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Render unto Caesar no more than you got to


Keep the Lord in your heart, and keep your powder dry. But do you good in mean time


While you’re waiting on a good time, draw the line.


—CHRIS KNIGHT “IN THE MEAN TIME”


 


If we take prisoners, we keep ’em separate till we have had time to examine them, so they can’t cook up a story between ’em.


—ROGERS’ RANGERS STANDING ORDER NO. 5
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1.


Mickey Walls didn’t bring up the subject until after he’d paid the Huddle House check and was walking out to his red Hummer parked on top of a ridge overlooking Highway 45. His buddy Kyle followed, working a toothpick in the side of his mouth, strolling like a man who didn’t have nowhere to be, leaning against his truck, advertising HAZLEWOOD CONTRACTING. It was winter and colder than a witch’s tit, and Mickey slipped his hands into his thick Carhartt jacket. He stood near the truck’s tailgate and said, “I heard you had some problems with Larry Cobb.”


“Shit,” Kyle said, firing up a Marlboro. “To hell with that bastard.”


“You were doing some dozer work for him and he jacked your ass?”


“He says I did a half-ass job,” Kyle said. “That was a goddamn lie. When I come to talk to him, he sent out Debbi to talk. He’s one sorry piece of shit.”


“Why don’t you sue him?”


“Cost more for a lawyer than I’d get.”


“You could whip his ass.”


“Larry’s an old man,” Kyle said. “He ain’t worth it. You can’t just go beating up some ole son of a bitch. That’s like picking on a cripple. What makes me madder than anything is that I thought I was his friend. Me and him used to hunt together. He even took me out to his place in Colorado and introduced me to his high-dollar friends. We’d shoot skeet and drink Coors Light in the Jacuzzi.”


“I thought he was my friend, too,” Mickey said.


“Till you and Tonya split up.”


“I never done a damn thing to that man,” he said. “And he knows his daughter is bat-shit crazy. She takes Xanax like they’re Tic Tacs. Then he sued me for nearly a hundred grand, about bankrupted me just because our divorce didn’t sit well with him and Debbi.”


“Like I said,” Kyle said. “That man’s a genuine piece of shit.”


The Huddle House hadn’t been there long, opening up that summer with all the other places built after the tornado. People in Tibbehah County saying that twister may have been the best thing that happened since the Choctaws sold out. Even though seventeen people died, they now had a Subway, a KFC, and even a Walmart. Mickey leaned over the tailgate of the big truck, watching the traffic speeding by the exit on Highway 45. Kyle flicked away his spent Marlboro, firing up another. His skin was burnt-red, and he wore his graying hair cut long and stylish like some country music singer, along with a thin, wispy beard that was also turning gray. Kyle didn’t know he was old. He still wore a leather puka shell necklace he’d bought down in Panama City Beach.


“Someone needs to put that man in his place,” Mickey said.


Kyle turned from the traffic to look at his old buddy. His face didn’t show nothing, light blue eyes looking right through him. “What are you thinking, man?”


“Shit, I don’t know.”


“Hell you don’t,” Kyle said. “You didn’t call me for the fellowship and biscuits and gravy.”


“I just think it’s wrong, is all,” Mickey said. “The way Larry Cobb has spent his whole life making money by wiping his ass with people in this town.”


“You can either pray on it or shoot his ass.”


Mickey shook his head. “What if there was another way?”


Kyle squinted through the smoke as he studied Mickey’s face. Mickey knew he was interested, that he had him, even just a little. He’d been about half and half whether he was going to even mention the thing. But he knew he needed help, and Kyle Hazlewood was one of the few people he trusted in Tibbehah County, this busted-ass place ninety miles from Memphis and too damn close to Tupelo. He needed a friend right now, a man he could rely on to get the job done.


“He ever tell you about his special room?” Mickey said.


“You talking about that room off his closet?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Where he keeps his found money.”


“Is that what he called it?”


“I seen it,” Kyle said, rubbing his nose. “Larry’d get drunk on Wild Turkey and he’d wander back there just to show you what he got. Man can’t help himself. He got stacks and stacks of money. He told me it was because his daddy told him to never trust no banks.”


“His daddy also told him don’t pay no taxes, neither,” Mickey said. “You know how much shit that man has done off the books with that logging operation?”


“How much?”


“Last time I seen it, it was more than a million.”


“Holy shit,” Kyle said. His cell phone ringing. He took it off his hip, saw the number, and turned it off. “Just what you thinking, man?”


Mickey turned back to the Huddle House, watching the waitress behind the glass refilling cups and talking with a couple old men in the back booth. A raggedy minivan pulled into the parking lot and a fat woman with a fat baby waddled on in to get their morning feed. Kyle hadn’t moved. He was shivering a little, wearing that imitation-leather red-and-black motorcycle jacket he’d had for years. Mickey remembered when Kyle was the king of Tibbehah High, rolling around the town Square in his bad-ass El Camino. That same El Camino now sitting outside his work shed on blocks.


“I got a court-ordered judgment against me for a hundred grand,” Mickey said. “I’m just saying it’d be funny to pay back Larry with his own goddamn money.”


“You talking about robbing him?”


“No, sir,” he said. “I’m talking about taking what’s ours. I got a plan, but need you to be a part of it.”


“I don’t know, man,” Kyle said. “That’s a high-tech safe. He paid a couple thousand for it at the Costco in Memphis. It ain’t opening with no crowbar.”


Mickey pushed himself away from the big truck. “You don’t need a crowbar if you got the combination.”


“How the hell you know that?”


“I used to be his favorite son-in-law.”


“You were his only son-in-law.”


“I’m just talking,” Mickey said. “I just wanted to see if you’re interested first. Me and you been pals a long time. And when I heard Larry had cornholed you, too... Well, I just started thinking on the situation and how to make things right.”


“What if the combo don’t work?”


“I got a backup plan,” Mickey said. “But one step at a time. I just need to know, are you in?”


The wind kicked up Kyle’s long graying hair, the pinpoint of the Marlboro glowing in the morning cold. Trucks and cars sped up and down Highway 45, passing Tibbehah like it wasn’t no more than a speck on a map. Mickey had wanted to buy him a new jacket for Christmas, but then he’d forgot. If this here deal worked out, Kyle could buy something made of real leather this time. Maybe he could help Kyle pull himself out of the shit. That was the least he could do.


