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Adam Dole studies the fairway.

I need a birdie, if I have any chance at winning this tournament.  I’m only leading by three.

The thirteenth hole, he admits, is the most difficult on the course.  Much of its difficulty lies in a ninety-degree dogleg two hundred yards out from the blue tournament tee box.  He hits his three-wood about two twenty.  There is a mild breeze blowing back at him, which will take some of the edge off.  If he goes straight down the fairway, his club choice is limited to either a five- or three-wood.  The alternative is a gutsy move, but necessary if he wants to solidify a win.  It involves striking the ball high above the trees between him and the green.  Once over, the other obstacle is the expansive sand trap that protects the green like a castle moat.

Beyond the dog-leg is a tarred road.  On the other side of it is a white two-story house.  Dormers along the roofline look like giant eyes peering back at him.  There are so many BEWARE OF DOG and NO TRESPASSING signs intertwined along the perimeter of the yard that they look like a fence.

Exactly like I remembered.

Earlier, the tournament director informed the golfers about the par-four thirteenth hole: “If your ball goes out-of-bounds and lands on Mrs. Stancher’s property, proceed at your own risk.  Believe it or not, her Dad and husband were both killed getting hit by a golf ball.”  A chill ran down Adam’s spine at this point.  “Personally, if you do hit it over there, I’d take a two-stroke penalty for a lost ball.  Lord knows what she’d do if she caught you trespassing.”

Back in high school, Adam competed in a youth tournament here at the exclusive, private course.  All high school meets were played at the public golf course on the other end of town, but this one was sponsored by the Knights of Columbus as well as several local businesses.

In those days, Adam could only hit his driver around one fifty, so he chances of hitting the house, even from the ladies tee box, were slim.  Since he double-bogeyed the twelfth hole, he shot last.  The other three in his group were too preoccupied with reminiscing about their previous successes to watch Adam drive his ball with more force than he had ever done in his life.  The orange Titleist raced across the sky, carried by a strong wind, and landed right through the front window of the house.

He dropped his club.

He almost said something, but then spotted an orange ball, shot wild from another tee, land near the out-of-bounds on their fairway.

“Wow, that was close,” he said, his heart racing.  “I almost hit it OB.”

The others in the group stared out onto the fairway, stunned.  They all hit their shots straight, landing fifty or so yards shy of the dog-leg.  There was no way the one who double-bogeyed the last hole—and was running dead last overall—had just out-drove them.

Just then, a woman ran out of the house, shrieking and clenching an orange golf ball.

“Hey, wasn’t your ball orange?” one of them asked.

“Yeah,” Adam said, “but that one came from over there.”  He pointed in the direction of the other tee.
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“Thanks to that birdie on the last hole, I have honors,” Chris Simmons says to Adam.  “Maybe I can finally catch up to you.”  He’s currently in second place, three strokes behind Adam.

“Hey, a guy can’t always be perfect,” says Adam.

Chris drives his ball to the center of the dog-leg with a five-wood.

Adam rubs his chin.

Should I play it safe like Chris or take my chances at going over the trees?

Wally Potter uses a three-wood.  Even with a slight fade, he lands so close to the out-of-bounds, he can’t tell which side he’s on.  “I was hoping for a little more fade to round that corner,” he says.

Rick Kondel also chooses a three-wood, but his shot goes high and straight.  His ball bounces onto the road, and lands perfectly on Mrs. Stancher’s front yard.  “Damn,” he says, grabbing a new ball.

“Why don’t you just pick it up and take a drop?” Adam asks Rick, then wonders why he’s giving advice in the first place.  If he wants to take a two-stroke penalty, let him.

Rick shakes his head.  “They said to reshoot it if it goes on her property.  Now I know why.  Look at all those signs.”  He hits his second drive with a five-wood.  It lands just behind Chris’s shot.

Adam feels the breeze lighten up.  Determined to go for the near-impossible birdie, he pulls out his driver.

“You aiming for over the house?” Wally asks Adam.  “Rick put it over the road with a three-wood.  I’ve seen you shoot.  That’s way too much club.”

“Not if I’m gonna do this,” Adam says, then gets in his stance, waggles a few times, and swings.  The ball skyrockets over the trees, right in perfect line with the green.  Just then, it takes a nasty slice, as if pulled by a powerful magnetic force.  It bounces onto the tarred road, and disappears amongst the sea of yard signs.

“Fantastic, what a wonderful time for my slice to come back,” Adam says.  He punches the driver into his bag.  He climbs onto his cart, then realizes the others haven’t moved.  “Waiting for something?”

