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‘Distinctive, unusual and absorbing’
– Anthony Quinn in the Independent

‘Boyd’s heroine Hope Clearwater sits on Brazzaville Beach, somewhere in post-colonial Africa and ponders her own past lives, one fairly recent, and one more distant … Boyd juggles the three time-zones brilliantly, maintaining the suspense in each with such skill that this novel, as intelligent as anything you’re likely to read this year, slips by like a thriller’
– John Morrish in Time Out

‘An unmistakable supernova with every conceivable virtue: it is beautifully written, evocative, compelling, full of humour and, at the same time, an intricate work of intellectual argument’
– Celia Brayfield in SHE

‘The real Africa seeps through these pages, in its garishness, in its physicality, in the half-sad, half-comic dereliction of its European technology wilting in the primeval heat’
– Christopher Hudson in the Evening Standard

‘Serious, provocative and intelligent, Boyd’s writing is endlessly receptive to ideas and always prepared to risk emotion’
– Richard Rayner in the Daily Telegraph











‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’
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Prologue

I live on Brazzaville Beach. Brazzaville Beach on the edge of Africa. This is where I have washed up, you might say, deposited myself like a spar of driftwood, lodged and fixed in the warm sand for a while, just above the high tide mark.

The beach never had a name until last April. Then they christened it in honour of the famous Conferençia dos Quadros that was held a few years ago in Congo Brazzaville in 1964. No one can explain why but, one day, over the laterite road that leads down to the shore, some workmen erected this sign: ‘Brazzaville Beach’, and written below that, Conferençia dos Quadros, Brazzaville, 1964.

It is an indication, some people say, that the government is becoming more moderate, trying to heal the wounds of our own civil war by acknowledging a historic moment in another country’s liberation struggle. Who can say? Who ever knows the answers to these questions? But I like the name, and so does everyone else who lives around here. Within a week we were all using it unselfconsciously. Where do you live? On Brazzaville Beach. It seemed entirely natural.

I live on the beach in a refurbished beach house. I have a large cool sitting-room with a front wall of sliding meshed doors that give directly on to a wide sun-deck. There is also a bedroom, a generous bathroom with bath and shower, and a tiny dim kitchen, built on to the back. Behind the house is my garden: sandy, patchy grass, some prosaic shrubs, a vegetable plot and a hibiscus hedge, thick with brilliant flowers.

The beach has seen better days, true, but I feel its years of decline are over. I have neighbours now: the German manager of the bauxite mines – my boss, I suppose – and on the other side a droll, beefy Syrian who runs an import–export business and a couple of Chinese restaurants in the town.

They are only here at weekends, so during the week I have the place more or less to myself. Though I am never alone. There is always someone on the beach: fishermen, volleyball players, itinerants, scavengers. European families come too. The French and the Portuguese, the Germans and the Italians. No men, just wives, many of them pregnant, and noisy young children. The children play, the wives sit and chatter, smoke and sunbathe and scold their kids. If the beach is quiet they will sometimes slyly remove their bikini tops and expose their soft, pallid breasts to the African sun.

Behind my house, beyond the palm grove, is the village – an attenuated shanty town of mud huts and lean-tos, occupying the scrubby strip of ground between the shore and its treeline and the main road to the airport. I live alone – which suits me fine – but there is enough life around to prevent me from ever being lonely.

I even have a boyfriend, now, after a fashion. I suppose you could call him that, although nothing remotely carnal has ever happened between us. We dine together once or twice a week at the Airport Hotel. His name is Gunther Neuffer; he’s a shy, morose, lanky man in his mid-thirties with a hearing aid. He is a sales director at the bauxite mines. He has only been here six months but he seems already haggard and tired of Africa, of its rabid energy and bustle, its brutal frustrations and remorseless physicality. He pines for cool, ordered Göttingen, his home town. I remind him of his younger sister, Ulricke, he says. Sometimes I suspect that is the only reason he goes out with me: I am a spectral link with his old life, the ghost of Europe sitting opposite him.

But I mustn’t digress: Gunther has no significant part to play in this story. I introduce him only to explain my present circumstances. Gunther gives me work. I earn most of my living working for him as a part-time commercial translator, for which he pays me far too well. Indeed, if it wasn’t for Gunther’s job I couldn’t live on Brazzaville Beach. What I will do when he goes, I have no idea. In the meantime a melancholy meal in the Airport Hotel is no penance.

I love the beach, but sometimes I ask myself, what am I doing here? I’m young, I’m single, I have family in England, I possess all manner of impressive academic qualifications. So why has the beach become my home …?

How can I explain it to you? I am here because two sets of strange and extraordinary events happened to me, and I needed some time to weigh them up, evaluate them. I have to make sense of what has taken place, before I can restart my life in the world, as it were. Do you know that feeling? That urge to call a temporary halt, to say: enough, slow down, give me a break.

Two sequences of events, then. One in England, first, and then one in Africa. Two stories to tell. I fled to Africa to escape what happened in England and then, as the continent will, it embroiled me further.

But that’s not the way to start.

Another problem: how do I begin? How do I tell you what happened to me?

My name is Hope Clearwater … Or, ‘Hope Clearwater is that tall young woman who lives on Brazzaville Beach.’ It’s not so easy. Which voice do I use? I was different then; and I’m different now.

I am Hope Clearwater. She is Hope Clearwater. Everything is me, really. Try to remember that, though it might be a little confusing at first.

Where shall I begin? In Africa, I think, yes, but far from Brazzaville Beach.

A final note: the important factor in all this is honesty, otherwise there would be no point in beginning.

