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Sometime Like Apes





J C Denham was born in Basildon in 1988. He has worked as a teacher of English since 2011 and now lives in Canterbury, Kent. This is his first book.











Catherine, I wrote this book for you but then it turned out rather dark. Sorry about that. I hope you still like it and thank you


for everything.





Thanks, too, to those intrinsic to the inception, creation and publication of this novella: dad, mum, Frances, et al.
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I grew out of the earth into a night so cold it was sharp and dry like broken glass. I was born of sinuous roots and broken-bone stone, pushed from muscles of mud. I clung and pulled at locks of grass, slipped out of the ground and took my first breath.


Why not?


I learned that the ground I dreamed I came from is called a mire, and that the night belonged to winter.


That’s not what he said though, the master, when the spotlight pitched on me in the middle of the tent. When I felt I was frozen and only the gravel spoke for me in low groans and crunches as I shifted about on my soles.


He told a different tale.


‘See his resemblance to a fish?’


I look nothing like a fish.


‘But with the height of a man? See his scales, see his size. I caught him in the South Pacific, in seas as deep as time. He cried out like the cracken, and snapped his beak just like it too. I beat him down and shackled him, and brought him back for you. I fished him from the ocean, and put him in a cage. I saw him full of evil and I saw him full of rage. If I fed him once I beat him twice, until he saw that he was mine. Until he was but half a man – and half a fish, I think you’ll find.’


I’m not a half of anything.


He’s sung that song to audiences many times, and I don’t remember anything before he started. We drew lines across the world like pens on paper, joined scratched on, soot-sketches of cities. We left nothing but chewed-up, damp fliers and patches of dead grass


Heave-ho, up the cathedral goes. This great big red and white striped tent. Ten men pull it up in the pouring rain, always in the middle of the night. It’s always pouring rain in the middle of the night.


‘Turn the flood lights on,’ they’d scream at me. ‘Turn the lights on, Caliban.’


And I walked and talked and I put up a great big tent every few nights. There isn’t a fish I know that can do all that.


‘Ladies and Gentleman - if you’ll forgive an old man a dreadful cliché - the show is about to start. And not just any show, but the most tantalizing exhibition of human limits; a carnal carnival of the ostentatious, the absurd and the simply unmissable. I hope you have left your imaginations at home, because they could not possibly comprehend the sheer spectacle that I, your master, will lay upon you tonight. This really is The Greatest Show on Earth.


‘The loving arms of empire have been wrapped half way around this wretched world, and I, your master, have trapped all the wonders in it, just for you. I have been across the latitudes, to a rotting place, and caught the majestic elephant so that you don’t have to. I have travelled even farther, kept a deferential face and fought the mighty lion so you can leer, you can sneer, you can even jeer at the king of the jungle himself. Right here. I’ve crossed the great equator, and with enormous care I’ve hunted just for you the deadly moon bear.


‘And they are all here, in splendid isolation, along with all your favourite acts: We have Pockets and Tick, the queerest clowns in town. We have Ariel and His Spirits, who will defy all science and reason with their feats of daring, their absence of fear in the face of some of the greatest stunts ever attempted.


‘And, of course, fresh from my latest sojourn into the deepest and darkest parts of the world, our brand new act, the one I know you have been waiting to see: Caliban, primitive man, the newest edition to our cauldron of curiosities.


‘All of this and much, much more awaits you tonight in this very ring. Ladies and Gentlemen, if you please, sit back and enjoy The Greatest Show on Earth.’


So here’s what happened then – I guess I’ll start remembering.


In every charcoal town we visited we pitched ourselves up in an aisle of acts. Tents and huts and cages contained men and beasts – and things in-between.


When I became awake and found that I was there I was shackled at the darkest end of an aisle. There the sawdust thinned, and in the night the wet grass and my cracked skin both shone as one. The aisle appeared a tunnel, the light at the end that great, big, red and white striped tent.


I scanned it like a wild thing.


I clawed at the shackle around my ankle, traced the chains to their source until I was sure, just as before, that they had not loosened.


Sometime I drove my fingers into the ground to uproot a fist of earth in each palm. I brought them together under my nose and breathed. It was foreign, and I buried it back in its place.


I scanned the tent like a wild thing. It pulsed with the sounds of carnival. Laughter, music and applause – all things I’d never heard before – toured the lengthy corridor. They fell on my ears as alien.


This was the first thing the master said to me:


‘Would you like to know what makes my little show the greatest one on earth? The fact that my acts simply sparkle more, in the eyes of my audience, than any other. It’s the radiance of the thing. When Edison invented his version of the lamp, he was able to better his contemporaries for one simple reason; a more effective incandescent material. His light burned brighter.


