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There is magic in all rivers …

 



Chapter One

Across The Saddle

 


It was one of those late afternoons in mid
summer when nothing seemed more important than just doing nothing.
Well, nothing in particular that is.

If anyone had seen the Beaver sprawled by
the river bank on his back, they would no doubt have thought him a
very lazy creature. Only an occasional swat at a nosy bee betrayed
any life in him at all. His ample belly protruded like an anthill
from the grass — a reminder, as if he cared at that moment, of the
algae diet he had resolved to start that very morning.

Even though his eyes were squeezed shut
against the dappled sunlight, however, the Beaver was anything but
closed to the world around him. His sharp sense of smell had picked
up the scent of rain long before rumbles from above announced the
coming storm.

Likewise, he was alert to every sound. The
drone of a million insects. The calls of birds echoing through the
thicket of sycamore, walnut and willow trees around him. And
running through it all, the trickling waterfall that had been his
comfort and joy for as long as he could remember.

He thought about getting up and doing
something. After all, he prided himself on being an animal who
didn’t waste time. There were always errands and jobs to do around
his home, and he rarely needed an excuse to take a healthy walk
along the meandering path upstream to inspect for litter and other
debris blocking the current.

It was altogether too tempting though to
surrender to the humid air and leave his nose and ears to keep
track of the state of things. And so he sank back into a daydream
about the crystal clear pools and endless shoals of fish he’d heard
about when he was a cub. Could such places ever have existed? Or
were they only the stuff of tales told in a warm burrow on winter’s
evenings?

Suddenly, an unfamiliar sound caught his
attention — the shrill cadence of a small voice singing somewhat
off key — and it did what none of the other sounds had been able to
do. It made him sit up. The Beaver rubbed his eyes with his paws
and then looked up and down the valley for the source of this
strange interruption.

Nearer it came, the high-pitched wailing,
until the Beaver thought he might be well advised to dive into the
water and head for the safety of home. Just as he was about to make
a move he saw a tuft of black and white fur. At first all he could
see was this plume bobbing like a headdress along the path between
the reeds. And then, emerging from the undergrowth, came a nose
even more pointed than his own and two eyes as shiny as slivers of
obsidian.

“Hello there,” said the stranger.

“Hi to you too,” the Beaver replied, adding
after a pause: “You gave me quite scare with that noise you were
making.”

“Well, if a body can’t holler away his
troubles,” came the response, “what’s the good of having a voice? A
song’s not a song unless it’s sung.”

The Beaver thought it better not to pursue
that subject, and sat contemplating the new arrival with his black
and white coat so different from Beaver’s own camouflage of
brown.

“Don’t see many skunks down this way,” he
said at last by way of making conversation.

“You wouldn’t see this one neither,” the
Skunk said, “if it weren’t for a near death experience on the other
side of that gully over there.”

“Oh, how come?”

“Just minding my own business, crossing over
the saddle from the valley yonder. Before I knew it there was a
whoosh and a rumble and a grating and commotion like a chorus of
owls hooting. Before I could get out of the way, something hard and
gleaming thumped into me. It’s no fun to find yourself
somersaulting through a clump of cactus, and that’s a fact.”

“What an ordeal,” the Beaver agreed.

“You’re telling me. Lucky to be alive I am.
No broken bones anyway. But I couldn’t tell up from down for a few
minutes. That accounts for my wandering thisaway. Look at me, I’m a
mess. Darn it, and rain coming too.”

The Skunk did indeed look somewhat shaken,
and hospitality being the code of the river the Beaver felt duty
bound to offer some help.

“I live just over there,” he said, pointing
a paw in the direction of a short jetty of logs jutting out from
the bank on the opposite side of the river. “You’d be most welcome
to come in and rest up.”

“Mighty obliged,” the Skunk returned. “I
just might do that if it’s all the same to you.”

Beaver led his new acquaintance along a
rough path towards the jetty, increasingly aware of the muttering
welling up in his wake. There followed a sighing and a tuttering
and finally the Skunk stopped in his tracks and squinted at the
lodge of stacked poles and surrounding thicket coming into view
beside the jetty.

“It’s a bit rough,” said his companion,
thinking that his homestead was not meeting approval. “But
BeaVista, as we call it, is sturdy and comfortable, and has served
the needs of generations. Not to mention their occasional
guests.”

