The goose and the swan
The large, snowy goose was, as usual, not paying attention. There were many birds
at the lake, with more gathering each day. He hardly noticed the arrivals anymore,
instead preferring to feed hungrily on the lush grass that rimmed the water’s edge.
Sometimes the sky was filled with the large geese, as well as smaller, charcoal swans
flying in and landing, rising up again, circling, then settling back onto the water. It
was as if they were practicing a dance recital. Over the next several days, some of
the groups would take off and not return, beginning their journey south before the
oncoming winter cold. So distracted was the young goose, he did not notice when
his own flock left the lake for the last time that fall.
On the other side of the lake swam a jet-black swan
whose leg had been injured during a scuffle with another
swan. When his flock gathered to fly south, he was still
too weak to pound his feet upon the water to take flight.
He was left behind, watching the air – once filled with
noise and birds – grow still as the last of the geese and
swans departed.
The goose suddenly noticed the lake was eerily quiet. He
was not yet a year old, so without the guidance of the
flock, he did not know which way to go. He looked in
every direction. The sky was empty. The only bird he saw
was a single swan, swimming alone and feeding along the
opposite shore.
The swan was miserable. He could not fly and his flock had left him. But he had food,
and he was not completely alone. A single goose remained. The swan couldn’t
imagine why the goose had not flown away with the others, but the presence of the
towering white bird feeding across the water made the swan feel safer and a little
less lonely.
The first time the swan paddled over to see what the food supply was like on the
goose’s side, the goose hissed and rushed at the swan. His lame leg did not paddle
well, and the goose could have easily reached him. But the swan noticed that the
goose only chased him away, and did not try to harm him.
The next day, with the grass and reeds growing thin on his side, the ebony swan
recognized the need to find better forage. He tried approaching the goose’s side
again. The goose again gave chase, but not quite as ferociously, or as far as, the first
time.
The goose wondered why the swan kept coming near. He did not wish to be with the
swan; he had his own food and territory. But in the evenings when it was time to
sleep, he felt lonely. He missed the closeness of his flock, and the way they would

huddle together each night as they fell asleep. This was partly for warmth and partly
for safety; there would always be someone awake to keep watch and sound an
alarm if a bobcat crept up, or a fox or coyote passed by. Now, he spent his nights
sleeping fitfully as he both tried to rest and keep watch. He learned to nap during
the day, and stay on alert a bit more at night.
So the goose did not notice as the swan began coming nearer and nearer while he
napped, eating the green grass and sedges at the water’s edge, quite close by.
One day, the goose awoke from his nap to find the swan swimming and feeding very
near. The swan had his back to the goose, and was unaware the white bird had
awoken. The goose watched the solid black bird with the bright orange bill for a
while, and decided he felt more at ease knowing there were two sets of eyes keeping
watch. Carefully, he slipped into the water and began to feed just a short distance
from the smaller bird.
When the swan saw that the goose had entered the water, he began to paddle off.
However he soon realized that the goose, while watching closely, was only feeding
and drinking, not giving chase. The swan settled, and watched the enormous white
bird, transfixed by the brilliance of his feathers, so bright the sun glinted off them
like a sparkling stream. The big bird looked so strong and fierce, yet was not
attacking. After a while, the swan began to relax and feed, nibbling nervously at first,
then more bravely; he actually felt much safer with the goose nearby.
As the days wore on, and the nights grew chilly, the birds spent more time feeding
together, and began to take turns keeping watch, as is their way. At night, they slept
together, first on one side of the lake, then the other. They stayed close for warmth,
still sharing guard duties. Day by day, they moved around the lake until they found
the perfect spot—a slight rise just beyond the cattails, where visibility was good,
and the tall grass made a comfortable, dry bed. The water here was shallow and
clear, so they knew that food was easy to reach, and not even an otter or snapping
turtle could approach without being spotted.
And so they passed their days eating, preening, watching, and sleeping together.
Little did they know that they were being watched as vigilantly as they watched for
danger.
But this was not a predator; this was a young girl. She had watched the young goose
tend to stray from the flock all summer, worried he could be easy prey for a
wandering fox. She had also seen the lame swan, and had wondered how he would
be able to survive.
Now each day she watched the pair, growing closer and living together. It seemed to
her they were taking care of each other.

