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For all my friends… Human and animal.
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Musth is a condition in a Bull elephant, where it becomes extremely violent. Its testosterone levels rise up to 60% more than its normal state.

It is believed that during musth, an elephant remembers its days in the wilderness, and longs for freedom.

Elephant Protocols, Manuals, and Proceedings

Practical Elephant Management:

A Handbook for Mahouts

		
		
	

Prologue

He sensed their approach. He heard the clink of a chain – brittle and sharp like the pain that stabbed relentlessly inside his head. 

He forced his forehead further into the metal, leaning in with all his immense weight until the bars strained against his bulk, but the cold steel no longer soothed his temples. Taking a step back he unfurled his trunk, raising it high in the air and drawing in the scent of danger. 

His gaze settled on two shapes. He studied them, inhaling their aroma without recognition, only resentment, the burning sensation in his temples intensified, enflamed by a rush of hate, anger, confusion.

Turning, he took a step towards the intruders, then another, the heaving metronomic rolls of his head increasing with each advance.

Another step. He was towering over them, tasting their odour. His ears billowed, he raised his trunk again…then he halted, staring down at them as a familiarity slowly seeped into his consciousness. He continued to stare, struggling with an innate shred of reason that contradicted the urge to attack. Laboriously, he began to turn away.

A sudden flair of orange light ruptured the darkness, the brief ferocity of the flash seared through his brain. He roared, his head swept back, his trunk flaying wildly towards the intruders.

‘Christ…What the…’

Then darkness.

		
	
PART ONE

CHAPTER 1

One year later

Saturday 28th August 1976

In the arid evening heat even the crickets were lethargic, waiting until the very last moment before reluctantly throwing themselves clear of Matt’s footfall. 

Further up the lane a crow was greedily plucking the eyes from a slab of carrion. It paused; its senses pricked by the distant roar of a leopard. Its brazen eyes tracked the sound as it floated past, then settled on Matt, regarding his approach with savage irritation. 

Matt looked away; the raw insolence of the bird’s glare was the last thing his fragile confidence needed. He rummaged deep into the pocket of his jeans for his last roll-up. He found it, dry and disfigured after its confinement, but salvageable. Massaging it until it once again resembled a cigarette, he put it between his lips and lit it.

‘Here we go,’ he sighed as he rounded the corner of the lane and The Hunters Moon Inn came into view.

The air inside was so dense that Matt felt its resistance as he pushed open the door and waded through the stench of stale shag tobacco, wood rot and musty carpet. 

A clique of old heads with flat caps and consumptive complexions briefly looked him up and down as he weaved his way passed the stained beer kegs fashioned into tables, and headed towards the bar. 

Waiting to be served, Matt sensed the scrutinising stare of the man standing next to him. He glanced over and smiled apprehensively as the stranger’s wary expression brightened with recognition.

‘Hey, you’re Matt…Matt err Flynn, right?’ said the man, ‘we met at your interview, I’m Andy…remember? Small mammals keeper.’ He passed a tray over the bar. ‘Fill it up will you, Annie, and five packets of cheese and onion. You getting this round in…cheers.’ 

‘What? Oh, sure…I guess,’ said Matt, noticing with slight irritation Andy’s gaze fix on the crisp pound note that he’d pulled from his wallet.

Casting his mind back, Matt searched for some recollection of his new acquaintance. To the curly black hair and quick, ferrety face, not unlike the animals in his charge. He recalled being struck by how many of the keepers that he had seen that day had, in some way, resembled the animals on their section: the skinny bird keeper with spiky hair, the doe eyes of the deer keeper, and he wondered whether some subconscious force had guided them to animals with similar features or whether, as it is said of old married couples, they simply merged over time.

Of all the faces that he had been introduced to, Andy’s had obviously made no impression, but like the small prey mammals he looked after, survival meant an ability to make themselves forgettable, and it was their skill in avoiding attention that helped keep them alive.

Matt scanned the room. ‘Am I early? It’s just I was told most of the zoo staff would be here on a Saturday and I don’t recognise anyone.’

‘Including me,’ replied Andy, his narrow shoulders slumping.

‘Sorry, was it that obvious?’ said Matt.

‘Not your fault I s’pose, guess you saw a lot of new faces that day. No, everyone’s here, we just don’t like to mix with the riff-raff.’ 

‘Riff-raff indeed!’ cried the barmaid rolling her eyes with mock despair. ‘Because they work with animals they acts like animals, so we makes ‘em go out in the annex, calls it their den. Kind of a home from home you might say.’ She placed the tray, sloshing with spilt beer, onto the bar with the dexterity of a bricky with his hod. ‘That’ll be one seventy-five, my lover.’

Matt rummaged in his wallet for a second pound note and passed them both over.

‘Hey, speaking of new faces,’ Andy almost squealed as though he had committed some unforgivable faux pas, ‘let me introduce you to Lucky!’ 

A second later Matt was looking into the startled eyes of a white fancy rat. 

‘Matt, say hi to the best friend a man can have.’ 

The rodent’s red, bulbous eyes blinked. 

