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Dedication


To Dr. A. B. Millmoss

with all my love for eternity





Epigraph

Nature does not hurry,

yet everything is accomplished.

—LAOZI
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Author’s Note

Some names and locations have been changed to protect turtle nesting grounds.





1.

Shell Shock
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Pizza Man, a red-footed tortoise



Amid all the other homes on the suburban street—white, beige, gray, pale blue, light yellow—this two-story saltbox stands out. It’s a blazing neon green, its flamboyance accentuated by an equally electrifying violet shed out back. The house bears a sign in front that reads, TURTLE LOVER PARKING ONLY. VIOLATORS BETTER SHUT THE SHELL UP.

Parked in the drive are a white Smart car and a black Scion. Both are mounted with strobe lights—like the ambulances they are. Emblazoned with the Turtle Rescue League logo, and with stickers urging fellow motorists, STOP FOR TURTLES IN THE ROAD—HELP THEM GET ACROSS, the cars serve as emergency vehicles for transporting injured turtles to the thousand-square-foot turtle hospital that occupies the basement of the home.

Observed by closed-circuit TV—one of several security measures taken because even sick or injured, turtles are so valuable on the black market that the patients here could be targets of abduction—my friend, the wildlife artist Matt Patterson, and I mount the steps to the wooden deck and knock on the door. Alexxia Bell, Turtle Rescue League’s president, lets us in. She’s forty-six, slender, tall, and seems dressed for a party, wearing a black nylon long-sleeved shoulderless shirt and slim pale-blue velvet jeans. Once inside, Matt and I carefully step over a knee-high wooden barricade to enter the living room.

We are soon met with the reason for the barricade. Pizza Man, a twenty-year-old, twelve-pound red-footed tortoise, with a knobby black-and-yellow shell, is headed toward us like a slow-motion missile. High-stepping on columnar legs, his toenails tapping softly on the wooden floor, he holds his pale-yellow bottom shell, or plastron, tall as he paces determinedly across the room. He stops two inches from my feet. He pointedly jerks his wizened-looking head to the right, holds it still for a second, jerks his head back to the center, then jerks it to the left. He then swings his neck back to center and stares up into my face.

Such a spirited reaction from a turtle might come as a surprise. While most people like turtles, many, even biologists, for years dismissed the reptiles’ intellect as little more sophisticated than a pet rock’s. Compared with their sometimes colossal bodies (a leatherback sea turtle who washed up on a Welsh beach holds the record, at nine feet long, weighing over a ton), turtles’ brains are remarkably small, which was believed a sign of low intelligence. “Turtles don’t need intelligence,” one field biologist, Alex Netherton, asserted in an online forum, “so they do not waste energy on it.” Because turtles are famously slow, and spend considerable amounts of time stock-still, it’s easy to get the impression they don’t think or feel or know much—or do much of anything at all.

But clearly, Pizza Man is giving me a signal. It feels like a welcome.

“This turtle really loves attention,” Alexxia explains. I bend down to stroke his soft, outstretched neck and head, admiring the red patches on his cheeks and nose and around his soulful, dark eyes. Then Pizza Man marches on to meet Matt. If anything, Pizza Man’s ardor now grows. Even though it’s February in New England, Matt, as usual, is wearing—along with his signature turtle-print headband—flip-flops, and Pizza Man makes a point of standing directly on the warm tops of Matt’s feet as he performs his greeting.

Pizza Man’s enthusiastic reception bodes well for us. Matt, already a renowned natural history artist at thirty-eight, and I have driven two hours from our homes in New Hampshire here to Southbridge, Massachusetts, to ask a favor. Since the previous summer, when we started helping friends protect a nesting site for five species of New England turtles, we’ve been drawn deeper and deeper into the world of these beloved but little-understood reptiles. Last year, we attended a turtle summit, a symposium for turtle rehabilitators, here at the League. We came away as stunned as if we’d visited Lourdes.

Alexxia had projected a slide of one of their patients, a female snapping turtle. The entire first third of her shell was shattered, three of her legs were smashed, one eye was gone; she had been lying on the side of the asphalt road where she’d been hit, cooking in the sun, for hours. But two years later, she was returned to the wild, healed. “What looks like a fatal injury to some animals may be survivable to a turtle,” Alexxia had told the assembled crowd. “Basically, if the turtle’s organs are not smeared all over the road, you might well be able to save her. We never give up on a turtle.”

So today, we are back. We want to take part in this miracle. We’ve come asking if, once the busy spring season gets underway, we might be allowed to volunteer at the League’s hospital, and help broken creatures be made whole.

Alexxia picks up Pizza Man and kisses him on the head. (“I won’t get a tortoise disease,” she insists. Though even healthy turtles may carry the Salmonella bacterium—one reason the sale of many baby turtles was banned—Alexxia tells us she’s more likely to get an infection from kissing a child. “I’m a hundred degrees,” she explains, “and he’s a reptile.”) It’s clear that Pizza Man is used to Alexxia’s kisses; even though he has just been hoisted into the air by a mammal six times his size, rather than withdraw his head at her touch, he extends it.