But winter was coming. How would they manage once the snow fell and the water
froze over? The stream that fed the lake usually ran all winter, so fresh water was
not a problem. But there would be no grass to eat, no plants along the edges of the
lake they could reach. What would they do then? What could she do?
The girl lived at an old dairy farm, with fields that went right up to the edge of the
small lake. Looking around the barns one day she found what appeared to be an old
rabbit hutch. It was a low rectangular structure with a hole for a door in one end, a
raised wooden floor, and a broken bit of screened yard attached to one side of the
door. It looked like a small doghouse with a sloped roof that opened up, thanks to a
large metal hinge that ran its length.
One day when she saw the birds were busy at the far end of the
lake, she grabbed her brother and asked for help carrying the old
hutch down to the water’s edge near where the birds liked to rest
at night. He had listened to her go on about the birds for weeks,
and wasn’t really interested. He figured the goose would fly off
eventually, and the swan would likely become someone’s supper,
and he’d told her this many times. But she begged him to help, and
by now the birds had stayed on the lake so late into the fall, that he
was a bit curious.
They balanced the hutch across and old, rusty wheelbarrow that squeaked and
groaned in protest as they pushed it down the field and towards the lake. The
ground was bumpy, and the wheelbarrow wobbled and tipped, threatening to dump
its load any moment.
The noise of the wheelbarrow alarmed the birds, who retreated into a thick cover of
dried, rustling reeds at the very farthest end of the lake. From there, they watched
the two children remove the squat wooden structure and place it in the grass right
by where the birds had made their bed.
The children checked that the hutch was stable and firmly on the ground. Then they
placed some long, golden straw-grass inside, and moved away. After surveying their
work, rechecking the straw and the general placement of the hutch, they pushed the
wheelbarrow — now much less squeaky since being relieved of it’s load — back up
the field to the farm.
The birds stayed at the farther end of the lake that night. After a few days, when the
little house didn’t move and the children did not reappear, they began to swim
closer and closer, and soon went up to investigate it. The big goose strutted around
and around the hutch, his long neck held high, surveying for any sign of the kids or
other dangers, while the swan investigated all around the building, and even went
inside. The swan did this several times, investigating everything, entering, and then
exiting. There was plenty of room to turn around, and the straw was deep and soft
and smelled like the long-gone summer fields.

In a little while, he stepped toward the goose, raised his neck up as far as it would go
and scanned the horizon. This was a signal that it was his turn to keep watch, and
the goose now explored every inch of the hutch, inside and out, just as the swan had
done. Once their curiosity was satisfied, they returned to the lake to feed and swim.
That night, they rested in their usual nesting spot, quite close to the tiny barn.
The brother and sister kept an eye on the birds from their front porch with a pair of
binoculars their father used for bird watching. They got very excited when they saw
the birds exploring the hutch, though they noticed that the two still slept outside.
When the weekend came, the weather took a turn. The temperatures dropped, and
the first winter storm arrived, bringing icy snow and a bitter wind. By morning,
there were several inches of snow on the ground and a thin rim of frost around the
edge of the lake. By the time the children got a chance to check on the birds, the sun
had come out and the birds were swimming and feeding, but they were farther from
the shore due to the icy edge. The children decided that after school they would go
down and see where the birds had slept. During the day, most of the snow had
melted and the ice was gone. Scanning the ground, they could just barely make out
that the birds had still slept outside of the box. They wondered what might entice
them to go inside the little shelter. The boy got down on his hands and knees and
peered inside. It seemed awfully dark in there, even on this bright afternoon. They
wondered if they propped the roof open just a little bit and let some light in, the
birds might like it better. They found a sturdy short stick and stuck it between the
hinged roof and wall so a narrow gap was made. This let a lot of light in, and the
hutch seemed much less gloomy. Pleased with the outcome, they left the birds in
peace.
School and the upcoming holidays kept the children quite busy the next week. But
soon it was the weekend, and they spent a while taking turns looking through the
binoculars trying to spy the big birds. It was no use—either the birds had left, or
some harm must have come to them, as they didn’t see any sign of them. With heavy
hearts, they walked down to the lakeside to try and discover what might have
happened.
Thinking the birds were gone, they chatted along the way, instead of moving softly
and quietly as they would have done in order not to alarm the birds. Much to their
surprise, as they neared the hutch, two very large, very excited birds leapt out from
inside and scrambled across the ice until they reached open water. There they
turned, honking and blonking in alarm at the kids.
Started by the sudden outburst, at first the kids didn’t move. They were too
astonished. Then, realizing that all was well, they cried out and began jumping
around whooping and clapping for joy! This made the birds even more flustered,
and they started making a louder racket, beating their wings against the water’s
surface. The kids realized what they were doing, and immediately quieted down and
backed away.

