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			Prologue

			Russian Taiga, Winter 1992

			Oy, moroz, moroz . . .

			Oh, frost, frost! Don’t freeze me . . .

			. . . My wife is of the jealous kind . . .

			Oy, moroz . . .

			As he sang, Dmitry knotted the snare rope tight around the tree base. No matter how drunk he was, he could make a faultless bowline knot – one that tightened when pulled, but could be easily released. Swaying now, Dmitry paused in his song as he surveyed his work. A snare is a thing of beauty, he thought. Elegant, brutal, simple. Around this small clearing, formed by a fallen Korean pine tree, he had laid four snares. This was the last. With a little brushwood and snow, he covered the metal ring with its coil of steel wire and plate for the tiger to stand on. Then he swept the area clean of footprints.

			‘Careful, Yana!’ he said to the peach-coloured terrier sniffing round the fire. ‘Hope you were watching where I put them.’

			My wife, such a beauty,

			Awaits my return,

			Awaits in sadness.

			I’ll return home at sunset, embrace her . . .

			Oy, moroz, moroz . . .

			Returning to his seat made from a stump, and his bottle, Dmitry did not pause in his singing – or rather the saw of breath across the polyps of his larynx – until the flames of the campfire sank and freezing air began to jump. It was like tens of Jack Frosts, leaping and landing, but, instead of a brush for his designs, each carried a khanjali blade, like the deadliest of Cossacks, slashing at the skin.

			Yana, as always, refused to climb on to his lap. There was very little room, with Dmitry’s belly bulging towards his knees, and by this point in the day Dmitry’s breath was fiery with spirits. He patted his lap, wanting her warmth to delay the moment when he’d have to go and get more wood. ‘Come on, girl!’ he urged, but she twirled a little distance away. ‘Humph,’ said Dmitry, lighting a cigarette, taking several seconds to align flame and tip.

			Dmitry was a man with a plan.

			He was going to be rich.

			‘Very soon!’ With these words, Dmitry hauled himself from the stump, grabbed his axe and weaved his way heavily through the snow into the trees.

			‘Oy, moroz, moroz,’ he sang. ‘Don’t freeze me . . .’

			Yana bounced after him, ears like blinks, her snout aloft like a flare. The snow was just that bit too deep for her.

			Dmitry carried an armful of branches back to the fire. Splashing the flames with vodka, he took a warming swig himself, then strode a few admiring times around the shelter he’d made. It was a pathetic structure, consisting of a piece of rusted corrugated iron which he had found poking from the snow. He’d leant the iron against the immense fallen trunk and piled twigs and brushwood on it, weighed with branches, then he’d chopped more branches to block the end, creating what was basically a crawl space. It was woefully inadequate against the elements, but he was not going to be here long. The plan demanded only virility and courage, and these were Dmitry’s finest qualities, eclipsing any practical deficits. And he had Yana to keep him warm. The dog regarded the shelter suspiciously.

			A few metres ahead hung a deer carcass, purple and immobile, slowly freezing into rock. It was bait for the tiger, but he was having to eat from it himself now. He hacked a piece off, holding it in the fire while it hissed and dripped, then he chewed and swilled it down with vodka. He chucked a piece to Yana.

			‘Come on, tiger!’ he yelled into the thickening dusk. Silence banged after the words. Dmitry sat down, facing the deer carcass, with his gun cocked and ready on his lap. Yana rested her snout on her paws, beside the fire.

			Dmitry didn’t like to be alone. In the village he always had company, someone with whom to toast his forthcoming wealth. The vodka made Dmitry’s goal seem easily attainable, but did make the details hazy. Also, he was tired. Waiting for a tiger was hard work. And, staring into the dark, examining it for signs of the beast – well, it turned a man’s attention into a worried dog, tied to a pole. Ducking, blinking, darting. The vodka hammered at his wakefulness.

			Eventually, Dmitry yawned and scooped Yana up, her hind legs flicking with displeasure, and lowered himself with a grunt into the shelter. It was lined with brushwood, and he had a pine branch thickly endowed with needles and twigs to pull over the doorway. Inside the tiny space, man and dog rustled for comfort. Dmitry’s breath soaked the air with alcohol. Beside him was the rifle, loaded, ready to go.

			It was of course better to be awake when trying to kill a tiger. Dmitry conceded this, but if being awake was not possible, then he could rely on Yana. Dogs can hear a tiger from some distance. She would bark, wake him, and he would grab the rifle, burst out of the shelter and blow the tiger’s brains out. The tiger would be caught in a snare, which would make the whole thing easy.

			Then the only consideration would be whether to skin the tiger there and then, or drag it back to the village, where he would have help, but would have to share his earnings. It depended, of course, how big the tiger was. If he were to capture the king tiger – well, it would be immense. He’d heard the king could weigh as much as 400 kilogrammes. It could be four metres long without even including the tail. He could afford to be generous. These were exceptionally soothing thoughts, even through the cold, and Dmitry passed out peacefully, gripping the dog to his chest. Yana whined and gave up.

			When he woke, Dmitry was so stiff and numb that he wondered briefly if he was dead. Yana was gone from his arms. He cursed as he pushed the branch from the entrance and stuck his head out. ‘Yana!’ he yelled across the snow. Branches fell from the shelter as Dmitry wriggled his bulk free, stumbling on to the churn of footprints outside.

			‘What the fuck?’

