we lack a turkey. No goose in sight. No matter. The 

boatswain takes his gun, sets out for the woods, and in no time he’s bagged a splendid 

bird. An enormous, llama-like guanaco, a full 170 pounds. More than enough for the 

whole ship. We decide it’s more or less edible, and dig in.”

“You ate a bird not knowing what it was?” said Caroline. 

“You eat anything at sea. So we build a great fire, roast the bird over it, cut up 

the pieces, and pass them around. I’ve devoured a slice of breast and go back for some 
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drumstick, when all of a sudden, I get this sensation on the back of my neck. I know this 

bird. For months now, you see, I’d heard the gauchos talking about the Avestruz 

Petise—a large, flightless bird, like an ostrich or emu. I’ve been searching diligently for 

it. Turns out they’re nearly impossible to find. I’d given up, until I look down, and 

there, right under my nose, seasoned with tumeric and sage, is the petise.”

Everyone laughed. Charles was on a roll, his stories getting better and better. 

“I was beside myself. I was wide-eyed, a crazy man. I yelled out, Everybody, stop! 

You are eating my rare petise!”

The table exploded in laughter. Caroline, stopped in the act of swallowing her 

wine, struggled not to spit it out. Mr. Wedgwood slapped his knee repeatedly, and 

found himself momentarily unable to breathe.

“They all stare at me like I’ve gone mad, and I’m running to each of them saying 

Put it down! Put it down! Of course by that time it’s too late. The men won’t be denied 

their Christmas turkey. I managed to save the head, the neck, the legs, and a few 

feathers for science, but that was all.” 

Emma excused herself from the table—the laughter was too much, and she had 

to use the privy—but before she left the room she looked back at Charles. They had 

grown up together. He had gone away a shy, chubby-faced boy, and he’d returned 

skinny, with a look of triumph in his eyes. He made some important discovery out 

there, something to do with petrified trees up in the Andes. Changed the course of 

geology by settling an argument that had lasted for decades. Now he was like a peacock 

admiring his tail. What happened to him? On her way down the hall her heart seized 

momentarily. He was so naïve. He lived in a dream, but for how long? He had no idea 

how quickly dreams evaporate. But then, being a man, perhaps he would be permitted 

to keep dreaming. But how long before the other peacocks noticed? How long before 

they came at him with beak and claw, and stripped the tail feathers down to stubs? And 

what then?
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*  *  *  *

Charles went back to London, and she didn’t hear from him until two years later, 

when she visited her brother Hensleigh and had dinner with Charles, Erasmus, and a 

whole host of luminaries from the world of belles-lettres. There was Harriet Martineau, 

tapping Eras on the shoulder and whispering into his ear. Next to her sat Thomas 

Carlyle and his wife Jane, and in the midst of all of them sat Charles, smiling innocently, 

as if at some private joke of his own. She tried to keep up with the conversation—six 

years of caring for a stroke victim had done nothing to sharpen her mind—but all she 

could make out was that Martineau spoke in whole paragraphs of crystalline prose, and 

Carlyle tended to shout and gesticulate when excited. She managed to get in a word or 

two, and even managed not to look foolish doing so. Toward the end of the evening she 

caught Charles, momentarily out of his private reverie, regarding her with a warm 

smile and heavy-lidded eyes. 

When Charles came back to Shrewsbury that summer, she had some idea what to 

expect from him. Another tedious courtship. Another speech on bended knee. At 

twenty-nine years of age, she’d imagined herself past all that, too old for children. But 

she would see it through, as much out of curiosity as anything. 

Charles came over to Maer alone on horseback. He chatted her up at lunch, and 

the rest of the family gravitated away from them. They made their way into the sitting 

room. Charles settled into a padded leather chair, and Emma perched herself on the 

edge of a sofa. She waited for the talk to turn to marriage, if only for the joy of shooting 

him down. He looked so confused, so small, so much like a little boy still. This was 

going to be fun. 

