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      It is easy to be lonely in a crowd.

      Quincy peered up and down the aisles of the Farmers Market. Shopkeepers sang out their wares. Kids dashed from a basket of peaches to a pile of watermelons to a cluster of grapes. Quincy didn’t see a familiar face anywhere in the pavilion.

      Surely his sisters or his other friends were here somewhere. He needed to get higher, above the crowd to see them.

      Nearby, watermelons towered over him. He didn’t like climbing on a watermelon pile, but he needed a familiar face.

      Testing each step, he inched to the top of the watermelon pile. Taut with worry, he rose up on his hind legs, twisting to look right and then left. His leg muscles twitched with the effort to keep his balance. Where were the other kittens?

      Suddenly his back leg slipped. He tried to catch his balance, waving his paws. But he fell heavily between two watermelons, the impact knocking one down. Which knocked another down, which—disaster! The pile was rolling, spreading, falling apart.

      Quincy scrambled, claws trying to find a stable surface, to find something that wasn’t shifting under him.

      Someone screamed, “Look out!”

      Watermelons bumped! Banged! Crashed! Thumped!

      Thunk! One watermelon fell to the concrete floor of the pavilion. Crack! It split apart, scattering watermelon seeds and red juice everywhere.

      Twisting through the air, Quincy struggled to get his feet pointing down. He landed on a watermelon chunk and slid headfirst into the broken fruit.

      Silence.

      Quincy pulled his head out of the watermelon. In his teeth, he held a giant bite. He threw back his head and gulped. He was aware of how this would all look on camera, the watermelon against his black fur. Director Stanley looked for strong colors like this.

      Wonder of wonders! Quincy’s eyes glittered with pleasure. His pink tongue licked his lips, savoring the taste.

      There were his sisters, the white Persian named Angel and the golden Persian named PittyPat. They hovered at the edge of the crowd, shaking their heads at him.

      Watermelon! Quincy’s new favorite food!

      He leaned forward and sniffed delicately. Yes! He needed to remember this smell and taste long after summer had gone.

      He bent and ate.

      Alone. No other cat liked watermelon.

      Oh, well. What did it matter to Quincy that no other kitten liked it? He loved it!
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      JUST KITTEN AROUND Joke

      Q: What color do kittens love

      the most?

      A: Purr-ple.
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        * * *

      

      Friendships were impossible for Kittytube stars. It was only logical, Quincy knew. The competition was just too fierce.

      Quincy stared at the number 1010 on the door and told his thumping heart to be still. Who had been assigned as his roommate? Would they be friends?

      No! he told himself. Roommates are not friends. They only share a room. I just need someone kind.

      He was thirteen weeks old. This was the tenth floor of Majestic Kennels, the kitten dorm. When the kittens had moved into the dorm two weeks ago, Quincy had had a private room. No roommate. But his room was scheduled to be painted. Director Stanley told Quincy that he had to move to Room 1010. Which meant he’d have a roommate.

      In spite of logic, Quincy imagined joking, maybe even laughing with a roommate. He hoped for jokes that only made sense within a friendship.
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      His sister Angel had chosen the Siamese kitten named Jazz as her roommate. His sister PittyPat roomed with a British shorthair named Alisa.

      But Quincy hadn’t known anyone to choose. Instead, he had enjoyed the private room.

      Pushing the door inward, Quincy stepped into a splash of sunlight from the tall windows. The wooden floor warmed his paws.

      To his left on the back wall, a bunk bed lay in deep shadow. He could make out an upper bunk and—

      —on the lower bunk, a large shape shifted,  then growled.

      Quincy froze.

      “Hello?” His voice quavered. He shook himself and said in a steadier voice, “Hello, I’m Quincy Persian. Who are you?”

      A long, fluffy tail swished the floor. A cat—not a kitten—rolled off the bottom bunk and turned around. In a gruff voice, the cat said, “I’m Joaquin Maine coon. This is my room. I was promised a private room. Maine coons are big, and we need room to spread out. But no, Director Stanley said I had to let you in here. But let’s get this straight: it’s not your room; it’s mine.”

      Quincy leaned back and stared upward. “H-h-how old are you?” Surely this cat was in the wrong place. The Maine coon glared at him with golden eyes. Silver fur framed his face with an angelic halo. Silver and gold. He must look amazing on camera, Quincy thought.

