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Chapter One
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The early morning mist was just beginning to rise. Heat from the approaching day blanketed the men who stealthily jumped the back fence at Manasota State Park. 

Five men crossed the Florida prairie heading for the river that flowed through the park and the anomaly known as Gator Hollow, a huge water-filled circular sinkhole in the side of the Myakka River where hundreds of alligators congregated. No one knew why.

Nests along its banks held the prize the men were looking for. Each one was holding fifty to eighty eggs. The nests were hidden in the scrub brush and pine that circled the Hollow. Danger lurked in the deep murky water and under the spiny palmetto fronds.

One young man went off on his own. A college kid in need of quick cash, his gambling on fantasy football had left him in debt to some dangerous people.

Diligently digging with his hands and fighting off the stings of fire ants and the torturous bites of the large bull ants, he uncovered the nest.

“Momma, you sure did bury these down far enough.” He was head down, arms deep in the nest.

Suddenly, the world went quiet. An ominous feeling crept in through the area. A small flock of egrets hunting on the shore took flight. The birds high in the trees stopped chirping, and even the pesky bugs stopped buzzing. The hair on the back of his neck stood up as a cold chill ran up his spine. He heard the low predatory growl of momma gator. Chancing a look behind him, he watched the gator rise slowly from the dark water. The water swirling and dancing along her sides as it vibrated from the deep sound of her warning. She eased her massive body out to stand on all fours and, with one last growl from deep in her throat, charged.

Scrambling to stand and run, the young man found no traction in the sand and rough ground under his feet.

He screamed as the gator's powerful jaws clamped down on his calf, piercing skin, breaking bone. She rolled, dragging him into the murky dark water.

The young man cried—clutching at the sparse shore grass that tore away in his hands, knowing his life was over. The last thing he saw was the sun rising, coloring the sky as the water closed over his head.
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Chapter Two
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The day started early at the Manasota State Park that straddled Manatee and Sarasota counties on the Florida Gulf Coast. The head ranger pulled up before the station, “Hey, Darrell, how's it going?”

“Hi there, Chief, scalp anyone today?”

Ranger Seth Grayson raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood, or I’d have your scalp on my pole,” he shot back with a smile, stepping out of his old Ford F-150. Already the early summer heat and humidity were making his brow drip with sweat.

Darrell, his one full-time ranger for the summer months, came to meet him, carrying the daily logbook for the Manasota State Park. The park attendance didn’t qualify for more in the summer months. Seth had worked with Darrell Harris for a couple of years now and liked the easy way they worked together.  Seth didn’t generally take the cracks about his Seminole Indian heritage lightly; Darrell was just being Darrell. The two friends were able to converse with understanding and never overstepping the line.

During the summer months, when even the mosquitoes hide in the palmettos to avoid the heat of the day, Seth worked at the park with only one full-time and one part-time ranger. Later in the cooler winter months, they would add another couple of rangers to cope with the additional seasonal tourists. The park was a haven for bird watchers and animal and nature lovers. There were miles of hiking and horse trails. The campsites were popular with families in the winter months. Visitors could bring in their RVs and use the park’s hookups, or there were a couple cabins to rent. Dedicated campers preferred the primitive campsites farther out to pitch their tents and fend for themselves.

Seth and Darrell settled at the scarred picnic table, placed under a massive oak by the crushed shell-packed parking lot.  “What’s in the book for today?” Seth asked, tipping his hat down to shade his eyes from the sun’s glare. He was hoping for a quiet easy day.

“We have a couple of groups signed up for the tour out to Gator Hollow,” Darrell said, looking at the bookings. He took off his hat and smoothed his bright copper hair. “They have to be Northerners. Locals know it’s too damn hot in June. Either that or they’re just plain nuts.” He laughed. Darrell was always quick with a joke and a ready smile.

“You got that right. We don’t see many locals that want to hike two miles in the summer heat. They know better,” agreed Seth.

“Something else you should know,” Darrell said, his laugh lines wrinkling into a frown.  “The poachers have been at it again. I saw several empty nests yesterday. I called the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. They promised they’d send someone out.”  

“Thanks, Darrell. I’ll be inside in a minute.”  

Darrell took the hint and left Seth for the air-conditioned office. 

