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      GOD’S OWN CAT


      IN THE LATE AFTERNOON Dinah retreated to her bedroom in that deadly time before the family had dinner. She had read that this was the time of day

         when most people experience a drop in their blood sugar, but that notion struck her as only a useful rationalization. She

         knew too well the hours from morning to night. They bobbled by like varicolored balloons, soft and round, like the word “hour”

         itself. Except the hours between four and six of any day, before dawn or before dusk. Those are sinister moments in which

         the spirit is endangered and deflated. She imagined those two hours drifting gray and close to the earth, flaccid and exhausted

         of buoyancy.

      


      And even though today she might reasonably allow herself to luxuriate in melancholy while that bit of time slid by, she knew

         how easily she might fall into serious despair. She occupied herself, taking with her to the bedroom the white wicker-and-wood

         lap desk that Martin had given her for Christmas. It was stocked with cream-colored monogrammed 

         stationery and embossed envelopes interlined with blue. She had requested the gift, and she thought of herself as someone

         who used these things, although such correspondence as she carried on was likely to be scribbled out on a sheet of typing

         paper at her desk, paper-clipped to a rumpled editorial cut out from the newspaper weeks before, or enclosed with a book review,

         or a recipe and hastily folded into the flimsy, long envelopes she bought at the grocery store and kept on hand to pay bills.

      


      She settled on the bed, kicking off her shoes and crossing her ankles, and pulled out the packet of booklets and informational

         sheets that had come last week from the Freshmen Dean’s Office at Harvard College. She riffled through the pages of material

         until she found the letter from Franklin M. Mount, Dean of Freshmen. Dinah’s huge orange cat had draped himself irritatingly

         over her legs in the warm June weather, and she heaved him aside.

      


      “Move, Taffy! Move over! Move over!” And the cat toppled over unresistingly onto his back right next to her, with his silky

         white stomach exposed. He gazed backward at Dinah and tried to purr in his snuffling way until he fell asleep. Dinah relaxed

         farther back into the pillows propped against the headboard and held the letter up before her at arm’s length, since she didn’t

         have her glasses.

      


      FRESHMEN DEAN’S OFFICE


      HARVARD COLLEGE


      12 Truscott Street


      Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138


      Telephone (617) 459-1325


      June 1, 1991


      To the Parents of Members of the Class of 1995:

      


      Each year, we ask parents of incoming freshmen to write us frankly and fully about their sons and daughters. Statements about

         our students from those who know them best help us to assign them appropriate advisers, assign resident students to compatible

         rooming groups, and anticipate the pleasures and the problems we will share. We would be grateful for detailed impressions

         about your son’s or daughter’s strengths, weaknesses, and interests, and also for information about any medical problems we

         ought to know of.

      


      Once again she pondered the problem of the last sentence and that dangling preposition. Most likely it was unconsidered, merely

         an example of the new flexibility of the written as well as the spoken word, the new language that encompassed peculiar uses

         of such words as “impact.” On the other hand, it smacked of trickery to Dinah. It might be that the staff in the Freshmen

         Dean’s Office had conferred about this. Suppose it was a calculated effort not to seem stuffy, or an attempt to elicit informal

         and overly revealing replies?

      


      She had read through all the other information sheets and pamphlets, trying to find out the intentions of the Freshmen Dean’s

         Office, and had been truly alarmed by the cozy, conspiratorial tone of the last paragraph of a booklet called Some Notes for Freshmen Parents:


      Don’t try to hold the course you set and have been sailing together for seventeen years. It is hard to sail a ship with two

         pilots. You should come along, but always keep in mind that it is a new voyage, someone else’s voyage. This way, college can

         be the shared and happy embarkation it ought to be.

      


      Martin refused to take it seriously. “This is great! I love this,” he had said when she insisted he read through the little

         booklet. “We buy the ticket and David takes the cruise.” Of course, she understood the foolishness of all these communications,

         but on the other hand, suppose there was something she did or did not write—an attitude and manner she did or did not adopt—that

         might prejudice the Freshmen Dean’s Office against her own son. Suppose she unwittingly wrote something that condemned David

         to a terrible roommate, or brought down upon his head the collective derision of the freshmen advisers. She had been struggling

         for a week to draft an adequate reply to what seemed to her a daunting request, and had finally resorted to working out the

         first draft on a yellow legal pad so as not to waste any more of the expensive Crane writing paper.

      


      473 Slade Road


      West Bradford, MA


      June 8, 1991


      Franklin M. Mount


      Dean of Freshmen


      Harvard College


      12 Truscott Street


      Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138


      Dear Mr. Mount,


      I can only respond to your request for my and my husband’s impression of our son David Howells…


      She turned the page back to start fresh. She couldn’t use the possessive “my and my husband’s,” since Harvard had declined

         to use the prepositional construction “of which we ought to know.”

      


      Dear Mr. Mount,

      


      Of course, we’re biased, but we think Harvard is really lucky to be getting our son David Howells as a student and a member

         of its community…

      


      She reconsidered this immediately. The tone was altogether too jaunty, even arrogant. At the very least, she decided, she

         would have to avoid using contractions and telling Harvard how lucky they were. Probably Mr. Mount was hoping for as succinct

         a reply as possible, given the gravity of the task he had set for the parents of all the freshmen entering Harvard. But his

         request was so provocative that Dinah closed her eyes briefly, trying to block out the images of her children that were rushing

         through her mind. She turned to a fresh page and decided to get right to the heart of the matter, to illuminate for Mr. Mount

         David’s character and personality, describe to Mr. Mount David’s whole life as he would live it up until the moment he entered

         Harvard, and she would make every effort to do this in the space of one page:

      


      Dear Mr. Mount,


      Our son David Howells has a discerning intelligence, great love for and loyalty to his friends and his family, and a generous

         spirit. He has always been a good student and is well liked by his peers, and we think that David will be a responsible and

         productive member of the Harvard College community.

