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         Tom cried, “Buzzard!” He pointed into the air, and Jasmine saw a huge bird of prey hovering above the field.

         “It’s OK, the chickens are hiding,” he said. “It will only attack a bird if it’s out in the open.”

         Then a little patch of gold in the middle of the field caught Jasmine’s eye.

         “Charm!” she screamed.ii
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         Jasmine opened the door of the old cowshed where the chickens lived.

         “Chick, chick, chick!” she called, and the chickens came running out, clucking eagerly.

         “I love how they’re so excited to start grubbing about on the farm every day,” said her best friend Tom, as they scattered handfuls of grain around the yard. The chickens made happy, contented noises as they pecked it up.

         Tom lived in a cottage nearby, and in the school holidays he spent most of his time at 2Oak Tree Farm. The two friends had looked after many animals together, and they planned to have their own animal rescue centre when they grew up.
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         Jasmine’s tame duck, Button, waddled out last, making his funny rasping sound. He headed straight for Jasmine and started nibbling at her wellington boot. Jasmine laughed and picked him up. He settled himself in her arms and she stroked his sleek back. She had raised Button from an egg, and he was very attached to her.

         Tom took a basket into the hen house to collect the eggs. Some hens used the nesting boxes, but others preferred to lay in one of the old straw-filled mangers on the wall. Dad kept several breeds of chicken, so the eggs were all different colours, ranging from 3white to a speckled chocolate brown. Jasmine’s favourites were the pale-blue eggs. Those were the ones she always chose when she had a boiled egg for breakfast.

         “Shoo! Shoo!” called Tom from inside the hen house. “Stop bullying him!”

         Charlie the young cockerel and two hens ran out, flapping and squawking. Tom appeared in the doorway behind them. “Stop being so mean!” he said.

         “What’s going on?” Jasmine asked.

         Tom looked distressed. “It’s horrible. Poor Speckle’s injured, and those three were pecking him.”

         “Oh, no!” said Jasmine, hurrying into the hen house. “What’s happened to him?”

         “I think it’s his leg,” said Tom. He pointed to a dark corner, where the old cockerel was sitting alone, looking hunched and miserable. Jasmine walked towards him slowly, so as not to make him more stressed. 4
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         “Speckle, you poor thing,” she said. “What’s happened to you?”

         “He can’t seem to stand up,” said Tom. “And look, they were pecking his comb. It’s bleeding.”

         Gathering the injured bird in her arms, Jasmine saw that a cut on his left leg was also bleeding. “Oh, Speckle,” she said, gently stroking his wing. “Let’s take you to Mum and clean you up.” Her mother, Nadia, was a farm vet, and luckily she had taken some time off for the Easter holidays. 5

         As they walked out of the hen house, Jasmine heard a sound that made her stop.

         Cheep, cheep, cheep.

         She grinned at Tom. “The chicks are hatching!”

         They tiptoed to the far corner, where a young Buff Orpington hen called Feather was sitting on a clutch of eggs, keeping them warm so they would hatch. She was in her own coop to give her peace and quiet.

         Jasmine was very excited about the chicks 6arriving. She had borrowed a book on raising chickens from the library, so she would know what to do when they hatched.

         There was more cheeping, and Feather made a low clucking sound.

         “She’s talking to the chicks,” Jasmine whispered.

         Tom lifted the hinged roof of the coop, and they peeped in. There was no sign of any chicks, but Feather shifted her weight slightly on her nest.

         “She’s making room for more chicks to hatch,” Jasmine said softly. “Well done, Feather. We’ll leave you in peace for now.”

         But as Tom was about to close the roof, the hen’s wing feathers parted, and out popped a tiny, fluffy face.

         “Hello, little chick!” Jasmine whispered in delight.

         The chick stepped out from under its mother. It had shiny black eyes, an orange beak and 7fluffy yellow down. A thin, dark stripe ran from the top of its head right down its back.
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         “You’re so cute,” Tom said. “Welcome to the world, little chick.”

         The chick cheeped in reply.

         “We’ll come and see you again soon,” Jasmine said. “We have to look after poor Speckle.”

