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            PROLOGUE
            
 
            How to Save a Life
            

         
 
         AMY FLITTED BETWEEN my lap and the passenger seat. She was almost a year old by then, a small bundle of wispy red fur with large, quizzical eyes. Sometimes, on our daily trip, she would hang upside down in the rear window, pulling faces at the cars behind her. I am sure it was terribly distracting for the commuter.
         
 
         We had already been through a lot together and I had been hooked into the world of the orange people – the orang-utans. There was always some sort of innate attraction between me and these magnificent creatures. Chimps are highly intelligent and sociable apes, whose every action is designed to get a reaction; it is easy to listen to them and think World War Three has kicked off. Gorillas, meanwhile, are very gregarious but also a bit thick. I don’t mean that nastily. I love them. Perhaps lazy is a better word. They would listen to the chimps screaming blue murder and think, “Oh, I can’t be bothered.” But the orang-utan is different from both. It is a simple, solitary creature that just wants to eat, sleep, fornicate and work out mechanical formulas. The orang is the grumpy old man of the forest and I suppose I could empathise with that billing. It was why I felt so much for Amy.
         
 
         There was also the fact that Amy’s mother, Jane, had no maternal instincts, which further strengthened our unique bond. When I was a baby and the heating was down in the reptile house at our family zoo, I would share a bed with my mother and a giant python. My mother was blissfully unconcerned about the fact that I was almost exactly the size of the snake’s favoured prey. Years later, when Amy was a baby and Jane had discarded her, I kept her warm by borrowing an incubator from the local hospital and force-feeding her every two hours to fend off hypothermia. I knew what it was like to be unwanted as I had also been discarded by my mother and forced to live in a beat-up old caravan at the age of 12, deprived of love and affection. Perhaps that was why I was so drawn to Amy. We were loners.
         
 
         But then I fell asleep at the wheel on the M2 near Faversham. I was travelling back to my home in Kent with my girlfriend, Meryl, and my son, Jamie. The car climbed the steep banking at high speed and then rolled, nose to tail, back onto the hard shoulder, the impact ripping the roof and shattering the windows. Amy and I suffered head injuries, but Meryl was unscathed and Jamie escaped with a nasty bruise over his kidneys.
         
 
         By a quirk of fate, one of the first cars to arrive at the crash scene was a police car. Meryl was hysterical. “Help! Help!” she screamed. “There’s an orang-utan in the car!” This has all been relayed to me because the next year would be a blur for me. Unlike in the old films, you don’t just awake to say, “Where am I?” Consciousness is not like a tap, it’s not an off-off situation, and I ended up with a trickle of a half-life.
         
 
         The two officers surveyed the scene, the woman’s ranting about an orang-utan perplexing them. For one of the policemen, Phil, it did worse as he was terrified of all animals. Nevertheless, he got on his hands and knees to examine the wreckage, and realised the roof had collapsed onto the steering wheel. Phil signalled to his partner and then tried to crawl into the mangled wreck from the rear. It was dark and there was a musty smell of animal in the compressed car. Phil dragged his body through the jagged frame of the rear window and saw the back of my blood-soaked head. Trying to assess things, he then noticed a large, hairy hand reach out and wrap itself around the driver’s head, cradling it. I had saved Amy. And now she would not let me go.
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            Pan’s Garden

         
   
         THE UGLY TRUTH is that the orang-utan is doomed in the wild. My view is that they have gone past the point of no return and they may well never be coming back. I am biased but I am also a realist. Despite the best efforts of a lot of very good people, orangs are suffering because of deforestation, and many of those that are left are having a terrible life. Some people argue that it is wrong to keep animals in captivity. It is a debate. But a lot of conservation is about playing God and deciding which species to save. I have mixed views. I would do anything for orangs, but I also think that if you really want to save monkeys, then maybe you should do it with a breed that has a fighting chance; something like capuchin monkeys, because they’re tough and there are enough of them left. I also think it is terribly conceited to go to Borneo and tell a man who has no other way of making a living and feeding his family that he cannot chop a tree down because you like the monkey up there. It is all a question of survival. I love orangs but I am not playing God. Monkey World is a sanctuary and our job is to rescue individuals. My concern is not saving a species but giving Amy and her son Gordon and the rest a good life. And when I see the photos and evidence coming out of Indonesia, about the horrific things happening there, my conscience is clear because I know I have done my bit.
         
