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      From out on the road came the too-familiar sound of tires squealing as tearaway kids spun their too-fast, souped-up cars in tight circles around the cul-de-sac’s keyhole.

      Cole Wright lay back in his comfortable bed, stretching out, watching the flicker of light on the ceiling. It was a warm night. As far as nights Spokane went at this time of year.

      He had a quilt drawn up. It was patchwork and light and surprisingly comfortable. It had come with the apartment. Fully-furnished meant fully furnished, right down to hand-stitched cushions on the living room sofa, crockery and cutlery in the kitchen, and a filled bottle of laundry detergent for the machine.

      He’d taken a three month lease. Quiet part of town. Had seemed like a good idea at the time.

      A pity about Saturday nights, when the wannabe driver’s arrived at random times into the small hours, for burnouts. And Fridays. And Thursdays.

      Even other days.

      The apartment was in back of a two story home. A nice place, for sure, though Wright had never seen the inside rest of the house.

      The first floor was occupied by a double garage, a foyer and mudroom beside that, with the stairs to the second floor where Daphne Fletcher lived. Well into her eighties, she was still spry and sharp and quick to explain to the guy who cut the lawns and trimmed her hedges exactly the parts he’d missed.

      Not the kind of person you’d want to cross.

      Still, she was taking care of him. Not just the furnishings, but she would ask if he’d eaten right and if he was getting enough sleep.

      Some mornings he would wake and find a plastic-wrapped plate of fresh baked chocolate chip cookies, and a silvery bag of coffee waiting on the back step.

      The apartment was a simple thing in the corner behind Daphne’s foyer, facing out into her manicured yard filled with stone fruit trees bursting with green leaves. The apartment had a combined living room, kitchen and dining space, a small bedroom and a tiny bathroom.

      Plenty adequate for him.

      On the walls were pieces of art, some of which Daphne had painted herself. Sunrises over dark canyons, rivers running wild, horses on the open prairie.

      She’d been quite the painter, and had made a good living for many years from it. She’d even had a private gallery in Santa Fe.

      “In my good years,” she’d said. “While I was able to keep up with the younger ones.”

      Years back, Wright had been to Santa Fe. It was a fascinating place. Nestled up in the mountains. The adobe style of the buildings was the first thing you noticed really. Especially when it was a gas station or fast food place devoid of its livery save for a small sign.

      Almost as if the companies had had to battle the city building ordinances to get even that bolted to the side of their traditional construction.

      Next thing was the tourists. Hordes of them. Or herds, as they seemed to move in groups from gallery to gallery.

      And that was the other thing. The galleries. It had seemed as if every second business in town was selling art.

      Wright glanced at the bedside clock. It was a little, simple electronic thing with red LED showing blocky numbers representing the time.

      02:44.

      The bottom of the two central dots flashed, indicating that it was into the second half of the minute.

      The squeals came again. Followed by  snapping, tearing sound.

      Shouts.

      Wright sat up.

      A long time since he’d been a cop, but that instinct was still there.

      More shouting.

      Wright reached over the edge of the low bed and grabbed his jeans. He was still wearing a tee shirt and underwear.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the jeans on. Pulled on socks.

      More shouts. Two, three people. Something banged.

      He stuffed his feet into his hiking boots. He’d bought a good pair of Surtsey boots. Icelandic, but less expensive than he’d expected. He did plenty of walking, so a good pair of boots was a must.

      It was three steps to the door. It let out into Daphne’s back yard, filled with the scent of fruit and flowers. A little haven.

      At least it should be.

      Wright strode around the side of the house and out onto the driveway.

      There were lights on in a couple of houses. Most of them were like Daphne’s—two storied with established trees and well-cared for yards. Most of them had an SUV or two parked out front of closed garage doors.

      A silvery Subaru wagon was parked near the center of the keyhole.

      Daphne’s house was on the left side, at about three o’clock on the circle.

      A six o’clock, the access out to Mayberry Street, there was a man holding a golf club.

      The Subaru was facing him.

      The Subaru’s engine revved.
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      A breeze ran through the big trees around the cul-de-sac, making the leaves rustle. A bird twittered. Perhaps roused from its sleep by the wind, having slept through the tire squeals and shouting.

      Wright walked along Daphne’s concrete driveway. She’d had it waterblasted recently and it practically gleamed in the light from the streetlamps.

