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Dear Abby: I am 
engaged to the father of 
my son. We have been to-
gether for five years. He’s 
in a wheelchair and has 
been since he was a child. 
I love him very much and 
am ready to be his wife. 

Every time I would tell 
my mother we planned to 
be married, she’d give me 
a thousand reasons why 
marrying the man I love 
would be stupid. We are 
now at a point in our lives 

Mom won’t endorse daughter’s marriage choice 
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FOR BETTER OR WORSE BY LYNN JOHNSTON

Besides a triumphant 
victory over the arrogant 
hare, what do you really 
know about tortoises? 

Slow and low to the 
ground, it is tempting to 
overlook these fascinat-
ing creatures and assume 
there is nothing much to 
know. That would be a 
mistake. 

For example, did you 
know that tortoises are 
extremely smart and 
quite personable? The 
keepers at the Pueblo 
Zoo, who care for our five 
red-footed tortoises — 
Goliath, Pearl, Dink, Dew-
ey and Hercules — report 
that tortoises follow them 
around much like dogs 
and can move surpris-
ingly fast when they want 
to. They are also quite 
receptive to training 
as was just proven in a 
recent training project at 
the zoo (see pueblozoo.
org/#!object-id/c1rag for 
a video of tortoise train-
ing in action).

Also, did you know 
that tortoises are notori-
ously bad parents? They 
largely leave their young 
to fend for themselves 
and, in fact, it can become 
dangerous for the small 
ones to be around the 
large, lumbering parents 
as they may be in danger 
of being stepped on — or 
worse. As a result, young 
tortoises quickly become 
very adept at taking care 
of themselves. 

The zoo’s education 
department recently ben-
efited from this parental 
deficiency. Goliath, the 
zoo’s oldest animal at 55 
years old, became a father 
to Hercules about one 
year ago. Because it was 
not safe to keep them in 
the same exhibit, Hercu-
les was recruited as an 
animal ambassador for 
education. 

The zoo’s docents, 
volunteers and staff 
reach more than 30,000 
children a year through 
on- and off-site school 
programs, birthday par-
ties and other special 
events — and the animal 
ambassadors help bring 
learning to life as living, 
breathing illustrations of 
science and nature. Their 
animal charm and natural 
charisma help children 
connect in dynamic ways 
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Tale of the tortoise: slow, steady and smart
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Hercules is one of five red-footed tortoise at the Pueblo Zoo.

that books just can’t 
achieve. 

A quick, easy lesson 
some of our students 
have learned is how to 
remember what animals 
fall into the reptile family, 
in addition to tortoises. 

They learn the acronym 
SALT to help them — 
snakes, alligators/croco-
diles, lizards, tortoises/
turtles. See how easy 
that is? And, our students 
have an image of Her-
cules etched firmly into 

their minds with that ac-
ronym. So can you, if you 
come visit the tortoises at 
the World of Color. 

Also, anyone interested 
in committing to be a 
docent, please contact 
mwalsh@pueblozoo.org.

Scientific name: Geo-
chelone carbonari 

Common name: Red-
footed tortoise. They are 
called “red-footed” be-
cause of the red spots on 
their legs and head.

Description: Red-footed 
tortoises have a variety 
of different colorings, 
depending on their local-
ity. The primary color on 
the skin is black, with red 
or orange scales on the 
legs and face. The legs are 
clubbed at the end, since 
the red-footed tortoise 
is terrestrial. The main 
feature of all turtles and 
tortoises is their hard 
shell. The shell is part of 
the body and cannot be 
removed, as some people 
think. Tortoises are able 
to feel when the shell 
is touched, much in the 
same way that we can 
sense when our fingernails 
are touched. The spine 
and ribs run along the 
inside of the shell. The top 
part of the shell is called 
the carapace; the bottom 
is called the plastron. It 
grows with the tortoise 
throughout its life. Male 
red-footed tortoises can 
grow to about 14 inches in 
length, with females grow-
ing to about 12 inches. 
Each scale (or scute) on 
the shell is dark around 
the edges and brown or 
tan in color in the center. 
Red-footed tortoises are 
omnivores, eating grasses, 
fruits, flowers, leaves and 
occasionally insects or 

carrion.
Range: Parts of South 

America, with the main 
range being east of the 
Andes Mountains into 
Colombia, Venezuela, 
Guyana, Suriname, French 
Guiana and Brazil. 

