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The suffocating weight on my chest made me gasp. “Down, dog,” I wheezed, sliding Maverick’s forepaws to the floor. Scrambling to sit up, I took a deep breath and sniffed in surprise. “Where did you get bacon?” Maverick’s warm sweet-and-smoky-scented breath dragged me the rest of the way from my first hours of recuperative rest following a jam-packed last few weeks of school. 

I thought I finally had a chance to sleep in on the first morning of summer break, but my dog had other ideas. Maverick’s inner alarm had sounded. I lugged myself down the stairs and out the door before the unpredictable June temperature soared again, begrudgingly accompanying him on a spirited walk as the sun broke over the horizon.

Trotting behind my dog, my thoughts meandered the chaotic path I’d taken toward my current career. What do you do with a degree in the study of codes and algorithms when you no longer had the desire to study codes and algorithms? 

The field of education hadn’t been on my radar initially, but last August, I moved to Columbia, Minnesota and began my first year teaching high school mathematics. Honestly, I accepted the only offer I received, so I discovered my calling by default. My first year surprised me. I enjoyed challenging my students, seeing eyes light up when a math conundrum finally revealed its solution, and supported the successful endeavors of both our science club and mock trial teams. Having worked out the kinks, I hoped my second year would be even better.

To successfully complete the variety of new tasks I’d been given throughout the year, I learned to use my time efficiently. Too efficiently, it seemed. Consequently, I’d already exhausted my summer to-do list. I didn’t look forward to the protracted day ahead and its ensuing boredom. How could I relax with three long months of unproductive days filled with so much time to kill? Little did I know what a prophetic choice of words those were.

My energetic black Lab tugged me along the sidewalk, urging me to go faster, his body rippling with muscles we were both learning to control. It had taken a while, but I’d grown to adore my dog. Maverick overflowed with unconditional love, and I choked up remembering how he’d saved my life in more ways than one. 

We stopped along the path, and I knelt and rustled his ears. “Thanks, Maverick.” 

Upon our return, the smells emanating from the kitchen made Maverick and me drool. The tags on the dog’s collar rattled as he towed me, skiing behind him, through the kitchen where I discovered the source of the heavenly aromas.

Dad held aloft a metal spatula. His growing culinary repertoire outshone my meager gastronomic menu; I made one recipe I could rely on being edible, and it wasn’t breakfast fare. Guilt crawled across his face. “Katie, darlin’,” Dad said, sounding perplexed. “I wasn’t expecting you to be up so early.”

My brows shot to my hairline as I eyed the mound of crispy hash browns, a dozen fried sausage links, eight pieces of buttered toast dripping with honey, at least a pound of sizzling smoky bacon strips, and a large glass bowl containing what had to be a dozen steaming scrambled eggs smothered in melted golden cheese. I pointed at all the food, cocked my head, and raised an eyebrow. Dad’s handsome face turned pink. 

My dad, Harry Wilk, had lived with me for most of the school year. He was too well to stay in the care facility and too unwell for my stepmother to feel comfortable leaving him home alone while she clambered up her corporate career ladder. Their separation weighed heavily on Dad, and they still hadn’t finalized their future plans.

“I always cook for a crew and haven’t quite figured out how to pare down my recipes. I hope you’re hungry.” He wrinkled his nose. “My eggs leave something to be desired, though.”

I heaped the breakfast cuisine onto a plate and nibbled at the savory fixings. The slight layer of char on the eggs under the gooey cheese barely registered. “Not bad, Dad,” I said truthfully. “But I can’t eat like this every morning, or I’ll gain fifty pounds this summer.”

“You could use another ten, though. The industrial chow you subsisted on while I was in the step-down unit left a lot to be desired. I know.” He patted his stomach.

It hadn’t been only the food. Worry about his prognosis after a traumatic brain injury contributed as much, if not more, to my initial weight loss, but between my landlady’s exceptional cooking and Dad’s consistent attempts to regain his status in the kitchen, my clothes no longer hung on my frame. I never went hungry. Nor did one drop of Dad’s superlative caffeine concoction laced with brown sugar flavoring and oat milk spill as he reverently placed the vintage flowered porcelain cups of my favorite morning brew on the table. He plopped into the chair next to me and gave me a warm smile.

“Well, darlin’, what are your plans for today?” He blew on his hot coffee and took a tentative sip.

