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			Chapter One - How Spencer Got Revenge

			The garage’s tin roof popped in the late summer heat. TB’s whiskers drooped, and he knew a storm was brewing somewhere. A bit of leftover dog food with gravy would taste really good right now. 

			Normally, when Melvin and TB trotted across the country road to check out what tidbits their friend, Spencer, left in his dish, he wasn’t around. The Border collie was more interested in watching the lambs in the field than eating his dinner. Melvin informed TB that’s what Border collies were supposed to do—protect the sheep because they were too dumb to protect themselves.

			Melvin was a chunky, full-grown gray tabby. TB was just out of kittenhood and as black as coal. The two cats had their noses in Spencer’s food dish when the dog came in. 

			“Hey, what are you two pesky cats doing in here?” Spencer barked, his voice echoing in the garage. 

			TB jumped, then turned to the dog. “We’re going for a swim,” he said with a grin. 

			Melvin gaped at his young friend as though he had invited the flea circus to climb on his back. 

			“It looks like you’re eating my dinner, smart mouth. Why don’t you leave my food alone and go eat your own?” he asked in exasperation. Raiding Spencer’s dish was something the cats did regularly. Spencer hadn’t minded in the past.

			“Because we like to have a little taste of gravy to go along with our tuna,” TB teased. “And besides, you’re the one who leaves it here for the bugs to eat.” He noticed a trail of tiny insects already wending their way across the concrete. A slug hung on the side of his dish. Three flies buzzed overhead. “We’re really doing your people a favor by getting rid of this extra food you just leave lying around.”

			Spencer sat back in surprise. He blinked and then growled. “Okay, that’s the last straw. You two cats get out of here. It was bad enough when it was just you, Melvin, but now you have your little wise-acre sidekick. And not only that, you’re teaching him bad manners.” Spencer growled again. He lowered his front end partway to the ground and started creeping toward the cats, his butt in the air and tail at attention. TB wasn’t all that worried. Spencer was just a big friendly baby like his family’s dog, Butch. 

			Then TB saw the gleam in his eyes. Spencer began creeping toward the two cats like he did when he was herding sheep. Creep, creep, his belly brushed the ground. TB backed away a couple of steps. Growling, Spencer crept forward some more. 

			“Uh, Melvin, he’s just joking, isn’t he?”

			“Think so,” TB heard Melvin meow next to him, but it came out kind of funny like he wasn’t really too sure. He backed up, too, stepping on the young cat’s front paw. 

			TB ignored it, watching the dog. 

			Creep, creep, growl. It was more menacing this time, deeper in his chest. 

			“Melvin, I think we made him mad this time,” TB said, feeling the sure knowledge inside that he had gone too far. Creep, creep, growl, growl. His hind legs gathered underneath him, and TB could see Spencer getting ready to leap at them. 

			“What do you mean, we? You’re the one who made all the wisecracks,” Melvin snapped. “Kid, I think it’s time to run.” 

			Spencer sprang. 

			“Now, TB, now!”

			TB ran. They went tearing out of the garage with a speed that would make a jet plane seem slow. TB was long-legged, lean, and young. Melvin was large, fat, and older. But Melvin managed to stay ahead of TB all the way out of the garage and halfway down the driveway. 

			The two cats ran until they reached the big maple tree in Spencer’s front yard. Up they flew, Melvin on one side and TB on the other. He had climbed trees before, but never like this. Melvin scrambled up so fast some of the bark broke loose and bounced off Spencer’s nose. TB swore he heard the dog laugh.

			They didn’t stop until they had reached a large limb about halfway up the tree. Panting, TB looked down and saw Spencer barking and leaping below them. “Wow, Melvin, I didn’t know he could get mad like that.” 

			For a few minutes, Melvin hacked like he was going to hurl a hairball, but he was just getting his wind. “Okay, Spencer,” he puffed. “We’re sorry for raiding your food. We won’t do it again. I promise we’ll let the ants have it. Will you let us go home now?” Melvin coughed some more, then sucked in a deep breath. 