      


      Perhaps what is most remarkable about David is his capacity for empathy. It is a quality he has possessed since early childhood,

         but which was probably heightened by the death of his younger brother when David was thirteen years old.

      


      She paused for a moment, gazing down at what she had written, and she realized that her fingers were clenched so tightly around

         her pen that her words were nearly illegible. This was not the right day to attempt such a letter. The white sunshine of early

         afternoon darkened into a thick yellow light that fell slantwise across the room, and she replaced the yellow pad, the sheets

         of stationery, and the envelopes with their shiny blue lining inside the wicker compartment of the lap desk. She set the desk

         to one side and rested her head against the pillows, letting her arms drop loosely to the quilt.

      


      At the foot of the bed the dog had been listening anxiously to the scratching and rustling of Dinah’s endeavor, but when she

         heard Dinah grow still, Duchess lay her head down comfortably between her paws and relaxed. Taffy didn’t stir, but the gray

         cat, Bob, neatly perched on the wide, sunlighted windowsill, settled farther down on his turned-under paws and shifted his

         gaze away from Dinah to the peak of the porch roof outside, where the sweet-eyed, round-breasted doves fluttering to a perch,

         trekking poultry-fashion along the roof’s peak, made his muscles quiver under his rough coat and brought forth tiny anticipatory

         chatterings of his teeth.

      


      He was a cat who lived mostly along the perimeters of the rooms, and Dinah was sure he was only a first-generation domestic

         cat. He had been one of the two tiny kittens David had rescued five years ago from underneath a car in the Price Chopper parking

         lot. One gray-striped and the other a muddy tortoiseshell.

      


      Neither of those two cats had ever acquired the glossy sheen, though, of Dinah’s big orange cat. Taffy was sanguine in his

         golden glory of thick fur, and he was sweet-natured, although not especially intelligent. And unlike Bob, Taffy crossed all

         the rooms of the house and even the yard outside with placid assurance, and stopped to sleep wherever he might be when the

         urge overtook him.

      


      

         Dinah and Martin had never sat down and discussed somberly whether or not to have children; they had merely stopped trying

         not to have them. It had been a decision too momentous to confront. And certainly with altogether lesser consequences, but in

         much the same way, they had over the years become the custodians of these various animals. Duchess was the last of a litter

         of long-haired German shepherd dogs—not fierce dogs under any circumstances and a strain, in fact, that breeders were trying

         to eliminate from the genetic pool. Dinah had adopted Duchess as a favor to the receptionist at the Vet Clinic. Melissa knew

         all the Howellses’ animals, and over the years she had become a friendly acquaintance of Dinah’s.

      


      Dinah had arrived at the Vet Clinic one afternoon with Taffy, who needed shots, and found Melissa huddled in a chair in the

         waiting room weeping while the dog looked on abashed. “I don’t know why her owners waited so long,” Melissa said when she

         had composed herself a little. “Duchess is almost a year old! We’ve treated her at the clinic since she was a puppy. Now she’s

         in heat, though, and they won’t keep her. I have two dogs at home already, and they’re both male. I’m not even supposed to

         have pets in the apartment.” Melissa had been distraught. “I really despise those people! They just come in here and say,

         ‘Duke needs his rabies booster and we’re leaving Duchess to be destroyed.’ Destroyed! I used to think it was awful to say you were going to put a dog to sleep when you just meant you were going to kill it.

         But these people… I think they’re like Nazis!”

      


      Dinah, of course, had taken Duchess home. But the dog seemed to have absorbed some idea of the precarious nature of her continued

         existence. She was a coward, racing around the rooms to find Dinah whenever the doorbell rang and forever agonizing over the

         possibility that the cats were more favored than she. They often appropriated her dog bed, ate chunks of her dog meal, and

         so subtly harassed 

         her that she would even drink every drop of water poured out for her until she was bloated with the effort as the cats sat

         on the windowsills watching. Dinah had learned never to fill Duchess’s bowl more than half full.

      


      Taffy padded after Dinah wherever she went in the house, and Bob, in his furtive cat life, directed his cautious gray attention

         toward her, too, and yet he kept his distance. He shadowed her from room to room, materializing only after she had settled

         somewhere, and even then he regarded her obliquely, out of range; it had been the tortoise-shell who had studied her every

         move, kept tabs on her, made her his business.

      


      Dinah always had the animals in mind, one way or another—just as unconsciously she kept account of the seasons, the months,

         the days, and the hours—but they had come into her life spontaneously, and she had never thought of them as hers any more

         than it would have occurred to her to feel proprietary about all that time slipping by.

      


      She turned her head toward the last of the sun. Beyond the tall windows of her room she could see all the way across the wide

         space of lawn, down the far slope of the yard behind the kitchen. She watched her children moving through the garden. David

         had borrowed a Rototiller and turned the soil for a garden early in the spring, and he spent hours reading gardening books

         and catalogues. It was his current enthusiasm.

      


      Now he moved deliberately among the rows, turning a leaf here or there for inspection and snapping off dead blooms, and Sarah

         followed slowly along behind him. She dawdled among the flowers in the syrupy golden air as though she were mesmerized by

         the late afternoon heat, and her brother stooped to cut an armful of tall gladiolas for the hall vase and gave them over to

         her to hold while he moved along to the rows of vegetables. Sarah accepted the flowers and stood with her arms slightly raised

         and 

         cupped around the long stems, and she suddenly seemed to Dinah to be a girl entirely unlike the everyday person Dinah thought

         of as her daughter. In the waning afternoon Sarah was a lovely and romantic figure, as mysterious and intriguing as a painting.

