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THE OWL WITH THE SILLY NAME


In a forest in a northern land, a forest thick with pine trees, there lived a young owl named Lula. She was a happy owl, except for one thing: she hated her name. Indeed, she hated it so much she had once asked her father to change it. 
“Lula is a frog’s name,” she had said.
When her father asked why it was a frog’s name, Lula had shrugged and said it just seemed like a frog’s name. “No one takes a frog seriously, Dad, and no one takes me seriously. I’m Lula. Worse, I’m Lula Buttercup.”
For Lula Buttercup Nettlebill—an embarrassing name if ever there was one—was Lula’s full name.
When her father was irritated with her, he would screech out her name and it would echo around the forest for all to hear: Lula Buttercup Nettlebill, come here right now!
Then her friends—who had grand names like Moonbeak, Greybill, and Acadia—would laugh, and Lula would rush home so her father wouldn’t call her name a second time.
Lula spent much of her free time playing pretend. In her imagination she was sometimes an adventurous explorer, and at other times a commander of owls, steadfastly loyal and devoted to the king. She went on quests, and in imaginary battles she vanquished large-winged creatures. But always, no matter where her make-believe games took her, she was a brave and noble owl named Stormcloud.
One day in December, four days before Christmas, Lula’s father announced that he had to leave the forest to run an important errand. He would leave that afternoon and return at night, he explained. “It will be late, Lula, but not too late,” he promised. “Every owl will still be awake, so don’t worry.”
Owls are night creatures, you see, though when it becomes very late, even they have to sleep. So to ease Lula’s worries, her father promised to make his way back to the forest before all the owls were nestled in their beds.
Lula’s father had left the forest on errands before, but only for an hour or two, never for as long as half a day, so Lula asked if she could come with him.
“Not this time,” her father told her. “You’ll be fine. Promise me you won’t leave your tree no matter how late I am.”
“I promise. Are you leaving the pine forest?” she asked.
“Yes, but you’re a brave owl, and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
When Lula asked what him what the errand was, he smiled, held a wing to his lips, and said, “Shhh, it’s a Christmas secret.”
At that, Lula smiled and hooted. Christmas secrets were the best.
Still, her father’s trip made her nervous. A long time ago her mother had disappeared from the forest—flown away, never to return. Rumor had it that her mother had been trapped somewhere south of the forest and broken a wing, but Lula and her father had never learned the truth.
This sad fact was on Lula’s mind as she watched her father, his wings spread wide, fly from the forest.
As he vanished from sight, a frigid gust of wind blew through the trees, and for a moment Lula felt as though she had been abandoned.
But this was foolishness, wasn’t it? Her father loved her, and he always kept his promises.
“It’s not what it feels like,” Lula said under her breath. “My dad will return, just like he promised.”
She settled down on her favorite branch and gazed toward the place where she had last seen her father, for she was certain he would return from the same direction.
Hours went by. Young owls’ games ended, the pale winter sun set behind the trees, and the moon rose in the sky. Wind howled through the pines, and now and then Lula’s friends dashed inside their nests to warm up before coming out again to hoot at the moon.
Lula considered taking shelter inside her family’s hollowed-out tree, but she didn’t want to miss the sight of her dad flying home. So instead she darted inside her tree and seized one of her father’s blue scarves. It was soft and familiar, and wearing it was like being wrapped in her father’s arms.
Very late that night, when even the moon had set in the black sky, Lula’s friends got ready for bed. Every owl, and every night creature in the forest, began to settle in for a long sleep.
Moonbeak, Greybill, and Acadia flew by Lula’s tree on their way to their homes and were astonished to see Lula outside her nest, sitting on the same branch she’d sat on all night, her father’s scarf around her neck, her brown head sprinkled with snowflakes.
Greybill landed on Lula’s branch. “Didn’t your father say he’d come back before bedtime?” he asked. “That’s what you said, Lula.”
“Yes, he promised,” Lula answered.
Acadia and Moonbeak floated down and joined Greybill in the tree. “It’s too cold to wait for him anymore,” Acadia said. She ruffled her silky feathers. “I think something must have happened.”
“No, he’s coming back,” Lula said, though Acadia had said aloud what Lula had been thinking. It was a cold and desperate thought, a lonely icicle of a thought.
“If he was coming back, he’d be back by now,” Moonbeak said. “Go inside your tree tonight, and leave for another forest tomorrow morning. Maybe you can find a new father.”
Lula wanted to warm herself in her nest, but she feared her father would fly by their tree and think she’d given up and left. “My dad told me to wait,” she said. “I promised him I’d wait. I promised I wouldn’t leave. He’s coming back, and I want him to see me waiting.”
