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Meatloaf was determined to become the darling-est cow Farmer Jones ever selected to go to the Atler County fair. She wanted to represent Echo Valley Farms in the Dairy Darling Event.

Meatloaf exercised and became fit. She was excited when he picked her and Buttercup to represent his dairy farm. But something went wrong! Farmer Jones didn't take Meatloaf to the show barn with the other Dairy Darling hopefuls. He put her in the dairy shed behind the show barn. Surely Farmer Jones made a mistake. But he didn't make a mistake. He had entered Meatloaf in another Dairy event. An event, if she won, would give her something worth mooing about! When children remain hopeful, they too can realize their dreams—sometimes in very special and unexpected ways—just like Meatloaf.
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[image: image]“M-o-o-o.” Meatloaf swished her long tail across her sweaty back. The flies b-u-z-zed as they jumped over it. 

Meatloaf stopped in the middle of Echo Valley Farm’s pasture and moo'd again.

“I'm so tired. Aren't we finished exercising?” She lowered her head and stared at Max. “The flies are bugging me.”

Max, the farm's only pygmy goat, lifted his eyebrows.

“You want to look your dairy darling best at the summer fair, don't you?”

Meatloaf licked her sweaty nose, then blinked her curly eyelashes. “You know I do.”

“Then keep moving,” Max said.

The friends walked the mucky path while flies skipped Meatloaf's tail like a jump rope.

[image: image]After a long day of exercising, the friends made their way back to the barn. The odors of cows and grain filled Meatloaf's nose as she plodded into the dairy barn. Her eyes roved across the pictures nailed on the barn wall. Past Echo Valley Farm Dairy Darlings smiled back at her. The cows all wore flowers and beautiful smiles.

“Someday,” said Meatloaf. “My picture will be on the barn wall. I hope Farmer Jones picks me to go to the fair this year.”

“And pigs will fly, too,” said Buttons, the barnyard meanie. “Buttercup and I are the only worthy dairy darlings in this barn. We will go to the fair. Everyone knows that but you.”

Silence filled the barn.

Meatloaf's face turned red, and her lips trembled. She hurried into her rough wooden stall and stuffed sweet hay into her mouth.

Max planted his feet on the floor and flared his nostrils. Buttons stuck her nose in the air at him.

“Buttercup and I will go to the fair,” Buttons said. “Besides, hefty cows don't win.”

“So mean cows do win?” said Max.

Meatloaf nibbled at her bottom lip. She looked at her friend and shook her head back and forth. Their fighting only made her sadder.
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[image: image]“How about this idea?” said Valentine, the cow in the stall next to Meatloaf. “If Meatloaf goes to the fair, Max gets Button's oats for a week.”

Buttons stuck out her sticky tongue and wagged it at Valentine. The heart-shaped birthmark on Valentine's forehead changed from white to bright pink.

“Hold on Buttons—if you go to the fair, you get Max's grain.”

“Fine by me,” said Max.

“Fine by me,” said Buttons.

Meatloaf lowered her head. The image of her picture hanging on the barn wall faded from her mind.

Click, click, click.

Meatloaf peeked between the slats of her wooden stall as beautiful Buttercup entered the barn. She placed one tiny hoof in front of another, and her gentle tail swayed as she walked across the floor boards. Her face glowed with joy, and her coat gleamed.

Meatloaf tipped her head to one side for a better view. No fly would dare flit around Buttercup's backside.

“Hi, everybody!” Buttercup's singsong voice filled the barn. “I hope everyone enjoyed their day.”

Meatloaf wiped her sad face against the barn stall. She smiled. There was no way she would let Buttons take her hopes away.
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“Keep pushing the log. Eight—nine—ten!” said Max the next morning. 

Willpower glowed in Meatloaf's eyes and sweat dripped from her wet coat. 

“Good job. We're done exercising for now. Ready for a relaxing swim?” said Max.

“Yes,” panted Meatloaf.

Meatloaf made her way through the tall cattails growing around the farm pond. Her body cooled as the water swirled over her back. She looked at Max, who grinned from the lake bank.

“Now turn over and float on your back,” Max said.

“But I weigh a thousand pounds,” she said with a laugh.

“Just try!”

She tried and tried. Water splashed in every direction. Finally, she rolled onto her back, and was floating.

Meatloaf aced the cow float!
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Back at the barn, Buttons was tying a rope between the heavy barn doors.

“What are you doing?” asked Buttercup.

“Meatloaf is getting fit and I don't like it. I'm going to make sure Farmer Jones doesn't pick her to go to the fair.”

“That's awful,” Buttercup said. “If Meatloaf trips over the rope, she will get hurt.”

“I have to do something. I want to go to the fair.” 

“You're being silly.”

Buttercup was sad for her friend, but frustrated over her attitude. She swallowed hard. Buttercup stepped over the rope and into the barnyard. Her lungs filled with fresh country scents, and she began running. She needed to warn Meatloaf, but where was she?
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