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      Dearest Friends,

      Welcome to the very first Cocky Doodle Collection. This boxed set contains my first four adventures with my flock as we journey to our new home via a harrowing ride through the U.S. Postal Service, struggle to get along, and grow into beautiful roosters and hens.

      Along the way, we deal with bullies, predators, and even learn to read! There might also be some martial arts lessons in there somewhere. And someone develops a talent for cooking. You’ll be surprised to find out who. Plus we’ve got were-chickens, headless roosters, and Santa Claus, among other unexpected guests.

      Keep in mind that we’re just getting started. Be sure to join me, Speedy, Sweetie, Ginger, and the rest of the gang for more barnyard antics and adventures. We still have plenty of tales to tell!

      

      Yours truly,

      Reginald Fowl
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      There comes a time when it’s appropriate to write one’s memoir. As I look back on my life, I find my years have been full of adventures, mysteries, and experiences of a rather colorful nature.

      After all, I am a rooster.

      We are not meant to be quiet, or to blend in. Not at all. We’re meant to stand out, make noise, and fight the good fight, with everything. We’re made, by design to be cocky.

      Unfortunately, few of us are intelligent enough to read and write, which is why our voices so often go unheard beyond the barnyard. So indulge me, if you will, in sharing mine.

      Ah, but where to begin?

      I suppose I should start, like any good story, at the beginning.

      I was born at a Midwest hatchery in the spring of 2010. My first memories were of intense confinement, trapped in some cylindrical object where I could barely breathe, let alone move. All I knew was that I had to get out.

      I began to peck my way out of my imprisonment, bursting through what I later learned was a shell, to find myself in a warm, dark place, surrounded by many others doing the same. They were a golden brown color with white stripes running through patches of black fuzz across their backs.

      I looked down at my tiny body to discover that I matched the others.

      Brothers and sisters, perhaps?

      They gazed back at me just as curious.

      We studied one another for a long moment, wondering the same thing.

      Where are we? Why are we here?

      We huddled close together, afraid, making the only noises we knew how. Small peeps, crying out for help.

      Eventually someone came. Large creatures on two legs. Humans, I was soon to learn. Quite a few of them.

      A pair of strong hands plucked me from the others, then cleaned me gently, turning me over to examine me.

      “I think this one’s a boy,” he told another. “But I’m not sure.”

      I began to panic as the other one took me and held me close to his enormous face.

      “Sometimes it’s hard to tell.” He squinted at me with brown eyes the size of the sun. “If you’re not sure, just put him in the grab bag.”

      He handed me back to the first fellow, who shoved me into a box with an assortment of other chicks of all colors—yellow, gray, brown, black, red, you name it. They were unfamiliar to me, or at least, less familiar than the ones I’d just hatched out with.

      I shuddered as the box closed.

      We were confined again and could feel ourselves moving toward…somewhere.
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        * * *

      

      The next twenty-four hours was full of angst as we embarked on a dark, harrowing ride through what we later discovered was the U.S. Postal system.

      I watched through the holes in our small box as we were loaded onto a white truck. It drove from one place to another, tossing us around.

      Seeking comfort from the chaos, we pressed closer to each other, too close at times. It was suffocating.

      “Let us out!” my companions wailed to no avail, squawking non-stop the entire way.

      If I possessed ears like humans, I would have certainly plugged them. The noise was deafening.

      Instead, I tucked my head beneath my tiny wing and prayed for deliverance as we were banged about for many miles.

      Finally, my prayers were answered when the vehicle came to a halt. None of us moved.

      It was dark out and still quite cold at night.

      We startled as someone picked us up and carried us into yet another building.

      “Just leave them over there,” a man said.

      Our box was set on a large countertop. A minute later, the door slammed shut.

      After my gaggle of newfound companions settled down, everything was eerily quiet. At least till morning, when the sun began to rise and movement stirred nearby.

      We all cried out for help. We were hot, hungry, and needed more space.

      I heard voices then, as a few other humans came in. I struggled to hear their words over the cacophony of my fellow chicks.

      “When is that awful racket going to end?” a female voice said.

      “The family is coming to pick them up soon. I called them early this morning,” gruffed a deeper voice.

      Family? I wondered. What was that?

      “Well, they can’t come fast enough,” the woman replied.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Shh,” I told the others, in a futile attempt to calm them down. “Someone is coming to get us.”

