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      A rosy tint was kissing the brightening horizon when Curtis Palmer lifted his battered canvas golf bag from the trunk of the eighteen-month-old sedan that morning.

      He could hear the psst-psst of the sprinkler system soaking the fairway and glanced over his shoulder to see a fine mist lifting into the air from the hoses dotted throughout the course. Another few minutes and they would be turned off, leaving behind a sparkling dew that would quickly evaporate.

      Beyond the first hole, an ibis poked and prodded the shallows of the ornamental lake that had been carved into the 18-hole course. The gentle eddy of water carried an undertone of marshland rot while it lapped lazily at the fringes of the course, the flow dependent upon the sprawling swamp that surrounded these parts.

      There was no breeze tickling the cabbage palm trees above his head, and a haze clung to the back nine on the far side of the lake. It was already obscuring the flag for the fifteenth hole that lay beyond a sand-filled bunker that tapered towards the water, creating an artificial beach.

      The humidity was going to be off the charts today, no doubt about that.

      Curtis lowered the bag to the asphalt and slowly straightened, digging his knuckles into his hip where the muscles protested.

      The five-hour flight from LA yesterday hadn’t helped, not at his age anyway, and the pitiful excuse for coffee that the hotel served this morning had only taken the edge off his bleariness while he’d washed down the painkillers.

      He shielded his eyes against the brightening sunrise beyond the clubhouse, then raised his hand as a groundskeeper trundled past in one of the many utility vehicles used to maintain the course.

      His was the only car parked in the bays allocated to players at the moment, its rental plates and age marking him as a visitor before he’d even signed in.

      Reaching into a side pocket of the duffle, his fingers found a plastic bag that crinkled under his touch as he tore it open, tipping some of the fresh plastic tees into his palm. Those found their way into the pockets of his pants, the rest were tucked away once more, safe.

      The clubs were a motley collection of wedges and irons, a well-used driver, and two favourite putters garnered over the years.

      Time and again, the professionals at his home club in Santa Monica tried to persuade him to ‘upgrade’ as they called it.

      He scowled.

      He was done being screwed by people.

      In the distance, the ibis let out an indignant squawk, and he turned to watch while it lifted into the air, leaving behind a series of ripples that chased themselves across the lake. The bird banked, the white patches on its wings reflecting the pink and gold sunrise as it circled above his head with an ethereal grace.

      An orange and black butterfly fluttered from a border of lilies in front of his face, startling him. He raised his hand to bat it away from his face, then stopped.

      Jane would have loved it.

      It was a crying shame she wasn’t here to see it.

      He inhaled deeply to calm the grief that rose in his chest.

      There was a promise to the air, a freshness that smacked the back of his nostrils, tickled his throat, and sucked a hacking cough from his rotten lungs. He hawked into a nearby oleander shrub, then grimaced as he bent double and spat out the remnant traces of blood.

      Bowing his head, he used the shoulder of his pale green cotton polo shirt to wipe away the sweat that bubbled at his brow, then straightened at the sound of an approaching car.
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