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ONE


Living with Birds


If overcooking pasta were a crime …


SEPTIMUS was a badger.


Not a typical badger, mind you, but well within parameters.




True, his muzzle was spotted, not striped. 


His tastes were not what most would call badgerish. 


He loved his westward-facing porch with the glorious sunset view.


He loved his tandem bicycle, 


his kayak,


his seashell collection,


and all things italiano. 


And when it came to the opera?


La-la-la!


This badger knew his way around an aria.





These were the facts about Septimus, and yet—to be frank—they only paint part of the picture.


For the most rare and indisputable fact about Septimus was this:


He had a good friend—no, a great friend—named Gully.


Gully was a seagull.


A seagull with three chicks.


Caw, caw, caw, caw. 


Four gulls in total. 


Badger and birds lived all together in the charming cottage Septimus called home.


For a badger who had always liked order and routine, 


who enjoyed his time alone,


preferred quiet to noise,


and who kept his possessions arranged just so, 


well,


—to be perfectly frank about it—


living with birds was a lot to get used to.


[image: ]


Cheep! Cheep! Cheep!


“Primus? Secundus? Tertius?” Septimus couldn’t tell which of the chicks was complaining, or if they all were, as all three were perched upon his head, out of his sight. “Patience, little birds! The penne is cooking as fast as it can.” 


Cheep cheep cheep! Cheep cheep cheep! 


The claws on their tiny feet were sharp as needles. With barely a flinch, Septimus continued dicing tomatoes for lunch. “Well, I’m sure you are hungry, given how fast you’re growing. It feels like only yesterday that you three were just eggs in the nest!”




[image: Septimus the badger stands at a kitchen table wearing an apron, with food and plants arranged around him and a clock on the wall.]




At the word nest, the trio hopped from his head to the kitchen table, then to a chair, then to the floor, where a picnic basket sat in the corner. Inside the basket was the chicks’ nest, a snug cradle of twigs and seagrass.


Gully, their mother, had woven the nest herself, high upon the roof of this very house. After recovering from the surprise of finding it—and what a happy surprise it had been!—Septimus had brought the nest indoors so he, too, could care for the chicks. 


Clever badger! With the nest tucked inside the picnic basket, which was meant to be portable, as picnics typically require a bit of a walk to get to, he could putter in the kitchen, organize his seashell collection, and listen to Italian opera as much as his badger heart desired, all while tending to these spotted fluffballs and being a great friend to Gully, too. 


Or so he had thought.


By their one-week birthday, Primus, Secundus, and Tertius could climb from the nest with ease. They toddled around their basket prison, squeaking in frustration, yearning to explore! 


Mere days later, no basket could hold them. Soon they were racing through the cottage and making ever-braver jumps:


from the floor to a chair, 


from the chair to the table, 


from the table to the top of the badger’s head, which was where they were now, demanding lunch, cheep cheep cheep cheep cheep! 


Six tiny, clawed feet dug into the badger’s scalp as he drained the pasta water into the sink. Ow ow ow ow ow!


At least when they were on his head, he knew where they were. 


He tasted the penne and made a face. Practically mush! 


If overcooking pasta were a crime—which, to be frank, would not be unreasonable—this pasta was a serious offense. 


The old Septimus would have tossed this tragic pudding of penne into the trash and started over.


The new Septimus, the living-with-birds Septimus—Papa Septimus, you might call him—took it in stride. “Almost done,” he said. “On the table, chicks! Line up for lunch, please.”


Septimus could not feed the chicks the same way Gully did. Instead, he mashed the unfortunate penne with a fork. He added a tiny bit of seasoning—today, juicy red tomatoes and leaves of fresh basil from his garden, all chopped very fine—and then spooned the unappetizing mixture, drop by drop, into the three ravenous, cheeping, upturned beaks.
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And where was Gully during all this? If you know seagulls, you know the answer: Gully was at the beach. 


That seagulls are unfussy about food is a true fact. They can and will eat almost anything. But Gully wanted the chicks to have fresh-caught seafood daily. That, she felt, was what a baby gull was meant to have and what was most nourishing for them. Septimus agreed wholeheartedly, as there was only so much overcooked penne al pomodoro he could bear to make. 


The work of catching the daily fish fell to Gully. In the way of birds, she first had to swallow and digest what she caught and then feed it to her little ones, beak-to-beak. This meant she could carry only one bellyful of food at a time and had to make many daily trips from cottage to shore and back again. 


Which left Septimus—Papa Septimus!—in charge for most of the day, every day.


Now, to be papa to three seagull chicks was one of the best and most unusual things to have happened to any badger, ever. 


Septimus adored the chicks. He loved caring for them, never mind their constant demands and noise and mess. 


Truly, he would not have missed it for the world!


And yet—not always, of course, but occasionally—he longed for an hour of peace and quiet.


A smattering of solitude.


A bit of bird-free time, so to speak. 


Yes, these chirpy babyhood days were fleeting and so on—but o, what a joy it would be to go for a spin on his tandem bicycle! 


Especially now, in the summer, with the weather so balmy, the market in town so full of ripe plums and just-picked lettuce, the beach so pleasant to visit in the early mornings for seashell gathering! 


And the summer fair was in town, too, full of rides and games and all kinds of fun that came only once a year!


