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‘Oh, I’m the king of the swingers . . .’ sang the man in the monkey suit.


     ‘And he certainly is!’ laughed Dahlia. ‘Would you look at the lunchbox on that!’


     By this point, the gorilla-gram was already down to a fetching red thong. He kept the gorilla mask on, though, much to the girls’ disappointment.


     ‘Everything off!’ Dahlia screamed at him. ‘Come on! They paid for everything! You did pay for everything off, didn’t you?’ Dahlia asked Jennifer Niederhauser, her chief bridesmaid and coordinator of the hen night.


     ‘I promised your fiancé I would keep you out of trouble,’ said Jennifer in earnest. ‘But yes, Dahlia, we paid for everything off.’


     ‘Woo-hoo!’ whooped Dahlia. ‘Then shake that banana, baby!’


     She shimmied into the centre of the crowd of hen-night revellers that surrounded the stripper and mimed something lewd with a banana of her own. The stripper handed her a bottle of baby oil and invited her to rub some on his pecs. Dahlia was in heaven. Jennifer was secretly relieved.


     Jennifer hadn’t expected much from the local kiss-o-gram company. Certainly not the buffed and toned body that gyrated on the dance floor with Dahlia now. She definitely hadn’t seen the likes of this man in the sleepy little town of Tincastle before. The men who had frequented Cinderella’s on a Friday night while Jennifer was growing up there were either fat-free weeds or the kind of guys who were proud of having beer bellies that made you wonder when the baby was due. This stripper-gram could have been a model.


     Or maybe not. He still hadn’t taken his mask off. It was too much to hope that he might have a face to match that physique. Perhaps it was even worse than the hairy ape muzzle that covered it.


     Dahlia was still dancing round him to the strains of the Rolling Stones’ ‘Satisfaction’.


     ‘I can’t get no . . .’ she sang with a growl.


     The stripper’s body was slick with baby oil now and Dahlia was looking pretty sticky too. Jennifer wanted to cover her eyes when Dahlia ran her hand down the middle of the stripper’s chest, lingering for a moment over his tidy abdominal muscles, then carrying right on down towards that skimpy red excuse for a pair of underpants. It had been way too long since Jennifer had run her own hands over a man’s body. But she would never run her hands over one that had been paid for! She stepped a little further back out of the way.


     It hadn’t actually been Jennifer’s idea to get a stripper at all. In fact, when Dahlia asked her if she would care to be chief bridesmaid at her wedding to Henry, Jennifer had wanted to say no. No. No way! There’s something distinctly undignified about a twenty-seven-year-old woman in a bridesmaid’s dress. (To be honest, Jennifer thought there was something distinctly undignified about a woman over the age of twenty-five dressed in bridal white as well.) But Dahlia had promised that Jennifer would be able to choose her own outfit. And they had been friends since they were tiny, hadn’t they? Since their first day at primary school, Dahlia reminded her. Again and again and again.


     Jennifer caved in. There were worse things in life than wearing a hideous dress for one whole day for your very best friend. And at least if she arranged the hen night, Jennifer thought, there would be no late night in a horrible sweaty club to endure. She envisaged instead a quiet evening in a classy restaurant. Something akin to a nice American bridal shower, such as those she had attended while on an exchange placement at the University of San Diego. She’d choose somewhere that did modern Italian food, where Dahlia’s old friends and new workmates could meet and mingle over Caesar salad and tuna carpaccio and a nice big glass of chilled Chardonnay (for those who drank, which Jennifer didn’t). The most raucous moment would come when Dahlia unwrapped the presents the girls would bring her. Someone would inevitably have brought along a ‘funny’ sex toy. Just so long as Jennifer didn’t have to touch it  . . .


     She attempted to get the evening going via e-mail, sending a mass mailing outlining her sedate hen-night plans to all the names Dahlia had given her. The dissension had been instantaneous. Four of Dahlia’s workmates wrote back a joint petition, copying in everyone else on the list of course, saying, ‘Are you joking? This is Dahlia’s hen night we’re talking about. Dahlia Wilde can’t have her last night of freedom in a restaurant!’


     They lobbied hard for a nightclub. Dahlia would want it that way, was what they said. They informed Jennifer that they had already had a whip-round in the office to pay for the stripper. Because there had to be a stripper, didn’t there? What was a hen night without a live naked man? Karen and Briony would happily take charge of the trip to Ann Summers to get everyone’s hen-night accessories  . . .


     Within three e-mails, the arrangements were completely out of Jennifer’s hands. Karen and Briony had taken control. And that was how Jennifer came to end up in Cinderella’s nightclub, wearing a plastic silver tiara and a cerise feather boa that clashed hideously with her favourite red Diane Von Furstenburg wrap dress, while a gang of other girls in tiaras cheered Dahlia on as, dressed as a naughty nun with L plates, she poured baby oil down the front of a thong worn by a stripper masquerading as a gorilla.


     It was Jennifer’s idea of hell.


     While the other girls bayed for the stripper’s body, Jennifer hovered at the edge of the dance floor like a non-swimmer with no armbands at the edge of a deep, deep pool.


 


‘Come on, girl!’ Dahlia shouted back to her after a while. ‘Help me out here!’


     It didn’t matter whether she wanted to or not. Dahlia grabbed Jennifer by the wrist and pulled her into the centre of the circle. She slapped the baby-oil bottle into Jennifer’s hand and invited her to do the stripper’s other side. Jennifer was paralysed with embarrassment.


     ‘I can’t . . . I don’t . . .’ she stuttered. ‘I’d really rather not  . . .’


     ‘Go on, gorgeous,’ the gorilla-gram whispered. ‘Don’t be shy.’


     At least, that’s what Jennifer thought he said. It was quite hard to hear through the rubber mouth of the mask. But whatever he said, it didn’t help her overcome her reluctance. Jennifer held the bottle of baby oil gingerly, trying not to get it all over her hands, and resisted by digging her heels in like a donkey when the stripper tried to pull her closer still.


