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You Can Write but You Can’t Hide
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And to think that when I was a child, adults predicted I’d grow out of all this. That maturer interests would prevail. That a pet rabbit would no longer lope through the living room with a posse of cats. To give those people credit, one change could indeed be detected: the present-day rabbit loped through the house with a hen.

I laughed, shifted slightly under the aforesaid hen dozing in my lap, continued to tickle the aforesaid rabbit lying beside my chair, and submitted to yet another beakful of cracked corn being hidden under my silvered hair by a blue jay on top of my head. I glanced at a rose-breasted grosbeak dozing contentedly on the top of my husband’s book and noted that a mourning dove, soon to be released, had finished preening. Her head now lay back, tucked deeply into her shoulder feathers as she slept. Outdoors, two goats called, hoping to go hiking.

So much for predictions.

It’s comforting to remember that this attraction towards little creatures is shared by many others. Over the years, strangers have felt compelled to write to me about their reactions to the birds in my art or my writings, or to tell of their own experiences with them, or to ask questions. In this book, I’m including many of their responses — even the eyebrow raisers:

Dear Linda,

As I read your book, I was delighted to know I wasn’t batty.

I wish I could say the same.

But how does a person begin a book? At what point in the persistent stream of creatures coming and going through our lives do I shut my eyes, take a deep breath, and plunge in?

There is an old riddle: which comes first, the chicken or the egg? In these pages will be found, not only interactions with wild birds and animals, but antics with a house hen endowed with more personality than is compatible with a quiet life. She has skirmished with a blue jay, played piggyback with a robin, and ridden on the back of a goat. She has numbered grosbeaks, starlings, and woodpeckers among her acquaintance. Wild pigeons, ducks, and even human visitors have all deferred to her, and she was raised from chickhood by a rabbit.

I suspect that in her estimation she not only stole a march on a mere egg but is entitled to precedence in everything. Certainly in the media. It was when she hogged a national television program ostensibly on my work that my husband Mack and I realized conclusively that our hen is a ham. She reclined like a wattled queen on my shoulder and faced the camera for the entire interview with an amiability and composure that I could only envy.

Keeping my humble status in mind, therefore, I’ll begin, not with the egg, but with the chicken.


Fowl Weather Friend

[image: image]

When Mack and I stopped at the feed store on that memorable mid-May morning, we had no intention of leaving with a chick. That is, Mack had no such ambition. I was always hoping one more chicken would come into my life. The demise, years earlier, of my roosters, Bubble and Squeak, had left me yearning for another feathered lap warmer — preferably a hen, for Mack’s sake. He still bore mental, if not physical, scars from the loyalty of those two enormous guardians who had refused to accept a third — albeit human — rooster muscling in on their hen. A shared life of hilarious and heartwarming episodes failed to change their opinion of his character. To the end, they retained their disapproval.

As we crossed the threshold, I heard that magical peeping of spring chicks. While Mack headed towards the counter to buy a sack of grain for the wild birds, I let my ears direct me to a large tub glowing with over a dozen two-day-old chicks like downy buttercups — plus one browny-gold one. I noticed immediately that they hadn’t had their beaks trimmed, a disfiguring practice that is all too common, and I knelt down, entranced. The brownish one seemed to be getting pushed aside somewhat, so I picked her up gently and laid my cheek against her softness. She, in turn, cuddled down into the warmth of my cupped hands. When Mack had concluded his business and finally found us, I knew I couldn’t let her go.

But when I carried her up to the counter, I was told that all the chicks had been bought by someone else: fifteen meat birds and two layers, one of which I was holding.

“No, this is the only layer,” I argued, adding with a touch of guile, “and she’s looking pretty shaky.” At that moment, a passing clerk remarked that the other layer chick had died the day before. No wonder. Under some transportation conditions, I’ve seen eighty-two chicks packed for transit inside a box eighteen inches square and two inches high, with no water.