“Pizza Man always wants to be wherever I am,” Alexxia says. Among the more than 150 turtles currently in residence here—turtles recovering from illness or injury, turtles relinquished by previous owners and awaiting new homes, native baby turtles who hatched out late or too small and will be released in the spring, turtles who were born deformed or who are permanently disabled, and will live here forever—Pizza Man, rescued from the basement of a drug dealer, is one of the very few whom she considers a personal pet. A decision was made early on not to bond too deeply with the others, most of whom either were slated for release or, in the case of non-native and non-releasable turtles, might be adopted out to good homes elsewhere. But Pizza Man is an exception.

The other is Sprockets, a thirty-pound Burmese mountain tortoise. At age twelve, he’s not even a third of the size he’ll reach at maturity. He may live for one hundred years. With a dark, boxy head and prominent beak, he comes plodding out of the first-floor bathroom on legs as scaly as a Monterey pinecone. At the very same moment, Natasha Nowick, forty-four, sporting the TRL logo on her green polo shirt, with matching green streaks highlighting chin-length dark hair, descends from the office upstairs.

Sprockets’s emergence as Natasha, cofounder of the League, enters the room is no coincidence. Sprockets is as devoted to Natasha as Pizza Man is to Alexxia. Belonging to a species native to Myanmar, Malaysia, Thailand, and Sumatra, Sprockets was found on a September day five years ago, wandering around the park next to Worcester Polytechnic Institute. His owner had dumped him. He was briefly taken in by some engineering students. One of them was Natasha’s younger brother, who called Natasha and Alexxia to come pick the tortoise up. “He was so nervous,” Natasha remembers. “Every inhale was a quaver, and he hid in a corner.” But once Sprockets settled in at the League, he would fall asleep in bliss on Natasha’s lap. And soon, she tells us, “he started telling us his life story, vocalizing and bobbing his head. He would vocalize for twenty minutes at a time.”

Most of us think of turtles as being silent, but no: Some are quite talkative, and various species croak, squeak, belch, whine, and whistle. (For the Velociraptors’ barking in Jurassic Park, filmmakers used the sound of tortoises having sex.) Some species of Australian and South American river turtle nestlings communicate vocally with each other, and with their mothers, while still inside the egg.

Natasha describes Sprockets’s voice as “a grunt crossed with air being released from a party balloon.” He’s not as vocal these days, she tells us: “At first he was like a kindergartner going on and on about his favorite subjects,” she says. “Now he is more mature and reserved.” But he still bobs his head when he’s excited—which he is doing right now, seemingly in acknowledgment of what may appear, to him, the great commotion of our arrival. “He’s very excited to meet you,” Natasha tells us.

Turtles have distinctive personalities and experience strong emotions, Alexxia and Natasha explain. But because they lack mammals’ facial expressions, it is difficult for humans to see this. The ancestors of humans and turtles diverged some 310 million years ago, back before plants learned to flower, before the evolution of corals and their mighty reefs, and not long after our fishy forebears crawled out of the water onto land. Yet you can, with attention and practice, intuition and empathy, learn to read the sometimes subtle, sometimes alien signals of turtles.

“We get to know them,” Alexxia explains. “The personalities start to shine. It’s an unspoken communication. But it’s real.”

This is key, the two women say, to their extraordinary success in saving, and often releasing back to the wild, thousands of turtles who otherwise would have died—including many so badly injured that even veterinarians specializing in rehabilitating wildlife would have euthanized them.

It has taken Natasha and Alexxia over a decade to get to this point. The two met twenty-one years ago, at a fashion store where Natasha was the manager and Alexxia had applied for a job doing makeup. Though opposites in many ways—Alexxia a flashy extrovert who partied at Boston dance clubs till dawn, Natasha a soft-spoken introvert who enjoys video games and data—they both love animals. One of Alexxia’s earliest memories growing up was watching her dad help a snapping turtle cross the street. When Natasha was little, her family took in orphaned and injured wildlife, including a raccoon, a woodchuck, and a seagull.

One spring day, while the couple was headed for a date hiking on a local trail system, they found a turtle on the road, crushed but still alive, in obvious agony. It was clearly mortally wounded. They knew of no vet who could help or euthanize the animal. Feeling helpless, Alexxia placed the turtle headfirst under the tire of her car and ran it over, killing it quickly so it wouldn’t suffer. Today, in fact, this kind of “mechanical euthanization” is considered a humane option for turtles who have no hope of recovery. But for the couple, “it was devastating,” says Natasha. The pain of that moment lingers for them still.

The next day, they saw another turtle—unharmed, but marooned on the dangerous tarmac of the cloverleaf interchange of two highways. They picked it up and released it in a pond. “We kept finding turtles,” remembers Alexxia. “So instead of hiking, one day we said, ‘Let’s find turtles and help them cross.’”

They created posters and flyers telling others how to help, too. But they kept finding turtles hit by cars, run over by lawn mowers and hay mowers, chewed by dogs, or afflicted by disease from neglect or poor care from people who had bought them as pets or had taken them from the wild.

“With an injured turtle in front of us,” Natasha tells us, “we didn’t know where to go. If we brought every one we found to a wildlife clinic, it would overwhelm them.” And, she reminds us, “in 2008, there weren’t smartphones, and most Internet searches were unhelpful. We were looking for answers in desperation—and they weren’t out there. How could we change the world for turtles?”