The conversation lagged, and for the longest time he just sat there and said 

nothing. So she helped him find a safe topic. “Tell me, Charles, how goes the science.”
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A grin broke out on his face. “Funny you should mention. I’ve been working on 

the strangest idea, and I have no one to tell it to. So I thought I’d share it with you. Do 

you mind?”

“Not at all.” 

“It’s about fossils, extinction, species, that sort of thing. I don’t suppose you’ll 

find it at all interesting.”

“No, please. I do.”

“Very well. I found a snake in my travels, the Trigonocephalus. Very poisonous. 

At the end of its tail is an enlarged bump, and as it moves it constantly shakes that 

bump in the brush. Makes a noise you can hear six feet away to warn you off its 

territory. A very flat, triangular head. Essentially it’s a North American rattlesnake, 

only with a simpler device for a rattle. Now, take away the tall grass, take away the 

underbrush, put it in another environment, say a desert. Do you think the 

Trigonocephalus would survive?”

“Perhaps not.”

“Probably not, I think. But replace the bump on its tail with a rattle, and it’s 

perfectly suited for the place.”

“The wonder of creation. Each animal is provided for.”

Charles shook his head. “Not necessarily. As I traveled around South America I 

found the fossils of hundreds of species that had gone extinct. So obviously there are 

plenty of species whose needs are not provided for. But suppose our snake survives a 

severe drought. Let’s say the landscape changes—less trees, less grass, a barren 

wasteland. Our snake needs to grow a rattle or die. What would it take, I wonder, to 

turn the Trigonocephalus into a rattlesnake?” 

“Evolution, you mean?”

“Of a completely haphazard variety. We know that animals change all the time. 

The five-legged calf, the two-headed lizard, millions of other, less dramatic defects, like 
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birthmarks. Usually these oddities are not passed down to offspring. But sometimes 

they are. Breeders take advantage of this tendency. Look at all the varieties of pigeon 

we’ve been able to produce. All the different breeds of dog. You can specify attributes 

you want—shape of the dog’s muzzle, more brilliantly colored pigeon feathers, more 

meat on the fatted calf—and through careful breeding make an animal to your 

specifications. What if nature does the same thing to our snake?”

“What, by random chance?”

“Not entirely random, no. Nature is ruthless, precise. If the rattlesnake has the 

advantage—if it can provide an audible warning in a landscape where the 

Trigonocephalus remains mute—then it will live a charmed life compared to its relative. 

If it can then pass that rattle on to its offspring, then probability dictates that in time

you’ll see more rattlesnakes and fewer Trigonocephalus. Eventually, the 

Trigonocephalus might die out. And with that, you’ve essentially turned a freak of 

nature into nature’s own handiwork.”

Emma’s head started to hurt from trying to follow his argument. Charles was not 

following the rules for these things. Men were not supposed to turn their proposals into 

natural history lessons. She looked down at the floor. “I always thought that the species 

were created by God, like it says in the Bible. That he named them, and takes care of 

their needs.”

Charles snorted. “That kind of thinking only takes you so far in science. 

Eventually you bump up against things you can’t explain, such as why your loving 

God, out of his infinite mercy, created a parasitic wasp to lay its eggs on a caterpillar so 

that its offspring, when born, could eat its host from the inside out. I have a bit more 

faith in the Almighty’s beneficence. We don’t believe that God pulls planets around on a 

string. They revolve on their own, obeying the laws of gravity. Why can’t there be 

similar rules by which species change, adapt, and evolve?” 
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Emma shook her head. Her breathing became shallow. “This is outrageous. You 

could be slaughtered for just saying it. Whom have you told this to?”

“Only one person, and I’m looking at her.”

“Why, Charles? Why even think it? And why then tell me?”

He grew red in the face, and began to stutter. “B-b-because I wanted you to 

know. Because… Because I…” He stood up. “I’m sorry, I have to go. Things at home. 

Sorry to have troubled you.” He gave her a brief bow, and stepped briskly out the door.