Early morning was Seth’s favorite time of day. The time before the heat and humidity got too high, and the park visitors arrived.  He stayed a moment, sitting at the old picnic bench under the hundred-year-old water oak. The crying egrets flying above caught his attention. Glancing up, he followed their boisterous flight across the magenta and orange sky. A couple of bats flew overhead, returning to their roost in an old sabal palm behind the station house. Their erratic hunting flight was replaced by the sure and steady flight to their home in the pine fronds—a perfect place to rest before their next evening flight. He wished it could be this peaceful all the time.

A slight smile brightened his face as Seth remembered how his father had taken him fishing many times along the Peace River—or how they often joined his cousins to go hunting on the Big Cypress Reservation on the edge of the Everglades.  These trips taught him to respect the land and the animals that lived there. It was a lesson he valued and had led him to become a park ranger.

Lately, he’d been wondering if being a park ranger was enough for him. He liked his job, educating visitors about the park and its mission to conserve the environment, but was there more he could be doing with his life? Protecting the environment and the animals that lived there had always been what he wanted to do.  He needed something to change, but he didn’t know what. Seth thought about taking a vacation. He made up his mind to check out one of those travel places in Sarasota the next time he was in town. Putting a little excitement in his life might be just what he needed.

Pushing up from the bench, he headed for the park office building. Entering the office, Seth took off his wide-brimmed hat and wiped the sweat that stung his gray-green eyes—a gift from some long-forgotten white ancestor. That ancestor had also passed down his height of almost six feet, unusual for a Seminole. Running his hands through his coal-black hair, he hung his hat on a peg by the door. In college, Seth styled his hair with a short back and sides and not in the bob favored by his more traditional relatives. It was easier for him to fit in, and he had decided to keep it that way.
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Chapter Three
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Seth stood, patiently waiting for the coffee to brew, talking with Darrell. “About those poachers, wasn’t Stan supposed to be checking that area?”

“Stan’s new. He’ll get better,” Darrell said, defending the part-time ranger. Stan had only been with the park for a few weeks. “Maybe he just didn’t see the empty nests when he was out on patrol.”

“I know, but the poachers don’t give a shit and won’t wait until he learns his job. They want to make the most money in the shortest amount of time. He has to keep his eyes open,” Seth said, placing a steaming cup in front of Darrell. 

“Look, maybe you need to go out with him next time and show him what to look for. Being part-time, maybe he hasn’t worked gator nesting season before.” Seth didn’t want to be the bad guy in this, but Stan had a job to do. He’d give Stan a break because he was new—for now.

“Could be, but sometimes I get the feeling that his mind is not on the job at hand. He seems to spend a lot of time on his cell phone.  I’ll go with him next time out.” Darrell grunted, taking a sip from his mug. Darrell didn’t like working with Stan. The young part-timer didn’t seem to have a real interest in what being a park ranger was all about, which aggravated him. Actually, it really pissed him off. 

“Look, I’ve been doing some research on the internet,” Darrell said, blowing on his cup. “I found out poaching alligator eggs is a big problem for the ecosystem. Alligator farming is booming. The demand for hides from the fashion industry has been growing over the last few years. There is a lot of money in gators.”

Darrell passed Seth some articles downloaded from the internet. “A five-foot hide could fetch around four hundred dollars, up or down depending on the market. Add in the meat, and one alligator could bring over a grand. Did you know some of those big fashion houses own gator processing plants? They’re crippling the legal gator hunting and harvesting trade because they don’t care where the hides come from—legal or not.”

“Yeah, I heard about a new alligator farm that opened out by Arcadia or Myakka,” Seth said, shuffling through the pages. “I’ve been meaning to check that out.”

“Right. But get this—it’s fascinating stuff,” Darrell said, flipping to another page. “The reptiles don’t breed well in captivity, which has led to trying to get eggs in other ways. The state charges a fee for every egg collected on public land. The poachers don’t like to pay the state fees. There are only thirty permits issued each year to collect eggs in the wild. That’s why there is so much poaching.”

Tires crunching on the crushed shell in front of the ranger station interrupted their conversation and signaled their first visitors. 

“I’ll go,” Seth said, retrieving his hat off the peg. He brushed his hair back and slapped the hat on his head. “You deal with the Wildlife guy. I’m not in the mood.”
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Chapter Four
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Seth watched the first visitors step out of an older model dark blue Honda, a mom, a dad, and two rambunctious young boys. 

“James, Lucas, stop that running around and come here,” the mom shouted. “Can’t you do anything to control your kids?” She sent a helpless look at her husband.

