THE LIZARD


Some years ago I was visiting a very good friend of mine and his family at their lake house, a summer retreat near Kentucky Lake.  My friend runs a computer business, which has proven to be very successful.  As such he was looking for some innovative advertising ideas and, being a bit eccentric, came up with the following.  


He had just returned from a pet shop, which had a rather large lizard for sale.  He wanted me to purchase the creature, bring it back to his house, and introduce it to the wife and kids.  At that time, he would come up with the idea of using this lizard to advertise a new line of computer monitors he was selling.  Since this lizard was indeed a “monitor lizard” his idea had some merit.  He secretly slipped me $300 and I left to go purchase the creature.


When I arrived at the pet store I was a little taken back with the size of the lizard and its aggressive demeanor.  It was a Savannah Monitor, Varanus exanthematicus, a member of the same family of lizards to which the infamous Komodo Dragon belongs.  Though not nearly as large (10+ ft.) as the Komodo Dragon, the Savannah Monitor is very similar in appearance, with a robust, low slung body, stout, muscular tail, and long, forked tongue which it constantly flicks in and out to sample its surroundings. Though only 4 feet long this specimen was still a very impressive reptile, and a carnivore at that!
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I loaded the creature into my pick-up’s tool bin and headed back to the lake house.  Upon arrival, my friend greeted me in the driveway anxious to see if I’d gone through with the purchase.  When I opened the toolbox lid to confirm that I had, we discovered one pissed-off lizard whose whole attitude had changed since leaving the pet shop.  Instead of a docile, hand-reared pet, we now had on our hands one mean son-of-a-bitch, and that’s putting it mildly!  He had his jaws agape so we could see his rows of razor sharp teeth and emanating from his throat was a sort of guttural hiss-growl  that stirred the most primitive of human emotions:  fear!  He also vigorously slapped his tail against the tool bin with a loud thwack!   “God damn,” my friend exclaimed, “That’s not the same lizard I saw!”  I assured him that it was the same one, in fact was the only monitor they had, but that evidently the long ride home along a bumpy road and on a hot summer’s day had irritated him a bit. 


We threw a blanket over him, wrestled him out of the truck, and released him in the basement to chill out and hopefully simmer down.  Sure enough, he did regain his composure and after awhile commenced exploring my friend’s basement.  We then introduced him to the wife and kids, informed them of my friend’s intentions on keeping him and what a wonderful advertising gimmick it would be for pushing PC monitors.  “No way,” she said, “No way is that monster staying here.  Kenneth Jones, I don’t know what you and my husband were thinking, but that hideous creature is history.  Get it outa here now!”


So that’s the story of how I came to inherit, care for, and learn the ways of the  Savannah Monitor.  Being a biology teacher I have dealt with many life forms over the years, but this creature proved to be a real challenge.  Not only did he retain a vicious disposition (the pet store must have kept him in the refrigerator until they saw a likely sucker!), but also he stunk to high heaven.  His feces smelled bad enough to knock buzzards off a shit wagon.  Feeding mainly on roadkill squirrels, possums and raw eggs, his diet was a recipe for stench supreme!  I had to build a special vent hood just to make the school biology lab tolerable, even though his cage was a completely enclosed glass terrarium.


When I first took the lizard home I had to play a joke on my next door neighbor, Harry “Red” Houston.  An older gentleman of many years and sage experience, I wanted to see his reaction to this new addition to my menagerie.  Red also had a reputation for being a very creative practical joker.  I put the lizard in a large, cardboard hatbox, pulled out some books on reptiles and other creatures, and called up Mr. Houston.  “Red,”  I said, “You’ve got to come see what I found crossing the road in the Tatumville bottoms.  C’mon over if you can.”


Red agreed, and thirty seconds later he was knocking on my door.  “What’d you catch?”  Red asked.  

“Hell if I know.  It’s in that box there.  I’m trying to identify it now.  Maybe you can tell me what it is?”  Red noticed the books laying about the coffee table.

“You mean you really don’t know what it is?”  he asked.  I shook my head.

  “I ain’t never seen nothing like it.  Crack open the lid to that box there and tell me what you think.”


Red eased over to the hatbox, took his cane, and gingerly lifted the lid.  When the lizard saw daylight, it popped its tail hard against the lid throwing it plumb across the room.  Red jumped back a couple feet.  “Good God Almighty, Kenneth!  You found that where?”  

I repeated, “Crossing the road down in the Tatumville bottoms.”


The lizard hissed loud and long.  Red said, “I believe that’s a damn Gila Monster, Kenneth.  You better kill that thing.  That thing’s dangerous.  It’s escaped from a zoo or circus or some such thing.”  Then he noticed me smiling.  


“Alright, what is it really?”  he said and the joke was over.  I told him the story and that I was going to have to keep it awhile till I could find him a home.  Awhile turned out to be a few years.


Fortunately during the summer months he was able to stay outside, so I constructed an elaborate outdoor enclosure out of smooth fiberglass panels in my own backyard.  This worked fine until one day in September he burrowed through the chicken wire underpinning and escaped to terrorize a small town neighborhood in Dyersburg, Tennessee.