 
         This book is the story of Amy, an orang-utan who has no right to be alive today, and of me, Jeremy Keeling, the Animal Director of Monkey World. It is also the story of how, together with Jim Cronin, I helped build a 65-acre sanctuary from a derelict pig farm, and how our epic battle for survival is replayed in the wild every single day. On this rollercoaster ride, I will introduce the inhabitants of Monkey World, some of whom will be familiar to you from the Monkey Life and Monkey Business television series, and a cast of characters including Horace the Tiger, Taffy the Chimp and Harry the Bastard. I also hope to show the great and gossamer ways in which man and beast can co-exist. This is a story of love, hope and survival. And it all started at Pan’s Garden.
         
 
         I was born on October 8, 1956 on a windswept night at the family zoo in the scenic village of Ashover, nestling in the foothills of the Pennines. It is fair to describe us as a dysfunctional family and, by the time I was eight, there were six of us sharing a two-bedroom cottage with seven dogs, a parrot, a chimp, a Senegalese bushbaby, a slow loris, various reptiles and, in a room to itself, a puma. We also had a Himalayan black bear in our outhouse.
         
 
         Looking back now, it amazes me how dangerous it was to visit our zoo in those days before healthy and safety was invented. A large number of our enclosures, housing animals such as monkeys, otters, seals and vultures, had no safety barriers to protect visitors from being injured or even maimed. In the event, we were lucky, although the monkeys and parrots developed a notorious reputation for picking the pockets of the more unsuspecting visitor. One day a gentleman arrived at the entrance kiosk in a distressed state and grunting indecipherably. It took quite some time before we realised that one of the mangabey monkeys had stolen his false teeth. Another ambitious primate stole a lady’s wedding ring and was most reluctant to return it to the hysterical bride, while it only became clear why the macaw was named Buttons when you left his company and your clothes fell apart. Just how he managed to part these objects from their rightful owners beggars belief.
         
 
         My mother and father, Jill and Clinton, had an ambivalent approach to safety. It sounds terrible now and I shudder at some of the memories, but everything was of its time. Money was tight and it was a hand-to-mouth existence of cut corners and a steadfast pragmatism. That much was evident from the way they dealt with an early accident.
         
 
         Pablo the chimp had been rescued from a Spanish circus, where he had become too big and dangerous to work. As ever, we were ill-equipped for his arrival, so we built a makeshift cage in our dining room while his permanent accommodation was built. I was four and, by then, we had live-in staff. One young lady’s duties included bathing the owners’ children. So one night she carried me to the downstairs bathroom, squeezing past Pablo’s enclosure. He opened an eye and was aghast to see his favourite plaything – we had become good friends – being handled by someone else. Cue an apocalyptic temper tantrum and a nasty bite to my foot. I was carried to the kitchen table with blood pumping from the wound, while my brother Anthony, whom we all called Pie, mopped the tiled floor. My parents were never ones to burden the health services with our frequent injuries and blood-shedding, but my beloved grandfather, Baba, made me a walking stick and then tried to cheer me up by taking me on a steam train from Matlock to Darley Dale, where the driver blew a steam ring from the funnel in my honour. Most importantly, I retained my friendship with Pablo and, in true chimpanzee style, he had forgotten about the whole affair by the following morning.
         
 
         I am now astounded at what we managed to get away with through ignorance and naivety. A highly dangerous routine was cleaning the enclosure of Kareen, the largest Asiatic brown bear that I have ever met, and her companion, Ursula, our Himalayan black bear. The procedure involved someone standing outside the cage with a jar of watered-down syrup, feeding the two inmates, while Father entered the enclosure with his shovel and bin. After much pleading, he took me into the cage with him, something he later conceded was extremely foolish, but at the time it was another example of the accepted perils of everyday life.
         
