Sky Guys to White Cat
by Beatrice Gormley

Smashwords Edition
Copyright 1991 by Beatrice Gormley

All rights reserved.

The cover design uses the photos 2695626 © Nessli Orpmas, 1127210 © Jose Manuel Gelpi, and 24139031 © Sandra Brunsch under Fotolia licenses.
Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Other e-books by Beatrice Gormley:
Fifth Grade Magic

More Fifth Grade Magic
Richard and the Vratch

The Magic Mean Machine
Mail-Order Wings

The Ghastly Glasses
This book is dedicated to my cat Claude, without whose help this story could not have been written.
Contents

The Beginning: The Aliens Arrive

1. Guess What!

2. Sharkey

3. Love at First Bite

4. The Mysterious Collar

5. The Weekly Informer
6. Secret Reading

7. Collar Trouble

8. CodeCracking

9. Not Pretending

10. Big Mama

11. Sharkey in Danger

12. Don’t Panic

13. Mature Activities

14. Poised ‘n’ Pretty

15. A Surprise Audience

16. Miss Preteen Rushfield

The End: The Aliens Depart

The Beginning: The Aliens Arrive

 Settling the spacecraft into an orbit above the blue-green planet, Commander Xorple reached out a tentacle to turn on the light repellers. Now the explorers from the system of the giant red star Aldebaran were protected. If there were any intelligent beings on the planet below, the light repellers would prevent them from seeing the spaceship.

Instruments Operator Phtui leaned forward in his can-like rester—not a chair, because the hill-shaped, butterscotch-colored Aldebarans had no rear ends—to peer through the remote scanner.

A likely life-form directly below, Commander, he signed to Xorple with his side tentacles.

In the field of the scanner, a small gray four-legged creature made its way across a flat stretch of green.

Xorple’s rubbery yellow-brown eyelids sank reprovingly. Only the psychic sensor can tell whether this life-form will serve our purposes, she signed back.

Phtui’s snail-like foot clenched with indignation, but he signed nothing. Although this was Phtui’s first mission, he considered himself well trained in the procedure for exploring new planets. The first step was to find the dominant life-form and harness it to do the exploring for the Aldebarans. Phtui knew, without being reminded, that the dominant life-form was supposed to give out a high level of psychic energy.

Activating the remote psychic sensor, Phtui poked his two minor tentacles, used for sensing rather than grasping, into the jacks. Immediately he sensed from the creature below the long, confident pulses of a dominant life-form.

This is it, Commander, he signed.

You are sure?

No doubt about it. This creature sends out the vibrations of one who knows it is superior.
Commander Xorple blinked a nod, then swiveled in her rester to program the small, automated capture craft. The capture craft, also shielded by light repellers, would pick up the gray creature and bring it to the main ship, where the Aldebarans would Collar it. Other individuals of this species would be found, and they, too, would be Collared. Then the stage of exploration by remote control could begin.

1. Guess What!
The afternoon was cool and drizzly, but the weather wasn’t keeping Alison Harrity from enjoying the Rushfield Fourth of July parade. Sitting on a fence with her friend Denise Farino, watching the bands and the acrobats and the floats roll by, she’d been thinking about her good news. The secret felt sweet and juicy in the back of her mind, like the wisps of cotton candy melting in her mouth.

As the last float rolled by, Alison offered her cotton candy to Denise. “Guess what!”

Pulling off a pink strand, Denise raised her eyebrows. “What? A new Weekly Informer is out?” The Weekly Informer was a tabloid paper that Denise and Alison liked to read together.

“No . . .” Alison laughed. It was even more exciting, now that she was actually telling Denise. “I mean, maybe there is a new Weekly Informer at the 7-Eleven, but this is much better.” She paused to let the suspense build up. “I’m getting my orange-striped kitten today!”

“Your kitten?” Denise’s voice squeaked, and she pitched so far forward that she had to grab the fence railing to keep from falling off. “Today? Can I come?”

“Sure.” A giggle bubbled out of Alison’s throat. “I said you could, when I got my kitten.”

“Yes!” Denise leaned over to give Alison a high five. They both lost their balance and slid down from the fence, laughing.

Then Alison caught sight of Marvin Smith, an eighth-grade boy, farther down Main Street. It was easy to pick out Marvin in a crowd, because he looked so much like curious George. “Whoops, there goes Marvin, leaving the parade. We have to follow Marvin and Maureen to the Thompsons’ house, because that’s where this kitten—”

Alison saw that Denise wasn’t listening. She was looking across the street, but in the direction of the vanishing parade.

“Hey, there’s Sonia.” Denise waved with her hand high in the air. “Didn’t she look mature on that football float, in her cheerleader outfit? Did you notice Sonia looks a lot like Heather Hartley—you know, the girl who gets scalped in High School Horror?”
Alison couldn’t imagine why Denise was interested in Sonia Best. Alison knew who Sonia was, of course. She was that girl in the other fifth-grade class who’d worn huge dangly chartreuse earrings, like plastic saucers, to school last year. She’d also passed around a picture of some nearly naked rock star. Alison hadn’t seen the picture, but all the kids had been talking about it. “In very poor taste,” the teacher had said as she took the picture away.

“What did you wave to Sonia for?” Alison asked Denise. “Now she’s coming over here. We have to go.”

Sonia was pushing her way through the people milling around the street. As she turned this way and that, she swung her pom-poms and twitched her short, twirly skirt. Had Sonia really gotten curvy hips, wondered Alison, or was that just the way the cheerleader skirt made her look? Her legs were as skinny as ever, but glossy—she must be wearing panty hose.