“At the time, we couldn’t do basic shell repair,” Alexxia says. “But we learned.”

They learned from the veterinarians at Tufts Wildlife Clinic. They learned from the director of the Mass Audubon Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary on Cape Cod, which rescues endangered sea turtles. They learned from the head veterinarian at the New England Aquarium. One of their most inspiring mentors was a wildlife rehabilitator they met at a turtle intensive seminar in New Jersey. While treating thousands of patients at the New York Center for Turtle Rehabilitation, Kathy Michell had herself survived cancer, multiple sclerosis, and then a cancer relapse with a survival prognosis of six months—which turned into a year, and then two, and then five years and counting. “She imparted tenacity,” Natasha said. “She taught us not to give up.”

The first rescue they took home was a pathetically undernourished yearling snapper they named Nibbles. Alexxia discovered him exiled to a plastic shoebox in a quarter inch of dirty water at a client’s home, and persuaded the owner to relinquish him. The couple immediately spent two hundred dollars at their local pet store to properly house and feed him. Soon Alexxia and Natasha found themselves living with seventy-five rescued turtles and half a dozen thirty-gallon stock tanks crammed into an 860-square-foot, two-bedroom apartment in Webster, Massachusetts. The many filters, heat lamps, and full-spectrum lights their charges needed overexerted the rooms’ electrical capacity, and they had to run an additional conduit line—which, fortunately, Alexxia (who now owns her own appliance repair business) knew how to install. Friends who’d visit would ask, “But where do you girls live?” They slept under a kayak, essential for water rescues, suspended from ropes over the bed.

“When we started, we couldn’t have imagined we’d one day have this place,” Alexxia tells us. (They bought the house seven years ago, back when it was, according to Natasha, “the color of neglect.”) “And this sanctuary,” continues Alexxia, “two cars, a board of directors, and Michaela . . .”

Petite, blond Michaela Conder, eighteen, has joined our chat as we perch on stools around a tall table while Sprockets and Pizza Man plod beneath our feet. She’s shy and doesn’t say much, but her blue eyes and big smile radiate eagerness and energy. She’s the only other paid employee at TRL, and handles communications and largely running the day-to-day operation of the turtle sanctuary and hospital. Michaela first became involved with the group at sixteen, when she was visiting an aunt from her home in Kansas; she moved to Rhode Island, where she lives with her grandmother, so she could work here. “When I look into the eyes of a turtle,” she tells me, “it almost feels to me as if the entire universe is held within them. They have so much understanding and knowledge.” Michaela also works part-time at a coffee shop—but each week, in addition to her paid hours at TRL, she drives the hour and a half from her grandmother’s house to put in additional hours of unpaid work as a volunteer for the organization.

She’s always wanted to do something meaningful with her young life, but what that was wasn’t immediately evident—which is why she had put off going to college. But now, she’s found it. “That’s another thing turtles have given me,” she says: “Purpose. The turtles give me a reason to get out of bed every morning.”

It’s becoming clear to Matt and me that for these three people, caring for turtles is more than a job, more than a charity: It’s a sacred devotion. “When I work on the bench with the turtles, I’m glad my parts don’t match them,” admits Alexxia. “In a season or two, I’d be out of parts. My blood, my bones—I’d give it to them.”

Why turtles? Natasha and Alexxia have, in their years together, rescued other creatures, from squirrels to salamanders (including a skunk they found on their way to pick up an injured turtle; once inside their little car, and with an hour left to travel, the animal, in extremis, sprayed its musk). What makes turtles so special?

I’d been thinking about this for some time. Turtles do have a big fan base. In some cases, this is literal: At New England Aquarium, by far the most popular of its tens of thousands of animals is Myrtle, a ninety-year-old, 550-pound green sea turtle who has lived there since 1970. She has her own Facebook page with more than seven thousand followers. Turtles star as heroes of stories, comics, and movies, from the Tortoise in Aesop’s 2,600-year-old fable, to the Teenage Mutant Ninjas, to wise Crush and little Squirt in Finding Nemo. Turtles are popular subjects of artwork, collectibles, and toys; there is even a Turtle Splash breakfast cereal, which comes with a free baby sea turtle adoption kit.

Almost everyone has seen a turtle, and most people my age once lived with one. Every dime store in the United States carried inch-long baby red-eared sliders in the 1950s, ’60s, and midway through the ’70s—along with tiny round terrariums, each with a spiral ramp topped by a plastic palm tree. Unfortunately this was a completely inappropriate habitat for animals who should command a home range measured in square kilometers and live for fifty years. And their food was wrong, too: Most of us were sold ant eggs to feed them, when baby sliders really need a variety of insect and invertebrate prey, as well as vegetables and other plants, to eat.

But it was no wonder these doomed infant turtles were such popular pets. A baby turtle fits perfectly into a child’s hand. (And also elsewhere—which was why some kids were getting salmonella, and the sale of turtles less than four inches long, the width of a child’s open mouth, was banned in 1975.) Unlike most reptiles, turtles don’t frighten us; they seldom bite, and they don’t slither or scurry, but move slowly enough that we can watch them for a while as they charmingly carry their “house” on their back. When I was growing up in Virginia and New York and New Jersey, every kid had one—often several in succession, because most quickly died. (My parents rushed to replace them before I found out.) All of mine were named Miz Yellow Eyes.

