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BIRDIE

| SLEEP. EVENTUALLY THE heavy oak doors of the wine cellar screech open, their
iron hinges sprinkling detritus upon my earthen floor.

The dow creak-creak-creak of wary footsteps descend the rotted wooden staircase
that has not home the weight of Man since-- hmmm, let me think about this--

Robert Darwin? God only knows how many years ago that was, and BOOM! Thewine
cdllar doors collgpse again, leaving in their wake ayoung human boy, standing

at the bottom of the cellar steps, trembling in the soft glow of asingle

flickering candle.

"Is there adragon down here?' saysthelad.

"Anything'spossble | answer.

The child gasps, and | see hiswhite face turn ashade or two paler, and when he
findly lets out his breath, out goesthe candle. | seem to recall Robert, when

he was alad, making the same blunder-- but when Robert blew out his candle he
scrambled up the steps and pounded on the wine cellar doors, begging to be

freed, screaming like a banshee that the dragon was about to devour him dive.

But thisone just stands up straight, straining his weak human eyes, eyesthat

were not made for seeing clearly through the darkness.

"What year isit, lad?"

"Theyear is1817," he says. "I thought Father wasfibbing. | mean about you. Of
course, | can't see you-- so you could be fibbing, too. This could al be part

of my punishment. Are you aman pretending to be adragon?'

"Why in the world would | want to do that?' "Maybe Father is paying you."

"l am not so easily bribed.” | flare anodtril, and reved just enough of my

flameto illuminate the comer of the wine cellar wherel lieresting.

The youngster edges closer.

"Wdl, my boy," | said smugly, "do | passthe test? Man or beast?"

"Y ou do look different. Isthat green fur?’



"Land scaes, actudly.”

"And that big head with the long nose --"

"And those long floppy --"

"Wings"

"| think your ears are bigger than my whole heed,” he says, hisvoicefilled

with more curiogity than awe. "Do you have four legs or two?'

"Two hind legs. Two front forearms. Fourteen digitsinal.” | wigglemy fingers
and toes.

"Thoseareawfully smal aams" he says. "And awfully big legs. And just look at
the sze of your toenaild™

"Tdons"

"And therésthat firein your nose, too. | don't know of any man who can light
aroomwith hisnose"

"Snout." | haul myself up to get a better look at the boy. He doesn't back off,
even though I'm astall astwo men and as round asten. He's askinny cub, but
handsome for hisrace, nothing at dl like the other Darwins I've seen. Erasmus
was ugly assin, and Robert was afat pig of achild, an awkward, weary specimen
with nerveslike glasstrinkets. The Darwins, historicaly, have been an
absolutely hideous-looking ean. "If it makesyou fed any better to believe I'm
aman, thenI'maman.”

The boy frowns. "Y ou smell different, too. Like. .. like..."

"Wine?' | sugges.

"How many years have you been down here?!

"That'sagood question.” | pause. "Let methink. | was deeping under atree,
and when | woke up thiswine cdllar was dl around me. | don't remember much
before that.”

"Y ou mean we built Mount Darwin right on top of your?"

This seemsto upset the lad, dthough for thelife of me | can't understand why.



| lie down and get comfortable again, resting my chin on the floor.

The boy dridesright up to me, sticks hiscandlein my snout, and lightsthe

wick. He reaches out and touches my land scales. "They don't fed anything at
al likefur or fish scdes. They fed like. . . | don't know. . ."

"Pest moss.”

"Y ou can put your fire out now if you like. It must be painful for you to have

it burning insde your nose likethat." He stares at me. "Do you get headaches?
Father gets them badly sometimes. Where do you come from? Do you have any
family?"

"My fireisnot painful; | don't get headaches; and | don't come from anywhere,
nor do | have any family."

"Everybody comes from somewhere."

"Isthat s0?' | retort. " Sayswho?"

Thelad sits down cross-legged on the hard-packed din and holds the candle out
infront of him, ingpecting me. | shut down my nodtril, and asmall cloud of
smoke waftsin the air between us. A pensivelook crossesthe cub's face, too
serious- alook for ayoung human boy -- at least from what | can remember of
them. I've come across afew in my lifetime. They dwayslook alittle Supid

and very frightened in my presence, never pensve. In any event, | am intrigued,
as much by the boy as by the fact that | seem to be carrying on a conversation
withhim.

