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It so happens I’m tired of just being a man….


It so happens I’m fed up—with my feet and my fingernails


And my hair and my shadow.


Being a man leaves me cold: that’s how it is.


—PABLO NERUDA

















Ah, whom can we use then?


Not angels, not men, and the shrewd animals


Notice that we’re not very much at home


In the world we’ve expounded.


—RAINER MARIA RILKE















THE WAUCHULA WOODS ACCORD




















Contents








Begin Reading







Epilogue






Acknowledgments






About the Author

































 






Sunday. April 13, 3:24 A.M. Tonight again, wild screams woke me. Somebody’s bad dream, perhaps. Or a snake that got into one of the enclosures. Or a fox. Or a bat. Sometimes all it takes to set things off around this place is a cockroach—the huge flying ones they have down here in Florida with the shiny, mahogany wings. And then it starts: those first, hollow, bellyborne chimpanzee whoops that build, faster and higher, until finally morphing into animate, ear-drum-ripping banshees on the air, the cries reverberating long afterward against the topmost metal rafters of this odd little forest’s caged canopy.


This is a place built to house and heal bad dreams. A week now since I moved in here at the Center for Great Apes on the outskirts of Wauchula, in south-central Florida, and nearly every night the same hair-trigger, primal alarms have sounded, a quick lift of my bedroom’s window curtains revealing yet another writhing jigsaw of furry silhouettes in the barred, upper tree boughs.


Unable to get back to sleep, I went out to sit for a while on my cottage’s screened-in back porch, its old wooden ceiling fan creakily whirring overhead, stirring up at once the already torpid air of these mid-April nights and—with the residual hoots and grunts of my still restive neighbors—the deeply pleasant illusion that I was someplace else. That I was off in a jungle wilderness somewhere far away and long ago. Or at least at some time other than this present one of fully found wildernesses and horizons book-ended by retirement homes for former ape entertainers.


There are a number of these sorts of places now. The fast-dwindling days of our dominion have somehow come to this—the last vestiges of our own primal ancestry living where we humans have, in a sense, been trying to get the wilderness and its inhabitants all along: right next door to us. Into more familiar, more established quarters.


Still, not all ape retirement homes are alike. Just last year, in fact, I managed to gain an audience with none other than Cheeta, star of the early Tarzan movies from the 1930s and ’40s, out at his retirement facility in Palm Springs, California. Said by some to be age seventy-six now, the oldest known living nonhuman primate on earth, he spends his days there riding around in a golf cart, watching tapes of his old movies on TV, banging out tunes on an upright piano, and, whenever the mood strikes him, painting: brightly swirling canvases that have been dubbed “apestract art” and that are now coveted cocktail party conversation pieces among the rich and the famous. Here at the Center for Great Apes, on the other hand, great pains are taken to try to restore the residents to some semblance of their former selves, an often difficult transition for creatures more accustomed to eating at movie caterers’ tables than having to forage for their own food.


I sat out on my back porch for a good while tonight before deciding to come out here to be with Roger, waiting for the commotion to die down, wondering all the while which one of the retirees got spooked this time. Chipper, perhaps, a very popular Ringling Bros. clown in his day, still strung out from years of pedaling around the circus ring on a multiseated bicycle with his longtime performing partner and now equally wired bunkmate Butch: a tireless ham, who, at the merest hello, will immediately go into one of his favorite old schticks, standing up with a broad-toothed grin and thrusting his arm into the air in the classic “ta-da!” pose.


Or it might have been Sammy who set the place off, orangutan star of the film Dunston Checks In. Or Jonah and Jacob, the famous chimp twin-brother tandem you may remember from the popular “trunk monkey” commercials, chimps who wrapped up their careers with a last star turn in the recent Planet of the Apes remake.


