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GATOR KILL




Chapter One

Some people say it’s
quiet and peaceful in the country at night. I guess they haven’t
been to the part of the country I was in.

Which is where?

About an hour or so west of Houston, in the
river bottoms and marshy land around Eagle Lake. In that area,
anyhow.

It was a hot, sticky September night, and my
shirt was hanging on me like it had been doused with a bucket of
water. I’d already sweated off most of the insect repellent I’d
covered myself with earlier, and mosquitoes were singing all around
me. I was tired of slapping at them, so quite a few of them were
making a meal out of my tired old blood.

There were plenty of other noises besides the
mosquitoes: about a million or so other kinds of insects, frogs,
night birds, the wind in the cat-tails, an old bass hitting the top
of the water, and now and then the bellow of a bull alligator.

“You ready to go?” Fred Benton asked me.

I gave him the standard Texas answer. “As
ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Give ’er a shove, then,” he said, and we
slid the flat-bottomed aluminum johnboat off the bank and through
some lily pads that brushed softly against the bottom and sides of
the boat.

I jumped in the boat without getting my
running shoes completely soaked, but Fred didn’t seem to mind the
water. He stayed by the side of the boat until he was out
calf-deep, then threw one dripping leg over the side and climbed
in. Then he stood in the front of the boat and poled us along with
a ten-foot stick he’d cut himself from an oak limb.

It was a dark night, the moon hidden in thick
clouds that hardly seemed to move in the light south breeze.

“Ought to be plenty of ’em out here,” Fred
said. “Turn on your flashlight.”

I had a new black plastic flashlight with a
halogen bulb, and I thumbed the big white knob forward. The beam
leapt across the water, picking up the water plants and cat-tails,
throwing shadows behind them. The water almost seemed to boil with
life, its surface rippled by fish, minnows, bugs, and whatever
larger things lurked beneath it.

It wasn’t long before the light picked up the
red and shining eyes of a gator, and then more and more of them.
They were what Fred had brought me to see.

I didn’t know what it was about seeing
alligators like that, floating along in complete silence, their
eyes and nostrils just above the water’s surface, that affected me
so, but it did. I got a distinct chill that had not a thing in the
world to do with the way the soft night breeze was blowing against
my wet shirt. Goose bumps lined my arms.

“Those are just the little ones,” Fred
said.

Fred was a guy who would know, having owned
the lake we were on for a long time, thirty or more years, and he’d
always been one to like alligators. He once told me that he felt
like he knew them personally.

He was a big man, six-three or so and still
very solid despite the fact that his stomach had a tendency to hang
over his belt these days. His hair was still mostly black, with
just a few strands of gray sprinkled around, belying his age, which
had to be near seventy.

“I’m gonna catch one for you,” he said.

I wanted to tell him not to go to any trouble
on my account, but he’d already laid his pole down in the boat and
crouched near the side. When we drifted close enough to one he
wanted, he reached in the water and came up with it.

“You gotta hold ’em just right,” he said. He
had one hand behind the gator’s head and one on its tail. “They got
more strength in these tails than you’d think for. You let a big
one get to swinging that tail, and it’s goodnight, nurse. Here.
Take him.”

He stuck the gator out at me, and there was
nothing to do but put down the flashlight and take him. Either
that, or look like a sissy. Put one hundred men from Texas in that
boat with Fred, and ninety-nine of them would take the alligator
rather than risk looking bad. Men may talk about being more
sensitive these days, more “in touch with their feelings,” but the
old macho games still matter to most of us. They still matter a
lot.

Taking the gator wasn’t so bad, since all I
had to do was put my hands on the side of it opposite Fred’s. He
already had the grip. All I had to do was copy it.

“Folks are always surprised,” Fred said.

I don’t know how he knew I was surprised. He
couldn’t see my face. The moon was still concealed behind the
clouds, and the flashlight was in the bottom of the boat.

But he was right. I was surprised.

“They always think that scaly old thing is
gonna feel as rough as a cob,” he said. “But it don’t.”