“How ’bout I let you know?” Kyle said.


“Think on it.”


“I will.”


“We deserve better,” Mickey said.


“I done some things I ain’t proud of,” Kyle said. “Drugs, drinking, and shit. But nothing like this. I ain’t no criminal.”


“Shit, you know stealing from a thief ain’t stealing at all.”


“What is it, then?”


Mickey rubbed his face and spit on the eroding ridge. “Justice.”


 


Quinn Colson sat behind the wheel of his official sheriff’s truck, a big F-250 diesel nicknamed the Big Green Machine, looking out at a tired old apartment complex in South Memphis. There were signs advertising move-in specials and monthly rentals, with an entire wing of the apartments gutted, no doors or windows, a big dumpster below toppling with trash. The complex was on Winchester, a half mile from the FedEx facility, and every few minutes a big jet would take off, rattling the truck, the apartments, and anything under its path. Lillie Virgil had come up with him, as she was the one who’d helped him track down what he needed, since she had once worked as a cop in Memphis. They talked a little while they waited. Quinn saying that all the planes reminded him of his last deployment, a tent city outside an airfield in Afghanistan.


“You were telling me something?” she said. “About some kids you met there?”


“I talk too much.”


“You make goddamn Gary Cooper seem like a Chatty Cathy,” she said. “Talk to me, Quinn. What else do we have to do but wait and watch?”


“You mind if I fire up a cigar?”


“Yes, sir, I do,” Lillie said. “They smell like shit. Besides, you want those folks to see the smoke coming from the cracked windows?”


“Hell,” Quinn said. “You really think they’d notice?”


Quinn glanced down at the ashtray and a half-smoked La Gloria Cubana Black. Seemed like a damn shame to leave it, but he’d rather leave it than listen to Lillie complain. Lillie was what you’d call a strong personality, nearly as tall as him, twice as mean, and perhaps the best shot in north Mississippi. Probably all of Mississippi. Before she’d became a cop, she’d been a star shooter for the Ole Miss Rifle Team. Her unruly brown hair was twisted up into a bun, and any hint of her femininity covered up with a bulky hunting jacket and ball cap.


They’d left their uniforms and badges back in Tibbehah County. He didn’t want anyone to confuse why he was working in another state as a Mississippi sheriff.


“My last two deployments were at Camp Eggers,” Quinn said. “I just got an email from a kid in my platoon. He was talking about things that happened there and those kids. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”


“God damn it, Quinn,” Lillie said. “Just tell me the fucking story.”


“The Afghan kids sold trinkets outside the gates. You know, necklaces, teapots, sometimes old weapons they’d found. They didn’t go to school. They made money for their families, shuffling between two forward operating bases at Eggers and Camp ISAF.”


“How old were they?” Lillie asked.


“There were two brothers,” Quinn said. “Abraham and Abdullah. I think they were ten and twelve. And their friends Noah, who was about their age, and Miriam. Miriam was a cute little girl. Precocious. She couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. Not much older than Jason.”


“Was this part of winning hearts and minds?”


“U.S. Army Rangers don’t do a lot of that,” Quinn said. “Mainly, we just shoot bad guys and blow shit up. When we’d return from a mission, I’d buy stuff from those kids and send it home. I got to know them. That’s all.”


Quinn turned on the big truck’s motor to get the heat going again. He caught a glance of his face in the rearview mirror, all hard planes and angles from his distant Choctaw roots, and his hair buzzed on the sides with a half inch on top. He was a wiry and lean man, still hard from ten years in the service. The expression on his face wasn’t pleasant. Next to him, Lillie rested her shoulder against the passenger door and its fogged-up window. In profile, Lillie had a very pretty face, although to tell her she was pretty might be construed as an insult. Wearing makeup, letting down her hair, or wearing girly clothes wasn’t a big part of her life. She never gave a damn about what people whispered about her.


“You send that shit home to your sister?” Lillie asked.


“Mainly, to my mom,” Quinn said. “And Anna Lee, when I got drunk. The deployment was the longest I’d been on. I got to know those kids pretty well. I’d give them a few bucks on Thursdays before Jumu’ah. That’s the Muslims’ holy day of prayer.”


“No shit, Quinn,” Lillie said. “I read.”


In the darkness, Quinn sat behind the wheel, watching that door on the second-floor unit. Watching people come and go, making mental notes of how many, how long, and what each one of them looked like in great detail. He knew Lillie was doing the same, waiting for the right moment. If it hadn’t been for Lillie’s contacts in Memphis, they’d have never found this place. Never found her. A true shithole in a neighborhood called Holiday City.


“What happened to the kids?” Lillie said. “There’s got to be a damn reason you brought it up. You don’t bring up shit unless it’s got a goddamn point.”


“When I went back to the base a second time,” Quinn said, “the kids were still there. They remembered me. I brought them food from the mess hall, even though it was against regulations. My mother knew about them from letters. She took up a donation at the church and sent some clothes. On Christmas Eve, they presented me with an old threadbare scarf. They said it was from their families for my mother’s Christmas present.”


“I didn’t think Muslims gave a flying fuck about Christmas.”


“I didn’t, either,” Quinn said. “Maybe that’s why it meant so much to me.”


“And now?”


“Maybe more.”


“What happened to them?” Lillie said.


Quinn and Lillie watched two Hispanic males walk up an outside stairwell to the second floor. They knocked on the apartment door and were let inside. Quinn was silent for a long time. He felt his breath tighten, muscles tense across his upper back and arms. Lillie had leaned forward, her eyes flicking across the scene in front of her. He’d asked her not to bring her service weapon but knew she had it on her anyway. Lillie didn’t go to Walmart without her gun.


“I want to go with you.”


“That could get you in a shitload of trouble,” Quinn said. “A Mississippi deputy has no business in Memphis.”


“And what about the sheriff?”


“Considering I got all of two days left in my position?” Quinn said. “To hell with it.”


“So,” Lillie said. “The kids. Abraham, Abdullah. Noah and Miriam. What happened to them?”


“Last time I saw them was on my final deployment,” Quinn said. “That wasn’t long before I came back to Tibbehah and that mess with my uncle. They were all pretty sad I was going home. But I promised I’d go back. I worried about Abraham. He was particularly upset. He hugged me around my waist, not wanting to let me go. I promised I’d bring him back something really special.”


