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I am Sam. I am Sam. Sam I am.
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One




To Tell the Truth

She wasn’t studying. Studying was what she was supposed to be doing, what she intended to do, what she was going to start doing any minute now. First, though, she had to wait for the album to finish—the new Talking Heads, with its bass-heavy rendition of “Take Me to the River,” which she couldn’t get enough of—and click through all the channels on the TV while absorbing her daily dose of disodium guanylate, autolyzed yeast extract and rendered chicken fat in her Top Ramen, which was about the only thing she was eating lately. It was cheap and fast and that was all that mattered. Not that she was happy about it—she knew she had to start eating better, but she hadn’t actually cooked anything even remotely healthy for weeks, and then it was only pasta with a red sauce out of a jar and a wedge of iceberg lettuce on the side and maybe a pickle or two. Were pickles healthy? They prevented scurvy, she’d read that somewhere. Columbus had stocked them on the Niña, the Pinta and the Santa Maria for that purpose, but then she wasn’t on a ship at sea but in her efficiency apartment in university housing, and the problem was time. And will. Work, school, work, school—it was as if she were on a stationary bicycle pedaling furiously, going nowhere.

The Top Ramen (Lime Shrimp) was boiling on the stove. Her books were spread out on the old steamer trunk from Goodwill she used as a coffee table. She was going to eat and study at the same time, then maybe go for a walk around the block and come back and study till it was time to go to bed, which lately had been anywhere from eleven to two, depending on how bored she was and how hopeless the quest for her degree seemed at any given moment. But first she clicked the remote, just to see what was on, and the screen came alive to a scrum of earnest figures in cleats and helmets chasing a little brown ball across an expanse of gleaming grass. She clicked again: sitcom. Again: the news. Once more: game show.

The game show was one she used to watch back at home and as soon as the logo appeared on the screen she felt a quick sharp pang of nostalgia, she and her sister stretched out on the living room rug, doing their homework, their mother in the recliner rattling the cubes in her second or third vodka and soda, one Lark at her lips and the other smoldering in the ashtray. And the show, comforting in its banality, everything preordained and usual, the panel of celebrities nobody had ever heard of apart from the de facto evidence—Kitty Carlisle—straining to be witty and urbane, middle America’s entrée into a world of martinis and limos and lathered-on makeup. Three men materialized out of the shadows to introduce themselves, each claiming to be Guy Schermerhorn—two older and wearing glasses, one younger and not—before taking their seats, stage right, at the desk reserved for the contestants. The celebrity panel was seated across from them, stage left, and it was their task to determine which two were the imposters and which the original, the one telling the truth.

She didn’t have time for this, but then she did. Because the affidavit the host read out wasn’t the usual sort of thing at all—Guy Schermerhorn wasn’t the pedestrian husband of a hypersexualized actress or a race car driver recognizable only with his crash helmet on or the discoverer of a new element for the periodic table, but a researcher who, he claimed, was teaching apes to talk. She’d heard about that—they were doing it here too, at UCSM, weren’t they? And come to think of it, the young guy, the one in the middle, looked familiar, as if she’d seen him on campus, but whether she had or not, she was sure he was the one telling the truth. The other two might have had more gravitas, but that was only because of the glasses and the age difference, and of course the producers of the show relied upon deception by way of keeping the audience guessing along with the celebrity panel, otherwise no one would have bothered to tune in.

Bill Cullen—he wore glasses too, the lenses so thick they distorted his eyes—was up first and he put his question to Guy Schermerhorn Number 1, on the left. “So what was the first thing the ape said? I’m guessing it was either ‘You got a cigarette?’ or ‘Can you loan me a dime so I can call my lawyer and get out of this joint?’”

The audience laughed. Guy Schermerhorn Number 1 laughed too and then he composed his face and said, “They don’t actually talk—it’s more like sign language.”

“Oh, really?” Bill Cullen leaned into the long desk the panel shared. He was enjoying this, enjoying the opportunity to show off his wit for all those people out there in the living rooms of America and relishing the fact that he was a celebrity and they weren’t. “How do you say ‘Make mine a martini, straight up, two olives?’”

Again, the audience laughter. But Guy Schermerhorn Number 1 dodged the question with a quip of his own, as if he were auditioning for a seat on the panel. “We try to discourage them from drinking,” he said, giving the camera a deadpan look, but the thing was, he didn’t attempt any sign language, which to Aimee was a dead giveaway, even if she hadn’t already decided on Number 2.

It was Kitty Carlisle now, looking ageless in her midnight-black bouffant, though the flesh at her throat was pulled tight as a string bag. She gave the camera a catty look, then zeroed in on Number 3. “Could you demonstrate something in sign language for us—it is sign language you use, isn’t it?”

Number 3 nodded.

“How about, oh, I don’t know—‘Do you take your coffee black or with cream and sugar?’”

The man raised both his hands to the level of his chest and Aimee thought for an instant that she’d been wrong, that this was the real Guy Schermerhorn, but then, lamely, he dropped them to the desk and said, “We don’t serve them coffee.”

“Jangles their nerves?” the host put in, and everybody laughed. He was seated center stage behind his own desk, his bald head flashing under the stage lights. Aimee didn’t remember his name, not that it mattered. He was a celebrity too.

Kitty Carlisle couldn’t resist the joke. “What about Sanka?” she asked of nobody in particular—just threw it out there—before turning to the contestant in the middle, Guy Schermerhorn Number 2, with a penetrating look. “What about you, Number Two—can you tell us how to say ‘How do you take your coffee—black or with cream and sugar?’” And now a quick aside, eyes on the camera: “I mean, in case we have an ape over for dinner some evening . . .”

