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        To Maggie, my favorite redhead

        And to you, dear reader, whatever color your feathers may be.
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        “Keep love in your heart.

        A life without it

        is like a sunless garden

        where all the flowers are dead.”

        ~Oscar Wilde
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      “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…”

      I inscribed in my prized journal, then shivered as a draft swept through the hen house. I scratched out that line and wrote, “It was the coldest of times…”

      The excitement of Christmas had faded and we now faced the depths of winter. The wind howled and the coop shook, day and night. I wondered if it would ever cease.

      I passed the time writing in a blank book I’d found just after Christmas, wrapped up and addressed to me. Santa had brought our flock coal for our antics with Sweetie, so the gift had taken me by surprise.

      Heaven knows, I tried to be a good rooster, but my escapades often got me into trouble. Maybe he knew. I’d heard the old fellow had plenty of eyes watching.

      Whatever the case, I felt special. I enjoyed the leather-bound journal but found the heavy fountain pen difficult to manipulate with my talons. My writing literally was chicken scratch.

      Practice makes perfect, I told myself, and tried again.

      Setting down my thoughts distracted me from the endless gloom. I missed the feel of the sun on my feathers on a warm summer’s day. I missed being outside, period. The little red hen house felt like a cage, or a prison. It was small and so was I, but I shared it with five other roosters and eighteen hens. The walls sometimes felt like they were closing in.

      Our bovine friends, Beatrice, Buttercup, and Moo, told us that this winter had been exceptionally harsh. It was my flock’s first on the farm, so we had nothing to compare it to.

      We huddled under the heat lamp and tried not to freeze.

      “The turkeys might be warmer than us right now,” my friend Speedy joked.

      I smirked. The turkeys were in our farmer’s freezer. They had no names, which meant they were someone’s dinner. Poor fellows.

      We fared far better. We had names and were treated like pets by our farmer, Bill, and his family. In exchange for their care, we gave them eggs. Everyone seemed pleased with the arrangement.

      Bill’s oldest children, Melissa, Maggie, and Sam, started a business at Halloween making chicken costumes and loved to play dress up with us. We were the finest looking fowl in the countryside and the brunt of more than a few jokes around the farm.

      “You look like a Cocky Doodle Dandy,” Moo teased as I strutted by in my Merry Man getup.

      I tipped my feathered cap at her. “I do try.”

      “It’s the fashion police!” Beatrice teased when Speedy showed up in the milking barn wearing a cop outfit.

      “Did you raid Liberace’s closet?” Lucky, a Peking duck, asked me one time.

      I had to admit that the pink mariachi suit was a bit over the top. Sam had thought that one up.

      The other animals could laugh all they wanted. It was a small price to pay for the attention and love of the children. As an added bonus, they outfitted us with chicken sweaters. We were as comfortable as we could be in that drafty old coop.

      Sam and Maggie arrived to collect our eggs as usual. They were about a year apart and argued as much as they got along. Maggie possessed the flaming red hair of her mother and sisters. Sam’s was a darker shade, like that of his father and younger brother, Jakey.

      “Not so many eggs lately,” Sam mused as he gathered them up. “Are the hens sick or something?”

      “No, Dad says the shorter days cause that,” Maggie told him. “They'll lay more when the weather gets better.”

      The other roosters and I still did our morning sun salutation, crowing for all we were worth at the glowing orb up in the sky.

      “Neither rain, nor sleet, nor snow…” We weren’t the postal system, but it was our job to wake the world up, so the six of us cocky-doodle-dooed on.

      Afterward, Speedy and I made our rounds, checking in with the other animals and getting the latest news from the grapevine. Not the actual ones, which were frozen at the moment.

      “There’s word that another family is moving in down the lane soon,” Buttercup told me. “I heard the kids are the same age as Sam and Maggie.”

      “Those two fight so much, it might be good for them.”

      I padded my way through the slushy yard to Henry’s stable, eager to spread the news.

      “Good morning,” the old horse yawned.

      I told him about the family moving in, but he didn’t seem all that impressed. He slept a lot these days and wasn't his usually punny self. Perhaps the lack of sunlight brought us all down.

      I attempted to cheer him up. “How did the farmgirl break up with the tractor salesman?”

      He lifted his head and looked at me. “I haven’t heard that one. How?”

      “She sent him a John Deere letter!”

      Henry snorted. “Not bad, Reg. I think you’re getting the hang of it.”

      “Heaven help us all,” I laughed.

      The bad jokes lifted both our moods. January was a miserable month, and we were all doing our best to survive it. Some days it seemed like it would go on forever.
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      Even forever ends at some point.

      February brought less storms and longer days. Gray skies and murky fields stretched out from the coop for as far as the eye could see. No signs of life stirred, except for the occasional bright red cardinal fluttering by. They were almost as lovely as my dear Rhode Island Reds. Almost.

      We weren't under the heat lamps as much anymore, and the ground was thawing into a big muddy mess in our yard. We ventured out when we could, but the girls didn't like having their feet anchored in mud and muck, their feathers sullied.

      Truth be told, neither did I. I’d pop out to forage for a bit, and then dart back into the coop.

      I gazed up at the barren trees. How did the wild birds brave the elements without shelter? I hadn’t a clue.
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        * * *

      

      DAY 1

      Sam and Maggie came in one morning to gather eggs as usual, surprised to find our girls still sitting in their nesting boxes. None of them would budge.

      The kids looked at each other.

      “Well, this is something new.” Maggie tried to snag an egg from beneath Jezebel.

      The Black Australorpe pecked at her hand in response.

      Maggie snatched it back from the nest. “Better to leave them, I guess.”

      Sam thought for a moment. “You know, the groundhog didn’t see his shadow this year. Does that mean an early spring or a late one? I can’t remember.”

      “Early,” Maggie said, attempting to
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