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Sparrow. Sparrow! SPARROW!

That was how the sirens sounded. First far away, like someone whispering. Then getting closer. Louder. Like someone scolding: Sparrow. Sparrow! SPARROW! Your fault. Your fault! YOUR FAULT!

Sparrow knelt beside Mrs. LaRose. The sound of the sirens was so much bigger than everything else.

Everything else was this: Mrs. LaRose on the green grass. Under the blue sky. And a white cat, bumping its head against the old lady’s hand, asking to be petted.

Mrs. LaRose was trying to say something, but Sparrow couldn’t hear because the sirens were so crazy loud. See? See? See? See what happens when you get carried away?

Now the ambulance came screeching down the street, with a fire truck right behind it, red lights flashing. They pulled up in front of the house, and the sirens finally stopped. In the silence Sparrow heard Mrs. LaRose.

“My cats,” she said.

“Don’t worry about the cats,” said Sparrow. “I’ll take care of them. I promise.”

She didn’t know what “them” meant, exactly. Mrs. LaRose had a lot of cats. But some were shy and hid whenever Sparrow came by. And some were outside cats that weren’t always around. She did know that no matter how many cats Mrs. LaRose had, she’d take care of them. For one thing, she had promised.

And for another thing, this was all her fault.
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Alone, Sparrow sat on the grass, next to the spot where Mrs. LaRose had lain. Poor Mrs. LaRose! What if she wasn’t okay? What if… Sparrow couldn’t even think about the worst “what if.”

Then the white cat—which had slunk off while the ambulance crew was putting Mrs. LaRose on a stretcher and taking her away—came back and began butting its head against Sparrow’s hand. Pet me.

“Hello, Mrs. Moon,” said Sparrow, stroking the cat’s soft white fur, and wondered, Where are all the other cats? She had asked Mrs. LaRose once how many cats she had. The answer was “Ne demande pas.” In English: “Don’t ask.” So Sparrow didn’t know.

There was a lot more Sparrow didn’t know. In fact, there was way more that she didn’t know than she did. Here was what she knew about Mrs. LaRose.

One: she didn’t like questions. Two: she owned the house Sparrow and her family had moved into that summer. She lived in one half of the house, and Sparrow lived in the other half with her mom and dad. And three: she cared about all kinds of animals. She’d been as excited as Sparrow when they found the monarch butterfly emerging from its chrysalis.

Unfortunately, when Sparrow got excited, things tended to go wrong.
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Barefoot, Sparrow padded across the grass, with Mrs. Moon slinking along beside her. She went up the porch steps and opened Mrs. LaRose’s front door. She felt weird. Taking care of the cats meant she should feed them, and feeding them meant going inside. But she had never been in Mrs. LaRose’s unit all by herself. It felt different, all alone.

Sparrow had seen shows about traveling back in time, and Mrs. LaRose’s place felt like that. Frozen in another time. In the hallway stood a giant clock with hands that went around in a circle, ticking off the minutes and gonging every hour. Gong! Gong! Gong! at three o’clock. Seven gongs at seven.

The kitchen smelled like lemons. Stuck to the wall was an old-fashioned landline telephone with a long, twisty cord. There were old-looking chairs circling an old-looking table. In the middle of the table was what Mrs. LaRose called a lazy Susan, a plate that circled around so somebody could more easily reach what was on it—salt and pepper shakers and a sugar bowl. The salt shaker was a white cat and the pepper shaker was a black cat, and the sugar bowl was in the shape of a cat’s head, with ears on the lid and a tiny silver spoon.

Sparrow had a sweet tooth. And she loved the adorable sugar bowl with its special spoon. She had been wanting to scoop up a spoonful of sugar from that sugar bowl ever since the first day she’d come in here. The day she had met Mrs. LaRose and her cats.
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That day had been so hot. The announcer on the radio said it was the hottest day ever recorded in the state of Maine. But Sparrow didn’t need anyone telling her it was crazy hot. She knew because the air-conditioning in the car was broken.