And then again it could have been Bam Bam, the former sweet-faced orangutan nurse Precious in the soap opera Passions, an ape I first happened to see just a few weeks ago, sitting up late one night in my midwestern motel room, watching an evangelical documentary about evolution in which Bam Bam was recruited to play himself failing miserably at trying to eat a proper dinner in a crowded restaurant in order to definitively disprove the “theory” that we evolved from apes.


They’re all living here now, and many others—former stars of the big screen and television; of Big Top circuses and small roadside zoo attractions—and all of them with memories as long as their careers were brief. It’s a little-known fact about the ape entertainers we see. Too big and strong to use much after the age of five or six, they’ll live another fifty to sixty years like this, swinging among used tires and their own brains’ echolalia of brash lights and human cackling; of screaming boardwalk hawkers and air-curdling carnival calliopes—the very associations I fear I must be stirring up as I pass by them each morning on my way out here to Roger’s place.


They are keenly aware of my presence: of my oddly familiar otherness and its rigidly upright movements; and of the fact that it isn’t any of them I’m on the way to spend my days with. Each will rush forward as I approach, staring out and spitting at me from various perches along the fringes of their airy, high-domed enclosures: the best possible halfway houses we can build for them between their ongoing captivity and rightful sky; the outer “uncaged” branches limning the farthest reaches of our attempts at restitution before deflecting our gaze back down to these attached living quarters of skylights and swinging cots and corner-mounted platform beds.


And then they’ll just settle back, one by one, and watch as I turn down the narrow gravel path that leads past the infirmary, cross the small wooden footbridge at the very heart of these grounds, and set my shoulder satchel and folding chair down once more in the small clearing before Roger’s outdoor enclosure.


He’s always there waiting, sounding the same three hand claps that he did the first time he saw me. And then the two of us will just settle in for another day of the very thing we’re doing in here now, sitting face-to-face, staring. An alignment that I think must look so ridiculous, it’s little surprise that the sight of Roger and me sitting opposite one another all day long often sends the other retirees into swirling fits of screams around us.


That’s why I decided to come out and be with Roger at this late hour. Long after the screaming had stopped and all the other apes in residence—the retirees and whichever keepers are on duty—had returned to their respective sleeping quarters.


So that it could be just Roger and me alone like this. Without the others peering in, wondering what we’re up to. Turning their mad circles around us. Making their constant comments behind our backs.


So that it could be just Roger and me, and we might finally get to the bottom of this strange business between us.




You can learn a lot, I’ve found, from just daring to remain within a chimpanzee’s stare. Far more than you can from a fellow human’s. There lies only refractory shards, deft deflections, sought answers, facile conquests. Into a chimp’s gaze you can proceed unfettered. Toward matters truly fraught. And then take up residence there for a while. In a time well before this one. Beneath the slow-whirling ceiling fan of your suddenly becalmed, simpler brain.


Time creeps but there never seems to be time enough. Nothing much appears to happen, and yet I’ll be a while now trying to catch up with the events and emotions of these past days with Roger, and with the fevered conjurings of this still unfolding night.

















 







Three twenty-nine A.M. I’m staring at Roger’s huge left forefinger—the darkly creased, inordinate humanness of it—furled, not a foot away from me, around the central crossbar of his bedroom’s locked steel door.


In the room right beside us, Butch and Chipper are entwined in nested blankets atop their corner-mounted platform bed, snoring away. Just behind me, a large standing metal fan is stirring up the still night air with that warm, musky-milk odor of chimpanzee.


He always positions himself this way in front of me, Roger, whether we’re outdoors or inside like this: nearly two hundred pounds of him—huge for a chimpanzee—moored to one slender pipe of his own confinement; his body gently rocking back and forth; his crazed hazel eyes fixed on me; his white-freckled mouth slightly agape; the fingertips of his right hand forever worrying the stunted parapet of his bottom front teeth.


I can’t tell if Roger keeps that one finger there as a fulcrum for his ceaseless rocking, or if he’s purposely inviting a touch from me. But then there are a lot of things I haven’t been able to figure out when it comes to my partner in sleeplessness tonight.


