
In the Garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

Welcome visitors to my garden
“Man is known by the company he keeps and the company he keeps out” –
Gaelic saying

I’ve been keeping unusual company lately and I’m enjoying it tremendously.
The company is a three- inch brown toad. It is plump, warty and adorable in its
ugliness. I suspect it has a companion who is rather shy, as I only catch
fleeting glimpses before it vanishes behind or under something.

They have taken up residence in the greenhouse. I have no idea how they
might have discovered this safe haven. Did one just hop in by chance, thought
it highly suitable and then brought its friend along? Or were the pair out for
adventure and regarded the greenhouse a place of excitement? Who knows?
The door to the greenhouse has been left ajar during the day for the last so
many weeks, they could’ve come by any time. Perhaps this is their retirement
home or maybe they’re plain old squatters. I don’t care. I’m honored they
selected my garden.

I’m liking very much the presence of the bold one as I putter around in the
greenhouse. It likes to nestle in any one of the little pots that contains
seedlings for the vegetable garden. So far, it seems to prefer lettuce over peas,
beans, eggplants or gourds, and plastic over cow-pots. Not so adventurous
after all.
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Nesting cardinals this year

Each spring, the rose arch in the front of the house is a hub of activity. All
sorts of prospective tenants fly in to inspect the accommodations. At times, the
cacophony can be deafening as opinions are loudly and repeatedly expressed.
Eventually, one pair commandeers the property. I wish I knew how the
“winner” is determined. To the loudest bidder? In past years, robins have been
the most successful.

This year, a pair of cardinals has emerged victorious. Unlike the robins that
make sturdy nests with plenty of twigs, hay and mud, the cardinals are more
modern in their taste. The nest is airy with dry, papery leaves and only one
kind of twig. The twigs of this nest are uniformly thin and are a dark chocolate
brown in color. It looks like something Philip Starck might have designed. It is
contemporary and fragile and yet very functional. I’m eager to see the family
grow.
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As much as I take pleasure in these wild occupants of the garden, I find myself
burdened with the responsibility of ensuring their well-being. My brain tells
me to let Nature take her course and what will be will be. But, my heart insists
upon making it personal. Guess which wins.

I worry about neighborhood cats or the local hawks attacking the babies. On
hot days I’ve been known to leave bowls of water containing worms within
sight of the nest. The little ones need to be given a fighting chance. One year,
we were about to leave for vacation just before the baby birds were ready to
fly. I worried no one would be there to help them should they fall. So, I hung a
child’s hammock beneath the nest in the rose arch. That was the only way I
could leave without worrying myself sick. I wonder what the neighbors thought
about the odd sight.

I know, I know. I’m being ridiculous. In the lab, I’ve had no qualms about
dissecting all sorts of animals. But here in the garden, it is completely
different. I can’t help it. They are my guests and I welcome them. No, I need
them. So, I try to be the best hostess I can be. C’est la vie.

And now, I must go leave some water for the toad. Wonder if I should season it
with a few flies?
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