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For Sarah, Mark, Isabelle, Sienna and Henry. In gratitude for endless hours of happiness in the Karoo.




This book is a novel. The plot has been invented, the characters are fictional. But it is inspired by a true incident.




The Kenya/Tanganyika Border, September, 1961




The Apology

The Land Rover juddered to a halt. Natalie Nelson jolted her head on the side window and was shaken awake. ‘What’s the matter, Mutevu? Why are you stopping? Watch out for that termite mound! Have we got a flat tyre? What’s wrong?’

Natalie was weary - no, she was drained, exhausted, spent and this delay was too much. She’d been travelling without sleep now for more than twenty-three hours, since she had left Cambridge some time yesterday, and she was anxious, longing, desperate to reach Kihara camp. However primitive the beds might be, however much a relic of Empire, however scratchy the horse-hair mattresses, she’d be asleep in no time - just try stopping her. A two-hour train ride from Cambridge to London; two hours across London to Heathrow; two hours at Heathrow, waiting; thirteen hours in the air, including a two-hour stopover in Cairo; two hours at Nairobi International and more waiting; and then two hours in the smallest, noisiest, bone-shaking single-engined contraption she had ever seen, which had dropped her out of the sky at the red-clay Kihara airstrip not forty-five minutes ago. Twice already she had nodded off in the Land Rover and that took some doing when you were driving over the corrugated volcanic ash that the Serengeti boasted in places.

‘Elephants,’ muttered Mutevu Ndekei.

Natalie frowned. For as far as the eye could see, all around them, smooth bone-coloured rocks caught the African sun, making the landscape resemble a vast graveyard where ungainly dinosaurs had met their end. Here and there clumps of flat-topped acacia trees threw patches of shade across the  shimmering gold-green of the savannah grass that swayed in the breeze. Gazelles grazed in the distance, now and then raising their heads to look for trouble.

But right in front of the car, near a massive fig tree, was a small herd of elephants.

She frowned again. ‘Yes, I can see that but . . . they’re not dangerous are they, elephants? Why don’t we just drive round them?’

This was Natalie’s first dig as a fully fledged member of an archaeological team - she had just turned twenty-eight and her Ph.D. was barely six months old. But she had worked in South Africa as a student and so was not a complete novice in the bush.

‘One of them is flat on the ground - he or she may be dead.’

They both watched as the other elephants moved in closer to the animal that had fallen.

‘I don’t understand, Mutevu. What does it matter if—?’

‘Shsh. Elephants can sometimes be difficult if an animal dies,’ he whispered, pointing to a large she-elephant looping her trunk around a tree and pulling at the branches.

Mutevu, who had been the only person at the strip to meet Natalie - the rest of the team were in Kihara Gorge, excavating - was as soft-spoken as he was huge, a strapping six-foot-three Maasai, black as night, with tribal cut-marks gouged out of his cheeks. He had told her his main job was as camp cook, but he also helped out with the driving.

His enormous fingers found the diminutive ignition key and killed the engine.

‘Elephants seem to understand death - not as much as humans do: they don’t bury their dead in graves, nothing so elaborate - but they’re not like other animals, either, who show no signs of loss.’

Now Mutevu pointed at an old male elephant standing by the fallen animal.

‘They appear to have a form of grief and will remain by a dead body for days on end, almost as if they are offering comfort  or holding ready to help if the fallen animal should move or show signs of life.’

They both watched in silence as most of the herd stood still, stopped eating and just looked on as the large female this time broke off an entire tree branch, thick with leaves, and carried it in her trunk towards the collapsed beast. Then she dropped the branch on the elephant, so that the creature was partially covered.

‘That’s amazing,’ said Natalie under her breath.

‘Are they burying the animal or covering it, to keep it warm? No one knows,’ said Mutevu softly. ‘But it’s clearly an emotional time, and to drive through or near a herd when they are in this mood can be dangerous. We’ll just wait.’

Natalie reached for her camera.

For the best part of an hour they watched as the elephants completed what Natalie had to concede looked very like a ritual. Four or five other animals followed the lead of the she-elephant and tore off branches of trees and covered the dead elephant. Then, one by one, they moved off, leaving just the solitary male still standing by the corpse.

The only sound was the wind, gently rocking the Land Rover.

When the main herd had all but disappeared across the plain, and the old male was left by itself, Mutevu’s fingers reached for the ignition key. He switched on the engine and the Land Rover rolled forward.

Natalie’s mind was in a whirl. If elephants experienced grief, did they have any conception of an afterlife? Did that mean they had the rudiments of religion?

She rubbed her eyes with her fingers. She was too tired to face that kind of question just now. But it was the kind of question Natalie liked, the kind of question she had come to Africa for. As an expert on extinct forms of life, she was hoping to make her fair share of discoveries in the coming months. The excavation Natalie was about to join was the most prestigious in her chosen field, and the invitation to become part of the team was a big  feather in her cap. So long as she didn’t make a fool of herself, and published one or two good papers, a fellowship of her college was now a distinct possibility.

Mutevu slowed the Land Rover to negotiate some dried ruts where a herd of something had churned up the ground. He stretched out his arm and pointed: ‘Bat-eared foxes.’

Natalie yawned, smothered it with her hand and grinned sheepishly. She looked to where Mutevu was indicating, but she couldn’t see anything. Though she had worked in South Africa, her ‘bush eyes’ were very underdeveloped. The foxes’ camouflage was just too good for her.

Mutevu accelerated as they cleared the ruts. The sun was high now and hardly any shadows could be seen across the plain. Natalie marvelled at the landscape: the shimmering grass, the lush greens of the fig and acacia trees, the rust-red rocks, the wide sky. This was one of the reasons she had chosen Africa; it was so far - and so different in every way - from Cambridge.

Cambridge. She’d had to get away and the invitation to Kihara couldn’t have come at a better time. Until recently she’d never have imagined she would ever want to escape the university but then she had never imagined Dominic would do what he had done, and in the way that he had done it.

She was beyond tears now, but the skin on her throat still broke out in a sweat when she thought of . . . It had been this way since, since that day four - no, five - months ago, when he had told her he was going on a long tour and that, well, he didn’t want to see her again. Just like that, a ‘guillotine’ as her mother would have said, drawing a finger across her throat: a bolt from the blue.

Natalie hadn’t suspected that anything so dramatic, so final, so  terminal, was in the wind when Dominic had suggested coming up to Cambridge from London for the day. It had happened scores of times before. But, she supposed, she had been naïve. In her experience some people were born naïve, just as some people were born knowing and others were born wise. It wasn’t true in  her case, however, that she was born naïve. She knew now that she had had a very naïve upbringing.

‘That’s the gorge there,’ said Mutevu, pointing.

Natalie lifted her drowsy head and nodded. A great red-brown quartzite gash slashed through the plain ahead of them and off to their right. She’d heard so much about Kihara Gorge and the great discoveries throwing light on early mankind that had been found there. Soon she would be part of this landscape herself.

She yawned again, returning to her thoughts, unable to stop herself despite the sheer grandeur of the surroundings. She had met some very different women at Cambridge when she arrived there as an undergraduate; they were far more sophisticated and even cynical but before too much of it rubbed off on her she had fallen for Dominic. She knew she was physically attractive to men but when she arrived at university she was totally inexperienced. However, because of her father’s involvement with church music, as the organist at Gainsborough Cathedral in Lincolnshire, and because her mother taught music as well as French and still sang in the choir there, Natalie had been much more knowledgeable than her undergraduate contemporaries about composers, opera and musical theory. That, as much as her looks, had set her apart at the lunch where Dominic had been the guest of honour. Someone had fallen ill and withdrawn from the dinner being given for him after his cello recital in King’s College Chapel a day later, and he had himself invited her to make up the numbers.

All her upbringing had warned her against becoming involved with a married man - a fact which Dominic had made no attempt to conceal. But - she could admit it now, when she was all alone, many months afterwards and thousands of miles away in Africa - she had been just a little bored with herself as a Lincolnshire provincial and had thought that a risqué affair with a man who was becoming famous would complete her Cambridge education. She had secretly envied some of the more  sophisticated women she had met at university, who were much more casual in their liaisons than she was, who lived with men without marrying them - a growing trend that disconcerted Natalie and shocked her parents - women who seemed to know all manner of clever and fascinating older souls in London, in the theatre, in journalism or the new world of television.

To begin with, several of these women had surprised her, telling her she was ‘mad’ to fall for ‘someone like Dominic’, whatever that meant. But, as time went by, and the affair had lasted more than a term, she had become the object of envy on the part of these very women who, it turned out, were not as enamoured with their own lifestyles as it appeared.

Mutevu slowed the Land Rover as they came to the lip of the gorge, and changed gears as the vehicle began to slither down the slope. There seemed to be thorn bushes everywhere and Natalie pulled in her elbows where they stuck out of the window, to stop her skin being scored.

Dominic had been impressed when Natalie got a first and, when she had stayed on in Cambridge to work for her doctorate, when most of her undergraduate friends disappeared to London, her relationship with him had been a source of nourishment in what was for her, for a year or so, a more solitary existence. Her parents, pleased by her exam results and by the fact that she was staying on in Cambridge to complete her Ph.D., had probed gently about any ‘relationships’ she might have. But it had taken her nearly two years to admit to her affair with Dominic and the revelation that he was married had devastated her mother, who hadn’t really adjusted by the time she died.

The Land Rover crested the lip of the gorge on the south side and the camp came into view: a constellation of tents in various shades of dark green, surrounded by a huge fence of spiky thorns. Mutevu drove in through an opening in the fence and reversed the vehicle into a space reserved between two large, flat-topped acacia trees. He killed the engine again.

‘No one will be back from the gorge for another hour or so - lunch is late here, about two. You’ve been allocated that tent there, at the far end of the row. I’ll help you with your—’

Suddenly he let out a loud gasp and shouted, ‘Leopards! Not  again! That’s the second time this month. They come for the goats when everybody else is in the gorge, working.’