“I ...” The corners of my mouth turned down. Having grown up on the nerdy side, I always organized every minute of my life, parsing complex tasks into manageable morsels. Solving problems, decrypting codes, and unraveling puzzles came easily, but I’d never successfully dealt with so much unstructured time, certainly not an entire summer. I couldn’t remember the last time I hadn’t been able to keep busy. But today I had nothing. “I have no idea. After walking Maverick, the only item on my agenda is walking him again, but he panted through half the outing this morning. It’s getting too warm earlier in the day for him to walk far.”

Dad wriggled in his seat and sat up straighter, running his fingers through his salt and pepper hair. He flashed his vivid eyes at me. 

“What?” I asked. 

He seemed ready to burst. “I can’t imagine you didn’t inherit my ability to sit still and do absolutely nothing. I’m the king of procrastination.”

I laughed. “This from a man who plans every minute of his day.” 

“Yes, but I make certain I plan all my sitting-still time first. I might have some ideas for you.”

I wiped off the sticky residue clinging to my fingertips and brushed away the toast crumbs. Tilting my chair, I stretched to nab a pen and memo pad from the counter. Poised to take note of Dad’s constructive contributions, I said, “Do tell.”

He leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms. “You could pick up a new hobby.”

I gently placed the pen on the table, thinking I’d get better ideas from the food, and dug in. With a forkful of hashbrowns hovering in the air, I said, “Could you be a little bit more specific?” and devoured the tasty spuds.

“I could teach you to cook. Maybe. Or you could bike.”

I plopped my elbow on the table and supported my cheek in my hand. “You and Ida have tried to teach me to cook. It’s been practically impossible, and there’s only so much biking I can do.” I shook my head, yet listened for something novel. 

“You could sleep in.”

“Tried that.” I side-eyed my pup and exhaled.

“You could learn a craft like ... crocheting or knitting.” 

Two more words made the list. He waited for an enthusiastic response, which he didn’t get, but nuggets of ideas turned over in my head as I chewed my final morsel of bacon. Our landlady, Ida Clemashevski, was a creative whiz not only at cooking, but with her passions for art, acting, music, and probably crafting as well.

“There’s always fishing,” he said, cautiously optimistic. “Or get a part-time job?”

I jotted a few words next to his recommendations and drew a fish. 

Dad asked, “What’s that?”

Having confirmed my lack of any artistic talent, my sketch disappeared under scribbles. “I’ll think about taking up a hobby, but meanwhile, it seems I’ll simply have to resign myself to mundane chores ...” I hopped up from the table. “Nothing exciting. Something like doing the dishes.” I juggled the serving platters, plates, and silverware and deposited them in the sink, leaving the delicate cups for a second trip.

Soap foamed under the cascade of hot water, and I scrubbed slowly to eat up at least a portion of my free time. Although Dad reached for a towel, I shooed him out of the kitchen, knowing how much he valued his predictable weekday schedule: a hearty first meal of the day, a one-mile walk around the neighborhood—rain or shine, an in-depth read of the newspaper from cover to cartoons, an exercise class at the Y, and his volunteer stint at the library.

“No doubt, by week’s end you’ll have discovered a new and more streamlined method for doing dishes. You know I love you.” He kissed my forehead and headed for the door and a day of sunshine. “But we’ve got to keep you occupied and out of trouble, or you’ll never get rid of the crazy nickname you earned.” 

I called to his retreating back, “Just because I’ve been in the wrong places and involved in the resolution of several serious crimes, I really don’t think I deserve the moniker ‘Katie Wilk, the murder magnet.’”
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After drying and stacking the dishes, scouring the sink, sweeping the floor, and polishing the counters, I read the clock. My shoulders drooped as I wondered how to put a positive spin on the five hours I still had until noon when my phone screen lit up, and I brightened.

“Jane,” I sang cheerily. “What’s going on?”

“Katie,” she wailed. Not prone to emotional outbursts, Jane’s stress disturbed my peace and quiet. New teachers tended to flock together, and by the end of September, Jane Mackey and I had become inseparable. The more we learned about each other, the stronger our bond of friendship became. We thrived on the energy of the students and volunteered to advise two extracurricular assignments together. She was my best friend. 

I asked carefully, “What happened?”

“Drew and I planned for an October wedding during MEA break, and he’s already taken the time off.” She hiccupped back what sounded like a sob.

I nodded, but figured she couldn’t see me, so I grunted an ‘uh-huh.’ 

