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Randy Thibodaux had been to Denny Pruitt's house enough times that he didn't knock anymore. He just came around the side gate, which Denny left unlatched for him, and found a lawn chair near the cooler and waited. That was the arrangement. It had worked for three years.

He was doing exactly that on a Tuesday morning in June, feet up on the cooler, watching a brown anole do push-ups on the fence post, when Denny came flying out the back door. Denny was not a man who flew anywhere. He was large and deliberate and had a resting expression that people often mistook for anger. Seeing him move fast was genuinely alarming.

Denny's backyard was the kind of yard that happened to a person rather than one they designed. There was the pool, blue and slightly cloudy, and a stretch of concrete around it with a couple of lawn chairs and a gas grill that had a crack in the lid and was being held together with a bungee cord. Past the fence the canal moved slow and dark, the way it always did in the morning before the boat traffic picked up. Somewhere behind the areca palms a bird was making a sound it had no intention of explaining. The heat was already in the air, not serious yet but present, working its way up.

"Randy," he said.

"What happened?"

Denny pointed at the pool.

Randy looked. There was an alligator in the pool. It was not a small alligator. It was floating near the shallow end with the calm patience of something that had been in worse situations and come out fine.

Randy stood up. "How long's he been in there?"

"I don't know. I went in to get coffee and when I came back out he was just." Denny gestured at the pool. "In there."

"He come from the canal?"

"I don't know where he came from, Randy. He's in my pool."

Randy walked to the edge and looked down at the gator. The gator looked back at him. Its eyes were the color of old pennies, and it had the particular stillness of a thing that was conserving energy for something it had already planned.

"He's a good-sized one," Randy said.

"I don't care what size he is."

"Eight, eight and a half feet maybe."

"Randy."

"He's not doing anything. He's just floating."

"He's in my pool," Denny said, and his voice had moved into a register that Randy recognized as the one where further commentary would not be appreciated.

Randy crouched at the pool's edge anyway. The gator was holding itself at the surface with the minimum effort required to stay there, tail moving in a slow idle. Up close you could see the texture of it, the armor of it, the way the light caught the ridges along its back. Its nostrils were at the waterline. It was breathing. It was fine. What it was not was in any hurry, and what it was doing, Randy recognized, was the same thing it had probably been doing for several million years, which was waiting to see what happened next.

Randy crouched at the pool's edge and thought it through. The gator needed to go back to the water, that was the first thing. But you couldn't just drag an eight-foot alligator out of a swimming pool and point it at the canal and hope for the best. It would go wherever it wanted to go, and wherever it wanted to go was probably not the canal. Gators didn't move in the direction you wanted them to move. They moved in the direction they'd already decided on before you got there.

What you needed was to slow it down some.

He could call Fish and Wildlife. Fish and Wildlife would send someone, eventually, after they had taken the report and confirmed the address and explained the process and asked whether the animal appeared to be injured, which it did not, and then they would come out and make it a whole afternoon. He had used a pool net once on a six-footer in his neighbor's garage and the net had not lasted long and neither had the conversation about the net. The chemical solution was the one that made sense. Something in the ground beef, something that would take the edge off, get the gator cooperative enough to handle. It was not the kind of plan that worked in a straight line, but neither was anything else in this situation.

"You got anything in the house?" Randy asked.

Denny looked at him.

"Anything that would mellow him out," Randy said. "Calm him down a little."

Denny was quiet for a long moment. The gator turned itself around very slowly in the pool, not going anywhere, just reorienting. Then Denny went back inside and came back with a bag of dog treats and a Ziploc with some pills in it.

"Dog treats aren't going to do it," Randy said.

"The treats are for me. For my nerves." Denny ate one. "What are you going to do with the pills?"

"Mix them into something he'll eat."

"You're going to drug my alligator."

"He's not your alligator. That's kind of the whole problem."

What followed took about forty-five minutes and used up the rest of Denny's ground beef from the refrigerator and produced, eventually, a gator that had gone from patient and alert to slow and cooperative. It wasn't fully out. It was aware of things. But it had lost interest in its earlier plans and was willing to be persuaded.