He blasted the horn, and, seeing and smelling the Land Rover, the leopards - there were two of them - began to slink away, edging along the row of tents and scampering out of the entrance.

Mutevu watched them go. ‘Leopards are rare, Miss Natalie. I bet you haven’t seen one that close before - eh?’

Getting no reply, he looked across to the passenger seat and smiled.

She had seen nothing, nothing at all. She was fast asleep.

 



 



Shadows cast by the hurricane lamps played across the refectory table. The tang from the flames hung in everyone’s nostrils. The refectory tent was open down one side, where it gave on to the nearby campfire, around which chairs were arranged in a rough circle. After dinner, some of the team liked to sit chatting. At night temperatures cooled in the bush.

Mutevu Ndekei, now back in his chief role as the camp cook, shuffled around the table holding a large serving plate with strips of roast kudu, the local deer. His white T-shirt stretched tightly across his massive chest and he shuffled because he was wearing a pair of green rubber wellington boots given to him by a British archaeologist years before. Mutevu was very proud of them, was never seen without them - he cooked better with his boots on, he said - but they were slightly too big for him. He leaned forward so that Natalie Nelson could take her share of meat. As she helped herself, she listened to Eleanor Deacon. As did everyone else.

A white Kenyan by birth, Eleanor Deacon was probably the most well-known palaeontologist in the world. She had been  excavating in and around the Kihara Gorge for nearly forty years, first with her husband Jock and, since his death six years ago, leading the digs herself, though her sons Christopher and Jack were following in their parents’ footsteps. Thin, tall and bony, Eleanor Deacon’s silver - almost white - hair, brushed back as always in a chignon, gave her a remarkably sophisticated air, especially stuck out here in the bush. But she was formidable too, and ran her excavations with an iron rod, which she used on herself as much as on others. She wore no jewellery but tonight she was dressed in a crisp white shirt above khaki trousers, with a bright yellow scarf tied around her throat. A pair of gold-rimmed half-moon spectacles glittered on her nose. Natalie thought the director looked more French than Kenyan.

Eleanor sat at the end of the long table, where she was always served last. She took a few strips of kudu then leaned back so that Mutevu could withdraw the serving plate. Leaning forward again, she picked up her knife and tapped her champagne glass with it. The chatter around the table died.

She smiled at all the others, one by one, and held up some envelopes. ‘Post. Russell, there’s one for you, one for Kees and  three for Richard.’ She handed them around. ‘Nothing for you, Arnold, I’m afraid.’

‘None of my wives missing me? Oh dear.’ He made a face, before grinning.

Natalie was sitting next to Arnold Pryce, a botanist, and had already learned that he had been married four times. And as often divorced. Though small and round, he was in his way a bit of a dandy. Tonight he was wearing a cravat at his throat, with a college design on it: shields and unicorns. She was also aware of some pungent aftershave.

Beyond him was Kees van Schelde, a Dutch geologist, probably in his twenties, and Jonas Jefferson, a specialist in human anatomy and the camp doctor. So far as Natalie could see, he was more or less Eleanor’s age.

Christopher Deacon, Eleanor’s son, sat at the far end of the table. Among other things, Natalie had learned that he was the excavation’s photographer.

‘As I think you all know, Natalie Nelson - who picked up the post for us in Nairobi - is the latest addition to our team.’ Eleanor nodded to Natalie. ‘Natalie is a zoologist, a specialist on extinct forms of life, who did her Ph.D. under Frank Whittard. I expect she’s going to flake out at any minute because she came directly from Cambridge in one day, but I want to welcome her formally to Kihara and to tell her that her timing couldn’t be better . . . because I also want to offer a toast to Daniel.’ She raised her glass. ‘Daniel, what would we do without you - Daniel, the lion of the gorge!’

Around the table, glasses were raised.

‘Daniel!’ they chorused. Someone did an imitation of a lion’s roar and they all laughed.

For his part, Daniel Mutumbu didn’t touch his drink. He was the only black palaeontologist on the team and didn’t really like champagne, or alcohol in general come to that. But he smiled back at them.

Eleanor turned to Natalie. ‘Normally, my dear, alcohol isn’t allowed here in Kihara.’ She smiled. ‘But I suppose everyone knows I keep a few bottles of champagne handy for when we have something to celebrate - and we certainly have something to celebrate tonight.’

She waited for the hubbub to die down. Two bottles between ten didn’t go very far but it was enough to loosen tongues.

‘Daniel and Richard here - Richard Sutton, who you will get to know and Russell, Russell North . . . well, they made a discovery in the gorge today, an important discovery, a spectacular  discovery - at least, we think it is. They found a knee-joint, a tibia and a femur: two leg bones of a hominid at a level which indicates that this early form of mankind walked upright here, right here in Kihara, two million years ago. Early man left the trees and raised himself up on two legs in this very gorge.’

‘Yesss,’ hissed Richard Sutton. He was thin, spare, fair-haired, handsome, Natalie thought. From what had been said earlier, as dinner was beginning, she knew he was a New Yorker, a full professor at Columbia University.

Mutevu Ndekei had reached Eleanor’s place the second time round, with the vegetables. As she took some potatoes, she addressed herself to Richard Sutton and Russell North. North was Australian, Natalie had learned, though he lived in America too, as an associate professor at Berkeley in California.

‘We’ll check tomorrow,’ Eleanor went on, ‘but I agree the bones you found are hominid, human-like. On the small side, but you’d expect that. We’ll confirm the level of excavation tomorrow. I take it you photographed everything, and marked the site?’ She sliced her potato.

Richard coloured. ‘Of course we did, Eleanor. We’re not novices, for Christ’s sake.’

‘Watch your language, Richard, please. I was just making sure you had everything covered. If this is as important as you say it is - and the champagne tonight means I think I agree with you - we are going to come under intense scrutiny from other colleagues. Our methods must be above suspicion. Don’t be so jumpy.’

Richard was draining his champagne glass and he wiped his lips with his napkin before replying. He shook his head. ‘Don’t worry, Eleanor. We made a sensational discovery, at the two million level. There’s no doubt about the date, the excavation itself was clean and neat, everything has been properly recorded and photographed. We fenced off the site with thorny acacia branches. We can build a proper fence tomorrow. Relax.’ And he launched himself on his dinner.

Eleanor nodded, watching him eat: his precise movements, his sharp features. One of the reasons she had selected Sutton for the dig was because he was a thorough, rigorous scientist, utterly competent, whose capacity for work matched her own. A New  Yorker by birth, Sutton’s father, she knew, was a Manhattan lawyer, the right-hand man to a real estate millionaire, who had not been entirely happy when his son had shown academic leanings. But, since he had, Richard Sutton Senior had done everything he could to ensure Richard Junior was the best palaeontologist in the business, providing his son with the finest education money could buy and then supporting important excavations financially so long as his son was part of the team. This did not make the Suttons friends with everyone, but most digs were so inadequately funded that many directors were only too happy to have Richard Junior along, if that meant the books would be balanced. And in any case, he did not really need his father’s support any more; Richard Junior was an excellent excavator with a good mind. As Eleanor knew, he already had several discoveries under his belt, including a hominid skull dating to 150,000 years ago, and a species of extinct hippopotamus.

‘The way that tibia and femur fit together strongly suggests an upright gait - are we agreed?’ Eleanor set about her own dinner.

‘That’s the point,’ said Russell North. ‘It’s a knee-joint like that which makes shopping and bowling possible.’

Eleanor grinned. She liked North. Whereas Sutton, though ferociously efficient, was a shade on the automatic side, North was a warm human soul with a sharp sense of humour. He had a temper, she knew, and he could be awkward - direct in the Australian way - but mostly he was fun on a dig, again with a number of discoveries to his name. And besides, no one was perfect. He was destined, she felt sure, for great things. He was a year or two younger than Sutton.

‘The way the two bones fit together,’ North went on, ‘implies that some form of hominid was walking upright two million years ago. That is much earlier than we thought, much earlier than anyone thought, much earlier than the textbooks say. Richard and I have discussed it and we think we should write a paper on this and rush it to Nature.’ Nature was the weekly science magazine,  published in London, where most major scientific discoveries were announced.

Eleanor nodded. She reached for the water jug and filled her own glass. Then she fixed her gaze on Natalie Nelson. ‘Natalie, let’s hear from you. You’ve just arrived; you have a fresh mind. How does the discovery strike you?’

Since the Nelson woman had arrived only that day, Eleanor had yet to form an opinion of her. The newly minted Dr. Nelson came highly recommended. Her specialism was a very useful expertise to have on a dig like the one Eleanor ran, but the director had not anticipated Dr. Nelson being so attractive. She was tall, almost as tall as Eleanor herself, had close-cropped dark hair which curled forward under her ears, a longish face with cheekbones that stood out and cast their own shadows, long tapered fingers and what the women’s magazines, the last time she had looked, called a ‘full figure’. Eleanor Deacon had already taken on board that both Russell North and her son Christopher had been immediately drawn to the newcomer and she hated that sort of emotion in the confined quarters of an excavation. Romance on a dig was not unknown: her own late husband had made a speciality of it, so she knew at first hand that it could make life very difficult.

Natalie swallowed some water. After a few hours’ sleep she had unpacked, showered and changed into a blue shirt with khaki trousers. She wore no ring or necklace but had on a man’s watch. Her eyes were as dark as the night outside the refectory tent.

‘I’m sorry to be a wet blanket,’ she said, setting down her glass. ‘But I think you would be unwise to publish until you can check the tibia and femur you have found against a set of modern bones. If your dating is right they’re two million years old, but you can’t be certain they prove bipedalism without a close comparison and, well, you have probably thought of it, but if you get such a simple thing wrong . . . it could be embarrassing.’

