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In a beautiful valley not far from the town
of Mitchell was a dairy farm called Valley View, owned by Mr.
Johnson and his wife. The rolling hills of the farm sloped down to
a sparkling river that ran along the far edge of the property.
There was a large pond behind the barn that many of the animals who
lived on the farm liked to drink from and splash around in on hot
summer days. Freshly painted white board fences and outbuildings
shone in the afternoon sun. The green of the pastures was fading to
a light brown with the leaves of the maple and cottonwood trees
starting to come down. Fall had come to the valley.

Farmer Johnson had finished with all the
haying and was busy repairing machinery and doing a lot of other
things that needed to be done before winter. It was mid-September
and the days were still quite hot, but the nights were getting
cool. All the animals knew it wouldn’t be long before cold weather
was upon them.

The farmer and his wife were wonderful
people. When their neighbors weren’t feeling well or had fallen on
hard times, the Johnsons would take them food and help them with
their chores. They would stay up at night with animals when they
were sick, and nurse them back to health. They were kind of like
everyone’s mom and dad, so everyone called them Momma and
Poppa.

Momma and Poppa tried to help out the wild
animals as much as they could. Momma kept the bird feeder behind
the house full all the time. She threw her garbage into the woods
where it was feasted on by birds, rabbits, and squirrels.

There was a little squirrel that lived in a
big hollow tree by the barn. He was named Chatter Box because of
all the noise he made when he found an especially delicious nut.
Chatter Box had hauled lots of nuts up to his comfortable nest of
soft bird feathers that he had found on the ground around the
chicken house. Those nuts would last him over the long, cold months
ahead.

In a tall tree by the windmill lived an old
owl named Hooter, who had a young son named Eagle Eye. Hooter had
named his son Eagle Eye because the young owl could spot a worm
from farther away than any other bird Hooter had ever known. Eagles
have the best vision of almost any bird in the animal kingdom and
can see things from miles away.

Eagle Eye was very imaginative, which made
him awfully curious about the big, wonderful world in which he
lived. He followed his father around when Hooter would let him, and
tried to imitate everything he did. His father was his hero. Eagle
Eye watched the night his dad drove Midnight under the tool shed
with his fearsome hooting and thought at the time, Gee whiz,
that was really cool! I wish I could scare someone with my voice,
too. He tried a little hoot. It came out kind of raspy and
didn’t sound anything like the hoot of his wise old father.

Over the next few weeks, he practiced hooting
so much he hardly had a voice left. “Don’t be so impatient, son,”
his father told him. “It will come in time. Why don’t you spend
more time catching worms? Soon the ground will be frozen and it
will be a lot harder to hunt for the food we need to stay alive.”
The little owl took his advice and soon had a belly fat with
worms.

Down at the pond behind the barn, Baxter and
his family were busy all day from sunup to sunset. But the frogs
weren’t busy singing and playing tag the way they did in the
summer. The frogs, along with the water toads and turtles, were
busy catching flies, mosquitoes, and any other insects that came
within reach of their hungry mouths. They too were getting ready
for the cold weather. You see, when it’s cold, frogs go into a
state of hibernation, which is a very long sleep that lasts all
winter. They do this to stay alive, since there are no flies and
other bugs to eat in the winter. They burrow deep into the mud
along the banks of the pond and sleep until it’s warm again.

Baxter was grumpy and hard to get along with.
He liked swimming around, eating, and playing tag with his family a
lot better than he liked sleeping. Above all, he liked singing. So,
as the days flew by, the frogs ate and ate, watching the days grow
shorter and feeling the temperature of the water get cooler.

Little Midnight, the blackest of all the cats
on the farm, was not a happy kitty. He was in a lot of trouble with
his mother, Tabby, for sneaking off to catch mice under the old
tool shed.

“Don’t you ever leave your bed again without
my permission, especially in the middle of the night! All kinds of
terrible things could have happened to you,” his mother scolded.
“You were very lucky. If Henrietta hadn’t found you, you could
still be under that old shed, trapped beneath that rotten board. I
will not allow such misbehavior. You are grounded for one month.
You can’t leave the feed room at all.”

