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PROLOGUE
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“I’d like to get to know you better,” Prince says. “I’ve never spent any time with chickens before, and I’ve never seen any creature as lovely as you.” Then he repeats: “Are you single, by any chance?”

“I am single,” Princess says. “But I am not free. I belong to Farmer John; so do all the members of my flock. This is the first time I’ve ever been outside the chicken run, and I don’t know anything about the world.”

Suddenly, Henry appears, brandishing a long stick. 

"I warned you chickens not to come out here to the straw pile. I told you, straw is bad for your digestion... Get back in the chicken run right now ..." Princess, frightened, begins to cackle and runs away in the direction Henry demands, and she loses sight of Prince.

“Will I ever see Prince again?” she thinks as she runs. “I’ve lost him,” she decides, and the thought causes her to cackle even more loudly. “He’ll probably run off into the brush and never come back,” she thinks. “I really liked him,” she cackles and keeps running.
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Chapter I - The First Meeting
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Prince Appears

“Are you single?”

“Who said that? I thought I was alone,” Princess says to herself.

She has been busy digging in the straw pile, a short distance from her flock-mates. She looks around, surprised but not frightened. Such a sweet voice, soft and mysterious; the accent unusual, foreign; not like a rooster’s voice at all, but still masculine. 

“Ca-Cook? Are you single?” Where is he? Who is he?

Then she sees him, a shadowy form at first, materializing out of the darkness under the nearby blackberry vines, then emerging into the sunshine, moving toward her. 

As he draws near she watches, fascinated, with growing astonishment: “Surely this must be the finest fowl in the underbrush or the field!” she thinks. Her heart skips a beat or more, and little wonder.  Indeed, the world has rarely seen such a strong, handsome bird with such fine plumage, or one so graceful! His bright red face, the clean white ring of his collar, the iridescent blue and green feathers on his neck; the long, coppery train of tail feathers. What other male of any species can compete with that? He is majestic as he puffs up his plumage and struts forward. 

“Who’s asking?” she asks.

“I am. Prince, a pheasant. And what is your name?”

“Princess,” she responds. “I’m a chicken.”

“I know you are,” he says, “and so are your flock-mates. I’ve been watching, and you’re the prettiest chick I’ve ever seen.” Drawn by her fluffy, amber-colored feathers and her mild manner, he moves nearer... “You’re beautiful, irresistible,” he says.

Princess is truly attractive. She is as tawny as the straw where she is standing; the pride of her flock, fluffy, but with a regal bearing.  A descendent of the legendary Henny Penny and the magnificent Cocky Locky of fairytale fame, she has inherited Penny's self-confident manner, though she has none of Penny’s intellectual weakness (not a genetic defect, incidentally, but a manifestation of traumatic brain injury incurred when Penny was hit on the head by a high-velocity fragment falling from the sky). Princess is quite intelligent, and very particular in her likes and dislikes. She has rejected a number of suitors; but she finds herself drawn to this stranger.

She moves slowly toward him, “Do you really think so?” she asks, and she blushes beneath her feathers, heart racing. Can this be happening? “I’m not susceptible to flattery. Has he cast a spell over me?” she wonders. “I don’t even know him!”

“I’d like to get to know you better,” Prince says. “I’ve never spent any time with chickens before, and I’ve never seen any creature as lovely as you.” Then he repeats: “Are you single, by any chance?”

The Secure Life

Normally, the chicken flock stays in the chicken run, where Farmer John keeps them locked up tight. He says he doesn’t want varmints eating them. The chicken run is well-secured with chicken wire on the top and sides; and with strong wire mesh under the sandy floor. There is a roof to keep out the rain, there are clean water containers, feeders, a windbreak for breezy days, a dust bath. Inside the spacious coop there are nesting boxes for eggs and roosts for sleeping. In short, Farmer John has provided everything he thinks his chickens require. He feeds them oyster shell for calcium, specially formulated chicken feed and even salad greens at mealtimes. He supplements their feed with vitamins, probiotics and electrolytes. He’s sure he spoils them rotten.

Farmer John is so scrupulous about security that he has sealed every tiny gap in the chicken run to prevent not only forcible entry but also escape. His chickens spend their lives in confinement from early chick-hood through old age. None has ever known any other life, and it has been Farmer John's plan that they should never go outside of the chicken run, never learn about the wider world and never have cause to feel discontent.

But the chicken run is enclosed only with chicken wire and hardware cloth. The flock can still see clearly through the mesh that the world is a much larger place, with other birds and animals running around free in green grass. In their imagination, the world of wild creatures is like heaven. There is no member of the flock who does not yearn for freedom, for the feel of soft grass under his or her feet; for
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