So: let’s start with that day I was with Clovis. Just the two of us. Yes, that’s a good place …





Brazzaville Beach









I never really warmed to Clovis, he was far too stupid to inspire real affection, but he always claimed a corner of my heart, largely – I suppose – because of the way he instinctively and unconsciously cupped his genitals whenever he was alarmed or nervous. It was rather endearing, I thought, and it showed a natural vulnerability, in strong contrast to his usual moods: raffish arrogance or total and single-minded self-absorption. In fact, he was self-absorbed now as he sat grandly at ease, frowning, pursing and unpursing his lips – completely ignoring me – and from time to time sniffing absent-mindedly at the tip of a forefinger. He had been similarly occupied for upwards of an hour now and whatever he had stuck his finger into earlier that day had obviously been fairly potent, not to say narcotic and ineradicable. Knowing Clovis as I did, I suspected he could maintain this inertia for ages. I looked at my watch. If I went back now it might mean talking to that little swine Hauser … I debated the pros and cons: spend the remaining hour I had left to me here with Clovis or risk enduring Hauser’s cynical gossip, all silky insinuation and covert bitchery?

Should I tell you about Hauser now, I wonder? No, perhaps not; Hauser and the others will engage us as we meet them. They can wait awhile; let us return to Clovis.

I changed my position, uncrossed my legs and stretched them out in front of me. A small ant seemed to have trapped itself under the strap of my brassière and I spent a few awkward minutes trying vainly to locate it. Clovis impassively watched me remove first my shirt and then my bra. I found no insect but discovered its traces – a neat cluster of pink bites under my left armpit. I rubbed spit on them and replaced my clothes. As I did up the top button on my shirt, Clovis seemed to lose interest in me. He slapped his shoulder once, brusquely, and clambered into the mulemba tree beneath which he had been sitting and with powerful easy movements he swung through the branches, leapt on to an adjacent tree and was away, lost to sight, heading north-east towards the hills of the escarpment.

I looked at my watch again and noted the time of his departure. Perhaps now he was going to rejoin the other members of his group? It was not unheard of for Clovis to spend a day on his own but it was out of the ordinary – he was gregarious, even by chimpanzee standards. I had been watching him for three hours, during which time he had done almost nothing singular or unusual – but then that too was worth recording, of course. I stood up and stretched and walked to the mulemba tree to examine Clovis’s faeces. I took out a little specimen bottle from my bag and, with a twig, collected some. That would be my present for Hauser.

I walked back down the path that led me in the general direction of the camp. A large proportion of the trails in this part of the forest had been recently cleared and the going was easy. I had had markers and direction arrows nailed to trees at important intersections to help me find my way about. This portion of the reserve, south of the big stream, was far less familiar than the main research area to the north.

I walked at a steady even pace – I was in no particular hurry to get back, and in any event was reasonably tired. The real force of the afternoon’s heat had passed; I could see the sun on the topmost branches of the trees but down here on the forest floor all was dim shadow. I enjoyed these walks home at the end of the day and I preferred the confined vistas of the forest to more impressive panoramas – I liked being hemmed in, rather than exposed. I liked the vegetation close to me, bushes and branches brushing my sides, the frowsty smell of decaying leaves and the filtered, screened neutrality of the light.

As I walked I took out a cigarette. It was a Tusker, a local brand, strong and sweet. As I lit it and drew in the smoke I thought of my ex-husband, John Clearwater. This was the most obvious legacy of our short marriage – a bad habit. There were others, of course, other legacies, but they were not visible to the naked eye.

Joāo was waiting for me, about a mile from camp. He sat on a log picking at an old scab on his knee. He looked tired and not very well. Joāo was very black, his skin almost a dark violet colour. He had a long top lip that made him look permanently sad and serious. He rose to his feet as I approached. We greeted each other and I offered him a cigarette which he accepted and carefully stored in his canvas bag.

‘Any luck?’ I asked.

‘I think, I think I see Lena,’ he said. ‘She very big now.’ He held out his hands, shaping a pregnant belly. ‘She come very soon now. But then she run from me.’

He gave me his field notes and I told him about my uneventful day with Clovis as we strolled back to camp. Joāo was my full-time assistant. He was in his forties, a thin, wiry man, diligent and loyal. We were training his second son, Alda, as an observer, but he was away today in the city, trying to sort out some problem to do with his military service. I asked how Alda was progressing.

‘I think he will return tomorrow,’ Joāo said. ‘They say the war is finish soon, so no more soldiers are required.’

‘Let’s hope so.’

We talked a little about our plans for the next day. Soon we reached the small river that Mallabar – I think – had whimsically named ‘the Danube’. It was fed from the damp grasslands high on the plateau to the east, and descended in a series of pools and falls in a long deepish valley through our portion of the Semirance Forest, and then moved on, more sedately and ever broadening, until it met the great Cabule River a hundred and fifty miles away on the edge of the coastal plain.

Beyond the Danube, to the north, the forest thinned out and the walk to the camp cut through what is known in this part of Africa as orchard bush: grass and scrubland, badged with occasional copses of trees and small groves of palms. The camp itself had been on this site for over two decades and, as it had become established, most of its buildings had been reconstructed in more permanent form. Canvas had given way to wood and corrugated iron, which was in turn being replaced by concrete bricks. The various sheds and dwelling-places were set generously far apart and were situated on either side of a dirt road that was known as Main Street. However, the first sign of human habitation you came across, as you approached the camp from the direction of the Danube, was a wide cleared area, about the size of three tennis courts, in the middle of which was a low concrete structure – hip-high – with four small wooden doors set in one side. It looked like some sort of cage or, I used to think, something to do with sewerage or septic tanks, but in fact it was the research project’s pride and joy: the Artificial Feeding Area. It was deserted now, as Joāo and I passed it, but I thought I saw someone sitting in one of the palm frond hides at the perimeter – Mallabar himself, possibly. We kept on going.

The camp proper began at the junction of the forest path (that led south to the Danube) with Main Street, which was itself just an extension of the road from Sangui, the nearest village, and where Joāo and most of the project’s assistants and observers lived. We stopped here, arranged to meet at 6.00 a.m. the next day and said goodbye. Joāo said he would bring Alda if he had returned from the city in time. We went our separate ways.