"Wheat are you doing down herein my wine cdlar?’ | ask him.

"Father is punishing me for making too much noisein the house. Hes aways
punishing me for something. | think he doesn't like me much. He saysI'll never
amount to anything. He says | lack ex-pe-di-en-cy, whatever that means. Just now
he told me I've pushed him to the limits of his endurance so he'slocking mein
the dungeon until after dinner.”

"The dungeon?' | repesat. "Isthat what he callsit?' The boy nods. "What's your

name, lad?"



"Charles. CharlesDarwin."

"Y our father wouldn't happen to be Robert Darwin, would he?’

"Do you know Father?' he asks.

"I've met afew members of your lineage. Apparently it isa Darwin tradition to
punish their cubs by banishing them to the wine cdlar--excuse me, the dungeon
-- where the sght of meis supposed to terrify them.”

"l don't find you scary a dl."

"Cometo think of it, | don't find you scary ether,” | say.

The boy nods, apparently satisfied with the arrangement.

"Expediency,” | say. " A concentrated effort in pursuing a particular goa or
sf-interest with efficiency and hagte.”

"| think you might be avery big bird. Do you come from afamily of birds?

Do you know how to fly? Are you londly down heredl by yoursdf?

"| prefer solitude.”

"Or maybe you are afish, because of your scales.

"Land scales. I'd rather be abird, anyway. | don't know how to swim, but | do
know how to fly." I try to flex my wings, but it has been such along time since
I've used them that they flap just once, awkwardly and siffly, so | giveit up.

"l promiseyou, when | get out of here, I'll figure out where you come from," he
sayswith exaggerated pride, tucking histhumbs under his suspenders.

"Wheat if | don't want to know where | come from?"

"Everybody wants to know where he'sfrom."”

"l wouldn't bet my last shilling on that."

The boy puffs out his candle, and curls up on the wine cdlar floor. "Do you
mind if | take anap, Birdie?'

Birdie?

In ameatter of minutes he is deeping peacefully. | amile. | do not ever
remember smiling with any of the other Darwin stock. Thisoneis different.

CharlesDarwin.



"Thisisan incredible opportunity, Birdie! | must go, | smply must!" Charles

istaking about the expedition, of course, asoutlined in hisletter from the

botanist, John Stevens Hendow. Charles, only twenty-two years of age, has been
recommended by Hendow to a Captain FitzRoy, R.N., commander of Her Mgesty's
Ship the Beagle, preparing for ajourney to survey the coasts of Patagonia,

Tierradd Fuego, Brazil, Chile, Peru, and severd idandsin the Pecific, to

record chronometrical measurements around the globe. The short of it is, FitzRoy
needs a nature-lover who can keep meticulous records.

"A trip around the world! And listen to this. Hendow recommended me as 'The

best qualified person he knows likely to undertake such a stuation.™

"Not exactly aravereview," | say dryly. ™Y ou could well substitute 'madman’
for 'person’.”

Heignoresmy sarcasm. "Therés more, Birdie. Hendow says Captain FitzRoy is'A
public-spirited and zedlous officer of ddlightful manners, and greetly beloved

by dl hisother officerd™

"And were you thefirst chosen to undertake this Stuation, Charles?!

"W, no," headmits.

"Othersturned it down?

"Well, yes. Hendow himsdf turned it down, but he didn't want to leave his

wife, and Leonard Jenynsis atop-notch naturdi<t, but heisaclergyman first

and foremost and he doesn't want to leave his parishin the [urch.”

"Might I remind you that you are aclergyman, also."

"l annot," he replies heatedly. "Wdll, not yet, anyway. And you're not going to

talk me out of this expedition, Birdie. I've dready discussed it with Father,

and I've sent my letter of acceptance to the captain. Thisisthe perfect

opportunity for me to document new species.” He paused and stares at me. "Don't
you see what this means, Birdie? At last | might be able to pinpoint your

origind"

"Ah-hal You're doing thisfor me, aren't you, Charles?’



Silence. Of course | am correct. Ever snce the first moment he saw me he has
been driven to discover who and what and why | am.