Guy Schermerhorn Number 2—he was the real Guy Schermerhorn, no doubt in Aimee’s mind—was in his late twenties or early thirties and he wore his hair long, parted just to the left of center and tucked behind his ears. His eyes jumped and settled and he was instantly, unshakably, calm. He used his fingers only (it was called finger-spelling, as she was later to learn), moving them so quickly and adeptly he might have been a clarinetist running through “Flight of the Bumblebee” without benefit of an instrument.

Kitty Carlisle said, “That was either the most amazing thing we’ve seen on this show—or pure gibberish. That’s not gibberish, is it, Number Two?”

Number 2 shook his head no, then the other two panelists got their chance to quiz the three men, though it was really no contest after that, and there were three votes for Guy Schermerhorn Number 2 against a sole vote for Number 1 (Bill Cullen) and none for Number 3. But wait, wait, it wasn’t over yet—instead of having the real Guy Schermerhorn stand up and take his bow, there was a surprise . . .

The backstage curtains parted and out came a chimpanzee in diapers and a polo shirt with the sleeves cut off and he wasn’t walking on his knuckles but standing on two feet and swaying side to side in the kind of gait you’d expect from a toddler, which, as it turned out, was what he was. He looked out at the crowd, which had sent up a whoop when he appeared, then at the panel and the three contestants, before letting out a low hoot and scampering across the floor—knuckles now—and launching himself over the low desk where the contestants were seated to land squarely in the lap of the man in the middle, as if there had ever been any doubt. But he didn’t simply land there—he embraced Guy Schermerhorn like a lover, kissing him on the lips and then swiveling his head around to stare into the camera as if this was all in a day’s work. His hands were moving now, first for the camera, then for Guy Schermerhorn, who returned the gesture, or a different gesture, as if he understood what the chimp was saying and the chimp understood him—as if they were truly communicating, in real time, while the whole nation looked on.

The host, his grin as wide as the screen, couldn’t resist putting one more question to the man with the ape in his lap: “What did he just say?”

“He said he wants a cheeseburger.”

The audience roared.

“Does he have a name?” the host wanted to know, riding with it now, the grin ironed to his face. The camera panned over the audience, a sea of shining eyes and open mouths, then swung back to Guy Schermerhorn.

Guy Schermerhorn spoke aloud as he signed the question to the chimp: “What is your name?”

The chimp—he was adorable, a big-eared doll come to life—made a rapid gesture with one hand before flicking the back of his ear as if shooing a fly, and Guy Schermerhorn provided the translation. “His name’s Sam.”

But the chimp—Sam—wasn’t done yet. He interjected a further comment, either in correction or addition, the gestures so rapid you couldn’t follow them till Guy Schermerhorn reprised them in a slowed-down version. “And he’s asking”—running through the gestures now, index finger and thumb to the side of his cheek, a finger touched to his chest and then his hand pushed out in front of him in an undulating motion—“‘When can I go home?’” A pause, then the real and authentic Guy Schermerhorn spun out one more sign, both palms sliding together in a horizontal clasp: “To bed.”

Behind her, on the stove, the Top Ramen was boiling over. There was a hiss of vaporizing liquid, followed by the sharp tang of incinerated Lime Shrimp flavoring, and then she was up off the couch and lifting the pot from the burner while the TV audience clapped and whistled and Guy Schermerhorn took the chimp by the hand and led him across the stage and back through the curtains. She’d been lost there a moment, gone deep—it was as if a door that had been closed all her life had suddenly swung open. This little creature with the articulate fingers and watchful eyes had not only expressed desire—to have a cheeseburger—but he’d conceptualized the future and envisioned a place beyond his immediate surroundings, which animals weren’t supposed to be able to do. She’d seen it with her own eyes. Unless, of course, it was some sort of trick. Unless he’d just been aping what his trainer had taught him.

But what if he wasn’t? Scientists were involved, weren’t they? Wasn’t Guy Schermerhorn a scientist? And what if it really was possible to speak to the members of another species—to converse with them, not just give commands or coach them in the way people coached parrots to regurgitate what they’d been taught to say? Or dogs. Good boy, roll over, doggie want a treat? It wouldn’t be like that. It would be a two-way conversation, a sharing of thoughts on the deepest level. People talked about life on other planets, but this was right here in front of us, a whole other consciousness just waiting to be unlocked. Did apes have God? Did they have souls? Did they know about death and redemption? About Jesus? About prayer? The economy, rockets, space? Did they miss the jungle? Did they even know what the jungle was? What about the collective unconscious—did it extend to apes? Did they dream? Make wishes? Hope for the future?

She didn’t know, and it probably was just some trick, but when she went to bed that night—not at one but earlier, much earlier, her books left scattered across the table and the paper for her psych class barely begun, let alone finished, typed and proofread—she closed her eyes and saw herself in Guy Schermerhorn’s place, strolling across the set of To Tell the Truth and through the pleated curtains, hand-in-hand with this little creature with the big ears and clownish gait and the eyes that said, Here I am, come and get me.

