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THE HOMECOMING

IT WAS PAST MIDNIGHT AT THE MOON AND
Hare Inn, a peaceful interlude between the night's
merrymaking and the morning’s bustle. The pub was
closed, the guests had settled in for the night, and the
lazy moon was peeking shyly through the frosty
windowpanes. Owners Nickaby and Elsie Otter were
freed up for a late family dinner with their fox pup helper
Thorny.

Thorny looked down at his porridge, too tired to
eat and too hungry not to. His eyes half closed and he
yawned without bothering to cover his mouth with a
paw.

“My oh my,” Elsie said with an affectionate lilt,
“there’s a sleepy red head that is going to bed!” She
patted him on the shoulder. “Will the bench in the great
room be all right?”

“Fine, fine,” Thorny said. “l did it before, and |
can do it again.”



Elsie smiled. “I'll fetch the green wool blanket
and set you up like last time. This time you'll have a
proper pillow, not rolled up bedclothes.” She looked at
the fox pup intently. “Are you quitsure that's enough?”

He yawned again. “It's fine, Mrs. Otter. | could
sleep on a rock tonight.”

“That you could,” Nickaby said. “It's been a long
day, lad. Long and busy.”

Just then someone knocked at the door. Nickaby
looked about as if wondering what to do. The knock was
repeated.

Nickaby he pounded his paw on the table. “Garn,
it's cold outside or I'd let the bloke pound till his paw
fell off. Who's about at this hour demanding service?”
He glanced down at the fox pup and scratched his chin
thoughtfully. “Thorny, would you be a good lad and get
that?”

He brightened. “Yes sir.”

“You remember how to show guests to an empty
room?”

“Yes sir.”

“And to get the money in advance?”

“Yes sir.”

“And remember what | always say?”



The fox did his best imitation of Nickaby’s voice
and mannerisms. “Services are strictly for cash. No
credit extended.”

The knock repeated, more urgently. Thorny got
up from the table and hurried off.

“Look at him go!” Elsie said with a grin. “He was
born to be an innkeeper.”

“Right as rain,” Nickaby said with a chuckle.
“What did we ever do without him?”

“We stared at our porridge and missed our Sally.”
Elsie poured another cup of tea. “He brings life back to
this house, Nicky. | wish he’'d stay over more often.
When it’s just us, we don’t know what to talk about.”

“He’s a little chatterbox, | grant you.”

“Too little,” Elsie said, glancing at the kitchen
door, worriedly. “It's too late for him to be opening to
strangers, dear.”

“I'll check on him.”

Before he could leave the table, the door opened
and Thorny returned with a faun in tow.

“Vicar Chios?” Elsie asked.

“What's left of him,” the faun said. “It's a chiller
out there.” As if to underscore the point, his face was red
with cold and there was snow on his cape.

“The stove is on,” Nickaby said, “Seat yourself
and I'll fetch you some tea.”



“No thank you, this is official business.” The faun
mussed the fox pup between the ears. “Give us some
privacy like a good lad?”

“Yes sir.”

Chios watched until Thorny left and closed the
door behind him. “That's a fine young helper you have
there.”

“Yes, Vicar. That's Thorny. He’s a quick study
and always eager to please.”

“You’re lucky his parents let him work here.”

“His mother, actually, though I’'ve never met her.”
Nickaby settled back in his chair. “Thorny’s father died
about a month ago. They're poor but proud, not the sort
for taking for charity. Thorny wanted a job to bring in a
little extra cash. Well, you know me, Chios; | didn't
have much to do, but | found something to keep him
occupied. Sweeping here, washing some dishes there,
and once | asked him to take all the blankets out of the
cellar and put them in the attic. The next day | pretended
to change my mind and had him put them back below.
You get my meaning, friend. Anything to work around
that pride of his and justify some spare crescents.”

“Very thoughtful, no doubt. Yet it's past
midnight. Are those fair working hours for such a wee
lad?”



“Garn, Vicar, he’s not working. We’'re letting him
stay the night. It's too cold and dark out for a long
stretch of the legs, and besides he said his mum wouldn’t
mind.”

“No doubt,” the faun said, leaning forward.
“She’s dead.”

Nickaby dropped his knife. “Excuse me?”

“There was a fire about a month ago at the
Foxworth place. We thought everyone had died; Rufus,
Luna and the twins. Poor as river rats but good hearted
folks, generous with what they had and quick to lend a
paw.”

“Dead?” Elsie said, hanging on that word like a
cloak fixed on a peg. “They can’t be! They jusin’t
be!”

Chios sighed. “We dug through the ruins but only
found three sets of remains. We thought someone had
crawled away to die. We searched the surrounding area
for the body but found nothing. Then we started hearing
rumors of a fox pup living in alleys and huddling in
porches with only a blanket to keep warm.

Elsie buried her face in her paws and began to sob.
“No! Not our Thorny!”

Nickaby put an arm around his wife and
comforted her. “Lord have mercy!” he said. “The poor
lad! Any time | ask him how he is, he says ‘Fine, Mister



Otter, and how are you?’ Not a tear, not a sigh! Oh, the
poor, dear lad! Losing his folks...sleeping in alleys?
Not anymore, | daresay.”

Chios sighed. “He’s in shock. He’s blocked it out
completely. That’'s very dangerous, Nicky. He needs
help if he’s ever to dig the pain out and deal with it.”

“I'll do my best. What's your advice, Vicar?”

“You won't like it, Nicky. He’s a homeless
orphan with big problems. He needs to find a relative,
and if we can’t locate one soon, other arrangements will
have to be made.”

