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        Blake County, Georgia

        October 10, 2016

      

      

      The call rang out from somewhere deep in the darkness—Bingo! Bingo!

      He drifted toward the sound, listening for others to echo the alert. He recognized it. The sound of the voice. It was hard to miss. It was the same one he’d heard all night, chirping at him since the first snap of the game. Since they’d all been kids, really.

      The call sounded again. This time louder, closer.

      He tried to move his feet in the direction of the sound. He had good feet. A sort of natural gift, or so he’d been told. Whether planted, shuffling, or on the run, he was an athlete who knew how to use his feet. Something was wrong with them tonight, though. They wouldn’t budge.

      Again—Bingo! Bingo!

      He struggled once more to move, but he couldn’t. He felt pinned down. As if sandbags lay on top of his chest. That, or his mind had been detached from the rest of his body. Either way, he only had one play, and that was to do what he did best. Not panic. Colt Hudson never panicked.

      Then he heard it—Eyes up, Hudson.

      Colt opened his eyes and saw a familiar face. He’d just seen it on the field a few minutes ago. At least, he thought he had. They’d jawed at one another for most of the game. A back-and-forth perfected through years of squaring off against each other. First on the rec-league fields, then under the lights of high school stadiums. Now, Colt’s childhood friend leaned over his left shoulder, breathing down on him with a look of concern.

      “Deacon?” Colt asked, his throat dry. His voice sounded cracked and weak in his own ears. He wasn’t sure he could trust it. “What in the⁠—"

      “I’m right here, Colt,” Deacon answered, leaning closer. “Damn boy, thank God you’re alive. We weren’t sure you’d come back to us.”

      “Back from where?”

      Deacon Campbell stood back up to his full height of six-five and offered Colt a wide smile. He’d been an all-state linebacker the season before, and he was well on his way to another first-team selection come fall’s end. He’d become known for his speed and size. The constant encouragement for his teammates. The smart pre-snap adjustments. He had the tools that would take him to the next level, and maybe even the level after that. More than anything, though, Deacon Campbell had been born a leader, and a damn good friend.

      “You just checked out on us there for a minute. Had me all worried.”

      Colt considered his friend’s words for a moment. They weren’t the kind that came easy to young men.

      “Where am I?” Colt managed. “And…what the hell happened to me?”

      A lamp came on nearby and the added light confirmed Colt’s suspicions. He was in a hospital room, that much he knew. As he turned his head to take in the surroundings, pain shot down his neck. The sudden bout of agony surprised him. Colt closed his eyes as screws seemed to grind into his skull. He took in a deep breath, trying to collect himself. Everything had started to throb at once and both eyes would soon be brimming with tears if he wasn’t careful. He shut them in an attempt to stave off the inevitable.

      “They call this a hospital,” Deacon replied, his tone lighter. “You know, where babies are born and folks come to die.”

      Colt didn’t want to open his eyes. He didn’t want to move at all because he feared the pain might escalate if he so much as breathed in again. He couldn’t help himself, though. He smiled at his friend’s comment, then lifted a finger. The middle one.

      “Hudson hospitality,” Deacon said with a laugh. “A guy comes down to the hospital to see an old friend in need and gets this bum treatment. It really seems to me that⁠—”

      “It’s still rivalry weekend, brother. You know how it is—no truce until next week.”

      Deacon paused before responding. “This the first time you been awake?”

      “I don’t know,” Colt said as he opened his eyes again. He stared at the ceiling for a moment, thinking. Something was off. “I think so.”

      Deacon crossed his arms. The T-shirt he wore had the sleeves cut off and looked a size too small. The cocky linebacker stood there silent for a moment—a bad sign because Deacon Campbell wasn’t known for his restraint. He was known more for the endless string of insults he hurled at his opponents after each hit. Always done in a creative, single-wide jargon that made him one of the most memorable players in high school football.

      “So, you don’t know if anyone has been in here to try to talk to you?”

      “Like I said, man, I can’t even remember the last time I was awake in here. You could tell me that some doctor just came in here with a drill to bore out one of my temples. I’d probably believe you.”

      Deacon smiled. “Take a beat, my brother. Try hard to remember if you’ve talked to anyone. Anyone at all.”

      Colt felt the first twinge of frustration. It mixed in with the confusion that already consumed him. “Deacon, what is going on? I need you to talk to me.”

      Colt watched his friend’s face for a reaction. He noticed the eyes as they flicked to a corner of the room. Colt wanted to look over in that same direction, but he didn’t want to risk another shot of pain to his skull and neck.