Standard “acceptable” procedure.

I held the remaining chick closer and fastened my imploring middle-aged eyes upon the cashier. She hesitated, then scrawled “refund” across the order slip for two laying hens. No doubt she realized that it wouldn’t help an already weakened chick if she had to wrestle me to the floor to get it back. With joy I produced the required $1.10.

“Maybe she’ll be in your next book,” she smiled.

Prophetic words, and as well intentioned as these:

Dear Linda,

I have had poultry for about 15 years and have found Homeopathy most useful in treating their ailments and injuries and couldn’t help thinking how useful you would find it.

For myself? I wondered. My major ailment seems to be a love of birds — even chickens — and I fear I’m incurable.

The chick’s unexpected arrival so shattered our schedule that guests I’d forgotten were coming appeared in a living room resembling an overturned jigsaw puzzle. To cap my anxieties, I’d already shared our last oatcake with the goats. All I could offer with tea was a dish of chick starter.

A bond developed so quickly between the babe and us that by the next day, whenever she called loudly and anxiously, our murmurs of reassurance immediately quieted her. Meanwhile, we tried out name after name, seeking that special one becoming to a chick, yet appropriate to the dignity of a full-grown hen.

(Buttercup? No, she won’t be yellow when she’s older. Daisy?)

A brooder lamp warmed her box to the required 100oF, yet the roominess of her enclosure created cooler areas too, so she could choose her own comfort level. A lid of mixed oatmeal, cornmeal, and chick starter supplied nourishment, and another lid held water deep enough for drinking but not for soaking herself. And of course, she began each day cuddled in bed with us like a puff of golden light, a hand-held sunrise.

(Chloe? Tilly? Arabella?)

Her progress was amazingly rapid: we watched her preening and standing on one leg to scratch at only three days of age, with her pinfeathers already leafing out. Her scamperings all over us were interrupted periodically by the piercing peeps of a chick calling for the warmth of her mother’s wing. Then one of us would cup a hand over her back and watch her sink down with closed eyes, absorbing needed heat for a few minutes before bouncing up again, ready for action.

(May? or Mayflower? since she was born in May, and it’s Nova Scotia’s provincial flower?)

By the rapid way in which she was learning to direct our activities, she already seemed to be an established member of the family. A family long since notorious for its diversity.

Foremost, like a sheltering umbrella over us all, is Mack, my saner half and a strong pivot of dependability in the whirl of lives around him. I use the word “whirl” advisedly, since most of our family is feathered — when it isn’t furred. His cheery energy and kindness keep all our interlocking pursuits running smoothly. Projects like sanding hard whalebone sculptures and lugging paintings, or growing superb fruits and veggies, well mulched and manured, would take their toll of anyone’s strength. Yet enough remains to send him out at dusk to dig for worms when a nestling arrives unexpectedly, or to drive any number of miles to pick up an injured bird.

But it’s his success at keeping afloat through the uncharted shoals of an artist’s temperament that should render him eligible for canonization. There are days when I can make tropical storms look like picnic weather.

(“I have it,” cried Mack one day, “BLOSSOM!” It was a perfect name.)
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The queen of the studio is Edna, named after a dear friend and long-time writer, Edna Staebler. Our Edna is a black rabbit destined originally for the stewpot, though certainly not by us. Years now of associating the name Edna with long black ears have given us a sense of something missing whenever we meet a woman bearing the same name.

We discovered her years ago, a six-week-old huddle of softness living at a farm under deplorable conditions, and brought her home white-eyed with fear in Mack’s arms. Twenty days later, she began leaping up into our laps for cuddles on her own initiative. Since then, she has luxuriated in a life blessed with fresh greens daily and almost endless back rubs, her pleasure expressed in whiskery washings of our hands and faces. My first view of her each morning is of her reclining like royalty in my lounge chair. Her litterbox resides under the studio table, and when nature calls, Edna discreetly retires to her box.

