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Prologue
Ana’s Passage

The water below did not surge or recoil. It neither splashed — not from where I could see — nor frothed. No current swept it along the coast and no moon pulled it to tides. I watched the slow rolling of this gray syrup while the steamer North Shore pushed thickly on, seeming to labor more than water should demand.

“Shh. Look!” The deckside breeze carried an exaggerated female whisper directly to my ear. “Right there. I told you!”

I did not look. I clenched the railing, aware that I could rip it free of its stanchions and hurl it toward this noise, this intrusion. Were my hours, days, years of being gazed upon not enough to earn me a moment’s privacy? Rage flooded back, filling the contours gouged last night by Mr. Ramsay (I will never say his Christian name again) shouting after me as I left Toronto once and for all. But I would not wheel around and claw the air. I would not throw the benches arranged so tidily on the steamer’s top deck. I would not give that whispered voice the satisfaction. Instead I peered into the water.

No delicate creatures inhabited these depths. The only fish alive down there scooted blindly above a muddy carpet, skin flaking, jaws filtering stagnant water in search of wormy food. I ignored the brightness of the sky and the mindless tumble of gulls. I perceived the eyes of the two women boring through my back. I was sure they discussed their strange luck that I should be here for them to behold.

I imagined the water sucking me down to a place untroubled by any pulse. Gravity, that appalling master of the body, loosened its grip for once. My preposterous heft sloughed away and I drifted, deliciously weightless. In one swift motion I could be there. I willed Lake Ontario to yield more of this perverse solace even as my mind clamped tight around it: Drowning, indeed. What a ridiculous notion.

“Look! Look!” the women cried again, their bleats barely distinguishable from the gulls.

I turned, then, and there I was, reflected in their small, astonished faces and their delicate gasps. I straightened to my full height and cooled the rage with your words, with what you’d told me, Mother, time after time: You are a mirror held up in front of other people, Ana, which reflects their truest selves. But if that is so, then truly all humanity is an abomination.

“Look! There it is!” And then I saw that they were pointing past me. “America.”

She was right: It was there on the horizon — a drowsy leviathan drawing closer every moment, casting its hungry eyes across the waters.



Ark of the City
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One

They had discarded the egret. And strangely, the lynx. As he approached the building Guillaudeu observed that someone had draped a burlap sack around the wild cat and left it on the sidewalk. But the covering had half fallen away, exposing taut feline shoulders poised for attack. Inside the museum the lynx had inspired awe among the visitors. But against this new backdrop of street refuse, and in the bold morning light, the specimen had the look of a bleached housecat enchanted by a ball of dust.

Until very recently, the changes had all been to the exterior of the building. The brick façade had disappeared under layers of whitewash and teams of men had painted oval portraits across the face of the structure, depicting everything from elephants to the Annunciation. They had even rebuilt the balcony, and judging from the crowds that now filled it, this narrow promenade over Broadway was as entertaining as the museum’s contents, if not more so.

Guillaudeu did not appreciate the new owner’s gaudy taste. He averted his eyes from the huge transparency at the museum entrance that bore the smiling, bare-breasted image of the museum’s most recent acquisition: a mermaid. In his irritated mind, he shuffled through the myriad upsets in routine that had occurred since that scoundrel had taken ownership of the museum: the new exhibits, the theater, the rooftop restaurant, and on each floor an army of concessionaires. The whole place was a roiling mess.

He watched three men leave the building. One carried the white-faced ibis by the neck. The others struggled at each end of a reindeer. He did not betray even a hint of displeasure, though he felt an urgent desire to snatch back the ibis.

The first visitors of the day formed a line outside the ticket window, and a vendor was selling them hot corn and coffee. Guillaudeu continued into the entrance hall, pushing through the inner door just behind a man and his young daughter.

“A Chinaman pulled her up in a net!” the girl sang out as she skipped ahead of her father. “She’s got hair mixed with seaweed and a necklace of pearls!”

The man hurried as the girl bounded up the first steps of the great marble stairway that led to the exhibits. She had holes in her stockings, and her father moved stiffly in a worn oilcloth coat.

Guillaudeu walked past the door to his own office; like the patrons, he had business on the second floor before the day’s true work began.

“Here, Margaret. This way!” the father called.

“I can almost see her.” The girl’s voice was frantic as she approached the exhibit.