         Tom closed the roof, and they walked across the yard to the farmhouse, Jasmine cradling the old cockerel. She was particularly fond of Speckle. He was a friendly, gentle chicken who had always got on well with the rest of the flock. 8

         “Why were the others pecking him?” Tom asked.

         “Chickens are attracted to the colour red,” Jasmine said. “It’s their instinct to peck at red marks. So the sight of blood attracts them to an injured bird, and they peck at the wound.”

         “That’s horrible!”

         “Plus they often bully a member of their flock who gets weak or injured,” Jasmine said. “Sometimes they even pull their feathers out, and don’t let them eat. They can be really mean.”

         They entered the farmhouse through the back door. Mum wasn’t in the scullery or the kitchen, so Jasmine called up the stairs, and Nadia appeared on the landing.

         “Hello, you two,” she said. “Why have you brought Speckle in?”

         “He’s got a cut on his leg,” Jasmine said, “and the others were pecking him.”

         “Oh, dear,” said Mum. “Take him to the 9scullery and I’ll come down.”

         The scullery was where Mum and Dad kept animal medicines and equipment. Jasmine held Speckle while Nadia rinsed his wounds with water and flushed out the cuts on his leg and comb with a sterile saline solution.

         “Nadia, the chicks are hatching!” said Tom. “We saw one. It’s so sweet.”

         “Oh, lovely,” said Nadia as she examined Speckle’s injured leg. “That’s good news.”

         “Is there anything we should do?” Jasmine asked.

         “No, they’ll hatch in their own time, and then they’ll stay under the hen for a while to dry out and recover. It’s a tiring business, breaking out of their shells.”

         “Should we put some food out for them?” asked Tom.

         “No, they don’t need feeding for the first day,” Nadia said. “They live off the yolk they absorbed while they were in the egg.” 10

         “How’s Speckle’s leg?” Jasmine asked anxiously.

         “Well, it’s not crooked or swollen,” Nadia said. “So it’s not broken.”

         “Phew,” said Jasmine. “So it’s just a cut?”

         “Quite a deep cut,” Nadia said. “But it should heal up all right. Chickens heal well with the right treatment. Thank goodness you two found him before the others did any more damage.”

         She cut two wads of gauze. “First, we need to stop the bleeding. I’ll hold this to his comb, and you hold the other one to his leg, Jasmine. Keep a gentle, even pressure on it.”

         “I wonder how he got the cut,” said Tom, as Jasmine pressed the gauze around Speckle’s leg. “We should search the hen house for anything sharp.”

         “I don’t think there are any hazards in the hen house,” said Jasmine. “He probably cut it on something in the farmyard before he went inside to roost last night. But we’ll check the hen house too.” 11

         When Speckle’s leg and comb stopped bleeding, Nadia said, “I’ll give him a proper check all over, in case he has any other injuries.”

         Jasmine laid an old clean towel on the counter, and Nadia examined the cockerel carefully, parting his feathers gently to look at the skin.

         
            [image: ]

         

         “No other wounds,” she said. “That’s good. I’ll bandage the leg.”

         She took out a bottle of purple antiseptic spray from the cupboard and sprayed Speckle’s wounds.

         “Why’s it purple?” Tom asked.

         “Well, if someone’s got a lot of chickens, they can see which ones have been treated,” Nadia said. “And the violet colour disguises the blood, so it helps prevent pecking or bullying. But we’re going to separate Speckle from the rest of 12the flock anyway, until his wounds heal.”

         “Can he stay in my bedroom?” Jasmine asked.

         Nadia smiled at her as she wrapped gauze round Speckle’s leg. “You know how messy chickens are,” she said. “You definitely won’t want him in your bedroom for a week. Hold that there while I bandage it.”

         Jasmine held the gauze in place while her mum cut the end off and covered it with a bandage. “But he’ll be lonely,” she said. “Chickens hate being alone.”

         “You can put the spare coop and run in the hen house,” Mum said. “So he’ll be with the rest of the flock, but the others won’t be able to peck him. Put lots of fresh straw in it to keep him warm. There should be some spare food and water dishes in the feed shed.”

         “It’s lucky it’s the holidays,” Jasmine said. “We can spend lots of time with him.”

         “Let me know if he
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