“Yo, Denise!” called Sonia, raising a pom-pom.

Alison grinned, thinking how much the rippled, messy pom-poms looked like Sonia’s hair. She seemed to be shaking a wig in each hand.

Denise’s round face beamed as Sonia came up to them. “I can’t wait for jazz dancing to start tomorrow, can you?” breathed Denise.

“Yeah—it’s going to be so mature. The teacher dances in the dinner-theater shows, it said in the booklet.” Sonia did a few steps to one side, then to the other.

“That’s the ball-and-chain step,” Denise explained to Alison. “Sonia’s picked up some jazz dancing steps, just from watching TV. Our class is going to put on a show, with costumes and everything, at the end. It might be on Rushfield TV. It’s too bad you signed up for chess instead of jazz dancing, Alison.”

Before Alison could answer, Sonia said casually, “I don’t know.” She swung her pom-poms and glanced from Alison’s faded jeans to her own twirly skirt. “The teacher says you have to have a kind of flair for jazz dancing.”

“Well, you have to have another kind of flair for chess,” said Alison. “I won the fifth-grade chess tournament, remember? That’s why the teacher let me into intermediate chess.”

“Oh, really?” Sonia’s made-up eyes opened wide. “I thought for getting into chess you just had to be a geeky boy.” Then she slapped her hand over her mouth as if she hadn’t meant to say that and pushed her masses of moussed and scrunched-up hair over her sharp features as if she were dying of embarrassment. “Guess not! Sorry.”

Denise burst into a loud giggle, then clapped her hand over her own mouth with an uneasy look at Alison.

Alison couldn’t believe what was happening: Denise acting so friendly toward Sonia, a girl Alison would never want to talk to in the first place. And Alison couldn’t believe she, Alison, was standing there taking it. “I have to go get my kitten,” she said curtly. “Bye.”

Without waiting to see if Denise was coming, Alison stalked off down the street. Now Marvin was out of sight in the throngs of parade-goers. She’d have to hurry to make sure to get to the Thompsons’ while he was still there.

Before she’d passed even a block of the big white houses on Main Street, Alison heard panting behind her and then Denise’s voice. “A kitten would be a good mascot for the club, don’t you think?”

Alison turned to give Denise an indignant look. “When did you get to be such great friends with Sonia Best?”

“You shouldn’t get so mad,” said Denise, still panting to catch up. “She didn’t mean you were a geek. Anyway, I just talked to her while we were signing up for jazz dancing last week, that’s all. She’s going to be one of the most popular girls in the sixth grade, you know.”

“Popular! Not if she acts like that.”

“Not ‘popular’ like everybody thinks you’re nice,” said Denise patiently. “ ‘Popular’ like everybody knows you’re mature.”

Alison gave Denise a puzzled glance. There was that word, mature, again. Denise and Sonia were using it in an odd way, as if it meant “wonderful.”

But Denise seemed to want to get off the subject of Sonia. “So why are we following Marvin Smith to get your kitten? I thought you were going to get it at the cat shelter.”

“No, this is better.” As they weaved their way through the crowd under the line of old maple trees, Alison explained. Marvin had come by the Harritys’ yesterday to see if Maureen, Alison’s older sister, would help him with his cat-sitting business. One of his customers was the Thompsons, who lived just over the hill from Alison and her family.

“I tried to tell him I’d be a better cat-sitter than Maureen, because she didn’t even take care of the gerbil she used to have,” said Alison. “But she wanted the money, and he said I wasn’t old enough.”

“Probably he likes Maureen.” Denise smiled.

Alison looked at her friend in surprise. She’d thought it was just a case of eighth graders sticking together against a fifth grader, but maybe Denise was right. “Anyway, then Marvin found out I wanted a striped kitten, and he said there was a stray hanging around the Thompsons’ and Mrs. Thompson wanted to find a home for it. So . . .” She grinned at Denise. “Kitten, here I come!”

The girls had reached a corner where five streets came together in a cluster of stores. Denise stopped in front of the 7-Eleven, took off her glasses, wiped the drizzle from them with a tissue, and put them back on. “Hey, there is a new Weekly Informer! I wish I’d brought more money.”

“Never mind, we can come back tomorrow. We have to keep going now.” But Alison couldn’t resist leaning against the window to read a headline on one of the stacks of papers inside. ALIEN PLANT MUNCHES MAILMAN. Oh, boy, this was going to be good.

As they hurried on across the street and up Chestnut Hill Road, Denise said, “I’ve got dibs on FORMER MISS AMERICA’S SEARING SECRET.”

Alison glanced at Denise, smiling. “Fine.” She and Denise always picked different articles at their secret-reading club meetings. Last time Denise had wanted AMAZED MOM HAS GORILLA TWINS, and Alison had chosen PHOTOS PROVE WWII FIGHTER PLANE ON MOON. It was probably just as well that she and Denise liked different kinds of stories, so they didn’t argue over who got to read them first.

“So, what are you going to call your kitten?” asked Denise. “How about Marmalade? That’s a good name for an orange-striped kitten.”

“No, I’ve already got the names picked out,” said Alison firmly. “Tiger Lily if it’s a girl, and Rusty if it’s a boy.” But she frowned a little, wondering if this kitten was going to match the picture on Denise’s notepaper, a cute little orange tiger kitten sniffing a flower. Marvin hadn’t actually said the kitten was orange. He’d just said it was striped.

