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 Chapter One 
 
    So it's Tuesday morning, and I get this call from Polly. She's the owner of the 55+ trailer park where I live in my motorhome. She and Buck Waverly run the place. I help out sometimes by doing maintenance and the occasional errand. 
 
    Polly doesn't like me calling it a trailer park, mainly because it really isn't one. Mango Bay is a high-end RV resort filled with expensive motorhomes, mostly owned by snowbirds and retirees trying to escape the cold winters up north. 
 
    According to park rules, you have to be at least fifty-five years old to live here. A lot of parks in Florida are that way. The minimum age requirement keeps most of the rowdies out and makes for a peaceful environment. It also means the park is filled with lots of older people. 
 
    I'm the exception. I'm in my mid-thirties and normally wouldn't be allowed to live here. But because I helped Polly and Buck buy the place, they let me live here in my motorhome, rent free. 
 
    I should mention right off I never planned to live in a motorhome, especially in a 55+ retirement park. But sometimes life throws you a curve and you either go with it or go down. I decided to go with it. So far, it's worked out pretty well. 
 
    I've met some interesting people here, including Polly and Buck. Polly is in her mid-sixties but doesn't look or act a day over forty. She still has a tennis girl figure and all the energy it takes to run a place like Mango Bay. 
 
    Buck, her significant other, is a bit older. He's in his seventies but still gets around pretty well. He tours the park in his custom all black golf cart while wearing his trademark cowboy hat. 
 
    He was once a well-known movie star who appeared in more than thirty action adventure films and even had his own TV show. He was paid well for his work, but his previous four wives pretty much cleaned him out. When Hollywood quit knocking on his door, he sold his home and moved into his tour bus. He eventually ended up in Florida and in Mango Bay. 
 
    Buck can tell you some pretty wild stories about his days in the movie business, but only if you ask him. For the most part, he's a nice guy who never brings up his fame or stardom.  
 
    As I was saying, I'm the youngest person living here in Mango Bay. That means when the other residents need someone to do some heavy lifting, they come to me. I'm their go-to guy for moving furniture, patching things up around their motorhomes, and driving them into town when they need to pick up prescriptions and what-not. 
 
    Not only am I the youngest guy living here, I'm also single. That creates a challenge some of the older ladies living in Mango Bay just can't resist. They seem to think I'm missing out because I haven't found the right gal to marry, so they’ve made it their mission to get me hooked up. 
 
    They try to set me up with single ladies they've met in town, unmarried daughters of friends or recently divorced or widowed women near my age. Usually, they're pretty sneaky about it, asking me to come over to their place to help them lift something or do some repair work. When I show up, they introduce me to the special lady they want me to meet.  
 
    Don't get me wrong. I'm not complaining. The small repair jobs give me something to do during the day and the women they fix me up with keep me from spending too much time alone in the evenings. 
 
    That's something many of the residents of Mango Bay worry about. Me sitting home alone. They can't understand why a young, single guy like me would live in a trailer park in a retirement town like Englewood, Florida. 
 
    What most of them don't know is I used to work for a Fortune 500 company. They don't know that, after I was laid off, the company paid me a generous settlement to keep quiet about some of the unsavory things I discovered on the job. 
 
    My neighbors in Mango Bay would be surprised to learn I have enough money in the bank to live well without needing a job for a long, long time. 
 
    But the people here in the park only know what they see—a single, unemployed guy in his thirties living in a motorhome. Someone likely down on his luck, just going through a rough patch. 
 
    It didn't bother me that this is what they thought. In fact, I kind of liked it this way. Only Polly and Buck knew the real story. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Like I said, Polly called me that morning. Nothing unusual about that. She called me just about every morning. Sometimes just checking up on me, but mostly with a list of small chores that needed to be taken care of around the park. 
 
    I wasn't officially a Mango Bay employee and I didn't get paid for the things I did around the park. But I liked helping Polly because not only was she my landlord, she let me stay in the park rent free. And there was Lucy, Polly's 30-year-old daughter who I'd been dating on and off. 
 
    Keeping Polly happy kept Lucy happy. And that kept me happy. So when Polly called that morning, I answered.  
 
    “Good morning, Polly. You calling to tell me I got the day off?” 
 
    “Walker, you know you can take the day off any time you want. You can take months off if you like. 
 
    “But if you're not doing anything, I've got a small favor to ask. If you do this one thing for me, I promise not to bother you the rest of the week.” 
 
    Now, when Polly asked me to do a favor, I rarely turned her down. I had plenty of time on my hands and because she was my landlord and the mother of my part time girlfriend, staying on her good side worked in my favor. 
 
    “Polly, I'm always happy to help. What do you need?” 
 
    “Walker, I have a friend who needs a ride to the Oasis Ranger Station in the Everglades. It's about a four-hour drive, and my friend needs to get there before dark today.  
 
    “Think you could do it? Drive her down there?” 
 
    At that time, I'd been in Florida for about eight months but hadn't got around to seeing the Everglades. I'd always wanted to visit, and doing the favor for Polly would give me a good excuse to go there. 
 
    “Sure Polly, no problem. I'll clean out my Jeep and go pick up your friend.” 
 
    I'd bought the Jeep after I moved to Florida. It was four-wheel drive, had a hard top, and gave me a way to get around without having to drive my motorhome everywhere I went. I figured Polly wanted me to take it instead of the motorhome.  
 
    But I was wrong. 
 
    She said, “No, not the Jeep. You need to take her in your motorhome.” 
 
    “My motorhome? Why would I want to do that? It'll be a lot quicker if I take the Jeep.” 
 
    She paused then said, “Walker, this is kind of embarrassing, but my friend woke up this morning with, uh, let's call it intestinal distress. She needs to stay close to a bathroom. That's why she needs to be taken down there in your motorhome—because it's got a toilet.” 
 
    My motorhome, like most other motorhomes, did have a toilet. In fact, it had a full bathroom with sink, shower and even hot water. And I could understand how if a person had 'intestinal distress', traveling in a motorhome with a bathroom close by might give some peace of mind. 
 
    “Polly, I don't mind taking her in my motorhome, but if your friend is that sick, shouldn't she just stay home until she feels better?” 
 
    “Walker, she would if she could. But they need her at the Oasis Station. It's kind of an emergency.” 
 
    “An emergency?” 
 
    “Yeah, an emergency. She's a vet. Big cats are her specialty. Last night, a Florida panther was rolled by a car near Oasis. The panther lived but suffered some broken bones and maybe internal injuries. They want Doctor Joy to go down and check the cat out.” 
 
    I paused then asked, “Doctor Joy? That's her name? Doctor Joy?” 
 
    “Yes Walker, that's her name. She needs to be at the Oasis Ranger Station before dark. Will you take her there in your motorhome?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
     According to Polly, it would be an easy drive. Leave Englewood, get on I-75 south, go past Port Charlotte, on to Fort Myers and around Naples. Then get on Alligator Alley and follow it to the Oasis Station.  
 
    “What's she like, this Doctor Joy?” 
 
    I was still on the phone with Polly. She sounded amused when she answered my question.  
 
    “She's nice. She's got a great personality. She's good with animals. But none of that really matters. Your job is to get her down there, hang around a couple of hours then bring her back. That's it. 
 
    “You need to pick her up at her home in Venice. But before you, clean up the bathroom in your motorhome. Make sure there's plenty of toilet paper, clean towels and soap. And while you're at it, spend a few minutes picking up your dirty laundry. Make the place presentable.” 
 
    I promised Polly I would and we ended the call. 
 
    She said I needed to be at Doctor Joy's home in Venice at exactly eleven o’clock. That gave me about two hours to clean up the motorhome, dump the holding tanks and make sure there was an ample supply of toilet paper in the bathroom. 
 
    I'd also need to clean Mango Bob's litter box and get him ready for the road.  
 
    Mango Bob is the big, orange bobtail cat that lives with me in the motorhome. It wasn't something I planned, to live in a motorhome with a cat. But in a moment of weakness I agreed to take him in for a lady friend who moved into an apartment where they didn't allow pets. 
 
    She assured me it would just be a temporary thing and she’d come get Mango Bob after she got settled in. But she never did come back for the cat. In fact, she moved again and neglected to give me either her new address or phone number. 
 
    I tried tracking her down but didn't have any luck. Six months after she'd left the cat with me, I finally realized she wasn't coming back and I was stuck with him. 
 
    By then, I'd gotten used to living with the cat, and he'd gotten used to having me around. He seemed to be pretty happy with the arrangement, and I didn't see any reason to try to change it. He sleeps most of the time, eats when he's hungry and is pretty good about using his litter box. He seems to like living in the motorhome and enjoys it when we're on the road. 
 
    His favorite spot when we're not traveling is in the bed in the back bedroom. When we're on the road, he usually rides up front with me. He'll sit in the passenger seat and watch the world go by.  
 
    Because not everyone enjoys the company of cats, I made sure Polly understood that if I were taking Doctor Joy to Oasis in the motorhome, the cat would be going with us. If the doctor had a problem with this, she'd need to make other arrangements. 
 
    Polly had said, “No problem. Doctor Joy likes cats. She and Bob will get along just fine.” 
 
    With the cat issue resolved, I picked up things inside the motorhome, took a shower and stowed everything for the trip. To get ready for the road, I unhooked from shore power, cranked down the TV antenna, and brought in the slide room. 
 
    I checked to make sure all the doors and cabinets were locked then settled down into the driver's seat and started the motor. Bob came trotting up front and jumped onto the passenger seat. He looked at me and said, “Murrrph.” 
 
    He was telling me he was ready for the road. 
 
    Mango Bob's always up for a road trip. Especially those that end with us camping near trees full of birds and squirrels. He loves to sit on the top of the couch, leaning against the screen while he spies on the wildlife outside. 
 
    With him settled in on the passenger seat, I entered Doctor Joy's address into the GPS. It showed the best route would take us through Englewood and then out Jacaranda road past the Venice Walmart. Five miles later, I'd end up at Doctor Joy's place.  
 
    Since I'd be passing Walmart, and because their parking lot was big enough to handle the motorhome, I stopped there to pick up a few supplies. Polly had said we'd only be gone for a day, but I've learned things don't always go as planned and it's a good idea to stock up before hitting the road.  
 
    Inside Walmart, with Doctor Joy's “intestinal distress” in mind, I made my way to the paper products aisle and picked up an eight pack of Angel Soft toilet paper, the preferred kind for a motorhome. In the beverages aisle I picked up a case of Zephyrhills bottled water.  
 
    Even though the motorhome has a thirty-gallon fresh water holding tank, I always carry bottled water because you never know how safe the holding tank or campground water might be. It could be perfectly safe or not. I don’t want to risk it so I carry bottled drinking water. 
 
    Leaving the beverage aisle, I went to the wine section and picked up four bottles of white wine. Nothing special, just something to have to go with dinner. In frozen foods, I picked out six Healthy Choice frozen dinners.  
 
    With the water, wine, toilet paper and frozen dinners, I had enough to survive just about anything that might happen on my short trip to Oasis Station and back. 
 
    After paying and loading everything into the motorhome, I drove over to the Walmart gas pumps and topped off the tank. It took forty gallons.  
 
    My motorhome is not like those big buses you see rolling down the road. Mine is smaller. It's a Winnebago on a Ford E450 chassis with a V10 motor. About the size of a UPS truck.  
 
    When I first got it, I didn't know anything about motorhomes. All I knew was I needed a place to live and that one was available at a good price. I really wasn't interested in it until I saw the inside. From the outside, it just looked like a big truck. But inside it was like a compact luxury apartment. It had a full kitchen with granite counter tops, a microwave, fridge and a gas stove. It had the aforementioned bathroom with a toilet, sink, shower, and hot and cold running water. Across from the bathroom was a private bedroom with wall mounted TV.  
 
    Up front, there was a dinette table with room for six and a couch that folded out into a queen-sized bed. The driver and passenger seats were leather, and there was power everything. For a single guy like me, the motorhome offered a chance to live in a high-end condo on wheels at a budget price.  
 
    With the fridge stocked with goodies from Walmart and the fuel tanks topped off, I pulled out of the parking lot and let the GPS lead the way to Doctor Joy's home. It had me take 41 north until I got to the stoplight at Venice Avenue. There it said to turn right and keep going until I reached the light at River Road. At the light, it said to keep going straight. 
 
    Two miles later, the pavement ended. I pulled over and stopped when the GPS said, “You have reached your destination.”  
 
    Looking around, I didn't see any houses or driveways. Just the muddy road in front of me. As I sat there figuring out my next move, my phone chimed with an incoming call. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    The caller ID read, “JOY.” 
 
    I answered, “This is Walker.” 
 
    The female voice on the other end said, “I figured that. You're late. What's the holdup?” 
 
    “I'm lost. I followed my GPS and it took me to where the pavement ends on East Venice Avenue. It says this is the place, but I don't see any driveways or houses nearby.” 
 
    There was a pause, and then the female voice said, “You've gone a half mile too far. Turn around and come back. I'll be standing on the side of the road, waiting for you.” 
 
    She ended the call, not sounding very happy. 
 
    I wasn't happy either. I was sitting on a narrow two-lane road with no turn around in sight. If I kept going, I'd be on dirt and there was no telling how far I'd have to go before I found a space wide enough to turn the motorhome around.  
 
    I couldn't back up all the way to Doctor Joy's place. She said it was a half mile away. I couldn't risk damaging the transmission going that far in reverse in the motorhome. That left me one option. Try to turn the RV around. 
 
    The road I was on looked to be about twenty feet wide with deep drainage ditches on each side. My motorhome was twenty-eight feet long; eight feet longer than the road was wide. To get it turned around, I'd have to hang the tail out over the ditches and make sure the tires didn't slip in. 
 
    It would be difficult, but I figured I could do it. Bob decided he didn't want to watch. He jumped down from his perch in the passenger seat and trotted back to the bedroom. As far as he was concerned, it was a good time to take a nap. 
 
    Knowing the good Doctor Joy was waiting for me, I set about the task of turning the big motorhome around. If the road had been wider, I would have been able to do a standard three point turn, but no way that was going to work on this road. It would take more than three points to get it going in the right direction.  
 
    In the end, it took eight back and forth maneuvers. Each time, I pulled to the edge of the ditch, cranked the steering wheel hard to the left or right and gained about a foot. After fifteen minutes of this, I finally got the motorhome pointed in the right direction. I was about to head to Doctor Joy's when my phone chimed again.  
 
    The caller ID again showed, “JOY.” 
 
    When I answered, the voice on the other end said, “I'm waiting. Where are you?”  
 
    It was clear she wasn't happy. But instead of explaining why I was late, I simply said, “I'm on my way. I'll be there in a minute.” 
 
    I ended the call, put the motorhome in gear and drove. Three minutes later, I saw her standing on the right side of the road. Mid-thirties, five foot six, blondish shoulder length hair, medium build. Wearing khaki shorts, a white T-shirt, and hiking boots. 
 
    She had two bags with her, a small overnight suitcase and what looked like a doctor's medical bag. When she saw me, she held out her arm with her thumb up, hitchhiker fashion. And she smiled.  
 
    Maybe she wasn't as annoyed as she had sounded on the phone. I flashed my headlights and pulled up beside her. After unbuckling my seat belt, I opened the side door and stepped out. 
 
    “Doctor Joy?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, and you must be Walker.” 
 
    “At your service. Let me help you with your bags.” 
 
    I picked up both and took them into the motorhome. She followed a few steps behind me but stopped upon entering.  
 
    “You live in this?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Just you?” 
 
    “No, Bob lives with me.” 
 
    “Bob?” 
 
    “He's my cat. He's in the back right now. Sooner or later he'll come out.” 
 
    She nodded then asked, “You have a fridge in here?” 
 
    “Yeah, over there.” 
 
    “Good, I've got some things I need to keep cool. Mind if I put them in there?” 
 
    “No, go ahead.” 
 
    She walked to the fridge and opened it. Inside she saw the four bottles of wine I'd bought at Walmart. She turned and looked at me. “You planning a party?” 
 
    “No, that's part of my emergency rations. You never know when a glass of wine might save the day.” 
 
    She smiled knowingly. “I know what you mean. But you haven't been drinking today, have you?” 
 
    “No, not yet. Too early.” 
 
    She turned back to the fridge and slid open the crisper drawer. It was empty. From her medical bag, she pulled out several small bottles and put them in the drawer. When she was done, she closed the drawer, zipped the bag and turned back to me. 
 
    She said, “Polly said I could trust you. She said you were one of the good guys. I'm hoping that means I won't have to worry about you getting into my medical supplies?” 
 
    I smiled. “Doctor Joy, I'm not interested in your drugs.” 
 
    “Yeah, I've heard that before. But just to be sure, I'll be checking. And Walker, please call me Lori.” 
 
    I nodded. “Lori it is.” 
 
    She smiled. “Now, give me a quick tour so I know where everything is.” 
 
    I started in the back, by the bathroom. I pointed at the toilet. “It works like a regular toilet, except instead of having a flush handle, there's a foot pedal. When you need to flush, just step on the pedal and hold it down until the bowl is empty.” 
 
    I stepped on the pedal. She nodded when she heard the water flush through the bowl. 
 
    Turning around, I pointed to the wall. “That switch is for the vent fan. Run it after you flush, not before. Over there is the sink, works just like the one at home. There are clean towels and wash cloths in the cabinet. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I think I know how to use a toilet, but if I run into problems, I'll be sure to let you know.” 
 
    Stepping out of the bathroom, I showed her the bedroom. Bob was curled up on the bed, eyes open, watching us. 
 
    “That's Bob. The bed is his favorite spot, but if you need to rest, he'll be happy to share it with you.” 
 
    She stepped close to Bob and placed her hand near his face. He sniffed it and started purring. Lori smiled and said, “Bob, you're a handsome devil. Does Walker treat you right?” 
 
    Bob looked up at me and said, “Murrrph?” 
 
    He was wondering who the stranger was, so I told him. 
 
    “Bob this is Doctor Joy. She'll be riding with us today. She might even come back here and take a nap with you. Will that be okay?” 
 
    He yawned. Napping was one of his favorite things. If he could get someone to nap with him, that made it even better. 
 
    Lori reached over and stroked his head and rubbed his ears. You could tell he liked her touch. He leaned into her hand like he wanted more.  
 
    It was good that Bob wasn't bothered by Doctor Joy. He's a pretty good judge of character, and if he wasn't worried about her, I wouldn't be either. 
 
    On the way back up front, Lori asked, “Is that the only bed?” 
 
    “No, the couch folds out into a queen.” 
 
    “Good to know. So this thing is fully self-contained, right? If you had to, you could camp out in it for a few days? The fridge and everything will work?” 
 
    “Yeah, it's fully self-contained. We can go a week or more off grid.” 
 
    She smiled. “Excellent. This will be perfect.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    After I had stowed Lori's overnight bag in an overhead bin, we were ready to go. I settled into the driver's seat and Lori into the passenger seat beside me. We buckled our seat belts and headed back down Venice Avenue. 
 
    When we reached the first stoplight, we took a right and stayed on River Road until we reached I-75 where we took the southbound ramp and headed toward Naples and Alligator Alley. 
 
    Like most motorhomes, mine is a little slow when trying to get up to highway speed. To avoid causing problems with fast moving traffic, I kept to the far right lane. Once I got it up to sixty-five, I set the cruise control and settled in for the long drive ahead. 
 
    Lori hadn't said much since we'd left and I was wondering if the stomach distress Polly had told me about was bothering her. 
 
    “How's your stomach?” 
 
    “It's fine. How's yours?” 
 
    “I'm doing great. Never felt better.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment before asking, “Why did you ask about my stomach?” 
 
    I hesitated. I didn't want to embarrass her by mentioning the issue Polly had told me about earlier. But I figured what the heck? 
 
    “Polly said you had an upset stomach. She said that's why you wanted me to drive you in the motorhome. So you'd be near a bathroom.” 
 
    “She said that? That I had an upset stomach? Is that why you showed me how to use the toilet when I first got in?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Lori laughed. “That's so funny. I thought you were just being weird, showing me how a toilet worked. But really you were just trying to be helpful. That's sweet of you. 
 
    “But just so you know; I don't have any stomach troubles. I feel just fine.” 
 
    She pulled out her phone and punched in a number. “I'm calling Polly to find out why she told you I needed to be close to a toilet.” 
 
    I could only hear one side of the conversation. It went something like this. 
 
    “Hi Polly, this is Lori.” 
 
    “Yeah, he picked me up. We're on our way now.” 
 
    “Yeah, you were right.” 
 
    “No, I haven't told him about that yet.” 
 
    “He thinks I have stomach problems.” 
 
    Lori held the phone away from her ear. I could hear Polly laughing. 
 
    When Polly quieted down, Lori put the phone to her ear and said, “I don't think it's funny. He took it seriously. He took me to the bathroom and showed me how to flush the toilet.” 
 
    Again, Lori held the phone away from her ear as Polly roared in the background, laughing so hard she couldn't catch her breath.  
 
    When Polly stopped laughing, Lori said, “I'll get you back for this. You'll never see it coming, but it'll happen.” 
 
    I could hear Polly laughing in the background, and soon Lori joined in. When she finally caught her breath, she said, “Polly, now you've done it. I laughed so hard I've got to pee. I'll talk to you later.” 
 
    She ended the call, looked at me and shook her head. “Stomach problems. I can't believe she told you that.” 
 
    She unbuckled her seat belt and made her way back to the bathroom, laughing all the way. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    A few minutes later, Lori rejoined me up front. After buckling herself in, she asked, “So how long before we get to Oasis?” 
 
    I pointed at the GPS. “According to that thing, we've still got a hundred and twenty miles to go. Probably another three hours. It depends on how bad traffic is in Fort Myers and Naples. 
 
    “You bored? You want to listen to the radio?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Not really. I'd rather just sit here and watch the world go by. I'm starting to like being chauffeured around by you. I usually have to make these trips by myself and that's never fun.” 
 
    I nodded. “So you go to Oasis often?” 
 
    “Yeah, too often. Whenever they have an injured panther, they call me. There aren't many left, so when one gets hurt, we try our best to save them. More often than not, if they've been hit by a car or truck, by the time we find them it's too late. 
 
    “But this time, it looks like we got lucky. The panther survived. A passing ranger saw it on the side of the road and got it back to Oasis. The local vet came in and looked at it. It had a broken femur, which he set. Then he called me to come in and check it for internal injuries.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    We rode in silence for the next ten miles, taking in the lush Florida landscape between Venice and Port Charlotte. As we got close to the twin bridges crossing the Peace River, traffic picked up as drivers jockeyed for position in the three southbound lanes. 
 
    I'd driven this road before and knew that at the end of the bridge, the three lanes merged into two and many of the cars in the right lane would slow to take the Punta Gorda exit.  
 
    I was already in the right lane and I knew chances were good that cars in the middle lane would speed up to jump in front of me then slam on their brakes to make the exit.  
 
    In my left rear view mirror, I saw a fast moving red BMW coming up beside me. I figured this guy was going to pull the swoop and squat. In anticipation of his move, I cut the cruise control and let the motorhome burn off some speed. I'm glad I did because, just as I expected, as he neared the Punta Gorda exit, the BMW driver swooped over in front of me and hit his brakes so he could take the off ramp. Had I not been ready, we would have run right over him.  
 
    Lori shook her head. “How'd you know he was going to do that?” 
 
    I smiled. “Young guy driving a BMW. They always do things like that.” 
 
    On the other side of the Punta Gorda exit, traffic calmed down a bit. I reset the cruise control back to sixty-five.  
 
    We'd been on the road for about an hour and had only covered sixty miles. We still had a hundred to go. Half of which would be on the interstate and the rest on Alligator Alley.  
 
    Our goal was to get to Oasis Station well before dark and just then it looked like we wouldn't have any problem making it. 
 
    Lori asked, “You mind if I get a bottle of water out of the fridge?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Help yourself. If you want, you can make a sandwich while you're back there. You'll find everything you need in the fridge.” 
 
    She smiled. “I'm starting to like this more and more. Being chauffeured around in a motorhome. Food and drink anytime I want it. And as you so thoughtfully pointed out, a fully operational bathroom. Even a bed if I get sleepy.” 
 
    She unbuckled her seat belt and started to get up. “You want anything while I'm back there?” 
 
    I nodded, “Yeah, a water would be nice.” 
 
    She went back to the kitchen and soon I could hear her humming softly as she made herself a sandwich. A few minutes later, she came back up front and handed me a bottle of water. She was holding a sandwich in her other hand and showed it to me. 
 
    “Turkey sandwich. You want one?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Thanks, but no thanks. I'm going to need both hands on the wheel when we go through Fort Myers traffic.” 
 
    She nodded and took a bite of her sandwich. “I checked on Bob. He's still on the bed sleeping. After I finish this, I may go back and join him.” 
 
    I nodded. “He'll like that.” 
 
    Lori ate her sandwich. When she was finished, she unbuckled her seat belt. “You need anything up here before I join Bob?” 
 
    I didn't. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    We were making steady progress traveling south on I-75, the north south interstate highway that runs from Michigan to Miami. Our destination was the Oasis Ranger Station on Alligator Alley, about a hundred miles ahead. We weren't breaking any speed records, but we were still on schedule. 
 
    Lori was in the back bedroom, napping with Bob. She'd said she was enjoying traveling in the motorhome. That was good. Better to have her happy than not.  
 
    As expected, traffic started to pick up as we approached Fort Myers. The heavy influx of snowbirds that time of year along with the normal day-to-day traffic and the seemingly never-ending road construction meant delays and slowdowns were inevitable. 
 
    That day was no different. We had just passed the Fort Myers city limits sign when traffic slowed to a crawl. Sitting up high in the motorhome, I could see far enough ahead that I had plenty of time to slow down. From the sound of screeching tires behind me, some drivers had been caught off guard. 
 
    After a few minutes of waiting, traffic started moving again. Cars in front and behind began jockeying for position, trying to improve their place in the traffic flow. If I'd been driving a car, I would have probably been doing the same thing. But in a motorhome, you learn to take your time and try to stay out of the way of the other drivers, especially those in a hurry.  
 
    After we got back up to speed, traffic was moving nicely until the driver of the car in the far left lane, about sixty feet in front of me, cut across three lanes of traffic, swerved in front of me, and stood on his brakes. Not a smart move considering the amount of sand on the road left by construction crews. 
 
    When he hit the sand, the car lost traction and slid toward the concrete divider at the exit ramp. The driver jerked his wheel to the left, trying to miss the divider, but it was too late. He hit it hard, demolishing the right side of his car, and rolled to a stop with pieces of his car trailing behind. 
 
    I was close enough to see the driver's side airbag go off when he hit the divider. With fast moving traffic piling up behind me, there was no way to stop and offer assistance. Even if I could, there was little I could do to help. His car was in pieces and he'd need a wrecker, not a motorhome. Hopefully, the airbag saved him from serious injury.  
 
    In my rear view mirror, I saw another car had pulled in behind him. They'd be calling 911 and help would soon arrive.  
 
    Like most accidents, this one would create a traffic jam as rubberneckers on both sides of the road slowed to take in the view. I was lucky the crash was behind me and happy the driver hadn't clipped me in his mad dash toward the exit ramp. 
 
    These collisions and near-misses are one of the few bad things about driving in Florida. The roads themselves are usually in pretty good shape, wide, flat and well-marked. But the drivers are often out of control. Many are tourists with no idea where they are going. Others are seniors, driving slow because they can't see more than fifty feet in front of them. And there's the young and testosterone-addled, driving way too fast with no real destination.  
 
    Then there are people like me. Driving a motorhome, going too slow. Holding up traffic and blocking the view ahead. We don't do this on purpose. It's just that motorhomes don't go fast, don't stop fast, and do take up a lot of the road. 
 
    And, yes, there are lots of motorhomes on the road in Florida. Everything from million dollar rolling palaces to old converted school buses driven by aging hippies. You'll see them on every highway and every back road. There's no escaping them.  
 
    If you're behind one, your view ahead will be blocked and your natural instinct will be to go around. No matter whether the motorhome is holding up traffic or not, most drivers will want to find a way around them.  
 
    On the interstate, it's usually pretty easy. Just move over into the fast lane and speed up. But on the back roads, you have to be careful. You have to wait until you can see far enough ahead to know the coast is clear before you try to pass.  
 
    Sometimes people do it right. They wait. But other times, they get impatient and take chances. You'll read about them in the paper, usually under a headline that says something like, 'Head-on collision kills two.'  
 
    Most of us who drive motorhomes know other drivers don't like being behind us, so we try to stay out of their way. But sometimes we can't. Sometimes the road is too narrow to pull over and let them by. Or sometimes we're stuck behind a long line of slowing moving cars just like them. And we can't pass.  
 
    When I first started driving a motorhome, I took it personally every time a car passed me. I figured if cars were so desperate to get around me that they'd take a chance of getting in an accident, I probably needed to be going faster. So I'd speed up. 
 
    But even when I sped up, cars would crowd my rear bumper, taking risks trying to get around me. So I'd speed up more. And before I knew it, I'd be doing seventy or seventy-five miles per hour—in a big, lumbering, hard to maneuver, hard to stop motorhome. 
 
    It only took one driver in front of me to stand on his brakes to realize that driving too fast in a motorhome is a good way to get a lot of people killed. I learned to slow down, take it easy and just let the traffic flow past me.  
 
    I was thinking about this after seeing how close the car in Fort Myers had come to crashing into us. Close calls will do that—make you think about how you live your life and maybe what you ought to be doing differently. 
 
    At that moment, the only thing I wanted to do differently was to get out of Fort Myers traffic, get past Naples, and get off the interstate. If all went as planned, I'd be doing that thirty miles down the road.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    After getting through Fort Myers, the next challenge was Naples. Like Fort Myers, driving I-75 through Naples in a motorhome, especially during the almost continual rush hour traffic, could be tricky. 
 
    We were lucky that day. It was smooth sailing. At least until we got close to the Golden Gate exit. There, all three southbound lanes slowed and came to a full stop.  
 
     Up ahead, over the roofs of the long line of cars, I could see the flashing lights of several emergency vehicles. In front of them, a large crane was trying to lift something off the highway. Whatever it was, it was heavily damaged and looked like it had been on fire. Foam dripped from its carcass as the crane slowly moved pieces onto the back of a flatbed truck parked on the shoulder. 
 
    As I watched, I saw a Florida state trooper walking between the stopped cars, coming in our direction. He stopped at each car, spoke a few words to the driver then continued on to the next. I couldn't tell what he was saying, but I'd soon find out. 
 
    I rolled my window down as he approached. He tipped his hat and said, “A beer truck turned over down there. It'll take another hour or two to clear the broken glass. Until then, you're going to be stuck here. We're going to arrest anyone who tries to drive across the median, so just stay put until traffic starts moving again.” 
 
    He tipped his hat again and walked to the car behind us. 
 
    Since it looked like we weren't going to be moving anytime soon, I killed the motor and got up out of the driver's seat. I hadn't eaten lunch so I figured I'd make myself a sandwich and just chill until the road re-opened. 
 
    I was sitting at the kitchen table eating when Lori walked up from the back. She looked surprised to see me at the table instead of up front driving. “What's going on? Why are we stopped?” 
 
    I pointed at the long line of stopped cars in front of us. “Big wreck down there. A trooper came by, said we'll be stuck here for an hour or two.” 
 
    “We're stuck? We can't go anywhere?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, we're stuck. No one's going anywhere until they get the mess cleaned up.” 
 
    She frowned. “This is not good. I need to be at Oasis before they close for the night. Isn't there something you can do?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Look around. No one's moving. The exit up ahead is closed. The shoulder is blocked by emergency vehicles. We're not going anywhere.” 
 
    She reached for her phone. “I have to call and let them know I'll be late.” 
 
    She punched in a number and when it was answered, she said, “Let me speak to Kenny.” 
 
    She waited a few seconds then said, “Kenny, this Lori.” 
 
    Apparently they knew each other pretty well. At least that's what it sounded like. I could only hear one side of the conversation. It went like this.  
 
    “I know; I was hoping to be there by now. But there's been a wreck on I-75, and we're stuck. They say it'll be an hour or two before we can get moving again. 
 
    “No, I'm in a motorhome. It belongs to a friend.” 
 
    “Hold on, I'll ask.” 
 
    “Walker, how long is this motorhome?” 
 
    I told her. “Twenty-eight feet.” 
 
    “How tall is it?” 
 
    “Ten feet, six inches.” 
 
    She nodded and continued her phone conversation. 
 
    “Kenny, it's twenty-eight feet long, ten feet six inches tall. Fully self-contained. 
 
    “Good. I'll call you when we get close.” 
 
    She ended the call and turned to me. “Kenny said we could park the motorhome behind the hangar. They lock the gates at 4:30, but he said he'd stay near the office phone until we get there.” 
 
    I nodded. “So we'll have a place to park for the night. What about our sleeping arrangements? ” 
 
    Lori paused then said, “They have a cot in the hangar. It's not very comfortable, but if I can't find anywhere else, I'll sleep there. But maybe you'll let me sleep in here. You did say the couch folds out into a bed, right?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, the couch folds out into a bed. You're welcome to sleep on it. But you might have to share it with Bob. He likes to snug up when you're sleeping.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “As long as it's only Bob who wants to snug up, it won't be a problem.” 
 
    She sat down on the couch and tested its firmness with her hand. “This won't be bad at all. A lot better than the cot.” 
 
    She leaned back and said, “Now what? You said we're going to be stuck here for at least another hour. What do you want to do?” 
 
    I could think of several things I'd like to do, but none involved Lori. I smiled and said, “We could talk. You could tell me about yourself. Or maybe you could tell me whose idea it was for me to drive you to Oasis.” 
 
    She smiled. “It was Polly's idea. Call her and ask her about it. See what she says.” 
 
    I nodded. “I'll call her. But first, tell me your story. Tell me where you grew up. Where you went to school. Whether you're married or not.” 
 
    She smiled and got comfortable on the couch, folding her tan legs underneath her. It was a pleasant smile, one that I could get used to. She said, “Get me water and I'll tell you my story.” 
 
    I got a bottle of water from the fridge and handed it to her. She took a drink and started to say something but was interrupted by a loud scream from outside. It was followed by a stream of profanities and a blasting bass note, loud enough to rattle the windows in the motorhome. 
 
    The noise continued, increasing in volume, more than enough to wake Bob. He came running from the bedroom, looking for cover. He was crouched low to the floor, frantic, trying to escape whatever was producing the ear shattering racket. Finding no escape, he ran back to the bedroom. 
 
    With her hands over her ears trying to block the sound, Lori shouted, “Do something!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    It's almost always an old Honda. Lowered suspension, expensive wheels, tinted windows. More often than not, painted primer black. This one had three wannabe gangsters in it wearing baggy pants, wife beater shirts, do-rags on their heads. Their amped up sound system was blasting out a bass track loud enough to rattle windows half a mile away. 
 
    It was parked in the lane beside us, audio system cranked up so loud we could feel each thump of the bass vibrate through our bodies. 
 
    Lori, with fingers in her ears, shouted, “I can't take this. I've gotta get out of here.” 
 
    She picked up her bag and headed for the door. 
 
    I stopped her. “Stay here. Let me go talk to them. I'll see if I can get them to turn it down.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, don't do that. They might have guns.” 
 
    She was probably right. A lot of people in Florida have guns. Some aren't afraid to use them, even for trivial things. I'd read a news report about a man who was shot and killed after asking a car load of kids to turn down their music.  
 
    I was about to do the same thing. Hopefully without getting killed. 
 
    I didn't want to get shot, but I had to do something. There was no way I was going to sit and do nothing while the racket coming from the car parked next to us damaged our hearing and ruined our day. 
 
    I grabbed my ball cap and sunglasses and headed for the door. Lori shouted, “Walker, be careful.” 
 
    I nodded and gave her a thumbs up. I planned to be more than careful. I planned to have a friendly chat with the guys in the car. Nothing more. 
 
    Unless the chat didn't work. 
 
    I stepped out of the motorhome and scanned the long line of cars leading to the wreck scene. Nothing was moving. The crane was still in place, lifting large chunks of burned out metal and moving them to the side of the road.  
 
    From the look of things, we were going to be stuck for a while. If I didn't do anything about the car next to us, we'd have to sit and suffer through the noise until traffic started moving again.  
 
    I wasn't going to let that happen. 
 
    When I cleared the front of the motorhome, the thumping bass from the Honda hit me like a sledgehammer. So loud that I wondered how the people in the car could stand it. Maybe they had ear plugs. Or maybe they were already deaf.  
 
    It really didn't matter; I just wanted to get it stopped.  
 
    I decided the best approach was not to surprise them. I wanted them to see me coming. I wanted to look harmless. I sure didn't want to give them any reason to start pulling out guns when they saw me. 
 
    If this turned into a gun fight, we'd all lose. Especially me, since I wasn't carrying. I'd been in firefights before. But this was different. This wasn't a war zone; this was a public highway in Florida with thousands of bystanders and witnesses. In this kind of situation, the way to win was to eliminate any reason for the other side to want to fight.  
 
    To do that, I needed to come up with something the guys in the car would like doing more than just sitting there listening to loud music. 
 
    I took a deep breath, walked up to the front of the car and waved. The driver, a young man with a red bandana around his head, looked up. He didn't wave back. 
 
    I motioned to him, showing I wanted him to get out of the car and talk. He didn't respond. He just turned to his buddies and laughed. I figured I needed to do something else to get his attention, so I got out my wallet, dug around for a twenty and held it so the driver could see.  
 
    It worked. He saw the twenty and waved for me to come closer. I shook my head. If he wanted the cash, he needed to come to me. 
 
    He turned to his buddies, said something, then turned off the music. He stuck his head out the window and asked, “What you want?” 
 
    I pointed to the wreck scene. “You know what's down there?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, a wreck. So what?” 
 
    I smiled. “It's more than a wreck. It's an opportunity.” 
 
    The driver shook his head. “Why you bothering us? Go back to where you came from.” 
 
    I smiled again. “Beer. That's what's on the road down there. Cases and cases of beer. Free for the taking.” 
 
    I'd gotten his attention. “What you mean, free for the taking?” 
 
    I smiled. “That's a beer truck wrecked down there. It was hauling almost a thousand cases of beer. When it turned over, all that beer landed on the side of the road. Now it's just sitting there waiting for someone to come haul it off.” 
 
    I paused and let the driver think about what I had told him. 
 
