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For Molly,


with whom, after reading long into so many nights, the idea of writing stories first took seed.




Chapter 1


So this salesman, lawyer and midget walk into a bar . . .


Moe Norman, a talented if peculiar Canadian golfer, once proclaimed, “The golf course was the only place I felt comfortable. Away from the course, I wasn’t in my world.” Golf was Thom Loudon’s world too. It lifted him above the tedium of the prior three years and obscured memories of his foul existence before that. Thom—just Thom—and all that green—green grass, green leaves, green swamp, green bugs and snakes, even the air smelled green—this was his heaven. Golf, however, could not transcend all the world’s evils. Some evils, say corpses, guilt and love, the sixteen-year-old would have to resolve for himself—or die trying.


Thom knelt to plant a tee in the sandy Florida soil between the blue markers on number one. He crowned it with a spotless white ball and looked skyward. “Hey, God," he called to the boundless expanse above, "Unless you have other plans, just leave my dead carcass down here, engulfed in verdancy. By the way, God, just how tall are you? Six-foot, one-eighty-five, Caucasian, brown hair with blond highlights, like your kid? I’ve seen the paintings. Then again, maybe Jesus took after his mom, and you really do resemble that painting on a ceiling in Italy that looks to have you going some six-three, two-forty.”


Thom addressed the ball, already savoring that tink of a metal driver launching it skyward and two hundred yards down the fairway. He drove to within fifty yards of the typical lay-up spot in front of a fingerling swamp, beyond which stretched the putting green. He’d known from the clean sound and feel of contact where the ball would come to rest. Most players reached the lay-up spot with no more than a simple three-wood. From there, they’d loft their approach to the green so high it was a wonder that none hit any of those jets flying north out of Orlando packed with brats wearing mouse ears. Thom required a hybrid six—a club that resembled a metal driver but played more like an iron. He did not possess the long game of most players.


That, ladies and gents, is where the others’ advantage ended and Thom’s began. With but three years of experience, he had the best short game this side of the Golden Bear himself. It often took Thom three shots to reach a green everyone else hit in two. Wielding his custom-made putter, however, Thom only needed one putt to finish, whereas they’d take at least two or three. Just as a heart beats without intent, Thom simply felt how the ball would break depending upon how firmly he hit it, how it might slow just before reaching the cup. He knew without stepping off the distance, consciously inspecting the length of grass and lay of the grain, or calculating up-, down- and cross-slopes. Perhaps it was his proximity to the ground.


That Saturday morning on number one, as a sticky sliver of orange sun rose from the swamps of North Central Florida, Thom’s second shot blasted off the hybrid club head with a low trajectory. Owing to backspin, the ball suddenly gained altitude, reached its peak, and simply collapsed straight down, three feet past the cup. On the green, he repaired the blunt force trauma inflicted by the ball upon its landing, and drilled the putt for a birdie. One under after one—he’d take that. On to the second hole, an even shorter par four.


Some drove the second green with a single swing and two-putted for a birdie three. Thom required a driver and a mid-iron to carry the deep, steep-sided sand trap that guarded the left front of the putting surface. His second shot landed hole high, four feet to the right. His blue cart cleared a small slope twenty-five yards in front of the green. Thom, who piloted his craft like a captain at the tiller, squinted into the sun at something lying in that front bunker. An alligator? Could be—one of the fetid canals that fed the course’s ponds and swamps moseyed nearby.


In Thom’s three years laboring as the club pro’s chief assistant (read: only assistant for a worn-out booze hound who accomplished very little without considerable assistance), he’d occasionally stumbled upon a gator. Truth be told, he couldn’t tell if it was one or several because they all looked the same to him: a thousand razor-sharp fangs framed by indomitable jaws. Thom calculated how fast this one might scramble up the steep edge of the sand trap were he to sneak onto the green’s backside to play out the hole. He knew he could sink that putt for another bird, leaving him two under after two.


A raven so black that the sun’s rays glared off its back hopped along the big trap’s lip as if deciding whether to jump in. Thom drove another ten yards and stopped. An unkindness arose from within the bunker just as Thom realized the figure lying in the sand wasn’t a gator at all. He kneeled on the seat, which did not improve his sightline. In frustration, he climbed to a standing position, which was also a mistake because when he saw a girl lying there it might have been a lot further to fall from the shock.


