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To my sister, Sarah.

This one’s for you.

(Surprise!)

—E. E.
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“BUTTERBEAN, DON’T MOVE!” WALT PEERED down from her perch on top of the bookshelf. There was an intruder in the apartment, and it was slowly making its way across the living room. Toward Butterbean.

Walt’s eyes widened. “It’s right behind you!”

Butterbean tried not to move. But the words “it’s right behind you” made that impossible. She let out an earsplitting squeal and propelled herself out from under the coffee table and up onto the back of the couch.

“I said DON’T move,” Walt hissed as she watched Butterbean scramble to keep her footing.

“My tail was exposed!” Butterbean wailed. She’d gotten too big to fit under the coffee table anymore, but it was still her go-to hiding spot. “I’m attached to my tail!”

The intruder didn’t seem to have noticed Butterbean or her tail. It passed by the coffee table (right where Butterbean’s tail had been) and hesitated briefly. Then it turned and disappeared into the kitchen.

Walt sighed in relief. “All clear.” She shook her head. “We can’t keep hiding forever. We have to do something.”

“Mrs. Food wouldn’t have brought it here if it was dangerous,” Oscar said from his birdcage. “I think we should confront it. Head on. Be brave.” He puffed up his feathers. Oscar was a mynah bird, so he was already pretty big, but it never hurt to puff up. It was easier to be brave when he looked bigger.

“Easy for you to say,” Walt snorted. “You’re not a cat. You’re safe in your cage.”

“True,” Oscar admitted. “But I’m still not convinced it’s a threat.”

Walt growled in frustration. She’d had plans for the day. Big plans. And those plans hadn’t included hiding out on top of a bookshelf all afternoon. Maybe Oscar was right—Mrs. Food wouldn’t intentionally bring doom on the entire apartment. But everyone makes mistakes, Mrs. Food included. And that thing in the kitchen looked like a big mistake.

“Well, we’ve got to do SOMETHING,” Polo said from the rat cage. “Wallace is coming over later, and I don’t know if one wild rat would be able to win a fight with that thing.”

“Plus he’s technically a GUEST,” Marco said from the food dish. “It’s rude to let your guests get eaten.”

Wallace was their rat friend from the vents (and occasional roommate). He was currently living in Apartment 7C with Mrs. Power Walker. (She didn’t realize that, though.) He spent a lot of time visiting Mrs. Food’s apartment. (She didn’t realize that either.)

“Wallace is pretty strong, though,” Marco said thoughtfully. “He might win. He’s almost as strong as me.”

“Yeah, but the intruder is a lot bigger than Wallace,” Polo said.

“Well, maybe, but we can’t keep hiding forever,” Marco said, throwing up his arms. “We’re virtual PRISONERS.”

“Can’t keep hiding from what?” The white cat stalked out from behind the sofa and sat down in the living room. She was another resident of the Strathmore Building that stopped by Mrs. Food’s apartment periodically, almost always without an invitation. (Mrs. Food didn’t know about that either.)

“CAT! TAKE COVER!” Butterbean yelped from her spot on the couch cushions. “There’s a THING in the apartment!”

The white cat raised an eyebrow. “Really? A thing?” She sniffed. “Ooooh, I’m SOO SCARED.” She didn’t look scared.

“Laugh if you want, but it’ll be back any second,” Walt said.

“It’s like it’s patrolling,” Oscar agreed. “We’re going to confront it when it gets back from the kitchen.”

“The kitchen, huh? I’ll just take a quick peek,” the white cat said, standing up and fluffing her fur.

“NOOO!” Butterbean yelped. “You can’t just—” But the white cat was gone before she even finished the sentence.

“Well, so much for the white cat,” Walt said gloomily. “She’s doomed.”

“It’s too bad. She was a nice cat,” Polo said, sighing.

Marco shot her a skeptical look.

“Okay, she was a cat that didn’t eat us. Better?” Polo said.

“Better,” Marco said. Accuracy was important to him.

Polo put her hands over her ears. “Let me know when the screaming stops.”

The animals all braced themselves. But there was no screaming.