    He nodded. “Keep talking; I'm listening.” 
 
    I smiled. “It was a refrigerated truck. Means the beer is going to be pretty cold. Hate to see it go to waste. Especially on a day like today. Getting a case of cold beer for free sounds pretty good to me right now. What about you?” 
 
    The driver nodded his head. He was starting to understand the opportunity. 
 
    I continued. “So I was thinking, you guys look pretty strong. Maybe you could go grab a few cases of cold beer. If you brought me back one, I'd give you twenty dollars.” 
 
    The driver laughed. “If we go down there and get some beer, we're not bringing any back for you. What about the police? Think they'll just stand by and watch us when we start grabbing beer?” 
 
    I smiled. “Look around. The police have their hands full directing traffic. They're not going to care if you clear a few cases of beer off the road. They might even thank you. Other people are already down there doing it, and nobody's bothering them.” 
 
    I didn't really know whether anyone else was at the wreck picking up cases of beer or not. But I figured if these guys thought other people were doing it, they might want to get some for themselves. 
 
    The driver turned to his buddies. I couldn't hear what he was saying, but I had my hopes up. When he turned back to me, he asked, “What about my car? Who's going to watch it?” 
 
    I smiled. “I'll watch it. Just lock it when you leave. If anyone tries anything, I'll stop them. But you got to bring me back a beer.” 
 
    The man grinned and turned to his buddies, “Let's go get some beer!” 
 
    The three men piled out of the car and took off running toward the wreck site. I figured they'd be gone for at least twenty minutes. Maybe more if they got arrested. Either way, it would be twenty minutes without their loud stereo blasting painful noise to those of us parked nearby. 
 
    The car behind the black Honda beeped its horn. When I turned to look, the driver gave me a thumbs up. I nodded and headed back to the motorhome.  
 
    Inside, Lori was sitting on the couch. From her vantage point, she would have been able to see me talking with the driver of the black Honda, but she wouldn't have been able to hear what was being said. 
 
    She asked, “What did you say to those guys? They took off like they were being chased by a lion.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    “They weren't running from me. All I did was convince them there was a better use of their time than to sit there listening to their stereo.” 
 
    “You didn't threaten them?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I'm a civilized person. All I did was suggest they do something else. They liked my suggestion, and they went off and did it.” 
 
    Lori didn't believe me. “Walker, Polly told me about some of your past exploits. She said not to be fooled by your mild-mannered act. She said, when necessary, you can become quite uncivilized.” 
 
    I smiled. “Don't believe everything Polly tells you. We already know she sometimes stretches the truth. Just this morning she told me about your digestive issues, and you know that wasn't true.” 
 
    Lori laughed. “I don't know how she came up with that.” 
 
    She pointed to the back bedroom. “Has Bob had all his shots?” 
 
    “Shots? What kind of shots?” 
 
    “You know, distemper, rabies, leukemia.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don't know. He's only been with me for six months and I haven't taken him to a vet. The woman who left him said he'd had all his shots. According to her, she took him to the vet when he was a kitten and then again when he was about a year old. You think he's due?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, if he had his shots within the last couple of years, he's good to go.” 
 
    As she was telling me this, I saw Bob come out of the bedroom heading in our direction. He'd probably heard us talking about him and wanted to join in the conversation. 
 
    I pointed over Lori's shoulder in his direction. She turned and saw him. “Bob, we were just talking about you. It was all good. You won't be getting any shots today.” 
 
    Bob said, “Murrrph.” Then he moved over to Lori and rubbed against her ankle. When she petted him, he started purring. He was happy. The scary noises from outside had stopped, and he wasn't going to get any shots. It was a good day for him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lori was still sitting on the couch, Bob at her feet. She patted the space beside her. At first, I thought she wanted me to go sit next to her. But it wasn't me she wanted. She said, “Come up here, Bob. Let me pet you.” 
 
    He obliged. With his stubby little tail at full mast, he jumped up on the couch and settled in beside Lori. She waited a minute then started petting him. When he relaxed, she examined his ears and eyes. He didn't seem to mind, so she continued her examination. She felt around his neck then moved her hands to his back, rib cage and finally to his tail.  
 
    It was clear she'd performed this kind of examination many times before. She was gentle and Bob didn't mind. In fact, he seemed to like the attention. 
 
    After checking all the parts on his top side, she rolled him over onto his back and checked his belly. As she moved her hand toward his man parts, he reached up and grabbed her. He held her hand tight and started kicking her arm with his back legs, rabbit foot style. 
 
    Apparently, he didn't mind being petted, but he wasn't going to let a stranger mess around with his private areas. 
 
    Lori looked over at me. “He's playing. He's not even using his claws.” 
 
    I'd been down this road before with Bob. He'd lull you into thinking he was playing, and then it'd get real. He'd hold on to your hand with his front paws, and the claws would come out in the back ones.  
 
    If you didn't know what was coming and didn't get your hand away quick enough, you'd come away with scratches. I warned Lori. “Be careful. If you let him do it too long, his claws will come out.” 
 
    She nodded and slowly withdrew her hand. Bob rolled over onto his belly and when he was settled in, Lori stroked his back. She looked at me and said, “He's in great shape. No cuts, no ear mites, no fleas. His teeth and gums look healthy. It looks like you've been taking good care of him.” 
 
    I nodded. “I try. I make sure he has plenty of food and a safe place to sleep. And I never ever let him outside.” 
 
    Bob had grown tired of Lori's poking and prodding. He stood and stretched then jumped down from the couch and headed back to the bedroom. It was time for him to resume his nap. 
 
    Lori smiled, patted the couch beside her and said, “Your turn.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    My turn? Was she kidding? Did she really expect me to sit down on the couch and let her examine me? 
 
    She was cute and had an interesting smile, but I didn't want to get physical with her. At least not yet, not until we got to know each other a little better. 
 
    She patted the couch again. “Come on over. There's nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    I wasn't so sure about that. She was moving kind of fast for me. Or maybe I was over thinking it. Fortunately, before I had to decide what to do, my phone buzzed. Out of habit I pulled it out and checked the caller ID. It was Polly, from Mango Bay. 
 
    I smiled at Lori and said, “Give me a minute, I need to take this.” 
 
    She nodded. “Go ahead, take the call. I'm not going anywhere.” 
 
    She might not have been going anywhere, but I was. I wanted to talk to Polly in private, to find out what was going on. I stepped outside the motorhome and answered the call. 
 
    “Polly, what'd you get me into?” 
 
    “Walker, what are you talking about? I didn't get you into anything.” 
 
    “Polly, tell me the truth. Why am I driving Doctor Joy? And don't give me any BS about her having stomach problems and needing to be near a bathroom. It's not true and you know it.” 
 
    She laughed. “But it sounded reasonable, didn't it? I mean why else would someone need you to drive them in your motorhome?” 
 
    She quickly changed the subject. “So have you reached Oasis yet?” 
 
    “No, we're stuck in traffic. A beer truck turned over and they shut down I-75. We've been here almost an hour. You didn't answer my question. Why'd you trick me into driving Doctor Joy?” 
 
    She laughed. “I did it for your own good. You've been spending way too much time hanging around all the old people at Mango Bay. I thought you needed to get out and spend some time with someone your own age. 
 
    “So when Lori called this morning and complained about how she hated driving to Oasis, I thought why not get you two together? 
 
    “You're single, she's single, and you're both about the same age. I figured if I put the two of you together for a couple of days, sparks might fly.” 
 
    This was so like Polly. Trying to fix me up. “So Polly, you're telling me this is a date? A blind date? Does Lori know?” 
 
    “No Walker, she doesn't. I told her it was your idea. I told her you wanted to meet her. I told her that's why you volunteered to drive her to Oasis.  
 
    “At first, she wasn't too keen about getting in a motorhome with a stranger. So I told her how great a guy you were and how you helped us buy Mango Bay. I even told her how you rescued Oscar and dealt with the dog-nappers. After hearing that, she was interested. So I kind of took it from there and put you two together.” 
 
    “Polly, what about Lucy?” 
 
    Lucy is Polly's daughter, the one I'd been dating on and off for a few months. Nothing serious, just dinners out, sometimes a movie. But we'd been dating and Polly had given us her blessing. I wondered what had changed to cause her to set me up with Lori. 
 
    “Walker, I asked Lucy if you and she were ever going to get serious. She said she didn't have time to get serious with you or anyone else. So since everyone else living in Mango Bay has been trying to set you up with Miss Right, I figured I'd give it a shot. With Lori. ” 
 
    I shook my head. “Polly, next time you want to set me up with someone, just tell me. Don't trick me, just tell me. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure, next time I'll tell you. I promise. But maybe there won't be a next time. Maybe you and Lori will hit it off. Speaking of which, how's it going so far?” 
 
    Instead of answering her question, I said, “Polly, I gotta go.” 
 
    I ended the call. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    I wasn't sure whether I'd ever been on a blind date before. Especially one that I didn't know was a blind date. But according to Polly, driving Lori to the Oasis Ranger Station was a blind date.  
 
    She'd told me that Lori wasn't in on the plan. But I wasn't so sure about that. Polly had already misled me once that day with the intestinal distress story. It was possible much of what she'd told me on the phone was also less than the truth. 
 
    It could be that Lori didn't know anything or was in on it from the beginning. Either way, it'd probably be a good idea to clear the air with her. To make sure she knew I wasn't in on Polly's scheme.  
 
    When I got back in the motorhome, Lori was still sitting on the couch, the place she'd been when I'd gotten Polly's call. She looked up at me and smiled.  
 
    I pointed to my phone. “That was Polly. She told me that, apparently, I'm on a blind date with you right now. She said you might not know anything about it.” 
 
    Lori laughed. “Are you saying you didn't know Polly was fixing us up? You thought you were just driving me to the ranger station and that's it?” 
 
    I shrugged and held my hands palms up. “No, I didn't know she was setting us up. I thought I was doing a favor for a friend. Driving you to Oasis and back. 
 
    “I'm not complaining though. It's just not what I thought I was getting into.  
 
    “Don't get me wrong. I kind of like the idea of being on a blind date with you. But had I known beforehand, I might have cleaned up in here a bit more, dressed better and tried to be more charming.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “Walker, Polly told me all about you. She said you were a great guy. Honest, trustworthy, and not bad to look at. She also said you were somewhat naive when it came to women. 
 
    “It appears she was right on all counts. But now that you know we're on a date, I'll expect you to be more charming. You can start later this evening by making me dinner.” 
 
    She pointed to the kitchen. “I hope you've got enough food in here for both of us.” 
 
    I nodded. “I've got plenty of food. As long as you don't mind it coming out of a freezer box.” 
 
    She laughed. “Freezer food is fine with me. As long as you serve it with wine.” 
 
    She patted the spot on the couch where Bob had been sitting. “Now come over here and sit by me. There are a few things we need to talk about.” 
 
    As I started towards the couch, I noticed movement outside the motorhome. The three young men from the car beside us were heading back in our direction. They were walking fast, each one carrying two cases of beer. 
 
    When they got to the car, the driver waved in my direction, signaling he wanted me to come out and see him. 
 
    I nodded to Lori. “Our friends are back. They want to talk to me. Will you miss me while I'm gone?” 
 
    She laughed. “Miss you? I don't know you well enough to miss you. Go see what they want.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The driver of the car had stacked the two cases of beer he was carrying onto the hood. I walked up and he said, “Man, you should have seen it. There was beer everywhere. Busted cans and cases all over the road. A real mess. Smelled like a brewery. But we didn't jump right in. Too many police standing around.  
 
    “We played it cool. Just stood back and watched. Wanted to see if anyone was going to make a move on the beer. Wasn't long before it happened. Four guys climbed down from the overpass and started stacking cases on the side of the road. We figured they were the cleanup crew because the police didn't do anything to stop them.  
 
    “We decided to help. We started stacking cases off to the side. After we'd stacked up enough to hide behind, we grabbed two each and just walked out of there, like we were doing them a favor. Nobody stopped us. 
 
    “We were thinking about going back to get some more, but they've got one lane almost cleared. Traffic will be moving soon.” 
 
    I nodded. “You did good. But you better stash that beer. Don't let the troopers see it. Better keep your tunes turned down too. No need to bring attention to your car and give the police a reason to stop you.” 
 
    The man nodded. “We got that part figured out. We gonna sit here and be model citizens. But when we get home, the party starts. You wanna join us?” 
 
    I pointed over my shoulder to the motorhome. “Can't. My wife and baby are in there waiting for me. She says my partying days are over.” 
 
    The man smiled. “Sorry to hear that, bro, but thanks for telling us about the beer. We don't have a case to spare, but if you want a cold six pack, grab it.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, shook my head and said, “Thanks, but the wife said I can't. She says no drinking around her and the baby.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Been there. Know what it's like.”  
 
    He and his buddies went to the back of their car and put the six cases of cold beer in the trunk. They closed and got back in their car, and, as promised, sat there like model citizens. Didn't even bother to turn the stereo back on. 
 
    As I walked away, the driver gave me a thumbs up. I thumbed him back and headed to the motorhome. 
 
    Inside, Lori was still sitting on the couch. “What did they say?” 
 
    “They invited me to a party.” 
 
    “No really, what did they say?” 
 
    “I'm not kidding. They said they were going to have a party and they invited me to join them.” 
 
    “Really? And what did you tell them?” 
 
    “I told them I couldn't because my wife was up here in the motorhome with our baby, and she wouldn't let me party no more.” 
 
    “You told them we were married? That we had a baby?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep, that's what I told them. And you know what the guy who was driving said? He said he felt sorry for me.” 
 
    Lori cocked her head. “He felt sorry for you? Are you kidding me? You'd be the happiest man in the world if we were to get married. No one would ever feel sorry for you then. But don't get your hopes up. It's not happening.” 
 
    She crossed her arms, still shaking her head. “What did they say about the accident? How long before traffic gets moving again?” 
 
    I laughed. “Don't change the subject. Tell me more about how I'd be the happiest man in the world if we got married. That sounds like something I need to know about. So tell me more.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not now. Maybe later. After we get to Oasis. But only if we get there before dark. Any chance of that?” 
 
    I pointed out the window toward the wreck. “They've almost got one lane of the road cleared. It won't be long before we're moving.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ten minutes later, we were on our way. Slowly at first as the troopers waved cars through the single lane beside the overturned beer truck. We could have been moving quicker, but every car in line slowed to check out the damage.  
 
    From what I could see, it looked like a small car trying to make the exit cut across traffic, right in front of the beer truck. The truck driver swerved to miss the car, but it was too late. He smashed into it, pushed it up against the metal guard rail, slicing open its fuel tank. The fuel ignited, causing the fire. 
 
    The driver of the beer truck was standing on the side of the road talking to an accident investigator. Beside him a young woman who looked to be the driver of the burned out car. They both looked shaken but otherwise unhurt.  
 
    As traffic sped up on the other side of the accident, I kept the motorhome in the right lane so as not to hold up drivers who were in a hurry to make up the hours we'd all lost while stuck behind the wreck. 
 
    When we got up to speed, Lori asked, “How long before we get there?” 
 
    I pointed to the GPS. “It says we should make it around five-thirty this afternoon. That's assuming we don't get stuck in traffic again.” 
 
    Up ahead, I could see traffic slowing. This time it wasn't because of an accident. It was the toll booths leading to the section of I-75 that stretches from Naples to Miami.  
 
    We stopped at the booth, paid the three dollar toll, and headed out. We would be on the toll road for the next twenty-five miles. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Two miles past the toll booth, I saw the first alligator. It was sunning itself in the ditch off to my right. I pointed to it and said, “Alligator.” 
 
    Lori nodded, apparently unfazed at seeing such a large reptile close to the road. To me, seeing a twelve-foot gator on the side of a major highway was not an everyday thing. So every time I saw one, I would point to it and say, “Gator.” 
 
    After the first five, Lori stopped me. She said, “Walker, we're going to see hundreds of gators before this trip is over. There's no need to announce each one. So here's the new alligator rule. 
 
    “If I'm on foot and a gator comes up behind me, say, 'Gator'. Say it real loud. Otherwise, no need to say anything. Got it?” 
 
    I nodded reluctantly. “Okay, whatever you say.” 
 
    From then on, every time I saw one on the side of the road, I'd think, Gator, but not say it out loud. To me, seeing something so large and prehistoric on the side of the road was still worth noting. 
 
    Eight minutes after leaving the toll booth, Lori's phone chimed an incoming call. She answered. 
 
    “Polly, what's up?” 
 
    “Yeah, we're still on the road.” 
 
    “I know, he told me.” 
 
    “And he believed you.” 
 
    “No, I haven't told him that part yet. But I will before we get there.” 
 
    “I'll call you later and let you know how it goes.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
    “That was Polly.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “She said I needed to tell you the real reason I wanted you to drive me to Oasis.” 
 
    Lori reached over and lightly put her hand on my arm. “So when I tell you this, I don't want you to be mad. I want you to remember we're still on a date.” 
 
    “Okay, we're still on a date. So tell me. What's the real reason I'm driving you to Oasis?” 
 
    She looked at the road ahead and then back at me. “Well, I really am a veterinarian. And I'm really going to Oasis to care for a panther that got hit by a car. 
 
    “But the thing is, there's this guy there I sometimes stay with. His name is Kenny. He works for the park service and lives there at Oasis. Like I said, sometimes I stay with him when I'm there treating an animal. 
 
    “For some reason, Kenny got the idea that we were in a serious relationship. But we're not. I just needed a place to stay when I was at Oasis, and Kenny offered his spare bedroom. 
 
    “I didn't want to lead him on, so last time I was there I tried breaking it off with him. But it didn't take. He still thinks we're meant for each other. Of course, you can't blame him for that. I'd be a real catch.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh yeah, you'd be a real catch. Probably have guys standing in line just to hold your hand.” 
 
    She ignored my comment and continued. “So anyway, there's not really any other place for me to stay when I spend the night at Oasis. The nearest hotel is fifty miles away. And since I didn't want to be tempted to stay with Kenny again, I figured if I showed up in a motorhome, I could stay in it. 
 
    “And even better, if a showed up with a man, it'd be clear to Kenny I was seeing someone else and he'd finally understand it was over between us.” 
 
    I nodded but didn't say anything. 
 
    She continued, “It was Polly's idea. She said you were the perfect guy for this. You were single, had a motorhome, and would be believable as my boyfriend. 
 
    “So what do you think? Can you be my pretend boyfriend for the next few days?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
     “Your pretend boyfriend? That's what this is really about? You're trying to break it off with some poor guy, and I've been recruited to be your pretend boyfriend?” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Well, yeah, that's part of it. The other part is I really did want to meet you. Plus I liked the idea of traveling in a motorhome.” 
 
    She took a breath and when I didn't say anything, she asked, “So are you mad at me for not telling you the truth up front?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I'm not mad. As long as you've told me everything and you're not leaving anything out.” 
 
    She put her hand over her heart. “Walker, I promise. This is the whole story. I needed a pretend boyfriend. You sounded like the perfect candidate for the job. And Polly made it happen. 
 
    “You don't have to do it if you don't want to. But it sure would help me out if you would.” 
 
    When I didn't answer, she asked, “What do you say? Are you up for it?” 
 
    I waited a few seconds and then said, “Yeah, I'll play your pretend boyfriend. But I have a few questions. 
 
    “First, this guy you're trying to break up with? Kenny? Is he going to be a problem?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, he's a nice guy. He won't cause any trouble. It's just that he gets lonely working and living at Oasis. And when he met me, he fell head over heels. But you can't really blame him. I'd be quite a catch.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, I think you mentioned that. You'd be a great catch.” 
 
    She nodded. “I would be, wouldn't I?” 
 
    Before I could answer, she continued, “Anyway, there aren't any single women living at Oasis. The only women Kenny sees are the tourists that stop in to pick up brochures and ask for directions. Not many of them are looking for a date. 
 
    “So Kenny gets lonely. But like I said, he's a nice guy. There won't be any trouble. I just want to be sure he understands he and I have broken it off. That's where you come in.” 
 
    I nodded. “So I get to play your boyfriend? And my job is to make sure you and I are seen as a couple?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, people need to think you and I are together. A couple.” 
 
    “Good. I can do that. But like I said, I have a few questions.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “We'll get to your questions in a minute, but first, there's one other little thing you need to know. You'll have to be with me when I examine the panther. You'll be my assistant, and you'll have to do whatever I ask. 
 
    “I may have to do some surgery, and you'll have to be there. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    I smiled. “So, in addition to being your pretend boyfriend, I'm also going to be your pretend surgical assistant? Is that right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, pretend boyfriend and pretend surgical assistant.” 
 
    Satisfied with her answer, I asked, “What do I get out of this?” 
 
    She laughed. “I've already told you what you get. You get to play my boyfriend. That should be enough.” 
 
    Before I could ask more about the benefits of playing her boyfriend, her phone chimed with another incoming call.  
 
    She looked at the caller ID. “It's him.” 
 
    “Hey, Kenny.” 
 
    “Yeah, they got the accident cleared up and we're moving again. We should be there before six.” 
 
    “I know. We tried, but traffic held us up.” 
 
    “Good. I'll call you when we get to the gate.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
    “He said to call when we get there, and he'll unlock the gate. You'll get to meet him then.” 
 
    I nodded. “That should be interesting. Me, the pretend boyfriend, meeting the soon-to-be ex-boyfriend with you in the middle. Someone should get this on video.” 
 
    Before I could ask Lori more about meeting Kenny, the GPS announced our exit was just ahead. We would finally be getting off I-75. I slowed the motorhome and was rewarded with a horn blast from the car behind us. The driver pulled around and gave us a middle finger salute. 
 
    Driving the motorhome, I'd gotten used to this kind of thing. Some people are jerks. Nothing you can do about it. But sooner or later, these jerks will give the middle finger salute to the wrong people and end up regretting it. 
 
    We took the exit, slowing for the sharp curve that put us on Florida state road 29, the two-lane blacktop connecting I-75 and Alligator Alley. Three miles down 29, a sign announced we were entering the Florida Panther Refuge. Just past the sign, twelve-foot-high chain link fences lined both sides of the road.  
 
    I turned to Lori. “What are the fences for?” 
 
    She knew the answer. “To keep panthers off the road. A lot of them get hit by cars around here. The feds decided the best way to protect them was to build fences.  
 
    “Every few miles you'll see a tunnel going under the road. That’s where the panthers are supposed to cross. But they don't always use the tunnels. That's why you need to slow down through here. A panther might try to cross and it'd be bad if we hit one.” 
 
    She was right; it'd be bad if we hit anything with the motorhome. I'd been going fifty, but even at that speed, it'd be hard to stop if a panther ran out in front of us. I lifted off the accelerator and slowed to forty. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, we reached the intersection of 29 and US 41, the original Alligator Alley. I turned left on 41, toward Oasis Station. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    We were driving east on Alligator Alley through the middle of the Everglades. The road was flat and mostly straight. The number of gators was staggering. Every water-filled ditch, every small pond, and every puddle had a least one gator in it. These weren't small gators. These were the large, man-eating variety. At least, that's what they looked like to me. 
 
    I asked Lori about it. 
 
    “How many people get killed by gators in this part of the state?” 
 
    She laughed. “Not nearly as many as you'd think. In fact, it's been three years since anyone in Florida was killed by a gator.” 
 
    That didn't sound right. “Are you sure? No deaths? With this many gators?” 
 
    She nodded. “It's hard to believe, but FWC keeps track, and that's what they report. Three years since a gator killed a human in Florida. 
 
    “People do get bit though. Usually doing something stupid like trying to feed them or keeping one as a pet.” 
 
    “Pets? People do that? Keep gators as pets?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, they try, but it rarely works out. People stupid enough to keep a gator for a pet usually aren't smart enough not to get bitten. That's why FWC frowns on it.” 
 
    “FWC? What's that?” 
 
    “Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission. They're the agency in charge of everything that crawls, flies or swims in Florida. They're the ones that call me whenever a panther gets hurt. They also decide where injured panthers end up.” 
 
    I nodded and changed the subject.  
 
    “If I'm supposed to be your boyfriend, there are a few things I need to know. For example, how long have we been together? And how did we meet?” 
 
    She smiled. “Good questions.  
 
    “Let's see; I broke it off with Kenny three months ago and you and I wouldn't have gotten together before then. So let's say we've been together for two months. 
 
    “We'll say we met at a fundraiser for Big Cat Rescue. We were introduced by our mutual friend, Polly. You called me the next day and we started dating.” 
 
    I smiled. “Got it. We've been together two months. We met at a fundraiser. Been dating ever since. 
 
    “What about your personal life? Have you been married? Any children. Been in jail?” 
 
    She laughed. “Have I been in jail? No. And I don't have any children. I was married once, but it didn't work out. How about you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was married once. It lasted two years. No kids. No jail.” 
 
    “Good to know. Anything else you need to know about me?” 
 
    I smiled. “There is. Since we've supposedly been together for two months, Kenny will assume we've been intimate. In case he brings it up, are there things I need to know about you physically? Like do you have any tattoos? Are you missing any body parts? Is there something unusual or unexpected under your clothing?” 
 
    She laughed. “I can't believe you're asking me these things!” 
 
    I smiled earnestly. “I'm just trying to make sure I play a convincing boyfriend. What if Kenny mentions something about your physical assets or limitations and I don't know about them? What then?” 
 
    She smiled. “I see your point. Guys do talk. So here goes. I don't have any tattoos. I've got all my body parts, and everything under my clothes is where it should be and works nicely. If he asks you anything beyond that, just shake your head and walk away.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking about what she had just said about all her body parts working quite nicely. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    We arrived at Oasis Station at five forty-five; more than an hour after the place had officially closed. Lori had me pull into the empty parking lot.  
 
    She checked her phone. “No signal. It's almost always like this. Either spotty or no cell service here in the Everglades.” 
 
    Pointing to a two-story brick building at the edge of the lot, she said, “I think I can get a signal over there. Wait here.” 
 
    She got out and made her way towards the building, holding her phone high up in the air as she walked, continually checking for a signal. She kept going until she reached a small grassy knoll in front of the building. Stepping up on it, she checked her phone and gave me a thumbs up. She'd found a signal. 
 
    She made a call, spoke a few words then headed back in my direction. When she reached my window, she said, “Kenny wants us to meet him at the employee gate. I'll walk over there. You follow.” 
 
    I gave her a thirty-foot head start then started the motorhome and followed. When she reached a closed gate with a sign that read, “Authorized Personnel Only,” I pulled up and stopped. 
 
    The paved lot ended at the gate. Beyond it, a crushed shell road led to a large equipment shed. Kenny hadn't shown up yet, so I sat back and waited. 
 
    I didn't have to wait long. A man, who I assumed was Kenny, walked up to the other side of the gate. About six foot, thinly built with dusty-blonde hair. Wearing faded jeans, a black T-shirt and work boots. He wasn't Brad Pitt but could have passed for his younger brother. I could see why Lori had been attracted to him. 
 
    After he unlocked and opened the gate, he walked over and gave her a hug. They exchanged a few words; then she pointed over her shoulder in my direction. Kenny looked at me and nodded. I nodded back, the way guys do. 
 
     He said something that made her smile. Then he handed her a key. He started to walk off but stopped and turned back towards me. He smiled and gave me a thumbs up. Then he turned and walked away. 
 
    After he was gone, Lori signaled me to pull forward. I put the motorhome in gear and slowly pulled through the open gate. When I had gotten through, Lori held up her hand and said, “Wait here while I close the gate.” 
 
    After closing it, she got back in the motorhome and said, “That went better than I thought it would. Kenny didn't seem to be too upset that I'd brought you along. In fact, it didn't seem to bother him at all.” 
 
    I nodded. “Does that mean I don't need to be your pretend boyfriend?” 
 
    “No, you still have to do that. Even when no one is around, you still have to act like you're my boyfriend. You'll be expected to treat me like a goddess.” 
 
    “A goddess?” 
 
    She nodded then pointed down the dusty road in front of us. “See that big, white building down there? That's where we're going. Drive up to it, turn left and you'll see the parking pad.” 
 
    I put the motorhome in gear and followed her directions. As I drove, I noticed the entire area was surrounded by an eight-foot-high chain link fence with barb wire on top. I figured that, being out in the middle of the Everglades, this was probably needed to keep the wildlife out at night. 
 
    When we reached the white building, I turned left and saw the concrete parking pad. Lori pointed to it and said, “Kenny said to park there. He said we could hook up using the water and power box on the side of the building.” 
 
    I pulled onto the pad, leaving enough space to run the slide room out. Satisfied with my parking job, I killed the motor and turned to Lori. “Now what?” 
 
    She smiled. “Now we're going to go check on the panther. Hope you're ready.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    While Lori was getting her medical bag, I went to the back and checked on Bob. He was still sleeping, curled up on the bed with one paw covering his eye. I knew he'd probably be getting up soon, so I topped off his food and water bowls. Then I joined Lori up front. 
 
    Leaving the motorhome behind, Lori led the way as we followed a narrow path around the edge of the building we'd parked next to. As we turned the corner, I noticed a paved airstrip on our right. A row of old mobile homes lined one side of the strip. Eight, maybe ten homes in all. Each had a car or truck parked beside it. 
 
    I asked Lori, “Who lives over there?” 
 
    “Park employees. There aren't any places close by, so the mobile homes are made available to the staff on a first come, first served basis. Kenny lives in one.” 
 
    Lori kept walking until we reached a door on the front building. She tried the door, but it was locked. Instead of knocking, hoping someone inside would come open it, she pointed to the electronic keypad on the door frame. “Don't worry. I've got the code.” 
 
    She punched in four numbers, pressed the “Enter” key, and we heard a solid clunk as the door unlocked. She opened the door, and we went inside. I immediately realized the building was a hangar. There were two Cessna airplanes parked wing to wing. To their left, four all-terrain vehicles. Behind them, on the back wall, a long workbench with enough tools and parts to keep the planes and ATVs up and running. 
 
    To our right, a row of small offices. Each had a large window overlooking the hangar space. All the offices were dark, except one. That's where Lori headed. I followed. 
 
    When she reached the office, she tapped on the glass to get the attention of the young woman inside. A tallish redhead with pale skin, green eyes and a sprinkling of freckles. She was wearing blue medical scrubs.  
 
    When she saw Lori, she smiled. She stood and opened the door for her. “Doctor Joy, it's good to see you again. They said you were coming and I was hoping I'd be on duty when you got here. How was your drive?” 
 
    “It wasn't bad. Walker here did all the driving. I just sat back and relaxed. So how's our patient?” 
 
    The redhead pointed over her shoulder. “She's doing well, considering. When she came in, she had a fractured right femur and minor contusions. She appears to be severely dehydrated and malnourished. 
 
    “Doctor Burke from Naples came in and did the work on her leg. He inserted a bone plate and said it went well. You want to check?” 
 
    Lori nodded. “I do. But before we go in there, I want to introduce you to Walker here. He'll be assisting me.” 
 
    Lori turned to me. “Walker, this is Denise. She's a fourth-year veterinary student at the University of Florida. She's one of the volunteers who works with panther rescue. She's one of the best, and when she graduates, I'm going to try to get her to come work with us.” 
 
    I smiled and held out my hand. “Nice to meet you, Denise.” 
 
    She took my hand and held it, looked me in the eyes and nodded just slightly. I got the feeling she was trying to send a message of some kind. I'm not too good at reading women so it could have been just my imagination. 
 
    Lori turned to me. “You ready?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The office was divided into two rooms. The front room, which we were in, was small. Probably no more than ten by ten. Sparsely furnished, with only a desk, a straight back chair, and a metal shelving unit shoved against the side wall. An old Dell computer and a touch tone phone sat on the desk. 
 
    On the back wall, a stainless steel sink sat below a dark-tinted window with a view into the next room.  
 
    Lori pointed to the sink. “Time to scrub up.” 
 
    She went first. She squirted disinfectant onto her hands and washed thoroughly, taking about twenty seconds. She pulled three paper towels from the dispenser and dried. When she was done, she turned to me and said, “Your turn.” 
 
    I didn't want Denise to think I was new at this, even though I was, so I washed as Lori had done before me. After drying my hands, I stepped away from the sink. Denise was standing behind me. So close that I almost bumped into her. She smiled and said, “You'll need this.” 
 
    She was holding a green surgical mask, the kind doctors wear on TV. Never having worn one before, I looked over at Lori and watched as she effortlessly pulled hers over her head. I tried to do the same, but the elastic strap on the back got tangled in my hair. 
 
    Denise, who was still behind me, reached up and adjusted the straps so the mask would fit properly; in doing so, she accidentally brushed her breasts against my back. She didn't seem to be in any hurry to move away. When she finally did move, she touched my back with her hand, lingering a bit longer than necessary. 
 
    Lori didn't seem to notice. Or if she did, it didn't bother her. She just said, “You ready?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Lori opened the door that went into the back room and walked in. I followed. Denise was right behind, so close that I could feel her breath on my neck. 
 
    The room was dark and cold, with a low hum of machinery in the background. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I realized we weren't alone. There was an animal lying on a table just a few feet in front of us. 
 
    At first glance, I thought it was a hunting dog. Maybe a hound. Light tan with close-cropped fur, thick tail, and large feet. But with the head of a cat. 
 
    That's when I realized I was looking at a Florida panther. One of the rarest animals in North America. Maybe less than two hundred in existence.  
 
    Instead of something large and ferocious, the animal strapped to the table was thin and frail, heavily sedated, with a breathing tube in its open mouth. A smaller tube in its front leg led to an IV bag on a stand behind the table. Its left rear leg was heavily bandaged, evidence of a recent operation. 
 
    There were battle scars on its short, tan coat. Some old, some new. Around its neck a leather collar with a small, black box. The dimmed lights along with the presence of such a rare and regal animal stirred an overwhelming feeling of wanting to help this magnificent creature. 
 
    After a few moments of silence, Lori walked over and stroked the animal's ears and began her examination. Being heavily sedated, the panther likely didn't know we were in the room. If it did, Lori's soothing touch would surely comfort it. 
 
    She started at its neck, moving her hands slowly down the muscled body, looking for possible injuries or points of pain. Even sedated, if the animal felt pain when Lori pressed its flesh, there would be a slight response. A muscle twitch or eyelid flutter. 
 
    Denise watched carefully as Lori did the exam. Both looking for indicators that would tell them more. After running her hands over the panther's entire body, Lori looked up at Denise. “No obvious problems. Did the X-rays show anything?” 
 
    “Just the broken femur.” 
 
    “Good. How much does she weigh?” 
 
    “Fifty pounds.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “She's underweight for her age. Malnourished.” 
 
    Denise nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lori spent another few minutes checking the panther's vital signs and examining the surgical work on the animal's leg. When she was satisfied, she motioned us toward the door, and we headed into the outer office. 
 
    Outside, she removed her mask and smiled at me. I smiled back but didn't say anything. I was still in awe of being so close to such an amazing creature. 
 
    Lori looked at Denise. “What do they have scheduled next?” 
 
    Denise picked up a clipboard from her desk. “For the next forty-eight hours, they want to keep her sedated and on the table. We'll watch to make sure there's no infection and her vitals remain stable. Then we'll make arrangements to take her to a rehabilitation center.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Sounds about right. What about you? How long are you staying?” 
 
    Denise yawned. “Three of us flew down from Gainesville this morning in Tom's plane. Another one drove. The four of us will be rotating four-hour shifts watching the panther. When they move her to a rehab center, we'll all go back to Gainesville.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “I want to talk to you about a job before you go back. Be sure to see me about it before you leave. Have you eaten dinner yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, about an hour ago. Ramen noodles.” 
 
    Lori laughed. “I remember them. Ate them every day when I lived in the dorm. So when's your shift over?” 
 
    “Eight. Two hours from now. Tom Eastman takes over then.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Tell him and the others that Walker and I will be here through tomorrow. If anything comes up, no matter what time it is, have someone come get me. I'll be in the motorhome parked outside.” 
 
    Denise nodded. “Will do.” 
 
    Lori gave her a hug and said, “It's so good to see you. I really meant what I said about getting you to come work with us.” 
 
    Denise smiled. “When I graduate, you'll be the first place I send my resume.” 
 
    “Don't send me a resume. Just pack your bags and show up. The job is yours if you want it.” 
 
    Denise said, “I'll think about it.” 
 
    When Lori turned to leave, Denise reached out and touched my arm. She whispered, “Nice meeting you, Walker. See you later?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Leaving the hangar behind, we headed back to the motorhome. When we got there, I opened the door for Lori and said, “You go on in. I'm going to hook up to shore power.” 
 
    The motorhome was designed so that everything inside except the microwave could run off the battery bank. Since I'd promised to cook dinner for Lori, I needed to use the microwave. To do that, I needed to connect the motorhome to shore power. Fortunately, there was a thirty amp electrical box next to our parking pad. 
 
    I opened the utility compartment of the motorhome, pulled out the heavy power cable and plugged it into the electrical outlet. This would give us electricity inside the motorhome, and we wouldn't be dependent on our on-board batteries or gas generator. The shore power would also top off the charge in the batteries so they'd be ready if we needed them. 
 
    Back inside, Lori was sitting on the couch waiting for me. She pointed toward the bathroom. “Go wash your hands. I don't want to risk Bob catching anything we may have picked up from the panther.” 
 
    I went and washed up. Bob was still on the bed, sleeping. With clean hands, I went back up front where Lori was still sitting on the couch. She patted the space beside her. “Sit down; I want to talk.” 
 
    As soon as I sat, she took my hand and said, “Walker, I try not to get emotional when I work with injured animals. It's not professional and not good for me or the animal. But seeing that small panther in there really got to me. 
 
    “There are so few of them left. Each one we lose gets us that much closer to extinction. That's why so many people volunteer to help. 
 
    “We got lucky this time. It looks like the panther is going to survive. While she's in our care, we'll get her weight back up and take care of any infections. When she's healthy again, we'll release her back into the wild. 
 
    “Hopefully, she'll stay deep in the Glades, away from cars.” 
 
    When she paused, all I could think to say was, “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For taking me in there with you. For letting me see the panther. I can't believe I was able to get so close to such an amazing creature.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “You're welcome.” 
 
    We sat there for a few moments, not saying anything, just thinking about the panther. Lori was still holding my hand. It felt good. 
 
    After a bit of silence, she let go and asked, “What are you making me for dinner?” 
 
    I stood, walked over to the fridge and opened the freezer door. “You have your choice of pineapple chicken, orange zest chicken or chicken masala. I have two of each, so whatever you want, you can have.” 
 