Like me, Matt loved turtles from an early age. “I’ve been a turtle nerd my whole life,” he will tell you proudly. His earliest memory is of heading out in a rowboat with his father, a biology teacher, to look for turtles when he was three. Later, he and his dad built fenced outdoor enclosures for turtles they would find and bring home. “We didn’t know back then we were doing anything wrong,” he explains, now fully aware that taking native animals from the wild is illegal. “I just loved them and wanted them with me so I could watch them.”

He’s never lost that boyish Huck Finn attitude, nor his love of outdoor adventure. He’s a bit feral. It doesn’t seem like a house or an office could hold him for long—and it never has. After graduating from art school, he worked a scant two and a half years as a product design illustrator in different offices, “always looking out the window, dreaming of somewhere else.” One of the offices where he worked was by a river, so he’d bring his kayak so he could fish and look for turtles on his lunch break. But as soon as he could, he quit the office to work for himself, concentrating exclusively on wildlife art—creating images so vividly realistic that when I saw a photo of one of his turtle paintings that happened to have his hand in the frame, I thought the hand was fake and the turtle was alive.

Matt’s always ready to head out in his flip-flops to wade into a river or stream or swamp. Any place that’s good for turtles is good for Matt Patterson, and he will go anywhere, and do anything, to observe, to paint, or to help them.

He’s combined his turtle expertise with college wrestling skills to wrangle monster snappers into his canoe for close-up views. He’s traveled to the Spiny Desert of Madagascar with the conservation group Turtle Survival Alliance to meet critically endangered radiated tortoises in the wild. He haunts herpetology conferences and trade shows where turtles are prominently featured—where, to his wife’s dismay, a common question strangers ask each other is “How many herps do you have?” (“Sounds like the symptoms of a horrible disease!” she remarked.)

He’s been with his three-toed box turtle, Polly, longer than he’s known his spouse. He’s been married to Erin, a speech and language pathologist, for a decade. He’s been with Polly for twenty-four years. The largest of his four pet turtles is Eddie, an African spur-thigh tortoise who he thought at first was male. She’s only twenty pounds now, but she could grow to one hundred pounds and live up to 150 years. (He plans to build Eddie her own barn, and has provided for her in his will.)

What inspires such allegiance? Once Matt wrote out his feelings in an email to his mom. Though she tolerated with grace a home overrun with animals of all kinds—escaped snakes, a pet alligator, and a collection of turtles that once spanned fourteen species—to Matt’s continuing dismay, her appreciation for turtles falls short of his own.

“Did you know,” Matt wrote to her with the zeal of a disciple, “the first animals to orbit the moon were tortoises?” (They were a pair of unnamed steppe tortoises aboard the Soviet Zond 5 space probe in September 1968.) “Did you know some species live over two hundred years?

“Turtles are as old as the first dinosaurs, older than the first crocodiles, and have been around for over 250 million years. Unlike us,” he explained, “turtles are extremely important to the planet’s biodiversity! Some turtles, like snapping turtles, are the vultures of the ponds, lakes, and rivers, eating dead and decaying animals and plants. Gopher tortoises are considered a keystone species,” he continued, noting that over 360 other species depend on this one kind of turtle, and their burrows, to survive. Other turtle species are equally essential to their ecosystems: Hawksbill sea turtles protect coral reefs by eating sponges, and other sea turtles eat jellyfish, which keeps them from overpopulating . . .

Matt pressed on, filling a full page of single-spaced type. “This is why I love turtles,” he concluded, “and this is why my work is dedicated to helping protect them.”

Many of these same reasons inspire Alexxia’s, Natasha’s, and my own love for turtles, too. Turtles’ familiarity is a doorway to appreciating their strangeness. Turtles are unlikely, surprising animals. The more than 350 species of turtles, gracing six continents, display breathtaking talents. One, of course, is their longevity: A turtle who recently died at age 288 was alive when George Washington was born, when homes were lit by candles, medicine largely consisted of enemas and bloodletting, and mental illness was treated with powder made from the hooves of moose. Another turtle had a baby at age 140. Some can sense a lake or pond a mile away; others migrate across entire oceans to find the very beach where they hatched decades earlier. Some breathe through their butts; some pee through their mouths. Some stay active under ice-covered waters; others climb fences and trees. Some are red, some are yellow, and some change color dramatically once a year. There are turtles with soft shells, turtles with necks longer than their bodies, turtles with heads so big they can’t retract them, turtles whose shells glow in the dark. Some turtles could even help us cure cancer. Asian mayapples, the source of etoposide, used to treat lung and testicular cancer, have been harvested almost to extinction. American mayapples provide an effective substitute, though the plant’s seeds are extremely difficult to propagate—unless the seeds are ingested and excreted by box turtles.

