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To understand the world, you must first understand a place like Mississippi.


—William Faulkner


Have your musket clean as a whistle, hatchet scoured, sixty rounds powder and ball, and be ready to march at a minute’s warning.


—Rogers’ Rangers Standing Order No. 2
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“YOU SURE YOU WANT TO DO THIS?” E. J. ROYCE SAID.


“Yes, sir,” Sheriff Hamp Beckett said, reaching for the cigarette lighter in the patrol car dash and setting fire to the end of a Marlboro Red. “Damn straight.”


“Good and goddamn sure?”


“No, Royce,” Beckett said. “I’d rather sit here and play with my goddamn pecker while Heath Pritchard keeps making those Memphis runs with enough pot in that Ford Bronco to keep half of Tennessee stoned. You know that son of a bitch waves at me every time he sneaks back across the county line? Like me and him are big buddies. He might as well be saluting me with his middle finger, that big shit-eating grin on his face.”


It was late June of 1993, growing warm and muggy at first light, while he and Royce parked the cruiser right beside the Jericho Farm & Ranch, waiting for Pritchard to speed on past, scooting back from a midnight run, hightailing it to the big farm he shared with his two spinster sisters. Pritchard sure was a bastard, wasn’t a doubt in Beckett’s mind. He’d been busting that boy since he’d been elected sheriff back in ’74, on everything from aggravated assault to public drunk. He once shot a neighbor’s dog with a crossbow and several times had been caught in intimate acts with girls too young to know better.


Pritchard sure loved those teenagers, cruising the Jericho town square in his growling truck, window down, hairy ape arm out the open window with a lit cigarette. He was a real hillbilly hero to those kids. All Levi’s, sideburns, and a big thick roll of cash.


“You know,” Royce said. “The other night, I was watching this movie on the HBO. Had Robert Duvall and that fella who was married to Madonna. They was cops out there in Los Angeles fighting a bunch a gangbangers. Anyway, him and Duvall are sitting in their squad car and Duvall tells the other fella a story about an old bull and a young bull sitting on a hill.”


“I heard it.”


“I don’t think you have, Sheriff.”


“How the hell do you know what I heard and not heard?” Beckett said, spewing smoke from the side of his mouth, weathered old hand tapping the wheel, nervous and expectant.


“ ’Cause you ain’t got the HBO out there in the country and probably never will,” Royce said. “So, the old bull and the young bull are looking down at a herd of heifers and the young bull says, ‘Why don’t we go down and screw one of them big fat cows?’ ”


“That ain’t how it goes,” Beckett said. “Christ, Royce, you’d fuck up your own funeral. Way it goes is, the young bull says, ‘How about me and you run down there and fuck a heifer?’ and the old bull turns to him and says, ‘How about we just walk on down there and fuck ’em all.’ ”


“I don’t see no difference,” Royce said. “Story’s the same. Just a couple damn animals shooting the breeze.”


Royce was a rail-thin, leathery old bastard in his tan deputy uniform. What remained of his gray hair had been Brylcreemed down to his head in a sad attempt to cover up a freckled bald spot. Beckett was a large man, barrel-chested and big-bellied, what his wife Halley called sad-faced but handsome. He was tall and lumbering, smelling of cigarettes and whiskey breath from the night before.


“Are you trying to make a point to me about patience?” Beckett said. “And me dealing with Heath Pritchard? ’Cause if you are, you’re doing a horseshit job.”


“Hold up there, Sheriff,” Royce said, holding out the flat of his hand. “Just hear me out. We got the whole damn department and them boys from the DEA descending on Pritchard land this morning like a wave of locusts. But what if we got fed some bad intel and we don’t find nothing? One of those shit-in-one-hand, wish-in-the-other situations. Me and you been lawmen too damn long to rush in without being damn sure what we’re gonna find. Someone like Pritchard will take some serious offense if we’re wrong. I don’t want truck with him or any of his crazy people.”


“Oh, you don’t?” Beckett said. He lifted his tired blue eyes and weathered sunburned face to the rearview mirror, rubbing his chin. He needed a shave and maybe another shot of Jack Daniel’s in his morning coffee to steady things. “That’s mighty interesting. Ain’t it about time for you to put in your retirement?”


“Shit,” Royce said. “I’m just watching your back, Hamp. I’ve been doin’ it half my life. Don’t go on and get a sore ass about it now. There’s just been a lot of talk in town.”


