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Box Turtle and Gray Squirrel

 


The air was filled with a bluish smoke that
burned the eyes and smelled like rubber. The leaves were coated
with dust and the tree bark with soot. The forest floor glistened
with broken glass and plastic bags and Box Turtle was depressed. He
was eating blackberries by the highway, and they tasted funny. He'd
been coming to these vines for nearly sixty years, even before the
gray metal guardrail appeared, when there weren't so many cars
whooshing by. Things just seemed to be getting worse and worse.

Across the road was a muddy pond,
half-filled with cans and old tires. Box Turtle walked toward it,
even though he hated crossing roads. He just had to get this funny
taste out of his mouth.

"Wait, wait, wait, you fool! You can't go
that way! You'll be crushed like an acorn!”

Box turtle craned his head up to see Gray
Squirrel upside down on a pine tree trunk.

"But I'm thirsty, friend. I'll be all right;
my shell is very strong and if one of those cars comes after me,
why I'll just close up into a box until he goes away." And he
slipped under the guardrail and started across.

Box turtle could barely hear the screams of
Gray Squirrel over the rush of the cars: "Come back, come back, you
stupid turtle! You'll never make it. You're going to die! Oh no!
This is it! It's gonna hit you! I can't look! I can't look!" And
all the time he was spiraling up trees and twitching his bushy tail
so much it seemed it might fall off.

But Box turtle kept plodding on, his eyes
fixed on the gleaming water on the other side of the road. Then a
giant truck crossed overhead, and its windy wake spun him around
and left him facing Gray Squirrel

"You see, you see! Oh my, that was close!
Hurry! Run for your life! The next one will squash you for sure!"
said Gray Squirrel, who had climbed higher to get a better
view.

"I don't know how to run," hissed Box
Turtle. "Just let me settle down here a minute and think things
through." And he closed himself into his shell and sat on the
highway while the cars raced by and Gray Squirrel had some more
conniptions

Then a big red car with a low rumble swerved
towards Box Turtle. The rear wheel caught the edge of his shell and
squirted him off the road and against the guardrail. He ricocheted
high into the air and landed upside down on an old mattress someone
had left by the side of the road.

Gray Squirrel was so distraught he made
himself dizzy racing up and down every nearby tree. "That does it!
That really does it! I'm heading for the Mountain, Box Turtle, over
there beyond the hills. No one can live in this place anymore. I
know, you've been here forever and don't want to leave. But an old
crow told me there aren't any cars on top of the Mountain and the
air smells good up there. I'm going, and you'll be a vulture’s
snack on the highway if you don't come with me!

Box turtle didn't move or speak for a very
long time. Gray squirrel had gotten tired of waiting for his reply
after two or three seconds and was stuffing himself with
toadstools, which also tasted a little funny. Finally, Box Turtle's
nose poked out of his shell and pressed down against the mattress
until he flipped over right side up. He sat still for another long
time, his bright red eyes not focusing on anything.

Gray Squirrel came up close to him, sniffing
at his shell to see if it was cracked. He startled Box Turtle, who
drew in his head with a hiss. "It's just me. Are you all
right?"

“Yes, I'm all right. But I'm still thirsty."
And Box Turtle started back toward the highway and the pond on the
other side.

Gray Squirrel couldn't believe it. He
flipped head over heels a few times and then screeched at his
friend. "No wonder you stupid reptiles don't rule the world
anymore! How dumb can you be? He missed you the first time so
you're going to give him another chance? Sheesh!

"What can I do, Gray Squirrel? This is my
home and that's where I drink.”

"Come with me to the Mountain! We'll find a
nice spring there to drink from, full of sweet water and no tires
or cans or cars zooming by. We'll be safe and happy up there. What
do you say?"

Box turtle took a very long look at the
highway ahead, at the big shiny machines that were roaring past
him. He took a very long look at Gray Squirrel, and then he turned
around and marched toward the hills. "How far away is the Mountain,
Gray Squirrel, I've never been there? In fact, I've never really
believed it existed."

"I can't believe it - you're coming with me?
There's hope for reptiles after all! It's not too far, I don't
think. I mean, it can't be too far, can it? Anyway, if we run as
fast as we can, we'll be there in no time, right?"

"I told you, I can't run,” said Box Turtle.
“I'll just keep heading uphill and I'll get there sooner or later,
I suppose. I will miss this valley, though. It's been good to me
since I was a hatchling. I know every meadow and strawberry patch
and hollow stump in it. But it has changed. It's a dangerous place
to be now, and the blackberries do have a funny taste.”

 


Black Snake

 


Well, never were two travelling companions
more poorly matched. Box Turtle trudged along at his turtle's pace
while Gray Squirrel became distracted by every tree, stump, rock,
and leaf pile he passed. And when he did remember where they were
going, he couldn't stand having to wait for Box Turtle to catch up
with him. He would run a few feet, then sit with his eyes rolling
and his nose twitching while Box Turtle struggled to join him.

Finally Gray Squirrel had had enough, "Tell
you what, we'll start out together each morning, but I'll spend the
day climbing about and exploring and eating and napping and then
I'll join you at sunset. You won't be hard to find - I'll just go
back to where we started and I know I'll be close by!”

"Very funny," said Box Turtle, "I'll make
better time without having you breathing down my neck.”

That night, Box Turtle dreamed about being a
young turtle again. The valley looked just as it had all those
years ago - the air was clear and the highway was just a dirt road
with hardly any cars at all. He could see all the other box turtles
- there were so many then - and he could even taste the berries and
mushrooms and fat, juicy worms down by the pond. The water was
shaded and cool and alive with tadpoles and water striders and
fish. There were ferns everywhere and he could hear the leaves of
the great trees singing in the breezes. It was a paradise.

Early the next morning, he and Gray Squirrel
had just started climbing a hillside covered with dry leaves when a
black snake glided past. Box Turtle paused to watch its endless
body go by, gradually tapering to a sharp-pointed tail. Then he
hissed in surprise to see the head of another black snake come up
right behind the first one.

Box Turtle looked at the black snake and
asked, "Where are you two snakes headed, if you don't mind my
asking?"

Black Snake looked a little sheepish and
said, "There's only me. You see, I saw you as I passed by and I
looped back around a tree to get a better look. I guess I almost
caught up with my own tail! I don't think I know you, do I? Aren't
you a stranger in these woods?”
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