			A smear of blood with a scrap of peach-coloured fur lay a little way beyond the shelter. Dmitry spun round. The deer carcass also was gone. His fire was completely destroyed. And pressed in the snow all round the shelter, right up to it, were copies of the king tiger’s unmistakeably enormous pad, with its constellation of toe prints.

			Dmitry could feel his lungs blistering. The sun was hard and blank, like a god turned away. Hurrying to the snares, unease lurched in his gut. One, two, three, untouched, unsprung – and then, oh! The last one sprung, snow everywhere, a smattering of blood. And . . . what . . . ?

			The steel rope that had clenched the tiger’s paw lay chewed. The tiger had chewed through the steel rope.

			How the hell had it done that?

			Dmitry wrestled his gun from the shelter and fired it. ‘Tiger! Fucking tiger! Coward!’ How could it have come right up to the shelter, taken Yana and the deer, and not woken him? And, if he was so soundly asleep, why didn’t it kill him? Did it not know he was there?

			Of course it knew he was there.

			Through his hangover, shock registered, like a rock hitting the bottom of a well.

			He was trapped here, two days from the village, with no dog and no food. And a tiger that could chew through steel rope and seemed to have a plan.

			Dmitry scanned between the trees for the tiger’s tracks, saw them heading deep into the forest. They were speckled with blood. Following them would leave him vulnerable on all sides. No, he was better here, with his fire, his gun and his snares.

			The vodka bottle was miraculously still upright.

			With a trembling hand, Dmitry unscrewed the cap and steadied himself with a long draught.

			Man with a plan.

			The tiger would be back. (But when?)

			He just had to be ready.

			He looked across to the bloodstain. Yana must have wriggled free from his arms in the night. The tiger must have stayed downwind, snapping her up before she could even bark.

			Useless fucking dog. Better off without her.

			He cleared his throat and tried to focus on the day. The familiar shakes that arrived every morning now made the axe fall from his grip. There was a different quality to them this time. Something else, not just craving for alcohol, was making his hands tremble. But he was not afraid. No, siree. This tiger had made a big mistake.

			‘A big mistake!’ he yelled, but his voice snapped at the end, like a brittle twig.

			Should he move the snares? He decided against it, instead devising a programme to break the day and keep himself awake. Time to find another deer, or something to eat. He would stock up on wood. Dmitry gulped another drink and stared defiantly into the forest.

			‘I’m here! You fucking pelt!’ he yelled into the trees. The vodka had warmed him up now, and he was exhilarated. The king tiger. What a prize. It should have killed him while it had the chance. It wouldn’t get another.

			*

			Purpose. If one word could express the king tiger’s sweep through the trees towards Dmitry’s camp, this was it. The king was enormous, passing this quality on down his line to his daughter, and so extravagantly beautiful that he seemed to have burst from another world. Yet there was not a wisp of waste upon him. Every hair was the right length, every stride absolutely adequate to the demands of the moment. Should he need to break into a sprint, he could cover the ground at seventy kilometres an hour, but there had been barely five times in his life when this was necessary. To sprint opens up possibilities for prey; it’s almost an admission of failure. Boar can twist through the trees with the fluidity of the wind. Once speed is unleashed, it’s all the tiger has. Before that moment, he has purpose, incarnated as stealth.

			The king had never hunted a man before. Most of his vast territory lay beyond the reach of them, encompassing a huge tract of untouched taiga. Also, the king knew about guns. Their ability to injure and destroy from a distance had travelled deep into the consciousness of every forest animal, to become in some way genetic, like knowledge of the rivers and the best places in the forest to find the pine nuts that were, like plankton in the ocean, the source of all life. The king understood the truth that lay behind the gun: men were fleshy and defenceless aliens, who tried, but failed, to master his kingdom.

			It was approaching dusk, two days after the king’s initial visit to Dmitry’s camp. The delay in his return would have disorien­tated the hunter. The shelter was poorly placed, surrounded by dense woodland that afforded the tiger total camouflage.

			The tiger slid through the gloom, like a shark.

			If we were to have the misfortune to encounter the king at this moment – misfortune because it would be the last thing we would ever encounter – we would be paralysed with wonder that a creature so immense and bright, before whom all creatures fled, was possessed of such oceanic stealth. In the king tiger, the majesty of the forest became corporeal. The sun and moonlight, the stars and shadows, the complexities of striations and ancient rings upon the trees, the shadings of snow and earth – the king swept all these into his shape. To encounter him was to witness a fundamental truth: all natural things are incarnations of each other.

			All, that is, except human hunters. Flimsy, ill-suited to the forest, they were incarnations of nothing. The king understood this about them, and this honed his approach. The hunter exists outside nature. He changes nature to suit himself. He burns it, chops it, digs it, destroys it. He disguises his own weakness with things he has made: snares, traps, guns. He fills the forest with copies of himself, as in the teeming village where recently one of the king’s tigresses was taken and killed.

			As the king approached Dmitry’s camp from the back, he made no sound at all. Had he made a sound, it would likely have been drowned out by the hunter’s wailing song, which faded as night closed in and Dmitry’s resolve to stay awake weakened. ‘Tiger!’ he called periodically. ‘Come here, you fucking coward!’

			The snare had cut the king’s paw and he had bled, but fortunately the temperatures mitigated against infection, even as they slowed healing. If this was summer, the wound would have been infested with maggots within hours. The snare was really only adequate for a boar. For the largest cat on earth, it was an annoyance.