She didn’t believe in karma or serendipity or whatever you wanted to call it and she wasn’t superstitious, or not particularly. She was a practicing Catholic, though admittedly she could have gone to mass more often, and at the same time, whether it was conceptually incompatible or not, she believed in the observable truths of the sciences. Still, there was coincidence, there was déjà vu and synchronicity and the revolving notion that we never fully inhabit our bodies, all of which hit her smack in the face when she stepped into the psych building two days later to beg Professor Lindelof for an extension and encountered Guy Schermerhorn’s face staring out at her from a newspaper article tacked to the bulletin board in the hallway. He was right there, front and center, the little ape in his lap, in what was obviously a still from the television show. The headline read, “UCSM Professor on National TV.”

So she had seen him on campus, after all. She tried to picture the circumstances, the when and where of it—no doubt it was right here in this very building or the student union maybe, or the library—but it wasn’t working. She didn’t even know what color hair he had, though it seemed light, maybe even blond, on TV and in the newspaper photograph, which unfortunately was in black and white. Or how tall he was or whether he dressed in suit and tie or jeans and a flannel shirt like Dr. Lindelof. Her first impulse was to slip the article into her purse so she could go off somewhere and read it in private, but there were people all around her, voices swelling and clattering, the whole building thundering in her ears with the blunt force of what was happening to her, which went beyond coincidence, way beyond.

She stood there in the crowded hallway, feeling weightless and adrift, scanning the article and hoping no one was watching her, though what would it matter if they were? She was a student reading an item on a bulletin board, that was all, and wasn’t that what bulletin boards were for? The article said that Dr. Schermerhorn was an associate professor of psychology, specializing in comparative psychology, and that he was a protégé of Dr. Donald Moncrief of Davenport University, in Iowa, who’d pioneered the cross-fostering of chimpanzees in human home environments by way of studying comparative development and language acquisition. Dr. Schermerhorn was one of only six researchers handpicked by Dr. Moncrief to participate in the program nationwide and he was quoted as saying that he’d accepted the invitation from the popular syndicated television show in order to raise awareness of the research—and funding for UCSM’s own fledgling program in primate behavior.

“Whoa, look—the monkey prof. Can you believe it? He was just on TV.”

Two girls had crowded in beside her. The nearest one (bad skin, dog collar, coppery hair cut close to her scalp) she recognized from her statistics class. Aimee had never said a word to her, but then she never said a word to anybody if she could help it. If somebody spoke to her, she responded, certain cues demanding certain responses—that was the way society was ordered—but nobody spoke to her apart from the women at the supermarket checkout who said “Hi” and “Have a nice day,” and once in a while one of her professors, but she tended to avoid them as much as possible. Public situations made her uncomfortable—that was just the way she was. She was a private person, at least that was how her mother described her, and though she was majoring in early childhood education with the notion of being a kindergarten teacher or maybe first grade, she probably would have been better off in some solitary profession, like beekeeping. Or forestry. Or writing poetry or novels, alone in her room with just the hum of her IBM Selectric to keep her company, but then she wasn’t much of a writer—the words always seemed to get garbled in her head, which was why her paper was late, and why she considered herself lucky to have gotten through Freshman Comp with a C.

“Did you ever have a class with him?” This was addressed to the dog-collar girl by her companion, who was dressed in engineer boots and a rumpled T-shirt but wore her hair long, like just about everybody else on campus.

“Me? I’m an English major.”

“But, I mean, freshman year—didn’t you have to take Psych 101?”

“Not with him—it was Lindelof. But he looked kind of cute on TV—did you see him on TV? Night before last?”

“Uh-uh, no.”

“Well, he’s got this monkey thing going and he was on To Tell the Truth. See, in the article here?” She pointed a finger at the bulletin board.

“Chimpanzee,” Aimee corrected, though she didn’t look at the girl but down at her feet instead.

The girl turned her face to her as if seeing her for the first time, when of course she’d been aware of her all along. She was the one who’d crowded in so they were standing there practically shoulder to shoulder and she must have recognized her from statistics, which at least made them fellow sufferers. “What did you say?”

Aimee shot her a glance out of the corner of her eye. “I said it’s a chimp, not a monkey.”

“Same difference.” The girl was wearing a motorcycle jacket two sizes too small for her. Her lipstick was black, her face corpse-white. This was called punk, a style that had crept up out of L.A. and begun to reach campus just that fall. The girl turned to her friend. “The monkey can talk. With his hands. Like deaf people? It was, I don’t know, weird.”

“What do you mean, ‘weird’?”

The girl in the dog collar let out a laugh. “I mean, it kissed him. On the lips.”

“Really?”

“Which to me is kind of perverted, actually.”

“Didn’t you ever kiss your dog?”

“I never had a dog. My father’s allergic.”

“Well, mine used to kiss me and I kissed him back. All the time.”

“On the mouth?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying—I mean on the head or maybe his snout? A little peck, everybody does it. You should see my mom, not only with the dog, but with our cat, Bernie? She lifts him up right in front of her face and plants these kisses on his nose? And he loves it. Or at least pretends to. Believe me, he knows where his kibble’s coming from.”

“Sorry, and I don’t mean to be harsh or anything, but that’s just disgusting.”

That was when she stopped listening, not that she’d been paying all that much attention in the first place—she was still trying to focus on the article—but in that moment she noticed the flyer next to it as if it had just materialized there on the board. And in the moment after that she had the flyer in her hand and was moving off down the hall, her late paper and Dr. Lindelof suddenly plunging to the bottom of her list of priorities. The flyer said this: “Professor Schermerhorn is currently looking for students to assist in his cross-fostering project, 10–20+ hours a week. No experience necessary. Just patience and a good strong back.”

That was it—it was as cryptic as that. The only other information was a phone number. By the time she got to the nearest phone booth—in the basement of the psych building, next to the junk food and soda machines—she had it memorized.