“Do you think it got her?” Marco said after a minute. “Mrs. Food isn’t going to like finding a body in her kitchen.”

“Shh,” Oscar said. “I think it’s coming back.” The animals all turned toward the kitchen, just in time to see the intruder glide into the room. With the white cat on its back.
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“But… How…” Butterbean said, losing her footing and slipping in between two of the cushions.

“You guys are ridiculous,” the white cat said, extending one paw and licking it casually. “You know that, right?”

Butterbean’s eyes widened. “But what did you DO? Did you TAME IT?”

“I didn’t DO anything,” the white cat said. “I didn’t have to, because…”

The door to Mrs. Food’s office opened down the hall.

“HIDE!” Walt screeched.

“Oops.” The white cat’s eyes widened. In one graceful motion, she stood up and jumped off the intruder’s back, ducking quickly behind the sofa.

Mrs. Food appeared in the hallway, took one look at the assembled pets, and laughed. “Look at you. You’re all so silly. I told you! It’s perfectly safe.”

“First we’re ridiculous and now we’re silly,” Oscar said with a sour expression. “Noted.”

“So our safety is a big joke to her,” Walt muttered under her breath.

“I don’t feel like laughing,” Butterbean said, trying to get a better footing on the couch cushions. Apparently they weren’t meant to support a small wiener dog.

“I told you. It’s just a vacuum cleaner!” Mrs. Food said, her hands on her hips. “Look.” She turned to open the door to the hall closet. “It’s just like this one! But smaller.” She moved the coats aside to reveal a heavy push-style vacuum cleaner.

Butterbean squealed again and shrank back, her feet flailing against the cushions. “Is that supposed to make it BETTER? That closet thing is TERRIFYING!”

“So loud,” Marco said solemnly. He was eating a sunflower seed and had his feet up. He was pretty sure there was no way either one of those vacuum cleaners could squeeze into a rat cage.

“Very scary,” Polo agreed from the top of the water bottle. “I’ve never liked it. So much screaming.”

“Although to be fair, the screaming comes from Butterbean and not the vacuum,” Oscar said. He didn’t love the vacuum either, but he didn’t make a big production of it. Not like Butterbean. Butterbean had to be banished to the office whenever it was vacuuming day.

“You’ll get used to it, I promise,” Mrs. Food said. “Before too long, you’ll be thanking your lucky stars that I won it in that raffle. Look, it’s so quiet! So unobtrusive!” The small vacuum cleaner bounced against the stand to Oscar’s cage, almost knocking it over before swiveling and heading off into the dining room.

“Agree to disagree,” Oscar said, clicking his beak doubtfully.

Muffled snickers came from behind the couch.

“Well, it’s much quieter anyway. And that’s a definite improvement. Right, Butterbean?” Mrs. Food shot Butterbean a significant look as she turned and went into the kitchen.

Butterbean tried to look dignified, but the couch cushions were sucking her down fast. “I can’t help the screaming,” she muttered finally as the cushion collapsed under her weight.

The snickers behind the couch got even louder.

“Why are you even here?” Butterbean said grouchily to the white cat. “You’re not supposed to be here when Mrs. Food’s out and about.”

“Oh, I have some news that I think Walt will find particularly interesting.” The white cat poked her head out from behind the couch and winked.

Walt groaned. “Why do I think I’m not going to want to hear this?” she sighed. “Spill it.”

The white cat’s eyes gleamed. “You’ll find out. I just want to be here when you do.”

“Look, cat—” Walt started. But she was interrupted by the sound of the door slamming open. Madison Park, the medium-sized girl who lived with Mrs. Food, hurried inside. (Madison had never learned the art of quiet door opening.)

“Mrs. Fudeker! Guess what?” she said, dumping her book bag onto the floor in a heap. “You’ll never believe it.”

“Here we go,” the white cat said smugly.

“What won’t I believe?” Mrs. Food came out of the kitchen. “Watch out for the new vacuum,” she said as it glided toward Madison.
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“Oh cool, you won? That’s awesome!” The raffle had been the big excitement of the week. Madison had been secretly hoping they’d win the entertainment system, but the robot vacuum was good too. She stepped to the side and watched as the vacuum bumped into her book bag and turned around. “It’s so quiet!”