      “Who?” They began to panic and grew even noisier.

      It was at this point I began to realize I was not with a particularly smart batch of my kind. Perhaps that’s what I got for being put in the “grab bag.”

      We all grew hungrier as the time passed and began to squawk louder. Even I could not help myself. I wanted to get away from my crazy cellmates.

      At last, someone came and picked up our box. We were on our way once again. But to where?
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        * * *

      

      After more bumping and banging along, the vehicle stopped. The box opened briefly and four pairs of enormous eyes peered in at us.

      My fellow chicks freaked out. “Predators! They’re going to eat us!”

      I rolled my eyes. “Calm yourselves. We have no idea if they’re friend or foe yet.”

      “Who put you in charge?” a large, fuzzy yellow chick countered. “Do you know something the rest of us don’t?”

      “I know how to stay calm,” I offered.

      Though I wasn’t sure how much longer that would last as the lid came back down and we began to move again.

      My companions cheeped and peeped themselves into oblivion while I watched through the box holes at the passing landscape. Glimpses of green grass and patches of early spring flowers flickered by.

      The car finally stopped moving and I gazed outside.

      An old white farmhouse stood nearby, flanked by a couple of outbuildings. The structures were encircled by trees whose leaves were just beginning to emerge. Beyond that, bare fields stretched out under pale blue skies in every direction.

      We were carried inside a small red building, our box was set down and the lid finally opened.

      The room was small but cozy and warm, lined with straw and shredded paper with strange symbols printed on it. I peered at them, wondering what they meant.

      Regardless, the place was much better than a box.

      “You see?” I reassured the others. “This isn’t so bad.”

      “It was for him,” one of the others said and pointed at a crushed chick.

      My heart dropped through the small enclosure that held us and the wooden floor beneath it.

      “Is he dead, Dad?” a boy with reddish-brown hair frowned.

      The large man sighed. “I’m afraid so. It’s a bit of a rough a ride for these little guys. Maybe next time, we’ll get them locally instead.”

      He carefully picked up our deceased companion and set him aside from the flock.

      The little girl beside him frowned. “We have to give him a proper burial.”

      “That’s retarded,” said her older sister. “It’s a chicken, not a person.”

      I squinted at her. She wasn’t the most endearing creature.

      “Enough,” the man scolded the older girl, then turned to the younger one. “Of course, we can bury him. You’re the writer, I’m sure you can pull something together. Maybe a poem or something.”

      She nodded. “Sure thing.”

      He pointed at a bag behind him. “Sam, grab that chick feed. I’m sure they’re starving.”

      The boy eagerly grabbed the bag and filled a small feeder, then shoved it toward us.

      We plunged into the grains, ravenous, while the farmer poured some fresh water into a matching feeder.

      We all took long drinks, refreshing ourselves, then settled down into the shredded newspaper to rest.

      Ah, that was much better.

      The little girl picked me up gently and stroked my downy coat, then gasped. “He’s so soft!”

      “They all are,” her father said.

      She gazed at me and smiled. “Hi. I’m Maggie.”

      She was an angel. Her hair was like a beautiful coat of feathers, in a shade of bright red. And those eyes—so large and green and lovely. None of us had those. Whatever this creature was, I adored her.

      “Pleased to meet you,” I peeped back.

      It was the only noise I could make.

      She held me to her face and squeezed me tight. I gasped for air.

      “Thank you, Dad!” she said, then hugged her father while I continued my struggle to breathe.

      “Careful now,” her father instructed, prying open her hand to give me some relief. “You don’t want him to turn out like that other little guy.”

      The girl’s eyes widened. “Sorry, but…Dad! What are we gonna call ‘em?”

      “Chickens don’t need names,” sneered her sister.

      Ooh, I really didn’t like her at all.

      “Well of course they do!” Maggie said, as if it was obvious.

      “We don’t name things we eat,” the older girl scolded her.

      I looked at the girl, aghast. Eat?

      Maggie gasped. “We can’t eat them! They’re our babies!”

      Her father took me from her grasp and set me back in the pen with the others, then comforted her. “Melissa is wrong. These chickens are for eggs. Of course, you can name them.”

      Maggie’s face brightened and she wiped her tears. “I can? Thanks Dad!”

      “Time to eat!” their mother called from the house.

      The boy perked up. “Ooh, what are we having?”