He became interested in natura history, in minerds and seashdlsand fossils,

in pigeons, in marine life, dways searching for cluesto my origins. The Greek
and Latin that Dr. Butler tried to teach him at Shrewsbury Grammar School made
no impression upon him whatsoever.

When Charlesturned sixteen, hisfather gave up on the boy ever gaining a
classicd education, and decided to send him to Edinburgh to study medicine.
Alas, the Sght of blood disgusted him, and he hated inflicting pain as much as
maost men hate bearing it, S0 he began to cultivate new and more interesting
hobbies -- zoology, geology, botany -- and without the support or encouragement
of hisfamily or hismasters at school, Charles continued to pursue my past,

even though | congtantly tried to dissuade him.

"Giveit up, Charles. Get on with your life," | would lecture him. "l washerea
long time before you were born, and I'll be here along time after you are gone.

| don't need to know where | came from. | will survive."

"I'll find you somewhere, Birdie. Youll see. I'll find you."

After Charles failure at Edinburgh, old Robert Darwin began to think that the
clergy might be the only respectable career |€eft to his son-- afate, asfar as

| was concerned, that did not frighten Charles nearly enough. So, in 1828, off

to Chrigt's College, Cambridge, he went, just in time for the Lenten term.
Mathematics, theology, languages -- how frustrated poor Charles became at this
sacred indtitution of higher learning! The administration had absolutely no use

for histrue love, the natural sciences, and excluded them from the curriculum.

He wrote me from Cambridge about how hisfather, on one of hisviststo the
college, had berated him: "Father said | care for nothing but ratcatching, and

that | will forever be adisgrace to mysdf and my family.”

But Charles kept on.

It was at Chrigt's College that Charles met Hendow, and the opportunity for



this boat ride came about.

Asl look at thelad now, young and strong and hedlthy, full of red-faced
determination, | seethat his curiogity is stronger than any of the opposing
forcesin hislife, andinaway | am amost jedlous of his sense of urgency and
wonder and purpose. What would it be like to possess such fedings?

"As| mentioned,” Charles says, Sitting cross-legged on the wine cellar floor,
reminding me of thelittle Darwin who could so easly meke me smile, "I have
aready sent my letter of acceptance to Captain FitzRoy, on one condition.”
"One condition?'

"Yes. That | might be alowed to bring my faithful dog aong with me, for
comfort and companionship. It isatwo-year expedition, after al.” ™Y ou don't
ownadog." "You noticed." Hegrins.

Sointheend, | agreeto the expedition for Charles as much as Charles agrees
toit for me.

IT ISA bright, December morning, in theyear 1831. Charlesand | stand ona
hill in Devenport, overlooking the dockyard where the bel eaguered Beagle sits
half-sunk, looking more like a shipwreck than aship. | appear inthe guise of a
clog: thereisno limit to what dragons can do when they set their mindstoit.
"She may appear to bein dire Sraights,” says Charles, "but Hend ow has assured
me she's seaworthy."

"Ah, yes" | say."Y our dear friend Hendow, who so gracioudy turned down this
commission so he could offer it to you."

"The Beagle has been five years at sea, so she'sabit battered, but she's been
rebuilt from theinside out."

"How reassuring,” | mutter.

" She used to be a three-masted, twenty-five-ton brig, carrying up to ten guns,”
he says as we walk through the shipyard and up to the Beagle, where some of the
crew are busy loading supplies by winch and crane. Their sharp voices cut

through the crisp morning air.



Aswe wak up the gangway he whispersto me, "Remember, don't talk to mein
front of FitzRoy or the crew. Y ou're supposed to be adog.”

"Aarf!" | say, and he shoots me abehave-yoursdf glare.

| entertain hopes that this FitzRoy might just be bright enough to deny me
passage -- the seais no place for dead weight, after dl -- but when we board
therega Beagle, FitzRoy, dressed in a spectacularly clean English Nava
uniform, rushes up to us, salutes us both, and shakes Charles's hand.

"FitzRoy, Captain FitzRoy!" he exclams, scooping amonocle out of his breast
pocket and dapping it over hisleft eye. "And you must be the young Darwin chap
I've been expecting. And this must be your dog. What's his name?"

"Birdie," says Charles.

