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Chapter 1

A New Neighbor

 

Hi, my name's Monkey. You'll be glad to know the snow finally melted around here. Took it long enough. I thought spring would never come. But it did, so I finally got to walk my dog, Weasel.

His instruction manual says he can learn to heel like a regular dog. I've already taught him to sit, beg, roll over, and shake hands. And that's pretty good for a Robo-Real dog, not to mention a dachshund.

Vinny said she could hack into his system and reset his program to learn things instantly, but what's the point of that? I mean, he's supposed to act like a real dog, not a robot. Except no peeing on the carpet, barking at night, or chewing up my mom's shoes.

So I took Weasel for a walk, and that started one of the most difficult adventures of my life.

Spring sunshine glittered off the sidewalk as Weasel and I set out. I stayed off the soggy grass. The air still smelled like winter, and Weasel wiggled in my arms.

I snapped the leash on Weasel's collar and set him on the ground. He barked, twisted in a circle, grabbed the leash in his mouth, and ran around my legs, so when I tried to walk, I fell flat on my butt.

Weasel barked and licked my face.
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"No, Weasel!" I shouted. "Sit."

Tail wagging, he sat, looked at me with his brown eyes, and barked. He stayed in place just long enough for me to get up.

While I unwrapped the leash from my legs, I noticed a moving truck pull up to the empty house on the corner. It’s a little house. Lots of people move in there. Maybe because it has a big fenced yard. But no one ever stays in that house for long.

"Well, Weasel," I said. "I wonder what unlucky person they tricked into buying that house this time."

I took a step toward the house, but Weasel ran around my legs again.

"Why don't you just pick him up and carry him?" Bean said.

I jumped. I'd been looking at the moving truck and hadn't noticed him come up behind me.

"Hi Bean," I said. "I'm trying to teach him to heel."

Bean laughed. "Maybe you should let Vinny help you before you fall and break your nose."

"Seriously, Bean. It can't be that hard to train a dog." I got untangled and started walking.

Weasel sat down and barked.

"Come on, Weasel," I said.

He wagged his tail and looked at me.

Bean picked him up and rubbed his ears as we headed down the street toward the moving truck.

By the time we got to the corner, the movers had the truck open and were carrying stuff inside. It was the smallest moving truck I'd ever seen, and it had hardly anything in it. A kid-sized bed. A table not much bigger than a school desk. One kitchen chair. A rocking chair. Some clothes and kitchen stuff. And a dozen ratty wooden boxes that looked like doghouses almost.

"You the new owner?" I asked one of the men carrying stuff in.

"Nope. Just the moving crew." The man and his partner carried the wooden boxes into the back yard then closed up the truck and drove away.

Bean set Weasel down and stared at the old house. "Maybe the city should condemn it so people don't keep trying to live here."

I looked at the house with its peeling white paint and cracked window. "I like this house. I wish someone rich would buy it and fix it up nice."

"Why would someone rich buy this house?"

I shrugged. "Come on, Weasel."

This time I turned with Weasel when he ran around my legs, so the leash didn't get tangled.

Weasel let out a happy bark and trotted down the sidewalk. Maybe he was training me to heel. Whatever, as long as I wasn't tied up in one spot. Bean and I went over to his house, and I didn't think about my new neighbor again until 1 AM the next morning when a faint sound woke me from sleep.





Chapter 2

Easter Egg Hunt

 

I blinked at the alarm clock and tried to figure out what sound had woken me.  A moment later I heard it again, faint and different than anything I'd ever heard at night before. It wasn't the usual car or truck on the road, or a police siren. It wasn't the ear-splitting bark of the lady's German shepherd down the street, or our next door neighbor's radio cranked to high heaven. It was a soft crowing sound, and I opened my window to hear it better.

Cock-a-doodle-do.

Cock-a-doodle-do.

Um . . . well, what little kid hasn't had at least one toy that makes the sound of farm animals? The sheep goes Baa. The cow says Moo. The rooster sings cock-a-doodle-do.
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A rooster? On my street? But I live in the city, not the country.