“Isn’t it?” Mrs. Food said, shooting another pointed look at Butterbean. “Now, what’s your news?”

“The news is, I got a JOB!” Madison folded her arms proudly. “A real one!”

“I thought we were her job,” Butterbean pouted.

“Shh, Butterbean. We’re not a job anymore. Now we’re family,” Oscar said.

“But what—” Mrs. Food started, but Madison interrupted.

“You know that white cat on the fifth floor? The famous one?” Madison said, bobbing up and down on the balls of her feet with excitement.

“I love this kid,” the white cat said from behind the couch.

“Right, the one in the commercials,” Mrs. Food said. “Are you going to be a pet sitter again?”

Madison shook her head. “No, this is way better! I’m going to be a cat wrangler!”

Mrs. Food looked confused.

“It’s a kind of cat assistant,” Madison explained. “You know that supermarket that they’re opening down the street? They’re going to have a big grand opening tomorrow and the white cat is going to make a celebrity appearance. And they hired me to help out! Bob recommended me. Isn’t that great?”

“That’s incredible!” Mrs. Food clapped her hands together. “That’s so nice of Bob. I hope you thanked him.”

“Don’t worry, I did,” Madison said. Bob was the maintenance man in the Strathmore Building. He pretty much ran everything there.

Mrs. Food looked at Madison proudly. “Well, congratulations, you’ll be perfect.”

“You’re doing a supermarket opening?” Oscar said, shooting a look at the couch.

The white cat’s eyes were barely visible in the shadows. They narrowed. “Did you not hear her? It’s a CELEBRITY appearance. I’m the CELEBRITY.”

“Supermarket opening,” Walt snickered. “Well, that’s great for you. You wouldn’t catch me dead at one of those things. But whatever floats your boat.”

“Funny you should say that,” the white cat smirked.

“And I haven’t even told you the best part!” Madison said, bobbing up and down even faster. “It’s not just me they want!”

Mrs. Food looked doubtful. “They want me too? I don’t know, Madison. I’ve got bridge club tomorrow. Besides, I’m not sure I’m up for working a supermarket grand opening.”

Madison laughed. “No, not you! And it’s okay if you say no, but they want to have another cat at the opening. A regular cat.”

“Oh no.” Walt felt like she’d turned to stone.

“Wait, do you mean—” Mrs. Food’s eyes widened.

“That’s right, WALT!” Madison cheered. “She’s going to be a STAR!”
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“OH NO,” WALT GASPED.

“Oh yes.” The white cat’s eyes gleamed from behind the couch.

“Isn’t that GREAT? She’s going to be FAMOUS!” Madison said. “As long as you say it’s okay, that is.”

“No, it is NOT OKAY,” Walt shrieked from the top of the bookshelf. She leaped down from her perch and hurried over to Mrs. Food, meowing loudly and angrily. “You have to say no. SAY NO.”

“Walt! LOOK OUT!” Butterbean squealed as the robot vacuum trundled toward Walt. “THE INTRUDER!”

Walt didn’t even look at it. As it glided into her path, she stomped angrily onto its back and then stepped off again, hardly even realizing she was doing it.

“See, I knew they’d learn to accept the new vacuum!” Mrs. Food said, reaching down and patting Walt on the head.

Walt glanced behind her and noticed the vacuum for the first time. “YEEEK!” She shot straight into the air and attached herself to Madison’s legs.

“Or not,” Madison said. “Maybe not.”

“Well, it’s a start,” Mrs. Food said sadly.

Walt shuddered as she watched the vacuum glide away. Then she detached herself and shook vigorously. She couldn’t believe she’d actually touched that thing. With her FEET. But some things were more important than vacuum intruders. Namely, supermarket appearances. (Besides, she had to admit, seeing the white cat riding the intruder around like she was in a parade made it seem a tiny bit less scary.)

Walt turned her attention back to Mrs. Food. “You have to say no,” Walt said loudly, using her most persuasive yowl. “NO. SAY IT. SAY NO.”