Guillaudeu heard a shriek but he did not stop. He was already well aware that the desiccated horror the girl now beheld was nothing like the siren depicted on the transparency hanging outside the museum, and it was certainly nothing like the image she had coveted in her mind. When he glanced toward them, the father was making the sign of the Cross. Guillaudeu hurried around the corner without meeting his eye.

His footsteps echoed as he walked across the portrait gallery where the blank faces of monarchs and presidents added their gazes to the empty air. At the far end he turned left into Gallery Three. He found the sloth in its handsome pergola, sleeping high in the crook of a dead tree trunk. It squatted with its long arms folded around its legs and sunlight from the gallery’s high windows warming its back.

Guillaudeu had hoped that by now a proper naturalist would have been hired; he resented the amount of his time that had been wasted worrying over the museum’s newest inhabitants.

“You’re an odd sort of fellow,” said Guillaudeu to the lump of gray-brown fur that acted as if sleeping in a museum were the thing one was born to do. With one hand Guillaudeu clutched a small parcel wrapped in newspaper and with the other he twisted the end of his mustache, which, though his hair was white, remained the color of cinnamon. The creature was in precisely the same place as when Guillaudeu had visited the pergola the previous afternoon.

In an absurdly languorous movement the sloth raised its head. It lifted its arm and soundlessly scratched its armpit. Then the animal directed its attention toward the ceiling.

“How can an animal never come down to the ground?” Guillaudeu was unaccustomed to analyzing animal behavior, never having had to account for it during his thirty-eight years as a taxidermist. “Who wants a sloth in a museum anyway?”

He located the key to the pergola in his waistcoat pocket. He unlocked it and unwrapped his parcel, which contained half a cabbage. He pulled apart the outer leaves and placed the vegetable in the sloth’s tin bowl, which still held the two uneaten carrots and several brown lettuce leaves of yesterday’s meal. The creature now appeared to be gazing out the window, where the diffuse light of a March morning brightened.

Guillaudeu descended the marble stairway against an incoming tide of people. Shoulders bumped him. The feather of a woman’s hat brushed across his neck and he swatted it away. The crowd’s excited murmur gave him a bitter sense of constriction. At the bottom of the stairs he turned left, out of the throng, and passed through a door marked NO ADMITTANCE into a corridor with one closed door at the end. Guillaudeu would take up the matter of the sloth with the new proprietor.

Phineas T. Barnum had inherited Guillaudeu, along with the museum’s collection of mounted specimens, from John Scudder, the museum’s original owner. Scudder had been Guillaudeu’s benefactor, professional mentor, and closest friend. He still could not bear to think of his old companion signing over both of their lives’ work to a man like Barnum. He had made a point of avoiding Scudder ever since the older man had relinquished the title to the collection.

Guillaudeu had spoken with Barnum only twice. In the first conversation Barnum praised the museum’s taxidermy displays and assured Guillaudeu that his services were invaluable to any natural history enterprise. But he then proceeded to reinvent the museum. To add interest, he had said during their second conversation, while men hoisted the first of the transparencies outside. Anything outdated must be expunged! Guillaudeu half expected to be thrown out himself.

He was increasingly upset as strangers delivered more and more live animals to the museum. The creatures arrived in a racket of squeals; there was even a man who arrived at the door to Guillaudeu’s office with a one-eyed eagle tethered to his wrist. As he made his daily rounds among the specimens, he now looked closely to make sure no new creature was pacing or swimming in a cage that had sprung up unbeknownst to him. As he dusted and fumigated, he looked twice at specimens he had mounted himself: Was that a twitch of the head? Did the crane shift its weight from one leg to the other? He came to dread his peripheral vision.

He considered looking for employment elsewhere, but he could not bear the thought of leaving behind his menagerie of specimens, which now numbered close to one thousand creatures, despite the loss of the lynx, the egret, the ibis, and others.

He banged on the door to Barnum’s office. No answer. He leaned his head briefly against the door frame and thought he heard something rustle on the other side. “Where are you?” he whispered. He knocked again, but no one came.

Guillaudeu made his way back to the entry hall with an uneasy feeling. The incoming crowd was almost impenetrable and he pushed himself against it to reach the door of his office, which was across from the ticket booth just inside the main doors. Once he was safely inside he moved to the opposite end of his cluttered workroom, past the piles of crates that had been arriving steadily and delivered, unfortunately, to his door.