And it didn’t. The gator’s skin was
surprisingly soft and smooth. Maybe that’s why they made such good
shoes out of them.

“How—” My voice cracked a little. The goose
bumps on my arms were probably sticking up like pencil erasers by
now. I started over. “How big is this one?”

Fred chuckled. “It’s just a baby. Prob’ly not
even two feet.”

“Uh … you want him back?”

“Tell you what. I’ll let you put him in the
water.”

There he went again, doing me favors I hadn’t
asked for.

“Uh—” I said.

“It’s easy. Just don’t get in a rush.”

Not much chance of that, I thought. In
my hands the gator strained against me.

“Just ease him down,” Fred said. “Soon’s you
get him in the water, let go real quick.”

Could I say, What if his mother comes by
and bites my hand off? Of course I couldn’t. That would make me
look bad.

So I lowered the gator over the side, and
almost at the instant he touched the water I let go. There was a
slight splash and he was gone. The moon, slipping out from the
clouds for a moment, reflected off the ripples.

Fred reached in the pocket of his old blue
cotton work shirt and dug out a crumpled package of Camels. The
ones without filters. He was the only person I knew who still
smoked those things. Then he came up with a kitchen match, which he
popped into flame with his thumbnail, a stunt I had always
admired.

When he lit the cigarette, he said, “I just
wanted you to see this.” The coal of the cigarette moved as he
waved his hand to indicate the area around us.

“It’s been an education,” I said.

“I thought it might be. You city boys don’t
get to see things like this just any old time.”

“Hardly ever,” I said. I reached over and got
the flashlight, turned it off.

“So what do you think?”

“It’s a great place. Especially if you like
alligators.”

“Well, I like ’em. How about you?”

“Maybe they grow on you,” I said.

He shrugged. The boat rocked gently. “I
wouldn’t know about that. I think I’ve always liked ’em.”

He smoked for a minute in silence. I sat
there and listened to all the sounds of the night.

“Those old Spanish explorers didn’t know what
to make of ’em when they came over to this country,” he said
finally. “Called ’em el lagarto. Means ‘the lizard.’ They
look like lizards to you?”

“Not exactly,” I said.

“Me either. But I guess it’s as good a name
as any.”

He smoked some more. “Your daddy used to like
’em. Brought you out here to see ’em when you were just a kid.”

I vaguely remembered the trip. We were living
in Galveston, and my father had gone hunting somewhere near Eagle
Lake on some land owned by Fred Benton. Goose hunting. Eagle Lake
is the Goose Hunting Capitol of the World, according to its
boosters. Fred and my father had become friends. Later, one summer,
he had taken me and my sister to see the alligators.

“Not here, though,” I said.

“Naw, not here. I don’t guess I’d bring a
little kid out here. Too much excitement. Might fall in and let a
gator eat him. Took you to one of the smaller lakes.”

Fred’s land was covered with lakes, some of
them man-made, some of them natural. The natural ones had been
there a long time. “Forever,” is the way Fred put it.

My sister and I had seen some big gators,
looking like black logs in the water. One of them had pushed
himself up on the land and was lying across the trail where we were
walking. That was the one I remembered best.

To me, he had looked as big as a railroad car
lying there, the black skin dry from the hot air, the knobby back
looking as impenetrable as armor plate.

He didn’t move at all, not even to open his
eyes, though he must have known that we were there.

We stood and looked at him for a while, then
turned and went back another way. No one, not even the adults,
wanted to try walking around him and risk passing within reach of
that toothy mouth or that thick tail.

I asked Fred if he remembered it.

“Sure I do,” he said. “That was a pretty
good-sized gator, probably ten feet long. Not a really big one,
mind you. But pretty good-sized.”

I shook my head. If anyone had asked me, I
would have bet that alligator was a world’s record. Twenty feet at
least.

“He didn’t seem much bothered by us as I
recall,” I said.