Habitat: Dry grasslands, 
forested areas, the savan-
na, and the underbrush of 
tropical rainforests.

Behavior: Red-footed 
tortoises will live in bur-
rows dug by other animals. 
Groups of individuals will 
live together in the same 
burrow and exhibit semi-
social behavior, meaning 
that they do not usually 
show territorial behavior. 
The best protection that 
a tortoise has is its shell. 
While most tortoises can-
not pull their entire bodies 
into the shell, they can 
pull their heads back and 
use their arms to block the 
opening. 

Reproduction and 
rearing: Breeding occurs 
during the spring. Males 
approach other tortoises 
and exhibit a bobbing 
head movement. If the 
other tortoise is a male, 
he will respond with the 
same bobbing and the 
two will battle, seeking 
to overturn the other. If it 
is a female, she will not 
respond. In order for mat-
ing to continue from there, 
the male and female must 
have “correct” coloration 
on the head; if they do, 
copulation occurs. Dur-
ing the whole process, 

the male makes clucking 
noises that sound a lot like 
a chicken. The female will 
lay 5-15 eggs in a nest that 
she’s made. There is no 
parental care, so the eggs 
must be well hidden. After 
approximately 150 days, 
the eggs will hatch and 
the hatchlings are respon-
sible for finding their own 
food. Sex is determined by 
the temperature at which 
the eggs are incubated. 
Temperatures above 88 de-
grees F produce females; 
incubation at below 82 
degrees results in males. 
Anything in between those 
two numbers results in 
mixed sexes. 

Predators: Larger mam-
mals such as foxes, dogs, 
jaguars and skunks. Rats 
prey on the eggs. 

Lifespan: 50 to 60 years.
Conservation status: 

The International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature 
Redlist has not assessed 
the red-footed tortoise. 
However, populations may 
face issues due to habitat 
loss, as well as predation 
by humans. Red-footed 
tortoises are often eaten 
by people, particularly by 
Catholics in South America 
during Lent, since the tor-
toises are not considered 
to be meat by the Catholic 
Church. 

— Mo Walsh
References: zoo.org, 

beardsleyzoo.org, cinn-
cinnatizoo.org, iuc-

nredlist.org. Pueblo Zoo 
archives.

JUST THE FACTS

where we are financially 
stable and are finally 
ready. When I told Mom, 
she called me selfish and 
said she won’t be there.

Am I a horrible person 
for marrying the man I 
love despite the fact that 
my family can’t accept 
his disability? They keep 
asking if I understand 
the responsibility that 
comes with being with a 
person in a wheelchair. 
Do people really think it’s 
bad for a walking person 
to marry a person in a 
wheelchair? — Engaged in 
Michigan

Dear Engaged: You’re 
not a “horrible person,” 
and yes, some people do 
harbor this prejudice. 
You appear to be a young 

woman with her head on 
straight, and I hope you 
won’t allow your mother’s 
refusal to attend your 
wedding to stand in the 
way of your happiness.

While there are some 
things people in wheel-
chairs can’t do, there are 
many things at which they 
excel. Perhaps if your 
family were to concen-
trate less on what your fi-
ance can’t do and more on 
the things he can, they’d 
be more accepting.

Dear Abby: I am a 
25-year-old woman. My 
parents divorced when I 
was young. I kept in con-
tact with my father until 
he dropped out of my life 
when I was around 11. 

I came across Dad again 

on Facebook recently. 
He’s now in a domestic 
partnership with another 
man. It wasn’t a shock 
because Mom had told me 
some time ago she had 
suspected he was gay.