Edna’s tolerance of other creatures is delightful, and she has shared her accommodation with young pigeons, robins, starlings, grackles, grosbeaks, and even mice. One of my favourite memories is of Edna, an adolescent Blossom, and a ruffed grouse chick — speckled woolliness on stilts — all sharing the same apple, each taking a nibble while the other two waited their turn.

[image: image]

In time, of course, these wildlings depart into the natural world, into the acres of wooded hills surrounding our home, but Edna’s complacency isn’t disturbed. Sooner or later, a new beak will rise on her personal horizon.

And there’s always the next back rub.
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Part of our living room is given over to an indoor garden, with two tall dead trees that we carried home from the woods to provide perches for transient birds. Below these trees are several inches of contained earth, with archings of plants both real and artificial — these last being easier to clean. They all provide semi-natural cover. Behind this greenery, they can watch us warily while remaining unseen themselves, a condition that promotes reassurance and healing. There is a communal water dish and offerings of crumbled tofu, mealworms, or mixed seeds, whatever food meets the requirements of the moment. Slanted, padded perches link the ground to the lowest branches overhead and to the cushioned windowsill where indoor birds can view outdoor ones, and vice versa. To further this interaction, a perch spans the double window on the outside, and beyond the perch is Mack’s two-decker bird feeder under a great serviceberry tree.

Dominating the indoor garden at this time were two starlings, both unreleasable. Kiwi was the first to arrive, and on the May morning that we brought Blossom home, he’d been a resident for two months.

Two years earlier, a woman had picked up a couple of baby starlings, naked and helpless, from a barn floor. They’d fallen from a roof nest well out of her reach, so she decided to raise them herself. After eight weeks of being warmed, protected, and fed, the larger of the two was released, but the smaller showed great reluctance to be launched on his own. The woman, too, felt loath to leave him, since he seemed to lack that drive necessary for him to survive. Besides, she’d become greatly attached, so she decided to keep him.

When he was four months old, he began to mimic her speech, and she deliberately repeated particular words or phrases till the starling had perfected them. Soon he could enunciate, among other things, “Just a pretty baby, aren’t you,” “What a sweet bird,” and “Who’s there?” with clarity. But at six months of age, he endured two weeks of perplexing seizures, the final ones so intense that she had decided to end his suffering with euthanasia when they abruptly ceased.

For the next fifteen months, after which he came under our care, there were no more seizures. But he’d lost all the human speech that he’d acquired.

His rescuer, at the end of this hiatus, began making plans to move to another country and wrote to ask if I’d take the starling. She told me that he’d never developed flying skills and lacked the lift needed to gain altitude quickly, but she added that he was a lovely bird, “really hand tame.” When Mack and I drove to her house to pick up the bird, we could see why he hadn’t learned to fly well.

He was housed in a narrow rabbit cage of appalling filthiness. Even the perches were totally white from accumulated droppings, and we could only assume that the woman was so accustomed to the reek that she no longer noticed it. We hadn’t that advantage.

A clutter of suspended plastic trivia absorbed most of the space inside, toys that we were assured the bird enjoyed, though I suspected he pecked at them out of sheer frustration. He barely had room for the frenzied wing-flapping session that we watched with sadness. The cage stood in a small room with a curtain covering the window, so that not even an outdoor view or a sun bath on the sill was available to the inmate. His neurotic mannerisms, so unlike a normal starling’s, revealed the extreme stress he was enduring, and his droppings were far too loose. No wonder he drank water excessively — dehydration was a constant threat.

The woman seemed puzzled that the bird rarely left the cage, though the little door stood open. She didn’t seem to feel that the large dog standing in the only doorway leading out of the room mattered, because the dog wouldn’t hurt the bird. Had she ever tried to view that dog through the eyes of a very small bird with weak wing muscles? When she failed to coax the bird out for us, she merely reached in and grabbed him, despite his shrieks of protest.

