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ONCE UPON A TIME, there was an egg that would not hatch. The mother duck had started off sitting on nine eggs, and now there were eight newborn ducklings clustered around her crying out ‘Peep peep’ and one egg beneath her, larger than the others, without the tiniest crack on its surface. ‘Quack quack,’ the mother duck said to the eight ducklings, telling them to be patient and stay close to her on the bank of the river, in the shade of the burdock leaves. The ducklings pecked at each other and at themselves, eager to see the world beyond – the slow-moving river, the fields stacked with bales of golden hay, the farmhouses where non-duck creatures roamed about mooing and purring and singing – but unwilling to leave their mother’s side.

A stork came along on its stilt-like legs, and bent its long neck towards the duck. ‘Let me look at that egg and I’ll tell you what to do,’ the stork said, but the duck pretended not to understand the stork’s accent (it had flown in from Egypt). The stork tried again but although the duck tried not to be rude to anyone, particularly in front of her ducklings, she worried what ideas this stork might have brought with it from far away, and once again pretended not to understand. ‘Hmph,’ said the stork and flew off with such a mighty beating of its wings that all the little ducklings tumbled over in the breeze it created.

‘Rude creature,’ the duck said, helping the ducklings back on their feet (they were all rolling about, having never learnt to do anything else while in their shells). An old duck waddled along and asked what was going on. The mother duck told her about the egg that wouldn’t hatch.
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‘Probably a turkey’s egg,’ the old duck said. ‘I sat on one once, and it took forever to hatch. And then out came a turkey speaking gobbledygook, and no matter what I did it wouldn’t ever enter the water. What a waste of time. Let me look.’ She prodded the duck’s folded wing with her bill, prompting her to stand up (because a well-behaved younger duck mustn’t ever be rude to an older duck). The old duck peered between the mother duck’s legs. ‘Hmm. I don’t like the look of that. Must be a turkey.’

[image: ]
The duck sat down quickly. ‘It’s just larger than the others, that’s all. I’ll sit on it a while longer and see what happens.’

‘Suit yourself,’ the old duck said. ‘But don’t expect any gratitude from that creature when it hatches.’

A little while later there was a cracking sound. The ducklings rolled around with excitement, and one tumbled all the way down to the river and fell in with a SPLISH! The mother duck hastened down to retrieve the wet thing, all the ducklings following her in a row crying out ‘PEEP PEEP’, so no one saw the moment when the egg broke apart and the youngest of the ducklings emerged, eyes scrunching shut against the newness of light and then springing open to take in the wonder of the world. ‘So much to see,’ thought the youngest of the ducklings, even though the only thing in her field of vision was a burdock leaf and a little bit of sky.

She turned her head, and now she saw her mother and her eight duckling siblings. They were looking from the broken shell to her and back to the broken shell as if trying to understand the relationship between the egg and the hatched creature.
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What the mother duck saw was this: not a duckling with feathers the colour of the sun on a brilliant summer day, but one that looked like clouds when they begin to fill with rain, announcing that cold misery will soon follow. The darkness of the duckling’s feathers intensified in her bill and webbed feet – but at least the feet were webbed, thought the mother. If she could swim, she was a duck and no turkey.

And so the next morning when the sun shone bright in the sky, the mother duck led all nine of her ducklings towards the water. SPLASH! she went in and SPLISH SPLISH SPLISH SPLISH SPLISH SPLISH SPLISH SPLISH SPLASH, the others followed. The youngest of the ducklings was also the largest, you see, and so she made a SPLASH rather than a SPLISH as she entered the water. Each of the ducklings went down under the surface of the river and each one bobbed right back up and all of them quickly started to move their webbed feet so they weren’t merely staying afloat but actually swimming towards their mother. The mother duck saw that the youngest of the ducklings moved the fastest and carried herself in the most upright manner, and she knew that this child of hers might not look like the others but she was a fine duckling and one of whom any mother could be proud.
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A little while later the cats and the cows and the ducks on the farm near the river saw the mother duck and eight little similar-looking ducklings and one larger different-looking duckling walk into the farmyard in a more-or-less straight line. The mother duck instructed her babies to be particularly nice to the Grand Old Duck who lived on the farm because he was the most important duck of all, so important in fact that the farmer had tied a red tag to his leg as a mark of his prestige.

‘What is that?’ said the Grand Old Duck, riding out of the barn on the back of a cow. He pointed his red-tagged foot at the raincloud-coloured duckling. ‘The rest of you can stay but I’m not having that thing in my farmyard. It hurts my eyes to look at it.’

‘I know she looks different, but she can dive into the river and fetch you eels for dinner,’ said the mother duck.

‘If that’s true she can stay,’ the Grand Old Duck said. ‘Make sure she doesn’t bring me stringy eels.’