I sauntered through the camp towards my hut. On my left, scattered amongst nim and palm trees and big clumps of hibiscus hedge, were the most important buildings in the camp complex – the garage and workshops, Mallabar’s bungalow, the canteen, the kitchen and storage sheds, and beyond them the now abandoned dormitory of the census workers. Beyond that, over to the right, I could just see, through a screen of plumbago hedge, the round thatched roofs of the cooks’ and small boys’ quarters.

I continued past the huge hagania tree that dominated the centre of the camp and which had given it its name: grosso arvore. The Grosso Arvore Research Centre.

On the other side of the track, opposite the canteen, was Hauser’s laboratory and behind that was the tin cabin he shared with Toshiro. Thirty yards along from the lab was the Vails’ bungalow, not as big as chez Mallabar but prettier, freighted with jasmine and bougainvillaea. And then, finally, at the camp’s northern extremity, was my hut. In fact ‘hut’ was a misnomer: I lived in a cross between a tent and a tin shack, a curious dwelling with canvas sides and a corrugated iron roof. I suppose it was fitting that it should go to me, on the principle that the newest arrival should occupy the least permanent building, but I was not displeased with it and was indifferent to what it might say about my status. In fact Mallabar had offered me the census hut but I had declined; I preferred my odd, hybrid tent and its position out on the perimeter.

I reached it and went inside. Liceu, the boy who looked after me, had tidied up in my absence. From the oil drum of water in a corner I poured a few jugfuls into a tin basin set upon a stand, took off my shirt and bra, and washed my sweaty, dirty torso with a flannel. I dried myself down and pulled on a T-shirt. I contemplated a visit to the long-drop latrine outside, housed in a structure that looked like a sentry box woven from palm fronds, but decided it could wait.

I lay down on my camp bed, closed my eyes and, as always when I returned home at the end of the day, tried not to let my feelings overwhelm me. I arranged my day and my routine in such a manner as not to leave myself with much time alone and little to do, but this moment of the early evening, the light milky and orange, with the first bats jinking and swooping between the trees, and the tentative creek-creek of the crickets announcing the onset of dusk, always brought in its train a familiar melancholy and cafard and, in my particular case, an awful self-pity. I forced myself to sit up, took some deep breaths, inveighed powerfully against the name of John Clearwater, and went to sit at the little trestle desk where I worked. There, I poured myself a glass of scotch whisky and wrote up my field notes.

My desk was set in front of a netting window in the canvas side wall which I rolled up to let in as much breeze as possible. Through it I had a view of the back of Hauser and Toshiro’s cabin, some eighty yards away, the matting sentry box of his latrine and the wooden shower stall that Hauser had personally constructed beneath a frangipani tree. The shower was an elementary contraption: the shower rose was fed from an oil drum set higher in the tree, the flow controlled by a spigot. The only onerous task was the filling of the oil drum, buckets of water had to be lugged up to it by ladder, but that was a job Hauser was happy to leave to his houseboy, Fidel.

As I watched, the door in the shower stall opened and Hauser himself appeared, naked and glossy. Clearly, he had forgotten to bring a towel. I watched him tread carefully across the prickly grass to his back door. The tight dome of his big belly gleamed and the little white stub of his penis waggled comically as he flinched his way to safety. Hauser did this quite often – that is, wandered naked to and fro from shower stall to cabin. He had a full view of my tent with its windowed sides. It had crossed my mind several times that he might be deliberately exposing himself.

The sight of Hauser’s little penis and the taste of the scotch combined to cheer me up and it was with restored confidence that an hour later I walked down Main Street towards the canteen, now lit with the blurry glow of hurricane lamps. As I passed his cabin, Hauser emerged.

‘Ah, Mrs Clearwater. Such timing.’

Hauser was bald and thickset – a strong fat man – and his eyes were dull and slightly hooded. In the months I had been at Grosso Arvore our relations had never advanced beyond mutual guardedness. I suspected that he didn’t like me. Certainly, I didn’t warm to him at all. As we walked together to the canteen I gave him the specimen bottle full of Clovis’s faecal matter.

‘Could you find out what this one’s eating?’ I asked him. ‘I think he might have been ill.’

‘An amuse-gueule.’ He inspected the bottle. ‘Chimp shit, my favourite.’

‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to.’

‘But this is what I’m here for, my dear young lady: handsomely paid haruspication.’

This was exactly the sort of fake-donnish banter I couldn’t stand. I gave Hauser a look of what I hoped was candid pity and pointedly turned away from him as we entered the canteen. I collected my tray and knife and fork and the cook served me up with a plateful of boiled chicken and sweet potato. I went to the end of the long table and sat down beside Toshiro, who nodded hello. We were free to return to our own quarters with our food if we wished, but I invariably ate in the canteen because of the length of the journey back. One blessing was that there was no requirement, official or unofficial, to make conversation. With the members of the project so reduced it would have provoked unbearable tensions if we had felt obliged to indulge in small talk every time we met. Toshiro, taciturn at the best of times, munched on pragmatically. Hauser was arguing with the cook. No one else had arrived. I started my bland chicken with little enthusiasm.

In due course the other members of the project drifted in. First came Ian Vail and his wife Roberta. They said hello and then took their trays back to their cottage. Then Eugene Mallabar himself entered, collected his food and sat down opposite me.

Even his most embittered enemy would have to concede that Mallabar was a handsome man. He was in his late forties, tall and lean, with a kind, regular-featured face that seemed naturally to emanate all manner of potent abstract nouns: sincerity, integrity, single-mindedness. For some reason his too neatly trimmed warlock’s beard, and its associations of substantial personal vanity, did not detract from this dauntingly positive air he possessed. Tonight he wore a faded blue polka-dot cravat at his throat which set off his tan admirably.