Alexxia deeply respects turtles and their powers. But she also finds them hilarious. “They look so goofy,” says Alexxia. “Let’s design an animal that will persist for almost three hundred million years. You wouldn’t design a turtle, with those pretty shells. You’d design something with big jaws, a huge brain—not something that falls upside down and can’t get up.”

Natasha concedes that “a lot of people might think it’s completely ridiculous that we spend this amount of time and money and energy on turtles.” True, most people like turtles, and many love them. “But how many times have I been standing at a booth at an event when someone asks, ‘What is the purpose of turtles?’”

Alexxia gets frustrated when people ask what turtles have done for us. “They don’t have to do anything for us!” she says, her temper flashing. “What are we doing for them?”

“Why turtles? Why art?” asks Natasha. “Why have children? Why anything?”

“They were here first!” Alexxia insists. “They are what life is, what life does—and they are worth saving.”

“Here’s an animal that walked with the dinosaurs,” Natasha explains. “The earth warmed and cooled, warmed and cooled, and they are still here. But we are messing them up. Why shouldn’t we be driven by a desire to set things right for them?”

For Alexxia too, it’s as simple as this: “Turtles need more help than any other wildlife,” she says. She’s right: Turtles are the most imperiled major group of animals on earth. Like other wild animals, turtle populations shrink when houses, roads, and stores displace their homes. They suffer from pollution, climate change, and invasive species. Cars run them over. Dogs, raccoons, skunks, and otters chew them up. And on top of all this, there is a murderous, monstrous illegal trade in turtles—for their meat, for their eggs, for their shells, and for pets. “Helping any animal is a good thing,” Alexxia had told the group who’d gathered for the turtle summit last year. “Saving a chipmunk is a good thing. But if you save a turtle, particularly a female turtle, she may be able to lay eggs for another hundred years. With each turtle you save,” she said, “you are saving generations.”

“So this,” she tells Matt and me, “is where we play. Turtles are where we make the world better.”

“Can we be part of that ‘we’?” I ask awkwardly.

“Sure,” she says, and Natasha nods her assent. “C’mon, let me show you downstairs.”





2.

In Search of Turtle Time
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Percy, a one-hundred-year-old three-toed box turtle



The minute we open the door to the basement, even before we descend the stairs, we’re transported to another world. We’re engulfed instantly in 75-degree warmth and the scent of hundreds of turtles and tens of thousands of gallons of water, conjuring the warm green funk of a quiet pond in summer.

At the bottom of the stairs, the first thing we see is the surgical theater: spotless aluminum exam and operating tables; a high-intensity light and a magnifying viewer; a Doppler ultrasound machine, which can estimate blood flow through the heart and blood vessels; storage areas for surgical instruments, bandages, vet wrap, and syringes; scales for weighing turtles large and small; blackboards listing meds and procedures scheduled for various patients; a fridge and freezer for storing foods and meds; a stacked washer/dryer; baskets full of clean, folded towels; a deep double sink.

But of course, we are most eager to meet the turtles themselves.

As we round a corner, Alexxia raises her voice above the hum of pumps and filters: “This is Sergeant Pockets,” she tells us. Basking under a heat lamp beside the ramp leading to his fifty-gallon pool, his long, wrinkled neck extended, Sergeant Pockets lacks the red “ear” patches that give his species its common name. He is an exceptionally dark-colored turtle. And I’ve never seen such a big red-eared slider. His nearly black shell is nine and a half inches long—enormous for a male (females grow larger). “He’s over fifty years old,” Natasha explains. He’s named in honor of a police sergeant who ultimately helped close down the food market where the big turtle was being offered for sale at $3.47 a pound. “He was really sick,” Alexxia tells us. “He had pneumonia and metabolic bone disease, and couldn’t use his rear legs. He’s a non-native species”—sliders are native to the South Central United States, not New England—“and he’s a grumpy guy. He can’t be released. He’s here with us forever.”

On shelves beside, above, and below the sergeant are the woodsy habitats for box turtles and the watery tanks with ramps for five other large red-eared sliders. Natasha introduces each by name: Razz, Walnut, Acorn, Speedy, Cherry, Sammy, Willow, Cottonwood . . . “If we can find them the right homes, they’ll get adopted,” she explains. “Or, they can stay with us forever.”

On another shelf, opposite Sergeant Pockets, lives Percy. Enjoying a spacious habitat with a peat moss substrate, plastic plants (live ones would be quickly destroyed), several shelters, and a soaking tub, Percy has an exceptionally smooth, domed shell and piercing red eyes. He’s a three-toed box turtle who is at least one hundred years old. Dr. Barbara Bonner, a veterinarian venerated for her turtle rescues, had found him at a Massachusetts pet store, very ill from living on a concrete slab surrounded by water—completely inappropriate for a woodland turtle. Alexxia lifts him from his habitat and sets him on the concrete floor. To our astonishment, like a windup toy, Percy instantly runs toward Michaela. As she scoots backwards in play, she can barely keep up with the advancing centenarian.

“Yes, he chases you,” Natasha says. “He’s a remarkably old turtle, having made the century mark. And part of his good life lived is to show he’s the man here. He’s still in his prime!”