“It’s so hot,” she groaned.

Her legs felt glued to the seat of the car. It felt like when she used rubber cement in art class and her fingertips would get stuck together. Sparrow did not like that feeling. Sticky fingertips in art class was bad enough, but sticky legs on a long car ride was torture.

“It’s the hottest day in the history of the world. I’m dying.”

“Your Majesty,” said her father. “Oh Queen of Drama. Can you dial back the theatrics?”

“I’m not being a drama queen! That guy said it was the hottest day in Maine, ever.”

“Yes, but Maine is not the hottest place in the world,” said her dad, who was a stickler for facts. His whole job at the newspaper where he worked was checking people’s facts. But Sparrow wished he weren’t always fact-checking her, too. “So the hottest day here is not the hottest day in the whole history of the world.”

“Dan, please,” said Sparrow’s mom. “Let’s not go there.”

Sparrow’s mom said that a lot. Sparrow wasn’t exactly sure where “there” was. Only that it had to do with her. “There” was like “the land of arguing with Sparrow.” Sparrow didn’t want to argue. But she didn’t want to be ignored, either.

“Why did we have to move today?”

“Please don’t be such a grumpus, Sparrow,” said her mom. “We’re moving today because it’s the day we’re moving,” which Sparrow didn’t think was much of an answer. It was like saying the sky is blue because it’s blue. “It’s going to be great. And we’re all hot.”

Being told not to be a grumpus drama queen, and being told how great everything was going to be, only made Sparrow grumpier. They were moving to a new house, and she would be going to a new school and would have to make all new friends. It might be great. Or it might not. But Sparrow did not like being told it would be great, like she wasn’t even allowed to make up her own mind.

“This is it,” said her dad, pulling into the driveway of a two-family house. “This is home.”

The house was white, with a long, low porch across the front and two front doors painted dark green right next to each other. There was a lady standing on the porch, with braids as white as the house wound around her head.

“Let me out of here!” cried Sparrow. Her legs made a squelching noise as she unstuck them and sprang from the car.

“Be-ahn-va-noo,” called the lady on the porch.

“That’s Mrs. LaRose,” explained Sparrow’s mom. “Bienvenue means ‘welcome.’ ”

“It’s so hot,” called Mrs. LaRose. “Come have something cold to drink, before you unpack your things.”

Inside the house there were cats everywhere. Some scattered while others stayed put. A tabby cat sat on a wide windowsill, in between two pots of geraniums. A black cat was draped across the back of a comfy chair. And a white cat twined around Mrs. LaRose’s legs as she took a pitcher from the refrigerator and poured out four glasses of lemonade.

“How many cats do you have?” blurted Sparrow. “Are you a cat lady?”

“Sparrow!” scolded her mom and dad in unison.
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But Mrs. LaRose just laughed, giving a Don’t worry about it wave of her hand. Then she lifted the top of the sugar bowl and scooped up a spoonful of sugar. She poured it into one of the glasses, stirred, and handed that one to Sparrow.

“Ne demande pas,” she said.

“What’s that?” cried Sparrow. She liked the way the words sounded, but she didn’t know what they meant.

“That,” said her mom, “is French. And it means ‘Don’t ask.’ ”
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That was in August. Now it was September. Tomorrow was the first day of school. But the weather didn’t feel like back-to-school weather. It was still summer-hot, barefoot weather.

Barefoot, Sparrow stepped across the kitchen, Mrs. Moon still at her heels. She sat down in one of the chairs circling the table and spun the lazy Susan around until the bowl of sugar was right in front of her. Then she scooped up a spoonful of sugar. The spoon was halfway to her mouth when the clock in the hallway sounded—Gong! Mrs. Moon jumped onto Sparrow’s lap, knocking the spoon right out of her hand. Sugar scattered everywhere.

Another toll of the clock—Gong!—and another cat sprang from the comfy chair onto the table.

Gong! Another cat leapt down from the windowsill.

Gong! Two more cats streamed into the kitchen from wherever they had been in the house.

