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			Chapter One

			July 11, 2023

			The Night That Changed Everything

			The ballroom of the Westin Hotel in downtown Jackson was standing room only. Five days earlier, with a Category 4 hurricane gaining strength in the Gulf, the annual Mississippi Bar Convention was moved to Jackson from the Sandestin Resort on the Florida Panhandle. Three days later, the storm veered to the west, sparing Florida, but it was too late to move the convention back to the beach.

			Sam shook the outgoing president’s hand, stepped to the lectern, and looked out at the crowd. He was the center of attention, but he was used to it. He had rehearsed the speech half a dozen times—three times alone, twice for his wife Evelyn, and one last time for Jeff Freeman, his best friend. Jeff was an investment advisor, but he would have been a great trial lawyer. Sam’s standard practice when he had a big trial was to present his opening statement and closing argument to Jeff and get his advice. Jeff had declined Sam’s invitation to attend the banquet and speech, saying he was feeling under the weather, but he listened to Sam’s final rehearsal, suggested no changes, and gave him two thumbs up.

			But even after six rehearsals and nearly forty years of jury trials, Sam still used notes as a security blanket. He pulled them out and placed them on the lectern. He knew exactly what he planned to say, but the notes would be there just in case. He nodded and smiled at familiar faces, then began.

			“Thank you for your excellent service to the Bar, Tom, and for your kind introduction. And many thanks to all of you for coming, even those who didn’t vote for me.

			“Lawyers don’t have a sterling reputation. As my physician wife reminds me, people tell lawyer jokes, not doctor jokes. To some, the president of the Bar association is just the head pig in the pigpen.

			“Our lousy reputation comes with the territory, at least for litigators like me. We spend our careers doing battle in an adversary system, trying our best so that our side will win and the other will lose. But trying our best and winning are not enough to make us popular. And some lawyers, it’s sad to say, give the rest of us a bad name. We’re not the world’s oldest profession, but many believe ours is no better.

			“But I don’t believe it, and neither should you. I regard our profession as the most essential of all professions, and I’ll tell you why. It’s often said that we’re a nation of laws and not of men. True enough, but without lawyers, laws would just be words on a page. They would mean nothing without men and women willing to do the hard work to bring them to life. Without lawyers—both those who serve as judges and those who come before them—laws would be empty promises.

			“I have the deepest admiration for dozens of lawyers I’ve worked with during my long career. I opposed many of them in hard-fought cases, some that I won and some that I lost. I’m proud that we’re members of the same profession. And I’m even prouder that you have chosen me to serve as your president for the coming year. To lead this organization is the highest honor of my professional life.

			“As many of you know, my beautiful wife Evelyn is an accomplished pediatrician, the best in all the land so far as I’m concerned. As most of you probably don’t know, Evelyn is a perfectionist. She wants everything to be exactly right. Not almost right. Exactly right. Tom and my other predecessors in this role have done a wonderful job serving all of us, and the state of our Bar is strong. But, as Evelyn often reminds me, there is always room for improvement. And so, I have identified four areas in which I hope the Mississippi Bar will improve during the coming year.”

			After laying out his plans to improve the Bar’s pro bono programs, make its disciplinary system more transparent, and increase participation in its high school mock trial program, Sam came to his fourth initiative.

			“Finally, and this is a new goal I’ve set for us, I want to improve the Bar’s morale by celebrating our profession and our many outstanding members. I see many outstanding lawyers here tonight. Practicing law is stressful, and it always will be. Any lawyer who’s stood in a courtroom and heard a judge ask if the jury has reached a verdict knows that all too well.

			“But in recent years, as practicing law has become less of a profession and more of a business, as lawyers have bounced from firm to firm to firm, and as dollars have seemed to become the sole measuring stick of our worth, life as a lawyer has become even more stressful. These days I hear more and more lawyers say they wish they had chosen to do something else for a living. But this remains a great and essential profession, and we need to be reminded of that.

			“So how will we improve our morale? How will we make ourselves happier about being lawyers and more satisfied that we chose this honorable profession? I will ask for suggestions from you in the weeks to come, but there’s one thing I’ve already decided to do. Once a week, every week, I will send out an email to every member of the Bar celebrating a Mississippi lawyer.