 
         Many of the events that took place in those early days were barely believable, not only because we all survived them, but also because we were stupid enough to allow them to happen in the first place. A case in point was when the bear enclosure was being concreted to make it safer – an irony in itself – and the animals were being housed temporarily in the goat shed. When the flooring was completed, it was time to return the bears to their new home. That was when Father and his younger brother, Martin, entered the goat shed armed with only a bottle of chloroform and a wad of cotton wool. Their plan was to sedate the bears and somehow manhandle them the 50 yards or so to their cage. I waited outside and listened to the gasps, grunts, bangs and crashes, until the noise abated and the door was flung open to reveal two very groggy bears and two equally dopey men. As was often the case, it was my mother who seized control of the situation and, with the help of Pie and myself, rehoused the bears while the daft duo dozed on a straw bed.
         
 
         I have always felt that any wild animal is only as dangerous as the person looking after it, and there is no doubt that there was an undercurrent of danger running through the Keeling household. Rebellion coursed through the corridors and there was an internecine conflict between my parents. My mother was the dominant matriarch, her material wealth and breeding ensuring her status. Born lame with a dislocated hip, she compensated with an abrasive attitude. She, too, overcame much, notably the death of her childhood sweetheart in a plane crash just days before they were due to marry. That tragedy forged a strong, intelligent personality with a bitter resentment that she took to her grave.
         
 
         My father, on the other hand, was a working-class man with delusions of grandeur. He developed a passion for wild animals and set about collecting specimens and learning about their origins. This led to a love of books, and his fondness for the written word was matched only by a total absence of practical aptitude. When my parents met, my mother left my father in no doubt as to his value by telling him firmly that she would never love him.
         
 
         She was true to her word and we children were divided into warring factions. Pie, Diana and Phoebe were Mother’s staunch allies. I was loyal to my father but careful not to side with him overtly. It was not a comfortable place to be. I recall my daddy-loyalty being pushed to the limit one night when my parents were fighting. I intervened but Father pushed me through a window. I remember bleeding with gusto as I watched Mother then brain Father over the head with a poker.
         
 
         If I can credit them with any parental skills, it was with instilling in me a sense of independence. When I was 11 and Pie was 13, we were effectively left in charge of Pan’s Garden. At the time we had a teenage girl living in the large zoo house on the hill and caring for our 200 animals. It had been a gorgeous, baronial place when my grandfather lived there, but had become increasingly run down when our menagerie had replaced him. We had since moved to an old cottage a few miles away in Uppertown, leaving our staff member alone in a house that always made me think of the sinister shack in Psycho, the Alfred Hitchcock film.
         
 
         Unfortunately, a lorry driver who was the brother of a former staff member had developed a severe crush on our teenager and would pester her each night. It got so bad that, in the end, she had a nervous breakdown and was hospitalised. That was when the call came to me at junior school. I was to leave immediately. There was a crisis at home. Pie had the same call at Claycross Secondary Modern, where he was prisoner.
         
 
         School was always an unnecessary burden, as far as I was concerned, and so I fled home, pulling on my blazer as I climbed the hill leading to the zoo. On arrival, my mother quickly explained the situation. My parents were too busy on the lecture circuit to look after the animals and so, with our poor staff member in hospital, it was down to us two boys. As a token effort of support, my mother said she would do any required husbandry with the rattlesnake in the reptile house.
         
 
         In many ways this was a dream and, in truth, the daily routine of feeding and cleaning the chimps, bears, pumas, monkeys, birds, wild dogs and the leopard was second nature. The one problem was that we lived in fear of the return of the frustrated suitor as we were now spending all our time alone in the house on the hill. Mother’s basic advice was to tell him that we had no idea where the woman had gone if he showed up. After a week of nightly visits and our protestations of ignorance, the lorry driver became very angry. In fear, we reported back to our mother, pointing out that we could not even lock the door as protection. Her response was phlegmatic.
         
 
         “If we’re going to be burgled I’d rather they did not break the door down,” she said. “That’ll be another expense.”
         