He drove nearer, stopped at the edge of the sand trap, and eased out. The girl lay so still, that’s why he slid over the side and bent down. That’s when he saw the gaping wound in her chest and how she was lying on her back, a foot trapped under her bottom like an extreme hurdler stretch. That’s when he reached for the golf ball in his pants pocket. He saw the sand on which she rested, sand usually whiter than Wonder Bread, now rust stained where blood from the hole in her heart had been more than her yellow blouse could absorb, and the blood, dried brown like dirt, caked at the corner of her mouth and down her chin. That’s when he saw his mother lying there and scanned the trees for his murderous son of a bitch old man. That’s why, instead of staring at this dead girl, a total stranger after all, he should’ve holed out and headed straight to number three. But he didn’t, and that’s why a foursome found him later, Thom couldn’t say how much later, lying next to Savannah May Paulson’s corpse and sobbing like a newborn babe craving the shelter of his mother’s womb.




Chapter 2


Moisture infusing the midmorning air intensified the sun’s radiation like a magnifying glass. Thom craved an escape—away from the sun’s glare, away from the inquisitive, intrusive people, away from the dead body still lying in the sand. To where, given his meager savings and no car, Thom hadn’t a clue. Besides, State Highway Patrol Corporal Tony Laboda and his rotund colleague, Putnam County Deputy Sheriff Howland Ricketts, kept jabbing him with questions. Other officers in various uniforms blue and tan stretched yellow tape, planted stakes around the girl and took pictures. A few more just mulled about trying to look busy.


“What’s your name?”


“What were you doing when you found her?”


“The golf course? Where do you really work?”


“Where were you last night?”


“This morning?”


“Can anyone confirm that? Witnesses?”


Thom might have answered these questions with ease, but, just then, he could scarcely breathe. So he nodded, struggled to produce one-syllable responses and, in so doing, only made the cops more impatient. Especially Ricketts. As their inquisition grew more intense, so did Thom’s breathless panic.


A uniformed man near the dead girl said something. Thom’s interrogators turned. Thom stumbled toward the blue golf cart. The cops turned back and ordered him to stop or they’d shoot. He didn’t stop, but before they shot, Laboda realized he could simply jog alongside as Thom rolled back toward the clubhouse in his obsolete electric cart on its three small wheels, steered by a handle attached to the one in front. It was the slow-motion O.J. Simpson chase all over again, except that, instead of a white Bronco, the officers followed an even slower powder-blue golf cart, rusted along its edges, on foot, with chubby Ricketts bringing up the rear.


The cart hummed to a stop in the shadow of what was once a western-themed motel and whorehouse, which now functioned as a western-themed golf pro shop and Nineteenth Hole—with “guestrooms” still located upstairs. The two officers hobbled to Thom’s side. The dry spots of Ricketts’s uniform shirt stood out as islands amid the sea of sweat-saturated blue polyester. “What the hell you doin,’ boy?”


“I couldn’t breathe,” Thom managed between pants.


“What say we all take a deep breath,” Laboda said, still looking crisp and cool in his tan shirt and slacks. In fact, he appeared the only one capable of a deep breath. “We need to know what happened back there, Thomas. From the beginning.”


“I was dying,” Thom said.


“Goddamn it, you pint-sized prick.” Drops of sweat running off Ricketts’s crooked nose aerosolized as they passed his sputtering mouth. “You done it, didn’t you?”


“It’ll go lots easier on you if you just level with us,” Laboda said. “We’re here to help.”


Thom understood buffoons. He’d grown up with one. He worked for one. Therefore, he understood Ricketts. Laboda, on the other hand, seemed competent, sincere. Categorizing him would take more effort. First, however, Thom looked past the cops for any sign of his father. “I told you,” Thom said, “I found her, and then . . . I don’t know.”


Ricketts stomped. “You don’t know? How the hell don’t you know—unless you’re just lyin’ out that midget pucker hole of yours.”


“Don’t call me that,” Thom said.


“What the hell you think you is—a center for the Miami goddamn Heat?”


“A little person.”


“That’s what I said, a midget.”


Before Thom could decide whether to explain which words showed disrespect or simply call Ricketts an asswipe, Ricketts produced a plastic baggie from his tan trousers. “Do you recognize this?”


Thom's eyes grew large. Inside the bag was a golf ball bearing the initials MN in black ink on white enamel. It was the closest thing Thom had to a friend. He vaguely recalled reaching for it when he saw the bloody body lying in the sand.


“It’s mine,” Thom shouted, tumbling from the cart as he grabbed at the treasure. How could he have missed its absence? “Moe Norman, the Moe Norman, signed it himself.”


