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        Into every job, excitement must fall.

      

      

      
        
        Henry, not a fan of job excitement, enjoys helping strays.

      

        

      
        Even strays of questionable pedigree.

      

        

      
        A dogcatcher, a vet, and a strange old lady in green velour.

      

        

      
        Will the coming of Buford unite them all?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For the animal lovers, no matter what shape the animal.
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      When you get right down to it, the teeming sprawl of Atlanta Metro is just a bunch of small country towns that oozed together like a bake of over-buttered cookies and then got fancy. And, like any excellent batch of chocker-chip cookies, the ATL is mostly sweet, with just a little hint of bitter to keep things interesting.

      Or little hints of things to make you say, “Whut?”

      Most of the time, Henry O’Steen preferred boring to interesting. Especially on the job. Especially on one of those gift days in July, when the temps dipped below 70 at night and stayed closer to 80 during the day. Days when the steaming blanket over the city dried out a bit, so a guy could get out of his truck without worrying how damp his tuckus looked.

      Days like today, in other words.

      Even better, Tuesdays were his weekly roundup in the inner ’burbs.

      Henry swung his white kennel truck in behind the Stop n’ Shop at the corner of Loblolly Lane and East Ponce, got out and stretched backwards until every vertebra snapped, crackled, and popped. The new collection trucks were a heck of a lot more comfy and better air-conditioned than the broken-down old wrecks from the days of New Wave and parachute pants, but a workday spent mostly on the aforementioned damp tuckus called for a few good stretches.

      Walking behind the store’s dumpster, he saw a humped blob of furry orange outrage in one of the two wire traps he’d set back here yesterday. The other stood empty, but Henry took the time to refill the humane trap’s water reservoir and add a few more pinches of kitty kibble to the tray.

      He carried the other cat, still in its cage, back to the truck. Opened the silver doors at the rear, and was immediately assaulted by plaintive meows, angry hisses, and that weird thick-throated moan that only cats in vehicles seemed capable of.

      Added to the songs of their people were the eye-stinging reeks of ammonia, sour feline upchuck, and a faint whiff of something more solid. He’d have to spend some quality time with the pressure washer later on.

      “Hush now, y’all. Ain’t nobody gonna hurt you.”

      They ignored him, as usual, and went right on fussing.

      He set the latest catch in beside the others and hooked the kitty cage down with a couple of bungee cords before tugging on a heavy leather glove so he could at least try to give each cat a pat or skritch. Some let him, some didn’t, and thems were the breaks. He’d be friendly, even if most of his charges were too pissed or too scared to return the affection.

      Henry had signed on with Dekalb County Animal Enforcement six years ago, after he hung up his Army stripes and realized how bad he was at filling his days without someone to boss him around.

      It seemed like a good idea. He loved animals. Dang good with ’em, too. Hadn’t he earned his pension training sheps and Malinois up at Lost-in-the-Woods, Misery, known to those not in the know as Ft. Leonard Wood, MO? Something as simple and easy as keeping strays off the streets and taking them to the local pound shouldn’t be too hard. Right?

      He’d spent the first couple of years crying his big bad he-manly butt to sleep every night after rounding up stray dogs and cats. A few got adopted from the county animal shelter, sure. But most never knew a friendly face or touch, except from the ones who saw them on their final way. Henry had nearly quit, even though he knew the critters he caught suffered less than the ones he didn’t.

      That was before TNR.

      He’d jumped at the chance to head up the county’s Trap-Neuter-Release program when Emma Jean Harliss, chief poohbah and veterinarian extraordinaire at LoveFarm Animal Rescue and Rehab, had proposed it.

      Now he laid out humane traps—mostly for cats, although he nabbed a few of the smaller dogs as well as the occasional possum or raccoon—took his bounty to the LoveFarm clinic, and then let the newly de-kittenable go as close to where he’d found them as he could.

      The feral population of Dekalb County had dropped off quite a bit in the last couple of years. Animal bites were down. He didn’t know about anyone else, but he’d seen less fleas, too. And he could tell the ear-tipped hooligans farewell for now, instead of goodbye forever.

      His sleep had been great ever since.

      One more trap to check, and he’d head back to LoveFarm, where he’d unload the kitten kaboodle into individual clinic kennels, ready for Emma Jean to do her dastardly deeds upon the toms and mollys tomorrow.

      Henry shut the rear doors, only slightly muffling his irate passengers, then climbed back in the cab and drove on down the road.
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      The shadows stretched along the ground twice as long as their casters when he parked behind Shitrit’s Mediterranean Grocery, which always had a lively purring population chasing after the mice that hung around the loading dock looking for freebies.