      “Humpf! Thirteen weeks old, same as any kitten in the dorm,” the cat—no, the kitten—said gruffly. “Just because my breed is large doesn’t mean I’m fully grown. It means you’re little.” He said the word “little” like it was a rotten fish, a terrible thing to be.

      Quincy couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. His chest felt like a popped balloon, all hope gone in a whoosh.

      “Here are the rules of Room 1010. I’m the boss.” Joaquin puffed out his chest, looking like a Godzilla kitten. “I get the bottom bunk. Lights out when I say. And you stay out of my way. Got it?”

      This cat can hurt me! Quincy’s stomach tightened. He wanted to step backward, to move far away from Joaquin. But Quincy needed to stand his ground. If I give in now, he thought, there will be no end to the bullying.

      “Got it?” Joaquin’s growl came out in a deep rumble that made Quincy shiver.

      Gathering his courage, Quincy walked around Joaquin and climbed up to the top bunk. He sat and curled his tail around himself, scant protection but all he had. “I rather like the top bunk. Thanks for saving it for me.”

      Joaquin laughed. “We’re going to get along just fine, little fella.”

      Quincy lowered his head to his paws, holding himself tight, controlled. The shadowed bunk bed and his black fur meant he could blend in and disappear. Shadows, he thought, will be my friends. But he wouldn’t let himself do that. He raised his head defiantly and answered, “We’re going to get along just fine, big fella.”

      Joaquin gave a short laugh, shaking his head. He turned his back on Quincy and curled up on the floor, exactly in the middle of the sunshine. Silver and gold glittered.

      Closing his eyes, Quincy unsheathed his claws and let them sink silently into the foam of his bed.

      No. His roommate was not his friend. Never would be his friend.

      Exactly as he had expected.
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      It really starts with a squawking chicken. But first, Joaquin must reach the chicken.

      The video follows a service truck. Joaquin sits beside his friend, the driver, who reaches over to scratch Joaquin’s ears.

      Houses are scattered across the countryside, so it’s mostly a beautiful drive through green fields. They stop so the driver can read electric meters at a house, at a deer camp, at a trailer, at another house.

      As they drive, Joaquin leans his forehead against the window. He’s a chase cat forced to sit and watch the countryside go by. The roads are clear, but ditches, fields, and driveways are running with water from last night’s storm. Joaquin squirms, tired of just sitting. He needs action!

      A large white house sits between huge spreading trees. The driver climbs out, and Joaquin climbs out right behind him. The driver doesn’t notice that the kitten has escaped.

      Joaquin lifts his head and sniffs.

      Nice place. A two-car garage is in deep shadow. Dimly, Joaquin sees that the garage door is wide open.

      Roaming freely in and out of the garage—it’s chickens! Big white chickens with red combs and wattles.

      Joaquin bounds after a fat hen.

      Squawk!

      She races to the rooster and cowers behind him.

      The rooster is so large that Joaquin must look up at the rooster’s red wattles! The rooster puffs out his chest feathers and faces the kitten.

      Hiss! Joaquin unsheathes his claws and bats at the rooster.

      This rooster doesn’t like claws! He turns and runs away, with all the hens chasing after him. Pwock! Cluck, cluck. Squawk! What a ruckus!

      The truck driver turns toward the noise and laughs at his kitten. He turns back to read the electric meter.

      But wait. One hen, trying to dodge Joaquin, dashes into the garage. The kitten leaps after the hen, hits a slick of oil and water, and slides, not stopping until he hits a large trash can full of aluminum cans to recycle. Can you hear it? Bump! Bang! Jangle!

      Chickens squawking, kitten howling, cans clattering.

      Oh, but it gets better. A man, dressed only in boxer shorts, dashes out of the house. He uses a broom to swat at Joaquin, protecting his precious chickens.

      Swat, meow, squawk, clatter.

      Oh, yes. It happens. The man suddenly hits that oil-and-water slick. He’s off-balance from swatting at the poor kitten, who was just having an adventure. The man slides, loses his balance, drops the broom, windmills his arms, and flips neatly, landing on his boxer shorts.

      Thump, swat, squawk, clatter.

      And then laughter.

      Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha!
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