“Well now,” Ricketts said, dangling the bag just beyond Thom’s reach. “Looks like we finally gettin’ somewhere. We found it sort of half shoved under the dead body. Had to a been left by the murderer, right?”


“What do you have to say for yourself, son?” Laboda said.


“For starters, your sidekick is an asswipe. And that ball, it’s mine.” The cops waited. “It was a gift. I need it.”


Ricketts reached in one pocket, then another, finally found his wallet in the third, and extracted a small laminated card. “You have the right to remain silent,” he began.


“I didn’t kill anyone. I found her there. Gimme back my ball!”


“Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of—”


“Ricketts,” Laboda said.


“—law. Huh—what?”


Laboda stepped away and Ricketts followed. Thom couldn’t hear their conversation, outside of a few vulgar protestations from Ricketts. Laboda returned, hands on hips; Ricketts followed, hands deep within pockets.


Laboda’s expression hadn’t changed, yet Thom felt an increased intensity of gaze. “Look, young man, like it or not, you’re tied up in this young lady’s murder somehow. You may be telling the truth. Then again, some folk are lots better liars than others. So you tell me—if it wasn’t you, who was it?”


“My old man. Had to be.” Thom again peered around and through the officers for any sign of his father.


Apparently sensing Thom’s certainty that the real murderer was near, Ricketts jumped and looked around. Seeing nothing that posed an immediate threat, he returned his focus to Thom. “Your old man? Your goddamn old man? He live in Hollister too?”


“Not as far as I know—not even close.”


“So’d he just parachute his ass down here in Putnam County, murder that girl out there, and get airlifted back out? Just what the hell do you take us for, you, you—”


Thom felt on the verge of melting under the sun’s relentless intensity, combined with that of the officers. The more sinister the scenario involving his old man, and the further from Pointe-Saint-Charles it occurred, the more plausible it seemed.


The Pointe, wedged between an abandoned shipping canal and the St. Lawrence River, lay just south of Montreal. It was the “working class” neighborhood where Thom was born and raised for thirteen years yet never called home. The Loudon family was poor, but so was everyone in the Pointe. Mr. Loudon drank too much and beat the crap out of Mrs. Loudon and Thom, but drunks and domestic brutality weren’t all that uncommon either.


The Loudons lived in stacked housing—three floors, a flat on each—and theirs was number two. Thom slept in the den. They called it the den because the sink, mini-fridge and two-burner hot plate lay at the other end of the common room, so that part became the kitchen. Thom’s parents slept in the second, smaller room. The chunks of missing plaster, higher than any of them could reach without a chair, meant the previous tenants had hammered nails into the mustard yellow walls to hang pictures.


Thom’s father found odd jobs wherever he could, if not to feed the family, then at least to buy more drink. He typically worked off the books a couple of nights each week on a loading dock where produce from trains and large trucks was transferred to smaller trucks to be shipped in and around Montreal. The old man was as strong as most. He could maneuver pallet jacks and hoist crates with the best of them. Yet he was relegated to cleaning out the maggot-infested spillage from the backs of those trucks before the rats started feeling a little bit too much at home.


One night, the old man returned late with two friends. They’d most likely left work and, after a few hours of good cheer, gotten thrown out of the kind of dive that hardly ever tosses anyone. Spurred on by buddies and booze, the elder Loudon’s cocksure “big man” act may have entertained ironically at first, but would quickly run thin with laughs turning to shoves and shoves to the old man throwing a punch. Upon their noisy arrival at the Loudon flat with a fifth of hundred-proof rotgut, one of the tall guys noticed Thom getting off the couch to go into the other room. The man was so plastered Thom couldn’t tell if he was muttering between guffaws in French or English.


Thom’s mother was awake. She lifted the sheets as Thom climbed onto the bed. She hummed a few familiar tunes and rubbed Thom’s back in gentle circles, apparently thinking he needed reassurance. She’d always been like that. When she was hungry, she fixed Thom a plate; if she was cold, she made him put on a sweater; when she was scared, she offered comfort.


They were still awake an hour later when the old man threw open the bedroom door and shouted at Thom: “Get out of here you little shit.”


Thom slipped out from under the covers and into the big room. The tall men managed to resist laughing at Thom for a good two, three seconds. The old man slammed the door behind him, but Thom still heard the arguing. One man tendered Thom the near empty bottle. Thom looked away. The other man said it would only stunt Thom’s growth. The men laughed even harder.


