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Dedication

To my amazing wife, Lenora! You found us this absolute paradise to live in. Between our time together and our continuing encounters with The Wild, this truly is home.
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Chapter 1

The smell of burning wood is not something you forget, ever. It's a smell that burns through your nostrils and instantly sends shivers throughout your body, from your snout all the way to the tip of your tail. It doesn't matter if you are wide awake or deep in hibernation mode either, as I was in the latter when I snapped awake and bounced about on my paws in search of danger. Ah, the life of a rodent.

A bit incoherent after awaking from hibernation, I tripped about kicking up dirt and seed, while I tried to sense out the direction from which the smell of burning wood originated. My whiskers twitching this way and that, I struggled to determine the exact type of wood that burned. The deck under which I lived was built of that funky pine that humans often don't paint or stain; damn that stuff tastes bitter and smells even worse when torched. The house above, meanwhile, was a mix or regular pine and poplar covered by chalk-tasting boards and paint. The smoke definitely contained hints of poplar and paint; it was coming from the new addition!

That meant my back door was close to the danger, so I bolted down the tunnel that led near the front porch. Along the way, I heard those whining horns blaring, the ones on those big red trucks that run wild up and down the streets making humans scatter and cry out in alarm. By the time I arrived at my front doorway, I could see the red lights on top of one of the bigger trucks parked in the driveway. The people who lived in the structure above me were huddled together, draped in blankets and speaking with a big human wearing those weird hats and face shields. Scattered about before me were also a host of similarly clad humans running about with hoses. These crazy people were actually running into the house and towards the fire! Humans are crazy!

An explosion from the area of the new addition rocked me to the ground as it did to the humans nearest to me. My front door was a gap between the house's foundation and the front porch just above the cement steps the house humans used. In other words, to get out, I needed to run exposed amongst the feet of the humans running about. That explosion though forced my paw. I ran amidst the human feet pounding along the steps, snow-covered grass and shoveled cement path that led to the driveway where the house humans gathered. I vaulted over the steps and was running up the path when I was spotted.

“There's Chip, Mommy!” the littlest girl of the family yelled. “I bet he started the fire!” First, I hated being called 'Chip'; I always have! Yet, every human I had encountered throughout my months of life always called me 'Chip'. Second, that girl always chased me about the yard especially whenever she caught me gathering seed on the ground under the family's birdfeeder. On more than one occasion, she even told her mother that I knocked over a plant or glass when it was the little girl who was guilty of the crime! Well, I certainly wasn't taking blame for a fire. I jumped into the three-inch deep snow covering the grass and pounced my way towards the neighbor's wire fence, scurrying along their home's foundation until I was far from the burning house and my stores of food meant to last the winter. Judging by the snow on the ground and the intense flakes that were just starting to fall from the sky, the winter was far from over.

* * *

I made it through the chilly snow, jumping up through and over the snow when possible, until I found an evergreen bush three houses down the lane from the one now entirely engulfed in flames. Climbing through the network of prickly branches within, I climbed until I found a spot that provided some protection from the wind while also allowing me to scope out potential shelters, even if for just the night. This neighborhood was a bit frustrating though. All the homes seemed mere copies of one another with vinyl siding on the house and connected garages, which left things tightly sealed. My father said all this was new, a development that eradicated a dense forest where deer, fox, turkey and rabbits once flourished. Now, save for the various colors of siding on the homes, all seemed like endless copies… with tight seals. Well, we chipmunks don't see in color. We see more in the way of dark versus light, shade versus brightness.

I was rather fortunate that night, however. I knew that the few decks to be installed in the area already housed chipmunk families. As my parents died near the summer's end, I was alone in the wondrous caverns Mother and Father had painstakingly dug. I knew I would not be welcome in any other chipmunk's lair. I accepted that as we stockpile seed to sustain ourselves and our families through the winter months, and an extra mouth to feed would make things difficult. I would need to find a home beyond this development, a place that would provide seeds from trees or birdfeeders. For that night, however, I just needed shelter from the coming storm, and the Earth did provide. One of the neighbors had left a couch on their front lawn, one which was torn in multiple places along its surface. I hopped over to it (yes, chipmunks can hop) and easily found a path into the inner stuffing of one of the cushions.

I did a quick smell-check of the cushion opening before leaping in. I'm young… not stupid. All I smelled was damp mole hair and an assorted mix of food fragrances. There was definitely no indication of snakes, thank goodness. I hate snakes; nasty creatures that smell raunchy and only bring death to rodents. Inside I found both a vole and a mole huddled near one another, each shivering like me. I remember taking a moment to sniff about, an attempt to find food as being abruptly woken from deep sleep leaves one hungry. Sure enough, after leaving the cushion innards, I located a few old peanuts and pretzel fragments in the crevice between the couch's cushions. Returning to the shelter and my impromptu companions, I shared the peanuts with my couch-mates after first eating the pretzel bits. In fairness, the vole and mole were quite plump and clearly not starving. I, meanwhile, had lost a lot of weight during my slumber.