‘I know what you’re thinking, surely a dog is man’s best friend…Don’t get me wrong, I like dogs, all animals in fact, but with a rat you can get a really strong bond, it’s almost symbiotic, there’s something about feeling her little heart beating against mine, it’s like we’re the same being, and what they say about rats being dirty, that’s crap, you can toilet train them to –’ 

‘Andy! What have I told you about bringing that vermin in here?’ Annie’s voice was precise and controlled as she grappled to maintain her honey-soaked drawl. Andy shrank back. Sulkily, he replaced Lucky back down inside his T shirt and beckoned to Matt who, picking up the tray, smiled faintly to Annie and followed Andy out through a door that opened onto a large cobbled courtyard. 

On the left was a parking area that at first glance could have been mistaken for a junkyard, with its collection of rusty, dented vans, mini’s, and mopeds, the poor condition of which was highlighted by the centrepiece, an enormous Harley Davidson, blazing high above the rest like a chrome phoenix blushing gold with the shame of the association. Behind them was an old stone barn that looked like it had recently had some work done on it, none of which was cosmetic. The entrance was a stable door so old that the wood had shrunk and warped leaving large gaps between each panel through which Matt could hear clinks and clanks, laughing, swearing and the dull, repetitive thud of music. He looked over to Andy with a fondness forged from the relief of not having to enter on his own.

‘So, is the Harley yours?’ It was a flippant comment, Matt doubted that Andy’s feet could even have touched the floor, but he had hoped the assumption might lighten Andy’s mood after the rat incident. 

‘Mine! You kidding…Why would I need that? All that “my cock’s bigger than yours” bullshit, that’s all a Harley’s for. That’s my bike, there.’ He nodded in the direction of a push bike, set slightly apart from the rest. ‘It’s got twelve gears,’ he added proudly, ‘come on, let’s get inside.’

Matt dutifully followed as Andy yanked opened the door.

‘Whayhay, about bloody time,’ bayed a small crowd above the sound of Hawkwind’s ‘Silver Machine’ that was blaring distortedly from the jukebox. Unlike the bar, which was exactly as Matt had expected, this den was a complete surprise. It shouldn’t have been, it lived entirely up to its name. A wolf’s den, foxes den, den of iniquity, it was bursting with animalistic order. Three groups were strewn around the room in various degrees of hierarchy. The youngsters were tussling and grappling with each other over the pool table, reminding Matt of juvenile chimps, anarchic and simply content to live in the moment. At the far end of the den there was a different dynamic. A more mature troop, (some of whom Matt vaguely recognised from his interview tour), was lounging around an abused looking table, their careless attitude conflicting with the shifty looks that they occasionally threw into the corner of the room. 

And in the corner sat the Alpha male – a Silverback in a leather jacket and cowboy boots. Scattered adoringly around him, captivated, was a small group of adoring women, and at his feet, sphinx-like, sat a German Shepard.

‘The Harley?’ suggested Matt, nodding towards the corner.

‘Yeah…that’s King.’ 

Andy’s indifference was betrayed by his obvious attempt to avoid King’s gaze, Matt, however, couldn’t resist looking back. King’s glare now rested on Matt and he quickly hurried over to where Andy was distributing the drinks, just as Silver Machine was finishing its turn on the jukebox. Andy paused, and with obvious pride, he took the opportunity to introduce Matt, clearing his throat in an exaggerated manner to evoke the gravitas of the occasion. 

‘Hey you lot, this is Ma–’ but he was too slow, the jukebox clunked and whirred back into action and Silver Machine started again, accompanied by groans from all around the room.

One of the men closest to Matt slammed his fist on the table. ‘For Chrissake Al, this is the fourth sodding time in a row!’

A man, presumably Al, was sitting at the table, hunched possessively over a pile of belongings that included rizla papers, tweezers, roaches, matches and the largest lump of Lebanese Resin that Matt had ever seen. Al smiled with apparent satisfaction, shamelessly exposing stubby, mossy teeth that jutted from his gums like a row of neglected tombstones, and turned his attention back to rolling a joint.

Andy cleared his throat for a second attempt at an introduction but once again was cut short. This time by a man in his twenties who was half buried beneath a blonde girl sprawled across his lap.

‘Yeah, give us a break Al, why don’t you stick on some Bay City Rollers.’ 

Whether he meant it as a wind-up Matt couldn’t tell, but that was the effect. 

The smile dropped from Al’s face and he stood up, tipping over a chair as he rose. Matt had never seen anyone so tall. 

‘Bay City Rollers!’ Al’s deep Scottish brogue regurgitated the name like a dog trying to sick-up a trapped bone. ‘That fucking bunch of big girls’ blouses give tartan a bad name, ‘she sang-shang-a-lang,’ I mean, for fucksake, I’ll slit my own throat before I listen to that shite.’ He drew a long, thick finger across his neck for emphasis, then looking down he noticed Matt for the first time. ‘Hawkwind, best band in the world, yes or no?’ 

Matt took an involuntary step back and looked over to Andy who was nodding his head enthusiastically. Taking the hint, Matt did the same.

‘Good man. You see, even the wee skinhead likes it.’ He leaned over until Matt’s nostrils were filled with his rank breath. ‘And by the way, who the fuck are you?’ 

Andy opened his mouth, but another voice got there first.

‘You remember, it’s the new bloke, Matt isn’t it? We met briefly at your interview.’

Matt leaned across Andy and shook the man’s hand. 