      “Nobody from the Blake County Sheriff’s Office has been in here?” Deacon asked. “Nobody from BPD?”

      “I need one of these nurses or doctors to get in here,” Colt said as he made no attempt to hide his impatience. He started to fumble around the bed for a remote of some sort. There had to be a way to get the attention of the nurse who was on call. “I know it’s Friday night and all, but I need someone to get in here and tell me what the⁠—”

      Another voice interjected, one that Colt recognized right off. “It’s Monday, son, so you’d better get your head right before you speak to anybody. You hear me?”

      Colt gritted his teeth at the sound of his father’s voice as it polluted the otherwise sterile room. He felt the man’s presence now, almost suffocating him. That’s how it’d always been with Liam Hudson.

      “I’m just fine without your advice,” Colt said as his hand found the remote. He started to lift it up from under the thin sheet. “How about you just⁠—”

      “Oh, that’s right,” his father hissed as he placed a hand around Colt’s right forearm. The one lifting the remote to call the nurse. “You’re a big boy now, aren’t you?”

      “Mr. Hudson,” Deacon started. “I don’t think Colt meant that⁠—"

      “No, Deacon, my little Colt here doesn’t need a thing from his family or friends. Big-time quarterback with a scholarship to college now. Bright future ahead of him somewhere far away from Blakeston.”

      More pain greeted Colt as he turned to his father. “Get your hand off of me.”

      Liam just smiled back. The man had thick mitts for hands and the callouses on each had been earned through decades of hard work. Colt knew his father stopped going to school as soon as the county quit calling about him cutting classes. That didn’t mean the man stopped learning, though. No, after some thirty years in the trade, his father knew exactly how to break another man down to the studs, especially his only son.

      “You don’t know the first thing about the cluster you’re in,” Liam said, squeezing his son’s ulna and radius together as he spoke. He liked to grab Colt’s throwing arm when he cussed him, usually threatening to break it in one swift motion. “You think I’d be here at your side if you’d just bumped your sweet little head on the ground at the homecoming game?”

      Colt considered the logic in his father’s question. He was about to offer his own set of harsh words when the door to the hospital room opened. A nurse in blue scrubs entered, pushing a cart in front of her. She looked surprised to see everyone crowded around the bed. The lights on. The patient sitting up.

      “He’s awake,” Deacon blurted out. “I was just about to come find someone and⁠—”

      “That’s right,” Colt’s father added, squeezing the forearm once more before he released it. He stepped away from the side of the bed. “Been awake for maybe a minute or two. That’s pretty good news, right?”

      Colt watched the nurse’s eyes as she seemed to evaluate the men who flanked her patient. They appeared to linger on Colt’s father a moment longer. His oil-smudged work shirt. The words Hudson Auto stenciled on one half of his chest. Liam, on the other.

      “It’s great news,” the nurse replied as she moved from behind her cart. She made her way toward the bed, the side that Liam had just occupied. Colt watched her as she took in information from the nearby monitors. Calm and collected. Just another day at the office.

      “How are things looking?” Colt asked.

      “That depends on quite a lot,” the nurse said as she picked up Colt’s arm. The same one that had been in a vise-grip only moments ago. She turned the arm over, no doubt noticing the red marks on the skin. “I’ll need to get some information from you first.”

      Colt nodded.

      “First, Colt, my name is Anne, and I’ve been checking in on you since they brought you into the hospital on Friday night. You’re in our intensive care unit right now, the ICU.”

      The statement didn’t strike Colt as one that required a response, so he just listened and watched as the woman continued to inspect the different tubes running from the nearby machines. She moved methodically, as if following her own carefully memorized checklist.

      “You’ve taken a series of severe hits to the head,” she said, her voice both informative and reassuring. “I imagine your body is experiencing significant pain, but we’ve been most focused on your brain since the EMTs brought you in. That three-pound organ in your skull is the most complex part of your body. We’re going to make sure we take good care of it.”

      “We can’t have you losing the little bit of sense you have left,” Liam added with a snort. “Wouldn’t that be a damn shame to⁠—”

      “That’s not helpful, Mr. Hudson,” the nurse snapped. “If you’re going to interfere with my evaluation, then please step out of the room.”

      Colt noticed his father raise an eyebrow as he accepted the warning. Liam didn’t handle women in positions of authority well. Still, he showed the nurse his open palms and took another step back in mock retreat.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Colt said. “For taking good care of me, that is.”

      Anne turned her attention back to her patient. “Of course. Now, can you try and tell me what you remember from Friday night?”

