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Jack the Bad Crow


Book One
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ONE

Johnny, Alex . . . and Jack
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“Jack isn’t bad! He’s just . . . misunderstood. He’s been through a lot,” said Johnny as he hopped over to a large tree. Johnny was helping his best friend, Alex, gather pecans.

“Yeah, I know. And I feel bad for him, but I don’t want to hang out with that crow just because we feel sorry for him. I mean, he acts like he’s so much better than us,” Alex grumbled as he added more pecans to their pile.

“My mom told me that today is Jack’s birthday and he’s lonely,” Johnny said as he sat down by the tree.

“Lonely? How does your mom know he’s lonely?”

“Jack’s mom told my mom. His mom is worried about him. She said he lost all his crow friends when she and Jack moved into the barn. And I don’t think he sees much of his dad.” Johnny hopped over to Alex. “I’m not asking you to hang out with Jack every day. I just think it’d be nice to invite him to do something with us today on his birthday. That’s all, just today.”

Alex looked down while he thought. He let out a sigh. “All right.”

Johnny’s rabbit nose twitched, as it often did when he was happy.

“But just today,” Alex cautioned. “What are we gonna do with a crow? I’ve never hung out with a bird before, let alone a crow. I don’t think he’ll like the same things that you and I do.”

“Let’s just ask Jack what he’d like to do. Who knows? We may learn a new game or something.” Johnny looked at the pecans next to him. “Do we have enough yet?”

Alex checked their pile. “I think so. My mom always likes to gather pecans before the house family comes out to pick them up. She’ll be so surprised that we did it for her!”

“How are we going to get these back to your tree?” asked Johnny.

“At times like this, I wish I was a chipmunk instead of a squirrel,” said Alex. “Did you hear Munk bragging the other day about how he could carry ten acorns home in his mouth? I can only carry two in my mouth, at most. And these pecans are bigger than acorns.” Alex looked around. “We need something that we could set all the pecans on and then just drag them home.”

“What about one of the leaves that’s fallen off the bigleaf magnolia tree? The tree near the house?”

“Perfect!” said Alex.

“Let’s get the leaf, take these pecans to your mom, and then stop by the barn to ask Jack if he’d like to hang out with us.”

Alex sighed. “All right. If we must.”

“Come on, Alex,” Johnny called as he hopped toward the house. “I think today could be the start of a great new friendship!”