"Birdie, yes, of course, Birdie!" FitzRoy reaches down and scratches my snot. |
sal.

"What strange green coloration you have, and what a unique short-hair fur, the
likesof which | have never beforefelt on any animal!" He adjusts hismonocle,
which makes his eye gppear larger, while smultaneoudy making him squint. He
smilesa me, then turnsto Charles. "Y oulll haveto keep himin the aft holds,
below sealeve.”

"l understand,” says Charles, without asking my opinion.

"One last thing before you board, Darwin. | nm aclean ship. That means no mm or
whiskey or spiritsof any kind, including wine. Do | make mysdf clear?’
Charlesistaken aback for amoment, then he nods. "Ah, yes, that smell. That's
just Birdie. | gave him awine bath before we arrived in Devenport. When | was
at Edinburgh studying medicine, our professors discussed this new theory that
acohol might actualy be used to serilize--"

"Ah, say no more!" FitzRoy raises his hand. "We don't want the beast in hedt.
Progressive thinking, Darwin. We're going to get dong just fine, you and I."

So I'm led by two members of FitzRoy's crew into the bowel s of the ship, where

I'm shoved into this dark room, and the hatch is dammed shut and padlocked over



my heed, at which point | gratefully assume my true shape. | can hear thetired
old wood of the hull cresking against the waves. The hold smells of seaweed and
mold.

| can only hope that thistrip makes Charles happy, that he finds the treasure
for which he has so earnestly been searching al these years. My origins. HEsa
good lad, after dl, but he suffers from the same incurable allment asdl the
othersof hisrace: Restlessness.

| curl up in the comer, and deep.

"It's about time you woke up," says Charles.

| yawn, stretch my arms and legs and wings. It's so hot and stuffy in the aft
hold | can barely breathe, but the heat has made my wings moreflexible, and for
thefirst timein centuries| am aware of their strength.

"Isit morning dready?" | ask.

"It'sJuly dready," hereplieswith atouch of disgpprovad in hisvoice. "Were

in Madanado, in case you'rein the least bit interested.” He staresat me and
frowns. "l never knew you to be such a sound deeper.”

"l was hoping | would deep through the entire expedition. If it weren't for
thisinferna tropical weather, | might have been ableto doiit.”

"Honestly, Birdie, | don't even know why | bothered bringing you

"Nor do . All I've doneistrade one dungeon for another."

| notice Charlesisdmogt as pae asthe firg time we met, and heé's Sitting on
thefloor in arather hunched position, asif ill. Herobs at the dark circles

under hiseyes.

"What'swrong, Charles?’

"Would you like something to est?" he sayswithout lifting his head.

"The seamen have been netting shark for two weeks.”

"No, thank you."

"Don't you ever get hungry? | don't believe I've ever seen you eat. To tdll the

truth, that bothers me. Are you a carnivore? Are you going to suddenly burst



into afeeding frenzy and consume the crew?"

| search my memory. "I seem to remember egting once, along time ago. Something
makes me say a spinach salad, somewhere in France. Now why don't you tell me
what's redlly bothering you?'

"Would you redly liketo know ?' he says, raisng hisvoice, glaring & me
through glossy, red-streaked eyes. He pushes himself up off thefloor. "I've
been seasick sincethefirst day we set sail. FitzRoy isan ass-- that'sright,

an assl He'sa Crestionist for God's sake, Birdie! He thinks God snapped His
fingersand created dl living thingsin their past, present, and future forms,

just likethat!"

Charlestriesto snap hisfingers but he's shaking so badly he can't quite pull

it off. In thisday and age, ardent Crestionists aren't scarce enough, asfar as
Charlesis concerned, and those who believe in Progressionism are just as bad.
Progressionists would explain fossi| discoveries and archaeological findsas
proof of nothing more than successve intermittent catastrophes, with God
destroying and replenishing the globe with new species after each cataclysm,
Noah'sflood being the last of them. (" The existence of al species can be
explained using the sound principles of science,” Charles oncetold me. This
from agraduate of Chrigt's College, Cambridge. Amen.)

"And that crew!" Charlesraveson. "Y ou'd think abunch of seamen who have
salled to dmogt every known port in the world would have something alittle
more stimulating to discuss than food, de, and naked women!™

Charles beginsto sob. | reach out and take him under my wing. "There, there,
Charles, everything will befine. Thelonger they're at seg, thelessinterested
they'll bein talking about food and de.”

