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			Hello, Skippy Blackfeet
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			Chapter One

			The little black cat awoke to a loud grumbling sound. At first he thought it was thunder, like the noise the rumbling, tumbling storm had made as it stampeded across the sky the night before, shaking trees and hurling rain.

			He peered up from his nest beneath the agapanthus bush. Slender, green leaves surrounded purple and white pom-pom flowers that swished and swayed on long, thick stems. Between them he glimpsed a panel of sky. Today it was clear and blue.
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			The grumbling sound came again. This time the little black cat felt it as well. It came from deep inside his tummy where the hunger lived. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. Was it yesterday? Maybe the day before? He sighed and stretched. Maybe today he would catch a mouse or a lizard.

			There wasn’t much to eat in the cemetery, but he preferred the quiet stillness and peaceful gardens to the honking, hooting chaos outside the fence. Out there, dogs barked, and cars blared and blasted.

			Out there, people chased him away with the spray of a hose, or the shake of a rolled-up newspaper. Under the shelter of his agapanthus bush, the little black cat was often hungry and lonely … but he felt safe.
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			Chapter Two

			‘Mum? Mummy?’ A trembly voice came from the direction of the stone path that led towards the headstones. The voice grew louder and louder until a pair of feet stopped in front of the agapanthus bush. The feet wore yellow ankle socks and white sneakers.
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			The little black cat shrank as far back into the folding green leaves as he could. He crouched down low and held his breath.

			The owner of the feet sat down next to his bush, drew up her legs, and wrapped her arms around her knees. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. Her tears splashed like spring rain onto her knees and trickled down to meet the yellow socks.

			‘Where are you, Mummy?’ Her voice wobbled, then gave way to shoulder-heaving sobs.

			The cat watched the girl through emerald eyes. He saw her pull handfuls of grass from the ground over and over as she rocked gently back and forth. He heard her wuffling, snuffling cries. He sensed her distress. Even though he was only a little cat, he had a very big heart, and before his head could tell his heart to be careful, he pushed his way from the bush and butted the girl’s leg with his head.

			

			Chapter Three
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			‘Oh!’ The girl reached out and stroked the top of his head. ‘Where did you come from?’ The cat leaned into her hand and she stroked him again. She ran her hand from the top of his head, along his back, all the way to the tip of his black tail. He wove between her legs, making a slow figure eight.

			‘Do you live here?’ the girl asked. ‘I don’t. I’m here with my mum. We came to put flowers on Nonna’s grave. But now I can’t find her, and …’ Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. The cat sat next to her and let the girl run her fingers through his fur until she could speak again.

			They sat in silence for a very long time.

			‘I’m May,’ she said finally. ‘My name’s May because I was born in May.’ She stroked the cat as she talked. ‘I’m lost. Or Mummy is lost. One of us is lost, anyway. I could walk home, but I don’t remember which way it is. And I’m not allowed to walk by myself. And the other side of the fence looks so different.’

			The little black cat understood what May meant. The other side of the fence was very different.

			‘You’re so shiny,’ May said. She scratched him behind the ears. ‘Are you lost too?’

			The cat thought about this. He lay down next to May and put his nose on his paws. Was not having a proper home the same as being lost?

			

			Chapter Four

			‘May. May!’ A willowy-billowy lady ran up the path. She had red spiky hair and wore a long flowing dress the colour of a lavender sky just before sunset.

			She dropped to her knees and pulled May into a tight hug. A silver-gold tangle of bracelets jangled on each wrist. ‘Where were you? I’ve been looking for you all over.’

			‘Mummy!’ May hugged her mother back. ‘I found a cat. I mean he found me. I couldn’t find you, and he made things better.’
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			‘A cat?’ May’s mother released May from her embrace. Her eyes found the little black cat. ‘You’re a wee one, aren’t you?’ May’s mother reached out to pat him, but her jangling bracelets made him nervous. He made himself even smaller and flattened his ears.

			‘It’s okay, puss,’ May’s mother said. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ Her voice was quiet and musical, like the little burbling stream that ribboned its way through the cemetery. When May’s mother stood, the cat noticed a picture of a purple butterfly on one shoulder. A red rose bloomed on the other. The cat liked butterflies. He also liked roses.