Elsie looked up. “You mean cart him off to an
orphanage?”

“Not ‘cart him off’ as you say. As a last resort,
The Crown offers a suitable environment in Willow Fork
for a young creature to live with supervision and
safety...”

“There’s more to life than supervision and safety,”
Nickaby retorted. “Not to be disrespectful at all, but if
you can’t find relatives, why not make some instead?
The wife and | are fond of him and we are gainfully
employed. We would gladly open our home to the lad.
He loves us. If he’s going to open up, it willbe You
saw my daughter Sally. She’s turned out well if | say so
myself.”

“Yes, a delightful girl.”



“Though he’s not my own blood, or even my own
kind, I'd love him no less. All I'm asking for is a
chance.”

Chios sighed deeply. “I know, Nicky, and that’s
what makes this so hard. You have a mortgage on the
Moon and Hare Inn. The law is quite clear on this.
Debtors cannot adopt.”

“But | never miss a payment, VicarNot a one!

It's not like | was poor, and besides when the wife and |
pass on, Thorny will have a legacy. Right now all he has
a jacket and a cap.”

“You’re not making this any easier,” Chios said,
biting his lip. “The law is the law and I'm sworn to
uphold it, pleasant or not.”

“This is ridiculous! Look, give me time to talk
with Lord Cutshaw. If we can come to some sort of
financial arrangement, will you help usHave a heart,
Vicar!”

“I do have a heart, Nicky, and I'll give you two
days. But you owe five years of payments. Lord
Cutshaw is a first rate fellow and he’s generous to the
poor, but | doubt he’ll write off that much money. Do
what you will do, but I'd advise you not to tell the lad
about this. It would be cruel to get his hopes up and then
leave him jack flat.”

“You speak to mef being cruel...”



Chios sighed and looked down. “Nicky, I've
never had a child of my own, but do understand.
Really, | do... | value your friendship and | try my best
to warrant it.”

“I know,” Nickaby said. “Don’t take this wrong,
Chios, but | need to be alone now. If you don’t mind...”

“I am so sorry, Nicky. If there’s anyway | can...”

“Please, Vicar...just go!

*k%k

After the Vicar left, Thorny came back blissfully
unaware of the situation. His appetite had wakened and
he looked to grab a last bite before turning in.

Nickaby said, “It's rather late and you'd best
finish up and get some rest.”

Elsie wrung her paws nervously but kept her
composure. “l was in the kitchen today when Thorny did
the dishes.”

“| bet he did a great job,” Nickaby said.

“Better than you, dear. | don’t think I've ever
seen dishes that clean before. | could see my face well
enough to groom myself.” She put a paw on Thorny’s
shoulder. “Just like a mirror. You're such a fine lad.”

The fox pup half smiled. “Thanks much. It's all
in how you dry them. That's what my mum says.”



Elsie turned away and gasped with emotion.
“Does she, now?”

Nickaby asked, “What’s the matter? Did | burn
the stew, dear?”

“No, Nicky.” She said, in a trembling voice. “The
stew is just fine. Fine.” She grabbed a napkin and
pressed it to her face, then rushed from the table and shut
herself in the office.

Thorny sat down his own knife. “Did | say
something wrong, Mister Otter?”

“No, son. Elsie’s rather fond of you, and when
you compare her with your dear mother, she gets all teary
eyed. Does are like that, you know. Especially with our
daughter grown and out of the house.”

Thorny stirred his porridge with his spoon idly,
then said, “I'm rather fond of Mrs. Otter too. And you
too, sir. You've been awfully nice to me.”

Nickaby managed a sad smile. “I'd like to be even
nicer to you. If you ever need my help, or you want
well-meaning advice, knock on my door anytime. |
realize your poor Daddy is in Aslan’s Country, and I'm
sure he’ll be happier...wall will...if there’s someone
that cares for you that will steer you in the right direction
and keep an eye on you the way he would have done.”



“| suppose so,” the fox pup said, pushing his bowl
away half full and getting up from the table. “May | be
excused, Sir?”

“Sure thing. [I'll get the green blanket and your
pillow.”

The old otter went to the linen closet and pulled
out enough trappings to make a decent bed. Then he
fashioned a crude cot and coverlet on the bench,
carefully smoothing out the wrinkles so that it would be
comfortable, and finished it with a pillow. He stood back
to observe his work. “How about that?”

“That’s fine,” Thorny said, “Good night, Mister
Otter.”

“Good night, lad.”

The otter started to walk away when the fox pup
said, “Are you sure Mrs. Otter will be all right?”

Nickaby stopped, turned, and regarded the furling
tenderly. He knelt and put his arms around Thorny,
holding him close and stroking his rusty head gently with
a paw. “Mrs. Otter will be fine. Just you make sure
you'll be all right. I'm used to having you underfoot.
Actually, it's more than that. | love you, and if | ever
lost you, I'd lose part of myself.”

Thorny laid his head against Nickaby’s and sighed
deeply. He said nothing...he did not have to.



*kk

Nickaby felt strange not being busy in the kitchen
during the early breakfast rush. He knew Elsie was
doing double duty while Thorny was pouring his heart
out to be as useful as he could be. Nickaby felt even
stranger walking down the pathway through the formal
gardens toward Cutshaw House. It was hard to believe
anyone in Byron lived that way, with marble benches
under well tended grape arbors, fountains and a
patchwork quilt of different colored flowers without a
dead head in sight.

