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I have loved lizards ever since I was five years old and lizards clung to the inner walls of our 
square cinder-block pastel blue house that sat on a cement slab on the island of Key West.  My 
mother had a difficult time with the scorpions, banana spiders, and cockroaches that easily 
invaded our house.  She had a difficult time with the large sand crabs that crackled noisily by and 
too close to our poor excuse for a front screen door, arrogant crustaceans that could have 
snapped off one of her fingers had she ventured any closer with her bucket and baseball bat, 
looking like a petite warrior in calypso pants and feather-adorned sandals.  She had a difficult 
time with the lizards. 
 
The lizards were actually anoles, and they wandered from outside into nearly every room in our 
gap-riddled house.  In our first weeks in Key West, my mother daily armed herself with the 
broom and in a strange dance, she smeared the bristles on the walls, her goal to herd the little 
guys toward either the front or the back door.  They’d have none of this corralling and would 
dart to the ceiling—where Mother didn’t dare disturb them for fear they’d land in her heavily 
teased hairdo—or into the blinds or curtains or closets.  It was fun watching her; I giggled a lot; 
she scowled; the lizards ran.  Sometimes, in her frustration, she slammed at one with the broom 
bristles, catching its tail, which, if she held hard enough, came off.  Oh, did she howl.  She hated 
to harm any animal.  There was a limit, though. 
 
Eventually, one of the wives on my dad’s submarine told my mother to leave the lizards alone.  
In fact, they would become her best friend, since they would eat the spiders and cockroaches and 
scorpions that multiplied and owned the island. 
 
We gradually grew accustomed to the big-eyed lizards, who could hold a pose for longer than we 
found interesting.  When they moved, they moved slowly, their entire muscle mass churning 
with each heft of a leg.  I assumed that this slow, cat-like motion was their choice for stalking 
prey, but the real story is that they only go after living bugs because they love a long, wild chase.  
Often, as we sat at the kitchen table to eat our meals, a lizard stared at us, insect legs twitching 
from its mouth.  With a quick series of snaps and a gulp, the lizard downed its own supper.  
“Girls,” my mother scolded, “don’t look.” But I disobeyed. 
 
Our anoles, which we and everyone else on the island called chameleons and which I now lump 
in nomenclature as “lizards”, must have been happy, because they never turned brown in 
distress, even when Mother was performing her broom dance. 
 
When we moved north, never to return to Key West, I missed the lizards.  I had thought of them 
as my pets and must have named them, as I do nearly every living thing, or non-, that endears its 
way into my life.  All through school, an inveterate margin doodler, I crudely sketched lizards, 
even more than tiny hearts, hills, and tornadoes—which I was pretty good at.  Even now, when I 
write my name in a book, I underline it with a long, narrow S, adding two quick, straight lines 
for legs.  I often think I would like to mount to the outdoor bricks of our Laramie home a huge 
metal lizard deco, but when the inevitable snowstorms arrived, Nature would be out of kilter. 



Thus, I nag and nag, when, in these high plains, Spring hides in fear of Winter’s last blasts, that 
we travel south for a time.  Nearly ten years ago, we spent time in Canyonlands, Utah.  As we 
drove south from Wyoming in late spring, I longed for the warm weather and sunny skies.  I 
longed for new territory to explore.  Not once did I think I might encounter a lizard.  On an 
enormous petrified sandstone dune, I gazed to the distant wind- and sand-swirled and carved 
stone structures, studied the myriad cactus in bloom, closed my eyes to the sun’s heat.  When I 
opened them and looked down, a shard of brown shot, nearly flying, over the smooth rock, and 
disappeared under a brushy plant.   
 
I stepped forward, slowly crouched, and the shard darted, stopped, and then was gone.  I was 
now a middle-aged woman, long gone from the island, but Key West enveloped me, its moist 
days, the smell of rotten crabs mingled with hibiscus blossoms, the whiff of smoke from my 
father’s Lucky Strike cigarettes.  The lizards.  Don’t tears begin low in our throats and creep to 
our eyes, where they first warm rather than gush?  The rest of the day, my vision clarified by my 
warm tears, I searched the ground and the walls of stone.  I was not disappointed. 
 
