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It was only a dead ape. Patrick had seen dozens, one way or another. He’d seen them die naturally, of old age and disease–and heard the war-shrieks as they murdered each other. He’d watched them cannibalize their young.




But this was Rue, who’d been at Monkeyland since 1982–fourteen years. She’d been rescued after a tabloid ran shots of her, a powerful ape at a travelling circus, cowering in baffled misery while a trainer beat her with a riding crop.




Rue had grown old at Monkeyland. And Patrick, who knew better, couldn’t help but think of her as wise. It was her toffee brown eyes, her pursing, grey-haired lips; the unhurried way she sucked at half an orange.




That morning, Saturday, he found her corpse in a far corner of the enclosure. She was twisted up, her face locked in a death grin. The other chimps, alarmed by the spastic violence of her seizures, had retreated to the edges of the compound, leaving Rue alone to die. They were still there–softly grunting, curious–when Patrick arrived.






He knelt to inspect the corpse. Late the previous night, somebody–kids, probably–must have entered Monkeyland and thrown poisoned food into the A Compound. Perhaps Rue, most trusting of creatures, had been alone in accepting it; because only Rue, most trusting of creatures, had died.




Patrick knew that local kids gained entry to Monkeyland through a gap in the northern perimeter fence. One of the groundsmen had told him about it, in the very early days.




The gap was behind the adventure playground, far from the animals. Kids had been using it for years; the gap was fixed, they cut it open again. Sometimes on Sunday mornings you found cider bottles and lager cans and tacky splats of vomit, the occasional condom. It was a pain in the ass, but Patrick had let it slide. There was so much else to do before the next government inspection, so much else to worry about.




Now Patrick wandered along the figure eight of the footpath. But for the animals and the keepers, Monkeyland was deserted. It was closed for renovations and, because Rue had been killed, Patrick had given the contractors the day off.




Walking, he was watched by spindly gibbons that drooped from their rope-draped pillar. He passed the ring-tailed lemurs, the squirrel monkeys and the A Compound where Rue had lived and died. Finally, he arrived at the decrepit adventure playground.




There was a fort of rotting wood, from which hung slimy, frayed old rope swings. Tyres were secured to bending branches that couldn’t take their weight. There were rusty slides and a squeaky roundabout.




They’d closed the adventure playground to the public before Health and Safety got the chance. Seeing it depressed him. Always did; it was a waste of space and a waste of time.






He walked over to the wooden seating shelter. It was chicken scratched with graffiti, urine-stinking.




A dozen metres behind the shelter ran an overgrown hedge, which obstructed the hole in the fence. Kneeling at the hedge was Stu Redman, their local copper. He was based at Minehead police station–but Patrick had called him at home that morning, and Stu had come to Monkeyland on his own time.




Patrick said, ‘Anything?’




Stu looked up, surprised to see Patrick, or just surprised to be asked. He straightened, brushed himself off. Laconic, West Country, squinting.




‘Not much, mate.’ He pointed to a muddy footprint. ‘One of them was wearing Dr Marten’s. If it helps.’




Patrick laughed, sorely. ‘Cheers.’




Stu’s mockery, friendly enough, waned. He squinted at the drizzle-lashed playground. Toed at a crushed Stella can.




‘God knows why they come here in the first place.’




It seemed like such an effort, for such little reward–to drive out here to this gimcrack shelter, just to drink cider and smoke cigarettes and maybe do some necking.




‘I was in the desert once,’ Patrick said. ‘In a coach. No toilet. The way it worked, when enough men needed to go, the driver stopped to let them off. There was nothing around for miles, just sand and the road. And the men–do you know what they did?’




Stu shook his head.




‘They turned round,’ Patrick said, ‘and pissed on the wheels.’




Stu scratched his nose, considering.




‘I’ll have a quiet word round the village.’




‘But you don’t think it was kids?’




‘Ah, there’s a few local bastards, a few tearaways–tattooed Harries. But, be honest–if any of them wanted to kill a monkey, they’d most probably have brought their dad’s shotgun and blown its head off.’




Patrick looked at him, blinking.




‘They’re not that clever,’ said Stu. ‘As a rule. The kids round here.’




‘Right,’ said Patrick.




 




He and Stu walked back, their heads bowed in the rain. They shook hands near the Bachelor Compound, and Stu went home. Patrick crossed to the infirmary.




Jane was there, in the vet’s office. She’d been present at the morning’s necropsy. She wore faded jeans and shirt, old walking boots. Her hair was in a casual pony tail. She looked dressed for Africa. She always looked dressed for Africa; even in North Devon, in February.