The man spoke with a slow drawl as he flicked a curtain of lank fringe away from his eyes. ‘I’m Roger, Paddocks. The ogre with lousy taste in music is Big Al, carnivores.’

Al grinned and sat back down, scooping up the heavy oak chair like it was made from papier-mache. 

‘And buried down there somewhere,’ continued Roger, ‘is our wayward sea lion trainer. Jez.’ 

A deeply tanned arm appeared from under the blonde girl’s T-shirt and gave him the thumbs up.

‘You forget Tommy!’ Andy squeaked in triumph at Rogers’s omission.

‘Calm down, I didn’t forget, just saving the best ‘till last.’ Roger winked fondly at a small, hunched figure who, until that moment, had been hidden in the shadow cast by Al’s massive frame, ‘This is Tommy – Bird section.’

The boy smiled shyly back as Matt shook the limp, boneless hand and tried to hide his shock at the boy’s appearance. He was young, but in some ways ancient. His translucent skin was stretched tightly over his bones like cling film and clumps of sparse ginger hair sprouted from his scalp, drawing attention to a fin-like bony ridge that jutted out from his skull.

A forceful nudge from Big Al shifted Matt’s attention to a large joint being waggled in his direction. He took the spliff and dragged on it greedily, exhaling a thick cloud of smoke that obscured the boy’s features and, with it, his thoughts on what could have caused this.

		
	

CHAPTER 2

Hours had passed. Matt neither knew nor cared how many but he guessed it was well past closing time. Not that it mattered, he knew that most rural pubs felt it their duty to flout such laws. Silver Machine, along with Al’s monopoly of the jukebox, had ended peacefully in favour of ‘anything I can bang my fucking head to,’ (Al’s one concession). Alcohol had flowed, joints had been shared, and all Matt’s earlier insecurities had floated away on the warm, amiable air. He was too stoned to join in with the conversations, content to sit back and watch his new companions. Occasionally he glanced over to King, only to quickly look away from the stare that had been seemingly focussed on him, or at least his table, for most of the evening. 

Al, slumped in his chair, gave in to a loud, exaggerated yawn, interrupting Andy’s attempts to tell the group about something he’d seen on TV. ‘Shut up Al, it’s true,’ Andy continued. ‘I swear, it was on Nationwide last night. This reporter, you know, the one with the moustache.’

‘Wears glasses?’ said Jez, with a knowing wink to the others.

‘No!’ Andy’s voice leapt up an octave, causing his rat to bury herself amongst her master’s mass of curls, ‘It was the other one, anyway, he cracked an egg on the pavement, I think it was Oxford Street, and it bloody well cooked. He even ate it!’ 

‘What’s wrong with a café?’ asked Roger.

‘Nothing…that’s not the point, the point is that the pavement was so hot that –’

‘Sounds pretty disgusting to me,’ said Roger, ‘you know, dirty, eating off the pavement, you don’t know what people have walked in, dog shit, puke, ugh.’

Al grinned. ‘Dunno, reckon I’ve eaten worse.’ 

‘Course you have, dog shit’s like caviar up in Scotland. Haut de cuisine when it’s battered.’

‘Fuck you, Roger. Anyway, what the fuck do you know about Scotland, you’ve never even set foot out of this county.’

‘True. Guess I must’ve seen a programme about it – Fanny Cradock cooks shit in Scotland. Something like that.’

‘You’re all missing the bloody point,’ Andy persisted, ‘what he was saying was how hot it is, hottest since records began, in three hundred and fifty years. Apparently if it doesn’t rain soon then-’

‘Aw, Andy give it a fucking rest. It doesn’t take some overpaid hack frying up on the street to tell us it’s hot. I can just stick my head outside for that.’ Al ran his hand over his thick mane thoughtfully. ‘Reckon Matt here’s got the right idea, might get myself a crew cut next week, what do you think?’ 

‘I think you’d look like Boris Karloff’s love child,’ said Roger.

Al grimaced. ‘Yeah, guess you’re right.’ He slammed his empty glass down on the table. ‘So, whose round is it?’ 

All eyes turned to Andy who shifted nervously in his seat. ‘Don’t look at me, its Jez’s turn.’

‘Like hell it is, I got the last one in.’ 

‘Then it must be Matt’s.’ insisted Andy.

‘No problem, what do you all want?’ Matt began to stand up.

‘No, you don’t!’ Al lent his hand on Matt’s shoulder, and with a gentle push sent him crashing back down into his chair, then he turned to Andy. ‘That little fucker’s been avoiding buying all night.’

‘No, I haven’t, you know I haven’t. I’ve got at least two rounds in.’ Andy looked imploringly over to Tommy. ‘Tell him, Tommy. ‘You’ve seen me, at least twice…remember?’ 

Roger suddenly whipped his arm across the table and grabbed Andy’s rat. She squirmed and tried to wriggle free, her pop eyes staring desperately back towards her owner. 

‘Hey, get off her, she doesn’t like it!’ 

‘You know it’s not fair to ask Tommy,’ said Roger ignoring Andy’s plea. Forming a pistol shape with his fingers he aimed them at Lucky, whilst forcing his large round eyes into a narrow Clint Eastwood squint. ‘You’ve got till the count of ten before I shoot. One, two, three…’

‘Better do what he says, Andy, he ain’t kidding,’ cried Jez with exaggerated urgency.