         As Dinah watched Sarah and David intently, she marveled that any parents were able to sum up all that they knew about one

         of their children in a short letter to Mr. Franklin M. Mount, Dean of Freshmen, Harvard College.

      


      David stood up, shaking the earth from two heads of lettuce, holding them aloft to get Sarah’s attention as she turned away

         to carry the flowers up to the house. Dinah had unconsciously leaned toward the window, and she breathed a long sigh and fell

         back against the pillows. If she were Sarah’s age, the days would accrue slowly, each one likely to be overwhelming in its

         drama. Dinah let her neck go limp against the headboard, relieved that at age forty she was past the point of anticipation

         of a whole life to be shaped and lived, measured and judged.

      


      She stayed exactly where she was in that moment of the late summer afternoon that is suspended on the verge of twilight. Mourning

         doves bobbed and fluttered on the telephone lines along the street, sobbing into the deep light; the hearty spears of brilliant

         gladiolas and the soft purple phlox glowed vibrantly among the thin-petaled, palely drooping day lilies, until it seemed that

         the taller flowers, spiking into the dimming afternoon, were themselves a source of illumination. When the view of the garden

         grew hazy in the fading light, she roused herself and went downstairs to organize dinner. Martin came in to put away the tools

         he had used to mend this and that around the house, and Sarah wandered in to set the table. David dashed up the lawn to see

         how much time there was before they ate and to be sure she would have the water boiling before he picked the corn.

      


      

         “I can husk it in a second. It’s better just picked,” he said.

      


      “Okay, David. Let’s have it last. I’ll put the water on when I take the chicken out. We can have the corn for dessert.”


      When they were all four seated at the table and Martin was carving the chicken, Duchess joined them for dinner. “God! That

         dog is disgusting,” Sarah said. Duchess patiently picked up mouthfuls of dog meal from her bowl in the corner and dropped

         all the nuggets on the rug under their feet, where she lay down and munched along companionably. She knew Sarah was irritated,

         though, and her ears went flat in apology. Sarah bent over and gave her a pat.

      


      “Sarah, don’t pet the dog when you’re eating your dinner,” Dinah said. “It’s just not clean.” This was only what she said

         because she was Sarah’s mother; there was no conviction in the words.

      


      Sarah took little notice. “I’m going over to Elise’s after dinner, Mom,” she said. “Is that okay? Could you drive me?”


      Dinah turned to answer her daughter, who was sitting where Toby had once sat. It was Sarah, fair and fine-boned as Toby had been, approximately the same age and size as Toby was six years ago when he had last

         sat in that very chair—restless, fidgeting with his food, anxious to be done. It was Sarah, but for a split second Dinah clearly

         registered the image of her second son, as though he were a visual echo. “It’ll still be light, Sarah. Why don’t you walk

         over and maybe David can pick you up later if he has the car?” And there was no dissension between them as there would have

         been if Toby had made the same request; Sarah was accommodating and perfectly amenable.

      


      When Toby was alive, dinner had so often been a turbulent affair—the time of day Dinah dreaded most. Stranded between his

         two siblings, he had been defensive 

         in every direction. He had believed that David got more respect and Sarah got more attention. He and Dinah had frequently

         been locked in a brooding combat, although away from the table they could at least retreat from one another. But they were

         unyielding at dinner, Dinah brisk and Toby sullen. He had been able to sense any criticism she did not speak, and even now

         she wondered if sometimes she had intended her expression, her tone of voice, to reveal her irritation.

      


      Once, when he had slammed away from the table and out the back door, Dinah had leaped up and followed him. She had stood just

         outside the screen and shouted after him. “Goddammit! Goddammit! If you won’t be happy, damn it, you’ll ruin my life! My whole life. You don’t have the right to do that, Toby! You don’t have the right to make me so miserable!”

      


      And she had turned back to the table to be shocked by her children’s bleak faces. Sarah, only about four or five years old,

         had sat paralyzed on her booster seat, truly frightened by so much anger, and David wouldn’t meet her eyes. But her husband’s

         expression had been flat with grief, his fine mouth slackened in a pained grimace and his voice oddly without fervor. “Sometimes,

         Dinah…” Martin said. “Jesus Christ! Sometimes you say the most terrible things!”

      


      It was true. She and Toby had said the worst things they could say to each other. She had believed they were equals; with

         Toby she had always lost her grip on the fact of her own adulthood. Nothing slipped by him, not one injustice, not the smallest

         inequity. There were other times when even Martin had said, “That kid’s a real clubhouse lawyer! You can’t win with him! There’s

         no way to make him listen!”

      


      But Toby had listened to them; he had listened all the time. He had simply never been sure of what he heard. On his fourth Thanksgiving,

         when Dinah was pregnant with 

         Sarah, they had decided to have a formal meal in the dining room. Over the course of the preceding week, Dinah had impressed

         on them that this was a grave event—the first year that they would not eat casually in the kitchen, or at the local Howard

         Johnson for the sake of quick service to small children.

      


      As Martin carved the turkey at the table, the children grew restive, and Dinah became cross at his perfectionism as he painstakingly

         cut away nearly transparent slices from the breast. She urged him on. Everything else was getting cold. In exasperation he

         had finally severed the drumsticks, one for each child. Toby had recoiled in astonishment when his father had deposited the

         huge drumstick on his plate with a flourish of the silver-handled carving fork, and Martin had laughed. “That’s the part I

         always wanted at every Thanksgiving,” he said. “You get the whole thing, Toby,” he said. “The best of the dark meat.”