“No wonder. Those big ones, they don’t have
any natural enemies. Except for man. Once one of ’em gets to be
that size, well, he’s whipped and eaten ever’thing he’s ever seen.
Not afraid of the devil himself by then. I’ve heard of ’em chargin’
cars, but I don’t know if there’s any truth to stories like that.
People like to make things up.”

I didn’t have any trouble believing him. I’d
dealt with a lot of lies in my time, one way or another.

“Do they ever bother people?” I said.

“Not much. Like I say, folks like to make
things up, so there’s stories. But as far’s I know there’s never
been anybody in this part of the country that’s got hurt. There’s
old Harley Tabor, but you got to disregard about half what he says
and forget the other half.”

“What’s his story?”

“Well, Harley went bank fishin’ one time in
some of those lakes back in here. Had his favorite dog with him, a
little border collie named Joe. He says he was fishin’ along,
catchin’ a few bass here and there, mostly little ones, and then he
got ahold of a really good one, six or seven pounds. Put up quite a
fight on his little old spincast reel, a dollar-ninety-eight
Johnson, I think he said. Anyhow, he had it about whipped and was
gettin’ it to shore when this bull gator came up out of nowhere,
like a German submarine. That’s the way Harley put it—like a German
submarine. I think Harley was in Europe durin’ World War Two and
crossed the Atlantic on troop ships a couple of times. Anyhow, the
gator clamped down on that fish and wouldn’t let go. Harley, bein’
a stubborn type of a guy himself, wouldn’t let go either.”

He stopped talking and mashed out his Camel
in the bottom of the boat, dug out another one, lit it.

“Made the gator mad, I guess, and it decided
to go after Harley. That’s the way he tells it. Says the gator came
chargin’ up on the bank, showin’ all its teeth, makin’ a funny
noise like a hiss.”

“Like a snake?” I said.

“Louder’n that,” he said, taking a drag on
his cigarette. “I’ve heard ’em.”

“So what happened? The gator eat him?”

Fred laughed. “Not quite. But almost. Those
gators can move fast when they get on the ground, faster’n a horse,
a lot faster’n a man. But just for a short distance. Then it’s all
over. Harley said he was so scared that he broke the world’s record
for the hundred yard dash. But the gator would’ve got him anyway if
it hadn’t been for the dog.”

“The dog fought the gator off?” I said. It
made a nice picture, like a story you might see in Readers
Digest, a heart-warming bit of Americana.

“Naw,” Fred said. “Nothin’ like that. The dog
was too scared to move, so the gator stopped to eat him. Gave old
Harley the lead time he needed. He says that gator didn’t hardly
slow down, though, just scooped up the dog in one big mouthful and
kept on comin’. Harley says he’s lucky to be alive today, and that
he owes it all to that dog.”

“You believe that?” I said.

“Ain’t nobody seen that dog from that day
till this,” he said.

There wasn’t anything I could say to that.
Fred mashed out his second Camel and stood up, the pole in his
hands. He started poling the boat again, and soon we were back to
where we’d started. He managed to pole us up onto the bank so that
I didn’t have to get wet when I stepped out.

After we’d pulled the boat completely out of
the water, he said, “Well, what do you think?”

“About what?” I said, though I knew perfectly
well what he meant.

“About the case. You gonna take it, or
not?”

“I don’t know, Fred.”

In spite of what I’d seen, and in spite of
Fred’s obvious affection for his scaly pals, it was hard for me to
take him seriously.

No one had ever hired me to find the murderer
of an alligator before.

“Let’s walk on over to the Jeep,” he said,
and we started walking, with me making a few futile swings at the
mosquitoes that still buzzed around me.

“Until I read about you in the papers,” he
said, “I didn’t even know you’d moved back to Galveston, much less
what you did for a livin’.”

“The papers got it a little bit mixed up,” I
told him. “Mostly I’m just a house painter these days. Even when I
was an investigator I didn’t get involved in things like what
happened in Galveston.”

“If you were an investigator once, you could
be one again,” he said. He was just as stubborn as Harley
Tabor.

