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Dedication: 

To those who feed and care for our wildlife friends.
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Doc bit me. I wasn’t surprised, he was a wild animal. It had almost happened once before after I began hand feeding him. He was quick-witted and quick-moving and it was the kind of thing that happened with one hung around furry critters with strong teeth and sharp claws. 

It was my last Saturday in Los Angeles. In two days, I would be gone. I couldn’t feed him or his relatives and friends any longer. When I first met him, I called him my special friend. He was a squirrel who stood out amongst the other half dozen or so revolving characters that had jumped up on the second floor balcony of my apartment to get their daily doses of vegetarian food and drink. 

Since I was moving out of state, I was unable to transport the squirrels with me. Besides, this was their territory. I had contacted a local wildlife rehabber and was told that they lived in one area and even to move them to Griffith Park, eight miles away, would be traumatic to them.

But I had to leave. 

Why was I so connected to squirrels?

How did this happen? 

Well, it all began with a cat named Sunshine...

​SUNSHINE

For ten years, Sunshine ruled my life and my small apartment. Her favorite days were warm and sunny and she snoozed in one of the wooden planters at the edge of the balcony. Birdsong was heard, but only at a distance. I often told her that she was lousy public relations when it came to birds. I knew that she was thinking that birds were always welcome – providing they flew into her mouth. She majored in lounging outside on pleasant days and monopolizing my bed or computer chair at night. If it was cushioned and comfortable, Sunshine would claim it as hers.
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Mainly, Sunshine preferred being in her element, absorbing that vitamin D. Here she is posing in the planter on the balcony. 

Ever since Sunshine had gone to cat heaven in the summer of 2006, I missed her companionship. I tried curbing her hunting instincts by discouraging her whenever she bought home a dead bird or mouse. There had been times when I was able to free the animal. I once carried a tiny half-grown mouse back to its palm tree home. Sunshine remained inside the apartment vainly searching for her missing prey. Another mouse had been saved from her claws. The mouse escaped inside the apartment and I was unable to catch it. It moved into the jumble of paper and plastic bags stored next to the refrigerator for several weeks. But the mouse mysteriously disappeared. Sunshine never admitted to having a snack. She had enough of a presence to keep even the most daring or stupid bird tucked far back into the surrounding trees. I’d hear their twitterings and cries, but rarely saw them. 

On one occasion, I remember hearing lots of birdy chatter nearby. Sunshine was lying on the wooden bench so she had an even better view of her little queen-dom. As she rested, the cluster of birds in the palm tree bickered amongst themselves. I’d found some feathers near the front door that morning and did a basic calculation, factoring in her lack of appetite to mean that she had probably dined on some poor little bird. “Those are his or her relatives,” I told Sunshine. The cat turned to look at me with wide green eyes. 

Who? Bird? What bird? You mean the little bird that flew down Mexico way?
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After Sunshine left, I noticed an absence of action on the balcony of my Los Angeles apartment. There was no one stretched out in the long wooden planter, listening to distant birdsong. A solitary aloe vera plant would later grow with abundance but now it was forlorn, as though awaiting the return of the cat.

​THOSE OTHER SQUIRRELS

––––––––

My introduction to Los Angeles squirrels occurred several years before one of them ever leaped onto the balcony railing or called from a nearby tree. It was at the UCLA Westwood campus, which has many trees and several acres of rolling green hills. There was a small squirrel population and due to the proximity of so many people and handouts, the squirrels are quite tame. I would sometimes walk only a few feet away from one standing on the grass nibbling on a nut or a muffin. Seeing one of them having a meal, standing on hind legs as they held their food made me smile. To me, those squirrels had no names, no distinctive personalities, and they looked the same.

The year I began getting to know those squirrels in my hood, I accompanied a friend to Westwood Memorial Park to take pictures. I was there to take pictures of certain gravesites, but I got sidetracked. Here is a delightful vision of a squirrel eating flowers whilst perched on a marble tombstone bearing the words to the Serenity Prayer.

God grant me the serenity 

to accept the things I cannot change; 

courage to change the things I can;

and wisdom to know the difference.
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It was the usual sunny and warm spring day. I was surrounded by gravesites and death, yet the squirrel cheered me up. Did it contemplate the words it had scampered across? I reflected on the small animal’s concentration. His or her only task was to eat an afternoon snack and then dash up into the nearest tree. That squirrel wasn’t scouting the tombstones for dead celebrities. That squirrel wasn’t trying to do a paranormal search of the cemetery. I wondered how long the squirrel had lived at his or her current address. Or maybe he or she nested in the nearby residential area and hopped the fence for a flowery meal. Looking up, I saw the power lines running east and west. That reminded me of something squirrely...