"Try to Say awake, will you, Birdie?" he snuffles. "Just so | have someone
intelligent to talk to."

| get himto relax abit, and then | get him talking which is something he seems

to need desperately.



Hetells me about the lofty mountains of Porta Praya, and their groves of
cocoa-nut trees and tracts of lavaplains and herds of goats. He tells me of the
octopus that sprayed him with a jet-stream of water on the rocky shore of S.
Jago. Hetdls me of the stark-white rocks of . Paul, the vast Brazilian

foregts, the reddish-brown sea of the Abrolhos Idets. He tells me of the

vampire bats in Engenhodo and how they bite the horses there, and how the large
black-and-ruby spiders of St. Fe Bgjada feast upon prey ten timestheir own

Sze

All of this between bouts of tears, while | rock him gently in the crook of my
wing.

And then, exhausted, in the middle of a sentence about a sparkling
gpricot-and-flamingo-colored sunset in Rio de Janeiro, he fallsfast adeep. |

fed hisfragile body shivering besde melikethat of atiny butterfly. The

heat isgifling. The H.M.S. Beaglerallshelplesdy in thewaves, likeawine

barrd, and | think: Oh, how | missthe sweet smell of wine! | smell nothing

here but sdty seawater and fish, fish, fish, like aVenetian summer (athough

how I remember aVenetian summer | do not know). Charlesisfeverish. Why did |
ever dlow himto go through with this?

In the daysthat follow, Charles's spirits brighten under my care and attention.
Heisexcited about leaving the ship and traveling by land from Bahia Biancato
Buenos Aires. Heisreluctant to leave me behind, but | assure him that | will
befine.

When he finally meets up with the Beagle again, he seems more energetic. He has
collected hoards of specimens, some to dissect, some to stuff, and others merely
to observe. He seems his old self again --enthusiadtic, inquisitive, determined,
even expedient. He has returned with a gift for me, abright,
jade-crimson-turquoise-col ored blanket, woven by a half-naked woman of some
South American Indian tribe. It's big enough to fit around melike ashawl. Much

tomy surprise, | adoreit.



| notice he has returned with something else aswell. His skin is covered with

red bumps, some of them swollen, some of them scabbed, and he cannot stop
himsalf from scratching. "We were atacked by large, black bugs as we crossed
the Pampas."

"What kind of bugs?'

"Benchuca, | believe."

"What can we do for theitch?' | ask.

"Nothing. Nothing can be done. The bumps will disappear soon. Y ou can stop
mothering me now.” And then he smilesand winks.

"Welcome back," | say.

So the days turn into weeks, months, and so on and so forth . . . the Falkland
Idands, the Straight of Magellan, Chile, Peru, and the Galgpagos Archipelago

fal behind us. Oncein awhile, late at night, Charles sneaks me on deck where

| watch the waves roll beneath the ship, look up at the bright moon and the vast
canvas of stars, and fedl the salty pray of the sea upon my face.

Charless gloominess returns only when he findsit necessary, every so often, to
inform methat he has till found no cluesto my origins. On such occasons he
hangs his head low and speaks into his chin and cannot look mein the eye.
Thisinfuriates me. Why can he not let go of this childhood obsession with the
origin of my species? But | keep my anger to myself. Charles needs my support.
He has dedlt with more defeatism and oppaosition in aquarter-century of hislife
than I've seenin eight or nine centuries of mine.

| am adragon, | remind mysdf, and Charlesisonly aman.

When we st sail for Van Diemen's Land, Australia, the crew beginsto talk about
something more than food and ae, more even than naked women, and | don't like
what I'm hearing. Apparently the aborigines there were run off by the white
settlers only afew months ago, and since that time raids and burnings and
robberies and murders have become commonplace, the aborigines striking back with

smal ambushes whenever and wherever possible.



When we drop anchor, | tell Charles, "I don't want you going ashore. The natives
areredless”

"Nonsensg, Birdie. The town is secure and most of the natives have been deported
to another idand. WEl be docked for ten days and I'll need to make some
excursgonsinland to examine the unique geological structures of the area.”