‘You are our incandescent material, and you will burn brighter than them all,’ then he dragged me down the middle of the aisle towards the tent.


‘My catalyst,’ he said. ‘My curiosity, my creature. My Caliban.’


A long time has passed since my first performance. Many seasons. The early one is my favourite, when green leaves are all around, dancing, and long grass moves as one in the wind like an ocean. I only ever saw it from a cage. In my dreams that season bent the bars and slept with me. The long grass and its thousands of tiny arms holding me.


But on that first night:


‘Now I’d like to introduce to you, my friends,’ said the master, ‘– I feel we have become friends. After all, we have experienced something very special together tonight, something rather surreal and wonderful – I’d like to introduce to you, dear friends, my favourite moment of the evening, and what an evening it has already been. It’s rare that I get an opportunity to offer you a thing no other circus in the world can. I have, as mentioned, travelled the earth for you to bring you these sights, these delights, and this horror.’


Sometime we are all forced to march by knives. I was, to the middle of a spotlight, churning gravel under my feet with every tiny step.


The crowd, in a fit of excitement, brought the air in the tent to a boil so thick I struggled, quickly learnt to swim. I clawed and pawed and gnawed at them and only made things worse. They wanted to see a wild thing, and a wild thing I was.


Somewhere there were drums. Pulsing, otherworldly drums rolling through the darkness beyond the spotlight with such a pressure, this aching pressure that goaded the crowd on further.


Coins rained down on me so that I curled up in a ball. My cracked skin with the patches of hair my only shield from the boiling air and the metal hale.


Beyond the limits of the ring came that battery and bawling. I chanced a glance between my fingers but could not see past a black wall the crowd’s lash and the stage’s lights had put up. There was a glimpse of men, women, of children past the dark foil, perhaps. Their faces were empty. In every show those empty, slate faces. Hollow and eyeless and seeing nonetheless.


Beside me, his eyes always on the crowd, was the master.


‘See its scales, see its size! I caught it in the South Pacific, in seas as deep as time’…


The master stood like a soldier-clown in a red, brass buttoned jacket and white trousers. Stiff and tall with one casual arm leant on a steel tipped, jet-black cane. Even blacker boots anchored a slender frame. His face was the colour of the grit into which I buried mine, a rough and pale brown. A nose he couldn’t help but look down. A top hat, and a frown.


Giant fragments of his voice broke off and bounced high around the tent. The drums rolled on, increasing their sickly pressure. They beat themselves to a silent apogee so stark in contrast to their beginnings that the crowd stood still and quiet and the lights lay down and shut their eyes. I drove my fingers into the gravel, which had grown warm beneath me, took a fistful in each palm and brought them together under my nose. It was so foreign. In the darkness I buried it back in its place and wept into the dirt.


One light opened up into a wink and pinched the master in its slightly sights. I was dragged from the tent by invisibles. I heard him say something like ‘thank you, you’ve been a delight,’ and something about ‘two clowns to end the night.’
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The next day the greatest show on earth rose. Shadows were cast long and opaque. Lamps flickered on and off down the aisle like the morning whispers of the waking. Smells were overwhelming – sweat and sex and sleep.


The master moved always with his assistant, Leopold, who would shuffle behind him with all the posture and personality of a hiding fugitive. His face was severely scarred, and his gait was bowed and crooked. He was a man of only quiet, hand wringing questions, and questions only to his master. That morning he searched the aisle for his only companion.


A pulse was pounding through the place, at first like gentle prints in sand, then like the low rolling of a drum. It was almost inaudible, and struck me from a sixth sense. Then the sun broke fully free above the trees and the world began to fade in and its sources became clearer: Slow footsteps slapping through waterlogged grass; rain on sheets of canvas; the tapping of a hammer on a tent peg; the padding of a black bear back and forth and back and forth in its cage; and a chopping coming from the porch of the master’s caravan. Like a guillotine. Up, then down with a chop. Up, then down with a chop.


I woke up chained to a peg at the end of the aisle. I had spread myself out so that the drizzle caught the most of my skin. I lay with my head on my chin, watching the circus wake up. I felt that beat in time with the pulse in my head, I felt the pain of the whole place ebb in time with the ache in my temples, like the corridor was a river, and I a dam, and all of its agony crept towards me like driftwood. I saw myself in every morning face as people rose and began work.


‘Sometime we are all in shackles,’ I said aloud, then dipped my neck and rubbed my head back and forth in the dew.