Moonbeak, Greybill, and Acadia flew off, but before they did, Greybill said, “You’re being silly, and if you don’t give up, you’re going to freeze out here, Lula. Fly to another forest and find another father.”
Lula knew her friends meant well, but she couldn’t break her promise. What if her father returned and discovered she had deserted the forest? Then he’d go in search of her and get lost and they might never see each other again.
“I’m Stormcloud the Brave,” she whispered to herself. “I’m loyal and faithful, and I will do what I promised, no matter what.”
Lula stared into the black sky and listened for her father’s hoo-hoo-hoo call. She knew it by heart. It was as strong as a pine tree and as constant as a river.
She hooted once—her own special hoot—and waited for a reply, but the only sounds were pine boughs creaking in the wind.
“I’m Stormcloud the Brave,” she said. “I’m loyal and faithful.” And because she didn’t feel brave or loyal in the slightest, she said it again. And again.
She said it until the sun rose the next morning.
But sunrise brought no warmth to the pine forest. Lula’s wings were numb from the cold, her feet sore from clasping her branch for hours on end. Worse, any hope that her father would return was fading fast from her heart.
As the day wore on and morning became late afternoon, the other owls left their nests to play and work in the forest, but Lula remained on her branch. When her friend Moonbeak flew from his nest, she turned away from him, embarrassed that she was still wearing her father’s scarf and sitting on the same branch.
Acadia flew by, too, with her brilliantly silky wings, and she gazed at Lula with pity.
The sun began to set on another bitter day, and with the dimming of the sun, temperatures dropped. In the evening, pine needles rustled as a coyote prowled the forest floor, and predatory wings beat the air as an immense bird on the hunt flew overhead. For safety, Lula scooted closer to the tree trunk.
But she didn’t feel safe. Without her father, the world seemed a dangerous place. His presence, even when she didn’t see him, made her feel safe. Just knowing he was somewhere in the forest, loving her, made all the difference.
More than anything she wanted to hear, “Lula Buttercup Nettlebill, come here right now!”
Her father could say her full name all day long and she wouldn’t mind it. Not one bit. How foolish she had been to mind it! It was a name given in love. She was Lula Buttercup Nettlebill, the daughter of two brave and loving owls. She was loyal, like they were. She was trying hard to be brave—as brave as they were.
All she could do now was honor them both by keeping her promise to wait for her father, however long it might take. Her father had often told her she was brave, and so had her mother, and so, no matter how wobbly and weak she felt inside, she would behave as though she had courage. She wanted to hide in her nest and weep, but she would wait.
Very late that night, when once more the moon set in the black sky, Lula’s friends flew past her tree on their way to their families and nests. Greybill fluttered by and looked down on her, but he said nothing. Acadia swooped overhead, but she didn’t stop to talk. And Moonbeak landed on Lula’s branch only long enough to say, “Your father is never coming back. Why are you still waiting, Lula? I would never wait so long! Go inside your nest tonight and then leave the forest tomorrow.”
Lula shook her wings to keep them from freezing and then snuggled deeper into her father’s blue scarf. Still she gazed toward the place where she had last seen him. Waiting, waiting.
In the deepest dark of night, the forest fell silent. It was too late for coyotes, too late for hawks, and even too late for owls.
You promised me, Lula thought. Dad, you promised me.
Tears trickled from her eyes to her beak, and she was glad the other owls were asleep and couldn’t see her crying.
Dad, you promised me. Lula was freezing from her wings to her legs, and she wanted desperately to sleep. I’m sorry, Dad, but I can’t wait anymore.
She was about to crawl inside her nest when she caught sight of two winged creatures, dark shadows against the moonless sky, flying toward the pine forest.
What was this? A new owl family?
It couldn’t be, Lula thought. It was two hours before sunrise, a time when even owls slept.
The creatures entered the pine forest side by side, their wings outstretched, touching at the tips. They were flying with determination. Resolute in their mission. Sailing like ships in the air.
Sailing straight for Lula’s tree.
And then Lula heard it. A long, loud hoot, as strong as a pine tree and as constant as a river.
“Dad!” she cried. “Dad, I’m here! I’m here!”
“My Lula!” he called back.
Lula’s heart leapt. Her father had returned—just as he’d promised.
He landed on Lula’s branch and gathered her under his wings. “I’m so sorry I’m late.”
“But I didn’t leave, Dad.”
“No, you did not, my brave daughter.”
