The $quirrel Exchange Program

BY
Muriel Kakahi

Bonjour. My hame is Noisette. T am a Europeanh Red squirrel. ] live in a
large Qak tree in the Coniferous forest of Belgium. Qur forest is beautiful
with tall trees and mysterious dark places. MY favourite tree is the Fir
tree. ] love to hibble at fir cones and extraCt the small, sweet-smelling,
tasty pine seeds. A Bientot. Noisette



Namaskar. My hame is Karutai. I am a Three Striped Palm squirrel. My
family belongs to the most important Sroup Of squirrels seen in India. ] live
in @ Banhyan tree in g City garden of Pune. It is a place crowded with
people. Among all, I love Children. They |eave for me iCe-Cream Cups and
biscuit crumbs. Phir milenge. Karutai."

Noisette and Karutai have been exchanging letters for mahy months. The
time to meet has come. They are very excited.

“Welcome to India," Said Karutai while garlanding her foreign friend with
the traditional marigold hecklace. "You will love Ihdia. It is a saCred lahd
where all hature is revered. Even squirrels are honhored. Come! T will show
you our Shiva temple below the saCred Peepal tree and tell You the Sstory
that explains why squirrels are valued.”
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With rapt attention, Noisette heard the tale of RamaYaha's famous
squirrel Who contributed in its own little way to help [L,ord Ram.

“IJe have on our baCk the three stripes which are believed to be the marks
of LLord Ram's fingers. Thanhks to the [Lord, even today, people proteCt
squirrels ahd never harm them,” ended Karutai, the puny Palm squirrel.

"In Europe, Red squirrels are hot saCred but endangered," added Noisette
with a heart-rending tone.

"Enhdangered?!" repeated Karutai in dismay.



"People have been Killing Red squirrels tO make COats ahd Caps out Of their
beautiful fur. Even it is said that Cinderella's slippers were actually made
out Of squirrel's Vair,” disclosed Noisette with anguish.

"Gtay in India,” offered Karutai innocently. "Here, hobody will ever ill-treat
you."

After the first few days Of excitement, ruhnhing up and down the
Tamarind tree and the Fish tail palms, Crossing Streets on television wires,
plaYing at the trapeze artists, SCaling rough walls of buildings and entering
homes, Noisette began to tire out.



"y are you |looking so depressed? Don't you like my country?” inquired
the Indiah squirrel Who was trying to figure out what had displeased her
friend. Karutai seemed to have forgotten that her foreign friend,
Noisette, Was a forest denizen and not a City dweller!!

"Europeah Red squirrels are hot habituated to the brouhaha Of a City and
that t00 Of ah Indiah metropolis,” exClaimed Noisette with tears of
exhaustion in her eyes. And she squirreled away to the top of a Banyan
tree to find a little peace.

goon the adventures of Noisette in Ihdia were coming to ah end. The
Cruel summer was on the way. Day by day, temperatures were soaring. The
SOil turhed to dust. The grass and trees Chanhged to brown. IWater became
sCarce. Every one was thirsty and weak. Noisette, the Europeah Red
squirrel, was feeling rather uncomfortable in her thiCk fur desighed to
resist the coldest of the weather.




AU reVvoir! A bientot!” said Noisette. Anhd she plahted ah affectionate Kiss
oh Karutai's cheek. "Hope t0 meet you Soon in Belgium. You will like the
temperate forest. Tt has a refreshing Climate," said Noisette while
boarding the airCraft.

"“The woods in autumn wear dazzling colours. What a beautiful season to
Visit Belgium!” thought Karutai, rubbing her eyes to be sure it was all real
ahd hot phantasmagoric.




Karutai was welcomed warmly by Noisette who took her to her home, a
Ccozy drey in the CcaVvity of ah old Qak tree. The drey was a recycled bird
nhest. The twig framework had been strengthened, |eaves had been piled up
and a SOft |ayer Of grass and moss had beenh added for extra warmth and
comfort.

In the evening, the Red squirre| organized a huge feast Of huts; there were
Crunhchy acorns, Oily walhuts, succulent hazelhuts, Creamy chestnhuts and
fresh pinecones.

After such a regal meal, Karutai began to feel heavy and sick.

"In the cold weather, you need a riCh diet of huts,"” said Noisette, talking
like @ nutritionist. "NUtS are a source of proteins of whiCh every squirre|
has to take advantage. And remember, You might have to go through the
winter without a Single meal!"




goonh, Karutai joined the Europeah Red squirrels in their Collective task of
gathering provisions to fill up the larder for the Coming winter months. TO
rummage through the hidden corners of the woods ahd dig up seeds and
nuts was a hew game for the Ihdiah squirrel. BY watChing others, she soon
learnt.

"here to store this supply Of acorns?' asked Karutai.
"In the hollow of the Maple tree," replied Noisette.
“Where to bury this harvest of chesthuts?

"In the roots Of the Fir tree.”

"TAJhere to hide these delicious hazelhuts?

"Tn the abahdoned burrow at the root of the Qak tree."

"How are You going to remember SO mahy Storage places?” asked Karutai
who had already forgotten where she had hoarded the acorns.

"4 Keen sense of smell ahd ghawing hunger will guide us," replied Noisette
with the confidence experience gives. “Anhd if few huts are hot recovered,
it is hot g tragedy. Some of the missed huts Will Sprout and eventually
become trees whose fruits Will feed our hext generations of squirrels.”

Onhe morning Karutai awoke to find the woods covered in a thiCk white
blanket.

"Tt is Show,"” explained Noisette. "It means winter has come."

Winter was fun at first. Watching glittering snowsflakes twirling gracefully,
hopping in the Crunchy show and leaving behind star-shaped footprints,
skating down tree trunhks covered with white frosting and reloCating seed
caches buried below a thiCk layer of show, provided hoursS Of fuh for
Noisette and Karutai.



But soon, days started seeming like an eternity. SilenCe was everywhere in
the forest. Nature was hibernating. The woods |[ooked desolate. All day
long, squirrels huddled in their nest trying to Keep Warm by wrapping their
bushy tails like a shawl ahd cuddling up Close to eaCh other.

Poor Karutai! With her tail only half as FIUFFY as the tail of @ European
TRed squirrel, She was having a hard time protecting herself from the icy
winds. "I think it is time for you to g0 back to India," suggested Noisette
with compassion.

"Yes," exClaimed Karutai. Anhd her eyes twinkled like the sunh sparkling on
the white show.



