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CHAPTER ONE





Catty Corner was so good at school that she was practically an expert. If there was something to know about Friends Hollow Elementary, Catty knew it.


She knew where the coldest water fountain was and how many flakes to feed the class pet fish, Douglas Snickerdoodle. She knew which swing in the playground swung the highest, and she knew that Fish Taco Tuesday was the best day to eat cafeteria food. She also knew that her teacher, Mr. Grole, liked to listen to classical music during reading time, and that her best friend Bebe was always fashionably late for school, while her other best friend Jo believed that if you weren’t ten minutes early, you were tardy.
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Catty had even mastered Mom and Dad’s big three rules: no hissing, no scratching, no biting. She was the most Zen half-cat, half-girl in all of Friends Hollow. Not even Rufus, the grumpy neighbor cat, could get under her claws.


It did help that she had a very special diary passed down from Granny Tabby to Mom and now to Catty. It was lavender and fuzzy with the words SCRATCH PAD stitched across the front. Not only could Catty take out her feelings and go all cattywampus on the pages inside, but if she ever needed to sink her claws into something, the soft fluffy cover was just right.


It also helped to have friends like Jo and Bebe, who were so different and still totally made sense. It was like salted caramel, or pizza and ranch, or tuna salad and cheese doodles. (Okay, that last combo might be one that only Catty liked.) The girls rode the bus together in the morning, sat together in class, played together at recess, and took the bus home again at the end of the day. They had a routine, and Catty liked routines.


“What is a group of cats called?” Jo asked Catty one Thursday before their afternoon volunteer period with the preschoolers.


“Oh, I’m not sure,” said Catty. Cats didn’t hang out together very often, as far as Catty knew. “I guess a colony?”


“A colony of cats?” said Bebe.


“Maybe we’re a pounce,” Catty said, thinking of her favorite thing to do.


“Me-ow!” Jo said, laughing. “But Catty, we’re not cats!”


Catty snorted. “That’s okay. I won’t hold it against you.”


“Pounce,” Bebe said. “I like the sound of that.”


Jo shrugged. “Then I guess that makes us a pounce!”


When the bell rang, the girls pounced on the opportunity to visit the preschoolers. As third-graders, Catty, Bebe, and Jo were all official Big Kid Helpers for Mrs. Macaw’s preschool class across the hall.


Catty liked helping the preschoolers, even though sometimes they forgot not to tug on her tail or not to shout in her extra-sensitive ears.


Just as the girls were about to knock, Mrs. Macaw’s door swung open.


There stood one of their favorite preschoolers, Sandy, and she was in tears. “Catty! Bebe! Jo!” She hiccupped. “Something terrible has happened!”


Catty was worried, but then again, preschoolers could be so dramatic. Maybe someone used Sandy’s favorite crayon or wore a shirt that was “too purple.”


But it wasn’t anything so simple.


“It’s … it’s … !” Sandy gasped.


“It’s okay, Sandy,” said Catty. “Sometimes when I’m about to go cattywampus, I take three deep breaths to calm down. We can do it together. Ready? One—”
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“It’s our macaroniiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!” Sandy moaned and collapsed into Catty’s arms.


“Mac Aroney? Never heard of him!” said Jo with a chuckle.


“Is this a culinary emergency, Sandy?” asked Bebe, whose mother was a chef and owned a local restaurant, Penne a la Wanda.


“No, it’s our macaroni sculptures!” said Sandy. “They’re ruined!”


Every year, with the help of their Big Kid Helpers, the preschoolers made macaroni sculptures for their parents. And this year, the sculptures had taken a lot of time and a lot of patience … especially from the Big Kid Helpers. In fact, just the other night, Catty had a nightmare she was being chased by a giant box of ziti …


The girls followed Sandy inside Mrs. Macaw’s classroom—and gasped. Maybe Sandy wasn’t being dramatic. It was a cat-astrophe! Broken macaroni and shredded construction paper were everywhere, along with spilled paint and glitter. Lots of glitter.


Oooh! Shiny! thought Catty, but she quickly composed herself.


“Avert your eyes!” Jo said, covering Sandy’s eyes with her hands. “It’s too horrible!”


“But I’ve already seen it!” said Sandy.


“Oh yeah …” said Jo.


“What happened?” asked Catty.


“We don’t know!” said Sandy. “It was like this when we got here this morning!”


“This is like that time my sister and I made mac and cheese in my mom’s stand mixer,” said Jo. “We turned it on and whoosh! Macaroni wall art! My mom was like—”


Jo kept talking, but Catty tuned her out. The way Jo told stories, you never knew where they were going, and usually neither did Jo. Instead, Catty tried to concentrate on the problem at hand. She listened hard and twitched her ears. There was something funny in the air … and it wasn’t glitter or Jo’s story.


Mrs. Macaw came up to them. She looked frazzled, but that was nothing new.


“Mrs. Macaw, you have macaroni in your hair,” Bebe said helpfully.


“Thank you, Bebe,” sighed Mrs. Macaw. “I’m glad you’re here, girls. It’s been a chaotic morning.”


“Who would ruin all these macaroni sculptures?” Catty couldn’t imagine anyone would be mean enough to wreck them on purpose.


“Could it have been a ghost?” asked Jo.


“Perhaps someone desperately needed to make a casserole,” said Bebe, scratching her chin.


Those were interesting suggestions, but Catty wasn’t so sure. She had something her friends didn’t: a fantastically sensitive kitty nose. And right about then it was working overtime. Catty sniffed. She snuffed. She took three quick snorts and then one long snaaaarf! Hmm. Over the fruity glue sticks and musty well-loved stuffed animals, she sensed … something. Something that didn’t belong. Catty’s nose twitched.


“Whoever it was, they left a funny smell,” she said.


“I don’t care who or what it was,” Sandy wailed. “I’m just too … too … saaAAAAAaaad!”


Sandy fell into Catty’s arms again. “Don’t worry, Sandy,” said Catty. “We’ll help you rebuild your macaroni sculptures. Right, guys?”
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Jo and Bebe nodded. They did everything together, after all. “That’s right!” they said.


“And this time, we won’t even get glue in our hair!” Catty told her.


“You’re the best Big Kid Helpers ever!” said Sandy. “I’m so relieved I could fall down all over again!”


And so, she did.


When Catty finally untangled herself from Sandy, she whispered to her friends, “Something fishy is going on here, and I don’t mean like Bebe’s mom’s seared tuna and squid ink pasta. I think we need to investigate.”


“I’m in!” said Jo.


“Indubitably!” said Bebe.


True to their word, Catty, Jo, and Bebe helped Sandy and the other preschoolers rebuild their macaroni sculptures. Catty only got distracted chasing glitter once or twice (okay, maybe five times), and soon the artwork was almost as good as new.


“Thank you so much, ladies!” Mrs. Macaw said when they were done.


“Mrs. Macaw, you’ve got macaroni stuck to your dress,” said Bebe helpfully.
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