‘Stop messing around you lot, it’s not funny, you’re scaring her.’ Andy retrieved the traumatised rodent and smoothed down her spiked fur. ‘Bunch of nerds.’ 

Al reached over and ruffled Andy’s curls. ‘Calm down, we’re only joshing with you.’

‘Well, it’s not funny!’ he snapped back, cradling Lucky and standing up to leave. ‘I’m going to have to get her some pork scratching’s now, try and calm her down.’

‘And don’t forget our drinks while you’re there,’ Roger called after him.

Matt, muttering an excuse about needing the toilet, followed Andy out. As irritating as he was, as his ‘first contact’ Matt felt a nagging loyalty which had been amplified by the others’ taunts. And besides, the dope was starting to really get to him and he felt some fresh air might do him good. 

‘I knew we’d be friends the moment I saw you,’ Andy declared after Matt asked if he was okay. ‘You’re not like those other bastards…all they care about is themselves, where their next joint or beer’s coming from. Well, they can bloody well wait for all I care; we’ll teach them not to mess with us.’ 

Us! thought Matt, instantly regretting the bond that his pity had created. 

With Matt in tow, Andy set about taking his time: he talked to Annie (with Lucky hidden well inside his T shirt), chatted for a while to some vague acquaintance in the corridor and told anyone who’d listen how ‘the bastards’ had upset Lucky, and how he and his new friend Matt were going to make the bastards wait for their drinks. 

Andy was strutting like a kitten returning with his first kill by the time they finally arrived back at the den, kicking open the door and seeming to care little as the drinks sloshed over rims and into the tray. Al would drink it out of the tray anyway, he told Matt; he’d seen him do it before – ‘dirty bastard.’ 

The moment they entered Matt was immediately aware of the change of atmosphere. A lethargic kind of unease seemed to hang in the air, mingling with the layer of yellow smoke. 

After scanning the room, trying to pierce through the smog, he finally settled on the source. He rubbed the sting out of his eyes, causing the image to blur and slowly to refocus onto the unblinking gaze of King. 

The man’s expression was blank, pure poker, but there was something about him, perhaps the curl of his lips or the tightness of his jaw that Matt felt was dangerous.

Feeling a growing sense of menace in the air, Matt watched as the American nodded to the two boys who’d been playing pool, a signal that brought them immediately to his side. Like predators casually closing in on their quarry, the three of them sauntered over to where he and Andy stood.

‘Hey, Andy, I wanna word with you.’ King’s voice was lazy and toneless and carried a weary American twang. ‘You’ve been snooping again, ain’t you.’ 

Andy gave a little yelp as the colour flowed out of him. Matt thought even his hair seemed a tone lighter as he whimpered a denial that King cut short.

‘Don’t lie to me boy, I hate liars as much as I hate cowards…seems to me you’re both. Know what we used to do to liars and cowards in Vietnam?’ 

Andy’s pleas were almost inaudible above the noise of glasses that clattered in his shaking hands. ‘I swear it, honestly, I wouldn’t…not after last time.’ 

‘Don’t bullshit me,’ barked King. ‘Gary here spotted you last night with that camera of yours.’ 

Andy attempted another denial, the trembling in his hands spreading over his entire body and the weight of the tray clearly becoming unbearable, unbalanced by the tide of beer that sloshed over the edges. 

‘Hey, careful.’ Al’s arm reached over the gathering, lifting the tray to safety.

King flashed a look like a cougar being disturbed from his kill by a bear. ‘This is personal business, Al.’

‘Too fucking right it’s personal, that’s my beer he’s spilling.’ Andy’s pale deflated form became eclipsed as the giant moved in, planting his feet defiantly between Andy and King like a Scots pine bracing itself against a coming storm. 

King stood motionless, broad and solid. His expression was impenetrable, the look of a professional soldier unwilling to give any advantage of insight to his foe, whilst Al loomed over him, his eyes brimming with wild, lustful glee.

A wolfish grin crept over King’s face. Looking over to his two companions he gave them a ‘stand down’ nod. ‘Sure…you’re right. I forget how important this warm beer shit is to you English.’

‘I ain’t English, I’m Scottish!’ said Al with feeling, ‘Come on, Andy.’ 

But Andy had disappeared, leaving nothing but a Warm draft as the door of the den closed in his wake.

Handing out what was left of the beer Al sat down and began slurping noisily at the tray’s contents.

‘Christ, Al,’ said Roger quietly, so only Al and Matt could hear, ‘I thought King was going to go for you for a minute. I can’t believe he backed down.’ 

Al shrugged at Roger’s concern and wiped away the sticky droplets that ran down his chin. ‘Shite, Roger, he didn’t back down.’ He paused and looked over to where King was easing himself back into his throne. ‘He just wasn’t in the mood.’

Matt was also watching King, his curiosity unrestrained by the alcohol and cannabis in his system. He turned back to his table. ‘What the hell was all that about?’

His question was met with bland indifference, a shrug from Al, a roll of Roger’s large eyes. 

‘Come on, tell me. What was it about?’

Roger sighed as if placating an insistent child. ‘Just some ancient history that rears up from time to time. Andy doesn’t help himself, winds up King, but like I said…ancient history.’ 