‘No!’ breathed Sutton. ‘No - I won’t have that!’ He slapped the  table and looked hard at Eleanor. ‘How many digs has Natalie been on, how many hominid bones has Dr Nelson seen close up, in the field?’ He paused. ‘Very few, very few if any, that’s my bet. This is her first day here, for pity’s sake. What does she know? This creature was bipedal. It’s a straightforward piece of anatomy. I feel it! I’ve been excavating in Africa for ten years. Nature, here we come!’ He thrust his chin forward and glared hard at Natalie, staring her down, his lower lip stuck out beyond his upper lip, daring her to contradict him.

Natalie coloured. As he had reminded everyone, she was the least experienced of those present. But she still thought he was being méchant, as the French said: cruel.

Eleanor came to her defence. ‘Don’t be such a bully, Richard. Natalie is right. We have to be careful.’

‘But that means delay,’ complained North, putting his knife and fork together. ‘Richard and I are here only until Christmas. After that we disperse, back to the States to teach. It will take much longer to write this paper when Richard is back in New York, I’m in California and you are still here in Kenya, Eleanor.’

‘I agree, Russell.’ Eleanor smiled. She paused as a great barking of baboons broke out nearby. But it quietened down as quickly as it had started. She laid her hands on the table, palms down. ‘But we are scientists, not journalists with a deadline to meet. Of course we need modern bones, to make the comparison Natalie suggests. I don’t know why none of us thought of it - perhaps the champagne has gone to our heads, clouding our minds. Natalie, coming from the outside world, has brought us some fresh air.’

She sat back and transferred her gaze from Natalie to Richard, to Russell. ‘I understand your sense of urgency - both of you - but you must curb it. Richard, what would your father think if you published prematurely and then got egg on your face - egg that might be plastered all over the New York Times?’

Sutton said nothing but he worried at his watch on his wrist. Eleanor’s barb had hit home.

Mutevu Ndekei came round again, clearing the dinner plates.

Richard and Russell exchanged glances.

‘Look,’ said Eleanor, modifying her tone. ‘We’ll assume that the bones tell us what we think they tell us. We’ll write up the paper, here, now, in camp, while we’re all together, as if the comparison with modern bones has been done so that we are all ready to go into print as soon as the comparison has actually been made. That way the delay will be minimised.’ She looked around the table. ‘Don’t worry. No one else is going to find bones like this - Arnold here is more likely to find another wife.’ She grinned and the others laughed. ‘You can afford to wait a few weeks. What Natalie suggests is a very simple piece of science craft, Richard. Very simple, but vital. And you know it in your heart.’ She smiled at Natalie and then looked back to Richard. ‘Think how convincing a photograph of your bones would be alongside some modern examples.’ She rested her elbows on the table. ‘You should thank our new arrival, Richard, not abuse her.’

She raised her glass. ‘Now, enjoy what’s left of your champagne. Who knows when we’ll taste the next bottle?’

 



 



Natalie sat in the canvas chair outside her tent and looked out at the night. Everyone had their own quarters on Eleanor Deacon’s digs, each tent big enough to stand up in, and Natalie was grateful for that. All tents, she had discovered, had their own bucket shower and latrine, too - another real luxury - and were spaced far enough apart for true privacy. No doubt because she had been the last to arrive, Natalie’s was in fact at the end of the line. The tents were laid out in a large ‘T’ shape and hers was at the foot of the central stem, so she was doubly fortunate. This was the first excavation she had been on since she was a student, and where she had full responsibility for one particular aspect of affairs. She was already finding the experience very intense: everyone else was so much more experienced than she was, all were extremely highly motivated, as the exchanges at dinner showed, and took  their responsibilities so very seriously. She didn’t mind. That’s how she liked it, in fact, but she was grateful, for tonight at least, that people hadn’t lingered over the dinner table, so she could return to her tent, sit, wind down, smoke a cigarette and, her guilty secret, sip a late whisky. The flask was on the table in front of her now. She knew alcohol was banned but it wasn’t as if she was an alcoholic - far from it. She liked one whisky a day, late at night, when the busy-ness was all over and she was by herself. She was ready for bed - more than ready - but one nip settled her; it did no harm.

She listened to the night. Barks from the baboons, shrieks from the chimpanzees. What did they find to shout about so much? There was also the odd roar from lions, who always seemed so much closer than they actually were. Or so she hoped. Across the camp she could see three of the men still sitting talking. They had moved from the refectory table to near the campfire: Richard, Russell and Christopher. Eleanor had already turned in for the night, as had the others. The kitchen tent and storeroom were also dark and silent: Mutevu was in bed too.

Natalie smelled the whisky she had poured into the small silver cap from her flask, and sipped the liquid. She had acquired the taste from her father, long before he had gone off into that private world he now inhabited alone since Violette, her mother, had died. Not surprisingly, being a choirmaster, Owen Nelson was a deeply religious man whose twin passions were the music of Bach - the greatest sacred composer in his view - and the single malts of the Scottish highlands, Scotland’s great gift to the world, as he liked to say. In Natalie’s early teens, immediately after the war, Owen had driven his wife and daughter, in his brand-new Hillman, on annual excursions to Scotland in search of distilleries he had yet to try. It was in the course of those holidays that Natalie had first encountered Loch Ness and looked out of the car window in vain for the fabled, long-necked monster. The very next day, at the Hunterian Museum in Glasgow, she had stood  underneath the never-ending skeleton of a Diplodocus suspended from the ceiling of the museum’s main gallery, and to her young mind it had seemed all too obvious that the dinosaur and the mysterious creature in Loch Ness were pretty much the same beast. The museum had sold a jigsaw of the dinosaur, which Natalie’s mother hadn’t been able to resist, and the young woman’s interest in extinct forms of life was kindled.

She smelled the whisky again and rolled another drop around her tongue, felt the liquid slip down her throat as she swallowed. Curious how no one ever remarked on how sensuous whisky was. She again looked across the camp to where the men were talking. Christopher had gone, but Richard and Russell sat close together. The campfire was almost dead.

Although this was still her very first day in Kihara, she was aware of the effect she had produced in the camp. More than one of the younger men had looked at her in the way men looked at women they felt attracted to. She pulled on her cigarette. Even that carried a history, reminding her of the way her mother had met her end. Even so, a sense of well-being spread down through Natalie’s shoulders and chest: the nicotine, plus the alcohol, working their magic. She was dimly aware of some new studies that had linked tobacco-smoking with lung cancer but, from what she knew about the design of the experiments, the evidence was far from conclusive. And, like her whisky, she so enjoyed a smoke at the end of the day. What harm could one cigarette do?

Richard Sutton Junior was, outwardly at least, the best-looking of the younger men in the camp. But he was also the most cocky, and Natalie hated his overconfidence. Russell North wasn’t bad-looking, not as striking as Richard maybe but, judging by his performance at dinner, he was a damn site more fun to be around. Kees van Schelde was different again. The Dutchman was small - too small for her - with pointed features, a small nose and remarkably smooth skin, with hardly any beard showing. He  was very tidy, bien rangé, economical in his manner and movements. Natalie was sure his tent would be immaculate.

Christopher Deacon was harder to read. He wasn’t bad-looking either but there was something unformed about him, she felt. More than the others, he watched life from the sidelines; or he hadn’t yet grown in confidence to be wholly his own man. Of course, it couldn’t be easy with Eleanor around all the time, but then he had chosen to hold on to her apron strings. He had an elder brother, she had heard, called Jack, who was away in Nairobi or London - she wasn’t sure which. Maybe Jack was more formed.

She took another sip of whisky. She was still smarting from the way Richard had snapped at her over dinner. Natalie had been making a simple point, one that was obvious to any scientist who reflected carefully about the situation they found themselves in. And she had been grateful for Eleanor’s support. Eleanor, she knew, regarded her not with suspicion exactly, because Natalie was more than enough qualified for the job. No, it was a more personal reaction, having to do with the fact that she was a young woman surrounded by four young men. Well, that couldn’t be helped.

She watched as Richard and Russell got to their feet and moved away from the dying fire. There would be an early start tomorrow, following up today’s momentous discovery, and she would for the very first time be able to explore the fabled gorge for herself. The two men dispersed and walked slowly back to their respective tents. The camp was dead for the night and it was not yet nine-thirty.

Natalie looked up. The stars were so bright down here in Africa: they seemed so close. Amazing that there was a man-made satellite up there with them now and talk of sending men to the moon. She doubted it would ever happen.

Another burst of barking shattered the peace out to her right, and she wondered if a fight had broken out among the baboons,  or if a young animal had been snatched away by a predator. The skies looked so peaceful compared with life on earth. She was tired but she didn’t think about bed. However tired she was, these days sleep wouldn’t come. It wasn’t just that Dominic refused to go away, that he clogged her mind - like the way she had heard anaesthetic could hide in the small vessels of the brain for months after an operation. She had left Cambridge without saying goodbye to her father and that had been hard. Natalie’s parents had been - her father still was - unsophisticated, unworldly and in its way that’s where the problem lay.

It had something to do with being an only child. It wasn’t just that she was overprotected as a young girl - though that was true enough - but her parents too had been very naïve, inexperienced, unworldly. Her father had met her mother when he was a student at the Guildhall School of Music in London and she was a member of a French choir that had come to London for a competition. Owen Nelson spoke some French; Violette Royere spoke rather more English, so they had been able to explore London together. He knew where the best church choirs sang, where the best music shops were to be found. Violette came from a small town called Moirans-en-Montagne - Moirans in the mountains - west of Geneva. It could not have been more different from the pancake-flat fens of Lincolnshire, and when Owen had visited Violette a few weeks later he had loved the landscape almost as much as he had fallen for her. They had been married soon after and Violette had moved to Gainsborough early in 1932, Natalie being born just over a year later.

