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  Chapter one
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Anticipation!


“Jeoffrey! Jerrianna! You’re going to be late for school if you don’t hustle!” Dad called down the basement stairs. 
“We’re coming!” We answered him. But really, we didn’t want to go to school today. We wanted to stay home and wait for Malley’s kittens to be born. Mom said it could be any minute now.
A couple months ago, Malley had been left in our car while we were shopping at Northfield Super. Whoever had done that had also left a note saying they couldn’t keep a cat because their baby was allergic to it. They also left some food and stuff for her, which was nice of them, I guess. They called her KittyKat, but we changed her name to Snowshoe Mal. Which was the name Jerrianna thought up. But we called her Malley most of the time. Or MalleyCat. No one really believed the allergy thing. Just an excuse to dump their cat.
Mom and Dad had pretty much realized right from the start the real reason she’d been abandoned. She was going to have kittens. Malley’s a big yellow-orange Maine Coon cat with humungous front paws. Mom was figuring she was going to have a bunch of kittens. Five or more, she said. We couldn’t wait to find out.
 We’d made her a nice cozy spot in our basement family room. Mom bought her a big dog bed and put some blankets in it for her. She seemed to like it. But only if we were down there with her. She’s more like a dog than a cat. So, she follows us everywhere. While she plays with me and Jerrianna, her favorite person in the whole world is Mom. 
So, now, up she ran ahead of us. Right over to Mom she trotted. Rubbed up against her like she was begging her to come downstairs with her. 
“I’ll be down in a few, Mal,” Mom told her, petting her head. “Say goodbye to the kids.”
“We’re coming home for lunch, Malley.” Jerrianna picked her paws off Mom so she could hug her. “Have a kitten or two just like you!”
Malley chirped and meowed as if to say she’d do her best, and after giving Mom and Dad hugs and a kiss, we set off for school.
Northfield Elementary was just five minutes up the street. On the way, we were joined by some of our friends who lived on our block. My best pal, Micky Cooper, and Jerri’s best friends, Rachel Farlan and Lyn Marie Driscoll met us at the corner of Cooper Street and Litchfield Avenue.
“Did she have them yet?” Rachel asked hopefully. “I hope she has a big litter. I’m hoping my mom will let me have one.”
“Me, too,” said Lyn Marie, The Size of a Pea. “I want one that looks just like Malley!”
Lyn Marie’s about as tall as a five-year-old kid and very shy. She doesn’t talk to most adults. Well, really, she doesn’t talk to many people at all. Mostly just to Jerrianna, Rachel, and to me and Micky. She’s not an only child, but her brother and sister are lots older than she is. Her brother, Jake, is in college, and her sister, Meghan is about to get married. Anyway, her parents finally decided she needs to see a therapist to find out why she won’t talk to people.
When we had our air hockey showdown a while ago, Malley helped her have the courage to stay and play for the whole afternoon. She almost won, too. So that was why she wanted a kitten. She really needs a kitten!
“No kittens yet,” Jerrianna replied. “But Mom says it’s going to be today for sure! So we’re going home for lunch to check on her.”
“Oh, I want to go with you!” Rachel and Lyn Marie cried together.
“If Miss Kassill lets us. We don’t have notes to leave at lunchtime.” Rachel adjusted her backpack on her shoulder. “I’ll ask for both of us, Lynnie. She might say yes.”
Since the air hockey tournament, everyone knew Malley. She’d been our secret Mystery Guest Player—or at least, she was supposed to have been. Turned out we didn’t need her to be because I beat the biggest bragger in the universe, Ralph Henry Dalton. For most of that afternoon, Malley had been in the bathroom in the basement, sleeping in the sink. Which kept her secret only because Lyn Marie locked herself in there between sets. And that’s how they got to be good pals that day.
As we entered the playground area of the school, several of our classmates ran to meet us. “Did she have them yet?” they demanded.
“Not yet,” Jerrianna said. “But it’s going to be soon, Mom said!”
Some of the girls hopped up and down, saying, “Ooo, I can’t wait! Will they be free or do we have to pay for one?”