Of the forty-two retirees at this facility, Roger is the only one who insists on living alone. Twenty-eight years old now, another former Ringling Bros. performer, born in captivity and raised all his life around human beings, he still prefers our company to that of his fellow chimps, and—for reasons that neither I nor anyone else around this place has been able to explain—my company in particular. My company a priori.


The moment Roger saw me last week, he seemed utterly convinced that we already knew each other. Actually stood and applauded. Excited but not overly fawning applause. Three loud, slow claps of his long, leathery hands. As though he’d somehow been expecting me all along. As though to say, “Oh, you. Finally. Where have you been?”


These are not just my imaginings. A number of the caregivers have commented on it, including Patti Ragan, the woman who founded this place and has allowed for my stay here. She witnessed the whole thing: the slow hand claps; the odd way Roger stood and stared out at me; the way he instantly skulked off to a far corner of his enclosure when it came time for me to tell him good-bye.


“Interesting,” Ragan said as we were heading back to her house up at the front of these grounds. “He’s really got something for you.”


People, of course, have such notions all the time. You remind them of someone else. Or you passed them on a street one day years ago, briefly locked eyes, and then ended up regularly resurfacing, for no good reason, in their thoughts and dreams. Or you truly did figure in some prior life of theirs, one to which only they, naturally, can be privy. As for Roger, I’ve been able to think of any number of good reasons to discount all the above explanations, and yet somehow the least of them is the fact that he is a chimpanzee.















 







Three thirty-three A.M. Roger gently rocking, watching my every move; my long-lost friend and cross-species confidant ever eager, despite the late hour, for whatever might be in store tonight.


It’s madness, of course, this apparent conviction of his and my indulgence of it. Inveterate ape-house lingerer that I am, nearly all the significant zoo encounters I’ve had with chimps would have long predated Roger.


Still, something about him does seem familiar, aside from the deep biological kinship. A certain asking look on his face, a kind of sustained simian bewilderment that I know I recognize from somewhere.


Often over the course of this past week, caught up in the spell of our extended stare-downs, I’ve even allowed myself the fantasy that it was, in fact, a baby Roger who appeared before me on a New York City sidewalk early one morning back in the late summer of 1979—surely the most unlikely and memorable chimp encounter of my life: a shiny silver Airstream cruiser pulling up before my Lower East Side apartment building as I sat on the front stoop, sipping coffee, the cruiser’s door swooshing open, a diapered chimpanzee stepping out and gently raising his hand toward me. Even now, tumbling headlong into the mesmeric swivels of Roger’s teeth-rubbing gaze, it’s easy to convince myself that I’m seeing aspects of that baby chimp’s face again in his present one.


And yet aside from an approximate age match (Roger, Patti Ragan told me, was born in the early winter of that same year), he would have been nowhere near New York City in the late summer of 1979, having been raised more or less from infancy by a Florida-based circus trainer and his wife, a couple who lived not very far from here.


All my memory’s possible leads have come to similar dead ends. I have, as well, gone over in my mind countless times by now that initial meeting with Roger last week, trying to decipher what about it could have so captured his fancy, or set free, perhaps, some long-trapped memory of his. At times I think it isn’t me at all whom he recognized so much as he did some lingering thrill or taint from the many kindred places I’d just been to prior to showing up here in the woods of Wauchula.


For weeks I’d been traveling around the country, visiting with captive chimpanzees, a kind of impromptu farewell tour of our own kidnapped and caged primal selves. Some two to three thousand chimps are currently living in the United States (to say nothing of the number of orangutans and gorillas and other primate cousins in the country), and their numbers are only growing: a decidedly topsy-turvy moment in the history of civilization when the number of captive apes is burgeoning even as their wild populations continue to dwindle.


