Polly’'s Got My Number
A'nutty’ story

By Susan Weiner

When Allan first started feeding the squir-
rels, | thought he was a little crazy, But it made
him happy to watch the squirrels chow dawn
sunflower seeds in our squirrel palace and
swing on our squirrel bungee while champing
on com cobs slatherad with peanut butter,
preferably chunky, | raised my eyebrows, but
| also smiled. One thing puzzled me, though.
The squirrels would scatter before either of us
got within ten feet of them,

“Why do they run away? Don't they realize
that you're feeding them ?° As the first of us to
fall under their spell, Allan did most of the feed-
ing, | didn't want ta get involved.

This had been going on for a couple of years
when | got laid off from my job at 3 big corpo-
ration, putting me at home on many days. Sud-
denly, feeding the squirrels became more
appealing than pre-layoff. Especially when
slathering peanut butter on a com cob dangling
from a shepherd's hook meant that five min-
utes later I'd be rewarded by the spectacie of
a squirrel grabbing the cob and swinging as
she or he gobbled the peanut butter. | wel-
comed my escape from calling or emailing

folks for informational interviews,

| got imto the habit of buttering the com twice
a day for an enteraining break, As | opened the
screen doos to the back yard, an open jar of
“squirrel butter” in hand, an inexpensive set of
wind chimes saying bienvenue would jangle.

One day, as the door closed slowly behind me,

| thought | saw a squirred jump off the squirrel
palace at the far end of our yard and start
toward me. Was that a Faviovian reaction to the
chimes? [ wondered, But then the animal dart-
ed imao the hedges and | lost track of it

After a while, we graduated from purveying
sunflower seeds and peanut butter to doling
out peanuts in their shells. These delicacies,
suitable for burial by squirrels, rated much
higher than those perishables.

After a week orso of scattering a handful of
muts oh our patio, then going inside to look
through the windaw in the back door, | noticed
something.

Was that squirrel coming over to get nuls?
| went back outside,

“Polly wanna .., nut?" | asked in a high
pitched veice that I'd use with a baby, People
sometimes ask how | know Polly's a girl. | don't
know for sure. | can't imapine myseif prabling
this wiry critter and flipping her over to exam-
ine her private parts. But | refuse to charac-
terize all rodents as "he” and, besides, | like
bold women, So my favorite squirrel is a girl
named Folly thanks to the eponymous parrot
of "wanna cracker” fame,

M first, Polly was skittish, After she'd run to
within a yard of me, she'd siow down. Shi: want-
ed her peanut, but why go any closer than
absolutely necessary? Then, Polly reared up,
exposing her snow-white belky, and crocking her
paw as if 1o say, “Please, Susan, aren't | cute? |

deserve a nut” When that didn't work, she
dropped down on ali fours and moved cautioushy
closer, her liquid black eyes darting about, keep-
ing watch fora stray nut or predatar.

“There's a squirrel who'll come when | call
her," | said proudly, | might not have found a
new, high-powered executive job, but | had
made friends with a hungry squirrel, This
impressed Allan mare than all the highfalutin
netwarking contacts I'd made,

You know those ramantic ads when the two
lgvers run toward one anather in gauzy slow
motion? That's what | think of when Pally rock-
ets toward me from our property line.

Finally | drop a nut, Polly goes through the
typical squirred ritual, She picks it up with both
paws, claws extended. Her individual claws
remind me of those black metal hangers from
my dny cleaner. She daintily rotates the peanut
lengthwise in her mouth,

During the cold snap that fellowed the biiz-
zard in January 2005, Pally stopped visiting.
Squirrels don't like snow, and they don’t ke
freezing temperatures. They huddle in their
nests high up intrees. Many of them will snug:
gle together for warmth, draping their fuzzy
tails like blankets,

The first day after the starm, only ane or two
squirrels ventured 1o the squirre! palace,
which Allan restacked immediately after the
storm ended, | scattered nuts on the patio. One
ormore of the animals snuck them away, | did-
n't see who.

The next day | went outside at 9 a.m, and
called, “Polly. Polly, Pally® and, "Anyone want
anut?”

Asquirrel darted out and grabbed the nut at
my feet. “Want another nut?” | asked. But
before I'd completed my sentence, the pre-
tender slinked away. He was a Paolo, 3 Pablo
or & Paul— not a real Polly. | repeated this
PrOCess six or seven times to my great disap-
pointment. is Polly okay, | wondered, when no
one lingered for a secand nut.

Several days later, it finally warmed up into
the mid-30s. The sun shone brightly as |
stepped putside with nuts in my packet. A blur
of fur racketed teward me from the back of the
yard. Such decisiveness could onky mean it was
Polly. Or 5o | hoped. | smiled and ealled her name
a5 | ran down the back stairs, The squirre did-
ntslow down until she got within sixinches of
me. | threwr a nut on the snow-covered ground.
She grabbed it and rotated it in her mouth,

Next came the trup test, [ threw down a sec-
ond nut, The squirrel grabbed it in her mouth

and adjusted it with her paws, so one plump
Peanut stuck out on the left and one to the
right, like an overswffed handlebar mus-
tache. Polly was back,

Susan Weiner is a freefance financial writer
Iiving in Newtan.