Matt ignored Roger’s reticence. With the drugs in his system reacting to the excitement of the last few minutes, the den was no longer a slovenly, inanimate museum; it erupted with a life of its own. Light bulbs burst with swirling colour, snooker balls collided, sounding like a crack of a whip, and tact was the last thing on his mind. ‘But what ancient history…what happened?’ 

If you ask me,’ said Jez, ‘he’s been in a lousy mood ever since the boss decided to get that mahout to sort Uddanda.’ 

Matt attempted to focus on Jez, trying to work out where the sea lion trainer began and his girlfriend ended, ‘Uddanda?’ he said. ‘What’s that?’

‘Not a what, a who,’ said Jez patiently. ‘He’s our bull elephant, largest in captivity as a matter of fact. Anyway, last year he…ow, fuck! What was that for?’ Clutching his shin Jez looked accusingly from Al to Roger and then followed their eyes to Tommy. The boy’s expression was still gently vacant but a slight rocking motion suggested a growing agitation.

‘Like I said,’ Roger repeated with force, ‘ancient history.’

		
	

CHAPTER 3

The rat slowly awoke from her deep sleep, dimly aware of being lifted from her shredded paper nest. Her mouth opened wide, exposing long yellow incisors that should have bitten down on the hand. Instead, she just yawned. Wildness had been bred out of her many generations before. 

She knew she was safe. She knew the room, the scents and sounds, and she knew the hand; it was her world and she understood her world, when she was agitated, scared or content. She had that much instinct left. 

Anger was not something she was able to comprehend, but she understood agitation, and with a sudden start she sensed it. His pounding heart, the chemicals in his sweat, even the salt from his tears. The event was not unfamiliar to her but that didn’t make it any the less fearful. It confused her, adding to her fear. She was fully awake now, her senses on high alert trying to find a cause, a predator.

She was on his lap and the hand was smoothing down her fur, but even this felt wrong. The hand was too forceful, held no rhythm or tenderness. It pushed her down and dragged her skin until it hurt. She attempted to get away; her world wasn’t safe and she had to get back to her nest. She twisted and contorted against the hand but it kept dragging her back, then finally it gave up. She was free.

Andy watched vacantly as Lucky tumbled from his lap and scurried across the floor towards her cage. Briefly she turned and stared at him with pop-eyed alarm before darting into her den.

He didn’t mind that she’d left him. He wasn’t even bothered by the rhythmic bangs of Jez’s bed in the flat below. He was used to Jez’s conquests and it no longer taunted him. All he cared about was justice, justice and revenge. The incident in the den had shaken him badly, but that was now hours ago, long enough to re-write the event in his head, to imagine an alternative ending where he had stood his ground and fought back. Where a perfectly placed blow had felled King, dropping him to his knees and causing him to cry out to Andy for forgiveness. 

He smiled at the idea, rubbing away the last of his tears with his knuckle. 

On his desk was a collection of Polaroid photos. Dark, shadowy scenes of figures with elephants, images so blurred and distant that it hurt your eyes trying to bring them into focus. He considered them for a moment longer before collecting them up into a tidy pile. Taking them had been a risk, almost got him caught and they proved nothing. But he didn’t need to take any more. He had a new plan.

		
	

CHAPTER 4

‘Ouch! Fuck!’ Matt flopped back down onto his pillow, his forehead stinging from its impact against the beam two feet over his bed.

It took a few confused seconds for his mind to adjust to his surroundings, to make sense of the unfamiliar sounds that chattered and whooped outside. The pain quickly subsided leaving the dull recognisable throb of a hangover. 

He lay still, allowing his mind to assemble all the information available.

The noises… familiar, yet not fitting his concept of the English countryside. 

Human made?

No.

Animal? Cow, sheep, dog, duck. Johnny Wiesmullar… shit, where did he come from?

Tarzan, jungle, jungle noises. Whoop, whoop. Monkeys? Whoop, whooooop. Gibbons… That’s a gibbon!

In England?

He peered blearily at his watch, eight-thirty, and rolled out of bed – the only safe way to exit he had discovered – his torso leaving a damp, sweaty imprint on the mattress as he stood up.

Another beam two feet up from the other collided with his crown.

‘Fuck! Shit! Fuck!’

What was it a friend from university had once told him? If your first word after waking up is fuck, you’re best-off staying in bed.

Clutching his head in both hands, he backed cautiously out of the alcove. In the centre of the room, he tentatively stood erect, contemplating whether the flat had been built by an agoraphobic, a contortionist or some Alice in Wonderland nut.

He surveyed all the cardboard boxes piled around him, some empty or almost empty, most full, with cooking, records, clothes or misc. scrawled on the side. He ran his hand around his throat and let it trail down his chest. 

‘A coffee, then a shower, then you lot,’ he said. 

Ducking through the doorway he walked along the narrow, tapering corridor that ran the length of the flat. At the far end was the primitive kitchen area consisting of a sink and a primus stove. He stepped up to the sink and ran some water into a saucepan, placed it on the stove and lit it. Automatically he made a roll-up, put it between his lips and bent down to the blue flame until the tip flared into life. Noticing the envelope that he’d left on the draining board the previous afternoon, he shook out the letter, flicked it open and re-read it. 

18th July 1976

Dear Mr Flynn,

Following your interview, it is with great pleasure that I can formally confirm your appointment as Education Officer, commencing on Monday 30th August.