			Spencer finally quit growling and jumping. He looked a bit winded, too. “Just try climbing out of that tree, and we’ll see how fast you can get home.” Then he flopped down, his big tongue lolling out. First, he chuckled, and then it turned into full-throated dog laughter. Spencer laughed until he ran out of breath again. 

			“Not funny,” TB meowed, his voice sliding into a kittenish complaint. He slid down, tail first, to a lower limb, but Spencer’s warning growl between chuckles told him the joke was on them. 

			Melvin joined TB, still puffing. With a sigh, he curled up where the limb met the trunk, his tail over his front feet. “Well, I suppose we’re stuck here for a while, kid,” Melvin said sadly. “Let’s get comfortable.” 

			Spencer, being a Border collie, knew a great deal about patience. He herded sheep for a living, something he said would be really easy to do if the sheep didn’t keep forgetting what he told them. After yipping another warning, he just curled up under the tree and started dozing off. 

			This would be a great time for a lamb to start hollering, TB thought. He licked his long, glossy black tail, then his paws. “Uh, Spencer, what about the sheep?”

			“Already put them in their shed. There’s a storm coming, in case you didn’t notice.”

			Melvin just sat there looking unhappy. TB didn’t think Melvin liked the idea of climbing down. “Sorry, Melvin,” TB murmured. Then he remembered the chase. “I still can’t believe you beat me to the tree, though,” he meowed a little encouragement. 

			Melvin chuckled. “I do still have a little bit of locomotion.”

			“Loco—what?”

			“Locomotion. Some power under the haunches.”

			Glaring below, TB saw Spencer staring up with a big grin on his face. He looked as if he’d just won a year’s supply of dog food. The young cat sat on the limb and watched him for a while. Looking up, TB saw flashes lighting up the sky beyond the hills. “Great,” he growled too softly for Melvin to hear. 

			With a sigh, TB gazed back down. This wasn’t the first time he had been cornered by something bigger. Laying his chin on the rough bark, he looked out into the growing darkness and saw in his mind a scene from his kitten days.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two - How the Kitten Got a Name and a New Friend

			The little black kitten felt as though he had been running forever. He was hungry, cold, and sad—sad because Mama was gone. He cringed, and then he ran some more. By the time he couldn’t put one foot in front of another, the kitten didn’t have a clue where he was. 

			Finally, he found a box near a place that smelled like food. Sniffing around and not figuring out where the food was, the kitten jumped into the box. He curled up and tried to go to sleep. It was hard; he kept thinking about his mama. Giving a quick lick to his fuzzy little tail, he cried softly. Mama used to lick his tail and all his other parts, too. Finally, he fell asleep.

			“Hey, what are you doing here?” a voice yowled close to the kitten’s ear. He scrambled up and stared at the most monstrous, orangest cat he’d ever seen. Monstro’s large yellow eyes were fierce, and his mouth contained the sharpest white teeth the kitten had ever seen. That was the last straw. He started crying. He mewed all of the pain inside since his mother had left him—all of the pain of being alone.

			“What’s that for? Cut that out, I didn’t do anything to you!” the orange cat meowed, looking confused. 

			The kitten cried for a little while longer, and then with a hiccup, he stopped. He was all cried out. “You...you aren’t going to chase me away...are you? Or beat me up,” he asked in a trembling voice.

			“I wouldn’t beat up a little squirt like you, but I was thinking of chasing you away. This is my spot.” He paused and sniffed the kitten’s bedraggled fur. “But maybe I won’t now. You don’t eat much, do you?” 

			“Sister said I did, but Mama said I didn’t, so I suppose I don’t.”

			“Yeah, always take a mama’s word before your sister’s, Squirt. Where is your mama, anyway?” he asked. 