 
         It was not burglary we were concerned about, rather that we would have to deal with the intruder on our own. My task, then, was to devise a trap that would kill, or at the very least maim, our unwanted visitor. I relished the task and, before long, was winching a bicycle, discarded by our staff member, up above the door, via a pulley system and with a simple trigger mechanism attached. Right on cue, we heard our lorry driver arrive. He barged open the unlocked door and, to Pie’s utter disbelief, the trap worked perfectly. The bicycle clattered down onto him from a great height and I congratulated myself for my Heath Robinson-like skills. The only flaw in the plan was that the bike had not actually killed the lorry driver, but merely enraged him further, and he charged at us in a fury. Somehow in the fracas one of us managed to make a call to Mother and the police were called. There ensued a major manhunt for the sinister suitor, who was eventually caught and got six months, while our staff member returned to work. Sad to say, happy endings rarely lasted in the house of horrors.
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            House of Horrors
            

         
 
         AS I WALK around Monkey World and look at Amy in one of our huge enclosures, I feel relieved at how much progress has been made in looking after wild animals. The backlash against zoos has forced it, which is a good thing, although we have avoided any such negativity because we are a sanctuary. We’re the good guys. But even though the facilities and resources have changed beyond all recognition, my underlying love for animals has not changed since the blood, sweat and tears shed back in the house of horrors.
         
 
         Digger was a dingo. He was usually very passive, but one frosty morning, while cleaning his enclosure, my father slipped and ended up on his back. Instantly Digger reverted to instinct and went for the throat. Father managed to get his hands across his neck as protection in the nick of time as Digger dug in. Pie and I waded in with brooms and shouts and managed to shepherd Digger away, leaving father lying there, bleeding and ashen. My parents preferred not to bother with trifles such as doctors, but there was no option on this occasion so we took him to the Chesterfield Royal Hospital, where we stuck to our golden rule of never confessing how our injuries had occurred. Fearing negative press or repercussions in the village, we told the doctor that a domestic dog had caused the deep wounds. The doctor looked dubiously at the arm with its serrated bite marks and said, in a broad Australian accent: “Jeez, looks more like a bloody dingo bite to me!”
         
 
         We kept to our implausible story as his nimble fingers applied the 40 stitches needed to repair Digger’s handiwork.
         
 
         Father could be the perpetrator too. Pie’s pride and joy was Cherokee the puma. Her mother, Sioux, showed as few maternal instincts as our own mother did, so the cub was removed and hand-reared. She would never be a prime specimen because Pie could never find the perfect match for puma milk, but she was healthy and happy. She was also still living with us in the overcrowded cottage in Uppertown by the time she was an adult, but one night she made a bid for freedom as Pie and I arrived home from Pan’s Garden. I slammed the garden gate shut while Mother covered another potential escape route, but Father was aghast.
         
 
         “The puma’s got out!” he cried. “The puma’s escaped!”
 
         As his frenzied cries spiralled into the sky, Pie tried to placate him.
         
 
         “Don’t panic, Father,” he shouted. “We have everything under control.”
         
 
         I knew it was a mistake as soon as the words were out. Affronted by Pie’s words, Father said, “Panic? Me? Panic?”
         
 
         Thereupon, he picked up Pie by the scruff of his neck and hurled him across the dining room onto Mother’s prized sofa. The four legs snapped simultaneously, leaving Pie entangled on the floor. Meanwhile, I ushered Cherokee back to the sanctuary of her room, fully understanding why she might want to flee from this place.
         
 
         I hate the word expert but I like the word expertise. That’s what it comes down to when dealing with dangerous animals. There have been lots of occasions when keepers have pushed it too far and reaped the awful consequences. The relationship can fall apart at any moment, even with an animal I have known for as long as Amy, and you can never lose sight of that. People talk about how strong animals are, whether they be orang-utans or tigers or dingoes, but really it is we humans who are proportionately so weak. Hence, it is a matter of respect.
         