      “Fried Chicken!” the mother answered.

      I tensed. Fried what?

      I didn’t like that sound of that.

      Maggie and her siblings raced back towards the house, passing the farmer’s wife as she waddled toward us with a large belly and a small child propped on her hip.

      As they entered the hen house, I noticed they both had the same beautiful hair and eyes that Maggie did.

      The woman set the small boy down. He bolted towards us, curious.

      “These are chickens, Jakey,” she said.

      He jabbed a chubby finger towards us excitedly. “Kicken!”

      She picked up one of the reddish chicks and showed the boy how to pet it. “Gentle, they’re small.”

      The boy of course, nearly pounded the poor thing. She set it down and put the child back on her hip.

      “He’ll learn,” the farmer smiled. “I did.”

      She took a deep breath and let it out. “I hope so.  He’s like a bull in a china shop most days. It’s exhausting to keep up with him.”  She rubbed her belly. “And her.”

      The man bent down and kissed her belly, then stood and kissed her. “Here let me take him.”

      He lifted him in his arms and pointed to us. “You’re not the littlest here anymore. And in a couple more months, you’ll be a big brother too.”

      “Kicken!” Jakey squealed, totally missing the point.

      The farmer turned to his wife. “What about Maggie? Do think this will help her?”

      I lifted my head and inched closer, listening.

      She shrugged. “The school said she doesn’t really have any friends. She spends all her time in books.”

      “Well, now she can spend it with chickens too. It can’t hurt at this point.”

      “She hasn’t taken much to the other animals.”

      “She’s just quiet, like me. Besides, chickens are more endearing. And entertaining.”

      She wagged a finger at him. “That’s what you said about the turkeys and look how that turned out.”

      He touched her cheek gently. “Just wait and see, honey.”

      “If you say so.”

      I smiled as I watched them interact. They seemed like good people.

      The couple continued their discussion as they left and headed toward the farmhouse.

      I pondered their words.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked the others.

      “What?” they said.

      “The little girl needs a friend.”

      “A what?”

      I sighed, too tired to explain it.

      If Maggie needed a friend, I’d be more than happy to volunteer for the job. As for the rest of my companions, they were on their own.
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      It did not take long for the hen house to become our home as we accustomed ourselves to the rhythms of life on the farm.

      The mornings were still cool when Bill and Maggie came to feed us and check on us.

      We huddled beneath the heat lamp often. The bigger chicks hogged the warmest spots, pushing the rest of us to the outside more and more. As one of the smaller ones, I often ended up in the worst spot, along with a few others.

      Our fuzzy down coats began to molt and new feathers grew in their place. Most of us were a strange sight to see.

      We shivered as the little girl cleaned our hind ends off, one at a time, every day with warm, wet cloth.

      “You don’t want to get Pasty Butt,” she told us.

      I had no idea what that was, but it sounded more dreadful than the cloth, so I obliged.

      The others tended to fight her, not wanting anything to do with it.

      “Better to just go along and be done with it,” I suggested.

      “Who put you in charge?” A pale yellow chick huffed and narrowed his dark eyes at me. It was the same one that often challenged me. He was a bit bigger than the rest of us and liked to throw his weight around.

      “No one,” I replied. “It was merely a suggestion to make things go easier. Take it or leave it.”

      After Maggie finished cleaning us, she would sit down and read a book to us. It became one of my favorite rituals. I perched on her shoulder as I watched her read the words on the page, marveling at her ability to do so.

      I tried to follow by clucking along.

      “See, Dad?” she laughed and patted me on the head. “This one is smart.”

      He grinned. “I’ve never known a chicken that was smart, at least growing up.”

      “When will we know if they’re boys or girls?” Sam asked as he refilled our water.

      Her father blinked for a moment, as if lost in a memory. “Soon. Their feathers should tell us a lot. The boys will get more elaborate combs and tails. In a few months, you’ll definitely be able to tell.”

      Maggie looked up from the book. “Why?”

      “Because they’ll practically be adults by then.”

      Sam’s brows rose. “That fast?”

      Their father nodded. “They’re only small for a little while. Enjoy them while you can.”
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        * * *

      

      As our feathers emerged, so did our personalities. Some were more aggressive than others. I enjoyed their company less and less. I tended to stay near the quieter, smaller chickens like me and tried to leave the bigger ones alone. That didn’t always work out, as they soon decided they could push everyone else around.

