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A big white chicken named Henrietta walked happily across the chicken yard. It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and the sweet smell of freshly mown hay came to her on a gentle summer breeze. Henrietta was a large white chicken who had lived on the farm for a long time. She was famous all over the countryside for laying the biggest brown-shelled eggs anyone had ever seen.
Valley View farm was owned by Joe and Lil Johnson. Everyone called them Momma and Poppa because they were very kind people. They were easy to talk to and they both had a wonderful sense of humor. When their neighbors weren’t feeling good or had fallen on hard times, Momma and Poppa helped them with their chores and took them meals. When their animals were sick, they would stay up with them and nurse them back to health.
The animals of Valley View Farm were very special. Poppa’s daddy had raised German Shepherds that were used as search and rescue dogs. The cattle were well behaved and gave lots of milk. Once Momma had a pig named Squealer who could do simple math. You could ask him what two plus three was and he would tap the ground with his hoof five times. Poppa’s mom had a pet crow that could talk.
When he was a little boy, Poppa had asked his daddy why their animals were so smart.
“I really can’t answer that, son,” his daddy had said. “Some people think it’s the minerals in our soil or water. But Joe, I want you to remember this. The more you talk to your animals and the more time you spend with them, the smarter they will be.”
Poppa never forgot his daddy’s advice.
Lots of animals lived on the big farm. There were over fifty cattle and the milk and cream were sold to a nearby dairy. Robin and Dobbin, two prize workhorses, helped with the work that needed to be done in the fields.
On this big farm were over one hundred chickens. Momma took care of them, and Henrietta was her pride and joy. Momma gathered the eggs, cleaned the chicken house, and sold the eggs to people for miles around. The reason Henrietta was her pride and joy was simple. The big, brown-shelled, double-yolked eggs that the chicken laid were the best Momma had ever tasted.
Henrietta clucked contentedly to herself as she walked around the chicken yard, then busily nibbled grain from a metal trough that was shaded by a large maple tree. She also ate an occasional bug that came her way. She drank cool well water that was in another big metal pan. It is very important for chickens to drink lots of fresh water and not to get overheated in hot weather.
Suddenly, she felt that special feeling come over her. She fluffed her feathers and danced about excitedly. She let out several loud cackles as the other chickens watched her expectantly. The big red rooster named Johnny came over and said, “Hey, Henrietta, are you just going to make a lot of noise around here? You’d better get in your nest and lay one of those big brown eggs you’re so famous for!”
Henrietta turned from Johnny and hurried inside the white chicken house. She scampered to the row of nests stacked one on top of the other. They were lined with fresh straw so the eggs wouldn’t break when the chickens laid them. The nests were under a large window that provided a view of the meadows and the sparkling blue water of the pond behind the barn.
Henrietta had a special nest on the top row. It was painted white to match her feathers. After cackling for a while, she laid a large egg.
Henrietta heard a banging sound from beneath her nest. She looked down curiously to see what was going on. There was a splintering sound from the floor as a rotten board was forced aside. Henrietta was horrified as she looked into the beady black eyes of the biggest rat she had ever seen. The rat had gray fur with a tail that was as long as its body. It had sharp white teeth and was almost the size of a full-grown house cat.
It gave Henrietta a very unfriendly stare, then said in a mean voice, “Henrietta, I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time. My name is Gertrude. I’m the mother of a large family of hungry rats. We have a huge nest under the floor of your home. I’ve decided that it’s about time for my kids to start eating fresh eggs.” The rat smiled wickedly. “Of course, if you don’t cooperate, and if you tell anyone you’ve seen me, we could always eat you, too!”
Henrietta was so frightened her heart almost stopped. She had heard rumors among the other farm animals of Gertrude and her family, but no one seemed to know where they lived.
“What do you want?” she whispered.
Gertrude hopped to the first row of nests below Henrietta. With her long tail whipping menacingly about, Gertrude said, “I want that big beautiful egg you just laid.”
“Okay, you can have it,” cackled the frightened hen as she flew from the nest and out the door of the chicken house.
Momma came down to collect the eggs around 5:00 o’clock that evening. She was an energetic little woman with bright curly red hair and kind brown eyes. Her movements were very fast, and she got a lot of work done every day. She hummed cheerfully to herself, refilling the food and water pans. The chickens clucked excitedly around her legs, for they all loved her very much.
When she went in to gather the eggs, several hens watched her from the door. She stopped at Henrietta’s nest with a puzzled look on her face. It was empty, but by the way the straw was flattened down, she could tell the hen had been there.
“Henrietta must have had a bad day,” she said out loud as she glanced down at the shiny metal bucket that held the fifty or sixty eggs she had collected from the other nests. Since Henrietta’s nest was the last one to be checked, she left the chicken house and went to the farmhouse to wash the eggs and put them in cartons.
