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Annabel was longing for Christmas. Christmas Eve was a week away and today was the last day of school before the holidays. The children had spent days and days making decorations to put up in the classroom, and there were paper chains looped over the windows and a big tree in the corner by the nature table, which was hung with stars and glittery balls and tinsel in pretty colours.


The best decoration of all was the big picture stuck on the wall above the bookshelves. Everyone had helped to make it and they’d only finished it yesterday. There was a fireplace in the picture, with red and green stocking-shapes hanging off the mantelpiece, ready for Santa Claus to fill with gifts when he’d popped down the chimney. Everyone could see Santa was coming, because there were his black boots, just visible in the background. Each child had chosen something special to make and Mrs Bowen had made sure that every single thing was firmly stuck to the paper. Kevin had cut out some golden stars and you could see them in the window. Parveen had coloured in some paper mince pies and these were glued to a paper plate and arranged by the fire. Some people made ornaments, some made chairs and tables, and others made toys to lie around on the floor in front of the fire.


When the children were choosing what they wanted to do, Annabel’s hand went up first.


“Please, Mrs Bowen, can I paint a picture of a cat?”


Everyone laughed. They all knew that Annabel was cat-mad and she liked ginger cats best of all. She drew them on scraps of rough paper; she used orange paint to put a cat into every single picture; she played cat games with her friends at playtime and they said: “Why don’t you get a real cat?”


Annabel wrinkled her nose. “I keep asking my mum and dad,” she told them. “They say: ‘all in good time’.”


“What does that mean?” Holly wanted to know.


“I don’t know,” said Annabel, “but I think it might mean ‘no’.”


“Of course, Annabel,” said Mrs Bowen. “Let’s make a really splendid cat for the picture. Look at what I’ve got for you.”


Annabel went over to see what Mrs Bowen had found in her box, the one she always called a treasure-chest. This box was full of scraps of shiny satin, soft velvet and glittery gauze. There were balls of wool in sugary colours, ribbons and braid and lace and scarves and sequins in packets and a roll of cotton-woolly white fleece fabric that was going to be very useful at Easter. Mrs Bowen told Annabel, “We’ll have a field up there on the wall in the spring, and you can all make lovely white lambs to go in it. But just for now, we’re Christmassy, aren’t we, Annabel, and we need a cat to sit by the fire and wait for Santa. Look at this.”


“It’s beautiful!” Annabel smiled. She looked at the square of fabric, which was a sandy kind of orange. “I’d love a ginger cat. I’d love a cat that was exactly that colour.”


“Yes, dear. I know how you feel about ginger cats. Let’s cut out the shape and you can stick the whiskers on and put the cat in the right place.”


“Can my cat have a ribbon round its neck?” Annabel wanted to know.


“Of course. You choose the colour.”


Annabel chose a special white Christmassy ribbon that had tiny red holly berries with green leaves on it.


When the cat-shape was ready to stick on to the picture, Annabel added the ribbon, which was now tied in a bow, and glued a few black pipe-cleaners to the cat’s face.


“I’m going to call my cat Fuzzy,” she said.
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“It’s not your cat,” said Kevin. “It’s the class cat.”


“But I made it. And I’m going to take it home with me for Christmas, aren’t I, Mrs Bowen?”


“We’ll see, Annabel. For the moment, we want it in the picture. All your mums and dads will be coming in to see what we’ve made, when we have our carol concert tomorrow.”
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Before the carol concert, Annabel took her mum and dad to see the class picture.


“Look!” she said. “That’s my cat. That’s Fuzzy. Isn’t he sweet? Stroke him. See how furry he is. I wish I could have a real cat just like him.”


“What a lovely picture!” said Annabel’s mum, stroking Fuzzy and then moving on to look at something else. “I think you’re very clever, all of you. And Fuzzy’s really life like, isn’t he?”
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On Christmas Eve, Annabel and her little brother Henry helped their dad to get everything ready for Santa.