The Skunk seemed not to hear, for he ignored
the Beaver and just stared ahead as if something highly improbable
were facing him. Something like a jaguar perhaps, or an ocelot, or
an unknown creature from far beyond.

“You must think I’m a bird,” he announced
after a pause.

The Beaver didn’t know what to say to that.
Living the fairly solitary life that he did, he was not used to
brainteasers. For a start, he was not used to being told what he
thought, and certainly not when he wasn’t thinking it anyway.

“A bird? That hadn’t actually entered my
head,” the Beaver said. “I mean, you don’t look like a bird. And if
I may say so without causing offense, you don’t sing like a bird.
You don’t have wings, do you?”

“Of course I don’t have wings.” The Skunk
seemed a little exasperated. “I simply mean how do I get there from
here?”

“Well, obviously …” the Beaver began. But
then he stopped. In all his days living by the river, he’d never
thought once about how to get from one side to the other. It seemed
as clear as a June sky. Simply slither in among those delightful
bubbles and then bob and weave until you emerged in the rushes on
the far bank. What could be easier? What could be more
refreshing?

But, as he studied his visitor’s frowning
muzzle, it dawned on the Beaver that not all creatures might see
things his way. Now that he considered it, he’d seen some mighty
skittish rabbits hopping gingerly around puddles when the river was
in flood. And so the Beaver changed his tune.

“Oh, I see. The water. You’re not a swimmer
then?”

“Not a swimmer nor a sky hawk neither,” came
the reply. “I don’t swim. I don’t soar. I don’t tunnel. Skunks are
land folk. They keep their four feet on the good earth, unless
they’re knocked head over tail into thorns they do anyway.”

The Beaver looked around for a solution, and
it didn’t take him long to come up with one. Years before, there
had been a family of coyotes living in a cave not far away, and
coyotes being natural born wanderers they had a yearning to cross
the river at all times of day and night.

Water not being their preferred element any
more than it was the Skunk’s, they had taken over a contraption
prospectors had rigged up using a wire cable threaded through
pulleys attached to the cliffs. With the aid of a sort of bucket
dangling below the cable, the prospectors had been able to haul
themselves and their equipment back and forth above the river. The
prospectors left when they could no longer rely on the gleam of
gold flakes in the sandy crevices of the rapids. The coyotes were
only too glad to move in to the abandoned neighborhood.

“Can’t leave anything alone, coyotes,” the
Beaver remembered his father saying. Too clever for their own
good, had been the paternal verdict when the cable got stuck
once and stranded a couple of cubs over midstream. Still, it might
be just the thing for present needs.

It took some persuading from the Beaver, all
the same. The Skunk was still grumbling as he climbed up the rough
rock steps to the ledge where the bucket perched.

“Now you just get in and pull on the cable
and it will take you across,” the Beaver instructed from below.

“Easy for you to say,” the Skunk shouted
down.

As he climbed into the bucket and reached
for the cable, the Skunk looked anything but comfortable. But even
he could not be blamed for what happened next. No sooner had he
tugged on the cable and no sooner had the bucket lurched towards
the edge of the rock than there was a grinding from the pulley
above, a cloud of rust and a broken cable cracking like a whip.
Before he could jump out, Skunk and bucket were sent plunging into
the eddies below.

The Beaver was in the river a split second
later, swimming alongside the bucket with its passenger standing
bolt upright, tail wrapped around his craft and fur turning a shade
whiter with the fright of it all.

What was a death-courting disaster for the
Skunk however was virtually business as usual for the Beaver.
Zigzagging through these same sink holes after floating leaves or
fish was a daily sport for water folk such as himself.

“Hold on,” Beaver yelled above the noise of
the spray. “We’ll soon have you on shore.”

The Beaver nudged the bucket out of the flow
of silvery bubbles until it came to rest against the bank not a
stone’s throw from his own jetty.

“There we are,” he said. “Practically home.
An afternoon snack and a brief siesta and you’ll feel as right as
rain. Talking of which, it looks like that storm is about to open
up on us.”

He started to jog in the direction of the
burrow. For even though the Beaver was used to being wet he liked
to choose when and where rather than have some arbitrary rain cloud
decide for him. Looking over his shoulder, he could see that the
Skunk was in no condition to follow. He had managed to clamber on
to the bank. But there he stood, stamping his feet and spouting
language that had rarely been heard on that stretch of the
river.