Henrietta, her head hanging low, stood in the middle of the chicken yard and sadly watched Momma leave. She went behind the chicken house and sat on a large rock that was still warm from the sun. This was the first day in years that Momma hadn’t gotten one of her eggs. I did lay an egg, but it was stolen, she thought sadly. I sure hope that horrible rat doesn’t come back tomorrow to steal my egg again. She shuffled to the chicken house, where she soon fell fast asleep on the wooden roost.
Around 5:00 o’clock the next morning, Johnny awakened full of joy for the new day. He yawned, and fluffing his feathers, let out a deafening crow that shattered the quiet of the countryside. Soon the animals were waking to the sound of his voice. The two big workhorses, Robin and Dobbin, went down to the pond for a cool drink of water. A flock of wild geese lifted from the pond with a great flapping of wings as the horses splashed about as they drank. Several frogs took shelter under large lily pads when Robin came too close to them.
After breakfast, Poppa went outside to start his morning chores. After going to the feed room and filling a bucket with grain, he walked behind the barn and began to call the cattle from the pasture, where they were eating grass. When he got them into the barn, he put each cow into a stanchion, which is like a little stall that keeps the cow from moving around while it’s being milked.
His five cats came from the feed room at the far end of the barn. They lined up, waiting to have milk squirted into their mouths. Tabby, the momma cat, sat closest to Poppa. Next to her sat a little calico kitten named Cally. Her brother Scooter had gotten his name because he went everywhere quickly. He was black with white feet and sat next to his sister. His mouth opened and his pink tongue was made white as Poppa squirted into it a stream of milk from Bossy’s full udder. His brother Boomer was next to get a drink of warm milk. Boomer was gray and the largest of Tabby’s kittens. He was kind of clumsy and made a lot of noise wherever he went. Next to him was his youngest brother, Midnight, who was the blackest of all the cats on the farm. Since he was last in line, Poppa gave him two squirts of milk. Midnight yowled his thanks.
Gertrude and her family slept on, heedless of all the morning hustle and bustle. They had been up all night eating corn and grain that were stored in a large building near the chicken house. They had dug tunnels beneath the buildings that ran all over the farm and used them to sneak from one area to another.
Henrietta wasn’t having a good morning. She’d had nightmares of rats chasing chickens and stealing eggs. She walked outside, nodding sleepily to her friends.
The morning passed quickly, and soon it was mid-afternoon. Henrietta was eating small pieces of gravel from a pan that was at the far end of the chicken yard. Chickens eat the gravel to help them digest the food they eat.
Suddenly, that special feeling came upon her. She began to cluck louder than usual and to dance around. She rushed to the chicken house and hopped into her nest. She cackled and scratched at the straw with her feet. After awhile, she laid a big brown-shelled egg.
The very minute it landed, she heard a thumping noise. Gertrude’s ugly, grinning face popped into view from beneath the floor. “Good afternoon, Henrietta,” she said cheerfully. “Looks like it’s time for lunch.” With a loud cackle of fear, Henrietta fled from the nest to the safety of the chicken yard and her friends.
That evening, as usual, Momma walked to the chicken house with the egg bucket in her hand. Once again, she was disappointed when she came to the last nest. It was empty. She thought sadly, Henrietta is getting old. She’s at least three, possibly four years old, which is old for a chicken.
A little tear appeared in the corner of her eye as she thought about her special friendship with the hen. She remembered holding Henrietta when she was a baby chick. She was so small she fit in the palm of her hand. Henrietta was so proud when she ate her first kernel of corn from between Momma’s fingers!
As she left the chicken yard, Momma bent down and ran her index finger gently down Henrietta’s back. Henrietta gave a soft cluck-cluck that was somehow very sad.
Later that evening, Henrietta was sitting on the big rock behind the chicken house, watching the sunset and thinking about her problem, when she heard a rustling noise from the leaves of an oak tree that grew near by. She looked up, and there in the branches sat her friend Morning Song, a mockingbird. Morning Song was the best singer in the land, and knew the songs of at least thirty other birds. Since her nest was right by the kitchen window of the farmhouse, she overheard all kinds of conversations between Momma and Poppa. She could also imitate the ringing of a telephone.
“Oh, Henrietta,” she said, hopping about excitedly, “I just heard Momma and Poppa talking after supper. Poppa said he would love one of your big eggs for breakfast. Momma told him that you hadn’t laid any eggs for several days. I peeked through the window and could see their faces. They both seemed really unhappy. I didn’t hear what they said next because the grandfather of all birds flew over.”
Henrietta scratched her head with her foot. “I think I heard them call the grandfather of all birds an airplane one time.”
“Yeah, that’s what I mean. Well, when it was gone, I heard them mention something about the stew pot.”