I met chimps everywhere in the course of my sad civil safari: in research labs and roadside zoos; chimps dressed up in American flags and party caps for children’s birthdays; chimps that have been injected with everything from HIV to hepatitis for drug tests; that have been strapped to high-speed centrifuges and crash sleds for space-flight and seat-belt tests; chimps in breeding compounds for making more chimps; chimps in private homes and retirement homes for former ape actors.


This place was, in truth, something of an afterthought in my tour. A brief, last-minute stop—or so I thought at the time—before beginning the long drive north back home to my wife, Bex, in Brooklyn, New York, and the life—one that often seems a remote memory to me here—that she and I live together among our fellow human beings.


I arrived in Wauchula about midafternoon, having just made the two-hour drive from Fort Pierce, on the state’s eastern coast, where I’d spent the morning visiting yet another newly established chimpanzee retirement facility, known as the Save the Chimps foundation, a series of thirteen tree-dotted islands, each with its own set of jungle gyms and pastel-colored housing units: a sprawling, man-made ape archipelago within the very heart of human senescence.


A voice in the center’s front-gate speaker box explained that Patti Ragan was out on the grounds, but that she would be coming to meet me shortly. Even from that vantage point, I could tell that this place was nothing like Cheeta’s golden years digs: a white stucco ranch house in a neatly coiffed Palm Springs suburb, the entire right side of the home done up in a jungle safari motif, replete with bamboo lanterns; a bolted-down bronze statue of the star himself (it had been stolen once before by vandals); and a big “La Casa de Cheeta” sign on the wall of his quarter’s grass-hut-styled entrance—a nod to Cheeta’s famous late neighbor’s place just up the block: “La Casa de Liberace.”


Just beyond the center’s main office headquarters and Ragan’s nearby bungalow-style house loomed a dense, semitropical tangle of oak and bay trees; magnolia and sweet gums; Florida pines and huge, fan-leafed, sable palms, the whole steamy effulgence of it wreathed in the light, ethereally sweet smell of orange blossoms from the miles of surrounding groves.


Here and there through the upper tree boughs I could see the now familiar furry silhouettes, either hunched over or swinging through branches. The arcing, green-colored curves of their geodesic-dome-like enclosures melded so seamlessly with the surrounding flora, it seemed for a moment that I was about to enter some primordial primate paradise.


Just then a tan golf cart came speeding out from the brush. The driver—a short, compact woman dressed in blue jeans and a denim work shirt, her sandy brown hair pulled back in a ponytail—slammed to a gravelly stop, got out, and opened the front gate, holding in her arms a diapered, five-year-old chimp with cerebral palsy named Knuckles, still quite groggy from the anesthesia he’d been given for an MRI exam up in Gainesville.


“Sorry,” Patti Ragan said, hopping back in the cart and placing Knuckles on the seat between us. “Things are a bit crazy around here today.”


As we started off toward the woods, Knuckles reached toward me, a concerned Ragan explaining all the while that she does not allow outsiders such as myself physical contact with any of the residents for fear of the apes coming down with something. All the caregivers at the facility, she said, are required to get health clearances, but she was a bit short of help at the moment and more worried about leaving Knuckles unattended in his current state.


For all of my recent travels among chimpanzees, both the supplanted ones here in the States and some of the few remaining wild ones in Africa; for all of my childhood stare-downs with chimps in zoo ape houses and the attendant conviction, one that Roger has now seemingly confirmed, that I am uncommonly attuned to them and their unique brand of intelligence—this was the first time I’d been this close to a chimpanzee.


At one point, Knuckles grasped on to my hand as we drove along in Ragan’s golf cart, the warm, thick casks of his palm and underfingers beginning to squeeze so tightly around my own comparatively frail ones that I thought they might suddenly burst, like a couple of hastily tied-off carnival-balloon fingers.


There was that same sweet, musky-milk chimp scent, and each time I looked down at Knuckles, I was met by his wide-smiling, swimmy-eyed gaze, a visage that, as ridiculous as this might sound, reminded me of a young Jerry Lewis playing a chimp.


