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My wife Jody and I never thought Sophie would be our last cat standing.  Our almost eighteen-year-old aging feline, still a debutante in her own mind, has now bid us farewell.  Her litter mate Tucker died on the operating table a few years back during a routine tooth cleaning.  Sneezer’s life was squeezed out of him around the same time by a wasting cancer.  Pandora faded away from kidney failure, Zoé broke through the thin ice of the pond, and Frisky crawled under a shrub and curled up.  Jody and I are without a cat for the first time since 1986.  We consoled ourselves by reading lines from Stanley Kunitz’s poem “The Layers:”
Oh, I have made myself a tribe
out of my true affections,
and my tribe is scattered!
How shall the heart be reconciled
to its feast of losses?
My friend Ashton has almost made a living creating laser-cut tombstones for our pets who are all buried in the back yard under the shade of a muscle tree.  He cuts pieces off leftover Corian countertops and then inscribes them with names and dates along with any memorial words we choose.  Tucker is the “Big Footed Boy,”  Sneezer is known for “He Never Met a Lap He Didn’t Like,” and Hank the Golden Retriever will always be remembered as “Best Boy.”  Now Sophie needs a memorial.  She was once a zaftig girl topping the scales at about thirteen pounds.  When she died, she was less than half that, a bag of bones with a faint meow.
Ashton usually works in wood, and was my woodturning mentor when I was beginning to learn how to follow the bevel of the gouge as it “engaged” a spinning block of wood.  The word “engaged” captivates me, such a formal expression that makes me think of connecting with people, pets, places, even sunsets and photographs of the natural world, erupting volcanoes, the birth of a giraffe, a pod of whales swimming in unison, the slide of penguins down a sheet of ice into the sea.  You’re engaged with something beyond yourself, and you are transformed, changed, in how you view your life and your place in the world at large.
I’m not a religious person in any traditional sense, but for lack of a better word I’ve felt transformed whenever I’ve taken a beloved pet at the end of its life to the vet.  Early this morning Sophie and I engaged one another in our usual pre-breakfast banter.  She still had a voice and gave me a small peek into her mind.  Maybe I misread her, but I think I heard her say nothing really hurt, it’s just a touch of listlessness.  Then she sniffed her food bowl and stared.  Appetite was hiding elsewhere.  She did play a bit in her water bowl, stirring it up with one paw and making a mess on the floor.
When the vet returned with the lab results later that day, I was and I wasn’t prepared when she told me the blood work was not good.  It wasn’t just not good.  None of the results were even close to the normal zone.  Sophie didn’t seem to mind or even show any interest, although I think she must have taken pride in knowing she was not normal.  In her carrier, she sprawled out on a pillow as though floating in a boat on the pond enjoying a leisurely afternoon.  If she wasn’t happy, she wasn’t unhappy, either.
As the vet did what she had to do, I scratched Sophie’s head and told her she was the queen of cats.  In a few moments Sophie peacefully and gradually stopped being Sophie.  I felt my heart jump as I sensed her crossing the threshold.  Her head grew slightly heavier in my hand, and neither I nor she, I think, felt her slip from one side of the barrier to the other.  The silence of the moment embraced me.  However we want to think of the moment of transition, the passing, the transformation, I told the vet that we all should be so lucky when our times come.  On the way home, I continued to think of what I want on her tombstone.  Perhaps a simple HRH, since I will always think of her as a royal princess.
Transformation happens when a gouge shapes a rough blank of maple, cherry, or walnut hardwood into something more beautiful and often more useful, such as a bowl to hold oranges that have come all the way from China.  I am turning a block of wood into a vase, a beautiful spalted maple vase that will hold Sophie’s ashes.  Her vase, like her, will not be normal.  It will have striking grain patterns, just as she did, colors that catch the sun on a body once so smooth and lustrous.
I butchered wood for a few years before I joined Ashton’s woodturning club.  I grew up with a hammer in my hand, but had no experience turning wood.  I started with a mini-lathe or baby spinner.  I outgrew that pair of shoes pretty quickly, especially when someone asked what kind of lathe I wanted when I grew up.  I came of age when I bought my Canadian-made One-Way big daddy 2,000-pound behemoth that had to be bolted to the concrete floor to keep it from galloping down the drive.
As I picked out that special piece of spalted wood, I remembered Ashton’s advice: “Never waste good time on bad wood.”  “But what is bad wood?” I asked.  Turners use the word “integrity” to describe wood that is solid and won’t crack apart easily.  “Punky" means bad news to a turner.  Wood has gone soft, tipped so mushy your thumbprint can leave a sizable indent.  It’s not dust yet, but it’s getting there.