She went to the window, and saw him trot away on his horse. Their conversation 

hadn’t gone at all as she’d thought. From the start, he’d mucked it up completely. And 

as for his silly idea, it was monstrous, heretical. Brilliant, perhaps, but dangerous. Best 

to avoid him. But that evening, while spooning yet another bowl of soup into her 

mother’s uncooperative mouth, she felt a flush come over her. She remembered that 

field she’d seen in her last lesson with Monsieur Chopin, the enormous clouds, the crack 

of thunder. And everything he said came flooding back to her. This is what desire felt 

like. This is what it meant to have an adult conversation, with someone who actually 

cared what she thought.

How long would you need? he’d asked. Six years, in her case. Six years to turn a 

dedicated artist into little more than a conveyance for pouring soup down the throats of 

the ill and infirm. Maybe Charles was right. Maybe things did change all the time. 

Maybe, even now, old and tired as she was, they could change for her.

*  *  *  *

They married, of course. Charles came back, got down on one knee, pulled it off, 

did it correctly this time. Emma cried, hugged her mother, her father, Elizabeth. She 

helped look for a full-time nurse to relieve Elizabeth of the burden of caring for Mother. 

Then she left with her new husband, first to London, and then, when the smell and the 
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foul air became too much for her, to Down. Within a year she became pregnant with 

William. 

She was four months along when she found the note. She’d agreed to help 

organize his papers for him, gave him a chance to rest in the drawing room and enjoy a 

newspaper. High on a bookshelf sat four notebooks. She pulled them down and set 

them on his desk. Each had a dark blue cover, was ten inches long, and embossed with a 

single letter on the front: a calligraphic “A” through “D.” This must be those books he 

talked about, where he worked out his theory. He still hadn’t shared his ideas with 

anyone, certainly not with any of his fellow scientists, almost all of whom were 

clergymen first and foremost. She ran her hand along the cover of “A.” She knew he 

wouldn’t mind her taking a look. She opened the first page and a letter fell out. 

She put the notebook down on the desk and reached down to grab the letter. It

turned out to be from an uncle, and not particularly interesting. But then she turned it 

over, and found his tight, all-but-unreadable prose written lengthwise across the back. 

On top were the words: This is the Question. Underneath were two columns: Marry, and 

Not Marry. And there below, listed like credits and debits from a book of accounts, were 

the justifications for her place in his life. Arguing for: children, a companion to see him 

into old age. Arguing against: loss of time, won’t be able to go to America, or up in a 

balloon. But then she saw the words that made the hair on her neck stand up on end. In 

the “pro” column he’d written that she was “object to be loved and played with.” Bad 

enough, but he’d gone back later and added the words: “better than a dog, anyhow.”

Her hand tightened around the note, crumpling it. Better than a dog? Was she, 

now? She walked slowly out to the drawing room, clutching the note in her left hand. 

There he was, reading his paper, pipe in hand, apparently transfixed by every word. 

And why not? What with the dog doing his filing for him. 

“Charles.”

“Yes, dear?”



78

He didn’t even look up! She put her right hand over her mouth, felt herself about 

to be sick. Somehow she found the strength to go on. “Charles, have I been a good wife 

to you?”

“What? Yes, of course. Capital. Splendid. No complaints.” He tilted the 

newspaper down and winked. 

“And have I…” Her voice started to quiver. She pressed her fingers to her lips. 

“Am I better than a dog, Charles?” She bent over and collapsed to the floor, sobs 

bursting from deep inside her lungs, the note still clutched in her left hand.