			‘Come on, May. Let’s go home. I think we’ve had quite enough excitement for one day,’ said May’s mother.

			May put her arms around the cat and squeezed him to her. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. Her breath tickled his ear. He wondered if he would ever see her again. The thought that he might not made him sad, and he rubbed his face against her hand.

			‘Do you want to come with me?’ said May. ‘Mummy, can we take him home? Say yes.’

			‘I don’t know about that, May. It could be someone’s pet. They might be looking for it.’ May’s mum bent down and felt around the cat’s neck. ‘Although it doesn’t have a collar, and it sure is skinny. Poor thing probably hasn’t eaten in a while.’

			‘Please, Mum.’

			

			‘May, I don’t know … having a pet is a big responsibility.’

			‘I’ll look after him. Like he looked after me. Please?’ May grabbed a handful of her mother’s floaty dress and danced it around. ‘Please?’

			May’s mum laughed. ‘Okay.’ She threw up her hands. ‘Why not? If the cat wants to come, it can come.’

			‘Yay!’ May clapped her hands. ‘Did you hear that, cat? You can come and live with us. Come on, follow me!’ May and her mother started across the soft green lawn towards the cemetery gates.

			But the little black cat didn’t move. He thought about what was outside the gates. Angry faces and chasing dogs, and busy streets filled with busy people with kicking shoes. Booming-looming, chaotic and confusing.

			‘Come on, cat,’ May called.

			He wanted to, but how could he leave the safety of his agapanthus bush?

			‘You have to make a clucking noise with your tongue,’ May’s mum said. ‘Like this: chuh, chuh, chuh.’

			‘Chuh, chuh, chuh.’ May copied her mother. ‘Come on, cat.’

			‘Chuh, chuh, chuh,’ went May and her mother together.

			The little black cat trembled at the thought of going outside the gates, but then he thought about the hunger he always felt. He thought about the long, lonely days and dark nights when it was cold and wet, and he could never get warm. He thought about how nice it had felt to be stroked. He thought about the gentle kindness in May’s mother’s sing-song voice. But most of all, he thought about May. How he had made her feel better. How she had needed him.

			She needed him.

			And then he was off and running.
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			‘Here he comes. Come on, Skippy Blackfeet!’ May shouted.

			‘Skippy Blackfeet?’ May’s mum raised an eyebrow.

			‘My name’s May because I was born in May. Skippy Blackfeet is black, and he skips when he runs. His name is Skippy Blackfeet.’

			‘Skippy Blackfeet it is,’ said May’s mother.

			May reached down and picked up the little black cat. She held him close and they walked through the cemetery gates together.

			

			Chapter Five

			Sometime later, they walked through the door of May’s house together.

			‘Here we are,’ May said. She put Skippy Blackfeet down on the kitchen floor. The tiles felt cool and smooth under his paws.

			‘We’ll have to go to the supermarket later and get some proper cat food,’ May’s mother said. ‘In the meantime, I guess I can open up a tin of tuna.’ She took a blue china dish from a cupboard and forked flakes of canned tuna into it.

			

			May put the dish on the floor beside Skippy Blackfeet. The smell was exquisite. He touched the fish with his bright pink tongue. It tasted as good as it smelled. His stomach flip-flopped in anticipation. He buried his face into the dish and didn’t look up until the tuna was all gone.
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			‘You were hungry,’ May said. She picked him up again. ‘Come on, I’ll show you my room.’ She carried Skippy Blackfeet up a flight of stairs. At the top, she followed a cream-carpeted hallway until she reached a light-filled bedroom. ‘This is where I sleep.’ May sat on her bed and patted the space next to it. ‘You can sleep here too if you like.’ The bedspread was soft and warm, and covered all over with bright yellow sunflowers. Skippy Blackfeet liked sunflowers.

			Next to the bed a large window was framed by matching sunflower curtains. He could see down into the garden below. There was a neat space of green lawn that looked like the grass in the cemetery. Surrounding the lawn were flower beds and a strawberry patch, and several wooden half-barrels that were planted with herbs. The garden was bordered all around by a high wooden fence.