Christopher Raxworthy, associate curator of herpetology at the American Museum of Natural History, would agree. “Turtles don’t really die of old age,” he told a reporter. The major organs of a hundred-year-old turtle, he said, are indistinguishable from those of a teenager of the same species. It almost appears as if turtles can stop time. Their hearts can cease beating for long periods without damage. In species that hibernate (in reptiles, it’s called brumation), turtles can survive buried in mud for months without taking a breath. In fact, if it weren’t for infection or injury, the curator said, turtles might just live forever.

But in a landscape dominated by humans and their machines, there is almost no escape from trauma. Proving this point is the turtle we meet next, Snowball, a female snapper weighing perhaps ten pounds, with a large teardrop-shaped scar on the front third of her top shell. In her small, shallow stock tank, she’s so immobile that she looks dead. Her head tilts markedly to the right. She came in three summers ago. “She had been hit by a car and dragged. She was handed to us by another rescue group, who couldn’t figure out how to help her,” Alexxia explains. Her back foot was so badly mangled that most vets would have amputated it. Alexxia removed three toes, cleaned her wounds, replenished her fluids, repaired her shell. She fought infection with injections of antibiotics. She fed Snowball by inserting a tube down her throat and into her stomach.

But time itself is the only thing that might heal her head injury. “Snowball has neurological issues; sometimes she just flips over and over.” One night, after she’d been in the League’s care for six months, Snowball flipped over in the water and drowned. “I put her on the Doppler to check for a heartbeat and I’m getting nothing,” Alexxia remembers. “So she’s dead. What have I got to lose? I take her out and put a tube down into her lungs and I’m breathing for her. The next thing I know, I’m getting a beep on the Doppler. I recovered her heartbeat. So, I’m like, Let’s see if I can save this turtle.”

In a few hours, Snowball opened her eyes. Later that day, she showed some weak movement in her toes.

“It took three months to get her back to where she was before she drowned,” says Alexxia. “She’s like forty percent there, mentally, now.”

“I think she’s making progress,” says Natasha.

“Perhaps half a percent improvement each month,” replies Alexxia. “She’s a slow train crawling up a big hill.”

In the tank next to Snowball is Chutney, a somewhat smaller but still impressive male snapper, who came in spring two years ago with a similar problem. The car that struck him wounded his top shell, broke his jaw, and concussed his brain. “He was a roller,” said Alexxia. He kept rolling over onto his back in his hospital box, and each time he rolled—because snappers use their heads and necks to push against the ground to flip themselves back upright—Alexxia would have to reset his broken jaw. “Any other clinic would have euthanized him,” Alexxia said. There was thought to be no hope for cases like Chutney.

Alexxia and Natasha tried taping him down so he couldn’t roll. The tape didn’t hold. They tried to weigh down the top shell, or carapace, but they couldn’t safely put enough pressure on the wound. They had to find another way. So they came up with an ingenious solution: They slid the snapper inside a Tupperware pitcher just wide enough to accommodate his shell. “The handle acted as a kickstand so he couldn’t roll,” explains Natasha. And because the pitcher was transparent, Chutney could still see around him; when the world stopped spinning, he would know. They called their invention the Chutney Tube, and it kept him upright and safe for four months—until he didn’t need it anymore. One day, perhaps this spring, Chutney will be released.

“A brain injury is something you can recover from,” says Natasha. “But the turnaround is long.”

Everything takes a long time for a turtle.

They live slowly. They breathe slowly. (In cold water, an olive ridley sea turtle can hold its breath for seven hours.) Their hearts beat slowly. (The heart of a red-eared slider can slow to one beat per minute.) During the turtle summit, we were astonished to learn how slowly the patients here react to drugs. Many analgesics are useless, because a painkiller that would work on a mammal in seconds or minutes could take hours or even days to take effect on a turtle.

Turtles also die slowly—so slowly that The Turtle Hub, a website advising turtle owners on proper care, includes a video titled “How to Tell If Your Turtle Is Dead.” Turtles’ bodies are so different from ours that we can’t judge the difference between life and death by mammalian standards: A 1957 newspaper article recounts that the heart of an alligator snapping turtle caught by a college student in Mariana, Florida, kept beating for five days after the turtle was decapitated. In laboratory experiments, even when completely deprived of oxygen, the brains of sliders can continue to function for days. For reasons like this, at Turtle Rescue League, Alexxia and Natasha never declare a turtle dead until rigor mortis sets in and/or they detect the smell of decomposition. Until then, because of turtles’ amazing healing powers, there is always hope. “We never give up on a turtle,” Alexxia repeats.

But, while they heal remarkably, turtles heal slowly. “It takes time, but that’s what we can give them,” says Natasha. “Time is what turtles have.”

Time is another reason why I am drawn to turtles. Time, like consciousness, is one of philosophy’s “hard” problems, a mystery with which great minds have struggled for centuries and which has always held my fascination. I’ve often viewed time as an adversary. As a young journalist writing for a newspaper with five editions, I worked fourteen-hour days, facing the pressure of beating five daily deadlines. During the thirty-five years after that, working as a freelancer and author writing about animals, I relished my wild travels and creative freedom. There have been moments, in the company of a hawk, or our pig, or an octopus, I felt I could escape ordinary time. Matt experiences this, too: “When I’m doing art—I love painting—it’s almost meditative. I get in the zone and time slows down. It’s the same when I get out in nature. Time slows down and I don’t think about these other things.”