I never felt at once so secure and unsteady in all my life: Knuckles clasping on to my arm while I kept inwardly feeling about for some mooring within the deep-brown, druggy swirl of his eyes. It was as though he were dreamily swinging somewhere among tree limbs even as my own kept lurching to become the arboreal ones I imagined him grasping for.


Ragan drove on, Knuckles staring upward, my vertigo suddenly deepening with thoughts of the child Bex and I had been expecting a few years earlier, only to lose it to a late miscarriage: my by now long-dormant parenting impulses reawakened by a clasping, palsied chimpanzee. Each squeeze of Knuckles’ thick palms triggered the next memory from those days, down to the last dizzyingly expectant one with Bex at the birthing clinic, when a young Russian technician in tight jeans and patent-leather high heels abruptly withdrew from Bex’s belly the sonogram wand that she clearly wielded more deftly than she did the English language.


“Sorry,” she told us. “It is demise.”


Pulling Knuckles’ hand away, Ragan took me first around the perimeter of the grounds, alternately pointing out the wild fruit trees—tangerine, grapefruit, orange, and papaya—and the considerable damage wrought by the previous year’s hurricanes. She showed me some of the new enclosures currently under construction for future arrivals, and took me past the guest cottage in which I’m now staying.


She then started along the very route I take here to Roger’s place each day, going from one enclosure to the next, introducing me to my future neighbors, launching into her signature, rapid-fire biographies of each one, complete with their performance records and film credits: these lifelong, languishing cast-offs of a few minutes of our laughter.


We stopped at one point in an open area far from any of the enclosures, and it wasn’t until I followed Ragan’s upturned gaze that I realized we were directly beneath one of the overhead walkways and the hairy red back of a skyward-gazing Bam Bam, the orangutan I’d recently seen in the evangelical anti-evolution documentary throwing around his salad and chewing on the tablecloth as the show’s cohosts, a former childhood TV star named Kirk Cameron and his the Way of the Master ministry cofounder, Ray Comfort, sat smugly smiling on either side.


Eight years old now, Bam Bam has been out of the movies for some time, and yet with just his head turned toward Ragan and me in a classically insouciant orangutan greeting (“orangs,” as Ragan calls them, tend to be far more laid back and solitary than chimps), he still had that same startled, baby-face visage I remembered from the documentary.


“He’s a very sweet, gentle ape,” Ragan said, Bam Bam’s wide, knowing eyes fixed on me and Knuckles, that inescapable, multisided sadness one can’t help feeling—both for the retirees and about us—beginning to overtake me.


Ragan stood in her seat and reached toward the overhead walkway to give one of Bam Bam’s protruding toes a squeeze. She then drove on toward the center of the facility. In moments we were stopping at Butch and Chipper’s enclosure, directly across from Roger’s, and I’ve often wondered since if it wasn’t something about the sight of Knuckles and me in the cart that day that might have set off some particular memory from Roger’s own strangely peopled past.


“Chipper is very neurotic,” Ragan explained, the two of us staring at his hairy frame, suspended midway up the front bars, screaming and pounding. “He needs constant attention, and I didn’t say my usual hello to him today.”


Just then another chimp emerged from the far back of the same enclosure. Tall and slender, he strode upright toward us, came alongside, and sat down next to a suddenly becalmed Chipper.


“And that’s Butch,” Ragan said, her hand instantly shooting up to her mouth as though trying to put back the snappily absent “Hello” that had just come out of mine, Butch immediately going into one of his “ta-da!” poses, which, in turn, set off Chipper again and a number of the other retirees around us: a maelstrom of raucous chimp high jinks that were at once punctuated by a loud hand clap, like the pounding of a judge’s gavel in a disorderly courtroom, followed by two more. And that’s when I turned and first saw Roger.