“It’ll definitely be the start of something . . .” Alex said to himself.

~~~~~
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Alex was not looking forward to what the day would bring. But there was another animal who was dreading the day much more than Alex. As Johnny and Alex went to get the leaf, another conversation about the day’s events was happening in the barn.

“Happy birthday, Jack!” said Cassie to her son.

“Thanks,” Jack replied, emotionless. “I don’t know how happy it’s gonna be.”

“Jack, I’m sure today will be a lot of fun!” Cassie said as she hobbled over, rolling an ear of corn to Jack.

“Corn again? It’s my birthday, Mom. Can’t I have an egg? I mean, the chicken coop is just next door. It would be so easy to get one.”

“Jack!” Cassie looked around to make sure no one was listening. She whispered, “Jack, you know you can’t say things like that. If the other animals heard you, they’d chase us out of this barn in a heartbeat.”

“Good! I don’t want to live in a barn! What crow lives in a barn?”

“Your mother, who cannot fly,” Cassie said softly. 

Jack hung his head. 

Cassie wrapped her good wing around her son. “Jack, I know things haven’t turned out for us like we planned, but we’re so lucky that the barn animals accepted us and took us in. I couldn’t have made it out in the fields. I wouldn’t have survived.”

“I know, Mom.”

Cassie’s voice perked up as she said, “But you know what? I became so much happier living here once I made some friends!”

“Aggh, Mom! Not more about the friend thing!”

“Jack, you left all your crow friends when you came to the barn with me. I just think you’d be much happier here if you made some new friends. I was talking to Bertha yesterday. You know her—she’s the gray rabbit whose nest is near that big tree next to the fence. Anyway, she was telling me that her son, Johnny, is your age! And she mentioned his friend . . . What was his name? Started with an A . . . Adam? No. Alex! That’s it, Alex. Anyway, I think you’d have a good time playing with them. What do you think?”

Jack sighed. “If I say yes, will you drop it about me making friends?”

Cassie smiled and held up her good wing. “I promise.”

“Then . . . yeah. Fine. Whatever. I’ll go hang out with a chubby ball of fur and a bushy-tailed rat. I can’t even imagine what other crows would say if they saw me with a rabbit and a squirrel. If a crow sees us, I hope it thinks I’m just biding my time until I can eat one of them.”

“Jack! You cannot say things like that! Please!”
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TWO

An Awkward Invitation
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After Alex and Johnny delivered the surprise pecans to Alex’s mom, they ran over to the barn to talk to Jack. When they went through the large double doors, they were greeted by the sweetest old voice. “Is that Alex and Johnny I see?” It was Ma Cow. Ma was like a grandmother to every animal on the farm.

“Yes, ma’am, Ma Cow. It’s us,” said Johnny as he hopped over to her stall door.

“How are you today, Ma?” Alex asked as he scurried up her door and sat on the lower half. This allowed Alex to be face-to-face with the large brown cow.

“Oh, I’m so glad to see you both. You boys sure are growin’. My, every time I see you two, you look more and more like your strong daddies.”

Alex stuck his chest out, and Johnny wiggled his nose. They liked hearing that they were growing bigger. Ma had a way of making every young animal on the farm feel like they were her favorite.

“What brings you two fellas to the barn today?” Ma asked with a twinkle in her soft brown eyes.

“We’ve come to ask Jack the crow if he’d like to hang out with us. It’s his birthday,” Johnny answered.

“Now, boys, that is mighty nice of you to try and make that crow feel special on his birthday, but please be careful. I don’t like sayin’ anythang unkind, but I’ve been watchin’ Jack for a while now, and he’s . . . well, he’s . . .” Ma struggled to find the right word because she really didn’t like saying negative things about any of the animals, especially the young ones. She lowered her voice. “Well, to be honest, he’s a bad crow.”

“Yup, I’ve heard the same thing,” said Alex.

“I’ve heard that too, but I’m hoping he’s not really bad,” said Johnny. “Maybe Jack’s just confused or misunderstood. My mom told me he’s had a rough time this year, with his mom getting hurt and all.”

“Now that is true, yes it is, and I bet you are right. I just don’t want you two sweet young’uns bein’ influenced to be any different than you are. You see?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am. We promise, we won’t do anything bad,” answered Johnny. “Maybe if we show Jack how fun this farm is, he’ll feel good about being here. I bet that’ll make him act a lot better.”

“Sweet, sweet Johnny, don’t you ever change,” said Ma.

Johnny’s nose twitched. “Yes, ma’am.” He looked at Alex. “You ready to go see Jack?”

Alex let out a breath of air. “I guess. Ma, next time we come by, could you tell us the story again about your son? The one who was in the rodeos? I love that story!”

Ma chuckled. “Absolutely, sugar. You sure do know how to make this old cow feel wanted.”