     The rest of the girls in the hen party started to clap in time to the music.


     ‘Get ’em off! Get ’em off! Get ’em off,’ they chanted. A bunch of drunken women is far scarier than a crowd of football hooligans, Jennifer thought not for the first time that evening.


     ‘Mask or pants?’ teased Dahlia.


     ‘Both!’ was the unanimous reply.


     ‘Let’s do this together,’ Dahlia suggested to her bridesmaid.


     ‘I don’t want to,’ said Jennifer, taking another step back. ‘He’s got baby oil all over him and this was quite an expensive dress and it might get all over me and I don’t know if dry-cleaning gets baby oil out of silk jersey and—’


     Too late. Without warning, the gorilla-gram leapt towards Jennifer, wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her bodily off her feet. She let out a squeal of horror for herself and the dress, but he wouldn’t let her go. Jennifer kicked her legs in mid-air like King Kong’s Fay Wray dangling from the giant monster’s arms at the top of a hundred-storey building.


     ‘You do the mask!’ Dahlia shouted above the music. At the same time the far from virginal bride-to-be ripped off the red thong with unseemly expertise.


     ‘Wha-hey!’ Dahlia waved the thong above her head like a trophy and the crowd of girls erupted with delight at the sight of their man in all his glory.


     King of the Swingers he was indeed! When she stopped whooping to look at it, even Dahlia was momentarily dumbstruck by the beauty of the package she’d just unwrapped. Jennifer was simply open-mouthed with awe from her extremely close-up point of view.


     ‘Get it off! Get it off!’ The crowd hadn’t finished with the stripper yet. These girls had seen a thousand penises between them (though not many had been quite so magnificent). What they really wanted to see now was what lay beneath the fierce rubber mask he still wore.


     ‘Ug, ug, ug,’ grunted the stripper, sticking closely to his role. He wasn’t taking that mask off without a fight. With Jennifer tucked under his arm, the stripper careened around the circle like a frighteningly real ape.


     ‘Put me down!’ Jennifer protested. ‘Put me down!’


     He had her over his shoulder now. She pummelled her fists against his muscular back to no effect whatsoever. She tried slapping instead but stopped abruptly when he growled through his rubber canine teeth, ‘That feels quite nice.’


     ‘Get his mask off!’ Dahlia instructed loudly from the sidelines. ‘Get his mask off!’


     ‘Get him to put me down first!’


     The gorilla-gram wouldn’t do that.


     Jennifer was almost in tears. This kind of thing always happened. Specifically, this kind of thing always happened to her. Strippers are like cats which make a bee-line for the person with the allergies. They always pick on the shy girl in the audience. They have an instinct for it. They always get the one most easily embarrassed to rub lotion all over their bodies and simulate sex with exotic fruit.


     ‘If you don’t put me down I’ll bite you!’ Jennifer warned.


     ‘I’d like that, too,’ said the stripper with a growl.


     ‘Get his mask off!’ Dahlia shrieked again. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake. Do I have to do everything myself?’


     While the stripper whirled around with Jennifer still hanging over his shoulder like a rag doll, Dahlia jumped on to his other side like a tenacious little dog. Surprised by the attack from this five-foot-tall nun in a mini-skirt, the stripper released his prisoner into a crumpled heap on the dance floor. Dahlia leapt on his back and, grabbing the bottom of the rubber gorilla mask in both hands, ripped it upwards, nearly taking the poor bloke’s nose off as she did so.


     ‘I got him!’ Dahlia was triumphant.


     ‘Ow!’ The stripper stumbled backwards, rubbing his newly denuded face.


     ‘Why, Mr Jones, you’re lovely!’ Dahlia sighed dramatically when she saw the delicious chocolate eyes beneath his curly brown hair. ‘Isn’t he lovely, girls?’


     The hen party agreed.


     The music ended.


     ‘That’s all, folks!’ the stripper said, retrieving his mask from Dahlia’s grasp and flourishing it at his fans as he took a courtly bow. The hens whooped and whistled.


     ‘Have a wonderful wedding,’ he kissed Dahlia on the cheek. ‘And if you ever want to get married, just give me a shout,’ was what he said to Jennifer with a wink. And a pinch to her bottom. He kissed her, too. On the side of the mouth. He would have got her full on the lips but she had already turned her head away in anger and was considering whether she ought to give the man another slap. A proper one this time. Right across his smug ape face.


     ‘I need to talk to you about my dry-cleaning!’ she shouted after him as he made a break for the gents’ holding the mask protectively over his family jewels. ‘This dress cost more than two hundred pounds, you know. I’m going to call your company and demand that they pay for this! You’d better hope they’ve got good insurance.’


     The stripper didn’t hear her. The music was too loud.


     ‘Thank you, sweetheart!’ Dahlia threw her arms around Jennifer’s neck, ignoring her thunderous expression. ‘This has been the best hen night ever! I was so worried we were going to end up somewhere dull, eating salad and carpaccio. But this has been a proper send-off. You really are the best, best bridesmaid a girl could ever have. You are my best, best, best, best friend,’ she added. ‘Did I tell you that?’


     ‘Only five times this evening.’


     Dahlia was very drunk.


     ‘Where did you find that bloke?’ she asked. ‘Wasn’t he amazing?’


     ‘He was an idiot,’ said Jennifer decisively. ‘Look what he did to my dress.’ The slinky red jersey was stained dark burgundy where the baby oil had soaked right through. ‘I am going to get him to bloody well pay for this.’


     ‘Oh, come on,’ said Dahlia. ‘It’s a horrible dress anyway. Red doesn’t suit you, you know.’


     Jennifer opened her mouth to complain but Dahlia wasn’t about to listen.


