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This book is for all

who care for books

as if they were

gardens full of secrets.

And for Burghardt,

who let even black stones

blossom.
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Country Air

“Isn’t it nice here?” exclaimed Tony’s mother, putting her suitcase down on the dusty ground. Tony couldn’t help but notice that she had plunked it right next to a dried cow patty, and he stifled a laugh.

“Very nice,” he grumbled, looking unhappily over at the farmhouse. He couldn’t believe he was going to have to spend a whole week at this dumb farm with his parents.

A vacation on a farm—how boring! Of course, his parents hadn’t bothered to ask him if he wanted to share his few vacation days with cows, chickens, and pigs, going for walks, riding in fields, breathing in fresh country air.

“Well,” he said to his parents, “you’re certainly wrong about the fresh country air. It stinks out here!”

“I think the air is wonderful,” his mother replied. “So fresh! Very different from what we breathe in the city. Don’t you think?” she asked his father.

“Yes, absolutely,” he said.

“Still, it stinks,” Tony insisted. “The air may be healthy, but it smells awful.”

His mother gave him a mocking look. “I didn’t know you had such a sensitive nose. When I think of your friend Rudolph Sackville-Bagg…”

“Why, what about him?”

“Don’t you remember how terrible his cape smelled?”

Tony couldn’t help but smile. “The cape’s a hundred years old,” he said proudly. “Maybe even older.” He added exuberantly, “That’s just the way it is with vampires.”

He knew that his parents didn’t believe in vampires. Everything he told them about his friend the little vampire they took to be pure invention. That’s why it was always better for him to tell the truth about anything to do with vampires, because his parents wouldn’t believe him. As was the case now.

“Yeah, yeah, vampires!” said his mother, irritated. “Thank goodness we’re in the country now. At least we’ll have a break from your eternal vampires—vampires on TV, at the movies, and in your horrible books.”

“Um, yeah,” Tony said, biting his lip to keep from smiling. If only they knew that the little vampire had been at the farm since last night….

“I’ll bring the luggage in,” Tony said happily. He grabbed a suitcase and two bags and carried them to the farmhouse door.

“Tony suddenly seems eager,” he heard his father say.

“It’s all because of his vampires,” he heard his mother reply.
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Farm Art

Tony really liked vampires. At least Rudolph Sackville-Bagg and his little sister, Anna, who lived with their vampire family in the Sackville-Bagg crypt. But did vampires really live? Tony wondered. During the day they slept like dead people in their coffins. It was only when the sun went down that they woke up and left their coffins to hunt under the cover of darkness—hunt for human blood! Tony shuddered. Even here, in his little guest room, he felt quite funny when he thought of vampires’ favorite food—and of the little vampire’s bloodthirsty relatives: Ludwig the Horrible, Hildegard the Thirsty, Sabine the Terrible—and Aunt Dorothee, the worst of them all!

At that very moment there was a knock on his door. Startled, Tony jumped. “Yes?” he said timidly. The door opened, and his father entered.

“Oh, it’s you,” said Tony, relieved. For a moment he’d actually believed that a vampire was at his door. But that was impossible because it was only a little after eleven in the morning.

“Mrs. Herring, the farmer’s wife, wants to give us a tour of the farm,” his father explained.

“I still have to unpack,” Tony said.

“Do you like your room?” his father asked, looking around. Without waiting for a reply, he said, “It’s nice!”

“Sure, I guess,” said Tony. The cupboard decorated with peasant paintings, the old-fashioned bed, and the window curtains covered with flowers were not really his thing.

“Do you know that Mrs. Herring painted everything herself?”

“Huh,” said Tony, unimpressed.

“I wish I’d had something like this at your age,” his father added. “A nice vacation on a farm and my own room! Do you know where I went on vacations?”

“No.”

“To the local quarry pond. We went there on our bikes, and the only thing we got was fifty cents for an ice cream.”

Tony moaned softly. Once his father started with his old stories, it was best not to say anything. That way he would stop sooner.

“Back then, driving away somewhere wasn’t even an option. Today, on the other hand, everyone wants to go to a resort, preferably with a swimming pool and lots of activities.”

Exactly! thought Tony.

