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        It all started with a squirrel that refused to die.

      

      

      

      You’re holding a collection of blog posts from September 2010 to December 2011, during which I was recovering from divorce and struggling through deadly depression. My allies: the fact that my kids loved me, a therapist who assured me I was not crazy, two or three close friends, my new addiction to running, and writing as if my life depended on it. My dependents: two little people, three cats, and several houseplants. Arrayed against me: single motherhood (though I’d been basically a single mother for years, the divorce just made it legal instead of me being responsible for more of someone else’s debts, but that’s another story), crippling anxiety, deep despair, daily panic attacks (I’ve had them most of my life, but I was beginning to have half a dozen or more a day) and the stress of making a living as basically a freelancer.

      I didn’t know how the hell I was going to make it through anything. I was drowning, but I wanted to avoid advertising it. Still do. So I wrote instead about writing. The weather. Running. Putting one foot in front of the other.

      One day, there was this damn squirrel.

      Chronicling the wildlife in my backyard amused me. It seemed to amuse other people too, but I didn’t know how much they liked it until my website was hacked and I lost significant chunks of the blogging I’d been doing since 2005. The first thing most people asked after they extended their condolences was “Wait, what about the squirrels?”

      Months went by, I bought a house for the first time, moved, and every week I’d get at least three emails, either politely asking or outright demanding to know where the squirrel stories had vanished to. When I got to the point of publicly announcing that I couldn’t find them, and that digging them off the Wayback Machine was something I didn’t have time for, what with a mortgage and kids and dogs and cats to feed, I sort of figured that was the end of it.

      I had underestimated, once more, that goddamn squirrel’s refusal to lie down and die.

      Within a couple hours of making that announcement, I’d had my feet thrown up on and my shoes eaten—courtesy of a bulldog with separation anxiety. Oh, and copies of SquirrelTerror posts landing in my inbox. From CE Murphy and her friend Flynn in Ireland, from Kathleen R. who had printed them out to have something funny to read during her twelve-hour shifts in an ambulance, from a fan whose Internet handle is a stag-god.

      We just wanted to help, they said, and from that help, SquirrelTerror posts...well, they resurrected.

      Stories can be a rope, pulling you from the abyss. The funny thing is, when you’re dragged out of black suicidal bleakness by a story, you have no way of knowing how many other people will touch and twist that rope. The rope itself is neutral. It can be a moment of fleeting amusement or a lifesaving grace.

      I don’t think the squirrel stories saved any lives, even mine. I do know people liked them, and I laugh helplessly rereading them sometimes, thinking of the things I saw that didn’t make it onto the page. I do know that people—complete strangers—took time out of their busy days to save them, to keep and reread them, and to offer them to me again when they’d been taken away.

      It makes me very happy.

      So here they are. I hope you like them. Settle in, get comfortable, and let me tell you some stories about a backyard I used to have, and this crazy goddamn rodent with a crooked tail, bluejay romance, the Forces of Gull, gaslighting, a herding dog, a coyote named Phred, and how I always ended up shoeless and screaming...
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        September 4th, 2010

      

      

      

      Those of you on my Twitter feed may (or may not) have been amused by my Ninja!Squirrel reportage. Basically, this all started one morning while on the treadmill, sweating out a five-mile run, I saw a death-defying Terminator ninja{1} squirrel.

      I’m not kidding. The little rodent leapt (or was otherwise propelled) off a two-story roof, tumbled through tree branches, hit my back fence, somersaulted in midair, hit the ground, bounced (TWICE! Bounced TWICE, I tell you!) and lay there for a moment, maybe stunned by its own daring.

      I was thinking it was a dead squirrel{2} when the little fur-bearing Terminator hopped up on its back legs, twitching its crooked little tail, and glared at me. Of course, I was also (breathlessly) laughing at the time. While running, I might add. Developed a hell of a side stitch, too.

      Ninja!Squirrel glared at me, I repeat, as if I had been the author of his downfall. His beady little eyes were alight with what I can only call hellfire.

      Since that moment I have paid closer attention to the squirrels in my backyard. Of course, I can’t bloody tell if Ninja!Squirrel is among the ones who gleefully frolic while I run on the treadmill, providing me with distraction and Twitter-food. Those fuzzy little things all look the same to me. Seriously, I can’t distinguish one squirrel from another.

      Still, things...have grown odd.

