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			Chapter 1

			Blueberry was late. By the time she pecked through the shell of her egg and poked her head out into the world for the first time, her mom and all her siblings had already left. She peeped and peeped, but her mom was already too far away to hear her.

			Blueberry was an island chicken. On her island, chickens roamed free. There were chickens everywhere. Some of the islanders called them wild chickens. Some called them feral chickens. Some called them free chickens. But people have different definitions of “free.”

			

			After peeping for a long time, Blueberry’s hunger got the best of her. She wandered away from the nest where she had hatched and followed the sounds of chickens in the distance. On tiny, fragile legs—thin as matchsticks—she wobbled through a bit of jungle that bordered a big grassy expanse, which led out to the beach and beyond that to the big blue Caribbean Sea.

			As Blueberry peeked her head through the thick of the jungle, she saw several chickens—one of whom she thought might have been her mother—scratching and pecking at the grass across the road. Eager to be reunited with the mother who had cooed to her when she was still inside her egg, she ran as fast as she could on her brand-new legs across the narrow, winding road that separated the jungle from the grassy area on the other side.

			Just as she made it to the grass, a pick-up truck sped by so fast it spun her around as it passed. Feeling a bit dizzy but unharmed, she continued to run toward the group of chickens. But none of them was her mother, and they chased and tried to peck her.

			Blueberry ran away as fast as her legs would carry her, taking refuge beneath the shrubs surrounding the restaurant of the fancy hotel grounds on which she had unknowingly wandered. Scared, lonely, and hungry, Blueberry peeped and peeped until she peeped herself to sleep.

			When she woke up later that afternoon, she was startled to find a chick sleeping beside her. The chick was a wee bit bigger than Blueberry, and she had beautiful, speckled feathers that looked like the sand on the beach and the sunshine sparkling on the waves.

			Blueberry peeped at her.

			The other chick opened her eyes and peeped 
back.

			“Hi,” said Blueberry, blinking. “Who are you?”

			“Marmalade. Who are you?”

			“Blueberry.”

			Also late to hatch, Marmalade had been wandering around alone for days, trying to avoid the bigger girls while looking for food.

			“Come on,” Marmalade said. “Follow me.”

			Marmalade led Blueberry to a giant almond tree, where dozens of almonds lay scattered on the ground. Their shells were still tender—soft and good to eat. Next, she pointed out the sea grapes that grew at the edge of the beach, and the two of them munched on the sweet, fallen fruit. After that, they headed to a grassy area, where Marmalade showed Blueberry how to scratch the ground to uncover worms and insects, which were also good to eat. The two new friends scratched and pecked side by side until the big girls, further down the way, caught sight of them. The big girls weren’t fond of newcomers. This was their territory.

			“Hey!” one of them called out. “This is our 
yard!”

			“Run!” yelled Marmalade.

			The big girls chased after them. Their legs were longer and steadier, and they quickly overtook Blueberry, who stumbled and fell. Marmalade looked back over her shoulder and saw the hens pecking at Blueberry. Marmalade shrieked.

			But Blueberry was tough, quick, and crafty. She jumped up and ran a circle around the big girls, who darted at her but missed, as she ducked back into the sea grape bush, which was too low for her pursuers to get under.

			Satisfied that they had made their point, the bullies wandered down the path bordering the yard to resume their scratching and pecking.

			Marmalade dashed over to join Blueberry, and they both lay under the sea grape bush, catching their breath.

			Already in their short lives, Blueberry and Marmalade had discovered that life wouldn’t always be easy. But as they sat in the sand, in the shade of a fragrant frangipani tree, their bodies pressed against each other, looking out at the turquoise sea beyond, they each felt grateful for the other—happy just to be together.
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			Chapter 2

			The next day, under the faintest morning light, Blueberry and Marmalade woke up to the sounds of roosters crowing in the distance. They blinked at each other and peeped. Marmalade yawned. Blueberry stood up to stretch her legs. Then, with Blueberry poking her head out first, they wandered out of the bushes in search of breakfast.

			After their ordeal from the day before, they were wary of the grassy yard—tempting as it was with its bounty of tender grasses, insects, and worms. But the big girls were already out in the yard, so Blueberry headed toward the hotel restaurant. Marmalade hesitated. Though it was quiet at the hotel at this time of day, she knew that soon there would be humans, and humans were unpredictable.

			The open-air restaurant faced the beach, with a walking path on one side and a small garden on the other. There were no doors, and Blueberry confidently marched right in, weaving her way under the tables where she found breadcrumbs, pieces of lettuce, and a pecan too big for her to eat.

			Marmalade, still unsure, hung back in the bushes before deciding it was safe enough to join Blueberry. By the time the restaurant opened for breakfast, the two of them had wandered around the side of the building, where they found a dumpster overflowing with all manner of scraps and discarded bits that filled their bellies.

			After their big breakfast, they headed back to their nest under the sea grapes and frangipani. From their perch, they looked out over the crescent-shaped bay. Turquoise waves lapped the sandy shores beneath a bright, blue sky. Great brown pelicans crashed into the water like torpedoes. Small seagulls cried as they flew by. Frigate birds circled high above. And every so often, the illustrious brown-footed booby slipped gracefully in and out of the waves.