"Y ou've got more than enough --"

"Birdie, thisexpeditionisnearly at itsend and I've till found no cluesto

your origing! There are some highly fossliferous ratain Van Diemen's Land,
and | must take every opportunity to -- "

"My origing My origind™ | fed the heet riseinto my snout. | rear back on my
haunches, and my nogtrils begin to flare. "Why can't you just giveit up!" |

can't remember the last time I've been angry enough to smolder likethis.
Charlestakes astep back. For thefirst timein dl the years we have known

each other, heisafraid of me. Why do | worry so about Charles? | am adragon.
What do | carefor the ephemera pursuits of Man? And yet | do care about
Charles.

The heet of the moment passes. | plop down on thefloor, let my nostrilsfizzle
out, and pull my Indian blanket up around my neck and shoulders. "I'm sorry,” |
.

Charles exhales dowly, trying to pretend he was not frightened, though we both
know hewas. "It's been along voyage for usal,” hesays. "l think everyoneis
tired, including you. Just remember to keep your voice down. We don't want
FitzRoy catching onto usthislatein the game."

"FitzRoy couldn't catch amountain if Mohammed dropped it on him.”

"Have you ever met Mohammed?' he asks.

"Possibly,” | answer.

Charles climbs out of the aft hold, leaving meto stew for ten days.

Only it's not ten days when the trouble begins. | hear the explosions of

black-powder rifles. My ears perk up. Men are shouting. | smell smoke.



"Charles?' | climb the steps of the aft hold. The hatch is padlocked shut. |

fed the anger risewithin me. My belly chumslikeafurnaceand | fed my
throat bum with red heat. 1t has been so long since I've erupted, it dmost
frightens me. My body trembles. My throat tastes like coal. My sdlivadripslike
hot tar. | am appalled at the digestive system | must house in order to manage
such aninternd inferno.

| rear back and belch, blowing afire hole through the hatch. Thereisnothing
left to do but burst onto the upper deck. It isapitch-black night. The Beagle
has been abandoned.

All hands are on shore. It seems that the aborigines have attacked the town.
Charled

| leap overboard, splash into the sea. The water drowns my fire, and | sink like
agtone. | suddenly remember that | can't swim. But | know how tofly, so
gart flapping my wings. Higher, higher, higher | rise--end findly | bresk the
surface.

Into the great mysterious night | fly! 1t has been so long. Centuries! Up over
the Beagle, over the seathat ripplesthe gold-orange of the burning town below
me, up over thetown itself, | fly.

The aborigines are withdrawing. They'vekilled. They've taken prisoners. The
townsfolk firetheir ballsaimlesdy into the dark. But | am adragon and my
eyes can see everything. | can seethe dancing spears of the natives, their
hurried retreat, their wounded victims and struggling prisoners. . . and

Charles! Charles has been taken at spear point, his hands bound behind him,
driven like an animal by adozen aboriginesinto the black forest. If they reach
the thick of thewoodlands, I'll never find him, I'll never see him again.

Thefire screamswithin mel!

| divel

" Chasasascacacaasaares-!"

My fire rakesthrough the aborigines, setting thefield of their retreat aflame.



They scream. Charles screams. | make my pass and my wings caresstheair and |
circleback, atrail of fiery phlegm cutting through the black night, and | dive
again. One native, two natives catch fireand roll in the grass. The othersrun

for their lives. Charleshasfalen. Smoke billows. | circleand dive and

circle, giving the natives adamned good look a me. | shdl livein their
nightmaresfor the next ten generations! But | must save Charles beforethefire

or the smoke take him. So | dive once more, and like ahawk snaring its prey |
pluck Charles out of the grasswith my talons and taketo the air again.

Helooks up & me with stark terror in his eyes, and hislipsform the question:
Birdie?

| glide low to the ground, as slent asthewind. | drop Charlesin asafefield

near town, and head back to the ship, without so much as aword to the poor boy.
Thereisnothing to say. Charles hasfindly seen mefor what | truly am, a

dragon. 1t will take him timeto adjust.

When | land on deck, | scorch afew more areas of the bulwarks to mask my escape
and makeit look like the aboriginestried but failed to bum the vessdl, and

then | climb down through the ruined hatch, back into the aft hold, and curl up

on thefloor with my blanket.