      I escaped by perching in the windowsill, watching for Sam and Maggie to appear and giving a full report of whatever I saw outside to the others. There was a big world out there, and we were still so little. It seemed overwhelming at times.

      I could see the farmhouse from here too and would often watch the lights go out one by one at night.

      Good night, Maggie, I’d say as her bedroom light winked off. Sweet dreams.

      During the daylight hours, we were given access to a small, fenced yard where we could play in the dust to our heart’s content, and graze on bugs, worms, and whatever else we could find amidst the shade of fruit trees and tall grasses.

      It was paradise.

      During one such outing, I became aware of other strange creatures watching us from afar.

      One of the other chicks glanced at them warily, then back at me. “Who are they?”

      “I haven’t a clue,” I replied. “What are they might be a better question.”

      We called out to one of those strange fellows, who looked back curiously.

      None of them answered.

      Were they unwilling to talk to us, or unable to?

      I watched closely over the next few outings. They seemed to talk to each other, but never to us. Perhaps they didn’t know what to think of our kind. Lord knows I didn’t at times.

      Maybe it was a similar situation to the one we had with the humans. We could understand their words but could not make them. Perhaps these creatures could understand ours but not respond.

      I made my way to the edge of the fencing to test my theory. I opened my beak to call out to a large, muscular creature with a long, swishy tale.

      But alas, the sun was dipping low and Bill was calling us back inside.

      I would have to wait.
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      The next day, Maggie brought a mirror into the coop. She propped it on the windowsill, then held me up to it, delighting in my new feathers. “Look at how pretty you’re becoming!”

      I chirped back happily.

      Her father looked up from a poultry catalog, studying me for a moment. “I think it’s a B.B. Red Old English Bantam.” He held up the page. “Look at the feathers they get.”

      The picture showed a majestic rooster with a red head and a riot of colorful neck feathers, a black breast, and a huge plume of greenish-black feathers for its tail.

      My beak dropped open. That was what I was going to look like? Holy cow.

      Maggie moved close to her father, holding me up towards the picture. “Oh, Dad, he’s going to be beautiful.”

      Her father grinned. “How do you know it’s a he?”

      “His tail’s already starting to come in. Is there any doubt?”

      I waggled my new, fluffy tail proudly in the mirror. It was a sight to see.

      Maggie put her face next to mine and beamed me a beautiful, toothless smile. She was missing her two front teeth. “Such a distinguished rooster deserves a properly distinguished name.”

      I smiled as Maggie, Sam, and their father worked their way through several. Richard, Arthur, Archibald, Phineas…they went on for a while.

      “How about Reginald?” Sam suggested. “We just read a story in school with a knight named Reginald.”

      “Reginald,” Maggie grinned and kissed my head. “I like it.”

      I chirped and fluffed out my feathers in approval.

      She set me down and did the same with the others, who enjoyed looking at themselves in the mirror. The dumber ones tried to attack it until I explained they were looking at themselves.

      One large fellow with black and white spots and beady eyes never did seem to get it.

      Maggie studied him closely. “Is there something wrong with this one, Dad? His eyes are strange, like he’s suspicious of everyone.”

      Bill took the bird in his hands and looked at him. “Maybe. I’ve seen that before.” He shrugged. “He’s docile enough. Perhaps a bit on the slow side. You’re right, though. He does look a bit distrustful. What shall we call him?”

      “Ooh! How about Squinty?” Sam piped up.

      “Squinty it is.”

      Their father pointed at the rusty colored chicks. “I think those are Rhode Island Reds. They’re a pretty breed, and they lay a lot of eggs.”

      They were lovely, I thought. Something about red feathers and red hair just did me in.

      I watched as he named the reds Lilah, Lucille, and Ginger, hoping they were indeed girls and wouldn’t live to regret their names.

      Maggie pointed to three large, pale yellow chicks. Fluffy white feathers were emerging from their downy coat, even on their feet. “What are these kind?”

      Sam looked over his father’s shoulder at the catalog and back at the birds. “Light Brahmas.”

      Maggie’s brows raised as they showed her the picture. “They’re going to get so fluffy that they’ll look like they’re wearing petticoats!”

      In celebration of that fact, she named them Princess, Bella, and Sweetie.

      “What about this one with feathers all over her head?”

      “I think she’s a Silkie,” her father said.

