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This book is based on the true stories of rescued raccoons, and it’s full of real facts about these wild animals. But it’s also “creative” nonfiction—because raccoons don’t talk, at least not in ways that humans can understand! Some raccoons in this story are combinations of several different ones, and certain details, including locations, events, and timing have been changed, and some human dialogue has been reconstructed from memory.

This book is not a manual on how to rescue wildlife, or provide any actual directions on caring for raccoons or any other species. Every situation and every animal are different. If you see an animal in trouble, contact a licensed wildlife rehabilitator right away.
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  —K. E.



  For WildCare, which allows me this incredible opportunity. And for Christine and Kim, without whom I wouldn’t have survived my first season.



  —S. R.



Hope & Haven:
Animal Sanctuaries

A sanctuary is a place where living beings are kept safe from harm and are free to be themselves.

Humans have created animal sanctuaries—protected places for injured, orphaned, or threatened animals. In sanctuaries, people prepare animals for their return to the wild. If that’s not an option, the animals spend the rest of their lives being protected in as natural a habitat as possible.

At WildCare in San Rafael, California, the staff (and about four hundred volunteers) helps nearly four thousand animals every year—urban wildlife creatures such as raccoons, birds, skunks, opossums, and squirrels.
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At animal sanctuaries, humans lend a helping hand.
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Welcome to WildCare!




 


Animal sanctuaries exist for different reasons, but 90 percent of the animals at WildCare are there because of human interference. People have built houses or buildings that force animals out of their homes. They’ve put roads through animals’ territories, so wildlife is more likely to be hit by cars. Some people consider particular animals to be pests. (Raccoons get into people’s garbage and sometimes even into their homes and make messes, so people have them exterminated.)

Over the past two hundred years, more than half of the raccoon ranges in the United States and Canada have increased in area, as the animals have learned to live in cities and suburbs, near humans. But the ranges of their larger predators (cougars, bobcats, coyotes, wolves) have gotten smaller. There are more raccoons than ever before because there are fewer big predators (they’re losing their habitats, too, and being trapped and killed by humans). Raccoons have the same problems, of course, but they’re really good at adapting to challenges.
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WildCare is in Marin County, California, in the small city of San Rafael.




 


The people who run sanctuaries are serious about their work, but they wish they didn’t have to do this work in the first place. They wish there was no more need for animal sanctuaries and that the world was safer for animals. They teach their communities about how to exist peacefully with wildlife and how to share their habitats.

There can be plenty of heartbreak in any sanctuary’s story, but there are also lots of happy endings. Also, the more you know about why sanctuaries are important and what people can do to help, the better off all animals—in your neighborhood and across the globe—will be.


 


SANCTUARY STEPS

Each sanctuary is different, but they all do some or all of the following things, in the order below. WildCare handles all four phases:


	Rescue: Humans step in, remove animals from harm, and bring them to safety. Rescue situations are usually emergencies.


	Recovery: Licensed wildlife caregivers treat the animals for injuries or illnesses, create a recovery plan, and let them rest and heal. With raccoon babies, this stage gives them the space, time, food, and support they need until they’re big enough to live safely in the wild.


	Rehabilitation: The caregivers encourage the animals’ natural instincts so they can return to the wild. Some “wild” behaviors have to be taught, and some the animals simply know. Sometimes, the animals must learn by watching one another.


	Release: Using a careful process, caregivers help animals return to their natural habitats and live in the way they were meant to.
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  A Marvelous,
Mossy World


These woods are wide and wet and wild. These woods are soft and green and mossy. And now these woods are our new home.

We knew exactly what to do when we got here, even though we’re only twenty weeks old. Here we are, living where we were supposed to live all along. We’ve been out here for four whole days and nights, and believe us . . . this is where we’re gonna stay!

Since we were two weeks old, we’ve been cooped up inside a house with this one human, named Shelly. Then we lived in a big cage outside, built just for raccoons like us, to get us ready for the real woods. A whole team of people took care of us along the way.

The four of us are a team, too. No matter what, we’ve stuck together.
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Here we are . . . The Fab Four in the forest!
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It’s October, and since we got out here, we’ve been super-busy exploring and finding food, but things will really slow down when we find our dens in November. We’ll sleep more and eat and drink less, all through the winter.


Once we make it through this first winter, we’ll be “wilded up” for sure. The human world will be far behind us. Who knows? We may have forgotten what books look like, even though we grew up in an apartment full of bookshelves.

So we’re going to remember it all before we forget . . . with this memory book.

I’m Mr. Green, and me and my three littermates will tell our happy and sad story here.
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RESCUE

Human Hands
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As Helpless as
Lemons

Like most raccoons in Northern California, we were born in May. At two weeks old, all four of us were the size of lemons.

We were about as helpless as lemons, too. Our eyes and ears still hadn’t opened. All we knew was our mom’s warm milk and the feeling of one another’s heartbeats. I bet you could almost see our hearts thumping through our pink skin. We had the tiniest bit of light silver fuzz, with none at all on our bellies (you could even see our belly buttons!). We didn’t look anything like the big kids we’ve grown into. We weren’t clever, naughty, or ready for challenges . . . yet.


We were clueless, but we were fine. We were safe in a nest in an attic, right where the ceiling came to a point. Just before we were born, our mom tore out the itchy insulation to make a nice safe nest (raccoons can squeeze and scramble into small places). She gave birth right there, and there we stayed. It was tight and cozy, like a tree nook. Raccoons are never far from trees!

Our nest was the only place we knew, but millions of raccoons live all over the United States (except Alaska and Hawaii) and in parts of Canada and Mexico. Most of us live in habitats where there is plenty of water (forests, swamps, and marshes), but there are plenty of us in cities and suburbs, where we can scavenge for food. In Toronto, Ontario, there are as many raccoons as there are people!


Anyway, our mom had made a hole in the attic wall to get in and out. We raccoons are experts at finding places to live (such as our attic or crawlspaces under houses) when our natural habitat is destroyed because people have built houses, buildings, or roads. Many of us make our nests in chimneys because they feel like hollow trees.

Lots of times we outsmart the humans. Some of them don’t like that at all.

Anyway, on our two-week birthday, we knew something was very wrong. Our mom had gone out for food and hadn’t come back in three whole days. Female raccoons are very good moms; they don’t just abandon their kits (that’s what you call raccoon babies). If they have to move us to a new den, they count us to make sure we’re all there, and they come back an extra time to be sure they haven’t left any of us behind. We rely on our moms for a long time. When everything goes right, we nurse for twelve weeks, then stay with our moms for almost a year. We even den with her over our first winter. But things didn’t go right for us.

We huddled for warmth in our little fluff pile, but we got hungrier and thirstier. We were so cold, we were almost numb. We already felt like a team, four hearts
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