“Offal the blanmad kirts,” the ruffled
little creature was yelling. “Ascrue notholt fometh.”

Who could blame the Beaver for backing away?
He’d never heard anything like this chant and wasn’t sure what to
expect next. Back in olden times, so he’d heard, chants could
summon the help of powerful and helpful forces. But that was only
what he’d heard.

This particular chant can’t have been one of
those powerful ones, for nothing much happened as a result of
it.

“Sorry,” said the Skunk after a moment’s
silence. “I get that het up I don’t know what I’m saying
sometimes.”

“Well, come along then,” the Beaver urged.
“I think you need to calm down.”

“You’re right,” the Skunk agreed. “Look at
me. I look like I’ve been run over by a stampede of
white-tails.”

“Do deer stampede?” the Beaver inquired.
“They’re mostly pretty standoffish around here.”

“Well, let’s hope they stay that way,” said
the Skunk, and with that the pair of them hurried into the shelter
of the lodge.

There they stretched out on the verandah for
a snack of crayfish stew and mesquite crackers. For dessert, Beaver
opened a jar of wolfberry preserve — a gift from a distant relative
— and topped it off with nuts and prickly pear syrup. So eager was
the host to help his guest recover that he quite forgot about
dieting.

After that the Skunk had a rest and a good
soak in a warm bath and then, wrapped in a soft towel, listened
while Beaver serenaded the dusk on his wooden flute.

“What a day,” the Skunk said. “One travesty
after another. Lucky I’m a born survivor, I guess.”

“Lucky indeed,” murmured the Beaver, and
with that they drifted off to sleep with the patter of gentle rain
and the gurgle of the river as a backdrop.

 



Chapter Two

Tu Casa Es Mi Casa

 


The truth is the Beaver didn’t expect his
guest to stay more than a day or so. He was a bit of a loner was
Beaver and company wasn’t easy for him to deal with.

It wasn’t so much that Skunk was ornery,
although he was pretty outspoken at times. It was more the little
things that made up the Beaver’s routine and that he found himself
having to explain and justify.

If you live alone, you sometimes find
yourself doing the silliest things, such as searching for the
brightest, most unusual pebbles and making patterns with them on
the rocks. A waste of effort, in the Skunk’s view.

Or making a hide in a clump of salt cedar
and watching parent quails and their offspring zigzag in search of
food. Prancing buffoons, proclaimed the Skunk; You might
just as well spy on bats or dragonflies.

“Perhaps,” said the Beaver, a creature
content to watch without needing a reason for it. “All the same, I
can’t get over how those quail families all move in unison. It’s
like they share the same brain.”

For the most part the two would go about
their separate business without much being said about these and
other matters. The Beaver would leave the burrow to do his daily
inspection of the river and its surroundings, and the Skunk would
stay underground to groom his tail and make sure that his white fur
was truly white and his black fur was truly black and there were no
patches stained with the reddish dirt of the path outside.

Being patient by nature, the Beaver more or
less ignored what he didn’t like about the Skunk, and in truth the
latter had some very entertaining traits too. He was an excellent
story teller, provided he didn’t try to sing, and the Beaver spent
more than a few amusing evenings listening to tales of life on the
far side of the gully. They came from far and wide. How the
collared lizard got collared was one high spot in the Skunk’s
repertoire. Beaver, being partial to watery themes, liked the one
about how the chub got her hump.

And then there was a yarn about some jack
rabbits upon whom the Skunk used to slink up behind, as he put it,
and scare half to death. Skunk’s sense of humor was not always in
harmony with Beaver’s own.

If the Beaver was easygoing, that’s not say
he didn’t have his concerns. Uppermost among these was the state of
the river, something he watched very closely. Indeed he’d had good
reason lately, for the flow didn’t seem to be as high or as strong
as it used to be.

“Memory plays tricks, good buddy,” said the
Skunk, who had taken to calling his friend good buddy as an
indication that further discussion wasn’t necessary. In this case,
however, the Beaver was not so easily turned aside from his
topic.

“Something’s changing,” he persisted. “It’s
not how it was when I was a cub, not even how it was when
you arrived — although I wouldn’t expect you to have noticed
that.”

“Well, that’s nature for you,” the Skunk
said. “What can you do about it?”