“We had most of the logistics worked out except for the reception venue.” She sighed. “Most of the local spots we considered had been booked out a year or more in advance, but the manager of the new place, Promise Pavilion, assured me if we paid the entire amount up front, we could lock in the date.” 

Uh-oh. I could see the writing on the wall.

“But she absconded with the funds,” Jane stammered. “They’ve shuttered the doors. We forfeited our payment, and we have no place to go. I don’t want to wait, Katie. What am I going to do?”

“What did Drew say?” When Jane didn’t answer, I pulled the phone away and viewed the screen to check our connection. “Jane?”

“I haven’t shared the news with him yet,” she sobbed.

“And your dad?”

“I told him I could do this on my own. I’m not ready to break down and ask him for help.”

“We’ll figure something out. Why don’t you come over—” Heavy pounding on my back door interrupted our call. “Hold on, Jane.” 

I opened the door. She stood on the top step, tears streaming from her red-rimmed brown eyes down her cherubic cheeks. The buttons didn’t match the buttonholes of her wrinkled white shirt, and I’d never seen her in shredded jeans. 

“Oh, honey.” I pocketed my phone and opened my arms. I wobbled when she crashed into me. She’d piled her blond waves on top of her head, and the messy ponytail grazed my chin. I blew the tickling tendrils out of my mouth and tried to keep a straight face. “Let’s get this figured out.”

She took a step back and looked up at me. “You’ll help me?” 

“What’s the maid of honor for?” 

“What did I ever do to deserve you?” Jane dabbed at her eyes, and I suffered another bone-crushing hug. “Now what?”

I pondered for a moment, and the necessary solution hit me like a brick. “Ida knows everybody and everything in Columbia,” I said. “She’ll know what to do.”

Jane sniffed and straightened. “Let’s get to work then,” she said tremulously and marched to the door separating the apartment we rented in the rear from the rest of Ida’s Queen Anne home. Jane rose to her height of almost-five-feet, and inhaling deeply, rapped. The door flew open before she completed the third brisk knock.

“It’s about time, mo stór.” Ida adopted an Irish brogue when she played the part of Thomas Dylan’s wife, Caitlin, in a community production, and her Gaelic still rang true. In answer to our dubious faces, she interpreted for us. “My dear. I heard all about Promise Pavilion.” 

She swallowed Jane in an embrace. The green-belted, shiny purple skirt swished above Ida’s yellow sneakers as she rocked Jane back and forth. The multitude of decorative chains draped over the neon-green, ruffled peasant blouse she wore jangled musically. Her flaming red hair curled around the brown head scarf adorned with tinkling gold-colored coins and defied age determination, though I knew she’d retired from teaching art at our high school a few years ago. 

“What can I do, Ida?” asked Jane, pulling away before succumbing to the smothering hug. “Do you have any brilliant solutions?”

Ida batted her emerald eyes, flashing lids covered with sky blue eye shadow. She puckered her hot-pink-colored lips in a thought-filled gesture. Her larger-than-life personality defied her size, a half inch shorter than Jane, and the rainbow rebel finally said, “No.” 

Jane staggered. 

“Not yet anyway, but I’ll think of something. Come in and tell me all about it.”

Jane plopped into a chair at the kitchen table. Ida heated water for tea, and when the kettle whistled, she poured the scalding water over the tea bags she’d placed in two cups and sat. They put their heads together, and I understood the meaning of ‘third wheel.’ 

“I’ll just ...” I jerked my head toward the door and slipped back into my kitchen where Maverick waited for me. He tilted his head in a ‘now what?’ communication.

“I might need to find something for Jane and me to do today to get her mind off the venue problem while Ida performs her magic,” I said, rubbing his velvety ears. “It’ll give Ida time to explore her vast connections, and as Jane’s best friend, it’s up to me to keep her busy.” 

The list I’d made from Dad’s suggestions to take up free time beckoned from the tabletop, but the concept of a hobby filled me with dread. I picked up a pen and paced, waiting for inspiration, and it came in the form of a handsome face. 

After meeting Pete Erickson, I’d thought romance might have a place in my future after all, and instead of solving Jane’s dilemma, I jotted a few of his favorite activities —biking, dining, hiking, and walking—but an ER doctor worked full days and some evenings as well. Those dreams vanished, leaving Jane and me big blocks of empty time. I needed something to keep Jane occupied.

Frustrated, I thumbed through yesterday’s mail and happened upon the summer community activity catalog.