She was slender, tall, suntanned. Years of squinting in the sunlight had left its mark at the corner of her eyes. Her hands were long and callused with hard work. Jane could tie knots like a sailor.




Patrick said, ‘So?’




She lifted her cup of tea and sipped. She looked at him from under her brow; shrugged a shoulder.




It meant, Who knows?




They didn’t speak until Don Caraway emerged, still dressed for surgery; all but the latex gloves. Behind him, Rue lay dissected on a stainless-steel table; unzipped from throat to pubis, still wearing that lurid death grin.






Patrick said it again, ‘So?’




Caraway was tall, hunched; sandy hair combed over a freckled scalp. Years before, if Patrick had been told the truth, he’d spent his spare time, and all his money, hunting the Loch Ness Monster. But there was nothing in Loch Ness, except perhaps some unusually large eels.




Caraway said, ‘I’m thinking some kind of rat poison–Warfarin, chlorophacinone, diphacinone?’




Jane said, ‘We treat for rats every day.’




‘Absolutely. We use Warfarin. And rats–I expect you know this–they leak urine, dribble it wherever they go. Scent trails and what have you. So I’m thinking, perhaps rat urine is contaminating the food supply. Perhaps Rue has eaten contaminated food–and she’s so old and weak, you know. A healthier chimp could take it.’




‘But it’s not that?’




‘No. it’s not that. Rat poison is slow-acting. She’d have shown symptoms–blood in the urine, nose-bleeds, bleeding gums. But she was asymptomatic.’




‘So, what was it?’




‘Not sure. But the symptoms–the vomiting, the defecating, the violent seizures…’




‘Yes?’




‘It looks like the effects of a rodenticide called Ten Eighty: sodium fluoro-acetate. They use it in New Zealand, to control possums. It’s got no odour, no taste, and it’s phenomenally potent in small doses. A few mils will kill you in a couple of hours. If you’re going to poison a chimp, that’s the way to go.’




‘So where does a kid get this stuff?’




‘I don’t know if a kid does.’






Patrick scratched his hairline, irritated. Jane patted his shoulder, nodded for Caraway to continue.




‘Ten Eighty’s a restricted substance. So first, he’s got to get hold of it. Then he’s got to survive handling it–and it’s dangerous stuff. Breathe it in, get it into a minor abrasion–just a scratch–and you’re in big trouble. Inasmuch as you’re dead.’




Patrick said, ‘Don, you’ve been round here for years. Has anything like this happened before?’




A contrite, curate’s grin. ‘Dogs blinded with air-rifles. The odd bonfired cat. Sheep with their throat torn out. Someone brought in a fox once–some sod had lopped off its front legs. But dead chimps? No.’




‘Jesus,’ said Patrick. ‘What a day.’




 




Monkeyland stood on eighty-five acres, close to the North Devon coast. It homed two hundred primates of nine different species–and two aberrant Spanish donkeys, rescued bonebags with slow-chewing mouths and sad eyes, who sometimes skittishly sidestepped when children grew too loud.




But its main attraction was the thirty-nine chimpanzees–thirty-eight, now Rue was dead.




They had chimps from Spain, Greece, France, Holland, Cyprus, Dubai, Israel: chimps that had been experimented on, used as props for beachfront photographers; chimps that had been driven insane by living in small apartments; that had been dressed in sunglasses and baseball caps and featured in TV sitcoms and advertisements; chimps that had been starved and beaten and burned with cigarettes. Several had arrived addicted to tranquillizers.




Visitors enjoyed this; it made the apes seem plaintively human. Visitors came to gawp, to coo and cluck at their reassuring captivity.




For years, those visitors had been rare, and declining–an endangered species–but still the animals had to be cleaned, and fed, and medicated; and still the people who did the cleaning and feeding and medicating had to be paid.




Monkeyland was failing. It had been failing when Jane decided to buy it, nearly a year before. She’d decided to buy it precisely because it was failing; she was like that.




They’d driven out one weekend. It wasn’t a long trip from their unhappy home in Bath–less than a hundred miles south-west–but Patrick soon lost his sense of direction. He unwound the window and smelled the sea. It made him happy. Always did.




Soon, Jane was pulling into Monkeyland’s car park. Patrick got out of the car, and anxiety effervesced inside him. It was a mid-June weekend, and there were only half a dozen vehicles in the visitor car park. Three of them were Hondas; old people.




Monkeyland’s perimeter wall was cracked and water-stained. The gate resembled a Soviet border crossing.




Inside, they wandered the sanctuary grounds, tracing the main path’s Mobius Strip, its eternity symbol.




The animals looked healthy enough, but their compounds were tired, and so were they. The orangs were listless. The capuchins crouched in watchful groups, munching on apple cores. Spider monkeys hung inverted from their beams, strung together like broomsticks.