He paused before the skin of the owl, Asio flammeus, which hung, splay-winged, from hooks in the wall. The skull-less hood of its head remained erect above the pinned wings. He ran a finger along the banded brown primary feathers. It had taken him several days to identify the bird. He’d bought it at an auction and knew it came from arctic Norway, but its tags contained nothing legible except the words BOG OWL. It had taken careful study and verification from three different sources to characterize it as a short-eared owl. Now the specimen embodied this taxonomic victory and was thus endeared to the taxidermist. The poisoned varnish on the bill and feet was completely dry, and he examined the owl’s soles to ensure that the incisions that had drawn out the tendons had not damaged the appearance of the specimen. They had not. Poised at the threshold of his work, about to dive into its infinite solace, he turned away.

“It’s not my job to take care of live animals!” he irritably told no one. “That’s not why I’m here! I’m not responsible for observing a godforsaken sloth. How should I know what it eats? You’ll have to find someone else to be your stable hand, Mr. Barnum.” He slouched into his chair. In an attempt to banish the sloth’s dolorous visage from his mind, he picked up the current issue of the University of Edinburgh’s Scientific Journal.

Guillaudeu’s hero, the French anatomist Baron Georges Cuvier, had published a discourse titled On the Revolutionary Upheavals on the Surface of the Globe, which the journal had excerpted. Cuvier described long periods of equilibrium on earth, during which whole kingdoms of plants and animals flourished. These epochs, though, ended in cataclysms of fire or flood. Out of the rubble of the old age would arise entirely new creatures to crawl and fly across the globe until the next apocalypse consumed them. As he read these words, Guillaudeu’s mind filled with the image of a massive cyclone of wind and lightning ripping up forests and carving great wounds in the earth. He had the uncomfortable sensation that Cuvier’s theory explained more than just an ancient scenario: A dark whirlwind, he realized, had struck the museum in the form of Phineas T. Barnum.


Two

Guillaudeu pushed handfuls of excelsior into the varnished rib cage and bound it tightly with strips of linen. He replaced the owl’s spinal column with a stout iron wire and strung on the bird’s bleached vertebrae. Below this manufactured spine, a ball of bound excelsior became the new pelvic girdle, and he cut and sharpened the ends of two wires before slipping them through the incisions in the soles of the feet and upward inside the feathered legs. He used even heavier wire for the wings, since he wanted the specimen’s ultimate pose to reflect the last moments before flight, wings uplifted.

He worked slowly, with precision and confidence. The rushing flood of visitors outside his office no longer bothered him. He recast each curve of musculature into shape and coaxed the emptied skin into what he believed was an essential new form. To Guillaudeu the scraping and stretching of leather, the briny, bloody, and alchemical tasks, each and every resinous and oily step in this metamorphosis was work that came with thrilling repercussions: What other process allowed people to come this close, so intimately close, to nature’s meticulous designs?

His palette of chopped tow, powders, poisonous liquors, knives, brushes, and wires was spread out around him, each restoring ingredient within his reach and endowed, to his mind, with a numinous quality. There was no problem of anatomy, decomposition, or tanning that he could not solve. He worked single-mindedly, with a sense of duty that approached faith. Although he would never describe his joy as religious (he had never been a believer), his exultation burned like a glowing iron wire running all through him.

As he threaded a sturdy needle with catgut, Guillaudeu was interrupted by a violent knock on his door. The sound made two tiny golden monkeys, who had appeared at his doorstep the day before and who were extremely difficult to catch, leap from the bookshelf, where they’d been sleeping, and run back into their burlap-lined crate.

A large man wearing a dark blue suit, with slicked hair and one eyebrow slightly raised, stood at the door holding an ebony cane. His impatient, slightly theatrical posture made Guillaudeu instantly uncomfortable.

“Good morning?” Guillaudeu ventured, his mind still entirely with the owl and the delicate operation of securing its skin to its new architecture. With his broad face and tiny, close-set black eyes, Guillaudeu observed, the man resembled the American badger, Taxidea taxus.

“I’m looking for Mr. Barnum.”

“Oh.”

“Is he here?”

“Certainly not. Barnum has never set foot in my office.”

The man looked past Guillaudeu into the room, as if Barnum were hiding among the crates inside.

“I am Mr. Archer,” the man declared.

“I see.” The name meant nothing to Guillaudeu.

“I am in need of an office. Barnum assured me I would be accommodated.”

“You’re an employee?”

The man seemed perturbed. “I am Mr. Ar-cher,” he repeated, tapping his cane on the ground to match the two syllables of his name. “Formerly of the Herald and The New York Sun?”

