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Thanks to Billy Moss, Jr. 

for answering my questions 

about the real Lake Riley
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Lake Riley, South Carolina, 1980

Without warning, the alligator lunged forward with lightning speed, striking Ricky Webster’s arm a glancing blow and giving him a start. The man spat a dark stream of tobacco juice into the moonlit night and laughed. The gator issued a muffled hiss at him. Ricky reached into the truck bed and gently rubbed the gator’s duct-taped snout. He loved the feisty old reptile. He was going to miss her. He was going to miss them all.  

The star-flecked sky was a deep iron blue, above a lake like gleaming obsidian. The tree-cloaked shoreline across the water was as matte-black as coal dust. Ricky was rarely given to such whimsical musings, but now, on this night, he couldn’t help himself. He loved his gators, and the fact that he had to get rid of them pained him something fierce.  

Damn the Department of Natural Resources, with their rules and regulations. Ricky had owned gators as pets for years. Now, all of a sudden, he needed special permits? He knew full well the DNR wasn’t about to issue them to him, and they knew just as well that he couldn’t afford the necessary permits, even if he wanted to.

All of that was bad enough, but when they threatened to fine him and take the gators from him, without ever compensating him to boot, well... that was it. If Ricky Webster couldn’t keep his gators, no one would.  

“C’mon, Hon,” said Tammy, his old lady. “You know I hate this as much as you do, but there’s no use moping about it. It ain’t gonna change a thing. Besides, look around. This place is perfect for our babies. They’re gonna love it here,” she said. 

“Ain’t that the truth,” Ricky said with a nod. Tammy was right. On summer nights like this, Lake Riley almost felt like some primordial world. Exactly the sort of place his gators would be happy to call home.

Ricky knew that the gators, all of which he and Tammy had raised from hatchlings, would do well in the lake – hopefully, anyway. His only real concern for them was the winter season. As mild as most folks imagined Carolina winters to be, the reality was that Upstate winters were often downright frigid. Just brutal enough to kill gators.

Ricky, however, had thought of a way to avoid that problem. The solution lay in the water itself. Ricky glanced from the six gators in the back of his truck to the sprawling cove before him, his eyes drifting beyond the dark, skeletal trees to the looming, ghostly pale cooling tower of the nuclear power station. Its conical silhouette cut through the night, belching mountainous clouds of steam into the air.  Less obvious than the steam – unless one were to enter the lake near the station – was the untold amount of hot water, the result of cooling down the reactors, that was pumped out into the lake.

At the decommissioned bridge – where Motts Road used to cross the lake before the power station had been constructed, the rendering the road on either end of the bridge inaccessible – the water was known to be far, far warmer than the rest of the lake; even during the winter. 

The locals referred to it as the “sauna.” From the secluded stretch of bridge, fishing lines were often cast into the warm waters below, and now and them, record-breaking bass and catfish were hauled up from those abnormally warm depths. Reckless youths and adults had been known to dive from the bridge into the “sauna" and on occasion, to never come up again.  

“You know I’m right,” Tammy said.  

“Yeah, I reckon. Let’s get this over with.”

Ricky had driven the truck through the woods to a secluded cove and backed it to the edge of the water. They were as close as they could get to the power station without attracting the attention of the armed security stationed there. 

Ricky smiled in the moonlight. The plan was good. The gators would find their way to the warmer waters of the “sauna”, no two ways about it. 

Ricky nodded toward the cab of the truck. “Go on, fetch my knife, will ya? It’s in the glove box.” 

Ricky let the tailgate down in the moments it took Tammy to retrieve the short-bladed knife.  

When she returned, she extended it toward Ricky but he waved it off. “Keep it. When we do this, I’ll hold ‘em still while you cut the tape. 

“Whatever,” Tammy said with a huff. 

“What?” Ricky demanded.  

Tammy frowned. “I don’t know. I’m having second thoughts, I guess. I mean, are you sure this is the right thing to do? To just turn ‘em out into the lake like this?”

Ricky regarded her as if she were stupid. “We done talked about this. They’ll find the warm water. They’ll be just fine.”

Tammy nodded. “I know. That’s what’s beginning to bother me.”

“Tam, it’s settled. I ain’t letting the DNR take ‘em, if that’s what you’re getting at.”  

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Then what the hell do you mean?”

“If they live, what are they going to eat?”

“Fish, I reckon.”  

Tammy gave him a skeptical look. “And people?”

Allie stirred restlessly in the truck bed and the smaller gators wriggled about to avoid getting crushed. Ricky glanced down at the dark, scaly hide. The old girl was a big one. Ornery, too. But would she attack a person? 