I dropped into the chair at my table and fanned the pages, brightly color-coded, yellow for youth, green for teens, and red for seniors, until I came across five blue pages of offerings for adults’ enrichment. The list included swimming, navigating computer software, how to apply for a job, community awareness, line-dancing, yoga, and lessons in a variety of sports.

In addition, the center pages provided a calendar highlighting local festivals, summer parades, road races for running or biking, tournaments for chess, softball, golf, pickleball, and fishing, concerts and cultural events, plus deals for seasonal businesses including campgrounds, pools, and garage sales. I circled the activities occurring this week which might interest my friend. 

As I tapped the pen against the page, Jane exited Ida’s home looking slightly shell-shocked. I rose quickly and guided her to the table. “Can I get you anything?”

She shook her head. “Ida said not to worry. She’s going to make some calls.” Jane turned her luminescent brown eyes, still brimming with unshed tears, to look at me. “Meanwhile, she said we should get our dresses.”

“Aren’t you wearing your mother’s bridal gown?”

She blinked a few times and smiled indulgently. “I am wearing her dress for the wedding, but Ida suggested I look at purchasing a party dress for the reception.” Her voice cracked. “That is, if we have a reception.” She inhaled and lifted her chin. “We need to shop for a dress for you too.”

Panic widened my eyes. “I thought I was going to wear my blue dress.” I hated shopping. I’d never been able to choose flattering clothes to fit what I felt was a weird shape and depended on friends and family to do the dirty work.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure the adventure is fun and easy.” She almost laughed. “But I don’t think I’m in the right frame of mind to shop yet.” She closed her eyes, inhaled through her nose, held her breath, and exhaled through her mouth like the true yogi she was. She opened her eyes, looking somewhat calmer. “What do you propose we do now?”

I hurriedly glanced at the catalog in front of me and turned it for her to peruse. 

As her forefinger traveled down the list, she shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Nope, not fishing or pickleball, and I already know how to do yoga.” She taught beginning classes at the Y. “But ...” She tapped the page appreciatively.

I leaned forward to see what caught her eye. “Golf?”

Jane forced a smile. “I have a set of clubs in my car I haven’t been able to use as much as I’d like since moving to Columbia. I need a partner. It’s good exercise, and look.” She drummed her fingers against the calendar. “There are fundraising tournaments all summer for deserving causes. Here’s one for hospice, one for the high school music department, and another for the biking club.”

“Jane,” I said solemnly. “I’ve never swung a club.” Maverick laid his head on my lap, and I scratched behind his ears. I gave him permission to put his paws on my knees. He licked my cheek, and my anti-golf determination wavered, remembering how enjoyable learning new things this year had been. However, I wouldn’t share the memory with Jane immediately.

“Golf is a lifelong skill and it’s about time you learned. I’ll bet we can scrounge up a set of clubs for you.” Her smile seemed genuine, her mind no longer solely fixated on her wedding venue or lack thereof. She punched in the numbers she read from the catalog. “Hello. I’m calling to set up a time for private golf lessons.” She listened for a few seconds. “The head pro has an opening in fifty-five minutes.” I shook my head. She read the clock. “Fabulous. I’ll be there. Yes, I’ll be renting gear, at least in the beginning.” 

I suspected an attempt at bait and switch. 

“Name? K-a-t-i-e—W.” I reached for her phone to stop her, but she snickered and wriggled out of my grasp. Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “I-l-k. Yes, I’m totally a beginner. See you then. Bye,” she said rapidly.

“Jane, what have you done?” I huffed.

She pocketed her phone and grinned smugly. “Hey, blue eyes, now let’s get you properly attired.”

“What?”
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Jane and my landlady might both only stand close to five feet tall, but each presented a formidable front. Jane ignored every argument I had against learning to golf, and after I got over my initial jab of fear, I figured my lesson would give Ida time to search for an answer to Jane’s quandary. Perhaps one and done?

Jane dragged me out to her forest-green Ford Edge and drove downtown to one of her favorite retail therapy establishments, Bella’s Boutique. I clenched the seat belt strap over my chest, vividly recalling my first wild ride with Jane, who considered a stop sign merely a suggestion. She slammed on the brakes and parked minutes ahead of my GPS projected arrival time. I inhaled deeply, finally able to take a breath.