Well, it must be orange. This kitten waiting for Alison at the Thompsons’ had to be the perfect kitten for her. Why else would it turn up like that, just when she was supposed to get her kitten?

Hiking up the steep curves of Chestnut Hill Road, the girls fell silent to save their breath. They passed Alison’s house, then trudged over the hill under the dripping chestnut trees. Finally, there was the Thompsons’ mailbox.

“There’s Marvin and Maureen, just going in now.” Alison nodded toward the front door. Marvin had to show Maureen where the cat food and other stuff was so she could start cat-sitting tomorrow, Alison supposed.

“Where are you going?” asked Denise as Alison started across the wet lawn. “Isn’t the kitten in the house?”

“No.” Alison stepped through the row of peonies separating the front yard from the back. “Marvin said Mrs. Thompson couldn’t let it inside, because her cat hates other cats.”

“So it has to live outside?” asked Denise indignantly. “Poor little Tiger Lily!”

The girls stopped beside an upside-down wading pool and gazed around the backyard. The lawn, bordered by a half circle of horse-chestnut trees, was empty.

“I don’t see any kitten,” said Denise, wiping the mist off her glasses again. “Unless it’s hiding under the pool.”

They stooped to peer under the wading pool, propped up on one side by a sand bucket. Nothing except a rubber ducky and a couple of toy boats.

But what was that meow coming from the edge of the yard? Alison stood up and squinted toward the trees. “Look, a white cat in the weeds.”

Denise squinted, too, at the tall weeds on the other side of the trees. “There’s something white. But that couldn’t be Tiger Lily.”

Alison heard the sliding door at the back of the house and turned to see Marvin leaning out. His forehead was drawn together in a frown. Marvin certainly looked like a monkey, thought Alison, although he was the smartest kid in the intermediate school.

“Hey, where’s the kitten you—” began Alison.

But Marvin, not listening, pointed past Alison. “There she is, the Thompsons’ cat! Grab her!”

Alison whirled to see the white cat streaking across the lawn toward the wading pool on long, flashing legs. After it charged a snarling black mop-like creature with a pushed-in face. Then the small white cat ducked under the wading pool and vanished.

“Come here, Black Beauty!” Marvin scooped up the black Persian cat just as it tried to follow the white cat under the wading pool. “Gotcha. Whew! The Thompsons’ housecleaner must have let her out,” he added.

The white cat cautiously poked its head out as far as the collar around its scrawny neck, peering up at Alison and the rest with wide yellow eyes. It was only half as big as the black cat, thought Alison, but it seemed determined not to be scared away.

Maureen had followed Marvin out of the house. “Nice kitty,” she said to the Persian, patting it gingerly. Then, as Black Beauty hissed down at the pink nose showing under the wading pool, Maureen jumped back.

The white cat jerked its head back into the cave of the upside-down pool.

Marvin gave Black Beauty a little shake. “Behave, you.” Black Beauty only stared and twitched her feathery tail.

“So, you going to take the kitten?” Marvin said to Alison.

“Kitten? What kitten?”

“The one under the pool,” answered Marvin. He sounded impatient. “Sharkey. What kitten did you think I meant?”

2. Sharkey
“Kitten!” Alison could hardly speak. “That’s not a kitten. It’s a regular cat.”

“Yeah,” Denise chimed in, “and it’s not orange-striped, either, like you told Alison.”

“Its tail is striped,” said Maureen reasonably. She pointed to the gray-and-black-striped tail tip now poking out from under the wading pool.

“And he couldn’t be more than a few months old,” said Marvin. “So all right, maybe Sharkey’s more like a teenaged cat than a kitten.” He grinned. “Well, maybe a sixth-grade cat.”

Alison didn’t think Marvin’s remark was funny. “I can’t believe you told me there was a kitten here.” Something else struck her, and she felt a fresh wave of anger. “He isn’t even a stray, either. Wasn’t that a collar I saw on him? And you called him Sharkey.”

“Yeah,” said Denise. “Strays don’t have names.”

Marvin frowned at Alison, as if a fifth grader had no right to question an eighth grader. “Look, argue with Mrs. Thompson, not me. She’s the one who said he was a stray. She said she called the vet and the cat shelter and put up a notice on the A&P bulletin board and asked all the neighbors, and nobody knows anything about this cat—kitten, I mean. And she’s been feeding him for a week, so she’s probably the one who put the flea collar on him.”

Tucking Black Beauty under his arm, Marvin turned toward the house, then back again. “Her little kid named him Sharkey, don’t ask me why. And I never said he was orange.”

“And nobody’s making you take him,” added Maureen over her shoulder, following Marvin, “so don’t have a fit.”

“We should go,” Denise told Alison. “This isn’t the mascot we wanted for the club. It isn’t even a girl cat.”

Alison didn’t want to go. She wanted to make Marvin apologize for giving her the completely wrong idea. And she wanted to let her sister know what she thought of her remarks about something that was none of her business. But the two eighth graders were already disappearing into the house, the sliding door shutting behind them.

Denise sighed loudly. “What a waste of time for me to walk all the way over here. And it’s starting to sprinkle again.” She pointed to new drops on her glasses.

“So? We’re wearing slickers,” said Alison absently. Something had caught her eye: a pink nose poking out from under the wading pool again. A pink nose, white whiskers, and now yellow eyes gazing up at her. “Hi, Sharkey,” she said.