			“She’s dead. Run over,” the kitten said quietly. “And sister’s gone.”

			“Oh. That’s tough, Squirt. A little guy like you needs a family,” he said. Then he got a faraway look in his eyes and smiled. “Hey, why don’t I help you get a new family?”

			“Huh?” the kitten was confused. He couldn’t imagine any family of cats taking him in. Even in his short life, he had figured out that cats didn’t stay together in packs like dogs. 

			“Well, let me help you learn to be cute, and then finding a new family will be a snap,” he said. 

			The kitten had no idea what the big cat was talking about. The monster cat looked at him for a moment. “Let me put it this way. You are a kitten, so you are already half-cute. I teach you to do things people like kittens to do, and then you do them, and you get a new family in record time. Boom, bada, boom, instant human family.”

			“Oh, you mean a people family,” the kitten said, beginning to understand what the cat was talking about. He’d heard a lot of cats had people to take care of them. This old orange cat seemed like a pretty nice guy, so maybe he knew what he was talking about. Looking at the half-squashed box he was sleeping in and smelling the nearby dumpster, he decided he would do his best to learn to be cute. Anything would be better than living in a box by a dumpster. Or being squashed by a car. “By the way, my name isn’t ‘Squirt.’

			“Oh, okay, what is it then?” the orange cat asked.

			“Sweetie,” the kitten answered.

			The orange cat yowled with laughter. He fell over and flattened the box a little more. Finally, he gave a last chuckling mew and licked a paw. 

			The kitten frowned, swished his fuzzy tail, and started to walk away. 

			The big cat jumped in front of him. “Sorry, Kid, but that’s a mama name.”

			“What’s wrong with that?”

			“You are going to grow up into a big tomcat like me and will not appreciate being called ‘Sweetie.’ Other cats will make fun of you.” He paused. “A bit difficult to explain, but all mother cats call their babies ‘sweetie.’”

			“Oh. I guess I don’t have a name,” the kitten mewed. 

			“Don’t worry about it, Kid. Your new family will give you a cool name.”

			“Really? What’s your name?” 

			“Tiger.” 

			“Why?” the nameless kitten asked. 

			“Because I look like one,” he answered. 

			“Are there lots of tigers around here?”

			Tiger laughed some more. “A tiger is a huge, wild, black and orange type of cat. They don’t live around here.”

			“So you’re really not a tiger,” the kitten said. 

			He sighed. “I know. That doesn’t matter. Just call me Tiger, and I’ll call you Kid.” Before the kitten could say anything, Tiger continued. “Kid is a big kitten. You’re going to be a big cat someday.”

			“Really? Okay!” 

			Tiger then gave Kid the grand tour of his new home. The reason it smelled like food was because it was near a drive-in restaurant. Tiger explained that people drove to it in cars, bought food, and then drove away. He also told Kid the people there would feed them lots of good things. It began sounding better and better. 

			Tiger didn’t waste any time. The very next morning, he taught the kitten to meow real sweet. Kid became quite good at purring and holding his fuzzy tail straight and tall. After a while, the kitten noticed he got more treats than Tiger did, and he was afraid the bigger cat would be angry about it, so Kid offered him some of his. He didn’t want Tiger getting mad at him and chasing him away before he got his new family. 

			“Don’t worry about it,” Tiger said. “It’s because you’re a kitten. Cute kittens always get more treats,” Tiger added, laughing. But he seemed happy when Kid offered him some of his hamburger. 

			The kitten loved the pieces of meat people gave him, but he hated the flavors of the things attached to the hamburgers. 

			“Humans like to add stuff like pickles, ketchup, and mustard,” Tiger said. 

			“It’s silly to cover up such wonderful flavors with nasty stuff.”

			“No argument from me,” Tiger said. 

			The kitten also liked the food Tiger called French fries, especially when they had a little bit of salt on them.