     ‘Ah-ah-ah! I don’t want to hear it. This is my hen night, Jennifer! Get into the party spirit. You’re too uptight. That’s why you haven’t got a man . . . I thought you liked chimpanzees anyway.’


     ‘He was supposed to be a gorilla,’ Jennifer pointed out.


     ‘Never mind,’ said Dahlia. ‘All monkeys to me  . . .’


     ‘They’re apes. It was an ape that ruined my dress.’


     ‘I’ll get my rich new husband to buy you a new one.’


     ‘Thanks.’


     ‘There’s lots of romantic potential in here,’ Dahlia continued. She cast her eye around the dance floor. The local men who had been intimidated into the shadows by the gorgeous stripper were venturing back out into the disco lights again now. ‘I will find you a boyfriend tonight,’ Dahlia told her best friend. ‘Otherwise you’ll have to cop off with the best man next week.’


     ‘That does not bear thinking about,’ said Jennifer, as an image of a leering Craig Gascott, best man in name only, pushed the irritating ape boy from the front of her furious mind.


     ‘How about that one?’ asked Dahlia, pointing at a bloke who was showing his friends how he could rest a pint glass on top of his paunch without spilling a drop.


     ‘Nice,’ Jennifer’s voice was dripping with sarcasm. ‘Isn’t it time to go home yet?’


     She glanced involuntarily in the direction of the men’s room. The stripper emerged in his day clothes just as she did so, looking almost better in his jeans and a soft grey sweater than he had done out of them. He seemed to be in a hurry. But Jennifer was certain he tried to catch her eye as he passed. In fact, she thought he might have winked at her again. The cheek of it. If Dahlia hadn’t been hanging on to her arm, Jennifer would have stormed across that nightclub and had another go at him about the state of her outfit. Her Diane Von Furstenburg dress from San Diego! It was like losing a favourite dog  . . .


     ‘OK,’ said Dahlia. ‘You have to chat up the pint-glass bloke or down a vodka and red bull in one.’


     ‘You know I don’t drink,’ said Jennifer irritably.


     ‘Then you have to dance with the fat boy!’ said Dahlia with glee.


     ‘It’s three minutes to two,’ said DJ Sloppy, the local spin-doctor. ‘Time for one last song before you reprobates go home to your mothers. Let’s make it a slow one, shall we? Take your partners for the last chance dance . . . Move closer  . . .’


     Dahlia raised her eyebrows in the direction of the paunchy stranger. He took it as his cue to come and join them.


     ‘This is my friend Jennifer,’ said Dahlia, as she joined her friend and the stranger hand to hand. ‘She fancies you.’


     ‘No,’ said Jennifer. ‘Actually, I don’t. And I’m not dancing tonight!’


     Too late. The stranger wrapped his arms around her and pressed her hard against his belly.


     ‘Dahlia!’ Jennifer shrieked. ‘Get him off me!’


     But Dahlia was already bumping hips with the fat boy’s friend. The fat boy started to nuzzle at Jennifer’s neck. Mustering all of her strength, she broke free from his embrace and walloped him across the cheek with the flat of her hand. Fat boy stumbled backwards and landed on a woman who turned out to be his girlfriend.


     ‘You bastard!’ The girlfriend set about him with her handbag. ‘Who was that girl you was dancing with? I can’t take my eyes off you for a second. Take that,’ she thumped him with her fake Kate Spade. ‘And that, you tosser. And that.’


     Time to make a sharp exit, thought Jennifer.
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On the other side of town, Nessa O’Neill of Prowdes Animal Sanctuary was also having a very late night. This wasn’t such an unusual state of affairs for her, however. When you work with animals, you can’t expect to keep terribly human hours. Nessa knew that only too well. She would tell all her new recruits that working with animals is like having a baby stuck perpetually at six months old in your care. You can’t tell them that you haven’t had enough sleep when they demand your attention in the middle of the night. And they can’t tell you exactly where it is that hurts and what is making them cry.


     That night, Nessa had been called from her soft warm bed to tend to Hermione, the Vietnamese pot-bellied pig. Hermione and her companion, Harry Porker, had been delivered to the sanctuary a month previously. Their owner had bought them as darling little piglets, presents for his demanding children (he felt guilty because of the divorce). He was unaware that the tiny black bundles wouldn’t be half so cute in a year and that his children wouldn’t be half so interested in caring for them either.


     Hermione and her piggy husband were too big for the stupid bloke’s garden now. They were expensive to feed and impossible to contain. They had escaped on more than one occasion and dug up a neighbour’s flower beds in search of roots. So he had to get rid of them. Nessa agreed to take them in. Nessa had never turned a homeless animal away from her sanctuary, whether it was a pig or a dog or a one-legged hedgehog. She was extremely proud of that record.


     What she didn’t know at the time was that Hermione was already pregnant with her first litter of piglets. Now Hermione was in labour, making noises the like of which you would expect to hear in a slaughterhouse, not this five-star pig hotel. Nessa gritted her teeth and tried to soothe Hermione by stroking her head while the sanctuary’s vet, Harrison Arnold, took control of proceedings at the other end. Harry Porker squealed in sympathy from his side of the pen.


     ‘You got her into this mess,’ Nessa reminded him.


     ‘Here comes the first one,’ said Harrison. Nessa closed her eyes as a little pale piglet slithered out on to the straw, glistening with afterbirth in the flickering light of a bulb that needed changing.


     ‘Is it breathing?’ Nessa still couldn’t bear to look.


     ‘Oh, yes. It’s breathing all right,’ said Harrison, as the new arrival immediately let out a squeal of its own to add a high-pitched harmony to the cacophony. Hermione had already woken some of the pigs’ sanctuary neighbours with her racket. In the background, a donkey brayed in annoyance at being woken up, an old dog howled in agreement, a chimpanzee gave a curious hoot.