    She laughed. “So you're on the chicken diet, huh?” 
 
    “No. I'm on the four-minute frozen dinner diet. I've tried them all, and the chicken ones seem to be the best.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Okay. If those are my only choices, I'll take pineapple chicken. And a glass of wine, please.” 
 
    I pulled two boxes of pineapple chicken from the freezer and popped one in the microwave. While it was heating up, I opened a bottle of wine and poured a glass for each us. 
 
    I handed Lori hers and then stood by the microwave waiting for the beep that would tell me her dinner was ready. 
 
    After taking a sip of wine, Lori said, “Polly told me you used to work in the corporate world. Is that true?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep, it's true.” 
 
    “So what did you do? And why'd you leave?” 
 
    “It's a long, boring story. You sure you want to hear it?” 
 
    “Yeah, we've got time. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Just as I was about to tell her, the microwave beeped. Lori's dinner was ready. I pulled hers out and popped the other one in and set the timer. 
 
    Her meal was steaming when I pulled off the plastic cover. I set it on the counter to let it cool for a bit. Her wine glass was empty, so I refilled it then went back to the microwave. I was hoping she'd forget the question she'd asked me. But she didn't. 
 
    “Walker, you were going to tell me about your job. I'm waiting.” 
 
    I hesitated then said, “Here's the short version. I worked for a Fortune 100 company and was in charge of network security. My job was to find weak points in the corporate computer network.  
 
    “Every once in a while, I'd try to break into the system using the same methods hackers used. If I found a weak point and was able to get in, I'd poke around and try to gain access to sensitive documents. 
 
    “Then I'd report what I found and suggest steps needed to fix the problem.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “So they paid you to break into their network? That must have been interesting.” 
 
    “It was. But it had its risks. Sometimes I'd find things I wasn't supposed to see. Secret memos, falsified billing reports, things like that. One of those finds led to me being unemployed.” 
 
    “They fired you?” 
 
    “No, not just me. They fired everyone.” 
 
    “They fired everyone? How many people?” 
 
    “Just under six hundred. Everyone who worked at that one location.” 
 
    “You're kidding, right? They fired everyone just because you found an incriminating document?” 
 
    “No, I didn't find the document until later. See, they closed the plant and moved it to Mexico. I was sent in to close out the computer systems. That's when I found the document. I wasn't sure corporate management knew about it, so I turned it over to them. 
 
    “After they saw it, they said they no longer needed my services. Then they buried the document.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “So you got fired for doing your job too good. Have you had any luck in finding another job?” 
 
    I laughed. “As a matter of fact, I have. I found a job today as your pretend boyfriend. It doesn't seem to pay much, but I hear there may be some fringe benefits.” 
 
    I didn't bother telling Lori about the cash settlement I'd received from the company that had fired me. That settlement would let me live well for a long time without worrying about a job or money. But I figured the fewer people who knew about it the better. 
 
    Lori continued with her questions. “So you're really unemployed? Not even looking for a job? Just living in your motorhome and letting the world pass you by?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep. That's me. Unemployed and homeless.” 
 
    The microwave beeped again, signaling my dinner was ready. Before I pulled it out, I grabbed a clean fork and took Lori's dinner over to the table and placed it in front of her. She looked up and smiled. “I like a man who brings me food. What else can you do?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably not nearly enough.” 
 
    I went back to the microwave, got my dinner and took it to the table. While we were eating, Lori continued to ask me questions.  
 
    “Why are you living in a motorhome?” 
 
    I smiled. “Because I can. And because I want to. It gives me a sense of freedom.” 
 
    “So do you plan to eventually live like the rest of us—you know, get a job, buy a house, pay bills—or are you going to keep doing this? Living in a motorhome with your cat, traveling around with no worries about what the rest of the world is doing.” 
 
    Before I could answer, she said, “Wait a minute. Now that I've said it out loud, it actually sounds pretty good. No job, no house. Traveling around whenever you want. Maybe I should be doing that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe you should.” 
 
    During the rest of our meal, we made small talk. Nothing important, just simple conversation to pass the time. It went well at first, but as the meal continued Lori seemed to be distracted. She'd ask a question, and when I was answering, she'd drift away. A look on her face suggested she was thinking about something else. 
 
    After a particularly long lapse, I asked, “Lori, what's going on? You seem distracted.” 
 
    She put down her fork. “It's the panther. I think I missed something important. I need to go back and check.” 
 
    She stood and headed for the door. 
 
    I grabbed a flashlight and went out after her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    It'd only taken me a few seconds to find a flashlight. But in those few seconds Lori had already headed out. If I hadn't gone with her earlier, I wouldn't have known where she was headed or how to find her.  
 
    But I knew where she'd be. With the panther.  
 
    I followed the same path we'd taken earlier, around the hangar to the door that had been locked. It was now wide open. Apparently, she had unlocked it and left it open for me. 
 
    I went in and closed the door behind me. We were in the Everglades and it probably wasn't a good idea to leave doors open at night. I figured anyone who was supposed to be in this building probably had the same access code Lori had. They could use it to get in if they needed to. 
 
    I crossed the hangar floor and made my way over to Lori, who was standing with Denise. Denise winked when she saw me. The wink didn't seem to faze Lori. She just kept talking to Denise. 
 
    “So you've still got the X-rays, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, over there in the file cabinet.” 
 
    “Could you get them for me?” 
 
    Denise opened a file drawer, pulled out a large manila folder and handed it to Lori. It contained several X-ray images. Lori looked through the folder and pulled one of the X-rays out. “Here's the one I was looking for.” 
 
    She moved it close to the desk lamp and pointed to a spot on the film. “See this? Know what that means?” 
 
    Denise leaned in to get a closer look. After a moment, she said, “Yeah, I see it now. It's faint, but it's definitely there. We need to check her to make sure.” 
 
    Lori headed for the sink in Denise's office. She washed her hands as before and grabbed a face mask. Denise and I did the same and followed her into the room with the panther. 
 
    She walked over to the still sedated cat and pulled back the blanket covering its midsection. She gently tugged the panther's skin just below its ribcage. 
 
    “See that? See how it sags?” 
 
    Denise nodded. “Yeah, she's lost a lot of weight.” 
 
    Lori replaced the blanket, stepped to the right and lifted the cat's tail. 
 
    “Look here. What do you see?” 
 
    She was talking to Denise.  
 
    “Slight swelling. Maybe some bruising.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Let's go outside and talk.”  
 
    Apparently, Denise knew what the X-rays, sagging skin and swelling meant. I didn't but would soon find out. 
 
    Back in the outer office, Lori removed her mask and explained. “Our patient has recently given birth. Probably within the past three weeks. That would explain why she is so underweight. 
 
    “After giving birth, the mother panther stays in the nest with her kittens. She doesn't leave to hunt or eat. She just nurses and protects her babies. She'll get extremely dehydrated and hungry. Only then will she leave the kittens to go hunt for food. 
 
    “She was probably out hunting this morning when she was hit. That means her babies are still in the nest awaiting her return.” 
 
    Denise shook her head. “They won't survive long without her.” 
 
    Lori nodded in agreement. “Do you have the tracking records?” 
 
    “No, not here. They keep them in the main office. Under lock and key.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “We need to get those records. They're the only way we can find the nest.” 
 
    So far, I'd kept quiet. But I had to ask. “What are the tracking records and why are they so important?” 
 
    Lori looked at Denise. “You tell him.” 
 
    Denise turned to me and said, “You probably noticed the panther in there has a collar. We put those on all the adult panthers we find. It has a radio that transmits a signal that can be monitored by a low flying plane. Our plane goes up every other day and records the location of each signal.  
 
    “That information is logged and used to monitor panther movement. The tracking information only shows where the panther was when the plane flew over. If the panther moves after that, we won't know where it is until the plane goes up again. 
 
    “But if the tracking data shows the panther stays in the same location for several days in a row, we know it's either hurt or, in this case, nursing kittens.  
 
    “The tracking data has GPS coordinates for each signal. We can use those to locate the nest and rescue the kittens. Assuming we're not too late.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “That's why we have to get the tracking records. We need the GPS data to find the nest. If the kittens are just three weeks old, they won't last long by themselves. We have to hurry if we want to save them.” 
 
    Lori looked at Denise. “Who do we have to talk to get the records?” 
 
    Denise hesitated then said, “Kenny. He's the only one on site tonight who has access to the records. But he said not to disturb him unless it was a matter of life or death.” 
 
    Lori asked, “Why would he say that? Why doesn't he want to be disturbed?” 
 
    Denise blushed. “I'm not supposed to say.” 
 
    Lori put her hand on Denise's shoulder. “Denise, whatever the reason, it can't be more important than rescuing the kittens. I'm going to go talk to him. He's in his trailer, right?” 
 
    Lori headed for the door, but Denise stepped in front of her. “Doctor Joy, there's something you need to know. Kenny has a girl with him tonight.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “Good for him. I'm glad he's found someone. But I'm still going over there. We need those tracking records and I'm going to get them. You stay here.” 
 
    Denise was still standing in front of her. “Doctor Joy, it might be a good idea to leave Walker here. With me.” 
 
    Lori looked at me. “You coming with me or staying here with Denise?” 
 
    It was an easy decision. “I'm coming with you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As we made our way across the hangar floor, I asked Lori, “Can't we just call Kenny? Won't that be easier?” 
 
    She shook her head. “There's no cell phone reception in his trailer.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You were able to reach him earlier.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was when he was in his office. He has a land-line there. But in his trailer all he has is his cell phone, and there's no cell signal out here.” 
 
    “How do you know for sure?” 
 
    She turned and looked at me. She wasn't smiling. “I know because I've spent time in his trailer. There's no cell signal there.” 
 
    She wasn't happy with my questions, but I had another one. 
 
    “Why can't we use the computer back in Denise's office to gain access to the records?” 
 
    She had a quick answer. “The GPS tracking data is never stored on a networked computer. Too risky. If someone hacked into it, the data could be used by hunters or tourists to track down panthers. Wouldn't be good. 
 
    “So they keep the GPS data in paper logbooks. The originals are kept at Oasis and duplicates at FWC. But never online. 
 
    “Our only option is to go down to Kenny's trailer, explain the situation and get him to open the main office. He can make us copies of the log pages for FP224. The tracking number of our girl back there. 
 
    “After we get the records, Kenny can go back to his date and we can try to find the nest and the kittens.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty One 
 
    “Walker, you don't have to do this if you don't want to. You didn't sign up for this kind of thing. So if you want to stay here, you can.” 
 
    We had just left the hangar building and were standing outside letting our eyes adjust to the night. 
 
    “It won't bother me a bit if you don't go to Kenny's trailer with me.” 
 
    Kenny was Lori's ex-boyfriend. My going over to his place at night with her might get complicated. On the other hand, this whole trip had gotten complicated. Going to Kenny's with Lori wasn't that big a deal. 
 
    “I'm going with you.” 
 
    “Walker, stay here. I can do this by myself.” 
 
    “Lori, it's starting to sound like you don't want me to go. Is that it? You don't want me to go with you?” 
 
    “No, it's not that. I just want you to know you have options. You don't have to go if you don't want to.” 
 
    “Okay, Lori. I choose the option where I go with you. Got it? I'm going.” 
 
    She smiled. “Good. Give me the flashlight, and I'll lead the way.” 
 
    I handed her the light, and she said, “Follow me.” 
 
    She led us out onto the landing strip in front of the hangar, and we headed down the runway toward the trailers. 
 
    “Walker, you know why we're walking on the runway?” 
 
    I made a guess. “Because it's the only thing that's paved around here?” 
 
    “Yeah, that's part of it. The other thing is out here on the runway we're less likely to walk up on a gator or a python. Usually, they stay off the runway but not always. With the flashlight, we'll be able to spot them if they're here. 
 
    “Of course, if we didn't have a flashlight, we wouldn't be able to see anything. I'll show you what I mean.” 
 
    She switched off the light and we were immediately swallowed up by darkness, unlike anything you've ever experienced in the city. Out in the Everglades there are no street lights, no car lights, no lights from office buildings or houses. It was dark. Really dark. 
 
    Even without the flashlight to guide her way, Lori kept walking. I couldn't see her but could hear her footsteps. When they stopped, I stopped. 
 
    She whispered, “Walker, you ever been in the Glades at night?” 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    I took a step toward her voice; my right arm stretched out in front me trying to find her. She wasn't there. 
 
    I took two more steps. My hand touched her shoulder, and I felt her jump. She wasn't expecting me to be so close. 
 
    She whispered again, “Walker, stand still. Listen.” 
 
    We stood in the dark listening to the sounds of the Everglades. Mostly a low buzzing sound, made by the billions of flying insects that feasted on the abundant vegetation in and around the waters that flowed through the Glades. 
 
    The buzzing was pierced by the occasional shriek of nighttime birds as they chased their quarry or announced the arrival of intruders into their territory. 
 
    As we stood listening, the constant buzzing was interrupted by a low rumbling sound. Like distant thunder. Lori immediately switched on the flashlight and swept it around us. 
 
    She whispered, “That's a gator's mating call. Sounds like he's pretty close. We need to get going.” 
 
    She took off walking, sweeping the flashlight in front of her. I stayed close behind. While we walked, the low hum of the night was pierced again by the loud bellow of another gator. Or maybe it was the same one. It sounded like it was getting closer. 
 
    Lori said, “We're almost there. Stay close.” 
 
    No problem. After hearing the mating calls of nearby gators, I was definitely going to stay close. Back when Lori was saying I had the option of coming with her or staying behind, there should have been a third option. One that involved me carrying a gun. 
 
     Lori slowed as we reached the row of trailers parked on the side of the runway. Most had turned their lights off for the night. From what I could see, there were no street numbers or any way to know who was in which trailer. 
 
    This didn't seem to be a problem for Lori. It was clear she knew which one Kenny was in. She'd been there before and knew the way. 
 
    As we approached his trailer, she stopped and said, “Here's the plan. I'm going to knock on the door and tell him what we need. You stay behind me and don't say anything. Just stand there.” 
 
    The lights were off in his trailer, but we could hear soft music coming from inside. An old Chris Isaak tune, “Wicked Game”. Classic seduction music. I had it in my own collection. 
 
    As we got closer, we could see movement inside. Two people standing close, slow dancing. Kenny and his date.  
 
    We would be interrupting them, but Lori didn't care. She walked up to the door and knocked four times. Bam, bam, bam, bam. 
 
    The sound echoed throughout the trailer. There was no doubt whoever was inside would know someone had come to visit. 
 
    We could hear footsteps and whispers and then nothing. No one came to the door. 
 
    Lori knocked again—bam, bam, bam, bam—followed by, “Kenny, I know you're in there. I hate to disturb you, but this is about the panther.” 
 
    More whispering from inside then footsteps.  
 
    A moment later, the door opened just enough for Kenny to stick his head out. He said, “I'm kind of busy in here. Can't this wait until the morning?” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “No, it can't. We need the tracking records for FP224. And we need them now.” 
 
    Kenny shook his head. “You can get them in the morning. I'm done for the day.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, he stepped back inside and closed the door. We heard him set the lock. 
 
    Lori wasn't bothered. She seemed to expect this. Rather than retreat, she stepped up to the door and knocked again. Bam, bam, bam, bam. 
 
    “Kenny, we're not going away. We need those records tonight. It'll only take you a few minutes to get them, and then we'll leave you alone.” 
 
    From inside, more whispering then footsteps followed by the sound of an interior door being closed. Finally, Kenny opened the front door again. This time he stepped out. With arms crossed, he said, “This better be important.” 
 
    Lori tried to disarm him with a smile. “Kenny, the panther has kittens, and we need to find her nest. That's why we need the records.” 
 
    Kenny didn't say anything; he just shook his head. He thought for a moment then opened his trailer door and said to the unknown person inside, “I'll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    He reached inside and grabbed a large flashlight and a key ring. He pointed the flashlight down the runway toward the main office building and said, “I'll meet you there.” 
 
    Without waiting for us to join him, he took off. Walking fast, leaving us behind. Apparently, he wasn't in the mood for company. At least not ours. It looked like he planned to go to the office, get the records and get back to his date as soon as possible. 
 
    I couldn't fault him for that. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Lori watched as Kenny disappeared down the runway. She turned to me and said, “That went well. Not nearly as much trouble as it could have been. Let's not try to catch up with him. Give him enough time to get into the office, find the records and make copies. If we time it right, he'll be finishing up just as we get there.” 
 
    She took my hand and led me back out onto the dark runway. We walked at a leisurely pace with Lori again manning the flashlight.  
 
    When we finally reached the two-story building that housed the station's main offices, Lori went around to the back and tried the door marked “Employees only.” It was unlocked. 
 
    She opened it and we went in. A narrow hallway led to the part of the building that was open to the public during the day. Color photos of gators and birds on the walls. Off to one side, a gift shop and theater. The place looked interesting. If I got a chance, I'd come back for a closer look when it was open. 
 
    Lori said Kenny would be on the second floor where they kept the tracking records. Even though it was dark in the building, she knew the way. She led me up a flight of stairs that opened onto a long hallway one floor up. Small offices lined both sides. All the offices were dark except one.  
 
    That's the one we headed to.  
 
    As we got closer, we could hear Kenny talking on the phone. He was using the land-line—the only phones that worked at Oasis. Lori held up her hand, signaling that we were staying out in the hallway until the call was over. 
 
    We could hear Kenny's side of the conversation. “She wants the tracking records for FP224. I told her to wait until the morning, but you know how she is. We can deal with that later. I've made copies. That's right, FP 224.” 
 
    When he ended the call, Lori stepped into his office. “Who were you talking to?” 
 
    “A friend at FWC. I let them know I was giving you the tracking data.” 
 
    She nodded. “So where is it?” 
 
    Kenny pointed to three sheets of paper on the desk in front of him. “Right there. The last three months for FP224.” 
 
    Lori picked up the pages and scanned them. She showed me one. It had three columns of data labeled “Collar number,” “Date/time,” and “Location.”  
 
    The collar number was correct. FP224. The dates went back three months. Beside each date was a set of GPS coordinates. The last entry was two days earlier. 
 
    I nodded, showing I understood what I was looking at. The collar number and dates looked right. 
 
    Lori folded the three sheets and put them in her shirt pocket. She turned to Kenny and said, “I really appreciate this.” 
 
    He didn't reply. Instead, he walked over to the office door, switched off the lights, and pointed down the hallway. It was time for us to leave. 
 
    We headed down the stairs and went out the same door we had come in. Kenny was a few steps behind us. Not saying anything. 
 
    Outside, he locked the door, and, without a word, he headed back to his trailer and his date. 
 
    Lori whispered to me, “I wonder who she is. There aren't that many women around here.” 
 
    I didn't respond. I didn't know Kenny but was happy he wasn't bothered I was with Lori. He had his own date that night, and my job as pretend boyfriend had become a lot less important. 
 
    We were still standing outside the two-story building when Lori took my hand. “Come with me, I want to show you something.” 
 
    Instead of heading back to the motorhome, she led me to the front of the building. She still had the flashlight but hadn't bothered to turn it on. We were walking in the dark. I could tell from the feel of the ground that we were on a sidewalk.  
 
    The sidewalk turned away from the building, and after ten steps Lori stopped. She whispered, “There are two steps in front of you. Be careful.” 
 
    Still holding my hand, she led me up the steps and onto a wooden surface. I was pretty sure we were now on the boardwalk I had seen when we first arrived at Oasis. It stretched from the edge of the public parking area, across the front of the Oasis grounds and ended where the wilds of the Everglades began. 
 
    From what I could remember, it was some sort of viewing platform, fenced on the street side with a handrail on top giving tourists a place to put their cameras while they took photos.  
 
    Lori led me to the handrail, and we stood side by side in the darkness. She whispered, “Just stand against the rail, don't say anything.”  
 
    As we stood, I could hear the sound of water moving below us with the occasional splash of what I presumed to be fish. I was wondering why she had brought me out on the viewing deck. I started to ask, but as I was thinking about what to say, she whispered, “Look down.” 
 
    She flicked on the flashlight and just a few feet below us, separated only by a thin metal fence, was the largest alligator I had ever seen. It was looking up at us, mouth wide open. A chill raced up my spine. 
 
    She swept the light across the water we were standing over, revealing the watchful eyes of at least twenty gators. She whispered, “In the Everglades, you are never alone.” 
 
    She switched off the light, and we stood as before, in the darkness, not seeing anything, just listening to the sounds of the Glades. I could hear the gators thrashing below us. They had been docile before Lori flashed them with the light. Now they were moving, aware we were nearby.  
 
    After a few minutes, Lori squeezed my hand and said, “We need to get back to the motorhome. You ready?” 
 
    I was ready. 
 
    She switched on the light and led the way back. This time she didn't have to tell me to stay close.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    It took less than five minutes to get back. We encountered no wildlife on the way. I was happy about that. 
 
    Once we were safely inside the motorhome, Lori sat at the kitchen table and started looking at the three pages of tracking data she had gotten from Kenny. 
 
    I stood across from her, leaning against the kitchen counter, my arms crossed. I waited until she looked up then asked, “What was the point of taking me to the gator pit? You trying to scare me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I just wanted to show you there are some pretty big gators out here. If you're out at night, you have to be careful.” 
 
    I nodded. “I plan to be careful. Especially around my pretend girlfriend when she takes me for walks in the dark.” 
 
    I pointed to the pages on the table. “Is that going to help you find the nest?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. All we need is Google Earth. Any chance you have a computer in here?” 
 
    I nodded. “Got a laptop. It's in the back. Got a printer and scanner and lots of other stuff too. What do you need?” 
 
    She looked up from the tracking data. “Just the computer.” 
 
    I went to the back bedroom to get my laptop out of the closet. Bob was on the bed, eyes closed, sleeping. He heard me open the closet door and said, “Murrph?” 
 
    He was probably wondering why we were in this strange place with a strange woman who kind of smelled like a big cat. I wondered that too. 
 
    I grabbed the laptop and went back up front. Lori had gotten up and poured two glasses of wine. She handed me one and raised hers in a toast. “Here's to finding the nest and rescuing the kittens.” 
 
    We clinked our glasses then sat at the table and started working with the tracking data. While Lori scanned the column of GPS coordinates, I powered up my laptop and started Google Earth. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Give me some coordinates.” 
 
    Lori was looking at the last page of the tracking data. “It looks like our girl moved around quite a bit up until three weeks ago. Then she stopped moving around and stayed in the same location.  
 
    “The most recent GPS track shows 25 52 53.51 North, by 81 05 46.98 West.” 
 
    I entered the coordinates into Google Earth, and it quickly zoomed into a location on the map. “Got it. It's just north of Monument Lake. You know where that is?” 
 
    She nodded. “It's close. About eight miles from here. Let me see the map.” 
 
    I spun my laptop around so she could see the display. It had a satellite view of the general area with a yellow pushpin marking the GPS coordinates I'd entered. 
 
    She smiled. “This is good. Real good. Come over here, sit by me. I'll show you what I mean.” 
 
    I sat down beside her, and she pointed at the screen. “This is where our girl bedded down for the past three weeks. Over here is where we are. If we zoom out, you can see that Monument Lake is just off the road, and beyond that, a hiking trail goes north. 
 
    “If we follow that trail for about a mile it splits off, with one trail going east and the other west. About three hundred yards on the west side of the trail is where the nest should be. 
 
    “We can drive to Monument Lake and park at the trail head. There's a campground there, and they have a ranger on duty. If the ranger asks, I can show my FWC identification, and they'll leave us alone.” 
 
    She tapped the screen again. “This area is pine lowlands. Mostly dry ground with scrub pines and heavy undergrowth. She did a good job choosing this location.” 
 
    Lori finished her glass of wine. “We'll go out there at daybreak. I'm going to go see if Denise wants to go with us.” 
 
    She stood and headed for the door. 
 
    “Wait. Aren't you going to ask if I want to go with you in the morning? Maybe I don't want to.” 
 
    She smiled. “Walker, I don't need to ask if you're going. I know you are.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Because there's no way you'd miss the chance of being with me when I find those panther kittens. 
 
    “Am I right?” 
 
    She was. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Before going to see Denise, I hooked up my printer and printed out two copies of the Google Earth map. We could use these to show her where we would be going in the morning. 
 
    With maps in hand, we headed to her office in the hangar. Lori wasn't sure she'd still be there. Denise had said each veterinary student would be pulling four-hour shifts. It had been almost four hours since we'd first talked to her. Her shift might be over. 
 
    When we got to the office, Denise was still there and happy to see us. She wanted to know what had happened with Kenny. Lori told her we'd gotten the tracking data and there had been no problems.  
 
    Denise stepped close to me and asked, “You could take Kenny, couldn't you? I mean if it came down to it, Kenny wouldn't have a chance against you, would he?” 
 
     She reached up and squeezed my arm. 
 
    I was surprised by the question and her boldness. I stepped back, and Lori came to my rescue. She said, “Denise, look at this.” 
 
    She showed her the Google Earth map. “We think the nest is somewhere around here. We plan to go out and look for it in the morning. You want to go with us?” 
 
    Denise brightened. “Yes, I want to go. Will Walker be going?” 
 
    “Yes Denise, he'll be going. We'll go in his motorhome.” 
 
    Denise smiled. “Count me in. What time do I need to be ready?” 
 
    “Daybreak. We'll meet here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lori was in a good mood when we headed back to the motorhome. The injured panther was doing well, and we had a pretty good idea where her nest and kittens were. 
 
    If things went well, we'd recover the kittens the next morning and be able to reunite them with their mother. 
 
    Back at the motorhome, Bob was at the door waiting for us. He was in a talkative mood. We'd left him alone most of the evening, and now he wanted some attention. As soon as I stepped in, he trotted up to me and starting meowing.  
 
    He followed me as I walked over to the couch, staying close to my every step. He continued to talk and seemed to be asking, “Why'd you leave me? Where have you been? And who's that with you?” 
 
    Lori sat down on the couch beside me. Bob was at our feet, still talking. He paused to sniff her shoe then remembered who she was and rubbed against her ankle. She quickly scooped him up and began stroking his back.  
 
    Rather than struggle to get away, as he usually does when he's picked up, Bob seemed to enjoy the attention. After being neglected most of the evening, he liked being held by Lori. 
 
    While she petted Bob, I went to the fridge and pulled out the half empty bottle of wine we had started on earlier. I held it up to Lori, and she nodded, indicating she was going to join me for a nightcap. 
 
    After pouring wine, I sat down beside her and handed her a glass. She took a sip and said, “It's been a long day.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it has. I still owe you for that alligator scare back on the boardwalk.” 
 
    She laughed. “I wasn't trying to scare you. I just wanted you to get a feel of the Everglades at night.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's what you keep telling me. You weren't trying to scare me by having me stand over a gator pit. Nothing scary about that, right?” 
 
    Still thinking about gators, I asked, “What about tomorrow? While we're looking for the nest, will we have problems with gators?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, we shouldn't. We may see some, but they won't bother us. We'll mostly be in the dry. The gators tend to stay in the wetlands. We should be safe. 
 
    “Most of the time, it won't be the gators that cause problems. It'll be the bugs, heat, and humidity. But we're lucky; it's still the dry season, so it won't be so bad out there. 
 
    “You'll want to wear boots, long pants, and a long sleeve shirt if you have them. We'll be crawling through the underbrush, and it can be pretty nasty.” 
 
    I nodded. “I've got jeans and boots in my closet in the back. But what about you? I bet you didn't pack any long pants in that little travel bag of yours.” 
 
    She made a sad face. “I was hoping I could borrow pants from you. Might have to roll up the cuffs a bit, but if you've got a pair to spare and maybe a belt, I can make do.” 
 
    I smiled. “I think I might have something that'll work. You're welcome to take a look.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder toward the back bedroom. “So I get to go through your closet? That should be fun. Anything you need to hide before I look?” 
 
    “Nope. I have nothing to hide.” 
 
    That was true. There wasn't anything in the closet I was worried about her seeing. The things that needed to be hidden were in the storage compartment under the bed. My gun, my personal papers and a roll of my 'just in case' gold coins. 
 
    Lori had finished her glass of wine and moved to put it on the table beside the couch. This disturbed Bob who had been sitting in her lap. He showed his displeasure by gently extending his claws into her thigh. Not enough to hurt her, but enough to get her attention. 
 
    She said, “Bob, don't do that. It hurts.” 
 
    He retracted his claws, stood and jumped down onto the floor. After he stretched, he trotted to the back bedroom. 
 
    Watching as he walked away, I said, “Looks like Bob is going to turn in for the night. How about you? You ready to get some sleep?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, but where?” 
 
    I patted the couch. “Right here on the couch. It folds out into a bed. Sheets and pillows are in the overhead compartment.” 
 
    She frowned. “How come I have to sleep on the couch? Isn't the bed more comfortable?” 
 
    I nodded. “It is. And that's where I'm going to be sleeping tonight. On the bed. You're going to be up here, on the couch.” 
 
    She made a sad face again. “I can't believe you're going to make me sleep on the couch. I'm your guest.” 
 
    I smiled. “Don't worry; Bob'll sleep with you. He loves the couch, especially when we have guests sleeping over.” 
 
    Lori cocked her head. “You mean I'm not the first? Other people have slept on this couch?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, other people have slept on the couch. Would you like a list of their names?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Are the sheets clean?” 
 
    I pointed to the overhead compartment. “They're right up there, check for yourself.” 
 
    Lori stood and checked the sheets. They were clean and met her approval. I helped her fold the couch out into a bed and fit the sheets. When we were done, she tested it by lying down and rolling onto her side. After a moment, she sat up and smiled. “This will do. But I'd still rather sleep on the bed.” 
 
    I smiled. “Maybe next time, but not tonight.” 
 
    With our sleeping arrangements sorted out, we took turns in the bathroom. Lori went first. When she was done, it was my turn. I took care of business, checked Bob's food and water bowls, and went up front to lock the doors.  
 
    Lori was lying on the couch with the sheet pulled up to her chin. She saw me checking the locks and asked, “Will I be safe in here tonight?” 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty much. Bob will probably join you before long. He likes to snuggle. Later on, he might get up and howl a bit when he uses the litter box. After that, it'll be pretty quiet. 
 
    “Just so you know; I keep my bedroom door open so Bob can come and go. If you get up in the middle of the night, please don't confuse my bedroom with the bathroom.” 
 
    She laughed. “Don't worry, if I come into your bedroom, it won't be because I'm looking for the bathroom.” 
 
    I shook my head. Gators, panthers, and Lori. What had I gotten myself into? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    “So, how old do you think the kittens are?” 
 
    We were sitting at the kitchen table in the motorhome, eating a breakfast of cold cereal. Lori had gotten up before me and had already folded her bed back into the couch. 
 
    Daylight was breaking over the horizon, and before we sat down to eat, Lori suggested we take a walk around the park to get our blood circulating. 
 
    It sounded like a good idea. At least in the daylight I'd be able to see if she was taking me to another alligator viewing like she had done the night before. 
 
    We stepped outside into the surprisingly cool air. Even though we were at a near tropical latitude, south Florida was occasionally blessed with cool mornings and low humidity. This was one of those times. 
 
    Before we headed out for our walk, I locked the motorhome. I didn't think anyone would try to break in, especially out there in the remoteness of the Oasis employee lot. But locking the doors before stepping away was a habit I'd gotten into and one I didn't feel a need to break. 
 
    Everything I owned was inside the motorhome. If someone did break in and was somehow able to drive off in it, I'd truly be homeless. I could replace most of the things inside, but some things, including Bob, could never be replaced. Rather than chance it, I always locked the door before I left. 
 
    With the motorhome secure, Lori and I headed out. She led, and I followed.  
 
    Her first priority was to check on the injured panther. She wanted to see if its condition had changed overnight. We headed to the care center in the hangar. When we arrived there, Denise was waiting for us. 
 
    She looked like she hadn't gotten much sleep. When she saw us, she stood and stretched. She yawned then said, “I've got some bad news.” 
 
    “About the panther? Is she okay?” Lori asked. 
 
    “No, it's not the panther. She's doing great. Her vitals are strong, and there's no sign of infection. She slept well through the night, and there's no fever.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “That's good. So what's the bad news?” 
 
    “I can't go with you today. Callie didn't show up for her shift, so I have to work it. I'm stuck here until noon.” 
 
    “She didn't show? Did anyone check on her?” 
 
    Denise nodded. “One of the guys checked. He said her things are still here but she's not. He tried calling her, but there's no signal.” 
 
    Lori frowned. “She's gone?” 
 
    “It looks that way. Without her, we have to double up on our shifts. I'm stuck here until noon.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “That's too bad. We were looking forward to you going with us. What about Kenny? Have you seen him today?” 
 
    “No, he hasn't been around.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Maybe he slept in. He did have a big date last night. Maybe it tired him out.” 
 
    Denise blushed but didn't say anything. She looked at me and raised her eyebrows like she wanted to tell me something, but not in front of Lori.  
 
     Lori didn't seem to notice and continued asking her questions. “Have you eaten breakfast? Can we get you anything?” 
 
    Denise smiled. “I've eaten. Pop tarts and granola. Breakfast of champions. If I get hungry, I've got more in my backpack.” 
 
    She sat in her chair. “Doctor Joy, don't worry about me. I'll be fine. You and Walker go find those kittens. That's the important thing.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Okay, if you're sure there's nothing we can get for you. We'll check on you before we go.” 
 
    Stepping outside the hangar, Lori asked, “You still up for a walk?” 
 
    “Yeah, lead the way.” 
 
    She smiled. “See if you can keep up.” 
 
    She turned and took off, walking fast, not bothering to see if I was following. Even though she was moving quickly, I had no problem keeping up. I was used to walking several miles a day. It was part of my daily routine. 
 
    Lori took a roundabout path that led us back to the Oasis Visitors’ Center then out onto the viewing platform where we'd seen and heard the gators the night before. In the daylight, I could see I'd never been in danger. 
 
    The platform was elevated about eight feet above the gator-filled waters. To prevent visitors from falling in, heavy wire fencing formed a barrier between the deck and the waters below. While the gators were close, it wasn't likely they could reach anyone on the viewing deck. 
 
    We walked the deck from end to end and then headed back the way we had come. As we were leaving, I noticed that even though it was still an hour before the Visitor Center officially opened, the public parking lot was beginning to fill. Early rising tourists, cameras in hand, had come to see the gators. 
 
    For them, the viewing platform at Oasis was one of the best opportunities to get close to these prehistoric creatures. They could take selfies with large gators in the background without being in danger. They could go into the Oasis Visitor Center, take more photos, pick up maps and brochures, and ask the rangers questions. 
 
    Unlike most Florida tourist attractions, Oasis was free. There was no admission fee. It truly was an oasis for visitors wanting to learn more about the Everglades and see large alligators up close.  
 
    As the tourists lots filled, we headed back to the motorhome. When we reached the hangar, Lori pointed to a Cessna that had been rolled out onto the runway. A young man wearing dark green shorts and a light green shirt was walking around the plane doing a pre-flight check. 
 
    He waved at Lori, and she waved back. “He's getting ready to go up. He'll be collecting tracking data.” 
 
    The pilot gave Lori a thumbs up and climbed into the cockpit. He started the plane's motor, rolled down the runway and took off. The plane climbed, banked to the west, and was soon out of sight. 
 
    I was still watching when Lori said, “They start early to avoid the midday heat. He'll be back before noon. We need to do the same.” 
 
    When we got back to the motorhome, I asked, “How old do you think they are?” 
 
    “The kittens? Probably no more than three weeks. Too young to fend for themselves. At that age, they depend on their mother for everything. Without her, they won't survive for more than a couple of days.” 
 
    “So if we find them, how will we move them? Will we need cages?” 
 
    She laughed. “Walker, they're kittens. Tiny and helpless. We just need a small box or basket to carry them in.  
 
     “Go talk to Denise; see if she has something we can use. While you're doing that, I'll go over to the ranger station and let them know where we're going. After you get done with Denise, bring the motorhome to the front gate and park in the public lot. I'll meet you there in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    As soon as she was gone, I went to the back bedroom where Bob was still asleep and closed the door. With him safely out of the way, I pushed the button to bring in the slide room. Then I did a quick walk-through to make sure everything inside the motorhome was stowed. The final step was disconnecting from shore power. 
 
    Remembering that Lori wanted me to check in with Denise, I walked over to the care center in the hangar. Denise was still there and seemed surprised to see me. 
 
    “Walker, where's Dr. Joy?” 
 
    “She's down at the ranger station, letting them know where we're going. You still stuck here?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. But I'm glad you came by without her. There's something I wanted to tell you but didn't want her to hear. 
 
    “Last night, when I said Kenny had a date, I didn't say who it was with. I wanted to protect her. But now it might be important. So I'm telling. It was Callie.” 
 
    I nodded. “The same Callie who was supposed to be here this morning?” 
 
    “Yes, that Callie. I'm worried something happened between her and Kenny last night. It's not like Callie to leave without saying anything. She's a straight arrow and takes her work seriously. She's never late and never missed an assignment before. It's just not like her.” 
 
    I nodded. “So she was with Kenny? And now she's missing. Has anyone talked to Kenny about this?” 
 
    “No, he's missing too. He's not in his trailer. He's not in the office, and his truck is gone.” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe they left together?” 
 
    “That's possible but why? Why would Callie blow off work without telling anyone? It's not like her.” 
 
    I didn't know what to say. I'd never met Callie and didn't know anything about Kenny except what Lori had told me. Both being missing on the same day could be as simple as them going out to breakfast together and getting stuck somewhere. 
 
    Whatever the reason they were both missing, I couldn't concern myself. I needed to get to the motorhome and meet Lori at the main gate. 
 
    “Denise, Kenny will probably show up later today and have a perfectly reasonable explanation. Same with Callie. I'd love to hang around and talk some more, but I've got to meet Doctor Joy. I'll see you later.” 
 
    I went back to the motorhome, not sure whether I should tell Lori about Kenny and Callie being missing or being together the night before. Probably not. At least not until after we rescued the kittens.  
 
    I started the motorhome and drove to the employee entrance gate. It was closed but not locked. I got out and opened the gate and pulled the motorhome into an open slot in the public parking area. I closed the gate behind me and waited. 
 
    After ten minutes and seeing no sign of Lori, I decided to check up on her. Locking the motorhome behind me, I headed to the building we'd visited the night before. The ground floor was the Oasis Visitor Center and Museum, and I made it my first stop. 
 