Midnight spent his days sulking, not eating
much since he wasn’t getting a lot of exercise, and playing
half-heartedly with his rubber toy mice that Poppa had given him.
He wasn’t allowed to go to the house and drink milk or to lie on
Poppa’s lap and eat fish from his hand. As the days passed and
Midnight saw his two brothers, Scooter and Boomer, and his little
sister, Cally, playing and having such fun outside, he started to
get really mad.

This whole dreadful situation is Hooter’s
fault, thought Midnight. If he hadn’t hooted that night,
sounding so mean and scary, I wouldn’t have gone under that old
shed to get away from him. When Mommy lets me go outside again and
play, that old owl and his son, Eagle Eye, had better watch out,
because they are going to have to deal with a kitty with an
attitude!

Midnight awoke early one morning with his
heart full of joy. He was finally free! His month of being grounded
ended when his family got up that morning. He waited obediently
until everyone got up. Finally the words of his mother came like
sweet music to his little furry ears. “Midnight, you can go outside
and play. Let this be a lesson to you, and be a good little kitty
from now on.”

“Okay, Mommy,” he meowed, and he dashed
through the big open doors of the feed room into the cool fall
morning. He ran around for a couple of hours visiting with all the
animals, having a great time. Henrietta, the oldest chicken on the
farm, was just getting ready to lay a big, brown-shelled egg when
she saw Midnight talking with Johnny, the big red rooster, over by
the chicken house.

Walking over to them, she clucked, “Hey,
Midnight, I bet you’re not going to do any more prowling around at
night! That must have seemed like the longest month of your
life.”

“It sure did,” agreed the little black cat.
“From now on, I’m going to be the best little kitty in the world!”
But in the back of his mind, he thought of Hooter and Eagle Eye,
the reason he’d been grounded in the first place.

Later that evening, as the sun sank low in
the west, and after Poppa finished milking the cows, Midnight sat
behind the chicken house on a big rock, which was still warm from
the day’s sun. Just then, he saw Eagle Eye swoop down from a nearby
tree and grab a fat worm that was wiggling around on the ground.
Since he was so busy, the little owl didn’t see Midnight.

When Eagle Eye had taken the worm back to his
nest in the big tree by the windmill, Midnight went over to where
he had caught the worm and said in a whisper, “Hey, all you worms,
stay in the ground tonight! There’re a lot of owls around!”

Then he crept behind the chicken house and
peeked around the corner to see what would happen. The worms heard
the voice of the kitten, and the next time Eagle Eye flew over the
chicken yard, he looked and looked but couldn’t find anything at
all moving on the ground far below. With his tummy growling with
hunger, Eagle Eye headed for his nest in disgust.

Midnight was thrilled that his plan of
revenge had worked so well. He scampered out to the barn to visit
with the two big workhorses, Robin and Dobbin. He had something in
common with them; their hair was almost as black as his fur. They
had beautiful flowing manes and tails.

They were eating hay from a large feed bunk
that ran the length of their stall. Midnight sprang to the feed
bunk and touched his nose to those of the great workhorses in
greeting. He then leaped from the feed bunk to Robin’s broad back,
where he curled up and began to lick his right front paw.

“So what did you guys do today?” he asked in
his curious little kitty voice.

Dobbin, with strands of hay sticking out of
the corners of his mouth, turned toward Midnight and said in a deep
rumbling voice, “We went out in the woods and helped Poppa haul a
lot of wood back to that big pile just outside the back door of
their house. I think they use the wood to stay warm in the winter.
Remember how we smell smoke around here a lot in cold weather? We
were having a lot of fun. Poppa was singing early Christmas songs
to us, and he even played Frosty the Snowman on his harmonica.”

“I love Christmas!” Robin whinnied, champing
her hay. “Last year I got a new leather harness and a big bag of
delicious apples.”

They all thought happy thoughts about
Christmas for a while until Dobbin broke the spell by saying, “It
was a really good time until we started home. That was when we had
all the trouble with that horrible little neighbor boy, Razzie
Riggs.”

Midnight’s little heart did a flip-flop in
his chest, for all the animals had heard stories about Razzie. He
was the meanest and orneriest boy in the county, possibly in the
whole wide world. He had flaming red hair and was a little plump
from sitting around watching too much TV and eating lots of
chocolate chip cookies. He liked to wear bib overalls and flannel
shirts like a lot of the farmers wore.