Thom’s mother emerged a few minutes later, followed by his father. She wore an orange robe that felt like a worn washcloth. She surveyed the room, the men, the bottle, and clenched her fists. “No,” she said.


“What?” the old man said.


“No.”


He pushed her; she fell back. He pushed her again, this time towards the kitchen. They were dancing just like Thom had seen so many times. The men laughed, slapped their knees. “Midget fight! Bloody midget fight!”


His mother steadied herself, and before the old man understood what was happening, she pushed him so hard he fell on his ass. That’s when Thom knew this was different. All he could do was watch. Well, no—all he did do was watch. He watched the old man get up and start swinging. He watched his mother raise her arms for protection. She even tried hitting back, which just pissed off the old man that much more. Thom watched his father grab a steak knife from the counter, one that had never seen steak, turn it sideways, and slip it between his mother’s ribs right where her heart was. Thom watched a red spot blossom amid the orange terrycloth.


The men didn’t shut their pie holes until she went down to one knee. She glared at her murderer with something worse than hate. Blood, having saturated her robe, dripped on the bare wood. When it started coming from her mouth, she looked at Thom with hope and no hope. That’s what Thom saw all right: hope and no hope.


Maybe it sounds impossible, like white and black at the same time, but it’s not. Hope means a person wants things to be different, maybe to be somewhere that’s not a shithole. No hope is where the chance of finding that somewhere else is nil without luck, good luck, and good luck’s GPS didn’t even register the Pointe. If a guy had hope and a plan instead of no hope, he had a ticket out, and a ticket out was one hell of lot better than banking on luck.


Thom’s mother? She was hopeless and without a plan. She had no path, no ticket. So, of course, she hoped that Thom might find something better and pitied him because the only luck they’d ever known was bad.


More blood spilled from her mouth. She made a gurgle, then a convulsion like an electric shock. She fell back, the knife clattered to the floor and the blood from her heart continued to ooze. The leg on which she’d been kneeling ended up trapped under her bottom like an extreme hurdler stretch.


The old man just looked. Thom couldn’t place his expression, except to note there was no hope there. As for Thom, he was thirteen at the time—and hopeless. But if getting away from his old man, away from the goddamn Pointe, was a plan, then at least he had one of those.


Thom stole across the border at the Thousand Islands Bridge north of Syracuse in the back of a sixteen-wheeler driven by a man Thom had gotten to know at the warehouse where the old man occasionally worked. The driver took a risk to help Thom. Then again, the driver knew Thom’s old man, and he realized it was a risk worth taking when Thom told him about the murder. Before the driver hid Thom under shipping pads among crates of tomatoes destined for the States, he loaned Thom his cell phone to call the police.


Some three years and 2,200 kilometers removed, Thom turned in the direction of Savannah May’s body, her muscles tightening into the full rigor of death. The stiffness in his own neck and shoulders caused pain.


“That’s exactly what my mom looked like,” Thom explained to the officers. “The way she’s laying there, all the blood—exactly. And that bastard’s the one who murdered her. I mean, who else. . .” He turned away from the corpse.


“But he’s in jail, right?” Laboda said.


“Gotta be,” Thom said.


“Ah, for Christ’s sake,” Ricketts said. “Tony—what are we waitin’ for?”


Laboda raised a hand and Ricketts backed off. “We’re not arresting you, Thomas. Not yet anyway,” Laboda said. “But we need you to stick around. You’re not planning on going anywhere, are you?”


Thom shook his head. He didn’t bother to ask where else he had to go or how the hell he was supposed to get there.


“What kind a car you drivin,’ boy?” Ricketts said.


Thom nodded toward the rusty blue cart.


“Smart ass,” Ricketts muttered.


Laboda offered a business card. “Here’s all my phone numbers and emails. If you remember anything, anything at all, let me know.” Laboda pulled back the card just as Thom reached for it and wrote a number on the back. “Just use that one, okay? It’s my wife’s cell, and she’s the only one who never forgets to have the darn thing with her. She’ll know where I am better than me.”


“What about the ball?” Thom said with a trace of desperation. “It’s mine.”


“Tell us how you done it first,” Ricketts said.


Laboda said, “It’s evidence, Thomas. We’ll be keeping it until we figure out what happened.”


The officers ambled off in the direction of the second green, with Ricketts leveling a parting sneer over his shoulder. Only then did Thom notice the others gathered around the clubhouse entrance, staring, listening. The crowd included Jimmy Simms, the chair of the BRGC’s board of governors, his son, Brett, and his son’s oversized shadow, L.T.