Then Patrick and Jane reached the first of the two chimp compounds. This group consisted entirely of males.




Patrick watched them for a long while. His shirt-sleeves were rolled up in the sun and he wore sunglasses. He could smell the unease that radiated from the Bachelor Group–a murky air of damage and suspicion and scarcely restrained violence.




‘This, here,’ he said. ‘This group. This has got to be a mistake.’




‘Apparently,’ Jane told him, ‘none of them can integrate with the mixed group. Some of them are quite—’




Dangerous, she was going to say. Patrick had never been inside a prison, but that’s what he was looking at: the violent offenders’ wing. All those men in there together, left to fight it out alone.




Chimps were stronger than people–seven or eight times stronger. They had denser bones and thicker hides. In play, they chucked and flung, and slapped and playbit one another: a playful chimp could, with ease, badly injure someone it loved. A malevolent chimp could shred a human being like wet paper. And here were a dozen such males, turning their sullen eyes away from the scattering of bored visitors ogling them from behind a high wall.




He knew that such creatures practised rape, sometimes murder. He also knew he shouldn’t use those words; he was wandering into perilous territory. He wasn’t a primatologist. He wrote old-fashioned, unpublished adventure stories. He was a sidekick.




He said, ‘Christ, how do we deal with this?’




Jane grabbed the curved, concrete edge of the enclosure and watched as a small knot of males came together in a throwing, slapping, shrieking scrap that was followed, at some length, by sombre grooming.




‘The place is falling to pieces.’




He looked at the cracked and weedy paving, the dense and uncut hedges lining the dreary walkways, the rusting chain-link fences; the jerry-built jungle gyms, the chewed tyres on the pale, bald trunks of dead trees. And he looked at these half-crazed primates.






‘Come on,’ Jane said. ‘I’m bored.’




‘I’m bored, too. Let’s go somewhere. Let’s leave the country.’




‘I’ve spoken to Richard.’




Patrick had a feeling in his stomach, like descending in a lift.




‘Richard. Of course you have.’




‘He’s talking about a show. Two series, maybe three. Fly-on-the-wall. Following Monkeyland as it gets to its feet. A bit like The Park, but about the animals, not the boardroom.’




Patrick scratched his scalp. Fucking Richard, he thought.




‘It’s a good idea,’ Jane said. ‘It can’t fail.’




There was no point arguing; this is what Patrick had wanted–change and adventure. And it wouldn’t be for long; nothing ever was.




Jane looked around, expansively. ‘It was built by some mad old spinster, apparently. Biddie something. Born and died in Devon; never left.’




Biddie Powys–the kind of reclusive old woman who, a few hundred years earlier, might have burned as a witch–had endowed Monkeyland and her family home to an animal charity. That had been twenty years ago, and now the charity itself was struggling. It had offered Jane a good deal. Monkeyland would be hers, outright, and so would the house–situated on the coast, four miles beyond Monkeyland’s far perimeter.




In addition, the charity would maintain a decreasing level of funding for another five years.




‘That gives us enough time to turn it round,’ Jane had said. ‘Bring it into profit. Sell it and move on.’




‘Yes,’ said Patrick, with exaggerated patience. ‘But how much will it cost?’




‘Everything,’ said Jane.






 




And now they were here, and gentle Rue was dead.




Late in the afternoon, Patrick made a nest of Jiffy bags beneath his desk, curled up under his nylon parka, and went to sleep.




Charlie woke him at 8 p.m. Patrick blinked up, into his boy’s triangular face; the beardless chin, the high forehead. Charlie had a face which belonged to another age. All the scruffy hair in the world couldn’t mask it.




And he stood there now in Army surplus boots, jeans, parka–seventeen, the age Patrick’s grandfather had been, when he went to fight.




He said, ‘I brought sandwiches.’




‘Cheese?’




‘Corned beef.’




‘Corned beef.’




Patrick crawled out from under the desk and stood. His knees popped, as loud as it was painful.




 




An icy starfield suspended above them, they trudged the curve of Monkeyland’s main footpath, heading for the adventure playground. Faecal and urine odours drifted to them; the hot smell of life.




From the macaque cage came a sudden, shocked detonation–a frightened creature leaping to the safety of a high branch, to cower and watch.




Patrick and Charlie walked on, past the A Compound. In the pooled darkness, Patrick saw chimp movement, recognizable even in abstract. And he wondered at the boldness of Rue’s poisoner: it was so dark, and the still winter was undercut by furtive snuffles and sniffs, secret whoopings, the articulation of beasts.