The best part of it, the part Randy would have had trouble explaining to someone who wasn't there, was the fifteen minutes in the middle where everything went quiet. Randy was in the pool up to his chest, keeping himself still, offering pieces of the medicated ground beef on his palm the way you would offer a horse an apple, and the gator was taking them. Not eagerly. With the deliberateness of an animal that was not going to be rushed. Denny sat on the pool steps with his feet in the water and his bag of dog treats and watched this happen, eating one every few minutes, and the bird behind the areca palms was still at it, and the canal moved behind the fence, and Randy said "there you go, there you go" every time the gator took a piece, which was not because it helped but because the situation called for something.

Getting it out of the pool was still a project. Randy got in the water with it, which Denny refused to do and which Randy understood was a reasonable position for a person to take. But the gator was manageable now, and Randy had grown up two miles from the Atchafalaya Basin before his family moved to Florida when he was nine, and there were things you just knew from proximity to swamps for long enough. You knew where to put your hands. You knew not to crowd the head. You knew that a gator this size, even a drowsy one, could do things to a man's arm that an arm could not recover from, so you kept your center of gravity low and you moved steady and you talked to it a little, not because it understood but because talking kept your own breathing even.

He got it to the steps and then Denny helped from there, reluctantly, because the animal needed to go somewhere and Randy's hands were occupied. What that looked like in practice was Denny gripping the gator by the base of the tail with both hands and pulling while Randy got his arms around the middle section and lifted, and the gator offered no assistance whatsoever but did not resist either, which was the best you could ask for from an eight-foot alligator on Denny's floor plan. They made it three steps before Denny's flip-flop caught on the drain cover and he went sideways against the wall and the gator lurched and Randy said "hold on, hold on" and Denny said several things. They finished the last two steps sideways. They got it up and out and onto the concrete, where it lay in the sun and blinked at the sky without complaint.

"We need to get it to the water," Randy said. "The real water. The canal's too close, it'll just come back. We need to get it out to the marshland, past the 41."

Denny said he was not doing that.

Randy understood. It was a lot to ask. And anyway, Denny's truck had been seized three months ago in connection with a matter Randy didn't have full information on. But there were cars on the street out front. Randy had walked past them coming in. A white Camry, a maroon pickup that looked like it hadn't moved in a while, and a blue Civic with a cracked taillight that was parked directly across from Denny's mailbox.

"The Civic's probably somebody's," Randy said.

"All cars are somebody's, Randy."

"I mean it's probably somebody who's visiting. They could be in there for hours."

He looked at the Civic. He looked at the gator, which had taken a position on the concrete with its chin on its forearms and its eyes half closed.

Here was the situation: the gator needed to get to the marshland before the drugs wore off, because a fully awake gator being transported in a vehicle was not something Randy wanted to manage alone. He didn't have his own car here. Denny had no car. Every minute he spent figuring out alternatives was a minute the gator was getting more awake.

The Civic it was.

He found a good tarp in Denny's garage, an old blue one with grommets, and they spread it on the concrete next to the gator and did what they could. The rolling was the hard part. A sedated alligator did not assist with the rolling. It also did not resist, exactly, but its body had opinions about direction that a tarp could not override, and by the time they got it wrapped Denny had said several things and Randy had said "we're almost there" four times. The result was not a burrito so much as a suggestion of a burrito, with the tail end loose and the grommets on the wrong side, but it held together well enough for what they needed it to do. Then they carried it out to the street, which involved more language. The gator was not concerned by any of this. It made a low sound once, more like a vibration than a noise, and Randy said "I know, buddy, I know" and kept moving.

The Civic's back door opened easy enough. Randy had a slim jim in his truck at home, but he didn't need it here because whoever owned the Civic had left it unlocked, which Randy considered a kind of permission, or at least a sign that the universe was not actively opposed to this plan. He got the gator arranged in the backseat with the tarp still around it, most of it, though the tail end was doing what it wanted and pressed up against the door.

He got in the driver's seat.

The ignition took a little work. The Civic was a '09 or '10 and those were cooperative if you knew what you were doing under the column, and Randy had been knowing what he was doing under the column since he was fifteen. He got it started. Denny stood on the sidewalk and watched him go with the expression of a man who had accepted that his Tuesday had gone in a direction from which it could not return.