He was pressed flush against the front of his enclosure, a particularly imposing figure in the upright position at well over five feet, his left hand holding high to the fencing above him, the fingertips of the right hand manically worrying those front teeth of his. Mostly, though, I was struck by that stare, his flaring, deep-set hazel eyes peering out at me with what, to my deep discomfort, I’d soon realize is their unchanging expression.
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It is a beguiling mix of amazement and apprehension, the look, as I’ve often thought of it since, of a being stranded between his former self and the one we humans have long been suggesting to him. A sort of hybrid of a chimp and a person. A veritable “humanzee.”


I knew right then, I suppose, that I would be staying here for a while longer. That there were a number of things Roger and I needed to get to the bottom of.


It isn’t often, after all, that a chimp reminds you of a journey you’d forgotten you were even on. Not so much my recent travels both here in the States and, in the months just before that, the jungles of Uganda, although I have found that Roger’s very presence has brought those memories back to me more vividly than I might ever have imagined.


But I’m referring as well to the larger, overarching venture that is anyone’s life, and to the many encounters I’ve had over the years not just with chimpanzees but with a number of different creatures. Encounters in which I’ve gotten the purest glimpses into our human essence through the eyes of the sentient non-us. Encounters in which I’ve felt the least of that telltale skittishness that animals so readily detect in us humans precisely because I am in the company of other animals.




That, anyway, is how I tried to explain things when I first phoned Bex last week back in Brooklyn to say that I’d be extending my trip to move in with a chimpanzee. Of course, considering that I’d originally set out weeks earlier in an ultimately futile attempt to meet with an entirely different chimpanzee, named Ripley—resident of a small roadside zoo in Nebraska—this latest development with Roger seemed to Bex a kind of progress. An indication that I was perhaps settling down a bit, that I had at last found what I didn’t even know I was looking for when I first left Brooklyn last month.


Do we each have in this world an extant version of our former simian selves? A primatological doppelgänger and preassigned escort back into our own animality?


I can’t say for certain. All I know is that I’d never have posited such a thing until I met Roger.

















 







Three thirty-eight A.M. Roger has me once more in his thrall, this web of focus that he weaves around us with each teeth-rubbing wobble of his wide-eyed gaze. One false move on my part, the slightest sign of restlessness—a shift in my seat, a wayward glance, a dozy eyelid—and he’ll know it the way a spider does the merest tap on the outmost strands of its orb.


Don’t waver, his wild stare seems to be commanding me. Keep venturing the wordlessness, the apparent blankness.


Outside now, the compound seems fully settled again, just the peepers and the crickets, and the occasional owl. Mounted on the wall above me, meanwhile, are two of the surveillance cameras through which Patti Ragan keeps track of all her charges at night, their lenses perusing Roger’s room and Butch and Chipper’s.


I shouldn’t be here at this hour. If one of the caregivers were to find me; if Ragan were to notice my seated silhouette in one of the camera monitors that she has mounted in the kitchen of her house, I could lose my visiting privileges altogether. Get booted back to Brooklyn before ever learning what Roger wants, or where he thinks we could possibly know each other from.


I’m not sure what came over me tonight. It’s not as if Roger and I haven’t been getting enough time together by day. But something happened. Something to do, perhaps, with all the time I have spent here: the dawn of day five now living among retired ape actors. Some sort of record, I would imagine. Uncharted terrain.


How to describe it?


A daily acquiescence of the self. A steady shuffling off of my personhood in the direction of the non-me of being, and with Roger here as my personal guide. Even as he seems to be looking to me to help him in the other direction, toward his own inherent humanness: like two primates, you might say, passing in the night.


I remember in the wake of that first wave of screams tonight feeling wholly lost for a moment as to who or what I even am: a bliss of creaturely anonymity that I was all at once desperate to prolong. To continue to inhabit, before the cage of my one, brief human life span could begin to close in around me again, and force me back into being just a man.