What upset me were 
several posts he made 
about wanting a happy 
family with his partner. 
I know the family he 
made with Mom may not 
have been his ideal, but 
my sister and I are his 
family. I feel like we were 
tossed aside for this idea 
of a new family. I haven’t 
mentioned it to my sister 
because I think she’d find 
it upsetting.

I want to confront Dad, 
but also think it might be 
best to just leave it alone. 
Any advice? — Uncount-

ed In California
Dear Uncounted: I 

think you should con-
tact your father, start a 
dialogue with him and ask 
why he dropped out of 
your life. His reason may 
be that he was made to 
feel that his presence in 
your life was unwelcome, 
or a fear that you would 
not be able to accept his 

sexual orientation.
It seems strange to me 

that he would leave his 
daughters behind for no 
reason. If you would like 
to re-establish a relation-
ship, tell him so. He may 
need to hear it from you 
before he can move for-
ward and reconnect with 
you and your sister.
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AKRON, Ohio — The 
people who run Perkins 
Stone Mansion are used 
to things that go bump 
in the night.

But things that dart 
into people’s paths and 
brush against their legs 
are another matter.

For about a year and a 
half, staff members and 
volunteers at the Sum-
mit County Historical 
Society have reported 
encountering what they 
believe is the ghost of a 
dark-colored cat in the 
reputedly haunted man-
sion just west of down-
town.

Sometimes they see a 
cat’s form. Sometimes 
they hear a meow or a 
distinctive sneeze. One 
felt something brush 
against his leg during, of 
all things, a paranormal 
tour.

They think they know 
who the mysterious 
resident is: the spirit of 
Simon Purrkins, a black 
cat who once prowled 
the mansion’s grounds 
as the historical soci-
ety’s unofficial chief 
executive.

The sightings started 
around June 2013, eight 
months after Simon 
died. 

That Simon would 
return makes perfect 
sense to Leianne Neff 
Heppner, the society’s 
executive director. He 
lived a big part of his life 
in the historical soci-
ety’s offices and on its 
grounds, from the time 
employees rescued him 
as a skittish kitten in 
1998 until he moved East 
with his human family 
in 2009.

“He was such a fixture 
on the property,” she 
said. 

Simon’s spirit
Volunteer coordinator 

Melinda Sedelmeyer’s 
first encounter came 
this fall, as she was turn-
ing off the lights after a 

tour of the mansion — a 
home built for Col. Si-
mon Perkins and a place 
his feline namesake once 
roamed. Sedelmeyer 
looked down and saw 
a cat, but in that first 
instant it didn’t hit her 
as anything unusual be-
cause she’s a cat owner. 
“And then I realized I’m 
at work,” she said.

She turned to look 
again, and the cat was 
gone.

A couple of weeks 
later she was going 
through the same lights-
out routine when she 
heard meowing. She fig-
ured it was a volunteer 
teasing her, so she yelled 
to him to be quiet. He 
swore he hadn’t made a 
sound.

Sedelmeyer said she 
later almost fell trying 
to avoid the apparition 
when it shot past her in 
a doorway. And she said 
a motion-sensing alarm 
sometimes detects 
unexplained movement 
in a back bedroom that 
can’t be entered without 
going through another 
room.

A special cat
All of this intrigues 

the society’s previous 
executive director, Paula 
Moran, who took Simon 
into her family not long 
after he came to live on 
the historical society’s 
grounds. 

Every day he came to 
work with her, happily 
hopping into the car 
for the ride. He’d greet 
staffers in the historical 
society’s offices each 
morning. He’d drape 
himself over their desks 
and computers, demand-
ing and drinking in their 
attention.

With his regal bearing 
and sweet nature, Simon 
was a welcome office 
mate and a cherished 
pet. 

“He was one of those 
very special cats,” Mo-
ran said.

Simon lived to age 
14½, succumbing to jaw 
cancer in October 2012.
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Ghost tail: Feline 
phantom afoot?
BY MARY BETH 
BRECKENRIDGE
TRIBUNE NEWS
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Paula Moran, the former director of the Summit County 
Historical Society in Akron, Ohio, gets a playful bat from 
her cat, Simon Purrkins, in this file photo.
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