      He only kept a single trap here. Plenty of cats looking for freebie snacks, but he didn’t want to stop too many of them at a time from their exterminator duties.

      And sure enough, the trap had a tenant.

      It sat under the metal steps that led to the store’s raised loading dock, and was deep in the shade this time of evening.

      So the fact that the occupant looked a little greenish was probably due to the dim light.

      Something niggled at him as he started toward the trap. Something so out of the ordinary he had to stop and turn a slow circle before he figured it out.

      All he could hear was the occasional passing vehicle and the low rustle of leaves in the evening breeze.

      No caterwauling from the back of the truck. No hisses or warning growls from the store’s as-yet-unfettered felines. No scrabbles of mice. No birds, no crickets, no summer bugs buzzing away.

      Henry’s arm and neck hairs came up to attention as he bent down to retrieve the trap from under the dock’s steps.

      The awfully heavy trap.

      And sweet Mary mother of the big guy, the thing inside was green after all.

      What the hell? When did stray iguanas make it this far north?

      “Say, buddy,” Henry said, making a wild guess on the gendered nickname. “What’s a nice reptile like you doing in a place like this?”

      He highly doubted Señor Lizard was in fact an iguana. Too dark a green, for one thing. Scales were a lot more scaly than he remembered from the Falling Florida Iguana stories, too. And so far as he knew, iguanas didn’t have rows of iridescent spikes running down their sides.

      Pretty sure they didn’t have gigantic compound eyes, housefly-style either.

      Eyes that currently stared straight at Henry’s face.

      It filled the wire trap near to overflowing, and he couldn’t make out the shape all that well, except that his captive was longer than wide. Long, narrow, foxy snout. If foxes had scaly green snouts with quarter-inch nostrils, that was. Seemed like the standard number of legs. A crumpled green mess on its back that looked like St. Patrick’s used hanky could be anything.

      It had a smell, too. He hadn’t spent much time around snakes, lizards, or other scaly beasties, but he doubted most of them gave off the furry, slightly sulfury stink of a hot coal fire.

      Hoo boy. Time to defer to an expert. If said expert had any expertise in something like this.

      Henry opened the rear doors, ready to heft the (awfully heavy) box o’ mystery up and in.

      And stopped when the usual chorus of kitty complaints turned into a wall of hissing, yowling, and rattling cages.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he said, slamming the doors again. Well, couldn’t blame the kitties. The first sight and sniff of Señor Lizard would spook a haint.

      He carried the trap to the truck’s passenger door, and set the little booger in the seat. No bungee cords up here, but he was able to pull the seatbelt through the cage’s carry handle.

      “Okay, buddy,” he said when he was back in the saddle and pulling onto the road. “Time for a certain lizardy thing I know to get a good poking and prodding.”

      Señor Lizard didn’t say anything, just stared up at Henry, slowly blinking a few dozen eyelids at a time.

      Henry had to force his own eyes to stay on the road while he wondered what exactly his cab mate might need for kibble.

      Hopefully not its friendly neighborhood animal control officer.
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      The sun was nearly behind the trees when Henry finally parked at the clinic, thanks to Atlanta’s usual rush hour(s).

      LoveFarm’s kennels were a ways northeast of metro, but they kept a smaller vet office near the east side of the outerbelt. Not much to look at, just a pre-Olympics rectangle made of those beige, fluted blocks that folks thought were so snazzy back when the president was literally a bad actor.

      Henry drove around to the rear, glad to see Emma Jean’s Plum Crazy Super Bee hot rod still there, and backed his straymobile up to the shop’s roll-up door.

      Unbuckling Señor Lizard’s seatbelt, he lugged the trap and its as-yet-silent passenger to the human-sized door and punched in the let-me-in code on the keypad, smiling as he always did at the Ma Bell tones the old buttons sang out.

      “Hen-REE!” came a shrill voice straight out of an old black-and-white western. “Is that you, you scallywag?”

      “Yes’m,” he called back in his best Hoss Cartwright. “Just fetchin’ in the livestock.”

      He set his burden on one of the clinic’s spotless steel gurneys and rolled Señor Lizard toward the harsh glare of the de-stoning room.

      A tall woman with close-cropped brown hair stood at the prep sink, scrubbing her hands and forearms while Henry surreptitiously enjoyed the view.

      “Only one today?” she said, dropping the prairie-marm schtick. “Business must be slow.”

      “Well, got eight in the truck,” he said

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/adams-surprisingstrays-vellum.jpg
SU RPRJSJN STRAYS

JASON A. ADAMS
e





OEBPS/images/sp-logo-lack_all-black.jpg