Ricky frowned at Tammy for putting such a doubt in his head. “No. They’re half tame. Besides, the ‘sauna’ is full of fish year round – big fish. They get two, three times normal size. Our gators won’t have any reason to go looking for anything else to eat.”

Ricky didn’t fully believe what he was saying but it was apparently enough to convince Tammy. She reached into the truck bed and rubbed the side of Allie’s broad, leathery head. “Yeah, you’re right, I suppose.”

Ricky grinned. “I’m always right.”

“Hush your mouth,” Tammy said with the hint of a smile. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Ricky regarded the reptiles. They could sense the lake water and they were growing increasingly restless. “I reckon we should start with the smaller ones, save Allie for last.” 

Tammy nodded and they set to work.

One by one, Ricky pulled the alligators to the edge of the tailgate which hung just over the edge of the water. He held each gator by the head, keeping their mouths clamped shut while Tammy carefully removed the tape around each animal’s rounded snout.

Finally, only Allie remained. Ricky wiped the sweat from his brow and looked to Tammy. “Ready for the big girl?”

Tammy flexed her fingers. “After setting the other ones loose, my hands are already stiff and tired.”

Ricky massaged his forearms. “Your hands and my arms.”

Tammy wiped her sweaty palms on her dirty T-shirt and got a fresh grip on the knife. “Alright, let’s be quick. And who knows, when we get home you might get lucky tonight.”

With a grin that he couldn’t hide, Ricky wrapped his left arm across Allie’s thickly muscled neck, He felt the knobby, armored scales dig into his skin. The gator tensed though she did not resist.

He looked down and found the nearest of Allie’s crimson eyes staring at him. The vertical pupil narrowed ever so slightly. Something in the gator’s stare unsettled him. She was thinking. Calculating?  

Feeling a sudden need to hurry, but keeping his voice calm, Ricky said to Tammy. “I got her. Go ahead and cut the tape.”

Tammy placed her left hand on Allie’s snout. She brought the knife to the tape holding the reptile’s toothy mouth shut and began to carefully draw the blade across the tape, slicing through it. Without warning, the gator whipped its head in Tammy’s direction. 

Tammy screamed.

Ricky’s heart leapt as Tammy’s knife clattered into the truck bed. He tightened his hold on Allie’s neck and snout as he pressed the gator’s head downward. “Tammy!”

He was surprised and relieved to find Tammy leaning against the side of the truck, laughing. It was a nervous laugh, but a laugh all the same. 

“You okay?” he asked. 

“I’m fine. God a’mighty, she scared me!”

“You and me both,” Ricky replied, his unsettled laugh meshing with hers. It was then that he realized that Allie was lying calmly in spite of the pressure he was applying upon her. 

Tammy looked at the partially cut duct tape. “Hold her still, I almost got it.” She reached for the knife in the truck bed next to the gator.

It happened so fast that Ricky had no time to react.

The gator thrashed once. The truck rocked violently. Ricky slipped and lost his grip on the reptile. Pain shot through his right arm as it became pinned between the gator’s mass and the inner wall of the truck bed.

Unable to free himself, Ricky could only watch helplessly as the duct tape that held Allie’s tooth-filled maw shut parted and the deadly jaws opened wide. There was no warning hiss before the attack.

Tammy’s eyes widened as Allie’s head swung toward her. Blood spurted from a dozen punctures created when the jaws clamped down upon Tammy’s arm and shoulder with such force that Ricky actually heard the bones breaking. 

Without releasing Tammy, Allie shot out of the truck bed. The massive gator hit the water with a tremendous splash. 

“Ricky!” Tammy’s scream ended in a gargling flurry of bubbles as the gator disappeared beneath the surface, dragging her down with it. 

“Tammy!” Without thinking, Ricky charged into the lake to save her. He felt his ankle twist in the muck and he fell face first into dark, waist deep water. The effect was sobering and he quickly realized that he couldn’t save Tammy. Then, through his tear clouded vision, he saw six pair of cold, reptilian eyes glint red in the moonlight. 

Gripped with terror, Ricky sloshed his way ashore where he collapsed in the grass. Gasping for air, he forced himself to get up. 

Out in the water, the scintillating red eyes glared at him but, the gators did not attack. Trembling, Ricky leaned against the tailgate and watched as, pair by pair, the gators slipped from view beneath the surface, until only one pair of burning ruby eyes remained. 

Allie’s eyes.

As Ricky stared at the creature an oath welled up in the blackened pit of his heart. He would find Allie—and not just Allie, but every one of the gators—and he would kill them all.
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BRUCE

Lake Riley, South Carolina, 2001

Lake Enforcement Officer Bruce Wright vomited over the port side of his patrol boat. He spat, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and looked around. Thankfully, at this early hour, his was the only boat in sight.  