I have to say I was tempted to throw the fire escape ladder out my window and go in search of this strange bird. I like adventure, but I'm not that stupid. I know it's not safe to run off alone in the middle of the night. Still, I stood at my window for a long time listening to the soft crow of the rooster. It seemed to be coming from the old house at the end of my street.

First thing in the morning though, on my way to school, I started looking for that bird. I didn't see him, and I didn't hear him again until I got across from the house on the corner.

Cock-a-doodle-do.

I jumped and stared over at the sagging fence. The rooster crow had come from the big back yard. Wishing Bean were with me, I crossed the street and pressed an eye up to a hole in the fence so I could see into the back yard.

It took a minute for what I saw to make sense. There in a row were the dozen wooden boxes I'd seen unloaded from the truck. Shapes moved over the ground. Chickens. Lots of them. They were golden brown with black stripes and speckles. I guess they were chickens. I'd never seen chickens that color before. Then again, I'd never seen a live chicken before, but they were never that color in pictures. And there on top of one of the boxes was a brown and tan rooster, crowing away.

I heard footsteps behind me.

"Hey, boy. Get away from there!" a raspy voice yelled.

I jumped and turned to face an angry old lady. She wore a sagging blue dress. Her white hair hung to her shoulders in wispy strands. I couldn't tell if the wrinkles on her face were naturally that deep or just looked that way because of her frown.

My first impulse was to run, but my curiosity got the best of me. She had to be the new resident of this beat-up old house, and she looked like the perfect match for it.

"Hi," I said, walking over and holding out my hand to her. "My name's Monkey. Well, it's Johnny, but my friends call me Monkey. I'm your neighbor down the street. And I heard your rooster crowing." I gave her a big smile. "I've never seen real live chickens before."

She stared at me hard, like she wasn't sure I was trying to be nice to her. Then she put her hands on her hips. "Well, I've never seen a polite boy your age before. Are you . . . a good boy? Or are you the kind of boy who kicks holes in fences and throws rocks at chickens and old women?"

I laughed. What could I say? "I'm the kind of boy who fights ninjas, stands up to bullies, finds missing musicians, solves science puzzles, and captures identity thieves. I would never throw rocks at anyone, or break a fence down unless it was to save someone's life. My friends and I in the Smartboys and Girls Club, we help people. We solve problems. That's just what we do."

She let out a huffy breath. "You like to boast, I see."

I shrugged. "No, I'm afraid I have too many faults for that. Just ask my teacher and the principal. Somehow I always seem to get in trouble when I'm trying to help."

The old woman pursed her lips, closed one eye, and squinted her other eye at me. "You think you can help me?"

"What would you like help with?" My heart kicked into high gear, thumping like crazy. I wondered what this strange old woman wanted me to do.

"Come with me. I'll show you." She walked over to the fence gate, undid the latch, swung it open a crack, and motioned me through.

I slipped into the back yard with all the chickens, and she followed. I had a frightening moment when I thought of Hansel and Gretel and the witch trying to eat them, but this woman seemed more like Baba Yaga, the Russian witch who lives in a hut that stands on chicken legs.

The old woman grabbed a metal basket on the ground by the gate and handed it to me. "I'm Mrs. Sadie Bicken and these are my chickens.  The favor, since you asked it, is to find the eggs and put them in the basket."

"Nice rhyme," I said. "Very poetic."

She laughed. "I am a poet. I have seventeen poetry chapbooks published. Too bad they don't make enough money to live on. Things have been tight for me since my husband died, but these chickens have kept me going. I always have eggs to eat, even when I don't have anything else. And I sell the extra eggs to buy other groceries."

"So you sell the eggs to people, like me?"

"I did in my old neighborhood, but I don't have any customers here yet."

I followed Mrs. Bicken over to the wooden boxes, which she called nesting boxes. The chickens crowded around her and looked up as if expecting her to feed them
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