“Ah! Mr. Archer. Yes, I’d forgotten you were to arrive today.” Guillaudeu had never heard of Mr. Archer, but it would do no good to say so.

“I had expected to be met at the door. I have my things.” Mr. Archer pointed with his cane. “They’re unloading it all now.”

“I see. Well, come in.”

Guillaudeu settled Mr. Archer into a chair and hovered near him. “Mr. Barnum is actually not in the building at the moment.”

“Then who is running the museum, at the moment?”

“Well.” Guillaudeu leaned against his desk. “I’m not sure how to answer that question.”

“What do you mean, Mr. —”

“Guillaudeu.”

“Mr. Guillaudeu. In what way is that question a challenge to you? Who is running this museum?”

“Well, the theater staff runs the performances; certainly the custodians and ticket-takers manage themselves …”

Mr. Archer stared at Guillaudeu as if the taxidermist had just told him there were pelicans on the moon. Guillaudeu continued: “The managing chef runs the restaurant and sees to the concession stands. And the exhibits themselves need no supervision. With exceptions, of course. But I tend to those. We’re expecting some kind of naturalist, someone other than myself to look after the new … menagerie.”

“I see.” Mr. Archer peered again at the office. Bookcases lined one side of the windowless den, and a small reading desk was pushed up against the wall. Chips of petrified wood fallen from the larger museum pieces had found their way to the bookshelves, along with various specimens: a few mice, a robin, a tattered hare. These were duplicates of the specimens in the galleries, too damaged or old for public display. All along the opposite wall, tools hung from hooks in an assortment of sizes, from the tiny silver brain spoon to rib clamps the size and shape of a wolf trap. The worktable was the center of this panorama, displaying its array of tools and the owl spread out, half clothed in its skin. Underneath the table were shelves of jars, metal canisters, and clay pots. There were bottles of alcohol, ether, cornmeal for absorbing a specimen’s natural oils, bags of excelsior, hide-curing salt, glass eyes in brown, yellow, and even blue (for certain New World nocturnal species). As Mr. Archer swiveled in the chair to take it all in, Guillaudeu saw it as this stranger might: as if a great tide had left surf-blown piles of flotsam.

“Your wife?” Mr. Archer pointed to the framed likeness on the wall. Guillaudeu’s throat filled with an awful bile that he quickly swallowed.

“Celia,” he said weakly, not permitting his eyes to meet his, or hers.

“Well then,” Archer tapped his cane on the floor. “About my office?”

Guillaudeu cleared his throat. “Given the museum’s rate of growth in recent months, organization is sometimes difficult. Regrettably.”

Mr. Archer gave a short nod. “I wouldn’t have guessed organization to be the underlying principle here.”

“I suppose not,” Guillaudeu replied. He did not like the man’s tone, and he still had no idea how Mr. Archer fit into the scheme of the museum.

“Sir,” Mr. Archer said as he brushed a few golden hairs from his trouser leg. “Where is my office? I’d like to get settled.”

“If you will excuse me, sir, I will research that detail.” Guillaudeu ran across the hall to the ticket window. “William. Have you heard of a Mr. Archer?”

“Archer?” William was an elderly Irishman with tufted eyebrows and a wandering eye. He had worked for John Scudder for many years and remained a reliable nexus of information of all kinds. He continued to take coins from the hands of incoming visitors. “Isn’t that the ad man? The fellow from the papers?”

“Is it? What’s he doing here?”

“Barnum hired him.”

“Do you know where his office might be?”

William laughed, half looking at Guillaudeu for the first time. “Who knows? Not much room down here. I haven’t heard anything about it. But since you’re here, I had a complaint from a patron yesterday that you’ll want to know about.”

William paused to take admission from an elderly woman wearing a coat made from the pelt of Pagophilus groenlandicus.

“Apparently some kind of bull on the fourth floor has some worms. In the eye area.”

“What!”

William chuckled.

“The fourth floor? That must be the wildebeest. But that seems highly unlikely, since I’ve fumigated —”

“I’m just the messenger, Emile. If I hear anything about this Archer, I’ll make sure you’re the first to know.”

Guillaudeu reluctantly returned to the office. He’d have to go up there straightaway. Worms! Maggots, surely. Guillaudeu’s embarrassment flared.

Mr. Archer had retreated to a corner and held his cane out as if he were about to engage in swordplay. The burlap sack moved. A monkey peeked out.

