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who led me the rest of the way
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 I was born aHomo sapiens.

Then I became a biologist.
 
Then, I became a cat.

You have no idea.
 
Read on, friend.



 Introduction

IT'S THE SOLITARY ONES who are most vulnerable—those of us who live by ourselves and have time, probably too much time, to think. It happens gradually, imperceptibly, like temperature rising or water seeping, and one day you find yourself noticing new lines, say, in his facial markings. You notice the way he greets you, nuzzling your outstretched finger, then sliding his mouth along your fingertip to the corner of his jaw. You notice the whites of his eyes as he watches you continuously, not out of wariness, but out of a gentle, calm trust we humans would call love. You notice the nuance in the way he moves, the subtle pauses and postures that express his own personality and distinguish him from other cats—and you hear the particular timbre of his voice and know intuitively with a crawling of the nape when he's threatened by another cat out in the wilds beyond the door. You realize at some point that his movements and gestures are a language, his tail wrapping gently around your leg, or his head pressing deliberately into your hand, or his mouth opening in a wide fang-bearing yawn of greeting as you walk into the room. The way he stretches forward and claws the rug, the little crook in the end of his tail, the unique tufting of his belly fur...

 These quiet, introspective revelations are the gift of the cat to the solitary person, for the cat is a creature with whom you share solitude. A human being, on the other hand, is a creature with whom solitude is generally a failed relationship. With one the essence of success is communion. With the other it is communication. One depends on spoken language and rational intellect, the other on the language of gesture and intuition, and whereas communion with an animal is considered inferior to communication with a human being, the truth is, the need for companionship of any sort is a human species trait, and in the absence of a human companion, the mind grows like a vine around any living thing. The first time your mind grows around a cat, you do not realize you have fallen in love.

Communion with a cat takes time to mature, and it is irreversible. Those who find it are forever altered and cannot go back to the way they once were because the mind, the soul, the eye of self, arises from the physical substance of the brain, and that substance has been altered. The brain records experience continually in a running record, which is crucial to the working of conscious awareness. When you notice a new pattern on your cat's face—the stripes have always been there, but for some reason one of them now stands forth—this revelation occurs because the mind compares the current perception with visual memories. The longer you live with a cat, or any living thing for that matter, the more detail you see because the brain has had more time to record. This in turn sharpens the perception of detail in the present, the mind comparing present with memory and memory with present, back and forth, forth and back, in a resonating fusion of memory and instant that we experience as conscious awareness.

 And how does the brain record these memories? We know in a general way that it does so through physiological changes. Neurons make new connections with other neurons; neurons recruit other neurons, so when one becomes active, its activity stimulates its immediate neighbors to join in; eventually a pathway forms along which the impulses of memory and perception run; complex chemicals are probably also involved in storing memories, and who knows how many other operations of brain physiology? This means that a physical mechanism—a neuronal machine—is slowly, gradually assembled in the brain to service the relationship, and details accumulate in the mind as more neurons, more synaptic connections are dedicated to your companion. Those who work at home and live the single life can easily spend 80 to 90 percent of existence with their animal comrades, which means that a very large mechanism indeed must be constructed.

You don't realize how pervasive this mechanism has become until your companion is taken ill; then the world cracks and crumbles around you. Its suffering becomes your suffering. When it lies in pain and silence you immediately grow depressed. If it shows the slightest sign of recovery, the sun shines into your soul and your spirits soar euphoric. In other words, the health of your companion controls your moods as if your nerves were linked directly together. You are fully aware of this influence, you just cannot control it.

And when your companion dies, the pain is almost unbearable. The longer and the deeper you love him, the greater the price in grief. It's as if part of your self has been amputated without anesthetic, which it probably has—literally—because the machinery needed to generate the miraculous subtlety and nuance you experience with your loved one is, in one ineffable instant, rendered moot. It has no more reason for being.

 Without purpose, without meaning, that part of the brain devoted to your friend will now be altered. The gray matter is needed for life and the brain has now to be recast around the emptiness where you and your companion once lived.

Meanwhile the memory mind continues to operate as if your friend still lived, projecting images in all the places he loved to be, and you see him everywhere, lying on the bed, sleeping on your desk, jumping over the wall and walking gracefully to greet you on your return home. The fact is, those we grow to love continue to live in the synapses and molecules of memory and as long as we exist, so they exist as part of the brain. That is what happens when anyone loves anyone, or anything. It doesn't matter to the neurons deep in the brain whether those whom you loved were human or animal. The mechanism is the same.

***

When we are young and heading out into life, we are going to marry, of course, get a good job, raise a family, live a long, peaceful life surrounded by loved ones. Of course we are. What is there even to discuss? Not to marry, not to have a family, not to paint one's life by the numbers—that is not an option and it is not to be countenanced. It has to be denied. We must dream high when we are young, navigate toward a star, putting off for many years the fact that happiness is a state of denial. In case we need motivation, society presents us with a symbol of failure: the spinster with her cats, the aging bachelor with his dog. Fail ure in life, loneliness. Deep inside we pull back in pity and relief, thanking God that such will not be our lot.