Sharkey stayed in the pool-cave, but his pink mouth opened. Rowr?
Alison felt a pang. Such a desperate, pleading question the cat seemed to be asking her. Choose me? And she’d come here to choose her cat. Only this wasn’t the cat she’d planned on.

Still, Alison didn’t want him to think she was mean. Stooping beside the bucket that propped up the wading pool, she held out her hand. “It’s okay, Sharkey. Poor little kitty.”

The cat rubbed his whiskers hard against her fingertips, and Alison felt another pang. She’d come here to get her kitten without a thought about how the kitten might feel, as if it were no more than a stuffed animal. That was what the cute orange kitten of her dreams seemed like now, a stuffed windup toy. But Sharkey, looking into her eyes and speaking to her, was as real as Denise.

“Hey.” Denise stooped, too, to frown at Alison. “What are you doing? We can’t use this cat for a mascot. You should pick out an orange kitten at the Humane Society shelter, like you were going to.”

Alison hardly heard Denise, she was watching Sharkey so intently. His yellow eyes were fixed on her. He crept forward an inch or two, so that his gray ears and the top of his gray-striped head showed. Alison rubbed behind his ears. I shouldn’t get his hopes up, she thought. He’ll get the impression I’m going to take him home.

Denise sighed again. “All right, so he likes you. Now can we go?”

“Poor Sharkey,” said Alison, scratching under his chin. The cat’s eyes shut with pleasure, and he crept forward another inch or so.

“Sharkey!” exclaimed Denise. “What kind of a name is that? And look at those long, skinny legs,” she went on as he slunk out from under the wading pool and started arching his back against Alison’s hands. “And he’s a dirty white. And that striped tail, sort of tacked on.”

Sharkey did look odd—as if someone had set out to make a gray tiger cat, beginning with the top of the head, but then had switched and started the stripes at the other end, the tail. In the middle, the cat-maker had run out of stripes and just left the rest of him blank.

The young cat walked around and around Alison, purring and rubbing against her. “It’s not his fault he’s dirty,” she told Denise. “He had to live outside.” She knelt on the grass, ignoring the damp seeping through her jeans, and put her arms around the cat. “And he’s thin because he doesn’t get enough to eat. Oh!”

Sharkey had put both front paws on Alison’s knees. He hesitated, gazing into her face, then crept onto her lap.

“Look!” Alison exclaimed softly. In all the months she’d looked forward to choosing a kitten, she’d never thought that one might choose her. Now Alison felt as if she was just the kind of person Sharkey had hoped would turn up all that time he had been sneaking around in the weeds at the Thompsons’, hungry and dirty and lonely.

“Alison,” said Denise sharply. “You’re making him think you’re going to take him home. And that would be a big mistake.” 

But Alison hardly heard. She looked down at the cat on her lap, and he gazed back at her with half-closed eyes. A wave of tenderness washed through her. This is what it means, she thought, when they say “Her heart melted.”

Alison ran her hands over the cat’s bony shoulders and back. She felt comfortable and safe, as if she, instead of the cat, were the one being petted.

“Why did you tell me to come along and help if you aren’t going to listen to anything I say?” Denise burst out.  “There’re other things I could do with my time, you know.”

Alison looked up at her friend in surprise. Denise’s face was red. “Why are you getting so mad?” asked Alison.

“Because you made me leave the parade in a big rush. Because we had the perfect kind of kitten all planned. And now you’re acting like you’re under a spell or something. Can’t you see that’s not a kitten?”

Alison bent her head over the cat on her lap, and he reached one long white paw up to her chin. He was purring so hard that his ribs quivered. “What’s the big difference how old he is?” she said.

Denise jumped up, her hands on her hips. “You really should give the Candy Club a chance to vote on this.”

“The Candy Club?” Alison almost laughed. “The club is just you and me meeting for secret readings, except once in a while we do something with Karen. No one else is in it anymore. And besides, it’s my cat to pick out.”

“This is the last straw.” Denise jerked the hood of her slicker up over her head. “If you aren’t going to listen to anything I say, I’m going home.”

“Oh, don’t be such a . . .” Alison let her voice trail off. Denise, standing with her hands jammed into her slicker pockets, looked hurt. After all, Denise had a point—she’d come over to help Alison pick out a kitten. She’d hurried all the way from the parade for nothing, in her view. And Alison didn’t want to fight.

“Listen, don’t get mad,” called Alison as Denise stalked off. “Let’s meet tomorrow at the 7-Eleven, okay?”

Denise stopped and turned around. She had the funny expression on her face that meant she was sure she was in the right, but she didn’t really want to fight, either. “Okay,” she said with a grudging smile. “Tomorrow morning? No, wait—jazz dancing starts tomorrow at eleven. Let’s meet tomorrow afternoon, and then take the paper to your house for the meeting.”

“Okay, but right after lunch—one o’clock,” said Alison. “I have intermediate chess at three.”

Denise nodded. “I’ll see you at one.”

3. Love at First Bite
As Denise disappeared around the corner of the house, Alison gazed down at the white cat. Her stomach seemed to float, as if she’d jumped off the high board at the town pool. For better or worse, she’d chosen her cat: a dirty half-grown white stray. Sharkey.

Rrr? Sharkey stretched a paw up to get her attention. His eyes shut as she stroked him, and she could feel the motor of his purr through her slicker.

“Let’s go home,” she said. Picking up the cat and holding him against her shoulder, she got carefully to her feet.