     Half an hour later, Prowdes’ pot-bellied pig population had swelled by three hundred per cent. Hermione grunted with contentment as the six healthy piglets suckled. Harry Porker gazed over the low fence between them, proud as any human dad. But Nessa, glad as she was to see the charming family tableau in her shed, could only think of her overdraft.


     ‘You should go back to bed. Get some beauty sleep.’


     Nessa felt a gentle hand on her shoulder as she looked down upon Prowdes’ Family Pig. It was Guy Gibson, head keeper at the sanctuary, one of her most trusted employees and lately a very valuable friend. Guy was in charge of the sanctuary’s primates, but could be relied upon to turn his hand to pig husbandry in an emergency and that night, with the keeper who usually looked after the traditional farm animals on holiday, Nessa wasn’t sure she could cope.


     ‘I came as quickly as I could,’ said Guy.


     ‘Thank you, Guy. I’m very grateful you could make it. Hermione seemed to be having trouble and I wasn’t sure Harrison would get here in time. Were you at a party?’ Nessa asked. ‘It sounded like I was interrupting a good night out.’


     ‘Not exactly,’ Guy grimaced. ‘How many piglets did she have?’


     ‘Six,’ said Nessa. ‘Six more mouths to feed. God knows how we’re going to pay for them.’


     ‘I’ve told you to stop worrying about that,’ Guy said firmly. ‘We’re going to get a big grant for the chimpanzee project now we’ve got that university boffin on board. Everything will be OK before you know it. You might even be able to give me a raise,’ he added cheekily.


     Nessa stood up on tiptoes in her wellingtons and rumpled Guy’s curly brown hair.


     ‘If you were just thirty years older,’ she sighed.


     Guy smiled. He folded a tired and crumpled Nessa into his arms for a hug. Nessa breathed in the smell of his old jumper gratefully. Though he was young enough to be her son, there was something about capable Guy Gibson that Nessa found very reassuring. When Guy said that everything was going to be OK, Nessa could almost believe it.
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Outside its natural habitat, Prowdes Animal Sanctuary was one of the best places a wild animal could hope to spend its days. The sanctuary was situated on forty acres of prime Devon farmland, just outside the little town of Tincastle, surrounding a beautiful seventeenth-century house that had been home to the O’Neill family for four generations. It had been home to an altogether smarter family before that, but in 1875, Charles Edward Prowde had lost the house and its farmland to Gillon Michael O’Neill in a poker game.


     Gillon O’Neill was a horse-breeder from the west coast of Ireland. He was legendary in racing circles, able to turn just about any old nag into a Derby champion. Lame horses danced for Gillon O’Neill. His magic touch with animals had been passed down through the years to his great-granddaughter, Nessa.


     These days, Nessa was widely regarded as one of Britain’s most dedicated conservationists but once upon a time her unconventional image had made her something of a joke in the conservation world. A velvet cape accessorised with a diamante pin and wellingtons was a favourite ensemble of hers whether she was meeting local dignitaries or mucking out the donkeys. Before the birth of Prowdes Animal Sanctuary, the former debutante spent her life throwing herself into adventures and good causes with the enthusiasm of a Labrador puppy after a chocolate drop. Aged seventeen, she had run away from boarding school to Italy and studied painting under the auspices of an artist thirty years her senior who became her very first lover. In her early twenties, she dumped the old man for his nephew and went to Morocco in search of perfect light. Aged twenty-three, she drove across the Sahara with a couple of Frenchmen she had met just two nights before while smoking hashish in a Moroccan bar (dressed as a man, of course). After the Sahara, she trekked all the way down to South Africa, narrowly escaping kidnapping in the Congo by painting a tribal leader’s portrait in the style of van Gogh.


     After Africa came South America. Polo with the gauchos in Argentina. In Alaska she lived with the Inuit and chewed seal skin to make leather boots. In Australia she learned how to shear sheep. She learned to dive, to fly and to sail. She had more lovers than she cared to remember. Or could remember, if the truth be told. Only recently, she had been introduced to one of her former flames at a charity ball, failing quite spectacularly to recall that the shabby bald chap standing in front of her with the slightly green expression on his face was once a raven-haired Oxford undergrad who swore he’d throw himself off Magdalen bell tower if she didn’t marry him after his finals. (She had refused. He compromised by throwing himself off Magdalen Bridge rather than the bell tower but he still broke both his ankles and gained a limp for life.)


     In brief, Nessa O’Neill was not a girl to be taken seriously. The entire world was littered with the evidence of her short-lived passions. Broken-hearted boys were the least of it. There was the half-restored mural on the walls of a small sixteenth-century church in Tuscany. The half-retiled hammam in Marrakesh. The burnt-out Land Rover buried in a sand dune somewhere near Namibia’s Skeleton Coast. It was a good job for Nessa O’Neill that Charlie Macintosh and his friends had been passing in their own Land Rover that day. It wasn’t such great news for Charlie’s fiancée back in Chelsea.


     Nessa O’Neill had the attention span of a gnat. Which is why no one expected her to remember she had brought home a stray dog from Greece by the time it finished its stay in British quarantine. Much less did they expect her to go straight back to Crete and bring home four more to keep the first dog company. She inherited Prowdes rather suddenly after that (her father died of a heart attack just before her thirty-fifth birthday) and moved her collection of stray dogs into the old stable block. The first British stray arrived a day later, left tied to the gates of the house with a piece of old string, attached to which was a note that said, ‘I know you’ll look after him.’


     By the end of her first year as Lady of the Manor, Nessa’s pack of lost and lonely animals had swelled by four more dogs, two cats and a three-legged badger. Then came the baby deer someone had found in their back garden. A fox that had been hit by a car. A dray horse earmarked for the glue factory (which subsequently lived another eighteen years). Nessa’s nickname in the village was Mrs Noah long before she brought her first chimpanzee home.