      


      Toby sat stoically through the meal until Dinah noticed that he hadn’t eaten any turkey at all. “Sweetie, don’t you like that?

         Do you want some gravy?” He had looked up at her doubtfully for a moment, not replying.

      


      “Can I have some turkey?”


      “Well, honey, there’s plenty of turkey. Don’t you like what you have?”


      “Daddy said he gave me the dog meat. I don’t want it. I just want some turkey.” He was not accusing them; he had always been

         generous in his forgiveness. He just wasn’t sure how he stood in the family; he didn’t trust his hold on them. When he was

         seven and went off to camp for two weeks, he signed his letters: “Your son, Toby Howells.”

      


      He had believed completely in right and wrong, and after a daylong battle with his mother, if he finally did think that her

         argument had merit, he would say so. He was willing to make amends, to say he was sorry. If he and she had been edgy together,

         their attachment was fervent. They had 

         violently disapproved of any trait in the other that they loathed in themselves.

      


      The summer following Toby’s death, David had come across the two orphaned cats. Dinah had taken David with her when she went

         shopping. She had asked him to come along and help with all the grocery bags, but it was a time when she could scarcely bear

         to be without one of her children.

      


      In the parking lot in the summer’s heat she had thought at first that she was hearing the squeak of her grocery cart as it

         rocked slightly every time David hefted another sack of groceries from the basket to the back of her station wagon. But David

         recognized the tiny mewling sound for what it was. He had lain down flat on the graveled asphalt and maneuvered himself all

         the way under the bronze-flecked Trans Am, which was parked next to their own car.

      


      Dinah had stood looking down at David’s long legs emerging from beneath the car and realized with surprise that they could

         have been connected to an adult body. David was just thirteen, and, still, that was Dinah’s most vivid memory of that day—gazing

         down at her son’s darkly haired, muscular legs.

      


      “I need something to bribe it with,” he had called out to her from beneath the car, and she had torn open a package of raw

         hamburger.

      


      A little crowd gathered, three middle-aged women and an elderly man, drawing their carts into a semicircle and watching David

         in silence. One of the women had moved forward abruptly when David emerged far enough to hold a kitten out to them. The woman

         swooped toward him and grabbed it in a peculiar, greedy lunge, and Dinah had not interfered. David had disappeared again beneath

         the car, and when he finally wriggled out, he held a second kitten, grease-spotted and clutching at his arm in panic.

      


      

         “Twins,” he announced with a real grin, unselfconscious and slightly quizzical, his dark eyebrows lifted. Dinah had been so

         smitten with him—momentarily at ease and handsome in the sunlight, ready for any small irony that might come his way, and

         with his beautiful, beautiful smile—that for a moment she had been dazzled right out of her grieving.

      


      But none of the onlookers smiled back. They just gazed at him blankly as he sat propped up on one hand in the parking lot

         and extended the other kitten to them for their inspection. Dinah took the tiny cat, and David scrambled up by himself, still

         smiling with satisfaction at the people who stood around him.

      


      “I don’t want this cat,” said the woman who had taken the first kitten from David’s hand. She seemed to mean that she would

         have kept it if it had proved to be something else, but now she turned and deposited the kitten inside one of the grocery

         bags in Dinah’s station wagon. The poor cat sprawled miserably over a netted bag of oranges.

      


      And the elderly man who had been standing on the outskirts of their small assembly became quite upset. He rose up on his toes

         for a moment in agitation, rocking back and forth. “Those cats belong to the people who have this car. Now, that’s what I

         think. You could go in the store, okay? They would announce it over the loudspeaker right in the store if you go to the office.”

      


      But Dinah cast her eye doubtfully over the car, obscenely canted up at the rear on a raised axle. “Would you go get a box

         from the manager, please?” she said to David. “One that’s pretty deep.” He had loped off, brushing bits of sand and gravel

         from his nylon running shorts.

      


      The three women had wheeled their shopping carts away to find their own cars in the wide lot. One woman turned back for a

         moment. “Well, bye-bye,” she said, “and good luck.” The woman who had taken the first cat from David’s hand moved off, though,

         without a word. The man 

         stood there a little longer, still agitated, still rocking back and forth from heel to toe. But Dinah didn’t feel the slightest

         qualm about the propriety of taking the kittens away with her. The shiny car that had produced them looked to her as if it

         were still at the height of its mating season. She merely nodded at the elderly little man who was filled with alarm at this

         unnerving turn of events in his day. But he finally calmed himself and had gone on his way before David returned.

      


      On the drive home the two kittens had shat pitifully, terrified in the high-sided box, filling the front seat with the scent

         of their mother’s milk, so Dinah reasoned that they hadn’t been weaned. “Let’s name them Bob and Ray,” David said. “I’ll give

         them a bath when we get home.”

      


      David was enamored that year of Bob Elliot and Ray Goulding—all their old records that Martin had and their program on public

         radio. Dinah glanced over at him as she drove and had been entirely happy at that moment that she was connected to her own

         son. Now and then, in that first year of paralyzing grief after Toby’s death, she had been granted a few moments like that—rare

         occasions when she was startled out of her preoccupying sorrow by a resonating glimpse of one of her other children who was

         absolutely filled up with his or her own personality.

      


      And that day David had possessed joy, too. She had been so pleased for him. Despite Toby’s death, that had still been a time

         when Dinah believed in happy coincidence. She had thought that David’s discovery of those two abandoned kittens meant that

         they would be a source of special solace to him and that they would be more than usually his own.

      


      The two new cats had become hers, of course, by default. It was she who was most in the house; it was she who fed them and

         checked their water. One day she had taken them along to the Vet Clinic to get their shots, and Melissa had not been behind

         the reception desk. While she waited to get the attention of a tiny, pert girl who was busily flipping 

         through a box of file cards, Dinah had stood at the high counter idly contemplating a display of various parasitic worms suspended

         in jars of formaldehyde and arranged along the counter next to the flea collars.