 
         I might have wondered at my mother’s balancing of expertise and respect when one of our allies, John Foden, the curator at Drayton Manor Zoo, said we could have a banded krait. This particular snake is so venomous that no known serum exists to counter its bite. Indeed, it has been reported that a bullock died within 30 minutes of being bitten by one. John was one of the world’s leading experts on venomous reptiles, but placed the krait in an old pillowcase for the journey from Drayton Manor. Mother picked up the pillowcase and placed it in her rickety old Ford Popular. She was halfway into the 80-mile journey when she felt something moving against her skin. The snake had located a hole in the pillowcase and was seeking warmth in a hostile environment. Unfazed by her new use as a radiator for a potentially lethal animal, Mother pulled over, parked the car and calmly placed her uninvited guest back in the pillowcase, no doubt telling him what a naughty boy he had been as she tied a piece of string around the hole.
         
  
         Whether I learnt much of any use from such prosaic methods is debatable, but I certainly learnt more from them than I did at school. Everyone was dumbstruck then, when my headteacher at junior school addressed us all at assembly one day. “We have a surprise to announce this morning: one of our pupils has passed the 11 plus and won a scholarship to an exceptional school in Chesterfield called William Rhodes,” he intoned. “And you will be amazed to hear that the student’s name is… Jeremy Keeling.”
         
 
         Amazement swiftly faded to disappointment. I was disruptive at William Rhodes, where I was surrounded by boys from middle-class backgrounds, and quickly became an apathetic and periodic presence. “It’s a shame Jeremy is not encouraged to become a full-time member of this establishment,” my school report stated one year. “Impossible to assess owing to absences,” lamented the next.
         
 
         My mother felt I had more important matters to attend to and, for once, sided with me. Bristling after a reprimand for not providing an explanatory note for each absence, she telephoned the headteacher, Mr Crookes, and said, “I have far better things to do than write letters to you. If Jeremy is absent then it is with my full consent.”
         
 
         By the time I left school, Mr Crookes had long washed his hands of me. I stood in front of him on my last day as he signed my parole – at least that’s how I viewed it – and listened to his verdict. “I despair of you, Keeling,” he said. “You will never make anything of your life.” Nevertheless, he was as glad as I was to be scribbling his name on my leaving certificate.
         
 
         My parents finally separated in 1970. Father’s lectures took him all over the country and he would scrounge a bed for the night from his associates. One of these was an old lion-tamer friend who had started a relationship with a beautiful and wealthy divorcee. Together they had started up a zoo in the grounds of her large property. It was not long before the lion tamer was replaced by my father, which seemed to me a very poor way to treat a friend.
         
 
         I had become fascinated by all things mechanical in my early teens and helped repair cars for pocket money. I also worked for a local farmer, haymaking and milking cows, although payment was erratic, it must be said. I had no self-esteem at all. When I got hold of an old James motorbike from a scrap heap, I was thrilled and showed it to my father, craving some approval.
         
 
         “Did you hear that?” I said as I revved the engine.
 
         “It pains me to listen,” he responded wearily.
 
         Father never did foster any enthusiasm in his children and, when he left, the outbreak of peace was a huge relief.
         
 
         One man who did notice and fuel my interest in repairing and constructing cars was Bill Barker, a talented engineer who ran the nearby Peglant Garage. When delivering a car to my mother one day, he saw my feet protruding from beneath a dilapidated vehicle perched on an equally suspect jack. On the way out, having sold my mother one of Barker’s bangers, as I would refer to them, he saw my feet still in place and told my mother he could use me. And so I began work with Bill and he taught me the secrets of car repair and welding, things that have been of great use to me ever since. We worked hard on restoring insurance write-offs and building beach buggies and trailers, turning our hands to anything that was within our means, and became a good team.
         
 
         Sadly, Barker’s garage was a shed with no toilet or running water and, now that the Factories Act had come in, Bill could not legally employ anyone. He paid me a miserly £1 a day, but Bill did ensure I attended Chesterfield Technical College on day release, where I came top in my year.
         
 
         Father’s absence had repercussions and, though we briefly lived in an oasis of calm, we struggled financially. Running the zoo had always been a struggle, a labour of love and hate, and now it was impossible. With only one meagre income from my mother’s occasional lecturing to support us, we made our staccato journey towards the inevitable. It was the survival of the fittest and Pan’s Garden could not keep pace.
         