Henrietta thought she was going to faint with fright, for all the chickens had heard stories about the stew pot ever since they were little. Her mother used to scold her when she was playing tag with Johnny in the chicken house at night when the rest of the chickens were trying to sleep. “Henrietta,” her mother would cluck, “if you don’t go to bed and quit playing tag with Johnny and let all of us get some sleep, you both might have to go to the stew pot!”
No one seemed to know what the stew pot actually was, but they did know one thing for sure. When a chicken went to the stew pot, it never came back.
Morning Song could tell by Henrietta’s face how upset she was. “Don’t worry, Henrietta, we won’t let that happen to you. You have lots of friends who will help you in any way we can.”
Henrietta gazed deep into the merry little eyes of her dear friend, and then told her secret. “Oh, Morning Song, Gertrude the rat has been stealing my eggs for her family. She comes from a hole in the floor way behind the nests. Momma must not know about the hole, or I’m sure she would figure it out. That horrible creature steals my egg every day and has threatened to eat me if I tell anyone!”
Even though the night was quite warm, Morning Song shivered. “Oh, Henrietta,” she cried, “what a terrible thing to have to deal with all by yourself! Why didn’t you tell us?”
“I didn’t want to frighten the little chicks, and Johnny would have been very worried. When he gets upset, he loses about half his feathers.” Henrietta giggled as she thought about Johnny going around half bald. “He gets really grumpy and pecks at anyone who gets in his way. He’s always trying to look in a piece of glass to see if his feathers have grown back.”
Morning Song began to laugh. “Henrietta, I miss all the happy times we’ve had and just want things to get back to normal. All of us love you very much. Don’t worry. We’ll put our heads together and figure something out.” The two friends touched beaks and went their separate ways.
Night fell peacefully across the land. A soft breeze gently rustled the corn stalks in the field. Several frogs sang in the pond behind the barn. They were happy with their bellies full of flies after a long day of playing tag and swimming around. The big owl named Hooter hooted from the top of a tall maple tree near the windmill. The moon shone brightly from a sky filled with stars. Several bats flew around, catching insects and busily taking them back to a cave in the woods where their children were waiting with hungry open mouths.
Midnight, the youngest son of Tabby the cat, was having a dream. In his dream, he was chasing a large mouse through a hole in the side of the old tool shed that was no longer used. The mouse became entangled in some old fence wire under the building. Midnight pounced upon him and tied him up with a little piece of rope that he found under a board. He carried the mouse from under the tool shed and took him back to the feed room, where his family lived. It was the first mouse he had ever caught in his life, and everyone was amazed that a little kitten could catch such a big mouse. They made a lot of fuss over him and he felt so grown up!
He awoke with the dream still in his mind and stretched lazily, licking his soft fur. He thought about Poppa, who was his buddy. Sometimes in the evening, he got to go into the farmhouse, where he would lie on the farmer’s lap and eat little pieces of fish from between his fingers.
Then Midnight daydreamed about catching a big fat mouse and laying it on the doorstep. Poppa would see it when he came out to milk the cows in the morning and be so proud of him. “I’m going to make it happen!” Midnight whispered to himself.
He tiptoed out of the feed room and cautiously looked outside. The chirping of crickets, along with a lot of other night sounds, came to his sensitive ears. The big white wheel in the sky showed him the outline of the white farm buildings in its glow. He had never been up this late before, and it was scary. When he heard the call of the big owl named Hooter in the maple tree by the farmhouse, a shiver went up his spine.
One night before bedtime, his mother had told all the kittens a story. In the story was a mean old tomcat named Hunter who bullied all the other cats and made their lives miserable. One evening when he was out hunting, a great owl swooped down from the sky and carried Hunter off. The cat was never seen again.
Midnight scurried from the barn, trying to be as quiet and stealthy as he could. He kept looking over his shoulder to make sure there were no big, hungry owls behind him. His scampering little legs took him past the farmhouse and down the long row of sheds and garages used for storing machinery and other farm equipment. At the very end of the row was an old tool shed. He sat and looked at it in amazement. It was exactly like the one in his dream!
The paint had peeled away from the wood years ago, and there were several large holes in the roof. He could hear a lot of scurrying about from within its sagging walls. Lots of mice for the taking, he thought as he moved an old board out of his way and peeked under the bottom of the shed. It was very dark under there.
Hooter’s voice came from nearby. Midnight let out a yowl of fright and dashed under the shed. He was no longer thinking about catching mice, but about hiding from the owls and all the other big, scary things out there in the night. He hurried past a rusty roll of wire that Poppa had discarded years before.
“Hooo. Hooooo. Hoooooo.” The fearsome voice of the owl drove Midnight onward.
“Mommy,” he yowled, “help me, I want to go home!” He looked desperately about for someplace to hide and saw a big board sagging down from the floor above. I’ll hide under that, he said to himself. That should keep me safe.
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