Perhaps there was an ancestral memory of the creatures that had once hunted on English soil: wolves, bears, boar. Not chimpanzees. Chimps belonged to a far older habitat, an older region of the mind, and it was eerie, to hear them prowling and rustling and hooting in the Devon night.




He hurried to catch up with his son, and together they passed the donkeys and crested the incline. The adventure playground opened out beneath them.




They found a place close to the tyre-swing and sat. Patrick liked it, heel to haunch in the darkness with his boy.




Another hour of waiting–and they were startled from their meditations by movement; stealthy, sleek, quick. A fox. It came sniffing from the trees, skittering at an angle towards them. Then it caught their scent and stopped.




It stood there–slender and ribbed; a wild animal. Patrick supposed it came here to scavenge easy scraps. He felt for it; he felt sorry that he and Charlie had scared it.




He clapped his hands, once, resoundingly. The fox whirled and sprinted into the undergrowth.




Patrick stood. ‘Come on. Nobody’s coming.’




That was the problem.




 




Sunday was supposed to be his day off, and he wasn’t going to waste it. So he woke before dawn and crept around the creaky, higgledy old house, bundling his clothes under his arm, shivering, trying not to wake anyone.




Jane was in the deepest part of sleep: her cheek compressed on the pillow, her mouth budded open. She was breathing heavily, not quite snoring. He closed the bedroom door and, to pass the kids’ rooms, adopted a high-kneed, cartoon-sneak.




Having been up so late, Charlie would sleep until lunch. But Jo was an early riser, a dawn bird, and she enjoyed having a cup of tea with Patrick, the two of them sitting at the big wooden table in the cobwebby kitchen with the absurd and unlit old Aga. So he had to be quiet.




Downstairs, he pulled on his jeans, his walking boots, a sweater with frayed cuffs and a hole in each elbow. He was tall, strong, thickening, turning in places to flab. A bony face, vertically scored and notched. He wore gypsy hair, shaggy curls that tickled his neck. It too had been dark, once; now it was streaked with grey. And still, a pirate’s ring through his earlobe.




He grabbed a kagoul from a hook in the downstairs lavatory–a clutter of coats and piled, muddy shoes that always smelled unaired–and stepped out into the morning.




 




The house stood alone in its two acres, the colour of biscuit, in need of repair and paint. It was old, ridiculously big, and not well-maintained–its limestone was darkening with green lichen and damp and weathering. Two bats, pipistrelles, drew lightning loops and low dives over its crooked chimney-pots.




Patrick didn’t feel like its owner, nor even its custodian. He just lived there.




He tramped across the overgrown acre of rear garden, the wild grass wetting him to the knees. Then he stood on the rotting stile and craned his neck. He couldn’t see it–not over the hedge and through the bracken and past the oak trees–but he could feel the ocean.




He crossed the stile into the oak woods, through which ran the South-west Coastal Footpath.




Dawn gave the air a blue-cathode light. Low mist clutched at his knees; it caught like gauze in branches and pooled in moss-draped roots. He walked the squelching topsoil, the leaf humus. Low branches, cold with dew, whipped his face. Then he passed through the trees and walked along the open clifftop, the Bristol Channel calm far below. He hiked down to the salt flats, on and into Innsmouth.




Nearest the harbour, the houses were small, lime-washed; many were now holiday homes and weekend cottages which hugged the narrow belt of the cobbled main street. He followed its bends to the harbour.




The boat was at the weir, bobbing softly on the swell, and Captain Harry was already on board, smoking a roll-up and listening to Motörhead on a tinny portable stereo.




Patrick clambered on board and paid Harry in cash, up front. The boat chugged out on the pewter water, luminous with sunrise, and Patrick smelled the salt and the fuel and the fish and oily, half-rotten wood.




They fished for a while, their silence broken by the occasional muttered comment. Patrick caught some skinny mackerel. He gutted them, and Captain Harry cooked them over a Primus stove; the blue flame whipping in the wind.




As he ate, Patrick noticed a disturbance in the water, a wake that moved against the waves. He followed it, and saw two fur seals, swimming by.






He knew seals were closely related to dogs. And that’s how he thought of them in the fizzing instant before the water closed over their sleek wet heads: as dogs, swimming home. Because that’s where dogs always went, in the end: dogs went home.
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In the summer of 1979, Patrick was twenty-five years old and a junior reporter on the Bristol Evening Post. His Editor had told him to chase up a story on the white tigers of Bristol Zoo. Seventeen of them had been born since 1963, but most of them had died of a disease yet to be identified. Bristol was sentimental about its dying white tigers–so now and again, they made for an uncomplicated, effective bit of weekend copy.