My wood stove often goes cold because I hate sentencing even bad wood to the fires.  I’m an inquisitor reluctant to burn even white oak which usually has little grain interest and is shunned for lacking character.  Of course, it has character!  Wood is a shape shifter, changing its face, adding age lines like a person to reflect its rich inner self.  If you know how it behaves, you can nudge it into a good transformation.  Nothing better than taking a rough bark limb and shaping it into a natural-edge bowl.  But you always need to keep a keen eye on the wood.  It can crack at its seams, blow apart, inflict deep wounds.  Wood turners wear protective clothing and helmets for a reason.
Then there’s spalted wood, Sophie’s wood, which tracks interesting spirals of color and design into the wood.  Spalting is usually caused by worms looking for food in all the wrong places.  Someone said spalted wood reminds them of a modern painting or something similar to what they saw in the mixing bowl when their mothers whipped chocolate sauce into the pancake mix for that Sunday morning treat.  I decide my piece of spalted wood has solid integrity and endless wiggles of color.  It will make a fine urn for Sophie.
I like to think that woodworking is a way of keeping death at bay.  Wood has that magical quality that none of the rest of us share.  It’s still animate and malleable even though it’s no longer alive and growing.  Unlike cold metal that needs the heat of the forge to resurrect it, wood is a solid ghost that continues to breathe long after being cut.  It is open to transformation.  It bleeds and moans when sawed.  It calls out for you to touch it, to run your hands over it, to insert your finger under its collar when it becomes a short-necked vase.  It has its own holy concupiscence, flirting with you to revere and fondle it.  Pieces of “textured” wood like bird’s eye or flame maple, feathered crotch walnut, or lustered ebony stretch out to be kissed.  And you can’t keep your eyes and hands off spalted maple.
I once took a  woodturning class on making wooden boxes taught by a fellow named Michael.  We created all kinds of boxes—square, round, squat, and tall.  I enjoyed inhaling the aroma of the cherry as shavings peeled off the lathe like an apple’s skin.  My favorite boxes were the vase-shaped ones, hollowed out and capped with a top that threaded onto a neck.  Making the grooves is called “chasing threads” and is fun but tricky to do.  Michael also showed us how to make wooden bolts with threaded ends.  Cool enough in itself, but child’s play when it comes to reversing the thread for a wooden eight-sided bolt.  Keep your angle of attack steady, don’t vary the pressure, know when to let go.  We were beside ourselves with enthusiasm.  An occasional nut would find a good fit with its ideal bolt partner, but most tries ended without satisfying union.
Michael instilled in us his love of boxes which he believed should be more than just storage bins for paper clips, rubber bands, buttons, a lonely die, or the surviving lost partner of a set of earrings.  If you want something to hold pencils, you can go to Wal-Mart and get a practical plastic container complete with top.  Michael had us close our eyes and imagine vessels of all sorts and sizes to hold thoughts and emotions, memories both joyous and sad in our lives.  He said his most cherished wooden boxes were a matching pair made of satinwood with sliding tops.  One he kept, and the other he gave to a special lady.  The boxes were the right size to hold the love letters one received from the other.
He paused before telling us a story of a special vessel he made for a mother he was close to.  She was grieving over her schizophrenic daughter who took herself out of this world for reasons no one really knew.  Michael made her a small vase with a threaded lid and filled it with the thorns of a rose bush.  The idea was that this lady would open the lid on days when her grief eased and she was able to enjoy bits of life again and toss away a thorn.  Eventually, the box would be empty.
I came to this wooded land in eastern West Virginia over twenty years ago after my wife Lilian died.  I needed a new beginning and no longer belonged in the neat and orderly urban neighborhood of Arlington, Virginia.  I felt wild and raw and would rouse myself from nightmares that demanded a new awakening far from that once comfortable home.  Sophie and her tribe were not in my life yet, but I packed up Bobbie, my aging Old English Sheepdog, and found a place along the Lost River.  It was a footprint of land whose previous owner had left a blank slate ready for transformation.
My first rude shock came after my propane tank ran out of gas during a giant snow storm shortly after I moved in.  When I almost fell off my steep roof trying to poke through a snow buildup that blocked my chimney, I realized I was not making peace with the land or myself.  I had survived Vietnam and Lilian’s death, but I was adrift and had no direction.  I was just a whirling bundle of energy.  I had to make changes if I were to mend my own shattered view of the world.  I was willing and able to dig deep, to toss dirt back between my legs like a dog in search of who I was becoming.  Be it gopher, gold, or anger, I needed to find and touch whatever it was that lived below my surface.