			“It won’t just be lawyers who’ve prevailed in important cases against long odds or volunteered their time to represent convicts on death row and established their innocence. Those lawyers are worthy of celebrating, to be sure, and they will be. But I also plan to recognize lawyers whose heroism consists entirely of practicing law the way law should be practiced. By that, I mean lawyers who work hard, represent their clients zealously, and charge a fair fee. I mean lawyers who treat everyone well, from the justices on our Supreme Court who hear their appeals to the employees of their firms who make the coffee. I mean lawyers who take the time to teach young lawyers how it should be done. And finally, I mean lawyers who are so honest you could shoot craps with them over the phone, lawyers who, like John Prine’s grandpa, are level on the level. If you don’t know about John’s grandpa, look him up. He was a carpenter, an honest one.

			“Thanks to lawyers who have these qualities, long after most of us are gone, this will still be an honorable profession, and it will still be practiced by honorable men and women. I’m sure you know many lawyers who fit the bill. You’re probably thinking of them now. I will ask for nominees.

			“If it sounds like I’ve set ambitious goals for the coming year, well, I have. And as we all know, the road to hell is paved with good intentions. How will I turn my good intentions into concrete actions and achieve these goals? How will a busy member of the Bar find the time to write an email every week celebrating another member of the Bar?

			“Well, I will end my talk tonight with an announcement. With the blessing of my family, my law partners, and my clients, I am retiring from the active practice of law”—Sam paused, looked down at his watch, looked up, and smiled—“this very minute. There. I said it, and I feel good about it. I plan to devote my time and energy during the coming year to the profession I love and that has been so good to me. After that, I will devote my time and energy to something I love even more—my wife, my children and, hopefully soon, my grandchildren. I also plan to spend more time sitting by campfires with my best friend.

			“Thank you for your faith in me. I hope to prove you right.”

			As Sam turned to shake hands with the others on the podium, some in the audience stood and clapped. Soon the standing ovation included everyone in the room. Sam was the preeminent litigator in the largest firm in the state. That he was giving up a successful practice when he was still in top form astonished many, but those who were closest to him were not surprised. Since joining the firm in the 1980s, he had litigated many high-stakes cases, most successfully but not all. The ones he lost still haunted him. What could he have done differently? There is, as he just told the audience, always room for improvement. Sam may not have shown the stress, but he felt it. What he said was true; it felt good to be retiring.

			•

			Sam and Evelyn lived on a tree-lined street in a quiet neighborhood in Madison, a suburb north of Jackson. On the drive home, she complimented him on his speech and told him how proud she was. After he turned onto the unlit Natchez Trace Parkway, she reached over and put her hand on his thigh. “We’ve had a public celebration. When we get home, I think we need to have a private one.”

			Sam smiled but kept his eyes on the road. “Is that right? What exactly do you have in mind?” Like Sam, Evelyn was sixty-three, but she took very good care of herself and was still a beautiful woman. She squeezed his thigh.

			“This is your special night, big boy. You decide.”

			“Hmmm. That’s a lot of pressure. You want to give me some options?”

			“Whatever you want, baby. But whatever you decide, just remember this: There is always room for improvement.” Sam glanced over at Evelyn and smiled.

			That’s when it happened. There was a loud thud. Evelyn screamed. In an instant one life ended, and many more were changed forever.

			Sam slammed on the brakes and pulled off the road onto the shoulder. “What was that? A deer?”

			Evelyn looked like she’d seen a ghost. She was shaking. “No. A man.”

			“A man? My God. You sure?”

			

			“Positive.” Sam reached to open his door, but she grabbed his arm. “Let me go check first,” she said. “I’m the doctor.”

			“No. Let me go.”

			“No. You stay here in case another car comes. I’ll be back in a minute.” She was out the door before he could stop her. Sam tried to watch her in the rearview mirror, but it was too dark to see. He was sweating, his heart and mind racing. What had he done? Was there anything he could have done?

			The man was lying face down just off the road twenty yards behind them. A bicycle lay another ten yards behind the man, the wheels in the grass and the seat on the edge of the pavement. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, but it could have been knocked off in the collision. Evelyn lifted his right arm and felt his wrist for a pulse. Nothing. She checked his neck to make sure. Still nothing. She returned to the vehicle, walking slowly.

			“Is he alive? Please tell me he’s alive.”

			“I’m afraid not. He was riding a bike. It was on the edge of the road behind him. Looks like he lost his balance and fell off in front of us. He must have been killed instantly.”

			“I don’t guess you recognized him.”

			She shook her head. “Too dark, and he was face down.”

			Sam picked up his iPhone.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Calling 911.”

			Evelyn put her hand on his before he could enter the number. “Hold on a second.”

			He turned to face her. “What? Why?”

			“How much did you have to drink tonight?”

			“What are you saying? I’m not drunk. As you just said, he fell right in front of me.”

			“I know he did, but are you sure you could pass a breathalyzer test?”