			The tiger’s tail flicked as if propelling him through dark waters. It flexed to balance his tilt through the trees.

			How could something so massive make no noise?

			When the forest manifests as a tiger, the transformation is perfect. Noise is an imperfection, and it has no place here.

			The hunter was poking the fire, mumbling to himself. The rifle was in his hand.

			It was pitiful, really, that the hunter did not understand that the king tiger owns everything in the forest. He is the forest. To maintain a territory of such immensity, every transgression must be avenged, boundaries must be ruthlessly enforced. This was essential to keep the king in his place at the apex of existence.

			The tiger’s skull, looming now behind Dmitry, would fill a man’s arms. His magisterial face took on the stillness of a god.

			Here, the king tiger left the magnificence of the shark behind. Here, he left behind every creature on earth.

			If you take something of mine, I will come for you.

			That is dominion.

			The king crept over the log.

			Dmitry was not a sensitive man, and what senses he had were dulled by years of vodka consumption. What remained was sentiment. Dmitry was a very sentimental man. He was weeping fat, inebriated tears now. For his dog, for his mother, for the prostitutes whose names he never knew.

			It was as if the log offered itself to the king tiger. It seemed to lower itself, as the beast slithered silently over it.

			A tiny sigh. A lump of snow, breaking.

			Dmitry stopped sobbing.

			He turned on his stump.

			Perhaps he was the luckiest man on earth. For time stopped for Dmitry. The king tiger opened his jaws, fangs splitting the dark like lightning. There was no time for fear. No time for Dmitry to raise a gun. No time for anything at all. Just an eternity of gazing into the face of the divine, experiencing in his blood and in every cell of his body the true natural order.

		


		
			Part One

			Frieda

		


		
			One

			It was bound to happen that one day I would consume too much at work, and my façade would drop, and it would all be over. I had become exceptionally practised – the pharmaceutical-grade morphine ever-so-carefully pilfered, sham-ordered. Using in my favourite toilet cubicle, out in the animal house, where no one would notice anything. The syringe out of its packet, carefully disposed of in the animal-house rubbish, and the swift pinch to the skin. Then rest. It was the rest I craved. With the tiny, carefully calculated dose of morphine, I could rest while I was working. It seemed not to have much effect on my ability to interpret statistics, even less on my snapshots and meticulous notes on the bonobo facial expressions, which I homed in on with the cameras from inside the studio.

			Also, something about me in my resting state seemed to calm the bonobos. The elderly matriarch, Zaire, would wander up close to me as I leant against the bars of the sleeping area. I wasn’t meant to be there during the period of a study, because being too present, too close to the bonobos, of course altered the results. Just as in physics, where the act of observation changes the behaviour of light, making it become waves or particles, as if to please the viewer, so it is the same with the bonobo and the researcher who makes her observational status known. But I loved Zaire, and she loved me, and towards the end of this period of resting at work, I began not to care so much about what I should or should not do. It was important not to be caught, but even that grew less pressing. I went further, and began to creep into the enclosure at night, to lie on the column of hay bales, always taking care to be out of the range of the C.C.T.V. The bonobos would sit nearby, chattering among themselves. Zaire would often come and sit beside me. She rested her hand on my arm once, and had I not been so numb I would have cried when she did that. I had no fear when I was resting. It was fear that I was taking a rest from.

			Often, during my secret resting sessions in the enclosure, I stared up at the black of the night sky. Were the bonobos interested in the stars? I wondered. Was it a matter of curiosity to them that, some dark nights, their familiar sky exploded in these countless pinpricks of light? Bonobos are intelligent and emotional in a way that humans can relate to and measure; they have a system of relationships that we might describe as a culture. They do a lot of deep thinking. They have self-consciousness too. Did they wonder what would become of them in the future? When they saw their old or sick companions fall ill and die, did they wonder what happened to them?

			I would argue, when the time came for such desperate arguments, that my rest trips into the enclosure had caused me to stumble on to something that was a vital part of our research. My discovery was that bonobos dealt with death as a group, with a kind of ritual. Such behaviour had not been observed before; the wild environment, deep in the Congo, is hard to access, and research into captive bonobos was relatively new. This was a reve­lation similar to what had recently been discovered in elephants. The territories of elephants are vast in the wild, and conditions impossible to replicate in captivity, so that their complicated mourning rituals had remained hidden for a long time.

			One of the bonobos was ailing. It sometimes happened this way, that the animal was born knowing it was in the wrong place, that its body was wrongly situated, that it was ruled over and defined by another creature. Such individuals never thrived. They could not shake off the truth that dogged them, that their life was somehow not real and not their own. Sometimes they developed actual illnesses, they were sickly and frail. But, even if they did not do this, they were runtish and lost from the beginning, and always, it seemed to me, waiting for the end, when the truth of their experience of themselves and the truth that resided somewhere in the world, in the starry sky perhaps, would be reconciled.

			This was Dembe, a young female bonobo, great-great-niece of Zaire. She had taken, lately, to sitting in the dark, as if at the entrance to the underworld. The others had taken to leaving her there, no longer pulling her back into the group. Like a busy human crowd streaming past a beggar, she had moved to the margin of what the group could contemplate without unacceptable awkwardness. For the project, we were interested in what this signified. Dembe showed no visible distress, not that the C.C.T.V. could pick up, anyway, but when I was resting in the enclosure, I sensed something more. Lately, I had become possessed of a prey animal’s radar and was unable to resist the assault of fine emotional details. These were mostly unprovable, rendering me more like a dazed pilgrim recounting a vision than a scientist. Resting in the enclosure, I noticed the way Dembe’s eyes developed a distant quality, that was nevertheless quite peaceful, as if she were observing the group from behind glass. Her own mother, Kia, seemed to have forgotten about her, and mostly had her back turned. I knew she had not forgotten. Some feelings are unbearable. You have to turn your back on them. You have to rest.