At first Alison walked gingerly, afraid the cat might try to jump out of her arms. She wished she’d brought a carton to carry him in. But Sharkey lay limply in the crook of her arm, nuzzling into her shoulder now and then. Drops of mist sprinkled the gray-striped fur that covered his head like a cap.

Carrying the cat along the curving road, under quietly dripping trees, Alison held him a little tighter. She felt that she was turning a corner in her life, a corner she hadn’t expected. She’d been thinking of this summer as a straight, easy road two months long, with the big corner waiting in September: the beginning of intermediate school. She’d thought it would be a lot of fun to have her own cat, but she hadn’t expected it to seem so important.

“We’re almost home, Sharkey,” she told him as they came over the top of the hill. “There’s our house.”

In the family room Alison’s father was lying on the sofa while Alison’s mother gave him a back rub. Maureen was in the kitchen, poking in the refrigerator.

“Here’s my cat, Sharkey,” said Alison loudly, setting him down in front of the sofa. She was surprised to see how small he looked on the carpet, since he’d felt so large in her arms.

Dad’s eyebrows shot up.

“Your cat?” asked Mom.

Maureen, strolling out of the kitchen, gave a snort of disbelief. “You really did bring that funny stray home? Why?”

The white cat stared up at the humans surrounding him. He shrank down against the carpet. His gray ears folded back, and his striped tail sank almost to the floor.

“You’re scaring him,” said Alison, kneeling on the carpet. “Get back, Maureen.”

At the sound of her voice Sharkey turned and gazed into her face. His wide-staring eyes softened, his eyelids drooped meltingly. Rrr?
“It’s okay, Sharkey,” she said.

With swift, low-to-the-ground steps Sharkey crept onto Alison’s knees, nestling inside her open slicker.

“Look at that,” remarked Mr. Harrity. “Love at first bite.”

“Just a minute, Alison,” said her mother. She looked dismayed. “What gave you the idea it was all right to bring this cat home? I’m sure he belongs to someone—look, he has a collar.”

“No, he doesn’t belong to anyone.” Maureen spoke up, helpful for once. “Mrs. Thompson told Marvin this cat’s been hanging around her house for a week, and she really tried to find the owners and couldn’t.”

“She probably put the collar on herself,” added Alison.

“Oh.” Mrs. Harrity looked disappointed. “Well then, Alison, what gave you the idea it was all right to bring home any cat? I thought what we agreed was that you could get a kitten, if you still wanted one, after I finish writing my thesis.”

“Wrong,” said Alison cheerfully. “You said I could get my kitten any time from the Fourth of July on. We put it in writing and we both signed it. Want to see?” Setting Sharkey back on the carpet, she pulled a folded piece of paper out of her slicker pocket.

“Never mind. All right.” Mrs. Harrity looked even more dismayed. “I remember now.”

Alison’s father laughed. “Good for you, Alison. You pinned her down this time.”

Alison’s mother gave him an unwilling smile. “Easy for you to say, Frank. You go off to work, but I’m right here”—she pointed downward, in the direction of her basement office—“with the cat meowing at the door. Remember how we let Maureen get a gerbil when she was Alison’s age, and I ended up feeding it and cleaning the cage?”

“She wasn’t my age,” said Alison indignantly. “She was nine. And I’m not Maureen.”

Maureen stared haughtily at her mother, as if she had been accused of still sucking her thumb. “I can’t believe you’re blaming me for something that happened when I was nine.”

Alison thought that Maureen would do exactly the same thing if she had a gerbil now, but she didn’t want to get into that argument. She had already won the argument she really cared about, she thought, kneeling on the carpet so that Sharkey could climb onto her lap again. She stroked his back and felt the Thrum, thrum of his purring.

“Sharkey’s a weird name,” said Maureen. “Why don’t you name him something else?”

“But look at his sharp teeth,” said Mrs. Harrity, pointing as the cat’s pink mouth stretched open in a yawn.

“Of course! And he’s white, like the great white shark,” said Mr. Harrity with a grin.

“He’s Sharkey, that’s all,” said Alison. Somehow she couldn’t imagine calling him anything else.

“He’s not very white,” said her mother. “If you’re going to keep him, I hope you’ll give him a bath, Alison.”

Alison didn’t think Sharkey would like a real bath, but she got a damp washcloth and wiped him down. He purred the whole time, rolling over on his back so that she could wipe his belly. But the wiping took quite a while, because the cat kept grabbing the flapping washcloth and tugging it out of her hands.

After Sharkey was three shades whiter and purring quietly on her lap, Alison took a good look at his collar. It was made of something like clear flexible plastic, about as wide as a book-bag strap and as thick as a French fry. Marvin had called it a flea collar, but now she wondered.

The strange thing about the collar was that it didn’t have a buckle. Alison turned it around and around, looking for one. How had it gotten over his head in the first place? And if it was a flea collar, why would it have those complicated designs—faint, but Alison could see them—embedded in the clear, thick ring?

Wiggling out of her hands, Sharkey kicked at his collar with a hind paw. He snarled and tried to snap at it, but he couldn’t reach. Then he turned to face her. Meow!
“I’m sorry,” said Alison. “I can’t get it off. But how about some dinner?” Leading him to the refrigerator, she took one of the stuffed eggs intended for the Fourth of July cookout tonight at the neighbors’ and chopped it up. She’d have Mom buy some regular cat food tomorrow.

Alison watched the way Sharkey ate, crouching over his dish, snapping and gulping without using his paws. Cats were so different from humans. They were so different, it was amazing they could be friends. Amazing they could understand each other the way she and Sharkey had, right away.