 Life, however, has a way of hindering dreams. People get divorced. They die from accidents or early disease. They pursue pleasure for a few years, and the few years become many; time passes them by. They fail to find the right one. Some discover they prefer freedom to marriage. For any number of reasons life does not work out as we had known it would, and people find themselves without human intimacy.

A cat then appears in the yard and we notice it lurking around. Without the urgencies of family responsibility, the notion of putting out food fills the blankness beneath the conscious mind, and the cat soon turns up every evening at the appointed time. One thing leads to another, and before long the cat comes into the house. It rubs against your leg, meows for food, jumps onto your lap. A name comes to mind. And you are on the way to conversion. Cat, dog, parrot, potbellied pig, hamster, canary, et cetera, et cetera—for any number of reasons, people find themselves with animals in lieu of humans, and if you could read their deepest feelings and thoughts, you would find that many of them are much happier than you might imagine. There are many paths through life, and some continue past the picket fence and the cozy bungalow of conventional dreams.

However, the vast majority of people do take the normal path, settling down with husband or wife, begetting a family. The world runs according to their values, as it must. The machinery of civilization with its industries, farms, hospitals, universities, government, all depends on people who course through life in that vast river of humanity known as the mainstream, accepting without question the traditional way in which we humans view ourselves against the backdrop of planet, cosmos, eternity, infinity. That view, with its self-promotional exultation, is essentially a Human Chamber of Commerce: "What a piece of work is a man, How noble in spirit, how infinite in faculty ... in apprehension how like a god." Or, "God said, Let us make man in our image/...and let them have dominion ... over every creeping thing/that creepeth upon the earth." And ever since Darwin, "The Pinnacle of Evolution."

 There is no understanding Life in its larger, planetary sweep so long as one adheres to this anthropocentric point of view, and we shall come back to this fact. Suffice it to say that the cat offers another way of seeing things.

***

All of which implies a set of core values essential to mainstream philosophy. These values are compressed into one hard, tough little three-word pellet of an expression: "Get a life."

"Get a life" most often implies that one is wasting time in trivial pursuits and ought to do something more significant with one's time. Keeping in mind that an extremist is anyone whose opinions are extremely different from your own, the mainstream person senses intuitively that those who cross the divide between animal and man have values that pose some sort of threat. In fact, the love of other creatures could, theoretically, revolutionize the nature of civilization. Civilization is manufactured in large part from living things, and if a majority of humans were to embrace all forms of life, treating them as kin with respect and reverence, the cost would come back to us in countless proscriptions and deprivations. Animal experimentation, animal husbandry, amusement parks, aquaria, and circuses would be strictly curtailed or eliminated altogether; the trade in ivory and ornamental furs would be eliminated; and 2 billion Asian men, deprived of tiger penis and rhinoceros horn, would be reduced to bleating castrati.

 "Get a life" speaks to all of that. As a rebuke, it ranges in strength from gentle, patronizing reproach to utter, baleful hatred, depending on how radically the person addressed appears to differ from mainstream society, and when the lover of animals advocates animal rights, "get a life" becomes "fringe zealot."

The point being that it is natural and normal and inevitable for people sweeping past in the mainstream to belittle the lover of animals. Normal, mainstream people are not capable of understanding the mindset that lovers of animals evolve toward their companions for the simple, physiological reason that the brains and the minds of normal people grow chiefly around their spouses and children and only secondarily around their pets. Humans require the overwhelming share of attention. Animals get emotional leftovers. Mainstream human values, therefore, function as a social mechanism, like the invisible hand of Adam Smith, to glorify the human image of its species self. Those who take alternative paths must expect a certain level of prejudice and persecution and accept it, because that is how reality works.

Now if the deep love of one's animal companion is essentially a surrogate affair—a relationship that often grows in the absence of human companionship—and if society tends to look with raised brow and wrinkled nose at folks who go this road, that is not to say the rewards are necessarily inferior to those derived from the company of humans. In fact, one of the greatest of alternative rewards is the very absence of humanity. To live with animals is to recognize how obtrusive and harrowing the minds of other humans can be and to realize, ultimately, that innocence is nothing but the absence of the adult human mind. That is why animals are innocent, that is why infants are innocent, that is why sleeping adults appear as innocent as prior experience will allow you to perceive. By contrast, the companionship of a cat or dog or other creature requires no deceit and little conniving and allows us to indulge whatever fancy we will. Words cannot express what a pleasure this is.

 Still, to have a creature at the center of one's world is the mark, according to mainstream standards, of a very little life, a life on the fringe. Ah, the irony of dwelling at this "fringe." You stand at the portal to another dimension, a universe so vast and rich and endlessly fascinating that once you have passed through, your perceptions of life, your values, your entire image of self, will be permanently altered. The cat sits upright and alert at the entrance to this portal, and you enter through its eyes, through those ecstatically clear, still eyes, passing into its mind, into its view of the world, into a comprehension of life that obliterates the human illusion and purges the Human Chamber.

