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EARLY ON A rainy morning, Hank and Susan came over the hill at Overhill Farm to the old hay barn. High up in the wall of the barn loft were holes where pigeons used to fly in and out. Susan was looking up at those pigeonholes as she called, “Kit-kit-kit-kit-kittywings! Catwings! Breakfast!”

Out of a pigeonhole peeped—not a beak—but a cinnamon nose—

two round yellow eyes—

two white front paws—

and then—whooosh!—out flew a cat. A cat with wings. A tabby cat with tabby wings.

The first one out was Thelma, always an early riser. Then came Roger, then (from a different pigeonhole) little Harriet, and finally James. He flew slower than the others, because his left wing had been hurt once by an angry owl, but he joined them in their flying games, tumbling in the air all round the barn and driving the woodpeckers in the oak trees crazy. Then all at once all four cats came plummeting and loop the looping down with hungry mews and happy meows to breakfast.
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Hank liked to toss kibbles in the air and watch Roger catch them, and Roger liked to catch them. Susan liked to hold kibbles in her hand while James ate them, tickling her fingers with his whiskers and purring loudly. Thelma and Harriet took their breakfast seriously, preferring not to play games with it.

So the children and the cats were all there that rainy morning in the old barn, when Hank said to his sister, “You know, I think Mother saw Roger yesterday. He was above the hill, in sight of the house.”

“I think she saw them ages ago. She won’t tell anybody!” Susan said, scratching Thelma’s chin.

From the moment they discovered the flying tabbies, the children had known that they must keep them a secret. They feared people would want to put them in cages, in circuses or pet shows or laboratories, to make money by owning them or selling them.

“Of course Mother wouldn’t tell!” Hank said. “But I’m glad nobody ever comes around this old barn.”

“I think they understand about staying hidden,” Susan said, tickling Harriet’s fat little stomach. “After all, they were hiding in the woods when we found them. They were wild.”

What Susan and her brother did not know was that the winged cats had not been born in the woods near Overhill Farm. They had come there from a long way off. They had been born in the city, under a dumpster in an alley, a wilder place than any woods.

After the children had left to catch the school bus, Thelma said, “I wonder how our mother is! I think about her every day.”

“I still miss her,” Roger said.

“I do too,” said James.

“Let’s go back and see her!” said Harriet.

“Oh, no,” Roger said seriously. “Too many people in the city—it’s dangerous. Mother told us to use our wings to escape, and we did. We should stay where we’re safe.”

“Mother would be so pleased,” Harriet argued, and James said, “We could just make a flying visit!”

Thelma shook her head. She agreed with Roger. When the other two went on talking about it, she said, “It might be a hard flight for you, James.”
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“But I’m hardly hurt at all now,” James replied, waving both his wings gracefully in proof. “And we weren’t much more than kittens when we flew all that way before. I’d like to see the old alley just one more time!”

“Remember the lovely smelly sardine cans in the garbage?” Harriet said.

“Remember how you flew up and scared that huge dog?” James said.

So James and Harriet made up their minds to go visit their mother, Mrs. Jane Tabby, in the city. Thelma and Roger chose to stay home with their friends Susan and Hank. “Think how sad the children would be,” said Roger, “if they came tomorrow and we were all gone!”

And indeed the children were worried when they came to the old barn next morning and found two of the flying tabbies missing. They called and called for them. Roger and Thelma purred twice as much as usual, but could not explain where their brother and sister had gone. So all of them there in the old barn were anxious, thinking about Harriet and James, and wondering, “Where are they now? Will they come back safe?”
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