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Introduction

Several years ago, I decided to get a kitten. A local pet adoption service was holding an adoption day at a local pet shop. As each new batch of kittens came in, I looked them over eagerly. I talked to them, held them, cuddled and waited for a sign. Nothing. Where was my cat?

After hours of looking, I sat down on some sacks of food, despondent. I could have sworn my cat was supposed to be there. As I debated going home, I looked up. Clinging to the wire of her cage was a tiny black kitten with a white stomach, four white paws and a paintbrush tail. I had never seen a tail like it. This black tail had a bright white tip, and inside the tip was a coal black centre. I watched as this tiny acrobat climbed the walls of her cage, reaching for the wire ceiling. The rest of her litter mates were fast asleep, but this little one would have none of that.

I asked to hold her. The instant she touched my hands, I knew she was mine and I was hers. Where other kittens had squirmed, this one snuggled and purred. Where others looked at me like a stranger, she looked at me as an old friend. Time to go.

But something held me there: the most adorable face I’d ever seen in my life. A little greyish puffball with black-and-white striping, she resembled her sister in many ways. She had four white paws and a puff of white (without the drama) on the end of her tail. Her eyes were huge and they stared at me, watching my every move.

I asked to hold her. What was I thinking? I had come for one cat. And now I had two, and I didn’t know which was my kitten because they both claimed me, they both purred and cuddled, they both looked at me with unconditional love.

‘Take them both,’ said a female voice.

I looked up to see the woman from the adoption service.

‘Oh, no. I just want one,’ I said quite firmly.

‘Yes, but we need people to give foster homes to the kittens in between adoption days. If you keep the extra until next weekend, you’d be doing us a big favour.’

You’re laughing at me. But I was so blindly in love that I was willing to believe anything, as long as I could take them both. So I agreed. Just a week. I signed the papers for both. Paid for both (donation, refundable next weekend). Got supplies for both. But I was only going to keep one. Yup.

I called a friend, told him what I had done, and he said, ‘I can’t believe you got two cats!’

‘I have one, the other is a foster cat.’

He just laughed.

Later that night he called, asking me how many kittens I had. ‘Just one, but I can’t figure out which one. The lady said taking both would help me decide, but it’s really tough.’

The next morning he called again, asking me how many kittens I had. ‘Two. I was a fool. Leave me alone.’

It was probably the least foolish thing I’ve ever done. Trace (the black cat with the dramatic tail) and Ilsa (the world’s sweetest face) and I (the human) spent years of bliss together.

I realized early on that the cats were not pets; they were teachers. We were put together to learn from each other, and to add generous doses of love to each and every day of our lives. This book is my way of passing on those lessons, on the off chance that other cats aren’t as talkative.

Trace and Ilsa showed me how to stick to a hunt and capture the prize, whether it was a much-desired project, a good job or wonderful new friends. Like all cats, they had remarkable powers of healing, and I learned about courage in the face of adversity by watching Ilsa fight two powerful, fatal diseases at once, without ever giving up her gentle, loving nature.

They taught me how to make a leap without falling, how to purr when I was happy, and how to shed those things that are no longer serving me. In short, Trace and Ilsa made me a better person. I hope their lessons will help you in your spiritual journey, as they did me. And if you have any questions on the material, just ask your cat.
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The cat is sound asleep, seemingly oblivious to the world around her. Suddenly she wakes, alert, her senses keen. She stares at a fixed point on the wall – but nothing is there! Maybe to my eyes there is nothing, but she is focused and stealthy as she approaches. Like a lion tracking a zebra, she cautiously places one paw in front of the other, stalking the wall. After staring at it, sniffing, cocking her ears forward, she slowly, tentatively, reaches out one paw and touches the air, as if assuring herself the invisible object is real.

What does she see that I can’t? Is it ancient Egypt’s cat-god, Bast? Is it a ghost, or a phantom? Is it an insect so tiny I can’t find it? Is the corner of my room a portal to another dimension and she is bravely keeping the interlopers out of our world?

I wish I could ask her. But that would probably prompt her to ask me why I stare at white pages of wonderfully chewable paper (paper being one of the four basic food groups for many cats) with all the black squiggles on it. I think it’s best that instead of questioning or doubting our cats, we learn from them. They have so much to teach us.



SHARPENING YOUR SENSES

It’s easy to get complacent when using our senses. We learn to be selectively sighted. For example, when you open your wardrobe, do you really see each article of clothing? Or do you see the things you wear most often, blind to the off-sized or unstylish choices of yesteryear? ‘I don’t have anything to wear!’ you might say to a closet full of clothes.

Do you hear every sound? We deafen our senses to the background noises of familiar places. The hum of the refrigerator or the ticking of the clock – we don’t hear them unless we consciously think to do so.

Like us, cats memorize their environment. It’s their territory, and they must know it intimately in order to protect it. If anything new enters their world, they explore it with all of their senses. My cat is particularly fond of exploring the handbags of female guests. Smart enough to know that the bag itself is not the only new thing in her world, she must also inspect the contents. I do a lot of apologizing to guests.

Both cats and humans tend to know what is in their territory. But unlike humans, cats will make frequent trips to check on everything. You know what’s in the linen closet and don’t need to open the door every few days to check. But your cat has to make sure that everything is the same in there as it was before. They probably ask you to open the door (or do it themselves), and will most likely just take a quick look and sniff, then walk away. This is behaviour we can learn from.



LOOKING INTO YOUR MENTAL LINEN CLOSET

To check your inner spaces, you may not have to change your physical world (unlike me, who really needs to do a good cleaning). But when was the last time you paid close attention to your spiritual world? I’m not talking about religion, though it can certainly include that, but rather your own sense of right and wrong, your morals, your opinions, your connection to your higher self and the universe around you.

It’s easy to carry in your mind mental linen closets that are filled with familiar thoughts and ideas, and yet never look at them with new eyes. You might not check them regularly to see if they are serving you, or inspect them for subtle changes. How often do you see the invisible things in the corner? Things like latent prejudices, outdated attitudes or childhood teachings that don’t fit your life. Yet these things can stay with you forever, unless you really see them for what they are.

Your mind and your spirituality are your most basic – and most important – territory. They deserve the kind of attention that your cat gives to theirs. Make a mental map of your attitudes, and see if any of them present a danger. Inspect your fears, and perhaps you’ll discover that they have been holding you back from the things you most desire. Search for shame, doubt and uncertainty, as they can undermine any progress you make.

Don’t be afraid to stare at your inner life with a cat’s eyes, and if you find things that threaten your health, happiness and success – fight them with everything you have. Your cat will do their level best to protect you from those inter-dimensional invaders in the corner. It’s up to you to protect yourself from the fears, shames and doubts that can keep you from living the life you want.
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EXERCISE

EXPLORING YOUR TERRITORY

Discover what’s there, in your inner life. Close your eyes and pick out every sound you can hear. Try to hear what you’ve never noticed before. Open your eyes and look at your familiar environment as if you’ve never seen it before. Look for shapes or motion or anything you can imagine (like shadows in the dark when you were a kid).

Now travel inward and look in the less-travelled places in your mind. Think about the things that keep you from achieving what you want in life. Is it fear? Shame? Doubt? Are there old ideas that no longer fit, like that outdated shirt that’s too small for you, still hanging in your closet? Are you carrying a childhood trauma, or words shouted in anger, or the goals of your parents instead of yourself?

Try to see these obstacles. You don’t have to do any more right now. Just shine a light on them. You can’t excise demons if you don’t know they’re there. If you find things, write them down. We’ll talk about conquering them later.
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