The intimacy that humans crave at the center of love draws you inexorably into the animal's mind, yearning to feel how a different being knows the world. As time goes on, you begin to experience a sense of oneness, as if you actually are the creature you love, and when this occurs you have passed the point of no return. That which the animal gains, the human species loses, and your allegiance to Homo sapiens has been divided.

You have also been liberated. Now, for the first time, you stand at an emotional and intellectual distance from the values of humanity looking back at your own' kind, and now you see Homo sapiens through the values of another species. How utterly self-absorbed we humans are, so narrow in vision, so parochial in interests, so driven by appetite, the infant mewling at the center of its own cosmos. Yes, and how unsapient our society appears from beyond the self, spinning faster and faster in a tarantella of quotidian chores, errands, duties, rushing forward in a fog of sightless schedules and commitments, and always, always poking, probing, questing for yet more efficiency in our appetite of appetites.

***

 So it was, during my forty-fifth year on this glowing blue Earth, that a cat entered my house and stole my heart. When he beckoned me with a blink and a yawn, I followed him away on a journey to exotic lands and strange cultures. Why not? I thought. I had nothing to lose. The time was right. I had no wife and family to set my agenda and I could travel light, exploring places where those with children and the essential allegiance to Homo sapiens were not able to follow. And off I went, taking nothing with me but the spirit of science and the love of this little creature, because the spirit and the love were all I needed for the journey on which I had naively embarked.

Not long after we left, other cats entered my house, in particular Hoover and Little Grey, and as the bonds between us strengthened and our love and respect deepened, I became fluent in their language, and gradually it dawned on me that my companions had ulterior motives. They were not mere cats; they were philosopher cats. They were priests. And they had the agenda one would expect of philosopher priests.

"Come with us," they meowed in a chorus of sweet dissonance. "Humanity is a state of denial. Come with us and see thy species self."

 "How dare you," said I with the righteous indignation of my species. "The human being is the pinnacle of evolution. Above the human there is nothing but the universe."

The cats did not dignify my reply with a direct answer, no doubt smiling inwardly with the sly recognition that the universe—God?—overarched every thing on the planet. They simply stared at me as cats stare. Then they gathered around and rubbed against my legs in the warm, soft friction of feline love, wrapping their tails around my calves and trailing them away with lingering affection as they turned and headed off.

For ten years we have traveled together, I following with the eyes of Gulliver, beholding at each turn the wonders of nature and the wonders of human nature, and these sights have changed me forever. What I once saw as the mainstream of human affairs, I now see as a navel fixation, arrant parochialism that obscures our true place in the body of a living, multispecific planet.

Ten years marks a natural cycle, however, and the time has come for me to tell the tale of where I have gone and what I have seen. A Cat Named Darwin is best regarded as a sort of travel writing, the collected letters home of a philosophic nomad.


 1. Picking a Human Up



THE FIRST TIME Darwin spoke to me I didn't understand a thing he said. I did, however, understand everything he meant. That is because he spoke the old language, the lingua vertebrata of posture and pose and cries without consonants that our animal kin speak from birth, and even though we humans have neglected this language in our tortured exodus to civilization, we still retain an innate ability to comprehend if we simply watch and listen, and feel.

I had gone out to empty the trash and was walking between the house and the old, rotting fence when I saw a big, orange, bull's-eye tabby lying in a bed of leaves beneath the bougainvillea bush just across the property line. He had been nesting there for about a week and usually ran when he saw me. This time, however, he held his ground and lay there, head resting on forepaws, staring into my eyes with a sullen, defiant glare that passed through my glasses, bored into my hazel-green retinas, and passed through the tiny black hole by which the universe enters the human mind.

I stood frozen, staring back, staring into those still, clear, metallic orange disks, into those black slits through time, into the ancestry of all who came before us.

 Even though he was dirty and haggard, he was still a handsome cat with the classic bull's-eye marking on each side, a large, dark blotch in a light field, circled by a thick ring, and a white bib extending from his chin down his breast and over his tummy. I had seen him in the neighborhood many times and had taken little notice, but this time I could not take my eyes away, and I stood there, eyes locked with his. Then, driven by some primal urge I will never understand, I opened my mouth and meowed.

Immediately the cat raised his head, intensifying his stare, and meowed back. Then he stood, stretched, walked deliberately toward me, and squeezed through a hole in the rotted planks. As if obeying some extrasensory cue, I dropped to hands and knees so my face was no more than a foot above his head, and waited. He looked up into my eyes for several seconds, then slowly, carefully, raised his right forepaw and oh so gently touched my nose. Looking into his eyes, now a foot away from my own, I lowered my head still farther and watched with crossed eyes as the cat raised his face and touched his nose to mine.

I reached out impulsively to stroke his head. He leaned into my hand, savoring my touch as only the cat can. He rubbed against my thigh. I ran my hand down his back, and he arched into the stroke. Again I ran my hand along his back, and again. Then he turned deliberately around and, with the most nonchalant grace, bit my hand.

He bit my hand! It was not a savage, all-out bite, but it hurt, and I lurched up and back, tripped over a pile of newspapers, and fell clumsily on my back. The cat, apparently mistaking this maneuver for some sort of martial art, emitted a cloud of hiss and sailed over the fence in a single leap, tail lashing the innocent air.