			“How would I know? I’ve never taken a breathalyzer test. But I know I’m not drunk.”

			“I know you’re not too, but how much did you have to drink?”

			

			“I don’t know. Two Tito’s and tonics, maybe three glasses of champagne. But we were there for three hours. I’m not even tipsy. I just gave a speech.”

			“You may not be tipsy, but I think we need to leave.”

			“What are you saying? I hit a man and killed him. I can’t just leave him, Evelyn. I’m not drunk, and it wasn’t my fault.”

			“I know it wasn’t, but listen to me, Sam. The man is dead. We can’t do a thing to help him. He’ll be spotted at first light if not before. And no good can come from calling 911 or staying here until somebody sees us.”

			“But I can’t just leave the man, Evelyn. I’d be fleeing from the scene of a crime.”

			“It’s not a crime, Sam, but if you fail a breathalyzer test, you might just be charged with one.”

			“But leaving would be a crime for sure. I killed a man. I can’t just drive away and leave a dead body on the side of the road.”

			“Staying here won’t do that poor man any good, Sam. But it could be catastrophic for you. Let’s go now before another car comes.”

			Sam thought about his late father, who always did the right thing. He wouldn’t leave, that’s for sure.

			“Sam, listen to me. Let’s leave now, before somebody sees us. Please.”

			Sam stared straight ahead. How could he leave? How could he just drive off into the night? But Evelyn was right. Other than sparing him the shame he would feel for the rest of his days, no good could come from staying. And though the accident was not his fault, he might be charged with a crime because of it. Five seconds passed, then five more.

			Evelyn spoke again. Her voice was softer now. “Let’s go, Sam. Please.”

			He banged his hands on the steering wheel, then pulled back onto the pavement. They rode home in silence. When they were in bed, Evelyn spoke for the first time. “It was the right thing to do.”

			“No, it wasn’t. Maybe it was the smart thing, but it wasn’t the right thing.” He rolled over onto his side and stared at the wall.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			July 12, 2013

			A Priest and John Prine

			Sam took a Melatonin at one in the morning, another at 3:30. When he woke up, he could tell it was mid-morning from the angle of the light. The other side of the bed was empty. He reached for his iPhone to check the time; it was 9:45. His first thought was that he was late for work, but then he remembered: He was retired; he wasn’t late for anything. He spotted a note on his bedside table, picked it up, and read it twice.

			S –

			I decided I should go on to the clinic. I will check on you at lunch.

			You can read the paper and watch the news but don’t search the Internet. Nothing that would leave a trace. Everything needs to be normal.

			Your Explorer is fine. Looks like there might be a small dent, but there were plenty of old ones. There’s nothing anyone would notice.

			Maybe it wasn’t the right thing, but it was the only choice we had.

			I love you.

			E

			P.S. Tear up this note.

			After doing as instructed, Sam put on shorts and a tee shirt and went out to get the Clarion Ledger. He was sure there would be nothing about the accident in the morning paper, but reading it was part of his morning routine, and it might serve as a distraction. Lois Brantley, who lived down the street, came walking by with Zeus, her Labradoodle. Sam said good morning and squatted down to pet him.

			“What on earth are you doing here? You’re usually long gone to the office by now.”

			Sam stood up and forced a smile. “I’m retired. Today’s my first day.”

			“Retired? Well, congratulations. I never would have guessed it. I figured you’d die with your boots on.”

			“A lot of people thought that, but I was ready. Tired of all the fighting and worrying.”

			“I know your partners and clients are disappointed, but if it’s what you want, it’s what you should do. I’m happy for you.”

			“Thank you, Lois. I suspect you’ll be seeing a lot more of me and Buddy.”

			Buddy was the most recent in a long line of mixed-breed shelter dogs to join the Thompson family. As long as there were shelter dogs needing a good home, Sam and Evelyn would never have a fancy doodle dog.

			“That will be great. Listen, did you see on the morning news about the cyclist on the Trace?”

			Sam felt his face flush. “No. What happened?”

			“A man on a bicycle was killed between here and the interstate last night. Hit and run.”

			“That’s terrible. Do they know who it was? Who did it?” He wondered if he should have asked the second question.

			“Sounds like they’ve identified the victim. The reporter said his name was being withheld pending notification of next of kin. They didn’t find him until daybreak. No mention of a suspect. I can’t believe somebody would hit a poor man on a bike and just drive off and leave him. You just don’t know about people these days. Well, Zeus is tugging. You have a good first day of retirement, Sam.”

			“Thank you, Lois.”