 


It happened five years after Nessa accidentally opened her sanctuary. She was taking a rare break from the animals, holidaying in southern Spain with her latest flame, a dashing film-maker called Fernando Martin, while her first full-time employee, Eddy Hamilton, held the fort at home. A photographer approached Nessa outside a beach bar where she was taking morning coffee and asked whether she wanted to have her photograph taken with his ‘little girl’. Nessa was intrigued and then horrified when she discovered what a hairy little girl the photographer had.


     The eighteen-month-old chimpanzee was called Virginia. The V pronounced like a B in the photographer’s exotic accent. Virginia lolled in Nessa’s arms when she held her, clearly knocked out by some sedative drug to stop her misbehaving or complaining as she was passed from tourist to tourist like a beanbag. Nessa didn’t know much about chimpanzees at the time but she knew enough about young animals to guess that this one was in a very poor state indeed.


     Virginia was small and light and her limbs hung limply from her tiny frame. Pulling back the blanket the chimpanzee was wrapped in, Nessa saw patches of dry grey skin where Virginia’s hair had been rubbed away by baby clothes that were too tight. When the infant ape eventually opened her eyes, they seemed unfocused and confused.


     ‘I love her like my little girl,’ the photographer insisted when Nessa tackled him in clumsy Spanish about the state of Virginia’s health. The photographer’s real daughter stood behind him shyly, just six or seven years old herself. She carried a heavy box of photograph albums and print samples around her neck. Too heavy for such a small child.


     Nessa would have taken both the chimpanzee and the girl back to Prowdes if she could have done. She suspected that the photographer might have let the girl go for perhaps twice the five hundred pounds in cash Nessa paid for the chimp that afternoon.


 


‘What are we going to do with that bloody thing?’ asked Fernando when she showed him the results of her latest accidental shopping trip.


     ‘I’m going to take her back to Prowdes.’


     ‘But you don’t know anything about chimpanzees,’ Fernando lamented. ‘You’ve got too many dogs and badgers and donkeys as it is. You’re a crazy lady, Nessa. You’ve gone insane.’ It was a refrain that was to become all too familiar.


     And perhaps it was true. Perhaps Nessa really had gone mad. Could she really offer Virginia a better life than the photographer had? Nessa knew as much about chimps as he did . . . Which was nothing.


 


Virginia couldn’t come to England right away, so Nessa found herself staying in Spain for another three months, reading every chimpanzee book she could lay her hands on, while, with the help of a local vet, she nursed Virginia back to a level of fitness that would make it safe for her to travel and face the quarantine at the other end of her journey. Over time, Nessa grew confident that caring for Virginia would be no more difficult than caring for her dogs. But one afternoon, while Nessa dozed in the garden of Fernando’s magnificent villa, Virginia proved how much cleverer than a dog she really was.


 


Pepita was a good-natured young mongrel, who belonged to Fernando’s housekeeper. The scruffy dog seemed to know that Virginia required special care. She never nipped her new chimpanzee housemate, though Virginia was always happy to pull Pepita’s tail if the dog got dangerously close.


     That day, Virginia was playing with one of Pepita’s chewed-up toys. When the dog came to investigate, Virginia held the rubber ball up to Pepita’s nose. Pepita wagged her tail, sensing the start of a game. Virginia drew back her arm as if to throw the ball. Pepita crouched down, ready to spring off in pursuit. Virginia swung her arm forward like a fielder aiming for a wicket. Pepita hared away in the direction of the ball’s trajectory. Except that the ball wasn’t following any trajectory . . . While Pepita raced the full length of the garden and skidded to an uncontrolled and uncomfortable stop against the fence, Virginia examined the red ball she still held in her hand.


     Nessa watched from her deckchair with curiosity. Perhaps Virginia had just forgotten to let go. But the infant ape’s open-mouthed play-grin suggested otherwise; that she had deliberately sent Pepita bounding off after a handful of thin air. At that moment, Nessa made a commitment to the chimpanzee child in her care. This was no simple creature that would be content with enough food and a warm place to sleep, like the donkeys and the dogs. Virginia’s new home would have to be so much more than the usual safari park.


 


Twenty years after that amazing afternoon, Prowdes was home to almost thirty chimpanzees. Arriving back in England with Virginia, Nessa set about transforming the beautiful country manor into a miniature African state. She designed enclosures far bigger than any she had seen at already established zoos, taking advice from academics and conservation specialists who had worked with chimpanzees in the wild.


     It was an expensive business. Chimpanzees take a lot of containing. Ditches had to be dug and twelve-foot-high fences topped off with revolving barrels erected around the land that was to become the main enclosure. An adult chimpanzee can easily jump eight feet. The barrels would make it all but impossible to climb over.


     Nessa quickly used up most of her cash. But she couldn’t turn any chimp away. Absolutely not. And as soon as news about Prowdes’ fantastic new facilities leaked out, the chimps started to arrive by the truckload as other do-gooders brought them back from Spain or foolish people who had raised chimps as pets realised that if a human teenager is difficult, a chimpanzee teen is far worse. Fortunately there were other assets about the house to be made liquid. A small horse painting by Stubbs was the first casualty, swapped with a local farmer for a consignment of hay when Nessa found herself momentarily embarrassed while waiting for the next chunk of cash from her trust.


     Within a couple of years, the beautiful rooms at Prowdes were almost empty as Nessa liquidated anything that could be moved to complete her chimpanzee haven. These days a last remaining Queen Anne chair flanked an Ikea desk in Nessa’s office. The walls were bare of heirloom paintings, though you could see where they had once hung from bright patches on the faded yellow walls. Nessa didn’t mind too much about the pictures – after all, the family portraits were of the Prowde family, not the O’Neills.


     And in the grounds of the house, in gardens once landscaped by a designer to rival Capability Brown, a state-of-the-art ape habitat had been created. The troop of chimps roamed a site of ten acres. Two decades since Nessa rescued her from a brief life as a photographic model, Virginia was top female in Prowdes’ artificial troop. She was a mother now. Her eldest son, Victor, known more frequently as Big Ears, was the first baby chimp to be born at Prowdes.