    Inside, I went to the help desk and asked the woman there if she'd seen Doctor Joy. She smiled and said, “Upstairs.” 
 
    I thanked her and headed up the same flight of stairs we had used the night before to get to Kenny's office. This morning, all the lights in the offices were on. Rangers and volunteers were hauling boxes from one office to another.  
 
    I headed directly to Kenny's, hoping to find Lori. But his office was empty. Back out in the hallway, I could hear Lori's voice. She was saying, “We can't wait that long. Every minute that passes hurts their chance of survival.” 
 
    Her voice led me to an office where she was having a heated conversation with a speaker phone. No one else was in the office, just Lori and the phone.  
 
    She saw me and held a finger to her lips. She pointed to the speaker phone, shaking her head showing disgust with whoever was on the other end. 
 
    The male voice was telling her he understood the urgency but said she needed to wait until they could assemble a team of volunteers and coordinate the search effort. 
 
    Lori was having none of it. She looked at me and shook her head again. Then, speaking in a loud voice, she said, “I understand the risk, and I appreciate your concern. But I've got my own search team assembled, and we're going out in about fifteen minutes. If we find the kittens, I'll bring them back here to Oasis.” 
 
    The male voice said, “Have it your way. But I'm going to bring this up at the next meeting. Good day.” 
 
    He ended the call.  
 
    Lori turned to me. “What a total waste of time. They don't want us to go out there until they assemble their own team. You heard what I told them. We aren't waiting. We're going now.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Lori led the way back to the motorhome. She was in a hurry and still upset we'd been delayed by almost an hour. 
 
    Our original plan was to get to Monument Lake just after eight. It was now nearly ten, and we were just leaving the Oasis parking lot.  
 
    She was fuming. “Can you believe that guy? Those kittens are out there alone, and he wants us to wait. For what? For some predator to get to them before we do? 
 
    “You heard what I told him. We're going out there now.” 
 
    It was a short drive, just eight miles. We covered it without any problems. As we got close, Lori pointed to a sign on the side of the road. “Slow down; the turnoff is up ahead on the right.” 
 
    I slowed the motorhome and, at the sign, pulled off onto a narrow road leading to Monument Lake. It was paved for about a half mile. After that, the road surface was crushed shell—Florida's version of a gravel road.  
 
    We continued on the shell road until we reached a small sign pointing to Monument Lake Campground. The campground road went off to the left. I knew from Google Earth to keep going straight. This would take us around the east side of Monument Lake and to the trail leading to the panther's nesting area. 
 
    As we traveled around the lake, I looked across and saw several motorhomes parked at campsites bordering the water. These sites were well spaced, giving each camper a bit of privacy as well as a dramatic view of the lake.  
 
    Monument Lake looked to be a nice place to camp, especially if one wanted to get away from it all. I'd add it to my list of places to camp in the future. I was thinking about this when Lori reached over and touched my arm. “Walker, pay attention. We're almost there.” 
 
    The road ahead took a sharp turn to the left, probably leading to the north side of the campground. At the beginning of the turn, there was a small parking area on the right, just beyond that a closed gate.  
 
    Lori said, “Pull over. We're here.” 
 
    I pulled over and parked under the shade of a small tree. Bob would be staying behind in the motorhome, and I didn't want to risk him overheating. It was still cool out, and if I left the windows cracked and turned on the overhead fan, he'd be fine. The cool breezes off the lake would help. 
 
    Had it been summer, I would have left the windows up, started the generator and ran the air conditioner. I would have made sure it stayed cool inside for Bob. Or I wouldn't have left him alone. But with the cool weather that day, it wasn't necessary. 
 
    When I finished opening the windows, Lori was standing behind me, a cell phone in her hand, and a frown on her face. 
 
    “Problem?” I asked. 
 
    She showed me the phone. “No cell signal. We won't be able to use our phone GPS to find the panther's nest.” 
 
    I smiled. “You don't need a cell signal for the GPS to work on your phone. It gets signals from the satellites, not the cell tower.” 
 
    I showed her my phone. 
 
    “See, no cell signal, but the GPS still works.” 
 
    I pointed to a map on the phone's screen. “We're here, and we need to hike to there.” 
 
    I'd entered the GPS coordinates earlier; the map displayed on the phone's screen had a star where the panther's nest was supposed to be. 
 
    Lori looked at my phone then back at me. I could tell she was impressed but trying not to show it. She changed the subject. She pointed to my short pants. 
 
    “You can't go out like that. You have to wear long pants and a long sleeve shirt if you have one. And remember, we're in a hurry.” 
 
    I saluted. “Yes ma'am. I'll go put those on right now.” 
 
    While she waited up front, I went to the bedroom and changed. I'd given away most of my 'northern' clothes when I moved to Florida but had kept some and was glad I did. I grabbed a pair of jeans and a long sleeve shirt and put them on. 
 
    Lori was waiting for me when I got back up front, a smile on her face. “That's better. Do you have anything back there I can wear?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure do. In the closet. Take whatever you need.” 
 
    While Lori was in the back changing clothes, I dug out a backpack from one of the storage compartments and loaded it with four bottles of water, two snack bars, a pair of gloves, a small flashlight and a first aid kit. 
 
    We probably wouldn't need all that, but better to have it and not need it than the other way around.  
 
    I was testing the weight of the now full backpack when Lori came out of my bedroom wearing a pair of jeans that were about three sizes too big. She had rolled up the legs so they weren't dragging the ground and had found a belt to keep them from falling from around her waist. 
 
    She'd picked out one of my long sleeve Columbia fishing shirts, an orange one. She'd rolled up the sleeves and tucked the tail into her pants. She had my old camo fishing hat on her head. 
 
    “How do I look?” 
 
    I smiled, “Like Ellie May from The Beverly Hillbillies.” 
 
    She returned my smile. “And you look like Jethro.  You ready to go?” 
 
    I nodded. “Almost, I need to get my gun.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. No gun. We won't need it. Leave it here.” 
 
    I was hoping she was right. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Just as we were about to head out, Lori reached into her bag and pulled out a bright red card. “Put this on the dash. It'll let the rangers know we have permission to be here.” 
 
    The card read, “Official Business. Authorized FWC Use Only.” 
 
     “Where you'd get this?”  
 
    She smiled. “I found a stack of them in the desk drawer while I was on the phone with FWC. I figured they wouldn't miss one or two.” 
 
    I put the card on the dash, grabbed my backpack and phone, and joined Lori outside. She was standing in the shade of the motorhome, tugging at her pants. The weight of the water bottle and cell phone in her pants pocket was pulling them down. 
 
    I chuckled. “You having problems there?” 
 
    “Yeah, can't seem to keep my pants up. Might have to take 'em off.” 
 
    I laughed. “Sounds good to me. But what will the neighbors think?” 
 
    She looked around. “There aren't any neighbors. And anyway, if you were a gentleman, you'd offer to carry my water for me.” 
 
    I took her water and stuffed it into my backpack. She handed me her cell phone. “Program the GPS for me.” 
 
    I took the phone and asked, “Are you sure you want me to do that? What if I put in the wrong coordinates and you end up lost out here in the Everglades? What would you do then?” 
 
    “I'd punch you that's what I do. Just program it. And do it right.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and, using it as a guide, entered the GPS coordinates into hers. After double checking to make sure they were the same, I handed the phone back to her. She looked at the display, nodded and put it in her pocket. 
 
    Giving her pants one last tug, she tightened her belt and said, “Let's go.” 
 
    We'd agreed the night before we would follow the marked trail for about a mile until it split at Sandy Road. From there we'd take the smaller trail going west and follow it for a quarter mile. Then we'd leave the marked trail and use the GPS to guide us through the thick tropical undergrowth until we found the panther nest. 
 
    Lori was in a hurry. She walked ahead and waited for me at the trail head. A sign there read, “No Motorized Vehicles Beyond This Point.” Just to the right of the sign, in the center of the trail, a thick metal post was set in concrete. It would keep cars or trucks off the trail but left enough room for motorbikes and ATVs to squeeze through. 
 
    This made sense. The rangers had ATVs and would need to get on the trail when doing maintenance or on rescue missions.  
 
    We didn't have the luxury of an ATV. We were on foot. Fortunately, being the dry season and still early spring, the weather was pleasant. Temps were in the middle seventies with almost no humidity. An uncommon weather combination for this part of Florida. It was going to be a good day for a walk, even if the walk took us deep into the Everglades. 
 
    It looked like the trail had started out as a one-lane road, probably used by hunters. It had been carved out of the tropical undergrowth and was now bordered on both sides with scrub pines and pin oaks. Branches from the trees met overhead providing a shady canopy. They partially blocked the bright sun, keeping part of the trail cooler. 
 
    Lori was waiting for me when I reached the trail head. She said, “See if you can keep up.” 
 
    She headed out, walking fast. I caught up with her quickly and stayed a few steps behind. 
 
    Because we knew we had a mile of trail before we got to the Sandy Road cutoff, there was no need to check the GPS or refer to our Google Earth printout. We just needed to follow the trail until it split. 
 
    Five minutes in, the scrub pines and pin oaks bordering thinned out. Instead of a solid canopy of tree branches providing unbroken shade, gaps now let the sun filter through, lighting up parts of the path. 
 
    I called out to Lori who was a few steps in front of me. “I need to stop for a minute.” 
 
    She turned. “You tired? Already?” 
 
    “No, my boot came untied. Just give me a minute.” 
 
    I bent over to retie the lace. It only took a few seconds, but while looking down, I saw something interesting. Paw prints.  
 
    “Lori, come check this out.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    I pointed to the ground in front of me. “Come look.” 
 
    She shrugged, not happy we were stopping. But her curiosity got the best of her, and she came over to see what I had found. When she got close, she dropped to her knees to get a better look.  
 
    She looked up at me. “Panther.” 
 
    “How can you tell?”  
 
    She pointed at the track. “Panther tracks have four toe pads, and the heel pad is squared off at the top.” 
 
    She used her finger to point out the toe pads and the squared off the top of the heel. “There are no claw indents. If these were dog tracks, you'd see indents, but not with a panther.” 
 
    She took in a deep breath and blew over the track. A fine layer of dust was removed, but the track remained. “These are fresh. No more than a day old. Could have been left by our panther when she was out hunting yesterday.”  
 
    Looking back the way we had come, she said, “This would be a perfect trail for a panther. Easy to follow with good front and rear visibility. Plenty of places to hide if she got spooked.” 
 
    I nodded. “Could the tracks be from a different panther? Maybe one that's still close by?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Could be but not likely. Panthers are territorial. They don't like sharing their space with other panthers. Even if there is one nearby, you don't need to worry about it. There's never been a recorded attack of a Florida panther on a human.” 
 
    She stood and wiped her hands on her pants. “Walker, time is wasting. We need to keep going.”  
 
    She headed down the trail. I followed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Six minutes later, we reached the Sandy Road cutoff, a trail off to our left. Much narrower than what we'd been walking on and, unlike the main trail, it was overgrown with grass. 
 
    Lori pulled out her phone and checked the GPS. “According to this, the nest should be over there, through the brush. You still have the Google Earth printout?” 
 
    I nodded, pulled it out of my shirt pocket and handed it to her.  
 
    She tapped the page with her finger. “We're right here. The panther nest is off to our left. If we go straight to the nest, we'll have to punch our way through a quarter mile of heavy undergrowth. But if we stay on this trail until we reach this pond, we can cut across this clearing and come in behind the nest, avoiding most of the scrub. 
 
    “It'll be a little bit longer going that way, but a whole lot easier than trying to get through all that brush.” 
 
    She showed me the map. “What do you think?” 
 
    I looked at the map and said, “I think you're right. We should go to the pond and cross through the clearing.” 
 
    Lori nodded, folded the map and headed off. This time walking more slowly, making sure she didn't miss the small pond shown on the map. 
 
    After traveling about two hundred yards, Lori pointed to her right. “That mud hole over there. I think that's the pond we're looking for.” 
 
    She showed me the map again. The pond looked bigger on Google Earth. But the satellite image might have been taken during the rainy season. That day, it was just a mud hole. 
 
    I pointed at the map. “If this is our pond, the clearing should be about twenty yards ahead on our left. Let's go see if it is.” 
 
    We headed further down the trail, hoping the tangled growth on our left would soon open up to a clearing. If it didn't, we'd either have to go back the way we came and rely on our GPS to lead us through the dense brush or keep walking the trail looking for the clearing. 
 
    After three more minutes of walking, Lori stopped. “There it is, just like the map shows. A clearing.” 
 
    She was right. The dense growth had opened up to a small grassy area, not very wide but at least a hundred yards deep. 
 
    Lori looked at her map. “According to this, we go into the clearing and head west for about a hundred yards. Then we turn south and go another thirty yards. That should put us near the nest.  
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    I nodded. Yeah, I was ready. 
 
    We left the trail and starting picking our way through the clearing. Calling it a clearing wasn't really doing the place justice. While it was clear of large overhanging trees, there was still plenty of belly high tropical growth that made walking difficult. 
 
    It could have been worse. The ground wasn't wet. In the rainy season, the clearing would be a swamp filled with snakes, gators, and leeches.  
 
    All we had to contend with was low bush briars that attacked us with each step. There was no way to avoid them. Every plant seemed to be covered with small daggers in search of our blood. 
 
    Had we not been wearing long sleeve shirts, long pants, and boots, we would have been covered with small cuts and scratches. The kind of wounds you don't want while walking through the Everglades. 
 
    We continued to push our way through the clearing until it was no longer a clearing. Our path was blocked by a stand of tightly packed palmettos. Lori pulled out her GPS and checked the display. 
 
    She pointed to her left. “That way. About thirty yards.” 
 
    I followed as she pushed her way through, letting the GPS guide her. We reached a small clearing and she stopped. “This is the place. The panther nest and the kittens should be close by.” 
 
    Pointing to a clump of trees, she said, “It's probably in there.” 
 
    I took a step toward the trees, but Lori stopped me. “We have to be careful. The kittens are small and hard to see in the underbrush. Stand still while I check things out.” 
 
    She crouched down and slowly scanned the underbrush in front of her. I stood motionless, trying not to break her focus.  
 
    “I don't see it,” she said. “It should be right in front of me.” 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I checked the GPS. It showed we were close but still not at the right place. “Lori, my GPS shows we're not there yet.” 
 
    She stood. “Let me see that.” 
 
    She took my phone and compared the display to hers. “They're different. Mine shows it should be here. Yours shows it over there. Which one is right?” 
 
    I shook my head. “They're both probably a little off. Maybe we should check between the two points.” 
 
    “Good idea. I'll lead the way. Keep your eyes open and be careful where you step.” 
 
    She took six steps then stopped. She crouched down and carefully scanned the scrub in front of her. Then she pointed. “Over there. See how the grass is pushed down in front of those bushes? That could be a trail leading to the nest. I'm going to go check.” 
 
    She got down on her knees and starting crawling toward the trail. 
 
    “Lori, wait. I've got gloves in my backpack. You want 'em?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I tossed her the gloves then asked, “What about a flashlight? I've got one if you need it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, bring it here.” 
 
    I stepped over and handed her the light. She took it and said, “Stay here and watch my back. I'm going to follow the trail into the bush. If I need your help, I'll call out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Down on her hands and knees, Lori had a panther's eye view of the terrain. Ahead of her was a slight clearing bordered by tall saw grass with a faint trail leading into the bush.  
 
    Standing ten steps behind her, I kept a watchful eye on our surroundings. We were out in the Everglades, and there was always the chance a gator or bear could be lurking nearby, seeing us as either a meal or a rival to be challenged. 
 
    So far there were only the birds overhead. They chattered above us, probably wondering what we were doing on their turf. I wondered the same thing.  
 
    There was little doubt that larger wildlife lived nearby, and they were expert at hiding among the surrounding tropical. Lori knew this and that's why she had me stand guard as she inched her way down the almost invisible path of downed grass to what she suspected was the panther's den. 
 
    After crawling for several feet, she stopped moving. At the same time, the birds nesting in the trees above us became quiet. Something was happening.  
 
    Concerned that a predator might be moving in on us, I scanned our surroundings, looking for signs of movement or anything that might suggest we were in danger.  
 
    The truth was if there was something nearby, I probably wouldn't have known it until it was too late. Predators don't usually announce their intentions before they attack. 
 
    Just as suddenly as the birds had stopped chattering they started up again. Whatever had spooked them had gone away.  
 
    I called out to Lori, “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm fine. I think I found the nest. I'm going in.” 
 
    Without waiting for me to reply, she dropped to her belly and began squeezing into an opening between two palmetto bushes. To me, the opening didn't look like a nest. Just a dark hole between two bushes.  
 
    She'd told me the nest would look like a small tunnel with bushes on all sides. Getting down on my knees, I could see that what Lori was heading into did look like a tunnel. A very small one. The grass leading to the entrance was flattened, suggesting it had been traveled on. 
 
    If this was the nest, the mother panther had chosen a good location. The sharp spines of the palmettos surrounding it would discourage attackers from the sides and rear, while the tall grasses at the front would hide the entrance.  
 
    As Lori crawled deeper into the nest, it was getting harder and harder to see her. The sawgrass that concealed the entrance was hiding all but the back of her pants. If she crawled much further, I'd lose sight of her. 
 
     Realizing that what I was witnessing was something most people would never see, I pulled out my phone and snapped off several photos. They showed Lori's backside, wearing pants three sizes too large, crawling into a panther's den in the Everglades.  
 
    I continued to snap photos as Lori crawled deeper into the nest. It wasn't long before all I could see was the bottom of her boots. She hadn't said anything since entering the nest, and I didn't want to disturb her by asking how she was doing. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, I shot more photos of her and the surrounding area, keeping my eyes peeled for gators, bears and other wildlife. 
 
    After getting plenty of photos, I turned my attention back to Lori. I could still see her boots but nothing else. She was deep in the nest and had stopped moving. Maybe she'd found what she was looking for and was trying to coax one or more of the kittens into leaving with her. 
 
    Ten minutes after she had crawled in, she started squirming her way back out. Wiggling side to side and pulling with her toes, she moved backward an inch at a time. She was struggling but making progress. 
 
    I figured if she needed my help, she'd ask for it. Since she hadn't asked, I did the only thing I could think of. Shoot more photos. I was hoping that when she got out of the nest, she'd have panther kittens in her arms and I'd get the shot of a lifetime. 
 
    But it wasn't to be. When she got all the way out, she stood, and her arms were empty. She shook her head and said, “They weren't in there.”  
 
    I lowered my cell phone. No need to shoot photos showing the disappointment I saw in her face. 
 
    She pointed to the bushes behind her. “This is the panther's nest. All the signs are there. It looks like she had two, maybe three kittens. But they're not there now. Either she's moved them or something got to them.” 
 
    She walked over to me and brushed the dirt off her shirt. “I can't believe they're gone. It's only been a day since the mother left. The kittens should still be there.” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe we should check behind the nest.” 
 
    She shrugged. “We can do that, but I don't think we'll find them back there. The nest is pretty well built. The back is solid brush. If the kittens left, they went out the front.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, let's say the kittens did crawl out the front. They could be hiding under those palmettos.” 
 
    Still brushing the dirt off her shirt, she said, “We'll check. But I need some water first.” 
 
    I pulled a bottle from my backpack and handed it to her. She twisted off the cap and took a long drink. 
 
    While she was doing this, I pulled out my phone. “I took some photos while you were in there. I think you'll like them.” 
 
    I handed her the phone and watched as she scrolled through the images.  
 
    Seeing that most them showed her backside, she said, “You're going to delete these, aren't you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I'm not. Those are the best ones. They show your good side.” 
 
    She continued scrolling through the photos then stopped at one that caught her attention. She zoomed into the image and asked, “Where'd you shoot this one?” 
 
    I looked at it then pointed to a downed pine tree. “Over there. By that clump of grass.” 
 
    She looked at the photo again and smiled. “That's not a clump of grass. That's a panther kitten.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Lori carefully made her way over to the downed slash pine, where the kitten had appeared in the photo. She pointed to a tiny clump on the ground. “There it is.” 
 
    When she bent over to pick the kitten up, it opened its mouth and squeaked. It was alive. A real Florida panther kitten.  
 
    With light gray fur sprinkled with dark spots, it had the perfect camouflage for hiding out on the sandy floor of the Everglades. From a distance, it looked like a clump of grass. Up close, there was no doubt it was a panther. 
 
    Lori examined it. “It seems to be in good health. Probably hungry and dehydrated. But it's alive, and we found it.” 
 
    I used my phone and shot several photos of Lori holding the kitten. This was a moment we'd never forget. 
 
    After I put the phone away, Lori handed me the kitten. “There could be more. Hold this one while I look around. And don't move. They're hard to see and I don't want you stepping on one.” 
 
    She got down on her hands and knees and started her search. She carefully inspected every bush, stump, and clump of grass in a ten-foot circle. 
 
    I stood behind her, holding the kitten, watching for movement on the ground while she searched. I was hoping to catch a glimpse of another one. 
 
    After ten minutes of searching, neither Lori nor I had found anything. She stood and carefully walked over to me. 
 
    “Walker, your turn to search. Be careful where you put your hands.” 
 
    She pulled off her gloves and handed them to me. I handed her the kitten and put the gloves on. Then I carefully made my way to the area Lori had searched, took one step beyond and got down on my hands and knees and started sorting through the brush. 
 
    My plan was to do a grid search. Cover a ten-foot-by-ten-foot section. Going as deep into the palmettos as I could and then back out to the clearing. Then repeat the same search in the adjoining ten-by-ten section. 
 
    I did this for thirty minutes, covering three grids. I didn't find any kittens but I'd found plenty of spiders, grubs, ants and what I suspected was poison ivy. 
 
    I got up, brushed the dirt off my pants and turned to Lori. “Where next?” 
 
    She shrugged. I could tell she was getting discouraged. We'd been searching for almost an hour since we'd found the first kitten. We needed to get it back to Oasis but didn't want to leave if there was a chance other kittens were nearby. 
 
    I pointed to a clearing twenty feet from the front of the nest. “What about over there?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don't know. This kitten is so young it can barely walk. I don't think the others could get that far from the nest.” 
 
    “Okay if I go over there and check anyway?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure, go ahead. Just be careful where you step.” 
 
    I knew to be careful. I made my way to the clearing and got down on my hands and knees again. Almost immediately, I saw something. 
 
    “Lori, there's something here.” 
 
    “Did you find one?” 
 
    “No, but I found something else. Human footprints. They're not ours.” 
 
    Lori, still holding the kitten, made her way over to me. I pointed at the prints. “They're fresh. Someone else was here.” 
 
    “You sure they're not ours?”  
 
    “Lori, we haven't been over here. These prints lead in from the south. We came in from the north.”  
 
    I pointed to the line of prints. “They go right to the nest. Someone got here before we did.” 
 
    She shook her head in disbelief. “Are you sure they're fresh?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty sure. They're still damp from this morning's dew. Whoever left them came out of the brush and went right to the panther's nest. Almost as though they had the same GPS coordinates we had. They knew exactly where they were going.” 
 
    Lori thought for a moment. “If they got here first and took the kittens, why did they leave this one behind?”  
 
    I thought about it then said, “If they were in a hurry and only searched the nest, they could have missed that one. We almost missed him.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense. But how would they know where to look for the nest? We're the only ones who had access to the tracking data.” 
 
    Before I could respond, the panther kitten Lori was holding opened its mouth and squeaked. She petted its head and said, “I've got to get this little guy some nourishment. I hate to leave without finding the others, but if someone else got here before we did, they might have already taken them. 
 
    “When we get back in cell range, I'll call FWC and let them know what we found. They'll still send out their search team; maybe they'll find the other kittens.” 
 
    I nodded. “So you're ready to go back?” 
 
    “No, not really. I don't want to leave without finding the others. But we need to get this one back. So yeah, it's time to go.” 
 
    I pointed at the trail of footprints left by the earlier visitors. “You want to follow them or go back the way we came?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “Let's follow them. See where they lead.” 
 
    We followed the footprints. I was leading; Lori was a few steps behind cradling the panther kitten in her arms. We'd gone about fifteen yards and had reached a clump of trees. I was about to push a path through when Lori shouted. “Stop! Don't touch that tree! It's a manchineel. The leaves are like poison ivy, but ten times worse. Don't even get close to it.” 
 
    I'd never heard of a manchineel tree. But if it was ten times worse than poison ivy, I didn't want to have anything to do with it. I took a step back and pointed to the tree in front of me. “You're talking about this tree here, with the bright green leaves?” 
 
    “Yeah, that's it. You don't want to touch the leaves or get any sap on you.” 
 
    “Okay. But it looks like there's more than one. The footprints go right through them.”  
 
    She shook her head. “We don't want to take any chances with the manchineel tree. We need to turn around.” 
 
    “That's fine by me. We can probably make better time going back the way we came.” 
 
    We turned and headed back to the panther nest then retraced our steps to the clearing that led back to the main trail. From there it didn't take us long to get back to the motorhome. 
 
    I was relieved to see it was just as we had left it. No one had tried to break in; all the windows were still intact and all the tires still had air. With a little luck, we'd be back at Oasis Station in less than twenty minutes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Mango Bob met us at the door, happy to see we had returned. But when he saw the kitten Lori was carrying, he wasn't sure what to do. He hadn't spent much time around other cats and probably hadn't seen a kitten since he was little. 
 
    Lori went over to the couch while I got the motorhome ready for our trip back to Oasis. Bob was curious. He jumped up on the couch to get a closer look at the small creature Lori was cradling in her arms. 
 
    He sniffed the kitten's bottom then growled. Not a menacing growl but one of confusion. He couldn't figure out what the little ball of fur was, and he wanted no part of it. He huffed his displeasure, jumped down from the couch and trotted to the bedroom.  
 
    Apparently, Bob wasn't ready to deal with a kitten, especially one with feet almost as big as his. After Bob had left, Lori called to me. “Walker, I need your help.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    She stood and handed me the kitten then started stripping off her clothes. She took off her shirt, her pants, and boots. 
 
    Standing in just her bra and panties, she pointed to the bathroom. “Mind if I take a quick shower?” 
 
    No, I didn't mind. Nor did I mind her standing there half naked in front of me. I could understand why she wanted a shower. She'd crawled through the underbrush and into the panther's nest. No telling what kind of bugs she'd picked up.  
 
    “Yeah, take a shower. Towels are in the cabinet in the bathroom.” 
 
    Instead of heading to the bathroom, she stood in front of me and said, “You like what you see? Is that what you're thinking? Well, don't get any ideas. It's not going to happen.” 
 
    She turned and headed to the bathroom. I watched as she walked away. 
 
    After she had closed the bathroom door, I flipped the switch that powered the motorhome's water pump. This would give her plenty of water pressure.  
 
    Lori's shower was quick. She came out of the bathroom wearing the clothes she had on before we'd gone out in search of the panther. She had a smile on her face.  
 
    Still drying her hair with a towel, she said, “Walker, I could get used to traveling like this. Think you might be available for my next trip?” 
 
    I smiled. “It depends. Will I still have to be your pretend boyfriend?” 
 
    She laughed. “The jury's still out on that.” 
 
    I was still holding the kitten. “Should we give him some water?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, he needs Esbilac, a powdered milk supplement. I don't have any with me, but I know where to get it. Get the motorhome started and let's head back to Oasis.” 
 
    I gave the kitten back to Lori, moved up to the driver's seat and started the engine. Out of habit, I checked the side mirrors before pulling out. I was surprised to see a small white pickup pulling up behind us. The driver flashed the headlights and waved to get my attention. I didn't know who this was but figured we'd find out soon enough. 
 
    I killed the motor and waited.  
 
    The driver's door opened, and a woman stepped out. About five foot four with graying hair, wearing dark green slacks, a light green button up shirt, no hat. A clipboard in her right hand. 
 
    She walked up to my window and introduced herself. “Hi, I'm Janet, the campground host. It looks like you folks had a nice long walk.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, we did. It's a good day for it.” 
 
    She smiled. “The reason I stopped you is I wanted to see if you'll be staying the night. We still have spaces available in the campground.” 
 
    Still smiling, I said, “That's good to know, but we're not staying tonight. In fact, we were just about to leave.” 
 
    “Well, if you do decide to stay, check in with me, okay?” 
 
    She started to walk off then stopped and came back to my window. “Are you folks traveling with the other couple that was here this morning?” 
 
    “Other couple?” 
 
    “Yes, a man and a woman. In a silver pickup with a camper on the back. They parked here, went up that trail and were gone for about an hour and a half. Came back carrying a picnic basket. 
 
    “They were just leaving when I caught up with them. Nice couple. Said they were from Florida. Not staying the night though. I figured you might be with them.” 
 
    I nodded. “This other couple, you said they were in a truck? Did you by any chance get their plate number?” 
 
    Janet looked down at her clipboard then back up at me. “We try to get the plate number of every vehicle that comes into the park. And, yes, I got theirs. But I can't give it to you. We try to protect the privacy of our guests.” 
 
    Lori had been sitting on the couch listening to our conversation. When she heard the campground host say she couldn't give us the plate number, she came up front, holding the panther cub in her arms. 
 
    Leaning toward the window, Lori introduced herself. “Ma'am, I'm Doctor Lori Joy, and I'm working with Florida Fish and Wildlife. They brought me in to help with the panther that got hit yesterday morning.” 
 
    The campground host nodded. “I heard about that. How's the panther doing?” 
 
    Lori smiled. “It's doing well. But here's the thing. When we examined her, we discovered she had recently given birth.  
 
    “Our tracking data showed her nest was about two miles down that trail. That's why we came out here this morning, to look for her kittens.” 
 
    The campground host looked surprised. “Kittens? The panther had a nest back there? With kittens?” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Yes, a nest and kittens. We hiked out there and located the nest but only found one kitten. This one.” 
 
    She lifted the kitten and showed it to the campground host. 
 
    “We think someone else came out this morning before we got here. They may have gotten the other kittens. That's why we need to know more about the people you saw.” 
 
    “Would you like to come in and see this kitten?” 
 
    The host smiled. “Yes, I’d love to get a closer look.” 
 
    Lori pointed to the side door. “Come around to the side, and I'll let you in.” 
 
    Lori walked over and opened the door for her. 
 
    The woman came in, and Lori showed her the kitten. She said, “It's so small and fragile. Can I touch it?” 
 
    “Yes, just be gentle. Stroke its head lightly.” 
 
    She reached over and gently touched the kitten's head and ran her finger between its ears. The kitten, who up until that moment had been sleeping, opened its eyes and blinked at her.  
 
     “Look at those eyes. It's beautiful.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “It is. But there should be more than this one. We think the people who came in earlier may have gotten the others. That's why we need their plate number.” 
 
    The campground host stroked the kitten again then looked at her clipboard. “It was a Ford F250 pickup. Silver with a white Lance camper on the back. Florida plates. Get a pencil. I'll give you the number.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    After getting the plate number from the campground host, we thanked her and followed her truck as she led us back toward Alligator Alley. She pulled over when we reached the campground gates and waved as we drove by. 
 
    We continued on until we reached the stop sign at the main road. After checking for traffic, I pulled out, turned left and headed back toward Oasis.  
 
    Lori was sitting in the passenger seat beside me, the panther kitten in her lap. With her free hand, she checked her cell phone. “Still no signal. Can't call out.” 
 
    She wanted to call Oasis and let them know we had recovered a kitten and ask if they had any of the powdered milk supplement she needed for it. 
 
    She also wanted to call her contact at FWC to see if maybe they had sent out an early search crew. Maybe the people in the Ford truck with the camper on the back were part of their team. 
 
    Without a cell signal, Lori couldn't call anyone. I could see she was frustrated, but there was nothing I could do. Except to drive. Which I did. 
 
    Traffic was light but not moving very fast. We were at the tail end of a long line of cars being held up by a motorhome going fifteen miles under the speed limit. 
 
    I could see Lori shaking her head. She understood our situation. There was no way I could pass a long line of traffic on this two-lane road. Especially in a motorhome. All we could do was follow.  
 
    Fortunately, we weren't going far. Oasis was just eight miles ahead. We'd be there in a few minutes.  
 
    Or maybe not. 
 
    When we passed the “Oasis one mile ahead” sign, Lori said, “Don't pull in. Just keep going.” 
 
    “We're not stopping?” 
 
    “No, we're not. I think it'd be better if we headed on into Miami. It's just forty minutes. There's a pet store just past the Miccosukee Casino, and they have Esbilac.” 
 
    I nodded and checked the gas gauge. We had more than enough to get to Miami and maybe even enough to get all the way back to Englewood. Even so, I'd want to fill up before we headed back into the Everglades. 
 
    At the Oasis turnoff, the long line of cars in front of us came to a full stop. The motorhome leading the pack was waiting for oncoming traffic to clear so it could pull into the parking lot.  
 
    When traffic cleared, the motorhome pulled into Oasis and just about every other car in the line followed it in.  
 
    We didn't. We kept going straight. To Miami. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, as we closed in on the western edge of Miami, Lori's phone chimed with an incoming call. We were finally back in cell range. 
 
    Lori answered.  
 
    “Hey, Denise.” 
 
    “Yeah, we found one. But it looked like someone else got there before us.” 
 
    “Not sure who it was. I'm hoping it was someone with FWC.” 
 
    “The kitten is dehydrated and hungry but otherwise in good health.” 
 
    “No, we're not headed back to Oasis just yet. We need Esbilac, so we're going to the pet store.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's the one. Just past the casino.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can get for you while we're there?” 
 
    “No, just the one kitten. The droppings in the nest looked like there should have been more, but we only found one.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's what we were thinking. Someone got there before us.” 
 
    “The ranger at Monument Lake said a man and woman in a silver Ford pickup were there earlier and had gone down the trail. They'd already left when we got there.” 
 
    “We have their plate number, and I'm going to call FWC to see if they know anything about it.” 
 
    “Yeah, we should be back at Oasis later this afternoon.” 
 
    “Okay, I'll tell him.” 
 
    Lori ended the call and turned to me. 
 
    “You heard what I said?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Good, I won't have to repeat it. Denise said to be sure to tell you she said, 'Hi.'” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. 
 
    “Walker, do you and Denise have something going on?” 
 
    “No, Lori. We don't. I only have one pretend girlfriend on this trip. And that's you.” 
 
    “Good. You'll want to keep it that way.” 
 
    She pointed ahead. “When you get to the stoplight at the casino, keep going straight. The pet store will be four miles past the light and on your right.” 
 
    I nodded and kept driving. 
 
    Lori still had her phone in her hand. “I'm calling FWC.” 
 
    She punched in a number, and after a moment reached someone.  
 
    “Hi, Tom. It's Lori.” 
 
    “Yes, we went out there. Found the nest and rescued one kitten. I've got it with me now.” 
 
    “It's healthy. But I'm concerned that we only found the one. There should have been more. We looked and didn't find them. But we did find fresh human footprints around the nest. We think someone got there before we did.” 
 
    “Did you send out a search team?” 
 
    “So they're going out there this afternoon?” 
 
    “That's good. Maybe they'll find the others.” 
 
    “I'm still worried someone may have gotten there before we did.” 
 
    “Could have been, but the only people who had access to the tracking data were you, me, and Kenny.” 
 
    “No, I didn't tell anyone.” 
 
    “Are you sure no one else at FWC knew?” 
 
    “You're positive?” 
 
    “Okay. If you hear anything, let me know.” 
 
    “No, we're not at Oasis. We're on our way to Miami to pick up some Esbilac. We'll head back to Oasis after we get it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too.” 
 
    She ended the call and turned to me. “He wasn't much help. Said they didn't send out a search team and didn't release the tracking data. He had no idea who might have been out there this morning. 
 
    “So unless we find a silver Ford truck with a white camper on the back with the kittens inside, they may be lost forever.” 
 
    Lori's phone chimed with an incoming call. She answered then handed it to me. “It's Denise. She wants to talk to you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    “Hi Denise, what's up?” 
 
    “Walker, it may be nothing, but I figured you'd want to know. You remember what we talked about this morning? About Kenny and his date?” 
 
    “I remember. Is this about that?”  
 
    “Kind of. When I was on the phone with Doctor Joy, she mentioned a silver Ford pickup. It didn't register at first, but now that I think about it, that sounds a lot like Kenny's truck.  
 
    “It has a camper on the back, and I know for sure the truck is a silver Ford.” 
 
    “Is he back at Oasis?” 
 
    “No, he's not. No one has seen him all day.” 
 
    “What about Callie? Anyone heard from her?” 
 
    “No. They're both still gone.” 
 
    “Denise, if you hear from either one of them, call me.” 
 
    We ended the call, and I handed the phone back to Lori. 
 
    “What was that about?” 
 
    “Kenny.” 
 
    “Kenny? What about Kenny?” 
 
    “He's missing. And so is the girl he was with last night.” 
 
    “Missing? What do you mean missing?” 
 
    “According to Denise, Kenny didn't show up for work this morning. And neither did Callie.” 
 
    “Callie?” 
 
    “One of the student volunteers that came down with Denise. She was with Kenny last night.” 
 
    Lori look surprised. “You're telling me that Kenny had one of the student volunteers in his trailer last night?” 
 
    “According to Denise, he did.” 
 
    Lori thought for a moment. “And now Kenny is missing? What about the girl? Is she missing too?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, she's missing. She didn't show up for her shift this morning, and no one at Oasis has seen her since yesterday. She didn't leave a note and didn't tell anyone she was leaving.” 
 
    Lori processed what she had just heard. Then she asked, “Did they leave together?” 
 
    “No one seems to know. No one saw either of them leave. But they're both missing. And Kenny's truck is gone.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “Let me guess. Kenny has a silver Ford F250 with a white camper on the back.” 
 
    I nodded. “That's what they're saying.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment then reached for her phone. “I'm calling Kenny. I'm going to find out what's going on.” 
 
    She put the phone on speaker. After four rings, the call forwarded to a recorded message. “Hi, this is Kenny. I'm unable to take your call right now. If you leave a message, I'll get back to you as soon as I can.” 
 
    Lori shook her head in disgust then left a message. “Kenny, this is Lori. Call me as soon as you get this.” 
 
    After ending the call, she turned to me. “He's either turned off his phone or he's still near Oasis and can't get a signal.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Up ahead, at the first stoplight we'd seen since getting on Alligator Alley, the light was turning red. I slowed the motorhome and waited for it to turn green. 
 
    Lori pointed to my left. “That's the Miccosukee Casino over there. The first sign that we're getting back into civilization.” 
 