Razzie kept all kinds of horrible things in
the pockets of his overalls. There was a slingshot that he used to
shoot rocks at his mother’s chickens. In another pocket was a big
silver cap gun that made a terrifying noise and stank up the whole
farmyard with the smell of gunpowder. It was even rumored that he
sometimes threw firecrackers at any animal unlucky enough to get in
his way. And the thing that made it really bad was that he lived
just down the road from Valley View farm and had often been seen
sneaking around near the fences, just waiting to slip across them
and do mischief.

“What did he do this time?” Midnight
whispered, trembling a little and snuggling up in a tight ball on
Robin’s back.

“He almost caused a serious accident,”
whinnied Dobbin, stamping one of his big iron-shod hooves so hard
that the lights in the barn flickered off and on. “We were coming
home hot and tired after gathering wood all day, daydreaming about
relaxing in our stalls and having a quiet evening. We passed that
big line of hedge trees near the fence row, just before you get to
the crossroads, when suddenly something fell out of the sky and hit
poor Robin on the hip so hard that it made a lump come up. Poppa
says it’s all bruised underneath. Here, see for yourself!”

Midnight crawled to where he could get a good
look at Robin’s hip, and touched it gently with his paw. Sure
enough, he could feel a nasty lump under Robin’s beautiful, glossy
coat. Midnight gave the tender area a little kiss and said, “Mommy
said a kiss will make an ouchie go away a lot quicker.”

“Well, thank you, you’re a little
sweetheart,” said Robin, reaching back and rubbing the little cat
gently with her velvety nose.

“Anyway,” said Dobbin, impatient to get back
to his story, “we all looked up to see what had hit Robin, and
there perched high in a hedge tree was that terrible boy. He was
laughing and had a really nasty grin on his mean face. He dropped a
couple more hedge balls. One hit Poppa on the shoulder. Well sir,
Poppa was madder than I’d ever seen him before. He yelled at Razzie
to get off his property and to go home right then. He said a lot of
other things, but I don’t really remember much about that, because
Robin was hurting and really scared and broke into a gallop. So we
left in a big hurry.”

“That’s awful!” meowed Midnight. “I wonder
how in the world he got clear up into that hedge tree. Even we cats
are afraid to climb those trees because of those horrible
thorns.”

“I don’t have any idea,” murmured Dobbin,
sounding sleepy. Midnight took the hint, and after telling his
friends good night, started back to the feed room to get to bed
with his family. He thought about Christmas for a couple of
minutes, and visions of new rubber mice that squeaked when you
played with them danced through his head.

But then he remembered the earlier trouble
with the neighbor boy in the woods, and he began to shiver. Racing
up the lane and through the open feed room door, he landed with a
giant leap in the middle of all the other cats that were sleeping
on a big pile of soft feedbags. He was safe again with his family.
The sound of kitty purrs filled the feed room as they all drifted
off to sleep.
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Midnight was up again early the following
morning, still happy and excited about his newfound freedom, about
being able to run around the farm and do pretty much as he pleased.
He stretched and yawned and then walked over to where the cat food
was kept, off to the side of the feed room door. He ate hungrily
for several minutes, and soon his brothers and sister joined him at
the food dish. He moved aside so they could eat.

After eating, with Midnight in the lead, the
kittens scampered outside and began to play tug-of-war with a long
piece of soft rope that Poppa had given them a few days earlier.
Then they played an exciting game of tag, in which Midnight was
chased all over the farm, with his playmates giggling and laughing.
Soon they were tired, and headed to the feed room for a lazy
afternoon nap.

The kittens were so tired from playing hard
that they didn’t get up until they heard Momma filling their food
and water dishes. They rubbed against her legs and ankles until she
picked them all up, laughing. She held the four furry kitties in
her arms, smiling and talking softly to them, and finally bent down
to pet Tabby for awhile.

Robin and Dobbin got the day off, since
Robin’s hip was so stiff and sore she could hardly walk. Several
times that day, Poppa went to the meadow where the horses were
grazing. He always had a lump of sugar or a big red apple for them.
They were not just his prize workhorses; they were his pets and
dear friends, as well.