“And you never came back,” she said. “Because of all the shit we got into after your uncle died.”


Quinn shook his head. “Two months after I left, a suicide bomber pulled up to the front gates. All the kids were killed except Abdullah.”


Quinn could hear Lillie swallow. She didn’t speak. When he turned to her, tough, mean-ass Lillie Virgil had been crying and wiped her face. He didn’t say a word, concentrating on the two Hispanic men walking out with a black male. The black male was in his thirties, skinny, smoking a long cigarette and counting out cash with his fingers. Quinn took a long breath and reached under his seat for the familiar shape of an axe handle he’d brought from his shed.


“You stay here.”


“Fuck that.”


“Stay here,” he said. “I need you to keep watch.”


“OK,” she said. “But don’t kill anyone if you can help it.”


“Appreciate the advice.”


“I wish you’d let me go,” Lillie said. “I’d wipe the floor with all those rotten sonsabitches.”


“Caddy’s my sister,” Quinn said, reaching for the door and gripping the axe handle. “It’s about time I brought her home.”




2.


Johnny Stagg didn’t give two shits for hunting. Why the hell would a fella get up at the crack of dawn and wait with his pecker in hand for some skittish animal to show itself? If Stagg wanted some red meat, all he had to do was go down to the Piggly Wiggly and find a T-bone, vacuum-packaged neat and clean and ready for the grill. This didn’t make no sense at all. But there he was, up at four-thirty and on Rusty Wise’s land at five-thirty, eating the sausage-and-biscuit he’d brought from his Rebel Truck Stop and talking about sitting in a deer stand for the next six hours like he didn’t have nothing better to do. Rusty Wise was set to be Tibbehah’s next sheriff next week, and Stagg, being the president of the Board of Supervisors, thought a little quality time was in order.


He borrowed a bolt-action Browning .270 off his right-hand man, Ringold, and drove on out a rutted dirt road in his Cadillac Eldorado. Wise, being the buttoned-up insurance man he was, had been waiting. And after a little hot coffee and biscuit, spraying doe piss on their boots and loading up their guns in a Bad Boy Buggy, they were off down a narrow fire road. Sun hadn’t even begun to rise.


The stand sat up on eight-foot sections of four-by-fours. Inside were two old metal chairs, and Wise had brought a little propane unit for heat. They sat down in their big thick jackets and pants, stretched tight with thermal underwear, and waited for daylight to shine on the man’s green field. Wise real proud of the green field, bragging about it all fall, all through election time, talking about winter wheat, rapeseed, and even some turnips. Stagg found out deer sure did like turnips. If he were a drinking man, Stagg would’ve blamed being drunk on agreeing to come on out to the hunt.


“You comfortable?” Wise said.


“Yes, sir.”


“You don’t need to call me sir.”


“How about sheriff?” Stagg said.


Wise grinned bigger than shit.


Wise was a thick-bodied little cuss with bright red hair and fleshy red cheeks. He was built like a spark plug, and for two years had been a cop down in Columbus. Stagg knew what he’d done didn’t amount to much more than writing parking tickets. And, sure, there’d been an incident with some nigger robbing a BP station, when ole Rusty had pissed himself. But Stagg had seen more in the fella. They’d talked about him running against Colson. He’d even come out to Johnny’s annual Good Ole Boy that September. They’d shook on the deal over a plate of barbecue chicken. There had been an understanding.


“My freezer’s full, Mr. Stagg,” Wise said. “I shoot one and it’s yours.”


“Appreciate that.”


“Ain’t nothing like deer meat,” Wise said. “I got a man who mixes in some pork fat and it makes some good sausage. Not to mention the backstrap. Better than any filet you’d get up in Memphis.”


“You don’t say.”


“My boy got his first kill on Thanksgiving Day,” Wise said. “Wadn’t much. Just some little spike. My boy told me later he thought it was a doe. But when he smeared that blood across his face, he sure was proud. I don’t think he’s stopped grinning.”


“How’s your daddy doing?”


“He’s good,” Wise said. “Appreciate you asking. He’s going back into insurance while I make the transition. He knew I was never cut out for it. Being a lawman was in my blood. I thought about being a cop every day since I left my job.”


“You’ll make a fine sheriff.”


“Thanks, Mr. Stagg.”


Stagg didn’t bring much that morning: a sack of biscuits from his truck stop, a thermos of black coffee, Ringold’s gun, and a legal-sized manila envelope bulging thick and tight.


The men didn’t talk for a long while. And when they spoke, they talked in whispers. After about thirty minutes, Stagg did what he came to do, tossing the bulging envelope down on the slats of the stand’s floors.


“What’s that?” Wise said, rubbing his gun with an oil rag.


“Something you musta dropped out on the trail.”


Wise leaned over, gun in lap, and grabbed the envelope. He opened the top and glanced inside. He looked back at Stagg. His dumb, grinning face grew real serious. “I didn’t drop this.”


“Christmas is expensive,” Stagg said. “And you having kids and all. I bet there’ll be some Visa bills come the first.”


Wise closed the top of the envelope and resealed it. Stagg leaned back into the seat, seeing just the thinnest line of dawn cross over the tops of the greens. He smiled, already thinking on getting on back to the Rebel Truck Stop, making some calls up to Memphis. Things that needed to be done now that the jungle up there was good and shook-up.


Stagg’s head snapped back when he heard the thick envelope land back on the slatted floor in front of him.


“Appreciate that, Mr. Stagg,” Wise—fucking Rusty Wise—said. “But that ain’t my style. This ain’t like when my granddaddy was Supervisor. I was to run this whole deal straight and true. I made a promise to my wife when we were up in Gatlinburg a few weeks back. I told her I’d be the same man I’d been selling insurance. I don’t need nothing to sweeten the pot.”


“That ain’t sweetening the pot, Rusty,” Stagg said. “Just a little welcome gift.”


“Like when you tried to give that big Dodge diesel to Quinn Colson?”


“Quinn didn’t know how to show us any respect,” Stagg said. “He was an outsider. Just as dumb as his stuntman daddy.”