“Why not let the game warden do something?” I
said.

“Bullshit. That Jack Burlingame ain’t worth
two cents. He hates gators, wouldn’t care if they was all killed
off.”

“Aren’t alligators in season anyway?”

“Sure, for the next two weeks. But you got to
take ’em legally, and that means you don’t leave the carcass on my
land. And it means you got to have my permission to hunt on my
land, and a lot of other things. Which whoever did this didn’t
have.”

What really galled Fred was that someone had
killed a gator, skinned it, and left the meat to rot right there on
his property. Also, there were no signs of legal activity, which
would probably have included a stake in the ground, so Fred
believed that someone had shot the gator while it was swimming—and
that was an illegal act.

“When I was an investigator, I usually just
looked for missing people,” I said. “I didn’t go around looking for
people who murdered alligators.”

“What’s the difference? If you’re lookin’ for
somebody, you’re lookin’ for somebody.”

“There is a difference,” I said. “There are
ways to trace a missing person. Somebody like you want me to find,
well, it’s not the same.”

“Clues, huh?”

“Not exactly, but that’s close enough.”

The trail we were on wound through some trees
and then opened out on a field. The Jeep was parked there. It was
an old Willys, old enough to have been driven in Europe by Harley
Tabor during the Second World War according to Fred, though I
doubted it. It looked more like one of the models from the late
’fifties to me. Whenever it had been built, it was still
reliable.

“Made in America by Americans,” Fred said.
“And you don’t need to plug it into some damn computer to find out
what’s wrong with it.”

We climbed in and Fred cranked it up. Then we
were bouncing across the field on the way to the road.

“Well?” Fred said.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll give it a try. But
no guarantees.”

“That’s good enough for me,” he said between
bounces.

I don’t know why I accepted, really. Maybe
because I didn’t have any houses to paint at the moment. Maybe
because I finally realized it was time to try to work my way back
into the world a little bit.

“I hear they found your sister,” Fred
said.

“Yeah,” I said. “They found her.”

That, too.

 



Chapter Two

My sister’s name was
Jan. She disappeared.

That’s why I went back to Galveston, trying
to find her. That was what I was supposed to be good at—finding
people—but I didn’t find Jan. Long after I’d given up hope of
seeing her again, I stayed on the Island, hoping I’d get word of
her, thinking I’d find a clue to lead me to her.

I never did.

It shook me, and I blamed myself. So I stayed
on, doing odd jobs, painting houses mainly, making enough to get
by, and then I got involved with a couple of childhood buddies.
Dino and Ray.

Dino’s daughter had disappeared, and he
wanted me to find her.

I did, but things didn’t work out as well as
they might have. Like me, Dino had been Born on the Island. BOI,
most people said. And now we found ourselves locked into strange
patterns that saw me give up my profession and saw Dino become
almost a recluse.

To tell the truth, he was doing better than I
was and was actually getting out of his house a bit these days.
He’d stopped spending all his time watching soap operas on TV.

I’d long since given up any hope of locating
Jan, or at least of finding her alive. In the Houston area, it’s
not so unusual for people to disappear, but sometimes they turn up
later, usually not in very good condition.

That’s the way it was with Jan. A couple of
kids found her.

Or what was left of her.

Bones, mostly. A few rags of clothing. That
was all.

The kids had been out rabbit hunting in an
overgrown field not too far off Interstate 45, the main highway
that connects Houston and Galveston. They found the remains—that’s
what they called it on the TV news, “the remains”—in the middle of
the field. The kids ran all the way home to tell their parents.

I heard the report that night. I always
listened for things like that, and I made a note to myself to send
Jan’s dental records to the Medical Examiner’s office, just in
case. I did that whenever I caught a story about bodies being
discovered, but so far there had not been any response.

This time, there was. Not all the bones were
there. They’d been disturbed by small animals, probably. But the
skull was there, and the ID was positive.

