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For every kitten-hearted child:

	Go and chase what sparks your wonder.

	Go—stumble, scramble, sneeze—

	and find the ones who stumble with you.

	The leap is only the beginning.

	The together is everything.
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	Once upon a time, at the edge of a sunlit meadow, stood a tiny cottage with moss-covered roof tiles and a front garden bursting with wildflowers. Beside it lay a quiet pond, its surface sparkling like a handful of tiny mirrors in the morning light.

	In the cottage lived three playful kittens who loved to chase anything that moved.
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	The first was Soot, black as midnight, with a round, button-like face and gleaming amber eyes.

	The second was Smudge, soft and gray as a rain cloud, with silvery whiskers that curled at the ends.

	The third was Snow, white as—well, snow. Her fur sparkled in the sunlight, and her pale-blue eyes shone like winter ice.
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	“Look before you leap!” their mother called after them each morning.

	“Yes, Mama!” the kittens meowed all at once. “We will be careful today!”

	But by noon, they never were.
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	One bright morning, as robins trilled overhead and dewdrops trembled on the grass, Soot stretched from nose to tail.

	“I’m bored,” he yawned, his tail flicking like a dark ribbon. 

	“Me too,” purred Smudge, arching his back. 

	“Three times bored,” chimed Snow, blinking sleep from her eyes.
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	Just then, Soot’s ears pricked.

	“Look there!” he meowed. “Something’s moving!”

	A small shape crept behind a rosebush. 

	Smudge crouched low. “It has whiskers…” 

	“It’s eating my breakfast!” gasped Snow.

	“Mouse!” they all meowed together.

	Tiptoe, tiptoe, tiptoe…

	By the fence sat Millie the mouse, nibbling a cookie crumb. Her cocoa-brown fur shone softly, and her pink ears twitched this way and that.
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	“Good morrow, Millie,” Snow greeted in her politest tone.

	Millie froze, then blinked.

	“Oh! Hello, kittens. I’m just—um—visiting breakfast.”

	She held the crumb like a treasure.
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	Then—ZING!—quick as a blink, Millie tucked her crumb under one arm and bolted.

	“Squeak, squeak! Catch me if you can, slowpokes!” came her merry taunt.

	“After her!” shouted Soot.

	“Think first, then leap!” Snow tried to remind them, but it was too late. 

	“Catch her!” shouted Smudge. 

	Soot dashed after Millie.

	Smudge dashed after Soot.

	Snow dashed after Smudge.

	They tumbled, they scrambled, they skidded.

	Ahead of them, Millie’s little legs were a brown whir—up the porch steps, across the boards, and then—PLOP!—headfirst into a great old flour crock that sat beside the door.
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	The kittens arrived in a flurry of paws and noses.

	“Aha!” they exclaimed.
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	“Into the crock!” shouted Soot. 

	And in they went—woosh, poof, PUFF! Headfirst! 

	A great white cloud of flour burst out, swirling into the air like a tiny blizzard.
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	“Where’s the mouse?” coughed Soot. 

	“Where is my tail?” sneezed Smudge. 

	“Where is Soot?” sniffled Snow. 

	While they coughed and sneezed and sneezed and coughed, a small white blur slipped between their floury paws.
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	“Ta-ta, slowpokes!” came Millie’s voice, thin as a thread and twice as far as it should have been.
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	When the kittens climbed free, blinking through the powdery haze, they were white from whiskers to tail tips—white Soot, white Smudge, and Snow (still white). 
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	“Who are YOU?” Snow sneezed at Soot, who blinked back white as a marshmallow. 

	“I think we’re… just us,” Soot said, then—ACHOO!

	Achoo! Achoo! Flour puffed everywhere. 

	“Who turned us into marshmallows?” Smudge coughed. 

	“Not me!” giggled Snow. “I look like… me? I mean, I look like a snowball—oh.”

	“My beautiful black fur is gone!” wailed Soot, licking at the flour and making a funny face. “Yuck, this tastes like chalk.” 

	Now three marshmallow kittens padded toward the garden.

	A sparrow perched on a twig, cocked its head, and chirped what sounded very much like a laugh.

	A beetle stopped, stared, and slowly backed away.

	A spotted ladybug fluttered over, circled them once, and said, “Oh my. You look like walking dumplings!”
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	“—Dumplings don’t have claws!” Soot huffed, shaking a white cloud from his ears that made Snow sneeze.

	“Dumplings don’t have hungry tummies either,” Smudge added.

	His stomach answered immediately with a gurgle loud enough to startle a nearby butterfly.

	Snow said nothing. She was licking flour off her paw and making a face that said everything.

	So the three marshmallow kittens set off deeper into the yard, their floury pawprints making a dotted trail across the dark garden soil.

	But they hadn’t gone three steps past the rosebush when—

	Ribbit!
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	The sound came from a mossy stone half-hidden under the drooping head of a sunflower.

	On top of it sat a frog—a tremendously self-satisfied frog, green as a lily pad and twice as shiny. His throat pulsed like a tiny bellows, and two gold-rimmed eyes perched so high on his head they seemed to be watching the sky and the kittens at the same time.

	He looked at the three white shapes and blinked one eye.

	Then the other.

	Then both at once, just to be sure.

	“Is it a rock?” Soot whispered. 

	“Rocks don’t blink,” Smudge whispered back.