“You’re the best storyteller on the farm!” Alex said. Then he lowered his voice and leaned closer to Ma’s ear. “But don’t tell my mom I said that. See ya!” Alex scurried back down the doorframe as Johnny told Ma goodbye. The two friends headed to the back of the barn.

Ma laughed again and called after them, “Bye, boys! See you both soon!”

Johnny and Alex made their way down the barn’s middle aisle. There was a hayloft above them where lots of hay was stored. The house dad also kept bales in the back corner stall. That’s where Cassie and her son lived.

When Johnny and Alex got to the back stall, Johnny called out, “Hello? Mrs. Cassie? Jack?”

Cassie slowly came around the corner of a hay bale. She smiled when she saw them. “Oh, hello, boys! How are you both?”

“We’re doing good,” answered Johnny. “How are you?”

“I’m just fine. I’m so happy to see you two here! This is the perfect day for us to have visitors! It’s my son Jack’s birthday today! Jack?” She looked over behind another hay bale to her side. “Jack? Jack, come on out and speak to our company.”

Jack emerged from behind the hay. He didn’t speak. He just stared at Johnny and Alex.

“Hi, Jack. Happy birthday,” said Johnny. 

Jack said nothing.

Johnny looked at Alex. 

“Oh yeah, happy birthday,” Alex muttered.

They were met with silence once again and stared uncomfortably at each other. Finally, Cassie said, “Johnny, how is your mom? She’s such a sweet lady. I really do adore her!”

“She’s doing good. She and my sisters are visiting my aunt today,” Johnny answered.

“You have a lot of sisters, don’t you? I tried to count them the other day when your mom and I were visiting, and I think I counted eight! Is that right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Johnny replied.

“Such a large, sweet family! I only have Jack, but I couldn’t ask for a better son!” She looked over at Jack as he awkwardly stared at his feet. “Do you have any siblings, Alex?” Cassie asked, trying her best to keep the conversation going.

“I have two, a brother and a sister,” answered Alex.

“Well, that’s just great. Isn’t that great, Jack?” 

Jack said nothing. 

Cassie continued, “I’ve not met your mother yet, Alex, but I hope I’ll get to soon.” There was another uncomfortable silence, but Johnny broke the tension.

“Jack, we were wondering if you’d like to go do something with us.” Johnny looked over at Mrs. Cassie and added, “If that’s okay with you, ma’am?”

“Oh, I just think that is a wonderful idea! You three go out and have some fun playing together! Doesn’t that sound great, Jack?” 

Jack said nothing. 

Cassie went on, “Okay . . . well, you three just get going and have a marvelous time! And be careful!”

Jack didn’t move. 

Cassie added, “Jack, maybe when you get back, your dad will be here. I’m just sure he’s going to come today to see the birthday boy!”

Jack finally hopped toward the door. 

As he passed his mother, Cassie whispered, “Jack, please try. Please?”
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THREE

A Dangerous Proposal
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The three boys silently made their way down the barn’s center aisle, past Ma Cow’s stall, and outside. As they stopped by the fence, Johnny asked, “Jack, since it’s your birthday, what would you like to do? We’re game for anything!”

Jack looked toward the woods. “I’m not sure if—”

“It speaks!” Alex shouted and then burst out laughing. 

Johnny’s nose twitched with amusement. Jack glared at Alex. 

Alex swallowed down his laughter and said, “I’m sorry. I’m just kidding. What were you saying?”

Jack started again, “I’m not sure if you two are tough enough for what I have in mind.”

Alex scowled at Jack.

“Well, let’s hear it, and we’ll see what we think,” Johnny replied calmly.

Jack took three hops toward the woods. “I want to go find a snakeskin.” He turned back to Johnny and Alex. “I know where a snake den is, and I think there may be a skin there.”

“I’m sure there are lots of animal bones there too! And I don’t want Johnny’s or my bones added to the pile! No, thank you,” Alex said emphatically. “Johnny, let’s go do something else.”

Jack chuckled smugly. “I knew you’d be too scared. Fine, I’ll go by myself.”

Just as Jack was about to take off flying, Johnny placed a paw on Jack’s wing. “Wait. Jack, that really is dangerous. Why do you want a snakeskin?”

“That’s none of your business!” Jack spat, shrugging Johnny’s paw off.

Johnny stared at Jack, but not in an insulted or impatient way. Johnny’s eyes were always very sincere. They showed concern.

After a few seconds, Jack said, “I want the snakeskin to show to my dad. Last time I saw him, he told me to go have lots of adventures and that he wanted to hear all about them the next time he came to visit. I think a snakeskin would be a pretty awesome thing to show him when he comes today.”

“When was the last time you saw your dad?” Johnny asked.

“You like the personal questions, huh?”

Johnny didn’t answer. 

After a few seconds, Jack looked off to the side and muttered, “About two months ago.”

Johnny glanced at Alex and then back at Jack. “Okay, let’s go,” said Johnny.

“What?” Jack and Alex both said at the same time.

Johnny started hopping toward the woods. “Let’s go get us a snakeskin!” He hollered back to them. 

Alex and Jack looked at each other for a moment. Then Jack took off and flew after Johnny.