      Yesterday, as I ran, I began to notice something strange. There appeared to be two groups of bushy-tailed Rodentia in my backyard, and they were at what appeared to be war or an extended squirrel dance number{3}. There were leaps, chases, aerial maneuvers, and out-and-out clawings and bitings. The longer I ran, the more interested I became in trying to figure out just what the holy hell was happening—and this was while three bluejays and a crow were playing “chicken” over some scattered bread, while two of my cats watched from the sunroom window and made throaty little ohpleaseohPLEASE warbles at me.

      Of course, my fancy got the better of me. I began to think up a squirrel Romeo and Juliet.

      Two clan Rodentias, both alike in infamy{4},in my fair backyard, where we lay our scene,From ancient grudge break to new mutinywhere rodent blood makes rodent claws unclean...

      I cast one of the jays as Mercutio, and the crow, of course, as the Prince. I was trying to figure out if one of the cats could conceivably be Tybalt or if that was Just Too Much and I would have to have Tybalt be, say, a raccoon? Or something? When my run ended and I hopped off the treadmill for my chin-ups and the rest of my day.

      Now comes the creepy part.

      Same time this morning, I climbed on the treadmill. About ten minutes in I noticed a growing sense of unease that had nothing to do with how fast I was running or how unhappy my breakfast was with being shaken about so rudely. After fifteen I was perplexed, and after twenty I began to be actively unsettled.

      There were robins in the backyard, and the little birds I call chickadees even though I can’t tell a chickadee from a condor. The jays were back, shrieking at everything that offended them. A trio from the local crow murder investigated hopefully for some bread, and several of the neighbors’ cats wound through on their appointed rounds, all studiously ignoring each other. So far, so good.

      No squirrels. Not a single blasted furry little tree-rat to be found. Nada. Zip. Zilch. Zero.

      I wonder if Squirrel!Romeo killed his lady love’s cousin last night. Or if Ninja!Squirrel has succeeded in enforcing his grip over the clans and is planning an assault on my garage. Or if they are hidden, as only ninjas can hide—I mean, duh, that’s why they’re ninjas—and the pirate squirrels haven’t hit the port yet.

      I wonder, it would seem, entirely too much. And yet, I am anticipating tomorrow’s morning run with breathless excitement.

      Further bulletins as events warrant.
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        September 16th, 2010

      

      

      

      Okay, so I now know why that one day was so quiet.

      The squirrels were training their Neo.

      Yesterday, again on the treadmill. It was the last five minutes of a five-mile run and, true to form, I had a side stitch and a serious case of wanting to be just about anywhere than where I was. I kept running, because, well, what the hell, it was the last five minutes and I knew I’d feel Victorious and Vindicated and all sorts of other words{5} when I was done.

      Then it happened. Well, not it, but the precondition for the utterly ridiculous I am about to relate occurred.

      I saw a squirrel.

      He was a big one, too, crooked-tailed and hellfire-eyed, and he sauntered out into the middle of the yard in a few graceful, authoritative leaps. My earbuds were in, so I couldn’t tell if he was chittering. I do know he was scanning my yard like he expected an army to appear at any moment.

      No army appeared. However...one of my cats did. The sweet, stupid Tuxedo Kitty, who I adore. Of all three, he’s most my cat. He thinks he’s a hunter, too, and sometimes leaves birds (and when we had the field out back, often mice) on my front step. Of course, he totally ruins the effect by being scared of them once he’s killed them—when I pick them up he runs and hides.

      So anyway, he was going to get himself a slice of squirrel. What I was thinking was, You idiot, that could have rabies!

      What came out, since I was running and couldn’t get any breath, was a version of “MMMmmmmrph AAAARGHNOOOOOOOO!”

      That was when it happened, and I realized this was a Morpheus!Squirrel’s savior. (If there is a Morpheus!Squirrel. There’s got to be.) This was The One. (This probably makes my cats Agents{6}.)

      Anyway, the squirrel watched the cat bounding for him, and I could swear there was a moment of kung-fu pose before the cat leapt, all graceful authority, tail held out and claws most probably unsheathed. It was beautiful. It was flat-out gorgeous.

      It was, however, doomed.

      Neo!Squirrel jumped at the last second, did an amazing flip{7}, and I swear to God he kicked my cat in the head{8}.

      No. Seriously. He kicked my cat in the head{9}.

      In the head.

      Tuxedo Kitty landed in a heap, Squirrel!Neo chittered and zoomed away. He leapt five feet up, caught the trunk of the plum tree, and fricking vanished. Vanished. I hit the stop button—by this point, all five miles had been achieved and I was having visions of a dead cat to deal with—ripped my earbuds out, almost ran into the sunroom’s glass door, and got outside just in time to see Tuxedo Kitty zoom under the fence, tail held low and ears back.