“They’re harmless. They’re much like you” — immediately he realized that it was an unsuccessful analogy — “because they’re waiting for their permanent habitat, you see. See? Leontopithecus rosalia —”

Mr. Archer was unmoved by the monkeys’ Latin name, but as if in response the tiny creatures darted out of the sheltering bag and disappeared between the crates littering the floor.

“As you can see, Mr. Archer, the museum functions rather on its own terms. Information doesn’t always make it to every corner of the building. Your office” — Guillaudeu could think of no better way to put it — “does not exist. Yet. The museum has undergone so much transformation in recent months that the other offices are still full of ladders, equipment, building apparatuses. Apparati, rather. You get my meaning.”

“This is ridiculous! I left the Sun for this?” He waved his cane.

Guillaudeu shrugged weakly.

“What do you propose as to my accommodations?”

Guillaudeu’s instinct was to escort Mr. Archer straight out the door and proceed with his day as if they’d never met. Out of discomfort and an irrational and ill-fated desire to end their conversation at all costs, he offered a second choice.

“We could clear out these crates and set you up in here on a purely temporary basis.”

Mr. Archer paced back toward Guillaudeu, who fought an urge to dive under his desk. The man was clearly accustomed to having his way. Mr. Archer seemed to be fuming, or so Guillaudeu supposed from the fish-like opening and closing of his mouth.

“Will these louse-infested creatures stay?” He gestured toward the burlap sack.

“We’ll see what we can do. There are many such … specimens in need of a cage.”

Mr. Archer stomped out to direct the unloading of his carriage.

Guillaudeu broke up empty crates and carried the piles of wood and papers to the curb. He moved the unopened packages that he could lift to his side of the room, all the while silently enraged that he had made such a careless offer of hospitality. Mr. Archer’s valet and Guillaudeu then carried a large oak desk into the office while Mr. Archer stood by to make sure the desk was not scratched in the process.

“This will have to do,” Mr. Archer muttered. “The rest can wait until I have my own office.”

After the two men eyed each other for a moment, Guillaudeu retreated. He watched Mr. Archer pull a sheaf of white paper from a box and set it in front of him on his table. He primped the papers, squaring the stack so each leaf lay aligned with the next. He pulled a pencil from his waistcoat pocket and put it on the table.

Guillaudeu picked up one of the crates that had been sitting in the office for days. He’d been receiving everything from African artifacts to monkeys, and he pried the lid off the package warily. He dug through the packing material and finally pulled out a wrapped bundle.

“Mr. Guillaudeu, I’m curious about something.” Mr. Archer held up a sheet of paper. “I have a letter from Mr. Barnum here, describing my duties.”

“I see.” Guillaudeu began to unwrap the bundle.

“Of course I fully understand the advertising bit. I’ve worked in the papers for years, as you know.”

“Quite right.”

“But there’s a whole other element, you see. To my job here.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. ‘Illuminating the exhibits,’ Mr. Barnum says. ‘With Historical, Scientific, and Astonishing Facts.’ ”

“Yes, it seems like more descriptions and explanation would help visitors,” Guillaudeu said.

The final layers of wrapping fell away from the bundle and Guillaudeu put a small mounted specimen on the desk. He then jumped back as if the creature had spoken.

“I see,” Archer continued. “But then he mentions something I can’t understand: The Representatives of the Wonderful. What or who are they? What does he mean by this?”

But Guillaudeu neither comprehended nor even heard Mr. Archer’s query. He tugged his mustache and then grabbed the crate, searching for a return address. He tore through the packing material.

“What on earth is happening over there? Did you hear my question?”

“This is unthinkable … definitely impossible!”

“Good gracious, sir.” Mr. Archer rose from his seat. “I don’t see that there is cause for such a loss of composure, no matter what it is.”

Guillaudeu looked at him. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

The stuffed animal specimen was only a foot long. The creature had a dense coat of smooth brown fur fading to brassy blond at its belly. Its head was round, with no discernible ears and tiny black eyes.

“Look. Its tail is like a beaver’s,” Guillaudeu whispered, picking up the specimen. “But rounded, and short! And its feet. They are fully webbed, but these long claws … look at them!”

Mr. Archer by this time was standing next to him, arms folded across his chest. “Obviously someone’s a humbug, Mr. Guillaudeu. Look at its beak. There’s nothing natural about its beak. What would you call that, anyway?”

