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Every spring, when the mud in the yard turned soft and the air

smelled like rain, the barn swallows came back. A boy named

Sam waited for them on the porch steps, small and wiry, with

messy black hair and a chipped front tooth. He pulled his

mustard-yellow jacket tight and watched the sky. Spring was

his favorite puzzle, and the swallows were the first piece.
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Sam carried a little green canvas satchel everywhere he went.

Inside were two notebooks and one sharp pencil. One

notebook was for weather, and one was for swallows. Every

year he wrote the same careful things: the day the birds

arrived, where they flew, and where they built their nests. His

dark brown eyes missed nothing, not even a feather.
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The barn swallows were glossy steel-blue on top, with rusty-

orange throats and long forked tails. They swooped low over

the grass, snapped up flies, and chattered like tiny rusty

hinges. Sam loved how fast they flew. They looked like little

arrows stitched across the sky, always in a hurry, always

coming home.
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One bright morning, Sam heard a familiar twitter above the

barn door. There they were, two swallows, tired from flying so

far. He sat very still on an old bucket and watched. The birds

rested on the wire, then fluttered up under the eaves. Sam

opened his notebook and wrote the date in neat, careful

letters.
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All week the swallows worked. They carried beaks full of mud

and pressed it under the eaves, building a little cup-shaped

nest. Sam drew a picture of the nest and wrote, Nest number

one, above the barn door. He checked it every morning before

school, his pencil ready, his red rubber boots muddy from the

yard.
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Grandfather came out to watch too, tall and stooped, wearing

his faded olive cardigan. His round glasses hung on a cord

around his neck. "You write things down just like I did," he

said with a smile. Sam looked up, surprised. "You watched

swallows, Grandfather?" he asked. Grandfather nodded. "Come

inside. I have something to show you."

6



In the kitchen, Grandfather opened a wooden drawer and

pulled out old notebooks, soft and worn at the corners. Their

pages were yellowed, and the handwriting was small and

careful, just like Sam's. "I kept these when I was your age,"

Grandfather said. "Same barn, same swallows, same boy,

maybe." Sam held one gently, like it was treasure.

7



Sam spread the old notebooks on the table beside his own. He

found the spring entries and read them slowly. Grandfather

had written the same kinds of things: arrival dates, nest spots,

and even the weather. Sam's heart beat fast. This was better

than a mystery book, because this mystery was real, and he

could solve it himself.
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Sam made a list in his notebook. His swallows arrived on

March twentieth this year. Grandfather's notebook said April

second, many years ago. "They come earlier now," Sam

whispered. He checked another year, and another. Each spring

the birds seemed to arrive a little sooner, as if they were in a

hurry to get home.
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Then Sam looked at the nests. This year the swallows built

under the porch, not just the barn. Grandfather's notes said

the birds always chose the barn door. Sam drew a map of

every nest and wrote, Changed nesting spots. He tapped his

pencil on the page. Nature was like a big puzzle, and each

spring added a new piece.
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Sam ran to find Grandfather in the garden. "Look," he said,

holding both notebooks open. "Your swallows came later, and

they built in different places." Grandfather put on his round

glasses and bent over the pages. "Well," he said softly, "the

world is changing, and you are the one who noticed. My

notebook stopped, but yours is still going."
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Grandfather smiled, and the deep lines around his grey eyes

crinkled. "When I was a boy, I thought the swallows did the

same thing every year," he said. "But you compared our

notebooks, and you found the truth. Nature is always

changing. That is not a sad thing. It is a wonderful thing to

watch." Sam nodded, feeling proud and warm.
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Sam decided to keep both notebooks safe in his green satchel.

Every morning he wrote one new thing he saw: a bird, a bug, a

bud, or a cloud. He drew the swallows swooping over the barn

and wrote, Still here, still flying. The puzzle got bigger every

day, and Sam loved every piece of it.
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When the last chicks peeked over the nest edge, Sam watched

them flap their tiny wings. Soon they would fly south, and he

would wait all winter for spring. He wrote, Next year, I will be

ready. Grandfather stood beside him in his worn leather

slippers, and they watched the sky together, quiet and happy.
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Sam learned that a small pencil can catch big changes. A boy

who watches and writes and compares can see what others

miss. Spring would always come, and the barn swallows would

always return, but never exactly the same. That was the best

part. Nature was a puzzle that kept growing, and Sam was

glad to be part of it.
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That night Sam put his pencil in his satchel and set it by the

door. Outside, the swallows slept in their mud-cup nests, tails

tucked and eyes closed. Sam smiled in the dark. He was a

watcher and a writer, one small piece of a big, changing world,

and tomorrow there would be more to see.
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