 My first reaction was to consider lethal force. No animal did that to me and got away with it. I had spent my early years on a farm and people on farms do not balk at taking animal life. My second reaction was a feeling of weariness. I was slowing down for middle age and something in me seemed to have changed. For the first time, vengeance seemed stale. It proved nothing but the obvious fact that we humans reign supreme. So instead of getting a club, I found myself extending my hand and cajoling.

"Come on, it's all right, meow, no one is going to hurt you, meow." I was sure the meow had no meaning, but I didn't know what else to say.

In a few moments the cat seemed to relax, and finally transcending his apprehensions, he squeezed through the hole in the fence and walked toward me, tensely suspicious.

At this point I must have entered some sort of trance, for I vaguely recall walking to the corner store and buying a can of cat food, walking back to my flat with the cat following close behind, climbing the stairs, opening the door, watching the cat enter and cautiously scout the room, watching his trepidations vanish with the aroma of food as he sat up like a bear, crying for service. Although I would have denied it at the time, I realize now I knew then that I had just committed myself to another living thing.

Ah, the blessings of ignorance. Had I known what the proper care of a cat entailed, I would certainly have walked away. But I didn't know and so now began the practical task of starting out. Relationships are always practical at heart and have little to do with romantic beginnings. It is a first-things-first, one-step-at-a-time, cross-the-next-bridge-when-reached process.

***

 I took my first step with what might be called a fresh eye, since I had never lived with a cat and knew little of feline habits, but in fact that fresh eye peered out from all the mainstream values and attitudes of the late twentieth century. I was an animal liker, not a lover. As a creature of American civilization I had no idea what love and respect for other creatures meant, how it felt, what it required. As a citizen of the West, I assumed that an animal, no matter how enjoyable its company, was ultimately a commodity and not worthy of the priceless value we humans place on our own lives. In great part this is the legacy of Genesis, first chapter—"And God said ... let [man] have dominion over ... all the earth, and over every creeping thing." It is a view that culminates in that strangest of all environments, the holy ecology of Heaven, which has only one species, the human being.

My Western values were augmented, but also tempered, by the values of science. I had been educated as a biologist, had spent thirteen years at the graduate and undergraduate levels, and I had learned my lessons well, Ph.D. well. The first step in the scientific process is to observe what is there and only what is there. There was this cat.

The larger task of science is to see reality without the distortions of religion, culture, political ideology, and personal agenda. As a result, when I chose to look at life with a biological eye, I saw the laws and principles by which evolution has designed and crafted the living. In watching animals behave, I saw the strategies and calculations by which the living survive. In gazing over the natural landscape, I saw the objects and forces with which life must cope in order to succeed.

 That is all I saw from the biological mindset. Sentiments like love and affection have no place in the workings of the scientific mind—unless they are viewed as mechanisms from an intellectual distance—and the bare fact was, this big, orange, dirty, hungry cat stood in my house waiting for me to feed him.

And what did he bring to the boarding gate? He brought a certain age. He had arrived in the neighborhood a year before, clearly a mature cat, and I thought at the time that he belonged to my neighbors across the street. He had walked deliberately toward me with all the nonchalance in the world, wearing a flea collar. I had reached down to pet him, but he merely tolerated a few strokes, then turned and walked away less than impressed, as magisterial as he had come.

I saw him periodically after that, as one would expect of a neighbor's cat. Gradually, however, he began to grow thinner, then gaunt. This seemed strange, since the neighbors took good care of their other cats, which were sleek and well groomed. One day I happened to meet these neighbors and asked them if the big tabby was theirs. They said no. They didn't know whose cat he was. He had probably been abandoned—people frequently leave cats behind when their lives change and they move away—and my neighborhood seemed to attract more than its share of these unfortunate strays.

And so what had been a big, sleek, handsome, neutered torn had slowly come to be this thin, gaunt creature of the streets, forced to pilfer food from the dishes of kept cats and dogs, to scrounge the alleys for scraps of refuse, and to fight for shelter and territory among the other cats without homes, driven, finally, to beg for food. Now he stood before me in what might be his last chance to find a decent life.

 At forty-four, I too was coming to recognize my own mortality and for the first time feeling the isolation of the single life. I had come to a point where the self was not enough. The single life seemed hollow and listless and lay before me in a flat, overcast plain of existence. I yearned to escape it. I wanted to give up personal freedom and commit myself to another person, a prospect I had rejected all my adult life.

So there we stood, two confirmed bachelors, one facing the desperation of bare survival; the other, bare loneliness. I opened the can of food, dished half of the smelly contents into a bowl, and watched as the cat attacked it, redefining the expression "wolfing" it down. A feeling of pleasure came over me: vicarious gluttony. He quickly finished and meowed for more. I fed him more. Again he finished and meowed and again I dished out more, soon emptying the can. Then he went to the door and wanted out. I let him out. That evening, as darkness came, he wanted in. I let him in. He wanted more food. He received more food.