			Dembe had died soon after, simply closing her eyes in the shadow, slumping a little against the wall, becoming in moments an effigy of herself.

			The bonobos seemed to know instantly that the death had occurred: a frisson went through the group, they called among each other, and Kia moved to the front and went close to her daughter. Her son, smaller and younger than Dembe, wheeled around her, grinning with square white teeth. From my resting place on the bales, I could feel their mood. Sticky. Violet. Goosebumps rose across my arms and chest.

			Next, Kia picked up a wooden vegetable box that her son had been whirling round his head, and threw it at the C.C.T.V. (from underneath, so that she was not filmed doing so – clever), shattering it. There was only my account of what happened next, which was so extraordinary, which no camera would have captured properly anyway. It was unfortunate that, by then, I was an unreliable witness.

			They carried the body to the centre of the enclosure, clearing space around it. Dembe’s body lay dark and indistinct, like a waterlogged spider.

			Again the sensation of their mood swam over me, raising the hairs on my skin. It was as if their feelings were leaching out of their open mouths and adhering to each other. I felt in my gut a sensation like a heavy old gate, or perhaps a mill wheel, breaking through rust in a downward action. There is something metallic about grief. Dembe’s life had oxidised, and all of us, we could feel that, we could taste it, like iron in blood.

			Now they ran round the enclosure, finding items to cover her with. A piece of sacking, broken planks, some branches. They were burying her. This is not unknown among species in the wild: bears, for example, will cover the bodies of their dead with soil. Why they do this is not clearly known. But no one had observed this among bonobos. Zaire swung gracefully towards me on her heavy knuckles and hovered beside the bales. The others followed, the males a little more aggressive, pulling at the bales I was lying on. Eventually, Kia’s young son pushed me a little, his eyes like flashes from a knife. His hand, already the size of mine, pushed against my shirt like a ferret.

			More than anything, this wordless circling (wordless, but not without its grammar; the working-up to violence has a strict grammar, which some are born knowing how to read, and some born to write) reminded me of those pubescent gangs I used to run the gauntlet of, those boys who were already men enough to know that they were entitled to something of me, the space I walked through, as a precursor to the interior of my skin, which I had supposed was my own. I was afraid, and I carefully rolled off the bale. They ran towards it, shrieking, ripping it to shreds, then they scattered the hay over Dembe, until she was a mound in the centre of the enclosure, a haystack, a pyre. Who knows what they would have done in the wild, or if someone – me – had offered them a lighter.

			I had no lighter. I had nothing but the clothes I was standing in, my keys and pass, and a soreness in the crook of my elbow. They let me be, the mood grew sticky again, and they gathered in the corner of the enclosure furthest from the body. They huddled close, chattering. Kia wailed – bonobos cry – and a wave of exhaustion brimmed around me such that I simply had to curl up on the tiles and sleep.

			This was how they found me in the morning. I was blamed for shattering the C.C.T.V. I was blamed for the body covered in bedding. No one was interested in my witness statement. It was, of course, the last straw, because while I thought I had been managing my rest periods successfully, it appeared I had not, and my colleagues – especially Cosima, the self-righteous PhD student – had been observing me for some time.

			I argued passionately to the Institute H.R. and the head of department that the animals trusted me, that I saw things that the C.C.T.V. could never pick up, that my abilities were unimpaired. Admittedly, the theft of morphine and taking it at work was gross misconduct, I couldn’t argue with that, but, but, but . . .

			Professor Charlie Grace, my head of department and mentor, looked stricken at the meeting to inform me of my fate. I observed him curiously. His confusion was like my childhood watercolours when they got all mixed up from their little squares and the whole palette became a scramble of brownish purple, that nevertheless seemed to shriek its former incarnation from each square. The H.R. woman, Gina something, wore lipstick that seemed to turn blue as she spoke. We were in a claustrophobic ‘interview pod’. I tried to argue my case. The two planks of my argument were:

			1. My work had not been affected.

			2. This was the most contented and normal I had been since the unbearable events.

			At this point, I was unaware of the full dossier, compiled by Cosima, of my misdemeanours. My record in research could not be disputed. I was, and here I could not help a small, tender smile tiptoeing across my face as I looked at him, Charlie’s favourite. I was simply doing what I had to do in order to rest. I was, of course, extremely sorry and it wouldn’t happen again. I would find alternative sources of help, of course. We could all agree that stealing morphine and shooting up at work was unacceptable.

			I didn’t add the cry from my heart: But I am the best I’ve ever been!

			Nor the truth that clawed like a mole round the darkness of my brain: Morphine glued the scales back on my eyes.

			I knew my love affair with the blissful narcotic would have to end. I thought, deep down, Charlie must be sympathising.

			But his confusion and his cool were very alarming.

			They both listened to my well-articulated argument, and did not hear my well-suppressed truth. I sat back, aching. I added, ‘My God, though. What they did with Dembe. It was astonishing. Charlie, we should look into it more. Bonobo expressions of grief.’