––––––––

Before I had cable and DSL, I had to make do with a dial-up connection for my internet. I used to have a lot of difficulty logging on, especially when it rained. Then one day I was unable to log on at all, no matter what I tried: calling AOL for more numbers, unplugging and replugging in the phone, and checking the phone cords. When a repairman finally showed up two days later I learned that the reason for my online disability was due to my future squirrel-friends, or their relatives, chewing through the lines. 

​FEEDING THE FLOCK 

I didn’t know much about the history of squirrels in Los Angeles but found that like many of the citizens, squirrels also moved out here from “back East.” I didn’t realize that there were fox squirrels and eastern and western grey squirrels. All I knew was that I was having daily squirrel sightings in the trees surrounding the second floor apartment.
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It began tentatively, as many new enterprises do. I had a stale loaf of wheat bread. Instead of throwing it out, I remembered all the times that Miss Sunshine longed to have bird stew for breakfast, lunch, dinner or midnight snack. Or she lay there in her trance like state willing a bird to fly into her mouth. I thought I should pay back the neighborhood birds for enduring her prowling. So I began leaving crumbs out and soon had to add more as a variety of diminutive birds were hanging around awaiting their free handouts. The first tentative sparrows showed up, maybe sensing a trap. But when a cat didn’t appear they began reporting the news of handouts on the balcony. More arrived. Soon the balcony became a popular dining spot for tiny birds like sparrows, starlings and wrens. 

Sometimes a green or magenta bodied hummingbird flew by, not bothering to stop for the breadcrumbs and birdseed I’d left out. Hummingbirds were there for the nectar of the blue blooms on the palm tree to the south. Grey doves stopped by, both singly and in pairs. A quick bluebird would arrive, sun glinting on its teal blue feathers. Mostly it was sparrows—brown, tan, some with white patches. Chattering sparrows, fighting amongst themselves. And I watched the winged waifs bop by for their snacks.

But where there are birds there are squirrels. Hungry squirrels. I put out the chunks of bread and when I returned a minute later to add more, the bread was all gone. I caught a glimpse of a departing tail. They were as tentative as the birds—initially. I’d see the sinewy muscles, the short fur, sometimes showing scars. 

They arrived very early and tried to hog as much of the food as they could as squirrels are larger and bossier. Several times, I witnessed a furry friend dismissing a hungry bird. This was done by all the full time squirrels and it meant they had to stop eating for a minute while they chased after the bird. It worked – temporarily. I’d even seen them swatting at the birds with their paws. Those squirrels were determined to keep the birds away from the food.
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It was like Halloween with the same trick or treaters visiting me for their free handouts. But it wasn’t just once a year after dark, it was every day. And they didn’t wear costumes! 

Some birds flocked to the fullest areas while others opted for sparser yet quieter locales. Around four or five in the afternoon, I saw a group of about a dozen or so of the little ones swoop down to eat. There was even one tan and black bird that hung around and supervised the others, hopping about and chirping when finding whole seeds.

Meals of wild grains for the birds were served on cardboard platters that were once upon a time lids for office boxes. Light green and clear plastic bird feeders resembling mini pagodas were placed on the gravely floored balcony right next to each other. Initially I bought the wild bird food mix containing: sunflower seeds, wheat, millet, oats and corn. The preferred ingredient for my new squirrel-friends was the black sunflower seeds. Like catnip for felines and meaty bones for dogs, sunflower seeds and squirrels were a compatible combination. Each squirrel that dined there always managed to park his or her derriere firmly on a spot near one of the four feeding areas at each station. There, they would pick up a single seed, extract the contents, and let the empty hull fall to the floor. While the small sparrows enjoyed all the varieties of seeds equally, the larger and more domineering squirrels always usurped them.

​INTRODUCING DOC

One weekend in February, I met Doc. The squirrel had jumped from the palm tree on the east end of the balcony and paused upon the metal railing. I saw his right profile and the one distinguishing mark he had – a half closed right eye. As though he was caught in mid-wink. His adequately furry quill of a tail arched over his back. He had officially shown up on that warm, sunny afternoon looking for lunch at the Bird & Squirrel Café. 

[image: squirreljan08 001]

Doc eyed the array of available seeds for his meal and after looking around with his good eye he shimmied down a rung and over to the nearest house of sunflower seeds. This was located near a small wooden bench and noted that he selected that area so he was less visible to anyone else who might happen by. He tentatively ate, looking around, making sure he was able to have a peaceful meal with no competition. I wondered what was wrong with his eye and how it had gotten that way. But, being a wild animal in an urban area and competing for food and space answered that question. As he turned toward me, I saw he had another distinguishing characteristic: a white stomach and chest. I now had two ways to spot Doc, providing he sat up and faced right!
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My squirrel-friends arrived at similar times that first season. It was usually at sunrise and the glass panel door leading out to the balcony was closed
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