“I’m going to regret this,” Alex muttered to himself before he scurried off after them.

The woods were about a half a mile from the barn. This wasn’t a far distance for Jack to fly, but it was quite a trek for Johnny and Alex. When the boys made it to the edge of the woods, they stopped to catch their breath.

“So, where’s the snake den?” Johnny asked, breathing hard.

“There’s a small creek about two miles into the woods,” said Jack. “A spot near that creek has a bunch of big rocks. I was flying last week, just following the water, and I saw a copperhead curled up between some of the rocks. I think that would be a good place to find a skin.”

“When do snakes molt? Is it the right time of year for that?” Johnny asked.

“Oh, snakes don’t molt at a certain time of year,” answered Alex. “Snakes shed their skin year-round and at different times from each other. We squirrels learn lots from watching things while we’re up in the trees.”

“I’ll fly and lead the way,” Jack said. “Just follow me.”

“Sounds good, but we’ll need to take a break every once in a while. I don’t have wings,” said Johnny.

Jack sighed. “Fine. I knew you two would just slow me down.” Then Jack took off.

Alex and Johnny looked at each other.

“I don’t think anyone misunderstands that crow,” said Alex. The two friends ran into the woods, following as quickly as they could after Jack.

The woods grew thicker and darker the farther the trio went. After almost a mile, Jack landed on a rock and shouted back, “Guess you two need a break now. You’re slowing down a lot. I’d already be there if I was alone.”

“Jack, how about you hop on your legs with us and see how fast you go?” Alex said as he sat down.

Johnny plopped down next to Alex and said, “Alex, when we get going again, why don’t you go up a tree and jump branches? I know that’s quicker for you. Not to mention much safer too.”

“I’m not leaving you down on the ground by yourself, Johnny. No, it’s fine.”

The three boys sat quietly for a minute and rested. Johnny broke the silence by saying, “Alex, didn’t your dad kill a snake once?”

“Yeah, it wasn’t a super big one, but he sure did. Then he ate it! My dad’s pretty much the bravest squirrel on the farm,” Alex boasted.

“Brave for a squirrel,” muttered Jack.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Alex stood up, squaring his shoulders.

“Just what I said. I’m sure your dad is brave for a squirrel, but that’s nothing compared to how brave crows are. My dad has killed more snakes than I can even count.”

Sensing a fight was about to break out, Johnny quickly said, “Well, I think it’s a good time for you to lead on, Jack.” Johnny stood up. “Just let me get a good stretch first.”

Johnny stretched his back and then turned his head as far as it would go to the left and to the right. As Johnny stretched to the right, he gasped. “Jack! Look! I can’t believe it!”
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FOUR

A Success and a Loss
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Johnny hopped over and picked up a gigantic snakeskin next to a pile of leaves. He held it out for Jack and Alex to see. “How lucky are we?”

“Johnny! Move!” screamed Alex just as a black kingsnake shot out of the leaf pile. 

Thankfully, Johnny was about a foot farther than the snake’s strike could reach. Alex dashed over to Johnny and shoved him out of the way just before the snake could strike again. Johnny rolled like a ball into the pile of leaves. The snake quickly turned back and slithered after Johnny. Alex jumped onto the snake just behind its head and bit down hard.

Jack stood frozen, watching the absolute chaos in front of him. The snake tried to wrap its tail around Alex’s chest. Johnny, snakeskin still in his paws, jumped out of the leaves and kicked with all of his might at the snake’s midsection. Alex kept biting the snake over and over. Because of Johnny’s kicks and Alex’s bites, the snake had not yet been able to wrap its tail around Alex. The snake turned toward Johnny to strike again.

Jack shook his head to break his trance and flew over to the fight. “Move, Johnny!” Jack yelled as he grabbed the snake’s tail with his claws. Johnny jumped back into the pile of leaves. Jack tried to pull the snake’s tail away from Alex, but the snake was too large for Jack to pick up completely. Managing to drag the snake about two feet away from the leaf pile, Jack shouted, “Jump off, Alex!” 

Alex sprang headfirst into the pile of leaves.

Before letting go of the snake, Jack bent down and pecked at the snake’s tail as hard as he could. He watched the snake slither quickly into the bushes. Jack didn’t look away until the snake had completely disappeared.

Alex and Johnny poked their heads out of the leaf pile. 

“Let’s get out of here!” Jack yelled. He took off flying, heading back toward the barn. 

Johnny and Alex jumped out of the leaves and ran as fast as they could go, following Jack.

They didn’t stop until they were out of the woods and back to the fenced-in meadow. When they cleared the trees, Alex and Johnny fell down to rest. Jack landed next to them. All three were gasping for air.

Johnny sat up and took the rolled-up snakeskin from his mouth. “Success!” he said as he held it up.