			He walked back into the house with the paper. When the door closed behind him, he repeated Lois’s words—“you just don’t know about people these days”—and slumped into a chair. Leaving the man he killed was the worst thing Sam had ever done. He was not a perfect man by any means, but he always tried to be like his father and do the right thing. And now he’d done this.

			He didn’t blame himself for hitting the man, who fell right in front of him on a pitch-black section of the Natchez Trace. But he should have called 911, told the cops what happened, and let the chips fall where they may. If they had given him a breathalyzer test and he was over the legal limit, so be it. But he didn’t call. Instead, he fled.

			Sam didn’t blame Evelyn. Her first instinct was to protect him. If she’d been driving, his first instinct would have been to protect her. But he should have stood his ground. When she said they should leave, he should have said no. But he didn’t, and there was no turning the clock back now.

			Sam prepared his standard summer breakfast, a bowl of Wheat Chex topped with blueberries and a fresh peach, peeled and sliced. He sat down at the table with the newspaper and was soon joined by Lady, the family cat and another rescue. She was more aggressive than usual, no doubt because she was used to being presented with the last half inch of Sam’s cereal milk much earlier than this. He scratched her behind the ears and positioned the paper as a barrier between her and his bowl. Her time would come.

			The Clarion Ledger, like other print newspapers, was struggling to compete with the Internet. Most news was now free; why pay for it? The paper became thinner and thinner as the years went by, but Sam still subscribed. Reading it had been a daily ritual since he moved back to Jackson after finishing law school and marrying Evelyn in 1985. He was a creature of habit and read the paper in the same order every day. The Cardinals were off the night before, but they’d beaten the White Sox two games in a row. They were still far below .500, but maybe there was hope for the season. When he finished the comics and his cereal, he folded the paper and pushed his bowl over to Lady. The milk was purple from the blueberries, but she didn’t mind.

			He walked to the bedroom and checked the time and weather on his iPhone. It was nearly eleven and eighty-eight degrees, four hours later and fifteen degrees warmer than usual for his morning walk in the summer. The heat would make it unpleasant, but he figured he deserved it. Buddy followed him to the bathroom and back, ready to go, but Sam decided it was too hot for his fur-covered dog. To trick him, Sam went out the back door instead of the front and waited to put on his shoes and socks until he sat down on the curb outside the gate. It didn’t work; he heard Buddy barking as he walked down the hill.

			Sam made a point of always speaking to everyone on the walking trail, but he walked past a man and then a woman without saying a word. Part of his regular route was on the paved trail in the Natchez Trace right-of-way. He was tempted to walk farther than usual and return to the scene of the accident, but there was no point in doing that. As always, Evelyn was right; everything needed to be normal.

			He wished he could talk to someone other than Evelyn about what happened. He wanted someone to tell him this one terrible sin didn’t make him a terrible man, that he would get past this and it would all be okay. His first thought was Jeff, but he didn’t want to drag him into it and turn him into a co-conspirator. What if the truth came out and people found out Jeff knew all along? Telling him would be selfish. Sam had already been selfish enough. He didn’t even get out to check on the man.

			Then he thought of David Eldridge. Sam was not especially religious, but he and Evelyn attended church religiously. Other than when he was on a trip or in trial, they went nearly every Sunday. He wasn’t sure how much Christian theology he believed—he often thought about lawsuits he was handling during the sermon—but he liked the music and the friends he saw on Sundays.

			Sam and Evelyn were longtime members of the Chapel of the Cross, a beautiful old Episcopal church built a decade before the Civil War with slave-made bricks and oak floors hewn from trees cut down to clear the site. They enjoyed the quiet drive to the country church northwest of Madison when they joined in the 1980s, but the city had expanded since then. The road to the chapel was now lined with subdivisions and golf courses, and the drive was no longer quiet.

			David was one of the priests at the chapel. He was in his eighties but still very active. He and Sam were close friends. Though they’d met at church, their relationship had nothing to do with Christianity. Now that Sam thought about it, he couldn’t recall ever having spoken to David about religion.

			They had instead bonded over their shared reverence for an American musical icon, the late, great John Prine. They loved both the man and his songs. The two professionals with advanced degrees marveled at the genius of the singing mailman who never attended a day of college. John’s melodies, played by fingerpicking on his old Martin guitar, were beautiful, but it was mostly his words. Yogi Berra said you can observe a lot by just watching, and John excelled at watching. He painted pictures of the human condition in his songs and revealed profound truths in a single line—about lost love, an exhausted marriage, the loneliness of old people, and a thousand other things.