In Gainsborough, music had been Owen and Violette’s life - a beautiful life, Natalie thought, a pure, straightforward, innocent, clear, clean life but closed. Music, she now knew, could be so fulfilling that it drowned out everything else. It hadn’t with Dominic but it had with her parents. They had remained married, and happily so - Owen Nelson the organist and choirmaster, Violette teaching music and her native French in a local school - until  Natalie’s mother had died just ten months before when, on a camping holiday, she had fallen asleep in her tent with a lit cigarette in her hand. The tent had caught fire and Violette had been first asphyxiated and then burned.

With Natalie’s father being so much a part of the church and her mother a teacher, in provincial England, serving others, they had led relatively simple lives. Yes, her mother had stood out in Gainsborough, thanks to the fact that she smoked those strong-smelling French Gitanes cigarettes, which she had to order specially, and because she knew more about wine and make-up than the average Lincolnshire mother. Her haircuts, too, could be . . . well, daring. But, Natalie guessed, the most flamboyant thing Violette had ever done was marry a Protestant. It had caused a major rupture in the very Catholic Royere family, so Natalie had learned, but Owen and Violette had found that their passion for music was more than doubled when they were together, and they had never looked back.

Then had come the war. Natalie’s father had spent most of the Second World War playing the piano, as accompanist to a well-known opera singer who had toured the troops. Owen had suffered a slight shrapnel wound when one concert had been shelled, but he had carried on playing and received a medal in 1946. But all that meant he was away for months at a time. During the war years, when Natalie was reaching her early teens, she saw her father on barely three occasions and mother and daughter became very close.

Moirans-en-Montagne was famous for its traditional toy-making industry. Violette had worked there as a toy-maker before she had met Owen and, when she arrived in Gainsborough, she had brought with her a number of beautiful, hand-carved wooden jigsaws and a wooden toy theatre, with equally wonderful carved puppets. Just before France was invaded in 1940, Violette’s sister sent her two daughters to England for safety and so, during the war, the Nelson household in Gainsborough was  mostly French and entirely female. By the time peace came, Natalie was virtually bilingual and had acquired a passion for jigsaws and the theatre.

Violette’s accident had ended her life but started something else. Owen Nelson had been propelled into his shell. He had thrown himself into his work, embraced the church and his faith ever more closely and turned his back on Natalie. She reminded him too much of Violette, he said.

Then had come the blow with Dominic, and Natalie had been doubly plunged into despair, bereaved twice over within the space of a few months. The worst of it was that she suspected Dominic had found her naïvety attractive to begin with but that it had eventually palled. In the middle of her wretchedness, the letter from Eleanor Deacon had arrived, inviting her to Kihara. On other digs, during her work for her Ph.D., Natalie had impressed her seniors, who had spread the word. So the roller coaster of Natalie’s emotions was still on the rails, just.

‘Mind if I join you?’

She flinched. She recognised Russell North’s voice but hadn’t heard him approach. She had thought everyone was in bed. Natalie turned and looked up at him. ‘You’ve found me out,’ she whispered, raising the cap of her whisky flask. ‘Drinking in secret.’

He sat down in the other canvas chair, on the far side of the small writing table they each had. ‘Your secret is safe with me. It’s not a silly rule to ban booze on digs, but a late-night nip can’t do any harm.’

He pulled at the sleeve of his shirt where it had been caught up with his watch. He was wearing a khaki shirt and jeans and a pair of what she now knew Americans (and Australians who lived in America) called loafers. No socks. Hair showed on his chest above where his shirt was unbuttoned.

Russell looked at her for a moment without speaking, absently rubbing a finger down a crease in his cheek. At length he said,  softly, ‘I came to apologise, Natalie. Dick shouldn’t have yelled at you like he did tonight. He was out of line, way out. But we are both so fired up. This find is big - big. We’ve got to get into print as soon as we possibly can. Dick and I are working on that, but he was over the top in going for you like a baboon on heat. I’m sorry. Really.’

A wind stirred. The stunted calls of bats, overhead, punctuated the silence.

‘Are we forgiven?’

What did Russell mean, that Dick and he were working on how they could go into print quickly? But she was relieved he had come to apologise, even if it was really Richard who should be sitting here. So all she said was, ‘Thank you. Of course I forgive you. It is an important find and I’m glad I was here when it happened. ’ She held out the cup of whisky.

‘Can you spare it?’ Instinctively, he looked across to Eleanor’s tent, which was in darkness. ‘I’d love one.’

‘Only on condition that you don’t betray me to the authorities.’

He made a mock salute. ‘Deal.’

Natalie handed him the cup she was drinking from, which formed the lid of the flask which contained the whisky.

‘Ahhh,’ Russell said softly, downing the scotch. ‘That hits the spot.’

They sat together in a companionable silence.

‘Listen to the baboons,’ he said after a moment, as a burst of screaming could be heard. ‘They’re worse than we are.’ He looked about him and went on, ‘You can tell this is a woman’s tent.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Little touches. This is your very first day here but that photograph there, the little vase of flowers, above all the smell. Is it perfume or talcum powder, or what?’

‘The photograph is of my parents. The flowers were a gift, put there by Mgina - you know, the woman who cleans the tents. The  smell, if there is a smell, can only be soap. Who would bring perfume on a dig?’ The minute she said it, she smiled. ‘Arnold Pryce!’

Russell grinned back. ‘Well, no one ever puts flowers in my tent. All my tent smells of is sweat and dust. You must come visit.’ He grinned again, stood up and so did Natalie. For a brief moment they stood very close together, so close she could smell him. He was wearing some sort of aftershave, not as strong as Arnold Pryce’s but not just sweat and dust.

He said nothing but looked down at her, breathing hard. The shadows slid over his throat as he swallowed and his Adam’s apple moved.

‘Goodnight.’ Russell turned, ducked under the guy ropes that held up the tent and was gone.

Natalie hid away the whisky flask and tidied a few things that didn’t need tidying. She was glad Russell had apologised. He was a not unattractive man. Not in the Dominic class, of course—

She checked herself. She must stop making these comparisons. Dom was gone, gone.

She moved around the tent for a few minutes - changing into her pyjamas, brushing her hair, and teeth - until she could be certain Russell was back in his own quarters. Then she took another cigarette and returned to the seat she had been sitting in. She lit the cigarette, breathed in slowly, and then out slowly. She thought briefly of her mother in her final moments as the nicotine infiltrated her system.

Natalie looked up at the stars, feeling tired but content. Here she was, at last, at long last, on a dig in the warm night of Africa, thousands of miles from Cambridge. She turned off her hurricane lamp and darkness - save for the stars and the crimson glow of the campfire logs - closed in around her.

Now, with any luck, she could have a few moments to herself.

 



 



‘Oh yes,’ said Eleanor Deacon. ‘That’s the two-million level all right.’ She stood, legs apart, shoulders thrown back, head held  erect in the morning sun, the skin on her cheeks sweating slightly. She stared down at the wall of the gorge. She was wearing a knee-length gabardine skirt, leather boots, the same white shirt of the evening before and her hair was covered in a large white bandana. Her eyes were ablaze with excitement.

They had all come out to the gorge early this morning, using three of the Land Rovers assigned to the dig. Christopher Deacon was already hard at it, and had been for hours: his tripod in place, an umbrella on a pole behind him, shielding him and the camera from the sun. He’d brought a guard who stood some way off. They also had other equipment necessary for proper publication of the discovery - measuring sticks divided into yards and inches, to show scale; white paint to mark off the area where the bones had been found; soil bores to take samples of the earth and rock around the find-spot; better fencing to keep out wild animals; and plenty of buckets in which to store the soil-sand that had been dislodged during the digging and which, in days to come, would be scrutinised and inspected and scrutinised all over again, to make sure nothing had been missed. Arnold Pryce was just beginning the painstaking task of sifting through the soil-sand for ancient pollen. He too had a big yellow beach parasol, to keep off the sun. From a distance the excavation resembled a stylish picnic.

So this was the famous Kihara Gorge, Natalie reflected, as her eyes raked the landscape. This was the centre of her attention for the next few months - two rocky red walls, thirty yards apart, occupied by spiky thorn bushes, thin trees, dead wood, dust and, if the smell was anything to go by, various vintages of dung. It was a long way from Jesus Lane in Cambridge.

Eleanor turned to Daniel. She swept her arm in an arc around the find-spot. ‘I want an area thirty feet either side of the discovery and thirty feet in front sealed off. Build a proper fence, five feet high. Anyone going inside the fence must wear lightweight shoes, not boots. There’s a good chance that the rest of the skeleton is around here somewhere, so let’s create a little haven of safety.’

Daniel nodded. ‘The Maasai won’t like it. Any fence we build they might pull down.’

The Maasai were the local tribe in the area around Kihara. They lived by herding goats, sheep and cows and regarded all land in this part of the Serengeti as theirs.

‘Take them a gift then, Daniel. A bolt of cloth maybe. We have some in the stores. Tell the elders what we are doing. Say that the fence will be temporary. Will you do that?’

Daniel nodded. He was a Luo himself, a tribe with its home-land some miles to the north-west. They were traditional enemies of the Maasai but for the moment at least, and in recent memory, intertribal relations were good.

Eleanor spent some time showing Daniel and a few of the other local helpers where she wanted the fence built. Above them the sun rose in the sky and shade disappeared. Baboons peered over the lip of the gorge, then ran away. A few deer ventured between the wild thorn bushes on the far side, then they too disappeared.

Around one o’clock, Eleanor called a halt. It was too hot for any physical work and the light was too bright for photography. They drove back in high spirits, the Land Rovers racing one another across the flat plain of the Serengeti, churning up great red-brown dust clouds behind them. Giraffe looked on, then lolloped away.

Back at the camp, most of them took a shower. It was always dusty in the gorge and, with water limited, a shower at this time of day was much more useful than first thing or in the early evening.