			After Kid had been there for two days, he had made friends with most of the humans working at the drive-in. “Oh, what a cute kitten,” they all said. “How sweet and friendly.” 

			“See, Squirt. I am the best teacher around. You’ll have a new family in no time,” Tiger told him. 

			When the people had time, they came outside with pieces of meat. Chicken was as good as hamburger. “Hey, kitty, kitty, come and get it,” they always called. The kitten would stick his head around the end of a little fence that separated the dumpster from the eating place. He looked both ways, listened for car sounds, looked again, and then ran like crazy. 

			For some silly reason, the people giving out the food thought that was the funniest thing they had ever seen. “Never seen a cat do that,” one human told the other. Then some of them would laugh. Kid hated that. Sure. Real funny. The kitten didn’t want to end up like Mama. 

			But when he reached them, they would hand out whatever tidbit they had and rub behind his ears or in front of his tail. Usually, they talked to him, too. “Oh, what a beautiful kitten.” Or “I sure do wish I could take him home with me.” He wished they could, too. They were nice. Then there was his favorite— “How handsome he is.” So very true.

			Now, Kid knew he wasn’t stuck up. It’s just cats are the world’s most perfect creatures, and all of them knew it. It was a fact. Mama told him so. Tiger said so. Most humans understood that cats were perfect, too. They were probably jealous because they didn’t have the long, sweeping whiskers that help cats feel around at night. They didn’t have elegant tails to help them balance on the tops of fences. They didn’t even have the triangular, pointy-tipped ears that can hear the slightest noise. 

			At night when it was quiet, the kitten would tell Tiger all about Mama and Sister. Then Tiger talked about his family. They were all gone, too. It made Tiger feel better when Kid told him that he was the best family a kitten could have. He even licked behind his ear after he said that. 

			***

			TB sighed, blinked, and shook his head. Looking down, he saw Spencer still staring up in the tree, his tongue lolling out of the side of his jaws. The flashing clouds were coming closer, and there was a slight sound of thunder in the distance. “Come on, Spencer, let us go home. We said we were sorry. You know it’s asking a lot for Melvin to promise to leave your food dish alone.” TB might as well have been talking to a post for all the good the words did.

			Spencer just laughed. Butch, TB’s buddy, crossed the street and sat down next to Spencer. “Heh, heh. What did they do? Get into your food again?” Butch was huge but gentle as a lamb. The humans kept guessing what Butch’s family history was. 

			“Yeah, and I decided to teach them a lesson,” Spencer woofed, laughing again. Butch sat down next to him. TB knew if the big dog felt they were really in trouble, he would fight for them. But since they were just being nuisances, he wouldn’t. TB sighed again, wishing the human mother would come over, chase the dogs away, and rescue him like she did before when she brought him home from the drive-in.
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			Chapter Three - New Home

			Not only were the workers nice, but most of the people who came to eat at the drive-in treated him decently, too. Tiger told him the “customers” were the ones the orphan kitten had to act the cutest for. Even though the workers fed and paid attention to Kid, he guessed they didn’t think he was cute enough to take home with them. That had him chewing on the tips of his claws. 

			“Tiger, why do I only act cute for the customers? Couldn’t the kind people who work here take me home, too?” 

			“No, Squirt, the workers are too tired at the end of the day to take a kitten home with them. Or maybe someone at their home won’t let them bring one of us home. It doesn’t have anything to do with how cute you are,” Tiger explained. “You couldn’t be any cuter.”

			The kitten didn’t make a fuss when Tiger called him Squirt anymore. The big orange cat was looking out for him. 

			Kid was in cat heaven when kids handed him the last bites of their hamburgers. The kitten finally figured out little kids are a lot like cats. They don’t like the extra junk on their burgers, just meat and cheese on a bun. So he worked hard to get the little kids feeling sorry for him. His meow was querulous, with just a little upswing at the end of the meow. Tiger said the people most likely to take home a cute little kitten were the same people who had little humans. If the mothers and fathers, especially the mothers, stopped long enough, Kid would rub up against the children’s ankles and open up a purr that was louder than their car’s engine. 

