                                    IF GOD IS A CAT, I GOT IT MADE
                                                              By

                                                      Tom Philbin

I have this fantasy that on the ultimate day of reckoning, as I float through the clouds towards Heaven,  I wonder  if all the good things I’ve done in my life will count, will they get me though the gate for a happy life everlasting.


            Then, the clouds clear and Heaven’s gate is visible, a simple affair, just two golden posts, beyond which is a lovely fine mist.
           I automatically stop at the gate, wait for St, Peter or whomever, but he doesn’t appear… but a beautiful white Angora cat does. He looks at me, his eyes flutter as if he’s thinking, and then he says in perfect English through small, animated lips...
         “What’s your name? “
          “Tom Philbin”

          “Okay Tom, we know you well. Go right in. God himself wants to thank you personally for all you’ve done for cats. He should! During my life, I saved the lives of a clowder of regular and feral cats maybe 40 in all including one female we came to call
“Momma” who was as nasty as cats get

           My cat saving career all started about fifteen years ago when an elderly lady who lived in a house up a woodsy hill behind my property died. I heard later that her relatives took the easy but irresponsible way to deal with the 20 or so cats she owned: They released them into the woods.

            I don’t know what happened to all of them but I surely know what happened to one female. She showed up on my deck one sunny Summer’ day, a small cat with glossy black fur and yellow eyes and one front leg missing , this stretched  across her chest like a waiter with the linen napkin that should be draped over it  missing. My son Tommy nicknamed her “Tripod.”

             Not knowing too much about cats, I fed her, and she started showing up regularly to eat. I didn't’ realize it, but I had unofficially adopted a .feral cat. 
            This continued for a few months, until one day Tripod had a surprise for me. When I walked out on my deck, she was lying on her side, and four kittens nursing from her.

           My stomach dropped. How do I handle this? I now owned not one, but five cats. I didn’t know a meow about cats, so I started to research it and found that the best thing to do was to try and get the kittens into at the North Shore Animal League in Port Washington, Long Island, a facility who would put them up for adoption and was the only outfit I could find on Long Island, where I live, who wouldn’t put them down.

           As the kittens (all black like their Momma) grew and gradually were weaned off Tripod, they became what I thought of as blue-eyed bullets. They seemingly could travel from one side of the deck to the other in a millisecond. I realized they were going to be difficult to catch. Still, I was able grab one (with a gloved hand) as it nibbled at the food I had purposely put down near the open patio door where I positioned myself out of sight..   I put it in a cat carrier I borrowed from a friend, and made the 45-minute trip to North Shore where I got an unpleasant surprise:
The kitten was rejected by North Shore because it was too wild. I was told that all kittens accepted for adoption had to fulfill three criteria: be healthy, weigh a certain poundage and be socialized, unafraid of people.

I was upset by the failure, but I had learned something very valuable from while there from another person who I had met at the League.

          “You have to confine them to a small area,” she said, “so they can’t escape you. Touch and handle handling them. "Gradually they’ll stop being afraid and wild."
           But I still had anxiety.  I had managed to catch one, but I seriously wondered if I could catch the rest.. 

          Enter Joan Seaman, knowledgeable about all creatures small, and at the time employed by the Theodore Roosevelt Animal Sanctuary. Joan, who has a wry sense of humor, told me that I should use a “Kitten Catching Device, Model 3A” which she could lend me.


“What is it?” I asked.


“A crab net.”


The net, a long stick with a sturdy but soft net at one end, proved to be a Godsend. I was able get close enough to position the net over the kitten and then drop it quick and grab it with a gloved hand drop the net quick so I could grab the I also f found what I thought was a good place: for socializing them, an upstairs half bath which was small enough so that they wouldn’t be able to escape me petting and otherwise touching them.