“Mince pies!” Annabel told Henry. “Santa loves mince pies.”


Mum had put four on a plate and Annabel placed this near the chimney. “You can’t light a fire in here tonight,” she said to her dad. “Santa’s boots would get singed as he came down the chimney.”


“Righty-oh,” said Dad, pouring a little sherry into a glass and putting it near the mince-pie plate. “He’ll need a sherry, I think, don’t you? After all that riding about in the sleigh that he does.”


“Henry!” Annabel shrieked. “Look, Dad, Henry’s eaten one of Santa’s pies! You’re naughty, Henry. Very, very naughty.”


Henry grinned and Dad said, “Never mind, Annabel. He’s just a bit greedy and he’s only a baby. Don’t look so worried. We’ll get another pie for Santa.”


“I wish I could have brought Fuzzy back from school with me,” Annabel said. “Mrs Bowen said I could have him after the holidays. In the New Year. But I wish he could come to our house for Christmas.”


“Never mind, dear,” Dad said. “It’ll soon be school time again and then you can bring Fuzzy home. He’ll be fine in the classroom till you get back, don’t worry.”


Annabel sighed and decided to think about tomorrow. There would be lots of presents and delicious food and Granny and Grandad were coming for lunch. And the mince-pie plate and the sherry glass looked just right. She was ready for bed now. The quicker she fell asleep, the sooner Christmas morning would be here.
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When Annabel woke up, it was still dark. It must be the middle of the night, she thought, because Henry was still asleep and he always woke up very, very early in the morning. She could hear a noise, coming from downstairs. What was it? It sounded… no, it couldn’t be, could it …? It sounded like a kitten, miaowing. She got out of bed and tiptoed to the top of the stairs. The door to the lounge was closed. The noise was coming from the kitchen. Did she dare go downstairs on her own? The landing light was on, because Henry was scared of the dark. Annabel wasn’t really scared because she was a big girl, but she liked the light on as well.


There was a big, box-like thing on the kitchen floor by the radiator. Annabel came closer; the miaowing noise was definitely coming from it. Could it be? She knew what cat baskets looked like and this was a cat basket, she was quite sure. It was bigger than any other basket she’d ever seen and it had a little window cut out of one side, with wire bars across it. You could see in, though, and Annabel held her breath as she bent down to have a look. When she saw what was in the basket, she cried out, “A ginger kitten! Oh, it’s a real cat!”


She sprang up, wanting to tell someone, but everyone was asleep. What time was it? She went into the hall to look at the big clock and saw that it was nearly five.


“It’s you, is it?” said Mum, leaning over the banister on the landing. “I heard someone walking about. I thought it might be Santa.”


“Mum! There’s a kitten in the kitchen. Have you seen it? Did you bring it? Was it Santa?”


Mum came downstairs and gave Annabel a hug. “No, that was us, I’m afraid. Santa doesn’t do big cat baskets. A thing that size would never fit down the chimney, would it? And cats aren’t all that fond of reindeer. Dad and I had to fetch Fuzzy ourselves. From Mrs Gradwell, down the road. Her cat had a litter of kittens a few weeks ago.”


“Why didn’t you say anything?”


“We wanted it to be a surprise on Christmas Day. Well, that hasn’t quite worked out, but never mind. It’s Christmas Eve.”


“Can I call him Fuzzy?”


“What do you think? Dad and I have been calling him that ever since we saw your lovely cat in the classroom picture.”


“I love him,” Annabel said. The miaowing had stopped. “He’s asleep, I think.” She went over to the basket to check. “Yes, he’s all curled up. He’s so lovely.”


“I’m glad you like him,” Mum said. “Now how about coming upstairs for a bit more sleep yourself?”


They left the kitchen together. Annabel knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep, but she didn’t mind. She decided to lie in bed and think about Fuzzy and all the fun they were going to have together.
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