Randy pulled out onto Route 19 and headed south. The marshland past the 41 was about twelve miles. Twelve miles was nothing. The gator was quiet behind him, still wrapped up, still cooperative. The Civic ran good. The AC worked. Randy had the windows cracked and the radio on, a country station out of Sarasota that was playing something he half-knew, and the morning was warm and bright the way Florida mornings in June were before the heat got serious, everything green, the sky a color that had no business being that blue.

He was helping. That was the thing to understand. The gator was safe. Denny's pool was free. Everything was fine.

Route 19 south of Denny's place ran through the part of the county that hadn't been developed yet and probably wouldn't be, scrubland on both sides with the occasional billboard for a personal injury attorney or a place that bought gold. There was a fruit stand at the mile-eight mark that had a hand-painted sign and was open six days a week, closed Sundays, and a cell tower painted to look like a pine tree that did not look like a pine tree. The road was flat and straight the way Florida roads generally were, and the Civic tracked well, and there was nothing in Randy's immediate experience to indicate that anything was wrong. He passed a man on a riding mower cutting the grass alongside the road for no apparent municipal reason, just doing it, and Randy lifted two fingers off the wheel at him the way you did, and the man lifted two fingers back.

The gator woke up somewhere around mile seven.

Randy heard it before he felt it. A sound from the backseat that was not a car sound, a low pressurized sound like something that had been asleep and was now remembering where it was and how it felt about where it was. Then the tarp moved. Then the tarp moved more aggressively. Then there was a tail against the back of the driver's seat that hit with a force Randy had not anticipated, because an eight-foot alligator at rest weighs something, but an eight-foot alligator in motion is a physics problem.

"Hey," Randy said. "Hey, easy."

The gator did not care what Randy said.

The tarp came loose. The gator's head appeared in Randy's peripheral vision, up between the front seats, and its eyes were fully open and its expression had moved from the philosophical calm of earlier to something that communicated very clearly that it had assessed the situation and assigned blame.

Randy put both hands back on the wheel and focused on the road and tried to think through this calmly. The marshland was five miles. The gator was angry but it was in a small car, which meant its options were limited. If Randy could just keep the car on the road for five more miles he could pull over and open the doors and the gator would leave on its own, probably, because gators did not typically want to be in cars and this one clearly did not want to be in this car.

The gator bit the headrest.

"Don't do that," Randy said.

The gator pulled the headrest off.

Randy was trying to keep his speed at a steady forty-five when the gator decided it was going to come through the gap between the front seats entirely, and an eight-foot alligator in a Civic does not have room to do that, but it committed to the attempt with everything it had, and the Civic swerved, and Randy corrected, and the gator lunged at the door handle, and Randy swerved again, and when he looked up he was in the wrong lane.

There was a car coming the other way.

He saw it clearly. Blue, medium-sized, a woman behind the wheel looking at him with an expression that covered a lot of ground in a very short amount of time. He hit the brakes. The Civic slid. The gator said something in its language, which was just sound but was very loud in an enclosed space.

Then there was the other car, close and getting closer, and Randy had just enough time to think that he wished he'd had a chance to explain this to whoever was about to be involved, because the explanation was a good one, and then the front ends met.
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Destiny Powers had been ready since eight-fifteen.

She had made coffee at seven forty-five and had failed to finish it twice, pouring out two cold mugs and rinsing them and setting them in the drying rack. It was nine-oh-one. Her ride had been supposed to arrive at eight-fifty.

She had tried calling twice. Voicemail both times, which with Brianna meant the phone was either dead or being actively avoided, and Destiny's read on Brianna, developed over four years of friendship and one incident they did not discuss, was that those two conditions had significant overlap. She had left one voicemail. Brief, neutral in tone. She had not left a second one, because Brianna's second voicemails became part of what Brianna had to deal with, and Destiny did not want to become something Brianna had to deal with. She wanted Brianna to call her back.

On the refrigerator, held up by a magnet shaped like a manatee, was the printout of the job posting she'd found three weeks ago. LEGAL SECRETARY / OFFICE MANAGER — TREADWELL & ASSOCIATES. Have you been injured? If so, we can help. Benefits. Competitive salary. Experience preferred but not required. She had read it enough times to recite it word for word, including the typo in the second paragraph, which she had decided not to bring up in the interview.