Mgina, the slender Maasai woman Natalie had mentioned to Russell North, brought Natalie’s shower water in two galvanised iron buckets. Although she was uneducated, Mgina had picked up some stilted English in the few years she had been working at the camp and, despite her cheeks being stippled by tribal cut-marks, she was pretty, Natalie thought, and had a natural, slow-moving, languid grace. She was slight but still wiry enough to carry the  water with which she filled the canvas shower cistern. Natalie had established that Mgina came from a village about five hours’ walk from the camp, where she had numerous sisters and brothers.

While Natalie took a shower, letting the hot water chase the sand and grit out of her eyelids and ears and sluice down the back of her neck, while she lathered her arms and thighs and let the smell of the soap, which she had brought with her from Gainsborough, remind her of the rainy Lincolnshire fens, Mgina collected up her used shirt and trousers and underwear, and set out fresh ones on the bed.

When she had used all the available hot water, Natalie half-dried herself so she didn’t drip water everywhere, but then she let the remains of the water evaporate on her skin as she sat on her towel on the chair of her dressing table, combing her hair. Evaporation was deliciously cooling.

She had always had a thing about her hair, ever since she was a girl. She never felt properly dressed unless her hair was brushed and brushed and brushed again. Her fellow undergraduates at Cambridge had teased her about it but she hadn’t minded. And they had given up in the end, and accepted her for what she was. In the gorge, she realised, brushing her hair was even more important: with water strictly rationed, brushing kept the dust to a minimum and she needed to feel that her hair was as clean as could be.

Mgina watched as Natalie did this, as fascinated by her straight hair as Natalie was with Mgina’s close-cropped curls.

‘What is your comb made of, Miss Natalie?’

‘Tortoiseshell.’

‘It is very beautiful.’

Natalie nodded her head. ‘Yes, it was my mother’s - she gave it to me.’

‘Does she have hair like you?’

‘She did. She’s dead now. She was killed, in an accident.’

‘I am sorry for you. They go fast, these cars.’

‘They do, yes.’ Natalie put down the comb. ‘And your family, Mgina? How are they, they are well?’

Mgina made a face. ‘Not the little one, Odnate. He has the ’flu, I think, but also spots under his tongue.’

‘Oh,’ said Natalie, quietly. ‘Oh dear.’ She frowned and stopped brushing her hair. ‘When did this ’flu start, Mgina?’

‘The day before yesterday. There was a feast the day before that and it was the first time Odnate had been old enough to attend. The next day he was ill - it was too much for him.’

Natalie had stood up and was towelling herself dry. ‘What did you eat at this feast?’

‘Corn, berries, meat of course. Fruit. What is it, Miss Natalie?’

Natalie had thrown the towel on the bed. ‘Just wait there, Mgina, while I get dressed.’

In front of the other woman, Natalie stepped into her underwear, put on her fresh set of trousers and shirt, and laced her boots. She fastened the cuffs of her shirt at her wrists, so her arms were protected from the sun. Then, ‘Come with me. Leave the laundry on the bed. Quickly now.’

Frowning herself, Mgina did as she was told. Natalie led the way along the row of tents to where she knew Jonas Jefferson was billeted.

‘Jonas!’ she half-shouted when they reached his tent. ‘Are you there?’

A short pause, then the flap was pulled back. ‘Yes - what is it?’

Natalie turned to Mgina, then back to Jonas. ‘Mgina’s brother has ’flu, she thinks. But he also has spots under his tongue.’

Jonas looked from Natalie to Mgina and back again. ‘Anthrax?’

‘He woke up with it the day before yesterday, after a big feast. The meat could have been contaminated.’

Jonas nodded. ‘You could be right. How do you know about anthrax?’

‘I saw it on a dig in Israel two years ago. Do we have any penicillin? ’

‘Yes, of course, but it’s precious. Where does Mgina’s family live?’

‘The village doesn’t have a name, but it’s five hours’ walk away - ten to twelve miles.’

‘Okay. I’ll get the antibiotics; meet me at the Land Rovers in ten minutes.’

 



 



‘Anthrax?’ said Eleanor, helping herself to water from the jug as Mutevu Ndekei began serving dinner - lamb chops. ‘That can be serious, right?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Jonas. ‘If you don’t catch it in the first couple of days, the patient can be dead inside a week.’

‘Nasty,’ said Eleanor with a shudder. ‘And how do you catch such a disease?’

‘It varies. Through an open wound, from someone else who has it. In this case by eating contaminated meat.’

‘And penicillin cures it?’

Jefferson nodded. ‘I’ll be driving over to see the boy again tomorrow.’ He looked across to Natalie and smiled.

‘You saved the boy’s life,’ said Eleanor, addressing Natalie. ‘How do you know so much about disease?’

Natalie was helping herself to chops. ‘As I told Jonas, I was on a dig in Israel, with Ira Ben-Osman, two years ago. There was an outbreak among the local Palestinians. Three died but we managed to save another fifteen. They had all eaten contaminated meat.’

The business with Mgina and Mgina’s brother had been quite an episode. Natalie didn’t feel as though she had saved someone’s life but the boy - when they had reached him - obviously didn’t have ’flu. He was vomiting blood, had severe abdominal pains and a fever. It was right that they had gone when they had. Mgina’s family had clearly been worried - their traditional herbal remedies were not working. Of course, the penicillin hadn’t produced any immediate effect, so the family had still been anxious  when Jonas and Natalie had left. They had done their best to reassure Odnate’s parents but had not wholly succeeded. Hopefully, tomorrow would bring better news.

The lamb had reached Eleanor. She inspected it doubtfully. ‘How can you tell if meat is dangerous?’

‘It’s not easy,’ said Jonas. ‘Animals that have anthrax collapse. They mustn’t be used for food, which is probably what happened in this case. If the spores are dense enough, you can see them with the naked eye - they are grey-white and resemble ground glass.’

Eleanor picked up the chop in her fingers and turned it over. ‘Hmmn. Did anyone else in the village contract the disease?’

‘Not so far as I could see,’ replied Jonas. ‘Odnate was the youngest at the feast, with the least resistance. If the animal they were eating was not badly infected and well roasted he was just unlucky.’

Eleanor nodded. ‘So is the boy out of the woods?’

‘Not necessarily. His family must be disciplined and give him the full course of antibiotics.’

‘Is that going to leave us short? You know, in case we have an accident here?’

Jonas shook his head. ‘We’re fine, unless we have our own epidemic. But next time anyone goes to Nairobi, they should top up our supplies.’

Eleanor nodded again. ‘If I talk to Jack, I’ll mention it. I’m not sure when he’s planning to come. He’s on some political committee in Nairobi.’

She sat up and her gaze took in Natalie and Jonas. ‘Well, I’m glad you two could help. Anything that brings blacks and whites closer is important right now. I’m told there’s been more oath-taking up north in Nakura, where a thousand Kikuyu were gathered in the bush for a blood-letting ceremony where they vowed to kill anyone who gets in the way of Independence. And it’s the third time in the past two months. A curfew has been  imposed and two newspapers closed for publishing coded notices, telling people where the oath-taking would take place. It’s going to be like this in the run-up to the independence conference in London in February, I am afraid.’

There was a brief gloomy silence, until she suddenly turned in her seat. ‘Mutevu, what’s the matter? There’s something different about you tonight - I can’t put my finger on it.’

He grinned sheepishly. ‘Some monkeys got into the camp, ma’am. They stole one of my boots—’

‘That’s it!’ cried Eleanor. ‘Of course! You’re not shuffling.’ She peered round the edge of the table and inspected his footwear. ’So your beloved wellingtons have gone missing, eh? You’re reduced to plimsolls, I see.’

‘Just one boot was taken, Miss Eleanor.’

‘We can fix that, I’m sure. Don’t worry. I’ll have Jack buy some in Nairobi.’ She smiled.

‘Thank you, Miss Eleanor, but the old ones were a gift from Sir Philip Sisley. He signed them. Don’t bother Mr Jack. He’s busy, I’m sure.’ And Mutevu was gone.

Eleanor smiled as he left the room. ‘I should have guessed the boots had sentimental value . . . because they don’t fit.’ Her grin took in the whole table. ‘Now, where was I? Yes, well done, Natalie, that was quick thinking, about the anthrax I mean. But if this episode looks like it has a happy ending, we can get back to—’

‘Yes, yes, this paper on the knee-joint needn’t be very long, isn’t that so?’ interrupted Richard Sutton somewhat awkwardly. ‘And if you insist we need modern bones for a comparison, maybe I should go to Nairobi, or New York, find some bones, in a hospital or a morgue, and then come back.’ He swigged his Coke from the bottle.

‘Don’t be silly, Richard.’ Eleanor pushed her shirt more firmly into the top of her gabardine skirt. ‘No one wastes digging time like that. Just because you’ve made one discovery doesn’t mean  you - or Russell here, or Christopher, or any of us - will not find something even more important in the days ahead.’ She took off her spectacles and waved them at him. ‘Don’t be so impatient. No one’s going to “scoop” you on a thing like this.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ Sutton banged his Coke bottle down on the table. ‘This is a big breakthrough, Eleanor. Front-page news. The biggest coup of my career, and of Russell’s. Daniel’s greatest find. And it won’t do your reputation any harm, either. The Deacon legend will be glossier than ever. We should move fast. I feel it in my bones.’ He looked around the table, from one face to another, daring them to disagree.

Natalie met his gaze.

He looked away first.

Eleanor, who had been chewing one of the wires of her spectacles, enfolded them in her hand. ‘Richard, please. Please. I have been excavating in Africa for nearly forty years, and running digs for half that time. They are collective affairs, as you well know. Now, I agree that you all have made an important discovery. Front-page news, as you put it. Or so we think. But what if Natalie here is right, and a comparison with modern bones does not support your theory? If you go rushing off to Nairobi, or New York, or somewhere else, you’ll have wasted days of valuable digging time - time that I have organised, raised money for, negotiated permissions for with the government and the local tribes. That’s not been easy.’