      Colt focused as he tried to recall the last play of Friday night’s homecoming football game—Blake County vs. Sumter County. The two high schools touted undefeated records before the regional showdown, but Colt couldn’t remember who ended up walking off the field with their first loss of the season. He looked from the nurse’s face to Deacon’s, then his father’s. They all had their eyes locked on his.

      “We had a game against Sumter,” Colt said, nodding in Deacon’s direction as he spoke. “Deacon’s squad.”

      “Do you remember where the game was played?” Anne asked.

      “Right here in Blakeston.”

      “Good,” the nurse said as she started to write something on a clipboard. One she’d pulled from the nearby cart. “What else do you remember?”

      He recalled flashes of memories. Fans cheering in the stands. The sound of the band playing the school’s fight song. Whistles blowing and coaches yelling from the sidelines. He thought for a long moment as he tried to conjure up details from the game itself. Specific plays. The coin toss. A touchdown celebration.

      “I remember throwing an interception in the third quarter,” Colt finally said. “I let the ball sail high on my receiver, CJ. I called an audible, a mesh concept that we’d had some success with early in the season.”

      Deacon discreetly held a thumbs up for Colt to see.

      “I remember the calls from their defensive secondary,” Colt said as he felt his way through the memory. “They all yelled out⁠—”

      “Bingo,” Deacon quietly added with a smile. “My boys always call out Bingo when they make a big play on the⁠—"

      “Let’s not help him,” Anne said, cutting Deacon off in a stern tone. “I want to hear Colt’s version only.”

      Colt thought for another moment before pushing forward with his narrative. He could see the play as it unfolded. He couldn’t remember how it ended, though. The memory felt more like a dream than something he’d experienced. A dream that just seemed to slip away.

      Colt started again. “Their free safety picked me off. A real gangly guy. Wore an even-numbered jersey. Twenty, maybe?”

      The nurse turned to Deacon for confirmation. He nodded to her.

      “The guy held the ball out, showboating as he turned up field to follow a string of blue jerseys. I remember sprinting toward the opposite sideline because I thought I might be able to catch him near the boundary. I hopped over their weak-side linebacker as he lunged at my feet, then I made it to within four, maybe five yards of the sideline.”

      The room went quiet for a moment as Colt tried to remember what happened next. The reel in his mind seemed to freeze at that point in the memory. All he could see was an image of the Sumter County player, just out of arm’s reach.

      “Do you remember getting hit during that play?” the nurse finally asked. “I wasn’t there, but I believe it was a shot to the back of your head and neck. I’m told it was a scary moment.”

      Colt started to shake his head, sending another dose of pain for his skull to deal with. This time, the pain came with something new, too, a faint ringing in the right ear. A timbre that he’d not heard before.

      “I guess that must be when they stopped the game for an ambulance to bring me here,” Colt said. “Because I really can’t remember much after that.”

      Anne paused a moment. Her pen scratched on the clipboard.

      “Maybe my boy here needs just a little bit of rest,” Liam said in his best attempt at fatherly concern. It sounded unnatural. “We all know he’s not going anywhere. At least not anytime soon.”

      Colt caught his father’s eye just before the nurse looked up from her notes.

      “No, we’d like to be able to measure where he is right now,” she said in a tone that left little room for debate. “Now, Colt, do you remember trying to get up after that hit on the interception?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      He was trying, but there wasn’t anything there, not really. Only flashes of memories. Faces of people in his life. Coach Weeks. Deacon. A few of his teammates. And Natalie, of course.

      “You don’t remember being helped back to the sideline?”

      “Like I said, I don’t really remember.”

      “Keep trying.”

      Colt’s thoughts drifted to Natalie. Her blue eyes. The freckles across her nose. Her long blonde hair that she twirled into big curls. Her smile as he’d lean over to kiss her on the field after a win.

      After a win, he thought. They’d won the game.

      “There are pieces of memories, but that’s all,” Colt said after another long moment. “I can remember Coach Weeks talking to me while I was on the ground. I can see Deacon’s face through his facemask as he came over to pat me on the shoulder.”

      Talking about it helped. He remembered more and more now.

      “I can see CJ and Connor as they helped get me up, supporting me as I walked off the field. I think I can maybe even remember us winning the game?”

      “Y’all sure won alright,” Deacon huffed, his arms still crossed. “Even with that hit you took to the head. You still got back out there and played.”

      The nurse started to lift a hand, but Deacon pushed on.

      “You threw another touchdown in the fourth quarter, Colt. Are you telling me you don’t remember that?”

      “No,” Colt said as he shook his head. “I think I can remember everyone pouring onto the field after the game, but the memory is all distorted. It’s as if I watched it happen from the sidelines, or the bleachers even.”