So Patrick did as instructed. He picked up the phone and–after some waiting, some transferred calls, sitting at his desk making paper aeroplanes–he was put through to a zoo volunteer who might be able to help. She was a PhD student called Jane Campbell, and she sounded busy–but she agreed to meet him at noon tomorrow, by the polar bears.




That was a hot day. He’d wandered in shirt-sleeves through the ice-cream crowds, towards the fishy bleach stink of the polar bear enclosure. His dad’s old briefcase hung by its long strap over one shoulder.






He found the enclosure and looked around, craned his neck, stood on tiptoes. Then he saw a young woman sitting alone on a bench, arms tightly folded and ankles crossed before her. She’d been watching him. He approached her, a little flustered, breathless in the heat.




‘Is it…?’




She stood. She was as tall as him. Tanned. Taut muscles under the skin of her forearm. When she shook his hand, good and firm, her skin was rough as pumice.




‘Jane Campbell.’ She spoke like a soldier; clipped, no-nonsense, with a trace of accent he couldn’t place.




He followed her through the crowds. She had a soldier’s walk, too–brisk, erect.




They stopped at the tiger enclosure. Patrick had to speak up, over the noise of the punters and the low growl of the exhibits. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Imagine I don’t know anything about tigers. Why exactly are they white? Are they mutants or something?’




There were deep lines at the corners of her eyes–years of squinting in fierce sunlight. She was twenty-four, but seemed older. She’d tied her hair back in a pony tail, frizzy with split ends, like a fistful of wheat. She wore a T-shirt and jeans, Adidas trainers.




‘Or something,’ she said. ‘True albinos have no coloration at all. But if you look closely…’




He looked closely. The pale tigers were circling on lazy, padding paws; they braided slowly through one another, like cats against chair legs.




‘…you can see they have blue eyes. And the stripes are chocolatey. So what you’re looking at is chinchilla albinism.’




‘Spell, please?’






She spelled.




‘And how long have you been working with animals?’




She turned away from the tigers. Stood in the English sun, with the English crowds behind her. She didn’t belong there, and Patrick remembered that he didn’t belong there either. He thought of sitting near the docks, kicking his legs, watching the ships cast off.




She said, ‘Why?’




‘Background,’ he said. ‘For the story.’




But it wasn’t.




 




He took her to a pub on King Street, the Llandoger Trow. In the Llandoger, Daniel Defoe met Alexander Selkirk, whom he later recreated as Robinson Crusoe. And it was in the Llandoger–fictionalized as the Admiral Benbow–that Jim Hawkins unlocked Billy Bones’s chest, thus discovering a fateful map of Treasure Island. The Llandoger was part of the mythology that clustered and barnacled to this city, these docks.




Patrick had read Treasure Island many times. He’d grown up reading such stories–and Bulldog Drummond and Biggles and Doc Savage, too. A child, he dreamed of going to sea–working a passage to the West Indies, or to South America–an innocent among roustabouts and criminals, but a quick learner and a canny fighter.




Instead, he was a junior reporter who wore curly hair longer and shaggier than fashionable young men wore it in 1979–partly to hide the hoop of gold earring punched through his left earlobe. He wore a navy-blue suit with narrow lapels and carried his dad’s old briefcase, brass buckled and scuffed.




And he drank in this pub, which had been bombed by the Germans, then turned into a Berni Inn. It was itself again, now, though. It had been rescued from the twentieth century.




 




He bought her a pint of cloudy cider and set it down on the table. Then he set down his Dictaphone and pressed RECORD.




Their eyes locked. Hers narrowed, playfully.




He looked away, at his reporter’s notebook; spiral bound. Blank. A biro alongside it, chewed at the end.




He said, ‘So. Back to basics. Where did you grow up?’




‘Good question.’ She leaned back in her chair and knitted her hands behind her head. Stretched. Then she leaned forward again.




‘Nepal and Malaysia. Fiji, for a bit. But Kenya, mostly.’




‘Why Kenya?’




‘My dad.’




‘He was Kenyan?’




‘Nope. He was obsessed by the Tsavo lions.’




In surprise, Patrick spilled the head from his pint. He cursed and lifted his Dictaphone from the wet. He passed it to Jane, then hurried to the bar for a cloth to mop up the pooling bitter.




She said, ‘Are you quite done?’ and he nodded meekly, cloth in hand. Jane deposited the Dictaphone back on the table, shining now with drying loops and smears, while Patrick took the cloth back to the bar.




He knew all about the Tsavo lions. He’d read and re-read a book about them, rooted out from a junk shop in Merthyr Tydfil. In 1898, two lions had killed–and sometimes eaten–one hundred and forty men retained by the British East India Company to build a railway bridge. The lions were eerily prodigious predators. Many thought them agents of supernatural vengeance.