“It seems to be cartilaginous. It has nostrils just here.” Guillaudeu brushed the top of the animal’s broad fleshy muzzle. “It appears to have part of a spoonbill’s beak attached to it. Perhaps with an epoxy of some kind?” Guillaudeu searched the creature’s face. “If it’s manufactured it was done by a master.”

“You mean you think it may be real?” Mr. Archer scoffed, his chin jutting.

“That’s difficult to say. Even the mermaid was so well made it was hard to say for sure.”

“You must be joking, monsieur. China has been manufacturing mermaids for centuries! Men are born into the mermaid business over there.” Mr. Archer took the creature in his hands. “Its tail does seem quite real, though, doesn’t it?”

“See.” Guillaudeu pointed. “It has a coat like a seal, with longer hair on the outside and a sort of downy layer near the skin. This animal lives in the water. At least part of the time.”

Guillaudeu pawed around in the crate, finally discovering a crumpled sheet of stationery. “Thank goodness. A letter.” He held it up.

Mr. Archer cradled the creature in the crook of his arm. “Well?”

“Dear Mr. Barnum: here is Ornithorhynchus anatinus. A-ha! Let’s see … bird … snout. Duck-like snout.”

“Not terribly helpful.”

“I can scarcely believe I’m parting with it, but your price was too generous to pass up. So here she is, all the way from Botany Bay. I know she will draw a crowd, even in New York. Yours, V.”

“Who is ‘V’?” Mr. Archer handed the specimen back to Guillaudeu.

“I don’t know.”

“Is it real?”

“I don’t know.”

Guillaudeu examined the junction between the specimen’s bill and its skull. He could see no stray stitches or gloss of adhesive. It seemed to have an entirely natural transition from fur to flesh. “I don’t know.” He turned the animal over. “I see no mammaries. If it is a she, as ‘V’ suggests, there should be mammaries. If it’s a mammal.”

“How could it be anything else? Look at her fur.” Mr. Archer brushed a finger along the animal’s back. “It certainly is soft.”

“It’s not a reptile. And it certainly is not a bird.”

“The tail seems to be a bit scaly. What an extraordinary tail.”

“How could it be?” Guillaudeu looked at the ad man.

Mr. Archer raised his eyebrows. “You’re the naturalist, Mr. Guillaudeu, not me.”

“Taxidermist.” Guillaudeu sat down in his chair.

Mr. Archer picked up Ornithorhynchus anatinus. “People will pay to see it, I’m quite sure.” He walked back to his desk, petting the specimen. “I would pay to see it, wouldn’t you?”

“But we don’t know what it really is.”

“That is true, but is that a relevant question, Mr. Guillaudeu? Is that truly the correct question to ask here, of all places? I’m not sure Mr. Barnum gave me that impression.”

“Well —”

“I don’t think so.” And Mr. Archer, now sitting at his desk with the creature in front of him, licked the tip of his right forefinger and swept a leaf of paper off the stack. After rubbing his hands together and glancing at Guillaudeu, he tapped the tip of his pencil seven times against the page and began to write.

Guillaudeu pulled down the third volume of Cuvier’s Illustrated Natural History. This book provided Guillaudeu with not only an encyclopedic survey of the planet’s creatures but also what he considered the necessary philosophical context for his studies. In one essay Cuvier stated: It is only really in one’s study that one can roam freely throughout the universe, and for that, a different sort of courage is needed, courage which comes from unlimited devotion to the truth, courage which does not allow its possessor to leave a subject until, by observation and connected thought, he has illuminated it with every ray of light possible.

Guillaudeu had been following the debates between field naturalists and sedentary scholars of nature. The field naturalists embodied, in his opinion, a sort of base recklessness in their travels, haphazardly bringing home natural objects from all over the globe without knowing anything about them or taking the time to place them in a proper taxonomic context. The sedentary naturalists like Cuvier, though less traveled than the field-goers, were repositories of knowledge and applied that knowledge to each specimen in the solitude of their offices. Being an anatomist, Cuvier shared, Guillaudeu felt certain, his own love of close, meticulous study of the internal structures of animals. Knowing that an important man of natural philosophy agreed with Guillaudeu’s own ideas strengthened his resolve. It was an added benefit that both he and Cuvier were French by birth. He flipped through pages of engravings. No duck-tike bird snout. He pulled the index off the shelf. Nothing.