Usually he enjoyed his infrequent tours of the
manor, but there was no joy in his heart as he fought to
keep himself erect and proud rather than slumped and
trembling.

As he passed through the massive oak doors and
entered a long hallway lined with dour portraits of
ancestors and armorial crests, he found it harder and
harder to keep his resolve and refrain from outright
begging.

At the end of the polished marble hall, Nickaby
saw Wilbur and Daisy Cutshaw with their little daughter
Nellie.



“Hi ho!” Wilbur said, looking up at him. “Well
met, Nicky! You're just in time to see Nellie’s first
steps!”

“Nice girl you have there,” Nickaby allowed.
“She’s cute as a button.”

“She has her mother’s eyes,” Wilbur said.

“She has her father’s spunk,” Daisy said, pointing
the small furling at Lord Cutshaw and saying, “Go to
daddy!”

The elfin otter toddled forward, arms outstretched,
and after a couple of halting steps forward she stumbled
into Wilbur’s waiting arms, giggling.

Lord Cutshaw looked up. “I doubt you came all
this way to see Nellie take a few steps.”

Nickaby nervously doffed his cap. “Yes, milord.
| mean, no, milord. It's about the Moon and Hare Inn.”

“No trouble, | hope?”

“Oh no, milord. Business is really booming.
What | was hoping is... | mean, what I'm getting at,
milord...Wilbur...”

“Well Nicky, what areyou getting at?”

“It's like you with the little lass. You love her, |
can tell. You understand how important the bond
between a father and child is.”

“Indeed | do.” He nodded at Daisy and she took
young Nellie from the room. “Nicky, you're trembling.”



“Begging your pardon, milord. | promised the
Missus that | wouldn’t beg, but milord...Wilbur...I'm
begging you! Help me!”

“Easy, you’re among friends. Speak your piece.”

“I want to adopt a furling.”

“I see.” Lord Cutshaw looked down for a
moment. “For days the Vicar told me about the fox pup
haunting the neighborhood. | saw him once myself and
had Hesslett take him a hot tea and some raspberry tarts,
but he ran away.”

“You saw him?” Nickaby nervously crushed his
cap in his paws. “His name is Thornton Foxworth. The
wife and | call him Thorny. He came to us looking for
odd jobs. | was going to give him a few crescents. |
gave him my heart. Elsie and | love him, and he loves us
too. And he’s so easy to love, Wilbur. Every kindness
you give him he pays back tenfold. Such a good hearted
lad, and so in need of love. We can give him that love.”

“And you want to cancel the debt.”

“Not cancel it, milord. I'm so grateful to your
family for rescuing us. Your father was a friend in need,
and you are too. I'm looking forward to paying off the
loan and in five more years it will be paid in full. But
Thorny doesn't have five years. He only has two days.
If I can’t gain custody by then, he’ll be bundled off to
Willow Fork!” Nickaby sighed. “Isn’t there some way it



could be a gift, and investment, any other sort of
arrangement just to grant us clearance?”

Wilbur laid a paw on his shoulder. *“l thought
about that. Really I did. But it's dishonest doings, and
that’s no climate to raise an honest child.”

Nickaby’'s eyes filled with tears. “Then you're
condemning him to death! Not his body but his heart!
It's me he loves, and I'm all he has left! For one moment
don’t be Lord Cutshaw, or even Colonel. Be Wilbur for
me. I'm desperate. I'll do anything!”

“Anything?”

“Anything. Just ask.”
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Elsie Otter went to answer the door, her face
drawn with worry. Nickaby stood there, battered cap in
his paws.

“Back so soon, dear?” She searched Nickaby’s
eyes for some clue.

“Yes. Not much to say.”

“How did it go??”

“It won’t be the end of the world if his last name
isn’t Otter. Not that it fit him, you know.”

“Then we’ve lost him...”



Nickaby could no longer stand keeping her in
suspense. He threw his arms about her. “We're not
going to lose him, Elsie! Old Blood-and-Guts is going
out on a limb for us!”

“Nicky, are you sure he’s ours? Are you sure?”

“Yes, dear. He’s going to adopt Thorny, but we
are going to raise him. We are not to tell Thorny...in
fact we’re not to tell anyone.”

“It doesn’t matter. | don’t want a piece of paper, |
want a son.”

“Ason. A fox son. Our son Thorny! Think about
it, Elsie! | hope you're ready to be a mommy again!”

She breathed a great sigh. “For him | would be
ready. Thank you, Lord!”

*k%k

Thorny left the kitchen. “I've finished the dishes,
Mr. Otter.”

“| see you have. Well | have one more thing for
you to do before lunch.”

“Yes sir?”

“Here’s the key to Room 22. | want you to go
upstairs and get it ready for a very special guest.”

“Who’s coming, Mr. Otter? Anyone I've heard
of?”



“You've met him before. His name is Thornton
Foxworth.”

He thought a moment, then said, “Me?”

“Yes, you. It is your home away from home, and
when you need a place to go...no questions asked...you
may go there to sleep or be alone or whatever your heart
desires.”

The fox pup looked intently into Nickaby’s eyes.
“How much is it going to cost me?”

“Let’'s see. You know my saying...all services
strictly for cash?”

“No credit allowed,” Thorny said.

“However, for Room 22 we’ll take either cash or
love. You don’'t have much cash, but | think you have
some love tucked away in your heart. Care to spend it on
a couple of old otters that think the world of you?”

Thorny was scarcely able to contain himself.
“You know | love you!” He grabbed Nickaby in a
crushing hug.

“And if you want to stay about for meals, you
know when we eat. Just let us know to set another
place.”