    Seeing the huge hotel and the acres of parking, I only had one question. 
 
    “Do they have food in there?” 
 
    She laughed. “They sure do. You getting hungry?” 
 
    I nodded. “It's way past lunch time, and we really didn't have much for breakfast.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “Tell you what, after we stop at the pet store, we'll come back here and eat. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Four miles down the road, I pulled into the pet store parking lot. The parking spaces in front were too tight for the motorhome, but there were larger spaces in the lot behind the store. I headed in that direction. 
 
    The back lot was mostly empty and bordered a wooded area. There were no cars parked in the eight spaces, so I pulled the motorhome lengthwise across four of the spaces and parked.  
 
    I looked over at Lori. “You want me to go in, leave you out here with the kitten?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I need to go in. The kitten will be just fine without us.” 
 
    “If you're sure. I don't mind going in by myself.” 
 
    She shook her head again. “No, I need to go in. The kitten will be fine. Just lock the doors when we get out.” 
 
    Lori got up and took the kitten over to the couch where she made a small nest using one of the blankets from the overhead compartment. She placed the kitten in the nest and stroked its head gently. The kitten opened its eyes, blinked once and then closed them. 
 
    Lori whispered, “Don't worry, we'll be right back.” 
 
    After checking on Bob and finding him sleeping in the back bedroom, we left the motorhome. As always, I locked the doors behind me. 
 
    Parking in the back lot meant we were about a hundred feet from the front door of the pet store. Some people would complain about parking this far back but not me. I enjoyed stretching my legs as we walked to the store. 
 
    Inside, an elderly man arranging cans of cat food looked up at us and smiled. “Welcome to Pet Market. Anything I can help you with?” 
 
    Lori returned his greeting and asked, “You have Esbilac?” 
 
    “Sure do. Aisle four, about halfway down.” 
 
    Lori made her way over to aisle four and quickly found what she was looking for; a twelve ounce can of Esbilac powdered milk replacement.  
 
    She handed me the can and on the same shelf found a box labeled, “Nursing Kit for Kittens.” It included a small plastic bottle, three rubber nipples, and a bottle brush. She picked up the package and handed it to me. “You have plenty of bottled water in motorhome, don't you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    She continued shopping, picking out a few other items. After she was satisfied she had everything she needed, she led me to the register. The man who had greeted us at the door came over to check us out. 
 
    Looking at the items we were buying, he said, “We've had a run on this today. A couple came in earlier and bought Esbilac and two of the kitten nursing kits. Must be a lot of new kittens this time of year.” 
 
    Lori nodded then said, “We have some friends who just got an orphan kitten. It could have been them. Did you see what they were driving?” 
 
    “Sure did. They were in a truck with a big camper on the back. They tried parking up front but couldn't get into the space. When they backed out, I figured they were leaving. But a few minutes later, they came in and bought the same things you have here.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “That sounds like our friends. Did they say where they were going next?” 
 
    “No, they didn't mention anything like that. But the woman did pull a phone number off our bulletin board over there.” 
 
    Lori let me pay while she went over to the bulletin board. After paying, I joined her. 
 
    She pointed to one of the notices. It read: 
 
    Exotic Animals Wanted 
 
    We pay top dollar. Call Bud. 
 
    Attached to the notice was a row of small tear away tabs with Bud's phone number. Lori pulled one off, and we headed outside. 
 
    In the parking lot, she asked, “You think they are trying to sell the kittens?” 
 
    I shrugged. “They could be.” 
 
    We headed to the back of the lot where we'd parked. As we got closer, I noticed two homeless guys standing in front of our motorhome. One was facing us, and the other was standing on his toes trying to look inside. 
 
    Lori asked, “Friends of yours?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not that I know of.” 
 
    As we got closer, the man facing us called to his companion, letting him know we were coming. The man turned and leaned back against the motorhome, facing us. Both men were smiling as we walked up. 
 
    “This here yours?” the taller of the men asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes it is. You interested in buying it?” 
 
    The two men looked at each other and chuckled. “No, we don't want to buy it. But you need to pay us fifty dollars for parking it here.” 
 
    I smiled. “Fellows, this is a parking lot for the pet store over there, and, as you can see, we were in there spending money. So we don't need to pay to park here.” 
 
    The shorter of the men took a step towards Lori and pointed at the bag she was holding. “What you'd buy?” 
 
    She answered, “Powdered milk. You want some?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Naw, all we want is our fifty dollar parking fee.” 
 
    Lori looked at me. “Walker, we're kind of in a hurry here. Can you take care of these guys?” 
 
    I nodded. “I can. You might want to call 9-1-1 before I do.” 
 
    She pulled out her phone. 
 
    The shorter man said, “Go ahead. Call 911. It'll take twenty minutes for them to get here. Do you want to wait that long? You can pay us our fifty dollars now and be free to go.” 
 
    I turned to the man and pulled out my wallet. “Tell you what. I'll give you twenty dollars if you'll just go away.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Naw, that won't do. But now that you've got it out, I think we'll just take your whole wallet. Then you can leave.” 
 
    I said, “Guys, you don't want to do this.” 
 
    The shorter man took a step in my direction and pulled out a short-bladed knife. He said, “Give up the wallet, and you won't get hurt.” 
 
    The second man moved to his right.  
 
    I could see what they were planning; the shorter man would rush me, the taller one would get me from behind. 
 
    I nodded and turned to the closest of the two men. “One last chance. I'll give you twenty dollars, and you can walk away. Or we can mix it up. If we do, you'll both be carried out of here on stretchers. Your choice.” 
 
    “You a tough guy?” the shorter man asked. 
 
    I smiled. “There's one way for you to find out. Might cost you a few broken bones though.” 
 
    The taller man mumbled something. Then he took a step back.  
 
    “Last chance,” I said. 
 
    The shorter man looked at his buddy then back at me. He said, “We'll take the twenty.” 
 
    I pulled a twenty from my wallet, and I handed it to him. Then I said, “You've got thirty seconds to disappear.” 
 
    The man stuffed the bill in his front pocket. Then he and his companion quickly walked away into the woods behind the motorhome. 
 
    Lori looked at me. “You paid them.” 
 
    I nodded. “Easier that way. Less mess. And we're in a hurry.” 
 
    The truth was I could have crippled them both without much trouble. But why would I want to do that? It was easier to pay them to go away and not have to deal with the guilty feelings I'd have after hurting two homeless guys. 
 
    After unlocking the motorhome, we went inside to check on the kitten. It was still on the couch, but as soon as it saw us, it starting crying. 
 
    Lori went over to it. “Poor little thing. I know you've got to be hungry.” 
 
    She turned to me. “I need to heat some water to mix the powdered milk. Show me how.” 
 
    I pointed to the gas cook top. “Use that. You'll find a pan under the sink.” 
 
    Lori found the pan, measured some water into it, and put it on the smallest burner. “How do I turn this on?” 
 
    “It works just like your stove at home. Push in the knob at the front, turn it to the right. It'll fire up. Then adjust the flame as needed.” 
 
    Lori lit the burner and watched as the water in the pan heated up. When it started to steam, she turned the burner off and moved the pan to the side to let it cool. 
 
    She touched the water with the tip of her finger. “Just right.” 
 
    She poured a small amount of the Esbilac powder into the warm water and stirred the mixture until it was the consistency of milk. Then, using the funnel she'd bought in the pet store, she filled one of the nursing bottles. 
 
    After putting a nipple on the bottle, she grabbed a paper towel and went to the couch. She picked up the kitten and put the bottle of formula close to its mouth. 
 
    The kitten opened its eyes and squeaked a pitiful cry. Lori waited until its mouth was closed and then squeezed out a drop of formula onto its chin. The kitten flicked its tongue at the drop and discovered it tasted like Mother's milk. 
 
    Using its front paws, it reached for Lori's hand, trying to pull the bottle closer to its mouth. It was hungry and wanted more. Lori moved the bottle closer and the kitten started feeding.  
 
    She looked up at me. “I hope you're watching because it'll be your turn next.” 
 
    I nodded. “I'm watching. But before I handle the kitten, I probably ought to change out of these clothes.”  
 
    I was still wearing the long pants and shirt I'd put on before we went in search of the panther's nest. I was covered with dust and briars, and it was time to get back into shorts and a T-shirt. 
 
    While Lori fed the kitten, I went to the back to change clothes. As usual, Bob was on the bed. He heard me come in and looked up at me. He said, “Murrph?” 
 
    It was like he was asking, “Why have you let that little kitten invade my space?” 
 
    Bob liked it when I talked to him, so I answered by saying, “Bob, it'll be all right. That kitten's not going to bother you. It won't be here for long, and you'll soon have all this to yourself again.”  
 
    I wasn't sure whether Bob understood me or not, but he responded. He blinked his eyes, rolled to one side and covered his head with a paw, and went off to sleep. 
 
    I quickly changed clothes and went back up front where Lori was still feeding the kitten. She had a smile on her face. She was happy the kitten was strong enough to nurse.  
 
    When the bottle was empty, she pulled it away. The kitten squeaked, wanting more. But Lori shook her head. “He's had enough for now. Any more and he might get sick. We don't want that.” 
 
    She handed me the bottle and took the paper towel she had in her lap and put it over her shoulder. Then she lifted the kitten, laid it on the paper towel and started stroking its back. 
 
    After several strokes, the kitten burped.  
 
    Lori smiled. “I was hoping he'd do that. It helps clear his throat. Now let's see if I can get him to poop.” 
 
    She continued to stroke its back. A few moments later, the kitten pooped out a small wet stream onto the paper towel. 
 
    Again, Lori smiled. “Another good sign. Everything seems to be working. All we need to do now is find a box we can put him in.” 
 
    I didn't have any empty boxes inside the motorhome but remembered there had been a stack of them behind the pet store.  
 
    While Lori stayed inside with the kitten, I went out to get a suitable box. Before going too far, I checked to make sure the two guys we'd encountered earlier were gone. They were nowhere to be seen. They'd probably taken the twenty to the nearest liquor store and were now back in the woods sharing their prize. 
 
    I walked over to the stack of empty boxes behind the store and sorted through them until I found a clean one about the right size to hold Lori's kitten. 
 
    Back in the motorhome, I showed it to her. 
 
    “That'll be perfect,” she said. “The sides are high enough to keep the kitten from wandering.” 
 
    We lined the box with paper towels and put it up front just behind the passenger seat. Lori put the kitten inside, gave it a few pets, and with its belly full, it soon went off to sleep. 
 
    “Now what?” she asked. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    We were still in the motorhome, parked in the lot behind the pet store. I was hungry but wanted to take care of something before we ate. “Lori, let's call the phone number you found in the store, the one for the guy who buys exotic pets. I think his name was Bud. Call and see if anyone is trying to sell him panther kittens.” 
 
    She frowned. “You sure you want me to call? Why not you?” 
 
    “Because the clerk said it was the woman who had pulled the guy's phone number. If a woman called him, you could call and pretend to be her. Find out if they arranged a meeting.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    She found the slip of paper with Bud's number on it, put her phone in speaker mode, and called. After four rings, a woman answered. 
 
    “Bud's Place.” 
 
    “Is Bud there?” 
 
    “No, he's out. Can I help you?” 
 
     “Maybe. I called earlier about some special kittens I might be interested in selling. Did Bud mention that to you?” 
 
    “He did. You had the wild kind of kittens, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He mentioned something about that. Said you had two of them and he was going to meet up with you this evening.” 
 
    Lori smiled at me then continued the conversation. “Yes, that's what we agreed. I'm calling to make sure I had the right time and place for the meeting.” 
 
    The woman hesitated. “You sure you're the one who called earlier?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am, I'm the one. I've got two kittens from the Everglades and—” 
 
    The woman interrupted her. “Don't say no more about the kittens. We don't want to talk about them on the phone. 
 
    “Bud said he was going to meet you in the RV lot of the casino around seven this evening. You still in the Ford with the camper on the back?” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Yes, we'll be there around seven. Just wanted to make sure I got the right place and time.” 
 
    “Well, honey, Bud is interested in those kittens. He'll look for you at Miccosukee. He'll be in his white van. Anything else you need to know?” 
 
    “No, that's it. Thanks.” 
 
    Lori ended the call and looked at me. “So, now we know. They are trying to sell the kittens.” 
 
    I nodded. “Looks that way. What do you want to do about it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Normally, we'd call the police and get them involved. But the Miccosukee Casino is on tribal land. State and local police have no authority there.  
 
    “The tribal police could help, but they won't get involved unless we can show them criminal action has taken place on tribal grounds. That hasn't happened yet, and they won't want to upset casino patrons with a show of force. 
 
    “This Bud guy picked about the only place in the state where he could get away with this. He can't be touched until he buys the kittens, and as soon as he drives off the casino grounds, he's pretty much home free. 
 
    “We need to figure out a way to stop him.” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “How about this; we go over to the casino and park in the RV area? We look for the truck with the camper on the back. When we find it, we try to convince whoever's in it to give us the kittens.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “I guess that's better than doing nothing.” 
 
    I started the motorhome, and we made our way back out onto Alligator Alley and headed back toward the Miccosukee Casino. It took us less than ten minutes to get there. 
 
    When we reached the light at Krome Avenue, the casino grounds were on our right. Instead of turning into the casino lot, I decided to turn left, into the Pilot Travel Center. Their fueling lanes were plenty wide enough for the motorhome, and it looked like a good place to gas up. 
 
    After topping off the tank, we drove across the highway into the casino parking lot. It was well marked and had a sign directing RVs to an area behind the main building. 
 
    Following the signs, I reached the RV parking area. It was a blacktop lot with large parking spaces marked off for RVs and trailers. Only a few of the spaces were occupied.  
 
    The sites were for dry camping only. They didn't have water or electric hookups. This was understandable since casino management probably didn't want people making the parking lot their permanent home. Those who camped in the lot would have to rely on their on-board battery banks and water tanks. That wouldn't be a problem for us. We could camp on battery power for days. 
 
    With most of the parking spots empty, we had our pick. Normally, when choosing a campsite, I'd look for one as far away from the campground entrance as possible. I want a site that has the least amount of drive by traffic and the most privacy. But we weren't looking for a campsite. We were looking for the people in the Ford truck.  
 
    I figured our best chance of finding them would be to set up camp near the entrance of the RV area. This way, everyone going in or out would have to pass by our site. When the people in the Ford camper came in, we'd see them. 
 
    Most people shy away from camping near the entrance, so there wasn't a problem finding a spot. I pulled lengthways into the first slot; it would give us a clear view of every passing vehicle. 
 
    After parking, I asked Lori to watch Bob while I ran the slide room out. He was still in the back bedroom, but I didn't want to risk him getting caught up in the moving wall. 
 
    After getting the slide out, the place started feeling like home. But, unlike home, the view out our driver's side window was of a paved parking lot with a hi-rise hotel towering above a casino.  
 
    On the passenger side, our view was the wilds of the Everglades with no buildings to disrupt the view. 
 
    Lori had moved over to the couch and was checking on the panther kitten. It'd been sleeping since she'd fed it and it was still sleeping now. After making sure it was okay, she looked up at me. “So we're here. Now what?” 
 
    I pointed to the main casino building. “The sign says RVers have to check in with casino security to get an overnight pass. I'll go do that. If you want, I can pick up some food while I'm in there. You can go with me if you want.” 
 
    “Food sounds good. Get me a burger or something. But I'm staying here. I'm not interested in going into the casino.” 
 
    I nodded then checked my phone. “Looks like we have cell service. If you need me, call.” 
 
    “Will do. Bring me some fries and a Coke with the burger.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    I headed out across the parking lot to check in with casino security and pick up some food. Instead of taking a direct route to the front door, I walked the full length of the RV parking area looking for a silver Ford truck with a white camper on the back. 
 
    That was the description we had gotten from the ranger at Monument Lake and from the clerk in the pet store. We suspected whoever was in the truck had the panther kittens. 
 
    I had no luck in finding the truck in the RV lot. It looked like they hadn't arrived yet. This worked in our favor as it would give us a chance to come up with a plan before they pulled in. 
 
    While heading to main entrance of the casino, I noticed a white van pull up and park. The van matched the description of the one that Bud, the exotic animal buyer, said he would be driving. 
 
    I watched as a man in a uniform got out and went to the back door and started unloading an industrial carpet cleaner. The guy was probably doing work in the casino and wasn't Bud the animal buyer. 
 
    But seeing the white van gave me an idea. I'd discuss it later on with Lori. 
 
    I continued through the parking lot and into the casino entrance. Inside, it was like most casinos. Garish colors, flashing lights, and lots of people walking around holding plastic cups filled with coins that would soon end up in the slots.  
 
    To the left of the entrance was the help desk. I walked over and asked the lady behind the counter about getting an overnight pass for the RV parking area. 
 
    She smiled and said, “Welcome to Miccosukee Resort. We're happy you're here. If you're going to be staying overnight in the RV section, I need to see your driver's license.” 
 
    I pulled out my license and handed it to her. She looked at it, wrote something down on a clipboard, and handed it back to me. “So you're from Florida. Have you been to the casino before?” 
 
    “No, this is my first time.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, you'll want to sign up for our free player's card. It includes two passes for the buffet and a thirty dollar slot credit. Would you like to sign up now?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It sounds like a great deal but my wife is back in the motorhome and I'd rather she sign up. She likes to do that kind of thing herself.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    She produced a yellow card from under the counter and, using a magic marker, wrote a date on it. “How many days you staying?” 
 
    “Just tonight. Maybe tomorrow tonight if we get lucky.” 
 
    She wrote another date on the card and handed it to me. “Put this on your dash so our security people can see it. We're here twenty-four hours a day. If you have questions or problems, be sure to let us know. 
 
    “And bring your wife back so she can sign up for the player's card.” 
 
    I smiled. “I'll do that. Now, where do I go to get something to eat?” 
 
    She pointed to her left. “Those stairs will take you up to the buffet. If you want something lighter, our Hammock Cafe has gourmet sandwiches and burgers. It's right next door.” 
 
    I thanked her for her help and walked over to the Hammock Cafe. There wasn't a line. I ordered two burgers, two orders of fries and two Cokes to go. Ten minutes later, the food was ready. I paid and headed back outside. 
 
    It was a quick walk from the casino to our parking lot campsite. As I got closer, I could see that at least three more RVs had pulled in while I was away. The Ford truck with the white camper wasn't one of them. 
 
    Lori had locked the motorhome door, and I had left my keys inside. I knocked, letting her know I was back. She opened the door with a smile on her face. “A man bringing me food. What else could a woman want?” 
 
    “A lot of things,” I replied. 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, it'll take more than food.” 
 
    I stepped up into the motorhome and put the bags of food on the kitchen table. Not wanting to handle a burger after touching casino doors, I headed to the back to wash up. When I returned, Lori was sitting at the table and had a French fry in her mouth. “Hope you don't mind, but I started without you. I'm starving.” 
 
    I smiled. “I don't mind. We should have gotten something to eat sooner.” 
 
    It didn't take us long for us to work our way through the food. We both agreed the burgers were the best we'd eaten in a long time. It could be that we were so hungry anything would have tasted good.  
 
    After we finished, I asked, “How's the kitten?” 
 
    “Doing fine. Breathing is regular. Heartbeat is strong.” 
 
    “Good. What about you? How are you holding up?” 
 
    She looked at me and shook her head. “Considering I slept on the couch last night then started out today by crawling into a panther's den, I'm doing okay. 
 
    “But I'm worried about tonight. We have to figure a way to get those kittens back.” 
 
    I nodded and started to say something but was interrupted by an incoming call on Lori's phone. She held the phone so I could see the caller ID. It said, “Kenny.” 
 
    She put the phone in speaker mode and answered. 
 
    “Hi Kenny.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    We were in the motorhome and Kenny had just called. Lori had him on speaker phone. 
 
    “Lori, I'm returning your call. What do you need?” 
 
    Kenny's voice sounded strained. Almost hoarse. 
 
    “Kenny, thanks for calling back. Where are you?” 
 
    “I'm in Naples, why?” 
 
    “You didn't show up at Oasis today. I wondered if something had happened.” 
 
    “Nothing happened. I just decided to take a personal day off.” 
 
    “Are you sick? Your voice sounds kind of scratchy.” 
 
    He hesitated then said, “Yeah, I think I'm coming down with something. I'll probably take tomorrow off too.” 
 
    “Kenny, I hope you get better. The reason I called is I wondered if you’d heard from Callie today.” 
 
    “Callie? Why would I know anything about Callie? 
 
    “Kenny, don't play games with me. I know you and Callie were together last night. She didn't show up for her shift this morning. I'm thinking you might know where she is.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end of the phone. For a moment, I thought Kenny had hung up. 
 
    But he hadn't. “Lori, you're right. Callie was with me last night. But she left early this morning. She didn't tell me where she was going. In fact, she didn't even tell me she was leaving. All I know is when I got up, she was gone. I haven't heard from her since.” 
 
    “You don't know where she is?” 
 
    “No Lori, I don't.” 
 
    “Okay Kenny, one more question. Any chance Callie knew about the panther kittens?” 
 
    He hesitated again then asked, “Lori, what's this about? Why are you so interested in Callie?” 
 
    Lori took a deep breath and said, “Kenny, someone got to the panther's nest this morning before we did. We think they took two kittens. We're trying to figure out who it was. Only a few people knew about the nest. You, me, and maybe Callie. Did you tell her?” 
 
    Again, he hesitated before answering. Then he said, “Yeah, I told her you were going to look for the kittens this morning. But I didn't show her the GPS data.” 
 
    “That's good, Kenny. Means she probably wasn't involved. But somebody got there before we did. You have any idea who it might have been?” 
 
    He hesitated again then finally said, “Lori, I don't know anything about panther kittens. I don't know where Callie is. All I know is I think I'm coming down with a cold or something and I need to rest.” 
 
    “Okay Kenny, I believe you. One last question and I'll let you go. Are you spending the night in Naples or coming back to Oasis?” 
 
    He answered quickly. “I'm staying here in Naples tonight, at my mom's.” 
 
    “Good. If Callie calls, please let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He ended the call. 
 
    Lori looked at me and shook her head. “So, do you think he is telling the truth?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You know him better than I do. What do you think?” 
 
    She hesitated then said, “I don't know. He sounded nervous.” 
 
    She was right; he did sound nervous. But then again, he was talking to Lori, his ex-girlfriend, about being with a different woman the night before. Almost any man would be nervous in that situation. 
 
    I didn't tell Lori this. Instead, I asked, “What about Callie? Think she's involved?” 
 
    “No, not unless Kenny is. She'd need him to pull it off.” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “Okay, let's think about what we know for sure. 
 
    “Someone got to the panther nest before we did this morning. We think they took at least two kittens. 
 
    “The ranger at Monument Lake saw two people in a silver Ford truck with a white camper, and they were on the trail leading to the panther nest. 
 
    “The man at the pet store said two people came in and bought kitten supplies. They were in a silver Ford truck with a camper on the back. 
 
    “Someone contacted Bud, the animal buyer, about selling panther kittens. They told him they were in a Ford truck with a white camper. They plan to meet the buyer in the casino parking lot. 
 
    “The one common thread in all this is the silver Ford pickup with the camper on the back. And Kenny has a truck that matches that description.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “So it sounds like Kenny is involved. But we won't know for sure until we see who's driving the truck when it gets here tonight.” 
 
    I thought for a moment then said, “How about this; you call the animal buyer and tell them the meeting is off? Tell them the kittens were taken by FWC agents. 
 
    “After you make the call, I'll call Enterprise and rent a white Ford van. I'll get them to deliver it to the front door of the casino. Once I get the van, I'll hide it where it can't be seen from the RV lot.  
 
    “A little after seven, I'll get in the van and find the Ford truck with the camper on the back. The people in the truck will think I'm Bud the animal buyer, and it'll give me a chance to find out who's really behind this. How's that for a plan?” 
 
    Lori thought about it then said, “That might work. I'll call the animal buyer, cancel the meet. Then you can go in his place. But when you meet up with the sellers, how are you going to get the kittens back?” 
 
    I smiled. “I'll think of something.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    The meeting with the people trying to sell the kittens was scheduled for seven, which meant we had three hours to get ready. I called Enterprise and made arrangements to have a white Ford van delivered to the casino. The driver would call and let me know when he arrived with the van. 
 
    Lori called Denise at Oasis to check on the condition of the mother panther. Denise said the panther was doing well and showing no signs of infection. She also said she hadn't heard from either Kenny or Callie, and there was a rumor going around they had left together.  
 
    She asked, “What about you and Walker? Are you coming back here tonight?” 
 
    Lori said, “No. We're not going to make it tonight. We've got some things to take care of in Miami. But we should be back at Oasis before noon tomorrow.  
 
    “If you hear from Kenny or Callie, or if the panther takes a turn for the worse, let me know.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes and ended the call. 
 
    After Lori had hung up, she turned to me. “She asked about you.” 
 
    “Who? Who asked about me?” 
 
    “Denise. She wanted me to tell you, 'Hi.' Wanted to know how you were doing. It sure it sounds like she has a crush on you. Should I be worried?” 
 
    I nodded. “Definitely. As your pretend boyfriend, I think you should definitely pretend to be worried.” 
 
    She laughed. “Okay, I'll pretend to be worried that another woman is trying to steal you away.” 
 
    She picked up her phone and looked at me. “You still think it's a good idea to call the animal buyer and tell him the deal is off?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I think it is the right thing to do. Once we get him out of the picture, it'll be a lot easier to get the kittens back.” 
 
    She put her phone in speaker mode and entered the animal buyer's number. After three rings, a woman answered. 
 
    “Yeah, who's calling?” 
 
    “Hi, I'm the one who called earlier about the special kittens.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember. What's up?” 
 
    “We no longer have them. We ran into some trouble with FWC—” 
 
    The woman cut her off. “Don't say anything else. We are only interested in legal animal transactions. We assumed you understood that when you called us earlier today. Any meeting we had planned with you is now off the table. Again, we only get involved in legal transactions. Do not contact us again.” 
 
    The woman ended the call. 
 
    Lori smiled. “That was easy. All I had to do was mention FWC and all of a sudden she doesn't want to have anything to do with the panther kittens.” 
 
    I nodded. “It sounded like she thought the call was being recorded. She was real careful with what she was saying. I bet she's on the phone with Bud right now, telling him not to go anywhere close to this parking lot tonight.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “I think you're right. I scared her off. They won't be coming here tonight.” 
 
    She looked at the clock on her phone and showed it to me. “It's time to feed the kitten. You want to do it this time?” 
 
    I pointed to my phone. “I would, but I need to be ready to meet the rental van guy. He should be calling any minute now.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “Yeah, right. You go ahead and get ready. I'll feed him this time. But sooner or later, it'll be your turn.” 
 
    She got up and went to the kitchen to make the formula. While she was doing this, I went to the back and checked on Bob. He hadn't come out to visit us since we'd brought the kitten in, and he might have been feeling a little lonesome. 
 
    I found him on the bed, wide awake, on guard in case the kitten came back to challenge him. When I reached out to pet him, he hissed. He wanted me to know he wasn't happy about the situation.  
 
    I sat down beside him and said, “Bob, everything is going to be okay. That little kitten won't bother you. He won't be here long, and before you know it, things will be back to normal.” 
 
    I reached over to stroke him. This time he didn't hiss. He let me pet him and was soon purring. He eventually rolled over onto his side, put one paw over his eye, and pretended to go to sleep.  
 
    I left Bob and checked his food and water. His water bowl was empty, and his food bowl had only a few morsels. 
 
    Maybe this was what Bob was upset about. He didn't like it when his food bowl was empty. Even when he wasn't hungry, he wanted food in his bowl. I think it gave him comfort to know where his next meal was coming from. 
 
    I pretty much felt the same way.  
 
    When Bob heard me pour kibble into his bowl, he hopped down from the bed and came into the bathroom to check it out. He sniffed the food, looked up at me, and left.  
 
    Having taken care of his needs, I headed back up front to check on Lori and the kitten. 
 
    They were both still on the couch. Lori had finished the feeding and had the kitten on her shoulder, gently stroking its back. She continued until the kitten let out a small burp, accompanied by a wet dribble of milk down her neck. 
 
    “I think I need a paper towel,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    I tore off a double sheet from the roll near the kitchen sink and handed it to her. She took the towel and handed me the kitten. “Your turn. You hold him for a while.” 
 
    I held the kitten and watched as Lori used the paper towel to wipe away the dribble on the back of her neck. “Did I get it all? Any of it on my shirt?” 
 
    “No, your shirt looks clean. You got it all.” 
 
    She looked at me and shook her head. “Walker, don't hold the kitten like you think it's a bomb about to explode. Hold him close to your chest. Close enough so he can feel your body heat and hear your heart beat.” 
 
    I nodded and brought the kitten to my chest, and almost immediately, it opened its eyes. It blinked and started purring. 
 
    Lori smiled. “That's better. Now just stand there like that for a minute.” 
 
    She picked up her phone and snapped off a few photos of me holding the kitten. Then she tapped in a number and sent the photos off to someone. 
 
    “Who'd you send them to?” 
 
    “Polly. She'll love seeing them. Anyone else you want them to go to?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Polly will be enough. She'll forward them to her friends, put them on Facebook, and before long everyone I know will see them.” 
 
    “Good. Now, let's put the kitten to bed and figure out how we're going to get the others back.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    We were sitting at the kitchen table in the motorhome trying to work up a plan to get the other kittens back.  
 
    We suspected they had been taken by two people in a Ford pickup with a white camper. We'd been tracking them, trying to figure out what they planned to do with the kittens. 
 
    We had learned they had arranged a meeting with an exotic animal dealer. The meeting was to take place in the Miccosukee Casino parking lot, on Alligator Alley, just west of Miami.  
 
    After learning of the meeting, we had called the animal buyer pretending to be the people holding the kittens and told him the meeting was off. We said the kittens were no longer available. 
 
    In fact, the kittens were still available. The people holding them still planned to meet the animal buyer in the casino parking lot. But instead of meeting the buyer, they would be meeting me, pretending to be the buyer. 
 
    One problem with our plan was the casino parking lot was on the tribal grounds of the Miccosukee Indian nation. We wouldn't be able to get FWC or other Florida law enforcement involved. We'd be on our own. 
 
    Another problem was the people holding the kittens hadn't shown up yet. We knew what they were driving, and we knew they were somewhere in Miami, but we didn't know exactly where. 
 
    My guess was they were parked somewhere on tribal land where they couldn't be touched by the feds or state police. They'd probably stay where they were until it was time to meet and would arrive at the casino lot without leaving the tribal land. 
 
    That's the way I'd do it if I wanted to avoid getting arrested for possessing an endangered species in Florida. 
 
    Figuring she'd know the answer, I asked Lori, “What's the law on panther kittens? How much trouble could they get into?” 
 
    She knew. “Under the Federal Endangered Species Act, they could be charged with tampering, holding and selling. One year in prison and a fifty thousand dollar fine for each offense. With two kittens, double the prison time and fines. 
 
    “State law is the same. One year in prison and fifty thousand dollars. If they are caught with the kittens in their possession, they are looking at jail time for sure.” 
 
    “What if they get caught after they get rid of the kittens?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Without proof they actually had the kittens, it would be hard to charge them with anything.  
 
    “Even if they do get caught with the kittens, they could say they rescued them and were going to turn them in. So unless they actually sell them, it would be hard to prove they didn't have good intentions.” 
 
    I nodded. “So maybe I can convince them that turning the kittens over to me is their safest play.” 
 
    “That might work. But what if it doesn't? What's your backup plan?” 
 
    “I'll offer to buy the kittens. If they agree to sell, I'll ask them to go into the casino with me so I can get cash from the ATM. 
 
    “While we're in the casino, you break into their truck and take the kittens.” 
 
    Lori thought for a moment then shook her head. “Two problems with that plan. What if only one of them goes into the casino with you and the other stays behind with the kittens? 
 
    “And even if they both go to the casino with you, how am I supposed to break into their truck? I don't have much experience breaking and entering.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay then, how about this? If I can get them both to go to the casino, you try to get into the truck and grab the kittens. If you get the kittens, good. If not, when I get back to the truck, I'll give them the money and bring the kittens to you. 
 
    “As soon as the kittens are safe, we call casino security and tell them I've been robbed by the two people in the truck. They can send their security team to investigate, and if the truck's still here, they'll find my money.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “That might work. Especially if we can do something to make it harder for them to get out of the parking lot after you give them the money.” 
 
    She looked at her cell phone. “Your plan only works if they show up. It's six now, which means they've got an hour. Think they're going to make it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess we'll have to wait and see. In the meantime, let's make sure our cell phones are fully charged. We may need them later on.” 
 
    I plugged my phone into the charger up front and plugged Lori's into the one near the kitchen table. 
 
    Then we waited. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, my phone chimed with an incoming call. Enterprise had the white van I'd ordered. Their driver was waiting for me in the front parking lot. 
 
    After telling Lori where I was going, I got my wallet and walked over to pick up the van. On the way, I scanned the parking lot looking for a Ford pickup with a white camper but didn't see one. 
 
    I did see the van Enterprise had brought me. It was easy to spot as it had the Enterprise name and logo painted on the left rear quarter panel. 
 
    After signing the rental agreement and showing my credit card, the driver handed me the keys. “You need anything else?” 
 
    “No, just the van. You need a ride back to your office?” 
 
    “Thanks for asking, but it's covered. One of our staff will be here with a car in a few minutes.” 
 
    I nodded, got into the van and drove it to the far side of the casino where it couldn't be seen from the RV lot. After parking and locking it, I walked back to the motorhome. 
 
    Lori was waiting for me at the door. “Did you see it?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “The silver Ford with the camper. It pulled in just a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “They're here? Where?” 
 
    “Down at the end. They took the spot at the end of this row.” 
 
    I looked out the window, but my view was partially blocked by the back of a motorhome that had parked next to us. I couldn't see the truck. 
 
    “You're sure it was them?” 
 
    Lori nodded. “I'm sure. In fact, I snapped a photo when they went by.” 
 
    She showed me the photo. It definitely was a silver Ford pickup with a white camper. But the angle didn't show who was driving. 
 
    I asked her again, “Are you sure it's them?” 
 
    She pulled a scrap of paper from her shirt pocket. “This is the plate number from the ranger at Monument Lake. Check it against the photo.” 
 
    It matched. Lori was right. The truck parked at the end of the lot was the same one that had been parked earlier in the day at Monument Lake. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    We were supposed to meet up with the people in the Ford around seven. It was already six thirty, which meant we didn't have long to work out the details of our plan.  
 
    “So here's what we do. I'll drive over there in the van and negotiate for the kittens. Ten minutes after I get there, call my cell. 
 
    “I'll use the call as a diversion, maybe as a way to speed up the negotiations. If I use the word 'Cadillac,' it'll mean I'm in trouble. 
 
    “If that happens, call casino security. Tell them your husband has been kidnapped. Tell them he's being held in the silver Ford with the white camper. That should bring them out in force. 
 
    “But don't do that unless I use the word 'Cadillac.'” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Got it. If you say Cadillac, I call casino security. What else?” 
 
    “If I can get them to sell me the kittens, I'll try to get both of them to go with me to the ATM inside the casino. If you see us walking across the parking lot, wait till we're out of sight then go to the camper and see if you can get in. If you can, get the kittens and bring them back here. 
 
    “I'll keep them in the casino as long as I can. But you'll want to get in and out of their camper as quickly as possible. 
 
    “If you aren't able to get in, come back here and wait for me. Lock the doors and don't let anyone in except for me. 
 
    “If all goes well, we'll get the kittens back. One way or the other.” 
 
    Lori nodded and reached into her pocket. “Take this with you.” 
 
    She handed me a small, silver tube. “Pepper spray. Supposed to be able to fend off a grizzly. If you need it, aim for the eyes and press the red button. Then run.” 
 
    I smiled. “You’ve been carrying this since I picked you up in Venice?” 
 
    “Sure have and I was ready to use it on you if you started getting weird. You'll want to keep that in mind.” 
 
    I put the pepper spray in my pocket. Hopefully, I wouldn't have to use it. If I didn't use it, I wasn't sure I was going give it back to Lori before we got home. I didn't want to risk her using it on me. 
 
    Looking at the clock, I saw it was time to go. I stood and checked to make sure I had everything I needed. Keys to the van. Wallet with a credit card. Cell phone. And pepper spray. 
 
    Lori stood and came over to me. “Walker, you don't have to do this. We can get the kittens some other way.” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe we could. But where's the fun in that? This way, we get the kittens tonight. One way or the other we'll end up with them.” 
 
    She gave me a hug and kissed me lightly on the cheek. “Don't get hurt. Bob and I would be sad if something happened to you.” 
 
    As I walked out, I said, “Lock the door behind me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Outside, in the parking lot, things were starting to get busy. The RV spaces were filling up. Not surprising considering it was free. Those who camped here could enjoy all the amenities of the casino and after they had their fill, could come back and sleep in their own beds. 
 
    I quickly made my way out of the RV lot and headed to the other side of the casino where I had parked the rental van. On my way over, I saw the main lot was filling fast too. Probably with tourists and Miami locals wanting to see if Lady Luck was with them at the slots or in the bingo rooms. 
 
    Unlike the glamor of Las Vegas, most of the patrons at this casino were working class folks out to have a little fun or to eat at the bargain priced buffet. It was cheap entertainment as long as you stayed at the nickel slots and didn't make too many trips to the ATM. 
 
    After walking through the two main parking lots, I reached the rental van. It was just as I had left it and I was happy to see no one had blocked me in.  
 
    I climbed into the van, started the motor and let it warm up as I went over my plan one last time.  
 
    All I had to do was drive over to the Ford truck, knock on the door and tell them I was Bud, the animal buyer. After they invited me in, I'd try to get the panther kittens. If all went as planned, I'd be back in the motorhome, kittens in hand, in a half hour or less. 
 
    I took a deep breath, put the van in gear and drove over to the RV lot where the Ford truck was parked. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
    I pulled up behind the truck, flashed my headlights and waited. I expected whoever was inside would see me flash the lights and come out to talk. 
 
    But no one came.  
 
    After waiting two minutes, I thought about tapping my horn to get their attention but figured that wasn't a good idea. I didn't want to draw attention from the other RVers nearby. 
 
    I could see someone was inside the camper. The interior lights were on, and someone was moving around. Since they didn't come out to meet me, I figured they wanted me to go to them.  
 