In the evening before milking the cows, he
took the horses to the barn and put them in their stalls. He walked
into Robin’s stall with a jar of liniment that’s good for sore
muscles. Then he rubbed a lot of it gently into the area where she
had been injured. When he was done, he set the jar on the edge of
Robin’s feed bunk.

That evening, after more games of tag and
after playing for a long time in a big pile of leaves, the kittens
were again tired and ready for bed. That is, everyone but Midnight,
who quietly left the barn and ran through the soft light of dusk
with the sounds of all the animals and the sweet voice of the
farmer’s wife calling him to dinner in his ears.

Arriving at the chicken house, he crept
behind it and seated himself on his favorite rock. Soon he saw
Eagle Eye swoop from a tree and nab a fat worm in his sharp talons.
When the young owl went off to his nest to eat the worm, Midnight
warned the worms for a second time. “Hey, all you worms, the owl is
back, and he’s very hungry! Stay deep in the ground tonight if you
know what’s good for you.”

Midnight thought he’d been pretty clever, and
that he’d performed this little act of revenge against Eagle Eye
without being seen. But he was wrong. Chatter Box was gathering
nuts in a tree at the other end of the chicken yard and was a quiet
witness to what Midnight whispered to the worms.

At times, the little squirrel was not only a
tattletale, but also a big gossip. He lived up to his reputation by
racing off to the tree where the two owls lived. He found Eagle Eye
in his nest high above the windmill. The owl was just finishing the
big worm and was getting ready to hunt for another one.



Chatter Box clambered into the nest alongside
Eagle Eye, puffing from all the work it took to climb the tall
tree. Why do owls have to live up so high? he thought.

He flipped his long tail about excitedly and
began to chatter away to Eagle Eye. “You might as well forget about
hunting any more worms tonight, because you aren’t going to find a
single one.”

“Why not?” inquired Eagle Eye, giving his
friend a stern look.

Chatter Box told the young owl what Midnight
had just done. Eagle Eye puffed his feathers out in anger, making
him almost twice his normal size.

“Now why would Midnight want to do such a
hateful thing? I’ve never hurt him or even talked to him much, for
that matter. You know that we birds don’t really get along with the
cats very well. I’m not really sure why that is, but it’s been that
way ever since I can remember.”

“It has been that way for a long time now,”
came a deep hooting voice from just behind the little squirrel and
owl. They turned to look into the wise old eyes of Hooter as he
climbed into the nest after returning from a hunting trip. The old
owl dropped a dead mouse onto the soft feathers of the nest. “It’s
for you, my son. I heard what Chatter Box told you, so there’s your
dinner.”

“Why did Midnight do that to me, Dad?”

Hooter rubbed his head on the soft leaves of
a tree branch and looked very wise, thinking quietly for a few
minutes. “I honestly don’t know, but I’m going to find out,” he
finally said. “Well, you boys have a good time. I’m off to hunt
some more mice.” So saying, he lifted from the tree with a great
flapping of wings and soon disappeared from view.
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Razzie Riggs awoke early and lay in bed for a
while, smelling the delicious odor of bacon frying in the kitchen
downstairs. He got out of bed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He
groaned as he noticed a lot of sore muscles he hadn’t had a couple
of days ago. It was probably from climbing that hedge tree and
having to be so careful of those terrible thorns, he thought.
He slowly started to pull on his overalls and flannel shirt that
lay crumpled up in a wad by the foot of his bed.

His room was a mess. There were dirty clothes
everywhere. There were dozens of toy cars, slingshots, plastic
rocket launchers, and rubber darts mixed in with piles of papers
and books from school.

He grinned to himself, remembering the way
the horses had run off and the way the angry farmer had yelled when
the hedge ball he had thrown hit his shoulder.

“Razzie, it’s time for breakfast!” his mom
called from downstairs. He put on a pair of work boots that his
father had given him for Christmas the year before and ran
downstairs, stomping on every step to make as much noise as
possible. This would really irritate his parents.

His dad was reading the paper and drinking
coffee at the big oak table in their kitchen.

“Razzie, must you be so noisy this early?
Give us a break. Your dad has a nasty headache,” complained his
mother. She brought to the table a heaping plate of fried eggs,
bacon, and toast smeared with butter and strawberry jam, just the
way the boy liked it. She set the plate down quietly in front of
him, so as not to disturb her husband.