‘Where’s Ginga?’ I asked, trying not to stare at him. Ginga was his wife, whom I quite liked, despite her stupid name.

‘Not hungry, she says. Touch of flu – perhaps.’ He shrugged and forked chicken generously into his mouth. He chewed lazily, almost side to side, as if he were eating cud. He used his tongue a lot, pushing his food against his palate, searching for morsels around his molars. I knew this because I could see it: Mallabar ate without closing his mouth properly.

‘How was your day?’ I asked, looking down at my plate.

‘Excellent, excellent …’ I heard him drinking water and wondered when it would be safe to look up. ‘Mmmm,’ he went on, ‘we had five in the Feeding Area. Four males and a female in oestrus. Fascinating series of copulations.’

‘Just my luck.’ I snapped my fingers in parody disappointment.

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Ah.’ I felt an immediate and intense weariness descend on me. ‘You know: I’m in the south. All that fun going on here.’

He frowned, puzzled, still not with me.

‘It’s not important,’ I said. ‘Forget it. So Ginga’s got flu?’

‘We have it on film.’

‘What?’

‘Today. At the feeding area.’

‘No, Eugene. Please. It doesn’t matter.’

He smiled slyly, nodding. ‘All right. Got it. You were teasing me.’

‘Look, Eugene … Oh God.’

He was snapping his fingers. ‘Just your luck. Got it.’

I felt my neck muscles knot. Jesus Christ.

He forced out a long chuckle and ate on, hugely.

‘How was your day?’ he said after a while.

‘Oh … Clovis smelt his finger for a couple of hours.’

‘Clovis?’ He shook his fork at me.

‘XNM1. Sorry.’

Mallabar smiled benignly at my error, stood up and went to refill his plate. Mallabar was one of those people who could eat as much as they liked and remain thin. As he moved to the buffet he passed Ian Vail who was returning with his tray for the pudding of sliced mangoes and condensed milk. Vail smiled at me. It was a nice smile. The adjective was exact. He had a nice face too, only a little plump, with pale eyelashes and fine blond hair. He put his tray down, came over and squatted close by me.

‘Can I come and see you?’ he said, softly, so Toshiro wouldn’t hear. ‘Later. Please? Just to talk.’

‘No. Go away.’

He looked at me: his eyes were full of rebuke for my coldness. I stared back. He stood up and left. Mallabar returned with a heaped plate. He watched Vail leave before sitting down.

‘Are you going with Ian tomorrow?’ he asked.

‘NO,’ I said, too abruptly. ‘No, I’m back in the south.’

‘I thought he was planning to invite you.’ Mallabar was eating vigorously again. I watched him with genuine fascination. Why had no one ever told him, I wondered, that he ate with his mouth open? I supposed it was too late to change, now.

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘What was he saying to you, then? It was very brief.’

‘Who?’ I said ingenuously. Mallabar was notoriously curious about his colleagues.

‘Ian. Just then.’

‘Oh … That he was passionately in love with me.’

Mallabar’s mobile face stopped.

I looked at him: head cocked, open-faced, eyebrows raised.

He smiled with relief.

‘Good one,’ he said. ‘Excellent.’

He laughed hard, showing me more of the contents of his mouth. He drank water, coughed, drank some more. Hauser stared curiously at me from the other end of the table.

‘Ah, my dear Hope,’ Mallabar said and touched my hand. ‘You’re incorrigible.’ He raised his glass to me. ‘To Hope, our very own tonic.’

What I Like to do

What I like to do with him is this. We are lying in bed, it doesn’t matter when, at night or in the morning, but he is warm and drowsy, half asleep and I am awake. I lie close to him, my breasts flattened against his back, his buttocks press against my thighs, my knees fitting his knee backs, his heels on my insteps.

Without much ado I slide my hand over his hip and hold him, very gently. His penis is soft and flaccid. So light in my palm. Light as a coin – a weight, a presence merely, but that is all. For a while nothing happens. Then the warmth of my cradling fingers slowly makes him grow. That fleshy inflation, the warmth now transferring back to me with the exothermic flush of blood irrigating the muscle tissue. This power I have, this magic transformation that my touch effects, never fails to excite me. Engorged, thickening, veined like a leaf, it slowly pushes through the loose cage of my fingers, and he turns to face me.

Hope Dunbar had heard people talking about John Clearwater in college for some time before she met him.

Clearwater.

The name stuck in her head. Clearwater … She recognized its reoccurrence in conversations several times without taking in its context.

‘Who is this Clearwater everyone’s talking about?’ she asked her supervisor, Professor Hobbes.

‘John Clearwater?’

‘I don’t know. I just keep hearing the name.’

‘He’s the new research fellow, isn’t he? I think that’s the one.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Incredibly brilliant man, that sort of thing. Or so they say. But then they always say that. I’m sure we’ve all been “incredibly brilliant” in our time.’ He paused. ‘What about him?’

‘Nothing. Just curious about the name.’

John Clearwater.

A few days later she saw a man in her street with a folded newspaper in his hand looking up at the houses. He wore a gaberdine raincoat and a red baseball hat. He looked up at the façades of the terraced houses curiously, as if he were thinking of buying them, then he turned away.

Hope had rounded the corner off the Old Brompton Road and he was headed in the opposite direction, so she never managed a proper look at him. It was the conjunction of the raincoat and the baseball hat that made him singular in some way. The thought came to her, unbidden, that this man might have been John Clearwater.

Two days after this encounter she was walking along an unfamiliar corridor in the college (she had been up to the computing department to collect a print-out for Professor Hobbes) when she passed a door that was open by about six inches. The name on it was ‘DR J. L. CLEARWATER’. She stopped and peered in. From where she was standing she could see a corner of vermilion college-issue carpet and a bare wall with Sellotape scars.