And now, before Patrick could think to restrain himself, he rattled off aloud the first passage of that musty, remembered old book:




‘It was towards noon on March the first, 1898, that I first found myself entering the narrow and somewhat dangerous harbour of Mombasa, on the east coast of Africa…’




Reciting it evoked sense memories, of being trapped in the wrong era, in the wrong country: longing to travel backwards in time, across oceans.




And now he was embarrassed, to hunger like a child for the kind of adventure this young woman took for granted. Her life was different, bigger than his.




He wanted a bigger life, too. And thinking it, he blushed. She saw, and acknowledged his discomfort with a tiny candle-flicker at the edge of her lips. ‘They’re strange-looking beasts,’ she said. ‘Huge things. Much bigger than normal lions. Longer. And they’ve got no mane.’




She sipped cider.




‘My dad’s had a lifetime of obsessions,’ she told him. ‘The Tsavo lions are just the latest and the longest. So far.’




To be close to the lions’ descendants her father–Jock–had acquired a facsimile Georgian manor, erected years before by some nostalgic expatriate. Two years later, he owned and was running a safari park. He named it ‘Lion Manor’. And that was where, since she was twelve, Jane had grown up.




A number of famous people had stayed at Lion Manor, but Jane couldn’t remember their names. There’d been an American news anchor, some English actors. Perhaps a James Bond.




Patrick drank off his bitter and set down his glass. Then he turned off the Dictaphone.






She said, ‘Enough?’




He said, ‘Of course not.’




 




Saturday night, he went to dinner at her Redland flat. The walls were hung with tie-dye wraps and cheap Hindu trinkets; they belonged to Jane’s flatmate, a woman for whom time had evidently stopped when the Beatles split up.




Later, they went for a walk.




On the street, Jane took his arm. The night-time breeze, summer scented with diesel, blew in her hair. He’d known her for a thousand years. They’d been lovers, spouses, parents, in a previous life.




It was dark. The streets were all but deserted. They walked up to Clifton Downs, an area of high open grassland that overlooked the city. Bristolians would speak–wonderfully, he thought–of going up the Downs.




On one side, the Downs plunged into the craggy fissure of the Avon Gorge. A suspension bridge had been strung across it, hung with fairylights like dew on a web.




Here, they were close to the zoo. If they were lucky, they might hear the low rumble of the white tigers, growling.




They stopped and faced each other. They were a little drunk.




Patrick said, ‘How long will you stay?’




‘Not long.’




He blinked it away. He wished he hadn’t met her yet, that she was still in his future, instead of receding already into the past.




He wanted to reach out and grab her, fold her into him. But instead, he worked his hands into his pockets and blew the fringe from his eyes.




She reached out. Touched his brow.




‘All those curls.’




He needed to piss. There was nowhere to go but the bushes, and that was no good. You couldn’t piss in front of a woman before you’d kissed her; not if you wanted to kiss her.




‘So what, exactly, takes you back to Africa?’




She crossed her arms and kicked at the grass. ‘Well, most female field-workers are primatologists. Actually, it’s the only research field where women outnumber men.’




He nodded and frowned, wanting to look interested, needing to piss.




‘These women, they’re brilliant. They spend years watching the interaction of chimps, orangs, gorillas. But the data, the long-term observation, it doesn’t seem to be the point. It just makes for good publicity–these good-looking white women devoting themselves to their apes. And there’s a kind of racist undercurrent to it, a sex thing. It pisses me off, actually.’




‘So what are you studying?’




‘Hyenas.’




‘As in laughing?’




‘As in clitorises.’ She considered him sideways.




He said, ‘So what is it, with hyenas and their clitorises?’




‘She’s got this huge clitoris. I mean, it’s enormous–a real schlong – at least as long as the male’s. And she can erect it at will. Imagine that.’




‘Imagine.’




‘And she’s got a sack of fibrous tissue that dangles down–y’know, there.’ She nodded vaguely at his crotch; he erupted inside like an upended snowglobe. ‘It looks like, it feels like, testicles.’




‘Fibrous tissue?’ He thought about it. ‘Why?’




She clapped her hands. Someone–a stage-hand–had turned the arc-lights on behind her eyes.




‘Nobody knows! Not for sure. They’re used in greeting ceremonies. A hyena erects its dick or its clitoris–it’s difficult to tell which is which, even up close–and they have a good old sniff and a good old lick.’




‘For some reason, I was unaware of this.’




‘Most people are. But they shouldn’t be, don’t you think?’