          So every day for the next week or so I would enter what I dubbed the “Socialization Room” and touched them as much as they would allow.—and after a week or so I could pet them and perform the ultimate socialization activity, pick them up without them using my chest as a scratching post. When I could do that, I knew they were ready to be adopted. I took three to North Shore, and to my teary-eyed joy they were accepted, and a few days later I got a card from North Shore telling me
that homes had been found for all.. It was deeply gratifying. I had not only captured them, but had given them the prospect of a good life.

Still, I was to learn that my kitten trapping days were not over. Though Tripod had only three usable legs, there was nothing wrong with her baby-manufacturing ability.; indeed, it was world class. Over the months, and then years she produced little after litter and I, though always anxious that I would fail, captured, socialized and had her kittens accepted at the League.
Of course, the smart thing for me to do was to have Tripod spayed, but I didn’t do it. Why?  I haven’t a clue. Perhaps on some level I just loved to see those kittens scampering around.
Then, another kitten, a female like most of the others who my normally lady-like wife eventually dubbed "Mother------” (Last name excluded to observe decency laws) escaped my clutches.
A year or so passed and then, one day, very sadly for me, Tripod disappeared and never returned. But” Mother” now called “Momma” took up the slack, producing litter after litter, and then I failed again. Two of her kittens, both males, who we named Taurus and Crazy, escaped being captured.

And it was after they were born that we saw “Momma’s” true colors, that earned her initial name. As Taurus and Crazy grew, she treated them more like enemies than loved children. She would hiss at them when they approached her for nurturing, she would snap at them when they were eating, and she would run after them. And when I approached her with her food each day she acted like I was going to kill her.
She also would make freely with cats in the neighborhood.

I knew I had to trap her but I couldn’t. Either because the trap failed to work, she was too wily, or she just left before I arrived .And a day didn’t go by when she didn’t treat other cats—including her offspring like dogs. She didn’t have affectionate bone in her body. .

But I was determined to get her. Based on advice given me by Joan and others, for 24 hours I didn’t feed her, and when I set the trap early in the morning-- the time she usually ate--I placed newspaper over the metal wire gridding on the bottom of thru trap so there would be nothing unnatural underfoot, and then baited the trap with pungent sardines, instead of ordinary cat food. And since the trap had not worked a few times, I decided to spring it manually myself. I attached a thin cord to the trap’s trigger mechanism, and hid out of sight behind the wall adjacent the patio door.


A few minutes and Momma appeared, and headed towards the cage, and stopped at the entrance and looked around.


Please God, I thought, please!

             She went inside the trap and started to eat, and when I determined she was fully preoccupied, I gave the cord a little tug—and the trap sprung perfectly, trapping her inside! I felt like a great white hunter who had just bagged an elephant.


By prearrangement, I took her to a vet, and she was spayed. My problem of having to catch kittens was over.


Not quite. A couple of months later, I was sitting in the dining room adjacent to the deck when I heard what I thought was a tiny meow. Puzzled, I went out on the deck and got a shock. Momma was nursing four kittens.

How in the name of God???….and then I figured it out. Momma had been pregnant when she got spayed, the vet didn’t notice and spaying didn’t interfere with the pregnancy.


I girded myself for more battle: Okay, one more time: Just four more kittens to go and I’ll be free.


But Momma had yet another surprise in store. The next time I saw her nursing her kittens there were just two on her. For whatever reason, Momma, it turned out, was just being Momma. In other words, a cold, sociopathic bitch abandoning half her litter. I found the missing kittens together in a corner of the house, behind some bushes.  I picked them up, put them in a cardboard box inside the house, researched what I should do, and gave them a new mother—me. I put the other two in the box and
each day I would fed all four a liquid formula from tiny bottles complete with tiny rubber nipples, and after a week or so started feeding them a gruel made of milk and a fine-powder kitten food  and, when they got big enough, quality cat food.


Eventually I brought them to North Shore—ad they were all adopted
            We humans are weird. Two weeks ago we found Momma dead, I believe from natural causes/. And all I could feel was sadness and I know that part of me will always miss Momma. But please, don’t bet on her missing me.  
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