For some reason, and with untypical presumption, she took a step forward and pushed the door wide.

The room was empty. Clouds in the sky shifted and the spring sunshine suddenly painted a yellow window on the wall. Dust motes still moved, unsettled recently.

On the floor were a dozen cardboard boxes filled with books. The desk was clear. She went round it and opened two drawers. A chain of paper clips. An olive-green paper puncher. Three boiled sweets. She searched the other drawers. Empty. A tension and baffled excitement was beginning to quicken inside her. What was she doing in this man’s room? What was she playing at?

On the soft chair in the corner was a coat. A woollen coat, charcoal-grey herringbone. Then on the mantelpiece above the gas fire she saw a mug of coffee.

Steaming.

She touched it. Hot.

Her mouth was dry now as she picked up the coat and went through the pockets. A pair of sheepskin gloves. A small plastic bottle of pills marked Tylenol. Some change.

There was a noise at the door.

She turned. Nothing. No one. It swung mysteriously on its hinges, an inch or two, shifted by some nomadic breeze roaming the building.

She laid the coat back on the chair. John Clearwater, she heard teasingly in her head, John Clearwater, where aaaaare you? Her eyes flicked around the room looking for something – she wasn’t entirely sure what. She wasn’t entirely sure what weird motives were making her behave in this way.

She picked up the mug of coffee and sipped it. Strong and sweet. Three spoonfuls of sugar, she would guess. She put it back down. The pink lipstick crescent of her lower lip was printed on the rim.

She turned the mug so her trace was unmissable, and left.

There was another sighting, she thought. Again, she could not say why her instinct was so emphatic, but she was sure that this was her man. She deliberately did not seek him out, but she found that as she wandered through the precincts of the college, going about her business, she was evaluating, unconsciously, every strange male face she encountered. She had an absolute confidence that she would recognize him.

Then, one evening, she was at an off-licence buying a bottle of wine, en route for a friend’s dinner party. The place was busy and there was a queue at both tills. Her bottle was wrapped in tissue, but when she presented her ten pound note it was discovered that there wasn’t sufficient change. While the attendant burrowed in the adjacent till for a fresh supply of coins her attention was suddenly attracted by a man leaving the shop.

He was at the door, on his way out, when she turned. He was bareheaded, dark-haired and wearing a biscuit-coloured tweed jacket. From each pocket protruded a bottle of red wine. Under his right arm he carried an untidy bundle of books and papers. The weight of the bottles stretched the material of his jacket across his broad shoulders. She thought, first: that’s one way to ruin a jacket. And then, almost immediately: that’s John Clearwater. He left the shop and moved out of sight.

The sales assistant laboriously counted out her change. By the time Hope was outside there was no sign of him. She felt no frustration; she knew it had been him. And she felt quietly sure that she would meet him, eventually. There was time enough.

And she was right. It took a little longer than she had calculated, but their respective trajectories finally touched at a faculty party. She saw him standing by the drinks table and knew at once it was him. She was almost drunk, but it was not alcohol that gave her the confidence to push through the room and introduce herself. The time had come, it was as simple as that.

The Mockman

Pan troglodytes. Chimpanzee. The name was first used in 1738 in the London Magazine. ‘… A most surprising creature was brought over that was taken in a wood in Guinea. She is the female of the creature which the Angolans call “Chimpanzee”, or the Mockman.’

The Mockman.

Chimpanzees can, without encouragement, develop a taste for alcohol. When Washoe – a chimp reared with a human family and taught deaf and dumb sign language – was first introduced to live chimpanzees, and was asked what they were, he signed, ‘Black Bugs.’ Chimpanzees use tools and can teach other chimpanzees how to use them. Chimpanzees have pined away and died from broken hearts …

Genetically, chimpanzees are the closest living relatives to human beings. When genetic matches were made of chimp and human DNA it was found that they differed only by a factor of 1½ to 2 per cent. In the world of taxonomy this means that chimpanzees and human beings are species siblings and, strictly speaking, the classification should really be changed. We belong to the same genus – Homo. Not Pan troglodytes, then, but Homo troglodytes and Homo sapiens. The Mockmen.

I was eating my breakfast – a mug of milky tea and a drab slice of bread and margarine – when Joāo arrived, Alda accompanying him. Alda was slim, like his father, eighteen years old and, oddly, with much lighter-toned skin, almost caramel-coloured. He had a big, open face and an attentive air, as if he were curious about everything he saw. He was not particularly bright, but he was very keen. I asked him what had happened about his military service.

‘No, no,’ he said with a relieved grin. ‘Too many soldiers now. War he finish soon.’

‘Oh yes?’ This was news to me. ‘What do you think?’ I asked Joāo.

He was less sanguine. ‘I don’ know.’ He shrugged. ‘They say UNAMO is finish … But you still remain with FIDE and EMLA.’

‘UNAMO is finish,’ Alda said with some emphasis. ‘They catch them at Luso, near the railway. Kill plenty plenty.’

‘Who caught them?’

‘The Federals … and FIDE.’ He made diving sounds, his caramel hands swooping. ‘Gasoline bombs.’

I reflected on this. ‘I thought FIDE was against the Federals.’

‘Yes, they are,’ Alda said patiently, ‘but they both don’t like UNAMO.’

‘I give up,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’

It was cool this early in the morning, sometimes I thought I saw my breath condense, just for an instant. The sky was white and opaque with misty cloud, the light even and shadowless. A heavy dew on the grass turned my dun leather boots chocolate in seconds. We walked through the silent camp, heading south.

As we passed Hauser’s cabin I heard my name called. I turned. Hauser stood in the doorway wearing an unattractively short, towelling dressing-gown.

‘Glad I caught you,’ he said. He handed me back my specimen bottle, clean and empty. ‘Most amusing. Did you think it up by yourself or did that genius Vail help you?’