The only one who would be getting a free kitten would be Lyn Pea. Everyone else would have to pay. We didn’t say that though. Mom and Dad said for us to keep it quiet about Lynnie getting a free kitten. The other kids wouldn’t think that was fair. Well, some might be okay with it, but most wouldn’t. 
We just said, “Not sure yet. Mom and Dad haven’t decided because most people sell their Maine Coons for a lot of money. Thousands, even!”
“Wow! Really?”
“I guess I won’t be getting one then,” said Rachel sadly. 
“Me either,” said some of the others. “Bummer!”
“Well, like I said, they haven’t decided what they’ll do. Maybe sell some, maybe give some away. We just have to wait and see.”
Even Miss Kassill, who was Mom's best friend, wanted to know the news about Malley and her kittens when we came into the classroom. We told her the same things we told everyone else. And then informed her we had permission to come home at lunchtime to check on Malley.
Rachel burst out, “Me and Lynnie have Mrs. Kingsley’s permission to come with them!”
Miss Kassill looked at me and Jerrianna, not quite sure whether to believe any of us. “Really, I need notes from parents from all of you.”
“Mom will be okay with it,” I said quickly. “They’re at our house a lot, you know. Micky too!” In case he wanted to come.
“All right. This once!” She held up a finger. “Notes from home from now on! And I want to know for sure that your mother is okay with an invasion at lunchtime!”
We whooped and hurried to our seats, eager for lunchtime to come. 
I couldn’t concentrate on anything. It seemed like no one else could either. Everyone wanted to talk about kittens. Surprisingly, Ralph Henry Dalton didn’t have a brag about knowing someone who had a bigger cat than we did. Or one smarter. 
Heh. Our air hockey showdown had worked to tame his boastfulness—for the most part. He, too, wanted a kitten. His parents had said, “We’ll see.” To him, that meant, “YES!” for sure!
We went outside for recess. While most of us played kickball, some of the girls in our class jumped rope. Sang chants about Malley while they did. Jerrianna, of course, came up with those chants.
“MalleyCat, MalleyCat, where are your kittens? MalleyCat, Malley Cat, knitting mittens! MalleyCat, MalleyCat, find those kittens! We don’t need mittens, we want your kittens! MalleyCat, MalleyCat, 1—2—3! Kittens!”
Kinda dumb, but kinda neat. 
“I’m gonna have the first kitten!” Ralph Henry boasted as we came back into the classroom. “My mom and dad make lots of money decorating rich people’s houses! They can pay anything for a kitten!”
Which was probably true, but no one wanted to hear it. Miss Kassill, who grew up with Ralph Henry’s mother and mine, gave him a glance.
“Maybe they can, Ralph Henry. But they still have to agree to let you have a kitten.”
He plopped into his chair, said smugly, “They will!”
Jerrianna reached to tap Lyn Marie’s arm. Said something to her I couldn’t hear because I sit in the first row—fourth seat. But Lyn Marie’s face seemed to brighten, so it was something good. 
When the lunch bell rang, we bolted from our seats, but Miss Kassill called us back. “Line up with the rest of the class. File out in our usual orderly fashion, and then you can leave for home!”
We were halfway down the street when we heard, “Wait! Wait for me!”
Ralph Henry galloped after us.
“What are you doing? No one invited you!” Micky scowled at him. “Miss Kassill know you’re gone?”
“I don’t know.” Ralph Henry halted beside Jerrianna. “I can come, can’t I, Jerri? I really want to see Malley’s kittens! That was a cool rhyme you girls sang at recess!”
“Thanks. I guess you could come. But, no bragging about your parents being able to buy you a kitten. That’s not very nice. And we don’t like it!”
He looked surprised, then sorry. “Okay, I won’t.”
Micky and I exchanged a look. Micky just shook his head. “Yeah! We’ll see about that! Come on! We don’t have much time!”
We all ran the rest of the way to our house. Which was about eight houses down from the school. Bursting through the side door into the dining room, we dashed to the basement door, and clambered down the stairs.  