Key Lock Out

He didn’t have a word for words, or not yet, anyway, but he knew words all the same. He knew KEY. He knew LOCK. He knew OUT. He was a prisoner, though he didn’t have a word for that either, and even if he did it would have been meaningless. What did a word, any word, have to do with this situation in this place in the onrushing unstoppable cataract of now, and the fear—AFRAID—that came with it? He had diarrhea, which existed as a pain in the gut, a stench, a hot wet squirt of shit that needed no terminology and no afterthought. He wanted his BLANKET, a blanket, any blanket. He was cold. He was distraught. He rocked from side to side. He stared at nothing. He plucked the hairs from his arms, his chin, the crown of his head, trichotillomania, and he didn’t know that term either—how could he? And what would it matter if he did? Would that get him out of here?

Sleep was his only release and it came to him in a blaze of shuffled images, the bathroom light so bright it was like the sun in the sky, a trickle of blood-warm water in the tub and the face of the one who meant most to him, whose name he’d invented in the gesture of pinching his right nipple the way he pinched hers when she was with him in the BED and they were both warm and his SHIRT was on the FLOOR. But then he woke. He always woke. To the screams and the reek and his own diarrhea and the food he refused and the din of flesh pounding on metal.

When he was thirsty, thirst came to him as a sensation, pre-verbal, non-verbal, and he picked up his cup and drained it. He didn’t think DRINK, didn’t sign DRINK, he just drank. Until the cup was empty, that is, and no one came to fill it for him. Then the word was there. And the sign, the gesture, thumb to the lower lip, descriptor and request both. And when no one listened, when the cup went unfilled and the box, the CAGE, the prison he measured over and over with the length and breadth of his body, spoke despair to him, spoke rage, he screamed. He screamed. He screamed.

In the morning that was no morning at all because there were no windows in this place and the lights never dimmed or faltered, they came with food for him, food he didn’t want, food he refused, and he compacted his own shit in his hands as best he could and flung it through the bars at them. They didn’t like that. They backed away, cursing in their alien voices, and he held one hand under his chin and waggled his fingers, cursing back at them, DIRTY, DIRTY. That didn’t help. Nothing helped. He worked at the bars with his hands and his feet too, but the bars were cold steel, the bars were immovable, and every time he looked beyond them he saw more bars and barren walls and moving shadows till he shrank down inside himself. What had he done? Where was he? Where was his bedroom, where was his house and his BED and his TREE? Where was she and why had she allowed them to bring him here?

He took it as long as he could, huddled in the back of the cell, the box, the CAGE, and then leapt to his feet, clung to the bars and screamed and screamed again, until the BIG MAN came through the door and every voice in the place fell silent. It was as if there had never been a voice except his echoing down the corridors and reverberating off the bare walls, but of course he didn’t know that word either, the acoustic signifier, only the phenomenon it represented, the physical effect that involved eardrums and cochlea and neural pathways. The BIG MAN was coming and he had the stinger in his hand, which was called a cow prod, though that formulation was beyond him too. HURT, he knew that. And he knew COW, the big lumbering night-black creature that solidified the shadows in the scrub out back of her house, of his house, the place he used to be before this. But that didn’t do him any good because the BIG MAN with one eye, with the black eyepatch that was like a hole drilled in his head, rose and swelled and touched him with the stinger and suddenly he was writhing on the cold cement floor, beyond the reach of words now . . . except HURT, except AFRAID.




The Leap

She was a slim, shy girl, so shy he practically had to conduct both sides of the interview himself. He’d just got off the phone with a representative of the local CBS affiliate, who’d seen him on To Tell the Truth and wondered if he’d be interested in maybe doing a segment on his research—with the chimp, of course, if that was possible, because the chimp was just . . . well, they were all agog, just blown away, everybody at the station, and could he really talk or was that just, you know, something they’d worked up beforehand?—when she appeared in the doorway. He’d left the door open for office hours, though he was half hoping no one would show up because things were beyond chaotic at home and he needed to get back ASAP or somebody else was going to quit on him. He had quizzes to correct. He needed to stop at the grocery. And the gas station. And the bank.

She didn’t knock at the doorframe or say “Excuse me?” or even clear her throat but just stood there till he lifted his eyes to her and asked, “Can I help you?”

Her face flushed. “I was just wondering if now’s a good time . . .” and she trailed off. “I called?”

He was drawing a blank.

“You said three?”

“Oh, of course—the job, right?” He swiveled round in his chair and got to his feet. “Forgive me, I’m just so—things’ve been a bit crazy lately. But come on in, have a seat.” He gestured to the straight-backed chair in front of his desk.

She hesitated a moment, shooting a glance over her shoulder as if to be sure he was talking to her, then ducked into the room and settled tentatively on the edge of the chair. She was short, no more than five-one or -two, and he couldn’t help thinking of Olga Korbut, whose fluent limbs and exultant grin had transfixed him during the last Olympics, but this girl was prettier than Korbut, much prettier. She had the sort of face people reflexively called “sweet,” which actually made no sense because physical features were a random expression of the genes and had nothing at all to do with personality, whether it be extroverted or neurotic, nurturing or homicidal. Still, he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“So you are?” he asked.

“Aimee?” she said in a soft interrogative breath of a voice, as if she were stating and questioning it at the same time. “Aimee Villard?”

“And you’re a registered student, right? Undergrad?”

“Yes.”

“Psych major?”

She shook her head.