     It was his arrival which finally forced Nessa to make Prowdes a registered charity. Members of the public had offered donations in the past. Now Nessa’s chimp family had grown so large she could no longer keep the place afloat with her inheritance. She had to open up the grounds of her house to the public and take on extra staff. She added a tea room and a gift shop. Nessa was amazed and disappointed by the number of visitors who spent more time in the gift shop choosing between pink acrylic lemurs made in Taiwan than looking at the real, live animals who swung from the trees outside.


     Animals like Modimo and Badimo. Modimo and Badimo were chimpanzee twins, now almost three years old. Their mother, Priscilla, had been badly abused as a captive infant. She was clueless as to how she should care for her babies and they’d had to be removed from her possession in the main enclosure to be hand-reared for their own safety. They were named after a two-headed god from Zimbabwe, whose magical names were to be uttered only by shamans, prophets and children. According to legend, any adult daring to name-drop Modimo or Badimo would become a child trapped in a grown-up’s body.


     It didn’t much matter. Apart from the fact that you pretty much had to be a child at heart to want to work at Prowdes in the first place, nobody called the twins by their full names anyway, preferring to refer to them as Mad and Bad. As with human twins, their keepers found it easiest to distinguish between Mad and Bad by dressing them in different colours. They were too small to go naked all year round in the changeable English weather. Volunteers had donated a variety of children’s clothes to keep them warm, including a selection of kid-sized football strips. Bad wore Manchester United colours. Mad, quite by chance, was Chelsea.


     Then there was Achilles. If you could tear yourself away from the chimpanzee-shaped tablemats and coasters in the gift shop, you’d never see a more impressive ape.


     Achilles was the father of Virginia’s son, Big Ears, and alpha male of the artificial family group Nessa had created. He arrived at Prowdes from a bankrupt safari park in the north of England in the late 1980s, along with two rather ragged-looking donkeys, who had carried children around the park’s funfair. One of the donkeys died distressingly soon after beginning his child-free retirement in Nessa’s gentle care. The other was still living in the old stable block, company to a llama imported into Britain by an imaginative entrepreneur who envisioned himself flooding the British textile market with llama wool. (The creative businessman gave up shortly after Daisy, as the llama was called, kicked him in the head while he was examining her feet and he spent two days in hospital with concussion.)


     When Achilles arrived at Prowdes, the chimpanzee troop already numbered eleven. They were a pretty shabby bunch of animals then, mostly rescued from similar circumstances to those in which Nessa had found Virginia. Mostly young. Mostly a little on the small side through poor nutrition. Nobody was sure how old Achilles was, but he was probably reaching the end of puberty. And he was big. Almost five feet tall when he stood on his back legs, with an arm span of about the same length, and easily weighing a hundred and fifty pounds. One hundred and fifty pounds of pure solid muscle. The keepers at the safari park where he had been raised had at least taken good care of his nutritional needs. Achilles seemed the perfect name for him. He was a proud chimp. And, as it turned out, quite a warrior.


     As with all new arrivals to the sanctuary, once it was established that he was free from infectious diseases after a period in quarantine, Achilles was introduced to his new family in a very gradual fashion. At first, he was housed in a holding pen within the main enclosure, allowed out into his own yard for just a couple of hours a day so that he could see the other chimps through wire and they could have a good look at him without getting close enough for a bite. When it seemed that all the chimps were happy to have the new boy around, Achilles was allowed out for real.


     That was on a Monday morning. He spent that day sitting a little way to the side of Virginia and her chimpanzee acolytes, working out who was really in charge, who could be an ally, who would need to be subdued. He was as careful as any politician, observing but not interacting just yet, knowing that a wrong move at such an early stage could jeopardise his whole campaign.


     A young male called Sacha was the first to feel the sharp end of Achilles’ agenda. Sacha was minding his own business, rolling an empty banana skin between his lips, when Achilles bounded towards him and reared up on his back legs to display, puffing out his hair so that he appeared twice as broad as he really was. Sacha stared at Achilles in bewilderment as the new chimp gave a piercing ‘wah-bark’. Sacha had never seen such behaviour in earnest before. But he quickly learned that Achilles wasn’t messing around.


     Achilles hammered home his message by jumping on Sacha’s back when the smaller chimp finally bowed down in submission. Barking and screaming, Virginia flew towards Achilles in Sacha’s defence but soon suffered the same humiliating fate. None of the other chimps were brave enough to make much of a fuss after that.


     Achilles’ coup was a distant memory now. The young warlord had grown into an impressive emperor. These days he very rarely had to display at the other chimps to remind them who was in charge. Any insurrection on the part of younger males was soon put down by Virginia and the other high-ranking females who backed Achilles absolutely, just as high-ranking females rally round an alpha male in the wild. Achilles swaggered around the enclosure like an old-style East End gangster. The females and infants adored him. He was even getting a little fat, which seemed symbolic of his sense of security. Brutal though he could be, one couldn’t help but admire him. Because it wasn’t just his size that had raised him to his position of leadership. Achilles was intelligent, too.


     Too intelligent to keep finding joy in the same old surroundings, perhaps? It started to occur to Nessa that no matter how wonderful she made her sanctuary, it would never be quite wonderful enough. Did Achilles feel, while living at Prowdes, as Nessa might have done if forced to live in a hotel for the rest of her life? It might have been wonderful to spend month after month at the Ritz but, in the end, it would never be home. Not really.