      


      “Be with you in a sec!” the girl said over her shoulder. At last she got up and came over to the counter, standing on her

         toes to peer over it at the wire carrying cage at Dinah’s feet. “Oh, you have two little kitties, don’t you? Have we seen

         you before?” Her name tag said Annie.


      “Yes,” Dinah said. “But I haven’t brought these kittens in before. My account is under Howells.”


      From the bank of filing cabinets Annie retrieved Dinah’s folder, glancing through it to check the information. “Neither one

         of those is Taffy, then?” she asked.

      


      “No.” Dinah agreed.


      Annie stretched up on tiptoe again to look at the kittens. “Aren’t they cute! What are their names?”

      


      “Well,” said Dinah, “the striped one’s Bob and the tortoiseshell is Ray.”


      Annie glanced up at her intently for a moment, and then bent over the chart to write the information down. “What unusual names for little kittens,” she said as she was writing.

      


      “Oh, well… you know… they’re the comedians.”


      Annie didn’t respond for a moment; her face went solemn while she turned the pages back to be sure the carbon had copied.

         Then she smiled brightly at Dinah. “Oh, I know! Kittens can just be so funny!”

      


      The feline Bob and Ray weren’t ever funny, though. They were fierce in practicing their survival skills. They tumbled and

         skidded across the wooden floors, but they were so clearly purposeful, so determined, that their kittenhood was never amusing.

         Sarah and David lost interest when the kittens proved to be unaffectionate—not at all mean, but diffident. Dinah, though,

         had been fascinated. In that long period of time, which she still thought of as being 

         “after Toby’s death,” they distracted her, and she watched them by the hour. Bob was distrustful, and Ray was affronted by

         every human foible that he witnessed around him, especially hers. He glared at her if she dropped a glass or slammed a door

         or made any sudden noise. If she forgot to feed him, he found her wherever she was in the house and reminded her to give him

         dinner with a soft tap-tapping of his padded paw, claws scrupulously sheathed.

      


      The two kittens slept curled together, but as they grew into cats they became less and less a pair. Bob went off on his own,

         tucking himself into a tight ball to sleep on the tops of bookcases or in the depths of a closet during the winter, and disappearing

         for weeks at a time during the summer. Ray took it upon himself to guard her behavior, and for a while this seemed to her

         miraculously coincidental. For a while it was with him, not Toby, that her daily wars were waged. If she sat down for a moment

         to get some of her own work done and she failed to notice Ray come into the room, he would knock some object off a table or

         a mantel.

      


      “Oh, Christ!” she would shout at him, leaping up explosively, but he would only turn his back with a flick of his tail and

         direct all his attention to washing his leg. It was Ray who knocked the iron off the board onto the floor when she had left

         it turned on. She had come back into the room to discover him sleeping on its accustomed resting spot while a thin stream

         of smoke rose into the air from the hot iron plate lying flat on the wood floor. He curled up quietly in her chair at the

         kitchen table and was outraged if she didn’t notice him before she sat down. She had often dropped a plate or let a fork clatter

         to the floor as she leaped forward after almost sitting on him. But he always slipped away just in time.

      


      In retrospect Dinah could never pinpoint that one instant in which she stopped measuring the progression of the days from

         the moment of Toby’s death. The end of her 

         active grieving slipped up on her and caught her unawares, leaving her oddly at loose ends, uneasy and fearful. On some level was

         the belief that, as long as she held on to her overwhelming grief at his loss, then Toby might not really be gone.

      


      Nevertheless, eventually and unwittingly, she loosened her grip on her fury and sorrow, and all the other elements of her

         life receded into their proper perspective. Over the years she stopped regarding Ray’s intrusion, his persistent guardianship,

         as particularly coincidental or significant one way or another. She automatically made her way around him when she was working

         in the kitchen; it became a habit to hold any book she was reading up in the air so that he could not settle on it and prevent

         her from turning the pages. And despite all his apparent devotion to her he repelled any affection she extended toward him.

         If she put him on her lap, he would remain only so long as she held him beneath her hand.

      


      His behavior interested David. “His choices are pretty limited. Bob’s never around, and how would you like it if you had to

         have Taffy as your best friend?”

      


      Dinah had laughed, but she thought David was probably right. She had become Ray’s main focus of interest by a process of elimination.

         Once, when the cat was just a little over a year old, Dinah was working at her desk, and she had straightened up for a moment

         and rolled her chair backward a little to stretch her legs, Ray had let out a terrible hiss and a warning screech because

         he had settled on the rug just behind her, and she had unwittingly rolled onto a bit of his fur before he jumped out of the

         way. He was incensed, but so was she. She hadn’t known he was there, and the awful sound he made had caused her skin to prickle.

         She swiveled all the way around in her chair and matched his furious glare.

      


      “You stupid, stupid beast! What the hell do you think?” And quite unexpectedly she began to cry, a deep, alarming 

         sobbing. “You don’t own this place! You think you’re God’s own cat, don’t you? You’re just a pest! And I don’t care if I roll over you and squash you flat! I can’t have any peace in my own house!” And she had raised her hands to her face,

         trying to stop her own weeping. “You’re driving me crazy! I’m sick of thinking about you and you’re driving me crazy!” Although she yelled straight at him, crying and shouting, he didn’t even

         flinch. She turned her chair again and bent forward, laying her face against the cool wood of her desk and weeping on and

         on, not thinking at all about the cat but simply given over to grief. When she finally rose from her chair the cat regarded

         her with disdain. You’re loud and raucous, he seemed to be thinking. You are all alone in your own room yelling at a cat.

