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      The wintry winds blustered across the barnyard, carrying the last of the leaves with them while I, Reginald Fowl, perched on the fence with my fellow roosters and crowed at the morning sun.

      The fields slumbered, along with what seemed like the rest of the world, save one.

      Baby Lacey answered back from the farmhouse, like the little foghorn she was. None of us had slept much since her arrival, especially her mother.

      I watched the lights flick on one by one as the family stirred to life.

      Our daily mission was complete and we strutted back to our coop.

      I glanced at the muddy fields and gray skies that stretched out before us and overhead in all directions and sighed.  How I longed for the warm, colorful days filled with mulberries and the goodies from Martha’s now empty garden. Summer had bloomed, endless and beautiful, but too soon withered on the vine, leaving a great sorrow that tugged at my chest.

      “Just how long is this supposed to last?” I asked my best friend Speedy.

      The silver-and-black rooster blinked back at me. “Henry said it would seem like forever. That’s why the humans have holidays, to distract them from the gloom.”

      That didn’t sound too promising in light of recent events. We’d survived Halloween, including a Were-Chicken and a Headless Rooster prank from our resident bully, Sweetie. He had nearly set fire to our farm and managed to embarrass the entire flock.

      We were determined to teach him a lesson, though the details were still sketchy. Henry the Horse was on board, along with our bovine friends Beatrice, Buttercup, and Moo. The geese, Hans and Greta, were still undecided.

      “Bad karma.” Lucky, our martial arts teacher, said. “Your flock must learn to be of one heart, one mind.”

      Easier said that done, I thought. Especially for a duck living alone. The only bird brain Lucky had to keep in line was his own, not twenty-four others, though for the most part our flock was of one heart and mind, aside from Squinty and Sweetie.

      Squinty was off in his own little world, but harmless. He followed along slowly, but seemed to manage—somehow. Last month he’d stumbled into a discarded Wookie costume and was attacked by a skunk. Hence, our Were-Chicken incident was a complete accident.

      Sweetie's pranks, however, were intentional and harmful. He was constantly stirring up trouble. He needed to learn to get along or get out.

      There was one little problem though: he was enormous. He was also strong, brutal, and tough as nails. The badly-named rooster had survived a bobcat attack, for crying out loud. He had mellowed somewhat since then,  but he’d been a pain in my tail feathers since we first arrived here as chicks, and didn’t show any signs of giving up that endeavor.

      “You crow like a girl,” Sweetie sneered at me as we reached the hen house.

      “Girls don’t crow,” I corrected. “They cluck.”

      “Well, if they did, they’d sound just like you.” He proceeded to act out a cheap imitation of me. “Once upon a time, there was a fancy chicken who got in trouble for some random reason, so he has to go on a long, boring adventure to find a magical doohickey and bring it back to save the flock. Blah blah blah…”

      I just glared at him until he got bored and went to harass someone else.

      I had read somewhere that bullies were really big babies. If that was true, they were also very big, strong babies.

      My dear human friend, Maggie, and I had both learned to stand up to bullies, but it had not been easy. To face the lion, to look him in the mouth, required courage neither of us thought we had.

      In her case, the bully turned out to be a smitten boy. Who wouldn't be in love with Maggie, vying for her attention in any way possible? She looked a lot like her beautiful mother, Martha, and her teen-aged sister, Melissa.

      My case was different. I'm not sure what motivated Sweetie's behavior towards myself and the other chickens. Certainly not affection.

      Was it jealousy, perhaps? Or annoyance? Sheer hatred, maybe?

      I hadn’t a clue. All I knew was that it seemed to be growing worse as of late.

      I watched his interactions with the others, wondering. How do you change someone like Sweetie? Can you?
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        * * *

      

      The days continued to grow colder and shorter, and so did Sweetie’s temper.

      One dreary morning, we woke up to find the water in our feeders was as hard as a rock. We pecked at it, unsure what had happened.

      It was our first winter, and we still knew very little.

      “We’re all gonna die,” Sweetie wailed.

      His hysteria was contagious and soon all the hens were squawking in consternation.

      “No, no, no. We are not going to die,” I countered, attempting to provide a voice of reason. “Sam and Maggie will take care of us, like they always do. And so will Bill. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “But we can’t live without water!” Sweetie threw his wings up in the air, toppled off balance, and broke the heat lamp, removing our only source of warmth besides each other.

      Twenty-four pairs of dark, beady eyes turned toward him in annoyance.

      “Great goin’,” muttered Rocky, a Barred Rock rooster. “Now we’re gonna freeze to death, too.”

      The hens wailed louder.

      Sweetie squinted back. “It was an accident. I didn’t see it.”

      “How could you not see it?” I asked, aghast. “It’s a light for heaven’s sake.”

      Sweetie grabbed me by the throat. “I said it was a—”

      The kids burst in just then, and he let me go.

      “Wow it’s cold in here,” Maggie said through chattering teeth.

      Sam gazed at the lamp. He was auburn-haired like his father and close in age to Maggie, but much more mischievous.

      “Looks like one of the chickens broke the bulb.” Sam ran out the door. “I’ll go tell Dad.”

      Uh oh, I thought. Was there a punishment for doing such a thing?

      We stared at each other, wondering if we were in trouble. Sweetie looked particularly worried.

      Bill came and inspected the lamp, then looked at us and shrugged. “It happens. I’ve bought a few spares. They’re sayin’ it’s gonna be a cold one this year. A white Christmas for sure.”

      He glanced up at the rafters of the hen house. “Might have to add some insulation. This coop’s as old as I am.”

      “Then it must be ancient!” teased Sam.

      Bill smirked and ruffled his son’s hair, then strode from our hen house as the kids began to gather eggs.

      “It is kind of nippy in here,” Sweetie whined.

      I saw no reason for his complaints, especially compared to us smaller breeds. Being a Light Brahma, he had an extra coat of feathers that kept him warmer than most of us, but that never stopped him from hogging the heat lamp and everything else. Perhaps he was thin-skinned.

      And thick-headed, I thought to myself as Sam scooped some feed into our dishes.

      Sweetie barreled through as usual, pushing everyone out of the way to get there first.

      Sam glanced at him. “You know, he’s really put on a lot of weight. He looks like a miniature version of  Big Bird.”

      This angered Sweetie even more and he pecked at Sam.

      Sam laughed at him, incensing him further.

      “Don’t tease the chickens,” Maggie scolded. “Mom says it encourages bad behavior, and she’s already annoyed at them for waking Lacey up every morning.”

      I looked at them, surprised. We’d been crowing for months, and though some of our animal neighbors complained about the noise, the humans had never seemed upset about it. Bill seemed to expect it.

      Sam rolled his eyes. “Mom’s mad at everyone these days.”

      “True, but I don’t think she likes all the ruckus.”

      “What does she expect them to do?” He plucked an egg from an empty nest box and placed it in his basket. “They’re roosters. They’re supposed to make noise in the morning.”

      Maggie raised a red brow. “Mom said we don’t need roosters to have eggs.”

      Sam frowned. “Ooh, I don’t like the sound of that.”

      Neither did I.

      The kids finished their morning chores and Bill returned with a new bulb. I watched, fascinated, as he screwed it in.

      The warmth returned, at least to one spot in the coop.

      He also brought in some heated water dishes so we weren’t pecking at what I later discovered was ice.

      I stared out the window and mused over what the kids had said not long ago.

      Could we end up like the turkeys?

      I shivered and settled in for a long winter, hoping that
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