			Blueberry and Marmalade enjoyed a luxurious sand bath, rolling in the silky sand and flapping their wings with delight. Then, feeling quite satiated and clean, they dozed off side by side for the rest of the morning.

			About midday, feeling a bit peckish, Blueberry jumped to her feet. “Let’s go, Marmalade!”

			Even though Blueberry was smaller and younger than Marmalade, it already seemed she was the leader. Blueberry had a sureness about her that Marmalade would likely never have. Blueberry was brave, bold, and possibly a bit reckless. Marmalade was much more cautious, less certain. She looked up to Blueberry and would follow her anywhere she led.

			It was lunchtime now, and the restaurant was filled with commotion. Children ran through the restaurant and out to the beach, laughing and screaming. Waiters rushed out from the kitchen, balancing big plates of food for all the hungry diners.

			From the edge of the patio, Blueberry and Marmalade watched as people dropped tantalizing bits of food everywhere. Marmalade was wary of all the big and small humans running about. But Blueberry marched herself past a line of tables, attracting the diners’ attention.

			“Is that a chicken?” a man with a sunburned face asked.

			“I guess they forgot to put that one in my taco!” jeered his dining companion, biting into hers with a villainous laugh.

			Blueberry ignored them as she made a beeline for a juicy strawberry lying under a nearby table. She grabbed it in her tiny beak and ran back to the bushes to share with Marmalade. When a little girl dropped a french fry, Blueberry darted out again, grabbing it and faithfully bringing it back to share.

			Although Blueberry and Marmalade had no idea, they were being watched.

			Ursula lived up the road and had a small farm where she grew soursop fruit, papaya, and mangoes. She delivered her fresh fruits to the hotel once a week. As she brought her delivery into the kitchen, she spotted Blueberry and had an idea. A terrible idea.
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			Chapter 3

			After the lunch crowd thinned out and the tables were empty, Blueberry meandered around the restaurant, filling her belly with all the bits of food that had ended up on the tile floor.

			Ursula came out of the kitchen with an empty carton, and before Blueberry knew what was happening, the box came down on top of her!

			Blueberry tried to run, but she was trapped inside the dark box. She flapped her wings and peeped and peeped to be let out, but Ursula planted her foot on the box.

			“What are you going to do with it?” asked one of the waitresses who was clearing dishes from the tables.

			“Ahhh,” Ursula said, a wide, toothy smile radiating across her whole, round face. “It’ll be a pet for my daughter! She’ll be so happy! She wanted one of those small, colorful birds, but they’re so expensive. And then the cage is also very expensive. Why would I spend that money when this one is free?” she asked, erupting in laughter, feeling quite pleased with the present she had captured.

			“Ahh, yes, she’ll be so happy!” the waitress agreed, and everybody laughed—except for Marmalade, who had been watching from the bushes.

			The thought of Blueberry being taken away and put into a cage filled her not only with fear but outrage.

			Marmalade was timid by nature. But now that her friend—her beloved Blueberry—was in danger, she felt a great sense of courage arising within her. She was not going to let Blueberry be chickennapped! She was not going to let her friend be someone’s plaything.

			From the cover of the bushes, Marmalade waited for her chance.

			After chatting with the waitress for a few more minutes, Ursula placed a rock on top of the box before returning to her truck to get the rest of the fruit delivery.

			As soon as Ursula disappeared around the corner, Marmalade made her move. She dashed toward the box and, with all the strength she could summon from her tiny body, she rammed it—knocking the rock off and tipping the box over.

			Blueberry spilled out, dazed but free.

			“Run!” yelled Marmalade, and they took off, running for their lives.

			They tore out of the restaurant and zipped past the hotel reception desk, where the manager whipped his head around at the blur that whizzed by. They sprinted past the almond tree and across the grassy yard, where the big girls stopped their scratching and pecking to stare as Blueberry and Marmalade flew by like the wind.

			They raced beyond the sea grape bush and the frangipani, out to the beach—past children filling buckets with sand, women in wide-brimmed hats, and sunbathers cowering from the midday sun beneath their striped umbrellas. And they didn’t stop running until they rounded the corner of the crescent bay and collapsed, exhausted, under the shade of a towering palm tree.

			It took them a while to catch their breath.

			When she could finally speak, Blueberry said, “That was so brave, Marmalade.”

			Marmalade cocked her head and looked at Blueberry. “I couldn’t let her take you.”

			“Thanks, Marmalade. I’m so happy I have you.”

			“You’re welcome, Blueberry. I’m also so happy I have you.”

			Their new spot was quiet and seemed safe. They preened their disheveled feathers, then napped for a while. When they woke, they took a sand bath before wandering down the beach, where they found a mango tree—its ripe fallen fruits scattered all over the ground.

			They peeped with excitement as they feasted on the syrupy-sweet mangoes, and all the while they stayed close to one another. Very, very close. It would be a long time before Blueberry would be wandering off on her own again.
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