			‘See that house next door?’ May pointed to a red-tiled roof on the other side of the fence. ‘A dog called Sandy lives there. Sometimes he makes a lot of noise. I don’t like loud noises. I don’t like loud dogs. They hurt my ears.’

			Skippy Blackfeet was glad the fence was high. He didn’t like loud dogs either.

			Downstairs, May’s mother had replaced the blue china dish with a saucer of milk. He had never tasted milk before. It was creamy silk in his mouth. May sat beside him and watched him drink. He lapped and lapped until it was all gone.

			

			Then, with a belly as full as his heart, Skippy Blackfeet curled up in a shaft of sunlight under the kitchen table and went to sleep.

			

			Chapter Six

			Clump-clump.

			Skippy Blackfeet awoke with a start.

			Clump-clump.

			Where was he? What was that noise? A huge sand-coloured work boot landed on the tiles right in front of his face. Kicking shoes!

			He sprang back under the table as far from the boot as possible. His eyes grew wide and round. His hind legs were tight springs beneath him, coiled for a quick escape.

			Clump. Another boot joined the first. If the owner of the boots bent down he would be seen, and then …

			‘Daddy!’ May flew from the lounge room, Vegemite-coloured braid flying, and crashed into the giant in the boots.

			‘Hello, Mayflower,’ May’s dad said. He lifted her up and planted a kiss on her nose. ‘How was your day?’

			‘I made a friend,’ May said.

			‘Did you?’ said May’s dad. ‘Who’s that?’

			‘Look.’ May pulled on her dad’s fluorescent yellow shirt sleeve. ‘Look under the table.’

			May’s dad squatted down and peered between the chairs. He saw Skippy Blackfeet. Skippy Blackfeet tried to make himself as small as possible.
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			‘That’s a cat.’

			‘That’s Skippy Blackfeet. We found him in the cemetery when we went to see Nonna.’

			‘A cat.’ May’s dad looked at May’s mum. ‘I don’t know about cats. Especially stray ones. Bit small, isn’t it?’

			‘It’s just ’cause he’s hungry,’ May said. ‘Look how much milk he drank.’ She pointed at the empty saucer.

			‘I don’t know about cats,’ May’s dad repeated. ‘Especially black ones.’

			May’s mum put a hand on May’s dad’s arm. ‘Richie,’ she murmured.

			‘But, Dad, Skippy Blackfeet helped me when I was lost.’ May’s voice shook.

			‘Lost?’ said May’s dad.

			‘I’ll explain later,’ May’s mum said.

			

			‘And scared,’ May said. ‘Skippy Blackfeet made things better.’

			‘It’s true,’ May’s mum said. ‘Might be good to have him around … he really did calm her.’

			May’s father looked from his wife to his daughter, and back again. Then he sighed. ‘Okay. Looks like it’s staying. Keep it away from me though. I just don’t know about cats.’

			

			Chapter Seven

			Skippy Blackfeet was outside with May. He loved the springy square of lawn and the scented gardens. He’d explored every centimetre over the last week. Today, dappled sunshine filtered through the leaves of the frangipani tree and cast playful shadows across the grass. He pounced at the dancing, shifting shapes with his quick black paws. The sound of May’s laughter mixed with the droning hum of bees, their legs yellow-thick with pollen as they went about their important work.

			Then the growling started. Low and snarling from the other side of the fence, it quickly rose into a rapid high-pitched bark. Arf-arf Arf-arf-arf-arf.

			[image: ]

			

			A dog! Skippy Blackfeet froze. Across the lawn May clapped her hands over her ears.

			Arf-arf-arf-arf-arf. The fence shuddered and shook as something with sharp claws scrabbled at the other side.

			Skippy Blackfeet’s legs screamed at him to run. But where? The screen door to the house was closed. Behind the strawberry patch? Up the frangipani tree? Arf-arf arf-arf. He trembled at the sound.

			May was on the ground now. Hands over ears, her eyes squeezed tightly shut. She rocked back and forth the same way she had in the cemetery … and before his heart could tell his head to be careful, Skippy Blackfeet ran to her. He squeezed between her legs and pressed himself against her. The thud-thud-thud of his pounding heart matched hers.

			Arf-arf-arf-arf-arf-arf.

			A loud wail came from deep inside May. ‘Make it stop. Make it stop. Stop
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