Chris waves him back and says, “You’re supposed to reshoot it.”

“That was just a suggestion,” says Adam.  “Not a tournament rule.  No, I’ll take the one-stroke penalty and retrieve my ball.  I’ll be so quick that lady won’t even know I’m there.”

As the three go about hitting their second shots, Adam crosses the road, armed with his three-iron.  He freezes when he spies the BEWARE OF DOG signs, for on each is a picture of a Doberman Pinscher.

Ever since Adam was chased by a Doberman while coming home from school back in the first grade, he has hated them.  Not all dogs, mind you.  He has a cute Boston Terrier named Duchess back at his apartment.  But he hates Dobermans most of all.

Over the years since then, a Doberman has chased him once or twice a month, even in the dead of winter—he was certain it was the same one, even though no one knew who owned it.  Then, a week or so after the incident at the golf course, he opened the curtains to his basement bedroom and there it was, staring right back at him!  It was bent down on its haunches, growling, bearing its teeth.

Adam flipped it the bird and whipped the curtains shut.

A few weeks later, he was walking home late at night from the grocery store where he worked, when the Doberman stepped out in front of him, blocking his path.

His bowels felt ready to let loose.  Then, he remembered he left a box cutter in his back pocket.  In a flash, he pulled it out.  The Doberman charged.  He struck the dog across the tip of its nose, then sliced back across the side of its neck.  It shrieked, blood pulsing out in a grisly trail along the sidewalk, and ran away.

That was the last time he ever saw it.
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Adam Dole steps between two signs and groans.  There is an ocean of golf balls littering the well-manicured lawn.

Lord, she must hate us golfers.  I know I would if I lived here.

He knows his ball has to be here somewhere—to hell if he’s gonna give us now and waste two strokes.  If he did that, the best he could hope for on this hole is a bogey.  And if Chris lands a birdie, he’ll only have a one stroke lead.

I can’t let that happen.  Not with five holes left.  I need to win this, to help pay off the old man’s debts.  Worst case, if I don’t find it, I should be able to find another white Titleist in here.  No one would ever know the difference.

Adam’s father, Casey Dole, had debts like everyone else.  But one debt followed him around like a tick that wouldn’t let go.

When Adam was a toddler, Casey competed in a semi-pro golf tournament on this very same course.  The top prize was five grand—that was a lot of money in those days, when a decent-sized home was between fifteen and twenty thousand.  He came home that night and told them he had done something terrible.  He had killed someone.  It was an accident, nothing to be jailed for, although the victim’s family sued and eventually won a very large settlement.

Everyone urged him to file for bankruptcy, since he was going to spend the rest of his life paying for it, but he refused.

“Always pay off your debts, with your own sweat and muscle,” he told Adam several times.

Last month, his father finally succumbed to the colon cancer that had been plaguing him for the past few years.  After the funeral, Adam sat down with the lawyer concerning the estate.

“There’s nothing left,” Tripp Lomax, his attorney, said.

Adam felt his chest tighten.  “What do you mean?” he asked.  He was already a month away from being evicted from his apartment as well as having his vehicle repossessed—he wished his father urged him to stay out of debt just as much as he preached to pay it off.

“There’s a judgment against the estate.  Everything goes to pay it off.”

Adam leaned back, relieved.  “Thank God it’s finally cleared up.  At least I can move into the house.”

“Adam,” Tripp said, leaning forward, “the settlement against the estate includes the sale of the house.  If there’s anything left after the auction, it’s yours, but I can’t make any promises given the current real estate market.”

“Didn’t Dad have a life insurance policy?” Adam asked.  “Social security?  I thought there was something left over after we paid for the funeral.”

“That covered most of it.  But not all.”

“How much would I need to raise to keep the house?”

“To keep it?”  Tripp punched a series of number on the calculator.  “Ninety-two thousand.”

“Couldn’t I get a loan?” Adam asked.  “People get mortgages all the time.”

“Sorry, Adam, I figured you were going to ask about it, so I called a friend of mine at the bank.  You have no money for a down payment and no collateral.  Your credit score is high, that much is good, but your debt-to-income ratio is too high to qualify.”

Adam wondered how ethical this was.  Surely, he didn’t give Tripp permission to run his credit score and dig into his personal financials.  Just then, he remembered there was a golf tournament coming up with the top prize of one hundred grand.

The only problem was he also killed someone on the same course years ago, and had avoided that course ever since.

But not this time.  He had to play.

And win.
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A white golf ball sits on a WELCOME mat by the front door.

He eases up to it, thankful the stairs don’t creak when he steps on them, eyeing the curtains for any sign
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