Even after emptying the contents of this stomach into the lake, he still felt a lingering swirl of nausea. His hands trembled as he grabbed hold of a gaff pole. With a concerted effort, he forced himself to steady his breathing before making his way back to the starboard side of the boat.  

The body—half of one, anyway—still bobbed lazily, face down in the water, gently bumping against the side of the watercraft. With some fumbling, Bruce snagged the waterlogged red flannel shirt with the gaff pole’s hook. He managed to raise the torso high enough from the water to reach it with his hands.  He grasped the partial remains under the armpits.

He began to lift the body from the water and was rewarded for his efforts by the gruesome splash of intestines and other internal organs as they spilled from the corpse, back into the water. He gagged and would have barfed again had he not already turned his stomach inside out.  

The front of Bruce’s khaki uniform was soaked by the time he wrestled the dead man fully into the patrol boat. He turned the body over and found himself staring down at the face of Walter Jenkins. 

Bruce wasn’t particularly close to Walt, but the retiree was a regular at the Buoy & Bagel Coffee Shop that Bruce frequented. Bruce forced himself to study Walt’s remains. Walt’s fishing vest and plaid shirt had been shredded, and the shirt was missing the left sleeve. The exposed arm and shoulder bore a series of half-dollar-sized puncture marks.  

Far more disturbing, though, was the fact that only half of Walt remained. It appeared to Bruce as though the older man had been cut in half at mid-stomach. Yet, there wasn’t a boat prop large enough on Lake Riley to inflict such damage. The more that he studied the injury, the more it seemed less like a cut than a tear. He might have argued that such an injury was impossible, especially in a place such as this and yet, there it was.

Bruce looked away from the body. He stood bent over, hands on his knees, as he collected himself. After a moment, he moved to the bench seat, lifted the cushion, and from the storage compartment underneath it, removed a small tarpaulin. Careful not to look at the dead face again, Bruce unfolded the tarp and covered what remained of Walter Jenkins with it. 
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DEAN

“There it is, the Cloud Factory,” Dean Trautman announced from the over-cab bunk of the family’s Class C RV. He was lying on his stomach, staring out through the narrow, forward window at the road ahead. His father had begun the tradition of referring to the towering plume of steam and the nuclear power plant that generated it as a Cloud Factory way back when Dean had been but a toddler. 

Now, eleven years later, the tradition still held, even if only until they crossed the Harlan-Hoyt Bridge. As they rounded the last bend in the road, the sparkling expanse of the lake came into view. The sight of it filled Dean with the familiar rush of excitement that he felt each year when he and his family arrived in Lake Riley. 

“Summer vacation has officially begun,” he said.

His father, Michael, said from the driver’s seat below the bunk, “Let the fun begin!”

Dean smiled and stared ahead as they neared the bridge. Fun, for himself, meant several days at music camp where he would reunite with his summer friends and immerse himself in music and other activities. 

For his dad, fun was spending much of his time at the private hunting club he and his friend belonged to and participating in the annual bass fishing tournament.  

As for Dean’s mom, Beverly, it was much more. She had been born and raised in Lake Riley and, although she had no living family in the lake town any longer, she came for three main reasons. First, to reconnect with her childhood best friend Marcia Lundtz. Second was the Lake Riley Book Festival, where his mom could lose herself in all things books. The third reason... Well, the third reason was different this year. Beverly Trautman was an aspiring author and, for the last three summers, the family trips had been opportunities for her to work uninterruptedly on her first novel; what she liked to refer to as her personal little, one woman writer’s retreat. What made this year different was that the novel was finished. 

“I should probably give Marcia a call and let her know we’re here.”

Dean groaned. He leaned his head and shoulders down to peer at his parents. “Aw, come on, Mom, I thought we were going to be parked at the campground for the week, why can’t we just do it for all three weeks? Why do we have to spend a week in Mrs. Lundtz’s driveway?” 

The original plan had actually been to stay at the campground, but when his mom learned that Mr. Lundtz had up and left his family for another woman, she felt obliged to spend as much time as possible with her friend.

His mom dug her cell phone out of her oversized vacation purse. “Because Marcia and her family are our friends, that’s why.”

Dean’s mood soured. “She’s your friend. Not mine.”

“Hey!” his dad barked. “Watch your tone, smart-mouth!”

Dean quickly withdrew to the bunk and sulked as they reached the end of the bridge and started across.

“Since when don’t you like the Lundtzes?” his Mom demanded.

“I don’t dislike the Lundtzes. I just don’t like Todd Lundtz.”

His dad sounded surprised. “Since when?”

Dean lowered his head and shoulders again. “Since forever. I’ve never liked him.”