“Whenever | choose?”

“Whenever you choose. No questions asked.”

“Thanks much, Mister Otter. You too, Mrs. Otter.
| don’t know what to say!”



“You can start by calling us Nickaby and Elsie.”

“Yes sir!”

Thorny took the key, admiring it like a great
treasure. It had been hung from a cord like a pendant and
the fox put it around his neck where it hung right over his
heart.

“Take good care of it,” Nickaby said, resting a
paw on his shoulder.

“I promise,” he said, looking into the otter’'s deep
hazel eyes. “Do you have a moment...Nickaby?”

“Of course lad. What’s on your mind?”

Thorny stood stock still for a moment, the look in
his eyes too painful for words. Then he turned to leave.

Nickaby said, “I once had a little girl named Sally.
She could tell me anything,. Anything at all. When she
had something on her mind, she would unburden herself
on me and it made her feel better.”

The fox turned and looked at each of them. His
ears slowly lowered and his tail slumped.

Nickaby gently stroked his face with a paw.
“You can do it, son. There’s nothing you’re going to tell
me that will get you in trouble or make me dislike you.”

“Mister Otter? Nickaby? | told you about my
father, didn’t 1?”



“Yes, son. | never met Rufus Foxworth, but if
he’s anything like you, | know he’s with Aslan right
now.”

“My brother's name is Willie,” the fox said
slowly, as if the words hurt coming out.

“I like that name. | like it a lot.” Nickaby took
Thorny’s paw in his own and gave it a little squeeze.
“What is your mother’'s name?”

Thorny's eyes began to flood with tears and his
chin trembled.

“You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to,”
Elsie said.

Thorny’s mouth opened as if about to say
something. He stared at the otters for a moment, then
turned and headed for the stairs.

“Maybe this isn’t the right time,” Nickaby said.
“When you're ready, I'll be here.”

Thorny paused at the foot of the stairs. He
whimpered softly, then raised his paws slowly to his
face. “Her name,” he said in a trembling voice, “is Luna.
Luna Foxworth.” His hackles raised and his whole body
shook.

“Thorny??” Elsie cried.

“Mommal!!” The fox drew in a deep breath and let
it out in a piercing scream, collapsing at the foot of the



stairs. He lay tightly balled up, gasping in breaths and
screaming.

Nickaby lifted him up and put his arms about him
tightly. “Thorny, I'm sorry! I'm sorry!” He held him
tightly until the poison of denial had worked its way out
of his heart. The fox leaned his face against the otter’s
and he moaned softly.

Nickaby cradled him gently in his arms and kissed
his tearful face. *“I can’t imagine how you must feel. |
wish | could bring them back, lad, | swear | do. But
come what may, Elsie and | love you very much. We’'ll
help you build a new life with us. It will be different, but
it can still be happy.

You will live here with us and you’ll never be lonely
again. Now you hop upstairs and take a look at your new
lodgings. We’ll have you some fresh bedclothes and a
basin of water and some candles in a wink. Anything
else you need, just ask.”

“Do | have to go right now?”

“No,” Nickaby cooed, stroking his face tenderly,
“You have all the time in the world.”
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When Thorny was able, Nickaby and Elsie went
with him to the ruins of the old cabin to cry and
reminisce and plant three red roses about the stone
chimney for the three lives lost. Thorny returned the
following spring to add another red rose for himself,
along with two white roses for Nickaby and Elsie Otter.
There was never a paper to call them a family, but then
families are not made from paper. Over time, the rose
bushes merged into one, the glory of life renewed among
the ashes of past dreams.



THE PERFECT GIFT
As Related by Faun Chios

A LONE FOX BRAVED THE BITTER DECEMBER
wind. The leaden sky threatened snow, and most folk
kept warm indoors, but not Thornton Foxworth. | had
sent him to see my Uncle Erastos.

Thorny never had time to study the gentle arts for
he had worked from a very early age. He needed help,
quickly, badly, a help I knew only my Uncle could
provide.

Thorny found the dancing lawn snowy, silent and
empty except for one very old faun who used a staff to
help him get about.

Was that him? How could that old relic teach
dancing, and in the sharp teeth of inclement weather?
Thorny’s expectations were low to begin with, and the
sight of my uncle leaning on his staff, plunged them even
lower.



He timidly approached the faun. "Please sir, your
nephew Chios sent me here. Can you...| mean will
you...teach me to dance?"

Erastos glared at the fox. “Why do you want to
know?"

Thorny shifted uncomfortably in the scrutiny of
his baleful stare. “There is this vixen, Clara, that I've
invited to the Christmas Ball..."

Erastos heaved a sigh. “As | suspected. You want
to impress her, right? Sweep her off her feet? Son, that
Is not dance to me. Find yourself another teacher!”

“No,” Thorny said urgently, “it's not like that!
Not at all! | am poor and uneducated. It doesn't take
much learning to see that. My love words are awkward,
and all I know about is waiting tables and washing
dishes. Clara is a fine lady, so wise and graceful, and
when | see her dance | feel like I'm in a waking dream. |
ache to hold her in my arms.”

Erastos’ face softened. “lI see. This sounds
serious.”