Mom sat on the floor next to the cat bed, two kittens in her lap. Malley dutifully cleaned up a newly born kitten. Orange-yellow like herself. We yelled for joy! 
“Yes, now there's two kittens just like her. This one, and the one just born." Mom put the kittens back with Malley  and stood up. "I wasn't expecting to host the lot of you for lunch."
“Everyone wanted to see the kittens. We invited them," Jerrianna indicated our besties. "Ralph invited himself!”
Mom surveyed us all, gave a slight nod. Just as we'd known, she didn't make a big deal of it. “Okay, don’t get too close yet. Later today or tomorrow, you might be able to. Just now, watch from where you are.”
“How many will she have?” Lyn Marie ventured after a minute. She peeked around Jerrianna at the kittens.
“Don’t know,” Mom answered, putting the two kittens back into the bed with Malley, and getting up from the floor. “And you don’t have time to wait around to find out. Come upstairs and get something to eat!”
We were hungry, only we were too excited to care. But Mom insisted, so we went up with her. She’d made our favorite bacon and egg salad spread earlier. Good thing she’d made a big batch, because it was gone in ten minutes! And so were the brownies she’d made for dessert.
We went out the door, full, happy, and excited to get back home and find out how many kittens there would be. Malley was a big cat, so maybe she’d have enough kittens for everyone to have one.
“I hope so!” Ralph Henry stated as he jumped off our porch. “I really, really want a kitten! And, I’ll tell my mother she has to buy you one, Lyn Marie!”






  
  Chapter two
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Kittens, Kittens, Kittens!


The afternoon dragged by. I couldn’t concentrate on fractions, or spelling words or social studies. Not even when Miss Kassill asked Jerrianna to come up to the board and explain why spelling mattered. Spelling mattered to Jerrianna because she wrote stories. She can diagram a sentence easily. Who cares? When would anyone use that? I just wanted to be home to see how many kittens we had. If I was a teacher, I’d cancel school for the whole day! 
Miss Kassill probably wouldn’t approve of that though. Well, no, maybe she would. But I bet Mr. Frye wouldn’t!
The bell signaling end of the day finally rang. We scrambled out of our seats and lined up by the door. Miss Kassill didn’t make us wait to be perfectly quiet. She opened the door and waved us out, saying, “Have a nice afternoon, kids! Don’t forget your math homework!”
I didn’t care about math homework. I cared about seeing kittens. I’d care about homework later on. I also hoped Mom had time to bake us some cookies. I was hungry!
“How many kittens do you think she’ll have, Jerrianna?” Rachel asked as we hustled down the sidewalk. “Twelve? She is big!” 
“No way!” Micky snorted, backhanding her arm. “Cats don’t have twelve kittens!”
“They can!”
“They can’t!”
“Well, Malley’s really big,” Ralph Henry pointed out, jumping in the air to grab at a branch of a tree as we went by it. “She’s almost as big as my cousin’s dog.”
“Yeah? What kind of dog is that?” Jerrianna challenged. “She is as big as a terrier. Bigger than some.”
“Yeah.” Ralph Henry danced up the cement stairs of a house and then jumped down. “He has a Jack Russell. Maybe she is as big. Let’s measure her!”
Lyn Marie, walking with her backpack in front of her face like always, uttered, “I hope my mom and dad let me have one.” 
“Yeah,” Rachel agreed. “I’m going to ask mine tonight. I’ll promise to do the dishes every night for a year, if they let me have a kitten!”
“I won’t have to do dishes for my kitten!“ Ralph Henry informed us. “Mom will buy me one if I tell her I want one!”
“Yay, for you!” Jerrianna responded, repositioning her backpack. She put her hand out to Lyn Marie. “Don’t worry, Mom will find a way to give you a kitten. I don’t really think Ralph’s mother would do it for you!” Reminding us all that that was what Ralph Henry had said at lunchtime.
Ten minutes later we crammed through the door into the dining room. Letting our backpacks drop to the floor with six loud thumps, we barreled down to the family room. Again, Mom was on the floor with Malley and the kittens. But now there were three more. Okay, not enough for our whole class, but
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