“I appreciate Quinn,” Wise said. “I appreciate what he’s done to help this county. I didn’t run against him for any other reason than I think I can do a better job. I think I’m a better administrator than Colson. This town will never be the same after that F5 rocked our world. People died. Everything got its guts ripped out. But you and I know things can never go back to the old days. We got money coming in. People aren’t staying in Jericho because they got nowhere else to go anymore.”


“Pick up that money.”


Wise shook his head, Stagg remembering when the boy had gotten some kind of award as a Little League pitcher and came up to the Rebel for an ice cream celebration. Hell, that seemed like Monday of last week. “This is from me to you,” Stagg said. “This ain’t from the taxpayers. This is to make things easier coming in from a nice-paying job. I just want me and you to be friends.”


Wise studied Stagg’s face and he nodded slowly but didn’t pick up the money. Something caught his eye and he reached for the rifle in his lap. He picked it up and brought it to his shoulder, training his eye on an eight-point buck prissy-walking in the frost on those greens. The buck was thick and big, but the antlers didn’t seem to fit his size. Stagg didn’t see much worth in that one, hearing the hooves make prints on the thick greens, a bright yellow morning pouring across a little twisty creek and some rolling hills and on into the darkness of the forest.


Stagg needed to take a piss. But now he had Wise all ready to shoot. Stagg kept his rifle in his lap as he saw two more deer appear, two fattened does following this fella out from the darkness. The buck stood tall and alert while the does started to graze. Wise had his rifle set right on that old boy. Stagg took a deep breath, waiting for that shot. Wise closed one eye, everything cold and still, even a swallow seemed to echo in the little wooden room.


Wise squeezed the trigger, the shot cracking hard, and that big buck turned and twisted, speeding for hell or high water back over the creek, running broken and scattershot over the greens until he fell, heavy and busted, in a bed of turnip leaves. The does were gone.


Wise set down his gun. He turned to eye Stagg and then looked down at the money.


“This why you came?” Wise said.


“I guess I ain’t a hunting man.”


“But you’ll eat the meat?”


“Sure.”


“Then help me drag this deer back to the Bad Boy Buggy and we can head on to town,” Wise said. “This buck will be my gift to you. Might be a good way of starting off the year.”


Stagg stood up, feeling some stiffness in his knees, and held his rifle in his hand. The rifle feeling strange and foreign to him. He’d much rather be sitting behind his desk and handling his affairs in a closed room. Being out here in nature and the wide-openness of it made him feel strange. His stale, rotten breath came out like a cloud in front of him.


“I do wish you’d reconsider,” Stagg said.


“I know,” Wise said. “But this is how things got to be, sir.”


Stagg followed him down the homemade ladder of the stand, knowing he’d just laid it all on the wrong fella.


 


Stop the truck,” Caddy screamed from the backseat.


The sun was coming up along Highway 78, over the state line, but not far out of Memphis. Quinn didn’t answer, but Lillie Virgil turned around in the passenger seat and then turned back to Quinn. “You better,” she said. “She looks real sick.”


“Nothing I can do about it.”


“I think she’s gonna fucking puke.”


“Let her puke,” Quinn said. “I’m not stopping until we get back to Jericho.”


“Jesus Christ, Quinn,” Lillie said. “You really want to clean up that mess?”


“She’ll try and run.”


“Hell, no she won’t.”


Caddy started to make retching sounds from the backseat. “God damn it,” Quinn said. A road sign said next exit was in a quarter mile, and Quinn looked up to the rearview mirror and told Caddy to hold on. “There’s a filling station. We can get out and walk. Get you some fresh air. But don’t even think about going anywhere.”


Quinn eased the truck into the exit lane and turned right up into an Exxon station facing the highway. The pumps were empty, but the inside of the convenience store was lit up like a bright box. The truck wasn’t even stopped before Caddy had opened the door and hopped out, running, Quinn thinking for a moment she would try to run away, but then she stopped in some high yellow weeds and bent at the waist.


“I told you,” Lillie said. “That’s not good.”


“No, ma’am.”


“What the fuck is she on?”


“I saw tinfoil and lighters laying around,” he said. “Her fingers are black with soot. Looked like a goddamn opium den in there.”


“You were in there a while. I was headed up to that shithole when I saw you come down those steps, carrying her in your arms.”


“Yep.”


“What happened?”


“A few folks needed an attitude adjustment.”


“No shit,” Lillie said. “There’s blood all over your shirt.”


“It’s not mine,” Quinn said. He reached for the door handle and stepped out into the brightening December morning. The chill cut up and over a hill filled with aluminum cans, fast-food wrappers, and beer bottles. Caddy had puked and now she was trying to quit the heaves. Quinn stepped up and put a hand on his sister’s back.


“Oh my God,” she said, kept saying. “Oh my God. Those boys. You. Oh my God.”


“Everything is OK, Caddy.”


“Are they dead?” she said. “Is everyone dead?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Why?”


“Because they weren’t worth it.”


Caddy straightened up, wiping her eyes with her filthy hand, weak sun in her face. She didn’t look much like the sister he’d known. Her blonde hair had grown out long and stringy and she looked to have lost a good deal of weight. Her face was skeletal and hollow, with black circles under her eyes. There were sores and scabs on her arms, and a few on her neck. It had been a long year and a half, after losing her house in the storm and watching her boyfriend be shot and killed.


“You have blood on you,” she said. “All the blood.”


“It’ll wash out.”


“Are you OK?”


“I’m fine.”


“What was that?” she said. “What were you swinging? What was that?”


“An ole axe handle,” he said. “Just something to get those men’s attention.”


“I didn’t want you up there,” she said. “I didn’t want you to see me like this. Oh God. Oh God. I’m a waste. I’m just all the hell used up.”


“Bullshit.”


“I want to be dead,” she said. “I want to be dead. Don’t you fucking understand?”


“And how would that work out for Jason?”


“Oh God,” she said. “Oh God. Jesus. Jesus. What am I?”


“You’re alive,” he said. “You just got lost. I’m here. I got you. You understand? I got you.”


Quinn kept his hand on Caddy’s back. He turned to look over his shoulder and saw Lillie Virgil, standing tall and confident, outside the truck, with hands in her jacket pockets, ball cap pulled down in her eyes. Quinn reached down and grabbed Caddy’s hand, thinking of leading her through the Big Woods all those years ago, when real evil entered their lives, and kept on following her ever since. His hands were still shaking a little bit. Three men coming at him with some kind of ownership over his sister had brought on a rage he seldom liked to let loose.