 
         Luckily, we managed to rehome almost all of our animals, many at Father’s new enterprise with his rich divorcee. Resources were tight for everyone, but one man agreed to take our two bears. It was the end of an era, as Ursula had lived in our outhouse since we were small and had grown up with us. It was with mixed feelings that I greeted the man from Essex who was to take our bears to his collection. We had already placed Ursula in a sturdy crate and in the van, and then moved on to Kareen, the brown bear. She went into a rather flimsier temporary crate and we left her there while we broke for a coffee. As we walked away, there was a loud crashing noise. We turned to see Kareen standing amid a pile of broken timber. She had simply flexed her considerable muscles, and our carefully constructed travelling crate was now a pile of matchwood. The man from Essex could not wait. This was a one-time offer only. He went away with Ursula and we were left with Kareen. We had tried every available avenue. Every stone had been turned. There was no way out. I was distraught when I realised the dreadful consequences. Later that day, Kareen was shot by a local marksman. The horror and sadness of that day have never left me. The same fate met our wild boar, Baron Herr Von Routeler, or Rooty to his mates. I am not an overly sentimental man, but losing an animal is a terrible experience. Perhaps we were lucky that, of all our 400 or so animals, only two met this fate, but I nevertheless class it as one of the worst days of my life.
         
 
         Our tempestuous home life continued when Father tried to make contact with his children. We agreed and a date was set when my mother would be absent. Father had a habit of squeezing the maximum amount of drama out of every situation. Hence, we assembled before him in the cottage in a row, like errant schoolchildren in front of the headmaster. Father gave a Churchillian speech from the heart, pleading for our support, but his words fell on deaf ears as far as my siblings were concerned, as they were truly loyal to the mother camp.
         
 
         I alone said that I would not mind if he wanted to keep in touch and visit from time to time. “Yes, of course,” I said, little knowing the consequences I would suffer from that simple betrayal. I became exiled from the rest of the clan through my love of a peaceful life. I was all too aware of my father’s manifold shortcomings, but I also felt sorry for him and felt some strange, twisted sense of loyalty. Father was pleased to have enlisted one recruit and packed up some books with a smile on his face. I later appreciated that the books had been the primary reason for his visit. He put the box in the back of his car and drove back to his new zoo, leaving the usual human detritus in his wake.
         
 
         The relationship between the parent and off spring varies wildly from species to species. If you come to Monkey World, you might see an orang mother like Hsiao-quai cuddling her baby in a manner familiar to humans. The flipside is infanticide and the discarding of runts. Some orangs form strong bonds; others have no maternal instincts. This can seem shocking to us, but is it any less cruel than the drip-feed of discontent and emotional warfare that often plagues human households?
         
 
         I did retain contact with my absent father and even visited him on occasion. These clandestine missions were carried out with the help of Pie. One day the two of us set off to meet Father at a motorway service station on the way to Cambridge. Pie was driving our ageing Morris Minor van, but negotiating the right of way at a roundabout just outside Mansfield, there was a misunderstanding and, suffice it to say, we lost. I looked to my left just in time to see a bright yellow Post Office van crash into the side where I was sitting.
         
 
         I drifted in and out of consciousness as Pie hauled me from the car. He was equally disorientated and scared. He told me to go and find a phone box to ring Mother. Even in my condition, dazed and confused, I knew that idea was a double-edged sword and that she would be furious to hear I had been sneaking off to see her lesser half.
         
 
         I passed out on the pavement and the next thing I knew I was in the prone position in the back of an ambulance. They seemed to know what they were doing and the ambulance was cosy compared to the Morris Minor. I sank back on to the bed and went to hospital to get my wounds mended.
         
 
         Unbeknown to me, Pie was oblivious to my departure in the ambulance and, when my mother arrived, the pair spent several hours combing the streets, looking for me. Eventually, they considered looking at the local hospitals. I vividly recall my mother limping along the corridor with piratical menace and confronting a doctor.
         