She leaned back as Mutevu Ndekei reappeared to remove the plates.

‘I won’t have it, Richard. No one is standing in the way of publication, or censoring what you have discovered. For pity’s sake, I, we, are just asking you to see sense, make a simple comparison first, and delay for a few weeks. It is perfectly normal behaviour that happens all the time.’ She reached up and removed the bandana from her head, folded it neatly and laid it on the table next to her napkin. ‘And you are surely overlooking the fact that, if we have found a tibia and femur in this part of the gorge, there is an  excellent chance that we will find some other pieces of the same skeleton, perhaps even a skull. That would be even more momentous than what we have already.’

Richard went to say something but she waved him down, slapping the table with the open palm of her hand, and rattling the cutlery.

‘You force me to say this, Richard, by your . . . your refusal to back off, see sense, acknowledge that you are part of a team. But if you leave now, I’m warning you - officially warning you - that you can’t come back.’ She took a deep breath. ‘We have achieved what we have on our digs by discipline. Not by being authoritarian, I’m not an ogre as you well know, but by having a few rules, for the benefit of all, and sticking to them.’

She swallowed some water. No one else around the table was about to say anything. Most of them kept their eyes fixed firmly in front of them.

‘Now look,’ Eleanor went on, more amenably, ‘let’s not argue. I want this paper to be published as quickly as possible, just like you do. Maybe we should write two papers; one on the discoveries, one on the implications. But I have other responsibilities and you, in my view, are being unreasonable.’

Richard said nothing. But only with great difficulty.

 



 



‘Is there anything else like this in the world?’ Natalie asked. ‘It’s extraordinary.’ She held her camera to her eye and took more photographs.

‘I don’t know if it’s unique,’ replied Christopher, ‘but it’s certainly very unsual. You can see why the local Maasai, who are theoretically Christians, still worship these sands.’

Natalie, Christopher and Kees van Schelde were standing in front of a small sand dune on the Serengeti plain, about eight miles or so from the camp. It was not far off dusk and Christopher had brought them here to show them one of the ‘local sights’, as he put it, Natalie and Kees being the two newest members of the dig.

Kees was also taking photographs. ‘Explain it to me again, will you? I’m still not sure I understand completely.’ Kees was the youngest of the team, a twenty-five-year-old Dutchman from the University of Amsterdam, who had yet to complete his Ph.D., but he had already been on several digs, making him considerably more experienced than Natalie - if less qualified, formally speaking.

‘Sure,’ said Christopher. He leaned against the bonnet of the Land Rover. ‘This being a flat plain, the winds can be quite strong with very little to impede them. Notice that the edge of the dune that is facing the wind is fairly steep, whereas the trailing edge - on the lee side, if you like - is quite shallow. When the wind blows, what happens is that grains of sand on the leading edge, the steep edge, are blown up into the air, and then fall, and settle on the trailing edge. When the wind is very strong, like it is now, that process is magnified, it happens much more quickly, with the result that, over a matter of days, the entire sand dune can move, maybe as much as five feet a day. Over the months, the dune can move miles - and then, when the wind changes, move back again. Because it moves so much, the local Maasai think the dune is mysteriously alive, which is why they worship it.’

He slid into the driving seat of the Land Rover. The others finished taking their photos and then Natalie got in alongside him and Kees climbed in the back.

The light was fading fast as they headed home. They looked about them as the animals began to appear.

‘Have you ever been to Italy?’ Kees asked.

Christopher shook his head.

‘No,’ said Natalie. ‘I’d love to go, but why do you ask?’

‘They have this thing called a passeggiata when, in the early evening, everyone walks up and down the main street of town, looking at everyone else, who they are with, what they are wearing. It’s just like that here in the bush. The animals come out and are on a sort of parade.’

‘Hmmn,’ growled Christopher. ‘With one big difference. Here, one half of the animals are trying to eat the other half.’

‘Do you miss Amsterdam, Kees?’ said Natalie. ‘I’ve only been once. I loved it. The trees, the canals, the narrow houses.’

Kees smiled. ‘I don’t miss it because I know I’m going back. If I couldn’t go back I’d be very unhappy. The best thing about Amsterdam are the bicycles. Because of all the canals, the streets are narrow, so the traffic is slow and everyone uses bicycles. The city is small so nowhere is more than fifteen minutes’ ride from anywhere else. That means you see more of your friends in Amsterdam than in other major cities. And because of that you  have more friends than in other major cities.’ He leaned forward and tapped Natalie on the shoulder. ‘Were you on holiday when you visited?’

‘Yes and no. My parents were singing in a choir, in a choir competition, and they had reached the final. I was just a girl and was taken along. Their choir lost but I loved the city. The contest was part of a flower festival.’

Kees nodded. ‘Yes, I was going to say that, after the bicycles, the next best thing about Amsetrdam are the flowers. There are endless flower festivals of one sort or another, and flower-sellers at every corner. Do you sing, now you’re older?’

Natalie made a face. ‘Sore point. I do sing, yes, and not badly. My parents wanted me to have a musical career but I preferred science. We fought like mad about that, but they eventually gave way when I got my place at Cambridge.’

‘I went to a geological conference in Cambridge. Lots of bicycles there too. Do you live in college?’

‘Yes, I do. You?’

‘We don’t have colleges. I share one of those narrow houses you admired, with someone else who teaches at the university. He teaches music, as it happens, and plays the cello.’

Natalie coloured. It was silly. Kees couldn’t know about her complicated relationship with the cello, but she couldn’t help herself.  Would she ever be able to hear the cello again without thinking of Dominic, without rapidly re-running the entire course of the affair, itself not unlike a piece of music, with a rousing opening, a serene middle and a sad coda. How she fought with herself to prevent that loop in her brain from springing to life, like a wild animal disturbed in its sleep.

And must all conversation, from now on, carry a hidden menace, that it would always lead, as this one had, in directions she would rather avoid? How long would she be a prisoner?

Thankfully, the camp came into view across the gorge. Christopher slowed, the vehicle giving off a succession of creaks and groans as they descended the bank, scattering a troop of monkeys with the vehicle’s headlights.

‘Which are the bigger nuisance in the camp,’ said Kees, ‘monkeys or baboons?’

‘Oh, monkeys,’ said Christopher, ‘baboons are—’

‘Stop!’ cried Natalie. ‘Christopher, stop! Look!’ And she pointed.

‘Where? At what?’ he replied, braking hard, so that the Land Rover’s engine shuddered and stalled.

‘Sorry,’ breathed Natalie. ‘I didn’t mean to sound so excitable but isn’t that . . . doesn’t that look to you like a wellington boot?’

Christopher leaned forward and peered to where she was pointing. ‘You know, I think you could be right,’ he said slowly. ‘Do you want to get it?’

Natalie got down, while Christopher restarted the engine. She retrieved the boot and carried it back to the Land Rover. ‘It looks like it’s torn, ripped near the ankle,’ she said, getting back in. ‘But it can be repaired.’

‘Well done,’ said Christopher. ‘We have to keep Mutevu sweet. He’s a good cook, but a bit temperamental.’

Darkness was now settling all around them as they traversed the gorge, climbed the bank opposite and entered the camp. Natalie got down and, taking her camera and the wellington with  her, returned to her tent. There were a couple of hours before dinner and she knew what she wanted to do. She had done some camping as a girl when she had always had with her a bicycle tyre repair kit, for repairing tears to the inflatable mattresses inevitably used in camps. She had brought the repair kit to Africa, not knowing what sort of beds were used on Eleanor Deacon’s digs.

She took the repair kit out now and, after cleaning the wellington, applied gum around the tear and fixed a rubber patch that covered it more than adequately. She wedged the boot where she had stuck the patch under the foot of the bed, and sat there reading for half an hour. She judged that by then the patch would be stuck firmly to the boot.

It was now not much more than an hour to dinner and she knew that Mutevu would be in the kitchen. But he wasn’t. Maybe he was in the storeroom, she thought, and went on through to the other side. As she came round the door, the first thing she saw was the gleam of his white T-shirt.

‘Mutevu,’ she said, ‘look what I - oh,’ she breathed as she stepped further into the room. ‘Richard, sorry, I didn’t see you there.’

Richard Sutton was also in the storeroom, standing next to Mutevu.

‘Natalie, hi,’ he said. ‘Give me a minute, will you? I’ve a touch of indigestion and Mutevu was giving me some bicarbonate of soda to treat it.’ He stepped back. Mutevu turned and went to a cupboard where he took down a white box. ‘Two teaspoonfuls,’ he said, opening it to reveal the powder. ‘No more.’

‘Thanks,’ said Richard, patting his stomach. ‘This should do the trick.’ He looked at Natalie. ‘Have you got there what I think you have?’

Natalie held up the boot and Mutevu suddenly beamed.

‘Miss Natalie! Where did you find it?’

‘In the gorge. We scattered some monkeys playing with it.’ She showed him the patch. ‘It was torn, so I repaired it.’

Mutevu took the boot as she passed it across. ‘What is your favourite food, Miss Natalie? You must tell me. I must repay you this kindness.’ He found the other wellington, which he had kept in the storeroom, slipped off his plimsolls and changed immediately.

‘Oh, don’t worry, Mutevu. I’m just pleased we found it. Now, I’ll let you get on. Dinner isn’t far away.’

‘And a good dinner it will be, Miss Natalie.’ He grinned. ‘I cook much better with my boots on.’




 The Burial Ground

Mutevu Ndekei leaned forward so that Eleanor Deacon, as always the last to be served, could be given her chops. Lunch, three days later. Lamb chops and chicken were the staple foods at the camp and that was fine by Natalie. The local deer meat she found too heavy, too dense; the fish - brought in frozen from Lake Victoria - too watery, too lacking in flavour. Not that she had voiced these views. Like a good team player she ate whatever was put in front of her.