“Hmm,” said the elder Trautman, as though honestly surprised that Dean, or anyone for that matter, could possibly dislike a human irritant like Todd Lundtz. 

Dean saw his dad’s mild surprise reflected in the rearview mirror. 

His Mom scrolled through her contact list and pressed call on Marcia Lundtz’s number. While the phone was ringing, she glanced up at Dean. “Well, you’ll only have to endure Todd. You know he hasn’t been right since his father left. He’s run away seven times since then. He needs a friend, even if it’s only for the week we’re here.”

Dean frowned. He knew his mom was right, but he didn’t want to think about being shackled to Todd Lundtz for a whole week.  Instead, he shifted in the bunk and glanced out the window. His gaze snapped to a familiar sign in the distance. “Hey! It’s Bass Daddy’s!” he said, his stomach growling in time with his excitement. “I’m starving. Can we stop and eat?”
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THE MORRISONS

Leslie Morrison stepped out onto the front porch carrying a pitcher of iced tea and a stack of plastic cups. Joel, her husband, stood at the top of the front porch steps, near the end of the ramp that extended like a bridge from the back of the moving truck. The four-man moving team, Ostin & Sons, paraded like ants from the interior of the truck to the interior of the house, round trip after round trip.

“Hey, be careful with that one, okay?” Joel called out to one of the workers emerging from the truck, carrying a box labeled ‘paints and brushes’ in his hands. 

“You boys look like you could use a break,” Leslie said to the movers.

“Yes, ma’am,” they replied. Had they sung the words, they might have passed as a barbershop quartet. 

Leslie set the pitcher and cups down on the porch’s wide railing. “Help yourself.”

Just then, Joel touched her shoulder and lifted his chin toward the road. 

There were still few houses in this wooded area of the lake, and even fewer cars beyond those of the residents. Even as she looked, Leslie heard the soft crunch of gravel as a car turned onto their driveway. The white Cadillac came to a stop next to the movers truck. The driver got out and walked to the foot of the steps where he stopped and greeted them with a wave. “Mr. and Mrs. Morrison?”  

Leslie exchanged a questioning glance with her husband before replying. “Yes?”

The man smiled, wiping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief that he then tucked back into his jacket pocket with such deftness that the pink cloth appeared to fold itself effortlessly into place. “I’m Wayne Pogue. I’m the mayor of Lake Riley. I was having breakfast with your Realtor, Terry Hampton, this morning. He said you were moving in today. I thought I’d come and introduce myself.” 

Mayor Pogue extended his hand in greeting and Joel gave it a genial shake. “It’s nice to meet you, Mayor. I’m Joel and this lovely lady is my wife, Leslie.”  

There was an awkward moment of silence followed by an explosion of yappy barks that erupted from inside the house. A moment later, two dachshunds came skittering out through the open screen door at full speed. First out came Beanie, who skidded to a stop against Leslie’s ankles. On Beanie’s heels came Weenie. But, unlike his brother, Weenie had nothing to stop against. 

His stubby little legs scrabbled across the boards until his momentum carried him off the porch and into the grass. Weenie rolled to his feet and proceeded to growl at the Mayor’s backside, while Beanie growled at his kneecaps.  

“Oh my, my, what cute little pups,” Mayor Pogue gushed uneasily.

Joel scooped Beanie up and deposited him onto the lawn next to Weenie. “Go on. Shoo! Both of you.” With parting growls and sidelong looks of warning, the dogs raced off around the side of the house toward the backyard. 

“Sorry about that,” Leslie said. “They’re harmless. I promise.” Then to change the focus, she added, “Care for some iced tea?”

Pogue fanned himself with his white Panama hat. “Why, don’t mind if I do.” He accepted a cup. “You would think that me, being a native Lake Rylian and all, that I’d be used to the humidity but, I’m not. I reckon I have to blame that deficiency on my mama’a French ancestry.”

Joel poured some tea for himself and for Leslie.

Leslie could hear Beanie and Weenie barking in the backyard. 

Pogue’s gaze drifted over the wraparound porch and the front of the house. “It’s a beautiful place you’ve got here. I never met the previous owners, the Wagners, not even during campaign season.” 

The joke was obvious, but Leslie only granted Pogue a faint, fleeting smile. The mayor continued. “I’ve always heard the place was pretty, with an exceptional view of the lake. I do believe you’re adjacent to the McCormick Nature Preserve.”

“I believe so,” Leslie said, still half listening to the dogs. She did not like them roaming freely about just yet. There were supposedly plenty of copperheads in the area. She smiled at Mayor Pogue. “Care to see for yourself?”

They left the movers to their work and the three of them headed for the backyard.  

As they walked, Mayor
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