She had prepared. She had printed four copies of her resume and put them in a manila folder with a legal pad and two pens, a primary and a backup, because the kind of person who showed up to a professional interview without a working pen was not the kind of person she intended to present. She had researched the firm. She had looked up James Treadwell on the county bar association website and found that he had been licensed for twenty-two years, had no disciplinary actions on record, and specialized in personal injury with an emphasis on auto accidents and premises liability. She had found the office on Google Maps and driven past it twice this week to confirm the parking situation and the length of the walk, because she was not going to be the person who arrived sweating.

Her apartment was small and well-organized. She had two bookshelves, one for books she had read and one for labeled binders, and a television she mostly used for background noise, and a cactus on the windowsill that had been alive for four years without drama and without a name. She had considered naming it once and decided against it, because naming it felt like an announcement about permanence that she wasn't ready to make. The cactus appeared unbothered by this. The cactus appeared unbothered by everything, which Destiny considered an admirable quality in something that lived on a windowsill.

She had checked herself in the bathroom mirror at eight-ten and then again at eight-forty-five. The blazer sat right. The blouse was the navy one, which read professional without reading like she was trying to read professional, which was its own thing. Her hair was pulled back the way she had practiced, not severe, not casual, the particular middle register she had landed on after the third attempt and two YouTube videos. She had leaned close to the mirror and decided that the concealer was even and the earrings were appropriate and she had nothing in her teeth. Then she had stood back and looked at the whole picture and decided it was good, that she looked like a person who could run an office, because she was a person who could run an office, and if James Treadwell could see that clearly enough in the next thirty minutes the next several years of her life would look different.

At nine-oh-three she went outside.

The morning was already warm, the first heat of June arriving before seven and planning to stay. She stood on her front stoop in the blazer she'd bought for twelve dollars at the Goodwill on Tamiami Trail and had dry-cleaned twice since, the folder tucked under her arm, and looked up the street and then down the street for a red Kia that was not coming.

There was no red Kia. There was a black truck in Mr. Hooper's driveway and a pickup on blocks further down that had not moved since February. There was a dog tied to a fence who had concerns but was managing them.

She had done the math at nine-oh-one and again at nine-oh-four and it had come out the same both times. A cab from Palmetto Cove Yellow was a minimum twenty-five minutes on a good day, and she had used them twice before and had a working sample size now. The other company was called Suncoast Ride and their dispatcher had put her on hold for eleven minutes once during a non-emergency and she had not forgotten it. Walking was four miles and would take fifty-five minutes and she would arrive sweating through the navy blouse. She could call someone else, but the list of people she could call on nine minutes' notice was short, and the people at the top of it were the same category of problem as Brianna. The folder was in her arm. The blazer was doing its job for now, before the heat got into it. There was a Sonata sitting across the street with its engine ticking.

She looked at her phone. She called Brianna again. Voicemail.

"I'm outside," she said. "If you're on your way just come. I have to leave." She hung up and stood there for another thirty seconds, and then a gray Sonata turned onto the block and parked in front of the vacant house across the street.

Destiny watched a woman get out. Late forties, tote bag, keys already in her hand. She walked up the front path with the purpose of someone who knew where she was going and unlocked the door and went inside and pulled it shut behind her.

The Sonata sat in front of the house with its engine ticking.

Destiny looked at the Sonata. She looked at her phone. She looked at the time.

Nine-oh-eight. Interview at nine-thirty. Four miles south on Route 19, fifteen minutes if the lights cooperated. She needed to leave now. Brianna had the car and Brianna was not here, and those two facts had failed to resolve each other for the past eighteen minutes and showed no signs of doing so.

She could call a cab. Palmetto Cove had two cab companies, and based on her experience with both, the wait would be somewhere between twenty-five minutes and aspirational, which put the interview at risk or past it, which put three weeks of preparation at nothing, which put her back at the Indeed listing refreshing it twice a day waiting for something worth applying to.

She was going to bring the Sonata right back. That was not a thing she was telling herself to feel better about the decision. That was the actual plan. The interview was four miles. She would be back in two hours, probably less, and she would park the car in the same spot and restore the seat position, and the woman would come back out and her car would be there. The inconvenience would be temporary and unknown.