They couldn’t tell me how she died. There
wasn’t enough left for that. Naturally, given the location of “the
remains,” foul play was assumed. But it couldn’t be proven.

I’d always told myself that when Jan’s body
was found that I’d find her killer. Some way, I would find him.

But there just wasn’t any way I could do
that. It could be that I already had, though I could never be sure.
Last words of dying men are notoriously unreliable. At the time,
I’d been sure; now, I had my doubts.

It didn’t really matter. It was all in the
past now, and while I was certain I’d still feel the guilt that I’d
felt earlier—What if I’d kept in touch with Jan better? What if I’d
tried to find her sooner?—at least it was all over.

And because it was over, it was time for me
to get back out into the world, to try getting out of the
self-pitying rut I was in and do something again, something besides
painting houses.

It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with
painting. In fact, I enjoyed it in a way. It was the kind of work
that gave you quick results. You could see what you were doing, and
you could tell that you were making an improvement. From day to
day, you could see your progress. It was even challenging, in a
way. You couldn’t let your mind wander, and you couldn’t get
sloppy. And while a steady hand wasn’t absolutely required, it
helped.

In other words, it was all right, but it
wasn’t really what I wanted to do. It was something to pass the
time, to get me through the day and pay me a little money for the
time I spent. But that’s all it was.

So when Fred Benton called, I was interested
in spite of myself.

The business with Dino and Ray had made the
Houston papers, or at least part of it had, and when Fred saw my
name he remembered the little kid whose father had brought him to
see the alligators. And when he saw that I was a private
investigator, or at least had been one in the recent past, and that
I had been involved in a case that included a murder or two, he
decided to give me a call.

After all, to Fred, killing an alligator was
murder, and he was willing to pay me to find the killer. It wasn’t
exactly the kind of job I was used to, and it certainly wasn’t
glamorous, but it would get me off the Island and out of the house.
Maybe it would even get me interested in something besides my own
problems, the way Dino’s kidnapped daughter had.

Hell, it was worth a
try.

I got out of the
Jeep at Fred’s house, a long, low, ranch-style building with a
carport that had room for a Lincoln Town Car, the Jeep, a tractor,
and a Ford pickup. There was a light on in the kitchen.

“Want to come in for a little nip?” Fred
said.

“I think I better get back to Galveston,” I
said. “I have to feed my cat. He gets upset if I don’t feed
him.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” Fred said. He was
standing by the Jeep, one foot up on the little step attached to
the side.

“I’m not kidding,” I said.

It wasn’t that Nameless got upset, really. It
was more that I felt an obligation to him. There were times when I
thought he was only letting me feed him to make me feel good, and I
appreciated that.

“You gonna come back tomorrow?” Fred
said.

“I’ll be here. How early should I start?”

“People around here get up early. Prob’ly a
lot earlier than you do.”

“I can get up early if I have to,” I
said.

“You don’t have to. Just get here in the
middle of the mornin’. I’ve got a lot more stuff to tell you.”

“Such as?”

“Such as who might kill a gator like that.
How much do you charge, anyway?”

I hadn’t thought about it. Dino paid me two
hundred dollars a day, plus expenses, so that’s what I said. Fred
was an old friend, in a way, but then he had a Lincoln Town Car. I
couldn’t let sentiment get in the way of making money.

“Sounds about right,” he said. “I’ll see you
in the mornin’, then. You plannin’ to stay here, or you gonna have
to go home ever’ night to feed your kitty cat?”

“It might be a good idea for me to stay
here,” I said. “I can get someone to feed the cat.”

“You sure? I’d hate to see a kitty cat go
hungry.”

I was beginning to regret having said
anything about the cat. It looked like Fred didn’t have the same
feelings for cats that he did for alligators.

“The cat’ll be fine,” I said.

“All right, then. If you’re sure. You can
stay here at the house. Mary won’t mind.”

Mary was his wife, a short, round woman with
red hair that should’ve by rights had a lot of gray in it,
considering her age. I guess she knew a good beautician.