I received a phone call from my next door neighbor.  She was frantic.  Did I know, she asked, that there was an alligator lose on our block?  Miss Hemby had seen it heading for the ravine beyond the cull-de-sack, and would I please come immediately before he disappeared into the woods.  I went.  By the time I arrived, a dozen people were combing the streets with rakes, hoes, brooms and other weapons of choice.  It looked like a scene out of the Frankenstein movie classic.  It seems that they had indeed cornered “Monty,” he now had a name, in a side yard whereupon he escaped up a large silver maple.  After consulting with the lynch mob as to his location, I was able to discern “Monty” at the tip of the tallest branch on the tree, about 60 feet up.  But I was late for class.  With a flash of insight, I grabbed a leash and my Labrador retriever “Josie.”  I tied her to the base of the silver maple and informed everyone that the lizard would remain “treed” as long as my dog Josie remained tied to the trunk.  I promised to return forthwith with a plan to extract the lizard.


Meanwhile, a resourceful neighbor fetched an advertisement in our local paper.  It was a public service announcement from our electric utility company.  It said something to this effect:  “Don’t risk falling or electrocution!  If you have a cat or other pet up a tree near our power lines, call us first.  We will do our best to save your pet without risk to yourself or others.”  By the time I returned, the city police, fire dept. and an electric utility boom truck had the whole block cordoned off.  It was now 3 PM and the city middle school, just a block away, was letting out.  A crowd of seventh and eight graders were now swarming around the scene.


During my absence someone in the neighborhood had shot off some firecrackers.  Because my dog Josie, when only a puppy, once had a bad experience one 4th of July, she was, to this day, deathly afraid of any type of fireworks.  How she could tell the difference between a magnum 12 gauge while duck hunting and a firecracker, the Lord and Josie only know, but she did and she was shivering to beat hell.  The boom truck driver parked his rig and walked back to prepare the bucket when he noticed the dog.

“What’s got that dog so shook up?” he queried.  One of the local youngsters chimed in, “Wait’l you see that lizard, Mister!”

“Lizard?  What do you mean Lizard?”

“That’s the meanest, ugliest thing you ever saw.  It eats squirrels, rabbits and possums.  That’s one bad dude, Mister, I guarantee!”


Before I could intervene, the driver was back in the cab and on the radio.  His transmission was overheard by one of the many neighborhood scanners.  It went something like this:  “This is James, truck #4, corner of Elm and Avery.  We have a lizard, I repeat, a lizard up a tree and he do bite.  I repeat, he do bite.  Awaiting further instructions?”   Now James had rescued many a pet and was a well-respected member of the electric company and local community.  Being a large, well-built black man of some 250 lbs., James had a reputation for fearlessness and devotion to duty.  You have to be courageous and intelligent to fool around with high-voltage power lines high above the ground.  But retrieving lizards was not part of his job description and it was obvious that James was fixing to retire his rig.


“Hold on a minute, James.”  I pleaded.  “If you’ll operate the controls I’ll get in the bucket and we’ll have that lizard down in nothing flat, okay?”


“Alright by me.  Let’s do it,” he agreed.


I ran inside, donned a leather coat, welder’s gloves, and a motorcycle helmet with goggles.  When I returned the crowd outside must have numbered close to a hundred and I ascended into the foliage with James at the controls.  After a few close encounters with snapping limbs James finally got me within reach of the lizard.  Without fanfare I reached out and grabbed Monty with both hands and collapsed to the bottom of the bucket amidst the noises generated by a thoroughly pissed-off monitor lizard.  As I struggled to wrap Monty in a piece of burlap sack the fiberglass boom-bucket shook and rattled.  This was very entertaining to the crowd below.


Upon reaching the ground, I hurried back inside my house to return Monty to his indoor cage.  When I returned to thank everyone for their assistance, there was a line forming outside my front door.  Everyone wanted to see Monty first hand, now that he was contained and no longer a threat to the community.  I agreed, and as the middle-school children began filing in to see the lizard, James expressed his desire to see him also.  He joined the line and had just entered my house when I became aware of another developing, potential disaster.


Just inside the foyer I had another large terrarium that on this particular day just happened to house a very large and formidable looking rat snake.  James was standing within inches of the side glass but wasn’t aware that just inches away from his left ear was a very large and curious specimen of serpent intently watching James’ every move.  I began moving toward James to ease him away from a sudden encounter between man and snake, but the snake’s flickering tongue had already just begun to capture James’ attention.  I was too late.  James cut his eyes in the direction of the movement, let out a blood curdling scream, and all hell broke loose.


As James made for the front door, so did everyone else, children, parents and curious neighbors.  The panic spread to the yard and down the street as the would be sightseers ran for their lives.  Children with skinned knees lay crying on the sidewalk and streets.  Dogs were barking furiously.  Adults fetched up their rakes and hoes in preparation for what was soon to emerge from Ken’s Den of Monsters.  It was pandemonium.


I immediately began shouting my reassurances.  “It’s okay everyone.  I promise.  Nothing is going to hurt you.  False alarm.”   The panic slowly subsided as I explained to everyone the unfortunate circumstances that led to the stampede.  Finally, most everyone returned to tour the myriad of creatures that were residing in my house.  Fifteen minutes later and the neighborhood was back to its normal, quiet self.  No one filed a complaint, no one complained to the Mayor (his mother was one of my neighbors), and no one sued.

Till this day I count my blessings, among them some of the best neighbors one could hope for, and a home security system that beats them all, bar none.