Instead of all that: a never-ending chorus of chirping, slurping, peeping, and cheeping.


Ought he tell Gully how he felt?


Or would such a complaint come across as selfish?


Worse: Would it actually be selfish?


Septimus wasn’t certain. He’d never been a papa before. His grasp of the parameters was guesswork, at best.


Something clattered outside. There was a familiar whoosh and a gentle thud as a seagull with a tummy full of fish landed on the porch railing, ready to feed her chicks. 


Cheep cheep cheep cheep cheep cheep cheep! 


Gully was home!
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TWO


An Unusual Household


The chicks would grow quick as a wing-stroke.


THERE are many true facts about friendship, and one of them is this:


Even between good friends—even great friends, like Septimus and Gully!—some conversations are more difficult than others.  


Septimus waited until the chicks were fed and asleep. He made Gully’s favorite tea and served it, in a teacup for him and a saucer for Gully, with some biscuits on a small plate. 


Together, they sat on the westward-facing porch with a view of the ever-changing sea. Badger and bird chatted about the pleasant weather of the day that had just passed and the just-as-pleasant weather predicted for the days ahead.  


They fell into an easy quiet. Only then, with the crash of distant waves in the background like familiar music, soothing and safe, did Septimus finally work up the courage to mumble a few words about his longing for a little more time to spend, frankly, alone. 


“Caw, caw, caw!” the bird exclaimed, with far more feeling than Septimus had been prepared for. 


“Yes, yes, I know you built the nest all by yourself,” he said. “Which is a masterpiece, by the way! And you laid the eggs, nothing short of a miracle.”


“Caw,” Gully interjected.


“And you sat on them, too, I haven’t forgotten—”


“Caw.”


“—for a very long time. I do realize that.” 


Already the conversation was veering off course. Perhaps a joking remark would lighten the tone? Septimus offered a helpless smile. “Personally, I’d welcome the chance to sit for a spell! Those cheeping rascals are running me ragged. Just this afternoon, I found Primus and Secundus inside the phonograph!” 


Gully blinked. Septimus had hoped for a chuckle, at least. 


“No harm done, of course,” he added, though it had taken him three-quarters of an hour to pluck all the downy fluff from the phonograph’s delicate machinery. “Tertius couldn’t make the jump and was squawking about being left behind. Otherwise, I’d never have discovered the other two.”


Gully’s bright yellow eyes took on a softer, golden hue. 


“Caw?” she asked in a gentler tone.


That bird! She could always tell when he was struggling to speak his mind. “All right, Gully. I’ll get to the point.” He put his empty teacup down carefully, as he felt a bit shaky all at once. “To bring home the daily fish is hard work. I know that. But so is spending the day keeping the chicks safe, feeding them, entertaining them … I’m rather cooped up in here! And I know we can’t take the chicks outside just yet, given all the you-know-whats in town.” 


He meant cats. Cats and baby birds were not a good mix. The chicks would be safe once they could fly from danger, but flying was still weeks away. 


“Caw?” asked Gully, with a tiny, impatient twitch of her tail.


Septimus stared at the sea. What did he want?


Selfish badger! Why had he said anything to begin with?


“I think it’s simply a matter of you being home a bit more,” he said. “That’s all.”


One distant wave crashed, and then another.


“Caw,” said Gully. She sounded weary.


“The chicks do eat a lot of fish,” he conceded. “I suppose that’s why they’re so full of pep. And why you have to spend so much time fishing too.” 


Even as he said it, Septimus felt his own argument turn mushy as a plate of overcooked pasta. Ridiculous, inconvenient badger! If not for him, Gully would be raising her chicks in a flock of other gulls, at the beach, where there would be fish aplenty. There would be countless watchful yellow eyes and sharp beaks to keep the chicks safe from cats and other dangers. 


How could one mere badger, no matter how devoted, make up for all that? 


That is how he felt at the moment, at least.


In the darkening sky, the brightest stars—they were planets, probably—were already shining. Lights from the summer fair twinkled from the town below. The Ferris wheel was lit up and turning, turning, like the hands on the face of a clock. 


Would he even get to go to the fair this summer? Unlikely!


Gully made the soft purring sound she sometimes did when extra tired. She roosted more deeply in the porch chair, the chair that Septimus had come to think of as hers.


Theirs was an unusual household. Of that, there was no doubt. 


But she was here, was she not? 


Laying her eggs on his roof? 


Raising her chicks in tandem with him? 


He thought of his tandem bicycle and how they had ridden it together, him pedaling and steering with his paws on the handlebars, her banking the turns with outspread wings. 


Each doing their part, according to their talents! Just as they were doing now, with the chicks. 


It was a good way to manage things, surely. 


Though—to be frank—it was a bit of a stretch at times. 


“Caw,” said Gully, at last, and her meaning was clear. Tides go in and tides go out, and some troubles are like that too: temporary. Badger and birds would just have to muddle through a while longer. The chicks would grow quick as a wing-stroke; they would be flying and diving soon enough, and these fluffy, fledgling days would be a fond memory before you could say caw-caw. 


Unless—and here, the gull’s voice quavered, “Caw?”—unless Septimus was tired of having birds in his house? 


Which, of course, he assured her he was not, not at all, not one tiny bit.
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