As I previously explained this is a new position and as such it will take time for you to become established, and until then we will expect you to carry out other keeper duties whenever possible.

I am also delighted to inform you that we can provide accommodation within the park in the form of a rather charming self-contained flat, (the rent for which will be deducted from your monthly wage), which will be available from the morning of Saturday 28th August.

May I take this opportunity to say how absolutely super it is to have you on board and how we are all very much looking forward to working with you.

Yours sincerely,

Dr Julian Meads

Curator

‘Raaather charming, self-contained flat’ said Matt, feeling the bump that had risen on his head. ‘Absolutely suuuper to have you on board.’ Immediately he felt guilty. 

The truth was he had liked Julian. He reminded him of a chubbier, version of…What’s his name from that kids show Animal Magic – Johnny Morris.

Hearing bubbling, he chucked a spoonful of coffee into a mug, poured in the steaming water and took the drink into the bedroom, squatting down on the floor so that he could peer through the small gash in the wall that passed itself off as a window. Despite the hour the sun was blazing down from a cloudless sky, burning into the morning dew and creating pockets of mist that hovered in the valley below. 

From this vantage point Matt could just about make out the shapes of deer plucking at any nutritional foliage they could find growing in the sun-baked earth. They only had a of couple grazing hours before the midday heat would drive them to shelter beneath the dappled sanctuary of the beech trees. 

He sat watching for a further ten minutes whilst the white mist evaporated, revealing a small flock of flamingos who, one by one, unfurled their long necks and looked around them as though searching for their African savanna.

Pokey little dive, but what a view, he thought, throwing back the remains of his coffee and flicking his fag butt into the empty mug. He felt revitalised, not completely, but enough to consider phase two of his recovery programme.

Walking stooped-fashion out of the bedroom, Matt peered down the other end of the corridor and into the tiny shower cubicle as he wriggled out of his jeans that, after two days of continuous wear, clung obstinately to his sweat damp skin. 

Punctuated by his yelps as the water fluctuated from scalding to freezing with the tiniest adjustment to the tap, he managed to take a shower. Using the jeans he’d dumped on the floor, he mopped up the water that had escaped during his struggle, then he rummaged through a box until he found some new clothes, creased but at least fresh.

He considered unpacking, but the invigorating effect of his shower combined with the sunlight that was now bursting through the little east-facing crack proved too enticing. He grabbed his tobacco, removed the key from the lock and stepped outside. ‘Christ, it’s going to be the hottest day so far!’

		
	

CHAPTER 5

Apart from the occasional animal sounds and the distant hum of a tractor, the park seemed deserted. It was still too early for the public and although the keepers must have been well into their morning rounds Matt saw no one, the freshly-stuffed hayracks and troughs brimming with food pellets the only clues that anyone had been there. He followed the paths without any sense of exploratory purpose, simply enjoying the fresh air and solitude. 

The camels mooched aimlessly amongst the clumps of wool that lay scattered around their paddock like tumbleweed. Antelope sprawled lazily in dusty bowls. Two tapir squeezed themselves into the shade of a small tree, forcing out a capybara who ambled amiably off to seek sanctuary elsewhere. The wolves were absent, presumably dozing in the relative cool of their den.

Matt wandered on, pausing on a footbridge that crossed the stream which divided the valley. Judging by the steep shelves on either side it must, he decided, at certain times of the year be six or more feet deep and fast flowing. Now it was reduced to a small trickle that fed shallow pools thick with flickering silver flashes of what looked like minnow and stickleback. 

Continuing up the path, Matt entered the walled garden. Here, access to sprinklers had halted the encroaching brittleness. The baked, cracked earth crept up as far as the perimeter wall but dared go no further. 

The garden was an oasis of lush green shrubs; laurel, magnolia and rhododendron sprouting plump shoots that burst unhindered through the wire mesh of enclosures, taunting the occupants who, unlike the foliage, remained captive. Common marmoset, emperor and cottontop tamarin, goeldi’s monkey, rows of callitrichid all followed Matt’s movements with dark, insolent eyes. Blankets of ivy as thick as thatch tumbled over the roof and down the sides of the long reptile house. He could picture the snakes, lizards and spiders lurking inside in timeless suspension.

Matt wandered contentedly on, following along the path that led deeper into the menagerie. The otters, on hearing the snap of a twig under his footfall, screamed with opportunistic anticipation of a treat. Finding their stares and hysteria unsettling Matt hurried past, glancing at the sign directing him to ‘small cats and aviaries’. As he neared the enclosures he tried softening his tread, but his weight on the gravel, however tempered, only seemed to prolong the grind of stone against stone, alerting the cats who vanished into a thicket and hissed mistrust at Matt’s presence. By contrast, he could have been playing a bugle for all the notice the lynx took of him, pacing their perimeter with a vacuous detachment that left him with a sense of pity rather than thrill. 

After passing a ramshackle building with the word ‘curator’ painted on the door in an ancient-looking font, the path straightened out into a long run of aviaries whose inhabitants warned each neighbour of his approach with shrill alarms. Still Matt met no one.

Eventually, the path led to a set of double doors, large enough to drive a tractor through. It had the kind of solid foreboding that Matt associated with the gothic castles of Hammer horror movies, mysteriously swinging open to Bela Lugosi’s greeting of ‘velcome to my home.’ Nailed onto the right-hand door was a deer skull that helped to accentuate the warning sign beneath, ‘NO ADMITTANCE STAFF ONLY.’ He glanced at his watch – nine-thirty – and quickly dismissed the idea of returning to his cramped, stuffy flat. 