      “Well, you sure as hell were out on that field because⁠—"

      “And I remember seeing Natalie,” Colt added. “She ran over and kissed me after the game.”

      “Okay,” the nurse said after a short pause. “What else do you⁠—"

      “Does she know I’m awake yet?”

      “Let’s try to focus on what you remember first.”

      Colt ignored the nurse’s prodding. He looked over at Deacon. “She’d probably appreciate an update. You mind letting her know?”

      Colt absorbed the sudden stillness in the room. The expression on his friend’s face as he looked away.

      “Deacon?”

      His best friend—the kid with the never-back-down philosophy baked into his DNA—ran a hand through his hair. He shook his head, wiping something from his eyes.

      Colt pleaded. “Talk to me.”

      “She didn’t make it,” he said in a quiet voice. “She’s gone.”

      Colt went back to the memories. The flashes. There wasn’t anything there to help.

      “Deacon, where is she?”
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      The man knocked twice on the door.

      Another one in a white coat—Dr. Beck—had done the same some forty-five minutes earlier. Right before he delivered the only good news of the day.

      This man was different, though. Not the type that brought good news. No white coat, either.

      “Colt Hudson?” the man asked, already lifting a badge from inside his jacket. He held the gold-plated emblem up for a moment before continuing, “I’m Trevor Meredith, an investigator with the Blake County Sheriff’s Office.”

      Pre-game coverage for Monday Night Football played on the hospital room’s television. Colt absorbed the appearance of the investigator. The badge. The slim folder tucked under one arm. The sport coat and jeans.

      Great.

      Colt’s eyes returned to the television. Lisa Salters appeared on the small screen. He liked Lisa. Colt listened as she provided a concise, last-minute injury update on the beleaguered offenses that the Cardinals and Jets planned to trot out for the night’s lackluster event.

      “You may not have heard me over the noise of that TV,” the investigator said. A real tough guy. “I’m looking for Colt⁠—"

      “That’s me,” Colt finally said as he started to turn the volume up on the television. He kept his eyes on the screen. “What can I do for you?”

      “You mind if I come in?”

      Colt had lived his whole life in Blake County. Given his father’s business, he knew most of the deputies, police officers, and troopers that worked the area. Although he didn’t know a lot about Trevor Meredith’s role with the BCSO, he knew for a fact that this was no wellness check.

      “Grab a seat,” Colt said. “I’d stand to shake your hand and all but⁠—"

      “I get it, Colt,” Meredith said with a laugh that sounded fake. “Even though you can’t stand yet, you’re still lucky to be alive.”

      Colt didn’t respond.

      “Anyways, how’re you feeling?” Meredith asked, still standing beside the bed. “I mean, all things considered.”

      Colt muted the television as it went to commercial, then responded. “Like I’ve been hit by a truck. At least, that’s what they’re telling me happened.”

      “Well, like I said, you’re lucky. That accident was something else.”

      Colt grimaced at the mention of the accident. A piece of reality that he was still getting used to. In fact, Dr. Beck had been the first person willing to give Colt the facts. Everyone else wanted to tip-toe around what happened. Not Dr. Beck, though. He did what every good doctor was supposed to do. He leveled his eyes with his patient and gave it to him straight.

      It wasn’t the hit on the football field that put him in the hospital. No, there’d been a car accident—the cross-by-the-roadside kind—and Dr. Beck told Colt what he knew about the scene of the wreck. Something Colt wasn’t sure the good doctor always did for his patients. Then, after delivering the details, Dr. Beck provided Colt with a positive outlook as far as his injuries were concerned. No internal bleeding. No broken bones. No torn ligaments. Lucky.

      Natalie hadn’t been so lucky.

      “Grab a seat,” Colt said, motioning toward a chair. “You’re making me nervous just standing there.”

      Meredith obliged. As he sat, he placed the thin folder in his lap and looked over at the television. Both watched as the kicker for the Jets—Nick Folk—placed the ball on the tee and stepped off the opening kickoff. Colt mashed the volume on the remote and set it to low.

      “Has anyone been in here to talk to you about the accident?”

      “Nobody from your office.”

      Both watched as the kick sailed through the air and into the end-zone. As the teams jogged onto the field for the opening series, the commentators ran through the starting offense for the Arizona Cardinals.

      “I can’t believe Palmer is still playing,” Meredith said in an attempt at small talk. “He has to be at least⁠—”

      “You come here just to watch the game with me?”

      “No,” Meredith said quickly, then shifted to a more business-like tone. “I need to ask you a few questions about the wreck.”