“Come on.”


Caddy wouldn’t move. “I don’t want him to see me like this.”


“You don’t have to see Jason until you’re ready,” he said. “We’ll get you all cleaned up.”


“You can’t clean up all this shit. All the shit I’ve done. Don’t you want to know?”


Caddy’s whole body was shaking, and he reached around her shoulders and hugged her in close. Caddy had always been much smaller than Quinn. He kissed the top of her head, smelling the foul scent of body odor and cigarette smoke. The cherry perfume used to cover it all up doing a poor job.


“You’ve been gone almost a month,” he said. “Jason doesn’t give a shit what you look like. He doesn’t care where you’ve been.”


Caddy shook her head, but she let Quinn lead her away from the trash-strewn hill and back to Lillie Virgil and the safety of the Big Green Machine. The eighteen-wheelers blew past on their way to Memphis and down to Mobile. Quinn walked in step with his sister slowly, her whole body quivering under his arm as she started to cry. She’d left everything—her mother and father, her brother, her son, and even an outreach ministry that, for a time, had seemed to have been not only her salvation but salvation for a lot of others after the storm.


“Come on,” Quinn said. “Let’s go home.”


“I don’t know what all happened,” she said. “I don’t remember.”


“Good.”


“I’m sorry, Quinn,” she said. “I fucked up. I fucked up bad. Just leave me here. No one has to know.”


“Nope.”


“You damn bastard,” she said. “Why do you just keep coming back?”


“Our daddy comes back after thirty years and it’s all on me?” Quinn said. “Dealing with him and Jean? To hell with that.”


“I’ll fuck up again,” she said. “It’ll happen again.”


“Maybe.” Quinn wrapped his arm over her shoulder and they started moving toward the big truck. Caddy looked up into his eyes as they walked and gave a blank smile. He held her close and tight. They moved together, Quinn feeling good, until his sister threw up on his cowboy boots. He stepped back as she dry-heaved.


“Jesus,” she said. “Jesus.”


“Slow steps, Caddy,” he said. “Slow steps.”




3.


Mickey Walls was just about done loading a truck with two thousand square feet of Brazilian cherry flooring when goddamn Debbi Cobb pushed her way through the showroom and back into the warehouse wanting to know just who in the fuck did he think he was. Mickey was smoking Marlboro Reds with his best installer, a fella named Lee Salter, who’d just gotten back from a six-month stretch in Parchman, and wasn’t in any mood to square off with his ex-mother-in-law over one missed alimony check.


“My daughter has too much class to beg you for what’s coming to her,” Debbi said, chomping on some gum.


“Hello, Debbi,” Mickey said. “Sure is good to see you. How about we step into my office?”


“I’d rather stay right here while you go write me a check.”


“Come on,” he said. “I made some coffee. Let’s talk.”


“About all you’re good for,” Debbi said. “Talk.”


But she turned, noticing but not acknowledging Lee’s old weathered ass giving her a good look-over. Mickey knew Debbi liked it. Why else would a woman pushing sixty wear a pair of painted-on black jeans with fancy-ass pockets, a black-and-silver-striped top reading bebe, and silver heels showing off her purple-painted toenails? Her hair was high and puffy, with blonde streaks in all that dyed brown, and she had on a pair of big designer sunglasses that looked like a pair of welding goggles. As she followed him back into the showroom, Lee puckered his lips and narrowed his eyes. Mickey figured that six-month stretch must have been six months too long.


“I thought Lee was in prison,” Debbi said, popping that gum.


“He just got out.”


“And you hired him back?”


“Lee’s the best man I have.”


“Didn’t he expose himself to a checkout girl at the Piggly Wiggly?”


“He was relieving himself in the parking lot.”


“Not the way I heard it.”


“No?” Mickey said. “Well. Yeah, I guess the judge wasn’t buying it, either. Sit down. You still like that fancy hazelnut stuff in your coffee?”


Debbi took off her sunglasses, spit out her gum, and sat down. Mickey filled a Styrofoam cup, mixed in a little Coffee-mate, and handed it over to her. She took it but didn’t thank him, holding the coffee in her hand, as Mickey took a seat behind a desk loaded down with more work orders than he could keep up with, stacked under a runner-up trophy from an over-forty softball league.


“It’s been busy, Debbi,” Mickey said. “You know?”


“Didn’t you tell Tonya that you’d ‘get her later,’ since she was living right next door to her momma and daddy and she didn’t need the money?”


“No, ma’am,” Mickey said, slipping on a pair of half-glasses that hung from around his neck. He stretched out his legs under the desk, reading the delivery-and-installation list for the rest of the week. “I never said anything of the sort. We made an agreement during the separation. She’ll get the check. I am just a little late, is all. Business has been slow.”


“Bullshit,” Debbi said. “You just got done sayin’ you’re busy. We got more building going on in this town that we can keep up with. It’s like Jericho got a damn do-over after the storm. Larry’s got the mill running day and night. Most of the timber is staying right here in Tibbehah.”


“Good for ole Larry.”


“Good for you,” Debbi said. “How much of your business comes from heart pine planks from our mill?”


“A fair bit.”


“More than that,” she said. “Larry wants you to think about your future.”


“Is that what it come to?” Mickey said. “A silly-ass threat?”


“I know you hate Larry,” Debbi said. “And he don’t like you much, either. You two always fought over who Tonya loved best. But let me tell you something right now. The real reason y’all hate each other is because y’all are just alike. You’re like a couple dogs pissing on the same tree branch.”


“Pissing on Tonya?”


“You know what I mean,” Debbi said. “Me and you always got along because we are just different enough that we can communicate. I know Larry and I know you. That’s why I came here this morning, all nice and pleasant, just wanting to know when you were going to get straight with my daughter.”


“Correction,” Mickey said, standing, stretching out his aching back from loading all that cherrywood. “You marched onto the loading dock and said to me who the fuck do I think I am and then threatened about where my flooring supply is gonna be coming from.”


“I can’t help but tell the truth,” Debbi said, taking a little sip of the free coffee. “I shoot straight. You and Larry’s the ones who shake hands, jackass around, and drink your goddamn Dickel, but, not five minutes after one of you is gone, y’all talking shit about one another.”