“Biology?”

“No,” she said. “Education? Early childhood?”

There was a hammering from down the hall where they were renovating the office of Vic Singer, an old-school behaviorist who’d passed on a month ago—died at his desk, actually, of a heart attack. Vic should have gotten out more, that’s what he was thinking, and he had a momentary stab of regret, not just for his fallen colleague but for everybody in the building, on the campus, in the profession—and himself, himself most of all. You spend a lifetime scrambling to get grants and accumulate knowledge and maybe you publish and maybe you don’t, and then one day you put your head down on your desk and never lift it back up again. Science advances. You don’t. They both paused a moment, listening to the erratic rhythm of the hammer, which started and stopped and started again, like an irregular heartbeat.

“Ever work with primates before?”

She shook her head.

“Animals, at all? Pets?”

“A dog,” she said. “A cat.”

“What about babysitting? You ever do any babysitting? Because that’s what this is going to be like, I’m afraid, and I’m not offering much by way of participation or advancement, if that’s what you’re expecting.” He laughed. “That’s what we’ve got grad students for.”

She didn’t have anything to say to this. She just stared down at her hands, which were folded rigidly in her lap. It came to him that here was the kind of personality he could make use of, dutiful, reticent, no questions, no arguments. Unlike Melanie, who’d been gone three weeks now and was never coming back. Here was a girl—a sweet-faced girl—he could ride like a bicycle. Or a Vespa, full throttle, rem, rem, rem.

“You know how to cook? Clean?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What about diapers—you ever change diapers?”

She shrugged. “I guess.”

“You guess? Okay, tell me one thing, Aimee—it is Aimee, right? Tell me—why do you want the job?”

“Because I saw you on TV.”

“And that’s it? Just because you saw me on TV?”

“I want to talk to him. I really, really want to talk to him.”

One other applicant showed up just as he was getting ready to leave, a heavyset girl who couldn’t seem to catch her breath after climbing the three flights of stairs to his office. Her shoulders were pinched between the straps of an overstuffed backpack that was the same color as her dress, olive drab, and why anybody would wear olive drab he couldn’t imagine, unless she was in ROTC, which would be a nonstarter because he needed somebody with a flexible schedule who could put in the hours. As it turned out, she was a psych major, which was a plus, and she claimed to have taken a course from him, though he couldn’t place her (and he couldn’t place her because he was overworked and overstressed and they still had him teaching survey courses on top of everything else). She must have seen in his face that he didn’t really want to do this now, but he fought down his irritation, pulled the door back open and had her sit in the chair Aimee had vacated fifteen minutes earlier.

“So,” he said, easing back into his own chair, “tell me why you want the job.”

“I don’t know. It sounded interesting, that’s all.”

“And you saw me on TV, right?”

Her name was Barbara. She wore her hair in pigtails that bushed out on either side of her head so it looked as if she were wearing earmuffs. She had fat wrists and small delicate hands. “Yes,” she said, breaking into a smile. “It was great. You were great.”

Everyone had seen him on TV. TV was a portal into another dimension. The students, who’d largely ignored him to that point unless they were reflexively kissing up, stopped to call out to him as he walked across campus, and his colleagues dropped by his office on one pretext or another to see if he’d sprouted wings yet.

“And what about Sam?”

“Oh, yeah, he was great too.” Her smile widened. “So cute.”

“You’re not in ROTC, are you?”

“Me? No. Why?” She looked surprised, maybe even offended.

“It’s just the hours—it’s pretty much an around-the-clock thing looking after a chimp. What I’m saying is, it’s a real commitment. Are you sure you’re up for it?”

“Oh, yeah,” she said, nodding vigorously, “I am. A hundred percent.”

He gave her directions to the house, which was six miles outside of town, isolated on a ranch one of the alumni had bequeathed to the university, and told her the same thing he’d told Aimee—“Come by at five and we’ll introduce you to Sam, because ultimately, he’s going to be the final judge here.”

He drove too fast on the way home, pedal to the metal, rushing through his errands—bank, gas station, supermarket—and when he hit the last straightaway to the ranch, a cop swung out behind him. He let out an involuntary curse and shifted down, afraid to tap the brakes because that would telegraph his awareness of his own culpability, whereas if he gradually slowed to whatever the speed limit was here (50? 55?) he could at least present a simulacrum of innocence. And talk his way out of a ticket, if the cop was even going to pull him over, which wasn’t necessarily the case . . . but then it was. On went the flashing lights and here came the thin complaint of the siren.

The cop was his age, more or less, and his face showed nothing. He was wearing Ray-Bans, the twin lenses giving Guy back his own image in duplicate. He leaned in the window of the car and said, “You seem to be in a hurry today.”

“No,” Guy said, “not really. Just going home, that’s all. After work.”

“License and registration,” the cop said.

The mountains were right there, a dun eruption of blistered rock that rose up over the road and erased the horizon. Everything was quiet. Insects irradiated by the slanting sun hung like ornaments on the air and the odor of heat-scorched chaparral came to him in a sudden ascending wave. It took him a moment to dig the documents out of the glove box and hand them over to the cop, fuming all the while. The kicker here—the pain in the ass—was that he was less than a mile from home, the ranch cradled at the base of the mountains in a bright green clutch of live oak he could see from here. He said, in a softer voice now, “I’m just going home.”

“You live up at Harlow Ranch?”

“Yeah, right up there.” He pointed.

The cop didn’t respond. He studied the documents a moment, then looked up. “I know you, don’t I?”

Guy shrugged.