      


      But as time passed, Ray’s preoccupation with her became merely a function of the household, a part of the secret life of her

         days when she was home alone. If the house were otherwise inhabited, she bent the shape of her hours to encompass her husband

         and children and friends. And this summer the intensity of the lives lived within the rooms of her house was shifting and

         dissipating in a way that she could not understand.

      


      Sarah, now twelve, was still willing to answer some of the questions Dinah asked her directly, but David, at eighteen, revealed

         as little as he could without being rude, as though any knowledge she might have of him bequeathed to her some sort of power

         over him. And while the life of the family inevitably drew in around him as they waited through the warm months before September

         when he would leave for college, Dinah grew increasingly desperate to be given a little access, once again, to some part of

         David’s state of mind.

      


      It seemed to Dinah that he was unreasonably intent on his absolute privacy. At one point, on her way out the door, Dinah had

         leaned back around the doorframe into the kitchen, where David was finishing his breakfast. “I’m going 

         to the grocery,” she said. “Is there anything special you need or anything particular you’d like for dinner?”

      


      He gazed up at her in silence, with his eyebrows drawn together in pained outrage. “I don’t know why,” he said, “you need

         to know everything about my life!”

      


      Dinah only sighed and pulled the door firmly closed behind her, but in the car she found that her eyes smarted with tears.

         What had she done to warrant such resentment?

      


      Another day, though, when he came home from work, David sat amiably with her in the kitchen, drinking a beer while Dinah stood

         at the sink, sipping a glass of wine and washing lettuce for dinner.

      


      “Oh, guess what!” he said. “I saw a girl who’ll be in my class next year. We were in the same tour group after my interview.”


      “You did?” said Dinah, not remembering to make her voice sound less avid. “Did you speak to her? Is she a girl you might go

         out with?”

      


      “Of course I spoke to her. She was having lunch with her mother at the restaurant. They were on their way to Manchester to

         go shopping.” He had waited tables three summers in a row at The Green River Café, and just this week he had managed to be

         put on the shift that served lunch and afternoon tea instead of the breakfast shift, which started at 5:30 in the morning.

      


      Dinah didn’t notice David’s expression tighten, and she decided that the extra sleep this week had improved David’s mood.

         She was amazed to be getting so much information from her son, whose life she could no longer envision, who no doubt had all

         sorts of thoughts and did all sorts of things that she could not possibly imagine. This was not a prurient interest on her

         part. She would have been as intrigued to find out that he was reading Dostoevsky as she would have been to discover the nature

         of his love life. She only wanted to continue to know him. She dried her hands on a kitchen 

         towel and moved a few steps toward him where he sat at the table.

      


      “How do you know it was her mother? Did she introduce you?”


      “Nope. I just leaped to that conclusion, Mom. It was just a shot in the dark.” He was careful to keep humor in his voice,

         but Dinah was so eager for particulars, for one little way to hold on to her oldest child, that she didn’t even notice.

      


      “Well, I mean, it could have been her aunt or someone. It could even have been her sister. Her mother could have had a daughter

         when she was twenty and had another when she was forty. Or it could have been just a friend.” She was very serious about finding

         out every detail of this encounter, about having it accurately filed away in her mind.

      


      “Oh, my God! That’s what the writing on the napkin meant!” David said. He looked alarmed.


      “A napkin?”


      “Yeah. I was just clearing the table, but I did notice that someone had written on a napkin in lipstick. It said, ‘Help! I’m

         being kidnapped.’ I should have known!”

      


      Dinah laughed, and David went off to take a shower. But she was left with an abiding curiosity about the girl in the coffee

         shop, the girl’s mother, David’s conversation with them, all his movements and all the ideas he had had in his own day.

      


      This particular evening at the dinner table, both the children were being especially forthcoming, chatting to her with a gently

         forced animation that she welcomed and accepted. Within their small group was the clear acknowledgment that it was she among

         them who was most wounded this morning when she had finally had to have the cat, Ray, put to sleep. She had taken the cat

         to the clinic earlier in the week because he had stopped eating and his eyes were running. A new vet had checked him over

         and had given 

         Dinah antibiotics for the cat and diagnosed him as having pneumonia. But it worried Dinah that she could coax the tablets

         down his throat so easily.

      


      This morning she had awakened to a strange sound in the bedroom. She had thought Martin was snoring, but he was sleeping silently,

         turned on one side. Finally she looked over the side of the bed and discovered Ray, pulling himself along the rug toward her

         bed, too feeble to walk and gasping for air. The cat had come to get her.

      


      She had jumped out of bed and said loudly to Martin to call the vet. He turned over slowly, coming awake, unable to make out

         what was going on.

      


      “The cat is sick,” she said. “I’ll take him to the clinic. Call Dr. Randolph and tell her to meet me over there!” She put

         her raincoat on over her nightgown and took her pillow from the bed and put it down next to the gasping cat. She was very

         careful as she eased him onto it.

      


      “But Dinah, it’s only six-thirty. They don’t even open until eight.” Martin couldn’t see the cat on the other side of the

         bed, and he wasn’t fully awake. But Dinah stood up and turned to him in a barely controlled rage that startled him.

      


      “Just call the vet. Tell her,” Dinah said very slowly so as to be entirely understood, “that she killed my cat! Tell that

         woman that she God damned well did kill my cat!”

      


      But at the clinic Dinah’s anger ran out, leaving her limp and vulnerable in the quiet building. She was terribly sad as she

         sat holding Ray on her lap, stroking his ragged fur while the vet injected him with a fatal dose of the anesthetic Somlethal.