Outside the refectory area, the sun bleached the ground, the dead wood of the spiky acacia branches that enclosed the camp, the washing which was stretched on lines between the tents, like flags. The Land Rovers, cooling under the trees, gave off mysterious metallic clicks and cracks.

Natalie was feeling famished today. While the rest of the crew had been in the gorge, Jonas and she had visited Mgina’s brother Odnate again. They had found him much improved. He had stopped vomiting, his temperature was down and the ulcers under his tongue were atrophying. He hadn’t regained his appetite yet but there was no doubt he had turned a corner. Natalie had been very cheered by what she had seen.

‘Mutevu!’ said Eleanor forcefully all of a sudden. ‘Can you please explain something to me?’

Everyone stopped eating and Mutevu stood up straight, holding the big serving plate. ‘Yes, Miss Eleanor?’

‘Why is it . . . why is it that each of us is given two chops, while Natalie here is given three? This is not the first time I have noted your - what shall we call it? - generosity in her direction. I know  she’s new, I know she’s pretty, but is there some other reason for it? I’d just like to know, that’s all.’

Natalie blushed. She had begged Mutevu not to single her out but he wasn’t deterred; he kept piling her plate high. Mutevu stood back from the table.

‘Miss Natalie found my boot three days ago, Miss Eleanor.’ He lifted his leg, to show her. ‘And she repair it where the monkeys tear it.’

Eleanor Deacon smiled. ‘So that’s it.’ She nodded at Natalie. ‘Well done, my dear. I can’t complain, I suppose.’ And she smiled at Mutevu. ‘And I have to say the food has been exceptionally good these past few days. You did say that you cooked better with your boots on, and it seems to be true.’

Smiling to herself, she went back to her own food. ‘Now,’ she said, slicing into her chicken. ‘Although we need to be as thorough as possible, I feel we should finish surveying JDK as soon as possible, by the end of the week, certainly.’ JDK stood for ‘Jock Deacon’s Korongo’, the name the local Maasai had given the cul-de-sac off the main gorge since digging started there years ago. ‘There is still a chance that we will find the rest of the skeleton to which the tibia and femur belong but we have a lot to get through this season. Richard, Russell, how long do you think you’ll need?’

Russell North sat across the table from Natalie. Two evenings before, he had again joined her during her late-night smoke. They had again talked about their work and he had impressed her with his knowledge. And when she had produced the whisky, he had presented her with some chocolate. Twice during their conversation he had laid his hand on her arm. When he had taken his leave, he had once more stood very close, looking down at her.

And that was close enough, Natalie now knew. Some day, some day soon, she hoped, she could move beyond Dominic. But not with Russell, not here, not now. Physically, there was nothing wrong with him, but that wasn’t enough. Russell was too raw, too  straightforward even. That wasn’t a bad thing in itself but Dominic had been so . . . so playful when they had met, so full of allusion, so light in his touch, so ambiguous in a gentle, soft way. Russell was pulling her in too quickly. Or trying to.

He now looked from Natalie to Richard, to Eleanor, to Arnold Pryce, to Daniel, to Jonas, to Kees. Then he nodded at Richard, who got up from the table and walked away from the refectory area to his own tent.

‘Eleanor,’ said Russell softly. ‘There’s something we were going to tell you all tonight but, since you’ve raised the question of timing, we might as well discuss it now.’

‘Oh yes?’ said Eleanor. ‘What is it?’ She swallowed some water from a tumbler. Across the camp they all heard the radio stutter into life. It was kept in Eleanor’s tent, which was bigger than the others. The pilots of small planes were swapping information about the weather, or talking to air traffic control at Kilimanjaro, the nearest proper airport.

Before going on, Russell turned in his seat. Richard was walking back from his tent carrying a towel wrapped around something. Back inside the refectory area, he approached the small serving sideboard across from the main table.

Russell got up and went to stand next to Richard as Richard unwrapped the towel. He was rather theatrical about it, pulling back first one flap, then another, then another. With a final flourish, he pulled back the remaining flap.

‘Voilà!’

Revealed on the towel were two long, thin bones.

‘What on earth—?’ Eleanor put down her knife and fork with a clatter.

‘A tibia and a femur,’ said Russell North. ‘A modern tibia and femur.’

‘Proving,’ chimed in Richard, ‘that our find is as sensational as we thought.’ He looked directly at Natalie. ‘We’ve addressed Natalie’s criticism, we can now say so in print, and can show that  her objections, however proper they were, are unfounded.’ He smiled down at Natalie to show that he wasn’t bullying her this time. ‘These are modern bones and although they are bigger than the ancient ones they have exactly the same configuration as those Daniel discovered in the gorge.’

All eyes were on the sideboard.

‘And where, may I ask, did you find these bones?’ Eleanor had pushed her plate away from her.

Richard went back to his place and sat down again. He lowered his voice. ‘You know that tribal burial ground - it’s about four miles from here, on a slope with lots of trees, where the goats play. We visited a grave last night. Very late.’

‘You did what?’ Eleanor ripped off her spectacles. She spoke in barely a whisper.

‘Don’t worry. We didn’t do any damage. No one saw us.’ Richard looked up at Russell and smiled. ‘We replaced all the earth we had dug up and smoothed it over. Now we can send the report to Nature from here, as Russell said. It will be very dramatic. And it cuts the chances of anyone beating us to the punch.’

‘The evidence is quite clear, Eleanor.’ Russell had also returned to his place at the table, taking the tibia and the femur with him. He now held a bone in each hand and brought them slowly together. They interlocked neatly. ‘The arrangement of the joint is virtually identical in the ancient specimen and in the modern specimen. Hominids walked upright two million years ago.’

There was silence around the table. All eyes were on Eleanor. She refitted her spectacles around her ears. Her own eyes flashed, the whites catching what light was left, her lenses magnifying the effect. The colour had quite gone from her face, the corners of her mouth were turned down, her jaw was set forward, straining the skin on her neck. When, at length, she did speak, her voice had an icy edge to it. ‘Let me get this right: you stole some bones from a tribal burial ground. You sneaked into a sacred place, late at night, and just helped yourself to someone’s ancestors? You  disturbed the peace of a tribal sanctuary that has been that way for generations?’ She caught her breath. ‘Are you . . . are you . . .  completely mad? Do you not realise what you have done?’

Her eyes held Richard’s. She didn’t blink.

‘Come on, Eleanor, don’t exaggerate. Yes, it’s a burial ground but think what we can now do: it won’t take us more than a few days to complete the paper, and we can send it to London by the end of the week. We don’t have to say exactly where we found the bones—’

‘Shut up!’ She snatched off her glasses again and all but mangled them in her fingers. ‘I won’t hear a word more of this - and don’t tell me I’m exaggerating.’ Eleanor’s mouth was a mere line across her face; her lips had all but disappeared. The skin on her throat was again stretched tight as her chin jutted forward. She still didn’t blink. ‘Don’t show your ignorance like that, or your cockiness.’ She breathed out through her nose. ‘Do you know how long it has taken me to negotiate excavation rights in this area? You don’t think I just need a government permit do you? I need the consent, the agreement, the approval of the local tribes: the Maasai, the Datoga, the Itesu. The Maasai are Mutevu Ndekei’s tribe - how do you think they are going to take this? What do you think his standing in his tribe will be now? What if they find out? Did you think of that?’

She rubbed her fingers around her eyes. ‘What gave you—? Who thought of—? No, I don’t want to know.’ She shook her head. ‘I cannot believe that grown men, educated men - professors - could be so foolish, so wrong-headed, so insensitive.’ She shifted her gaze from Richard to Russell, then back to Richard. ‘You are, you are . . . ’ A strand of hair had fallen from her chignon. She pushed it back up. ‘Words fail me.’

‘Now we know what we know,’ said Richard, ‘and after we have taken some photographs, we can put the bones back—’

‘Don’t you dare!’ hissed Eleanor. She leaned forward and pointed at him with her glasses. ‘Don’t even think about setting  foot in that burial ground again. Desecrate the site a second time? Now I know you’re beyond the pale.’ She put her spectacles back on. As she did so, they could all see that her hands were shaking. ‘Look, this is a potential disaster.’ She pointed at the tibia and femur. ‘We’ll hide those bones. Wrap them up and give them to me. Go on, hurry up.’

As Russell moved to do as she said, Eleanor shook her head again and groaned. ‘I am beside myself with fury. Nothing like this has ever happened on one of my digs before. It’s disgraceful, barbaric. I feel sick.’

‘Eleanor, come on. You’re over-reacting,’ said Richard. He was lounging in his chair. One leg was crossed over the other and he gripped one ankle with his hand.

‘No, no. No! I am not over-reacting.’ Eleanor still didn’t raise her voice but her tone was vehement. She slapped the table with the flat of her hand. ‘What you have done is unforgivable. Sacrilegious, arrogant and crass. If the Maasai find out about this, I hate to think what will happen. The dig might even be cancelled. It was a condition of the government permit that we obtain the agreement of local tribes. How are the chiefs going to feel when they find out that their sacred burial ground has been interfered with?’ She took the bundle of bones from Russell and pushed him away. ‘My God, I have never been so angry.’

She stood up and held her head high, so that the full length of her long neck was exposed. ‘You are both very foolish men,’ she said. ‘Monumentally foolish.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I would make sure your careers were ruined but for the fact that our only hope now is to hush this up.’ She picked up a spoon and pointed it at all the others, one by one. ‘This information, this . . . crime, goes no further than this table. It is not to be mentioned again. Ever. You will not talk about it even among yourselves. You will carry on as if nothing has happened. Is that clear?’ She looked from one to the other. ‘I said, is that clear?’