If I had my choice, I’d have worn a t-shirt and shorts when golfing, or I’d have gone to the local sports store and picked out comfortable athletic wear, but Jane said real sportsmen had a dress code, and she didn’t trust me to be outfitted to her standards. 

“I’d lend you some of my clothes, but ...” She looked down and behind me with a trace of aversion. I craned my neck, wondering what mess I had on the back of my shorts, and she continued. “My clothes on your long legs might be considered rather salacious. You’d have tongues wagging for sure.”

I balked at the unnecessary expense, but she assured me she could afford it. Her dad owned Sapphire Skyway, a charter airline catering to wealthy individuals who traveled frequently. He’d generously provided funds for our mock trial team’s recent trip to attend the national competition in Atlanta. Although Jane seldom dipped into her reserves, her dad provided an allowance for her few indulgences, and Bella’s stylish stock made his only daughter happy. I had to admit, the baby blue, stretchy pleated golf skirt, hosting deep pockets for ball storage, and the coordinating collared shirt looked cute, even on me. Bella also gave me a great price on a second turquoise set.

Among Jane’s superfluous purchases (she could certainly shop fast), the hot pink number suited her well, while the advertisement for the New Age white golf shoes Jane bought insisted they were in vogue and guaranteed to improve even the finest golf swing. Personally, I’d have to do some practical research, checking their benefits, before switching out my tennis shoes and investing in a pair myself. 

“Bella,” Jane said. “What do you think of our local golf courses?” 

The gold and silver bangles rattled on her wrist as Bella cut the tag from Jane’s skirt and then from mine. “Columbia claims a public par 3 in addition to two private courses. Do you have one in mind?” Bella asked, as she bagged the new purchases and our old clothes. 

Her white sleeveless shirred chiffon shirt looked so comfortable I almost asked where she bought it before noticing it on the mannequin behind her. Instead, I asked, “What’s a par 3?” 

The two faces turned in unison. Bella covered her tiny smirk with an explanation. “Par 3 refers to the average number of strokes expected on each hole for the length of the course.” 

Jane furrowed her brow and pulled out her phone, pulling up the webpage she’d accessed for my lesson. “What about this one?”

“Oooh.” Bella’s hand fluttered to her smooth cheeks, and she squealed. “Shady Oaks Golf Resort and Spa is markedly ritzy. Most of the patrons pay ridiculous yearly dues to play. Many don’t live in the area, but there is a landing strip on the property, so they fly in. I love when they visit Bella’s Boutique. I don’t mean to gossip, but ...” She lowered her voice and combed her curly brown hair behind her ear, flashing a large hoop earring. “I hear membership numbers are fluctuating because of some rumored changes. Are you playing there?”

“I booked lessons for Katie.”

“I’m sure not many of the members will admit to needing the services of the two pros on staff, and providing private lessons is one way for them to earn their keep.” Bella’s blue eyes darkened. “I’ve heard it isn’t cheap.”

My head whipped around to Jane. 

“That’s why I’m paying for the lessons. It’s a birthday gift.” 

“My birthday is more than a month away.”

“An early birthday gift, and I get to take advantage of the perks.” Given the sneaky smile she bestowed on me, I had a feeling she’d researched her recent purchase and knew more about Shady Oaks than she let on. 

A delightful bell tinkled as we made our way out the door of Bella’s charming shop.

“Explain to me again why I’m taking golf lessons,” I said, juggling the shopping bags from arm to arm, traipsing out to her SUV.

Jane’s eyes flicked away from mine, a sure sign she was looking for a suitable answer without divulging too much information. “I love to golf, but Drew isn’t around to play consistently, and I’ve attempted to play solo on the municipal course.” The rear gate on her SUV rose gracefully, and she maneuvered the purchases around her white padded leather golf bag. “However, I’ve run into your friend too many times to count. Her boyfriend always asks if I want to join them.” I felt my lips pucker in a question I didn’t ask. “It’s that guy she brought back with her from Atlanta. He’s very accommodating and a scratch golfer, but it’s uncomfortable and difficult to decline his insistent invitations because there are often people waiting, and I think the manager would rather have groups than solos on the course. If you and I play together, I don’t think ZaZa will even come near me.”

The answer reveal dumbfounded me. I stammered, “ZaZa plays golf?”

“She does now,” Jane said, her blond waves bouncing. “A lot. It doesn’t matter what time I get onto the course, they’re always ready and waiting. ZaZa is a newbie, but her boyfriend is coaching her, and consistent play has helped her game tremendously. However, I’m sure she’d prefer me to be anywhere else.”

