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KAREN JOY FOWLER

Primate Study
I n this first memory, we are three years old. Mother is 

sitting in the big loveseat in the library so that Fern 
can squeeze in on one side and me on the other. It’s 

raining, been raining for days, and I am sick of being 
inside, sick of using my inside voice. Fern loves being 
read to. She’s sleepy and quiet, pressing in as close to our 
mother as possible, her hands playing with the belt loops 
on Mom’s corduroy pants, smoothing the nap on Mom’s 
thighs. I, on the other hand, am flinging myself about, 
unable to get comfortable, kicking across Mom’s lap at 
Fern’s feet, trying to make her do something that will get 
her in trouble. Mom tells me to hold still in a voice that 
could pickle fish.

The book is Mary Poppins and the chapter is the one 
in which an old woman breaks off her own fingers, which 
then become sugar sticks for the children to suck on. I 
have a queasy feeling about this, but Fern hears the word 
sugar and her mouth begins to work in a sleepy, dreamy 
way. I don’t understand that Fern doesn’t understand 
about the fingers. I don’t understand that Fern doesn’t fol-
low the story.

I interrupt constantly, because I wish to understand 
everything. What is a perambulator? What is rheumatism? 
Will I get rheumatism someday? What are elastic-sided 
boots? Can I have some? Are Michael and Jane mad when 
Mary Poppins takes their stars? What if there were no stars 
in the sky? Could that happen? “For God’s sake,” Mom 
says finally. “Can you just let me read the damn story?” 
and because she used the words God and damn, which 
she hardly ever does, Mary has to be sacrificed. It’s Mary 
wants to know, I tell her. “Mary is getting on my last nerve,” 
our mother says. “Mary should be nice and quiet like our 
little Fern here.”

Just as I sacrificed Mary, Fern has sacrificed me. She 
didn’t know what rheumatism was, either, but because I 
was the one who asked, now she does. She gets to know 
about rheumatism, and she gets praised for not talking 
when she can’t even talk. I think that Fern has gotten 
praised for nothing and that I never get praised for noth-
ing. It’s clear that Mom loves Fern best. I can see half of 
Fern’s face. She is almost asleep, one eyelid fluttering, one 
ear blooming like a poppy from her black fur, one big toe 
plugging her mouth so I can hear her sucking on it. She 
looks at me sleepily from over her own leg, from around 



1 22    Karen Joy Fowler PRIMATE STUDY    1 23

the curve of Mom’s arm. Oh, she has played this perfectly, 
that baby who still wears a diaper!

* * *

Memory Two: One of the graduate students has gotten a 
free compilation tape from the local radio station, and she 
throws it into the cassette player. We are dancing together, 
all the girls—Mom and Grandma Donna, Fern and I, the 
grad students, Amy, Caroline, and Courtney. We are rock-
ing it old-school to “Splish Splash,” “Paradise Park,” and 

“Love Potion Number Nine.”
I didn’t know if it was day or night. I started kissing 

everything in sight.
Fern is smacking her feet down, loud as she can, jump-

ing sometimes onto the backs of the chairs and then land-
ing on the floor. She makes Amy swing her and laughs 
the whole time she is in the air. I am shaking it, popping 
it, laying it down and working it out. “Conga line,” Mom 
calls. She snakes us through the downstairs, Fern and I 
dancing, dancing, dancing behind her.

* * *

Memory Three: A day of bright sun and new snow. Lowell 
is throwing snowballs against the kitchen window. They 
splatter softly when they hit, leaving trails of shine across 
the glass. Fern and I are too excited to stand still but twirl 
about the kitchen, trailing and spinning our scarves. We 
are so anxious to get outside that we are impossible to 
dress. Fern is stamping and rocking from side to side. She 
does a backflip, and then another, and then I am looking 
down on the top of her head as we link hands for a merry-
go-round spin.