     On her visits to the main chimp enclosure to deliver fruit to her troop, Nessa became increasingly watchful for signs of unhappiness in her chimpanzee family. She wanted to know what Achilles was thinking when he gazed out over the ditch and beyond the wire, contemplatively stripping the leaves from one of the few plants that had managed to get a toehold on the somewhat barren clump of land where he lived (the chimps had quickly stripped every tree within the enclosure bare). Was he remembering another place? No one knew where Achilles had come from. The safari park had bought him from a very dodgy supplier who couldn’t say whether the infant ape had been captive-born or taken from the wild.


     Nessa became obsessed with the idea that when Achilles sat by the edge of the enclosure and looked out across the pale green fields in the direction of the Devonshire coastline, he was thinking of a way to cross the ocean. He was remembering a childhood in the African forest, riding through the treetops on his devoted mother’s back. What could she do to make Achilles’ life closer to what he might have experienced in Africa? Or perhaps to even make it possible to take him back there?


     On a visit to a conservation conference, Nessa heard a young zoologist talk about a troop of domesticated chimpanzees from a sanctuary in Eastern Europe that had been released into the wild in West Africa. It had been a difficult process. Some of the chimpanzees had been made so un-chimp-like by their time in captivity that they literally had to be taught to behave like animals again. The young zoologist raised a few laughs as she described how she spent three months in the forest with her charges, acting as a temporary alpha male. At times it had seemed as though the project wouldn’t work. Day after day, the chimps refused to hunt and forage for themselves, preferring to track their way back to the last place they had seen the supply van. But, eventually, the zoologist sensed that her chimps had become independent. On her most recent visit to check up on them, she had discovered that one of the young females was pregnant. They were looking forward to a rare instance of a once-captive chimpanzee giving birth in the wild.


     That conference set Nessa’s imagination alight. And now that she knew it was possible, nothing could stop her from taking her chimps back to Africa. It might take months. It might take years. It would definitely take a lot of money. But one day Achilles would find himself looking out over Africa for real, not Devon. Nessa was determined. Though she didn’t know where to start. That was why she had hired ‘the boffin’.
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‘Jennifer Niederhauser. My name is Dr Jennifer Niederhauser.’ Jennifer held out her hand to shake the hand of a new imaginary colleague. She smiled broadly. Her reflection in the dressing-table mirror smiled back an equally enthusiastic grin before it collapsed into a mask of tiredness again.


     What a stressful weekend! Jennifer calculated she hadn’t had more than six hours’ sleep since Friday evening. That weekend had seen Dahlia get married. Friday night had been devoted to calming the bride’s nerves, sitting up until four in the morning to reassure her that her husband-to-be would turn up for the ceremony. Of course he would. There was no way on earth he would have found out that Dahlia had lusted after the gorilla-gram and decided to call the wedding off as a result of her mental infidelity.


     ‘Lusting after strippers doesn’t count,’ Jennifer concluded.


     ‘What about that bloke I kissed in the taxi rank afterwards?’ Dahlia worried.


     ‘Tongues?’ asked Jennifer.


     ‘No.’


     ‘It was your hen night. You’re excused.’


     Saturday had been taken up by the wedding itself. Hairdressers’ appointments at seven. Seven in the morning! Insanity, thought Jennifer. The wedding wasn’t until three in the afternoon! But Malcolm Twist’s salon, ‘Hedley Twist’, was the most popular in Tincastle (actually it was the only salon in Tincastle apart from the one with the sun-faded pictures of eighties’ ‘Studio Line’ ads in the window) and he had four different brides and their bridesmaids to do before lunch.


     ‘You are my favourite bride, though,’ Malcolm confided to Dahlia as he tied an apron over her clothes.


     Then why did he give her a hairstyle that looked like a cross between a cottage loaf and a pineapple, Jennifer couldn’t help but wonder. Meanwhile, Malcolm’s young assistant turned her own straight blonde hair into something resembling an untidy croissant.


     Bakery-related hairdos notwithstanding, the wedding went without a hitch. Henry did turn up on time (with the unspeakable Craig Gascott in tow). Nobody forgot the rings. And everyone who needed to say ‘I do’ did so at the appropriate moment.


     After that to Buckstaff Manor, the recently renovated hotel and conference centre on the outskirts of the town where all four of that day’s Tincastle brides were having their wedding receptions. They had followed each other round the manicured gardens having their pictures taken sitting on the same wrought-iron loveseats and in front of the same reproduction classical statues. It all got rather confusing. Several of Dahlia and Henry’s guests accidentally ended up in the new Mr and Mrs Taylor’s group photo.


     Fortunately Dahlia’s father had booked the best room at the manor for their meal. The Vista Room. The one with the huge windows that overlooked the sea. The champagne flowed ceaselessly and when the time came to make the speeches, the crowd was feeling very receptive indeed. Even Jennifer (who had merely sipped at half a glass of fizz for sociability’s sake) couldn’t help but find herself chuckling at Craig Gascott’s seemingly endless supply of jokes involving the groom and a female sheep.


     They partied until three in the morning before retiring to rooms in the hotel which had been block-booked since the previous February. They were up early the next morning for a champagne breakfast (orange juice for Jennifer this time) and to wish the bride and groom ‘Bon Voyage’ as they left for their honeymoon in the Maldives. Dahlia threw the bouquet for the single girls in the wedding party. Jennifer was in the ladies’ room at the time. Not that she believed in such ridiculous superstition  . . .


     Jennifer spent the rest of the day doing the dutiful chief bridesmaid bit, ensuring that guests from out of town saw the very best of Tincastle – the town where she had grown up that had recently become her home again. She endured a lunch with three of Dahlia’s aunties, who all wanted to know why she wasn’t being made a decent woman of herself rather than hear about her brand new doctorate. Then it was back to the cottage to prepare for Monday morning. Jennifer’s own big day. Her first day at work.


 


Just three months before, Jennifer had been up in Scotland, putting the finishing touches to her PhD thesis. It was titled ‘Primate culture: differences in goal-directed tool use between chimpanzee troops in Liberia and the Gabon’. It was a dry title for what was actually a pretty fascinating subject but the important thing was that it had impressed her tutor enough to ensure that Jennifer got those precious letters after her name.


