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"It was natural to |look at squirrels when | decided to study genetic
variability," Professor Wite began. "The canmpus is full of them and the cars
and groundskeepers keep hitting them | needed sonething cheap, you know. The
uni versity doesn't have nuch research budget for retired professors, and
need to keep ny mnd busy."

| nodded, trying at |east to appear synpathetic. Back when I was in
grade school, she had been a research superstar. Her resune listed a dozen
papers in _Science_, several in _Cell_, and a couple in _Nature_, but she was
75 now, and those papers were all at |east a decade ol d.

"Gray squirrels pose sone interesting questions, you know, because they
live in both city and country environnents. Urban squirrels behave
differently; before they cut down the trees to build that ugly parking |ot,
the squirrels used to sit on a branch just outside the wi ndow and stare at ne.
Rural squirrels don't do that. | wondered if that difference in urban behavior
reflected genetic drift. | thought soneone should have done sone genetic
sequences on them but | couldn't find anything in the literature. You
woul dn't believe how far conputerized databases have come. Do you use themin
the research adm nistration office?" A dreany expression crossed her face and
she gl anced out the wi ndow at the parking lot.

"Are you sure there's nothing on squirrels?" | asked, trying to keep
her attention. The provost had warned that her mnd wandered when he asked ne
to check on her.

She turned back, her sharp blue eyes staring into mne. "OfF course.
Squirrel genetics were beneath them They were vernin. The animals, that is.
M ce and rat genetics were known, what geneticist wanted to bother with
squirrel s?"

My digital voice recorder took it all in; I love newtoys, and | could
see her office didn't have anything newer than a five-year-old conputer. "Wat
did you find?"

"Not what | expected. There were two distinct genetic patterns in city
squirrels, but only one was present in the country." She | ooked down at the
single fol der of papers on her clean desk. "The genetic-variation statistics
are odd. Very odd."

"How so?"

"Nat ural popul ati ons show bel | -curve distributions of many
characteristics. The rural squirrels did, and so did the city squirrels
wi t hout the odd genes. The two patterns matched except for a very m nor
genetic drift that mght be the start of the urban squirrels learning to | ook
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out for cars, or some such thing."

"What about the others?"

"On superficial exam nation of their anatony, they were identical with
the other squirrels. Yet they showed no real genetic variation anmong
themsel ves, like inbred white mice."

"Do you have an expl anati on?" The provost had heard she had sone very
odd ones.

"l thought sonmeone here at the university m ght have rel eased sone
inbred squirrels after experinenting on them O maybe there had been sone

natural inbreeding on canpus. To check those theories, | exam ned ot her
popul ations. | spent several nonths driving around the city, collecting
road-killed squirrels. Two months ago, | flewto Chicago to visit ny nephew,

and made nore collections there."

| nodded. That was something else that worried the provost.

"I found the sane populations in the rest of the city, and in Chicago.
The fractions weren't always the same, but sonme urban squirrels everywhere
have the same odd extra genes. The extra genes are honbgeneous. Renarkably,
unnatural |y honmogeneous. | think they're bioengi neered cl ones.™

"Ch!" Although the recorder was taking everything down, | wote it on
my notepad as a point to stress to the provost. "W coul d have rel eased
t hen®?"

"I wondered that, nyself. Did you know that one of the fraternities had
a stuffed squirrel that soneone had caught on canmpus back in the thirties?"

"Was that the one that disappeared fromtheir house three weeks ago?"

She nodded, her eyes sparkling inmpishly. "The very one. Thanks to PCR
I was able to extract a fair anpunt of DNA fromthe skin. It was one of the
bi oengi neered cl ones."

"But that's inpossible. Nobody could do bioengi neering during the G eat
Depr ession. "

"No, it's not inpossible, because we aren't doing the bioengi neering.
Soneone el se is, young nan. Someone el se has been for a long tine. You know, |
used to think people were crazy when they said they thought they were being
wat ched. But now | know they were right. W are being watched by squirrels
genetically engineered to be living tape recorders. And that's why | called
t he provost, because we really have to get the word out to the public about
this. I can't do it all nyself, not at ny age."

| nodded as her story grew wilder. Nutty as a fruitcake, as ny
grandmot her used to say. Professor Wite had devised a very el aborate
conspiracy theory, blamng nmysterious aliens for genetically engineering
squirrels that had spied on people for decades. She hadn't found the aliens,
but she was sure they still were collecting data fromthe squirrels. "1'd
never adnmit it to the construction office, but now!l don't mind that they took
those big trees down," she told me, pointing toward the parking |ot.

VWhen four o'clock came, | thanked her and excused nysel f. Wl ki ng down
the hall, | pushed the "duplicate" button on the recorder. The provost would
be happy. The recordi ng should convince the faculty's adm nistrative conduct
conmittee that the old woman was suffering from paranoi d del usi ons, so they
shoul d revoke her | aboratory privil eges.

| checked ny watch. My appointnent with the provost was at 4:30, so
had time for a quick call. | found a quiet corner and pushed the nmenorized
codes on ny nobil e phone. After a delay from scranmbling and descranbling, a
famliar voice answered

"Just the squirrels,” | said. "She never suspected the pigeons."

-- END --
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