“I know too damn well,” Beckett said. “I heard all that shit.”


“Pritchard ain’t like other folks,” Royce said. “Something is broken in that fella’s head.”


The dash radio squawked, the deputy watching the county line letting them know that Heath Pritchard was inbound, rolling fast and steady back to his family’s land. Beckett gave a big 10-4, sitting there, sweating and waiting, his heart pumping fast in his tired old ribs. This was it. They finally were going to put that crazy bastard in the cage where he belonged. Beckett flicked the Marlboro out the open window, dusted the ash off his wrinkled uniform, and cranked the ignition. Royce leaned into his shotgun like a cane, waiting for Pritchard to zip past the Jericho Farm & Ranch, racing to his two hundred and fifty acres. Every inch was fenced off with barbed wire or half-buried truck tires painted white, a Confederate flag flying high above the front gate, letting everyone know that Pritchard land was as free and sovereign as any country down in South America or Walt Disney World in Orlando.


“I once seen this monkey at the Memphis Zoo,” Royce said. “Wadn’t a hell of a lot of difference between him and the way Pritchard acts when we get him in the cage. That damn ape stared at me like he wanted to rip my arms from their sockets and my eyes from my head. All I know is, Pritchard won’t go quiet.”


“Then my Sunday prayer will be answered.”


“You gonna try and kill him?”


“Deputy Royce?”


“Yes, sir?”


“Don’t you ever ask me a question like that again.”


The Ford Bronco flew on past, buggy antennae whipping about, and Sheriff Beckett pulled out fast and hard behind. Beckett didn’t hit the lights, just keeping a good even pace behind Pritchard to let him know they were all over his ass. They’d run him back to his foxhole, where the DEA boys were already waiting out down that county road. The plan was for everyone to hit the farm at the same time, Beckett getting to Pritchard first as he walked from his truck to that old house of his. If he wanted to make a play, Beckett was the man to finish the business. Four miles down, Pritchard slowed his Bronco and pulled quick into his land, closing the gate behind him, and trailed off in a billow of reddish road dirt.


“What now?” Royce said.


“We got cutters, don’t we?” Beckett said.


Royce hopped out, cut the chain, and then climbed back into the sheriff ’s car, barely getting the door shut before Beckett was off again, this time joined by a half-dozen black cars and three more deputies following. He was reminded of that old Waylon song: “Jack of Diamonds. Jack of Diamonds. I still got my Ace.”


“ ‘But you cannot take my soul,’ ” Beckett sang, holding the wheel tight, back end bucking up on the dirt road.


“What’d you say?” Royce said.


“There he goes, sprinting like a jackrabbit,” Beckett said. “Hit the goddamn lights, Deputy.”


E. J. Royce flicked on the blue lights and the siren, lighting up the summer dawn. Dust flew into the open windows, tires hitting a few potholes, until he skidded to a stop and tossed open the door. Beckett was an old man but not a slow man, and he was within ten paces of Heath Pritchard quick, with his .44 out and drawn.


“Hold up, Pritchard.”


Pritchard stopped at the steps of his rambling one-story farmhouse, one foot on the first step, as the screen door was flung open by one of his crazy sisters, standing tall and proud with a shotgun up in her skinny arms. With his back turned, Pritchard raised his hands and faced Beckett slow and easy. He gave a look only a Pritchard could with a dozen lawmen with guns trained on him, a big old cocky smile and a silly-ass laugh. “You boys lost?” he said. “ ’Cause my other sister got my Jew lawyer up in Memphis on speed dial.”


“Get your ass down here, Pritchard,” Beckett said. “And I’d appreciate it if your dear sweet sister drops that twelve-gauge at her feet or she’s going to be shellin’ peas at the state pen until the Second Coming.”


The woman was as short and wiry as the other Pritchards, with a sallow face and sunk-in black eyes but with the big belly of an expectant mother. Her jaw set as she looked down at all the lawmen out on the gravel road, blue lights flashing and a dozen guns trained on her and her brother. The door flew open and the other sister, with the same look only fifty pounds heavier, rushed out carrying a black skillet in her hand, seeking to do some battle or fry up some eggs for breakfast.


“Morning, Missy,” Beckett said.


The big girl looked dazed. She nodded slow. “Sheriff.”


“Anybody else in the house?”