‘Oh, definitely not.’




So they stood there, knowing it, until he muttered, ‘No wonder they laugh.’




She nudged him with her elbow–it was sharp, and she was strong. And then Patrick said, ‘Excuse me,’ and walked off to piss in the bushes; it was probably okay to piss in front of a woman who’d said clitoris, and dick and testicles, and schlong.




She stood with her back to him, unembarrassed, rocking on the balls of her feet, humming a tune he didn’t recognize and looking at the shining bridge, until he was finished. And then she unbuttoned her jeans and went for a piss too. She squatted in the bushes; the epicentre of a hiss, a rising cloud of steam, a whisper of relief.




 




On the afternoon of New Year’s Eve, they went for a walk in the Mendips, a range of limestone hills south of the city.




They wore bright kagouls and hiked through a low, milky mist to the flat summit of Beacon Batch, carpeted in damp heather, and set down by the cairn. Patrick had a flask of tea in his knapsack, and they passed it between them. He told her about the ancient barrows and forts littered around the grasslands below–the burial places of forgotten kings. He pointed to where Weston super Mare would be, were it not so foggy.




He knew she wouldn’t care about Weston super Mare; who would? But he wanted to show her things about England she didn’t know.




In his pocket, he had tickets to that year’s pantomime at the Bristol Hippodrome. It was Babes in the Wood, starring Jim Davidson and the Krankies.




Patrick believed Pantomime to be a window onto his nation’s soul; he was explaining this as she passed him back the tea and said, ‘I’m pregnant, by the way.’




He jerked his head–shocked and birdlike–to look at her. She lurched away, as if to avoid a head-butt.




‘Sorry?’




She excavated a pack of barley sugars from her kagoul pocket, popped one into her mouth and crunched it to shrapnel. ‘I’m keeping it. And blah blah blah.’




‘What about your field study?’




‘No change. I leave in February.’




There was a noise in his head like a vacuum cleaner.




‘You’re having the baby in Africa?’




‘People do.’




He laughed out loud, because she was better than him. It was a glorious feeling. Liberating and exhilarating. She finished her barley sugar, pleased.




He said, ‘You’re unbelievable.’






‘If I want a baby, I’ll have one.’




‘Do you want one?’




She hugged her knees. ‘Actually.’




‘Wow.’




She touched the back of his hand. ‘This isn’t your problem.’




‘Is it a problem?’




‘I don’t know. Is it a problem?’




‘I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s a problem.’




They had their backs to the cold stone of the cairn; England was spread below them.




He thought about Jane’s bedroom.




Its walls were bare, and she had thrown away the dank old carpet to expose the floorboards. There were bookshelves, an ugly Oxfam table on which sat a beautiful, beetle-green Underwood typewriter.




And there was an old trunk. It had belonged to Jock’s father; it was a dead man’s chest, manufactured in 1919 by Oshkosh of Wisconsin, and it was scaly with travel stickers. Patrick liked to sit on her messy bed and stare at them; they were sun-faded and half-peeled–Hotel Richemond, Genève. Cook’s Nile Service. Saigon Palace Hotel. Cunard White Star Lines Cruises. Train-Bleu.




In Patrick’s favourite adventure stories, there was always a sidekick. And now he knew that’s what he was–not Alan Breck Stuart but David Balfour; not Holmes but Watson. It was heady, finally to learn this. Sidekicks never instigated adventures. They were drawn into them. And here was his; after all those years of waiting.




They’d climbed this hill together in silence. Jane had worn a secret on her face which Patrick pretended not to notice, it was a happy look and he’d been happy too, to think he might be the cause of it.






But now he knew what she’d really been thinking. Before they even reached the foot of the hill, Jane had known that he’d go with her, to Africa.




 




Charlie and Jo were born in Kenya.




They were fine years. Patrick used the Underwood to type Jane’s research notes, and his unpublished adventure novels. And when the kids were old enough, he home-schooled them.




At first, he spent time chasing down books which followed the English curriculum–buying them from the English schools in Kenya, ordering them in from London. Then he gave up and made up their education as he went along. It was a good way to teach, and a good way to learn: Jo and Charlie spent time with each other, with their parents, and with all the people around them; and everyone they met contributed in some way to their schooling–the PhDs from Europe and America, the Kenyan men and women who worked with them.




Patrick was proud of his kids, and proud of the life they were leading. He liked to watch his barefoot son kick round a soccer ball with barefoot black boys and ginger-bearded zoologists–and he liked to sit with his daughter, outside, and watch the vast and uninterrupted night sky.




In 1984, Jane secured funding to study the Tsavo lions. Patrick suspected she did it to please her father, but he said nothing, and went with her.