Thom wanted nothing more than to escape into the cinderblock storage garage where his mattress lay in a back corner among shovels, rakes, irrigation equipment, and stacks of members’ clubs. Both the hinged garage door, whose rusted rollers and sections remained seized shut absent a fresh bath of WD-40, and the steel entryway door were equipped with heavy brass padlocks that could be secured from the inside. Thom’s father couldn’t get past those. News of a local girl’s murder, however, had brought out even the pretend golfer crowd—the ones who paid the fifty-dollar annual fee to store their clubs in Thom’s bedroom so that the clubs might gather dust somewhere other than the corner of the pretend golfers’ own mudrooms and garages. The storage garage had to remain open.


A formidable woman strode forth through the gawkers. Her tight blue skirt barely concealed ample thighs and hips that might, for some, bring to mind certain lascivious pursuits. Just then, however, said thighs and hips were embarked upon a mission of mercy. She took Thom’s arm.


“Jade,” Thom said.


“You think?” Jade said.


“Have you seen him? My old man?”


“Now just how am I supposed to know that? He don’t look like you, does he?”


"Well, yeah."


“Why didn’t you say so? I ain’t seen him, but Lord only knows how many places a little bitty person like you might hide. Follow me.”


Jade ran the Nineteenth Hole of the Breeders’ Roost Golf Club in Hollister, Florida. For twenty years, the BRGC had occupied the same space and buildings as had the Breeders’ Roost Hotel for decades previously. She also kept the club’s books and served as its unofficial historian. Shortly after Thom began working there, Jade allowed as how she wasn’t sure whether the Breeders part of the golf club’s title referred to the ranchers who, at one time, made Florida home to more cattle per capita than any other US state or the activities that occurred in the eight rooms upstairs. That the so-called hotel was built a mile and a half off the nearest paved road leant credence to the latter theory. She’d explained that the nightly booze sales in the Nineteenth Hole and hourly rentals on the upstairs beds put water in the pool, kept gasoline in the lawn mowers, and thus ensured their continued employment. Knowing just how little Thom was paid (albeit under the table and free of taxation), Jade had suggested a business opportunity: “Midget sex. You team up with some of them girls what drive over from Gainesville, and you’d earn yourself a pretty penny. Midget sex—yessiree—now that’s something you don’t see every day.”


“I don’t need any pretty pennies,” Thom said. “And I am not a fucking midget.”


“In case you ain’t noticed, you’re pretty damn short.”


“If I’m a midget, you’re a nigger.”


As soon as the word left his mouth, Thom fully expected to have the crap beaten right out of him by a person nearly two feet taller and perhaps a hundred pounds heavier. He could not outrun Jade—even in high heels, one of her strides would cover three of his.


Nonetheless, it had to be said. He was who he was: a little person, a short guy, altitude challenged, but not a goddamn midget. That word carried too much baggage and none of it good. It had become a hate word. It was used to degrade. It was the kind of label normal people attached so they wouldn’t have to see a freak like him as a real person, to meet him on equal terms. A label that lived on precisely because it caused separation. Hate words were an excuse for abuse. He ain’t normal like us, so we don’t have to treat him normal. Maybe someday little people would claim the word, take back the word’s power for themselves, in the same way black people had with nigga. Nigga: Migga. Thom liked that—migga. Meanwhile, he was waiting for Jade to decide whether she would start the ass-whooping with her feet or her hands.


She’d said, “What should I call you?”


Thom thought for a moment. “Thom. With an h.”


Thom followed Jade through the crowd that had watched his interrogation and near arrest, up the five plank stairs splintered by golf-shoe spikes during daylight hours and spiked heels at night. They passed through the glass-door clubhouse entrance. The pro shop lay to the left where a hotel lobby might once have stood, the Nineteenth Hole to the right where one might have imagined a cathouse bar and restaurant. More stairs rose in front of the main entrance.


Jade left Thom’s side long enough to grab a tallboy of Colt 45 malt liquor from the bar. “For purposes of sedation,” she explained, “cause you look plum out of sedate.”


He was indeed but he wouldn’t imbibe. Thom was prone to overdo anything he enjoyed. His was an addictive personality. He’d read about addictive personalities, and lots of other personalities, precisely because reading constituted one of his addictions. Golfing by himself also qualified, which worked out well since solitude was yet another. However, harboring no desire to further resemble his old man, he’d never been tempted to drink. He’d smelled enough cheap booze and beer to have some idea how they might taste. He’d seen more than enough regurgitated in and outside their flat in the Pointe to know it was poison. Knowing also that Jade was not easily dissuaded, Thom accepted the cold, perspiring can and followed her up the stairs.