“Oh sir, 1 would gladly spend my life with her, but
I’'m sure I'll only get to hold her once. She has so many
wealthy and educated suitors, and they guard all the
doors to her heart. But when | asked her to be my date
for the Christmas Ball she accepteldivas stunned!lt's
the greatest thing that ever happened to me and | want it



to be perfect in every way. | want it to be something |
can remember when I'm old and alone and feel like I've
really lived." Thorny looked down. "I may be ignorant
about many things, but | know what loneliness is. And
since | saw her, | know what happiness Bease help
mer

Erastos laid a hand on Thorny’s shoulder and gave
him a little pat. “I see a poet lurking inside you. I'm
always a patron of lost causes and poets. My nephew
was right to send you here, but please understand; | had
to make sure you were worthy to receive this gift.”

This puzzled the fox. "Is it such a secret that you
guard it so jealously?"

“You will understand. Dance for me, son.”
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The faun lifted his mahogany flute and began to
play. At first Thornton moved stiffly and awkwardly.
Then as the melody took hold in him and began to grow
and flourish, all the conflicting voices in his head, the
clamor of confusion and self doubt, gave way to one
clear melody of incredible beauty.

He blinked his eyes, unable to believe what was
happening. Spring had heard the tender yearnings of the
sleeping blossoms, the cries of the threadbare meadows,



the mournful whispers of the barren trees. Spring had
come to wipe away the tears of winter and cajole the
weeping birds to song.

As the wind made the trees nod and sway he
became one with it, nodding and swaying in time. He
floated with the white clouds, realizing that nature had a
rhythm and he could dance to it. He embraced it in his
soul as he danced, not clumsy as before but in perfect
oneness with all creation.

Clara peeked shyly from the willows, a coy smile
lighting her lovely countenance. Then with a rush she
came to him like springtime, like the first blush of red on
the roses. He bowed to her, took her in his arms and
pressed her close. With triumphant joy he lofted her as if
she were an autumn leaf. How alive and warm she was
in his arms!

Drunk with happiness, he danced about in the
tender shelter of her embrace. All at once the whole of
nature was suffused with saffron-hued warmth, and her
languid eyes sparkled with innocent mirth.

The clover soft beneath their feet perfumed the
meadow with its honey. Swallows swung and soared
about them in giddy rapture. Panting with revelry, Clara
clung to him as a vine to the arbor. Her smile was a wine
that warmed his heart. He gazed into her hazel eyes and
trembled with love.



At that one perfect moment, Thorny’s heart could
have stilled, his breath quenched, and yet his whole
dreary life would have been worthwhile.

Then the music stopped. Clara had disappeared
and the brief April fled before the harsh jealousy of
December.
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Thorny trembled, and not from the cold. “Oh, that
was wonderful! But did it have to end so soon?"

Erastos sighed deeply. “That is all | had.”

“You mean the magic won’t work twice?”

“It's no longer my magic. Can’t you tell?”

Thorny did feel different. He felt graceful and
more passionate about life than he did before. He could
also sense that the old faun was somehow more frail,
more empty of vitality than he was before. The
bittersweet enormity of the gift made him gasp. “You
gave all that up...for me?”

Erastos leaned on his staff as if to underscore his
words. “In this old body all my memories could do is
gather dust and fade away. In you they will prosper and
inspire the glory of young love.”

Thorny was aghast. “l cannot take them from
you! They're yours! It wouldn’t be right!"



"You didn't take them; | gave them to you.
Besides, | still have my music. Now go and have your
happy Christmas, son.”

"l already have," the fox said, embracing him
tightly. Thorny’s heart was so full of love and joy that
he scarcely noticed the bitter wind. The kiss of
Springtime lived on in him and the lonely Winter would
never blot it out.

And that is the story of the perfect gift, the gift of
one’s own self.

All went well, and | had the honor of joining
Thorny and Clara in marriage. But that, my friends, is
another story.



TIT FOR TAT
How Buck Met Bramble

JASMINE BADGER WAS RIFLING THROUGH THE
kitchen, urgently seeking her prized cache of cane sugar.
As an imported good, it was already valuable, but finding
this hidden treasure obsessed her far beyond its face
value. She had seen it only yesterday so it had to be
somewhereyet it wasn’'t anywhere.In her growing
frustration she left boxes and bottles and packets strewn
across the kitchen counter, drawers hanging open, and
tea towels lying in a heap. It was the second time that
week she had lost track of something important and that
nearly drove her to distraction. “Bucky,” she said at last,
“are you quite surgou didn’t borrow it?”

“No, Mum. I'm quite suré

Young Buckthorn Badger was busy helping his
mother look as earnestly as he could, but he was only
peering into places Jasmine had already searched. And



his efforts only yielded some spilled cloves and a
chipped vase.

Oakley Badger called downstairs. “Dearest, when
is breakfast going to be done?”

“If you're lucky, sometime today!”

Oakley was taken aback by her angry tone. “My
my, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed.
And it wasn’t me.”

Jasmine sighed. “I'm looking for the cane sugar.
You haven't seen it, have you love?”

“Not lately.”

“Then | must go through everything again, this
time in an orderly manner from left to right and leaving
no stone unturned.” Jasmine put her head in her paws.
“Oakley, dear,please take Bucky to work with you
today.”

“Jasmine...sweetheart...dear...” He put his paw
to the side of his face as if feeling for an idea. “We've
had this discussion before. My work is too dangerous to
have such a small furling hanging about. He could fall in
an open pit or step on a nail.”

“Well my kitchen is dangerous too,” she answered
with an exasperated expression. “It's getting deadlier by
the minute.”

“Jasmine! Not even in jest...”