			Once a month, when Evelyn went out with friends, Sam would invite David to grill steaks and have a John Prine night. They had decided years earlier that each Prine night would be devoted to just one of John’s songs, and they took turns choosing it. They would listen to the song several times, often different versions by John and sometimes covers by other artists. Bonnie Raitt’s version of “Angel from Montgomery” and Nancy Griffith’s of “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness” were favorites. They played recordings from before and after the throat cancer that nearly killed John, lowered his voice by an octave, and made it richer. Then they would analyze the lyrics, line by line, closing their eyes and picturing the imagery. They almost certainly spent more time thinking about the words than the man who wrote them did.

			Evelyn would come home and find them in the study or on the screened porch, immersed in the song and sipping a single malt Scotch. After rising to greet her, they would sit back down and return to the subject at hand. Still standing, she would listen a while, then smile and say goodnight. If David stayed too long and sipped too much, Sam would make him stay the night.

			After the great songwriter died of COVID in April 2020, the two friends spent more time together and became closer. For a time, they had a Prine night once a week, and Sam invited Jeff and other friends who loved John’s music to attend. They changed the format, one week debating John’s best song, the next his best lyric.

			Nominees for best song included “Sam Stone,” which tells the sad story of a wounded veteran who comes home from the war addicted to morphine, “Illegal Smile,” which fans mistakenly believed was about smoking pot, and “Souvenirs,” which John made up while driving his ’65 Chevelle to play a show at the Fifth Peg in Chicago when he was first performing. The cover charge was fifty cents. The Fifth Peg got one quarter; John got the other.

			Most of the nominees for best song were half a century old, but the last song on John’s last album, “When I Get to Heaven” from The Tree of Forgiveness, was also one of the picks. It wasn’t really one of his best songs, but it was fun to imagine John’s arrival at the gates of heaven. In the song, he takes the place by storm. After shaking God’s hand, he opens a nightclub, starts a rock ‘n’roll band, has a vodka and ginger ale, and smokes a cigarette nine miles long.

			The men ultimately chose as John’s very best song “Hello in There,” his magnificent ballad about the loneliness of old people. John had great empathy for old people when he was still very young; he wrote “Hello in There” when he was only twenty-two. The song pairs a beautiful melody with timeless, unforgettable lyrics about a couple who lost a son in the Korean War and still don’t know what for.

			Funny lyrics were nominated for John’s best, including the line claiming the topless lady in “Spanish Pipedream” has something up her sleeve and the one in which the woman from “In Spite of Ourselves” becomes aroused from watching convict movies. They debated whether convict movies made the topless lady in the other song horny too but decided she would have plenty of opportunities without watching a movie.

			Most of the choices for best lyric were from sad songs. Comparing the morphine injected by the veteran in “Sam Stone” to gold rolling through his veins like a thousand railroad trains was one choice, and wondering how a man could go to work in the morning, come home in the evening, and have nothing to say from “Angel from Montgomery” was another.

			After a lengthy debate that lasted through three rounds of drinks, the group settled on a revealing line from “Far from Me” as Prine’s very best because it said the most with the least. The song is about the first girl who broke John’s heart, and the line—the girl still laughed with him but waited a second too long—is classic Prine. Short and sweet, but it says it all.

			Like their songwriting idol, David was a kind, caring man. He wouldn’t judge Sam or condemn him, and he would understand why he and Evelyn left the scene of the accident. And David would probably have a mandatory legal obligation not to disclose anything Sam told him. Sam had never had a case involving the priest-penitent privilege, but he thought it would probably apply if he chose to confide in David. And Sam might feel better if he did. On the other hand, did he really want his close friend to know he’d killed a man and left his body on the side of the road?

			He was still undecided when he finished his walk. He checked his iPhone again before he went inside. It was noon and ninety-one degrees. His shirt was soaked with sweat. He opened the door and was welcomed by Buddy and the AC. When Sam squatted down, Buddy licked the sweat from his face. Buddy wasn’t angry that he’d been left behind. Like David, Buddy wouldn’t judge him. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			July 12, 2023

			The Worst News in the World

			The local news at noon mentioned the fatal accident on the Trace but said nothing about the identity of the victim or a suspect. Sam jumped when his cell phone rang. He was used to getting at least a dozen calls a day, but now the prospect frightened him. He checked caller ID. It was Evelyn.

			“Hey.”

			“How are you, Sweetie?”

			“I’m okay,” he lied. “You?”

			“I’m fine. We’ll get through this. What time did you get up?”

			“A little before ten.”

			“Wow. You’ve never slept that late.”

			“I didn’t fall asleep until four something.”