“What the…?” Charles put his paper down, dropped his pipe in an ashtray, and 

ran to her side. He pulled the note from between her fingers, skimmed through it, and 

his mouth opened in horror. He put his arms around her, told her he hadn’t meant it, 

said he’d written it long before he’d considered her. She would not be consoled. Finally, 

he just lay there on the floor with her, his hands running through her hair, his voice 

whispering in her ear, There now, there now dearest. It’s fine. Everything is fine, until she 

calmed down. Even when she’d finished sobbing, he stayed there with her, on the floor, 

while smoke from the still-lit pipe billowed up and floated out over the room. Shhhh, he 

said. Shhhhh. And that was when she realized what she’d found in him. Up until this 

moment she had loved him, dutifully, as a wife should, but conscious that he was her 

last chance. As his fingers caressed the nape of her neck, as he rocked her in his arms, 

she realized that she now absolutely adored him.
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ANNIE’S GRAVE

When Charles stepped out of the train at Great Malvern, his hands shook, his 

teeth chattered, and he felt off balance, as if the ground he stood on were still rushing 

by at intolerable speeds. The human organism, he decided, was not designed to travel at 

thirty-five miles an hour. He took a moment to right himself, looked down the platform 

at the iron girders and their elaborately decorated columns. He wandered slowly past 

the stone station house, out onto Avenue Road, past the Girl’s College, the sort of place 

his daughter might have one day gone, had she been old enough.

“I don’t feel well,” she’d said. She’d been vomiting that day. Miss Thorley, her nanny,

carried a bucket onto the train, and emptied it out the window between stations. Now she was 

holding her abdomen and grimacing.

He turned and gestured to Miss Thorley to stay back, that it was not serious enough to 

require her intervention. 

“How far to walk?”

“Not far,” he’d said. “Just up that hill.”

The hill had been easier when he had been younger and had the legs for it. Now 

he felt every step in his right knee. Touch of arthritis, the bones grinding together. 

Nothing to be done for it, except to take his weight off it. He kept walking.

“You’ll be seeing the best doctor in the world. A very nice man. Name of Gully.”

“Doctor Gully,” she’d repeated slowly. “Funny name. And he’ll make me better?”

“He’ll make you good as new, Annie.”

“Do you promise?”

“Promise.”

“Cross your heart promise?”
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He turned to her, put his index and middle fingers over his heart, and drew a large “X.” 

“I promise, cross my heart.” He took Annie by the hand. She held on tightly, and he knew the 

pains were on her again.

When he reached the top of the hill, he headed north up Wells Road until he 

reached their hotel. Montreal House, a white two-story block set back behind a grey 

stone fence. The back of the hotel looked out over the vale of Worcester, and there into 

the distance was a valley that looked endless, dotted here and there with trees and 

houses. He could see past Newtown, past Sutton, clear through to Hereford and the 

Cotswolds beyond. He’d wanted Annie to have something beautiful to look out at, to 

look forward to. Somewhere behind him, to the east, behind the train station and the 

Girls’ College, the Severn River winded its way down from Shrewsbury.

“Can’t you stay, Papa?” she asked. He took her into his lap, sat on her bed in the hotel 

and rocked her back and forth.

“I’m afraid I can’t. Your father has a lot of people he needs to talk to back in London. 

Remember nice old Mr. Lyell? He’s asked to see me. And your uncle Eras, too.”

“I don’t want you to go.”

“Now, now. Be a good girl. Miss Thorley will be here, looking after you. And Dr. Gully 

says you’re going to be fine. See those hills over there? Aren’t they pretty?”

She’d cried when he left, clung to his sleeve and begged him not to go. All the way back to 

the station, Charles debated staying. Nine months ago she had been in perfect health. Then the 

coughing started. He and Emma had decided it was influenza. He paused outside the station and 

considered making the hike back up that hill. It was the closing days of March, and snow still 

dappled the streets. The train pulled in, belching smoke and steam. But he had no choice, really. 

He got on board, settled into a first-class compartment. He had important matters that could not 

be put off. She would be fine. No point frightening himself with shadows.
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He sat on the wall and stared at cobblestones. He had no idea how long he’d 

been there when the policeman came along and poked him with a truncheon.

“What’s this? You can’t sit there. Move along, now.”

Charles stood up from the wall, looking frightened, tired, and cold. “Officer, can 

you help me?”

The officer turned, cocked a suspicious eyebrow. “What is it?”

“I’m new in town, and a bit lost. I was wondering if you could direct me to an 

office of public records.”

“Looking for someone, are you?”