         His head sank forward, and his heart stopped in seconds. And Dinah had no doubt that it was better, as she sat looking down

         at him, than to have let him slowly suffocate. Nevertheless, she felt she had betrayed him, not by having him killed, but

         by witnessing him there on the floor of her room, so desperately in need, so utterly without dignity. No longer God’s own

         cat.

      


      

         Dinah had been unable to move except to shake her head at the vet to signify that she would not leave yet, and the doctor

         withdrew, nodding in agreement. For a long time Dinah had sat in her nightgown and raincoat in the little examination room

         with Ray across her lap, not thinking about the cat at all, but brought face to face once again with the terrible recognition

         of inevitable sadness. She had thought then that there are a few things no one ever tells women. She supposed it wasn’t a

         conspiracy; maybe it was a kindness. When she was pregnant the first time a few people had at least suggested some of the

         possibilities. Martin’s mother had told her that her life would never again be the same, not altogether in a congratulatory

         tone.

      


      “I’ll tell you,” a woman in the obstetrician’s office had said, “there’s nothing like it in the world,” also with a trace

         of dolefulness. But no one could have made Dinah believe in the passion of being the mother of a child. Fathers are passionate,

         too, but they guard their souls more carefully. They are able to experience a crisis of faith, fear of mortality—in the abstract—apart from the fate of their children. And while she did know women who wore their maternity indifferently, Dinah was suspicious

         of them even while she sometimes envied them. But she didn’t really think of them as being anyone’s mother. She thought that

         real mothers—all the mothers in the world—are simply the fools of the earth in the ways they live with hope, in the ways they

         must continue to believe that they can save their own children. Momentarily overwhelmed with hopelessness, she had sat leaning

         against the tiled wall of the Vet Clinic, abstractedly stroking the limp body of the cat.

      


      By this evening, though, sitting at dinner with Martin and David and Sarah, Dinah was surprised to find the remembered image

         of her children moving through the garden in the near dusk filling her mind and pulling her to the edge of an exhausted and

         tentative peacefulness. She 

         got up from the table and began clearing the plates away while David and Sarah and Martin went out to pick the corn.

      


      “I like the really small ears,” she said. “I want two of them.”


      A large kettle of water was boiling on the stove, and the windowpanes had misted over, so she couldn’t see the three of them

         moving through the cornstalks, but she was suddenly pleased for the moment just to have the knowledge of their being there.

         She had been trying for a long time, now, to hold on to kindliness in the world, wherever she could find it, in lieu of the

         terrible urgency of passion.

      


   

            
CHAPTER TWO



      [image: art]


      AT HOME


      OVER A PERIOD OF thirty years, Arlie Davidson, the Howellses, next door neighbor, had walked a succession of dogs along a route that crossed

         the corner of the property on his other side to reach the meadow that sloped up into Bell’s Forest. But one Saturday afternoon

         the new owner of that property, Raymond Brickley, who had bought the house to use as a weekend retreat, was disgruntedly inspecting

         the job the house painters had done in his absence when he caught sight of Mr. Davidson and his corgi. Mr. Brickley climbed

         down from his ladder and moved a few steps in Mr. Davidson’s direction. All his mistrust of the local tradesmen and his suspicion

         of the natives’ intransigent dislike of him were suddenly brought to bear on this flagrant transgression of his privacy.

      


      “Oh, you!” he had shouted across all the lovely green grass. “You! Davidson! You bring that animal on my property again and

         I’ll call the police!” Mr. Brickley was suffused with anger, he was trembling with outrage, and Arlie Davidson 

         was bemused. He studied his new neighbor with interest while his corgi moved busily along from one bush to another, marking

         his territory.

      


      The whole idea interested Mr. Davidson, who had no great faith that the local police would show up on time even in an emergency.

         He smiled and lifted his arm in a dismissive gesture as he turned away again along the path. “Go right ahead,” he said. “By

         all means…” Mr. Davidson’s indifference, of course, only heightened Mr. Brickley’s fury, and it radiated outward over his

         clipped lawn and carefully pruned maple trees and was ultimately absorbed by the far stand of spruces behind which Mr. Davidson

         and his dog had disappeared.

      


      It was a minor incident, only the small infraction of trespassing, but Mr. Brickley’s passion had momentarily been murderous.

         In some other place, perhaps under other circumstances, all that terrifying energy might have come to fruition; Mr. Brickley

         might truly have acted upon such a pure concentration of rage and frustration. As it was, though, he sat down on his terrace

         to await Mr. Davidson’s return and dozed off while gazing out at the gentle mountains rising beyond the enormous evergreens.

         And in any case, Mr. Davidson came home the long way round.

      


      The town of West Bradford has a population of eight thousand people settled into a valley in the northern reaches of the Berkshire

         Hills. It is the home of Bradford and Welbern College, which is the primary employer in the area. Otherwise, most of the working

         people in West Bradford are employed by one of the three light, clean industries that, taken together, provide jobs for a

         few less than three hundred.

      


      The doctors, dentists, and veterinarians are splendidly schooled. Having trained at such places as Johns Hopkins, Harvard,

         Yale, Tufts, Cornell, and Penn, they have given up the competition and money of big city medicine so 

         that they and their families can enjoy a better quality of life, although the liability insurance has gotten entirely out

         of hand and fewer young practitioners are moving to town.

      


      Seven lawyers have offices in West Bradford, and they, too, have high-powered credentials, but have been drawn back to the

         area by nostalgia for the college where almost all of them were undergraduates. Five more have residences in West Bradford,

         but are associated with firms in nearby Bradford.

      


      The town easily supports a large lumberyard and a building supplies distributor, and the masons, electricians, carpenters,

         and plumbers are, by and large, excellent and honest and are often poets or painters as well.