Lula’s tears fell again, but this time they were tears of utter joy.
The second owl skittered up the branch until she was alongside Lula’s father. “My dear Lula,” the owl said, its voice sweet as honey.
This owl was new, but . . . no, no, this owl was familiar.
“How I’ve missed you,” the owl said.
“Mom?”
“My dear Lula.”
“Mom! Where have you been?”
“Oh, my dear!” Her mother enveloped Lula in her wings and kissed her and dried her tears with her feathers. “I broke a wing, my Lula, and a Big Hands creature found me and nursed me until I was better. But I couldn’t leave. I was caged and I couldn’t fly home until I was better.”
“And I heard rumors about an owl in a nearby forest whose wing had healed,” Lula’s dad said. “I wasn’t sure it was your mother, so I didn’t want to raise your hopes.”
Hearing a commotion, Moonbeak popped his head out of his nest, and from the look on his face, Lula surmised that he was astounded to see both her parents in the pine forest. She grinned the broadest grin and shouted, “They’re back, Moonbeak! I told you!”
Lula’s mother gave Lula a beak-kiss on the cheek. “It took longer than we thought for Big Hands to open the cage,” she said. “You were so brave to wait.”
“But I wasn’t brave, Mom. Before I saw you I was about to hide in my nest, and I thought about flying away.”
“You waited a very long time, and waiting is harder than almost anything,” her father said.
“I was crying, Dad.”
“What makes you think crying isn’t brave? I cried when your mother was lost.”
“And I cried to think I might never see either of you again,” her mother said.
Lula’s father closed his eyes for a brief moment, a look of contentment on his face. “Come now, dear ones, no more talk of tears. It will be Christmas Eve soon. Let’s go inside our nest and get warm. Tomorrow we celebrate as a family.”
The family was whole again, and the three of them warmed each other in their nest, in their tree, in their pine forest. And they fell asleep thinking of Christmas.
Lula Buttercup Nettlebill had been brave.
The owl with the silliest owl name had been brave and faithful and true to her word. Not Greybill, Acadia, or Moonbeak, the owls with the grand names and glossy wings. Not them. Lula.
Lula the Brave.
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THE LONELY CHICKADEE


After a long, cold winter, spring finally arrived in Mr. Alcott’s garden. As far as Benjamin Alcott was concerned, it was long past time for snow to melt and the sun to show its face, but the season’s late arrival didn’t trouble him. Spring was here at last, and that was what mattered. Every day he set happily about his spring chores, enjoying the chill morning air and, later, the afternoon sun on his aging hands. 
Every once in a while, especially after it rained, he liked to hold a cluster of lilac buds to his nose and breathe in the faint scent of not-yet-opened flowers. It was his considered judgment that the buds would blossom in a week, and when they did, his garden would be filled with their fragrance.
One morning in late April, Mr. Alcott examined each of his eight small apple trees, looking for the fuzzy white buds he knew would become blossoms. And sure enough, he found them. In short order the buds would open and become creamy pink and white flowers. And the flowers would become apples.
And then the apples would go into pies baked by Mr. Alcott, who made the finest pies for miles around. But every year Benjamin Alcott left apples on the trees for the birds, and even left sliced apples in the bird feeders, for he loved his garden birds and couldn’t bear the thought of them not enjoying what he enjoyed.
After examining the buds on his apple trees, Mr. Alcott decided that his garden needed two more birdhouses. He had two already, but he had noticed a number of mama and papa finches searching his old crabapple tree for suitable places to nest, and a birdhouse was a far sturdier place to raise a family.
So Mr. Alcott, who also made the finest birdhouses for miles around, made two more from scraps of wood in his garage. When they were finished, he topped them with cedar shingles to protect them from rain and nailed them to his backyard fence, making sure to place them in areas he knew would be shady come later in the spring.
As he placed his new birdhouses, Mr. Alcott had no idea he was being watched by a young chickadee named Mango.
Now, Mango was only six months old, having been born in a warmer climate south of the garden, so he wasn’t quite ready to find a mate and weave a nest for children of his own. But neither was he young enough to stay with his parents, who had chosen to build their spring nest in a garden many miles away.
Mango’s sisters and brothers had also gone their separate ways, each to a new and different garden, so Mango was alone in the world. When he thought about this—which he tried very hard not to do—it made him sad.
But Mango was a brave chickadee, and he had a plan. He would make friends.
After saying goodbye to his family, Mango had discovered Mr. Alcott’s garden. He liked the looks of the bare apple trees—for his parents had taught him that such trees would blossom and bear delicious fruit—so he decided to make the garden his home.