    I got out of the van, walked over to the back of the camper and knocked on the door. 
 
    From inside, a female voice asked, “You here for the kittens?” 
 
    I answered, “Yeah, I am.” 
 
    “The door's unlocked. Come on in.” 
 
    I reached for the doorknob and gave it a twist. It was indeed unlocked. Pulling it open, I could see the camper looked a lot larger inside than it did from the street. A narrow hallway led to an area with a dinette on one side and a kitchen on the other. Further back, a ladder led to a bed above the truck cab. 
 
    Inside and to my right, a closed door suggested the location of bathroom facilities.  
 
    A young woman sitting at the dinette table said, “Come in. Close the door behind you.” 
 
    Not seeing anyone else in the camper, I did what she said. I stepped inside and walked over to the dinette table. 
 
    The inside lights were dim and it wasn't until I got close that I could see something was wrong with her.  
 
    Her face was red and swollen. The skin on her arms was inflamed. Her eyes were watering and beginning to swell shut. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I'm not okay. I had an allergic reaction to something.” 
 
    She looked at me, a flicker of recognition in her eyes. “You're here for the kittens, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She slid a cardboard box from under the dinette table. “They're in there.” 
 
    There were two kittens inside almost identical in size and coloring to the one we had back in the motorhome. 
 
    “Mind if I pick 'em up?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Go ahead.” 
 
    I picked up the closest one and checked it over. Not really knowing what to look for, I made sure it had no open cuts and was breathing regularly. 
 
    To me, it looked fine. Strong and healthy. 
 
    I checked the second one and found the same. It looked to be in good condition. 
 
    I put them both back in the box. 
 
    “So what's the asking price?” 
 
    The woman squinted like she was confused. “What do you mean, what's the asking price?” 
 
    “I mean what do you want for them? How much?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You are the guy Kenny called, right? From FWC?” 
 
    “No, I'm Bud. The guy you called this morning. I was supposed to meet you here about the kittens.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I didn't call anybody. It was Kenny who called. I was back here feeding the kittens, and he was up front. He said he called a contact at FWC and they were coming to get the kittens. You're him, right?” 
 
    She thought I was from FWC. That was good. It meant getting the kittens back might be a lot easier than we thought. So I went along with it. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm from FWC and I'm here for the kittens. But where's Kenny?” 
 
    She motioned toward the front of the truck. “He's up front. In the cab. He started feeling bad and went up there to make another call. When I went to check on him, he was sleeping. I think he may have passed out. I couldn't wake him. He had an allergic reaction to something, too, but worse than me.” 
 
    She scratched at a row of blisters on her left arm. One burst, a yellow liquid oozed out. 
 
    “Are you sure you're okay? Do you need medical attention?” 
 
    She looked at me, pain in her eyes. “I'm not okay. I probably do need to see a doctor. But first I need to make sure these kittens get into the right hands. If you're not from FWC, you need to leave. Now.” 
 
    Before I could tell her why I wasn't leaving, my phone chimed with an incoming call. It was Lori, calling just as we had planned. 
 
    I looked at my phone and said to the woman, “You'll want to hear this.” 
 
    I put the phone on speaker and answered the call. 
 
    “Doctor Joy, is that you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good, I'm here with the woman who rescued the kittens. She says Kenny arranged to turn them over to FWC and was supposed to meet with them here this evening. 
 
    “Can you please tell this woman who you are?” 
 
    “Yes, I'm Doctor Joy and work with FWC rescuing panthers. Who am I speaking with?” 
 
    The woman beside me whispered, “I'm Callie. A student at UF. I volunteer at Oasis.” 
 
    Over the speaker phone, Lori said, “Callie, if you volunteer at Oasis, you know who I am. I'm giving you permission to turn the kittens over to the man who is there with you. Will you do that?” 
 
    Callie hesitated then said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. May I speak to Kenny?” 
 
    I picked up the phone and turned off speaker mode. 
 
    “Lori, Kenny is not available. I'll tell you why when I get over there.” 
 
    I ended the call. 
 
    In a soft voice, Callie said, “Kenny should be here. He was the one who found them. He should get recognition for what he's done.” 
 
    I nodded. “Did Kenny take you to Monument Lake this morning?” 
 
     “Yes. He said he needed to go out and rescue the panther kittens. He asked me to go with him.” 
 
    “I see. And after you found the kittens, why didn't you take them back to Oasis? Why did you bring them to Miami?” 
 
    “Kenny said we needed formula and nursing bottles. He said the closest pet store was in Miami. We went there and got what we needed. I mixed the formula and fed the kittens while Kenny stayed in the cab and made the call to FWC.” 
 
    Callie reached up with her right arm and started scratching small blisters on the left side of her neck. 
 
    “Callie, don't do that. You're going to make it worse.” 
 
    She started crying. “It can't get worse. My arms and legs are on fire. I can barely see, and I'm having a hard time breathing.” 
 
    She looked bad. If Kenny was worse, he could be in real trouble.  
 
    “Callie, how long has Kenny been passed out?” 
 
    “I'm not sure. Maybe thirty minutes. I was back here with the kittens and when I went up front to check on him, he was out. I thought he was sleeping, but I couldn't wake him.” 
 
    I nodded. “Callie, we need to get both of you to a hospital.” 
 
    She was still crying, trying to catch her breath. She whispered, “Kenny didn't want it to go this way. He just wanted to rescue the kittens and get them to FWC. He wanted to be the hero.” 
 
    I didn't know if Kenny was a hero or not. If he called the animal buyer instead of FWC, he wasn't a hero. He was borderline criminal. Right now, that didn't matter. What mattered was the kittens were safe.  
 
    But Callie and Kenny weren't. They were in pain and Callie thought they might be dying. To me, it looked like they were having an extreme reaction to poison ivy. Or maybe poison from the tree Lori had stopped me from touching. 
 
    It made sense. If they had pushed their way through the dense underbrush instead of following the cleared trail like we had, there was a good chance they had gotten into poison ivy. Or something worse.  
 
    If they had cuts and scratches, the poison would have a direct path into their bloodstream.  
 
    For most people, a small dose of poison ivy is a painful inconvenience. But if you get a large dose, especially into open wounds, it can be fatal unless treated. No telling what would happen if the poison was from the manchineel tree. 
 
    I looked at Callie. She was starting to sob, a steady flow of mucus coming from her eyes and nose.  
 
    “Callie, I'm going to take the kittens back to Doctor Joy. It'll only take me a few minutes. Then I'm coming back, and I'll take you and Kenny to the hospital. That okay with you?” 
 
    She had leaned over and put her head on the table. I was afraid she had passed out. But she hadn't. She lifted her head and whispered, “Yes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    I picked up the box with the kittens and stepped out of the camper. Behind me, I heard Callie say, “Don't leave me.” 
 
    She sounded pitiful, and it was hard to leave her in her condition. But I had to. I'd promised Lori I'd rescue the kittens and bring them to her. And I was going to do that.  
 
    But then I was going to come back to help Callie. I wanted to be sure she knew that. I turned to her and said, “Callie, I'm going to be gone a few minutes. But I promise I'll be right back.” 
 
    Carrying the box of kittens, I walked over to the motorhome where Lori was waiting for me at the door. 
 
    When she saw the box, she said. “You got them!” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I got them.” 
 
    I set the box on the floor and said, “I have to go back.” 
 
    “Why? Why do you have to go back? Why?” 
 
    I pointed over my shoulder toward the camper. “They're both sick. Kenny and Callie. I promised to take them to the hospital.” 
 
    “They're sick? What's wrong them?” 
 
    “I don't know. Callie is covered with blisters and is in pain. She's having a hard time breathing. Kenny is worse. He's passed out in the front of the truck. 
 
    “I need to get them to the hospital. My phone shows the nearest hospital is about seven miles from here. I'll take them over there in the van, drop them off, and come back.” 
 
     Lori had a concerned look on her face. “Walker, be careful.” 
 
    Then she smiled. “If you get back in one piece, we're going to celebrate.” 
 
    A celebration sounded good to me. 
 
    It took me ten minutes to get Callie and Kenny loaded into the back of the van. Callie was able to walk over on her own, but I had to carry Kenny. I loaded him in through the van's side door and laid him out on the floor. 
 
    With both of them inside, I started the van and followed the GPS instructions to the hospital just off Krome Avenue. When I got there, I followed the arrows to the emergency room entrance. 
 
    My plan was to drop Kenny and Callie at the door and drive away. But it didn't quite work out that way. 
 
    As soon as I pulled up, the emergency room concierge (and who knew hospitals had concierges) stopped me at the door. He wanted to know who I was dropping off, what was wrong with them, and, most importantly, did they have insurance. 
 
    I told him I had two people from the casino. A man and a woman. Both covered with blisters and both in pain. I didn't know their names and didn't know what was wrong with them. All I knew was the woman had begged me to take them to a hospital. 
 
    The concierge entered my statement into a tablet he was carrying. He repeated the question he'd asked before. “Do they have insurance?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don't know. But the man has a wallet in his back pocket. If he has an insurance card, it'll probably be in there.” 
 
    The concierge whispered something into a small microphone attached to his collar. A few seconds later, two orderlies pushing wheelchairs arrived. They put Callie in one chair and Kenny in the other. After strapping them in, they wheeled the chairs through the emergency room doors into the hospital. 
 
    Instead of following or waiting to see if the concierge had any more questions, I got in the rental van and drove off. I'd done my part. Now it was up to the hospital to do theirs. 
 
    With my good deed done for the day, I headed back to the casino to see what kind of celebration Lori had in mind. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    Back in the motorhome, Lori was sitting on the couch surrounded by the three panther kittens. She had one of the new ones in the crook of her arm, giving it a bottle. The other two were at her side. One was sleeping, and the other was trying to climb her shirt.  
 
    She looked up at me. “I'm glad you made it back. Everything go okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem. Took them to the hospital. Got them checked in and got away.” 
 
    She nodded. “I hope they're okay. Now, tell me exactly what they were up to. Why did they take the kittens in the first place?” 
 
    I put the van keys on the kitchen counter. “I'll tell you about it later, but right now I need to wash my hands and change out of these clothes. I carried Kenny across the parking lot and may have gotten some poison ivy on me. I need to wash up.” 
 
    I went to the back, stripped off my clothes and washed. I pulled on clean clothes and checked on Bob. He was still in the bed, sleeping. 
 
    Back up front, Lori smiled when she saw me. “Feel better?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Kind of relieved it's over. Are the kittens okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “They're all in good shape. But as you can see, they're pretty hungry. Think you can help me feed them?” 
 
    “Sure, but let me get a photo of this first.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and snapped off three photos, each showing Lori sitting on the couch with the three panther kittens around her.  
 
    I put my phone away and asked, “What can I do?” 
 
    She pointed to the roll of paper towels on the kitchen counter. “Wet one of those towels and use it to clean off the kitten on my right. Then grab another towel and dry him.” 
 
    I grabbed two paper towels and sat down beside Lori and reached for the small kitten that was trying to climb her shirt. It didn't like the idea of me picking him up and dug its sharp claws into Lori's chest. She let out a yelp. 
 
    “Walker, don't pull him back like that. He'll just dig in. Lift him straight up, and he'll let go.” 
 
    I lifted as instructed and the kitten released its hold.  
 
    “That's better. Now wipe his mouth, face, and ears. Then wipe his back and belly. And finish off by wiping his behind. But first, give me your phone.” 
 
    I handed her my phone and started cleaning the kitten. 
 
    At the touch of the wet towel, the little guy struggled and tried to get away. But after I finished with his mouth, he settled down and seemed to enjoy the attention.  
 
    Lori called my name. “Walker, look up.” 
 
    When I looked up, she was bottle feeding a kitten with her left hand, while using her right hand to shoot a photo of me wiping the kitten's backside. 
 
    After she got the photo, she said, “You're good at that. I might have a position for you back at the clinic.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Wiping the butts of kittens isn't really a part of my career plan. But thanks for the offer.” 
 
    After I had finished with the kitten, I placed it back in Lori's lap. She had finished bottle feeding hers and had put it on her shoulder. 
 
    After it had burped, she handed it to me and said, “Here's another one you can clean.” 
 
    I took the kitten and cleaned it the same way I'd cleaned the first one. When I was done, I handed it back to her, and she put it in the box with the other two. 
 
    All three kittens had been fed, burped and cleaned. Now they were ready for a nap. 
 
    With the kittens taken care of, Lori leaned back on the couch and said, “Tell me about Kenny and Callie. What were they up to?” 
 
    I took a moment then said, “It's not what we thought. At least according to Callie.  
 
    “She said when Kenny came back to the trailer last night, he told her you had asked him to go out and try to find the kittens. He told Callie he didn't want to go alone and asked her to join him. She agreed and, early this morning, they went out to Monument Lake. They hiked through the underbrush until they got to the nest and then they rescued the two kittens. 
 
    “Instead of returning to Oasis, Kenny told her they needed to go to the pet store in Miami to get formula. After leaving the store, she got in the camper and fed the kittens while Kenny was up front making phone calls. 
 
    “He told her he’d called FWC to have them come get the kittens. They were to meet him at the casino.” 
 
    Lori interrupted. “But wasn't it Callie who called the animal buyer?” 
 
    “That's what I thought too, so I asked her about it. She said she didn't call anyone all day. I kind of believe her because when she invited me in, she thought I was from FWC. In fact, when I ask her how much she wanted to sell the kittens for, she told me to leave. She said the kittens weren't for sale.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “I don't understand. If Callie didn't call the animal buyer, who did? We know someone called because I talked to them myself.” 
 
    I hesitated then said, “Lori, think about it. When Kenny called you this morning, you asked him if he had seen Callie. He said no. 
 
    “When you asked him where he was, he said Naples.  
 
    “When you asked him if he knew anything about the panther kittens, he said no. 
 
    “So everything he told you on the phone today was a lie. Maybe he was the one who called the animal buyer. And maybe Callie didn't know anything about it.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “I can't believe Kenny would get involved in something like this. If the staff at Oasis finds out, they'll fire him on the spot.” 
 
    We sat there in silence for a few moments, watching the kittens sleeping in the box. 
 
    Pointing in their direction, Lori said, “They'll sleep for a few hours before I need to feed them again. Maybe we should get something to eat.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good idea.” 
 
    She stood and said, “You don't mind if I borrow one of your shirts, do you? The one I'm wearing is covered with kitten drool.” 
 
    Before I could answer she headed to my bedroom closet. A few minutes later, she came back up front wearing a dark blue polo shirt. 
 
    It was a little big but looked good on her. She was smiling as I checked her out. “You look happy,” I said. 
 
    “I am happy. You got the kittens back. They're healthy, you’re healthy, and we didn't have to get the law involved. 
 
    “All in all it's been a good day.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    “Think we should eat here in the motorhome or head over to the casino?” 
 
    “Walker, don't take this wrong, but I've had my fill of your frozen dinners. Tonight we're eating real food. In one of the casino restaurants.” 
 
    I wasn't going to argue. It’d been a long day, and a hot meal from the casino sounded pretty good to me.  
 
    After locking the motorhome, we headed across the parking lot and into the casino through the main entrance. Inside, the place was even more crowded and noisier than it had been earlier. 
 
    The sounds of coins dropping into hundreds of slot machines mixed in with the beeps, bells, and whistles they gave off filled our ears. Crowds of people were milling around, looking for their lucky machine. 
 
    I steered Lori away from the slots and toward the guest services desk. I knew from my earlier visit there was a stack of “Welcome to the Miccosukee” fliers there. I picked one up and quickly found a list of restaurants within the casino. 
 
    Over the din of the slots, I pointed to the list and asked, “Which one do you want to try?” 
 
    She looked at the list then at the crowds on the casino floor. “Which one can we get in and out of the quickest?” 
 
    I pointed over her shoulder. “Up there. The buffet. It doesn't look like they have a line.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good, let's go there.” 
 
    We followed the signs leading to the buffet. They led us up a flight of carpeted stairs to a large hall above the casino floor. Wide double doors led into the dining room, blocking out most of the noise and smoke from below. 
 
    Like most casino buffets, we had to pay a per plate fee before we could enter. After paying, our hostess led us to a table, took our drink order and said we could eat all we wanted, refilling our plates as often as we liked. She reminded us that the buffet was a no smoking area and then went off to get our drinks. Iced tea for me and diet cola for Lori. 
 
    While we waited for our drinks, I checked out the other diners who were serving themselves at the food stations.  
 
    It looked like some of them saw the “all you can eat” offer as a challenge. One large woman was building a tower of food on her plate, seemingly worried the buffet might run out before she had her fill. The man with her had two plates, both overflowing with meat. 
 
    If there were to be winners in the “all you can eat” contest that night, those two people would be in the running. 
 
    Lori and I weren't up to the challenge. We made one pass through the longest serving station. She chose mostly steamed vegetables and a baked white fish, while I went for the prime rib. 
 
    As buffets go, the one at the Miccosukee wasn't bad. Lots of choices, with one of the best dessert selections I'd seen anywhere. But the best part of eating at the buffet was we didn't have to wait for our food. It was ready as soon as we were. 
 
    The speedy buffet meal is part of the casino business strategy. For them, it's more profitable if guests spend less time eating and more time gambling. That's why every casino has a buffet that gets you in and out quickly. 
 
    Lori and I didn't talk much during dinner. We were both hungry and concentrated on our food. I did ask her about her fish, and she said it was tender. She also said the vegetables were tasty. 
 
    Mostly, the food was filling. And really, that's all we cared about. We were both too tired to be picky. 
 
    We finished our meal and immediately headed back outside into the parking lot. After spending two days in the quiet of the Everglades, the noise and stale air inside the casino were more than we could take. Getting back out into the clean air and relative quiet of the lot was a relief. 
 
     As we headed back toward the motorhome, Lori took my hand and said, “Walker, let's walk around a bit. Get some fresh air.” 
 
    I nodded. “That sounds good. As long as you don't pull another alligator stunt.” 
 
    “What do you mean alligator stunt?” 
 
    I smiled. “Remember last night at Oasis? You walked me up on the deck overlooking the gators. In the dark.” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, that. It's hard to believe it was just yesterday. So much has happened since then.” 
 
    I nodded. “You're right. Last night we were camping in the Everglades. Tonight we're in a casino parking lot. Wonder where we'll be tomorrow?” 
 
    She squeezed my hand. “If all goes well, we'll be home. You'll be back at Mango Bay, and I'll be in Venice. But right now, we're here. So let's just walk and enjoy each other’s company.” 
 
    That's what we did. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    After twenty minutes of walking, we headed back to the motorhome. I unlocked the door and Lori went in first. I followed, making sure to lock the door behind us. 
 
    Lori went straight to the box where she had left the three sleeping kittens. Looking inside, she said, “Walker, one of the kittens got out. Be careful where you step.” 
 
    Rather than risk stepping on the escaped kitten, I stood still as Lori started searching for the little renegade. 
 
    She checked around the box, looked under and behind the couch, then up front in the driver's area. Not finding anything, she checked under the dash and under the passenger seat. 
 
    No kitten.  
 
    She looked at me. “He's got to be here somewhere. He couldn't have gone far. Any ideas?” 
 
    I thought for a moment then said, “Bob. Maybe Bob took him.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “I'll check.” 
 
    She walked to the back bedroom then called to me, “Walker, come back here. Bring your phone.” 
 
    I grabbed my phone and headed to the back bedroom where Lori was standing in the doorway smiling. She pointed at Bob. 
 
    He was lying on the bed, the panther kitten curled up against his belly. Bob was purring. He stared up at me and gave me a slow blink. 
 
    I snapped a few quick photos. They would be part of my Bob collection. 
 
    In a whisper, I asked Lori, “Do we need to take the kitten back up front?”  
 
    She shook her head. “No. Bob is gentle and the kitten seems to like being near him. We'll leave them together until the next feeding.” 
 
    Lori went back up front while I stayed and watched Bob. Since I had my phone in my hand, I checked to see if I had missed any calls. There were two. Both from Polly. She'd also left a message. I clicked “Play.” 
 
    “Walker, just checking in to see how you and Lori are doing. Haven't heard from either of you and just wondering how things are going. Call me back when you get a chance.” 
 
    Polly was checking up on us, trying to see how her matchmaking was playing out. So far, I figured she'd be disappointed. Lori and I had been too busy chasing down panther kittens to light the fires of romance. 
 
    I wasn't going to call and tell her that. In fact, I wasn't going to call her back at all. I'd wait until I got back to Englewood before I talked to her. 
 
    When I got back up front, Lori was stretched out on the couch. “Someone left a message?” 
 
    “Yeah, Polly. She was wondering how you and I were getting along. If she calls again, what should I tell her?” 
 
    Lori smiled. “Tell her I'm sleeping on the couch. That's all she needs to know. Speaking of the couch, it's getting pretty close to my bedtime. I have to get up every four hours to feed the kittens, so any sleep I can get in between is a bonus. 
 
    “I'm too tired to fold the couch out. Will you do it for me?” 
 
    I nodded. She headed back to the bathroom while I folded out the couch. I pulled the sheets and pillow from the overhead bin and had her bed waiting for her when she returned. 
 
    “Lori if you want, I can get up and help you with the feeding during the night.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. No need for both of us to lose sleep. I can do it by myself. But before you turn in, I'll need you to bring Bob's kitten up here and put him in the box with the others.” 
 
    I went back to get the kitten that had been sleeping next to Bob. Before picking him up, I stroked Bob's back, letting him know I was there. He opened his eyes and looked up at me. He blinked and stretched all his legs at once, giving me room to take the kitten. 
 
    When I got back up front, Lori had pulled the kitten box close to the couch so she'd be able to hear them during the night. She had her pillow positioned just inches away.  
 
    I gave her Bob's kitten, and she gently placed it in the box with the other two. It quickly snuggled up against them and went back to sleep. 
 
    With the kittens all accounted for, Lori stretched out on the couch and covered up with the sheet. I checked all the doors to make sure they were locked and closed the window blinds.  
 
    To keep the motorhome from getting stuffy, I turned the overhead vent fan on to low. It would pull in fresh air throughout the night and provide a bit of white noise to cover the sounds of the casino parking lot. 
 
    Satisfied we were safe and secure, I turned off the inside lights and headed to the back. 
 
    As I was walking away, Lori said, “Walker, it was a good day. Thanks.” 
 
    I smiled, thinking, Yes, it was a good day. For both of us. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    I slept through the night. I didn't wake when Lori fed the kittens. When I did eventually wake, the sun was already up. Checking my phone, I saw it was just after eight in the morning. 
 
    I pulled on the same clothes I'd worn the day before and headed up front to see how Lori was doing. She was sitting on the edge of the couch feeding one of the kittens. When she saw me, she smiled.  
 
    She looked tired. Her hair was a mess, and she had kitty throw up on the front of her shirt. It looked like she hadn't slept much during the night. 
 
    “Morning,” I said. “How was your night?” 
 
    “Not too bad. I got a little sleep between the feedings. But not enough.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Yes. You can go over to the casino and get me some breakfast. Toast and eggs. And bacon. And coffee.” 
 
    I smiled. “I can do that. Anything else?” 
 
    “No. Just go get the food. After we eat, there's an errand I need you to run. But right now, I just need food.” 
 
    I grabbed my wallet and headed over to the casino. The main parking lot was nearly empty. Apparently, there weren't many people in the mood to gamble that early in the day. 
 
    The van I'd rented from Enterprise was still parked where I'd left it the night before. I'd have to remember to turn the van back into the rental agency before the day was over. 
 
    Inside the casino, I headed to the Hammock Grill. It was on the ground floor and was serving breakfast. I ordered two breakfast specials. Two eggs, two pieces of bacon, two pieces of toast, and two pancakes to go. 
 
    I got a large coffee for Lori and orange juice for me. 
 
    Seven minutes later, my order was ready. After paying I headed back to the motorhome, food in hand. 
 
    Lori met me at the door, smiling. “I love a man who brings me food.” 
 
    She'd said this same thing the last time I brought her food. Still, it was good to hear her say it, even if she didn't really mean the 'love' part. 
 
    She pointed to the table. “Show me what you've got.” 
 
    I pulled the foam takeout packages out of the bag and placed them on the table. “You want me to get real plates?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I'm way too hungry for that. Just hand me a fork and get out of my way.” 
 
    I pulled two forks from the silverware drawer and handed one to Lori. I sat down across from her, and we started in on the food. 
 
    While we ate, Lori told me about her night. “The kittens woke me about every three hours. I'd get up, mix and heat the formula, and spend a few minutes feeding and cleaning each kitten.  
 
    “After they were fed, I'd clean up the mess and try to go back to sleep. I'd get maybe two hours of sleep, and the kittens would wake me, wanting to be fed again. 
 
    “The problem is we only have one bottle. If we had three, we could feed them all at the same time. It would go a lot faster. 
 
    “So, today, before you take the rental van back, I want you to go to the pet store and pick up three more feeding bottles. That will give us one for each kitten and a spare in case one springs a leak. 
 
    “While you're out, I want you to stop by CVS and Publix and pick up a few things. I've made you a list.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can do that. But you're not coming with me?” 
 
    “No, I'm staying here with the kittens. I'm going to try to catch up on some sleep while you're gone.” 
 
    After we had finished breakfast, I cleaned up. Other than putting the empty food containers back in the plastic takeout bag, there wasn't much to clean. I put the bag near the door so I'd remember to get rid of it later. 
 
    I wanted to take a shower and change into some clean clothes, but Lori said, “No shower. Just go.  
 
    “First stop, CVS pharmacy. It's in the shopping center right before you get to the pet store. After that, go to the pet store. Get three of the nursing bottles. If you see another box big enough for all three kittens to sleep in, get it. 
 
    “After the pet store, find a Publix and get the other things on the list. And then don't come back here. At least not right away. I'm going to try to get some sleep and I don't need you here making noise. So stay away for a few hours. Don't call me unless it's an emergency. I don't want the phone waking me. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    I laughed. “No questions. Just give me the list. I'll get everything on it. I promise I won't call and won't be back for at least two hours.”  
 
    “Good, maybe I'll be able to get some sleep. One more thing; leave the motorhome keys with me. If I go out, I want to be able to lock the door behind me.” 
 
    I nodded and put the keys on the kitchen counter. I picked up the van keys along with my wallet and phone and put Lori's list in my shirt pocket.  
 
    As I headed for the door, she said, “Don't call me unless it's an emergency. I'm going to try to get some sleep.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    She wanted me to be gone for at least two hours. I could understand that. She'd had a long night nursing the three panther kittens, and now she needed to rest.  
 
    With me gone, she'd be able to sleep without having to worry about me bothering her. I was happy to oblige. Staying away for at least two hours shouldn't be a problem. Especially with all the things to do in Miami. 
 
    Leaving the casino in the rental van, I took a left out onto Alligator Alley and headed toward downtown Miami. Three stoplights later, I reached the shopping center with the CVS pharmacy. According to Lori, this was supposed to be my first stop. Instead of stopping, I cruised on by.  
 
    I figured there was no need to buy everything on the list and leave it in the van while I spent two hours doing something else. A better plan was to kill two hours first and then do the shopping on the way back to the casino. 
 
    The van had a full tank of gas, and my rental agreement gave me unlimited mileage as long as I returned with a full tank. That meant I could drive all over Miami if I wanted to. I could go to the beaches or visit some of the historical sites downtown or just sit at a cafe on South Beach and watch people walk by. 
 
    But I didn't want to do any of that. I'd already driven in Miami traffic and knew it got worse the closer you got to the beaches. The rental van wasn't the easiest thing to drive in heavy traffic because of its size. The lack of side windows created huge blind spots, making lane changes a challenge.  
 
    So instead of diving headlong into Miami traffic, my plan was to stay within a ten-mile radius of the casino. This would keep me from getting lost or getting hung up in a major traffic jam. I just needed to find something nearby that would keep me occupied for a couple of hours. 
 
    I pulled the van into an empty parking lot and got out my phone. The “Around me” app on the phone showed several nearby attractions including the Miami Dolphin Shopping Mall. It was less than five miles away. 
 
    I had no interest in shopping but thought the mall might be a good place to spend a few hours. At the very least, I could get in a long walk, eat at the food court and maybe find one or two stores of interest.  
 
    I clicked the “Take me there” link in the app and followed the phone's GPS voice instructions to the mall parking lot. 
 
    Instead of pulling into the first empty space and heading inside, I drove the perimeter road around the mall to get the general layout of the place. This would help me find the best way to get back on Alligator Alley when I was ready to head back to the casino. 
 
    As I drove, I could see the names of some of the mall stores; Calvin Klein, Neiman Marcus, Ralph Lauren, Saks Fifth Avenue. These were upscale clothing stores, not the kind of places I usually shopped. 
 
    I'd be miserable if I had to spend two hours walking through those places, so I kept driving. At the southwest corner of the parking lot, I saw several motorhomes parked near a row of fishing boats. As I got closer, I saw they were parked in front of a large Bass Pro store. 
 
    I knew from a previous visit to Bass Pro that it would be filled with outdoor gear and have an entire section for those of us who traveled in motorhomes.  
 
    There'd also be a cafe, wildlife exhibits, and lots of other things to keep me busy. I found a parking place close by and pulled in. Before getting out of the van, I put my phone inside the console. I wouldn't need it in the store and didn't want to be tempted to call Lori and disturb her sleep. With the phone hidden away, I headed inside. 
 
    Knowing I had at least two hours to kill, I took my time as I wandered the aisles. I checked out everything in the hunting section, the camping section, even visited the large aquarium and watched the exotic fish for a while. 
 
    After exploring the store for about two hours and picking up a few things I wanted to buy, I headed to the main checkout. It was there I discovered my mistake. 
 
    Like a lot of people these days, I don't wear a watch. Whenever I need to know what time it is, I check my phone. That works well as long as I have a phone with me.  
 
    But that day, I'd intentionally left my phone in the van. And because of that, I'd lost track of time. So I was surprised when I saw the clock behind the register. I asked the cashier, “Is that thing right?” 
 
    She looked up at the clock and then at her watch. “Looks right to me. Fifteen after one.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
    When Lori sent me out to pick up supplies, she had told me to be gone for at least two hours so she could get in a nap after her sleepless night. She said not to call while I was out because the call would wake her.  
 
    So just to be sure that I wouldn't call, I'd left my phone in the van when I went into the Bass Pro store. 
 
    That turned out to be a mistake. Without the time display on the phone, I'd just guessed at the time and I'd guessed wrong. Instead of being gone the two hours Lori had asked, I'd been gone four hours. Twice as long as she had requested. 
 
    As soon as I got back in the van, I checked my phone. There were five missed calls. Three from Lori and two from Polly.  
 
    Lori had probably called to see where I was and to find out why I wasn't back yet. We had planned on driving back to Oasis, and if we got there late, the gate would be closed. With Kenny out of the picture, there wouldn't be anyone there to let us in after hours. 
 
    That would create all kinds of problems. We needed to get the panther kittens back to Oasis. And Lori needed to check on the condition of the mother panther.  
 
    As soon as I saw that Lori had called, I called her back to let her know I was on my way. After six rings, the call went to her voice mail. She was either on another call or too angry to talk to me. 
 
    Either way, I figured I'd soon find out.  
 
    I pulled out of the mall parking lot and started making my way back to the casino. Traffic wasn't bad, and after stopping at CVS, Publix and the pet store to pick up the things on Lori's list, I made pretty good time.  
 
    It was one forty-five when I reached the stoplight at the casino. I knew I was late and figured Lori might be a little upset. On the other hand, she had said she wanted to be left alone so she could sleep. Maybe it did her some good for me to be gone for four hours. Maybe she'd be happy to see me. After all, I only did what she'd asked me to do.  
 
    I made my way over to the RV lot. When I got to the space where my motorhome was supposed to be parked, it wasn't there. Another motorhome, a newer Fleetwood, was parked there instead. 
 
    It had to be a mistake on my part. I'd probably just misjudged where we'd parked. I was sure my motorhome was nearby.  
 
    I put the van in gear and slowly cruised all the rows of parking in the RV area. My motorhome wasn't in any of them. It was gone. 
 
    Kenny's truck with the camper on the back was still there, but my motorhome wasn't. 
 
    Either Lori had moved it or it had been towed away. 
 
    I drove back to the main parking lot and circled around the edge, checking to see if for some reason Lori had moved the motorhome over to that lot. 
 
    But it wasn't there either. 
 
    I pulled into an empty parking space and tried Lori's phone again. After three rings, I got a recorded message. “This customer's phone is out of the service area. Please try again later.” 
 
    That was the same message we'd gotten when we were camping at Oasis. It was in a “no service” area. Getting that message might mean Lori had driven my motorhome back to Oasis without me. 
 
    I wasn't sure why she'd do that. But I needed to find out. 
 
    I called Polly. She answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Walker, where are you?” 
 
    “In the casino parking lot. Looking for Lori.” 
 
    “Walker, she's not there. She tried to call you, but you didn't answer. She wanted to let you know what was going on. When she couldn't reach you, she called me. 
 
    “She wants you to go to Oasis and see Denise. She'll have a package for you. Lori said it was real important for you to get there before four this afternoon.” 
 
    “Denise has a package for me? I don't care about that. I want to know where Lori and my motorhome are. Did she take it somewhere?”  
 
    “Yes, Walker, she took your motorhome. Something came up, and she needed to get to Oasis. She couldn't reach you, so she did what she had to do. She took the motorhome.” 
 
    I was stunned. Lori had taken my motorhome.  
 
    “Polly, I don't understand. Why did she take it? Can she even drive a motorhome?” 
 
    “Walker, all I know is what I've already told you. She was in a hurry when she called and didn’t have much time to explain. She just said it was real important for you to get to Oasis and see Denise before four this afternoon.” 
 
    “Polly, this is crazy. I can't believe Lori took my motorhome.” 
 
    “Well, she did. Get over it. Just get to Oasis and see Denise. Before four.” 
 
    I ended the call and thought about what I needed to do. I had the rental van for the day. If I took it to Oasis, I wouldn't get it back to Enterprise in time. I didn't want them to report it stolen, so I called and extended the rental agreement for another day. 
 
    I checked the time. It was two thirty. Oasis was forty-five miles away. If traffic wasn't bad, I could make it with time to spare. I pulled out of the casino lot, turned right on Alligator Alley and headed west toward Oasis.  
 
    The posted speed limit was forty-five but with all the construction zones and the steady stream of tourists and sightseeing buses, I'd be lucky to average thirty-five. 
 
    I wanted to go faster, but it wasn't possible. The only thing I could do was follow the long line of cars and hope no one did anything stupid. 
 
    It would be a long, boring drive.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
    As expected, it took me almost an hour to get to Oasis. When I got there, the employee gate was still open. The public parking lot was about half full. There were three large motorhomes parked in the back row of the lot but not mine. 
 
    Lori probably wouldn't park it in the public lot. She'd go through the employee gate and park next to the hangar as we had done before.  
 
    I pulled through the employee gate and drove back to the hangar. The motorhome wasn't there. I parked and went inside, hoping to find Denise. According to Polly, she had a package for me. 
 
    I walked over to her office, and she was there, waiting. When she saw me, she stood and gave me a big hug. “Walker, I'm so glad you made it. Doctor Joy said you'd be coming, but she wasn't sure you'd get here before we closed.” 
 
    I nodded. “So, where is she?” 
 
    “She's not here. She left about an hour ago.” 
 
    “She left? In my motorhome?” 
 
    “Yes. She left in the motorhome.” 
 
    “Did she say where she was going?” 
 
    “No, but I got the impression she was heading back to Venice.” 
 
    “Without me? Is she going home without me? Did she say why?” 
 
    “No. All she said was you'd be coming by and I was to give you a package and a note.” 
 
    She handed me a slip of paper. It had two words on it. 
 
    Skunk Ape 
 
    I showed it to Denise. “This is all she wrote? Did she tell you what it means?” 
 
    She shook her head. “All she said was to show you the note and give you the package.” 
 
    “What package?” 
 
    Denise pointed over her shoulder to the room where the panther had been in earlier. “It's in there.” 
 
    I followed her into the operating room. The panther was no longer on the table. In its place was a small, soft-sided animal carrier with something moving inside. 
 
    “What's that?” I asked. 
 
    “Your cat.” 
 
    “My cat? You mean Bob?” 
 
    “Yes, Bob. Doctor Joy said you'd be coming to get him.” 
 
    “She left Bob with you? Why?” 
 
    “I'm not supposed to say. You'll find out soon enough. But right now, you need to take him and go.” 
 
    “Go where? Where's Lori and my motorhome?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don't know where she is, but you need to go. Kenny's on his way here, and he won't be happy with what he finds. Before Doctor Joy left, she said you need to be gone before he gets here. She didn't say why just that you needed to be gone.” 
 
    “So I'm supposed to drive back home?” 
 
    “No. You're supposed to read the note Doctor Joy left for you. She said you'd figure it out. And, Walker, she is doing a good thing. You'll understand when you catch up with her.” 
 
    Denise gave me a hug. “Take your cat and go. You don't want to be around when Kenny gets here.” 
 
    I picked up the animal carrier with Bob inside and headed back out to the van. Bob talked all the way. He was not a happy camper. 
 
    Inside the van, I let him out of the carry case and he immediately crawled under the passenger seat. He didn't like the strange surroundings and didn't like being without his food, water, and litter box. 
 
    I planned to remedy that as soon as possible. 
 
    Then I thought about the note Lori had left for me.  
 
    Skunk Ape 
 
    I had no idea what she meant. I wasn't even sure what a skunk ape was. Maybe her note meant someone had found an injured skunk ape and they needed her medical help. Or maybe it meant something entirely different. 
 
    I tried to call her again, but my phone showed zero bars. I was still in the “no service” area around Oasis.  
 
    Denise had said Kenny was on his way back and I should be gone before he got there. I didn't know whether he would have Callie with him or not, but if he did and if she recognized me as the person she gave the panther kittens too, there could be trouble. 
 
    Rather than wait and see, I started the van and headed out. I left the Oasis parking lot, turned right on Alligator Alley, and headed back toward my home in Englewood. Except I didn't know if my home would be there. My home was the motorhome, and Lori had taken it. 
 
    Other than the mysterious skunk ape reference in her note, I had no clue where she might be heading. My plan was to head west on Alligator Alley until I got back into cell phone range and then start making calls until I found her and my motorhome. 
 
    The road west was a continuation of the road I had just driven. Speed limit forty-five, no passing zones most of the way. Traffic was steady, mostly tourists hoping to get a glimpse of alligators and other wildlife. 
 