So much for being “hand tame.”

Back home, I took the door off the cage entirely and set the noisome enclosure beside the indoor garden, hoping the starling would emerge on his own. But although he craned his neck this way and that, peering at this new world, he was too timid to venture out. When he still remained inside the next morning, Mack lifted him out and placed him gently on a branch. But the bird flew first to the windowsill, then out of the garden area to the floor. After a brief wait, I approached him, trying to direct him slowly back to the garden. When I got too close for his peace of mind, he rose at least ten feet, banked and landed perfectly on the earth. We were delighted to see some evidence of flying power, but as the day progressed our optimism flickered, then went out: the bird stayed in one area of the garden measuring exactly the size of his cage floor. Though he patrolled his invisible boundaries, twisting his neck in various postures to see everything beyond, he wouldn’t step over the line.
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With his dark, stringy plumage, his tendency to walk instead of fly, his rounded, short-tailed body, and overgrown bill (at least five-eighths of an inch too long), he resembled a diminutive, flightless kiwi bird.

And Kiwi he became — a new name for a new start.

Kiwi’s rehabilitation, his effort to become a normally functioning bird, resembled the rise of a water lily out of muddy obscurity towards fulfillment in the sunlight. Every day showed a little progress, one more step on his arduous journey. What he tried to learn at nearly two years of age should have been mastered during the first couple of months after hatching, and perhaps would have been had he been given a nearly natural environment in which to develop normally.

Could he catch up?

Kiwi’s most obvious obstacle was his utter lack of initiative. Because he’d lived without choices, he’d never cultivated the ability to make decisions.

When I lifted him up on a finger perch and set him on a large water dish for the first time, I rippled the water repeatedly and let drops fall on his beak, trying to stimulate a response. His only bath up to that point had been a small dish in the cage; this one must have resembled a lake. After nearly fifteen minutes, he began to drink. Then he tried to bathe, beating his wings with growing enthusiasm in the air — but without realizing he had to crouch to wet them.

“Must be a Maritimer,” Mack murmured. “He’s waiting for the tide to rise.”

Eventually, Kiwi caught on, and soon his efforts were sending up sprays of water. But after he finished, instead of jumping out and bounding off to preen in private, he remained on the rim of the bowl. After a couple of hours, I moved him back to the food dish.

Once there, he ate mealworms with obvious gusto, but ninety minutes later, he was still perched on the rim — making the decision to go elsewhere was still beyond him. I noticed him staring back at the water, so I shifted him back and he drank eagerly. Again, he remained where he’d been placed.

At dusk he was restless to roost but needed to be set up on a branch. There he spent the night, for once free of bars. But in the morning, though he peered down with evident interest at the fresh food offerings and at the water sparkling in the sunlight, he was unable to initiate a descent. So I lowered him down to drink and bathe, moving him later over to the food.

His new freedom seemed pitifully wasted on him.

However, bit by bit Kiwi progressed. We cheered every victory: when he first ventured into the rest of the garden; when he decided for himself to get a drink or to bathe; when he ate without throwing up from stress; and when he actually began to hunt, probing the soft earth and prying up dead leaves in a natural manner to find bugs. In a way, Kiwi was a two-year-old fledgling.

Though he had been described as difficult to feed, he nibbled easily at a mixture of cooked quinoa, rice, and millet, as well as wet granola, minced pasta, chopped banana, and brewer’s yeast. Fresh tofu and mealworms remained his favourites, and I often set a lure of mealies in odd areas as he watched, thereby coaxing him to explore his kingdom. His watery droppings began to gain substance but would always remain somewhat loose, as is typical of softbill birds, whose natural diet is insects and fruit. Dehydrated softbill food became another favourite, bought at a pet store.

Kiwi’s plumage, smelly from being incarcerated with his own accumulated feces, quickly attained the pleasing fragrance characteristic of healthy starlings as his baths became frequent.

