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HARRY WAS A BADGER

Harry was once a badger.  That was in an earlier life.  All forgotten now.  Maybe, with a full
stomach and a  couple  of  cans  of  beer  in  his  hand,  in  a  warm shelter  somewhere,  Harry  would
remember.  But fixing the memories usually needed the combined strength of  two people, and no one
spent long enough with Harry to achieve that.  So they drifted in, usually unannounced, brought a tear
to his red rheumy eyes, and then they drifted out again.  Harry was never fast enough or focussed
enough to catch them and pin them down.  So he was left with a dull, ill-defined ache, and wondering
what the tears were all about.

That was in an earlier life.  Weeks at least, maybe months.  Harry could not remember any more
and the few people who talked to him had no idea just how long Harry had no longer been a badger.
Harry did not think about it much.  

He shambled about the shopping street, staring in through the windows of  the charity shops,
looking at the trinkets,  the bright shiny objects,  the books that he would never read, the clocks he
would never wind, the stuff  that people had decided they no longer needed.  When the rain came
down, Harry ventured through the doors, nervously head down and trying not to mumble to himself.
In some shops, the ladies were nervous about him, but they never dared say a word.  In other shops,
there were bossy women who stepped in front of  him and forced him back to the door and out.  Not a
word was spoken.  Harry never contested their right to drive him out.  He simply turned, head still
down , and went back out.

Harry was big, though.  If  he stood up straight, which he never did, he might have been a good
six  feet,  maybe more.   And his  upper  body was broad and suggested muscle.   He favoured wide
clothing.  Nothing that would be too tight.  A body needed air to breathe and to keep warm.  

His trousers were made of  khaki canvas, each leg around twelve inches in diameter at the foot,
and even wider near the top.  The canvas was liberally decorated with patches depicting flowers and
bees, and one solitary exhortation: ‘BE HAPPY!’ done in pink on a green background.  The patches had
been sewn on for Harry by his friend Maggie, a woman no longer in the prime of  life, with whom
Harry shared a bottle of  wine every so often when the sun was shining and you could sit out on the
benches at the side of  the road.  Maggie was away on her travels a lot, but she always brought a new
patch or a nice piece of  material back with her, and then she would sew it on to one of  the increasingly
rare clear bits of  Harry’s large trousers.  His trousers began to resemble a rather lurid patchwork quilt.
Harry rarely noticed the patches any more but small children would stand and gaze at them in wonder
until their mothers hurried them on and out of  danger.  

The upper part of  Harry’s body was protected by several layers: a vest, a couple of  T-shirts, a
shirt, an old fleece, once the uniform of  a supermarket shelf-stacker, and then a jacket that was being
thrown out of  one the charity-shops for being soiled.  The charity-lady had offered it to Harry.   Harry
had been astonished and gazed at the jacket which she placed in his hands, as if  it was something he
had never seen before.  But it fitted him well, she said.  Maggie thought so too, and admired it greatly.
Yes, it was a little smelly, but so was Harry.

To protect his head and his thinning steel-grey hair, Harry had a hat which looked like an old-
fashioned tea-cosy.  In truth, it was an old-fashioned tea-cosy.  But Harry had need a hat, and once a
tea-cosy was on your head, no one would suspect otherwise.  It was once satiny in appearance with
delicate embroidery of  posies of  flowers.  It was dark-green, but significant areas of  the material had
worn away leaving the threads exposed.  It was big, too: Harry’s head was heavy and needed a lot of
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room, even if  his face was a bit pointy.  The hat was kept on at all times of  day and night, removed
only on those very rare occasions when Harry chose to take a bath.  He would do this if  he knew
Maggie was due to drop by at the shelter.  She wandered quite a lot these days, coming back once a
month or so to tell Harry astonishing tales of  her adventures in distant towns.  Harry would spruce
himself  up for Maggie.  Maggie never returned the compliment, but that was fine with Harry.  The
pleasure was in the giving, not the receiving.

Maggie smoked cigarettes.  Harry did not.  He hated the smell of  tobacco.  But he never said
anything much to Maggie about that.  He had once thought of  trying to persuade her to stop, for the
good of  her health.  At first she had been angry, bitterly so.  Was he trying to tell her how to run her
life?  Did he own her, was that it?  Did he think he was better than her?  She never wanted to see him
again.  But a day or two later, she was back.  Harry had a bottle of  South African red which he’d got in
exchange for two packets of  cigarettes that a shopkeeper had slipped to him.  Harry produced the red
for Maggie.  Maggie chided him for his drinking habits, then laughed and laughed.  The laughter eased
Harry’s burden and they were the best of  friends again.  Harry never said anything more to Maggie
about her smoking.  When the air got too thick for him, he would turned his head away discreetly and
heave in a gulp of  fresh air, then turn back.  Maggie never once noticed.  That was good.