      


      Thirty real estate agencies serve the area.


      In the summer there is climbing, hiking, biking, swimming, golf, and any racquet sport. The nationally famous West Bradford

         Summer Theater Festival brings Broadway and movie stars right into town. There are fourteen hotels and motels, seven flourishing

         bed-and-breakfasts, and twenty-four restaurants, including—June through August—the nonprofit café at the Freund Museum of

         Art. In the early 1950s, Thomas Freund chose West Bradford as the site of his museum because of his belief that, in the event

         of nuclear war, his collection would be protected from the inevitable shock waves by the gentle buffer of the surrounding

         mountains. But he had also been much taken by the bucolic setting, with cows grazing right outside a room of Renoirs, ice

         skaters on the pond beyond the Monets. He and his wife are interred beneath the marble steps of the entrance.

      


      Tanglewood, with the Boston Symphony Orchestra, is a half hour’s drive away, and Saratoga, which has the oldest thoroughbred

         racetrack in the country and is summer host to the New York City Ballet and the Philadelphia Orchestra, is only forty-five

         minutes in the other direction. Any of 

         those professionals who might have been dubious about turning their backs on life in a metropolitan area are now absolutely

         delighted to discover that their property values have more than quadrupled in the past ten years, although they bemoan the

         encroaching condominiums and developing resort complexes.

      


      There are nine churches in West Bradford and a synagogue in nearby Bradford. Discounting church or synagogue attendance, which

         is large, it is hard to gauge the depth of genuine and fervent belief in God, but certainly, within the community there is

         a widely held belief in the need and comfort of religiousness, and the ministers and priests are generally more intellectual

         than passionate, espousing compassion and tolerance as opposed to the fear of damnation.

      


      Well over 150,000 tourists visit West Bradford every year, and their influx is simultaneously welcomed and dreaded. Martin

         Howells’s friend, Vic Hofstatter, likes to tell his story of standing in line at the local farmers’ market behind a woman

         in a beaded sweater and with carefully arranged hair—clearly not a New Englander. He was waiting to pay for two heads of lettuce

         and some asparagus, and he had begun to feel sorry for the restless woman in front of him, who had a basket filled with local

         bread and produce in an amount that could never be prepared and consumed before they lost their freshness. Eventually she

         seemed to suspect she looked foolish to the girl at the counter making change from a fishing tackle box, and she turned to

         Vic with a hawklike glance, casting her eye over his few items.

      


      “Are you a tourist or a native?” she asked sharply, and Vic smiled back at her indulgently.


      “Oh, I live here,” he said kindly. “And I have a garden of my own.” He was saving her from the embarrassment of being unskilled

         at shopping in a strange town.

      


      “Well, for God’s sake!” she said, clearly exasperated. “I’d think you people could find somewhere else to shop during the

         season.”

      


      

         What Moira Kaplan had said at the crowded opening of the summer theater had immediately become a cliché: that the tourists

         should send their money and just stay home. It had even become a kind of code. Martin had been stopped in his progress along

         the Carriage Street sidewalk one summer morning on his way to the post office by a group of tourists who had paused to observe

         the buildings across the way. One of the women seemed particularly indignant, gesturing with a sweep of her arm to include

         the entire street and the casually dressed natives. “We have reservations for three nights,” she complained. “I did think it would be a little more gentrified!” An acquaintance of Martin’s, making his way around the group by stepping into

         the street, caught Martin’s eye and said under his breath, “Go home now and leave a check.” And he and Martin acknowledged

         each other with a brief nod before they passed by and went on their way.

      


      On the other hand, it is a lucrative business, tourism, and it is sometimes quite heady to be securely established in a place

         where so many people want to be. Even the teenagers in town are casual and carefully unimpressed when Christopher Reeve or

         Paul Newman comes into the deli to pick up a sandwich.

      


      “And what’s the name on that prescription, please?” said Jennie Abrams, who works part time at the Carriage Street Pharmacy,

         when she looked up and was confronted with Mary Tyler Moore across the counter.

      


      The Board of Trade had erected a modest-sized sign at the entrance to Carriage Street, the one-street shopping area, that

         said:

      


      WEST BRADFORD
JEWEL OF THE BERKSHIRES


      As it turned out, though, almost no one was pleased with the sign once it was up; it was so clearly ostentatious. 

         Whenever anything at all went wrong—when the outlying routes became impassable in the spring thaw, when grocery shoppers faced

         one another over the winter produce in the supermarket and inspected the trammeled-looking lettuce—the residents would look

         at each other and say, “Oh, well. After all, this is the jewel of the Berkshires,” with a wry shrug. Like any other place that engenders affection, it also inspires a kind of

         proprietary contempt.

      


      A certain amount of town-gown tension exists, although generally civility rules. West Bradford is blessed with a relative

         lack of cliques and no prevailing social order, partly because of the interdependency of the inhabitants. When Mike Detweiler,

         general groundskeeper to most of the wealthy homeowners in town, sent invitations to a slide show and narrative of his most

         recent trip to Malaysia, where he studied tropical plants, not one of his customers cared to offend him in order to attend

         the performance of the Empire Brass Quintet or to hear Richard Wilbur read his poetry—both events having been scheduled at

         the college that same evening.

      


      No one would deny that there is room for improvement in West Bradford. Because of the sudden upsurge in real estate prices

         and the popularity of West Bradford as a “second home” community, very few mid-to-lower income families or new faculty are

         able to buy houses at all. The town is primarily a community of white families, and the college and the Medical Alliance often

         have a hard time keeping single or minority faculty or doctors. The rate of teenaged suicide—too high at any number—is above

         average in West Bradford, and drug use is a problem, although it is quickly being surpassed by alcohol abuse.
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