Just a month ago, we loaded our little trailer and headed toward Moab.  I promised myself that 
on our hikes, I would look at the beautiful scenery, but as we drove, I said to my husband, “I 
hope we see lizards.”  The Arches National Park trails were rich with human visitors, and I 
hoped that the crowds were the only reason we didn’t see lizards.  The next day, we left our 
campsite on the Colorado River and drove a few miles south to a hike recommended by friends, 
the Amphitheater Loop Trail.  We started in toward the cliffs that we would both skirt and climb, 
brown-red sand whipped by the wind into small dunes and ripples, dotted with low twiggy 
bushes, prickly pear and claret cup cactus, and one single pre-blossom desert lily of early-spring 
green, the landscape reminding me of polka-dotted material.  And then, everywhere, too fast to 
catch by camera or nearly the eye, three-inch brown lizards, the eastern fence lizard, aka the 
northern plateau lizard.  Sceloporus Undulatus Elongatus, this last certainly not the name a five-
year-old, giggling at a lizard making wide circles on a kitchen wall, might look up.  We had to 
stop, I so insisted, every time one froze just long enough for my heart to feel as if, strangely, it 
were breaking. 
 
Later that afternoon, we selected a trail off the Onion Campground, south of our morning’s hike.  
The landscape was the same, but no graveled or packed trail existed, so we trudged slowly and 
awkwardly in the deep sand of a dry river wash.  As we began our ascent up the long hill, John, 
just a bit ahead, stopped, turned to me, and said quietly, pointing downward, “Look what’s here.”   
 
He had frozen just short of a dried, bushy crop of grass.  I felt a sense of power, possibly because 
he was a big guy, at least six inches long, his body stouter than the little guys of our morning 
walk.  As long as I stood over him, he would be forced to remain motionless, as if dead, I 
thought, and I was jabbed by the memory of the shriveled, crusty lizard remains we sometimes 
found in the Key West house.  I hated the cruel idea of preventing the lizard from skittering off, 
to a meal or water or shade or simply comfort.  I remembered sitting on the sofa and looking up 
from my first grade reader to spy the disappearing tail of an anole and imagining that it was 
heading home to family and food and perhaps a reader of its own.  My whole life, I have 
assumed that wild animals darting out of sight lived a domesticity that was not unlike mine and 
of which I dared not deprive them.  Yet, I did not move so that he would not move. 



 
For a moment, the five-year-old in me wanted to crouch, cup my hands, reach slowly, prove that 
I could still capture a lizard.  “Capture” is such an ugly word, yet I ached to make him mine.  
And why?  To re-live Key West where I had played sans shoes, sans worry?  To possess 
something that nurtures my silly, passionate, eccentric self, oft hidden as I grow older?  To have 
a tiny being to care for?  But these reasons were meager, selfish, unkind.     
 
In spite of his heft, the lizard was so small and vulnerable.  I knew, though, that his senses were 
keen, that his little legs were muscular, that his reflexes were quick, that he may have looked 
frightened or stunned or just plain stupid in his frozen state, but instead, he contained a 
diminutive power.  Matched in this mound of sand, sere vegetation, the threat of flash floods, I 
was nothing.  I saw his fear, yet I saw more.  His muscles were set in rigid determination that 
comes as well from the love of life, the desire for survival.  God knows, in my life I’ve been 
grabbed by the scruff and forced to change color, and I’ve lost my tail a few times.  But it has 
always grown back.     
 
Thus, I realized that we were not unlike.  I would capture him, and then I would be gone.  He 
would do likewise.  I slowly moved my camera from my side and into position and snapped.  I 
crouched slowly and snapped.  I turned the camera’s angle and snapped.  I zoomed in just a 
touch and snapped.  I didn’t want to stop snapping, but I knew that he and I had to continue on 
our ways.   
 
I straightened, turned slowly, and took gentle steps forward.  I looked back.  He was still there.  
Then, he was gone.                 
 
  