I am asking where snow comes from, and why it only 
comes in winter, and if it snows in Australia in the sum-
mer, does that mean everything in Australia is opposite to 
our world? Is it light during the night and dark during the 
day? Does Santa only bring you presents if you’ve been 
very bad? Mom is not answering my questions but fret-
ting instead, because there is no way to make Fern wear 
mittens or boots. If you put something on Fern’s feet, she 
screams.

The whole question of clothing has been a touchy 
one. Excepting those times when Fern would be too cold 
without (a second exception has been made for the diaper), 
Mom would rather not dress her; she doesn’t want Fern 
made comical. But I have to wear clothes, so Fern also 
has to. Besides, Fern wants them. Mom decides to classify 
Fern’s clothing as self-expression, an anthropomorphism 
Dad dislikes.

On this occasion, Mom settles for pinning her own 
large gloves to the cuffs of Fern’s parka, shoving Fern’s 
hands into them but letting her take them right out again. 
Mom warns me to stay upright. No loping through the 
snow on my hands and feet. A smell spreads through the 
kitchen. I can see that Mom is considering sending Fern 
out anyway. “She stinks,” I say, and Mom sighs, unzips 
Fern’s parka, takes her upstairs to change her clothes. Dad 
is the one who brings her down again, reinserts her into 
her snow wear. I hear the shower running upstairs. By now 
I’m so hot that I’m sweating.

Lowell has been building a snow ant. The abdomen, 
which Lowell calls the metasoma, is not as big as he 
wants—he wants a giant, mutant snow ant as tall as he is—
but the snow is so sticky, it’s already iced into place. When 
Fern and I finally burst out into the snow-globe world of 
the farmhouse yard, we find him trying to dislodge it, keep 
it rolling. We hop about him as he struggles. Fern swings 
up into the little mulberry tree above us. There is snow on 
the branches. Some of it she eats. Some of it she shakes 
down our necks until Lowell tells her to cut it out.

Fern is not much for cutting things out. Lowell puts 
up his hood. She drops onto his back, arm around his neck. 
I hear her laughing—a sound like a handsaw scraping back 
and forth. Lowell reaches over his head, grabs her arms, 
and somersaults her to the ground. She laughs more and 
scrambles up the tree for a repeat.

But Lowell has already moved off to find another 
white sheet of snow, start another snow ant. “My mistake 
was to stop and wait for you guys,” he tells us. “We got to 
keep it moving.” He ignores Fern’s cries of disappointment.

I stay behind, digging a trench around the unfinished 
metasoma with my mittened hands. Fern climbs down, 
starts after Lowell. She looks back to see if I’m coming, 
and I sign for her to give me some help. Ordinarily, this 
would have no impact, but she’s still mad at Lowell. She 
pivots back.

Our father is standing on the porch with his coffee. 
“Nothing beside remains,” Dad says, pointing with his cup 
to the abandoned snow-ant abdomen. “Round the decay 
of that colossal wreck.”

Fern sits on the ground beside me, rests her chin on 
my arm, her feet on the metasoma. She stuffs another 
handful of snow into her mouth, smacks her protuber-
ant, acrobatic lips, and turns to look up at me, eyes shin-
ing. Fern’s eyes seem larger than human eyes, because 
the whites are not white but an amber color only slightly 
lighter than the irises. When I draw Fern’s face, the crayon 
I use for her eyes is burnt sienna. Fern’s own drawings are 
never finished, as she always eats the crayon.

She kicks now at the snowball with her feet. It’s not 
clear that this is meant to help, but it does. Beside her, I 
push with my hands. With less effort than I expected, it 
rocks a little and breaks free.

I’m able to roll it now so that it gathers girth. Fern is 
bouncing behind me like a cork on a wave, sometimes on 
top of the snow crust and sometimes falling through. She 
leaves a churned wake, the trail of the Tasmanian devil. 
The gloves pinned to her cuffs flop over the snow like 
leather fish.

Lowell turns, shading his eyes, because the sun is one 
bright dazzle on the ice-white world. “How did you do 
that?” he shouts back. He’s grinning at me through the 
porthole of his jacket hood.