But the post didn’t last long, because Jane, Patrick and the kids had to move to Lion Manor.






Jane’s father had been leading tourists on horseback bush tour when he suffered a God-almighty stroke and died at the edge of a dried-out water-hole, propped by a panicking tourist against a fever tree.




Lion Manor was Jane’s inheritance; they stayed for three years, preparing it for sale. They leased one of the Manor’s several islands to a chimpanzee rescue charity, then sold the Safari Park as a going concern and, eager to be free, spent the money part-funding a palaeo-anthropological dig on the coast of Kenya. But all the dig proved was their inability to handle finance. And so, eleven years after leaving, they returned to Britain.




By now, Jane had acquired a small reputation for unusual field projects, which was how she secured a position studying a colony of Tuatara living in freakish isolation off the North Welsh coast. Tuatara were a lizard species unique to New Zealand. Nobody had the first idea how they’d come to be on the wrong side of the world.




The family lived in a coastal, whitewashed cottage. Patrick loved to be near the sea, and at least Wales wasn’t England. The kids went to the local school. In spring and summer, they walked or cycled. In winter, he drove them in the old VW estate–leprous with Greenpeace and WWF and surfing decals, rusted round the wheel-rims, orange as a lollipop.




Jo wanted to be an astronaut, and because astronauts had to be fit, she and Patrick went on after-school rambles and beachfront sprints.




Patrick kept house, wrote books, sent them to publishers, kept the rejections. He grew vegetables. He compiled and typed-up Jane’s notes, first with the old Underwood, then with a computer bought second-hand from the local Classifieds. He kept on top of Jane’s correspondence. He travelled to local libraries, historical societies, document collections, searching out mention of some local traveller’s return from New Zealand with a basket of exotic lizards. But he found nothing.




 




While they were living at this very cottage, in something not far from poverty, Jane took a call from a man called Bob Todd.




Todd worked for a West Country safari park that had just been taken over–and he knew what Jane had achieved, turning round Lion Manor. So he drove his shiny Rover all the way to the little whitewashed cottage on the Welsh coast, just to meet her. Bob Todd was just about as keen as mustard.




He and Jane sat in the little kitchen and talked. Bob Todd showed her a folder, full of glossy photographs and bullet points. And he offered her a proper job, with hours and a salary and sick leave and holiday entitlement–her first, ever. Then Bob Todd drove away again, with a cheery toot of his horn.




Jane took the job. They needed the money; it wouldn’t be for long.




Patrick wanted to go back to Africa. He missed the light. He wanted to write a novel about pirates. Instead, they moved to Bath, where the light came in weaker, dissipated, at an English slant, and it was impossible for him to write much of anything.




 




Bob Todd had permitted a fly-on-the-wall documentary crew to film the park’s management takeover: they’d record the slumberous boardroom combat, the behind-the-scenes crises, the ear-tugging, the glance-averting.






The Park was a moderate hit, at best; four half-hour episodes tucked away on BBC 2. But Jane was bigger than it. Viewers liked her; they liked her unsentimental devotion to her animals, and they liked her khaki shorts and Caterpillar boots.




In episode four, during a marketing meeting, the camera lingered on her face as she struggled with her contempt. All around her, fat men with five o’clock shadows and cufflinks pronounced balderdash and bullshit, their nervous eyes flitting sideways to the single recording lens.




The episode faded out on that same face, stoic as the vet administered a lethal injection to a sick lion. Jane’s jaw was clamped and her eyes didn’t waver from the table. Intended as an arch editorial comment on the state of the safari park, this was the moment that made her television career.




That Christmas, she appeared in a popular woman’s magazine–the kind you buy at the supermarket checkout. She was wearing a party dress, smiling for the camera. TV’s Jane Bowman says LOOK AT ME NOW! She was laughing and twirling; showing some leg, some teeth.




She said to Patrick, ‘Why not?’




‘Why not?’ said Patrick.




 




In 1991, she was invited by The Park’s producer to co-present a series of wildlife documentaries. The producer’s name was Richard.




Jane resigned her post at the safari park; it was doomed anyway. She said, ‘What the hell.’




‘What the hell,’ said Patrick.




So he and the kids remained in cultured, decorous Bath while Jane and Richard–and his two-man crew–went to Morocco, Gibraltar, Spain, Greece, Turkey, filming hungry donkeys, sad-eyed spider-monkeys, traumatized baby chimps–and Koukla the bear.




Jane and Richard had the kind of on-screen rapport that cannot be faked. They wandered, side by side, affecting to ignore the camera. It was called chemistry; the show was called Zoo Undercover, and it was a big hit.




More was to come.
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