She sighed again. “I'm sorry, love. | didn’'t mean
to shout, but you keep your workshop running smoothly.
The kitchen ismy workshop, and | can’'t get my work
done. It's bad enough that | can’t find the cane sugar,
but with Bucky helping me look for it, I'm...” She
stopped, looking down at her son who had quietly crept
into the room. She had no idea how much he’d heard,
but his glum expression was not a good sign. “Bucky,
my son, | love you more than anything, but when | have
three things going on the stove and two more on the
counter, | need my concentration and my space. Must
you stay underfoot while I'm busy?”

“I was just trying to help,” Buck said, looking
down. “You wouldn’t have to be so busy if you'd give
me some of the work. | could roll out the dough. You
said no one could roll out dough like me...”

“I know, sweetie. | know.” Jasmine sighed.
“Mum doesn’t want to be upset with her little tookie.
But you need to be outside. When Oakley was your age,
he was out fishing and skipping rocks and getting some
sunlight.”

“True enough,” Oakley said. “Of course | grew up
in a large family. | always had folk to play with. It's
harder when you're an only child.” He rested a paw on
Buck’s shoulder. “How about your friends? You have
Violet and Heather...”



“Those are girls,” Buck said. “They just want to
talk about girl stuff.”

“Oh. But surely you have other friends you can
play with?” Oakley waited for a response for a painfully
long pause, then shook his head. “Don’t you?”

“Not a one,” Buck said. He turned to Jasmine.
“Mum, | promise not to break things or spill things. I'll
be good, really!”

Jasmine’s tense features melted and she tenderly
put her arms around him and gave him a little squeeze.
“Bucky, I'm not angry. Not anymore. But please try to
understand...”

Oakley went to the basin to wash up. “Look, son,
your mother’s right. You need other friends your age.
Not just to keep you busy but for your own good. |
learned a lot of life’s great lessons from having brothers
and sisters to share with and play with...and sometimes
just tolerate. Maybe you don’t have brothers and sisters,
but there are plenty of furlings your age running about.
You won'’t find them in here, so as soon as we finish
breakfast, you're going to go out in that big beautiful
world and enjoy yourself.”

“Oh dad, must I?”

“You're going to have fun outdoors, and that's
that. Now wash up for breakfast.”



*kk

Buck went into exile out by Silver Creek sailing
his toy boat. Though he had been a bit much to handle
lately, Oakley and Jasmine loved him very much and
they bought him the best toy boat money could buy. It
was a splendid craft, and yet Buck felt let down. He
would have even rather heard Violet and Heather talking
about girl stuff than to be left alone with his thoughts,
even if the boat did have real silk rigging. That's when a
fox pup happened along with a fishing pole.

The badger watched him for a bit as he attached
his line and settled down comfortably on the bank. He
searched for something wonderful to say to make a good
first impression, but all he could summon from the muses
was, “Are you going fishing?”

The fox looked about. “Fishing? Garn, that’s for
ordinary folk. I'm angling. I'm an expert angler.”

“It sure looks like fishing.”

“It would to you. It takes real skill to be an
angler.”

The fox put in his pole and waited patiently,
glancing from time to time at the badger and his nice
boat. The badger looked back at him oddly from time to
time, as if he were debating what to say, if anything.

“Am | bothering you?” the fox asked at last.



“No, not a bit. | was just curious. You must be an
expert angler to catch fish without bait. We ordinary folk
put a worm on the hook.”

The fox was disconcerted. “Eww! Why do you
want to do that?”

“Because the fish won't bite unless you do. That's
what my mum says.”

“What do girls know about fishing?”

“My mum knows everything...except where she
left the cane sugar.” Buck lifted a large rock carefully
with a stick, and when he saw it was safe to handle, he
dug in the mud with his paws. As he scooped out the

dark mud out in runny lumps he looked up. “I'm
Buckthorn, but you may call me Buck.”
The fox nodded. *“I'm Bramblewood, but my

friends call me Bramble.” His tail twitched. “Pardon me
if 1 don’t shake paws.”

Buck thought a moment, then looked at his muddy
paws. “Oh!” He laughed. Like all badgers, his laughter
was quiet but made one feel warm all over. “My my,
look at all the worms! Here’s a nice big one!” He held
up his squirming prize, still earthy and slimy. Without
flinching he stuck the worm on Bramble’s hook. “Now
you’ll angle much better.”

Bramble gritted his teeth and his ears went back as
he watched the worm squirm on the hook. To see him



“angle”, one wouldn’t think he’d become a great fisher
someday. But at the moment he wanted to do something
else...anything else. He lowered the pole and
unfortunate worm into the grass and glanced back at
Buck’s prize toy.

“Would you mind if | played with your boat for a
while?”

“Well, 1 only have one, and I'd rather not if it'’s all
the same to you.”

Of course it wasn’t all the same to Bramble, but he
got the hint. “Well then, how about we trade? You let
me play with the boat for awhile and I'll...I'll let you
climb up to my tree house.”

Buck brightened at once. “A tree house? Where
is it?”

“Oh just down a ways.”

“It's a deal! Bramble, can | see the tree house
first, then you play with the boat?”

The fox pup was shrewd. “See the tree house
first? Is that a jape? We’'re here already, and if we go to
the tree house first, we’ll be making two extra trips.”

Buck had to nod in agreement and he handed over
the boat. The fox took it gingerly, looking at it in awe.
“Garn, it even has a little anchor chain and rigging and
everything. It's even better than the one in Bellie’s



Tackle Shop!” He scratched his cheek ruff. “No battle
flags, though.”

“It's not a war ship. It carries cargo. You
know...boxes.”