			“I’m sorry. What have you been doing?”

			“I read the paper and had my cereal, then went for a walk. Just got back a few minutes ago.”

			“It wasn’t too hot for you and Buddy?”

			“I made him stay here. He wasn’t happy about it.”

			“I bet not. What are you gonna do this afternoon?”

			“Try to take a nap. I took a melatonin around one and another one at three something. I’m still groggy.”

			“Well, call me if you need anything.”

			“Listen, I think I may want to talk to David. I think it might help.”

			

			“I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Sam. Can we talk about it when I get home?”

			“Sure. It can wait till then.”

			•

			Sam never took naps, but he’d never been retired either, so he decided to give it a try. After showering, he closed the bedroom curtains, set the noise app on his iPhone to Rain on a Tent, and pulled a quilt over him. Buddy gave him an odd look—he’d never seen Sam in bed during the day—but jumped up and joined him. Sam tried to sleep, but he couldn’t get the dead man off his mind. After half an hour with his mind racing, he gave up and turned on his bedside lamp. Buddy woke up, yawned and stretched, then resumed his snoring. Sam was envious; he wished he could sleep like a dog.

			When Sam met with Jeff to rehearse his investiture speech, Jeff had loaned him The Caretaker, a new novel by Ron Rash. He said it was wonderful. Sam opened the book and started. After four pages, he realized he couldn’t remember a word he’d read, so he gave up on that too. He pulled out his iPhone and looked up David in his directory. He started to call, then remembered he’d promised Evelyn he would wait.

			He decided to pass the time by inspecting his Ford Explorer in the sunlight to make sure there was no visible damage. With Buddy in the passenger seat, he drove north on the Trace nearly twenty miles to the picnic area at River Bend on the Pearl River. He pulled in and found a secluded spot where no one could see him or the vehicle. While Sam inspected the front end of the Explorer, Buddy entertained himself by chasing squirrels. Evelyn was right. The eight-year-old SUV already had plenty of dings and scratches. If there was anything new, no one would notice.

			Sam found a tennis ball in the back of the Explorer and played fetch with Buddy, but they didn’t last long in the heat. Before heading home, Sam walked out to the bank of the river. He and Jeff had spent many days and nights on the Pearl—canoeing and camping, fishing and exploring. Maybe they could have more good times on the river now that Sam was retired. He hoped his decision to call it quits would encourage Jeff to follow suit. He thought about the day forty-five summers before when they had promised each other on a mountaintop in Maine that one day they would hike the Appalachian Trail from end to end. Families and careers had prevented them from keeping the vow, but maybe they could keep it now. It would take longer than it would have in the past, but he figured they could still do it. And they could have campfires from Georgia to Maine.

			But first he would have to get past this, and it wouldn’t be easy. It wasn’t his fault, he kept reminding himself, but there was no escaping the fact that he’d killed a man, then driven off and left his body on the side of the road.

			•

			When Sam was alongside the Ross Barnett Reservoir on the drive home from River Bend, his cell phone rang. He checked caller ID, then answered.

			“Marsha, how are you? How are Bob and the baby?” Marsha was Jeff’s daughter. She stayed in Oxford after graduating from Ole Miss, married Bob two years later, and was now a real estate agent. Oxford was the hottest housing market in the state, but it was still tough to make a living. It seemed that half the town’s residents were realtors.

			“I have terrible news, Sam.” Her voice trembled. She tried to continue but couldn’t. Sam could hear her crying.

			“What is it? What’s wrong?”

			She took a deep breath and answered. “Daddy’s dead.”

			“What? That can’t be. I just saw him day before yesterday. He said he wasn’t feeling well, but he seemed okay. What happened?”

			“He was killed.” Her crying was louder now.

			“Oh my God. How?”

			

			After another deep breath, she broke the worst news in the world. “He was riding his bike last night on the Trace. Hit and run. Driver just left him there.”

			Waves of nausea came in a rush. Just like the night before, Sam slammed on the brakes and pulled off the side of the road. This time he opened the door and got sick.

			“Sam, are you there? Sam?”

			“I need to call you back.” He hung up before she could respond, leaned out, and got sick again.

			He started to shake. When the shaking and nausea subsided, he realized he couldn’t stay where he was. If a park ranger stopped and asked what he was doing, he might say something stupid. He pulled back onto the Trace, turned into the scenic overlook near the south end of the reservoir, and parked facing the water. He needed to call Marsha back, but first he had to collect himself. When he felt he was ready, he pressed her number. She answered on the first ring.

			“I’m sorry. I was driving and needed to find a place to pull over.”