      Although the investigator sat only feet away, Colt felt comfortable. He knew pain medication could have that effect, though, so he reminded himself not to say something stupid. His dad would have his hide if he did.

      “Did one of your guys take my cell phone?” Colt asked. “I can’t seem to find it.”

      “Yes,” Meredith replied. “A BCSO deputy that responded to the scene of the wreck inventoried it. It’s in evidence—along with some of the other items found in the car.”

      Other items, Colt thought, trying to remember what else was in there.

      “I need it back,” Colt said. “I want to call Natalie’s family. Mr. and Mrs. Abrams haven’t heard from me yet.”

      Investigator Meredith wasn’t much older than Colt. Six or seven years ahead in school. Donned the green and gold jersey for Blake County High. Another kid from Blake County. A quarterback, just like Colt.

      “I’m not so sure they want to talk to you right now.”

      “Yeah?” Colt asked. “I’m not all that sure I want to talk to you either. Here we are, though.”

      Meredith didn’t respond. Colt knew that the young investigator was supposed to tell him something important. That Colt didn’t have to talk to law enforcement about anything. That it was his constitutional right not to. Yada, yada, yada.

      “I can give you the number for Natalie’s parents. You should be able to call them from the hospital.”

      The offer floated in the air for a moment. It was an olive branch of sorts. Colt thought about it as he watched the game. He waited until the broadcast cut to commercial again.

      “I still want my phone back,” Colt finally said with some hesitation. “But write the number down on a piece of paper.”

      Meredith smirked as he pulled a pen from his jacket. He did as he was asked and scribbled a number on a slip of paper. He placed it on a nearby table that still had the dinner tray waiting to be collected.

      “There you are.”

      “Tell me what you know about the wreck,” Colt quickly said before Meredith could ask him a question. “Was the other driver drunk or something?”

      “Maybe,” he replied. “We’re still not sure. It was a hit-and-run, so we’re still looking for the driver of the truck.”

      “That other vehicle was drivable?”

      “Not even close,” Meredith said as he shook his head, “but we’re still investigating that side of things. The driver probably got out and ran from the scene on foot. We’ll find the guy.”

      Colt stayed on the offensive. “Well, tell me how it happened. What do you know?”

      “I’m supposed to be the one that asks the questions.”

      “Come on, man. I’m in the dark here.”

      Meredith nodded. “The preliminary report that I saw has you running a stop sign. Right out there at the intersection where Five Forks Road crosses old 27. The truck that hit you on the passenger-side had to of been doing close to fifty-five.”

      “Bullshit,” Colt said. “I wouldn’t have run that stop sign out there.”

      “You asked.”

      “I just know that road,” Colt added, quietly. “I know that intersection. I wouldn’t have⁠—”

      Meredith interrupted him. “I was at the game, Colt. One of the better games I’ve seen you play.”

      “I’ll be sure to watch the film.”

      “You took some shots out there. Coach Weeks shouldn’t have put you back in that game. The whole town knows that now.”

      The football players at Blake County High School had the privilege of being coached by a legend. Twenty-nine years as the head coach. Sixteen regional championships under his reign. Four state championship titles. Coach Melvin Weeks more than deserved his respect. And because of that, no one questioned the man’s decisions.

      Colt smiled. “When you were the starting quarterback, Trevor, how many games did Weeks pull you out of?”

      “Zero.”

      Colt nodded. He knew from the doctor’s assessment earlier that he’d suffered a series of concussions on Friday night. The first one or two most likely occurred during the game. Another one or two certainly followed in the wreck. The combination produced a sort of post-traumatic, retrograde amnesia that Dr. Beck hoped would resolve itself with time.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Meredith leaned in closer. “That’s not what this is about, though.”

      An orderly slowed in front of the door to the hospital room. He offered a greeting as he stepped inside to collect the half-touched dinner tray. As he did, he stopped to take in a few seconds of the game on TV. The quarterback for the Cardinals—Carson Palmer—dropped a beautiful pass in the hands of his receiver for a 58-yard touchdown.

      “Reminds me of your touchdown pass in the fourth quarter of Friday night’s game,” the man said with a smile. “Haven’t seen a game end like that in years.”

      Colt didn’t know what to say. He just watched the man place the tray on his cart and start back down the hallway.

      “I’m here to talk to you about the night of the wreck,” Meredith said once another moment passed. “It’s about the⁠—”

      “We’ve been talking about it. Besides, aren’t you supposed to read me my rights or something?”