“What?” Jack asked in disbelief. “You held on to it through all of that?” 

“Yeah,” said Johnny, still breathing hard. He handed the skin to Jack. “It was important to you, so I held on to it.”

Jack stared wide-eyed at Johnny. Jack had never had anyone, other than his mom, do something nice for him. He didn’t know how to act now. Jack took the snakeskin from Johnny and quietly said, “Thanks.”

“It has manners?” Alex asked sarcastically. But his voice didn’t sound confrontational like it had been before when he spoke to Jack. Alex’s voice sounded lighthearted and teasing.

Jack looked mischievously at Alex. “Don’t get used to it, squirrel.”

And there they were. Friends. The snake battle had accomplished what Cassie could never have done.

As they headed back to the barn, Jack said, “When did you roll this thing up, Johnny?”

“While I was running like crazy, and that was not easy. I just didn’t want it to get snagged on something and break off. I think your dad will be shocked at how long the snakeskin is.”

“I can’t wait to show him,” said Jack.

“And I can’t wait to tell my dad about it,” Alex said as they reached the barn doors. “That snake was, like, three times longer than the one he ate!”

“Well, I better get home,” said Johnny. “My mom will be wondering where I’m at. Happy birthday, Jack.” 

“Yeah, happy birthday,” echoed Alex.

“Thanks,” said Jack awkwardly. He hadn’t used that word much, and it felt weird for him to say. Carrying the snakeskin, Jack headed into the barn as Alex and Johnny ran to their homes. Jack was in too much of a hurry to hop, so he flew to the back stall.

“Dad?” Jack called as he flew through the stall door. No answer. He landed and said again, “Dad?”

Cassie slowly hobbled around one of the hay bales. Her head was down. “Jack, Dad’s not here.” She looked up at him. “But the sun hasn’t gone down completely yet, so maybe he’s still on his way.”

Jack dropped the snakeskin to the floor and looked down. “Yeah, maybe.”
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FIVE

Your Worst Nightmare
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Cassie saw the snakeskin at Jack’s feet. “Jack! Where on earth did you get that? You didn’t mess with a snake, did you? Jack! Where are those nice boys? Johnny and Alex? Did a snake eat them?”

“Mom, they’re fine.” Jack picked up the snakeskin and hopped past his mother. He didn’t want to talk about anything. He just wanted to be alone.

Cassie followed him to the back wall. “Jack, look at what I found outside today.” She limped over to the base of the wall and, using her beak, pulled something out from the crack between the wall and the floor. She dropped it at Jack’s feet. “Look! Isn’t it wonderful?”

Jack looked down to see a small round shiny coin. “Great,” he said halfheartedly.

“Ma Cow told me that people call this a dime. I used my wing feathers and shined it up so nicely. Don’t you think?” Cassie was trying to look into her son’s eyes, but Jack was still staring at the floor. “You can have it, Jack. That might make you feel better? Hmm? You could show it to your dad when he gets here and—”

“He’s not coming, Mom!” Jack burst out. He looked down again and quietly added, “He doesn’t care.”

Cassie hobbled over to Jack and put her wing around him. She spoke softly. “Jack, I know you’re sad and disappointed that he isn’t here. I am too. But your father loves you.” 

Jack pulled away from her. 

Cassie continued, “I just have to believe that something must have come up that kept him from coming today.”

“We haven’t seen him in forever, Mom. He used to come see us every other day, then it was every week, then every two weeks . . . It’s been almost two months now.” Jack turned his back to his mother. “He just doesn’t care about me anymore.”

“No, Jack, no. Your father loves you, and I know he misses you. It’s just . . . well, he doesn’t want to be a part of this barn life.”

“Neither do I,” Jack muttered. He quickly turned to see tears welling up in Cassie’s eyes.

Cassie swallowed. “I know you don’t, Jack.” Her head dropped. “You can go back to the fields with your father. You can, Jack. You don’t have to stay here with me. I’ll be fine on my own. But I’ll . . . I . . .” She started to cry. “I sure would miss you, son.”

Jack hopped over to her. “Mom, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I don’t want to leave you. I’d never leave you.” The two crows put the tops of their heads together.

Jack could not stand to see his mom cry. He didn’t care about many things, but Jack secretly adored his mother. Oh, she annoyed him with her constant talking and her obsession with shiny objects, but Jack knew no one in the world loved him like Cassie did. He also knew how much she needed him.

Cassie wiped her eyes with her good wing, sniffed, and said, “Well, did you have fun with Johnny and Alex?”

“Yeah . . . I did.”

“Oh, I’m so glad, Jack! Are they nice boys? What all did you three do today? Where all did you go? Did they—”

“Mom,” Jack interrupted, “they’re okay. I think I’m gonna go to bed now.”

“Oh, I bet you’re worn out from your big day! I’m going to stay up for a little bit and look through my collection, but you go on to bed. I love you, birthday boy!”

“Love you,” Jack replied as he hopped off to bed.