			No one said anything. Charlie did not look at me. The discomfort in the interview pod was like nitrogen: inert, unbreathable, killing me.

			Gina gave a cough that rippled her satin blouse. ‘Our difficulty, Dr Bloom, is that the gravity of this offence circumvents any normal disciplinary procedure. We know that you have struggled since the . . . your . . . incident. At Professor Grace’s insistence, we have overlooked other breaches, because he assured us that you were on the mend, and reminded us – quite rightly, of course – of our duty of care. And, of course, we all hold you in the highest regard and affection.’

			Metallic eyeshadow a shade brighter than her irises orbited her eyes. It was very disconcerting. Her face seemed as big as the solar system, and I was gazing at two Saturns with their gaseous rings. I felt no affection from her, nor regard, of any height.

			‘But, you must see, the nature of what happened last night has to mean instant dismissal. You have not only committed an illegal act on the premises, but you have compromised our security and the results of the project. We like to think we can accommodate creative people and their eccentricities –’ here, Gina’s appalling smile revealed that she considered herself a fine example of a creative eccentric – ‘but it’s gone too far. You need help. Institutional help.’

			I gawped at Charlie. ‘Charlie?’ I said.

			My dear friend and mentor inhaled deeply and addressed his knees.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

			Outside, he said, ‘If you want a reference, I’ll do it for you privately. Let me know how you are.’

			I said, ‘Can I go and see the bonobos? Say goodbye to Zaire?’

			He shook his head. ‘They won’t let you back in, Frieda.’

			I liked to believe his eyes were wet as he hugged me and received my pass on its lanyard. He insisted that it was wrong to exit my career on the bus, so I stood awkwardly in the car park while he ordered a cab. When I got home, I rang him to clarify what had just happened. I almost asked, Has the worst happened? But of course the worst had happened already; nothing else was even close to being the worst. I didn’t really know how to categorise being sacked for gross misconduct from the job I loved in that pantheon; it was like organising my C.D.s in the order of how much they meant to me, when the house had long blown up.

		


		
			Two

			‘Look into her eyes,’ Charlie instructed long ago, right at the beginning, when I was just a student at the Institute. ‘When you look into the eyes of a bonobo, there is “someone home”.’

			I had done so, bending awkwardly at the glass where Zaire had come to meet me. All researchers were separated from the apes to protect them from our germs and to avoid distortion of our research. A human cold could turn into pneumonia in a bonobo. Zaire’s heavy-lidded eyes were set wide apart in the hairless recess of her face, and she had her head tilted back, seeming to consider me. I began to talk, but Charlie stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. ‘No need to say anything. Just look.’

			Her eyes were animated with an intelligence that made me feel quite nervous. I submitted to her gaze, not attempting to fill the space between us with words or interpretations, but trying instead simply to be present. Her face was relaxed and her lightly pink lips parted. In response, I felt a smile spread over my own features.

			Zaire got to her feet and terminated the interview with a great cackle. She spun on her knuckle and bounded out of the enclosure. Charlie smiled at me. ‘See?’

			I did see, and it made me uncomfortable. It was not measureable. It was intuitive, and frankly strange. I was glad of the glass between us, the unambiguous difference between us, and I was even more glad that our studies were all about their communication with each other. I had a clear sense that life operated much better with these divisions in place.

			Bonobos have only been recognised as a species separate from chimpanzees since the 1970s. Smaller, rarer, and temperamentally opposite to their violent cousins, bonobos are the only apes who have significantly mastered English words, concepts and sentences. This ability has been demonstrated most famously by the internationally renowned bonobo Kanzi, who picked all these things up by being around human researchers who were teaching his mother. Bonobos live in a matriarchal society, and are highly sexed and also very gentle. They are the only primates apart from humans to have sex face-to-face and for pleasure.

			I joined the project at the Institute for my PhD. This was to study, over generations, the communication of bonobos, its auditory and bodily patterns. Unlike academics who had worked with apes before, we were not focused on trying to teach them our language and ways of speaking, but to try to decode how information and knowledge were passed among a group and down the generations. My own area of research became focused on the ‘peeps’ emitted by baby bonobos, which, on analysis, seemed very like human baby preverbal noises, being often context-free – that is, not related to a particular need or emotional state.

			Among the questions we sought to answer were: Did the apes pass on the skills and information they had learnt in captivity? Was their ability to make tools innate, but the specifics of what tools might be made dependent on their environment and their communication with each other about that environment? Did they, indeed, have what we might term a language? The experi­ments we devised offered them new ways of interacting, to see if these would become adopted group-wide and passed down. For instance, we taught Zaire (via television) to make a ham sandwich – a food she really enjoyed. Would she pass the skill on? (Answer: no, but she did make more sandwiches to share.)

			All this was done by quiet observation via camera and from behind the glass. To record the baby ‘peeps’, I set microphones around where the bonobos were nursing, and I analysed the range and type of the sounds, and the detail of the context in which they were emitted. It was painstaking statistical and observational work, to which I had contributed the ten years of my career so far, and it necessitated no physical contact, no relationship. We sought not to complicate our results with interpersonal relationships. This was what discredited the attempts to prove that bonobos could learn human language: the researcher had become so close to the bonobo that interpretation became something more cloudy.