When spring came I scanned the property and saw many possibilities.  But first I had to clear the land.  I stepped into a world of rocks and trees and stones and grass and all the things that crawl and run and fly.  I sometimes fought vicious multiflora rose canes, I almost stepped on a coiled rattlesnake, and yellow jackets from hell swarmed up out of the ground to sting me.  I pried stones out of the ground, cut dead trees away, and planted gardens.  Some months later my doctor asked if I was doing any strenuous exercise that might explain the bursitis in my shoulder.  I told him I was rooting out brush and clearing fields like a pioneer.  My digging iron, as long as an Olympic javelin and as heavy as a dark-matter shot-put ball, was at least an inch shorter than when I had bought it.
One of the first structures I built was a pergola in the front yard.  I loved watching Norm Abrams’s New Yankee Workshop program on PBS.  In a presentation stretching over three consecutive weeks, he built an elaborate and complicated teak pergola, a garden structure related to a gazebo and made of oversized vertical posts, sturdy horizontal connectors with supporting cross beams and a heavy-duty open lattice on the top.  All his parts seemed to go together easily.  My experience was different.  I was working as a basic carpenter, not a craftsman who turned fine precise hardwood.  I was wrestling with rough pressure-treated wood.  Work was slow, since I had to cope with each piece individually.  The posts were supposed to be seven and one-half inches square, but they always varied by up to a quarter inch.  They wouldn’t stand plumb without extra effort to work our their twists.  Edges were often nicked or entirely cut away.  The wood was heavy, too, so I felt like a slave building the Egyptian pyramids, grappling with the massive wooden posts.  I dug the footers deep enough to find China and then rigged a ratchet contraption to pull the heavy posts upright.  The digging iron earned its keep as it cut into hard clay and pried up a field of rocks.
When I walked the yard one morning years later, I stopped by the pergola which bears the weight of vines from four kiwi plants.  A huge flat boulder in front of the pergola offered me a seat where I could look out toward the big oak in the meadow.  After many years, the pergola was showing signs of age, as Bobbie and I were, too.  It woke me groaning as the wind blew through it.  I groaned back with stiffness as arthritis wouldn’t let me tie my shoes.  Bobbie needed help getting up since her back legs were beginning to fail her.  That pergola and I were a call-and-response duo.  Old Mr. Pergola then began slouching a tad north by northwest since he had the prevailing winds at his back.  I also reminded myself to stand up straight and to square my shoulders.  Foundations were shifting under middle age creakiness and all those full rounded vines.  When my pile of bones and his heap of lumber slanted a bit too far, alarm bells went off.  We both needed righting, if I were to keep the death of both of us at bay.  My leaning tower shouted “Fix Me Now Or Else!”  I saw my chiropractor, and my pergola saw his winch.  With the power of a couple of oversized come-alongs, I helped that wayward temple avoid disaster.  I laughed remembering that I had thought I had built something to withstand the ages.
A host of ideas burst in my head as I moved from project to project.  I even attempted to build a barn on my own.  I obsessed over where to place big carriage doors and expansive banks of windows.  I wore down pencils into nubs.  Erasers rubbed crumbles of themselves across the crosshatches of my sketchpad. 
All this outdoor work was changing me, physically as well as mentally and emotionally.  My one suit refused to button, zip, or close.  Shirts strangled my neck.  I was no longer a desk-bound brooder, a pencil pusher whose idea of a workout was to pump floppy discs.  Then Jody came into my life, nearly seven years after Lilian died.  I worried that she might find living in the country boring so I asked her once too often how she was doing with the transition from a busy job in the D.C. area.  “Don’t keep taking my temperature,” she laughed.  “I feel as though I’m just coming home to the farm where I grew up.”
My transformation was taking me new places.   Shortly after we married, I asked her if she would like some country cats to complement the two urban girls she already had.  Before long, the kittens Sophie and her brother Tucker moved in to join Bobbie, who was having troubles getting up.  I knew we were heading somewhere I didn’t think we’d ever be.  I steadied her hind quarters as we walked outdoors in the mornings.  The turkey vultures, waking up and stretching their wings to dry, watched us from atop the ancient white oak in the back meadow.  “Keep moving, girl, they’ve got their eyes on us,” I whispered to her.  I let her go too long and ended up having to help her in the middle of one night when her pain was too great.  I spent most of that night digging the first of many pet graves.  I had my powerful halogen lamps shining as I drove the digging iron into the ground.  I wanted her safely deep in the earth where no predator could find her.