That silenced the Beaver. But though he
couldn’t come up with a suitable reply, the Skunk’s verdict did set
him thinking. What could he do about it? Did the
nature of things change and, if so, was there anything to be
done? The idea was enough to give an owl a headache, let alone a
simple river creature. The Beaver opted for a siesta. Perhaps he’d
awaken with a brainwave.

* * *

One morning the Beaver announced that he was
planning to take a hike upstream later that day.

“I just want to take a look around,” he told
the Skunk. “Just to see if I can figure out why the river’s running
so low.”

“I’d leave well alone if I were you,” the
Skunk protested. “It looks a bit rough up that way. Boulders and
uprooted trees and cliffs. No place for a civilized being if you
ask me.”

Beaver’s teeth flashed in a condescending
grin.

“Don’t fret. I’ll take care. This is my
neighborhood, after all.”

It was no surprise to the Skunk then, dozing
as twilight closed in around the lodge, to find himself alone.
Wrapping his tail around his eyes, he was looking forward to a
lie-in free from Beaver’s typically busy evening routine. He
stretched out in the annex that Beaver reserved for his visitors
and tried to reconnect to the dream he’d been having, something
about rooting in rich earth for grubs grown fat in the wake of the
monsoon.

But what was that scratching on the roof?
And the muffled clatter of pots and pans in the kitchen. Surely his
host hadn’t returned quite yet. It was really too bad to be
disturbed like this, and for a moment — forgetting that he was only
a guest after all — he considered storming into the kitchen and
issuing a strongly-worded complaint. If there was anything at which
he excelled, it was issuing a strongly-worded complaint.

From the dome of branches above him came the
murmur of voices. Hardly more than a rustle it was at first, and
then it developed into an urgent back-of-the-throat, to-and-fro
kind of dialogue, as if plans were in the making.

“Perhaps the Beaver has kin who’ve come
calling,” the Skunk thought. “What a commotion they’re making
though.”

The noise seemed to be spreading all around
the lodge until the Skunk could imagine nothing other than that a
woodland convention must be starting outside.

“Some folk have no consideration, do they,”
he said to the empty cavity around him. “That’s the trouble with
the world today. No thought for others.”

The Skunk, not the most sociable of
creatures, could not ignore it any longer. Annoyed and a little
frightened at the same time, he crept along the tunnel connecting
his room to the main hall. The central space in the lodge, built to
restrict the brightest daylight, was now illuminated only by a
couple of west-facing embrasures.

Dim as the light was, it was enough to
reveal a swirl of shadows in the kitchen beyond. There were ears
and tails aplenty, and every so often the profile of a pointed
snout would dart across the room. A fire had been lit in Beaver’s
cooking range and against the light from the open door, Skunk could
make out silhouettes — arms beating out a rhythm on saucepans and
plucking improvised instruments of rubber bands wrapped around cake
tins and the like. Every now and again a figure in the center of
their circle would sing a line, thumping a foot in time to the
ditty, and then yell “Take it away!” amid a hearty refrain from his
fellows.

Inevitably, in all this activity, someone
ran straight into the still-sleepy Skunk.

“Hey, who are you?” a raspy voice
demanded.

“I might ask you the same question,” came
the Skunk’s reply.

“Hey everyone, we’ve got company,” the voice
announced, and before Skunk could gather his wits he found himself
surrounded by yelling, scratching bodies. Although they were no
bigger than he, their number gave them the clear advantage and
before the Skunk was able to resist he was being whisked off the
floor and carried at head height by a score of strong paws.

“Out the door with him,” the raspy voice
ordered, and there was an encore of yells and jeers from his
assailants.

“Into the river with him,” someone else
cried. “Let him sink or swim.”

“One, two, three,” the crowd chanted as they
swung their victim between them, “and into the lee say we whoever
you be.”

With that there was a burst of laughter, and
the Skunk felt himself flying into the spume-flecked air above the
river. He braced himself for the dreaded impact of cold water. But
before he had time to dwell on it, he felt the slap of a hard
surface against his back. It quite knocked the wind out of him, to
say nothing of the painful jolt it sent along his spine.

Hardly had he absorbed the fact that he
wasn’t in water however than he was bowled over once again. His
head bashed against smooth metal and only then did he realize that
he had landed not in the river but in the prospectors’ bucket that
Beaver had moored by the bank after his river-crossing
adventure.

The impact of the flying body was enough to
launch the bucket once more into the fast stream alongside the
jetty, and the Skunk had to clamp his claws on to the edge of the
vessel in order to stay
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