    The tourists weren't going to be disappointed. I had counted sixteen gators in the first ten miles. 
 
    Bob was still under the passenger seat and I could tell by the yowling and growling sounds he was making he was upset. I didn't blame him. I, too, would have been upset if someone had taken me out of my home, put me in a bag and left me in a strange place for a few hours. 
 
    I could sympathize with him because Lori had taken my home and left me in a strange place. I should have been upset like Bob. But more than being upset, I was curious. What the heck was going on?  
 
    I shared this with Bob, telling him we were in it together and that we would soon be getting our home back. But only if I could find Lori. 
 
    The more I talked to Bob the more he seemed to calm down. After about ten minutes, he crawled out from under the passenger seat and jumped up on the cushion so he could look out the window. 
 
    He wasn't impressed with the view. He yawned, showing his lack of concern, then curled up and pretended to sleep. I could tell he wasn't really sleeping. His eyes weren't fully closed. He was still on alert, not sure where we were going or where he might end up next.  
 
    We'd been on the road for almost a half hour and had only covered twenty miles. Traffic was slow, so I checked my phone to see if we had gotten any cell service. The display showed half a bar then nothing. We were on the fringe of the service area. I figured another five miles and we would be good to go. 
 
    Six miles down the road, the phone showed a solid two bars. Enough to start making calls. I wanted to be parked when I called Lori, so I started looking for a place to pull over. 
 
    The section of Alligator Alley we were on was part of the Big Cypress Preserve with the wilds of the Everglades on both sides of the road. Being a natural preserve, there weren't any businesses or parking lots to pull into. I had to drive a bit further before I found a place.  
 
    At the edge of the preserve, the first sign I saw was for Trail Lakes Campground. They had a decent-sized lot, so I put my left turn signal on, letting traffic behind me know what I was about to do. 
 
    At the campground entrance, I slowed, and as soon as oncoming traffic cleared, I pulled in. I wasn't planning on camping, so I drove past the office and parked near a large fiberglass statue of a Florida panther. I figured the statue was a good sign. Maybe it meant I was getting closer to Lori, my motorhome, and the three panther kittens. 
 
    My first call was to Lori. Instead of getting the “customer out of service” message, the call went to voice mail. This probably meant Lori was in cell range but not answering her calls.  
 
    My next call was to Polly. She answered on the third ring. 
 
    “Polly, this is Walker. Have you heard from her?” 
 
    “Not since the last time you called. You haven't found her yet?” 
 
    “No, but I plan to. If you hear from her, call me.” 
 
    I ended the call.  
 
    Next, I decided to use my phone to search Google for “skunk ape”. 
 
    Several items showed on the results page, including one with the headline “Skunk Ape Research Headquarters.” I clicked on the link, and it showed a map with a star indicating the location of the facility. It was on Alligator Alley, the same road I'd been traveling. Maybe that was where Lori was. 
 
    I clicked the “Take me there” link, and a moment later the GPS voice said, “You have reached your destination.” 
 
    The voice should have provided me driving directions to the Skunk Ape Research Center. Instead, it said I was already there. 
 
    I tried again. I clicked on the address and then “Take me there.”  
 
    Again, the GPS voice said, “You have reached your destination.” 
 
    Frustrated, I put the phone away. I reached for the van door but remembered Bob was with me. I didn't want him jumping out when I opened the door, so I spoke to him. 
 
    “Bob, you stay here, I'm going to the campground office to see if they know anything about skunk apes.” 
 
    He opened his eyes, blinked once, and then closed them. He'd had a hard day and apparently his plan was just to stay put. 
 
    I picked up my phone, climbed out of the van and headed toward the campground office.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
    Before going inside, I tried calling Lori again. 
 
    This time, she answered. 
 
    “Walker, where are you?” 
 
    “I'm in the parking lot of Trail Lakes campground. Where are you?”  
 
    “I'm here. Same as you. I guess you figured out my Skunk Ape clue.” 
 
     “What do mean, figured it out? I have no idea what you're talking about.” 
 
    She laughed. “You said you're at the Trail Lakes Campground, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm in the parking lot.” 
 
    “Okay, look to your right and tell me what you see.” 
 
    I looked to my right. “I see a statue of a panther.” 
 
    “Okay, that's good. Now turn and look to the other side of the parking lot. What do you see there?” 
 
    I turned and was surprised to see another large fiberglass statue. This one was of an ape-like creature with one arm up in the air, kind of like he was waving at tourists as they drove by. 
 
    “Walker, tell me what you see.” 
 
    “A statue of an ape. With his arm up in the air.” 
 
    “Good, that's a skunk ape. It means you're parked in front of the International Skunk Ape Research Center. That's why I wrote 'Skunk Ape' on the note. I wanted you to meet me here. 
 
    “Now, drive through the campground gate and follow the road all the way to the back. I'll be waiting for you.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
    Somehow, out of pure luck, I'd found her. Now I just needed to find out why she had taken my motorhome and what she was doing there at the International Skunk Ape Research Center. 
 
    I walked back to the van and got in. Bob was still on the passenger seat. He looked up at me when I opened the door. He blinked and said, “Murrph?”  
 
    “Yeah, Bob, I know. It's a mystery. But I think we've found Lori and the motorhome.”  
 
    I started the van and drove across the parking lot until I reached the road that led into the campground. A sign on the open gate said, “Registered Guests Only.” 
 
    If Lori was there in my motorhome, I figured I qualified as a registered guest. I drove through and followed the road as it wound its way through the various campsites. The sites on the right side of the road fronted a small lake while the ones on the left bordered the Everglades.  
 
    All the sites were numbered and seemed to have full hookups. About half were occupied.  
 
    I kept going until the road got to the back of the campground. There were no campers. Just a metal fence marking the boundary between the campground and the Everglades.  
 
    The road curved to the right, making a slow loop back to the front gate. I followed the curve and saw Lori. She was standing in the middle of the road waving at me. Behind her, my motorhome, parked in the grass. 
 
    Just behind the motorhome, a chickee hut, a stilt house with a thatched roof. Just like the ones the Seminoles used to build. It looked authentic—except for the screens on the windows. I wondered why Lori had parked in front of it.  
 
    I would soon find out. 
 
    She walked up to the van with a smile on her face. “I'm glad you made it. Park over there, in front of the chickee hut.” 
 
    I parked the van, gave Bob a reassuring pet, and got out to talk to her. I had a lot of questions and needed answers. But before I could say anything, she said, “Follow me.” 
 
    She walked over to the chickee hut and went up the stairs. At the top, she turned and said, “I've got a surprise for you.”  
 
    She opened the door and ushered me in. Inside, in the center of the room, there was a king-sized bed covered in white linen. Over the bed, a ceiling fan turned slowly. To the right of the bed was a large window with a panoramic view of the Everglades. 
 
    She turned to me. “You like?” 
 
    “Maybe. What is this place?” 
 
    “It's where you'll be spending the night tonight.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It's nice, but I'm not spending the night here. Tonight, Bob and I are sleeping in the motorhome.” 
 
    She reached out and took my hand. “No Walker, tonight you'll be sleeping in here. With me.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, to tell her that I was definitely sleeping in the motorhome. But I didn't want to be hasty. Especially since what she had just said sounded like an invitation. 
 
    The chickee hut was pretty nice. The view was spectacular, and the bed looked very inviting.  
 
    But there were still some things I needed to know. Like why she had taken my motorhome and why we weren't sleeping in it.  
 
    And what the heck was a skunk ape? 
 
    I asked her. “Lori, what's going on? Why'd you run off in my motorhome?” 
 
    Still holding my hand, she said, “There's something you need to see.” 
 
    She led me out of the chickee hut, down the stairs and over to the motorhome. She stopped at the door and said, “Before we go in, promise you won't be mad.” 
 
    “Mad? Have you done something I should be mad about?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not really. But there is one little thing inside you might not like.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Show me.” 
 
    She unlocked the door and went in. I stepped in behind her and she stopped. She turned and put a finger to her lips. “We have to be quiet. She's sleeping.” 
 
    “Sleeping? Someone's sleeping in here?” 
 
    She nodded. “You'll see. Just remember to keep your voice down. You don't want to wake her.” 
 
    She pointed to the back bedroom. “Go see for yourself.” 
 
    I looked around. The inside of the motorhome was pretty much the way it had been before Lori had taken off in it. It was a little dark inside because the blinds were drawn. And there was an earthy smell that hadn't been there before. 
 
    Other than that, everything seemed to be the same. 
 
    But, apparently, someone was sleeping in my bed. Thinking she'd picked up a hitchhiker, I walked to the back to take a look. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
    The mattress of my bed was leaning up against the far wall, and in its place there was a wire crate on the wood platform that had previously supported the mattress. 
 
    The crate was about two feet wide and four feet long. At one end of it, an IV bottle with a drip tube led to the crate's occupant—the female panther from Oasis. 
 
    As I stood staring in disbelief, the panther opened its eyes, looked at me and let out a huff. Not a growl, not a purr, but a single huff. It sent shivers up my spine. 
 
    The panther closed her eyes and relaxed. Stunned, I stepped back, bumping into Lori, who had come up behind me.  
 
    She whispered, “Now you understand why you won't be sleeping in your bed tonight?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, but why? Why is there a panther in my bed?” 
 
    She motioned to the front of the motorhome and walked away. I followed, wanting to hear her explanation. 
 
    But then I remembered Bob. He was still in the van parked outside. He had no food, no water, and no litter box. I couldn't leave him like that. I turned and went back to the bathroom and grabbed his food bowl and water dish. I'd come back for his box later. 
 
    Lori was waiting for me when I walked up front. “You have Bob with you, right? I didn't want to leave him at Oasis, but he freaked out when we brought the panther in. He didn't know whether to hide or attack. 
 
    “I was afraid he'd get hurt, so I grabbed him and gave him a sedative to calm him down. I found your cat carrier, put him in it, and left him with Denise. 
 
    “You have him with you, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, he's out in the van. And he's not happy. I going to take him his food and water and then you can tell me why there's a full grown panther in my bedroom.” 
 
    I took Bob his food and told him I'd be back with his litter box. When I stepped outside the van, Lori was there with his litter box and his favorite blanket.  
 
    Without saying anything to her, I took the litter box and put it, along with the blanket, in the van.  
 
    Bob might not have been happy about his accommodations, but at least he'd have the basic necessities. The van was parked in the shade; the temperature inside was in the mid-sixties and Bob was safe. It would get cooler overnight, but Bob wouldn't mind. He liked cool weather.  
 
    When I was inside the van with Bob, I told him not to worry. I said, “Bob, you've got everything you need; your food, your water, and your litter box. Lori brought your blanket, so you'll be comfortable. I'll be back to check on you in a little bit.” 
 
    He looked up at me with a questioning expression and said, “Murrph?” 
 
    He didn't understand what was going on and I felt bad about leaving him in the van. But at the moment that was the best place for him. 
 
    Back outside, Lori was waiting for me. “How's he doing?” 
 
    “He's okay. But he'd rather be in the motorhome. Without the panther. You want to tell me about that?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
    We were standing outside between the motorhome and the van. Lori was about to explain why there was a panther sleeping in my bed. 
 
    She started by saying, “You remember how this morning I was going to take a nap? And you were supposed to be gone for two hours, and then we were going to drive to Oasis?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I remember.” 
 
    “Well, before I took my nap, I closed all the blinds so it'd be nice and dark. I turned on the overhead fan and stretched out on the couch. 
 
    “Three hours later, I woke up. You weren't there. I figured you were probably just outside, trying to let me sleep. 
 
    “I opened the blinds so you'd know I was awake. But you didn't come in. You hadn't come back yet. I was about to call to you, to find out where you were, but when I reached for my phone, it rang.  
 
    “I figured it was you, but it wasn't. It was Denise from Oasis. She said FWC had given the go-ahead to move the mother panther to Big Cat Rescue in Venice.  
 
    “She said the panther had to be moved today. All the veterinary students were leaving, and there would be no one left to care for it.  
 
    “Normally, Kenny would be in charge of arranging transport, but he wasn't around. So they needed to get someone else to move the panther. And it had to be done today, before two o'clock. 
 
    “So I volunteered. I figured we could put the panther in the van and I could drive it while you drove the motorhome.” 
 
    “Denise said that would work. But we absolutely had to be there no later than two, or they'd get someone else to move her. 
 
    “I told her we would definitely be there.” 
 
    “After that, I tried calling you so you'd know the plan. But you didn't answer. While waiting for you to show up, I saw a yellow cab go by. It was strange seeing a cab in the RV lot, so I watched to see who was in it. 
 
    “It turned out to be Kenny and Callie. The cab dropped them off at their camper. They paid the fare then started walking back in my direction. I ducked down so they wouldn't see me. 
 
    “They walked right on by and then into the casino. 
 
    “A few minutes later, Denise called back. She said Kenny had called FWC and had arranged to pick up the panther himself. She said if Kenny got to Oasis first, he'd have the panther loaded and be gone before I got there.  
 
    “I didn't know what Kenny was planning, but I knew it would be better if I picked up the panther. I tried calling you to tell you to get back here, but you didn't answer. 
 
    “I didn't want Kenny to get to Oasis first and take the panther, so I did the only thing I could think of. I took the motorhome. And that's why there's a panther in your bed.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You didn't have any problem driving it?” 
 
    “No. It was easy. The hardest part was remembering to bring the slide room in. After that, it was just a matter of making sure everything was put away and then driving off without being seen by Kenny. 
 
    “When I got to Oasis, the employee gate was open. I drove through it and back to the wildlife care center where Denise was waiting for me. We grabbed two guys from the shop, and they helped us get the panther into the motorhome. 
 
    “I put Bob in the bathroom while we were doing that to keep him safe. But when I let him out, he saw the panther and freaked out. He started hissing and howling and hyperventilating. It wasn't good for him or the panther. So I grabbed him up, sedated him and put him in your carry case. 
 
    “Even with him sedated, I didn't think I'd be able to drive the motorhome and watch over him. So I asked Denise to watch him until you showed up. 
 
    “I tried calling you before I left Oasis, but there was no cell service. I wanted you with me, but I didn't want to wait around until Kenny showed up.  
 
    “I knew there was no way I was going to be able to drive the motorhome on I-75 through Naples and Fort Myers, especially with a panther in the back. So I needed to find a place to meet up with you before I reached the interstate. 
 
    “There aren't many places on Alligator Alley big enough to hide the motorhome, but I remembered the Skunk Ape Museum had a campground. I know the guy who runs the place and knew he'd let me stay there overnight.  
 
    “I didn't want Denise knowing exactly where I was going, so I wrote 'Skunk Ape' on the note and had her give it to you. You got it, and here you are.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I still can't believe there's a panther in my bed. Will she be okay there tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, she'll be okay. She's been sedated so she'll sleep through the night. The kittens have been fed, and they'll stay in their box in the same room with her. 
 
    “I called Big Cat Rescue and confirmed they have a place set aside for the mother and kittens. All we have to do is get them there safely.” 
 
    “What about Kenny?” 
 
    “As long as he doesn't know we're here, he won't be a problem. Even if he does find us, what's he going to do? I've got you and four panthers on my side.” 
 
    I was about to say something when Lori's phone chimed. She looked at the caller ID. “It's Denise. I'll see what she wants.” 
 
    She took the call. 
 
    “Yes, he's here. Thanks for giving him the note.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “What about Callie?” 
 
    “That's what I figured.” 
 
    “He did what?” 
 
    “When's his last day?” 
 
    “Did he say where he was going?” 
 
    “That far? That should keep him out of trouble for a while.” 
 
    “Will do. And thanks for your help with this. Don't forget the job offer.” 
 
    “I'll tell him.” 
 
    She ended the call.  
 
    “You'll never guess what happened. 
 
    “Kenny showed up about twenty minutes after you left and handed in his resignation. He said he was going to Alaska. Going to live in his camper until he found a job. 
 
    “Callie wasn't with him, and he didn't say anything about her. He just said he'd had enough of Florida and would be leaving in the morning.” 
 
    I nodded. “So Kenny won't be bothering us?” 
 
    “That's what it sounds like. He's busy emptying out his trailer and getting his truck ready for the trip.” 
 
    I nodded. “A long road trip might be just what he needs.” 
 
    Lori pointed to the chickee hut. “Anything you need from the motorhome before we head up there?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe a shower and some clean clothes. Think that would be possible?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, don't take a shower in there. Use the campground showers instead. They're down in the bathhouse. You probably passed it on your way in. 
 
    “After you shower, come up to the chickee hut. I'll be waiting for you.” 
 
    She started to walk away, but I stopped her. “Give me the keys to the motorhome.” 
 
    She turned back to me. “What do you need the keys for? You afraid I'm going to take off in it again?” 
 
    “No, it's not that. I need a towel and clean clothes for my shower. From inside the motorhome. I need the keys to get in.” 
 
    She held the keys in the air. “Let's swap. I give you the motorhome keys, and you give me the keys to the van.” 
 
    “Why do you need the van keys? You planning on going somewhere while I'm in the shower?” 
 
    “No, I'm not going anywhere. But you bought the things on my list, right? And they're in the van?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah they're in there. Along with Bob.” 
 
    “Then I need the keys.” 
 
    I handed her the keys and said, “Be careful with Bob. I'd hate to lose him out here in the Everglades.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
    Like most campgrounds in Florida, the bathhouse at Trail Lakes was a one-story, concrete block building painted white on the outside with one door for men and another for women.  
 
    Walking into the men's side, I found the typical layout; a row of urinals against the left wall, four sinks with a large mirror in the center of the room and four shower stalls against the far right wall. 
 
    An unpainted cement floor sloped to a drain in the middle of the room to catch water splashed out of the sinks and showers. Overhead, three rows of fluorescent bulbs provided light and served as an attraction for flying insects.  
 
    The place was clearly designed to be functional, easy to clean, and able to withstand the heat and humidity of South Florida. 
 
    The shower stall farthest from the door looked the cleanest, so I chose it. Pulling back the plastic privacy curtain, I was happy to see a small seating area as well as hooks to hang up clothes and towels.  
 
    I turned on the water and let it warm up. I'd been in many campgrounds and knew not to expect hot water in the showers, at least not right away. 
 
    During my travels, I'd learned that most campgrounds in Florida have solar hot water systems. Basically black pipes on the roof to absorb heat from the sun. 
 
    When the weather's right, they can produce a lot of very hot water. After the sun goes down and the stored hot water is used up, the showers run cold. 
 
    Fortunately, there weren't many people taking showers that late in the day, and there was plenty of hot water left.  
 
    As I stood in the shower letting the warm water wash over me, I thought about all the things that had happened since Polly had talked me into this trip.  
 
    I'd met Lori, seen my first real live panther, spent the night at Oasis Ranger Station, hiked out into the Everglades, rescued a panther kitten, driven to Miami, recovered two more kittens, camped in a casino parking lot, and had my motorhome taken on a joyride. 
 
    That night I'd be sleeping in a chickee hut at the edge of the Everglades at the Skunk Ape Research Center, while a full grown panther slept in my bed in the motorhome.  
 
    When Polly had talked me into doing this so-called small favor for her, she said it would be easy. Pick up Doctor Joy, drive to Oasis, wait two hours, and drive back.  
 
    She didn't say anything about panthers, gators, hiking through the Everglades or camping in a casino parking lot. 
 
    But I really couldn't complain. Meeting Lori hadn't been so bad. And how often do you get the chance to actually see and hold a panther kitten?  
 
    Even hiking through the Everglades, searching for the panther nest, had been fun, for the most part.  
 
    Of course, when Lori took off in my motorhome and I had to figure out her cryptic note, things got a little stressful. But, overall, the time on the road with her hadn't been bad.  
 
    Still, there was the chance that while I was standing in the shower reminiscing, she could have been packing up the van and been long gone before I got back to camp.  
 
    She did have the keys, and she could leave if she wanted to. I didn't think she would because there was no way she could move the mother panther from the motorhome to the van without help. And surely she wouldn't leave without her. 
 
    Still, I thought it would be wise to get back to camp sooner rather than later.  
 
    I climbed out of the shower, dried off, and changed into clean clothes. I hadn't brought a razor so didn't bother to shave. I bundled up my dirty clothes and headed back to the campsite.  
 
    On the way there, I remembered what Lori had said about the night in the Everglades. About how that's when the creatures come out. I was half expecting to walk up on a skunk ape or gator.  
 
    That didn't happen. But it didn't mean they weren't out there. Just that they were good at hiding. 
 
    Back at the campsite, I was happy to see that both vehicles were still parked where they'd been when I headed off to the shower.  
 
    Lights in the chickee hut along with movement inside suggested Lori was up there. Before going up to see her, I went over to the van to check on Bob. This was the first night he hadn't been in the motorhome in almost a year. He wouldn't be happy about being locked up in the van. 
 
    The last time Bob was forced to spend the night in a strange place, he'd tried to escape. We'd stopped in a small town in Mississippi, and I'd gotten out to check on a tire. When I opened the door to get back in, Bob was waiting. He launched himself out the door, streaked across the parking lot and hid under a parked car. 
 
    When that car started to drive away, Bob darted from it to another, trying to find a safe place. We were near a highway, and there was a steady stream of cars coming in and out of the parking lot. Bob was frantic, running from car to car and I was afraid he was going to get hit. 
 
    A family coming out of a nearby store saw what was going on and came to my aid. With their help, we were able to corral Bob and get him back in the motorhome. It was a close call, something I never wanted to experience again. 
 
    It's been several months since Bob had last tried to make a run for it. He thinks the motorhome is his home, and it's the place he prefers to be. It's where his people live, where his food and water are, and where his favorite sleeping spots are found.  
 
    But that night, he wouldn't be sleeping in the motorhome. He'd been kicked out and put in the van. There was a good chance he was planning his escape. 
 
    I had to be careful when opening the door to check on him. That meant I had to distract him. I had to make him think I was coming in one door, but actually I would be opening another.  
 
    I started by going to the driver's side of the van. I tapped on the door and called Bob's name to get his attention. Then I quickly went to the back door, opened it and climbed inside, closing the door behind me. 
 
    Looking around, I saw that the shopping bags filled with the things from Lori's list were gone. And there was no sign of Bob.  
 
    Lori must have come down and gotten the bags while I was in the shower. Hopefully, Bob didn't get out while she had the doors open. I called out his name. “Bob, you in here?” 
 
    No answer. Usually, when he hears his name, he responds. He'll say something like, “Murrph.” 
 
    But not this time. I called out his name again. “Bob, you in here?” 
 
    No answer. He was either hiding or he was gone. 
 
    I checked under the front seats, in the wheel wells and up under the dash. No Bob. 
 
    Like most cats, he's pretty good at hiding, but in the empty cargo van with its bare walls, there weren't many places for him to hide. 
 
    I tried again, this time giving Bob a reason to come out. “Bob, I've got food.” 
 
    Normally, when he hears the word “food, he comes out to investigate—even if he isn't hungry. But not this time. He didn't show. He wasn't in the van. 
 
    Hopefully, Lori knew where he was. 
 
    I climbed out of the van and headed up the stairs to the chickee hut. Lori met me at the door. Before I even asked, she said, “Bob's in here with me. He's over there in the window.” 
 
    I looked over her shoulder and saw Bob sitting on the sill of the large picture window, leaning against the screen. He turned and looked at me, nodded, and then went back to whatever he had been doing before I arrived. 
 
    I was relieved to see he was safe. He'd been with me for almost a year, and I'd gotten used to having him around. 
 
    Lori saw me looking at him and smiled. Then she asked, “So how was your shower?”  
 
    “It was good.” 
 
    “So, you're all refreshed, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “I am.” 
 
    “Good. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I'm starting to get that way.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    She tossed me the keys to the van. “Take the van, go about a mile west on Alligator Alley and you'll find Joanie's Blue Crab Cafe. I called in an order. Our food will be ready when you get there.  
 
    “Before you leave, give me the keys to the motorhome.” 
 
    I didn't mind going to get the food. In fact, I was glad Lori had called in an order. But I wasn't sure I should give her the keys to the motorhome. It's not that I didn't trust her, but the last time I gave her the keys she took off without me.  
 
    I brought this to her attention. “The keys? You planning on going somewhere?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I'm not going anywhere. I need the keys so I can unlock the door and get the wine from the fridge. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    I could tell she was a little annoyed I'd questioned her about the keys. But I didn't want to risk the motorhome being gone when I got back, so I said, “No problem. I'll unlock the door for you on my way out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
    It took less than five minutes for me to get to the Blue Crab Cafe. It was after dark, and there wasn't much traffic on Alligator Alley. All the tourists were back in their hotel rooms, not wanting to drive the road after sundown. 
 
    Even without the tourist traffic, I had to be careful. The animals that live in the Glades come out at night, and some of them might have been on the road. So I took it slow.  
 
    The unpaved parking lot of the Blue Crab was about half full. Mostly pickup trucks, the kind driven by people who work for a living. The van I was driving would fit right in.  
 
    From the outside, the Blue Crab looked pretty much what you'd expect a crab shack in the middle of the Everglades to look like; a weathered wood building up on piers sitting in the middle of a dirt parking lot. Three wide steps led up to the front door. Off to the side, a screened in porch for those who wanted to dine outside. 
 
    Inside, the place had a down home feel. Rough sawn cypress walls, exposed wood beam ceiling, pine floors. The kind of 'old Florida' look trendy new restaurants work hard to get these days.  
 
    The Blue Crab wasn't trying to be trendy. It was what it was—an authentic old time crab shack in the middle of the Everglades. 
 
    An older woman wearing an apron, standing behind the bar, looked up at me and smiled. She picked up a menu and headed my way. 
 
    “You eating with us tonight?” 
 
    “No, we called in an order. My girlfriend sent me over to pick it up.” 
 
    She smiled. “You timed it right. Your food just came out.”  
 
     I followed her to the register where she rang up the order. Behind her, scribbled on a chalkboard, were the words, “If you want fast food, keep traveling. 42 miles west or 66 miles east. Happy trails, y'all.” 
 
    I smiled. That sign told me a lot about the place and the people who ran it. I paid for the food and put a ten in the tip jar. You've got to support these kinds of places. Not many of them left. 
 
    As I turned for the door, the woman said, “Come back in the morning. We'll feed you a hot breakfast. It'll get your day started out right.” 
 
    It sounded like a good idea to me. A hot breakfast might be just what we needed after a night in the Skunk Ape Campground. 
 
    The drive back was uneventful, unless you counted the glowing eyes of unknown creatures lurking in the ditches on both sides of the roads. I figured some were gators. Maybe even a skunk ape or two. But I wasn't going to stop and find out. 
 
    Back at the campground, I parked the van and headed up the stairs to the chickee hut. When I reached the top, Lori was waiting for me.  
 
    “That didn't take long. Was the food ready when you got there?” 
 
    “It was. It's a pretty interesting place. Might have to go back there for breakfast.” 
 
    “Yeah, or maybe we'll eat there the next time you bring me down here.” 
 
    That gave me pause. Was she thinking we might do this again? I had to ask. “So you think there will be a next time? You think I'm going to volunteer to do this again?” 
 
    She smiled. “Walker, there will be a next time. You'll see. We'll talk about it later, but right now, let's eat.” 
 
    She held the door while I brought in the food then said, “Put it on that table, then go say, 'HI,' to Bob. While you're doing that, I'll fix our plates.” 
 
    I put the bags on the table and walked over to the window where Bob was sitting. When he saw me coming, he stood and stretched and when I got close enough, he leaned his head into my hand as I reached out to pet him. I stroked his back and rubbed his ears until he purred. He was happy. 
 
    From behind me, Lori announced, “Food's ready.” 
 
    I left Bob and joined her at the table. 
 
    She pointed to the plates and said, “I didn't know what you'd want so I ordered the house special—alligator salad. It'll give you a real taste of the Everglades.” 
 
    I looked at the salad with the large chunks of meat and said, “Never had alligator, but it looks pretty good. You get the same thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got the same. I've had it before, and it was interesting.” 
 
    She was right, it was interesting. Not something I'd want to eat all the time, but it wasn't bad. The meat tasted a lot like chicken, but with a hint of crab. 
 
    Lori had opened one of the two bottles of wine she'd brought up from the motorhome. I wasn't sure what kind of wine was supposed to go with an alligator, but after the first glass, I was pretty sure it was the one we were drinking. 
 
    She kept refilling our glasses while we were eating, and by the time we had finished our meal, we were both feeling pretty good. We were fed, had a slight wine buzz, and were happy the day had gone so well. 
 
    As we sat there, digesting our meal, I asked her, “You said you know the guy who runs this place?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “And he's the guy who runs the skunk ape center?” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “So, are skunk apes real?” 
 
    She laughed. “It depends on who you ask. If you ask Dave, the guy who runs the place, he'll swear they're real. He claims to have seen one, and he's not alone. 
 
    “Over the years, there have been several reported sightings of ape-like creatures in the Everglades. Most say they are about seven foot tall, resemble apes, and smell like a skunk. 
 
    “According to Dave, they smell that way because they sleep in gator dens filled with rotting animal carcasses.” 
 
    I nodded and asked her again, “So do you believe skunk apes are real?” 
 
    She took a sip of wine before answering. “I believe there are things living in the Glades we don't know about. It's a big place, and it'd be pretty easy to stay hidden if you don't want to be found.” 
 
    She set her glass down. “If you want to know more about skunk apes, go check out the museum at the campground office. If Dave's around, he can tell you more about them. Tell him you're with me, and he might even show you his private collection.” 
 
    I nodded then asked, “So what about this chickee hut? How is it that we're able to spend the night here?” 
 
    She took another sip of her wine and said, “When I pulled in here with the motorhome, I went inside the office and found Dave. I told him about the panthers and how we needed a place to stay. 
 
    “He said it was no problem. We could spend the night in one of the chickee huts he rents out to tourists. This one was available, so he gave us this one.” 
 
    I looked around. “It's pretty nice. Not at all what I expected when I first saw it. Bob sure likes it.” 
 
    He was still sitting on the window sill, looking out over the darkness. 
 
    After our meal, we cleared the table and put our scraps back in the bags the food had come in. My plan was to leave them near the door until the morning. But Lori said no. 
 
    “You don't leave food scraps out when you're in the Everglades. Too many wild things scrounging around at night. Food near the door will give them a reason to try to get in here. 
 
    “There's a metal dumpster down by the bathhouse. Take the bag and dump it there. And take your flashlight, you'll need it.” 
 
    It was dark outside and carrying bags of food scraps through the swamp at night was something you probably wouldn't want to do for long. I grabbed the bag and quickly made my way to the metal dumpster. I dropped the bag in and closed the top then headed back to the motorhome. 
 
    On the way, I heard what I thought was a gator mating call. It sounded close.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
    Lori was waiting for me when I got back to the chickee hut. She said, “Walker, let's finish off the wine then talk about what we're going to do the rest of the night.” 
 
    She'd turned off most of the lights and moved two of the chairs from the dining table over to the window, near Bob.  
 
    She led me over to the chairs and said, “Sit.” 
 
    I sat in the one closest to Bob, and she sat on the other.  
 
    She held up her wine glass. “Here's to a successful trip.” 
 
    I clinked my glass against hers, and we both took a drink. 
 
    For a few moments, we sat in silence, listening to the sounds of the Glades. Bob was purring. He liked that we were sitting close. 
 
    Lori took another sip of wine and said, “Walker, it's almost over.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Our adventure. It's almost over. Tomorrow we go home.” 
 
    I nodded. “You're right. Tomorrow we go home. That'll be nice.” 
 
    She set her glass down. “Will you miss me?”  
 
    I didn't know how to answer her question. I'd only known her for three days, and while I enjoyed her company, I didn't know if I'd miss her when the trip was over. 
 
    I couldn't tell her that, so I said, “Sure I'll miss you. Maybe we can get together for dinner or something after we get back.” 
 
    She nodded. “I'd like that.” 
 
    I didn't know if she expected me to say something else, so I kept quiet. 
 
    After a few minutes, she reached over and put her hand on top of mine. She said, “Here's what I was thinking. We finish off our wine, turn off the light and lay down on the bed. Then we do nothing. Just lay there listening to Bob purr.” 
 
    “We just lay there? Nothing else?” 
 
    “Walker, you sound disappointed. But the thing is I'm tired. Didn't sleep much last night and had a pretty rough day. In about an hour, I've got to go feed the kittens again. 
 
    “So just lying on the bed and doing nothing sounds really good to me. What do you think?” 
 
    What I thought probably didn't matter. I was tired too. Lying on the bed and not doing anything would be a lot less complicated than the alternative. So I said, “Sounds good to me. When you get up to feed the kittens, I'll go with you.” 
 
    She finished her wine, set her glass on the floor, and walked over to the bed. She pulled off her shoes and lay down. I finished my wine and joined her. 
 
    We were both in the bed, lying side by side. Close, but not touching. A few inches of space between us. We didn't talk. We just listened to the sounds of the night. 
 
    It was peaceful.  
 
    The next thing I remember was Lori pushing my shoulder and whispering. “Walker, someone is outside. Someone is trying to get into the motorhome.” 
 
    I rolled over to face her. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I heard a car pull up. Then a door close. Then footsteps. Then someone tapping on the door of the motorhome.” 
 
    I asked again. “Are you sure? You weren't dreaming?” 
 
    “Walker, I'm not dreaming. I heard someone out there. Did you lock the motorhome after your shower?” 
 
    I hadn't. It was still unlocked. If someone was trying to get in, they wouldn't have any problem.  
 
    I sat up. “Stay here with Bob.” 
 
    I pulled on my shoes, grabbed the flashlight and headed for the door.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
    From behind me, Lori whispered, “You're not going out there alone. I'm going with you.”  
 
    She pulled on her shoes and came over to the door where I was standing. 
 
    “Can you see anything?” 
 
    I shook my head. I couldn't see anything. That part of the campground had no lights, and there was no moon that night. But I could hear something moving around. It could have been a raccoon. Or a gator. Or a person. 
 
    Lori could hear it too. She whispered, “What's down there?” 
 
    “I don't know. It's too dark to tell. But there is something. I'm going to go see what it is.” 
 
    I silently pushed the screen door open and stepped out onto the deck. Lori was close behind. I could feel her breath on the back of my neck.  
 
    I moved to the railing to get a better view. I was about to switch on the flashlight when a woman's voice from below said, “Doctor Joy? Is that you?” 
 
    I aimed the flashlight at the voice. A small figure stood at the door of the motorhome, looking in the window. 
 
    When the light hit her, she turned toward us. “Doctor Joy, is that you? It's me, Callie. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Lori stepped out from behind me. “Callie? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Shielding her eyes from the flashlight, Callie looked up, trying to locate us. 
 
    “Please, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Lori whispered to me, “Go check the motorhome. Make sure she didn't get in. I'll see what she wants. ” 
 
    I headed down the stairs with Lori close behind. When we reached ground level, Callie met us. “You're up there? I thought you were in the motorhome.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “It doesn't matter where we are. What are you doing here? How did you find us?” 
 
    Callie pointed over her shoulder to an old Dodge minivan. “I've got a tracking antenna in there. We built them in class to track signals from the radio collars on panthers. Since I had it with me, I decided to use it. I figured if I found the panther, I'd find you. I tuned it to FP224's collar and just drove. I wasn't sure I could find you, but I did.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Okay, now that you've found me, what do you want?” 
 
    Callie looked down at her feet then back up to Lori. I could see she was struggling with what she was about to say. Finally, she said, “I want to apologize. I should have known better than to go with Kenny. When he told me you had asked him to search for the kittens, I should have known something was up. 
 
    “FWC would never send just one person out on a rescue. They would pull together a team and do an organized search. But Kenny said the reason you had come to his trailer that night was to order him to go out early the next morning to look for the kittens.” 
 
    Lori interrupted her. “Kenny told you that I ordered him to go out and find the kittens?” 
 
    Callie nodded. “Yes, he said that's why you came to his trailer. He left with you and came back later with the tracking data. He said you ordered him to go out and search for the nest. Isn't that what happened?” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “I never told Kenny to search for the kittens. Yes, we needed him to get the tracking data. But we told him we were going to do the search. We never asked him to go with us or to search on his own.” 
 
    Callie shook her head. “I should have known better. He said you ordered him to go out before daybreak and search for the kittens. He said he didn't want to but it was an order. 
 
    “He said he needed me to go with him so I could help if the kittens were hurt. When he put it that way, I couldn't turn him down.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “So you and Kenny went out and found the kittens. Whose idea was it to try to sell them?” 
 
    Callie shook her head. “We never planned to sell them. Never even talked about it. Kenny called FWC after we found the kittens and arranged for someone to come get them. 
 
    “Isn't that why you and Walker met us in the casino parking lot? Because Kenny called? Didn't FWC send you?” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “Callie, Kenny didn't call FWC. He called an animal buyer. He was trying to sell the kittens. He was expecting to meet the buyer in the casino parking lot, not someone from FWC. We found out about the meeting and got there first.” 
 
    Callie shook her head. “It's my fault.” 
 
    “What do you mean, it's your fault?” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “The night before, when I was in Kenny's trailer, I told him I was quitting school because of my Grandpa Carlos.  
 
    “He had just lost his job and was about to lose his home. No way could I let that happen, so I planned to quit school and get a job. That's what I told Kenny. 
 
    “Maybe that's why he called the animal buyer. So he could help me raise money for Grandpa Carlos.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “What about the pet store? Wasn't it you who got the animal buyer's phone number on the bulletin board?” 
 
    Callie reached into her pocket and pulled out a slip of paper. “Here's the number I took from the bulletin board. It's from someone looking to hire an animal groomer. I was hoping to get a job.” 
 
    Lori looked at the number. It didn't match the one she had for the animal buyer. 
 
    “Doctor Joy, I still can't believe Kenny planned to sell the kittens. When he woke up in the hospital, his first question was, 'Are the kittens safe?' He was more concerned about them than he was about his own health.” 
 
    Callie stopped talking. Her voice was hoarse. She was holding back tears. Her face was still red and puffy from the poison ivy, her hair a mess. Her clothes looked slept in. It was hard not to feel sorry for her. 
 
    Lori thought for a moment then said, “Tell me more about your grandfather.” 
 
    Callie looked up and wiped her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. “He and Nana Sophia took me in after my parents died. I was just nine. They were living in a trailer park just north of Fort Myers, close to the docks. They didn't have a lot of money, but they made sure I was taken care of. 
 