“Something. A grave.”

*  *  *  *

He’d been back in Down when the letter arrived from Gully. April 15. Annie had taken a 

turn for the worse, and Charles swore at himself as he stuffed shirts into a suitcase. In London, 

Eras had thrown another of his literary dinners, and watching the repartee between Harriet 

Martineau and Carlyle allowed Charles to forget, for the briefest moment, that Annie lay sick in 

bed on the other side of England. In the carriage to Orpington, on the train to London, on the 

connection to Malvern, he sat with his hands folded, praying, please not Annie, please not 

Annie. It was late when he reached Montreal House, and he ran straight to Annie’s room. Miss 

Thorley had to put a hand on his chest to prevent him bursting through the door. 

“She’s sleeping. Don’t wake her up.”

She gave him a candle, and held the door for him as he went in silently. Her bedroom 

smelled of camphor and ammonia. Her face looked pale and blotchy. Failed doctor that he was, he 

knew just enough to know when a patient was dying. He remembered the Scottish boy, Tim 

McDougal, that look of peace he had when shock set in, as the last of his blood drained from him.

Annie’s face, sleeping on its pillow, had that same expression. Gully had promised she would get 
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better. He had held out hope. Charles stepped backwards and fell onto a sofa. Please, he prayed. 

Please, please.

After the funeral, Caroline had written him, describing the stone and the cedar 

tree. He still had that letter at home somewhere, buried amidst a pile of his papers, shut 

up and locked away in a file drawer he hoped never to see again. What he couldn’t 

have known from her letters was how big the church itself was. The Priory Church of St. 

Mary and St. Michael was a fifteenth century gothic edifice, a cathedral in training. By 

the time he reached the far side, his knee was screaming. He carried in his hand a map, 

jotted in pencil, scribbled in haste from what he could copy of the town hall map. He 

rounded the corner and saw the tree, spreading its canopy of branches and needles out 

over the graves like a mother bird protecting her nest. He approached the tree, saw the 

black stone, and knew he was there. He had found her grave.

Late that night she’d woken up, saw him on the couch, and called to him. “Is that you, 

Papa?”

“Yes, my dear. I’m back.”

“You look so sad.”

“I’m sorry, Annie. I shouldn’t have gone away.”

Her face became serious, her lips pouted together. “Not a problem. Apology accepted.” 

She was mimicking her mother, sounded just like her. Then she smiled. “I’m feeling better. 

Would you like to hear a song?”

 “Oh, Annie.”

She started to sing, tentatively, trying to pick her way through the first few notes of 

Frére Jaqcues. When she reached “parlez-vous,” the high notes proved too much for her, and 

she collapsed into coughing. Charles fell back onto the sofa, paralyzed. He felt sharp pains 

through his midsection, and he ground his teeth together. 

“It will all be fine, Papa. You’ll see. Everything will turn out all right.”
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She lasted another week, lapsing in and out of consciousness, her forehead hot as an oven. 

Charles stayed by her bedside, praying as fervently as any evangelical, striking bargains against 

her death. He would believe, as fervently and as fully as his wife believed. He would devote his 

life to God’s mysteries, and no longer doubt him, if he would just let this little girl live. Friday

came, and churches everywhere enacted the mystery of the man who died, went down into the 

very clutches of hell, and came back. It was not beyond the realm of possibility that the same 

could happen here, with his daughter. This would be the worst of it. After today her fever would 

break, her face become less pale. But it didn’t. She sank further. Charles kept praying, even as her 

breath became shorter and shallower. He prayed until the very act of praying became a habit, one 

he couldn’t shake off. He prayed, and kept praying well past the point when he knew, with 

crystalline certainty, that there was no one, and certainly no God, listening.

 Sunday arrived. Her hand went cold, her breath stopped. He kept holding on, waiting for 

a miracle that never arrived.

This was what death felt like.

*  *  *  *

Emma found him at the graveside, kneeling in the dirt, his eyes streaked with 

tears. She put her hand on his shoulder.  He pat it, and brought her fingers to his lips.

