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Everything I know I learned from my cat: When you’re hungry, eat. When you’re tired, nap in a sunbeam. When you go to the vet, pee on your owner.

Gary Smith

Owners of dogs will have noticed that, if you provide them with food and water and shelter and affection, they will think you are god. Whereas owners of cats are compelled to realize that, if you provide them with food and water and shelter and affection, they draw the conclusion that they are gods.

Christopher Hitchens, The Portable Atheist: Essential Readings for the Nonbeliever
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This project was started in November of 2014. In June 2015, we spent three weeks in Italy, and when we arrived home, our house sitter told us that Samantha had run away the night before.

Over the next four weeks, we put up flyers, knocked on doors and responded to the incredibly kind people who thought they might have seen her. Samantha was a brown and white tabby with a clipped ear, a wimpy tail and a beautiful face who had to comment on everything. She came to us on December 27, 2008, and disappeared at the end of June in 2015. Since Samantha was an old cat, we came to the conclusion that she went off to die.

This book is dedicated to her memory. Samantha would jump into our laps, and the purring would begin immediately. She loved being with us, and she loved walking on the fence and hunting for moles, birds and mice. This cat was kind, affectionate and extremely loyal. Samantha is missed.
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I have studied many philosophers and many cats.

The wisdom of cats is infinitely superior.

Hippolyte Taine
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I’m sixty-nine years old and when people get to be my age, they start to look at the philosophical underpinnings regarding their lives and question their previous actions and behaviors. I could have begun my journey by reading the great philosophers and religious leaders like Deepak Chopra or Mother Teresa and trying to distill meaning from their essays, but it’s more my style to go the poster shop and reflect on such great sayings as “This is the first day of the rest of your life” or “A day without sunshine is like night.”

Please forgive me for the clichés. I was a high school teacher for thirty-two years, and I had to put something on the walls, so I bought those posters with beautiful graphics and trite sayings. Probably, there is still residual “trite” in my brain because, in addition to the posters, I would have the students in my English classes write short stories. It was difficult during my final years as a teacher to read the fortieth story about teen love ending in roses on the grave or about the boy who wanted the girl, but her parents hated him.

Sorry, I didn’t mean to digress from my original point. I was trying to examine the philosophical underpinnings of my life, but I don’t have time to read lots of heavy material, plus my eyesight is going bad so I solved the problem the American way. I googled the statement, “Everything I know I learned...” Thirteen options appeared to finish the phrase. Of course, we all know the famous book, All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten. Following that were essays and poems about learning everything one needs to know in life from dogs, Batman, cycling, video games, Noah’s Ark, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, my teddy bear, and Mr. Rogers. Unfortunately, all of these guides about life came out when I was older. The people who influenced me were Clarabell, Princess Summer Fall Winter Spring, and Buffalo Bob. Romper Room and the Mouseketeers also influenced me. My favorite was Annette. She was so sweet. Then there was Circus Boy. I dreamed of living with the main character, Corky, and traveling with him as the circus went from town to town. We would have ridden the elephant together. The most memorable moment of my childhood was when Clarabell, the clown who never talked, told Buffalo Bob that he could actually speak. The camera slowly closed in on Clarabell as a drum roll grew louder and then died out. At this point, Clarabell tearfully whispered, “Goodbye, kids.” I cried.

This trip down memory lane tired me out, so I poured a glass of wine, a Burrell School Cabernet Franc, and sat in my favorite chair. Then, I started thinking. The problem with those books and TV shows is that they only focus on the good stuff. I am much more complicated than can be depicted in a half hour because, like everyone else, I have issues with anger, jealousy, self-esteem, and a plethora of other emotions. Of course, these emotions have mellowed as I have aged. Things that caused me to be absorbed in anger in my twenties are ho-hum today. How did my ability to deal with the world develop?

After a few snores, I looked over on the couch, and I saw one of my three self-indulgent, narcissistic beasts cleaning herself. All three of my cats live in my house, and I feed them, take them to the vet, and give them treats. When I come home, do they greet me at the door? No, they pretend that I don’t exist. They are not yappy and in your face like dogs, but they have a mellowness that defies conventional wisdom.

People have learned much by watching animals. For example, farm children learn about sex by watching the bull in the herd, scientists have learned about maternal separation from Rhesus monkeys, and service dogs become the eyes of blind people.

As I thought about the influence animals have on our lives, I realized that my cats have inspired me in many ways to be mellow. I have narrowed their influence down to twenty areas where they have taught me to calm down. Each section begins with a quote that reflects mainstream thinking on the value. This is followed by comments on how this concept plays out in society, and then, I talk about my cats and the lessons I learn from them. Finally, I relate what I learned to deal with the problems in my life.

Observing my cats is like going to church. We all know what is expected by our religion, and we attend services to be reminded of our obligations. Watching my cats reinforces my new mellow self.
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Part 1

The Lessons
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We can lick gravity, but sometimes the paperwork is overwhelming.

Wernher von Braun
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​Chapter 1

Paperwork Is Evil
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This book is about the influence that my cats have had on me. So, in terms of full disclosure, my cats did not teach me to despise paperwork. I learned about the evils of paperwork when I entered the Air Force at seventeen years old. But that wasn’t the last time I faced unnecessary paper pushing.

Practically all of my adult life, I have been a classroom teacher specializing in reading, English, and ESL. People around me ranted and raved about policy changes and paperwork, but I closed my classroom door and did my own thing. When I got surveys and junk like that in the mail, I would just ignore them. I would even laugh when the new dentist required me to fill out the medical form. He wanted to know, among other things, if I was mentally ill and in counseling. Was he afraid that I would attack him? Another dentist’s form asked if I had taken Viagra twenty-four hours before the initial appointment.

Most of the time, I fill out the forms with all their ridiculous items to benefit someone else. I filled out the house loan form because my wife wanted a house. My kids wanted to play sports, so I filled out the form. Do understand that I hate doing this.

My attitude changed to one of grudging acceptance on a cold Saturday morning, December 27, 2008. We were thinking about getting another cat to keep our current one company. My wife and I walked into one of the big-box pet stores. Signs directed the customer to the rabbit, dog, reptile, and cat sections. It’s hard to believe that there can be so many kinds of dog and cat foods. At the front of the store were ten open cages and a large sign announcing the 13th Street Cat Rescue Adoption Fair.

Two women were standing around, and one looked very official. So, I walked up to her and made it perfectly clear that we were only looking. Her long, slender face and posture conveyed that “we shall see” look. There was no way that this woman would get the best of me. I planned to go home empty-handed, period.

My wife made the foolish mistake of sitting on the floor in front of the cages while the woman enthusiastically explained about the different cats. As she was talking about the first cat, out came a brown and white tabby with a clipped ear, a wimpy tail and an absolutely beautiful face. She jumped into my wife’s lap and then all of a sudden, we heard this loud purr. That was it. I knew that my macho behavior would be no match for the purring occurring in my wife’s lap.
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