It was fascinating to watch him taking charge of his own life by making choices. Even what would be a minor decision for a free bird, such as hopping onto a low perch to preen, was a major one for him. By Blossom’s arrival, two months after his own, the garden had become familiar ground and our airy living room with its cathedral ceiling was beckoning — Kiwi was learning to fly.

As if braking, steering, and weak wing muscles weren’t enough of a challenge, he also needed to distinguish landing sites. Mack and I lived in perpetual anxiety as Kiwi, launching gamely from a branch, would slam into a wall like an arrow before fluttering down into a disconsolate heap on the floor. Evidently, the short flight he’d demonstrated on his first day of freedom had been sheer luck.

He still had a long way to go.
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One morning Mack and I, each with a full day’s activities planned, had just set down empty tea mugs when the phone rang: a bird was in distress. We changed our clothes, changed our plans, and drove forty miles to the rescue.

The woman who called had covered a bird on her lawn with a laundry basket to protect it from cats. She described the bird as grey, with a long beak and a yellow line on its head, creating a mental image that baffled us. When we arrived, we discovered that the inmate had escaped through a large handhold at the end of the basket and hidden under a veranda skirted with permanent latticework. Peering through this barrier, we were able to see a form crouched against the wall of the house, and the “yellow line” immediately made sense — it was the soft, yellow-edged mouth of a very young bird. What kind of bird still remained a mystery.

We asked for a long, thin stick, wadded the end with woollen socks, and then Mack poked this implement through the lattice in an effort to nudge the babe towards a gap on the side wall. Beside this gap, I waited to seize him. The bird clutched the socks, and Mack managed to swing him halfway to me before coming to the end of his pivotal range through the lattice hole. This forced him to shake off his passenger in order to withdraw the stick and insert it through a hole closer to my side. Unfortunately, because of the dimness under the veranda, he failed to notice an area of stagnant water there, and the bird fell in. Our rescue attempt was also foiled by discarded two-by-fours heaped in the water, but these I was able to pull through the hole in the lattice near me. The babe, meanwhile, after thrashing helplessly in the water, lay huddled against the wall once more, eyes rounded with fear. Mack finally got the padded lump under the small victim again, levered him up, and swung him towards me, only to have the bird fall off. However, by thrusting my arm through the hole up to my shoulder, I managed to snatch him up, unleashing a volley of piercing shrieks.

I could see immediately that one wing and one leg were badly injured, but I wrapped the sodden creature in a thick towel and cuddled him under my chin, trying to warm and soothe him. He stank abominably from the rank water and was trembling violently — fear, pain, and chilling were taking their toll. I worried about possible infection in the wounds I’d noticed.

A starling, about three weeks old. Not till the bird was mature could I tell by her pale irises that Starr was a female.

I held her close all the way home, and halfway there, the trembling ceased. A little later, the eyes, fixed so unblinkingly on my face, closed wearily while I gently rubbed her neck. But how birds do read our energies: when a massive, oncoming truck swung out suddenly into our lane, Mack slid smoothly over to the shoulder of the highway. Although I hadn’t jerked from fear, nor had either of us spoken, my heart had certainly done a commendable backflip. When I glanced down at my small companion, her wide eyes were again staring up at me with alarm.

Back home, we ascertained that the wing was indeed broken in one place, but that the leg was broken in three places. Binding them in the proper position was our only option. Starr was therefore wrapped at once.

Over the next three days, she was wrapped several times — only gluing those bandages would have kept them on “Starr Houdini.” We all realized that she’d never be releasable. We just hoped for enough alignment in the broken bones to allow her to function. Panmycin had warded off any infection that may have threatened, so the best we could offer her was a decent quality of life indoors.
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In this we were helped by, of all creatures, Kiwi.