When he finished his second feast, he walked over to where I sat reading the paper and jumped onto the couch next to me. After staring steadily into my eyes for an eternal fifteen seconds or so, he turned about in several slow, tight circles, testing the firmness of the cushions with his forepaws, then flopped heavily against my thigh. There he lay for the rest of the evening, dirty and populated with fleas, and while he purred, I reveled in the feel of his warm, small, dirty body pressed against my flesh.


 Finally, however, it came time for bed, which meant it was time for him to go outside. He was still just a cat, and as pleasant as our time together had been, cats belonged outdoors. In rules and laws, crooned my interior voice, is Civilization. In this iron fist in this velvet glove lie those rules and laws.

Heraus mit dir, said the beloved memory of my German grandmother.

I stood to my full height, expanded my chest with a deep breath, and pointed toward the door with a military stiffening of my right arm. The cat stared at me for several moments, then, as if he had heard my interior monologue and understood perfectly, he hung his head and walked dejectedly out, emitting a tiny, thin, pathetic meow. No human ever expressed resignation and despair with more pathos than this cat. I was still, however, an unregenerate member of modern society, and I tried to shrug off the waves of pity as a mere projection of human emotion. The door closed behind the poor creature, the latch clicked, and I had just committed the first blunder of many in our relationship.

I had underestimated the cat.

A loud meow then arose from just beyond the door. Another loud meow. I did nothing. A louder meow. More pity welled up, but it hadn't a chance of forcing me to reconsider my policies. Louder still. How much volume does he have? I wondered, but refused to open the door.

The cat responded with a relentless series of meows that went on and on, blending gradually into one long ululation that penetrated ceilings, walls, and floors and seeped into the rooms. The siege continued for at least half an hour; then, as suddenly as it started, it stopped. Nothing was ever stiller or deeper than the silence that followed. What was going on? Was he merely taking time to breathe? That question was answered with a strange scraping sound, as if someone was rubbing a piece of sandpaper against the surface. Again the sound came. And again. Then the pace picked up and I realized that the cat was pawing at the door, perhaps clawing. This went on for minutes before it stopped. No sooner had it stopped than the loud, caustic meowing started up. All through the night it continued, periods of billowing wails washing over my walls followed by bouts of small paws pummeling the door until finally, needing to sleep, I resorted to earplugs, which dampened the sound but did not eliminate it.

***

 When I awoke the next morning the siege seemed to have ended. Light streamed through the windows and cast the shadows of leaves and branches against the walls, where they slipped silently this way and that across the whiteness. It was as if a spirit had departed. I opened the door a crack and peeked out. No cat. I opened the door farther. Still no cat. I opened it all the way and stepped onto the threshold, and just as I did, the cat slipped through my legs so quickly that I couldn't focus my eyes. I stood there with what must have been a lobotomized look on my face as it slowly occurred to me that I had been set up, the cat pressed like a commando against the wall next to the door, and when my guard relaxed he made his move with such perfect timing that it could not be blocked.

Into the kitchen strode the big orange cat, exuding confidence, expecting—knowing—it was time for breakfast.

Not that this changed the rules; cats still belonged outdoors, and one never budged on basic principles. Steel fist, velvet glove. That night the siege resumed, if anything with more determination on both sides. I inserted my earplugs and went to bed. The next morning the same vacant silence. This time I knew what to expect, but as I slowly extended my head to check behind the door, I saw a yellow Post-it, obviously from my neighbor across the landing. The cat's wailing, of course, would have been as audible to her as it was to me.

 Bill—

I think there's a brain-damaged cat in the neighborhood.

It yowled all night in front of your door for the second night in a row. Finally I threw a shoe at it.

Diane


The cat was nowhere to be seen, and suddenly I felt a twinge of anxiety. Had he been driven away forever? A small chill of loneliness. He had spent so much energy in his campaign with such unwavering focus that he must be ... and it occurred to me how desperate this little creature must be for the companionship of a human being, with its shelter from the real world. Then a strange feeling welled up in me and suddenly I wanted to call him, invite him in. But I had no name to call, so I simply whistled—a thin, quavering note from behind my teeth. About fifteen seconds later the cat appeared at the foot of the stairs.

***

Some context is in order here, because I grew up in a family of dog advocates who disliked cats and calculated their value against the gold standard of canine bonding and canine utility. We didn't dwell on the issue of cat versus dog, but if you added up the details over the years, the list would be downright damning. For example, with respect to that peculiar emotional subservience known as affection, which distinguishes dogs, cats seemed little better than reptiles. As domestic servants they were useless. At best they helped in rodent control, because they were unrepentant killers. They scratched furniture and urinated on rugs and wailed in the night. They neither guarded the house nor protected you from violent crime. They would not retrieve game or herd sheep or lead the blind. You couldn't train them—you couldn't dominate them and force them to your will—and therefore they were stupid. They were completely self-centered and did nothing for anyone but themselves; they were takers, not givers, thus they stood for bad values. Aside from the killing of rodents, their only benefit to man was in scientific experimentation. How anyone could bond with a cat was beyond comprehension; those who liked cats, let alone loved them, were probably limited in their emotional capacities.