      I don’t blame him. He was kicked in the head.

      I stood there, sweating and cursing, and the phone rang inside the house. For a moment I seriously thought it was Squirrel!Neo calling with a declaration of war.

      It was a telemarketer. Thank God. (And this is the only time you’ll probably hear me say THAT.)

      Tuxedo Kitty seems none the worse for wear, just a bit shaken and embarrassed. He came back in after lunch and spent a long time grooming himself and beating up on the other two cats. (To assure himself of his masculinity, I guess.) It was with no little trepidation that I climbed on the treadmill this morning.

      Halfway through my run, Squirrel!Neo sauntered out into the yard. He spent a long time pretending to dig, but then he hopped up on one of the patio chairs and eyed me directly for a disconcertingly long time as I ran and tried to ignore him. Beady little eyes, big fluffy crooked tail, and kung fu. Jesus.

      I can’t wait to see what’s next. I just hope that fuzzy little bastard doesn’t think I’m after his girlfriend. And I also hope he can’t get his paws on any weapons{10}...
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        September 20th, 2010

      

      

      

      Cranky, cold, and nauseated. Yep, it must be Monday.

      The only update I have to offer on the ongoing SquirrelTerror is that Squirrel!Neo appears to have won whatever struggle for dominance there was. The backyard is now his territory. Even Tuxedo Kitty and the Siamese from down the street (they observe a studied ignorance of each other that reminds me of some married couples) will not venture into the yard while Neo is hopping about. He came right up to the sunroom door while I was running this morning, put his little paws on the glass, and turned his head sideways, fixing me with one beady little eye.

      I’m really hoping he’s not going to hack into the house thinking it’s the mainframe.

      Really, I don’t blame the cats. He’s a squirrel with kung fu, for Chrissake.
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      I have a terrible cold. My largest ambition is going to the grocery store to get DayQuil (I’m not completely out of those little orange capsules of DOOM, thank God), milk, and coffee. (Because I used the last of the coffee this morning OMGBBQLLAMA CRISIS AVERTED...) The common cold is actually rather an interesting little thing, when you consider how long it’s been with us, how successful it is, and how ubiquitous too. (This could, of course, be only the fever talking.)

      So today is for pottering about and letting the next bit of the story cook. The book broke free last night—that’s the point in a work where I can feel it taking its own shape, where the setup has been done and now it’s just a matter of seeing where the dominoes fall. It’s much more comfortable than the first long slog after the freshness of the idea has worn off and the last long slog where it becomes the latest iteration of the Book That Will Not Die Stab It Quick.

      Of squirrels, I have only one more thing to report: Squirrel!Neo is the unchallenged master of our yard. Yesterday I was reduced to hysterical laughter as the youngest and silliest of our cats—the one so long and lean and big-eyed we call him Lemur Cat—threw himself at my writing window to get at Squirrel!Neo. (There is still a little noseprint there.) I will swear to my dying day that Squirrel!Neo, calmly hopping about in the yard with his crooked tail flicking unnecessarily but very aesthetically every few bounds, shot Lemur Cat the finger. He didn’t even flinch when Lemur Cat hit the window, either. Just flipped him off, as if to say “Bitch, I know kung fu{11}.”

      The funny thing is that Lemur Cat staggered back from the window and across the living room, where he somewhat drunkenly but very viciously attacked the mild-mannered, inoffensive little scratching post I spray with catnip oil every now and again. (Head trauma in felines is fun to watch.)

      When he had taught that sorry inanimate object its place, he tore around the room twice, leaping from THE CHAIR{12} to the couch and knocking various things over. Then he calmly sauntered back to my writing window (the window that even now bears a noseprint), hopped up, and settled down on his haunches, staring unblinking at Squirrel!Neo, who was digging around in the lavender under my window like he owned the place and was going to take a nosegay back to the Squirrel!Oracle.

      I laughed so hard I coughed and choked. Which produced (or moved around) an incredible amount of phlegm. So I lunged for the tissues, desperate to avoid spraying my laptop with contagion, and almost fell out of my chair. Almost. Lemur Cat shot me a filthy look, but I did not fall over. I was actually rather pleased about that, even though that would have made the story much, much funnier. I wasn’t sure whether or not to count that as a victory over Squirrel!Neo.

      In the end, I think I’d best call it a tie between me and that fuzzy little bastard. But it’s Squirrel!Neo 3, cats 0; or cats .5 if I let them claim me not falling and cracking my fool head open.

      I can’t decide if that makes me the referee or the scorekeeper. Further bulletins as events warrant...
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