 
         “This is all very inconvenient,” she reprimanded him.
 
         Pie, meanwhile, decided to go and watch a football match in Chesterfield, leaving me concussed, confused and alone in a hospital bed. Father was informed of the problems, but rather than come and see me, turned back and trundled home to his zoo. Mother discharged me the next morning.
         
 
         “It’s totally unnecessary you being here,” she said.
 
         “They say I have concussion,” I ventured.
 
         “Nonsense.”
 
         Worse was to follow. My mother struggled to come to terms with what she deemed an act of treason on my part in attempting to see my father. So when I was 12, she banned me from the house.
         
 
         “You’re a boorish, ill-mannered lout, just like your father,” she said.
         
 
         So I began living in a beat-up caravan in one of the back fields, paying my mother £4 a week for the privilege. Out of sight and mind. I worked evenings and weekends so I could eat and then, each Friday evening after school, I would visit the launderette in Chesterfield, where I would undress and wash my uniform. I took to begging on the streets and lived off free school meals. And beneath it all was a dark secret that I would keep locked away for almost four decades.
         
 
         I began working for Bill on a full-time basis and took solace in the mechanical world. One thing my mother had given me was total freedom when it came to cars. In fact, I was still at junior school when she allowed me to drive the family vehicle. This attitude was born of practical needs. Indeed, necessity really was the mother of invention. We lived an isolated existence and so transport was a lifeline. If I could drive then I could help. Never mind the legality of such matters. I was so desperate to have my freedom and a potential escape route that I applied to take my driving test at the first available opportunity on my 17th birthday. And when I finally shed those L-plates, it was a milestone reached and a millstone lifted from around my neck.
         
 
         Alas, my driving skills were the source of much debate. Pie would forever lament my boy-racer tendencies and we had bets over whether I would manage to kill myself before anyone else did. These remarks were made half in jest, but they would come back and haunt me in a terrible fashion a decade later.
         
 
         Bill sold his business and, thanks to a good friend called Colin Ainsworth, I started working at another garage, Taylor’s, repairing farm vehicles. I had no idea where I was going in life but wherever it was, I was carrying a lot of baggage. I could certainly never have guessed that the journey would somehow lead me to being involved in rescue missions and forging an unbreakable bond with a large, cantankerous orang-utan. I was stuck and so the only thing to do was flee.
         
 
         I knew where I was going when I turned up for our usual Thursday evening lads’ night at The Red Lion in Ashover, however. We decided to finish the night back at my caravan, so half a dozen of us piled into a couple of cars and we began the short trip. I was driving the lead vehicle and had just rounded a tight bend when I saw a curious-looking creature standing in the middle of the road, his eyes flashing in my headlights. He scampered off to the right and darted up a tree. I slammed on the brakes and got out. I knew that this was Mr Possum, an animal that had escaped from Pan’s Garden many months before and was assumed lost for ever. Now, it was clear that the resourceful possum had in fact been living the life of Riley in the wild.
         
 
         I began to climb the tree after him, glad that I had not overindulged in the pub. I saw him shrinking away ahead of me, but finally he ran out of tree. I clung to the trunk and thrust out my arm along the branch. I managed to grab his tail and pulled him towards me. Then I got hold of him around the neck, to prevent him biting me, although he did manage to slash my thigh during the skirmish. It was only then that I looked down to witness a sea of bewildered faces standing below me.
         
 
         “Can someone drive to my mother’s and get a box for him?” I shouted.
         
 
         There was a rumbling and sniggering, but a car drove off towards the house of horrors. My friends had seen nothing yet. Ten minutes or so later, I saw the wink of headlights meandering down the tree-lined lane. Then Mother opened the door. My friends were shocked to see her clamber out of her wilting old van, wearing a dressing gown tied loosely together with some bale string. Shock turned to horror when Mother removed her dressing gown and, with the help of a few others, used it as a safety net for her beloved possum as we descended. Mother then placed him in the travelling box and left, dressed only in a flimsy nightdress, as if nothing untoward had happened at all. If I needed convincing, that moment was the deciding factor. I had to get out.
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