      “You’ve been asking most of the questions,” Meredith replied. “I can if you want me to. I know your family has a lawyer. You want to call him?”

      “That’s my dad’s lawyer,” Colt replied. “And he’s a prick.”

      The investigator nodded. He probably agreed.

      “You already know that I don’t remember much,” Colt continued. “It was an accident. What more do you need to hear from me?”

      “It’s about what was in your trunk.”

      The trunk, Colt thought. He ran through a list of what he could remember was in there. Half a case of Coors, gym clothes, a box of condoms, maybe some old fireworks.

      “What about it?”

      Meredith answered the question with a question of his own. “Did you let anyone else drive your car on Friday?”

      “No.”

      “Did you leave your keys with anyone during the game?”

      “Nope. They would’ve been in my locker.”

      Colt waited as the investigator seemed to consider his next move. As a young quarterback, Colt knew that diligent preparation was the key to success. Conditioning. Lifting. Watching game tape and studying the other team. It all came down to preparation, and Meredith seemed prepared.

      “So, no one else would have had access to the trunk of your car?”

      Colt shook his head, confused. “No one.”

      The investigator nodded. He seemed to hesitate, then said: “Are you sure you don’t want to speak with a lawyer?”

      The question took Colt by surprise. In fact, the question sounded more like a suggestion. Colt didn’t care, though. He didn’t want to speak with an attorney. He wanted to speak with Natalie’s family. That’s what he was focused on.

      “No,” Colt replied. “I’m good.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Colt laughed. “Damn, Trevor, you sure are thorough. Just ask your questions.”

      “Was everything that was in the trunk of your vehicle on Friday night your property?”

      Colt paused a second. He felt a sensation in his gut that he only felt right before throwing a big interception. That ill-advised throw that was the product of poor preparation. That one mistake that shifted the course of an entire game.

      “Everything was my property.”

      “Well, there were two and a half pounds of methamphetamine in your trunk, Colt. I need to know where you were planning to take it to.”

      Bingo.
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      Colt crossed his arms and glared at the investigator.

      “You don’t have very many options,” Meredith said, fixing his eyes on Colt’s. “Not many at all.”

      Colt knew it was already past time to shut up, so he just sat there and thought about the information he’d heard from the investigator’s mouth. Two and a half pounds. It didn’t take a lawyer and a fat retainer fee to explain that two and a half pounds was the kind of weight that meant serious time.

      “I see it going two ways for you, bud.”

      Bud.

      Colt ignored the investigator and looked back up at the television screen. He watched as both teams started to jog off the field. It was halftime now.

      “And this is why,” Meredith said, opening the file in his lap. He removed a picture from the folder and placed it in front of Colt. “I’m a visual guy, so I’ll use pictures to help explain your little predicament.”

      Colt took in the image of the mangled vehicles. His red Mustang looked like a half-crushed Coke can. The other vehicle, a mint green Toyota, reminded him of a rolled-up tube of toothpaste. The picture did little to jog his memory, which surprised him.

      “As you mentioned earlier, this was an accident,” Meredith said in a matter-of-fact tone. He pointed at the image in Colt’s lap. “You lost your girlfriend in that wreck. A family lost a daughter, and a sister. The whole town will view this for what it is—a tragedy.”

      The investigator placed another photo in Colt’s lap. This one showed part of Natalie’s face in it. He could make out blood and glass and debris in the picture. It made him sick to look at it.

      “It shouldn’t have happened,” Meredith continued. “But early reports suggest Natalie had some alcohol in her system. And if I were a gambling man—which my old girlfriend will tell you I am, Colt—I’d bet that the tests they did here at the hospital showed some alcohol in your system, too.”

      Colt just stared back at him.

      “See, this is your first problem because vehicular homicide is no joke, and the district attorney’s office is going to be getting some heat on this one. That means if alcohol was in your system, the DA must go for the felony. With time.”

      Colt knew his post-game routine well. Coach’s speech. Showers. Protein shakes. Head out. He never took a sip of alcohol until he reached the after-party. He also never—ever—drove with a hint of alcohol in his system. With a college scholarship already inked up at Vanderbilt, he knew the stakes.

      “You might be thinking you know you didn’t have any alcohol in your system. That makes this tragedy a misdemeanor. Maybe even one that the DA would kick based on the circumstances. Maybe.”

      Colt nodded.

      “That doesn’t take care of your second problem. The real problem.”

      Colt gritted his teeth. “I didn’t put it in there and you have to⁠—”

      “I don’t have to do anything,” Meredith replied, “because you’re cooked, Colt.”

      “It’s not mine, Trevor. You know that.”