“See, she wants to do it,” Madison said, smiling at Walt. “She’ll be great.”

“NO, I DO NOT,” Walt meowed. Sometimes the language barrier was so frustrating. “DO NOT WANT.”

“But why do they want her? I don’t even feed her Beautiful Buffet Cat Food.” Mrs. Food shook her head.

“Wait, you don’t eat Beautiful Buffet?” The white cat blinked.

“We’re a Feline Feast family.” Butterbean shrugged. “I like the Shrimp Medley best.”

Walt’s head whipped around. “Wait, what?”

“Even though I KNOW IT’S NOT FOR ME,” Butterbean added quickly. Then she lowered her voice. “So good.”

Walt growled under her breath. Butterbean’s food theft would have to wait for later. Walt looked back up at Mrs. Food with her biggest most kittenish eyes and blinked appealingly.

It seemed to work. Mrs. Food picked Walt up and looked at her with a puzzled expression. “She’s cute, I’ll admit. But she’s just a regular cat.”

“I think that’s why? I think it’s because she’s a black cat and she’ll be a pretty contrast,” Madison said with a shrug.

“Oh yes, I can see it. Walt will make the white cat’s fur pop,” Oscar said knowingly. He’d recently started watching a lot of decorating shows on the Television.

“WHAT?” Butterbean gasped. “She’ll do WHAT?”

“Don’t worry, it’s just designer talk,” Polo explained. She’d started watching the decorating shows too. (You know, since they were on anyway.) “She’ll make the white cat’s fur stand out. She’s not really going to POP pop.”

“Okay, but… okay.” Butterbean nodded. She just hoped Polo was right. As irritating as the white cat could be, Butterbean really didn’t want her to pop.

“Just say no,” Walt meowed softly, staring deep into Mrs. Food’s eyes. “Say it. Nooooooo.”

“Well, she does seem to want to do it,” Mrs. Food said, putting Walt back down. “I’m not going to stop her.”

“Oh, thank you!” Madison said, doing a fist pump. “It’s going to be so fun! Walt, you’re going to be terrific.”

“NOOOOOOOOO!” Walt wailed.

“I would like to talk to Bob first, though. And the owners,” Mrs. Food said. “Your aunt would never forgive me if I let anything happen to you.” Madison was living with Mrs. Food while her aunt was deployed overseas.

“We can go now! They were in the lobby when I came up.” Madison grabbed Mrs. Food by the arm and pulled her toward the door. “It’s all totally safe, I swear. Nothing bad will happen.” She gave another cheer as she opened the door. “I’m going to be in show business!”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” the white cat said, slinking out from behind the couch as the door shut behind them. “But everyone has to start somewhere. Even you, Walt.”

Walt glared at her. “Nope, not going to happen.” There was no way she was appearing at any supermarket opening. No. Way.

“What’s not going to happen?” Wallace the rat peered around the edge of the couch. “Is it safe to come out? I heard there was an intruder?”

“Oh puh-leez,” the white cat muttered. “You’re such a bunch of babies. Here, I’ll turn it off.”

She stalked over to the vacuum and hopped onto its back, inspecting the flat surface as she did. Then she leaned heavily on a small button. The vacuum’s lights went out. It stopped dead.

“You killed it?” Marco said, getting up and pressing his face to the glass wall of his cage for a closer look. “Mrs. Food is going to be pretty mad.”

“It’s fine. It’s just asleep,” the white cat said. “Here, I’ll even shove it under a chair. It’s like it never existed. Now,” she said as she strolled over to Walt, looking her up and down as she did. “Let’s see what we have to work with here. We’ll need to fluff up your fur a little. And I don’t know what we’re going to do with those whiskers.”

Walt glared at her. “You’re not going to touch these whiskers, because I’m not doing it. Plain and simple.”

“But Mrs. Food said you were.” Butterbean climbed down off the couch. She wanted to get a good sniff at that intruder while it was asleep. She didn’t know when she’d get another chance.