			“Yo, Tiger. Isn’t taking advantage of little humans that don’t know any better a little unfair? I mean, we’re so much smarter than they are.” 

			“Hey, Kid. Listen to old Tiger. We are smarter! Think about it. If we didn’t act cute, would the kids feed us?”

			“Well, no,” the kitten admitted. “Not as much anyway.”

			“Okay,” Tiger added. “Let me explain something else to you, Squirt. Most of the time, the last few bites of the burger end up in the garbage can or under the car seat anyway. You’re hungry, so you sometimes have to do whatever it takes to eat, right?” 

			“Well, since you put it that way, I guess you’re right.”

			“Take my word for it. Of course, I’m right.” 

			The next day, Tiger and Kid stood next to a garbage can and watched a car with four people in it stop at the drive-in just before closing time. A mother person stepped out and came right over to pet the kitten. Tiger backed away behind the can. Kid sniffed her hand to see if she had any snacks, but she didn’t. He purred nicely anyway. Who knew, maybe she would get them something to eat. A milkshake would be great. Milkshakes tasted a teeny bit like Mama’s milk, unless, of course, the people stuck in some of that nasty chocolate or strawberry junk to change the flavor. The mother person went into the drive-in and talked to the workers inside. The kitten stood just outside the door, watching and hoped for something really delicious he could share with Tiger.

			Then the mother person said something like, “Poor baby, it must have lost its mother.” After a while, she came out and picked him up, talking softly. She had very nice hands, so the kitten didn’t mind being picked up. Sighing, he lay quietly as she cuddled him. That was way more than anyone else had done for him. When she got back into the car, there was a soft towel for the kitten, and soon he was wrapped up tight. 

			“Hey, Squirt, I told you if you worked hard, you’d get a new family,” Tiger meowed with a big, triumphant grin on his face as the car door shut. “Good luck. They look nice.”

			The kitten realized his cute lessons had finally worked. He was being taken from the people at the drive-in. He really liked the way this mother person’s hands rubbed and stroked his fur. He rumbled his loud purr again. He looked out the window at Tiger and smiled. “Thanks,” the kitten meowed. He would miss Tiger. He had been a good friend. 

			In the car, the father-person kept saying things like, “I can’t believe we are getting another cat!” 

			The young humans in the back kept peering over the seat to look. “Wow, what a cute kitty,” the smallest one, a little girl, said. “It has cute fuzzy black fur and a short little tail.” She reached over and stroked his tail. 

			The older male leaned over, too, but he just looked rather than poking at him. “He sure is black.”

			The kitten growled softly at having his tail messed with, but after the mother had stroked him for a while, he curled his tail under his feet and dozed off.

			He woke up instantly the moment the engine of the car was turned off. The younger humans jumped out of the car and dashed into the house. The other two walked slower. The kitten felt like a king, being carried in a towel against the mother human’s chest into the house. My house! His eyes wide with curiosity, he gazed all around. It was huge! Room after room after room! She laid him down on a soft, cushiony thing and everyone stroked his fur some more. Once more, the mother person spoke softly and promised she would feed him. Now that’s more like it, he said to himself. 

			In a moment, she carried him into a room with wonderful smells, where there were three bowls on the floor, one of which had food in it. The mother set him down in front of the bowl with food in it. He sniffed and then started to nibble at one of the little hard pieces of food that was inside. Never before had he eaten food like this. It was crunchy, and it tasted great! Nearby was a bowl with water in it. He wasn’t interested in that right now. Kid was so busy with the new food he didn’t hear the person leave the room.

			About the time he had eaten several bites of the cat food, he was startled to hear another cat hissing from a doorway. Jerking around, he faced what seemed like fur and teeth.
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