~~~~~
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The next morning, Jack was pecking the ground for bugs near the big tree by the fence. “What are you doing here, crow?” a playful voice asked. Jack looked up to see Alex coming his way.

“I’m searching for bugs, squirrel. That okay with you?”

“Ahhh, bugs. The breakfast of champions. You waiting to see Johnny?” Alex asked as he sat down next to Jack.

“What? No, does he live here?” Jack pretended to not know, but he’d chosen that spot to hunt for insects because he knew it was near Johnny’s nest. Jack secretly hoped he’d run into Johnny and Alex and they’d invite him to hang out with them again.

“Yeah, he lives over there,” Alex answered as he nodded toward the big tree.

When they both looked at the tree, Johnny popped out of his nest. He saw them and hopped over.

“Hey, guys! What’s up?” Johnny greeted them.

“Ahhh, nothing,” answered Alex. “Crow boy here was just hunting some bugs.”

“What’d your dad think of that snakeskin?” Johnny asked Jack.

Jack looked down and shifted back and forth. “He couldn’t make it yesterday.” He looked over at Alex. “He was probably stealing food from an eagle or doing something dangerous like that and lost track of time.”

“I’m sorry he didn’t make it,” said Johnny.

Jack looked off toward the barn. “Oh, I don’t care. What are you guys doing today?”

“Johnny! Johnny?” a voice called.

The boys turned toward Johnny’s nest to see his mother’s head sticking out. “Johnny, come here, dear. I need your help for a minute.”

​“Coming!” Johnny called to his mom. He looked at the boys and said, “Be right back.” Johnny hopped over to his nest.

Alex and Jack waited in silence for a minute before Jack said, “That Johnny, does he ask everyone lots of personal questions?”

“Yeah, but it’s just ’cause he cares. He’s a nice guy, a great friend. And other than my dad, Johnny is the bravest animal I’ve ever met. If you’re ever in a scary spot, you want that rabbit with you.”

Johnny came out of his nest and hopped back over to the boys. “Sorry about that. So, what should we three do today?”

Jack was thrilled that he was being included, but he made sure his face didn’t show it.