Razzie began to eat, slurping his milk and
banging the glass down hard on the table to annoy his father. His
parents just looked at him, sighed, and shook their heads. They had
always been kind to their son and couldn’t understand why he was so
mean. Even Razzie himself didn’t know why he was so ornery.
Occasionally when he started to feel guilty about being so bad, he
would justify his behavior by thinking about how much he hated his
name.

He had never talked to anyone about it, and
his anger grew as the years went by. Razzie was just a nickname the
kids had given him at school. To make matters worse, his parents
now called him that, too. His real name was Razmond; he had been
named after an uncle that he’d never even met.

When he had started school a long time ago,
the kids had been nice to him, but when he responded with cruel
pranks and called them stupid when they had trouble with their
schoolwork, they started to say things like, “Razzie, Razzie,
lookin’ so snazzy, why do you have to be so badzy?” It really was
dumb, but it made him mad, and the madder he got, the more they
teased him.

Finishing breakfast, he spilled half a glass
of milk on purpose, but was clever enough to make it look like a
clumsy accident. He grinned behind his napkin as his poor mother
cleaned up the mess. Not thanking her for the wonderful breakfast
he’d just eaten, the boy shoved back his chair and stomped out of
the kitchen, with his father rubbing his aching head and his mother
wringing her hands in despair.

Lying on the big wooden porch that ran the
length of the farmhouse was the family dog, Hop-Along. He was 11 or
12 years old, which would put him between 80 and 90 in human years.
He was a large black and tan German Shepherd. He had gotten his
name as a puppy, when he had accidentally stepped in a coon trap
while out hunting and then lost his left front leg.

The old dog snored loudly as he slept. The
boy tiptoed close to him and took a dart gun from his pocket,
quietly fitting a dart into its barrel. Taking careful aim, he shot
Hop-Along in his side.

The dog yelped, more startled than hurt, and
stumbled from the porch as fast as his three legs could carry him.
He found a bone and lay down near the barbed wire fence that
separated the house from the pasture and began to gnaw on it
hungrily.

Razzie jumped from the top step of the porch
and landed running toward the dog. When he passed him, he bent
down. In one smooth motion, he grabbed the bone and threw it over
the fence, far into the pasture. The old dog whined, looking up
with sad eyes at his master, but the boy didn’t even notice as he
trotted off toward Valley View Farm. He wanted to get a good look
at their pond; it might have some bullfrogs in it. He dearly loved
frog legs and his mom sure knew how to fry them!

Razzie trotted down a little-used deer path
that took him down a gentle slope to a big creek. The boy had spent
many hours wading in it, catching frogs, toads, butterflies that
flitted along the banks, and anything else that came within reach
of his greedy hands.

He started across a fallen log to get to the
other bank. About halfway across the log, he stopped and peered
down into the cool blue water. A young bullfrog looked curiously
back at him from a lily pad in midstream. Razzie jerked out his cap
gun and in the blink of an eye fired three shots. BANG! BANG!
BANG!

The terrified frog disappeared under the
water. “If those were real bullets,” the boy yelled, “you’d be as
dead as a door nail!”

He continued up the far bank of the creek and
the woods closed around him again. It was very quiet; the gunfire
had scared a lot more than the young frog. The big maples and elms
grew close to the path, providing a shady canopy over the
red-haired boy as he skipped toward Valley View Farm, kicking rocks
and watching them bound down the path far ahead of him.

His ears pricked up at the call of a lot of
red-winged blackbirds, and he knew that he was getting close to
Farmer Johnson’s pond. Red-winged blackbirds are extremely fond of
water, so they nest in cattails and in the high grass and bushes
around ponds.

The boy quietly crossed a fence and then sank
to his belly, crawling so as not to be seen by anyone. He wormed
his way through the high grass and came to an abrupt halt, his
heart pounding wildly. He heard the deepest voice of any frog he’d
ever come across in all his ten years of roaming the
countryside.

“Son, the deeper the voice, the bigger they
are,” his father had told Razzie when he was little. This surely
had to be the granddaddy of all frogs.