      “No, I don’t, and it doesn’t matter.”

      Colt started to look over at the door to his hospital room. It had to be well past visiting hours.

      “Before you think about reaching out to your daddy’s lawyer,” Meredith added. “I’m going to make something clear. You have a take-it-or-leave-it proposition to consider right now.”

      The investigator pointed up at the screen on the wall. Both teams were re-taking the field and getting ready to start the second half.

      “You’ll have until Arizona kicks off to make a decision and⁠—”

      “Cut the shit and tell me,” Colt said. “What are my options?”

      “Option one: You lawyer up and fight both your vehicular homicide charge and the slam-dunk trafficking charge. You lose on both charges. You lose on one. Either way, you aren’t walking out of a courtroom with a win on both counts.”

      “Listening.”

      “Option two: You agree to serve as a confidential informant. Apparently, you, me, and everyone else knows where those drugs came from and⁠—”

      “I’ll stop you right there and tell you it’s not happening.”

      “Ever?”

      The kicker for the Cardinals—Chandler Cantanzaro—started to line up for the opening kick of the second half. Trevor Meredith patted Colt on the forearm and stood to watch the kickoff. The commentators lauded both teams for the hard-fought performance in the first half.

      “That’s right,” Colt said. “Not in this lifetime.”

      “You’ve always been a great second-half player,” Meredith said with a smile. He collected the photographs and returned them to his folder. “But there’s no coming back from this one, bud.”

      The kick sailed through the end-zone. The investigator left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Muscogee County, Georgia

        Seven years later

      

      

      Tim Dawson drove north on US 27. His newly issued Dodge Charger—one that was unmarked and packing a 6.4-liter Hemi V-8—rumbled as the speedometer crested eighty-five.

      Oh, speeding privileges, he thought. How I’ve missed you.

      He checked the time on his wristwatch, slowing now as he crossed into the outskirts of Columbus, Georgia. He’d taken what was usually a two-hour trip up from Blakeston and whittled it down to almost ninety minutes. A feat that was nearly impossible given the string of sleepy speed-trap towns along the route. All the regulars on the roads of the Wiregrass Region knew you had to watch your speed on 27. All except those that carried a badge.

      Tim’s cell phone rang through the car’s speakers. He glanced at the name that appeared on the center console’s screen, then answered it.

      “Morning, Mags.”

      “Good morning to you,” his wife replied in her I-just-woke-up voice. “You snuck out the door early on me. I didn’t even hear you leave.”

      He could picture her in bed, still under the covers, rolled to one side with her phone pressed to her ear. “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “Figured I’d get a head start on the day.”

      “Any first-day jitters?”

      Tim slowed the Dodge some more as he spotted his turn. “Nah, not really.”

      “Liar,” she replied after a short pause. “You’ll do great, though. Don’t worry.”

      “I know you’re not accusing an upstanding member of law enforcement of being untruthful.”

      “Not yet,” she chided. “It’s still early in the day.”

      “Early bird gets the worm.”

      “Not a good-luck breakfast, though. With my worm and eggs, anything is possible for you to⁠—”

      “See, that’d require you to be up before seven,” he said, smiling at the thought. The talented Maggie Reynolds was a lot of things, just not a morning person. “How about we grab dinner instead?”

      “It’s a date,” she replied. “It’ll be just like old times.”

      He noted the first direct mention of their past, their origin story. They’d not talked about it much since his decision to accept the new job.

      “Those were good times.”

      They’d been an unlikely pair back when they met. Maggie Reynolds, the fiery public defender with a reputation founded on sensational wins in the courtroom. Tim Dawson, a rising star in the eyes of those involved at the Georgia Bureau of Investigation. Both successful. Both driven. Both on separate paths.

      “We’re still having good times,” Maggie replied. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Tim certainly agreed. Although his marriage to Maggie came with its challenges—What marriage didn’t?—the bad never outweighed the good. Their differences fueled them. Made them better partners. And Tim felt confident that even with his new job, the irresistible force that bound them, that attractive phenomenon that continued to this day, would remain.

      “Great times,” Tim said. “With more to come, I hope.”

      “Definitely.”

      Tim smiled as he pulled his vehicle up to a guard shack. A chain-link gate blocked the entranceway to a large complex, one surrounded by metal and razor wire. He nodded through his window to a uniformed guard who sat slumped inside the shack.

      “I need to run,” Tim told Maggie. “I just pulled up to Rutledge.”

      “Rutledge?”

      “That’s right. I’m up here in Muscogee County.”