 So there I stood, unrepentant dogist and member in full standing of the Canine Nation, looking down without malice, experiencing the first tingling of a feeling I quickly suppressed, for I had no intention of assuming a long-term relationship with such a creature. In fact, I had no intentions of any sort. I was simply proceeding from moment to moment at the beck and call of impulses I had never before obeyed.


 2. A Dog's Meow

THE CAT WALKED OVER and rubbed against my leg, meowing to be fed, and it struck me just how thin, gaunt, and dirty he had become since we met a year earlier. His fur had lost its sheen and was matted on his back with crankcase oil. My German ancestry, however, ran deeper than my family values, and worthless though this little creature was, his unhygienic plight triggered a cleaning response. He would have to be bathed.

Practicality then reared its flat, scaly head. How to bathe a cat? Having had no experience in dealing with angry teeth and claws, I decided to ask the advice of friends who loved cats and owned many. Robyn, who lived around the block with three cats, referred me to a veterinarian who specialized in cats and ran a bathing and grooming service.

But how to get a cat from here to there? I did not own a transport cage, and purchasing one was out of the question for what was going to be a short-term relationship.

I called the vet, and the thin shaky voice of an old woman answered the phone, advising me to bring the cat in an old pillowcase. However, I soon discovered that evolution had designed cats to resist transportation in sacks. The cat and I negotiated the matter with some passion, but I cannot remember precisely how I convinced him to agree. All that remains are vague fragments of memory with images of claws hooking in cloth and wails of anger and desperation, of a cat held out at arm's length by the tip of its tail, where it cannot get you, of a cat rolled up in a towel. I recall a strong urinary odor as I drove. Later that afternoon, as I drove the cat home, the fur on his stomach and throat gleaming white, his markings a deep rich orange, a different odor began to waft from the sack, and my subsequent memories are very clear of washing the cat's rear quarters to remove the soil he had produced in sheer terror. Clearly, this creature had a deep-seated fear of veterinarians and automotive transportation.

 The cat quickly recovered from the trauma, and that night, with a full belly, he curled up at my feet while I read the paper and watched TV. His warm, clean fur felt so comforting against my ankles. Later, when I put him out, he didn't cry and he didn't pummel and scratch the door. As I look back it is patently obvious that my life had taken a fundamental turn, and I hadn't a clue. The cat had abandoned his crusade for reasons known only to him, comprehending somehow that he had breached the walls to my soul, knowing in the reptilian roots of his brain that he had passed his trial by fire and found a home. The last person to understand this was me, of course, because as a human being I had the capacity—the glorious, essential capacity—to deny, without which life as we know it would cease to exist.

Over the next several weeks a pattern of existence began to emerge. Every morning I would open the door and find the cat sitting there, awaiting his food. I would feed him on the landing just outside my front door and, after eating, the cat would spend the day patrolling his territory and enjoying the rights of ownership, primarily sleeping in the sun or the shade and absorbing bliss. In the evening I would call him to dinner and feed him in the kitchen, after which he would walk into the living room and curl up at my feet or jump onto the couch and sleep next to me while I read or watched TV. When I went to bed, he went outside to enjoy the night.

 I began to notice details of his appearance and behavior. His facial markings, for instance, led the eye on endless excursions through a labyrinth of fine markings. A line ran back from the outside corner of his eye and met another line running up from below to trace the outline of a mask. Five lines proceeded back from his forehead and converged in a cap of orange. They emerged from the cap and continued down to the base of his neck, where they coalesced into a single wide band that extended to the base of his tail. The tail, too, had its visual fascination, not for subtle complexity in its markings, but for the regular, half-inch spacing between the eight orange rings. But always my gaze returned to those thick circles of dark orange on each side that led the eye around and around, into a hypnotic trance.

I could not help but notice that the cat spent much time staring back at me, appearing to seek out my eyes or my face. I would walk away and sneak a backward glance and find him staring at me from behind. What this meant I had no idea, but the staring became a constant habit.

Then, of course, there were the fleas. They arrived in my flat like Ulysses' crew clinging to Cyclops' sheep, and the crew was impressive. Wherever the cat chose to sleep he left behind hundreds of tiny white eggs that seemed to glow against the black leather of the couch. There was no choice but to comb him as often as needed to remove these parasites—as much for my sake as for the cat's. I did not want to share my flat with vermin. I began to groom him every day and soon discovered that his reaction appeared to be hard-wired. In other words, he was incorrigible.

 He tolerated, even appreciated, the combing of his head, neck, shoulders, and flanks, but any attempt to do his tail or hind legs provoked the most bloodcurdling threats of violence. This placed us in a dilemma. As a human being, I concluded that his legs MUST be combed. Fleas were having their way, and that could not be tolerated. Even though the cat objected, my superior overview of life trumped his right to dignity and he would have to endure a brief grooming each day.

So I called upon my superior human intellect to devise a scheme. I would wait until he was ravenous, and while he ate I would attempt to comb his hindquarters. This revealed that cats are able to yowl while frantically gulping food. They are also able to turn with blinding speed and rake their claws across the hand that feeds them.