“But we can still have a nice, simple vacation. Right, Tony?”

Tony muttered something incomprehensible.

Then, for his parents’ sake, he said, “Sure, I like it here too.” Then he closed the lid of his suitcase and put it, and his bookbag, in which he had hidden the little vampire’s second cape, in the closet. “Okay, I’m ready.”
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Tony the Sensitive

Mrs. Herring was standing in the courtyard talking to Tony’s mother. She had short blond hair and was wearing riding boots and jodhpurs. As far as Tony was concerned, she didn’t look anything like a farmer’s wife.

“Are you happy with your room?” she asked. Why did grown-ups always have to ask the same questions!

Tony nodded. “Yes.”

“Actually, it’s my daughter, Johanna’s, room,” she said. “But when we have guests, she sleeps in her brother, Herman’s, room. “It’s not too girly for you, is it?”

“Tony isn’t sensitive about things like that,” Tony’s mother declared. “We have brought him up to respect girls.”

“Excuse me?” said Tony indignantly. How did she know if it bothered him or not? In fact, he was very sensitive about everything that had to do with girls!

“This weekend, however, Herman and Johanna are staying with their grandparents,” explained Mrs. Herring.

“That’s too bad!” said Tony’s father. “Tony won’t have anyone to play with.”

“I can keep myself entertained,” said Tony, a bit irritated. He would be just fine without Herman, whose sole interest was toy knights. And Johanna, whom he had also seen briefly when he’d come to visit the farm with his parents, wasn’t really someone he was interested in spending time with either.

“Are your children also on school vacation?” asked Tony’s mother.

“No, not until the week after next,” said Mrs. Herring.

Tony was pleasantly surprised. If Johanna and Herman were in school, he wouldn’t have to see them very much at all.

“So, now I’ll show you around the farm!” Mrs. Herring led them to a nearby building and opened a green-painted wooden door. “This is the cowshed.”

Tony’s parents followed her inside—thrilled and excited. They act as if they’ve never seen a cow before, thought Tony with disdain. He plodded slowly behind them. Why didn’t they realize that he was much too old for a farm stay vacation?
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Only Bulls

Tony nearly burst out laughing in the shed. It stank horribly of cow dung even though it was empty. There was only a gray cat on a wooden beam grooming itself. “Great cows,” Tony exclaimed sarcastically.

“Did you think they spent all their time inside?” asked Mrs. Herring.

“Why wouldn’t they? They have to be milked, don’t they?”

“Milked?” Mrs. Herring started to laugh. “We only have bulls, and they’re out in the pasture right now.” Tony blushed. How could he possibly have known that? And besides—he wasn’t interested in cattle anyway.

“Don’t you have any other animals?” he asked quickly.

“Of course we do.” Mrs. Herring went over to a penned-in area in the corner. “Here’s a little lamb that we’re raising on the bottle. His name is Baldwin.”

Tony almost blurted out “How cute,” but just managed to stop himself in time. Only little kids went all soft at the sight of baby animals.

Tony’s parents began to pet the lamb.

“Don’t you want to pet it?” Mrs. Herring asked Tony.

“Nope,” he grumbled, putting his hands into his pockets.

“Tony thinks he’s too old for this kind of thing,” said his father.

“That’s not true!” objected Tony. “But this is girly stuff.”

“Excuse me?” cried his mother, outraged. “What’s girly about farm life?”

Suddenly all his pent-up anger about this boring vacation came to the surface. “All this stuff! Petting animals, riding—girls love those things! But I don’t!” He quickly turned away to hide the tears welling up in his eyes. He didn’t care anymore if his parents got mad! An awkward silence ensued.

Then he heard his father ask: “Do you have bats? Tony really likes bats and vampires.”

“Bats? We have a few up in the barn. Do you want to see them?”

“Oh no, I’d rather he didn’t!” exclaimed Tony’s mother. “I was hoping we would take a break from bats and vampires for a while!”

Tony breathed a sigh of relief. He was pretty sure that the little vampire had hidden his coffin in the barn, so he really didn’t want them all hunting around in there.

“Herman is mad about knights,” said Mrs. Herring. “Every child has his or her special interest.”

