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      She arrived on Halloween Eve, in the Year of Acorns. Wind rustled through the oak tree. A downpour of acorns sounded like popcorn popping. That’s when she suddenly appeared. She leaped into the dogwood tree, stretched, and scratched the bark. She jumped down and batted at leaves dancing in the wind. Then she calmly walked toward me.

      “Mom, come look at the cat!”

      “No, Benjy,” Mom said. “We don’t need a pet.”

      “I know.” We didn’t need a pet. But I wanted one.

      I told the cat we didn’t need a pet, but she didn’t understand. She stayed to play all that Saturday. We played Tag and Chase. We played Get Buried in the Leaves and Jump Out Like a Dolphin. We played Catch a Dropping Acorn. We played Watch the Sunset.

      “She has a home,” said Mom. “Tell her to go home.”

      “Go home,” I told the cat.

      “Now, come in and get washed up for supper.”

      The cat tried to sneak in through a rip in the screen, but Mom caught her and put her out.

      She tried to sneak in when Dad came home, but Mom caught her and put her out.

      I tried to sneak her in, but Mom caught me and put me to bed.

      The next morning, Halloween morning, she was gone.

      Bobcat, from next door, squatted at the foot of the oak tree. Suddenly, a shower of acorns pelted Bobcat. She was sitting on a branch about ten feet up. She shook acorns onto Bobcat to make him go away. But Bobcat stayed put.

      I put on my kerchief, long boots, and pirate hat. “Ahoy, there, me matie, Bobcat. You leave her alone.”

      Bobcat twitched his stumpy tail and leaped over the fence into the Gordon’s yard.

      “You can come down now.”

      She meowed and then sat on her haunches to wash her face.

      “I won’t hurt you. I’m not actually a pirate. It’s just Halloween. I’m really nice.”

      She washed her front feet.

      “It’s just a hat.”

      She washed her back feet.

      “Mom, she’s stuck in the tree.”

      Mom pulled the ladder out from under the house and leaned it against the tree. Mom climbed the ladder and carried her down.

      “You rescued her!”

      Mom sat on the back steps with the cat in her lap. She purred and purred while Mom scratched behind her ears.

      “She’s soft and she purrs a lot,” I said.

      “No,” said Mom. But Mom stroked her soft neck and felt her purrs.

      “She smells like perfume.”

      “No,” said Mom. But Mom cuddled her and smelled her. She rubbed her face against Mom’s face.

      “She likes you!”

      Mom held her up and looked in her golden eyes. “And I like her, too. But she probably belongs to someone. She’s too well fed. She smells too good.”

      “Please.”

      Mom sighed. “Only until we find her home.”

      “Hurrah!” I shouted.

      “She’d better not scratch the furniture, or go to the bathroom in the house, or leave cat hairs on my couch.” Mom handed her to me with a sigh. “What will you call her?”

      “That’s easy. Tricks, for Trick or Treat. Because she came on Halloween Eve.”

      Wind gusted through the old oak and the acorns clattered around us like laughter.
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      At  dusk, I put on my pirate costume.

      “Mom, may I take Tricks with me? I want to show her to my friends.”

      “OK,” Mom said.

      We went outside. A small ghost floated toward a big house, followed by a bearded father. A superhero charged across a lawn while a mother called, “Slow down.”

      Up and down the street, jack-o-lanterns glowed.

      First, I stopped at the Gordon’s house. “Trick or treat!”

      Jeff, a 7th grade boy, answered the door. Sometimes Jeff let Benjy play catch.

      “Oh, no!” Jeff said. “It’s Captain Hook! I’m scared!”

      I grinned like an evil pirate.

      Jeff dropped candy into my sack.

      “Look, I finally got me a cat.”

      Tricks meowed. Bobcat slunk out from under the couch. He twitched his stumpy tail and hissed. Tricks climbed up my arm.

      “Uh, thanks for the candy.” I ran back to the sidewalk where Mom was waiting. “Bobcat doesn’t like Tricks,” I told her.

      “Cats do fight sometimes,” Mom said.

      The next house belonged to old Mrs. Currie. I rang the doorbell.

      A girl opened the door. She wore a kerchief, long boots, and a pirate hat. Curly black hair stuck out of the kerchief.

      “Hey, that’s my costume,” I said.

      “Hey, that’s my cat,” she said.

      She grabbed Tricks.

      I grabbed Tricks back.

      “Grandma!” she yelled. She tried to take Tricks away again. I dropped Tricks into my candy sack and backed away.

      Mrs. Currie came to the door. “What’s wrong?”

      She said, “He has my cat, and he won’t give her back.” She sounded like she was talking through her nose. And somehow the words sounded different. Then, her hands danced around. .

      Mrs. Currie watched, and then her hands danced around, too.

      They were signing to each other!

      “Benjy, this is my grand-daughter, Erika. She is going to live with me this year. She will go to the Deaf School.”

      “She can’t hear?”

      Erika said, “I’m not deaf. I just need a hearing aid.”

      Mrs. Currie said, “She wears a hearing aid. Some things she hears well. Some things she doesn’t.”

      I tilted my head to look at the side of her head. A tiny tan thing was stuck in her ear.

      “Give me my cat,” Erika said.

      Mom was walking up the sidewalk frowning.

      “Uh, thanks for the candy,” I turned and ran to Mom. “Let’s go.”

      Mrs. Currie called to Mom. “Does Benjy have a cat?”

      Mom stepped onto the porch.

      I groaned.

      Mom said, “Yes, we found a cat yesterday.”

      “I think it belongs to my grand-daughter, Erika.”

      Mom grinned like an evil pirate. “I thought she smelled too good to be a stray. Benjy, give her back.”

      “No.”

      Erika used two fingers of her right hand to snatch something off her left elbow.
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      “What did she say?” I asked.

      Mrs. Currie said, “That’s the sign for stealing.”

      “I’m a pirate, not a thief. And Tricks is my cat.”

      Mom took my candy sack away. She handed Tricks to Erika. She scratched behind Trick’s ears. Tricks closed her eyes and purred.

      I snatched something off my left elbow and pointed to Erika. Wind roared through the oak in Mrs. Currie’s yard. Acorns beat rat-a-tat-tat on the sidewalk around us like a witch’s cackle.
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      ter school on Monday, I ran home. In the kitchen, Mom was chopping carrots for a stew.

      “Mrs. Filmore said the class hamster is having babies. Can I have one?”

      “Hmm. We don’t need a pet.”

      “But hamsters are soft like Tricks.”

      “No,” Mom said.

      “I could make it smell good with perfume.”

      “No,” Mom said.

      “Hamsters don’t scratch furniture, or go to the bathroom on the floor, or leave hairs on the couch.”

      “Benjy, no pets,” Mom said.

      I walked outside and sat in a pile of leaves. Mom just didn’t understand. I needed a pet.

      The gate rattled. Erika’s curly head appeared over the top.

      “Where’s my cat?” she called.

      I looked the other way and pretended I didn’t hear her.

      She opened the gate and came into the yard. She made the stealing sign and pointed at me.

      I shook my head. “No,” I shouted, so she could hear me.

      Erika made a face and twisted something on her hearing aid. “Don’t yell. I can hear.”

      “Shhh!” I put my finger to my mouth.

      “What?” Erika looked all around.

      I stood up and brushed leaves off my jeans. “I thought you weren’t deaf. Can’t you hear that cat?”

      “Where is Fluffy?”

      “You call my cat, Fluffy?” I rolled my eyes. “Her name is Tricks, and she is my cat. Go away.”

      I wasn’t going to tell Erika anything. But she wouldn’t go away.

      Meow! Ffftz
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