“How’s that coffee?”


“I had better coffee at the Quick Mart.”


“Sorry about that.”


“I appreciate the gesture,” Debbi said, standing up to her full five-foot-two, including the nails and hair and five pounds of makeup and jewelry. “Just get straight with Tonya. OK? Last thing I want is for you and Larry to get into a goddamn wrestling match like Thanksgiving. All that did was scare the kids and the dogs. You broke my favorite wineglass and the legs off a handmade coffee table.”


“That was unfortunate.”


“It was the Dickel,” Debbi said. “We’ll leave it at that.”


“Larry called me a pussy hound in front of my three-year-old niece.”


“And so you jumped on him.”


“He just sat there cocky as hell, sitting back in that La-Z-Boy and pointing at me with his crooked finger.”


“What he said was that you have big dawg written on the side of your tool trailer and that it should have read something else. He never said ‘pussy hound.’ ”


“Well,” Mickey said. “I heard it.”


“You heard the Dickel sloshing around between your ears.”


Mickey let out a long breath and shook his head. You couldn’t reason with a Cobb. Any of them. Picking Tonya Cobb as Mrs. Walls number three was a hell of a bad bet. But Tonya was newly divorced herself and a hot little number, not looking a damn thing like her fat, red-faced daddy or painted-up momma. Tonya had gotten the hell out of Jericho and then come back a couple years before the storm to open a combination coffee shop and tanning parlor. She was stick thin, blonde, and had a pair, about as real as a set of Goodyears, that stuck out like torpedoes. She and he had partied a hell of a lot on his boat down in Gulf Shores, gone to a Jason Aldean concert at the Hangout, and eaten shrimp with their fingers out on Robinson Island. Damn, he’d been drunk as hell when they’d gotten engaged. Can’t fault a man for that.


“Good-bye, Mickey,” Debbi said as Mickey walked past her to the door. She leaned in, expecting a kiss on her cheek after dog-cussing him in front of his employees. Damn, if he couldn’t help himself, bending down and kissing the woman’s cheek, covered in a good inch of makeup. Debbi probably bought the stuff in tubs like it was spackling. “Do right by Tonya.”


Do right by Tonya? Mickey wanted to tell her about the time her little angel tried to kill him for the third time. She’d poured paint thinner into his whiskey and served it up to him in a crystal glass as if he couldn’t tell the difference. But he kept his mouth shut, glad to see Debbi on her way, watching her short old ass switching and swaying in those black jeans down the hall.


The Cobbs wanted alimony on top of the goddamn settlement Larry got for that horseshit business deal. These people wouldn’t leave him alone until they’d picked him dry or they were ruined themselves.


And Mickey Walls wasn’t one to sit around with his thumb jacked up his damn ass. He searched through his desk for the number he needed for some professional help.


 


Caddy’s a real mess,” Luke Stevens said. “I’m glad you went up there and found her. I don’t think she would’ve lasted another day.”


“Wasn’t me,” Quinn said. “Lillie called in a few favors with her Memphis people. Tracked a number to a throwaway phone she’d been using. It put us in the neighborhood, and, after that, it didn’t take us too long.”


“She was nodding off in the waiting room,” Luke said, standing in the hall in his hospital coat. “Low on fluids, nothing in her stomach. She nodded off again, she might not have woken up. Y’all need to get her into treatment. If she goes back to where she’s been, she’s not coming back.”


Luke and Quinn used to be friends. They’d known each other since second grade. Luke’s dad had been the town doctor, while Quinn’s daddy had gone off to Hollywood to be a stuntman. They had played together, fished together, played high school football for the Wildcats. And they both had loved the same girl, growing up. Anna Lee Amsden had been Quinn’s first and only love until he joined the service. But she’d gotten married to Luke, had a child, and all looked right until Quinn came back to Jericho and complicated matters a good bit.


“I gave her a shot that will help with the withdrawal,” Luke said. “And I gave her a scrip for Valium to help her sleep and clonidine for the anxiety. She probably would be a lot more comfortable, and safer, in a detox clinic, if she’s going to get better. But that’s got to be her call. You can’t force her with a gun.”


“I don’t think she’s ever getting better,” Quinn said. “I think she’s fried her mind.”


The men stood together in front of an old flickering television playing Family Feud in the Tibbehah General waiting room. Lots of old magazines lay on beaten tables between couches and chairs with ripped upholstery. Black-and-white pictures hung on the wall from when the hospital first opened in 1968, with young men and women who were now old or dead. Luke was a shaggy-haired, handsome guy, who liked to duck-hunt and ran marathons. He’d gone to Vanderbilt and Tulane while Quinn had been running and gunning in Trashcanistan. Quinn often wondered if Luke suspected anything about him and Anna Lee. Maybe he was too proud to confront them.


“It’s not her fault,” Luke said. “It’s not just a weakness. She went back to needing this high because of some kind of stressor, maybe a reminder of when she was using before. Do you know what she was doing in Memphis?”


“Nope.”


“Or who she might’ve seen?”


“I don’t know anything about her life up there,” Quinn said. “She’s never talked about it. Some very bad things happened to her when we were kids. You know all about that. The situation with her boyfriend getting murdered certainly didn’t help her mind-set. I asked her about Memphis. She wouldn’t say.”


“I guess we all keep some secrets.”


Quinn nodded. Here it comes.


A black man in nurse’s scrubs walked into the room and Luke held up his hand and told him he’d be right there. An ambulance pulled up outside the portico. Luke didn’t move an inch. A couple EMTs hopped out of the ambulance and busted open the back doors. Quinn stood tall and waited.


“So she just up and disappeared?” Luke said.


“Right before Thanksgiving, there was a service out at The River to remember Jamey Dixon,” Quinn said. “I don’t think it set well with her. She got pretty upset. We talked the day after, and I thought everything was OK. She was really in love with that son of a bitch.”


“That’ll do it.”


“And then she goes back to what she’d been before Jamey?”


“I’m not a psychologist, but that sounds about right.”


“Caddy.”


“She says she’s not going to another goddamn detox center,” Luke said. “I’d gather the family together and try and change her mind. Like I said, she’s a mess. She came within a few hours of killing herself.”


“Going from preacher to junkie is a hard fall.”


“How are things out at The River?” Luke said. “I heard it’s all shut up.”


