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Darkness is closing in on our cozy neighborhood at the edge of a small Midwestern city.  Soon the denizens of the night will be out and about, and for the past few years our two-story cream brick house on Bascar Lane has been one of numerous stops on their nightly search for food.

"Do you think they'll come tonight?" my husband, Bill, asked me.

"I'm sure something will," I replied.  "Sooner or later, something will surely show up."

We had purchased the house on Bascar Lane about three years before.  It had everything we were looking for:  the deck, extra bedrooms, dining room, and full basement I wanted; and the fireplace, fenced yard, and pine trees Bill looked for.  It didn't seem possible that one property could combine it all, and I was especially skeptical when Bill threw in the part about the pine trees.  So when we saw the older house on the large corner lot, with its rear deck, fenced yard, and several large pine trees dotting the property, we knew we had found our new home.

Bill and I are both animal lovers, and at a previous property we had lived with a German shepherd for many years, until old age made her life difficult, and we faced the agonizing but inevitable decision every pet owner dreads.  We went through a lot with that animal because we loved her, but memories of that experience caused us to be torn as to repeating it.  We ultimately decided that we would not have a pet once we retired and moved to the house we had always wanted, with the amenities we had always wished for.

But while we thought we had lost our enthusiasm for pets and were through with animals, we soon found that they were not through with us, for our little urban haven teemed with birds, squirrels, rabbits, and chipmunks.  It didn't take long before Bill put up feeders, houses, and water dishes.  We even received official recognition of our property as a natural wildlife habitat.  The sign announcing it as such became a gathering place for the various creatures that visited for the seeds, nuts, and fruit we offered.  Two bird baths and three additional ground pans of water all got their share of local traffic.

And that was just the daytime crowd.  After a while, we became aware of nighttime visitors, too.  I don't remember which came first, but soon we had regular sightings of raccoons; occasionally a possum or skunk would drop by; and periodically we'd see a fox in the early morning hours, scrambling about the street, but never on our property; of course, it may have found its way under the fence when we weren't looking, just as the other animals did.  All were drawn by the fresh water we kept available in pans Bill cleaned daily.

It wasn't long before we began putting out bits of food we had saved for the nighttime crowd, just samplings of fruit at first, although we were always on the lookout for the vermin that would have shut down those offerings if they ever appeared.

Bill is a natural nurturer, and at a previous home had set up a feeding station for the birds right outside our bedroom window.  We enjoyed watching their antics, until one evening I looked out to find a mouse helping himself to the seed.  Soon after we had such an infestation of our garage (they even made a nest in the tangled tubing of our car's engine compartment) that the feeding program was ruined.  We stopped cold and evicted the unwanted visitors.

The initial problem that arose on Bascar Lane wasn't mice, however, and thank goodness we never saw the larger version.  No, the problem we encountered was with squirrels gnawing at the openings of Bill's bird houses.  He put metal flanges around the openings to discourage them, and for a while it did; but then they began to gnaw at other parts of the houses, determined to get at the eggs or little ones inside.  When we couldn't protect the birds, we dismantled the feeders and took the houses down.  Fortunately, a neighbor had several feeders which he tended regularly, so we contented ourselves with the birds eating there and coming to us for water.

When winter came, we worried about the animals.  How could they forage when the ground was frozen and snow covered?  That was when we decided to find some way to help them through the season.  Our original intent was just to provide a little nourishment during the worst of the winter months, intending to force them to fend for themselves once spring came and the ground thawed; we never intended the year round feeding program our efforts spawned.

After mulling over and discarding any number of possibilities, we decided on dog food.  After a bit of trial and error, we settled on a brand that advertised "tender morsels."  We bought huge sacks of the stuff, which usually lasted a couple of weeks; it was a huge hit.  The raccoons, and everything else that we could occasionally glimpse, took to it as if they were raised on it.  The standard portion became three heaping bowls, either pie plates or whipped topping containers, each crowned with a cookie of some sort, usually whatever happened to be on sale that week at the supermarket.

Sometimes, if it snowed, nothing would come for the food, and it would be untouched in the morning.  "The animals are staying put, afraid of being tracked in the fresh snow," Bill suggested.  That might be, but when several days went by with the dishes untouched, I did a bit of research and found out that while raccoons, in particular, don't hibernate as such, they do go into some kind of a light sleep, and will only venture out from time to time during winter.

One night, I believe it was in late May, the raccoons had come and gone early and that night's food bowls were empty.  It was around ten-thirty, and we were on our way up to bed, when we heard a thumping noise coming from the deck.  We put the outside light on and opened the draperies to see the source of the disturbance.  It was a mother raccoon with four small kits swarming over her; she was trying to pry open the screen door.  We soon realized she had come for something to eat and found the buffet closed.  With her brood, she was desperate, and was doing all she could to find food—by appealing to the humans she must have realized were the source of the offerings she had come to depend on.  Out came refills for the food bowls and a second round of cookies.  For us it was a memorable exercise in interspecies communication, a request we were happy to oblige.

Providing the night-roaming animals with scraps of food to supplement the dog food worked well for a long time, and was a useful outlet for the occasional overripe grapes, pears, peaches, bits of fat and gravy that might otherwise have gone to waste.  They became accustomed to checking for food on the bricks beneath our kitchen window, and it wasn't long before we caught a glimpse of something or other chowing down on the offering of the night.  The bowls would go out after dark, and an hour later were licked so clean they looked as if they had been washed.  Our
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