      She gave a small laugh on the other side of the line. “I know where Rutledge State Prison is, Commander Dawson. You might be a little bit lost, though. You’re supposed to be going to work with the narcotics squad in Blake County.”

      “I need to run, Mags. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      “Good luck today.”

      Tim ended the call as the guard stepped out of the shack. The Mike Biggs look-a-like stretched his back out before slowly making his way toward the vehicle. Tim rolled his driver-side window down and handed the man his BCSO credentials. The guard looked at them, then leaned down to look closer inside the vehicle.

      “Morning, Commander Dawson,” the big man said, handing the crisp ID card back through the window. “Y’all keeping everybody straight down there in Blake County?”

      “We’re trying to,” Tim replied. “We know you always need some new residents. We’ll keep sending them your way.”

      “Hold on, now, we already have plenty to deal with.”

      “I may be able to take one off your hands, then.”

      “One less knucklehead to worry about,” the man said with a smile. “That sounds fine to me.”

      “I bet.”

      “All right, who’re you here to see this morning?”

      Tim gave the man the inmate’s name, then pulled through the gate.
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      When Colt heard his name called, he didn’t turn away from the bathroom mirror. Hot water flowed from the faucet in front of him. A luxury of sorts, at least one he didn’t enjoy on a weekly basis. Colt felt the warmth rising from the sink as he rubbed shaving cream on his face. He slowly massaged the white foam over his stubble, careful along the left side of his jaw—a tender spot that still showed some swelling from a disagreement.

      “Yo, Hudson!” a guard called from the bathroom’s doorway. “There’s a request in for you up at visitation. They need you up there now.”

      Colt held the cheap razor under the water as he listened for more information. Hearing none, he started to shave. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d received a visitor. Most of the inmates at Rutledge—the Rut, as it was known among its residents—had at least a visitor a month. A lawyer. A family member. An old girlfriend. Not Colt, though. He never saw the need to file any appeals, and he didn’t have much in the way of love or family waiting for him on the outside.

      “Come on, Hudson,” the guard said, feigning some frustration. “Quit jacking around. Don’t make me come in there and get your⁠—”

      “Give me a second,” Colt finally said, splashing the warm water on his face to remove the rest of the shaving cream. He eyed his face in the mirror. One he hated. That of a twenty-four-year-old convicted felon with at least a few more years to go. “I’ll head that way on my own.”

      “I have to walk you over there.”

      Colt pulled his shirt on and turned around to face the guard. “Why?”

      “Cause I’m telling you so. That’s why.”

      “I know that,” Colt replied with a smile. He knew the guard wasn’t going to be angry with him. It was standard protocol to trade light remarks with the gatekeepers at the Rut, expected even. “I haven’t had someone come see me in a while. I thought the visitation area was still just down the main hall. They change the procedure?”

      “Nothing has changed,” the guard replied. “Your meeting is in the main building. Over there in the private rooms.”

      “Well, well,” Colt said with a raised eyebrow. “Y’all get me something special for my birthday?”

      The guard shook his head as he held a set of handcuffs out. “Turn around.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Come on, let’s go,” he replied with a laugh of his own. “I’ll walk you over there.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack T. Rutledge State Prison allowed its inmates to visit in private when meeting with their lawyers. The attorney-client conference rooms allowed the inmates to freely discuss their appeals and habeas petitions without the fear of others listening in. Tim knew from discussions with Maggie—a dyed-in-the-wool courtroom brawler—that there were two kinds of criminal defense lawyers in the world. Those that specialized in trial work, and those that handled the appeals. Tim knew that his wife preferred the former, and once told him that she believed the well-articulated appeals made to those robed intellectuals—the judges and justices seated at varying levels of the appellate process—were mostly just Hail-Mary attempts from desperate men and women. Tim tended to agree. For that reason, the private attorney-client conference rooms at prisons also doubled as the perfect setting for investigators who needed to interview inmates about active cases. Every investigator knew that once the appeals ran out, those same desperate inmates started to look for other ways to get back home.

      A small speaker on the wall beeped twice, then a woman’s voice poured into the room. “We’re sorry about the wait, Commander Dawson. The inmate is on his way up.”

      “It’s not a problem,” Tim said in the general direction of the speaker. “I know I came without an appointment this morning.”

      “You’re fine, sweetie. Shouldn’t be but another few minutes.”

      Tim sat at a small table in the center of the room. In front of him the old file that the BCSO compiled for Colt Hudson’s case lay open. He’d already read through it three or four times. The details read like a DARE Officer’s dream fact-pattern. A nasty hit-and-run car wreck the night of a homecoming football game. A teenage girl
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