			Watching films of Kanzi made me feel sad. Genius at adopting an alien culture, he seemed demeaned, even as he excelled. Knowing concepts, being able to signal a sentence on his message board, did not give him more agency. He seemed more isolated and dependent on his human companions, reduced to a highly accomplished performer in our world, and an incomprehensible alien in his own. I was fascinated instead by the bonobo world, which, to me, even in the amputated version we allowed them at the Institute, was immensely complex.

			Other work of the project included documenting the minute and fleeting changes of expression across bonobo faces and recording particular vocalisations. Once, during a quiet afternoon, I had played with speeding up and slowing down the recordings, and heard, to our amazement – I had called Charlie in and he had stood, dumbfounded – the words orange, baby, Frieda, clearly spoken, picked up by the bonobos and repeated through their completely different vocal system at a much higher, distorted pitch. They used the words much more flexibly than their real meanings allowed. Frieda did seem to be a recognition of my name, but also was addressed to any female in the group. This became another strand of our study, another example of how these highly intelligent creatures used any aspect of the environment as a tool for themselves.

			The world of the Institute and the bonobos was my world. And I excelled: I won funding and became tenure-tracked. Charlie and I talked about how we might expand the project’s work to look at the unexplored notion of interspecies communication, which he felt was so powerful. I preferred the clear bubble of the research we were already doing.

			Inside the certainties of scientific research, it was clear where I fitted, and where everyone – individual bonobos included – fitted in, too. If, however, we became creature facing creature, with no rules of engagement, no familiar landscape, I was unsure how I would function. If you have grown up, as I had, outside a family unit – how coy that looks, but I was always ashamed to say the word orphan aloud, even to myself – the correct way to be in the world has likely never been taught. The project gave me a framework, inside which I could learn, contribute and be connected. If pressed, which I never was, I’d have said I’d had no childhood. I was a blank slate of the wrong kind, and how askew it could have all gone. The lives of people like me generally veered away from order, from success, as if that original depth charge of loss set off a gradually swelling tsunami of consequences, which in the end could not be resisted. I knew I was lucky. How many people like me find a place where they can belong and thrive? I was grateful every day for my simple life, its answerable questions.

			But then, one day, the ordered world as I knew it was smashed apart, and I was expelled into chaos, reaching out wordlessly to another creature as I fell.

			POLICE INCIDENT REPORT

			CASE NUMBER: 12748PX

			ATTENDING OFFICER’S NAME: Carey Munro

			LOCATION: Spikers Subway, Parkerton, London

			DATE AND TIME: 08.08.10, 00.57 a.m.

			EVIDENCE: Shattered mobile phone (Exhibit 1). Skull fragment (Ex. 2). Orange wool hat, bloodied (Ex. 3). Wallet (Ex. 4). Photographs taken at the scene (Ex. 5).

			The Parkerton borough of North London lies north-east of Haringey. It has a mixed population, with communities of Polish, Romanian and Turkish immigrants, and also many students and other young single people who have moved out of the centre for affordable housing. There is a high proportion of single people in private rented accommodation. There are several streets of large residential homes collected around the Momentum Park. There is a council estate at the northern boundary. There is a moderate incidence of drug-related crime, concentrated in the council estate and the residential area. The borough is not served by a Tube line, but is well connected with buses. The various communities are settled and mostly harmonious, with their own shops and streets that they have gravitated to. It is not a high crime area overall.

			Spikers subway runs under the small Greenblatt roundabout, at the western boundary of Parkerton. Greenblatt roundabout used to be the transport hub into the area, but has been superseded by the bus terminus, further into Parkerton, which also has a shopping centre. This is where the main subway is located. Spikers subway does not have C.C.T.V. It is usually quiet, especially at night; the bus terminus is where most people disperse from. It is not well maintained, nor well lit. On the night of the incident, there was a storm with torrential rain, which caused some flooding on the main road, resulting in the late bus terminating early.

			I was called to this incident at 00:45 on Sunday morning, 08.08.10, from where I had been patrolling the residential area around Momentum Park. It was raining heavily. I arrived before the ambulance, which was delayed due to the flooding. The victim was lying beneath an unlit street light, curled up on her left side, twenty feet in front of the subway entrance, in a pool of blood (Exhibit 5.1). The blood was spread by the rain down a slight incline in the concrete and was pooling at the blocked drain, some ten feet beyond. The concrete was cracked and overgrown. There were weeds growing out of the cracks. The victim had fallen on to a clump of foxgloves sprouting from a ridge. There was nobody in the vicinity. A call to 999 had been made from a phone box at the other end of the subway, but the person who made the call had gone, and also refused to leave their name. I immediately called for backup. The scene was very dark, lit only by a dim ceiling lamp within the subway and a street light thirty feet away. There were other lights in the subway, but they were all broken. The external tiles of the subway were chipped and broken and there was extensive graffiti on the walls inside and out. The street light beneath which the victim lay was long smashed. I took photographs.

			The victim was female and was breathing but not responsive. She was white, with shoulder-length dark hair in a ponytail. The ponytail was held with a black velvet scrunchie, sodden with blood. She was five feet, five inches in height, and of slim build. Her eyes were closed. I lifted an eyelid and the eye rolled upwards. Mascara was running down her face, washed by the rain. She wore no jewellery, neither earrings nor rings. Her ears were not pierced. She had blue eyes and freckles over her nose and forehead. She had a slight overbite and pronounced cheekbones. I could smell alcohol on her breath. My torch showed she was wearing a navy mac and, beneath it, a dark green evening dress, clear tights and black high-heeled shoes. She was extremely wet. A phone was smashed twelve feet away (Exhibit 1). In her right mac pocket was a wallet with an Oyster card and a bank card with the name Dr Frieda Bloom. There was no cash in the wallet. There was nothing to show her age, which I estimated and was later confirmed as thirty-three.