“I’m sorry you’re on her list of casual adversaries by your association with me.”

“I’m not sorry. She’s really not my cup of tea.”

ZaZa Lavigne and I had attended the same master’s degree program, studying mathematical cryptanalysis. She, too, had an abrupt career change, and among all the high schools in the United States, ZaZa had accepted a job at Columbia High School mid-year after one of my associates landed in jail. It seemed her sole purpose was to make my life miserable. She had some preconceived notions I couldn’t dispel. When being civil didn’t work, I avoided my nemesis at all costs. 

I tuned in when Jane concluded, “If we like it, maybe we can join Shady Oaks.”

“So, my golf lessons are for you. I’m good with that.”

She slammed the tailgate. “Absolutely.” She glanced at her wrist. “Five minutes.”

Jane took off on her speedy way, zipping around Lake Monongalia, barreling along a drive replete with tall trees, under the Shady Oaks sign, along a white wooden fence, and through hairpin curves, making my toenails curl. We followed the one-way signs along the paved drive. My jaw dropped as we rounded the last bend revealing three shiny new BMWs, an old and a new Mercedes, a bright red sportscar, a couple of cute Mustangs, and a three-story cream-colored stucco clubhouse. With a backdrop of majestic trees and surrounded by a shimmering body of water, Shady Oaks looked wonderfully inviting.

Jane parked, and as she alighted from the driver’s seat, four young adults circled the car and offered to assist with clubs, shoes, bags, or anything else. Jane explained our purpose and hinted at perhaps utilizing their services later. They politely retreated. 

I stepped gingerly onto the sidewalk, gazing at the pristine landscaping, sparkling windows, and arched ornamentation. Dark-colored pavers snaked around carefully manicured bushes and plush green grass. Jane opened her trunk and, with a practiced flair, hefted her clattering clubs by the cushioned strap, and slid them onto her shoulder. I followed her to the entry.

“Hi, Galen. You work here?” Galen Tonlenson, one of our successful mock trial and curious science club students from last year, stood behind a lectern flanked by large stone planters overflowing with colorful blossoms.

“Second summer now, Ms. Wilk.” He adjusted the stiff collar on his uniform. “The hours are good, and the perks are cool. I golf at least five times a week.” He peered at Jane and raised an eyebrow. “I thought I knew all the members. What can I help you ladies with?” 

“Ms. Wilk has a lesson scheduled with Barclay Byron.” Jane hooked her arm on the lectern and bowed her head in my direction. I fluttered the tips of my fingers next to my cheek in a shy acknowledgment. I was sure that if he could have done so without being noticed, he’d have rolled his eyes.

“Ms. Wilk?” He searched Jane’s perky face, and I thought I could see the wheels turn in disbelief. It looked like he wanted to say, ‘I’d sure like to see that.’

He ran his finger down the list in front of him and stopped. I hoped my name wasn’t there. He checked his watch and picked up the phone. “Sorry, I’ve got to make a call.” 

Setting the receiver back in its cradle, he said professionally, “You are two minutes late, but Mr. Byron will still accommodate you.” He screwed up his face apologetically. “Enter the main doors behind me and take the hallway to the right as far as you can go. You will end up at the pro shop and you’ll find Mr. Byron. Enjoy.” Although his lips formed a serious line, his eyes crinkled in delight. 

“Thanks, Galen, and stay cool,” I said. 

Jane blew a damp tendril from her cheek. “It’s going to be a warm one. Stay hydrated, and thank you, kindly, young sir.” Jane curtsied, and a tiny smile cracked his business façade. She collected her clubs and dragged me through the glass doors into another world. 

The humidity dropped and the comfortable temperature felt completely natural. I peeked around the large green plants bracketing the entrance at the elegant interior adornments. They surpassed the outside. I gawked at the high ceilings, crystal chandeliers, polished silver surfaces, and solid wood furniture. I stepped from the black and gold marble inlay on the floor onto a luxurious scarlet carpet and stared at the composition of some exemplary decorating. 

The thick floor covering muffled my careful steps, and I noticed with a start, Jane had disappeared. After a moment of panic, her head popped out of the hallway, and she grinned. “Psst. Over here.”

I rushed to catch up with her, and we promenaded through the quiet wing without a sideways glance. As we neared the end of the long hall, heated voices reached us, and Jane put out her hand to stop me.