When Maggie was not around, Harry wandered the streets much on his own.  Of  course, there
were others like him on the street.  Plenty of  them.  But they were rarely nice to him, and he had
nothing in common with them.  Some of  them wandered the streets shouting abuse, or begging.  Harry
did not do begging.  He retained something that told him he had once been much nobler than this.  It
was not so much a memory as a deep-running habit.  The habit of  a badger.

For three hours each morning, Harry would go to the public library and sit and read something.
He never read the newspapers.  He let others do that – respectable old men who had nothing to do but
wait; they came in at a clip, took off  their overcoats, took out their reading-glasses, seized one of  the
newspapers  and  sat  down  with  it  for  an  hour  or  two.   Like  herons.   Harry  had  no  interest  in
newspapers.  He enjoyed looking at atlases and the pictures in travel-books, or old photographs from
books about history.  He could sit for hours doing that.  When the weather was bad, that’s just what he
did.  Quietly, smelling slightly, the book held up close to his eyes.  He was a bit short-sighted.  The
librarians ignored him; they knew he caused no trouble.  When he had finished one book, he stood up
very carefully, returned the book to its correct place on the shelf, took down another – very often the
one next to it.  He returned to his seat and worked his way through the new book.  After each second
book, he would go to the front door, look out.  If  the weather was fine, he would take a short walk.  If
not, he would stand there for ten minutes, nose twitching, watching the world pass by.  Then he would
go back and find another book.  He rarely remembered much of  the detail, so the library was an almost
endless source of  new facts and names and images.  Some of  the photographs seemed familiar after a
while – but that was all part of  the pleasure.

That was his morning until they closed the library.  Refurbishment, they said.  Harry had no idea
what that meant.  Every morning he would go and look at the library door.  There was a big notice
pinned to it, which probably said why it was closed.  Inside, workmen in yellow hats and luminous
jackets were busy doing something noisy, shouting, laughing, raising dust.  Harry could not see any
books.  He wondered what they’d done with them.  One day, an old lady pointed him in the direction
of  a large lorry which she said was the ‘mobile library’.  Harry approached it distrustfully and looked
inside.  Sure enough, there were shelves full of  books.  But the person who sat inside was not one of
his librarians.  She did not welcome him at all and asked him whether he had a ticket.  Harry shook his
head, rather confused.  A ticket?  The person said sharply that he could not come in without a ticket.
Harry turned and shuffled away.

One or two of  the charity shops let him look at their small collections of  books for ten minutes
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at a time, but then felt obliged to shoo him off, more or less politely, for the peace of  mind of  the
other customers.

Harry missed his reading.  He missed the countries of  the world, and the planets of  the solar
system, and the photographs.  It was a habit he had easily got into, these concentrated hours spent
down at the library, gazing at the maps of  far-off  lands.  Wide open spaces full of  forest or desert or
snow.  Deep seas with scarcely an island on them.  Harry was an island.  Mountains that pointed up at
you out of  the flat page.  Harry had never seen a mountain that he could remember.  There were plenty
of  photographs of  mountains – all shapes and sizes.  But he thought he would like living next to a
mountain, or even two.  Rivers were good too.  Harry wondered what it was like to live beside one of
those huge rivers.

And Harry missed Maggie, who had not visited for two months now.  John at the shelter said he
did not know what had become of  Maggie, but he would try to find out.  John had not heard anything
since then, and told Harry so when reminded.  John said she was doubtless perfectly all right, living it
up in the big city.  Harry nodded carefully.  If  it was true, then he was sad, because it probably meant
that Maggie had found a new friend.  And if  she had found a new friend, it was probably someone who
did not mind her smoking.  She would not likely come back and see Harry, or sew any more patches on
his trousers.  And if  it was not true, and Maggie was in hospital – or worse – then Harry would never
see her again.  John said again that he would try and find out.  Harry knew he wouldn’t.

Harry  was once a badger.   When he took his  tea-cosy  hat  off  to have a bath,  there  was a
distinctive white stripe running right down from his forehead to his waist.  With Maggie vanished from
his life, Harry forgot he had ever been either a badger or a man.  He walked slowly and painfully up and
down the streets where the shops were.  He had the habit of  one who was lost.  The habit never died.
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