			There was no sign of a struggle or an attempt to run: her shoes were still on, though the right one was only attached at the toe. Her hands were around her head, as if she had grasped her skull as she fell. I checked under her mac and palpated for further injuries without moving her. I checked her ribs and pelvis and her back. She seemed to have two injuries: the one causing the blood flow was to her head, on the side against the ground; the other, found when I lifted her head, was to her hand on the left side – a deep graze across the knuckles, with dirt from the concrete pressed in it.

			I shone my torch on to the head injury. Parting the mass of blood-matted hair I discerned a fracture, consisting of a deep dent, approximately two centimetres wide, consistent with a blow from a hammer. The effect on the skull of such a blow is like a rock on to ice, with cracks radiating from the central wound. Feeling these beneath my fingertips, I judged that this was a wound serious enough to be life-threatening. Blood was streaming from it. I pressed my hand to the hole, in order to stem the bleeding. At that moment, the victim opened her eyes and looked at me. I said, ‘Frieda, I’m a police officer. An ambulance is coming. Stay with me.’ She tried to push my hand away and replace it with her own. I told her my name and repeated that an ambulance was on its way, but she did not respond. She did, however, begin to cry, as if pain was just registering, but then her eyes rolled back again and she lost consciousness, and did not regain it while on the ground.

			At 01:12, the ambulance arrived and relieved me from my position of holding her head. At 01:15, officers Adam and Methuen arrived and taped off the scene and began to erect canvas over the area to protect it from the rain. I accompanied the victim in the ambulance to Whittington A & E, and later to intensive care, to continue my investigation.

		


		
			Three

			Surely not even Charlie thought I had left the building without taking something to keep me going through what would happen next – or, rather, what wouldn’t happen. My need to rest – deeply, and soon – was inflamed by the realisation that all was indeed over, that I really had been fired from my job, the only thing that gave meaning to my life. I swallowed a tiny spoonful in the toilet of my flat (why did I always use in a toilet, even when alone? A few minutes’ recognition of the addict I was, perhaps) and then went out into the garden, approaching a state of rest. It was a small city space, shared by all the residents, and was completely neglected, due to the residents being penniless young professionals or penniless old people. But there was evidence of it having once been a real garden in the shrug of the compost heap, the dock-overrun wildflower patch. What was impressive was that it contained a tree. No other gardens in the area had a tree. It was a yew, neglected and immense. How the neighbours hated it, with its ancient mass shrivelling their lawns, its obscene darkness.

			But I loved it. I had spent many summer afternoons dozing against it during my long recovery from the attack, eventually wearing the trunk shiny and making a shallow hollow in the earth at its base. I returned there now, sinking down, drinking in the soft must of the soil. Sunlight sprinkled through the spiky leaves.

			In my jacket pocket was something I always carried with me: a tattered card, folded in four. On the front was a grinning chimp (Charlie had been unable to find a card featuring a bonobo, at short notice) and inside, around the message Get Well Soon, were the signatures of all my colleagues.

			The card had been pinned above the bed during my weeks in the I.C.U. When the I.C.U. nurse slipped it into my hands, I laughed at the image – the first laugh of my new consciousness.

			Charlie had signed the card with an illegible squiggle at the bottom. No message. But there was a full stop after his name, oddly definite, making an indent in the card, as if a message had contracted into itself and become a singularity. For a long time, my vision was quite blurred, and I found myself gazing at the point after his name. I could not read, nor say much without exhausting myself, but the dot after Charlie’s name transfixed me. It was both something and nothing. My sense of my own size had become loose from its moorings; I had become like Alice in Wonderland. Sometimes I felt huge as a corpse, sometimes shrunk to a single blood corpuscle. Sometimes I was tiny enough to rest upon the edge of that dot and look into its microscopic abyss, and in those odd, visionary moments, I felt I was within touching distance again of meaning, intention, even comfort. And then I would pull back, like an animation speeding from the subatomic to the universal, and my withered eyes would burn. It was just a signature, and the dot after his name was not a statement of presence, but of absence.

			Above Charlie’s name, those of everyone else, with little love hearts (from Cosima) or encouraging messages. I loved to look at these names because this was everyone who was with me that evening, before everything changed forever. It was a dinner Charlie hosted to celebrate winning funding. The inside of the card was like a jumbled-up table plan from a wedding, that the couple might take out from time to time to remember. And I wanted to remember. I wanted so much to stay in before. The Institute, the bonobos, Charlie, my work . . . They were a life I’d made for myself. It was beautiful.

			In before there was no why. The why was more crippling than the actual bodily aftermath, which was the fragility of my skull and the blood vessels within it. Shifts of doctors had solemnly informed me, with scans to back it up, that I must never put my body under strain. I could have a brain haemorrhage at any time. For this reason, I must never attempt to have children. This was desperate information that I struggled to accept, but, still worse, the why metastasised through my thoughts, hardening into a great mass of the unanswerable.

			Why did I get so drunk that evening?

			(I was happy?)

			Why didn’t I wait for a taxi, as Charlie told me to?

			(An ending I didn’t want?)