‘What’re you talking about?’ I said coldly. I can be as frosty as the best of them.

‘Your feeble joke.’ He pointed at the specimen bottle. ‘For your information, the last meal your chimp enjoyed appeared to be a chimpburger.’ His thin false smile disappeared. ‘Don’t waste my time, Dr Clearwater.’

He went back into his cabin, haughtily. Joāo and Alda looked at me with eager surprise: they rarely witnessed our arguments in the camp. I raised my shoulders, spread my palms and looked baffled. This needed further thought. We set off once more.

Eugene Mallabar had started the Grosso Arvore Research Project in 1953. It began modestly, as a field study to flesh out some chapters in his doctoral thesis. But the work fascinated him and he stayed on. He was joined two years later by his wife, Ginga. Between them their investigations into the society of wild chimpanzees, and their scrupulous and original field studies, soon brought scientific acclaim and increasing public renown. This became genuine celebrityhood, on Mallabar’s part, when he published his first book, The Peaceful Primate, in 1960. Television films and documentaries followed and Grosso Arvore, along with its telegenic founder, thrived and grew. Research grants multiplied, eager PhD students offered their services and government influence broke through the hitherto impenetrable barriers of red tape that had stood in the way of real expansion. Soon Grosso Arvore became a pioneering national park and game reserve, amongst the first in Africa. Then came the international success of Mallabar’s next book, Primate’s Progress. Invitations, citations and honours followed; Mallabar became the recipient of a baker’s dozen of honorary doctorates; there was a biennial cycle of lucrative lecture tours in America and Europe; Mallabar chairs in Primatology were established in Berlin, Florida and New Mexico. Eugene Mallabar’s place in the annals of science and ethology was secure.

The essence of the Mallabar approach to the study of chimpanzee society was painstaking and time-consuming. Its first and key requirement was that the observer habituate himself with the apes he was studying so that they accepted his presence in their world without fear or inhibition. Once that had been achieved (it had taken Mallabar almost two years) then the next stage was to observe and record. Over the years of the project this process had evolved into something highly organized and systematic and vast amounts of data were gathered and analysed. All observations were logged in a uniform way; chimps were identified, followed, and their biographies were steadily compiled and annotated over the years. The result was that, over two decades on from Mallabar’s initial studies, the Grosso Arvore project now represented the most exhaustive and thorough study of any animal society in the history of scientific investigation.

Mallabar was not alone, of course: there were other celebrated primate studies going on as well in Africa – at Gombe Stream, at Mahale National Park, at Bossou in Guinea – but there was no doubt that Mallabar, and Grosso Arvore, had the highest profile and attracted, thanks to the allure and skill of its founder, a reputation that could only be described as glamorous.

In this long catalogue of success and glory Mallabar had made one important error – but it was one he could not have foreseen, to do him justice. He had chosen the wrong country. The civil war which began in 1968 brought massive problems, not to say occasional danger. Happily, the fighting that took place was always at a safe distance, but there remained always the threat of sudden upheavals and breakouts from enclaves. The crude violence employed by the four armies contesting power, and the unpredictable nature of their fortunes, meant that the old days of glossy magazine stories, cover features and TV documentaries were over. The census of the chimpanzee population of the Semirance Forest (a very expensive and ambitious undertaking) was the first casualty of the unrest once the supply of PhD students dried up. Work permits and visas for the remaining scientists became far harder to come by, and all manner of provisions became unobtainable as international opinion and superpower muscle-flexing imposed official or unofficial economic sanctions. Worse still, the uncompromising savagery of the Federal Government’s attempts to crush the competing guerrilla factions drew mounting condemnation and opprobrium from the West. The supply of grants and awards – the fuel upon which Grosso Arvore ran – began to dwindle alarmingly. Eugene Mallabar and Grosso Arvore found themselves attached, by association, to a bankrupt regime with an unsavoury international reputation. Mallabar, needless to say, protested everywhere that the interests of scientific research had nothing to do with politics, but to little avail.

But good times, he said in his inimitable fashion, were just over the next hill. Lately, a UN resolution had been ratified and widely supported. The most radical of the guerrilla armies, UNAMO, appeared to be terminally underaided and the other two – FIDE and EMLA – began to talk vaguely of reconciliation. Thus prompted, the Federal Government started to make noises of appeasement and hatchet-burying. Suddenly there was a little new money available, but still – despite all the peace-mongering in the air – nobody was prepared to take up the short-term job it was meant to fund. Until, that is, I came along. What made me do it? I shall tell you about that in due course.

Mallabar had a new book almost completed, a summation of his life’s work. It was destined to be his chef d’oeuvre, the last word on chimpanzee society and what the years of work at the Grosso Arvore project had taught mankind about his closest biological cousin. It was also designed as the crowning celebration of Grosso Arvore’s silver jubilee: we were securely placed on the scientific map, but the new book was designed to etch Grosso Arvore’s name in stone.

But as the book was in its final stages there had been a mystifying schism in the chimpanzee tribe that Mallabar had documented so thoroughly. For some unknown reason, a small group of chimpanzees had broken away from the main unit, had migrated south out of the Grosso Arvore park and had established themselves in an area of the forest not hitherto covered by the research project. Why had they left? Was this important? Did it signify something crucial and unrecognized in the evolution of chimpanzee society? A new job was funded to try and answer these questions. It fell to me to observe this small breakaway group – the southerners, as they were known – and continue the documentation of their daily lives until the book was ready, and to see if there was any explanation forthcoming for their untimely departure. ‘And besides,’ Mallabar had said in – for him – a rare moment of anthropomorphism, ‘they are family. We would like to know why they left us and how they are getting on.’