He lingered near Starr’s shallow box where she lay in her wraps, no doubt communicating by eye and body movements, as birds so obviously do. It was when she not only removed her bonds yet again but also got out of the box to follow him that I conceded defeat. The message was clear, and Kiwi took over Starr’s rehabilitation. He led her around to the various food dishes and the water bowl, Starr pegging along behind on one leg and willpower, yet with astonishing ease of balance. She even followed him a little way up the slanted, padded perch that led to the lowest branches, though she was unable yet to go any farther. In time, however, she attained the middle branches of the trees, and the windowsill became a favourite place for sunbathing. Each day, too, became sweetened by Starr’s incredible singing as she grew visibly calmer.

There’s no doubt that the best teachers are those who are still pupils themselves.

Dear Linda,

People who do not believe that birds do indeed ‘think’ in some way, just have never looked, observed and tried to reach them.

I definitely agree.


The Blues
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The third member of our indoor garden community was Pip, an unreleasable blue jay who’d arrived the previous autumn. At that time, a jay named Beejay ruled the upper branches and had done so for several years. He was one of the minority of birds that survive being mauled by a cat: over ninety percent of the victims, according to rehabilitators, die from septicemia induced by cat saliva.

One of his legs had been so badly bitten that it remained at a fixed angle to his body and was used more as a prop. When he needed to scratch his head with that leg, he substituted the tight angle of the “wrist” in his wing, as a human might use a shoulder. That same wing, also chewed by the cat, retained only minimal use, whereas the other one hadn’t been injured. Thus, when Beej hopped upstairs to roost on a ledge overlooking the cathedral living room, he could later launch out and glide down to his treetops. He was unable, however, to fly upwards.

During the summer, Beejay lived outdoors in a roomy, shaded aviary beside a bird feeder frequented by other jays. Often convalescing birds shared his quarters until their release, and always, harmony prevailed.

During the winter, the indoor garden remained his base for forays all over the house. He often buried sunflower seeds and cracked corn in the earth of potted plants. Throughout the winter, sunflower leaves lifted to the light in the oddest places, attesting to Beejay’s skill as a gardener. Hiding all extra food is characteristic of jays, and we’d see Beej hurling seeds out of his dish in order to retrieve the mealworms he’d hidden there earlier. Or we’d discover dog kibble — an enduring favourite — tucked under a rug or behind an ornament. In my memory, I see him still, hopping upstairs with a throat bulging with kibble or sunflower seeds, disgorging his load at the top, and then wedging one nugget at a time into a corner gap of the baseboard so he could hammer it apart for immediate consumption. His damaged leg didn’t allow him to clutch hard food between his feet, which is a bird’s usual method for holding.

Beej had indeed cultivated some quality of life within his changed circumstances. Both Mack and I loved to listen to his singing — not the raucous alarm calls immediately associated with blue jays, but a quarter of an hour of soft, melodic trills and warbles interspersed with rhythmic pops. Often we could distinguish simultaneous notes in harmony, as though two birds were doing a duet. It remains one of the most delightful birdsongs I’ve ever heard.

But jays are communal birds, one for all and all for one, barring the nesting season when territorial boundaries are in effect. And so we wished Beejay could hobnob with another unreleasable jay for companionship. Not that he was ever alone: birds of all kinds came, grew well and departed, or died, and occasionally, an unreleasable would learn from Beej how to compose a life with limited similarity to a wild one. But none of them had been jays.

One afternoon, at the end of October, we responded to a message on our answering machine and arrived at a house that was being re-roofed. One of the workers had noticed a grounded jay beside the porch. He’d caught the bird, set it on the roof of his car, and upended a bucket over it. When we examined the inmate, we saw that one wing looked as though it had been badly scraped a few days earlier. Hopefully, it wasn’t broken. But as time passed, the wing remained stiff, precluding any possibility of release. The lean breast revealed a long spell of hunger, and indeed, less than sixty seconds after being released into the indoor garden, Pippin snatched up a sunflower seed, hopped up the padded rail to a branch, hammered the husk apart, and devoured the contents.