“They need to run around. It’s the great outdoors, after all,” the dad said, extending his arms, encompassing the park’s surroundings.

Ignoring his wife and kids, the father extended his hand to Seth. “Hi, we’re the D’Angelos. We booked a tour to Gator Hollow. The boys are excited to see the alligators. Call me, Tony. This is my wife, Gloria.”

“Nice to meet all of you. We’ll get started in just a bit,” Seth said. He could not believe the way Mr. D’Angelo let his boys run wild. Seth felt sorry for the wife and how disrespected she was by her husband. It was not his place to say anything, but he sure wished he could. The park was a relatively safe place, but it was also dangerous, especially to young children not used to watching out for snakes.

“I hope you brought plenty of water. It’s a long hike.”

“Gloria packed some this morning,” Tony said, indicating his sad-looking petite wife.

A brand-new Jeep Cherokee pulled up, and a young couple climbed out. “Hey there,” the man called to Seth. “We’re the Delvins. We booked a gator tour. Are you our guide?” 

“I guess I am,” Seth replied. He would have to check the log and everyone’s IDs before they headed out. And here I was hoping for a nice quiet day.

Mr. Devlin walked up to Seth and shook his hand, “I’m Jerry, this is my wife, Beth.” He waved back in the direction of a woman looking forlorn and rather out of place in her spanking new L.L. Bean hiking boots. “We’re from Michigan on vacation. How do you guys stand this heat?” he asked, mopping his forehead with a red handkerchief. 

“But...we are looking forward to seeing all these alligators. You can’t visit Florida and not see the alligators, right?” he said, showing off the brand-new Nikon camera hanging around his neck. The pale white couple in their middle thirties looked like they had never even seen a tree, much less hiked anywhere.

Seth could have picked them out as Northern tourists anywhere from the way they were dressed. Their clothes still had the creases from the packaging, and his Bermuda shorts were a dead giveaway.

“Don’t forget the bugs,” Beth complained, slapping at the cloud hovering around her bare legs. “Did you remember the extra bug spray?” she said, shaking the can. “This one is almost empty.” 

Seth took their IDs and went back to the office to confirm the registrations. The information determined staffing and appropriations for the park. Numbers mattered even in Florida’s wilderness. 

Only thirty people were allowed to visit the wilderness preserve area around the Gator Hollow per day. Some visitors reserved way in advance, but the summer months were slow. Few wanted to endure the heat and the mosquitoes. 

It worked out well because the alligators laid their eggs in June and July and guarded their nests fiercely. In Seth’s mind, the fewer visitors to that area, the better it was for the alligators. The wilderness preserve area of Manasota State Park covered more than 7,000 acres of the total 28,000 that made up the park. The preserve limited the number of visitors each day and permitted no camping. 

Sitting across from Darrell, Seth jokingly asked, “How about I flip with you to see who takes this lot out today?”

“No way, Chief. I did the last bunch in May. Remember, that kid got stuck with his arm down a gopher tortoise hole?” Darrell answered quickly. “Besides, I’ve got all these reports to do on visitor attendance and campsite inspections.” He shuffled papers pretending to be ever so busy.

“OK, but I’ll remember this when the church groups have their campouts. Be prepared to have lots of calamine lotion.” Seth laughed as he headed out the door. Poison ivy and poison oak seemed to grow faster when the kids were around—he thought as he reached out to grab the unsuspecting campers.

“Oh, by the way, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission called while you were chatting with your group. They’re sending someone out this morning,” Darrell said.

“Thanks, terrific. Just what I need. See you in a couple of hours.” Seth braced himself as he opened the door. Today’s group could be trouble. A couple of unruly kids and two city mice did not make for a pleasant hike to Gator Hollow. Now someone from the FWC added up to a rough start to his morning. Probably some stuffed shirt officer with a rule book and no sense of direction. Or some old guy who hadn’t left their desk in years. He chuckled as an image of an old geezer in shorts, black knee socks and sandals came to mind.
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Chapter Five
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Another vehicle crunched into the parking area. Seth squinted into the morning sun as a gray and black FWC patrol truck pulled into a parking spot right in front of the building, reserved for visitors. Can anything else go wrong today?

What stepped out was not what he had imagined. What did was a sandy-haired female officer wearing a badge with a very shapely figure, in an FWC uniform, a state-issued Glock 21 strapped to a trim waist, and black leather hiking boots. Reaching for her briefcase, she gave Seth a full moon view of her assets. Hmmm, definitely not what I expected, Seth mused.