“You’re that professor, right? With the monkey?”

Guy didn’t bother to correct him.

“And he lives up there with you, right there on the ranch? Is that the deal?”

“That’s right.” He gestured to the groceries on the seat beside him. “In fact, I’m on my way home to fix him his dinner . . .”

“No kidding?” the cop said, and he was grinning now. “What you going to make for him”—he let out a laugh—“a cheeseburger?”

It was nearly five by the time he got home. The cop—Ted Simmons, eight years on the force, married, three kids, big fan of To Tell the Truth—had kept him there on the side of the road for what must have been twenty minutes. He’d spared him the ticket and moderated the lecture about speeding and how people were taking their lives in their hands just to pull out of their driveways on a stretch like this—but he wanted to know all about Sam and what he liked to eat and did he know how to use the toilet and were they planning on mating him, and then he shared a long pointless story that began with, “I had this friend that had a monkey once?”

As soon as he inserted the key in the first of the three dead bolts on the front door, Guy could hear Sam on the other side, making his good-food sounds, which meant that nobody had fed him yet. He suppressed a flare of anger. No need to get excited, he told himself, though he’d warned both Josh and Elise he might be running late. The pantry was just about bare, granted, but one or the other of them could have gone to the store, couldn’t they? Was that too much to ask? Not that it mattered now—he’d bought fruit and yogurt to take the edge off Sam’s appetite and depending on how things worked out he could either whip up a quick pasta or send out for pizza. Or let Josh do it. Or Elise. And just pour himself a drink and sit in the armchair for ten minutes, if that wasn’t asking too much.

The thing was, the key didn’t seem to want turn in the bottom lock. It jammed halfway in, another irritation, and he had to set the groceries down at his feet so as to have both hands free to manipulate it, thinking Sam must have forced something inside the keyhole when nobody was looking. Which was one of his tricks, like trying to poke things into the electrical sockets or unscrew the hinges on the cabinet doors. His hoots were louder now, more urgent, and he was slapping his palms rhythmically on the inside of the door. The instant the key finally did turn in the lock, the door jerked open and there he was, his diaper full and strawberry jam smeared across the front of his shirt, holding out his arms for a hug. In the next moment he was in Guy’s arms and in the moment after that clinging to his shoulders in the way of chimps in the wild, who rode their mothers’ backs off and on for the first four years of life. But Guy wasn’t Sam’s mother—Melanie was, or had been, till she said, “Fuck you, Guy, really, fuck you,” and walked out on them—and this wasn’t the wild, this was captivity. And no matter how passionately he wanted to believe in the ideal of cross-fostering, of chimps taking the place of human children, that was the fact.

The problem—one of the problems, and the problems were infinite—was simply keeping Sam contained. And occupied. He was watchful, alert, deceptive, always probing the weaknesses in the facility and any lapses among the staff, looking to escape, to get out, to break free and lead them all on a merry chase because this was high humor, this was fun, this was what he’d been born to do. Though they’d taken pains to chimp-proof the house, installing a whole hardware store’s worth of padlocks on every drawer and cabinet and even the refrigerator and replacing all the wooden doors with steel, as well as paneling over the drywall and redoing the windows in three-and-a-half-inch-thick laminated glass, he still managed to get out often enough to put the whole project at risk. There were cars on the highway (speeding cars), neighbors on either side and across the street who might or might not have been inclined to reach for their deer rifles on any pretext, and an assortment of rattlesnakes, bobcats, bears, coyotes and even mountain lions roaming the slopes. The price of a chimp was $10,000. And this one had been invested with nearly three years of exhaustive language training, his every gesture and reaction catalogued, his psyche probed and development monitored step by step. He’d mastered more than a hundred signs to date. He’d been on TV. He was famous. And, more importantly, he was Guy’s ticket to bigger things, like a full professorship, a book contract and TV, more TV.

“Elise? Josh?”

No answer. Which pissed him off, as did the general wreckage of the living room, chairs upended, sofa on its back, food stains on the walls, not to mention the usual accumulation of toys, blankets, puzzles and magazines scattered across the floor like so much refuse. Worse, the TV cabinet was standing on one end in the far corner, the sound garbled and the picture rotating till it swallowed itself, over and over. He let out a curse and slammed the door behind him. “Elise!” he roared. “Josh!”

Innocent of everything but the present moment, Sam clung to his back, hooting softly—he wanted his dinner, but his dinner was not forthcoming because the groceries were on the front porch, unattended and unrefrigerated, and Guy wasn’t about to take the chance of propping open the door to retrieve them, even for ten seconds, not without help. Jesus, and where were they?

That was when Josh appeared in the kitchen doorway, looking sheepish. “Sorry, Guy, but he’s been throwing tantrums all afternoon—he just went apeshit, okay, and now I know where that term comes from. In spades. It was like there was nothing we could do. Elise locked herself in the bathroom, it was that bad.”

He didn’t want to open up on Josh. That wasn’t his nature. He was a persuader, a team player—unlike Moncrief, who he swore to himself he would never be like, no matter what it came to. Josh was one of his best grad students and he liked him, genuinely liked him, and he liked Josh’s girlfriend, Elise, too—they were all in this together—but he was feeling just a bit overwhelmed at the moment, not to mention worn thin as wire. Which put him in a black mood. He pushed his way past Josh and into the kitchen, which was also—no surprise—a mess. “You’re telling me I can’t leave the house anymore?”

