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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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