Jerry Devlin also stopped to admire the view and got a slap on the arm from his wife for it. 

Mr. D’Angelo was not immune, either. His wife just rolled her eyes and shrugged. “At least I know you’re still alive and interested, even though it’s not in me.” 

Seth walked over to greet the FWC officer. “Welcome to Manasota State Park. I’m Ranger Seth Grayson,” pushing up the brim of his hat to get a better look at her. He liked what he saw.

For a split-second, Seth was tongue-tied. There was something about this woman that drew him.

The officer shifted the briefcase to her left hand and reached out to shake hands. “Officer Liz Corday. You called about a suspected poaching problem?” Her manner was very official and a little uptight.

Seth was taken back a bit but collected himself and shook her hand. “Yes, it’s the first for us here. Do you see a lot of poaching cases?”

“More than I’d like. I deal with all kinds of illegal poaching and animal smuggling. Seems to be a lot of that activity recently in this area. I’d like to see the empty nests. The poachers usually hit private land, and you’re right. This is a first, hitting a state park.”

“I’m heading out that way with some visitors right now.”

“Great. It will give me a chance to see the problem firsthand.”

“You might want to leave your briefcase in the car.”

“Right,” she answered as she turned and tossed her case into the front seat. She opened the trunk hatch, grabbing a backpack. With her back turned to Seth, the FWC officer wondered about the head ranger. She had done some research before heading out to the park and knew he was Native American. He was the first Seminole Indian she had met, stirring her curiosity. Not bad to look at either.

“James, Lucas, leave that tree alone.” Mrs. D’Angelo was frustrated with her husband for not keeping their boys in check. They were busy tearing the low-hanging branches off a young pine tree struggling to grow at the edge of the palmetto brush.

“Come on, honey. It will be fun once we get started,” Jerry Devlin said to his wife. “Think of all the great pictures we can show our friends when we get home,” holding up his big new camera and putting his arm around his wife’s shoulder and crooning to Beth.

She shrugged him off, spraying more insect repellent on her saturated legs, mumbling, “If we live long enough. I don’t think I’ll have any blood left after the bugs get done with me.”

Joining the group, Officer Corday tossed the pack over her shoulder, “I’m ready. Lead on, Ranger Grayson.” 
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Chapter Six
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“Come back here, boys. Don’t go too far ahead,” Gloria called to James and Lucas.  The youngsters were racing ahead—ignoring her. 

“Honey, keep up,” Jerry coaxed his wife, Beth.

“I don’t like this, Jerry. Why couldn’t we have gone to the beach and relaxed in the sun?” Beth said after walking a half hour.

“I told you that the beach has a red tide warning. I’m not going to spend a day inhaling toxic fumes and dead fish.”

“We could have hung around the pool and had those little fruity drinks with the little umbrellas in them. I wanted to go home with a Florida tan to show off to my friends,” she said, sulking. She gulped from her water bottle, stowed it back in her pack, and took out her bug spray again. Beth sat down in the small plot of shade afforded by a slash pine along the side of the trail. She eased off one of her hiking boots, grimacing at the huge red, raw blister on her heel.

“Maybe I can help you with that,” Liz said, digging in her pack. She pulled out a first aid kit. “Hold on, and I’ll make that feel better in no time.” Liz applied a little antiseptic and a bandage to Beth’s heel. She inspected Beth’s other foot and treated another growing blister.

“There. That should make walking feel much better. Hiking boots do take a while to break in.” One thing was clear. Beth did not belong hiking anywhere in the great outdoors. A shopping mall was more Beth’s speed. At the same time, Liz felt sorry for the young woman. She was just so out of her element here, and her husband should have known better than to bring her here. There were other ways to see the alligators than tramping through miles of preserves in the heat.

“Thanks, Officer Corday. These boots are going in the trash as soon as I get home. I’ve had it with the great outdoors.” 

Liz helped Beth to stand, handing the young woman off to Gloria. “Can you walk with her for a bit?”

“Sure, no problem,” Gloria said.

“Interesting bunch you have here today,” Liz said quietly to Seth—walking quickly to catch up with him.

“This is a mixed bunch. I usually like taking visitors out on hikes, especially the kids. Sometimes we have family groups like the D’Angelos. We run courses and programs during season that the snowbirds enjoy.”

“The FWC runs some of those up in Tampa, too,” Liz volunteered.