			“I understand.”

			“I can’t believe it.”

			“I can’t either.”

			“What do you know?”

			“No more than what I told you. I just found out a little while ago.”

			“What do you need?”

			“Just be there for Eric and me.” Eric was Jeff’s son. He was in law school at the University of Virginia but was working at a firm in D.C. for the summer. “We’re going to need you.”

			“Of course.”

			“And you’ll probably need us too. You’ve loved him longer than we have. Longer than anybody.”

			They were both crying now. Sam decided to try to stick to business. “When are you coming to Jackson? Is there anything I can do before you get here?”

			“I’m driving down in the morning. I do have some favors to ask.”

			

			“Anything.”

			“Can you call Daddy’s friends in Jackson and the people he worked with?”

			“Of course.” Sam wasn’t sure he could manage it, but he couldn’t refuse. “Does your mother know?” Jeff and Olivia had divorced six years earlier.

			“She and I just got off the phone. She’s going to see what she can find out. You were my third call after Eric and Mama.”

			“I’ll make a list of people to call as soon as I get home. I’ll handle it. What else?”

			“Can you go to Daddy’s and check on Josey? He has a pet door, but he might need food and water.” Josey was Jeff’s well-loved golden retriever, a gift from a woman he dated after he and Olivia divorced. Jeff had named him for Clint Eastwood’s character in The Outlaw Josey Wales.

			“Sure. I have a key. I’ll bring him to our house.” Josey and Buddy loved spending time together. Sam and Jeff had taken the dogs when they went camping in May.

			“Thank you. Eric booked a flight while we were on the phone. He gets in tonight at 8:30. I’m not sure he should be driving. Could you pick him up and take him to Mama’s?”

			“Of course. What else?”

			“One more thing. I don’t have a time scheduled yet, but Eric and I will need to go to the funeral home tomorrow to make arrangements. Will you go with us? Bob has a meeting he can’t cancel. He won’t make it to Jackson with Jeffery until tomorrow evening.”

			“Sure. Just let me know when.”

			“Thank you. I can’t believe he’s gone.”

			“Me either.”

			“How long have y’all been best friends, Sam?”

			“Fifty-five years last month. Since the day he rang our doorbell in 1968. We became best friends the day we met.”

			“I know all about the day of the doorbell. I heard Daddy tell the story at least half a dozen times. I loved hearing it, but he loved telling it even more. I just didn’t remember the year. We had a Zoom call last night so he could see Jeffery. Daddy insisted on calling him Jeff. I loved him so much, Sam.”

			“I loved him too. He was the best friend a man could have. Tell Eric to expect me at 8:30.”

			“He’s already expecting you. I told him I’d let him know if you couldn’t make it, but I knew we could count on you.”

			•

			When they hung up, Sam stepped out of the car and walked halfway down the hill. There was a John Prine song for every occasion, even this one, and the words of “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness” came to him as he stared out at the water. What in heaven’s name have you done? he asked himself. The person breaking the speed of the sound of loneliness was out there running just to be on the run. Sam wished he could run too, but there was no running away from this.

			He walked back up to the Explorer, pulled back onto the Trace, and headed home. He couldn’t bear the thought of walking into Jeff’s house just yet; he would get Josey later. He missed the Old Canton Road exit, which he’d taken at least a thousand times, turned around at the Parkway Information Cabin, and made his way home. Once inside, he lay down on the floor with Buddy and cried.

			After thirty minutes, he decided he couldn’t just lie there until Evelyn got home. He retrieved a legal pad from his study and began making a list of the people who needed to be told, starting with Jeff’s assistant at the investment firm where he worked. He listed their mutual friends and camping buddies, Jeff’s golf group, and two women he’d dated recently. He would ask those he reached to spread the word. He already had some of their numbers in his iPhone and searched the Internet for others. Working on the list gave him an excuse not to call anybody.

			In less than an hour, he had twenty-five names and numbers. He would no doubt come up with more after he started making calls. He stared at the first number on the list. Jeff’s longtime assistant, Jane, had worked with him for two decades at three firms. She was competent and efficient and could be trusted to notify Jeff’s colleagues and clients.

			Sam started to enter the number but then sighed and put the phone down. He walked to the bar and poured himself a Tito’s and tonic, stronger than usual. When Evelyn walked in forty-five minutes later, he was on his third.

			She put down her purse in the kitchen. “Sam, I’m home. Where are you?”

			“In here,” he answered from the den.

			She found him slumped in his recliner. All the lights were off. She kissed him on the top of his head, turned on a lamp, then stepped back and studied him. “You don’t look good. You feel okay?”