He paced the length of the office. He stared at the brown creature on Mr. Archer’s desk, which stared right back at him, defying the implausibility of its own existence. He stroked the animal’s back. He looked again at the small curved claws, the webs of leather in between. No artist, however masterful, could have created this from bird and beaver parts. But where was the proof? He returned to his desk and again flipped through the book, passing pages of beetles and pages of birds. His desire to find the little creature safely documented by Cuvier was more urgent than he would have liked to admit. An ominous sense grew in the back of his mind that the boundaries of Cuvier’s world were not as fixed as his elevated language and four-color lithographs implied.

“There we go,” Mr. Archer said, swiveling in his chair. “A first draft.”

“Already?”

“Would you like to hear it?”

Guillaudeu wished to be left alone, but Mr. Archer waved the sheet with a grand gesture.

“This is what will bring them in, monsieur. They’ll come in droves. I can get it to the press tonight, and it will be in the papers tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t say droves.”

Mr. Archer held the paper daintily. “Don’t miss your chance to see the Astounding Antipodean Anomaly! For the first time in History, behold a creature that defies Scientific Explanation! Bear witness to the Enchanting Ornithorhyno. Half reptile, half bird, you will be struck speechless by this curious creature. Observe a lost strand of Creation! Participate in Scientific History! Leave it to Phineas T. Barnum to bring you the very substance of Science, or is it God’s idea of a joke? Barnum’s American Museum, open seven days a week from eight in the morning to ten at night, on the corner of Broadway and Ann. Only twenty-five cents to see all!”

Mr. Archer stood motionless for a moment, and then moved toward his desk. But he managed only a few steps before a tiny golden monkey jumped out from somewhere and landed on his head.


Three

The night had chilled uncomfortably; Guillaudeu shivered in his thin coat, standing in the shadow of the building where he lived. Across the street, the grocer, Saul, watched him from between two pyramids of yellow apples. Guillaudeu affixed his gaze to the brass door handle three feet away, but he could not move.

Ever since his wife died there, he had been unable to enter his apartment without making at least two passes around the block. Even then he often stood just as he did now, poised on the threshold with his thoughts clouding over.

There was pity in the furtive eyes of his neighbors as he circled his home, and this night was no exception. He looked over his shoulder at Saul, who gave a barely discernible shrug before disappearing behind the apples. Finally Guillaudeu raised his arm, inserted the key, and propelled himself inside.

Death smells of pumpkins. After five months, the sweet, foul odor that had lingered in the apartment was certainly gone, but Guillaudeu was sure it had permanently destroyed his olfactory apparatus, if not his deepest core. As he climbed the narrow stairs to the second floor, he knew he would always remember that smell as he approached this place. His nose would always be testing the air: Is it gone yet? Is it truly gone? Could imagination alone conjure the stench? As time passed, he became certain that it did. The ever-rising bile was evidence. Or did he actually smell a far less dreadful scent and he was just twisting it in his mind? The grocery was right across the street, after all, and given his profession he was never far from dead things, the shreds of rot.

After she died, he sold all the furniture in the parlor. To pay for the burial, he told himself. But he surely did not have to sell the drapes for that, or every single lace tablecloth that she’d acquired over the years. The truth was that once he started, he couldn’t stop himself; it had felt profoundly right to him as he watched the heavy uncomfortable chairs, flowered rugs, and countless stools with their embroidered cushions disappear. Now that it was all gone and the parlor was empty except for his tall bookcases and their contents, the situation was better. The world, especially the museum, was crowded enough; this domestic emptiness soothed him. He had no plans to replace anything.

The disease had colonized Celia’s body and after two days of symptoms they both knew she would die. The only question left was whether it would be in a day, two, or just a few more hours. Actions were reduced to pathetic details: She could no longer bear to be moved, so Guillaudeu propped her up on every cushion he could find. By lifting his wife off the bed’s surface onto pillows, he was able to fit the chamber pot beneath her. He emptied it every half hour, turning his face away from the viscous, white-flecked fluid. Cholera was an efficient assassin. It drained its victims quickly, and without fanfare ferried them across the divide.

On the fourth afternoon of her illness Guillaudeu was stirring the bitters in the kitchen when he heard her half-choked breath. This is her last breath! Is this her last breath? She is gone! But he found her reading the newspaper. She was laughing.

“Emile,” she croaked. “This is too funny.”

She had vomited in such large quantities that her lips and chin were rashed and flaking. Beneath the skin, her flesh seemed to have been scraped away from the inside; he’d never seen the contour of her cheek and jawbone in such sharp relief. He almost did not recognize her, and her laughter, framed by this ghastly appearance and her white hair tangled by too many hours on the pillow, transformed her even more.