“You can’t do that,” a female voice whimpered. “I have a contract.”

“Had. It’s gone. You have one week,” came the pompous male reply. “You need to leave now. I’m expecting a client.”

I shook my head. I was not going in there, but Jane had other ideas.
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From behind the closed door came the sound of a whoosh and a click, and all went quiet. Jane took that as our cue. The cumbersome bag she carried had to weigh almost as much as she did, but she slid the hefty clubs from her shoulder and stood them in the rack outside the door. She turned the knob, and before I could bolt, she trooped through the door with me in tow. 

A tall man stood at the exit with his back to us, looking out the picture window over a practice putting green, tiny flags fluttering in a synchronous dance. He turned, and I was nearly taken in by the tanned, chiseled face looking smooth and plumped, the clear hazel eyes, and self-deprecating smile. His sandy-colored hair flopped onto his forehead as if of its own accord, but the closer we got, the more it appeared as if he’d used an inordinate amount of product. I guesstimated his age older than me but younger than Dad.

“You must be Katie Wilk.” In two steps, he reached Jane and buried her small hand in his. 

Jane snorted and withdrew her fingers. “Nope, but my friend here goes by that name.”

His eyes flickered with amusement. “Katie, I’m Barclay. Pleased to meet you. You’re here for our beginner’s package—equipment rental and four lessons, correct?”

Before I processed the word ‘four,’ Jane answered for me. “Correct. And I’m here to ensure it goes well.”

“Okay, supervisor.”

“I’m Jane Mackey. I’m heading to the driving range.” She gave me an encouraging glance. “You’ll do great.”

Before I could object, she marched out the door. 

Byron reached for a white, stainless steel water bottle with a forest green lid. He held it up as much for me to admire as he did. The graphic on the outside featured a flag stuck on a putting green situated within the outline of the southeast corner of the contiguous United States. He slurped greedily and gazed after Jane. “Feisty little thing, isn’t she?”

I’d never say it out loud, but I wouldn’t want to be caught within a mile of Jane if she ever heard anyone call her a little thing—feisty maybe, if you were willing to have the wind knocked out of your sails. 

Barclay Byron led me to the display of rental clubs. “Take your pick.” 

I grabbed a club I recognized as a putter, two smaller metal ones, and another with a larger head.

Byron shook his head and yanked the clubs from my hands. After exchanging them for others he preferred, he glowered, waiting for me to challenge his selection. When I didn’t, he said, “I’ll provide the balls.” 

Did I detect a hint of a pause, a raised eyebrow? Innuendo? What was I thinking? Was I supposed to laugh or was it my imagination? It had been much easier dealing with high school students. I always expected the worst and was often pleasantly surprised. This was uncharted territory. 

“You’ll need tees, and I definitely recommend a golf glove.” His grip on my left hand made me uneasy as he slid his fingers over mine. I gently tried to pull away, but he held tightly as he thumbed through a display and removed a women’s medium. “You have long, narrow fingers. This will work.” He finally let go, and I swallowed hard. “I’ll just add this to your invoice.”

I continued to accumulate golf paraphernalia, including a white cap and two ball markers. 

“On the course, you’ll encounter continually changing light conditions, and I recommend the sunglasses designed for golfing by—”

“No, thank you.” He must get a kickback, I thought uncharitably.

He fit the clubs into the dividers of a surprisingly lightweight, narrow nylon bag and chuckled. “It’s time to hit the links.” Then his features drew into a scowl. “Now, where did my electronic tablet go?” He slid items to the side, searching. “It must be our resident ghost. Never mind. It’ll show up sooner or later.”

A ghost?

He hefted a large golf bag filled with a variety of clubs. I squeezed past him, and as he held the door, he inhaled deeply. “What’s the intoxicating scent you’re wearing?”

Before I thought about it, the words tumbled from my lips. “Labrador retriever.” The confusion on his face almost caused me to laugh.

“Rrrrright. Let me curate your tour first.” We headed toward the meticulously lined-up bank of golf carts arrayed in a rainbow of colors. He fastened his bag to the one closest to the first tee box and gently slid a long club with the maroon and gold colors of the University of Minnesota from a silken sheath. He ran his fingers down the shaft and cradled the large head in his hand. 