One by one they nodded, signalling their agreement.

Eleanor lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘The paper will not now be published until we have all left here, until we have found another modern tibia and femur with which to make the comparison, and can say so. We must put this behind us and we must cover up.’ She glared at Richard Sutton. ‘This is the worst example of vandalism I have ever encountered. You had better make as many discoveries as you can on this dig, Professor Sutton, because I will not have you or Professor North back again. If, that is, we are allowed to work here in the future.’

She took the towel with the bones in it and scraped back her chair. She addressed herself to Richard and to Russell. ‘You have both made a serious error of judgement. Wholly unacceptable. In my eyes, you can never recover from this act of gross stupidity and insensitivity. The only way you can even begin to make amends is never to mention your foolishness, your insensitivity, your sacrilege, your sheer racial arrogance again, to stay as far away from the burial ground as possible, and to make another important discovery that will take everyone’s mind off this one.’

Eleanor stood absolutely still, erect, her eyes on fire. Even her fingernails seemed to shine in the gloom.

She turned and stalked off, back to her own tent.

 



 



In the deep distance a lion roared. Natalie, seated within the glow of her hurricane lamp, turned towards the sound. This, she decided, would be her abiding memory of Africa. Sitting by herself, in the dark, late at night, gazing up at the velvet sky and the stars and hearing a lion roar - oh, miles away.

Other sounds of the night, less distinctive, formed a backdrop to the lion. The stutter of a nightjar, elephants breaking wood as they sucked bark from nearby trees, the cackle of a hyena.

The warmth and the dryness were part of the experience for her, too. Lincolnshire, in contrast, was wet, very wet. Not that that bothered her too much either. She treasured the memory of an afternoon with her father on the beach near Chapel St. Leonards,  on the Lincolnshire coast, when she had been eight or nine. It was during the war, one of the few times he had been home, and they were bathing when it had come on to rain. Everyone else had cleared the beach but not Owen, who had carried on swimming. He enjoyed rain, he said, just as much as he enjoyed sunshine. If you lived in Lincolnshire, he said, it helped. If you didn’t enjoy rain, life on England’s East Coast could get pretty miserable. Natalie knew what he meant, even if she didn’t agree totally. Ever since, she had associated rain with her father.

Both were a long way away now.

Would her father ever come back from the locked-away place he now inhabited? She knew he still went through the motions as organist and choirmaster at Gainsborough. In fact, she had heard from the bishop that Owen Nelson ‘poured’ himself into his playing: his grief at his wife’s death coloured every note, modulated every key his fingers touched. But when he stepped away from the organ, when choir practices or performances were concluded, the shutters came down and, as Natalie knew all too well, her father grew smaller. Did he imagine Violette still in the choir, did he still hear her mezzo-soprano above all the others?

He had rebuffed all attempts by Natalie to approach him, and she was secretly fearful that she knew exactly why. Natalie could barely put her fears into words but, when the sweat broke out on the skin over her throat, what went through her mind was the dreadful possibility that her mother’s death was no accident, that she had deliberately set fire to her campbed because her daughter was having an affair with a married man and Owen Nelson knew it. Her father blamed Natalie for the death of his wife. How terrible was that? That was why he stayed in his locked-away world, locked away from his daughter in particular, and that was one reason why she had had to get away, to leave it all behind.

She had hoped that, being so distant and in such different surroundings, she would have thought about her father - and her dead mother - less, but the sweats on her throat kept coming.

‘Natalie?’ It was Russell.

She was expecting him. He slipped into the other chair as he had done before.

The flask of whisky and its cup were where they always were at this time of night, on the small table, next to the ashtray Natalie used. She pushed the whisky across and he took it.

She smoked as he swallowed.

They sat in silence for a while.

‘Not a good day,’ he said eventually.

She didn’t look at him. ‘No.’

Another pause. Insects buzzed at the glass of the hurricane lamp.

‘Are you as mad at us as Eleanor is?’

She rubbed her tongue along her lips. ‘I’m upset, yes. How could you be so . . . so crude? Blundering into a burial ground, robbing graves. I don’t know whether it’s juvenile or like something out of a nineteenth-century horror story.’

He slid the whisky cup across the table and massaged the back of his neck with his hand.

‘We didn’t think it was such a big deal.’ He turned his gaze towards her. ‘Is it really? The tribal goats are always grazing on that burial ground, kicking up the soil with their hooves and snouts. With any luck, no one will notice.’

She inhaled her cigarette once, twice.

Go slow, she told herself.

‘Are your parents alive or dead, Russell?’

‘My mother’s dead.’

‘Buried or cremated?’

‘Cremated.’

‘Well, my mother is buried in Lincolnshire. In the local church-yard, next to the church where my father learned to play the organ. He is a very religious man, Russell. How do you think he would feel if someone dug up his wife’s bones, just to prove or disprove some theory, something that could be settled in a few weeks anyway without . . . without doing that sort of damage?’

‘I know, I know. It was wrong.’ He rubbed his neck again. ‘But Richard was so persuasive. He’s terrified someone else will beat us to the punch. He convinced me it was no big deal—’

‘Don’t hide behind him, Russell. You played your part. If you didn’t feel as strongly, you should have stopped him.’

‘I know, I keep saying that. I’m not hiding. I’m doubly in the wrong, yes. I should have stopped Richard and I didn’t. I shouldn’t have gone, but I did.’

They sat for a long time without speaking. Natalie finished her cigarette. The whisky - that night’s ration, anyway - was gone. The noises of the bush carried on around them.

After a while, Russell said, ‘All you hear is animals. You never hear the people of the bush, do you?’

‘That doesn’t mean they’re not there,’ replied Natalie.

Another long silence.

Russell stood up. Natalie remained seated. He stood behind her chair, leaned down and kissed the top of her head. ‘I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment I first saw you.’

She didn’t move or respond. He put his hands on her shoulders but at this she squirmed free and stood up.

They faced each other.

He moved forward.

‘Good night, Russell,’ she said firmly.

 



 



‘Water?’

Natalie straightened up, pressed her hands into her back, then wiped her forehead with her sleeve. It was four mornings later and every able-bodied member of the dig was in the korongo, trying to fulfil Eleanor Deacon’s aim of finishing this part of the excavation by the end of the week. This morning, at least, there was a wind getting up. Warm, but it helped ease things a little.

Natalie took the bottle from Christopher Deacon. ‘Thank you.’

In front of them the wall of the gorge, all around where the tibia and femur had been found, was being attacked. The soil-sand,  newly exposed, was darker than the surrounding surface, which had long been bleached by the sun. Everyone who was able to was picking away at the soil. Arnold Pryce was sifting soil through a sieve. A little further along, Kees and Jonas were stooped over another stretch of gorge. Today there were a few clouds beneath the sun, which occasionally provided shade. So far, however, there had been no new discoveries.

‘How are you settling in?’ Christopher had hitherto kept his distance from Natalie. He was normally polite but - not formal exactly - reserved. He had a slightly clipped accent, almost but not quite South African.

‘I’m loving it,’ replied Natalie. ‘I didn’t enjoy all the excitement about the burial ground, of course. I hadn’t anticipated such high drama. At Cambridge when you study archaeology you also study anthropology. No one who’s studied anthropology could have done what Richard and Russell did.’ She sighed. ‘But the discovery’s exciting, isn’t it?’

‘Very. What a pity it had to be marred by that silly prank. Though prank is hardly the word.’

Natalie handed back the water bottle. ‘We’ll all get over it, I suppose. Especially if there’s another major discovery.’

‘It’s not us I’m worried about,’ said Christopher. ‘As you say,  we’ll get over it. Meals will be a bit sticky for a few more days but as we unearth other bones, if we do, we’ll gradually put this behind us.’ He looked down the gorge, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand.

‘What are you worried about, then?’

He breathed out. ‘The Maasai. They are very proud, very fierce when they want to be. Richard and Russell may think they covered their tracks but it was dark when they raided the burial ground, so how they can be one hundred per cent certain of that I don’t know. We can’t go back and inspect, that would just draw attention to the matter. My mother’s spent so long making friends with the Maasai - arranging medical help, educational scholarships,  employing some of them, like Mutevu Ndekei - she’s very sensitive on their behalf.’

‘Maybe that will help, if the tribe is upset.’

‘Maybe. But they can be tricky, the Maasai. They’re supposed to be converts to Christianity but many of the men still worship their traditional gods - the fig trees - and the women give sacrifices at those local sand dunes that I showed you.’ He turned towards her. ‘See what I mean? The Maasai are the Maasai. I wouldn’t like to predict how they will respond to this incident.’

She had never known Christopher say so much.

‘What’s that noise?’ she said, after a pause.

‘That moaning sound, you mean?’

She nodded.

‘It’s the whistling thorn.’

When she frowned, he added, ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’ He waved to the guard, Aldwai, to show that he was making a move, and stepped over to some acacia bushes. He pointed. ‘Whistling thorn, Latin name Acacia drepanolobium. Look, see these spikes growing out of the branches? They are two to three inches long and very sharp. But look also at the bulbous bases.’

He pointed to a brown-red bulb about the size of a golf ball, also with a thorn growing out of it. ‘In themselves these are quite succulent, but watch.’ He pressed the narrow neck of the water bottle he was holding against one of the bulbs. After a very short delay, swarms of ants emerged from a series of holes in the skin of the bulb.

‘Uggh!’ breathed Natalie.

‘Yes,’ said Christopher with a chuckle. ‘Whistling thorn is a perfect example of symbiosis, which is why the Maasai revere it so much. The plant allows these biting ants - and believe me they are  biting ants - to live in its bulbs because when herbivores, giraffes especially, feed on the bulbs, in next to no time they get a mouthful of biting ants, and then they don’t come back. The thorn provides a home for the ants and the ants provide protection for the thorn.’
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