His crawling took him to within five or six
feet of the pond. He stopped, gently parted the grass in front of
him, and looked through the peephole.

He was amazed when he saw the monstrous
bullfrog. It must have been over a foot long from its big green
nose to its muscular hind legs. It was singing on a lily pad near
the bank.

Boy, those big fat legs are going to taste
great! thought Razzie as he reached for his butterfly net. He’d
caught everything from frogs to lightning bugs with that net. A
flood of disappointment rushed over him when he realized he’d left
the net on the porch. He must have laid it down when he shot
Hop-Along with the dart.

Razzie lay there for a while, gazing at the
giant frog. For all he knew, the frog in front of him might be a
state record. For that matter, it could be the biggest in the
world. He might become famous taking the frog around to frog
jumping contests.

Baxter must have sensed danger so close
behind him, for without warning, the wise old frog gave a mighty
leap that took him a good 15 feet before the water closed over him
and he was gone from view.

Then Razzie’s arm began to itch. This wasn’t
a little itch, the kind you could scratch and then just go on about
your business. It was the kind of itch that took over your entire
mind and body, making you half crazy. He looked at his arm. To his
horror, he saw angry red bumps all over it.

He gave a stifled yell of frustration and
dread. “Poison ivy! Oh, no, I’ve got to get home and take a shower
right NOW!”

The boy had the good sense to belly crawl
back the way he’d come, at least until he was out of view of the
farm house. He knew he was in for several days of misery.
Whimpering and whining, he ran like the wind for home.
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When Eagle Eye awoke around 10:00 the next
morning, he was in a really bad mood. Hooter was sleeping
peacefully, but the young owl was very hungry. That little mouse
and the worm he’d eaten the night before had not even put a dent in
his appetite. He had to get more food!

He flew quietly from the nest and soon was
behind the farmhouse, looking at the bird feeder, which was on a
pole outside the kitchen window. There were several different kinds
of birds around the feeder, chattering and filling their faces.
Eagle Eye bullied his way between a couple of little bluebirds and
snatched a few seeds from the feeder. Then he flew a few feet away,
landing on the clothesline pole, to sample the bird seeds. He had
never tasted them before. His long beak opened and closed, crunch,
crunch.

“Yuck!” he hooted. “These things are awful!”
He spit them onto the ground below.

“Young man, don’t you ever let me see you do
that again! I know your father taught you not to waste food.”

Eagle Eye turned in surprise and looked into
the disapproving eyes of Morning Song, the mockingbird who was
famous for all the birdcalls she could imitate. The little owl felt
pretty bad. He had meant no harm, but those seeds tasted horrible.
He craved a big juicy worm with all his little heart.

Morning Song was not only a wonderful singer
but a good listener, as well. Eagle Eye told her about what
Midnight had been doing and complained that it was ruining his
hunting.

“I really don’t know why he’d be doing that,”
said the puzzled mockingbird, “but I’ll try to find out. I’m not
real good friends with Tabby. She kind of scares me with the way
she looks at me. I think she’s imagining me as dinner in her
stomach.”

“I know exactly what you mean, but who can we
talk to get to the bottom of this?”

“I’ll talk to the workhorses. They’re good
friends with the cats.”

Just then the phone rang in the farmhouse and
Morning Song imitated it perfectly.

Eagle Eye flapped his wings in a clapping
gesture. “That was really cool! Can you imitate my voice?”

“Hoo, hoo,” she said, and flew away.

Eagle Eye felt better after his talk with the
kind mockingbird, but his stomach was still growling. As he flew
over the feed room, he got a brilliant idea when his sharp eyes
spotted a toy mouse lying on the ground near the feed room door.
That has to belong to Midnight, he thought. I’ll show
him! We’ll see how he feels when some of his toy mice
disappear!

He flew down, then pretended to scratch
around in the dirt for a worm. After quickly glancing around so as
to make sure no one was watching him, he grabbed the rubber mouse
in his sharp talons. He took it deep into the woods and stashed the
toy in an old hollow tree. He was afraid to take the mouse back to
his nest for fear of getting into trouble with his father.

Over the next hour, he found four more toy
mice lying around the farmyard. They all joined the first mouse in
the hollow tree. Eagle Eye was well pleased with his work, and flew
off to his nest for an afternoon nap.