As Sharkey was licking his saucer clean, Alison’s mother came into the kitchen and started pulling dishes out of the refrigerator. “Time to go to the cookout, Alison. Put on a clean pair of jeans, all right?”

“I can’t leave Sharkey now,” exclaimed Alison. “He’ll be lonely.”

“Put him in your room,” suggested Dad, helping himself to a stuffed egg. “Sharkey’ll feel at home there, because it smells like you.”

Of course Maureen snickered at the mention of Alison’s room smelling, but Alison thought her father might be right. She carried Sharkey into her room and let him sniff around while she changed her jeans and wrote in her diary. She didn’t write in it every day, just when something important happened.

July 4

Dear Diary,

I got my new cat! It was like fate. And I can understand everything he tries to tell me.
Alison paused, imagining a Weekly Informer headline for her and Sharkey: FREAK OF FATE UNITES GAL WITH KITTY.

There was a light thud as Sharkey landed on the bed beside her. She stroked his back, but he was staring past her at something, twitching his tail. Alison turned to see that he was looking at the stuffed animals on her pillow.

“What do you think, Sharkey? Here’s your friend, Curious George.” Alison picked up the stuffed monkey’s arm and made him wave at Sharkey.

Sharkey leaped sideways high in the air, coming down with all four legs on Curious George. Alison yelped and jerked her hand away.

“Alison, you coming?” her mother called from the hall. “You carry the pasta salad, all right?”

“Coming!” Alison started to lock the strap that fastened the diary shut. Then she remembered that Maureen had an uncanny way of finding the diary and its key, no matter where Alison hid them. She added a P.S.:

Sharkey is thin but MAUREEN needs to go on a diet.
Alison didn’t really think Maureen needed to go on a diet, but she knew that Maureen and her friends worried and talked all the time about whether they did or didn’t. Smiling to herself, she pushed the diary under the mattress and replaced the key on top of the door frame.

Then she tiptoed out of the room, leaving Sharkey rolling around on the pillow, clutching Curious George.

4. The Mysterious Collar
The next morning, the clouds had cleared and it was warm again. Sharkey, stretched across the foot of Alison’s bed, gleamed white in a beam of sunlight. A good day to take him to get his shots, thought Alison as she pulled on her shorts and T-shirt.

Mrs. Harrity wasn’t happy about leaving her desk to drive Alison and Sharkey to the vet’s, but she admitted it had to be done. At the animal hospital, the vet agreed. “You’re smart to protect a nice cat like this,” he said as he gave Sharkey his shots. “A little thin, but he’ll plump up.”

Then the vet fingered the collar around the cat’s neck. “Did you put this flea collar on him?” he asked with a frown. “No? Well, let’s get rid of it. You should buy him the kind of collar that pulls right off if it catches on a branch or something.”

An image of Sharkey choking flashed in Alison’s mind, and she felt sick. “But that collar doesn’t have any buckle,” she said anxiously.

The vet frowned even more as he turned the clear ring around and around, looking for an end. Sharkey kicked at the collar with his hind foot, as if he were trying to help. Finally the vet shrugged and picked up his scissors. “We’ll cut it off, then.”

But the vet didn’t cut the strange collar off Sharkey’s neck. He couldn’t, although he squeezed the scissor handles until veins bulged in his arm. Sharkey, crouching on the examining table, meowed at being held still so long.

“It’s OK, Sharkey. Good boy,” said Alison.

“That collar looks like plastic, but it sure doesn’t cut like plastic.” The vet put his scissors down with a shrug. “Well, I guess he’ll be all right with it on. It’s not too tight. But you’d better get an ID tag for that collar, a tag with your name and address. You don’t want your new cat to get lost.”

Sharkey, get lost? Alison felt another wave of anxiety. She hadn't even thought of all the things that might happen to him.

Ordering an ID tag meant another stop, the pet store. “One thing leads to another,” grumbled Alison’s mother. But as Alison pointed out, they had to stock up on cat food anyway.

Climbing back into the car outside the pet store, Alison felt satisfied. She was doing all the right things to take care of her cat.

But then she looked down at the cardboard cat carrier they’d bought at the vet’s and noticed one of Sharkey’s white toes, with its pink pad, poking through an air hole. There was something so cute and helpless about that toe . . . . The anxious feeling crept over her again. “What if Sharkey gets lost while I’m waiting for the tag to come?”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” said her mother. “Nothing’s going to happen to him in just a couple of days.”

In fact, a short while later Alison had forgotten all about this worry. Maureen was sick in bed, and Alison got to cat-sit for the Thompsons instead. What luck! she thought, bouncing up the street from her house.

It was all right to be glad Maureen was sick, Alison told herself, because it was just a touch of the flu. And it wasn’t as if Maureen were missing anything important. Maureen didn’t care about cat-sitting, except for making money.

When Alison had called Marvin to break the news and suggest she could feed the Thompsons’ cat, he’d been doubtful. “No, I’d better call someone else. The Thompsons think an eighth grader is taking care of their cat, so—” He had stopped, groaning. “I don’t have time. I have to leave to meet Professor Youngman at the lab.” So now Alison was skipping over the hill toward the Thompsons’ house, swinging their house key from its loop of string.

In the stuffy, lukewarm air of the Thompsons’ shut-up house, Alison didn’t see the black Persian cat. She checked the living room and dining room, calling, “Here, kitty, kitty.”