“I tried really hard,” I tell him. “Fern helped.”
“Girl power!” Lowell shakes his head. “Awesome thing.”
“Power of love,” says my father. “Power of love.”
And then the graduate students arrive. We’re going 

sledding! No one tells me to calm down, because Fern 
won’t be calming down.

My favorite grad student is named Matt. Matt’s from 

Birmingham, England, and calls me luv, me and Fern 
both. I wrap my arms around his legs, jump up and down 
on the toes of his boots. Fern hurls herself at Caroline, 
knocking her into the snow. When Fern stands up, she 
is powdered head to toe like a doughnut. Both of us are 
demanding in our own ways to be picked up and swung. 
We are so excited that, in the strangely illuminating phrase 
my mother favors, we’re completely beside ourselves.

When I was about eight, I recovered what seemed to be a 
memory. It came one piece at a time, like a puzzle I had 
to fit together. In this memory, I was a tiny child, riding 
in the car with my parents. We were on a narrow country 
road, buttercups, grasses, and Queen Anne’s lace crowd-
ing the car from the sides, brushing against the windows.

My father stopped for a cat that was crossing in front 
of us. I shouldn’t have been able to see this cat, strapped 
as I was into my car seat in the back, yet I now remem-
bered it clearly as a black cat with a white face and belly. It 
wandered uncertainly in front of us, back and forth, until 
my father grew impatient and drove on, running it over. 
I remembered my shock; I remembered protesting. I re-
membered my mother defending my father, saying that 
the cat had just refused to get out of the way, as if there’d 
really been nothing else they could have done.

When it was complete, I took this memory to the only 
person I thought might believe it, my grandma Donna. 
She was sitting in an armchair, reading a magazine, prob-
ably People. I think that maybe Karen Carpenter had 
just died; both my grandmas took that hard. I was shak-
ing when I told her, trying not to cry and not succeeding. 

Mom decides to 
classify Fern’s clothing 
as self-expression, an 
anthropomorphism 
Dad dislikes.

When Fern stands up, she 
is powdered head to toe 
like a doughnut. Both 
of us are demanding 
in our own ways to be 
picked up and swung.
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“Oh, sweetheart,” Grandma Donna said. “I think that must 
have been a dream. You must know your father would 
never, ever do such a thing.”

If anyone was eager to see the worst in Dad, it was my 
grandma Donna. Her instant dismissal was enormously 
comforting. It gave me back the things I knew—that my 
father was a kind man, that he would never do such a ter-
rible thing. To this day, I can feel the bump of the tire over 
the cat’s body. And to this day I am very clear in my mind 
that it never happened. Think of it as my own personal 
Schrödinger’s cat.

Was my father kind to animals? I thought so as a child, 
but I knew less about the lives of lab rats then. Let’s just say 
that my father was kind to animals unless it was in the in-
terest of science to be otherwise. He would never have run 
over a cat if there was nothing to be learned by doing so.

He was a great believer in our animal natures, far less 
likely to anthropomorphize Fern than to animalize me. 
Not just me, but you too—all of us together, I’m afraid. 
He didn’t believe animals could think, not in the way he 
defined the term, but he wasn’t much impressed with hu-
man thinking either. He referred to the human brain as a 
clown car parked between our ears. Open the doors and 
the clowns pile out.

The idea of our own rationality, he used to say, was 
convincing to us only because we so wished to be con-
vinced. To any impartial observer, could such a thing exist, 
the sham was patent. Emotion and instinct were the basis 
of all our decisions, our actions, everything we valued, the 
way we saw the world. Reason and rationality were a thin 
coat of paint on a ragged surface.

The only way to make any sense of the United States 

Congress, our father told me once, was to view it as a two-
hundred-year-long primate study. He didn’t live to see the 
ongoing revolution in our thinking regarding nonhuman 
animal cognition.

But he wasn’t wrong about Congress.

He referred to the human 
brain as a clown car 
parked between our 
ears.  Open the doors 
and the clowns pile out.
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