	“Why are we all whispering?” whispered Snow.
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	The frog’s wide mouth stretched into something that was almost certainly a grin.

	His left eye swiveled to Soot.

	His right eye swiveled to Smudge.

	Both eyes landed on Snow, who was still working through her feelings about the flour.

	“Ribbit,” he said importantly. “Good day. I am Freddie. I was attending to my dampness.”
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	He took them all in with one long, slow blink.

	“In my experience,” he said, “cats come in black, gray, and white. Not white, white, and white.”

	He tilted his wide head.

	“You wouldn’t happen to be haunting this garden? Or did someone leave the flour bin unattended?”

	Now, it is a well-known fact that of all the things a kitten cannot bear, the worst is being laughed at by a frog.

	Soot puffed up as tall as a floury kitten could puff.

	“We are NOT ghosts. We are hunters. Fierce ones.”
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	A small cloud of flour fell off his nose as he said it.

	“We nearly caught a mouse,” Smudge added, with great dignity, shaking flour from his ears.

	“She was very fast,” Snow added gravely. “For a mouse.”
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	Freddie blinked. “And the flour?” 

	The kittens looked at each other.

	“…That part was an accident,” said all three at once.

	Freddie considered this.

	His throat ballooned out.

	Then it drew back in.

	Then it puffed out again, like a tiny green balloon deciding whether to become a bigger tiny green balloon.

	“Accidents,” he croaked at last, “happen to those who leap before checking where their feet will land.”
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	Snow’s ears drooped.

	“Mama always says so,” she whispered. 

	Freddie nodded gravely, as though these were lessons he and Mother Cat had often discussed by moonlight.

	“For example,” he continued, “I always ask myself three questions before I hop.”

	“One: Is it damp? 

	Two: Is it safe? 

	Three: Is there a yummy fly?”
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	No sooner had he finished than a plump, shiny bluebottle fly drifted lazily between Freddie’s mossy perch and Snow’s soft nose.

	Bzzzzzz! 

	Freddie froze like a quiet leaf.

	His left eye followed it.

	His right eye followed it a moment later.

	The kittens’ big eyes followed both of his. 

	His throat stilled.

	His toes spread.

	Then—

	Thwack!
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	Freddie’s pink tongue shot out like a snapped rubber band, plucked the fly cleanly from the air right above Snow’s nose, and vanished back into his wide mouth before anyone could blink.

	Gulp.
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	His throat bobbed as he swallowed.

	“Pardon me,” he croaked with a polite burp. “Lunch.”

	Snow exhaled slowly, her sticky paw entirely forgotten.

	Three pairs of eyes locked onto the exact spot of air where Freddie’s tongue had been—a spot that was now just empty air, but very exciting empty air.

	Three fluffy tails went stiff as sticks.

	Three flour-dusted bottoms began to wiggle.

	Now, a kitten can ignore a great many things. A kitten can ignore being told “no.” A kitten can ignore a bath. A kitten can even ignore, with great personal suffering, a dangling piece of string.

	But no kitten—not ever, not once, not even a very sensible one—can ignore something that goes THWACK!

	“Soot,” Snow whispered urgently, “remember what Mama—”

	Too late.

	Soot’s eyes had gone glassy. His haunches were already trembling.

	The tongue. It went so fast. Something that fast must be caught.

	Soot’s bottom stopped wiggling and the rest of him shot forward like a small, floury cannonball.

	“POUNCE!” hollered Smudge, and flung himself forward with the full commitment of someone who has stopped asking questions.

	Then Snow—who had meant to be sensible, and wasn’t—went too.
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	Freddie’s gold-rimmed eyes went very round—one pointing at Soot, one pointing at Smudge, and somehow both pointing at Snow.

	His throat, which had puffed so wisely only a moment ago, made one small, uncertain blorp and went flat.

	His left foot took one slow step backward.

	His right foot disagreed.

	“I,” he croaked, “have not finished being damp—”

	RIBBIT—and he was off.
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	He leapt. They leapt. 

	Flour exploded in all directions as three white shapes hurtled after one green shape.

	Past the rosebush. Between the daisies. Over a startled beetle. 

	He zigged. They zigged. 

	He zagged. They zagged into each other.
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	Freddie was fast. Freddie was nimble. Freddie knew every stone and root and hollow in this garden the way a sailor knows his own ship.

	He aimed himself at the old chimney pipe—a long iron thing, dark-mouthed and mossy, that had been lying at the garden’s far edge so long the grass had grown up around both ends of it.

	Freddie shot into it first.

	Soot plunged in after him. Smudge went in after Soot. Snow hesitated for exactly one half of one second, then dove in after Smudge.

	Splat. Bump. BONK!

	The pipe was very narrow.

	Freddie was very slippery.

	The kittens were not.

	He popped out the far end like a bar of wet soap, skidded across a flat stone, spun once on one foot in a way that seemed unplanned but wasn’t, and vanished into the tall grass.

	“Toodle-oo, dumplings!” floated back his cheerful croak. “Do mind the soot!”
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	Inside the pipe, it was dark and close and smelled powerfully of old fires. The walls were furred with grime so thick and soft it felt almost like velvet, if velvet were terrible and got in your ears.

	“…Oh,” said Soot.

	“Oh,” said Smudge.

	“Oh,” said Snow. “And also
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