I sat out there in the screened and wooded darkness, eyes closed, not wanting to see my hands, or my feet, or any other too-familiar, pallid part of me, waiting all the while for another squall of screams to sound. Another wave of unbridled terror upon which to keep riding away from myself. Before that relentless keeper that is human consciousness could begin to rein me back in. To close, one by one, the doors on all the other creatures I know myself to be, and to once have been, including Roger.


And it was just then, in that brief abeyance of being—when I’d yet to fully awaken to myself again and thus had one less set of bars to place between Roger and me—that I realized I should be out here with him. That after a week of daylight visits, this unlikely hour might yield something different, might be the optimum time for Roger and me to meet.




Terrible insomniac that I knew Roger to be, I figured he was awake well before the screaming started and would likely be whenever I got out here. Ragan told me that often when she gets up in the middle of the night, she’ll see Roger on one of her kitchen monitors, sitting up alone in his room, staring out the small window by his bed, manically rocking.


I went back into the cottage and started packing up my shoulder satchel with Roger-vigil essentials: a notebook, pens, a tape recorder (I wasn’t anticipating much in the way of vocalization at this hour, either from Roger or any of the others, but I decided to bring it along anyway), and finally some reading material: The Metaphysics of Apes in this case, a book the cover of which seemed to transfix Roger when he first set eyes on it the other afternoon.


I paused a moment at the cottage’s front door before leaving. Then, when it seemed to be just me and the peepers and the crickets and the owls again, I slipped outside and started off in this direction, taking great care along the way not to stir up again any of my once famous neighbors. None of them with quite the star wattage of Cheeta, to be sure, but notable figures in their own right and—as unwitting outcasts of their original nature—beings far more akin to us than their biology already dictates.


I passed the orangutan Radcliffe’s place, just across from mine, and Bam Bam’s. Passed Mowgli, a former cohost of a number of late-night talk shows; and Oopsie, an understudy to the star of the TV show BJ and the Bear. I passed Jonah and Jacob, and then, to my great relief, made it without incident past a volatile quartet of young retirees: Jam, Koda, Bella, and Ellie, new arrivals here, best known for their recent parts in a number of popular careerbuilders. com commercials in which they play a group of nattily suited office workers run amok, tearing up files, bouncing off the walls and furniture, pulling down their pants and sitting on the office copy machine.


And yet once past them, it required even more stealth getting in here to Roger unnoticed. The only access to these nighttime quarters is through a small areaway beneath the center’s oldest central housing unit, a place where a number of the overhead metal walkways that connect all the different high-domed ape enclosures intersect.


Think of a forest with an Erector set skeleton of skyways and platforms built into its canopy, a fixed array of assigned perches and straightened vine-swings: orangutans and chimps daily shuffling between their enclosures, or on their way to and from the infirmary for a medical checkup; or to the kitchen for some food. A metropolis-like rendering of what in the wilderness, if you’ve never had the thrill of witnessing it, is the fluidic and rampantly graceful core of any human city’s cemented commerce.


A pair of metal doors on either side of this unit’s central areaway leads to the inner sleeping quarters of whichever chimps the keepers have decided to group together. The daily mixing and matching of the center’s residents is a complex geometry of its own: keepers opening and shutting the little doors built into the overhead passageways between the different enclosures to allow assigned intermingling between whichever chimps are getting along, or orangutans, but never, of course, between chimps and orangutans, the former being from Africa and the latter from Southeast Asia.


I found the areaway doors propped open tonight because of the heat, a pair of large standing metal fans on either side of the areaway keeping the humid air and chimp musk circulating as I made my way inside. I tiptoed past the sleeping Butch and Chipper, mindful the whole time of their little performance last week, then looked up and saw Roger just as Patti Ragan had described seeing him on her kitchen monitor: sitting up in bed, wide awake, staring out his small bedside window, rocking.


I moved a few steps closer and was just about to wave a hand to get Roger’s attention when it occurred to me that my sudden appearance at such a strange hour might startle him, set him off into fits of screaming that would ignite the whole place again, bringing the entire night-duty staff down on me.