But for me, this break from the clock and the calendar is always too short. I travel a lot, and when I am researching new work, or on a book tour, or giving talks, sometimes it feels I am constantly leaping from my bed and rushing outside in my bathrobe in order to catch a plane. When I am actually writing the book or the article, I am always on deadline, the Sword of Damocles over my head. In my lucky and enviable adult life, I have wanted for nothing, save one thing: I have wished, always, that time would slow down.

Instead, time has done the opposite. “When we were young, time crawled along slowly,” observes my best friend, the author Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, who’s eighty-nine. It did for me, too: I remember, as a child, feeling that Christmas, or my birthday, or summer was so far away that I might not make it. When I was nine, it seemed like I would never be ten; at fourteen, sweet sixteen was a distant shore; and as a teenager I felt the years to adulthood stretching tortuously long. “But as we start aging,” Liz observes, “time flies.” In her book Growing Old: Notes on Aging with Something Like Grace, she explains why: In our first two decades, we learn to walk, talk, read, study, swim, ride a bike, drive a car. We graduate high school and perhaps college. Many of us marry, have children. In those twenty years, we increase our body weight twelvefold; we change from a helpless lump of need to an upright and autonomous adult.

In her first two decades of life, Liz writes, “I had dozens, maybe hundreds of important experiences that changed who I was and what I did.” Contrast this with the decades that followed. During this time, most people are doing basically the same things: building a career, nurturing a family. In the last twenty years, Liz writes, one of the few changes she counts among life-altering events is a new understanding of the use of the comma.

I felt a profound change the year I turned sixty. I felt myself ready to join a new phase of life. “Aging involves constructing a new persona,” says the nature and travel writer Edward Hoagland, a contemporary of my friend Liz, “as one did in adolescence.” At sixty, I had entered the age group of Elder—a role in which I could pursue an objective markedly different from those from every previous decade of my adult life, and arguably one that is more morally compelling: seeking wisdom. Who better than turtles—ancient, unhurried, long-lived beings revered as icons of serenity and persistence—to show me the path to wisdom, and how to make my peace with time?

Fire Chief’s 120-gallon tank stands in a corner. “He’s one of my favorites,” says Alexxia. She lifts the wire lid over the tank and drops in a whole unpeeled banana. A head that looks to me nearly as thick and long as my thigh lurches out of the water as Fire Chief lunges to seize it. He gulps it like a crocodile. This huge snapper is probably sixty to eighty years old, Alexxia tells us. He weighed forty-two pounds when he first arrived on October 8 two years ago.

Fire Chief used to summer in a pond beside a firehouse, where all the firemen knew him. Like many turtles, Fire Chief occupied one pond in summer and used a different one to hibernate in winter. The firemen saw him coming and going between his wintering grounds and his summer pond in spring and fall each year. But the two ponds were separated by a major road, and one day he was hit by a truck as he was migrating to his winter digs.

“We got a report of the accident, but the Good Samaritan who called it in couldn’t stay with him,” Alexxia explains. She and Natasha rushed out with their kayak and nets. “The whole fire department came out to meet us, they were all so concerned.” By that time, the injured turtle had managed to crawl back into the firehouse pond. Alexxia got in the kayak and, incredibly, located him in three feet of muddy water. But Fire Chief saw her coming and submerged, swimming for a deeper spot—so Alexxia dove into the 66-degree pond and came up with the giant snapper in her arms.

The truck impact left a hideous wound on his top shell, but worse, Fire Chief’s spine was broken. His back legs were paralyzed. But this is one of the astonishing things about turtles: They can regenerate nerve tissue, even sometimes when the spinal cord is actually cut in half. “It might take three months,” says Alexxia. “It might take five years. But it might heal.” Now, Fire Chief seems to have recovered at least some movement in his rear legs.

He couldn’t survive like this in the wild—at least not at this point in his recovery. But Alexxia and Natasha have seen worse heal completely. That same year, another large snapper came to them from North Andover, up north toward the coast. He summered in a mill pond surrounded by busy streets and apartment complexes. He may have been returning from his winter home, or out looking for a female, when he tumbled off a retaining wall onto hard pavement. Before he was rescued, he had waited, with a cracked carapace and broken shoulder girdle, for so long that flies had laid eggs that had hatched into maggots inside his mouth.

Alexxia and Natasha fixed his mouth, glued his shell, and repaired his shoulder girdle. They let him go that same fall.

Then, there was Gill, named after the Massachusetts town where he was from. Alexxia and Natasha met the people who’d found the turtle on the side of the road at a Cumberland Farms convenience store, where they had brought the gigantic snapping turtle in their truck. Alexxia estimated he might weigh forty or fifty pounds. “When I went to pick him up, it was like you go to pick up a rock and it’s really Styrofoam. He was only thirteen pounds! He was a skeleton with a shell.” Gill had a healed wound on his shell but was sloughing off patches of skin, and he smelled like he was dead. His back legs and tail weren’t moving.