Then she spotted the cat in the kitchen. Black Beauty was crouching on top of the toaster oven, under a cupboard. The fluffy black cat stared past Alison with wide pupils, her tongue sticking out a little and her ears and whiskers twitching in different directions.

Alison gasped. “What’s the matter, Black Beauty?” She put her hand out, then pulled it back. Was the cat being electrocuted by the toaster oven? She thought she saw something sparkling in the deep black ruff around the cat’s neck.

Now Black Beauty’s face had stopped twitching, but her shoulders gave a single jerk. Her ears folded back and she growled, staring into space. Maybe the toaster oven had nothing to do with it, Alison thought. The sparkling was probably one of those jeweled collars they sold in the pet store.

Was the cat having some kind of fit? Alison wondered if, as cat-sitter, she would have to take Black Beauty to the vet’s.

Then Black Beauty gave a low yowl and shook herself all over. Crawling out from under the cupboard, she sniffed Alison’s hand daintily.

“Are you okay? Nice Black Beauty. Pretty kitty.” Alison started to rub behind the cat’s ears, but Black Beauty jumped down to the floor. Looking from her food dish to Alison, she meowed.

“Okay, I get it,” said Alison. The stack of cat food cans was on the counter, just where Marvin had said it would be. Alison selected a can of Princess Kitty Gourmet Choice, chicken á la king flavor, and pulled the lid off by the ring.

Black Beauty meowed and meowed until Alison had spooned the food into her dish.

“There you go,” said Alison, smoothing the cat’s silky fur as she began to eat.

But the minute Alison lifted her hand, Black Beauty stopped eating and meowed again. “You want me to pet you while you’re eating?” Alison could hardly believe this; she wouldn’t have wanted it herself. But the black Persian refused to eat unless Alison kept stroking her.

“You just want attention,” said Alison, but she didn’t mind. After all, Black Beauty had the loveliest soft fur. Especially the long ruff around her neck, Alison thought, as she sank her fingers into it.

But just a minute. There was something firm and slick under Black Beauty’s ruff. Some kind of strap—a collar. Pushing back the silky black fur, Alison expected to see a rhinestone collar. It was a collar, but not one with rhinestones. Just a plain band of clear plastic.

Or was it plain? The light in the corner of the kitchen was dim, and Alison bent over the cat to see. There were curlicues and swirls embedded in the collar. And when Alison turned it around, she was not really surprised to find that it had no buckle.

The collar was exactly like Sharkey’s.

For a moment Alison was afraid, and the emptiness of the Thompsons’ house suddenly seemed creepy. Then she shook her head, annoyed at herself. Why should she think there was anything mysterious about the collars just because she hadn’t noticed this kind before? Probably if she went back to the pet store, she’d see them hanging on the rack, right next to the jeweled ones.

Besides, there was something to be glad about. If Sharkey and Black Beauty had the same kind of collar, that meant the Thompsons must have put Sharkey’s collar on him. So when the Thompsons came home, they’d explain how to take it off, and Alison could get him the kind the vet had recommended. Even more important, Alison didn’t have to worry about an owner wanting Sharkey back.

5. The Weekly Informer
As Alison stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the 7-Eleven store, the digital clock on the bank across the street showed one o’clock exactly. Where was Denise? She always got snippy if she had to wait.

To get out of the muggy sunshine, Alison squeezed into the narrow band of shade cast by the roof of the 7-Eleven. It was an uncomfortable way to wait. Besides, she was eager to tell Denise about her cat-sitting job. And if Denise didn’t come right away, they wouldn’t have much time for secret reading before Alison had to leave for chess.

Alison’s mind had drifted from chess class, to the Living Chess game the fifth graders put on last year, to how funny Denise had looked, in white makeup, as the White Queen, when Denise herself appeared on the other side of the street.

Alison wondered if the reason Denise was late had anything to do with the strange way she was walking. Facing forward, but with her body turned sideways and her arms held out, Denise was doing some complicated kind of step. It took her forward along the sidewalk, ending in a kick, and then back again in the same way.

“What’s the matter with you?” Alison shouted across the street, suspecting that Denise knew she was watching her. In fact, Denise seemed to want Alison to watch.

Sure enough, Denise did a few more dance steps before she looked both ways and ran across to the 7-Eleven. “Jazz dancing is so much fun you wouldn’t believe it!” she panted. “It’s too bad you didn’t sign up. The teacher shows you how to really get in touch with your body, so you can make different parts go different ways.”

“Different parts go different ways?” It reminded Alison of the way Black Beauty’s ears and whiskers had twitched. “I’m glad I’m taking chess. It sharpens your mind.”

Denise only gave Alison a pitying look. Alison remembered, with a flash of anger, what Sonia had said about geeks taking chess. With an effort she pulled herself away from the argument she and Denise were sliding into. “Anyway, let’s go buy the Weekly Informer.” She stepped into the air-conditioned cool of the store.

“And candy,” said Denise, following Alison. “Remember, all we have left in the secret hoard is those stale gumdrops.”

“The gumdrops aren’t so bad,” said Alison, who was saving up to pay for Sharkey’s ID tag. She picked up a copy of the Weekly Informer from the top of the stack. There was her story, ALIEN PLANT MUNCHES MAILMAN, with a photograph of a jungly vine draped over a mailbox.

Alison felt a pleasant tickle of horror and excitement. Of course she didn’t really believe that a plant—even an alien plant—had eaten a mailman. But there was something delicious about the way the Weekly Informer told these stories, as if they were absolutely true.