Josh was wearing a T-shirt smeared with the same strawberry jam as Sam’s, which Guy could feel now as an adhesive give-and-release at the back of his neck as Sam shifted positions, still hooting softly. For food. “No, I’m not saying that, I’m just saying today was one of his difficult days—you know, since Melanie left? One of the worst, actually. He misses her. Badly. Really badly.”

“Don’t we all.”

“And he’s acting out.”

“Like any other kid, right?”

“Yeah, right, that’s what I’m saying. And sometimes you just have to—”

“Let him wreck the fucking house? And shit in his diapers and don’t bother to change him?”

“Change him? I could barely catch up with him—I mean, he was on a tear like I’ve never seen. And he bit Elise, hard—drew blood—and no joke, right on her face? Like her cheek? Her left cheek? She’s in there now putting alcohol and hydrogen peroxide on it and whatever . . . I mean, I don’t know if after today she’s even going to want to come back anymore.”

“How bad is it? She’s not going to need stitches, is she?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Maybe? Well, that’s just fucking great. Because I wouldn’t want her to have to go to the emergency room or anything and have people start sticking their noses in—”

“Don’t blame me.” Josh pointed at the chimp riding his shoulders. “Blame him. He’s the one that created this situation. No matter what we did, he just wouldn’t stop.”

It came to him, in a flood of bitterness, that Josh was too small for this job. Literally and figuratively. He was five-seven or -eight, with an apricot fluff of hair that was already receding and an academic’s anemic build, and he couldn’t handle a chimp of thirty-five pounds? What was going to happen when Sam put on another fifteen pounds? Another fifty? Another hundred? If you had any hope of controlling him you had to use psychology—operant conditioning, stimulus/response/reinforcement—and Josh knew that as well as he did because Sam was already as strong or stronger than he was. Of course, Sam knew it too, and for the moment, at least, he was having none of it. He was hungry, that was all that mattered, that was the full extent of his awareness, and he swung himself fluidly down to the floor, went to the refrigerator and started tugging at the twin door handles. Which were chained shut, for obvious reasons.

“Okay, okay, it’s not the end of the world. You go get the groceries—they’re out on the porch—and then feed him a couple apples and his peach yogurt, one container only. Maybe we send out for pizza tonight, that’s what I’m thinking.” He bent to Sam and signed, WHAT YOU WANT? and Sam, pointing first to the clock set in the stove with his elongated index finger that was like the stretched-out finger of a leather glove, signed, TIME EAT.

That was when the doorbell rang. Or buzzed, actually—an insistent buzz that froze the three of them in place. Guy slapped his forehead (and where had that gesture evolved from?). “Oh, shit, I forgot all about it—that’ll be the girls . . .”

“What girls?” Josh had his head down, fingering the keys he wore trucker-style on a chain clipped to his belt, sorting through them for the one to the refrigerator. He located it, which caught Sam’s attention, then glanced up, looking puzzled.

Ignoring him, Guy went straight for the front door, muttering to himself—Jesus Christ, one fucking thing after another—but before he could get there it swung open on Barbara, the ROTC girl. Or non-ROTC girl. The eager one. The one who’d said, “You were great.” She was framed in the doorway, backlit, a bag of groceries propped on each hip. He saw that she’d combed out her hair and changed her clothes, wearing shorts now and a low-cut print blouse that showed off her breasts as if she were answering an ad for a wet nurse (which, in fact, Sam had needed for the first six months of his life, but that time was past). “Hi,” she said, stepping into the room without preliminaries. “I’m sorry, but I think somebody forgot these?” She shifted her hips, indicating the groceries, and tried for a smile.

Behind him, Guy heard Josh call out a warning, but before he could react, here came Sam, hurtling through the room on all fours, intent on the open door—which was a crisis in the making, because if he got loose it could take hours to get him back. The last time he escaped, after he’d appropriated a key that someone—Elise—had been careless with, it was a nightmare, but then since Melanie walked out, everything connected with the project had begun to seem like a nightmare. Guy had been in the kitchen that time too, chopping vegetables for a salad while the burgers he’d just molded hissed in the pan and the buns browned in the oven, Sam right there beside him overseeing the preparations while alternately springing up and down off the counter, feeding slices of zucchini and cucumber into his mouth, chewing on the rim of the big Tupperware bowl to admire the impression of his own teeth and drooling milk down his chin and into the dense matted hair of his chest. A moment later, he was gone, and Guy didn’t think anything of it—Sam was easily distracted and the house was his to roam—until Sam appeared on the other side of the kitchen window, grinning at him. Sam signed, PLAY ME, signed, HIDE SEEK.

As it turned out, as best they could reconstruct it, he’d slipped the key off the top of the washing machine where Elise had set it down for just an instant while she took out the trash. She discovered it missing as soon as she came back through the door, and after patting down her pockets and making a quick search of the laundry room and kitchen, went directly to Sam, where he was sunk into the couch in the living room, thumbing through a magazine, all innocence. She searched him—both pockets, inside his shirt, front and back—and then overturned the couch cushions before going down on hands and knees to search beneath the furniture. She even took the magazine from him and shook out the pages, but the key was nowhere to be found.

The Cartesian view of animals had it that they were merely biological machines, driven by instinct and incapable of thought, of planning, of foreseeing future actions and consequences, but that kind of thinking was antiquated. And demonstrably wrong. In fact, Sam had not only planned the whole episode, he’d used deception as well. As they ultimately discovered, he’d stolen the key, hidden it under his tongue and managed to hold it there all the while Elise was searching him and throughout the preparations in the kitchen, waiting till the time was right, till everybody was distracted and the key could reappear again, albeit coated in a slime of saliva and masticated zucchini and whatever else he’d been chewing. Which, as long as it performed its function, was of little consequence to him. Did it stick in the lock? Was it difficult to turn? No matter: he managed it. And, as if to rub it in, as if to underscore the joke, there he was, right in the kitchen window, laughing at them all.