“How very exciting,” the fox said flatly. Then he
brightened. “Yes, boxes, but it’s a trick! All those boxes
are full of sailors armed to the teeth. When pirates come
on board thinking she’s an easy prize, everyone springs
out and takes them on with daggers and sabers and
truncheons! Oh it would be so awful!

The grin creeping across his face said it would be
simply wonderful

Buck was about to correct the fox, but the more he
thought about it, the more exciting it seemed. “It's a
secret. Don't tell anyone.” He quietly wondered how
Bramble could cringe at putting a muddy worm on a
hook one moment and speak of running pirates through
the next. Then it occurred to him that pirates deserve it
while worms mainly mind their own business. Badgers
are rather logical creatures, you know.

Bramble tried out the boat. And he tried it. And
he tried it. After several minutes passed, Buck got antsy
just watching the fox pup play with his boat, occasionally
pausing to fence with imaginary pirates using his fishing
pole sword. That was not safe at all, especially since the
hook was still swinging free on the line worm and all.



Then, in a moment of ultimate peril, Bramble swung his
blade wide to drive back the enemy and whacked Buck
soundly across the side of his head.

“Is it a nice tree house?” Buck asked, rubbing his
ear. “When can we go see it?”

Bramble could see his turn was more than up, and
he handed back the boat. Then he took the badger to a
nearby oak tree and pointed. “It's up there.”

Buck put his paw above his eyes and strained to
make out some structure, no matter how small. “I don’t
see it.”

“Well,” Bramble said in a tone of resignation, “I
call it my tree house. I've been up there. Many times.
Honest.”

The badger glared at him. “You...you lied to me.”

“Me?” The fox was taken about.

“Look...Buck...that’'s your name, right? | didn’t
exactly lie to you. | was planning on building one there
anyway. You meet me here tomorrow noon and Il
build you one. | promise.”

The badger considered his promises. Something
deep inside told him that he would never see a tree
house, and if he did it wouldn’t be built by that scruffy
little took. “Whatever you say, Bramblewood.”

The fox pup winced a bit. “My friends just call
me Bramble.”



Buck was not so sure he was the fox’s friend, but
he said, “All right...Bramble. Tomorrow at noon.”

*k%k

Oakley saw Buckthorn come trudging in like a
prisoner marching to the rock quarry. He felt a stab of
guilt at forcing his son outside.

“Well, son, what have you been up to?”

“Nothing much.”

“You've been gone all day. Didn'anything
interesting happen?”

“Well 1 met a fox named Bramblewood. He
promised me he’s going to build a tree house tomorrow
at noon.”

“A tree house?” Oakley scratched his head. “You
don’t sound very excited about it.”

“If I see him build one, I'll get excited about it,”
Buck said skeptically.

“Atree house...” Oakley nodded sternly. “That’s
a big job. A very important job. | hope this
Bramblewood knows what he’s doing.”

“Do you think we shouldn’t do it?”

Oakley put an arm around Buck’s shoulder. “My
boy, | think you should. You and your little fox friend
made an arrangement, and it's important to keep your



arrangements. It's a matter of honor. We badgers are
always as good as our word.”

“But not always foxes?”

“I wouldn’t say that. You do have a nice toy boat.
Maybe this Bramblewood chap doesn’t have things as
nice as ours. We're really very lucky, you know.”

“I never thought about that. He did look kind of
scruffy.”

“Scruffy on the outside doesn’t always mean
scruffy on the inside,” Oakley said, giving Buck a pat on
the back. “Somehow I think he’s going to keep his word.
Always look for the best in folk, and chances are you'll
find it.”

*k%k

After a poor night's sleep, Buck ate a quick
breakfast, and headed out of the house without prompting
from Mum or Dad. And hoping against hope to find
Bramblewood and some timbers, Buck hurried out of
town all the way down to Silver Creek Park. He quickly
identified the spot where he had gone fishing, and then
did his best to locate the tree Bramble had shown him.
He came across a large oak tree with several promising
branches that would make a splendid platform for his
adventures. “No wonder he called it his tree house.”



Yes, he arrived way before noon, but he didn’'t care. His
mood had improved and he was willing to concede that
he’d been too harsh on Bramblewood and that the fox
pup was only trying to be friends.

And so he sat and waited, and he stood about and
waited, and he walked around and waited some more.
And as the minutes and hours trudged by the sun crept up
higher and higher in the sky and the cool of morning
slowly surrendered to the heat of the day. And he kept
right on waiting.

When he’'d nearly given up hope, Buck heard
approaching footsteps and his heart leaped. “He’s
coming!” the badger said to himself, all elated. For a
moment he wondered if he should be angry if Bramble
didn’t bring lumber for the tree house. Clearly he did not
want to be angry. He was in a forgiving mood. “If he
has a good excuse,” Buck thought, “I'll tell him it’s all
right.”

The badger's moment of generosity was spoiled
when two otter pups happened by, fishing poles slung
over one shoulder and baskets hanging from the other.
Buck’s heart sank. “Ahoy, fellows, what'cha up to?”

The otter pups looked one at another. “Can't tell
you,” one said. “It's a secret mission.”

“Garn, you're tugging my tail’” Buck said,
laughing self-consciously.



“We have room for one more,” the other otter said.
“Come with us.”

By now Buck’s patience with the fox had gotten
shorter, even as the tree’s shadow dwindled beneath the
sun’s zenith. He wavered for a moment, but remembered
his father’'s words. He had to uphold a badger’s honor.

“Maybe next time. Good luck to you.”