A cedar board first marked Bobbie’s grave.  I used my router and a jig to cut in the words “A Good Dog” along with her name and dates.  She had really been Lilian’s dog.  She would lie at her feet back in Arlington or rest her slobbery chin on a window sill to watch squirrels and birds.  She was supposed to live forever, as was Lilian.  Now her marker is made of Corian, although the cedar board is also still there.  Sneezer, Pandora, Frisky, Tucker, Bertie, and the Hankster are also all there, as is Zoé, the aloof slate-gray feline empress whose name means “life” in Greek.
I don’t think I’ll dig a hole for Sophie.  As her namesake famously sang, “You gonna miss your big fat momma one of these days.”  These cold days when the ground is still frozen are not good for digging.  I’m not going to do it.  She’ll have a symbolic Corian plaque to mark her place amongst the pride in the burying field, but her ashes will go into the spalted maple vase.
In my own shop, I see the long streaks and ropes of color in the spalted wood.  These are the roadmaps of tunnels where worms wiggled their way along old passages like lost miners burrowing with no sense of direction.  The channels come to daylight on the exterior of the vase, now peppered with small holes.  This is the shop where Bobbie liked to lie in the shavings.  She always brought a settled feel to the place, as though her presence transformed a practical shop into a retreat, a place of comfort, a meditative enclosure where she could watch and doze in contentment.  Sophie inherited the spot where she also loved to lounge, out of the way but close by.  She often dozed off, lulled to sleep by the hum of the lathe that ribboned off strips of green wood as it spun round.  You could shave with the gouges, sharpened to the point they could peel the wood away in cat whiskers.
A friend asks if I am not being a bit over the top about Sophie.  After all, she was just a cat. My friend stressed the word “just.”  But, of course, Sophie was my dear cat.  I miss her.  I lived with her from kittenhood to transformative dotage when she developed “old woman’s warts” on her head, as our vet described them.  I knew her purr, when her coat started to lose it luster, and that look of delight she still had up to the end when she splashed a paw in her water bowl.  She was my shop cat.  The sun warmed her as I think she dreamed of the many birds and squirrels she stalked and studied.  I like to think all malice had aged out of her, as it should with all of us, and that those birds and squirrels had become old acquaintances in fun.  Like me, she mellowed with age.
But I didn't really know her.  My friend was somewhat right.  Sophie was not a person.  We had no intense human interplay.  We didn’t have long talks, share dreams, pause over the mysteries that make us wonder.  We faced each other over the years more as equals in our respective primal powers, free of references.
I’m happy to remember her as I do so many of my loves, still young, still beautiful in their own ways, still full of life.  Sophie sometimes grabbed a long ribbon of green apple-wood shaving coming off a bowl and played with it.  Recalling Ashton’s advice, I wondered if she was wasting good time on bad wood.  She teased the shaving for the longest time, pouncing on it, pulling it in close, giving it a chew.  She stalked a wood shaving, a thin translucent membrane still trembling with life, a barely-solid ghost, and became part of the shaving.  She was never “just” a cat.  She became part of everything that intertwined with me, linking me with my own translucent notion of the past.
In the end, Sophie stirred the sediment in what I’m trying to understand about what it is to be alive.  She and I were fond of solitary strolls and often watched the world from the top step of our porch, a high perch and enclosure where we both felt safe.  On her last day with me, only she knew what she was looking for.  I was not privy to her scrutiny and interpretation.  Her life and mine paused, watching and waiting, trying to decide what we could see, what direction to take.  I think she preferred to linger, but sensed, as I still do, that change was speeding up.  Some deep sense of transformation was upon us both.  I felt the movement.  No place to hide in delay or postponement.  We turned to making plans.
These twenty-some years in the woods have transformed me.  I am blessed to live in the country surrounded by forest, a stream, and a pride of memories.  I sometimes feel as though I’m the one on the lathe, not the wood.  Changes continue to peel off layers of shavings to reveal my ever evolving core.  I’m probably more spalted maple than I am black cherry.  The cherry makes fine furniture, but it’s almost too perfect, more suitable for a showroom.  I prefer the way a well-buffed piece of spalted maple captures my reflection.
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