“I’m ready, Emma. I’ve seen it now. I’m ready to die.”

She said nothing, retrieved her hand from his. Then she knelt down in the dirt 

next to him, arranged her skirts, and put her arm around his. She let his head rest on 

her bosom, let him cry for a time, and she whispered, Shhh, shhhhh. It’s all right. It’s all 

right until he calmed down.

When he remained still, she started to talk. “You know, one day just after you 

went out for your walk, I went in to see Annie. It was after she became sick.
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“’Where do the dead women go?’ she asked. ‘Because I’ve been reading about 

the angels, and how they’re all men. So, if men go to heaven, where do the women go?’

“I said, ‘Not all the angels are men, we just don’t know about the women angels. 

But they’re there, and we’ll be with them one day.’

“And she said, ‘So am I going to go to heaven after I die?’ I told her yes, of course 

she would.”

Charles sat up and rubbed his eyes. “You’ve told me this before.”

“One moment, Charles. I never told you what she said next. I’ve kept it a secret, 

but now that we’re here and I want you to know. She looked at me, got very serious, 

and said, ‘And what about Daddy? Will he go to heaven too?’”

Charles’ face got very still, and his mouth fell open. “And…and you lied, didn’t 

you? Please tell me you lied. Any decent person would have lied.”

“Oh, Charles, I’m so sorry!” Now it was Emma’s turn to cry. Her tears fell, large 

and wet, onto the dust of the graveside.

“You let Annie believe that? A ten year-old?”

“I didn’t think I could lie, not about that. I wanted her to believe, and I knew you 

didn’t, so I said nothing. I backed away from her bed. She looked so crestfallen.”

“Emma. Emma, how could you? Our own child.”

They sat and stared at the grave, the two of them, for a long time. The wind 

whistled through the branches of the cedar, and Charles began to shiver in the cold.

“It was stupid,” Emma said. Her tears started to dry. “And I’ve had years to kick 

myself for it. But know this, Charles: I don’t believe it. Not anymore. I know you don’t 

have faith, you probably don’t even believe in life after death, but there is a God, and 

there is a heaven, and I know you’ll be there with him. God will know you for one of his 

own. And we will see you there—me, Annie, Etty, William, all of us.”

Charles shook his head. “I don’t know. But I imagine we’ll see, won’t we?” 

“Always the scientist, aren’t you?”
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“I want to see it before I believe it.”

“And have a chance to examine the evidence. But if you do that, Charles, if you 

take that stance with everything, then what you operate under, by definition, is not 

faith.”

“No, I suppose not.” With effort, he lifted himself from the ground, and extended 

a hand to Emma. “I miss her.”

“I know, Charles.” She let him help her up. “She misses you.” She brushed the 

dirt from her dress.

“She would be, what? How old now?”

“Thirty-six.”

Charles nodded gravely. “She’d have a family, children of her own.” He shook 

his head. “I’m tired, and cold. Let’s go home.”

“Yes, home.”

They didn’t look like much, the old couple—just an aged man and his wife 

taking slow, careful steps downhill, weaving a path toward the train station. But he 

held her arm in his, and he put his hand over hers, and caressed the top of it. A man 

passed them by, a businessman of no particular note. On seeing the two of them, he

decided when he got home tonight he would tell his wife how much he loved her. Then

tomorrow he would take the train back into London, to the flat occupied by the other 

woman, and he’d end it, once and for all. When he got back home, he’d crawl into bed 

with his wife and try his hardest, after all these years, to find something new about her, 

so he could fall in love all over again. He would ask her forgiveness and she would put 

her finger on his lips. Shhhh, she would say, Shhhhhh.

As for Emma and Charles, they boarded the next train to London, taking slow, 

doddering steps into the railway carriage. The sun was setting over Wales when they 

settled into their compartment. The train grunted, belched steam, and the couple slid off 
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into the gathering darkness, the smoke of the engine billowing around them, like a 

ship’s sail carrying them forward on their next, final voyage.
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