Gong! Another pair came to the screen door and started scratching to come in.

The gonging stopped and Mrs. Moon began butting her head against Sparrow’s hand.

“Okay, I get it,” said Sparrow. “Time for your supper.”

Sparrow got it. Five gongs meant it was five o’clock. That must be when the cats were fed. But there was something she didn’t get. Since they had moved here, she had been spending afternoons with Mrs. LaRose. It was just for an hour—the hour between when her dad left for work and her mom got home from work. But she had never been here before when the cats were getting fed. Which must mean that her mom was always home by five o’clock. So where was she today? How come she was late?

Mrs. Moon butted her head against Sparrow’s hand again, as if she were saying, Never mind your mom. Feed me!

Getting up to let in the outdoor cats, Sparrow felt spilled sugar under her bare feet. Now every step she took was a grainy sugar-step. She had to never mind that, too, because now the meowing cats were pacing to and fro around a cupboard door. She opened the door to find cans and cans and cans of cat food, all stacked in neat rows. There was a stack of saucers, too, like the kind that went under a teacup.
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Sparrow began opening one can after another, scooping the food onto a saucer, and setting each saucer on the floor. One by one, each cat claimed a saucer. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. So now she knew: there were seven cats. She realized she knew all their names too. She had seen all of them at one time or another, just not all at once.

The white cat was Mrs. Moon.

The all-black cat was Midnight, and the black cat with a white throat was Tux, short for Tuxedo.

The brown-and-black tabby was Pierre, the tabby with the white paws was Paulette, and the orange tabby was Marmalade.

Lastly, there was a gray cat called Kitty Gray.

Seven cats. Could Sparrow really take care of seven cats? What about tomorrow? Would the cats be okay while she was in school? Questions were twirling around in her head, asking to be answered, the way Mrs. Moon twined around her ankles, asking to be petted. Suddenly the big black phone hanging on the wall began ringing. Answer! Answer! Answer!

Sparrow didn’t answer. She bolted.
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“Hey, sweetie!” said Sparrow’s mom. “Sorry I’m late. I had a doctor’s appointment after work, and they were running behind. I called to let Mrs. LaRose know, but nobody picked up. And I called just now to say I was home, but nobody picked up again. Everything okay?”

Instead of answering, Sparrow went in for a hug. Inside the circle of her mom’s arms, she could feel her heart pounding, the way her feet had pounded across the front porch, running from Mrs. LaRose’s side of the house to their side. She knew her heart was always beating, but it was weird to feel it. Pound, pound, pound.

“Sparrow, you okay?” repeated her mom, holding her tight.

Too tight. Sparrow wriggled out of her mom’s hug and gave a quick okay nod. She loved hugs, but not long ones. Long hugs made her feel squished, and squished was one of her least favorite feelings. It was worse than sticky.

“Well, how was your day?” asked her mom.

Sparrow’s day had started out normal. Normal right now was hanging out with her dad until he left for work, then being babysat—except she hated that word, nine years old wasn’t a baby—by Mrs. LaRose until her mom got home.

Her mom worked days in a dentist’s office, fixing people’s teeth. Her dad worked nights at the newspaper, fixing people’s writing. They both said that everyone makes mistakes. But Sparrow was pretty sure they both thought it was better to do things right in the first place. Brush your teeth and get your facts straight.

Sparrow’s mom said, “Did you hear me, sweetie? I asked how your day was.”

Normal, thought Sparrow. Except for the part where Mrs. LaRose got taken away in an ambulance.

“Normal,” she said.

“Well, my day was pretty fun because guess what? I got a call from your teacher, and she sounded really nice. She wanted to touch base and see if I had any questions. I asked if she was ready for a great kid who could be a little high spirited. So—did you decide what you’re wearing tomorrow?”

Sparrow shook her head. “I’m not going.”

“What? Where did this come from? I thought you were excited to start school.”

“I changed my mind,” said Sparrow. “I’m not going. I can’t!”

