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ONE

A Visit from a Friend

Septimus was not terribly used to company.






SEPTIMUS was a badger.


Or was he?


This was the heart of the matter.


For if Septimus were a badger, as he mostly believed he was, most days, it was also true that Septimus was bad at being a badger.


That is what he thought, at least.


Other badgers—proper, legitimate badgers—had faces with stripes.


Septimus had spots.


Other badgers—provable, actual badgers—lived in forests and fields.


Septimus had a charming cottage by the sea.


Oh, it was lovely! A cozy cottage! There was always an ocean breeze.


The cottage was filled with his cherished possessions:


his omelette pan,


his tandem bicycle,


his waterproof boots,


his kayak,


and his magnificent collection of seashells.


All highly unusual for a badger.


True, indisputable badgers had badgers for friends.


Septimus spent his time alone.


He wrote down his dreams.


He drew maps of the places he might visit someday.


Venice was at the top of the list, as gondolas were very like kayaks, but Italian, and with singing.


Glorious singing! In italiano!


Real badgers, good badgers, were indifferent to opera.


Not Septimus.


To be unlike a badger in so many ways, yet too like a badger to be anything else, was an embarrassing predicament.


That is how Septimus felt, at least.


He nodded at his neighbors, who nodded back.


He remarked about the weather to the clerks in the shops.


That was enough, most days.


It was simpler than trying to explain


the boots,


the kayak,


the shells,


the spots.


All so very unbadgerish.


But to say he had no friends at all would be untrue.


He had one friend. A recent development!


Septimus did not know his friend’s name.


The reason for this will soon be made clear.
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The friend visited most Wednesdays near dusk, weather permitting.


The friend—a gull—would arrive with a downward swoop and a flapping of wings until it landed and perched on the windowsill of the cottage’s front room. The window opened to a breezy, westward-facing porch with a distant ocean view.


Septimus had taken to leaving the window open on Wednesdays. It was April, and the air was cool and fresh. The visits had been going on for a few weeks now.


“Caw,” the gull said from the sill.


“Well, hello to you, too, friend bird! How have you been?” Septimus inquired.


“Caw,” the gull said.


“A head cold? How unfortunate,” replied Septimus. “But the sea is nothing if not damp, so it’s no wonder. Do your feathers keep you warm enough? Fur would keep you warm in any weather. This I know from experience. But feathers are lovely, too, of course! I mean, they suit you. I’m sure they’re warm as toast.”


Can you tell Septimus was not terribly used to company?


“Let me fix you some tea,” he said, hoping he had not offended the bird.


“Caw, caw,” said the gull.


“No, it’s no trouble at all.”


Septimus rushed to put on the kettle. It was the first time the gull had agreed to share tea.


“Caw, caw,” the gull repeated.


“Did you say ‘fish-flavored’?” The cottage was small enough that Septimus could call from the kitchen to the window where his visitor perched. “I’m afraid I don’t have any tea like that. I’ve never seen it in a shop, to be frank. But I do have a lovely chamomile. Will that do?”


“Caw,” the gull said after a moment.
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As they waited for the kettle to boil, Septimus moved outside to the porch. “I’m not just an indoor badger, you see,” he joked. “Do you mind if I join you? I like to sit outside at this hour. The sunset view is not to be missed.”


In answer, the gull hopped from the sill to the porch railing, keeping its distance—yet it did not fly away.


Septimus wondered what would happen in winter, when the weather grew cold and the window would have to stay shut.


Would the gull come inside then? Or stop visiting altogether?


Would this budding friendship even last that long?


But that was a winter question, not a springtime question. Most badgers were not big worriers. Septimus often had to remind himself not to let his thoughts run too far ahead.


He settled in his chair, westward-facing. The sky grew rosy as the sun descended to the sea.


The sunset was different every evening, and perfect every evening. Septimus had always thought so. And yet …


It was even more perfect when shared with a friend.


He almost said as much to the gull. He came quite close to saying it.


In the kitchen, the teakettle whistled, first breathy, then shrill.


“Will you want honey in your tea?” Septimus offered, rising from his seat. “I have some in the pantry.”


“Caw,” said the gull.


The badger went to find the honey with a skip in his step. When he returned to the porch, he carried a tray. He had chosen his good teacups, his saved-for-company teacups, though he rarely had company. The cups had pictures of seashells on them, which he thought the gull might appreciate.


He was hoping for a compliment, to be completely frank about it.


“The tea is hot, but not too hot.” With care, he placed the pretty teacup on the railing, where the bird could reach.


The gull said nothing about the seashell pictures but darted its head in and out of the cup to sip.


It was not the tidiest way to drink tea.


“Caw,” the bird remarked, beak dripping.


“No need to apologize! Wings are not meant for holding teacups.” As soon as he said it, Septimus felt ashamed. Why had he chosen teacups in the first place? It was a mistake; he could see that now, but vanity had clouded his judgment.


Bad badger! What a clumsy host he was being!


He placed a digestive biscuit on the railing, where the gull could easily peck at it. He poured what remained of the tea into a saucer, which the gull found easier to manage.


Desperate not to hurt the bird’s feelings, Septimus added, “Wings are meant for greater adventures! I’m sure you’ve had many.”


The gull preened.


The rosy sky swirled purple, then gray. The visit would soon be over. The bird never stayed after dark.
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“Will you tell me your name?” Septimus asked after a bit.


The gull flexed both wings and held still for a moment, as if considering it. Then it flew away.


The house felt empty. Septimus hummed a favorite tune as he wiped up the mess of biscuit crumbs and tea splatters.