She had done this once before. Four years ago, a different city, a different situation that had been more complicated than this one. A car left running outside a pharmacy and an appointment she was already late to and no other reasonable option. She had taken it six blocks, parked it two streets over from where she needed to be, and walked back to the pharmacy lot after and it had been gone by then, whoever owned it had come back, and that was the whole story. Nobody had been hurt. Nobody had known. It had not become a thing she did. It was a thing she had done once when the situation required it, and this was that same category of situation, and she was being practical.

The interview was a professional obligation she had prepared for over three weeks and that could change her situation in a concrete and specific way. A person's situation was worth a temporary inconvenience to a person who would not know it had occurred. This was a practical solution to a concrete problem and she was a practical person.

She walked across the street.

The Sonata was unlocked. She got in, set the folder on the passenger seat, and pulled the lower column panel loose with both hands, the way you did it if you had learned this at sixteen from a person she was not going to think about right now, who had taught her several things that summer, some of which had turned out to be more useful than others. The wiring in a 2008 or 2009 Sonata was laid out simply, and Korean cars from that era were cooperative if you knew what you were reaching for, and she did. The engine turned over on the first try.

She adjusted the seat. She checked the mirrors. She put her seatbelt on.

She pulled out onto Route 19 and headed south.

The road was familiar now. She had driven it four times in two weeks counting today, and she knew where it narrowed past the Sunoco and where the pothole was that they had been pretending not to notice since October. The morning traffic was light. She drove at a steady speed and went over the interview in her head.

Tell me about yourself. Seven years of office management experience across several industries, detail-oriented, comfortable managing multiple priorities, looking for a position where I can contribute to a functioning team. Five to ten seconds. Confident, no upspeak. What are your strengths. Organization, reliability, and the ability to anticipate what a professional environment needs before being asked. What would your previous employers say about you. That she was thorough, showed up, and got the work done. All of it true, all of it documentable.

She had prepared for the question about the eight-month gap in her resume, which was the real estate firm, and her answer for that was that she had taken time to pursue some personal development and ensure her next position was the right fit. She had practiced it in the mirror until it sounded like something that had happened to her rather than something she had done. It sounded fine.

The five-year-plan question was the hard one. The true answer was that she wanted enough stability to think about what she actually wanted, which was not the kind of answer they were looking for when they asked it. She had worked on the professional version: she hoped to take on increasing responsibility within the firm, develop her expertise in legal office management, and become an indispensable part of a team. She had practiced that one too. It sounded like an answer. It did not sound like a lie exactly, because nothing in it was false, it was just far enough from the center of the thing that it could pass for the whole of it.

What she wanted was simpler than a five-year plan. She wanted a job that paid on a regular schedule, at an organization that was not going to be indicted, in an office where she knew what the job was going to look like on a Tuesday and could plan around that. She had not had a lot of Tuesdays she could plan around. She had been good at managing the ones she got, but management was different from planning, and she was at an age where she would like to know what was coming next, or at least to have a reasonable guess. Treadwell & Associates could be that. Twenty-two years in practice, premises liability and auto accidents, steady and unglamorous. She could work with steady and unglamorous. She had been trying to get there for a while.

She had thought about what the job would look like enough that she had a picture of it. A small office, probably. Strip mall or a converted house, the kind of thing Treadwell & Associates would be in after twenty-two years of steady personal injury work. A waiting room with chairs against the wall and a rack of magazines that were six months old. A phone that rang on a schedule she would learn within the first week. Her desk near the front, close enough to the door to see who was coming, far enough back to work without being interrupted every two minutes. Filing cabinets that she would reorganize within the first month because they always needed it. The sound of the air conditioning. The sound of James Treadwell on the phone with an adjuster, the particular back-and-forth of it, the language of the work. She had worked in four offices in seven years and she knew what a functioning one felt like. She wanted to sit down at that desk and know what was coming.

She was three blocks from the office when the car came at her.

A blue Civic. Her lane. Coming from the south, heading the wrong direction, and it was not swerving around her so much as lurching, the car moving in a way that suggested something inside it had opinions of its own. She had half a second to see the driver: a man, and he was not looking at the road. He was turned toward the backseat, where something was moving.
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