Now the situation was different—no key required; the door stood open—but the intent was the same. Sam could move at speed, far more physically advanced than a human child of his age and beyond, and he could easily outmaneuver anybody in the house. There was the open door. There was the grinning girl with the groceries balanced on her hips. And there was Sam, closing fast.

This was a disaster, pure and simple. Another recrudescence of shit, and Guy was in no mood for it. He was angry, outraged, but still he didn’t cry out “Stop!” because it wouldn’t have had the slightest effect. Instead, he pitched his voice high and crooned, “Oh, Barbara, you brought the ice cream!”

Chimps run as if on pistons, up and down, shoulders, arms, knuckles, legs, feet, and now, suddenly, the motion was arrested, and he could see the effect of those two seductive words in combination—“ice” and “cream”—as they became concept and then calculation in the neural pathways of the chimp’s brain. Sam pulled up short, skidding across the floorboards and right on past Barbara, bracing himself only long enough to snatch one of the bags out of her hands. The hesitation was enough, or almost enough, to let Guy get to the door first. But just as he got there, just as he was lurching for the upper panel to slam it shut, Sam, the bag clutched in one hand, worked his shoulders between the door and the frame and wriggled through the gap, trailing groceries behind him.

Josh shouted something unintelligible, the girl—Barbara—looked paralyzed, as if she’d expected a cuddle toy and not this id on wheels that Sam had become, that Sam was, and then the door slammed shut and Sam was on the other side of it. Furious, Guy jerked the door open again, expecting to see him scrambling up the side of the house or hurtling down the drive for the road and the traffic and the death that awaited him beneath the wheels of the next speeding car, but that didn’t happen. Sam was right there, on the porch, crouched over the tattered remains of the grocery bag and staring up into the eyes of the other girl, the shy one, the pretty-face, Aimee. He wasn’t running, wasn’t even moving. He shot a glance over his shoulder at Guy, who was already reaching out to snatch at him, then signed, SORRY, SORRY, and made a leap right into her arms.




Not Her

She was not there. She was not there in any way he could perceive, not even in the faintest trace of a scent, not even in the sweet lingering odor of the shampoo she used on her HAIR and his too. He was alone, but for the shapes in the other cages that showed their teeth and screeched at him like BUGS, big black chittering BUGS, things beneath his notice, things meant to be squashed against a wall or clapped between two hands. Except that they were BIG and ugly and had teeth, which puzzled him and hurt him too because what were they and what were they doing here? The real question, though, the persistent question that was lodged in his brain in a pinched tight compartment squeezed between AFRAID and HURT, was what was he doing here, wherever this was, which wasn’t with her, wasn’t home, wasn’t safe. Or warm. Or habitable in any way he’d ever known. He’d known the COUCH, the TV, the BED, his TOYS. And her. She was there, always, and now she wasn’t.

Another night must have gone by, though the lights wouldn’t admit it, and he must have slept because here they came with food for him again and water for his cup and he signed to them with the words that were so urgent his gut constricted and the diarrhea squirted out of him all over again—KEY LOCK OUT—but they couldn’t fathom those words. They were ignorant, illiterate, and the faces they showed him, the two of them, males both, were without expression of any kind except indifference. One of them had a hose. The water shot from it to sweep his shit down the drain that made its own hole in the middle of the cement floor and then it shot at him too so that he had to turn his back to keep it out of his eyes and he wanted to tell them to stop—he was COLD, he was WET—and then he did tell them, rushing at the bars till the hose was right there in his face and he didn’t flinch, he didn’t care, and they were laughing at him now, laughing, and he stood there and took it because it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Not anymore.

Later—he was shivering, wrapping himself in the sad blanket of his own wet arms—he heard the quick sharp sigh of the hinges on the door at the end of the hall and it brought him instantly to life. Footsteps were coming, female footsteps, the sway, the tap, the rhythm of the hips pumping the legs and maneuvering the shoes that hid her feet and toes, and he knew it was her. And more: he smelled her! Her shampoo! Her hair! But then the footsteps turned the corner and all at once she was not her but someone else altogether, with the wrong face and the wrong hair—and beneath the shampoo, the wrong smell. It was a woman wearing the same sort of clothes she would wear, not dress-up, but work clothes, and she was smiling at him. Leaning toward the cage and holding something out to him—ORANGE—and saying, “Come on now, little fella, cheer up. It’s not so bad, is it? Look, look what I have for you—isn’t that nice? It’s nice, isn’t it?”

The orange was in his hand. A surge of lust came over him—he wanted it—but just as quickly he remembered where he was and who she wasn’t and how she’d tricked him and he pushed his hand back through the bars and dropped it at her feet. Then he signed, YOU ME GO, but she just kept on grinning till finally she picked up the orange, slipped it back through the bars and tap-tapped her way down the hall and out the door that gave the briefest glimpse of—could it be?—light, real light, sunlight, and a cold sweet funk of cut weeds and tall trees and a thousand other things too.

That was when he began to look around him. Really look. He was in a cage and the cage was impregnable, but there was a lock on the door and if he didn’t have a KEY he could find something else, some other small and shiny thing that could work the lock that
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