At the top lay a dimly lit hallway flanked by four doors on either side. Another descending stairway marked the hallway’s far end. Faded pink and yellow roses decorated the peeling wallpaper. Jade retrieved a key from a pocket of her white, white lace-trimmed blouse that, along with the tight skirt, constituted her uniform. She stopped at the third door on the left.


“Number seven. We don’t use number seven except when it gets real busy, so you can have it for a while.”


Inside the room, cigarette burns blemished the bedside table, just as carved initials scarred the twin bed’s slat headboard, whose connection with the bed frame seemed tenuous at best. The mirror above the headboard was cracked and Thom didn’t want to know why. He engaged the deadbolt immediately upon Jade’s departure. While the door itself wasn’t particularly substantial, the lock worked. Were his old man to break in, Thom would at least enjoy sufficient time to—what—hide under the bed? He likely wouldn’t have been the first to seek such refuge.


Thom had read every glossy golf magazine left lying around the pro shop and so understood plenty about relaxation techniques guaranteed to steady any golfer’s nerves and cure the yips. Thom had never personally experienced such maladies. The key, as any Moe Norman devotee understood, was focusing upon opportunity. Most players envisioned threats in the wind, trees, water, long grass, and bunkers, threats that dominated their thoughts and so their minds and muscles. The wise golfer experienced each swing as a gift—a new beginning. Thom saw the ball where it lay and the potential of launching it within feet, if not inches, of where he wanted it to lie. On the golf course, distinct from any other setting, Thom felt gratitude, not fear, a thankfulness that occupied Thom’s psyche prior to every swing. This is why the course was Moe’s world, Thom’s world.


Even so, Thom had read the advice. There was little else to satisfy the reading addiction. Perhaps it would come in handy when he was playing in the final Sunday pairing at the Masters. Who knew what it was like playing before a crowd—Thom certainly didn’t. Within a year and a half of escaping the Pointe, playing golf every spare moment, he was shooting scratch—and better. No small accomplishment, all things considered. No one would have believed how good Thom had become. In fact, no one did, because during those three years at the BRGC, he never golfed with anyone. Never once a twosome, threesome, foursome. When Thom golfed all by his lonesome, he wasn’t anything in anyone else’s eyes. He was not a dwarf, a little person, a midget, a freak. He was Thom Loudon, hitting a ball, unconstrained by the expectations of others that governed all other aspects of his life, watching the ball soar through the air and, anymore, landing pretty much where he intended.


He practiced the abdominal breathing extolled in a magazine’s advice column by one teaching pro who’d probably never played on the Pro Golfers’ Association Tour, let alone the Masters: in through the nose and out through the mouth—smell the cake and blow out the candles. Envision the cleansing breath washing over sweaty hands, wobbly knees, sour gut, the very soul itself, ridding mind and body of all tension, all anxiety. Breath, gentle and pure like sun-glistening water, rinsing away the shadowy sludge. In fact, all Thom wanted just then was to get in enough breath so that he no longer felt like he was suffocating inside one of those plastic bags parents are supposed to keep away from toddlers.


The painful spasms in Thom’s neck and shoulders subsided first, then the trembling in his hands. Whether his breath came easier as he quit thinking about it or vice versa was of no moment. He closed his eyes and played a game in which he designed golf holes in every imaginable terrain: holes traversing rivers and lakes; fairways lined by white sand bordering opal-blue tropical coves; hazards such as sheer cliffs, deep bunkers, and live oaks lurking in the most inopportune locations—a world where risk was reward and opportunity promised life. Then Thom would typically play all those holes, calmly overcoming every hazard, for birdies and eagles. But he couldn’t that morning, nor would he over the weeks that followed, because fear rather than opportunity engulfed him at the first imaginary tee.


He managed a series of naps instead, the shallowness of which blurred any border between sleep and consciousness. By the sixth or seventh time he came to, night outside was falling and the noise downstairs was rising.


Thom left via the back stairway. It was marked Fire Escape, but Wife Escape was more like it. The back door opened onto a less frequently used pathway around the rear of the clubhouse, which provided an alternative route to the pool. Walking slowly and straining to detect movement behind each building and tree, Thom left the path, squeezed past a dumpster, and cut through the space between the clubhouse and storage garage.