They waved and went on. Buck watched them
until he could no longer see them, then listened carefully
until he could no longer hear them. And still there was
no fox. And he was achingly sure there would be no fox.
“It was all a big lie,” Buck muttered. “Always look for
the best in folk, hmm? Rubbish and rot!”

The badger felt sick inside and thought briefly of
making his own tree house, but realized even if he could
get the timbers and rope that it wouldn’t be very fun up
there all by himself.

Then when he was about to leave, he heard a
shout. “Over here!” It was Bramble in the top of a
different oak tree. “You got the wrong tree! Ahoy!”

Buck felt warm and tingly all over. “Bramblewood!
Bramblewood, is that you?”

“Bramble My friends call méBramble”

“Yes, Bramble!” Buck was definitely his friend.



There were a few odd boards and some twine
scattered about at the base of the tree. The only way up
was a spindly rope. Hardly the things to inspire
confidence, especially since the tree was so tall. But that
didn’t matter. Bramble had kept his word, and that was
the most important bit.

And just as he headed over to climb the makeshift
ladder, along came Oakley with a barrow holding lots of
stout timbers and a couple of coils of rope. “If you're
going to do it, do it right.”

Bramble hurried down. “Wow we wow wow!”
There were no nail holes in the boards. The rope was
fresh and smelled like new-mown hay. In short it was all
brand new. It also must be worth a fortune. He looked
up at Oakley, his ears lowering. “How much is all this
going to cost me? | have a couple of crescents saved,
and | get a crescent a week for my allowance. It would
take some time, but...”

A crescent wouldn’t have even paid for half of one
of the coils of rope. But the fact he was going to give up
something as dear as his allowance to build a tree house
for Buck touched Oakley and he smiled. “Money?
Bosh! How about a big hug instead?”

“Of course!” Bramble said, embracing Oakley.
“Thanks much, Mr. Badger!”



In the years to come, it was revealed that Bramble,
who was very poor, had to scrounge his motley pile of
supplies from the dump behind the Moon and Hare Inn.
Foxes, like badgers, have a strong sense of honor and a
large heart.

*k%k

Late that evening as the sun sank low in the sky
and supper was put on the table, in came Buck a bit late.
Jasmine looked up. “Bucky, you're behind your time.”

“Sorry, Mum. | was busy with a big important
project.”

“Oh my, a big important project!” She glanced
over at Oakley with a coy smile. “l wonder what that
could be?”

Oakley nodded. “It's an engineering job. Seems
my son is following in my footsteps.”

That was the first time Buck was late for supper,
but it wasn’t the last. And that was fine by Mr. and Mrs.
Badger. Oakley settled back in his chair and sighed
contentedly. “So Bucky, tell us all about it...”



EVE OF THE CHRISTMAS

IT WAS LATE CHRISTMAS EVE NIGHT WHEN
Clara Foxworth sat on the side of the bed and lifted her
young kits Bramble and Star beside her.

“What story are you going to tell tonight?”
Bramble asked.

“It's Christmas Eve, so I'm going to tell you a
story about Father Christmas.”

“Is it a true story?”

“As true as they come.” Clara put her arms about
her furlings and as they settled into her warm embrace
she began to speak.

“Long, long ago, back when the world began,
there were two humans that came here as King and
Queen. You remember them, right?

“Frank and Helen” Star said. She was quite good
at history, like her mother.

“Indeed. And in the world they came from, a
long, long time before then, there was a kindly man



named Nicholas. He used to bring gifts to the children in
his village once a year on the Great Feast Day of Aslan.
He never had children of his own, but everyone loved
him so he was never lonely.

“One Christmas Eve when he had grown quite old,
an angel appeared to him and gave him a choice between
going to Aslan’s Country and eternal bliss or being given
all the children in the world to give presents to on
Christmas Eve Night every year until the world ended.

“Now Aslan’s Country is a splendid place, and
making gifts for all the children is hard work, even when
your heart is in it. Still it did not take him long to decide,
for he was a kindly man and thought of all the
disappointed children he would leave. He couldn’t let
that happen, not on the holiest night of the year. And so
he took a solemn oath that every worthy son of Adam
and Daughter of Eve that asked him for a gift would
receive one on Christmas Eve night. At that moment he
became immortal like the sun and moon.

“When Frank and Helen became Narnian, they
celebrated the longest night and shortest day of the year
as their Christmas in a new land, and out of the desire to
have a bit of home with them, they thought it would be
fun to write a letter to Saint Nicholas...that's Father
Christmas...just like they were wont to do. Then they
sat it by the fireplace.”



“Just like me!” Bramble said.

“Who’s telling this story, you or me?” Clara
smiled and touched Bramble’'s nose. “Well old Saint
Nick was going down his list he saw added to the bottom
a note to bring Frank a red woolen scarf and Helen a
sewing machine...in Narnia.

“He had never heard of Narnia. He went to his
friend Father Time who made it possible for him to
deliver so many gifts across the world in one night.
Father Time, being a very wise and ancient being, was
aware of Narnia, and he made it possible for Nicholas to
stop at Castle Cavarnon and deliver the presents.”

Star asked, “Have you ever seen Castle Cavarnon,
Mum?”

“No living eyes but Aslan’s have seen it,” Clara
said. “It was the first Cair Paravel and it crumbled into
dust before my father's day or his father's or indeed
many, many fathers far removed.

“There was a fox pup that lived in the castle with
Frank and Helen. He was very much like you, Bramble.
His name was Tod.”

Bramblewood asked, “Like in the song, Dear
Toddy Red?”

“Yes, the same Dear Toddy Red. And when he
asked Saint Nicholas what he was getting for Christmas,