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Anna Fincher was having a hard time paying attention to her teacher, Mr. Hoffman. It wasn’t because he was being boring. In fact, he was telling her third-grade class about a party!


For the past two months, Anna’s class had watched chicken eggs develop in an incubator. Then they’d seen the eggs hatch and they’d taken care of the baby chicks as they grew.


“Friday will be our last day with the chicks in this classroom,” Mr. Hoffman told his students. “We will have a party to say good-bye.”


All of Anna’s classmates groaned. Anna groaned too, but not because of the chicks. She had something else on her mind: Kaya’s birthday. She didn’t have time to worry about chicks. She needed to think of a present for Kaya.


In just one week Anna’s friend Kaya would be turning nine years old, and Anna wanted to get her the best birthday present E-V-E-R. But that was the problem—Anna didn’t know what Kaya would want most of all.


New gel pens? Kaya loved to draw and paint.


Rainbow tights? Anna was wearing tights with suns and moons on them. Maybe Kaya would like a pair too.


Maybe she should get Kaya a squirting bow tie? No, that would be a better present for their friend Reed. He loved practical jokes.


“I’m so sad,” Kaya whispered to Anna. “How will we survive without seeing Lemondrop, Chicken Little, Fluff, and Feather? They’re my friends, and now they are going to be gone.” She sighed.


Anna nodded. She knew what it was like to say good-bye to friends. When she lived in Rosendale, New York, she’d had two best friends, Haley and Lauren. But since Anna had moved to Chicago eight months ago, they hadn’t kept in touch the way she’d thought they would. Even though Anna still wore the purple BFF bracelet they’d made, Anna wasn’t sure they still counted as best friends.


And if they didn’t, then Anna didn’t have a best friend anymore.


Kaya tapped Anna’s shoulder. “You know what the worst part is? I have to say good-bye on my birthday.”


“That’s the opposite of a birthday present.” Anna frowned. “It’s a birthday punishment.”


When Anna had first moved to Chicago, Kaya had been Anna’s first friend. Kaya had even helped Anna start the Friendship Garden, their school’s gardening club. Anna wanted to give Kaya something she would never forget. If the present was good enough, maybe Kaya would realize they should be best friends.


Anna really did know the perfect present for Kaya. She just couldn’t get it for her. Kaya wanted a pet more than anything, but her parents were too busy running their frozen yogurt shop to help take care of one.


The bell rang and all of Anna’s classmates got up to collect their belongings, but Anna, Kaya, and Reed went over to Chicken School. That was what Anna had nicknamed the corner of the classroom where Mr. Hoffman had set up the chickens. Anna loved nicknaming things.


Chicken School had a big glass tank, like an aquarium, lined with wood shavings on the bottom. Dishes for food and water sat in one corner of the tank. There was a big light hooked onto the top to keep the chicks warm. Kaya sat right in front of the chicks and began to coo at them. Reed sat next to her.


To the left of the tank was a small plastic wading pool, the kind that Anna used to splash in when she was little. It was just the right size for the chickens to play in now that they weren’t teeny tiny anymore.


Anna sat down on the side of the empty pool. She couldn’t believe how much the chicks had grown since they’d been in her classroom. They’d started out the size of tennis balls and now they were practically as big as footballs.


“Hi, Feather,” Kaya sang, picking up the biggest one and nuzzling her cheek against its head. “You are such a good little chickie!”


Kaya put Feather in the pool and he looked up at her like she was his mama hen. All the chicks liked Kaya best of anyone in their class. She was the perfect mix of gentle and playful. One by one, she picked up each of the four birds and set them in the pool. They made tiny peeping noises as they scurried around, bumping into one another.
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Anna scooted back a little. She didn’t want any of them hopping out of the pool and scratching her. When Lemondrop looked like she was trying to fly right at Anna, Anna jumped.


Reed laughed. “Look out! Chickens on the loose!”


“Be careful! Don’t startle them.” Kaya stroked Chicken Little’s head with one finger. “I can’t believe you get to take them home for the whole weekend, Anna.”


The chicks couldn’t stay alone at school on the weekends, so they went home with a different student every week. Anna didn’t really want chick visitors at her house, but Kaya had been so sad when her parents told her it was against the rules of their apartment to bring the chicks home that Anna had volunteered instead. Then she invited Kaya over to help take care of them. It would be a chicken sleepover!


“Is this where the chickens are?” Anna’s father knocked on the door of Anna’s classroom. Anna’s younger brother, Collin, stood next to him.


“Come on in,” said Mr. Hoffman. “I’ll go over all of the care instructions with you while the kids pack up the food and supplies.”


Anna’s father headed to Mr. Hoffman’s desk, while Collin helped Anna, Reed, and Kaya put ten scoops of chicken feed into a plastic bag.
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“I thought chickens ate bugs,” said Collin.


“If they are allowed outside they will eat bugs,” Kaya explained. “At school, we can’t let them wander around the playground, so we feed them special food instead.”


When all the chicks’ supplies were packed up, it was time for Reed to go home. Anna, Kaya, and Collin helped carry everything to the car. The chicks peeped and chirped in the backseat all the way to Anna’s house. Kaya sat right next to them. She told the chicks what was happening so they wouldn’t be too scared.


When they arrived home, the kids helped Mr. Fincher set everything up in the living room. The chicks weren’t old enough yet to live outside by themselves.


“I wish I could sleep over at your house for the whole weekend instead of for just one night.” Kaya lay down on her stomach and propped herself up on her elbows so she could watch the chicks sleep.
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