Beejay froze on a high branch, flabbergasted. Then he grew animated and approached the newcomer, thereby initiating a fascinating relationship. We’d never seen Beej so excited, and as we observed their behaviour together, we realized that they were of opposite genders. We also concluded that Beejay was a female! We saw her seemingly making overtures to Pip, crouching and shivering her wings in a courtship ritual common to many female birds of differing species. She also vibrated her tail alluringly and, with partly opened beak, whimpered softly over and over, reaching out and touching Pip with utmost gentleness. It was utterly entrancing, though Mack and I felt like voyeurs. At night, the two jays roosted side by side on the highest branch.

We’d never spent much time speculating about blue jay genders, hampered as we were by every field guide we’d ever seen, all of which agreed that the sexes were indistinguishable. Now we stared closely at Beejay and Pip, looking for any variation in their plumage patterns or in their body size. Then we switched to body shape and immediately discovered a major difference. In great excitement, we watched the jays at the feeder: there were two distinct groups. This seemed too good to be true. But finally, from the dining room window, Mack witnessed copulation, clinching our theory. Thereafter, sexing blue jays became straightforward.

The difference, according to our observations, is in the width of the tail. Anyone watching wild jays at rest on a branch or standing on the ground will see that some have narrow tails and some have wider ones. Beejay’s tail was narrow, as was the female’s that Mack saw during copulation. The male on top of her bore a wider tail, as did Pip.

If this difference has ever been noted before, I haven’t read it.
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The delightful companionship between Pip and Beejay, however, was destined to be brief, dashing our hopes for a fruitful union. On Remembrance Day, oddly, Beejay died, suddenly yet quietly. She’d been active as usual all morning, even hopping upstairs a few times and resting on the ledge overlooking the garden. Later, she roosted on a low branch in the garden while I raked out old droppings, leaves, and other debris. I marvelled at her nearness, but supposed that, after living so long side by side, her tolerance towards us was deepening. Perhaps, too, Pip’s presence was boosting her confidence.

In the afternoon, I found an earwig in the garden veggies as I was preparing supper and carried this tasty morsel over to the jays’ mealworm dish. To my dismay, I found Beej dead and still warm below the same branch. She’d just dropped in silence. We’d never known how old she was, but she may have been aging and losing her edge when the cat caught her years earlier, thereby joining her journey to ours.

For the rest of that day, Pip showed great agitation, bounding continually through the branches. All week, he burst out with odd cries that, to our human ears, sounded lost and distressed. Throughout the next month, he refused mealworms and servings of cooked rice and chopped macaroni, all favourites of Beejay’s, and ate only seeds. Then came a call about a blue jay injured a week earlier by a cat. When he was delivered, we were touched to learn that he’d been dubbed Beejay too. So we amended it to Beejay Too.

This unfortunate bird had been caught three times by the cat owned by his rescuers, on one occasion ending up in their fish pond. Keeping this well-fed cat indoors with other amusements didn’t appear to be an option. With each rescue, they’d confined the jay to a room with seeds and water. He, like our own Beejay, managed to survive the toxic cat bites but seemed acutely nervous, which was hardly surprising.

Shortly after loosing him in the garden, we discovered that Beejay Too could fly up to the second floor, which augured well for eventual release, though at this point his flight was ponderous. His feathers looked dirty and greasy, which puzzled us, but his appetite was excellent, and he remained active by trying to maintain a comfortable distance from all humans. We also noticed that, although he and Pip were compatible, it was a very pale relationship, with none of the colourful courtship behaviour that we’d observed between our female Beejay and Pip. This reinforced our “tail findings.”

Ten days after his arrival, we released Beejay Too out one of our windows instead of driving him back to his former haunts; we had no desire to return him to that cat’s jaws. We felt he’d have a better chance for survival in entering a new blue jay community, despite our regret at old relationships being broken. Blue jays have enduring ties, and we’ve often watched pairs in the middle
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