They walked silently for a bit along the dirt path through the Florida prairie following the track. They passed oak trees dripping with Spanish moss, giving way to a gradual floodplain with blackwater creeks and scrub pine. Exotics appeared from nowhere: Brazilian pepper, Australian pine, alligator weed. 

The boys spotted an armadillo, another hitchhiker in the Florida environment, hurrying into the palmettos. “Boys, please leave him alone.” Seth stopped the two boys from poking the creature with a stick when it rolled into a ball to protect itself.

Seth glared at Tony, who was totally ignoring his children and talking with Jerry. The two men were playing with Jerry’s camera, discussing angles and focus.

Tony looked back and just shrugged his shoulders. It was evident he had no interest in his children.

It was a flat two-mile walk from the ranger station to Gator Hollow. Gloria and Beth were lagging. Jerry Devlin kept stopping to take pictures of the birds along the way. Seeing a pink roseate spoonbill flying overhead fascinated him so much, he walked straight into a tall pine tree, making the kids snicker. Liz and Seth had to hide their smiles as well.

Liz couldn’t help whisper, “Serves him right.”

“Let’s stop here and give the ladies a break. The heat is getting to them,” Seth said to Liz. Even the young boys were ready to stop for a few minutes. The group found what shade they could and chugged water.

“When do we get to see the alligators?” James asked.

“Yeah, I want to see the gators,” Lucas whined.

“Believe me, you will see plenty,” Seth told them. Now was a good time for a little alligator education. Teaching kids was the part of park work he liked best. Educating people on what the park was and what it had to offer made the job meaningful.

“Manasota State Park is more than just looking for alligators. There are rare birds, campgrounds, and even horseback riding trails. Gator Hollow was formed long ago by a karst sinkhole.”

“What’s that?” asked James, the older of the boys.

“That’s when the limestone underneath melts away.”

“How does the ground melt away?” James couldn’t get his head around that idea.

“Limestone is under the dirt and very soft and porous. Water washes it away, and the ground sinks in and creates a hole that fills with water. No one knows why the alligators gather in that hole in high numbers. It’s a mystery.  The sinkhole is two hundred feet across and about one hundred and thirty feet deep—maybe more.”

“Has anyone ever dived down to find out?” Lucas asked Seth.

“There have been a couple of dive teams that have tried. The water is very cloudy, and visibility is bad. They used a shark cage because of the alligators. There are some interesting videos on YouTube that you can watch.”

Officer Corday joined in the conversation. “At this time of year, the alligators build nests along the banks back up in the palmettos and pines to lay their eggs. If we see a nest, we must be cautious because the momma gator will be nearby to guard it.”

“I heard that they sometimes eat their young. Is that true?” Tony asked, getting a poke from Gloria.

“The male gators are cannibalistic and will eat a young hatchling. That’s why the momma gators are so protective. There are some excellent books in the gift shop back at the station that will help you learn more about the park and the alligators. Coloring books too. Ranger Harris can show you after the tour,” Seth said, packing his water bottle away. “So, if you are all ready, we’ll go see the alligators.” 

Seth helped Liz up from the cushion of pine needles. A few stuck to the seat of her pants. He didn’t dare brush them off and left that for her to do.

James and Lucas took off, yelling, “Yeah, alligators!” 
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Chapter Seven


[image: image]


“I wish I had half their energy,” Liz said.

“Me too,” Seth agreed. He cast a sidelong glance at Liz, watching the sweat drip down her throat. He followed a trickle of sweat run down between her breasts. Her khaki shirt was sticking to her back. The thought of sharing a cool shower with her slid across his mind. Where the hell had that come from? It has been a while but not that long. Or has it?

Seth wasn’t doing much better. His uniform was sticking to him in all the wrong places, making him very uncomfortable.  At Gator Hollow, there would be more shade and usually a tease of a breeze filtering through the trees.

“Mr. D’Angelo, better call your boys back. We could run into alligators anytime now,” Seth said. “They live all around out here and often cross the trail we’re on to get from one stream to another. Besides, we don’t want your kids to run across any poisonous snakes.” 

“You didn’t say anything about snakes,” Beth shouted at her husband. She stopped and stood rooted in place, shaking and looking in all directions. 

Liz walked back to her and threw an arm around her shoulder. “It will be fine. Snakes are more afraid of you and can sense you coming through the vibrations in the ground. They only strike in defense when you startle them. Stick to the path, and you will be perfectly safe.”

“Jerry never said there would be snakes.” 