     Those three letters were the culmination of almost two and half decades of study (if you counted school as well). They were Jennifer’s reward for endless nights spent studying and revising in her bedroom while Dahlia was out on the town sifting through the available blokes until she found a husband to worry about the career bit for her. There had been moments when Jennifer wondered whether it had been worth it – all that studying when she could have been having fun – but the morning she received a new chequebook in which all the cheques were printed with her new title was one of the proudest moments of her life. She went straight into town and bought a five-pack of cotton knickers at Marks and Spencer, just for the pleasure of flashing her new status via cheque guarantee card. It was extremely disappointing when the salesgirl didn’t comment.


     ‘I always knew you’d be a doctor of something one day,’ said Dahlia.


     Jennifer had always known, too. At school, she had been nicknamed the Professor. She was the brightest girl in her class by far. In fact, she was the brightest in her school. It didn’t make her popular, though. Except at test time, when everyone would clamour to sit in a desk behind or to the side of her so that they might get a sneaky look at her answers.


     But there soon came a point when nobody cared whether they could beat Jennifer in a maths test anyway. The other girls discovered boys and were suddenly grateful that they didn’t have Jennifer’s swotty, stand-offish and frankly rather weird reputation. Though she was arguably one of the prettiest girls in her class as well as the brightest, Jennifer didn’t get her first kiss until she was sixteen and that was only because David Cross was on a dare. Jennifer’s seriousness was reflected in her face so that when people looked at her they saw only the bookish frown rather than the beautiful eyes beneath it.


     Jennifer became so used to being considered unattractively swotty that by the time she was eighteen it didn’t occur to her that anyone would ever fancy her at all. Not even when she got to Oxford University, where she was suddenly surrounded by people who had been unattractively swotty at school in exactly the same way. They all considered themselves to be perfectly fanciable now. Only Jennifer Niederhauser continued to act as though her zoology books were her only possible source of satisfaction.


     In fact, to Dahlia’s disbelief, Jennifer found that a life of books and quiet libraries really was quite incredibly satisfying. She didn’t feel as though she was missing out when she found herself in a library on Friday and Saturday nights. Those few dates she had been on were pretty disappointing. Even her fellow Oxford undergraduates seemed a little bit too dim for our budding intellectual giant.


     But then everything changed.


     At the beginning of Jennifer’s third and final year at Oxford, she met Dr Timothy Lauder.


 


Newly qualified Dr Lauder was a primate specialist, just arrived from four years’ postgraduate study at Edinburgh University and a summer spent tracking pygmy chimpanzees, or bonobos as they are otherwise called, in the forests of West Africa. He took over supervision of Jennifer’s animal behaviour tutorials. Her previous tutor, Dr Grange (known as Dr Strange to most of his students), had left under a cloud at the end of Trinity term.


     Jennifer had known how to handle Dr Grange (he wasn’t terribly interested in girls anyway) but as if by a magical curse the articulate, intelligent student suddenly developed a stutter when faced by the young man who replaced him. Dr Grange had been old and slightly stinky. Dr Lauder was just four years older than Jennifer. He had hair the colour of straw and eyes with irises so blue they looked as though they had been cut from the sky with a hole punch. At the beginning of their first tutorial together, he greeted her with a smile that suggested he had never been so happy to see anyone in his life  . . .


     Jennifer found it impossible to say the words ‘sexual selection’ in Dr Lauder’s presence without precipitating a violent coughing fit. After a couple of weeks, Dr Lauder started to take the precaution of having a glass of water ready for her arrival at three o’clock every Tuesday afternoon. Then, one day, he commented on the floral dress she was wearing.


     ‘You’re looking very . . . flowery,’ was all he said.


     Next thing Jennifer saw was the flickering strip light on the ceiling of his office. His simple sort-of compliment had sent her into a faint.


     It might have been the most embarrassing moment of her life ever, but when Jennifer looked up into Dr Lauder’s eyes as he checked her dilated pupils for signs of concussion, she realised that his concern went beyond that of a tutor fearing that his tutee had sustained a mortal injury on his time. He offered her his hand to help her to her feet. Jennifer wobbled again at the touch of his warm palm to her elbow. Eventually, however, she revived enough to accept a medicinal coffee in the zoology department canteen.


     Over coffee, tutor and tutee finally got talking about things other than Jennifer’s essays and, later that week, when Dr Lauder caught the Oxford Express bus that ran from outside college to London to see his own heroine, Jane Goodall, give a talk on her chimpanzees in Gombe, he took Jennifer along with him.


     They had their first kiss in the back of the coach on their way back to Oxford. It was wonderful. Jennifer felt as though she had never been kissed before. And that day, the two great fiery passions of Jennifer’s life were ignited. Dr Timothy Lauder. And chimpanzees.


     ‘Oh, Dr Lauder,’ Jennifer murmured when he kissed her.


     ‘Jennifer, call me Timothy. Please.’


 


Inspired by Jane Goodall’s lecture and Timothy’s enthusiasm, Jennifer made primate body language the subject of her final-year dissertation, with special emphasis on the pygmy chimp, or bonobo, the sexually promiscuous ape that was Timothy’s area of expertise. Unlike the common chimp, which settles disputes with violent displays of strength, the smaller bonobo chimps make love not war, cementing their social hierarchy with indiscriminate sexual encounters.


     They made fascinating subjects. Not that Jennifer needed an excuse to spend all her time in Timothy’s office any longer. In this man she had at last discovered what the fuss was all about. He was never boring. His intellectual prowess astounded her. No one knew more about animal behaviour than he did. And no one behaved more like an animal with Jennifer in the bedroom. She was surprised at herself when she was with him. Surprised in a good way that made her cheeks pink all day long. She even caught herself singing along to a Celine Dion song and believing it.
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