The red and white striped tent had lost its inner glow. The big wheel lay still, as if broken, and time felt slow. The swell of excitement had melted away, replaced by the smell of bear shit. The music had vanished – not a single sign remained that it had ever existed – and was replaced by that pulsing, that tap, tap, tap, and that chop, chop, chop, patrolling the aisle.


The master was on the porch of his caravan, where his chopping added to that beat. He wore pinstripe trousers, a white shirt rolled up at the sleeves, and a blood-stained apron. The severed head of a bear sat in the seat of the chair beside him, its eyes dead but its teeth still grinning. The master chopped through the muscles and fat of the humbled animal.


When he was done he turned to the head and said, ‘Now let’s go and feed the animals.’


Later I met the bear tamer. He floated down the aisle like driftwood and caught himself in the silver dam of my chains. His cheeks were as moist as the morning with tears, his hair as grey as his beard.


I liked the bear tamer, he loved the bears like people sometimes love other people. He asked me if I believed in God. ‘What is God?’ I said.


‘Where do you think we come from,’ he asked, ‘if not from some kind of God?’


‘From the ground,’ I said.


‘That’s not where we come from, but it is where we end up.’


I asked him what was wrong. ‘Think about someone you care about as much as you could care about anything,’ he said. ‘Think about that feeling. Now think about how you would feel if that someone had an accident, killed in their line of work,’ he said. I tried hard to think about that feeling. ‘Now, how do you think you’d feel if that someone was cut into little pieces and fed to your friends and colleagues.’


I did not know.


‘The circus has always been here or there or on its way. It’s likely it always will be,’ the tamer later told me. ‘Frightening some with obscurity, and plucking others from it.


‘They didn’t call me the tamer before. The reckoning of my old name from the lips and minds of all these men began when I joined up here,’ he said. ‘I was who I was, I am who I am.’


‘Who were you?’ I asked.


‘Nobody.


‘As well the master has not always carried that weighty moniker.’


‘Before?’


‘Before he was a dentist. Way before. He sold his practice and bought this circus.’


The way the tamer talked made me uncomfortable in the early days, before I felt right just talking. He had a way of looking at me straight the whole time he spoke. Eyes looked out above a face never free from greying stubble, beneath thick eyebrows and a head of hair the wind was fond of styling in its own mad fashion. As he stared he breathed a slow and deep rhythm of breaths that made his chest swell and deflate visibly beneath his shirt and made the second of his chins move steady up and down.


At this time I didn’t meet his gaze. Instead I dug around in the dirt with a stick, chiselling around a buried stone. I brushed the dust away gently with my fingers as if I were excavating something precious.


‘What is a dentist?’ I asked unlooking.


‘A dentist is a man who fixes teeth. Sometimes a dentist hurts people, other times he hurts them in their pockets, but he always fixes them in the end. I have heard some stories about the how and why of the master changing from that particular line of work to this. Someone told me he heard that the master, working away way back on some yellow chompers, left the anaesthetic gas bottle flowing, filling his little workspace and his little brain. He fell and hit his head. After that, goes the story, he was never the same.’


‘Do you believe it?’


‘I don’t believe it. I believe that when I first saw him he was a different man than he is now. The change has been a slight and slow one. We were old men then,’ the tamer said to me, ‘as we are now, but neither of us quite as broken.


With one levered movement of the stick I freed the submerged stone. It was a rugged thing that on one side was smooth and brown and eternal like an eye where it had once been a half of a large stone and had since become undone. It tumbled off across the ground with the force of its freedom. I smiled, pleased with myself, and looked up to share that smile with the tamer. I was met only with that same fixed stare.


‘I was leaning back on his trailer, facing out across the dusty fields that bordered the little city I had spent two working decades in,’ he said. ‘There were a few sheep feeding on what was left of a grass that was yellower than it should have been in the glow of the sunset – or was it a sunrise? I was just thinking how nice it was, feeling how warm it was, and that I could get used to it. If work was what brought me there it didn’t feel like it. I was a veterinarian, sick of the city, happy to be out of it. I leant back on his trailer, put my hand against my brow so as to shield my eyes from the sun and there he was. He hadn’t been there moments ago, but there he was, sat on the fence right before me, as if he’d walked straight out of the sun and across the fields. He had his backside on the fence’s top beam, and the heels of his boots hooked over the bottom. With one hand he held the wood, with the other he took a cigarette from between his lips and flicked its ash in the dirt. That same damned grin he wears now. He was twenty feet ahead of me, but when he spoke it was as if he whispered in my ear.
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