




compulsion, even after ten years, he often thought about the 
hum an equivalent o f an operation he was perform ing or a treat­
m ent he was administering, forced himself to consider the dif­
ferences between hum an and animal in term s o f money, beauty, 
glory. W hen he heard about the squirrels that were being deliv­
ered for him to untangle, he recalled a story he had seen in the 
news about the surgical team w ho had, in a ten-hour operation, 
separated a set o f hum an infants, conjoined twins— they weren’t 
called “Siamese” anymore— who shared one six-chambered heart. 
The doctors had known in advance that only one o f the babies 
could survive the surgery, they had selected which one based on 
all available inform ation, and that baby’s fingernails were painted 
pink to avoid a tragic mistake. Because o f the sacrifice o f the 
one life, the doctors were careful no t to sound too celebratory in 
interviews. The head surgeon had said that the feeling he’d had 
during the procedure was “one o f respect for the event, for the 
sanctity o f  the individual soul.”

The veterinarian understood and accepted that he himself 
would never give such an interview, never know such a feeling—  
it was no t a feeling likely to be engendered by inoculating a ham ­
ster, or, for that matter, untangling a bunch o f squirrels from  a 
grocery bag. Nevertheless, in some odd way his obsession with 
medical miscellany kept him  from growing bitter. H e didn’t m ind 
doing his best by small animals; he figured som eone had to do it. 
Cases came to him, unglamorously, and he took them.

The tangled squirrels had turned up in a hum ane cage trap 
som eone had set for a rabid raccoon, a guy from  the newspaper 
had gone out to take a photo, and then Mike W entworth from 
Animal Control had picked them  up and brought them  in for the 
surgery. “I ’d say these little ‘brethren’ are unblessed” W entworth 
said, holding the wire cage up over the receptionist’s desk and 
peering in at the jumbled gray lump o f bodies. The Animal Con­
trol guys were a hard-core crew, and W entworth in particular 
liked to rib the veterinarian about the hokeyness o f his com m u­
nity ed courses. The squirrels didn’t flinch at W entw orth’s loud 
laughter; they looked wary and exhausted.

But the operation turned out to be a simple one, no compli­
cations— it wasn’t even a surgery, really, so m uch as a clean-up 
job, the cutting away o f a lot o f  hair and debris, the sterilization
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o f a superficial bite wound on one o f the tails, rabies vaccines 
for all. The squirrels would be fine when the general anesthetic 
wore off, though their tails were somewhat diminished, bent at 
odd angles and half-bald. But here, the veterinarian felt, was one 
o f the nice aspects o f treating animals: unlike humans, they would 
not feel shame about their deformities.

This thought made him recall something he’d come across 
when he was putting together his “O rphaned Squirrel Babies” 
course, an old wives’ tale that said the squirrel was the only ani­
mal in the G arden o f Eden to witness Adam eating the apple. So 
horror-struck was this squirrel, the story went, that it pulled its 
naked, rat-like tail across its eyes to block out the sight, and as a 
reward, all squirrels were henceforth given bushy tails by God. 
The veterinarian idly wondered how the four he had just sepa­
rated would manage to block out horrifying sights, but he couldn’t 
imagine what those sights might be, and he wasn’t really worried. 
Such myths were clearly m eant to be about people; the animals 
were only symbolic.

W hen the squirrels woke up, he carried them, now in four 
separate rodent cages, out into the small, dogwood-shaded court­
yard behind his office. He set the cages on the grass facing the 
line o f trees along the back fence, opened and braced the cage 
doors, and then stood back to watch. After a long pause, all four 
squirrels scampered out at once, then moved immediately in four 
different directions. Oddly, though, they seemed to move in per­
fect unison, They took miniature roller-coaster-shaped hops, then 
stopped to stand on their hind legs, then bounded forward again, 
all at the same moments, as if mechanized. They didn’t seem to 
be aware o f each other, didn’t even glance at each other, which 
for some reason made the veterinarian smile.

The biggest o f the four was the first to break form ation, 
disappearing in a sudden burst over the fence and into the forest 
preserve. The others followed m ore cautiously, going o ff at di­
vergent angles into the brush. The last, who the veterinarian 
noticed had unusually large eyes, lingered a few seconds longer, 
standing up m otionless with his paws against his breast and 
gazing o ff  into the distance as though he were listening to 
something the others had not heard. Then he, too, made his
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