He was panting before reaching the entryway to the garage, otherwise known as his bedroom, even though it was barely thirty yards from door to door. He had even stopped twice to make sure he wasn’t being followed. Why were there more shadows after sunset than before? The very shadows in which a man—say, a little man—might hide. Even after curling up behind the locked door on his familiar mattress, under the covers and blanketed by a square floor fan’s wind and white noise, Thom felt as if someone else were present, someone sucking up all the oxygen.




Chapter 3


Thom awoke hungry. While he had snarfed a milk chocolate bar from a vending machine before teeing off Saturday morning, he had not consumed real food since Friday evening, not even a sip of malt liquor. He headed straight for the BRGC snack shack, which was strategically nestled between the modest swimming pool and the tenth tee, where golfers could grab a beer and a burger from the take-out window before starting the back nine. It also took an occasional food order from the Nineteenth Hole, because what was left of the Breeders’ Roost original kitchen now served as storage space for an ever-growing inventory of broken but theoretically fixable furniture, alongside bags of dirty linen and stacks of clean. And roaches. Except in Florida, these roaches, fat, ripe six-legged date fruit large enough to trip the unwary, particularly the species Paraplaneta americana (a.k.a. the American cockroach), were known as palmetto bugs.


Like the storage garage, the snack shack and neighboring swimming pool locker rooms were cinderblock affairs painted white and trimmed in blue. Among this poolside suite of dressing and cooking facilities, the shack, true to its name, was the smallest structure. Its door and window were around the corner from the pool, overlooking the tenth tee. Hungry golfers and swimmers ordered and received their burgers and fries, candy and shakes, via the window. Customers were not allowed inside. There wasn’t room.


Aisha had run the snack shack since before Thom’s arrival. She wore a headscarf. Thom had seen more women wearing headscarves and also the veils that obscured all but the wearer’s eyes around the Pointe and Montreal. Maybe there were fewer Muslims in Putnam County. Or Muslims in Putman County simply eschewed additional layers of clothing amidst the stifling heat and humidity. Or, as Thom suspected, perhaps they, like him, just hated standing out around all the pickups, gun racks, and confederate flags.


Thom was authorized one free meal a day at the snack shack. Aisha and her occasional stand-in let him eat twice—typically around 10 a.m. when the snack shack opened and just before 6 p.m. when it closed.


Aisha knew without asking what Thom would order at every meal. Double cheeseburger, fries, full-sized salted nut roll, large Sprite. Extra lettuce, tomato, and pickle on the burger to ward off scurvy and because Thom liked pickles. That’s why, despite his affinity for anyone else who didn’t fit in, Thom didn’t like Aisha. Aisha was rude to presume to know what he wanted, never mind that she was always correct. It was as bad as a drugstore cashier assuming that every old geezer in line was there for XXL diapers and denture cream—no matter how badly one of them might have been dying to demand the ribbed condoms. Her presumption, despite its accuracy, was bad enough. Her twice-daily inquiry of, “The usual?” only made it worse. Who wanted to be reminded that he craves the security of predictability? Thom wasn’t about to mount a Harley and ride whichever way the wind blew, even if he were able to reach the foot controls, but he sure as hell did not need to be reminded of that fact nor have it regularly broadcast to all within earshot.


Some might confuse golf with the banality of routine, especially golf played by someone as proficient as Thom. After all, on the same course, under consistent weather conditions, Thom would play the same shots to the same spots using the same clubs nine times out of ten. Those people, however, did not understand the difference between routine and ritual. The former, while safe, is drudgery, mindless. The latter is self-affirming. Those eighteen individual journeys, so pleasant and peaceful, so predictable when Thom’s game was on, were where Thom escaped the fear and expectations that others projected. Fear and expectations, of course, being redundant, as expectations reflect nothing if not fear of the different and unknown. Golf was where Thom engaged the world on his terms, where his ruler set the standard. Where his routine was his and his alone. Where three to get on and a single putt constituted a regulation par-four just the same as two to reach plus a two-putt. Where six feet tall was not necessarily the norm. A place that had been Moe’s world and now was Thom’s.


He reached the snack shack window at ten sharp, hungry as hell and already bitter that Aisha knew exactly what he was about to order. She’d say, “The usual?” He’d grunt, “Why not?”


That’s when a woman asked, “What, sir, may I do for you?”


“What did you do with Aisha?” Thom said. “She never asks.”