All in all, it had been a pleasant visit.
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TWO

A Trip to the Market

What if we pedaled to the market in town?






SEPTIMUS had many favorite possessions, although his seashell collection was his most favorite.


He had a cozy cottage arranged just so, with each thing chosen and placed exactly the way he preferred.


And now, at last, it seemed he had a friend.


But a true friend?


A proper, legitimate, provable, actual friend?


The type with whom one could be not just frank, but perfectly frank?


Such friends were not so easy to collect.
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“What if,” he said to his winged visitor—there had been several Wednesday visits since the tea-drinking episode, and Septimus had grown free and chatty with the bird, with whom he now felt quite close—“and perhaps it’s an odd thing to think, in fact I know it is, but hear me out: What if I’m not a badger at all?”


Septimus had never shared his doubts with anyone before. It was not the kind of thing one would blurt to a neighbor or mention to a clerk in a shop.


But a friend who never gossiped or judged? With an uncanny knack for always saying the right thing? That was a friend in whom one could confide.


“Cawww,” the gull replied.


“I’m serious, Gully!” Septimus had begun calling his friend “Gully” out of desperation. The bird did not seem to mind. “Obviously I’m no seagull, like you. But what if … I am really …” Septimus concentrated until the dots on his forehead touched.


“A coyote,” he said at last. “I might be one. It’s possible.”


Gully did not answer.


“Not likely, I know that. But possible. Do you think so?”


Gully blinked.


“The odds are not good, I grant you,” he admitted. “Coyotes live in a pack. I have no pack. Present company excepted, of course.”


“Caw, caw,” Gully gently advised.


Septimus looked doubtful. “All right,” he said. “It feels foolish. But I’ll give it a try.”


He took a deep breath, until his stout, badgerish body filled like a balloon. He lifted his snout to the air and curled his whiskered lips into a letter O.
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Here is a true fact about badgers:


Badgers are bad at howling.


They can’t do it, not one bit.


In this way, at least, Septimus was exactly like a badger. When he tried to howl, all that came out were the opening notes of a favorite aria, minus the italiano.


“There’s the proof, Gully. The facts are in. I am no coyote.” Septimus rubbed his whiskers and thought. “Nor any kind of bird—that’s plain to see. Perhaps … hold on! Gully! What do you think? Am I a hermit crab?”


“Caw,” said Gully, gently but firmly putting that notion to bed.


“Yes, you’re right, of course. I’m much too large, never mind my warm-bloodedness. But I do feel best in my own home. It’s very like a hermit crab to feel that way. I like hermit crabs. I think I do. I’ve never met one. Do you like them, Gully?”


Gully, who had eaten countless hermit crabs and liked them tremendously, chose not to reply.
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Though his doubts about his true nature were far from settled, Septimus did feel differently after this conversation.


Something difficult, even embarrassing, had been said, and nothing awful had happened.


Gully had not mocked, nor scowled, nor flown away in alarm.


It was a good sign!


Was it the sign of a good friend? A rare, sure, and undeniable friend?


Perhaps!


There was one way to find out.
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A tandem bicycle is a bicycle built for two.


Badgers are short-legged, and gulls are spindly-legged.


Badgers are best suited for scurrying on four legs, and gulls are perfectly designed to soar through the air.


Riding a bicycle would be an adventure! For both of them!


“Where shall we go first?” said Septimus, buckling his helmet.


Can you guess what Gully said?


Septimus stroked his whiskers. “I suppose we could go by the shore. It’s an option. But—and hear me out, Gully, I mean, really hear me out—what if we pedaled to the market in town? And got some goodies for me to eat, and some for you too? Do you like apples? Corn muffins? Focaccia bread?”


“Caw,” said Gully, by way of compromise. This was no time to get into that whole awkward hermit crab conversation.


“Clam chowder, of course. I know your taste, Gully! I’m sure they’ll have something you like.”


They were off.


They pedaled as best they could, as even the smallish bike was a bit of a stretch for their short and spindly legs, respectively.


“This is a bit of a stretch!” Septimus conceded. “But things can be a bit of a stretch without being impossible. We’re certainly proof of that.”
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Gully rode in the back, by mutual agreement. Steering the handlebars was a task better suited to paws.


“Tandem,” Septimus explained, breathless and happy as they rounded a corner, “means ‘two’! Two of us, one bike.”


“Caw, caw,” Gully counted.


“One badger, one gull!”


“Caw, caw!”


Septimus felt triumphant. The tandem bicycle could be ridden solo, but why bother?


The way to the market took them past small shops and charming houses with whitewashed fences and flower gardens in front. Septimus had seen them all before, on previous trips to town. He often wondered who lived and worked inside, and what their lives were like. He liked to guess their favorite foods and favorite hobbies. He pondered what their hopes and dreams might be.


All badgers like to dig, but few had the deep curiosity about their fellow creatures that Septimus did. Now, as he pedaled with gusto and steered the tandem bicycle along the winding streets, he had a new feeling.


“I bet anyone who sees us will be amazed!” Septimus called over his shoulder. “I bet they’ll wonder who we are, and where we’re off to, and what sort of adventures we might have!”


They swerved onto Market Street, the last leg of their journey.


“I bet they will be intrigued!” Septimus cried. “Where do we live, and what do we do all day? What do we eat, and how do we play? Are we nocturnal? Good dancers? Do we have big plans in store?”


Septimus had always been interested in many things—in omelettes and opera, seashells and kayaks, the true nature of badgerdom, and more.
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