			Why did Charlie let me go home alone?

			(I can’t come with you, Frieda)

			Why did my attacker choose me?

			(—)

			Examining it under the tree, I realised the card no longer comforted me. Perhaps exactly like a wedding table plan, stumbled on by one of the couple, now divorced, its reminder of another life was too painful. Not that I felt pain when I was resting. I floated above it, with detached interest, like a bird observing a raft heading for white water, with a human – me? – spreadeagled on top, clutching the drenched ropes.

			I tore the card up.

			Immediately, I began to panic, searching through the pieces in the dust, turning them over and over, searching for one name.

			Thoughts spilled over the racing edge of my mind, a panicky tumult of silences I longed to break, truths and lies that I no longer knew the difference between:

			I’ve been sacked; I’m addicted to morphine; I’m distraught because I can’t bear to leave the bonobos; I’m very afraid; since the attack, I can feel the bonobos’ feelings; we are connected, we are kin; a door of perception has opened; I’m doing really well; the attack is something I am over; I can move on without justice; the research is going really well and I am untouched emotionally; I’m going to be all right—

			Then, ‘Oh!’ as I found it, the scrap of card with Charlie’s signature upon it. How shrill I sounded, shrill and slow-motion at the same time. How a caterpillar would sound if it could talk. I tucked the fragment into my phone case. It was all that remained of my life before, like a piece of ash from a forest fire.

			One of my neighbours was advancing across the lawn towards me. It was Danda, the chain-smoking retired Anglican vicar. The toboggan of my thoughts collided with a drift, jolting me into clarity.

			Danda sat down opposite. Her taupe wrinkles opened into a beige smile. She had a lovely gravelly voice. ‘Something happened?’

			I realised I was leaning against the tree at quite an odd angle. I hauled myself straight. ‘I’ve been fired.’

			Her grey eyebrows curled gently upwards. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Not entirely surprised, though. Do you want a smoke?’ She held out the box. I didn’t smoke, but when Danda offered, I always said yes. I took two. When she offered the lighter, I shook my head and put both in my pocket.

			Danda was looking at me closely.

			‘I was fired once, you know. Well, as fired as you can be in the Church of England. I was subjected to cheap biscuits at an awkward meeting where no one said anything. And then the bishop gave me a new parish.’

			‘Why were you fired?’

			‘Gossip. Went around being a woman vicar who smoked and didn’t judge enough. The new parish was much better. Inner city. Everyone was too busy having a horrible life to judge me. They actually came to me for comfort. Me! Unbelievable. I stayed there till I retired. Best thing that happened to me, being fired. What did you do?’

			‘Shot up at work.’

			Danda had a laugh like stones dropped in a bucket. ‘Yep, well, that would do it,’ she said. Then: ‘Shall I call someone for you? Your parents, maybe?’

			I felt terribly confused, the way light sometimes got confused in the evening: little moons burning in hollows; dark bodies lumped on exposed areas of road.

			‘I grew up outside a family unit,’ I mumbled.

			At the Institute, my disconnected life had become integrated, like a molecule. But that was all gone now. Whether I uttered the word or not, from now on, orphan was going to hover around me like some kind of fucking hornet, making everyone who saw me recoil.

			Danda said, kindly, ‘I don’t understand what you mean.’

			I said, ‘My parents died in a car accident when I was five. Only my boss – my former boss, my ex-boss – even knows they are dead. I’ve been in foster homes and care homes. I haven’t had to say this for years and years. There’s no one to call. I must seem angry, but I’m not. I just haven’t been an orphan for a long time. And now I am again.’

			I looked up, it seemed, into the hard gaze of a bird. For a terrifying second, I was located inside myself, in all my fear and pain.

			Danda said, ‘Why don’t you come in? I’ll make us some dinner.’

			I shook my head. Suddenly, I was incredibly tired. As my rest wore off, exhaustion often set in, followed by jitters.

			‘Thanks for the cigarettes.’ I got carefully to my feet, steadying myself on the yew’s trunk, waved cheerily to Danda and set off to the flat.

			Inside, I poured myself a drink, some rather dusty port, which was all I had in the house. Morphine had lately rather superseded alcohol. Then I waited drowsily on the sofa for something to happen. My skin was deliciously warm from the sun.

			Twilight draped the walls and the floor; the street lights splayed into the room. I did not move for a long time. What would happen if I did nothing at all? If I simply stayed here, on the sofa, doing nothing?

			I gazed at the evidence of a life, before and after: the room’s piles of New Scientist and books, its geological layers of dust, and then the curtains I had inexplicably made myself, by hand, in one fevered night when I thought I would never sleep again, when it seemed clear that safety had to be made, over and over, with tiny stitches, all through the night.

			Maybe I should go to bed. It was, after all, the end of the day. I dragged myself into the bedroom and peeled off my clothes. In the poor light, I caught sight of a pale, bony woman, with hair that was wispy on one side, as if it had stopped growing. Our eyes met. Her pupils were so huge I could not see the colour of her irises.

			I lit one of the cigarettes Danda had given me. It tasted like old bad news in my mouth. Nevertheless, opening my lips carefully, I blew a perfect smoke ring. The bony woman in the mirror did the same. Mine rose, wobbling like sound, all the way to the ceiling. Its expansion was beautiful, slow as a mushroom cloud. The other Frieda’s smoke ring vanished at the edge of the mirror, leaving her gazing beyond the frame.
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