We huddled together for hours, awaiting the sun's return and the warmth it brought. That was a long night and made all the more frustrating as voles and moles speak a similar language that I did not yet understand. So, as my companions chattered, I simply rested in silence.

Did you ever notice how annoying it is to be trapped with others who are carrying on a conversation and you have to just sit and listen?

In the morning, we three mammals went our separate ways. I didn't see where they went. Instead, I focused on leaving the development behind in search of food and a new home.







Chapter 2

Humans are weird! While rodents hunker down and just tunnel through snow when absolutely necessary, humans seem to continually challenge the snow. Remarkably, humans seem to do well in that conflict as they have machines that absolutely devastate even the deepest of snow. Again, big trucks play a major role in that conflict, big orange trucks with rams on their fronts to push aside snow as if it were merely pollen granules. From my standpoint, those trucks were saviors as they cleared a path for me to follow right out of the development of homes I had spent the first months of life in. Ever alert, as any wise chipmunk is, I darted into snowbanks periodically to assess the skies above; hawks are everywhere.

Now, my fur does keep me warm, but this day was especially bitter, which made it less than ideal to dive into snowbanks. Even when in full sunlight, my sweat crystalized on my fur. I imagine I reflected nicely for the predators searching from above. Thankfully, I made it to the culvert at the outside of the development without the need to flee from anything. Humans build these large paths, covered with weird smelling stone that dries pitch black. When I reached the culvert, I was half tempted to use that to avoid crossing the path above, but any number of predators likely used that culvert for a winter retreat. I approached it and sniffed just to see if it smelled safe. However, I sniffed enough to tell me that something had spooked a skunk inside the culvert within the last fortnight. I would not be going in there anytime soon.

Racing back to the stone path above, I hid inside a paper cup tossed by a human, likely one of those nitwits who drives by in a truck and used the path as a garbage dump. From the safe vantage point of the cup, I counted the amount of trucks that passed by. Three, one large with a big open back behind the cab the human sat in and the other two smaller ones, with four doors and a trunk behind. The path itself was two lanes wide, which remains a difficult distance to cover for chipmunks young and old. Thankfully, Fate was with me that day since no truck approached as I scrambled to the far side where a dense grove of evergreen trees greeted me.

Exhausted from the journey, I scoured the ground for seeds and nuts. Fate was on my side still as I quickly found a fragment of an acorn and two small pine cones, the nuts from which helped beat back my hunger pains. To make matters even better, I exposed the tail end of a worm when I lifted one of the pine cones. While it took a bit of digging, I was able to pull out and eat most of the worm. Worms, while slippery and stinky, make for good snacks, though I prefer crickets, to be honest.

My hunger satiated, I climbed into the branches of an evergreen, and once shielded by most of the wind, I contemplated my next move. There was certainly no going back to my old home. That burrow and my three subterranean food vaults were gone forever, likely buried under ash and burned timbers. As for the woods I encountered on the far side of the black stone path, there would be slim pickings for food, which meant I would not be able to accumulate a reserve of seeds and return to hibernation. What was left for me? I begrudgingly determined to venture further north to seek better hunting grounds and, hopefully, a safe haven to rest in at night.

Coursing through the woods, I eventually entered a clearing that abutted a large stockade fence. Turning both east and west, the fence extended as far as I could see. I was left with but one option. I needed to climb the fence and see what lurked beyond. Made of those funky smelling pine boards I loathed, the climb to the top was a chore for my senses, particularly my sense of smell. Yet, after a minute of climb time, I sat perched at the fence's top. Beyond rested a large, snow-covered field with but a few silver maple trees. The leafless trees would provide neither shelter nor food, but that was of little importance as a small cul-de-sac with but a few houses sat with ample evergreens and deciduous trees to provide potential food sources. Even better, one house, which looked much older than the others nearby, had multiple bird feeders in its yard with over twenty birds flittering about. Such bird activity usually led to seeds being knocked onto the ground, which meant good eating for me. Hope seemed to be on the rise.







Chapter 3

My mother taught me to look everywhere for food and never pass up an opportunity to search for food. My father, meanwhile, taught me to be observant of my surroundings at all times for as he always said, “predators are forever on the hunt!” Both bits of advice saved me that day.

While on top of the fence, I remembered seeing chickadees stuffing seeds into crevices in fences, decks, and even those awnings humans put up to cover their patios. Sure enough, looking down from the top rail of the stockade fence, I spied multiple seeds between the support post and the fencing nailed to it. I scooted over and scooped up the seeds quickly, stuffing most into my left cheek pouch before munching on the last, a gigantic sunflower seed. The position I ended up in provided me with a good view of the snow below, the sun beaming down hard to accentuate the crystalline structure of the endless blanket of snowflakes. The position also allowed me to see the hawk's shadow well in time to vault off the fence and avoid the predator's talons.
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