“You can stay in the guest bedroom,” Fred
went on. “I’ll have her make it up for you.”

“I wouldn’t want you to go to any
trouble.”

“You said you were gonna charge me for
expenses, didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Well, I can’t afford to put you up at some
fancy motel, and besides, there’s not one anywhere close. So you
can stay here.”

“That should be fine, then.”

“Good. I’ll see you in the mornin’.” He took
his foot off the step, shook hands with me to seal the deal, and
started inside.

“You sure you don’t want to tell me anything
else tonight?” I said. “Give me something to think about?”

“You go feed your kitty cat. Get your beauty
sleep. We can talk tomorrow.”

“All right,” I said. I walked over to where
my car was parked and got in. By the time I got it started, he was
in the house.

The air-conditioning in the ’79 Subaru wasn’t
as efficient as it might have been, but after ten or twelve miles
it was at least relatively cool inside when you considered the heat
and humidity outside. My shirt, a short-sleeved gray sweatshirt,
was beginning to feel clammy on my chest, and most of the sweat on
my face had dried.

I managed to pick up a Houston oldies station
on the radio and was treated to Jackie Wilson singing Higher and
Higher, probably the best song he ever did, which is saying a
lot. It made me feel better just to listen to it. After his
incredible falsetto faded out, I heard a flurry of cajun fiddles,
and there were Rusty and Doug singing “Alligator Man,” a song I
hadn’t heard or thought of in well over twenty years.

I wondered if it meant
anything.

I took my time on
the way home, and Nameless was waiting for me outside the house
when I got there. He liked to prowl the neighborhood most of the
night, but he always wanted in for a snack about ten o’clock. It
was a lot later than that, and I wondered how long he’d been
waiting.

I had hardly stopped the car before he jumped
up on the hood and stalked around with his tail in the air, looking
at me through the windshield.

I got out of the car. “All right. All right,”
I said. “Tender Vittles, coming right up.”

I started for the house, and he leaped down
from the hood and flashed by me to wait at the door. I had moved to
a house on the Western part of the Island, the very house, as a
matter of fact, where we’d finally found Dino’s daughter. Dino
owned the house, and he had decided he’d never live there, it being
too close to the actual beach and sand that some of the Island’s
natives liked to avoid as much as possible in a kind of reverse
snobbery.

It was a very private house, surrounded by
bushes and shrubs so that you could hardly see it from the road,
and there were no other houses nearby. If the Island ever flooded,
I’d have to get out, assuming that I got enough advance warning,
but otherwise it was ideal for me.

It was a place where I could lose myself
again, if I wanted to.

Nameless liked it, too. He liked all the
trees and shrubs and the various birds and lizards he could hunt in
them. He liked scouting around the mostly barren neighborhood for
whatever it was that lived in places like that and that was slower
than a cat. He had taken the move very well, considering that he
had never really lived with me in the first place, and it had
allowed him to get back to his ancient hunting heritage.

Still, he liked his packaged food. It was
regular, more or less, and it didn’t try to run when he bit it. I
didn’t think he got very much nourishment out of the birds and mice
he caught, anyway. Mostly he just liked to play with them until
they no longer amused him and then to kill them with the casual
cruelty that all cats are capable of. Then he’d bring them to the
front door and lay them out for my approval.

When I thought about it, casual cruelty like
that was what Fred Benton was asking me to look into. The kind of
cruelty that would lead someone to kill an alligator, skin it, and
leave the carcass for Fred to find, almost as if to say, Look
what I did. Aren’t you proud of me?

Or maybe it was a warning of some kind. It
was impossible to say now, of course, but maybe it was a good sign
that my mind was getting on the right wave lengths, trying to think
like a hunter again.

I hoped I would be able to adjust as well as
Nameless had.

I opened the door and we went in. He scooted
through the living room for the kitchen, which is where his bowls
were, one for food and one for water. I fed him a package of Tender
Vittles Lite—Ocean Whitefish flavor—and then stood there while he
ate it. If I left, he’d just come looking for
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