The kids were thrilled that the birds were both not only okay and still very much
alive, but were also using the box as a nest! Then they then began to wonder what
would become of them when winter’s snow and ice cut them off completely from the
water and their food supply. How would the birds survive? How could the two of
them help?
They discussed the dilemma with their father. The swan was still too lame to fly, and
the goose, though it could fly, seemed reluctant to leave the swan. After a thoughtful
pause, he said the problem required a bit of research. That afternoon, the kids’
father called them out to the truck and told them to hop in. He said he’d done some
reading on the two big birds, determining the general diet of each species, and now
it was time to go shopping. The three of them jumped in the pickup and headed to
the feed store. On the drive, they discussed the natural habits of the birds—which
were fortunately surprisingly similar—and hatched a plan to help the birds survive
the winter. Before long, they returned from town with a large sack of feed.
As the winter months passed, the kids brought grain out to the big birds each day,
and made sure the stream stayed open to provide them fresh water to drink. On
stormy days, the birds would spend most of the day in the shelter, venturing out
only briefly to stretch, eat, and get a drink in the hole cut through the ice.
As winter turned again towards spring, and the birds began spending more and
more time outside the hutch, the kids cut back on the grain, hoping to encourage the
odd pair to forage as the grasses came back. When the days were longer, and the ice
almost gone, the first green shoots began appearing amid the dried winter grass; the
birds no longer needed the grain, and could forage on their own.
One spring night, a strong storm blew in on a south wind. The rain pelted down, and
the temperatures rose. The birds stayed nestled together, safe and warm in their
box. By morning the whole lake was covered with a thick mist. The snow and ice
were gone.
As the mist cleared and the two birds emerged from their hutch, they saw
something else had changed over night. The lake was filled with glowing white geese
and shiny black swans: Their flocks had returned!
With hardly a second thought, the young, strong goose flapped his huge wings three
times, rising above the clear, blue surface and into the sky. Then he settled back
down at the far end of the lake to swim and forage with his flock.
At the same time, the sleek black swan quickly swam towards the other swans at the
opposite end. There was a lot of noise and playful splashing as each flock
reestablished itself for the summer on the lake.
When all the birds had returned, and things settled down into a new daily routine,
the children watched, but couldn’t tell which birds were which. Then one evening,
while sitting on the porch idly watching the activity at the lake, they noticed
something odd. Off to one side, near the old hutch, two birds swam alone: one big,

bright white goose, and one shining black swan. The brother and sister smiled at
each other, happy to see their old friends.
By fall, the goose had grown up and learned to pay attention as the leaves on the
trees turned bright red and yellow, and the flock grew restless. When it came time to
fly south for winter, he hesitated only a moment, then beat his mighty wings and
took to the sky. Soon the whole flock of geese had disappeared from sight. The only
bird that watched this departure was one black swan. He tried to chase after his
friend, beating the surface of the lake with his wings and pounding the water with
his large webbed feet. And suddenly, he was in the air! The year of rest had healed
his leg, and he could fly once more. Amazed, he flew circles around the lake, landing
solidly on two good legs on the water once again. The swan honked and blonked for
joy! A week later, when his own flock took flight and veered towards the south, the
black swan with the bright orange bill was with them once again.
The lake was eerily quiet that winter. The kids and their father guessed, and hoped,
that the birds had gone off with their own flocks. But they still kept an eye on the
hutch, keeping it ready and in good repair—just in case it was needed.
Each summer, the kids wait for the flocks to return. Then they watch carefully, for
every evening they can see two birds off on their own to one side of the lake: a giant
snow-white goose, and a slightly smaller sleek black swan.