      The Subaru was an older model. Ten, maybe fifteen years old. It had fancy spoked wheels with thin tires. Perhaps an inch of sidewall on each. The bodywork sat practically right on the tires themselves, as if every bump the vehicle crossed would have the metal edge shaving strips of rubber off.

      The engine grumbled.

      The man with the golf club was wearing a dressing gown. Red tartan, with long, tasseled ties. He had black slippers on his feet.

      Norton or Nathan or something. Wright had spoken with him a couple of times. The man lived at number six, not far from where he was standing. He had a magnolia tree that bloomed fabulously twice a year, but come fall would dump truckloads of stiff leaves. Wright had yet to see either.

      Morton. That was it. Morton Sellars. He ran a car wash at the edge of the city. In his fifties and doing just okay. The car wash was neither a cash cow, nor a drain. It ticked over, was how Morton had put it.

      Wright reached the curb and stepped down. He kept walking. Heading for a point equidistant between Morton and the Subaru.

      There were other people out on their driveways.

      The Sandersons. They had a couple of preschoolers and a cousin who was apparently quite a good author.

      A woman Wright had only spoken to once. Tall slim, originally from Florida, but said she preferred the cooler climate here in Spokane. She was dressed in black slacks, a white shirt and a black jacket, as if she was already up and preparing for a day at the office.

      “Morton,” Wright said. “I didn’t know you played golf.”

      Wright was about fifteen yards now, from Morton. A few yards ahead of the Subaru, and off to the side. A triangle between them, like the tall sail on a racing yacht.

      “I don’t play golf,” Morton said. “Sally plays golf.”

      “Sally? I don’t know Sally.”

      “My ex. She took the Mercedes, the original parts store, and the goldfish. She did leave behind her golf clubs.”

      About a yard back from the line between the Subaru and Morton, Wright stopped and crouched. He tied his boot laces. Gave them a good yank to hold them firm.

      If it came to running, or balancing or anything like that, he needed to keep them on his feet.

      “Didn’t your ex call around for them sometime?” Wright said.

      Morton laughed. “That whole situation, she ain’t going to call around. Not ever. She thinks I’m the devil, I believe.”

      “How about that? You’ve always seemed pretty reasonable and friendly to me.”

      “Exactly.”

      The Subaru’s engine revved.

      Wright took a look over. He was on the passenger’s side, the right.

      The  side windows were tinted, but the front windshield was clear. Hard to see inside with light from the overhead lamps glinting from it.

      Wright glanced again at Morton.

      He was standing right in the center of the street. The highest point in the curve of it.

      At that point, the tarmac was probably only about ten yards across, curb to curb.

      The Subaru’s driver had a choice here.

      Drive either side of Morton and risk getting panels and paint dinged up by a middle-aged maniac wielding a heavy-headed golf club.

      Wright didn’t know much about golf, but he figured this was a wood. It probably had a number. A 3 wood or something.

      But it was the hefty kind of club. Used for driving a golf ball three hundred yards or something. Not for the subtle work of chipping a ball out of the rough, nor for tapping it across the green into a hole.

      A club like that could do a lot of damage to the bodywork on any car built after about 1975.

      Another choice the driver had was to just straight-line it and trust that Morton would leap out of the way in time. That he would drop the club in the process, and the car could flee without repercussion.

      Perhaps the driver might try to run up one of the driveway entries, mount the sidewalk and skirt around the maniac that way.

      There were trash bins and fences and two streetlamp poles to consider in that scenario.

      “You’re up pretty early in the morning here, Morton,” Wright said. “Trouble sleeping?”

      “You know it. I was on Ambien for a while after Sally departed, and that helped, but I didn’t want to become dependent. I tapered off about a year ago.”

      “Smart thinking.”

      “Sure, but my sleep’s not as good as it was then.”

      “Life is a series of trade-offs.”

      “Like now, you mean?” Morton said, slapping the handle of the club. He had the club held across his body, both hands on it, the head hanging down on his left.

      “Like,” he went on, “do I smash up this kid’s hot rod, or go back to bed and deal with the same thing tomorrow night, and next Thursday and on out until they wheel me off in a box?”

      “Better than they wheel you off in a box tonight.”

      The Subaru’s engine revved.

      Hard and long.

      It jumped forward with squeal, coming to a stop almost immediately.

      The driver knew their vehicle.

      Wright looked again, angling his head for a better view.

      The driver had a baseball cap on backwards. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

      She winked at Wright.

      Revved the engine again.
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