Gill was in such rough shape that Alexxia and Natasha thought saving him was beyond their skill set. They took him to the renowned Tufts Wildlife Clinic, part of the Cummings School for Veterinary Medicine. The vets there recommended euthanasia. But the couple wanted to give Gill a chance.

What was wrong with this snapper? Why was he sloughing skin? Alexxia pieced together his story, which she read in the scars of his healing shell: “The year before,” she explains, “he had been hit by a car. He crawled across the road and found a patch of grass and sat there. For a year. With no food, no water, nothing. He managed to get into a situation that winter wouldn’t kill him off. So, when a turtle starves, the body doesn’t replace its cells. The body conserves everything. But when he finally got food, he could replace those cells”—hence the sloughing. “But by then,” continues Alexxia, “the biome of his gut was messed up, so he couldn’t get much nutrition. So we fed him whole foods. Entire fish, for example.”

Gill’s back legs started moving. He began to gain weight. He stopped sloughing skin. He began to smell better. Two years later, Alexxia phoned her colleagues at Tufts: “You know that turtle that was almost dead? I’m releasing him tomorrow.”

So there’s hope for Fire Chief. There’s hope, too, for the two young spotted turtles, unnamed, who came in last year. These are gorgeous little animals, with jet-black shells spangled with small yellow dots. Once common throughout the Northeast, they are now listed as federally endangered, having lost half their population in a single turtle’s lifetime. One is a female with a shell crack and a rear leg problem; the other is “cognitively blind.” Her eyes look normal, but when she was about to be released after several weeks of rehab last year, it became clear that couldn’t happen. Natasha recounts, “We were sitting on the banks of the wetlands with this turtle and she was staring outward—but not taking in the visual world. So we stomped back out of the woods and went home. But that,” she insists, “doesn’t rule out eventual release.”

Nova is also blind. She sits in the shallow water of her tank, looking inert. She hatched here, from eggs from a mother who lived in a polluted pond. In addition to blindness, due to brain damage, her day-to-night cycle, according to Natasha and Alexxia, is now one week long. She sleeps when she is upside down in her dry hospital box. Today coincides with the start of her weeklong sleep. Alexxia plucks her from the water, and the turtle struggles, back feet swimming in the air and front legs swiping at her eyes. But then Alexxia deftly flips her over on her back, lays her in her warm, dry hospital box, and places a plush turtle stuffie on her plastron. Instantly, to our amazement, the turtle relaxes. She has lived here for seven years. It doesn’t look likely that she will recover. But even if she does not, she can stay here, in safety and comfort, for the rest of her days.

“This spring, we’re going to try to start Fire Chief on physical therapy,” Natasha tells us. There’s a large fenced Turtle Garden in the side yard where, with supervision, he can start exercising his back legs.

But for now, he waits—which turtles are good at doing. New England’s wild native turtles are spending the winter brumating—buried in pond mud, hiding in holes, their hearts and breathing slowed, awaiting spring’s awakening.

At the Turtle Rescue League, winter is the slow time working with these slow reptiles. Alexxia and Natasha don’t brumate the turtles in their care; they prefer their charges stay awake so they can keep tabs on them. But the turtles do seem to slow down in winter. New turtles still trickle in; turtles who were disturbed during hibernation, turtles whose owners give them up for adoption, turtles whose problems are beyond the skills of other rehabbers. The first turtle of 2020 came in on January 8—the day another driver hit Alexxia’s car at an intersection in Worcester. A neighbor who witnessed the accident noticed the car’s logo from her window and came running out—to give up her unwanted Asian box turtle. They promptly named her Crash.

“May is when things really start up around here,” Alexxia tells us. “It’s just solid work for two months, sunup to sundown. And then in the morning, somebody finds a turtle on their way to work, when I’ve just spent the night picking maggots out of a turtle’s body cavity. June is just banana-sandwich-nuts crazy, putting turtles together . . .”

It sounds like, come spring, they could use our help. We can hardly wait.





3.

The Turtle Crisis
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A Rote Island snake-necked turtle



The many weeks until our volunteer stint at the Rescue League would begin in the spring seemed to yawn before us, nearly interminable and—except for spending time with Matt’s Eddie, Polly, and his Russian and Hermann’s tortoises, Ivan and Jimmy—distressingly low on turtles. But Matt had a solution: To further my turtle tutelage, to help me understand how varied, surprising, and imperiled these beings are, he arranged for a visit to his friends at the Turtle Survival Alliance’s Turtle Survival Center outside Charleston, South Carolina.

This is one of the largest and most important breeding colonies for the world’s most critically endangered turtles—some species of which, Matt explained, no longer exist in the wild. He had visited it as part of his very first turtle conference, in 2017. “It’s wicked awesome,” Matt told me. “You’ll see turtles you won’t see anywhere else in the world.”

We flew out in March, on an abnormally clean and empty plane. We had heard about the spread of a new respiratory disease from China; just the day before our flight, a cruise ship off the coast of California was held at sea when twenty-one of forty-six people tested were found to have the virus. But we weren’t particularly worried. Matt had returned from Madagascar unscathed after eating, night after night, stews made from meat riddled with maggots; on my research trips in the tropics, I had survived numerous ailments
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