In the morning, after order has been restored, rumors pass among the crew of a
flying creature al ablaze, a beast the Size of a country-cottage, sorming

through the nighttime sky and wrecking havoc among the aborigines. But it was
dark, and there was so much confusion and so many firesthat most of the seamen
do not believe the taes, or if they do, they aren't willing to admit the truth.
Charlesisuninjured, but it is three days before he comesto the aft hold to

tell meso.

"I never should have gone ashore, Birdie."

"Wisdomishard-learned,” | tell him.

But at least Charles has cometo me. | believe thisis a gesture of acceptance.

Man, | have cometo learn, isacreature of metaphor.



Thetwo-year expedition runsfiveyearsin al. When wereturn, | retireto the
Darwin dungeon. It ismy home, after al. | curl up with my Indian blanket, and
deep.

Charlesvists me often in that first year, and together we compile his Journa

of Research into the Geology and Natura History of the VVarious Countries
Visted by H.M.S. Beagle under the Command of Captain FitzRoy, R.N. It's
Charless bright idea to include FitzRoy's name in thetitle, a point on which

he refuses to compromise in spite of my objections. Otherwise, | edit the
manuscript for him, suggesting some stylistic enhancements, al of which he
agreesto, including gtriking dl referencesto hisfaithful Birdie, apoint on

which | refuse to compromise because | insgist upon protecting his scientific
integrity.

After the publication of the Journd, heislionized by London'sintellectua

society, his career asascientist catapults, and | know I'll never haveto

worry about Charles settling in as acountry clergyman in some obscure backwoods
parish.

Stll he vidts me often, to tell me of an exciting spesking engagement, or of a
treasured new colleague, or of an admiring letter from some American naturdi<t,
and one day when he comes, hetells me of his cousin, Emma Wedgwood, to whom he
has proposed marriage.

Even after heis married and movesto Upper Cower Street in London, hethinksto
vigt me occasionally. He comesto tell me about his children, and how he will

be among the first generation of Darwins not to punish his cubs by banishing

them to the dungeon on Mount Darwin.

One day when he comes, heissoill he can barely lift the wine cellar doors and
make hisway down the steps. He is weak and nauseous and suffering from heart
pal pitations. He does not stay long.

It ismany months before | see him again, and when | findly do, hetelsmehis

symptoms have worsened, and | can see he haslost weight and appears deathly



pae.

"l am not likely to improve, Birdie. | am suffering from the attack of the
Benchuca, the great black bug of South America. Do you remember the day |
returned to the ship riddied with bites, after my hike through the Pampas?"

| remember, but | say nothing.

"The disease carried by the Benchucaisfata," he says. "It can dso belong
and painful. | had hoped that after having gone so long with no symptoms, |
might not have been infected, but it was not to be."

Charles carrieswith him astack of notebooks and papers he can bardly hold in
his arms. He spreads them out on the floor and staresat me. "I have been
working on atheory," he says. "Will you help me?*

AMONG THE volcanic outcrops known as the Galapagos |dands, off the coast of
South America, each idand clamsits own distinct population of birds and
animds. Although there were obvioudy common ancestors, the fauna of each
idand devel oped separately, despite only amodest oceanic separation.

When Charlestraveled across theidands, he noticed that the finches have
become so distinct from oneidand to the next that they can no longer
interbreed.

Charles has read Lamarck's hypothesis, dating back to the eighteenth century,
that dl living matter has an inherent drive toward increased complexity. This
intrigues him, as does Buffon's theory, which suggests that environmenta
conditionsaswdl asthe struggle for surviva might lead to the extinction of
some species, and the succession of others.

"Wedso must consider Lydl'sbdlief in uniform geologica change,” says
Charles. "Asgeologicd dterations occur, this must bring about changesin the
naturd habitat of dl living things."

We assemble the evidence, piece by piece, until it al finally makes sense.
Globa changes. Genetic mutations. The struggle of al speciesfor survival.

Natura sdection.



Evolution. Itisnot my origin that Charles has discovered during the voyage of
the Beagle, it ishisown.

And yet just when the theory of Man's evolution becomes so absurdly obvious that
neither of uscanignoreit, ignoreit is exactly what we do. We push aside our
papers and relax to the smell of wine and cedar and moist earth, and spend most
of our time together talking about desth.