“What is it?”

“It says here that five hundred and seventy-six people have died in the last two days.”

Guillaudeu took the newspaper gently from her hands.

“Right here in Manhattan.” She turned her head slightly toward the window. She looked between the brick buildings up to the smoke-gray sky.

“I cannot distinguish myself even in my own death,” she announced. “My existence will be swept away. It will sink unremarkably. No children. No great works. Nothing to set me apart from five hundred and seventy-five other forgettable souls! The newspaper will not even have room for my obituary.” She laughed softly. The strange mask of her face swiveled toward him. “I’ve upset you.”

“It’s all right.” He braced himself, but could not keep his hand from shaking as he offered her the tea. “You know how the papers exaggerate. And you have brightened so many lives,” he continued. His voice sounded odd. “How can you say those things?”

But he knew how she could. Guillaudeu sat on the edge of the makeshift bed. The skin had wrinkled terribly on each of her fingers, and Guillaudeu wondered if the nausea he felt while he clasped them was simply a reaction — or could it be the first sign of his own demise? But he remained well. It was a fact that added its own kind of delirium to those days: What kind of order did this world contain if he tended to a sick and contagious person, yet remained well? Randomness was not something Guillaudeu was built to appreciate.

The tap on the door surprised them both; the doctor was not scheduled to arrive for several hours yet. Guillaudeu went to answer it in his socks.

The caved-in appearance of the man at the threshold revealed that he, too, had been struck. He clutched at the door frame, peering beyond Guillaudeu with distracted, half-sunk eyes. The man’s dark beard was matted with spittle or worse. He was tall but he bent forward with one arm clutching his abdomen.

“I must see her,” the man whispered.

“You’ve come to the wrong place, sir.” Guillaudeu glanced out into the corridor behind the man. “I’m sorry. You should get to a hospital. Do you need a carriage?”

“Joseph?” Her hoarse voice reached the men with surprising force.

“Celia!” The man swung his head frantically. “Emile. Please.”

Guillaudeu took a step back, confused. The man lurched past, leaving Guillaudeu in his malodorous wake.

It was not until he followed the man into the parlor and discovered the stranger’s head resting on his wife’s bosom and her shriveled arms clasping him about the neck that he understood that this was her lover. He observed that had she not been dehydrated of all her body’s liquids, his wife would now be crying the first tears of her illness.

Guillaudeu leaned on the sideboard. Her disease had forced everything from his brain, even as it let his body live; all past and present disintegrated, disappearing like his wife’s flesh with only the thinnest membrane holding together the tatters. He had become an automaton, and now he felt only the dimmest flicker of feeling. So this was the lover.

He imagined her walking arm in arm with this man just as she now appeared: emaciated, her skin pulled too tightly around her skull, hanging loosely from her chin. Wearing the rags of the grave. Of course it would not have been that way. But he could see nothing but their skeletal hands entwined.

He could not conjure the outrage that might have been appropriate in any other circumstance. He had known this man existed, after all, that he was somewhere in the city. It was strange to finally see his face, although certainly this ravaged caricature was a poor impression of the original. He felt a peculiar satisfaction, even now, in being able to clarify and catalog what had for so long been obscure. He did not feel anything that approached sadness. He was puzzled, horrified, relieved, and tired. His only certainty was that they would die, and that his own life was in a precarious flux.

The best he could do was to give Joseph a cup of bitters. He offered to help the man off with his jacket. He gently wrapped his wife’s lover in a quilt. The man would not meet his eyes.

When the doctor arrived, Guillaudeu simply said: Now there are two. The exhausted physician required no further explanation.

For another full night and day Guillaudeu tended to them as best he could, propping Joseph up as he had done with Celia. He wiped away sputum and vomit and emptied their pots. While the invalids slept, he crept into the room and watched them lying side by side like a monstrous pair of stillborn twins whose gray skin met with the light only to illuminate death. Each time he left the room he was drawn back almost immediately by the force of his curiosity: How many glimpses of the world were left to them, how many breaths? Halfway through the second night she died. Guillaudeu moved her carefully to her bedroom and then tended to her lover for eleven more hours. When Joseph, too, finally shuddered out of the world, Guillaudeu rushed from the apartment down two flights of stairs and burst into a cold, bright morning. He felt as if he were the ghost, emerging from one life and hovering at the threshold of the next.
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