Joāo left me and Alda and set off in the rough direction Clovis had taken the day before. Alda and I planned to go to a large fig tree where the southern group often fed. We followed a winding path through the humid undergrowth. The seasonal rains were expected soon and the air was heavy with moisture, warm and stagnant. We walked at an easy pace, but I was soon sweating, and waving futilely at the platoons of flies that escorted us. Alda walked in front of me, the dark triangle of perspiration on his pink T-shirt pointing the way.

The fig tree proved to be empty apart from a small troupe of colobus monkeys. But in the distance, not too far off, I could hear the sound of the excited hooting and screaming of chimpanzees. Another fig tree grew in an outcrop of rocks about half a mile away. From the noise that was being generated it sounded as if the whole southern group might be there.

It took us half an hour to reach it. Alda and I approached with our usual caution; I led the way. I sank to my haunches about forty yards from the tree and took out my binoculars. I saw: Clovis, Mr Jeb, Rita-Mae with her baby Lester, Muffin and Rita-Lu … Alda ticked their names off on the daily analysis sheet as I recited them. No sign of Conrad. No sign of pregnant Lena.

They were sitting high in the branches of the fig tree, a partially leafless Ficus mucosae that at some juncture, I guessed, had been hit by lightning. Half of the tree was dead, stuck in a permanent winter, while the other half, as if in compensation, flourished vigorously. The chimps foraged idly on the ripe red fruit. They seemed content and unconcerned. I wondered what had made them scream.

Alda and I settled down for a long period of observation, our analysis sheets ready, our field journals open. The chimps glanced at us from time to time but otherwise ignored us – they were thoroughly habituated to observers. Through my binoculars I studied them all individually. I knew them and their personalities, I felt, as well as I knew my family. There was Clovis, the alpha male of the group, with his unusually thick, dense fur. Mr Jeb, an old male, bald-headed with a grey goatee and a withered arm. Rita-Mae, a strong mature female, with patchy brown hair. Rita-Lu, her daughter, an almost mature adolescent. Rita-Mae’s son was Muffin, an adolescent, a nervous, neurotic chimp who was only happy in his mother’s presence and who had been deeply upset by the arrival of her new baby, Lester. The two members of the group who were missing were Conrad and Lena. Conrad was an adult male, whose eyeballs around the iris were white, not brown, a feature that gave him a disconcertingly human gaze. Lena was heavily pregnant, by whom I had no idea. She was a lone female who had attached herself to this southern group. Sometimes she travelled with them for a few days but she always left of her own accord after a while, to reappear up to a week or so later. She kept herself somewhat aloof, on the fringes of the group, but they seemed to accept her comings and goings without fuss.

We watched the chimps for over two hours. Muffin groomed Rita-Mae. Rita-Lu left the tree for twenty minutes and returned. The troop of colobus monkeys – from the first fig tree, I supposed – passed nearby. The chimps barked at them. Clovis displayed aggressively, shaking branches, the hair on his body erect. Later Mr Jeb tried, half-heartedly, to copulate with Rita-Lu, who was partially in oestrus, but she drove him away. Lester played with his mother and brother. And so the time wore on, an average chimp day: feeding, grooming, relaxing, with a certain amount of aggression and sex.

And then they seemed to have eaten their fill. Rita-Mae picked up Lester, slung him on her back and slid down one of the huge buttressing roots of the fig tree to the ground. Slowly the others followed. They prowled around the foot of the tree for a while, munching on some fallen figs. Then baby Lester slipped off his mother’s back and ran off to tug and pull at what looked like a tangle of rotting vegetation. Rita-Lu scampered after him, snatched the bundle away and flailed it violently up and down, making loud waa-bark noises as she did so. Through my binoculars I could see that the object she was flinging about was limp, but solid, like a very oily rag, say, or a dead fish.

She soon lost interest, however, as she saw the other members of the group moving out of the fig tree clearing, and threw the bundle away as she ran to follow them.

‘We go?’ Alda said. Normally we would spend the rest of the day trailing the group.

‘No. Wait,’ I said. Something about that bundle intrigued me. We picked our way over the rocks to where Rita-Lu had flung it. Alda crouched down and prodded it with a twig.

‘Baboon,’ he said. ‘Baby baboon.’

The tiny carcass was half eaten. Most of the head was gone, as was the chest and stomach. Two legs and an arm remained. A gleam of thin white ribs, like the teeth of a comb, shone through blackening membrane. The pale body, a bloodless bluey grey, was covered in the finest down. It looked distressingly human.

A dead baby baboon, eaten by chimpanzees, was not extraordinary. Chimps would eat baby monkeys, duiker, bush pigs, anything they could catch … But I knew this wasn’t a baby baboon. This was the corpse of an infant chimpanzee, a few days old.

We have been aware for a long time now that chimpanzees are not pure vegetarians, like gorillas. In London Zoo, in 1883, a chimp called Sally was observed to catch and eat a pigeon that had flown into her cage, and she continued to feast on any curious bird that hopped in looking for pickings. Indeed, Mallabar’s own work here at Grosso Arvore had done much to establish the different types of meat that chimps consumed, and revealed for the first time their predatory nature. Mallabar was the first person ever to observe and photograph chimpanzees hunting monkeys. In a memorable film he shot, the world saw a group of adult chimpanzees organize themselves into a hunting party, chase, capture and consume a baby bush pig. Chimpanzees liked eating meat – people were very surprised to learn – and chimps hunted and killed in order to get it. It made them less lovable, less gentle, perhaps, but more human.

I walked around the rocks and the blasted fig tree and I thought of the way Rita-Lu had thrashed the ground with the tattered remains of this baby. I wondered what Eugene Mallabar would make of this. Alda waited patiently for me.

After a minute or two I told him to put the corpse in a plastic bag and seal it. As he did so, I examined the ground beneath the fig tree and collected samples of faeces in my specimen bottles. As I labelled them I tried to keep my thoughts calm and rational. What I had here was some very interesting evidence, but the case it made was highly circumstantial … First, there was the meat in Clovis’s faeces. Second, the half-eaten corpse of a baby chimp, two or three days old. Third, the gleeful aggression Rita-Lu had displayed towards the corpse. And fourth? Fourth, the possibility of more meat traces in the faecal matter just collected. What did that add up to? I checked my natural excitement: softly, softly, I thought.