Over the course of the next week I tried wearing leather gloves. The cat tried waiting before he ate until my hand came within range. I discovered that leather gloves were not the best protection against the cat's armament. Finally, having exhausted all options, I was forced to concede that there was no alternative but to call off my campaign against the fleas thriving in the dense cover of the hindquarters. And so the cat gave me a lesson in respect, revealing the fundamental truth that when push comes to shove, respect is a subcase of fear, that reprisal and respect cannot be separated.


 Meanwhile, despite my cavalier presumption that cats meant nothing to me, this cat drew my attention compulsively. I could not be in the same room without glancing repeatedly at him, just as he gazed back at me, sometimes for hours. The thought never occurred that the more attention I devoted to his presence, the more memories my brain would store away.

One day, not more than two weeks after our meeting, I found myself thinking offhandedly about names. The cat needed a name. This had nothing to do with how long I intended to keep the creature or how highly I regarded him. My mind simply wanted something more specific to grasp than "that cat." To name, to name—yet another compulsion embedded in the human genome?

Now a name is a sacred thing. Just as a bad name is a curse that clings to one for life, a good name is a prayer, evoking the essence of the being, the creature, the genius thingi. A good name inspires its owner, often alluding to the traits of mythical figures, even gods, and if the name is truly sublime, it brings harmony and rhythm, poetry and music.

The cat's name came without conscious effort; a few moments later he was Darwin.

Dar-win. The word has an almost Celtic grace to it, with an apical d that bumps against the eardrum, then soothes the sensibilities with a gentle, rhotic ar that opens the soul to the wistful win, with its hints of gentle breeze and clean air. It also alludes to the gods, because those who study biology in any depth find themselves at the feet of a colossus upon whose work the conceptual integrity of biology rests, a man who has, with the passage of time, risen above the mortal world. "They look for the second coming," I once heard a biologist say. "They expect Him to come back on a cross. They blew it. He already came and went again. He called himself Darwin."

 Perhaps. But such observations lie beyond my expertise. For me, the name paid affectionate homage to the Founder with the sort of gentle humor that Darwin the Charles would appreciate, coming back as a cat.

Having settled on a name, we began the task of getting comfortable with it. "Darwin" leapt easily from the tongue and I enjoyed saying it. Nonetheless, the name seemed a bit cumbersome at first, self-conscious, and it took several weeks for the image of an old, bald, bearded, thick-featured, white European male to merge into the image of a big, orange, white-bibbed, bull's-eye tabby. At the same time, Darwin the cat seemed to have learned his name; or at least he gave signs of recognition. I had merely to open my mouth and breathe "Darwin," and the sleeping cat would open his eyes, raise his head, and look at me.

I did, however, wonder about the cat's comprehension, considering that when I talked on the phone and mentioned his name, he gave not the slightest indication that he recognized or even heard his name. This may seem a quibble, but it has enormous implications in understanding the animal mind. In the theories of conscious awareness, one must be aware of one's self in order to recognize one's name; the self is widely thought to be the province of the human mind, as well as the mind of the great apes. Theoretically, cats, dogs, and all other creatures should not be able to "know" their names because they do not comprehend their selves.

In the case of Darwin, the evidence was inconclusive. He certainly seemed to know his name and reacted immediately when addressed. However, one night we watched a documentary on Darwin the Charles, and Cat Darwin lay there in slumbering bliss without so much as a flick of the ears while the narrator bandied his name about. "Darwin" meant nothing, apparently, when issued from the television. Did he respond mainly to the tone of my voice or to my inflections, or did he truly comprehend that his self had been tagged with a word, with a name?

 On the other hand, what difference did it make in the quotidian course of life whether the cat responded to "Darwin" because he understood it was his name or because he recognized the peculiar timbre of my voice speaking a sound he had come to associate with good things?

As the days accumulated into a few weeks, the cat continued to surprise me by revealing a complicated personality. One of his more curious traits was to use his tail as a foot cushion. Whenever he sat he curled his tail forward and wrapped it around his forepaws. Then he carefully placed both paws on top of the tail, as if to insulate his feet from the floor.

Darwin's most distinguishing trait, however, was so odd that it took me several weeks to recognize. He usually expressed it as he waited impatiently at my feet while I prepared his meals. The ritual of preparation has a certain therapy in it, the clinking of spoon against bowl freeing the mind to wander while the faucet runs. In such a state of suspended intellect, one is unconsciously aware of neighborhood sounds. Somewhere children play and shriek and somewhere dogs bark and car alarms warble, and it was against this backdrop of domestic ennui that the barking of dogs began to rise on the horizon of my awareness. One voice in particular stood out with a gentle, sporadic bark that sounded oddly nearby. One day I happened to glance down just as Darwin opened his mouth and barked! I looked again to see if what I saw matched what I heard. Again his mouth opened and a small, high-pitched bark emerged.

 How can a cat bark? This bore closer observation, and bending down I noticed that he was not actually barking, at least not in the way we humans expect a bark to occur. When we think of barking, we think in terms of human language and presume that a bark begins with a hard consonant like b or p— what the linguists call a "plosive"—in which the lips suddenly release the built-up pressure from the lungs in a pulse of sound.