“I am Dyleane. I do not know this, this Aisha.” Her accent was French—or at least a fair approximation. She was tall like Jade, rounder face, same dark skin, a fraction of the makeup, half the poundage. Her braids were so tightly twisted that straight scalloped lines of scalp stretched in between.


“Okay, then, why the hell are you talking like that?” Thom said.


“Because I am from Montreal, and I do not appreciate your tone of voice.”


“Aisha runs the snack shack.”


“You are not only impertinent, you are most sorely mistaken. Starting with this day, it is I who runs the snack shack.”


“And you’re not from Montreal. The accent isn’t bad. But it’s not so great either.”


Dyleane looked down upon Thom in exasperation. “Who are you, and how do you presume to know anything about me or my upbringing?”


“Then prove it.”


“I have nothing to prove, merci beaucoup.”


“Fine. Tell me which night is Hockey Night in Canada?” Nothing. “Who’s the greatest center in NHL history?” More nothing. “Hint: the Pocket Rocket.” Still nothing. “What’s the toughest neighborhood in Montreal? Hell, what province is Montreal in?”


“Quebec? Quebec!” She’d lost the accent.


“One out of four, eh? That’s one better than most Yanks.”


Rather than escalate their disagreement into a full-blown argument, which Thom assumed to be the normal course of most conversations, Dyleane smiled. The smile was, what, friendly? Cute? Thom had precious little practice at interpreting such nuance, let alone appreciating it. Most of his experience around girls his age involved turning away and not noticing. Even though a friendly face might occasionally punctuate the routine looks of scorn, why fantasize about Gay Paree when you lived in a bloody backwater and always would?


At the same time, her imaginary Canadian self was more plausible than, say, a homeless half-pint from the land of perpetual winter trying to master a big man’s game for rich people who live where flip-flops constitute appropriate year-round attire.


“I’m just trying to get away,” Dyleane sighed.


The smile remained despite this foreboding admission. Inviting? Maybe it was the big brown eyes, a shade darker than the skin around them, or the rosy fields beneath her high cheekbones. No one else was waiting in line, and Thom experienced an odd sensation. It was almost as though he felt like talking or at least looking. How, he had pondered on more than one occasion, do people talk simply for the sake of talking? And why? It was almost as though some actually enjoyed discussing topics that bore no tangible relation to matters immediately at hand. What did they say that was neither too blunt nor too personal nor laughably trite?


“What,” Dyleane said as Thom stared. “I got something stuck between my teeth?”


“Get away? You just started here.”


“Actually I started yesterday.”


“Where are you really from?”


“Marianna, Florida, if you must know,” she said. Her vowels began deep down and rolled out like a slow dance.


“Never heard of it.” This small talk wasn’t so tough.


“In the panhandle. And you wouldn’t, unless you had some interest in the upbringing of Florida’s most racist governor ever, which is saying something in these parts. And what white person would be interested in such a minor thing as that? Dude committed suicide—on his plantation run by slaves—actually committed suicide when he heard the South surrendered the Civil War.


“Or the Dozier Reform School where more black boys were murdered than they could keep buried deep enough that the coons and polecats wouldn’t dig them back up. It’s also where my stepfather still lives and where that drunk son of a bitch is going to stay if I have anything to say about it.”


“So you’re not white—er, I’m not black—” Damn overconfidence!


Dyleane laughed before Thom could dig any deeper. She opened her mouth, appeared to reconsider, and finally explained that she and her mother had just escaped to Interlachen, and the French-Canadian affectation was her way of fitting in with the mostly white kids at the high school there. The name Interlachen might conjure images of towering snowcapped alpine mountains and crystal-clear glacial lakes. Several lakes did surround this North Central Florida town, but the water was more a cloudy green, and cowboy hats and boots greatly outnumbered lederhosen, just as boiled peanuts were more widely available than actual Swiss chocolate. Interlachen, however, did constitute the largest nearby settlement, thus relegating the tiny hamlet of Hollister to the status of Interlachen’s trailer park exurb.


A background involving Dyleane being kidnapped by a circus troupe and forced to walk tightropes in scanty glimmering outfits would have grabbed Thom’s rapt attention. Her actual story, however, one of abuse and escape, was one with which Thom was already too familiar. Just then he was occupied enough with finding a happy ending to his own tale to worry much about someone else’s.


“That’s me. Who might you be?”


“I might be Thom Loudon—with an h.”


“LaHoudon?”


“Thom with an h.”


“All right, all right. That h must be pretty important.”
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