Then there was the baby. Whose baby? Lena’s? It was possible, she was due to give birth any day. But if so, how did the baby die? And what had eaten it? And why? And why had Rita-Lu behaved in such a way? I stopped myself from further unprofitable speculation. We needed more facts, more data. I sent Alda off to find Joāo and said that both of them should try to locate Lena, find out if she had given birth and if her infant was with her. I picked up the plastic bag with the dead baby in it – so light – and headed back to Grosso Arvore.

I stood in Hauser’s lab. The simple building, a rectangular, corrugated iron shack, contained a small but surprisingly efficient and well-equipped laboratory. Hauser’s work at the project was to do with chimpanzee pathology. He was currently trying to identify the various types of intestinal worms that infected chimps, hence the avidity with which he welcomed our cloacal samples brought in from the field.

We stood together, now, looking at the pathetic remains of the baby chimp laid out on a stainless steel dissecting tray. Hauser’s lab had a small generator to power his centrifuges and chill his refrigerators. In a corner a table fan turned its face this way and that, dispensing its breeze, endlessly saying no, no, no. Hauser wore a white coat and trousers, but with no shirt or vest under the coat. Beneath the antiseptic smells of his chemicals and preserving spirits it was just possible to distinguish the thin vinegar reek of his body odour, a noisome seam in the olfactory strata.

He gave a soft grunt and poked at the body with the end of his ballpoint pen. He lifted a minute leg and let it drop.

‘It is a chimp,’ I confirmed.

‘Absolutely. Very young and maybe dead for twenty-four hours. Hard to say. Brains gone, viscera gone. Hardly worth chewing on the rest. Where did you find it?’

‘Ah … at one of my feeding sites.’

‘The very discreet Mrs Clearwater responded.’

I ignored him and laid out my specimen bottles.

‘Is there any way,’ I began as lightly as I could manage, ‘that you could tell if these ones’ – I pointed at the bottles – ‘had consumed this one?’ I indicated the baby’s corpse.

Hauser looked steadily at me, thinking. The sweat stood out on his bald head like little sun blisters. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Tricky, but possible.’

‘I’d appreciate it.’

‘Then I assume these aren’t chimp faeces.’ He tapped one of the bottles with his pen. Hauser was no fool – which was annoying.

‘God no,’ I said. ‘At least I assume not.’ I tried a laugh and it came out not too badly. But I could sense Hauser’s mind at work, testing the implications. ‘Just a crazy theory of mine,’ I went on, ‘about predators.’ As soon as I uttered the words I regretted them. I had said too much: Hauser knew better than anyone what chimpanzees ate. He had identified dozens of plant and fruit types from faecal study alone. He would be looking much more closely now. For some absurd reason I suddenly felt guilty about my insignificant duplicity. Why didn’t I simply air my suspicions, test my theory on a fellow worker? But I had the answer to that: I knew my colleagues too well to trust.

‘No hurry,’ I said. ‘Whenever you’ve got a moment.’

‘No, I’ll get right on to it,’ Hauser said, ominously.

I left the lab with some relief. It was hot outside, the mid-afternoon sun burning palely through a thin screen of clouds. No birds sang. All the noise came from the Artificial Feeding Area, and from the volume of pant-hoots, barks and screams it sounded as if there were two dozen chimps scoffing Mallabar’s free bananas. And with such a large number present everybody else would be there: Mallabar, Ginga, Toshiro and Roberta Vail, and half a dozen assistants, all observing and notating furiously. Ian Vail would be out in the field, I supposed; like me he was highly dubious about Mallabar’s celebrated toy.

I walked back to my tent, doubting whether I had handled the discovery of the dead baby correctly. I should learn to be more craftily evasive, I thought: a bad evasion is tantamount to telling the truth. I was interrupted in my recriminations by the sight of Joāo and Alda waiting for me. No sign at all of Lena, they said. There was no point in sending them out at this stage of the afternoon so I let them go home. I dragged a chair out into the shade of a canvas awning stretched above the tent’s opening and tried to write a letter to my mother, but my mind was too busy to concentrate and I abandoned it after three or four lines.

That evening in the canteen I waited until Roberta had left before I approached Ian Vail. His surprise, and then sly delight, might have been touching under any other circumstances, but his evident pleasure that I had initiated a conversation irked me. Our relations were cordial and professional, so far as I was concerned. I was making an innocent enquiry, so why did he have to render it personal, find it implicit with other motives? He set his tray down and turned to give me his full and focused attention.

‘Fire away,’ he said, his pale-lashed, pale eyes irradiating me with telepathic avowals, I felt sure, but to no effect: Ian Vail did not interest me.

I asked him if there had been any recent births to any of his northern chimps.

‘No, there are two pregnant, but nobody due soon. Why?’

‘I found a dead baby today. Looking for a mother.’

‘How did it die?’

‘Accident, I think. I don’t know.’

He stroked his chin. The light from the hurricane lamp caught the hair on his forearm, dense and whorly, golden wire. It looked half an inch thick.

‘There’re a couple of nomadic females pretty far gone,’ he said. ‘Do you want to check? If Eugene isn’t feeding tomorrow we might find them. Shouldn’t be hard.’

‘Fine,’ I said, trying to ignore his boyish grin of pleasure. We arranged to meet at seven in the morning. He would come by in the Land Rover and collect me.

I walked back to my tent, noticing that the lights in Hauser’s lab were still on. I realized I hadn’t seen him in the canteen that evening and I felt a seep of worry drip through me. Hauser was not known for working late.

Half an hour later, as I was writing up my field notes for
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