    “Nana Sophia died six years ago, just after I graduated from high school. Papa Carlos took it really hard. They'd been married almost forty years, and he was lost without his Sophia.  
 
    “I wanted to stay and take care of him, but he insisted I go to college. He knew I wanted to be a veterinarian and he said he had saved enough money to pay my way. 
 
    “He said if I kept my grades up and got a part-time job, I could make it. He wanted me to be the first in his family to go. I enrolled and worked hard to make him proud. I called at least once a week to tell him how I was doing. Once a month I'd drive to Fort Myers to see him.” 
 
    “I was there just three weeks ago. He told me how proud he was that I was just one semester away from getting my degree. He never mentioned he was running out of money. If he had, I would have dropped out and gotten a job. I would have taken care of him like he'd taken care of me.” 
 
    Callie paused, giving Lori time to ask a question. 
 
    “Where's your grandfather living right now?” 
 
    Callie wiped a tear from her cheek. “He's living in the same small trailer he raised me in. But only for ten more days. The trailer park has been sold. The new owners are building high rise condos. No more trailer park.  
 
    “Papa was head of park maintenance, but with the trailer park soon to be gone, he no longer has a job. Or a place to live.  
 
    “I’m going to go see him tomorrow. I might not be able to afford to finish college, but I'm not going to let Papa live on the streets.” 
 
    Callie paused a moment then said, “I didn't plan to burden you with this. I just wanted to apologize. I don't want Kenny to get in trouble for trying to help me. If FWC investigates, send them to me, I'll take all the blame.” 
 
    Callie turned and started to walk back toward her minivan. Lori stopped her. “Wait. Where are you spending the night?” 
 
    Callie pointed to her van. “In there.” 
 
    “You're sleeping in your van?” 
 
    “Yes, but it's not a problem. I'm used to it. Been doing it for a few weeks to cut down on expenses.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “Callie, don't go just yet. There's something I want to show you in the motorhome.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
    Lori walked over to the motorhome, opened the door and stepped in. She flipped on the overhead light and came back to the door. Callie and I were still standing outside. 
 
    “What are you two waiting for? I need both of you in here.” 
 
    I turned to Callie and pointed to the door. “Ladies first.” 
 
    She looked at me, confused. “What's in there? Is it safe?” 
 
    I nodded. “It's safe. Go on in.” 
 
    She stepped up into the motorhome but stopped just inside the door. She turned back and looked at me. She wanted to be sure I was coming in after her.  
 
    I was. 
 
    Inside, Lori was waiting for us. She pointed to the couch. “Sit there. Both of you. And keep quiet. We don't want to wake her.”  
 
    Callie looked at me and whispered, “Wake who?” 
 
    I shrugged, pointed to the couch and sat down. Callie sat down beside me, a little too close for comfort. I scooted a few inches away.  
 
    It's not that I didn't like Callie. It's just that I knew under her long sleeve shirt she was covered with poison ivy. I didn't want to get any on me. 
 
    Callie noticed I'd moved away and she whispered, “Don't worry; I'm not going to touch you. I'm not going to give you poison ivy.” 
 
    “Does it still hurt?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, a little. But not as much as it did yesterday. They gave us cortisone shots at the hospital. That pretty much took care of the pain. Now I just have to use the cream they gave us until the rash goes away.” 
 
    She stretched her arm in my direction. “You want to see the blisters?” 
 
    I leaned away. “No thanks.” 
 
    She pretended to move closer. “You sure? I don't mind showing you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Callie, I don't want to see your blisters. Keep them and your poison ivy on that side of the couch.” 
 
    She smiled. It was the first time I'd seen her smile since meeting her. 
 
    Our talk about her poison ivy blisters ended when Lori returned from the back bedroom. She was carrying a cardboard box, which she put on the floor in front of us.  
 
    Callie's eyes lit up when she saw what was in the box. She said, “There are three? I thought there were only two.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “There are three. Two girls and a boy. Right now, they're all hungry. So here's what I need you to do. There's a box of exam gloves on the kitchen counter. Put on a pair. Then get the feeding bottles out of the sink and wash them while I prepare the formula.” 
 
    Callie asked, “Are you sure you want me to help? I wouldn't blame you if you just told me to leave.” 
 
    Lori smiled and said, “Look, there are three kittens and three of us. If we each take one, the feeding will go faster. So yes, I want you to help. Start by putting on the gloves.” 
 
    Callie understood. Lori didn't want her to leave. 
 
    She found the exam gloves and slipped them on. I could tell they hurt as she pulled them over her rash covered hands. But she knew why Lori wanted her to wear them, to keep from spreading poison ivy onto the bottles or the kittens. 
 
    With the gloves on, Callie went to the kitchen sink and started rinsing the nursing bottles. Standing beside her, Lori prepared the formula. With the two of them working together, it didn't take long to get the job done. 
 
     When all three bottles were ready, Lori placed a nipple on each and turned to me. “Feeding time. Pick your kitten.” 
 
    I looked in the box and had to smile as I watched the three kittens climbing over each other, each one trying to reach the top of the pile. Their little mouths were open, trying to suck at invisible nipples. 
 
    I reached in and picked up the largest. It was the one Bob had chosen as his friend the day before.  
 
    Lori picked up the smallest, leaving just one.  
 
    Callie looked into the box but didn't reach for the remaining kitten. She looked at Lori and asked, “Are you sure it's okay? I mean after what I've done, I'm not sure I deserve to hold one.” 
 
    Lori said, “Callie, the kitten needs to be fed, and you're going to do it. So pick her up and start feeding.” 
 
    Callie picked up the remaining kitten and gently placed it on her chest close to her heart. With her free hand, she picked up one of the nursing bottles and squeezed a drop of formula onto its chin.  
 
    It was clear she had done this before. She knew how to get the kitten's attention and get it to start nursing on the bottle. 
 
    Lori and I did the same with the kittens we were holding. Watching Callie do it and seeing her smile as the kitten worked on the bottle made me think about her future.  
 
    What would happen if she dropped out of college? Where would her life take her? Should we get involved? 
 
    After the kittens had finished their bottles, Lori handed out paper towels. “You know the drill. Put these over your shoulder and burp your kitten.” 
 
    She nodded in my direction. “Walker, you've got the big one, so be prepared. He might burp up a hot mess.” 
 
    Lori wasn't wrong. The big kitten burped out a stream of undigested formula. Most of it landed on the paper towel, but some of it ended up on the back of my shirt. 
 
    Callie laughed. I was glad she enjoyed the show. 
 
    Her kitten did the same thing. It burped up its own hot mess, but not nearly as much as the big boy I was holding. 
 
    When all three kittens had been burped, Lori took the soiled paper towels and dropped them in the trash under the sink. She grabbed three more paper towels and handed one to me and one to Callie. “Time to clean up. Wipe around their eyes, ears, and mouth then do the other end. In that order.” 
 
    I was pretty sure Callie, with her years in veterinary school, already knew how to do this. Lori's instructions were mostly for me. But I didn't mind.  
 
    When we were finished cleaning, Lori put the now sleepy kittens back in their box and took it to the back bedroom so they would be near their mother.  
 
    While Lori was in the back, Callie turned to me. “Thanks for taking us to the hospital. I don't know what would have happened if you hadn't shown up.” 
 
    I nodded. “So when I stepped into the camper, did you recognize me?” 
 
    “Not right away. You looked familiar, but I didn't know why. I was pretty much out of it. Then I remembered seeing you at Oasis with Doctor Joy. Everybody there was talking about the handsome guy Dr. Joy had brought with her. We all checked you out.” 
 
    I smiled. Interesting that they thought I was handsome. 
 
    She continued, “You may not know this, but you probably saved Kenny's life. He had an allergic reaction, and if they hadn't shot him up with cortisone, he could have suffocated.  
 
    “So you did good. You kept the kittens from falling into the wrong hands, and you saved a life.” 
 
    She leaned over and hugged me, poison ivy and all. Just as she released the hug, Lori walked in. “Am I interrupting something?” 
 
    Callie shook her head. “No, I'm just thanking Walker for saving our lives.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Eight  
 
    With the panther kittens put away, a few decisions had to be made. For me, the big one was where I was going to sleep. 
 
    Before Callie had shown up, it had been decided I'd be sleeping in the chickee hut with Lori. But that might have changed. Lori might not feel comfortable sleeping with me with Callie around. 
 
    After Lori had finished cleaning the bottles, she said, “Time to go outside and let the kitties sleep.” 
 
    She went out first, and Callie and I followed. Outside, Lori turned to Callie and said, “You said you were going to go see your grandfather tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, that's the plan.” 
 
    “And you're going to sleep in your car tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah. There's a parking lot a few miles down the road. I'll pull in there and park behind a dumpster. No one will bother me there.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “I've got a better idea. Stay here in the campground. It'll be a lot safer than sleeping in a parking lot. There's a bathhouse, with toilets and showers you can use. 
 
    “If you stay, you can help me with the kittens in the morning. Then we can go to the Blue Crab and have breakfast together.” 
 
    Callie smiled. “I don't want to impose, but staying here sounds a lot better than sleeping in a parking lot. If you're sure it's okay, I'll stay.” 
 
    “It'll be fine. Just pull your van up behind the motorhome. If anyone asks, tell them you're here with Doctor Joy. 
 
    “Walker and I are sleeping in the chickee hut. If you need anything, we'll be up there. If you need to visit the bathhouse, follow the road you came in on and you'll see it on your left. Take a flashlight with you.” 
 
    Callie nodded. “Will do. I promise I won't bother you tonight. See you in the morning.” 
 
    She went to her minivan, started it up and moved it behind the motorhome. Then she climbed into the back and started hanging privacy curtains around the windows. 
 
    I was watching with interest while she was doing this until Lori tapped me on the shoulder. “Walker, quit staring at Callie. Lock up the motorhome.” 
 
    I started to say, “Yes dear,” but decided better of it. I locked all the motorhome doors and did a quick walk around to make sure everything was secure. 
 
    After that, I caught up with Lori, and we headed up the stairs to the chickee. 
 
    Bob was waiting for us on the window sill. When he saw us, he said, “Murrrrph?” which sounded a lot like he was asking, “Where have you been?” 
 
    He likes it when I answer him, so I said, “Bob, we've been checking on the motorhome. We're back now. Anything you need?” 
 
    He didn't reply. But as soon as we were inside, he jumped down from the window sill and trotted over to Lori. He rubbed his body against her ankle. He was saying he was happy that we were back.  
 
    It may seem strange that Bob ran up to Lori instead of me, especially since I'm the one who keeps his food and water bowls full and the one who cleans up after him. But cats are strange that way. Sometimes they show their appreciation by ignoring you. 
 
    This was one of those times.  
 
    While Bob was with Lori, I checked his food and water. Both were nearly full. He hadn't eaten much and hadn't used his litter box. That was to be expected. His poop schedule has him in the box around two in the morning. He takes care of business, covers it up, and then walks away meowing loudly to let everyone know how well it went. 
 
    We'd hear him later on if he was still on schedule. 
 
    It was getting late, and I wanted to see what Lori was planning. When I turned to see how she and Bob were doing, she had moved over to the bed. She smiled and said, “So, where were we before Callie showed up?” 
 
    I knew the answer. “We were in bed listening to the sounds of the Everglades.” 
 
    She nodded. “Why don't we do some more of that?” 
 
    She turned off the light, and in the darkness I could hear her pull off her shirt and shorts. She slipped under the sheets and said, “Your turn.” 
 
    Before I joined her, I checked to make sure the front door was locked and all the window screens were closed. We were in the Everglades, and I didn't want anything flying or crawling in and joining us during the night. 
 
    With everything locked up, I pulled off my clothes and slid into bed beside Lori. I was a little concerned about what she had in mind, but soon realized it wouldn't be a problem. She was snoring softly. She was already asleep. 
 
    To put a further damper on things, Bob had jumped up on the bed and curled up beside her. He had placed himself between us, making sure the only thing that was going to happen that night was sleep. 
 
    I gave him a few pets and soon fell asleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, I woke to discover Lori gone. She wasn't in bed or anywhere in the chickee hut. 
 
    Figuring she had probably gone over to the bathhouse, I rolled over to check the time on my phone. It was seven thirty. Time to get up. 
 
    I got out of bed, got dressed and looked for the keys to the motorhome. I was sure I'd left them on the nightstand the night before. But they were gone. Apparently, Lori had taken them. 
 
    Looking around, I saw she had taken more than just the keys. She had gathered up her clothes and everything else she'd brought in and taken those as well. The only thing she'd left behind was Bob and me. 
 
    Bob didn't seem overly concerned. He was still sleeping in the center of the bed. Rather than wake him, I decided to go find Lori and see what our plans for the day were. 
 
    Outside, I was relieved to see the motorhome still parked in the same place it had been the night before. No one had moved it. Callie's minivan was parked behind it, which probably meant both Lori and Callie were somewhere nearby. 
 
    As I made my way down to ground level, the side door of the motorhome opened, and Callie stepped out. She was followed by Lori. They both had smiles on their faces and seemed to be in a good mood. When Lori saw me, she waved and motioned me over. 
 
    “Walker, it's about time you got up. Callie and I have been up since daybreak. We've fed the kittens, packed up our gear and have been waiting for you to join us. 
 
    “We're hungry. We're going to the Blue Crab for breakfast. You coming?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, breakfast sounds good. Give me five minutes then meet me by the van.” 
 
    While they waited, I headed over to the campground bathhouse for my morning routine then headed back to meet them. 
 
    Back at the van, Lori said she needed to get something from the chickee hut and wanted me to go with her. I was pretty sure she hadn't left anything up there, but I went anyway. 
 
    When we got inside, she closed the door and said, “You think Polly might need a maintenance man back at Mango Bay?” 
 
    Polly was one of the owners of Mango Bay, the place where I lived in my motorhome. She was also the person who had asked me to drive Lori to Oasis. 
 
    I'd met Polly several months back and had helped her and her friend Buck purchase Mango Bay. Since then, I'd been helping them as they took over the chores of running and maintaining the place. 
 
    They didn't have an official maintenance person. They just had me, and I was only doing it as a favor. They really did need someone full time. They'd just been too busy to interview people for the position. 
 
    “Lori, you want me to call Polly and ask?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, and tell her I put you up to it.” 
 
    I called. Polly answered on the third ring. 
 
    “Walker, you're up pretty early this morning.” 
 
    “You're right. It's your fault. This little favor I've been doing for you has turned into a real adventure. Thanks to you, I now have four panthers living in my motorhome.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end of the line. Then, “Walker, I think I misheard you. It sounded like you said you have four panthers in your motorhome.” 
 
    “You heard me right. There are four panthers in my motorhome. A full grown one sleeping on my bed and three panther kittens beside her.” 
 
    Another pause. Then, “Walker, have you been drinking?” 
 
    “No Polly, I haven't been drinking. Your friend Doctor Joy has turned my motorhome into a panther refuge. I'll send you a photo later to prove it. But that's not why I'm calling. 
 
    “How would you like to have a full-time maintenance person at Mango Bay? Someone with experience. Someone who'd live there and be available to you and your guests whenever you needed him?” 
 
    Polly was silent for a moment. Then she said, “You know we could use someone like that. But can we afford them?” 
 
    “I think you can. We know the right person for the job. He was the maintenance guy for a park in Fort Myers. The park's closing and he now needs a job and a place to live. He might be a perfect fit for Mango Bay. Would you be interested in talking to him?” 
 
    Polly hesitated then asked, “Did Lori put you up to this?” 
 
    “Yes, she did. She's standing right here beside me if you want to talk to her.” 
 
    I handed the phone to Lori and stood back. 
 
    She and Polly continued the conversation. I could only hear Lori's side. 
 
    “Yes, it's going well. 
 
    “Yes, there are four panthers in his motorhome. 
 
    “No, that wasn't part of the plan. But he's taking it well.  
 
    “Yes, I think you should at least talk to him. He's experienced with park maintenance, and he might be a good fit. Talk to him then decide. 
 
    “Okay, I'll let him know.” 
 
    “You'll have to ask Walker about that.” 
 
    With a chuckle, she ended the call. 
 
    She handed me back my phone, a sly smile on her face. 
 
    “So Lori, what'd she say?” 
 
    “She said she'd be willing to give him a try.” 
 
    “What else did she say? What was it you told her she'd have to ask me about?” 
 
    Lori smiled. “You'll have to wait until you get back to Mango Bay to find out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Nine 
 
    Lori and I left the chickee and went back down to ground level where Callie was waiting. We all piled into the rental van, and I drove to the Blue Crab. We could smell breakfast before we entered the door. 
 
    After taking our seats, we ordered. We all had the same thing; eggs over easy, a side of bacon, toast and orange juice. While we ate, we discussed our plans for the day. 
 
    Lori spoke first. “So here's what we need to do. Walker, you need to return the rental van. It has to be somewhere close because I'm not driving your motorhome through Naples or Fort Myers traffic. 
 
    “Then we need to get the panthers to the Big Cat Rescue. I've called, and they have everything ready. But we have to get there before three this afternoon. After that, we're free.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. I'll call Enterprise and find the nearest drop point. Maybe we'll get lucky and there'll be one close by. If there is, you can follow me there in the motorhome. But you have to promise to be careful.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “Walker, I don't want to drive your motorhome in traffic. See if Enterprise can come pick up the van here at the park.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone, found the Enterprise number and called. They said the nearest drop point was in Marco Island, forty miles west. They didn't have pickup service and I would have to deliver the van in person. 
 
    When I told Lori about this, she said, “I don't want to drive the motorhome on the narrow streets of Marco Island. Is there a better option?” 
 
    Callie spoke up. “How about this, I follow Walker there in my car and bring him back after he drops off the van? That's the easy solution.” 
 
    She was right. It would be a lot easier on Lori and the motorhome if Callie followed me to the drop point in her car and then brought me back to the campground. This way Lori wouldn't have to drive the motorhome, and I wouldn't have to worry about it. 
 
    But I wanted to make sure Callie didn't mind doing it. 
 
    “Callie, are you sure? You don't mind driving to Marco and then coming back here?” 
 
    She smiled. “I don't mind at all. Glad to help.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Good. That solves a big problem.  
 
    “Speaking of problems, you think your grandfather would be interested in a job at an RV resort in Englewood? We know the owners and they are looking for a full-time maintenance person. The job pays a salary and includes living quarters.” 
 
    Callie's eyes lit up. “You found Papa a job?” 
 
    “Maybe. He'll have to go up there and talk to the owners. But Walker and I have already told them about your grandfather, and they seem interested.” 
 
    Callie beamed. “That's great! I'm sure he'll want the job. How soon can he talk to them?” 
 
    Lori looked at me then back at Callie. “Probably as soon as tomorrow. Just let Walker know, and he'll set it up.” 
 
    Callie was smiling. “I can't wait to tell Papa Carlos. Thank you both so much.” 
 
    Lori reached over and placed her hand on Callie's. “There's something else. I called a friend at UF, and we discussed your situation. We both agreed it would be a shame for you to drop out with only one semester to go until you graduate.  
 
    “He thought that, based on your grades and family situation, he could get you a scholarship covering your tuition for your last semester. You'll still need to cover your living expenses, but as a senior veterinary student, you shouldn't have any problem finding a part-time job until you graduate. 
 
    “If you're interested, I can arrange a meeting with the adviser.” 
 
    With a tremor in her voice, Callie said, “I don't know what to say. This is so … so unexpected.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “Just say yes. Make your grandfather proud.” 
 
    Callie dabbed a tear and said, “Yes. And thank you so much. I can't tell you how much this means to me. I'll be forever indebted to you.” 
 
    Lori patted Callie's hand. “Callie, the only debt you owe is to your grandfather. Make sure you don't let him down.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    While Lori and Callie finished their meals, I entered the address of the rental drop off into the GPS on my phone. I showed the map to Callie. “Here's where we need to go. Probably take us an hour and a half to get there and back. I'll pay for the gas.” 
 
    Callie looked at the map then said, “I'm ready whenever you are. Just say the word.” 
 
    After paying for our meal, we headed back to the campground. I gave Lori the keys to the motorhome and asked her to please not drive off without me. 
 
    “Walker, don't worry. Your motorhome will still be here when you get back and so will I. While you're gone, I'll get everything ready. Just be sure you get back in time for us to make Big Cat Rescue by three.” 
 
    I nodded. “I'll be back in time. If anything comes up, I'll call.” 
 
    She smiled. “You do that.” 
 
    I went over the directions to the drop point with Callie. “It's a straight shot to Marco Island. Then two turns once we get there. Do you have enough gas to make it?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. You lead the way, and I'll follow. Give me your cell number in case we get separated.” 
 
    We exchanged numbers and headed out. 
 
     *** 
 
    The drive to Marco was uneventful. Traffic was light, and we had no problem finding the drop point. After settling up in the rental office, I got into Callie's minivan, and we headed back to the campground. 
 
    Her van was old but in pretty good shape. It seemed to run well, and the check engine light wasn't on. She held it at a steady fifty all the way back. 
 
    She was quiet as we were leaving Marco, but when we reached Alligator Alley, she started asking questions. The first few were about Lori or “Doctor Joy” as she referred to her. 
 
    She wanted to know how long we'd known each other. How we met. Whether we were dating or not. And whether we were thinking of getting married. 
 
    I laughed and said, “Callie, Doctor Joy probably doesn't want me saying anything about her private life. If you really want to know the answers to questions like that, ask her.” 
 
    Callie got the message. No more questions about Doctor Joy. 
 
    She did ask me about the job at Mango Bay and whether I thought her grandfather would like the place. I told her the people there were nice, the owners were easy going, and, yes, I thought he'd be happy there. 
 
    When we got back to the campground, I was glad to see that both Lori and the motorhome were still there. When she saw us drive up, she came over to greet us. “So, you made it back. I was afraid you two might have run off together, leaving me to deal with all these cats.” 
 
    Callie smiled. “Oh, it was tempting. But Walker said he'd be lost without you, so I had to bring him back.” 
 
    I nodded at the motorhome. “Everything ready?” 
 
     “Yes. The panthers are in the back and Bob's under the couch hiding. Everything is put away and ready for the road. All we need is you in the driver's seat.” 
 
    Lori turned to Callie. “When you get to your grandfather's place, find out if he's interested in the job. If he is, call Walker and he'll set up the interview.” 
 
    Callie nodded. “I'm sure he'll be interested. I'll call later this afternoon and tell you what he says.” 
 
    After saying their goodbyes, Lori and Callie hugged and promised to stay in touch. While they were doing this, I did a quick walk around to make sure the motorhome was ready for the road. 
 
    The slide room was in, the TV antenna was down, shore power and water lines were disconnected and stowed. We were good to go. 
 
    After thanking Lori again for all her help, Callie got into her minivan and left. As she drove off, Lori turned to me and asked, “What do you think?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About Callie. What do you think about her? Is she a good kid or is she hiding something?” 
 
    I thought for a moment before I answered. Then I said, “From what I can tell, she's intelligent, a hard worker, and cares about her grandfather. Other than maybe being a bit too trusting with Kenny, she seems to be on the right track. 
 
    “But as you know, when it comes to women, I'm easily fooled. I mean look at me. I'm in the middle of the Everglades with a strange woman and a motorhome full of panthers.” 
 
    Lori laughed. “A strange woman? That's how you describe me? If that's what you think, it'd be best for us to end this conversation and get on the road.” 
 
    She stepped up into the motorhome, and I followed.  
 
    I checked to make sure Bob was inside then climbed into the driver's seat and started the motor. I let it warm up for a couple of minutes while Lori got herself comfortable in the passenger seat. 
 
    Upon hearing the motor, Bob came up front and joined us. He jumped up onto Lori's lap and settled in for the trip. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixty 
 
    It was nearly ten thirty when we left the campground. Later than Lori had planned, but it worked out for the best. We avoided the morning rush hour through Naples and Fort Myers, missing most of the problem drivers and accidents. 
 
    From Fort Myers north, it was smooth sailing. The weather was good, and we had a breeze pushing us forward. Only once did we have a close call and that was near the Peace River Bridge outside Port Charlotte. A driver in front of us decided at the last minute to try to make the airport exit. He was doing at least seventy when he slammed hard on his brakes. 
 
    It was a bad decision on his part. He was suddenly going much slower than we were, and we were quickly closing in on him. It looked like we were going to run right over him. 
 
    At the last second, he looked in his rear view mirror and saw us bearing down. It scared him enough that he gave up his plans to take the exit, and instead he hit the gas, leaving a cloud of dust and smoke in his wake.  
 
    It had been a close call. Had we hit him, it would have been difficult to explain to any police arriving on the scene why there were four panthers in the back of our motorhome. 
 
    Luckily, we avoided having to deal with that kind of problem. 
 
    We arrived at Big Cat Rescue in Venice well ahead of schedule. Lori had told me they were a privately owned facility specializing in the rescue and rehabilitation of large cats—panthers, bobcats and mountain lions. 
 
    The plan was for the mother panther to be housed separately from the kittens until the sedating drugs had cleared her system. When she was healthy enough to begin nursing, the kittens would be reintroduced to her.  
 
    After that, the mother and kittens would live together in a semi-wild habitat at Big Cat for six weeks or as long as it took for the mother's leg to heal.  
 
    When the panther was healthy enough to be returned to the wild, she along with her kittens would be fitted with new radio tracking collars and would be reintroduced into the Florida Panther Wildlife Reserve. 
 
    When we pulled into Big Cat Rescue, the facility manager met us. She spoke with Lori and then made a call on her walkie talkie. Moments later, members of her staff arrived with a rolling cart. They were there for the mother panther. 
 
    Before we let them inside the motorhome, I put Bob in the bathroom and closed the door. I didn't want him in the way or to take a chance he might get spooked and run off. 
 
    With Bob secure, the staff of Big Cat came and got the mother panther's crate and carried her out to the rolling cart. They then came back and got the kittens.  
 
    Before they rolled them away, the facility manager came over to Lori and had her sign papers documenting the legal transfer of the animals into their care.  
 
    When Lori got back into the motorhome, she was crying. I gave her a hug and went back and let Bob out of the bathroom. He followed me back up front and jumped up into Lori's lap. She smiled through her tears and started petting him. He purred. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixty-One 
 
    After dropping the panthers off at Big Cat, I took Lori back to her home in Venice. She thanked me for my help and said we should get together soon.  
 
    She grabbed her small suitcase and medical bag, gave Bob a parting pet, and got out. I watched as she walked up her driveway until she was out of sight.  
 
    I drove back to Mango Bay and backed into my assigned parking place. I ran the slide room out and hooked up to shore power and water. I was finally home. 
 
    The motorhome had a distinct panther smell, so I opened all the windows to air the place air out. In the back bedroom, I cleaned up the area where the panther cage had been. I put my mattress back where it belonged and stripped the sheets and bagged them along with my dirty clothes from the trip. 
 
    After making sure Bob had food, water, and a clean litter box, I grabbed the dirty laundry and my cell phone, and headed to the Mango Bay laundry room.  
 
    While my clothes were washing, I went over to the office to see Polly. She was on the phone when I walked in.  
 
    Seeing me, she smiled and whispered something in her phone that sounded like, “He just walked in, I'll call you back later.” 
 
    She ended the call and looked up at me. “Walker, I see you made it back. Tell me all about it.” 
 
    I told her everything. 
 
     *** 
 
    When Polly had asked me to do a favor and drive her friend to the Oasis Ranger Station, I never imagined it would turn out as it did. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I would drive across Florida with four live panthers in my motorhome.  
 
    Few people would believe me if I were to tell them the story. Luckily, I took plenty of photos. 
 
    *** 
 
    After gathering up my laundry and taking it back to the motorhome, I was about to check my email when my phone chimed. I didn't recognize the caller ID but answered anyway. 
 
    The caller said, “I need you to take me to Key West.” 
 
    I didn't recognize the voice, so I asked, “Who is this, and why do I need to take you to Key West?” 
 
    The caller replied, “Walker, I just spent three days cooped up with you in that motorhome, and you still don't recognize my voice?” 
 
    It was Lori, but she sounded different, and we had a noisy connection. I asked her about it. 
 
    “What's all that noise in the background?” 
 
    “I'm on my car phone. Sitting at the Panda Express drive-through in Venice. I'm bringing you dinner. I'll be over in about twenty minutes. You still have plenty of wine?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Good, twenty minutes. I'll be there. I've got something for Bob. And something for you too.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixty-Two 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Lori pulled up and parked in front of my motorhome. She stepped out of her car with a smile on her face. She said, “You thought you got rid of me didn't you? But here I am, back again. With food.” 
 
    She pointed to the takeout bags in the passenger seat. “Would you grab those?” 
 
    I went over and got the three bags and headed to the motorhome, but she stopped me. She said, “Wait, there's more.” 
 
    She reached into her car and came out with two bottles of wine. “I wasn't sure you had enough, so I went ahead and got these.” 
 
    I smiled. “You planning a party?” 
 
    She nodded. “I am. A celebration of sorts. And you're invited. 
 
    “Take the food inside then come back out and help me with the rest of my things.” 
 
    I didn't know what she was planning, but I wasn't going to complain. At the very least, I was going to get a hot meal, a little wine, and some companionship. 
 
    When I got back outside, she had placed the two bottles of wine on the hood of her car along with her medical bag, a small suitcase, and a white box with a red ribbon wrapped around it. 
 
    She handed me the box. “This is for you. But you can't open it until after we eat. I've got something for Bob too.” 
 
    She grabbed her medical bag and suitcase and said, “Let the party begin.” 
 
    We went inside, and she stowed her suitcase and the medical bag in the back bedroom. She washed her hands in the bathroom and came back up front to see me. 
 
    Seeing the unopened wine bottles on the counter, she said, “Open the wine while I set out the food.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, we were sitting at the kitchen table enjoying our meal. Lori was on her second glass of wine. I was still on my first. Based on her wine consumption and the little suitcase she'd brought, it was pretty clear she was planning to spend the night. 
 
    That was okay with me. She'd spent three nights in the motorhome and, other than the panthers, things had gone well. 
 
    When she finished her meal, she handed me a fortune cookie. “Open it. See what it says.” 
 
    I cracked open the cookie and pulled out my fortune. It read, “You are about to take a trip with a mysterious woman.” 
 
    I read it aloud, and she laughed. “I suppose I'm the mysterious woman and you're about to take another trip with me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You might be mysterious, but I'm not sure about another trip.” 
 
    She smiled. “We'll talk about that later. But right now, I'm going to read my fortune.” 
 
    She cracked open her cookie and pulled out the slip of paper. Her eyes widened in surprise as she read it silently. 
 
    She quickly folded it and put it away. 
 
    “What'd it say?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I'm not going to tell you. It was just silly.” 
 
    “Let me see. I want to read it.” 
 
    She shook her head again. “No. I don't want you to read it. It'll spoil the mood.” 
 
    I decided to let it go.  
 
    She handed me the white box with the red ribbon. “This is for you. A small gift to help you remember our first adventure together.” 
 
    I pulled the ribbon and opened the box. Inside was a black T-shirt. On the front were the words “Skunk Ape Research Center” with an image of skunk ape below. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, I do. I'll think of you whenever I wear it. Where did you get it?” 
 
     “At the Skunk Ape Museum. While you were taking the van back, I went in, saw the shirt and thought it was something you needed.” 
 
    I smiled. “I really like it. Thanks.” 
 
    “I've got something for Bob too. Where is he?” 
 
    “He's in the back, hiding. He's still a little skittish.” 
 
    She nodded. “That's what I figured. So I brought something to calm him down. See if you can get him to come up here.” 
 
    I called his name, and, surprisingly, he came trotting out of the bedroom like he had been waiting for me to call him. 
 
    When he saw Lori, he ran to her and began rubbing against her ankle. She said, “Bob, I've got something for you.” 
 
    She reached into her shirt pocket and pulled out a small bottle with a rubber eye dropper on top. She pulled the eye dropper out and filled it part way with liquid from the bottle. 
 
    She bent over and slid the eyedropper into Bob's mouth and squeezed the bulb. Bob reacted by licking his lips as the fluid ran down his throat. 
 
    “What are you giving him?” 
 
    “Rescue Remedy. It'll calm him down without making him drowsy. He'll like it.” 
 
    Lori got up from the table, went over to the couch and sat down. Bob jumped up beside her and curled up in her lap. He didn't seem bothered at all that she had just stuck something in his mouth and squirted fluid down his throat. 
 
    After a few minutes, he jumped down and headed to the back. We soon heard him crunching kibble from his food bowl. 
 
    Lori smiled. “It's working. He's eating, which means he's not so stressed.” 
 
    She turned to me. “What about you? Are you stressed?” 
 
    “No, should I be?” 
 
    “Maybe. I did kind of drop in on you unexpectedly. After spending the last three days with me, you might need some alone time.” 
 
    I laughed. “Alone time, I get plenty of that. But if I need some, I'll let you know. Right now, all I need is to know why you think I should drive you to Key West. What's that all about?” 
 
    She smiled. “I'll give you the answer in the morning. Tonight I'm going to see if you qualify to move up from pretend boyfriend to boyfriend-in-training. Are you game?” 
 
    I was. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The following day, Callie showed up with Carlos, her grandfather. He met with Polly and Buck, the owners of Mango Bay.  
 
    After giving him a tour of the property, they sat down and talked about what his duties might be if he chose to come aboard. 
 
    Carlos listened and after the discussion asked to have a private moment with Callie. After speaking with her, he told Polly and Buck he would be happy to work for them at Mango Bay. 
 
    Polly and Buck agreed to pay him a monthly salary, provide him with the tools he needed for his job, and provide living quarters. He could start as soon as he wanted. The only problem was they didn't have an empty trailer for him. That was when they called me. 
 
    “Walker, we have a problem we think you can solve. We need a place for Carlos to live until we have a vacancy in one of our trailers. It looks like it'll be a month before one becomes available. 
 
    “So here's what we were thinking. You have the houseboat you bought from Polly. It's sitting out there in the Lemon Bay mooring field not being used. 
 
    “We thought you could bring it over here and dock it at Mango Bay. We could hook it up to shore power, and Carlos could live in it until a trailer becomes available. 
 
    “We talked to him about living on a boat, and he said he’s spent most of his life on a boat, and he would enjoy living on one as long as he doesn’t have to go out to sea every day.” 
 
    “So what do you think? Would you let Carlos live in your boat until we get another place for him?” 
 
    For me, it was an easy decision. The Escape Artist, the 36-foot houseboat I had purchased from Polly, wasn't doing me or anyone else any good anchored out in the mooring field. 
 
    If I brought it in and docked it at Mango Bay, Carlos could live in it, and I wouldn't have to worry about something happening to it out in the bay. 
 
    So it was agreed. I'd move the Escape Artist to Mango Bay and Carlos would live in it. 
 
    Little did I know how much that simple decision would change my life. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three weeks after Carlos moved to Mango Bay, he visited me in my motorhome.  
 
    “Walker, I am so grateful for what you did for my Callie and me. I don't think I can ever repay you. But I have something I want to give you.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin. He handed it to me. “Take this.” 
 
    I took the coin and looked at it. It was silver and quite old. The face was worn, but I could read the date. 1797. 
 
    I knew what the coin was. A U.S. draped bust silver dollar. One of the first ever minted by the United States. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled. “You like it?” 
 
    I nodded. “I do, but I can't accept it. It's too valuable. You have to keep it.” 
 
    “No Walker, I want you to have it. Please. It would make me very happy if you accepted it.” 
 
    “Carlos, I can't accept this. It's too valuable.” 
 
    “Walker, please take it. I have two more I will keep for myself.” 
 
    “You have more? Where did you get them?” 
 
    He smiled. “I will tell you, but only if you agree to accept the coin as a gift from me.” 
 
    I didn't want to take the coin; it was too valuable. But not accepting it would be an insult. So I took it. 
 
    “Carlos, thank you for the coin. I will treasure it.” 
 
    He smiled. “Now I will tell you how I came to have these coins. 
 
    “My son and I had been hired to salvage derelict vessels in Charlotte Harbor after Hurricane Charlie. Many old boats had blown up into the mangroves, and we were contracted to remove them. 
 
    “We got paid for each boat. Our agreement let us keep anything we found on the boats we were salvaging. Most had nothing worth keeping, but we always checked. 
 
    “One day, we found a boat with diving equipment; tanks, masks, belts and air compressors, unfortunately nothing usable. But along with the diving equipment, we found a small, plastic box.  
 
    “Inside were three of these coins. And a piece of wood with numbers written on it.” 
 
    “My son said the numbers were GPS coordinates and we should follow them to see what was there. We planned to do that after our salvage contract ended. 
 
    “But we never got the chance. My son and his wife died. In my grief, I put these coins away and forgot about them.  
 
    “When I packed my things to move here to Mango Bay, I found the coins. I'm keeping one in my son's memory. I will give the other to Callie. I am giving you the third for all you've done for us.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Carlos, I still don't feel right about accepting the coin. I would rather you keep it. But perhaps you and I could go out and search for others?” 
 
    Carlos smiled. “I was hoping you would say that.” 
 
    We started planning our treasure hunt the next day. 
 
    And, yes, I did agree to take Lori to Key West. And what an adventure that turned out to be. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Author's Notes 
 
    Almost all the places mentioned in this book are real. Some of the details about different locations have been invented or enhanced for the sake of the story. 
 
    All the characters are fictional (for the most part).  
 
    If you're in South Florida, you'll enjoy visiting Englewood, as well as driving Alligator Alley through the Everglades. If you do make the drive, be sure to stop at the Oasis Ranger Station and check out the panther display there. 
 
    If you're interested in seeing panther kittens rescued in the Everglades, check out these videos: 
 
    http://youtu.be/ofr-Y76iUP0 
 
    http://youtu.be/RraIPWUfE6w 
 
    http://youtu.be/ieWYTNmujcU 
 
    http://youtu.be/EvNphm7VQn4 
 
   


  
 

 The adventure continues . . . 
 
    If you liked Mango Glades, please post a review at Amazon, and let your friends know about the Mango Bob series. 
 
    Other books in the Mango Bob series include: 
 
    Mango Bob 
 
    Mango Lucky 
 
    Mango Bay 
 
    Mango Glades 
 
    Mango Key 
 
    Mango Blues 
 
    You can find photos, maps, and more from the Mango Bob adventures at http://www.mangobob.com 
 
    Stay in touch with Mango Bob and Walker on Facebook at: www.facebook.com/MangoBob  
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