The top story was the one Denise wanted: FORMER MISS AMERICA’S SEARING SECRET. The headline was almost two inches high. The picture beside the headline showed a young woman in a tight sequined dress, shielding her face with one long-nailed hand. Denise, peering over Alison’s shoulder, sighed happily.

“You planning to buy that paper, kids?” The sharp voice of the 7-Eleven clerk made both girls jump. Alison put the Weekly Informer on the counter, and Denise put a dollar bill on top of it. “We’d like that in a bag, please,” Denise told the clerk.

“Uh-huh,” said the woman, dropping the tabloid into a paper bag.

Alison blushed and hurried out of the store ahead of Denise. Did the 7-Eleven clerk guess that the girls carried the Weekly Informer in a bag so no one would know they read it? They’d started asking for a bag after Denise’s mother had taken a Weekly Informer away from Denise, calling it “unsavory reading material.” “Unsavory” seemed to mean shocking or disgusting, but fascinating at the same time.

“Remember, I’ve got dibs on FORMER MISS AMERICA’S SEARING SECRET.” Denise pulled the paper out of the bag and stopped on the curb to read the front-page headlines again. Taking a pink felt pen from her pocket, she marked her choice. 

“Fine,” said Alison, looking over Denise’s shoulder. “I’ve got dibs on ALIEN PLANT—”

Alison stopped short, her eyes resting on the third and smallest headline, MY CAT SOLD OUT TO THE IRS! And a smaller subhead, PSYCHIC EXPERT UNCOVERS IRS PET-NAPPING.

The IRS? For a moment Alison didn’t know what that meant, and then she remembered. Last April, when it was time for Mom and Dad to pay their income taxes, it seemed every other word they said was “I-R-S.” The way they said it, “IRS” sounded like a swear word, but it was just the part of the government you paid income taxes to.

But what could the IRS possibly want with cats? Alison had to find out. “Dibs on MY CAT SOLD OUT TO THE IRS!” she finished.

Denise gave Alison a grown-up little smile, as if to say, I knew you’d pick one like that. She replaced the pink felt pen in her pocket, took out a yellow one, and marked Alison’s headline. “Okay. As long as yours isn’t on the same page as mine.”

“You don’t have to mark our stories,” said Alison. “There’s only two of us, and we’re not going to forget which ones we picked. And what does it matter if they’re on the same page?” she went on as they crossed the street.

“Don’t you remember,” said Denise, “in the Candy Club Rules for Secret Reading, Rule Number 2? ‘Take turns choosing stories to read. If your favorite story is on the same page as someone else’s, you have to give it to them as soon as you finish the story you chose. No fair reading other—”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Alison. Denise had written out twelve rules, neatly spaced, in her careful, tiny handwriting, and they kept them with their stash of secret reading in Alison’s room. But Alison had never read the rules all the way through.

As the girls began the steep, winding walk up Chestnut Hill Road, Denise spoke in a casual tone. “You know, I’ve been thinking. Maybe we should invite more kids into the club.”

“Why?” asked Alison in surprise. She had thought Denise felt the same way she did—that the club was the most fun with just the two of them.

“Well, we could do more things. More mature activities.”

Alison gave her friend a puzzled glance. “More mature?” There was that word Sonia had used at the parade, and Denise had started using only a couple of days ago. “More mature activities, like what?”

“Oh, maybe like trying different hairstyles and learning how to use hair spray. Or—” Denise looked up into the leafy horse-chestnut trees, as if she were having a splendid vision. “Or like a beauty pageant.”

Alison stared at her friend’s round face, at her glasses and her limp straw-colored hair. “I don’t think they’d let us enter a beauty pageant,” she said finally, as they rounded the last curve before Alison’s driveway.

“Not someone else’s beauty pageant.” Denise smiled patiently. “I mean, we’d do our own. It would help us develop poise and a sense of style.”

“Oh, you mean do it by ourselves without anyone watching.” For a moment, Alison had thought Denise was losing her marbles. She was certainly talking in an odd way.

As Alison opened the side door of her house, she spotted Maureen on the family-room sofa. She motioned to Denise to keep the bag out of sight. Ever since Denise’s mother had discovered her “unsavory” reading material, the girls had done their secret reading at Alison’s house. But Alison didn’t want her family to find the Weekly Informers either. Her parents might not take them away from her, but they’d certainly laugh. Maureen would be the worst—she’d go on teasing for days.

“Hey,” said Alison to her sister, “I thought Mom told you no TV during the day.”

Maureen shrugged. “There’s nothing else to do. I’m not that sick anymore, but she won’t let me have anyone over.”

R-row? It was Sharkey, running into the kitchen. He put his white front paws up on Alison’s knees and lifted his chin to be scratched.

“Maybe he’s not such a bad mascot,” remarked Denise as they hurried through the hall to Alison’s room. She put down the bag and tried to pick the cat up. “Nice kitty.” But Sharkey’s eyes widened in alarm, and he struggled out of Denise’s hands.

“I guess he doesn’t really like to be picked up by anyone but me.” Alison tried to sound apologetic, but secretly she was pleased. “My father went to the store last night and got Sharkey a catnip mouse. Sharkey played with it, but he still wouldn’t let Dad pick him up.”

“The mascot of a club should like everyone in the club,” said Denise. She shut the door of Alison’s room and locked it. “Oh, well. You missed your chance to get that orange kitten. Let’s start.”