Once upon a time, all the eels in the river were plump, and there was plenty for every duck, but now the countryside was being taken over by factories and the rivers were drying up. Less river meant fewer eels, and fewer eels meant the once-generous ducks looked suspiciously at newcomers and calculated how much each one would eat, even though ducks can eat a variety of things and there was no rule that said eels had to be part of their diet. But the Grand Old Duck, who could have used his authority to instruct the younger ducks to share the juicy slugs and the succulent river plants and the crunchy insects and the slurpy fish-eggs, thought only of his own eel-loving belly. And that belly was, if truth be told, a much bigger belly than any duck should have, which is why the Grand Old Duck couldn’t go to the river to find his own eels any more, but needed to bully newcomers into bringing the eels to him.
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And so, every morning, the raincloud-duckling would start her day by diving into the river and searching for the plumpest eel for the Grand Old Duck. On the first morning the mother duck went along with her to instruct her how to dive deep, how to find the hiding places of eels, and how to catch hold of one and bring it up to the surface. The duckling learnt quickly and she very soon didn’t need her mother’s instructions, but the mother duck continued to go down to the river with her every morning and search along the riverbank for worms for her own breakfast and algae and tadpoles for her ducklings. On the way to and from the river, the mother duck would tell her youngest duckling the story of The Duck Who Couldn’t Fly, in which the heroine was a young duckling who always proved herself to be stronger, braver and more intelligent than all the other ducks who laughed at her for the unusually formed wings that prevented her from taking flight. In each story, The Duck Who Couldn’t Fly found a way to save the other ducklings from some calamity, and eventually they stopped laughing and learnt to appreciate her for what she was rather than what she was not.
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The raincloud-duckling loved this time with the mother duck, but the other ducklings began to be jealous of the youngest sister who received more attention from their mother than they did. And the Grand Old Duck who should have been grateful to the raincloud-duckling came to despise her, because every time the duckling walked into the barn with a plump eel in her bill she reminded the Grand Old Duck of the days when he was young and fit and could fetch his own breakfast, and it was easier to hate the duckling than to hate the duck he had become. So the Grand Old Duck started to curse and peck at the raincloud-duckling, and then the other little ducklings began to do the same. The cats and the cows thought that there must be something very wrong with the raincloud-duckling otherwise why would the other ducks treat her this way, so they, too, started to claw and kick and hiss at the poor young creature, and soon everyone started to say that this duckling was not right look at her feathers look at her feet look at the way everyone hates her WHY IS SHE HERE WHY IS SHE AMONG US THIS WRONG WRONG DUCKLING?
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The mother duck always defended her youngest duckling and that made the other ducklings and cats and cows fall silent, but one day it was the Grand Old Duck who was yelling insults at the raincloud-duckling when the mother duck came hurrying out of the barn and said, ‘Don’t say things like that, she’s just a baby, and she brings you an eel every morning.’ All the feathers stood up on the Grand Old Duck’s neck and he and the cow he rode on turned to the mother duck hissing and lowing and said MOO QUACK WHY DID YOU BRING HER HERE QUACK MOO WHAT KIND OF DUCK HATCHES A WRONG WRONG DUCKLING LIKE THIS QUACK HISS MOO WHAT KIND OF WRONG WRONG DUCK ARE YOU?

After that the mother duck went very quiet, and no longer defended her raincloud-duckling and stopped going out to the river with her. And then the day came when the other ducklings were pecking at her and the cat was clawing and the cow was slapping her head with its tail while the Grand Old Duck warbled YOU WRONG WRONG DUCKLING and the raincloud-duckling saw her mother and ran to her … and her mother cuffed her with one wing so that the duckling was knocked off her feet, and as she lay there, that poor unloved duckling, she heard her mother say, ‘I should never have hatched you.’
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The duckling remained there, on the pitted rough ground, for a very long time. It was only when all the creatures of the farm had gone into the barn for the night that she stood up, shook her feathers, and without a single look back at the barn (where she would have seen the mother duck watching her through the window) took a few quick steps and flew over the fence that separated the farm from the field beyond. She flew further than she knew her wings could take her and at last when she could go no further she stopped on a great wild moor, by the edge of a swamp, hid her face under her wing and slept.

She was woken in the morning by a chorus of quacks. Some wild ducks of the moor had gathered around and were trying to decide what to do about this newcomer. She lifted her face out of her feathers and the wild ducks jumped back in surprise. ‘You’re an ugly one, aren’t you?’ said a wild duck shaking his head so that his green feathers shimmered beautifully. The smaller duck standing next to him added, ‘Why, none of our young drakes would ever want to marry you!’

The duckling didn’t know why anyone would say a thing like this. What kind of duck looks at another duck and thinks about who would or wouldn’t want to marry her? She didn’t want to be married. She wanted a place where she could dive in the river and not be pecked at or laughed at or, worst of all, left all on her own while the other ducklings joked and talked and chewed on river reeds and swam in lazy circles together.

The duckling sighed and hid her face under her wing again. The wild ducks moved on. A day went by, two days. She roused herself only to drink water from the swamp and eat insects that hovered near its surface amid the tall reeds. But then, on the third day the world changed. Along came two young geese – a brother-and-sister pair of goslings – as the duckling was watching insects dart about, wondering if she would spend the rest of her life in this muddy swamp among the mud-coloured reeds. ‘Halloo!’ they honked. ‘Who are you and why are you here all alone?’
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The duckling told them she had left home to find some place better and one of the goslings said, ‘You’re an adventurer, like us!’ And the other gosling said, ‘Don’t you think you’d better come along with us? An adventure shared is always a better adventure.’

‘Yes please,’ said the duckling, rising to her feet in excitement.

Pa-POW! Ker-chick. Pa-POW!

What was that sound? The goslings’ eyes opened wide, they fell onto their sides and didn’t get up. Pa-POW! Pa-POW! Pa-POW! More shots sounded and a flock of geese that had been lying in the reeds all rose up in the air and one by one crashed down. The duckling looked this way and that. Where to go? What to do?
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All round the swamp, on the marshy ground and up in the spreading branches of trees, hunters fired and reloaded, fired and reloaded. Everywhere, smoke and gunshots and an acrid scent. Then a new sound, a sharp bark, right behind our duckling. She turned her head and there was a dog, its mouth full of sharp cruel teeth. It thrust its head towards the duckling, saliva dripping from its jaws.

The duckling shut her eyes tight so that she wouldn’t have to see the dog’s mouth closing on her neck, ending her life. But the dog merely sniffed at her and then bounded away towards a fallen
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