“This is an unparalleled Honma Beres 09 5S Fairway Wood, a precision club built to attain maximum distance with pinpoint accuracy, the likes of which you’ll never see again.” He lined up behind an imaginary ball, swung, and held his position watching the illusory orb make a satisfying flight. “Ace, of course.”

“It doesn’t look like any kind of wood I’ve ever seen.”

If looks could kill, I’d be laid out on the ground. 

He shook his head and said, “Carbon fiber.” As he flattened the sleeve to re-cover the club, he eyed it curiously, scrutinizing markings written on the fabric. “Son of a gun.” He squinted and rattled off a series of numbers. “Forty-three, thirty-three, fifty-one, thirty-two, arggh.” 

Numbers are therapeutic and have always drawn me like a fly to honey. Gawking over his shoulder, I noticed a curious pattern of numbers scrawled in black ink and scooted a millimeter closer to get a better look.

A moment later, I hastily leaned back as Byron furtively glanced toward the door to the shop while crumpling the cloth and stuffing it into one of the side pockets of his golf bag. He clicked keys on his phone, eyed the screen, and mumbled something sounding like, “Gotcha.”

“Anything wrong?” 

“Not anymore.” His tone was chilling. 

When his cool eyes raked over my face, I discovered I’d stepped too far into his personal space and couldn’t step back fast enough. “Sorry.”

“I’ve got to make a call. Give me one minute.”

He stalked behind the corner of the building, and although he spoke softly, the call ended with a vehement, “I expect the results today.”

I recoiled when he reached toward me, but he merely relieved me of my golf bag. He secured it to the rear of a two-passenger red golf cart and hopped onto a green one. “I’ll meet you on the path.” He gestured, and his vehicle hummed down the hill.

I slid across the seat into the driver’s spot and searched for a way to get the cart moving. Byron watched and waited at the foot of the hill. I scanned the dashboard. There was no key, no button. Byron gestured for me to join him. I felt for a gearshift, running my hand over the surface and along the edge on the underside. None of my ideas to get the contraption to move made any headway. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Byron snicker.

The cart had to travel the grounds. I circled the steering wheel, running my hands from top to bottom. In frustration, I lightly stamped my foot and nicked the pedal. My head jerked backward and forward. Voilà. I carefully depressed the foot controller and, aside from the embarrassment of wrenching my neck, soared off the knoll as if I’d done it every day. Byron didn’t wait, and hopefully didn’t notice my continual spurts and starts, sending me lurching ahead and jolting to a stop as I learned how to operate the four-wheeler.

We motored along the path, whizzing by hole one, identified by the flag flapping from the pin on a picturesque carpet of manicured green. Byron ignored the golfer, wearing a yellow and navy plaid sweater, frantically waving to get his attention. He raced ahead, intent on completing a tour of the front nine holes in as little time as possible, pointing out the tee boxes, fairways, greens, the rough, various bodies of water, bunkers, stakes marking penalty areas, a beverage cart, and the groundskeepers. 

We came to a halt atop one of the rolling green hills overlooking the course at hole nine. “This is beautiful.” 

Byron tilted his head and said in a condescending tone, “Our turf has a better pedigree than most people in Columbia.”

My face heated. More familiar with places like Shady Oaks, Jane knew what it would take to be accepted, and my new golf attire suddenly felt like my first line of defense.

We circled back to the beginning and pulled up behind Jane on the driving range. She nailed a ball, swinging her club with enough force to send her shot over the one hundred fifty-yard marker. I watched in awe. 

She approached her bag and was so intent on switching out her clubs, Barclay Byron’s voice was unexpected. 

“Jane, I bring you, my pupil.” 

I bowed my head. 

“I thought we should begin on the driving range, Katie,” he said, stepping onto the grass. “Take out your driver and a tee. I’ll nab a bucket of balls.” 

The tee wriggled free from a leather strip, but unsure which was the driver, I hoped for inspiration, a clue of some kind. Byron returned and said, “It’s the club with the largest head.”

He lined me up on a patchy area between two green metal markers next to Jane and began his instruction. “The set-up and the swing can make or break your game.”

He droned on, and the details sounded easy enough, but I contorted with each sequential directive, twisting like a pretzel, and almost crumpled to the ground.

I ran the directions through my head again, coiled stiffly, and swung. My hand thrummed when the club connected with the ground, and my first swing took out a big chunk of grass. I replaced the divot and tamped it down as I’d seen done by the television professionals. The second time I topped the ball, causing it to roll a mere twenty-four inches from the tee, but at
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