“Diane Tull’s taken it over for a while,” Quinn said. “She’s taking care of the spring planting. They got a visiting preacher from Ackerman to come and help out. He’s a crazy-ass hippie like the rest of them.”


“So where will you take Caddy?” Luke said.


“Back to the farm,” Quinn said. “She’s always found peace there. My mom and I can take turns watching her until we get a plan and she agrees. I can take her wherever she needs to go when she’s ready. I’m guessing she’ll want to see Jason first. That’s the one thing that will keep her strong.”


“You think that’s such a good idea?” Luke said. “For Jason?”


“Nope.”


Luke nodded, thoughtful, looking as if he had something on his mind. Quinn stood there, waiting for Luke to go get Caddy or tell him more about how to handle his junkie sister. But instead he took off his expensive glasses and cleaned them with a Kleenex that he pulled from his coat pocket. The buzzer for the wrong answer sounded on the Family Feud and then the host talked about the other family having a chance to steal. They were wanting to Name something that you have to catch.


“Appreciate it, Luke,” Quinn said. “I appreciate your help.” He offered his hand.


Luke didn’t accept it. He looked at it as if it were dog shit. The hospital doors were open, an old woman on a gurney was being wheeled in by the EMTs. A cold wind shot into the waiting room, ruffling the crappy old magazines and scattering the stale-antiseptic smell of the room. “You need to know, I’m looking for another job far away from this county.”


Quinn nodded.


“I can’t stay around this mess,” he said. “You and Anna Lee, y’all do what you want.”


Quinn placed his right hand in his jeans pocket and waited for Luke to either punch him or shoot him. He deserved both. The buzzer sounded again on the game show. The old woman on the gurney talking nonsense about having no one to feed her chickens anymore and now the coyotes were back. She disappeared down a long hall lined with yellow tile.


“I never thought of us as great friends,” Luke said. “But I had always thought of you as an honorable man.”


Quinn nodded.


“The instructions for the meds will be on the bottle,” he said. “I gave Caddy my cell number. But I don’t want you calling me or contacting me ever again. And if you ever try and get in the way of my relationship with my daughter, I’ll come for you. I don’t give a shit if you were an Army Ranger or MMA superstar. Do you understand me?”


Quinn looked Luke in the eye. Luke’s face was hot with blood, his chin quivered.


All Quinn could do is nod and say, “I’m sorry.”


“To hell you are,” Luke said. “Don’t kid yourself. My wife is the only reason you came back to Jericho. You wanted her and now you have her, Quinn Colson. Good luck with that.”




4.


Johnny Stagg had brought on a right-hand man not long after the storm, an ex-military soldier of fortune named Ringold who’d come with a résumé so long that Stagg needed a flowchart. He was young-looking but bald, with a full black beard and sleeve tattoos of skulls, daggers, and maps of places on the other side of the earth. Stagg never talked to him about the places he’d been or the things he’d done, all he needed to know was that Ringold was good with a pistol and would protect Johnny’s old ass when the bullets started to fly. After some trouble with a crew of shitbirds on scooters from over on Choctaw Lake—the goddamn Born Losers Motorcycle Club—the man had proven his worth. Now Ringold had taken on more, working direct with Stagg on running the Rebel Truck Stop and the ladies next door at the Booby Trap. The man not only knew how to fight but had a head for business. Stagg liked Ringold better than his worthless son, who was now over in Atlanta selling used cars and luxury watches and pretending he’d never heard of a place called Jericho, Mississippi.


Only problem he’d had with Ringold is that the man liked to drink.


“How’d it go last night?” Stagg said. “Any trouble?”


“Smooth night,” Ringold said. “We had a couple kids up from State that kept on getting onstage with Laquita and dancing. One of them took her bikini top and was wearing it like a hat, putting the cups over his ears and tying the string up under his chin.”


“Them Bulldogs don’t have no respect for strippers.”


“Ole Miss kids are just as bad,” Ringold said. “They just tip better.”


“Yeah,” Stagg said. “But God bless them Rebels. Those boys will call a naked woman ‘ma’am.’ ”


They were in the kitchen of the Rebel Truck Stop as the breakfast rush was slowing and the lunch rush was about to begin. Plates of eggs and grits slapped on the long stainless steel counter were moving on over to the world-famous chicken-fried steak with mashed potatoes and gravy. The Rebel was doing a pretty good share of barbecue business these days with chopped pork and rib plates. Truckers all up and down 45 knew and appreciated Johnny’s place. Good to have the help of Ringold making sure toilets were flushed and the waitresses served a meal with a smile. He needed to give the boy some kind of title like assistant manager or something.


Stagg moved on over to the big brick pit and pulled a little of the charred meat from a side of pork. A big black guy everyone called Midnight Man watched Stagg, seeing what the boss thought of the smoking he’d started before the sun had started to rise. The meat had that nice pink ring on the outer flesh and fell right off the bone. He winked at Midnight Man and followed Ringold out of the kitchen and the sound of sizzling bacon and burgers and the clatter of dishes going through the wash.


Ringold held the swinging door for him, Stagg passing and patting Miss Baylee-Ann nice on the rump as she carried a pot full of hot coffee.


“How’d the hunt go?” Ringold asked.


“Rusty Wise ain’t the man I thought he was.”


“How so?”


Stagg leaned in and whispered, “I tried to be friendly and he went on and got uppity,” Stagg said. “Started talking about integrity.”


“Doesn’t the man sell insurance?”


“Exactly what I’m talking about here.”


They were in the dining area, about half full of truckers and travelers, hunkered down the counter and in a few booths facing the big metal roof overhanging the gas pumps. It was good to be seen, something Johnny had passed on to Ringold. A man starts being absent from his business and he might as well go ahead and pull his pants around his ankles and wait for Cornhole City. You had to let every cook, dishwasher, waitress, cashier, and janitor know that you were the man around here. And if they wanted to go and get greedy, you’d damn well know their names.


“Maybe he’s just gotten nervous,” Ringold said. “The man’s never had this kind of responsibility. He’ll relax when he gets into the routine. You caught him just after Christmas and before he’s settled into the job.”


“Really?” Stagg said. “I don’t think he’s gonna be no different than Colson. I think I’ve been wasting my fucking time.”