‘Well, I’m almost staff.’ Grabbing the handle, he heaved open the door and stepped inside. 

		
	

CHAPTER 6

The short lane was littered with signs of recent activity, indicating that he was entering the heart of the zoo. Abandoned trolleys, half-empty food crates, large humming fridges and freezers, which lined a row of squat buildings and deep alcoves, all ending at an enormous barn. 

But Matt was only semi-aware of his surroundings as he stood motionless, distracted by the scene ahead of him. There was a girl, about his age, battling to untangle a hosepipe that resembled a child’s slinky toy. An apparently frustrating task made all the worse by a mass of shaggy red curls that kept tumbling over her face. With growing impatience, she repeatedly tossed her hair back over her shoulder, whilst muttering what she would do to it, as though it were an unruly and persistent puppy. Matt sensed that if she had access to a pair of scissors she would have hacked it off there and then. 

The girl looked up and Matt involuntarily jumped back, concealing himself behind the door. 

‘If you’re going to stand there gawping all morning,’ she said, ‘I’m going to have to charge you.’

Sheepishly, he emerged into the full stare of the girl. ‘Hi, I’m Ma––’ 

‘Matt Flynn, the education officer.’ Her confident voice hinted at being local. ‘Don’t panic, not much goes on around here that isn’t common knowledge within a few hours. You’ll get used to that, people knowing your business, your likes, dislikes, your voyeuristic perversions.’ 

Matt blushed and tried to stammer out an explanation.

Her green eyes sparkled impishly. ‘Relax, give me a hand with this goddamn hose and we’ll forget about it. Start afresh, how’s that sound?’

He was momentarily taken aback by the word ‘goddamn,’ it seemed so out of place with her local dialect, but her suggestion seemed genuine, and he approached her with enthusiastic relief.

Next to her, suspended by a hook, hung the carcass of a new-born calf. The hook pierced its jaw, forcing out the tongue to create a baffled expression which would almost have been comical, were it not for its sliced-open innards, severed limbs and the pool of semi-congealed blood, faeces and urine that dripped onto the floor beneath it. 

As he passed, a cloud of flies leapt into the air with an agitated buzz, a hundred, maybe a thousand individuals reacting together to become one lustful, carrion-devouring demon guarding its rotten feast. Matt backed away. ‘Yuck,’

‘Tell me about it,’ said the girl. ‘I keep telling Al he can’t leave stuff like that lying around, especially not in this heat. He’ll be sorry as hell if Beth gets sick, and it’ll be me who’ll have to sort it.’ 

She stood up and stretched her back, causing her T-shirt to rise above her naval and expose her toned, olive skin. With effort, Matt tore his gaze away, aware that he was on probation.

‘See that handle, when I say, you start pumping, okay?’ she said. 

Matt looked around, unsure what she meant. 

She rolled her eyes, let out a sigh and pointed to a long, metal bar. ‘No chance of mains water way out here, we pump direct from a reservoir which, by the way, is almost empty, another few days like this and… I don’t know. Get pumping will you.’

Matt started raising and lowering the handle trying to find a rhythm. ‘So, are you a keeper?’

‘Quiet,’ she barked, ‘I think I can hear something.’ She placed her thumb over the end, causing a jet of yellowy water to splutter out, spraying and saturating the black mass of flies that fell sodden into the puddle.

‘That’s better,’ she said with satisfaction. ‘You can stop now…sorry, what were you saying?’

‘I was just wondering what your section was?’

The girl, winding the hose back up, hesitated before answering. ‘Section? Oh, I’m not a keeper. I’m the vet,’ she announced with unconcealed pride. ‘I work in a practice in Bridgeworthy, mostly livestock and a few pets. I come out here when I can for the experience.’ Adjusting the last coil she briefly studied her handiwork then turned to face Matt. ‘Ideally, I want to work with elephants, try and find a job in a sanctuary in India, just for a year or two and then, who knows.’

‘An elephant doctor. Sounds cool.’ 

A hesitant smile crept over her face and she looked him over with inquisitive eyes. ‘I’m surprised Julian employed a skinhead, not his kind of thing at all.’

Automatically Matt ran his hand through the bristles on his head. It had been two weeks since the barber had got Matt’s usual (a Bowie style feather cut), mixed up with another client’s usual, and although initially devastated, he had now almost forgotten about the resulting crew cut. ‘It was an accident, a case of mistaken identity. It’s normally longer.’ 

The girl laughed. ‘Boys and their hair! I don’t care what anyone says, you’re the vainest sex. Don’t worry, it suits you.’ She turned to leave. ‘And it’s practical, I like practical.’

He couldn’t be sure, was that a ‘come on’? Her back was now to him, she was walking away. ‘Anything else need pumping?’ ‘Christ!’ 

She turned back to him, furrows forming in her forehead as she looked him over with keen, questioning eyes. ‘Have you met the eles yet?’ 

Matt shook his head. 

‘I’m going there now, come on. I’ll introduce you.’