“What day is it? Is it Saturday?” asked Alex.

“It is! It’s Saturday!” Johnny answered.

“School day!” Johnny and Alex both shouted excitedly.

“School day? What’s that?” asked Jack.

“Madelyn teaches all the animals school on Saturdays. It’s awesome!” said Alex.

“Who’s Madelyn?” Jack asked. 

Just then, they heard the ringing of a bell.

“Oh! It’s school time! Come on, we’ll tell you on the way,” said Johnny. The three headed toward the house. “Madelyn is the daughter of the house family,” Johnny continued.

Jack stopped in his tracks. “Human! She’s a human? I’m not going around humans!”

“She’s not dangerous, Jack. No one in the house family is. And besides, we’re not going right up to her. We’re just getting close enough to hear and see her,” said Johnny.

They started moving again. “Yeah, we can’t go right up to her even if we wanted to because of Bridgett,” added Alex.

“Who’s Bridgett?” asked Jack.

“Your worst nightmare,” Alex said coldly.

“Bridgett is the teacher’s pet,” Johnny explained. “She’s the house cat, and she’s evil.”

“Oh, that fat gray-and-white cat?” said Jack. “I’ve seen her around a little but not much.”

“That’s because she mainly stays in the house, but sometimes she comes out with Madelyn and Derek,” said Johnny.

“Who’s Derek?” asked Jack.

“He’s the house family’s son—Madelyn’s brother,” answered Johnny.

“I’ve seen those kids playing outside, but I didn’t know their names. What makes that Bridgett so evil?” asked Jack.

“She killed and ate my uncle,” said Alex.
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“Normally, a cat could never catch a squirrel. We’re much too fast for them,” Alex boasted. “But one day, my uncle jumped onto a rotten branch, and it broke off of the tree. He fell to the ground, and a limb landed on his head. Knocked him right out.

“That beast cat was outside with the house kids. Madelyn came over to see what had happened, and I bet she would have tried to help him. But before she could, that devil cat snatched him up and carried him away. The next day, my dad found my uncle’s tail behind the barn. That was all that was left of him . . . just his tail.”

The three were quiet for a minute as Johnny and Jack processed what Alex had just shared. When the boys reached the fence between the barn and the house, they hid behind a post.

“We’ll wait here to make sure Bridgett isn’t with the house kids,” whispered Johnny. “Madelyn usually locks that cat inside the house. She knows none of us smaller animals will come to school if Bridgett’s outside.”

There was a wooden picnic table in the backyard, close to the fence. They watched as Madelyn propped a small chalkboard up against a bucket on top of the table. Derek was marching around the yard. Madelyn grabbed her little bell and shook it again. “Schooltime!” Madelyn yelled. “Derek, come over here and be my teaching assistant.”

“I want to play army!” Derek called back.

“What kind of stuff does she teach during schooltime?” Jack whispered.

“All sorts of things,” answered Johnny. “Last week, she taught us about a holiday called Thanksgiving.”

“You and your mom have been here for a few months, Jack. How come you’ve never heard Madelyn calling for school or been to any of the classes?” asked Alex.

“I usually head to the woods or out to the cornfields as soon as daylight comes. I haven’t really liked staying around the barn.”

“Do you go visit your dad?” Johnny asked.

“I don’t want to talk about my dad!” Jack snapped. “I mean . . .” Jack shifted back and forth on his feet. “I don’t like to leave my mom all alone. So no.”

They heard Madelyn’s bell ring again. The barn doors were open, and Alex saw Ma Cow slowly coming out.

“Here comes Ma for school. I was wondering where she was,” said Alex.

Ma came over to the fence where the boys were hiding behind the post.

“Hi, Ma Cow!” said Johnny.

“We were wondering where you were,” added Alex.

“Oh, you know me, boys. I’m gettin’ old and movin’ pretty slow. It takes me a bit to get goin’ these days. Has she started the lesson yet?”

“No, ma’am, but she’s just about to,” answered Johnny.

Jack looked around to see who was in attendance. There were two horses at the fence down a bit from them. He saw
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