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“Laura, make Charlie come into the house. The neighbors will complain.” Mrs. Allen got up from the breakfast table and looked out of the kitchen window.

The fat yellow tomcat was sitting on the top bar of the swings in the yard. He was yowling.

Laura ran out of the house. “Charlie, come down here.”

Charlie yowled louder.

Laura went back into the kitchen. She remembered that there were three sardines on a plate in the refrigerator. Laura cut off the tail of one of the sardines and took it into the yard. She held it up to the cat.

Charlie forgot what he was yowling about. He stretched his neck to see what Laura was holding. She waved the fish tail. Charlie caught a whiff of sardine. He jumped to the ground. Laura ran to the back door and opened it. The cat followed her into the house.

“Mother, somebody has been messing with the swings.” Laura gave Charlie the sardine tail. Then she filled his bowl with Cat Chow.

“Don’t be silly, Laura. No one can get into the yard.” Mrs. Allen put the breakfast dishes in the sink.

Laura’s father wiped the kitchen table with a dishcloth. “It’s late,” he said. “We’ll have to hurry if we want to get to work on time.”

“Load the dishwasher, please, Laura,” her mother said. Mrs. Allen found her handbag in the dining room. She took a quick look at herself in the round mirror in the front hall. Then she followed Mr. Allen out the front door.

Laura started to put the dishes into the dishwasher. The doorbell rang. She went to answer it. Her friend Jane Gilbert stood on the front stoop.

“Come in.” Laura opened the door wide. “You’re just in time to help me load the dishwasher.”

Jane stepped into the hall. “I think you save the work till I get here. Yesterday I made the beds for you.”

Laura walked into the kitchen. She pulled out a chair for her friend. “Sit down, Jane. You don’t have to help if you don’t want to.”

Jane watched Laura scrape the food off the dishes and stack them in the dishwasher. After about a minute she jumped up from her chair. She grabbed a handful of spoons and knives. “You’ll be all day, slowpoke. I want to swing.”

When the dishes were all in the dishwasher, Jane and Laura went out into the backyard. Jane looked at the swings. “What were you trying to do, swing double-decker?”

There were two swings. One had been unhooked from the metal bar. The chains of the two swings were tied together. One seat hung over the other.

“I didn’t do this,” Laura said.

“Who did?” Jane asked.

“I don’t know,” Laura said. “Somebody must have come into the yard last night. I told Mother, but she thinks nobody can get over the fence.”

Jane looked at the tall fence. “It is pretty high.”

Laura started to untangle the chains. “Give me a hand, Jane.”
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It took almost half an hour to get the knots out of the chains. Then Laura shinnied up one of the swing poles and hooked the loose swing back in place. Now the girls could swing.

Laura pumped herself higher and higher. She felt as if she were flying. The swing sailed up almost into the leafy branches of the apple tree overhead.

“Be careful you don’t swing over the top bar,” Jane said.

Suddenly there was a long low howl. The yellow cat was staring out of the kitchen window at the swings.

Jane let her swing come to a stop. “I’m getting seasick,” she said. “And what’s wrong with your cat? Do you think he’s jealous and wants to swing too?”

“Something really is bothering him,” Laura said.

“I almost forgot,” Jane said. “Mother told me to ask you to have lunch at my house.”

The girls went into the kitchen. Charlie jumped down from the window sill. He ran to rub against Jane’s leg.

Laura stared. “He must like you, Jane.”

“What’s so strange about that?” Jane picked up the cat. Charlie purred and purred.

“He’s trying to tell us something,” Laura said.

“I told you.” Jane scratched the cat behind the ears. “He wants to swing.”
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Laura went to Jane’s house for lunch. Jane’s mother served the girls big plates of spaghetti and meatballs. They had watermelon for dessert.

When the meal was over Jane and Laura lay down on the living room rug. “I’m stuffed,” Jane said.

“Me too.” Laura closed her eyes.

Just then Mrs. Gilbert rushed into the room. She was holding a calendar. “Oh, dear!”

Jane sat up. “What’s the matter, Mom?”

“I forgot that you have to go to the dentist this afternoon,” Mrs. Gilbert said.

“Why?” Jane asked. “My teeth don’t hurt.”

“You’re due for a check-up. And your teeth need cleaning,” her mother said. “We have to leave right away, Jane.”

Laura got to her feet. “Thank you for the lunch, Mrs. Gilbert. See you tomorrow, Jane. I hope you don’t need any fillings.”

Laura’s house was four doors down the block from Jane’s. She walked slowly home. When she opened her front door she looked for Charlie. The cat usually came running to greet her.

Laura went through the house to the kitchen. The cat was sitting by the back door. Laura opened it. “Remember, Charlie,” she said, “no noise!”

The cat streaked out the open door. Laura followed him into the yard. Charlie ran to the swings. He leaped onto the seat of one of them. Laura stared.
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Once more the chains were all tangled together. One seat was above the other. Charlie was on the bottom seat. Someone was sitting on the seat over his.

It was an old woman. And she was upside down!
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Laura was too surprised to say a word. She just kept looking at the old woman. Now she saw that the woman’s clothes and hair were as neat as if she were right side up. Her long black skirt fluttered as she swung back and forth. But it stayed over her knees. She had straight gray hair under a tall black hat. The hat was pointing straight down, but it didn’t fall off the old woman’s head.

The striped yellow cat sat on the seat under the one the woman was using. His tail stretched out behind him. His eyes were half closed.

Jane was right. Charlie did want to swing.

Laura felt she had to say something. She swallowed hard. Then, in a loud voice, she said, “Excuse me. I think you’ve made a mistake.”

The old woman stopped pumping. She let the swing come to a stop. Then she turned to look at Laura. “Mistake?” she said. “What is it this time?”

“This isn’t a public playground,” Laura said. “Those are my swings. And I don’t like what you’re doing to them.”

“I’m sorry,” the old woman said. “The cat told me I could swing if I gave him a ride.” She tipped her head to look at Charlie. He was under her, but she seemed to look up at him. She shook her finger at the cat. “I can’t trust anybody these days. And it was such fun
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