But Darwin did not use his lips in sounding his bark. From what I could see, he formed the sound by suddenly compressing his ribs and (probably) his diaphragm, and this caused a burst of sound from the larynx. He merely opened his mouth to let the sound out and what emerged was a rather soft "Whu—, whu—, whu"—with a very short u that simply ended in midair. The plosive consonant, b, was not necessary because the sound began at maximum volume—a small shock wave—and that is what a bark is.

To verify this conclusion with a recognized master, I went downstairs to provoke the neighbor's dog—any pedestrian offended this creature—and observe the manufacture of a real bark. Sure enough, the dog used the same technique as the cat, opening its mouth just as the lungs and diaphragm forced an explosion of air through the larynx.

The implication was intriguing. The bark was not a bark at all; it was an ark. Actually, it wasn't even an ark because it had no terminal k. The ar sound simply ended abruptly in midair, which made the "bark" nothing more than a hard-headed, flat-rumped vowel. Another way of seeing it is to regard the bark as a compressed meow; the meow, on the other hand, is a drawn-out bark that starts low, rises gradually in volume, then tapers off to nothing.

 Now if these notions and observations seem counterintuitive, it is probably because I was educated as a biologist, and biologists, like all scientists, assume that things are not as they appear. This is not taught to us as a conscious principle; rather we learn by example that if you stare long enough and hard enough at reality you will start to find all sorts of exceptions to what our culture has taught us to believe. The consequence is that science is fundamentally perverse; as a general rule, scientists find real pleasure in pointing out that traditional perceptions are wrong. There is much to be gained, because if people accept our claims, we gain guru power as keepers of the truth.

I had been well trained at the University of California during the late 1960s and early '70s, where I found refuge until the age of thirty, when I received a Ph.D. in entomology and my funding ran out. With no options left, I had to enter the real world and face the task of becoming a writer, which had been my dream since the age of thirteen (in part because I could work alone, at home, and not deal with the politics of a job). The process of literary metamorphosis took another fifteen years or so, because I had to throw my education away in order to woo the readership of good, mainstream people upon whom a writer's livelihood depends.

Or at least I had to throw much of it away—not all, however. Skepticism I decided to keep; perverse or not, it was the key to intelligence, and eventually, to wisdom, and I had grown to enjoy it. What better subject on which to focus my skeptical skills than a barking cat which revealed that dogs do not bark? I thought I'd let the mind out for a run, let it sniff around in our cultural illusions and flush out a few more contradictions.

 It seemed that dogs and cats, and probably all our mammalian kin, did not generate consonants by using the tongue, lips, teeth. I could not think offhand of any that did—not mammals, not birds, not reptiles, not even our close kin the chimpanzees and the other great apes. They raged and sang at life using the open throat, and though they were able to produce abrupt sounds that seemed to start with consonants, these consonants were pretenders generated by the diaphragm, the larynx, and the lungs. Humans seem to be the only mammals that use lips, tongue, teeth, gums, glottis to produce consonants. All the others depend on the vowel alone.

These were restless thoughts and they arrived inevitably at the physical process of speaking, for the consonant has liberated speech from the bark, the meow, the howl, the ululation, and so on. If, for instance, we produced our speech as animals produce their calls, we would have to form each syllable with a separate pulse from the lungs. Speech would resemble a panting dog: Speech (lung pulse) would (l.p.) re (l.p.) sem (l.p.) ble (l.p.) a (l.p.) pan (l.p.) ring (l.p.) dog{l.p.).

The consonant revolutionizes all that. Instead of wheezing away in a breathless pant, we squeeze out long, resounding breaths to produce a continual flow of sound, much like a bagpipe, which we chop into sections with lips and tongue and teeth like some sort of verbal sausage machine, to produce syllables and words and phrases and sentences.

These observations ramified beyond language to the kinship of human and ape, the human and the chimpanzee sharing about 99 percent of their genes, which shines through in the family resemblance of arms, hands, digits, and general body form.

 Then I thought of the chimpanzees I had seen, folding their lips back against the face, opening the mouth and howling, shrieking, hooting without the benefit of consonants, and I found myself seeing time from the opposite point of view and appreciating how far back we humans must have parted ways from our simian cousins. The anatomical machinery needed to produce this phonetic mastery must have taken evolution a long, long time, in particular the dexterity of the tongue and lips, the neural rewiring, and of course, the brain modifications needed to drive the anatomy of the mouth. The pharyngeal cavity, the sinuses, the epiglottis—a long list of alterations—and such alterations take eons, even epochs to accomplish.

***

I stared down as this big, orange, bull's-eye tabby sat at my feet, barking, and I thought idle thoughts. Provocative little creature ... Already upsetting my Western view of life. Not what I expected ... After all, this is a cat. What have I got myself into?

All that remained was to put this barking cat to some use. The next night I recorded his comments and spliced them into the outgoing message on my telephone answering machine: "This is Bill Jordan (pause). And this is Darwin" (the cat barks) "—my barking cat. Please leave calls and catcalls posterior to the beep (pause). Beep"




End of sample
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