"l am looking forward to my desth, Birdie," Charles says. "Death isthe last

great chdlenge of Man."

"Y ou have away's been too curiousfor your own good,” | tell him.
Charlesdidesa Chilean cigar out of his pocket. | flare my nogtril for him. He
gticksthe cigar in my snout and puffs hard on the butt, then succumbsto a
coughing fit.

"Charles, | want you to know that | am very sorry."

"Sorry about what?'

"In many ways | am responsible for your malady. If not for me, you never would
have gone on the expedition, and you never would have been attacked by the
Benchuca."

"No, no, don't you see, Birdie? Y ou have given memy life, not my death. If |
had not met you, | never would have been driven to explore, | never would have
lived through such exciting adventures. Degth is merely aconsequence. That is
theway of Man, Birdie. We pay for our liveswith our deaths."

| nod, but | do not understand. How can 17?

"Because of you," | say, "l was ableto sharein that adventure." | am surprised
to discover that this mattersto me.

"Y ou know, | could have died at the hands of those aborigines. | have never
properly thanked you for saving my life, Birdie."

"Think nothing of it."

"I'm sureit isapoint of less concern to someone who haslived centuries,

probably eons." Charles coughs. He does not possess the lung strength to keep



the ciger lit, so he stubsit out in the dirt. "Man needsto believein hislife

after death. Man must have hisgods.”

Ah, yes. Charlesisafraid of the changes hisingghts might bring about among
his species. Heis afraid of how hisrace might suffer without the comfort of

the Book of Genes's. He does not see what | see. He does not have the
perspective of centuries.

"Charles" | say. "What does your theory tell you about Man?"

Helooksat me blankly.

"Adaptation, Charles" | explain gently. "If Man needs new gods and new beliefs,
| promise you that he will devise them. It isnot only the body that evolves,

but aso the spirit.”

"But does Man want new gods?' he asks dubioudly.

"I cannot say," | answer. "If he does not, rest assured that he will create new
reasons to believe in the old ones.”

"l am very tired, Birdie" he says. And thisisthelast thing hewill ever say
tome.

Charlesis supposed to vist me today, but when or if he arrives, | will not be
here. | have decided that | cannot watch him die.

So | am donein thewine cellar when | scribble Charles Darwin's name across
the cover page, and affix atitle to our manuscript: Upon the Origin of Species
By Means of Natural Selection, or Preservation of Favoured Races and the
Strugglefor Life.

| don my Indian blanket and tuck the manuscript under my wing and climb the
dairs of thewine cellar. | push open the doors and step out into the bright
morning sun.

| think | shall take the train to London -- or perhaps| shdl fly -- to

Albemarle Street, and in my human guise, much as| hate corsets and bustles, |
will personally ddiver the manuscript to the publishing company of John Murray.
| wasimpressed by thejob they did with the 1845 edition of the Journd, quite



amoney-maker from what | understand, and | am certain they will be eager to
print Darwin's newest work. In any event, | must do what Charles cannot. | must
offer Man thetruth. It isessentid, | think, for the continued development of

his species.

Then | shdl find another place on this Earth to live. Mount Darwin will never

be the same without Charles. The future Darwins, like those before him, seem a
dull lot.  amadragon: | canfly, | can set afidd aflame with my breath, |

can seethings clearly in away that men, even so gifted aman as Charles,

cannot, and | have needs of my own.

The boy has overcome hisinitia surprise at seeing me, and now sits down on the
floor, cross-legged, afew feet away.

"Why have your parents locked you down here?' | ask. He staresa me
uncomprehendingly, and | switch to German.

"No onelocked me here," he answers. "I often come here to think."

"And what do you think about?’ | ask.

Hedhrugs. "It isdifficult to express,” he says. "They are very big thoughts,"

he adds serioudly.

A warm glow suffuses me. " Sometimes | think very big thoughts mysdif.” | pause.
"| think we are going to become friends.”

"l would likethet."

"What isyour name, boy?' | ask.

"Albert," he says.

"Albert," | repeat. "That isavery nicename. And | am Birdie."

| wrap my Indian blanket around me. | am content.