“Scooter, have you seen our toy mice?”
Midnight yowled angrily. “I’ve been looking all over and can’t find
even one of them.” He didn’t wait for poor Scooter’s answer. “What
about you, Cally, and you, Boomer?” he hissed, pointing an accusing
paw at each little kitten.

“We haven’t seen them!” each kitty meowed.
Their feelings were hurt. “We’ll go help you look for them, but no
more yelling!” meowed his little sister.

“All right, Cally, I’m really sorry about
that,” said the blackest of all the cats, hanging his head in
shame.

For the rest of the day they searched all
over the farm and asked several animals if they had seen the mice,
but it was no good. When evening came, the toy mice were still
missing.

“If I hear one more word about mice,” growled
Tabby, “you are all going to do some major time out.” But in fact,
she was puzzled and upset, too.
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The next few days flew by with everyone
getting ready for winter. Momma kept busy preparing the fall apples
for canning. The farmhouse was filled with the wonderful smells of
apple jelly, applesauce, and apple butter. Her husband’s favorite
was apple pie, so she baked a lot of them. She put most of them in
the deep freeze in the basement to enjoy during the long cold
months ahead.

Poppa divided his time between overhauling
his tractor and walking around visiting with the animals. He
noticed that the kittens didn’t seem very happy.

“I pick one up to pet it,” he told his wife
one evening at the dinner table, “and it meows and wants back down
to run off looking for who knows what. Come to think of it, I
haven’t seen any of their toy mice lately. Have you?”

Momma shook her pretty head, her red curls
swaying back and forth. “I was watching a home shopping show the
other day,” she said, “and they had the most adorable toy mice that
are voice activated. Whenever there’s a noise, they go scurrying
across the floor. I bought five of them for our cats.”

“Let me see them!” cried Poppa. “Go get
them!”

She returned in a moment, and like a couple
of kids, they played with the mice for awhile. They laughed
hysterically as the mice dashed around the room, and they said
different funny things to get them going.

“Go get the cats,” said Poppa. “Maybe these
toys will put the purr back into them.”

Soon Momma returned with four little kitties
in her arms and a very curious Tabby following close at her
heels.

“Go, Mickey, go!” yelled Poppa, and off ran
all five mice, with the cats in hot pursuit, chasing them all over
the living room and kitchen. The farmer and his wife laughed so
hard that they had to hold their sides as they rocked back and
forth.

“I feel just like a kid again,” said Poppa
with a big smile.

“I do, too,” said Momma. “Hey, I’m going to
give those kitties some milk and then I’ll turn on the news. We
haven’t watched it in a couple of days.”

The cats all gathered around a big
earthenware bowl and drank cool milk to their hearts’ content.
Midnight finished first and ran into the living room, jumping onto
Poppa’s lap and settling down.

“Oh, boy, I get to watch the life box!”
purred Midnight happily. That’s what all the animals called
television. Morning Song had a nest right by the kitchen window and
told fascinating stories about what she saw on the life box.
Midnight couldn’t make head or tail of the voices on this strange
machine, but he could understand the pictures.

“A mudslide caused numerous injuries in
Honduras today,” said the newscaster as she looked seriously into
the camera. The little cat saw a great pile of mud sliding down a
huge hill. He perched on Poppa’s lap, staring intently at the
television. A work-callused hand stroked his back.

“Look at that, honey! Midnight looks like
he’s watching the news.”

“We take you now to the local YMCA,” reported
a pretty brunette, “where today a church youth group practiced
water safety and how to respond in emergency situations.”

The camera panned in on a muscular boy in
blue swimming trunks. He was standing on the edge of the pool with
a rope in his hand, watching another boy thrashing around in the
water, pretending to be drowning. The first boy threw the end of a
rope to the boy in the water, who caught it and was pulled to the
edge of the pool.

Midnight stopped purring, thinking about how
much he hated water.

Poppa stretched and yawned. “I’m going to put
these cats to bed.” He smiled, picking all five cats up in his
arms, and walked out to the barn with them. The cats didn’t want
anything to happen to the new mice, so Tabby hid them deep under a
bunch of old sacks in the corner. Then the kittens curled up with
their mommy. Soon they were all fast asleep.
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