“It doesn’t matter what Mrs. Food says,” Walt said. “Not if she can’t find me. I’ll go in the vents if I have to.” She smoothed her whiskers protectively. “There’s no way I’m appearing at any supermarket opening. Trust me. It’s not happening.”



“I can’t believe this is happening!” Madison squealed. “Just look at her! You’re such a pretty kitty!” Madison cooed as she held a struggling Walt. Walt had been brushed within an inch of her life and had a huge green satin ribbon tied around her neck.

“It would be easier to see if she’d stop struggling,” Mrs. Food said dryly. “Now, you’re sure you’re okay getting there on your own? You can manage the crate?”
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“It’s only a couple of blocks. I’ll be fine—they just want me there early to help set up,” Madison said, holding Walt close. “You’re going to tape it, right? They said they’re going to be broadcasting live from the store.”

“WHAT?” Walt wailed. “People are going to SEE THIS?”

“Walt’s going to be on TELEVISION!” Butterbean barked. “This so exciting!”

“I’ve got it all set up. And I’ll make sure it’s recording before I come over.” Mrs. Food said, adjusting the ribbon so that it looked even bigger.

“Just don’t forget—you don’t want to miss Walt’s big moment!” Madison said.

“I won’t forget,” Mrs. Food said.

“I can’t believe this.” Walt scowled. She’d found a couple of great hiding spots—one in the back of the closet and one underneath Madison’s bed—but she hadn’t realized Madison was going to be going over early. She hadn’t even had a chance to make a dash for the sofa before Madison had jumped her with the bow. “I’ve never been so humiliated in all my life.”

Polo frowned. “Never? But what about that time when those two con men picked you up by the—”

“OOOH! By the scruff of your neck!” Butterbean sat up abruptly. “I remember that. THE SCRUFF!”

“Don’t remind me,” Walt grumbled.

“Or wait, I know!” Marco piped up. “What about that time we were all in the sink, and you said you didn’t want to get wet, and then Chad—”

“ENOUGH!” Walt yowled.

“That was pretty humiliating, is all I’m saying,” Marco grumbled.

“I can see that this might be upsetting for you…” Oscar said.

“Thank you,” Walt said.

“… but that ribbon really brings out your eyes.”

“It does,” Polo agreed. “It’s very fashionable. Do you want to wear my button too?” Polo always wore one of Madison’s sparkly buttons on a red string around her neck.

“Thank you, but no.” Walt really didn’t want any more things around her neck. All she wanted was for this day to be over.

“I can’t believe we have to stay home,” Butterbean whined, sniffing one of Walt’s dangling feet. “We’re going to miss the whole thing!”

“Butterbean, get down,” Madison said, nudging Butterbean aside gently.

“We’ll watch it on the Television. We’ll be there in spirit,” Oscar said reassuringly.

“BUT IT’S SO EXCITING!” Butterbean was having a hard time containing herself. “We always miss the exciting things!”

“Butterbean!” Madison adjusted her grip on Walt. “Please!”

“Oh, please let us go! Please! Please!” Butterbean jumped toward Walt again, wagging her tail violently and whacking it against a sharp edge on Walt’s crate.

“Pleasepleasepleaseplease,” she whined, wagging furiously.

“Butterbean, no, calm down,” Madison said, trying to push Butterbean down while hanging on to Walt. “Mrs. Fudeker! Help!”

Mrs. Food hurried over and took Walt out of Madison’s arms. “I’ll just put her in the—Madison, is that blood?”

Madison looked around. “Blood? Where?”

Mrs. Food pointed at Butterbean.

Oscar gasped. “Um, Butterbean, you need to—”

Madison crouched down to examine Butterbean, a look of horror crossing her face.

“Oh, PLEA—” Butterbean was getting geared up for a good wail, but she stopped short when she noticed Madison’s face. “What did I do?”

“Butterbean! OH NO!” Madison tried to look at Butterbean’s tail. Butterbean tried to look too, which meant that they were going in circles for a few minutes until Mrs. Food grabbed a firm hold on Butterbean’s collar. Madison knelt down. “She must’ve cut it on the crate.”