“It’s not the same thing at all!” exclaimed Tony—rather carelessly, he immediately realized.

Curious, Mrs. Herring asked, “Why isn’t it the same thing?”

“Because—” Tony hesitated. He needed to be careful not to say the wrong thing.

“Tony believes in vampires,” answered his father for him. “He even has a friend who he claims is a vampire.”

Mrs. Herring laughed. “Then I should be glad that Herman only plays with toy knights!”

Tony was seething. But this time he controlled himself. Let them laugh at him—it only proved that they had no idea about the truth!
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The Henhouse Warrior

“Your brochure says that you also have pigs,” said Tony’s mother.

“Yes, we breed them,” Mrs. Herring confirmed. “But I can’t show them to you now. You’ll have to wait until my husband feeds them at six.”

Tony yawned. What did he care about a bunch of pigs?

“But we can go see the chickens,” Mrs. Herring said encouragingly. Looking at Tony, she added, “Maybe you’ll like our peacock.”

“Maybe,” Tony said, sounding bored.

But he was impressed when he saw how the peacock raised its tail feathers and spread them out into a large, colorful fan. As it did this, it let out a screech that chilled his bones. Fortunately, the chicken yard was surrounded by a high wire fence.

“That’s quite a scary cry, isn’t it?” said Mrs. Herring. “Sometimes it even wakes us up.”

“Does he scream at night, too?” Tony couldn’t help but think of the little vampire, who only knew city life, and how frightened he would be if he heard this terrible cry echo in the night! It might frighten him so much that he would crash and break a leg. Tony had to warn him when they met up that night.

In addition to the peacock, there were chickens—thirty or more. Mrs. Herring threw down a handful of grain, and they came rushing over, cackling. His parents laughed. Tony sneered—he didn’t find chickens funny!

“I guess you don’t like chickens?” asked Mrs. Herring.

“Oh, I do,” said Tony, “when they’re in soup!”

“Tony!” exclaimed his mother, but Mrs. Herring only laughed.

The farmer’s wife pointed to a small house in the middle of the chicken yard. “Since you like chickens so much, you should take a look at the laying hens. They sit in the henhouse and brood.”

With these words, she opened the door to the henhouse and pushed Tony inside. Suddenly he found himself surrounded by a flock of hens. Afraid that they were going to peck at his legs, he jumped from one foot to the other.

Mrs. Herring laughed. “They won’t hurt you,” she told him with a smile.

“You never know,” Tony said, stumbling out of the henhouse. He had once seen birds attacking people in a movie. The images of their pecking beaks were still very clear in his mind.

“He’s not afraid of vampires, but he’s afraid of chickens!” joked his father from the other side of the fence.

Tony shot him an angry look. “I’m not afraid! I’m just being cautious!”

He walked slowly back to the gate, not letting the chickens out of his sight for one moment, in case they panicked like in the film. But the birds just scratched around in the dirt and pecked at the grain. He had just reached the gate when the peacock let out a scream so loud and so shrill that Tony turned pale. Trembling, he rushed out and quickly slammed the gate behind him.

“The henhouse warrior!” teased his father.

Tony scowled. With long strides he walked over to the fence around the meadow next to the chicken yard. He pulled himself up and sat on the horizontal crossbar.

“Go ahead, laugh!” he shouted.

“You’ll get used to it all,” said Mrs. Herring, “even the chickens. Come on, let’s go see the horses.”

“Horses?” said Tony reluctantly.

“Carrot, our riding horse, and Tinka, her foal.”

Tony hesitated. He didn’t want to admit that he was also afraid of horses.

“All right,” he said. “But the horses are the last thing I’m going to look at.”

“It’ll be time for lunch afterward anyway,” replied Mrs. Herring.
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Giddyup

Tony jumped down off the fence and followed Mrs. Herring and his parents. They stopped in front of a low wooden fence. Mrs. Herring called, “Carrot!” To Tony’s surprise, a white horse came to the fence, followed by a brown foal.

While Mrs. Herring greeted the horses, Tony stood by and thought how silly it was to talk to horses as if they were human.

After a while, Mrs. Herring pulled an apple out of her pocket and handed it to Tony.
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