Stagg moved on through the store that sold the cowboy boots and hats, western wear and such, and through the convenience store, with its junk food, cold beer, and souvenirs commemorating passing through Mississippi. Coffee mugs, toothpick holders, and those little silver spoons that you collect from every state. These had a magnolia leaf and a hummingbird on the handle, something an old woman would crap her drawers to get.


Stagg picked up a toothpick right before he hit the side door, moving out by the gas pumps and crossing the big wide-open space of the empty truckers’ lot that would be filled tonight. He and Ringold walked side by side, their shadows blackening the edge of the cracked concrete while they made their way over to the corrugated tin building with the unlit neon reading BOOBY TRAP.


“You want me to talk to him?” Ringold said.


“No, sir,” Stagg said. “Not yet. I’ll let you know if it comes to that.”


Ringold nodded, feet moving off the concrete and onto the crushed gravel lot and up to the locked side door of the Booby Trap. A printout was taped to the door saying ALL GIRL REVUE FROM 8 TILL 8 FRI TO SAT. CLOSED ON SUNDAYS TO GIVE THANKS!


Stagg unlocked the two dead bolts and stepped into a big room that wasn’t any different, and built on the same plan, as a metal horse barn. He flicked on the overhead lamps, lighting up a place that was always noisy and dark, playing modern music that Stagg didn’t understand and hated to hear. If he thought them boys would throw dollars to Pat Boone, he sure as hell would play it. The light showed no mercy on the ole Trap, industrial carpet showing stains and imitation-leather chairs with big rips sealed with silver duct tape.


Stagg spotted a half-full ashtray on a table and shook his head, not saying a word to Ringold. He dumped it out in a canister and then moved behind the big bar to fix himself a Dr Pepper with grenadine and a couple cherries.


Ringold did not ask for a drink. Nor did Stagg offer.


“What concerns me about Rusty Wise is how far he may go,” Stagg said, and added some ice and shook the glass to make the drink colder. “Me and him got to be real friendly before the election. I made some casual, offhand remarks to him about the way the Rebel worked, the way business here affected this whole community. He’s lived here most of his life and he didn’t seem interested in changing things. Even goddamn Colson didn’t mess with the economics of Tibbehah.”


“You think he might shut you down?” Ringold said. He reached across the bar for a bottle of his go-to baby juice, Old No. 7, and poured him a tall order in a short glass.


“I think he’s working with the Feds,” Stagg said.


Ringold drank down a little of the whiskey. He looked up but didn’t say a thing.


“Me and you both know the Feds are watching this place,” Stagg said. “You yourself saw them slick-suited boys from Oxford using video that night. Now we got a new sheriff coming in, changing the way he talks to me and the understanding we have. I think he’s the goddamn point person for those turds. Think about it. He shuts down me, the Rebel, all we done, and he becomes Buford Pusser for the ages.”


“I think he’s nervous, is all,” Ringold said. “He doesn’t know what to make of you.”


Stagg took a sip and pulled in some ice, crunching it with his back teeth, the only real teeth in his whole head, already wearing down and getting old like the rest of him. He thought on things, shook the glass to chill the Dr Pepper and cherry juice more. “Them Feds got rid of my dear ole pal Bobby Campo. Got him shuffled off to the federal pen. And then the Mexes took out Houston’s black ass. I saw his goddamn head in the bed of a truck. Now where you think they’re looking? They want me and the sonsabitches Mexicans and I’m the easiest to pick off first. Or try and turn me.”


“I think you’re giving Rusty Wise more credit than he deserves,” Ringold said, finishing off his whiskey like it was ice water. “I heard he once pissed himself when he had to draw his gun during a robbery.”


“Yeah?” Stagg said. “I heard that story, too. Robber didn’t even have a gun, was carrying a damn pocketknife. We tried to hush it up during the election.”


Ringold sat down on a stool, removed his jacket, and sat his muscular tattooed arms across the bar. He wasn’t facing Stagg but looking at himself in the mirror. He stroked that big wild-man beard and ran a hand over that bald head. God damn, that boy liked himself.


“Keep an eye on Rusty for me?” Stagg said. “Maybe do some of that shit you were trained to do? Follow him around? Maybe put some bugs in his house to hear his conversations?”


“Yeah, I could do that, Mr. Stagg.”


“Good,” Stagg said. “ ’Cause if he’s turning on his own folks, me and him need to talk. We don’t give a shit for federal people down here. Never have. That’s not our way.”


 


You found her where?” Jason Colson asked.


“Memphis,” Quinn said. “Last night. You don’t want to know the rest.”


“I’d like to know,” the old man said, smaller and more wiry than Quinn, with slick gray hair and a short gray mustache and goatee, still handsome, but weathered in kind of a cowboy way. “She’s my daughter.”


Quinn didn’t care for his father’s tone, as the man had been estranged from the family, from Jericho, for more than twenty years. He’d been a semi-famous stuntman on the West Coast well before Quinn was born, working as a top man at Hal Needham’s Stunts Unlimited, and had doubled for Burt Reynolds for a number of years. He was always in and out of his family’s life, and then one day he was gone for good. As children, Caddy and Quinn couldn’t know that there were other circumstances that last time, people who wanted him dead. Jason quietly came back to Mississippi years ago without them knowing, working horses in a town called Pocahontas.


Now every time Quinn turned down his dirt road to the old farmhouse, he spotted Jason Colson’s single-wide, his old GMC truck, and a cherry-red Pontiac Firebird up on blocks. The Firebird moved wherever Jason moved, as it had once been featured in Hooper, the same car they’d driven through Armageddon and then pretended to jump over a river in Alabama.


“Can I see her?” Jason said.


“Sure,” Quinn said. “But I’d wait a few hours. She took some pills and laid down. I think she’s out. She’s been through a lot.”


“But you won’t tell me what?”


“Shit,” Quinn said. “I don’t know the details. I told you that.”


They stood face-to-face on the big wraparound porch of the old tin-roof farmhouse, the day bright and sunny, not a cloud in the blue sky, but brisk and cold. Quinn and Jason both wore heavy coats. Jason wore a cowboy hat. He could pull it off, the black Stetson pulled down low on his craggy face. Quinn’s cattle dog, Hondo, rested nearby, with his patchwork black-and-gray coat ruffling in the wind. Hondo breathed slow and easy, his flank rising and falling.
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