Butterbean craned her neck around to look. She had a bright red gash on her tail. “Is that MY blood?” she reached around to sniff. “It doesn’t even HURT!”

Mrs. Food’s eyes widened. “Oh, Madison, your shirt!”

Madison looked down. A bright red streak of blood was spattered across her shirt.

“EW!” She let go of Butterbean and held her shirt out so she could get a better look.

“I’m sorry, Madison!” Butterbean said, wagging her tail enthusiastically as she tried to lick Madison’s face. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” A new streak of red spattered across Madison’s shirt.

“Butterbean, STOP!” Madison squealed, pushing her away. “Stop wagging your tail!”

But Butterbean couldn’t stop. And every time she wagged her tail a new streak of spattered blood appeared on Madison’s shirt. And her face. And the crate.

“EW! That’s so gross! Stop it, Butterbean.” Madison grabbed Butterbean’s tail in an attempt to stop the wagging.

“But it doesn’t even hurt!” Butterbean said in a confused voice.

Mrs. Food dumped Walt unceremoniously into the crate and locked the door. “I’ll get the gauze for her tail. You go change. And YOU…” She pointed at Butterbean. “SIT. STAY.”

Butterbean sat down as Madison ran out of the room. She looked up at Oscar. “I’m injured.”

“You got blood in my crate,” Walt said. “As if this day wasn’t bad enough. Now I look like a serial killer.”

Butterbean opened her mouth.

“And no, not the kitchen kind of cereal,” Walt said.

“I knew that,” Butterbean muttered.

Mrs. Food bustled back in, a roll of stretchy cotton gauze in her hand. “You pick the best times, you know that?” she said, inspecting Butterbean’s tail and then rolling the gauze around it.

“Thank you?” Butterbean said.

Marco climbed up onto the water bottle. “Wow, you got blood EVERYWHERE. How’d you even DO that?”

“Too bad that new intruder doesn’t clean up blood,” Oscar said, examining a spatter of blood on the edge of his food dish. It really did seem to have gotten everywhere.

Madison came in wearing a clean shirt. She also looked like she’d washed her face. “I’ll clean the rest up when I get back,” she said to Mrs. Food. “Is her tail going to be okay?”

Butterbean attempted a consoling wag but Mrs. Food held a firm grip on her tail.

“She’ll be fine. I’ve heard tail wounds tend to bleed a lot. Just go on, you don’t want to be late,” Mrs. Food said.

“Oh great. We’re still going?” Walt said from the depths of the crate. She’d hoped that the tail episode would mean that the whole supermarket nightmare would be canceled. But no such luck.

“Walt, don’t worry,” Oscar called from his perch. (He’d moved down to get as far away from the blood as possible.) “Just follow the white cat’s lead. After all, if she can do it, how hard can it be?” He winked.

Walt tried to smile.

Mrs. Food patted the top of the crate as she held the door open for Madison. “You’ll both be great. Have fun.”

“You’ll be home before you know it,” Oscar called as they left. “It’ll be fine. Trust me.”

Walt nodded silently.

She had no way of knowing just how wrong Oscar was.
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WALT HAD TO ADMIT, SHE was impressed. She’d never seen a supermarket as fancy as the Plucky Hen. (Walt had never actually seen a supermarket, but that was beside the point. She knew fancy when she saw it.)

The white cat was sitting in the center of the store on a table draped in blue velvet. A huge balloon arch stood like a rainbow over the table, ending on each side in an elaborately stacked display of Beautiful Buffet Cat Food. A light blue ribbon was hanging in front of the table between the two sides of the arch. It looked very dramatic for a supermarket.

The white cat’s fur was so white, it was gleaming, and she had a bright blue bow around her neck. (Walt couldn’t help but notice that it did, in fact, make her eyes pop. In a designery way.)

[image: Image]

A ponytailed man in tinted glasses and a vest was brushing the white cat’s tail.

“Hi!” Madison said, giving a little wave as she walked over to the table. “I’m Madison Park.”

“I’m happy for you.” The man kept brushing. He didn’t even look up. (Neither did the white cat.)
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