“There are fifty different species of snakes here in Florida, and only six of them are poisonous. They are more afraid of you, and you will probably never even know they are anywhere around,” Liz said, trying to reassure Beth.

“But what about those big python snakes?”

“There haven’t been any reported around here. Don’t worry. As an FWC officer, I would be one of the first to know.”

Beth glared daggers at Jerry, “I’m going to stay with you if that’s alright?” she asked Liz in a little-girl voice. Liz knew the young woman would be more at home, sunning herself by a hotel pool, working on her tan line than hiking here in the park.

They walked on and began to come to a spot where the path led down to the alligator hole. The tops of the pine trees swayed, and the palm fronds rustled with a slight sea breeze. Pushing through the sabal palms and sharp palmettos, Beth stopped and swatted her hair, screaming, “Get it out; get it out, something’s crawling in my hair.” She was frantically screaming, running in circles. The two boys were laughing, rolling on the ground.

Tony was snickering and got a swat from Gloria, “You’re an ass,” she hissed at her crude husband.

Jerry came up to Beth, frustrated with her antics, “What’s wrong this time?”

Liz stopped Beth from flailing around, holding her hands while Seth looked in her hair. Beth was shaking like a leaf. A fat palmetto bug fell to the ground.

“It’s out now, Beth. See, it was just a palmetto bug.” Seth showed her the big brown beetle, about two inches long, crawling away in the grass.

“Oh, yuck, aren’t you going to kill it?” Beth said through her tears.

“No, every creature has a purpose. He didn’t mean to scare you.” Seth said.

Beth wiped her eyes. Furious with her husband’s attitude, she glared at her husband. Straightening her shoulders, she was ready to walk on.

“Are we there yet?” James pouted, kicking a stone.

“Almost, little man. Patience is a virtue,” Seth told them. “The path breaks off ahead through that narrow path through the Australian pines. Once we are in the trees, it will be cooler, and, hopefully, there’ll be a breeze along the shore.”
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Chapter Eight
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Once through the trees, they saw the expanse of Gator Hollow spread out before them. Almost a perfect circle formed at the side of the Myakka River as it flowed southwest into Charlotte Harbor and the Gulf of Mexico.

James and Lucas raced off again, trying to be the first to see the alligators.

“Call your boys back, Mr. D’Angelo,” Seth shouted. “It’s not safe. The alligators are nesting and are very protective at this time of year. Remember?”

Seth knew there was only a narrow beach area separating the nesting area in the trees and scrub from the water where the alligators gathered.

“Mr. D’Angelo, if you can’t control your boys, I will handcuff them to a pine tree for their safety,” Liz added loudly. She was fed up and afraid that the boys could run across a momma alligator protecting her nest.

“Ok, ok, right,” Tony said, walking ahead. “James, Lucas, you need to stay with us now.”

“Wow,” Jerry said as they broke through the trees and stood looking over the dark brown water. The breeze they enjoyed in the trees had dropped, and the sun was relentless.  

“Wow is right.” Liz had never seen so many alligators in one place before. “This is a pretty unique place you have here, Ranger Grayson.”  

“During mating season, you can hear the males grunting and calling to attract a mate. Now in the nesting season, it’s pretty quiet. In a month or so, when the hatchlings appear, you will hear them calling to momma. This place has a rhythm all its own.” Liz could see Seth’s love of the place shine in his eyes as he looked out over the slow-moving river and the place the alligators called home.

Gator Hollow rippled with over a hundred alligators that she could see. How many more underwater? Reptiles on the banks sunning themselves stretched ten to fifteen feet long. They were laying tail to snout. The bottomless pond echoed with bellows, roars, coughs, and purrs from the males and females gathered along its shores. Liz wrinkled her nose at the funky smell the breeze brought as it washed across the water. “Whew, the smell gets to you after a while.”    

“It’s the heat that brings it out. You don’t want to be here in late July or August.” Seth laughed. 

“The boys have gone too far?” Gloria came up to Liz and Seth. “I can’t see them.”

James and Lucas were nowhere to be seen. Tony had a sick feeling, and Gloria was in full panic mode.  “Get them back here.A damn gator could eat them.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Tony sneered at his wife, but he was worried at the same time.

Gloria, exhausted, dropped to the ground and broke into tears. Beth and Liz each sat down beside her.

“We’ll get them. I’m sure the boys are just off exploring. They’re not far,” Liz assured her.
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