Sparrow’s mom had a puzzled look on her face. “What do you mean, ‘can’t’?”

Sparrow couldn’t go to school because now she had to stay home to take care of the cats. Which she needed to explain to her mom. But explaining about the cats meant explaining about Mrs. LaRose. Which made her heart feel poundy again. How could she not be in major trouble?

“I just can’t,” she said.

“Well,” said her mom, “we can talk about you feeling like you don’t want to go. But you are going. That’s not up for debate, so let’s not go there.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” said Sparrow.

This wasn’t how she wanted the conversation to go. Fighting with her mom until it all came out. But that was how conversations usually went in her family.

Until this summer. Her parents had taken a class on “positive parenting,” and now they had different “strategies.”

“You know,” said her mom, “I bet we’re both hungry. So let’s put a pin in that and talk again after supper.” She began rummaging in the refrigerator. “It’s so hot, I think we’ll have a big salad.”

That was the “not engaging” strategy. Otherwise known as ignoring Sparrow. Which was probably a good thing right now. But it still bugged her.

The whole “positive parenting” thing was supposed to be about discouraging the things they didn’t like and encouraging the stuff they liked. But as far as Sparrow could tell, all they saw was the didn’t-like stuff. The too-much stuff. Too much drama. Too much shouting instead of using her “inside voice.” Too much running and climbing and dancing around, instead of walking or, better yet, sitting still in a chair.

She stepped up onto one of the kitchen chairs. Then she hopped from that chair to another. She made her way around the table, chair to chair. She was a bird flitting from branch to branch. One, two, three, four. There were three of them in the family—her, her mom, and her dad. The fourth chair was extra.
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Sparrow’s mom closed the fridge door and turned around. “Sparrow, get down from there!” she cried. “That was cute when you were little, but you’re too big for that now!”

Sparrow hopped down, to show she was “listening and responding.” Which was the rule. Then she added a little twirl at the end of the hop, to show that even if she had to follow the rules, her mom wasn’t the boss of her.

Her mom took a can of cold seltzer from the fridge and held it to her cheek. “Let’s review,” she said. “You’re constantly leaping and jumping and flying all over the house, but you don’t want to take a dance class.”

Sparrow shook her head. “Nope.”

“Or gymnastics, or any kind of sport.”

“Nope.”

“Or drama, even though you’d be amazing.”

“Nope.”

“You just want to come home after school.”

Sparrow nodded. “Yep.”

Her mom popped the top of the can and took a long swig. “I get that,” she said. “I used to love coming home after school too. But I hope you know how lucky you are, that between Daddy’s and my schedules, that works out. It was incredibly nice of Mrs. LaRose to say you could come over every day, for the hour after Daddy leaves and before I get back.”

“I know,” said Sparrow.

“Well, I hope you don’t stand on her chairs.”

“Of course I don’t!” cried Sparrow. She began to feel something building up inside her, getting bigger and bigger, like the sirens getting louder and louder.

“So, what do you two do every day?” asked her mom.

Sparrow didn’t answer. Instead she burst into tears.

Just then her mom’s phone buzzed. Her mom looked at Sparrow crying and then looked down at her phone.

“Who could be calling me from Maine Medical? Honey, I better take this.” She answered, then held the phone to her ear and listened for a second. “Yes,” she said. “This is Susan Robinson. Yes, I’m Mrs. LaRose’s neighbor. What’s happened?”
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“Hey,” said Sparrow’s dad as his face popped up on the laptop screen, a big smile curving beneath his mustache. He used to have a beard, but this summer was so hot, he’d shaved off everything but the mustache. His face still looked funny to Sparrow, as if he weren’t all there anymore.

“This is a nice surprise!” he said. “What’s up?”

Sparrow and her mom shared the little box in one corner of the screen. People said Sparrow looked like her mom. They had the same reddish-brown freckles on pale skin, like cinnamon sprinkled on white bread. They had the same brown hair, which her mom wore pulled back with a scrunchie and Sparrow wore in two long braids.
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