Susie led him down the short lane, passing a row of shabby doors with ‘zoo kitchens,’ ‘wash room’ and ‘Incubators, keep door shut’ hand-painted across them. At the end of the lane she stopped at a rusty gate, beyond which was a narrow lean-to corridor that ran a short way along the side of the huge barn. Parked next to the gate was the Harley Davidson, dazzling in the morning sun, and at its side lay the German shepherd.

‘You’re the education officer,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you can start by educating Al about the importance of food hygiene.’ She bent down to greet the dog, who licked her face, then she tugged at the gate, but it just clanked against the lock.

‘I’m not sure he’ll take much notice but I’ll give it a go if you want,’ said Matt, imagining the giant’s response to a lecture. He attempted to pat the dog but quickly snatched his hand back as it silently bared its teeth. Worried that she might be the sort of person who believed dogs sensed character flaws he urgently looked over to her, relieved to see she was too absorbed by the padlock to notice. ‘I just realised, I don’t even know your name?’ His question was abruptly answered by the sudden appearance of a broad, tall figure on the other side of the gate. 

‘Hey Susie, you get my message?’ King flicked his fingers over the padlock, yanked open the gate, and with one swift movement, he lifted the girl onto him. Wrapping her legs around his thick waist and her arms around his broad shoulders they kissed, a deep, wet kiss that left a string of spittle that snapped as they separated. King wiped it away with his huge forearm, like a lumberjack downing a beer and wiping away the head. ‘Thanks, baby. I needed that.’ He let her slide slowly to the ground, ‘Come with me, I’ve got a surprise to show you.’

Turning to go inside Susie paused, as though remembering some mildly unimportant item that she’d left behind. ‘Sorry, Matt, I almost forgot. Hey King, I bought someone along. He wants to meet the eles, if that’s okay.’

King glanced back at Matt and pushed his mirror sunglasses up onto his forehead. His expression was hard to read; it could have been smug or superior or predatory like a shark. Or it could just have been a look of indifference.

‘The college boy, I’m surprised to see you up and about this early after all the shit you put in your system last night. You sure got in with the wrong crowd there, should have come sat with me, could’ve shown you some true southern hospitality, and gotten yourself a lift back on a real machine and not that goddamn popsicle Al rides.’

‘Goddamn.’ That word again. Matt felt a simultaneous sting of shock and despair as he realised that, not only were they an item, but they had been together long enough for her to adopt his phrases. 

‘I’m not sure Shadow would have been too pleased to share her seat,’ chipped in Susie, looking thoughtfully at the dog. ‘She rides pillion.’ 

‘Shadow does what I say, don’t ya girl.’

The dog gave one thud of her tail, then looked at Matt with the same unsettling, enigmatic expression that King had greeted him with.

‘Anyways, you’re here now so let’s see if we can’t get you back on track, teach you how things are really done around here – the right way.’ He looked down at Susie and winked. ‘The King way.’

Matt looked at Susie, expecting her to recoil at the comment, but she merely rolled her eyes with mock despair, then grinned as she tugged King towards the entrance of the elephant house. ‘Come on, I want to see what this surprise is.’ 

Like a kid on Christmas morning, she rushed ahead of them both, down the short corridor and disappeared through another gate. King swaggered after her, leaving Matt on his own, staring at the easy, relaxed roll of the big man’s broad shoulders. 

Despite the obvious age difference, he reluctantly understood the attraction. There was something compelling, almost mesmerizing about King. Tall and solidly built, he looked like a sandy-haired version of Robert Mitchum. But most striking of all were the eyes. Pale and chalky blue they should have been weak but instead conveyed immense power. Matt felt a growing dislike for the man.

He shook himself from his thoughts and, in his haste to catch up went sprawling over a hard, metallic object. 

‘Mantraps,’ said a mocking drawl.

Matt, sitting on the concrete floor of the corridor and rubbing his shin, looked back at the obstacle, an obscene-looking collection of springs and serrated iron, and then over to King who had mysteriously re-appeared by his side.

‘Kind of a hobby of mine, got some that go back to your Queen Victoria. I keep intending to clean them up, mount them somehow, you know, like a display, but a part of me likes them all weathered up like that, makes them look… more in use, know what I mean.’

Matt glared back at him, picked himself up and brushed the dust from his jeans.

‘Come on boy, let’s get inside, see the girls. It’s hotter than a bitch in heat out here.’ 

As they walked to the end of the corridor the sweet aroma of hay and molasses reached Matt, enhancing his awareness of the strange environment he was entering. Low rumblings, emanating from the building echoed all around, penetrating his skin and agitating the hairs on the back of his arms. 

Above the rumble, the shuffle of huge feet punctuated by the sharp clanking of chains added to Matt’s mix of apprehension and exhilaration. He felt as though he were walking into a lost world, where prehistoric monsters would lumber and make the earth quake – a place where mythology replaced reality. He hesitated at the door, half-expecting to see a sign above it saying ‘Here be monsters.’ 

‘Don’t you fret, boy,’ said King. ‘As my Pa used to say, what don’t kill you makes you stronger,’ 

Slipping down his sunglasses he then tapped his side, drawing Matt’s attention to an object that hung from his belt – a long, smooth handle with a steel hook at one end that was sharpened to a vicious point.

‘Anyways, nothing’s going to get you, not when I’ve got this baby. It’s all about respect – respect, and understanding your place.’ 
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