In an instant I lost all resolve, found myself slowly backing up toward the open areaway doors, determined now to return to the cottage and go back to bed. And I very nearly made it. Got all but my head and one air-tamping hand back into the double-scented shadow of Butch and Chipper’s room when Roger turned and spotted me.


He hopped soundlessly down—it’s stunning how quietly chimpanzees move their heft—then shuffled forward through his bedroom’s clutter of science magazines and old Yellow Pages (Roger’s favorites), sounding those same three hand claps along the way, but softly now, more or less miming them, in deference to the hour and his jumpy neighbors, even emitting a few muffled hoots of excitement as he settled in before me.


“Hello, Roger,” I whispered, then carefully opened and set down the little folding chair that is left here against the wall for my indoor daytime sessions with Roger. During rainy spells mostly, when he and I will watch on my computer one of the Tarzan DVDs I originally obtained for my visit with Cheeta a year ago.


Roger looked on intently as I took a seat and opened my satchel. They miss very little, our nearest kin. One of the caregivers told me that Chipper notices when people are wearing contact lenses, sees his reflection in them, and often reaches to try to touch his own image.




I was also warned to watch what I say around any of the retirees. A couple of the keepers here were recently talking in front of a chimp named Kenya about making a little pool for her and the others to play in, and she immediately ran off to grab a plastic tub at the back of her enclosure.


Another caregiver happened to mention one morning within earshot of Grub, a former roadside-zoo chimp here, that two much-loved enrichment volunteers might be visiting the facility. Grub, who particularly enjoys painting and making cutout masks from pieces of paper and cardboard for the people he likes, quickly climbed to the highest perch in his enclosure and waited there all day for the volunteers, who never showed.


If it was a movie that Roger was expecting tonight, he gave little indication of it. Showed no signs of disappointment when I first sat down and pulled out only my field notebook. Roger will not hesitate to register his disappointment with me, especially when he senses that I’m getting ready to leave.


Roger hates it when I leave him, even if it’s just to go back to the cottage to grab some lunch. Or when I decide to turn in for the day, usually long after the sun has gone down and all the other apes have retired to their quarters. The minute he sees me start to gather up my things, he’ll go into his retreat-and-sulk mode, promptly standing, walking to a far corner of his enclosure, and then plunking down there with his shoulders hunched and his back turned. He’ll often desert me at the merest sign of my attention beginning to drift.


He isn’t, I soon realized, demanding that I pay attention to him so much as that I simply pay attention. Somehow, after a lifetime of gawking, grabby circus and roadside-zoo audiences, the very proximity of my concentrated, nonirritable presence seems to be balm enough. Roger clearly likes to be directly addressed, to be either spoken or read to, and he particularly enjoys our watching movies together. But he is also fine with us just sitting quietly together like this, easing each other out of our respective insomnias.


It is, I think, that telltale human skittishness—our inability to abide an apparent blankness—that Roger cannot, in turn, abide in me. He’ll immediately get up and walk off to his corner, holding there for some time. He does eventually return, but always settling in again at a slightly askance angle, his left shoulder pressed to the bars, his head bowed and canted toward me: a posture disturbingly reminiscent of a priest awaiting a confession.


Tonight, as I’ve said, he seemed quite content with seeing only the notebook emerge from my satchel, and yet I still had to take care with it. Roger, you see, is also a stickler for ritual and detail, and this is a notebook he’d not seen before, one I decided to break out especially for this unique occasion. It is exactly like the red, hardcover, college-rule, journal-style notebook Roger has been watching me write in all this week, except that this one happens to be black.


I held it up first for Roger’s approval. He regarded it for a moment with those slow swivels of his hazel-eyed gaze. Then he just sat and watched as I turned to the first blank page and launched into these scribblings, lines that I soon realized were, in some bizarrely perfect symbiosis, being drawn out of me by Roger’s focused, nearly absorptive presence, even as the very act of writing them seemed to be further settling and soothing him.
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