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SPECIMEN THREE-EIGHT-C
by A.J.Desmond
"When I first saw Specimen Three-Eight-C, I knew that it would be the one to make me famous."

"Pardon?"
"I'm talking about Bobo, bloody … bloody Bobo."

"Oh, so he was different to the others?"

"Damned right, he was. One look, and I knew we'd succeeded in creating a sentient ape."

"Why call him Bobo?"

"Don't ask me. Ask the lab staff. They named it Bobo. To me, it's always been Specimen Three-Eight-C."

There's a long silence, but it doesn't unsettle me. As a journalist I'm used to silences. He busies himself with a printout but makes the mistake of glancing up and I snatch the opportunity to speak. "I was impressed by your early work, Doctor Grant."

Grant laughs. It's a weak, unconvincing sound. "Then you're the only one who is impressed. I haven't been called Doctor for a while. Say, is that recorder on?"

"No." I lied.

I'm sitting in an impressive office suite - real wood, not that MDF crap - in an upmarket part of town. Far below, in the ground-floor mall, jewellers and perfumeries are shutting up, as shoppers rush through the gathering gloom, anxious to get their expensive bargains home and unwrapped.

I'm here for a story, the greatest story of the scientific age. Bobo, the first non-human self-made millionaire. Perhaps the only one, if campaigners get their way. Of course, Bobo wasn't the first animal to become a millionaire. Cats and dogs have sometimes been beneficiaries of wills. But Bobo earned his. And Doctor Grant, the ex-Doctor Grant, was the man who made it all possible.

Grant pretends to be busy. Reading through paperwork, chewing on a pen, and continually flicking long blonde hair out of his eyes. I've seen photos of him before, but I'm surprised how young he looks. And how anguished. His whole frame is tense. He fidgets, and rocks slightly. He has more angst than a Seattle grunge band.

"Tell me about the process, Doc."

"You're a nosey one."

"It's my job to be nosey." I laugh and open my hands, showing my palms. I give him my best disarming, charming grin. And it works.

"Do you enjoy your job?" he asks.

"Yeah."

"Lucky you. So what do you know about gene splicing?"

"Hmm, a little."

He talks about restriction enzymes. And making two precise incisions, through the phosphate backbone of the DNA double-helix, leaving the protein bases undamaged. He talks about ligase. And the process of gluing a new section of DNA, often from another species, into the gap. But I'm not listening. I know the science. Or as much of it as I can take without yawning. That's not what I want. I'm after the human story. The man behind the ape that thinks like a man.

I interrupt, slicing through the Doctor's speech like the restriction enzyme he's so fond of. "The DNA was human?"

"Yes. Mine." He smiles. He's childless, I've done my research, but he knows what it's like to pace a corridor waiting for news of a new arrival. "We took the genes for intelligence and-"

"But how did you know which genes to use?"

"We didn't. We relied on the bread and butter of scientific progress. Trial and error." Grant gets up, opens a filing cabinet, retrieves a file, and sits back behind his desk. "That's why I called him Three-Eight-C. He was the third permutation of genes from the thirty-eigth group."

"That's a lot of chimp."

"Damn right, it is. The Institute Head joked we were running low on celebrities to adopt them. I took the hint."

"So Bobo was a lucky guess?"

Grant looks up from the sheaf of notes. I know he isn't impressed. "We had a list of candidate genes, and hundreds of ways to combine them. We‘d get it right … eventually."

"Were you there? At his birth?"

"No. I was working with the older apes. Testing their IQ. Using the results to formulate the next set of gene combinations."

"And at what stage did you meet Bobo?"

"What is it with journalists and questions?"

"Curious, that's all. It'll be good background for when I meet him."

"He was three months old and already using sign language."

"Impressive."

"Ah, chimps and sign language. Nothing special. They can build a vocabulary of simple words. But the lab staff hadn't began working with him. You see, Three-Eight-C was learning from the older apes."

"And you say that you knew? Instantly?"

"Yes. There was something in his eyes. And his attitude."

"His attitude?"

"He prefered certain people. One girl, in particular. A Sarah something-or-other, I forget her full name. She'd carry him with her around the lab or he'd throw a tantrum."

"What happened next?"

"We postponed the next round of impregnations. And concentrated on Three-Eight-C. At a year old, he was signing fluently and using grammar. He could watch telly. And respond to what he'd heard on it. That's when the military got involved."

"The army?"

"Think about it. The ability to breed divisions of expendable beserkers. With no empathy for the enemy. No yellow streak.

"I thought that was the reason for inner-city slums?"

Grant laughs. "Yes, but apes don't have mothers waiting for the dreaded 'We regret to inform you …' phone call."

"Why did the army pull out?"

"He failed the first test. I explained the situation, gave him a wirecutters, and asked him to defuse the bomb …"

"And?"

"That's when we discovered he'd learned swear words. He asked why we'd bothered arming the bomb if we wanted it disarmed, then he gave the wirecutters to a five-star general and told him to cut the effing red wire. Three-Eight-C didn't sign ‘effing’ either. He used the real word."

The phone rings. Grant excuses himself and answers it. I wait. He puts the phone down and begins working, seeming to forget I'm here.

"How did he break free? From the Institute."

"Hmm? Oh, that. I still laugh about it, the day I told the Institute Head, 'He's suing us. For breach of his human rights.' The Head blamed the idea on TV and banned it from Three-Eight-C's room."

Grant and I laugh. I remember the headlines. I wrote some of them. The case went all the way to the European Court of Justice. The Institute claimed Bobo was more ape than man. But Bobo was smart, he never denied that. He argued that if they could remove the human DNA from his cells then he'd concede. But until they could, the parts of him that were human maintained their rights under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. There was no precedence. And when Doctor Grant testified under oath that Bobo did indeed carry human genes, the Institute settled out of court. Bobo had made his first fifty million.

"Some ape, Doc."

Grant nods in agreement. "Few people know this. But I helped fund his case."

"And I suppose this is payback? For services rendered?" I indicated the plush furnishings that surround me.

"Yes."

Grant doesn't seem as happy as I'd expect. I have one last set of questions. "Why the Indie music?"

Grant cringes. "Please, that's so embarrasing. I tried instilling some culture into him. Mozart, Mendelsshon. We piped it into his room. But Sarah … Remember, the girl he was so fond of?"

I nod.

"She left a Walkman in his room. A CD of some crass band or other. Three-Eight-C listened to it and was hooked. He started watching MTV, and the staff bought him a cheap drum machine for Christmas. A month later, he was writing songs, and performing dance routines, signing the words. Sarah thought it cute.”

“And you?”

“I was mortified."

"But his first album, surely you approved?"

"It was his fifty million. Once he'd quit the Institute, what could I say? I wasn't his legal guardian."

"But he's an international success. Gold albums. Videos with the world's greatest stars."

"And that's what irks me. I knew he was going to make me famous. And I guess I am. But I wanted to be known as Doctor Grant, the great scientist. Not as personal assistant to M.C. Bobo - the rock star."

A red buzzer lits up on Grant's desk.

"Three-Eight-C will see you now," he says.

THE END