Then, for two days he had perched high in the garden’s crabapple tree in search of another chickadee, but there were no chickadees to be seen. Plenty of finches and swallows, but not a single chickadee.
Mango was the only chickadee around. And when he realized that, his sadness grew.
Where were all the other chickadees? How could he make his beautiful chickadee-dee-dee call when he had no friends to call to?
Mr. Alcott adjusted his newly constructed birdhouses and stood back to admire his work. “Those will do,” he said. “Yes, those will do nicely.”
Mango knew he could find refuge from icy spring rains inside a toasty birdhouse, and so he waited patiently for Mr. Alcott to leave. When he did, Mango would fly to the fence and make one of the little houses his own.
Hammer in his hand, Mr. Alcott took two steps back. “They’re just the right size,” he said. His face was as wrinkled as a raisin, but his voice was as tender as a new leaf.
Mango shook out his wings and prepared to fly.
Mr. Alcott took another two steps back and glanced up at the darkening sky. “It’s going to rain again,” he said to himself.
Just then, two pairs of finches, eager to make their nests, swooped down from the crabapple tree and flew inside the new birdhouses.
The old birdhouses had been taken by a pair of finches and a pair of swallows before Mango arrived, and now the new birdhouses were occupied. Where would he live?
Mango studied Mr. Alcott’s garden and discovered that it didn’t lack for hiding places. There were nooks and crannies everywhere. The old vines growing along a section of fence might do for a home, he thought, or maybe the lilac bush directly beneath one of the finch houses. If he sat in the lilac, the bottom of the birdhouse might protect him from the rain! And the lilac buds would be a treat when they bloomed.
A thunderclap sounded, startling Mr. Alcott. He dashed into his house, taking his hammer with him, and as rain began to fall, Mango shot to the lilac bush and landed on a sturdy branch a few inches under the finch house.
His mother had taught him that some birds are notoriously picky about strange birds settling near their houses, so he held tightly to his branch, expecting an angry finch to evict him from the bush at any moment. 
But the finches, and the swallows too, were snuggling in their warm, dry houses and hadn’t seen him land on the bush.
Thunder sounded again, and the wind began to blow from the north, driving rain into the lilac and whipping the branches back and forth. Mango held on. He lowered his head and tucked in his chin as far as he could, but the rain was relentless.
Rain dripped from Mango’s beak, dripped from his wings, and puddled around his tiny feet. “I’m getting so wet,” he murmured. “And the rain is cold!”
Wind whistled through the branches, rain pelted his white and gray feathers, and rain struck his delicate gray tail.
In desperation, Mango clawed his way to the very top of the lilac bush, until his head was touching the bottom of the finch house. There he found relief from the rain, but his safe harbor lasted only moments.
On hearing Mango shake out his wet wings, one of the finches dove from the birdhouse, screeching like a crow. He discovered Mango’s hiding place and dove straight for the little chickadee.
“I just want a warm place to be!” Mango cried as he dropped to the lilac’s lowest branch. “The leaves on the crabapple tree are too small to stop the rain!”
“Out of my shrub!” the finch commanded.
“My name is Mango, Mr. Finch, and I just—”
“I’m Snapbeak,” the finch said, “and you’re in my territory.” The fierce little finch plunged lower and hooked his claws on a branch no more than six inches above Mango. “This lilac bush belongs to my family, and so does the birdhouse above it. Go away. Sit under one of the old leaves on the vines.”
“Can’t I stay here until it stops raining?” Mango asked.
But Mango’s pleas made no difference to the finch. Snapbeak refused to allow Mango a moment’s shelter. “It’s just rain, silly bird. Go away now, or I’ll have Mr. Alcott throw you out. He rules this garden, and in case you hadn’t noticed, he didn’t build a birdhouse for chickadees. Use your eyes! Don’t you see the larger hole in front of my house? That means it’s meant for finches or swallows. He doesn’t want chickadees here. Now go!”
Mango flew off into the rain.
First he landed on the bare branches of another bush, but when the steady rain turned to a pounding rain—drops as hard as pebbles falling from the sky—he flew to the fence and huddled beneath the crisp leaves of the long-dead vine.
Though he tried not to cry, a few tears escaped his eyes and mingled with the rain running down his face. At least he was out of the wind, he thought bravely. And the dead leaves softened the pebble-like raindrops as they fell.
But Mango was missing his family, and he was missing his old home to the south and the chickadee friends he had made there when he was younger. Mr. Alcott’s garden was beautiful, but for a chickadee on his own, it was lonely.
Mango shivered under
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