			He looked up. His eyes were red. “It was Jeff.”

			“What was Jeff?”

			“The man I killed. It was Jeff. I killed my best friend.”

			“Oh my God. How do you know?”

			“Marsha called.”

			“I can’t believe it. What was he doing out there?”

			“I have no idea. She wants me to tell everybody who needs to know. I made a list, but I haven’t called anybody yet. I tried, but I couldn’t.”

			“I’m so sorry, Sweetheart.”

			“I killed him and just left him there.” The sobs came. She wrapped her arms around him.

			“It wasn’t your fault, Sam. And he was dead. There’s nothing we could have done for him.”

			When Sam was able to speak again, he said, “I told her I’d pick Eric up at the airport tonight and bring Josey to our house. I guess I better put this drink down. I don’t want to kill his son and his dog too.” He leaned back and closed his eyes.

			“I’ll go with you. I’ll drive. When does Eric get in?”

			

			“Eight-thirty. Thank you.”

			“Let me fix you some dinner. You’ll feel better.”

			“No, thanks. I can’t eat anything. I got sick when Marsha told me. But would you do me a favor?”

			“Sure. What?”

			“Would you call the people on my list?”

			“Of course.”

			Evelyn had been the one to get out and check on the man who turned out to be Jeff, and now she would be the one to tell Jeff’s friends he was dead. Sam followed Evelyn to the kitchen to listen to her side of the first conversation. She tried Jeff’s assistant, but it was after hours and the call rolled over to voicemail. She left a message saying she would call again in the morning and went to the second name on the list.

			“Robert, this is Evelyn Thompson.”

			“I’m fine, thank you, but I have some terrible news. Jeff Freeman was killed on the Natchez Trace last night. He was riding a bike.

			“No. It was a hit and run.

			“No leads that I know of. Sam just found out from Jeff’s daughter a little while ago.

			“His son is flying in from Washington tonight. No arrangements yet.

			“Very hard, I’m afraid. They were best friends for more than fifty years.

			“He sure was. A wonderful man. Listen, could you do me a favor? Sam made a list of people who need to be told, but I’m sure he didn’t think of everybody. If you think of somebody, please tell them. Better for them to hear it twice from Jeff’s friends than to read it in the Clarion Ledger.

			“You’re welcome. I’ll tell him. Goodbye.”

			Sam walked to the bedroom, lay down, and closed his eyes. What in heaven’s name had he done?

			•

			

			They left to get Josey and Eric at 7:30. It was strange to walk into Jeff’s home and not find him there. Nothing was out of order, and there were no clues to explain why he was riding his bike on the Trace the night before. Josey jumped into the back seat of Evelyn’s car when Sam opened the door, and they headed to the airport. She dropped Sam off outside baggage claim and waited in temporary parking while he went inside. What should he say to Eric? What could he say? After a few minutes, he spotted Eric on the escalator. He looked just like Jeff at the same age. He saw Sam and managed a weak smile. They hugged, but neither one spoke. After ten seconds, Eric broke the silence. “I just have this carry-on. I didn’t check a bag.” Like Sam, he would try to stick to business.

			“Evelyn just dropped me off. Let me call her.” When they saw her car pull up to the curb, they walked out into the hot July night, Sam’s arm around Eric’s shoulder.

			Eric climbed into the back seat and buried his face in Josey’s fur. Evelyn did not stick to business. “We’re so sorry, Eric, so sorry. It’s hard to believe. He was such a wonderful man.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Thompson. It’s hard for me to believe too. I just talked to him last night.”

			“How was your flight?”

			“Fine, but too long. Too much time to think. I can’t believe the bastard just drove off and left him. What kind of person would do that?” Sam winced.

			“We’re so sorry,” Evelyn responded. “I’ve been trying to think about how Jeff lived, not how he died. He was a wonderful friend to us and a wonderful father to you and Marsha.”

			“I remember when he called from the hospital the night you were born,” Sam said. “It was two in the morning, but he didn’t care and I didn’t either. He and your mama could have found out if you were a boy or a girl, but they decided to let it be a surprise. And when he called, he was on cloud nine. I remember his first words. He said, ‘It’s a boy. You have a son, and now I have a son too. And they’re the same age, just like us.’”

			

			On the rest of the drive to Olivia’s house, Sam and Eric swapped stories from their camping trips with Jeff and Jason, the Thompsons’ son. Evelyn had heard them all before, most more than once, but she didn’t interrupt. They were fond memories and a good way for Jeff’s son and best friend to grieve.
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