      Sam laughed. “She looks kind of foofy.”

      I cringed as they decided to name her Foo Foo. It truly was an awful name, though some of Sam’s names for us were even worse. He called a Buff Orphington “Biff”, the Barred Rock, “Rocky” and a couple of others Lulu, Frankie, and George. He even named one of the Black Australorpes “Barf” until their father made him change it to “Bart.”
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      After we got our names, the other animals began to approach us while we were out in the yard. The first one was an old gray horse named Henry.

      “Greetings,” he neighed, nearly giving the flock a heart attack.

      I recovered myself and greeted him back. “Hello, my name is Reginald.”

      I quickly introduced the others.

      The horse nodded, seeming pleased. “We were not sure if you were staying or…going.”

      I stiffened. “Going? We just got here.”

      The horse explained that there was an unwritten rule on the farm, a pact of sort. Those with names did not associate with those who didn’t have names.

      “Why not?” the rest of us wondered.

      “It’s kinder if they are unaware of their fates.”

      “Why?” Ginger, one of the Reds, asked. “What is their fate?”

      Henry looked away, flicking his tail towards a small shed in the distance. “They eat the ones they don’t name.”

      The rest of us gasped.

      “Pigs, turkeys, occasionally cows. We weren’t sure about you all till they named you.”

      A memory stirred in my mind of Martha calling the family to dinner. Fried chicken.

      “Wait,” I asked, trying to wrap my mind around it all. “My sweet little Maggie eats animals?”

      The horse nodded. “Most humans do. It’s just the way of things.”

      Well, I didn’t like that for a second. But I refused to believe that Maggie would do something so cruel. She was the kindest, gentlest of creatures.
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        * * *

      

      I watched for signs of Maggie’s hidden, vicious, carnivorous side, but could find none. She and Sam were there bright and early every morning to check on us and refill our food and water. She even helped her father clean out the coop once a week, lining it with newspaper and wood chips. And every night, she tucked us in with a bedtime story as if we were her babies.

      How could anyone like that eat a chicken? I wondered.

      Though some complained about their new names, we all fared far better than the poor souls who didn’t have one at all.

      I tried to explain that to the others, but a few of our flock didn’t have names yet and that just freaked them out even more.

      Eventually Melissa named the others, though her choices were quite odd—Philomena, Myrtle, Jezebel, Lolita, and so forth.

      When Maggie pointed out the weird names, Melissa’s face turned red.

      “Well, you’re weird. You spend all your days with your nose in books, reading to chickens.”

      I moved towards Maggie protectively and crowed at her sister.

      “What is he? Your guardian rooster?” she sneered.

      “Reginald is my friend,” Maggie said defensively.

      “Probably your only friend,” her sister shot back.

      Just then, their mother called them. “Can one of you watch Jakey for a few minutes? I need to lay down for a bit.”

      Melissa just rolled her eyes. “I wish the baby would hurry up and get here already.”

      “No, because then she’ll cry all the time and you’ll wish she hadn’t,” countered Maggie. “And Mom will need even more help.”

      Melissa groaned.

      “Girls?” their mother called out to them.

      “I’ll take him,” Maggie volunteered, picking me up and placing me on her shoulder. We strolled towards the farmhouse and retrieved Jakey.

      Maggie set us both under a large maple tree and held up a book of ABCs.

      “Time for school,” she said in a singsong voice. “You two can learn together.”

      The little boy smiled, his green eyes dancing excitedly. The resemblance to his sister was unmistakable.

      “Kicken!” he squealed, squeezing me a bit too hard.

      I protested and he relaxed his grip.

      “Careful,” Maggie warned, then sat down and pulled us both onto her lap.

      She opened the book and began reading, pointing at the letters and numbers.

      Jakey repeated after her. “A…B….C…”

      I tried to follow along, but could only manage a ridiculous crow. “Bawk, bawk, bawwwwwk!!!!”

      They looked at each other and laughed, then squeezed me tight. “Good job, Reginald!”

      I was in heaven.
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        * * *

      

      Books became a great joy to me, and soon the strange symbols on the paper began to make sense.

      What an amazing feeling when I discovered that I, too, could read.

      I clucked along happily as Maggie read the stories. Jakey followed along too.

      Maggie laughed. “You’re not like the other chickens, are you Reg?”

      Heavens, I should hope not, I thought.

      My flock
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