She shook her head. Royce and two more deputies walked up and grabbed the woman as Beckett kept his eyes and his gun on Pritchard. Hell of thing to be run so ragged by some shitbird like Heath Pritchard. Black-eyed and black-haired, he had on a dirty V-neck T-shirt, jeans, and rattlesnake cowboy boots that must’ve cost five hundred dollars. He saw Beckett eyeing his feet and grinned even more.


“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “And, yes. They do look damn sharp on me.”


Beckett reached around the man and pulled a Browning 9mm from the back of his Wranglers.


“You ain’t gonna find nothing here,” Pritchard said. “Look all you want. I’ll wait here all day. And when you’re done, I’ll make sure this is your last term as sheriff. You’re a goddamn dinosaur, Hamp. A damn ole toothless T. rex that don’t know he’s already extinct.”


The DEA boys already had the Bronco’s doors and tailgate open. Men searched under the seats and pulled back the bloodred carpet trying to find Pritchard’s hidey-holes. The two sisters had found a secure spot on a metal glider on the porch, gliding away, looking worried as hell, while their brother seemed amused by the whole situation. The deputies had gone on into the old house to rifle through closets and peek under beds, while Hamp turned his attention on a big rickety barn on the edge of the property. Barely red, sun-faded and busted, leaning a lot to the right.


“I know how much you like that Gunsmoke, Sheriff,” Pritchard said. “But don’t you know the ladies love outlaws?”


“Why don’t you shut your hick mouth.”


“Missy?” Pritchard said. The woman coming to attention and stopping the motion on the glider. “How about you get on in the kitchen and fry up some bacon. It’s gonna be a long morning.”


“Stay where you’re at,” Beckett said. “Where you been, Heath?”


He shrugged. “Shooting pool.”


“Up in Memphis?”


“Good a place as any.”


“After you made that delivery.”


“I don’t know what the hell you’re talkin’ about.”


Beckett spit on the ground as E. J. Royce walked out from the old barn with another deputy, shaking his head. A moment later, he heard heavy shoes on the stairs and the screen door squeaking open as two DEA men in khakis and black windbreakers walked out and showed their empty palms. Beckett nodded to the men, in both directions, letting them know to keep on looking. He had to keep that goddamn stash somewhere.


“Johnny Stagg tugging your leash, Sheriff?” Pritchard said. “He sure would like to put me in my place.”


Beckett gave him a hard look and shook loose a Marlboro from the pack. Everything soft and quiet in the early-summer morning. He could feel the heat coming on, smell the manure in the pasture, see the red pops of color from the sisters’ canna lilies planted along the steps.


They ransacked the house, the barn, and two machine shops where Pritchard claimed to repair appliances for a living. About the best the men could find was four gallons of moonshine, a stack of nudie magazines, and a Thompson machine gun. Pritchard had pulled out an old wooden chair and sat in the middle of the gravel path, smoking a cigarette, smiling at all the confused and frustrated lawmen as they turned his own private world inside out. Beckett walked up to him and looked down on the grizzled little man.


“Where is it?”


“You been after my ass a long while,” he said. “Blaming me for things I’d never do.”


Beckett wanted to snatch up the cocky son of a bitch by the front of his filthy T-shirt and kick the everliving shit out of him. But he just smiled and walked back to his patrol car, calling dispatch to send in some dogs from Lee County to assist. That’s when Beckett felt the morning coffee kicking in and he wandered away from the cars, Pritchard laughing and grinning, telling stories to the DEA boys about how he’d been three-time dirt track champion of the Mid-South. “The King,” Pritchard said, “Jerry Lawler himself, sponsored my team before the wreck.”


Beckett wasn’t listening to any more horseshit, heading toward the big cornfield, the cicadas coming alive as the soil started to get warm, growing crazy and wild, humming and clicking way out into the trees. He stepped up to a row of Silver Queen higher than his head and started to piss into Pritchard’s crop. Those DEA boys had flown over the land twice since spring, not being able to find where he’d gotten that weed. But standing there that morning, he saw something through the corn that caught his eye, deep in the fourth row, a darker shade of green that made him rush his business and zip up, and drew him, kicking and stumbling through the corn, pushing the leaves away from his face, busting stalks, and tromping through the rows until he found what everyone had told him wasn’t there. Either those DEA boys were goddamn blind or Pritchard was smarter than he thought. Four rows of corn in the middle of the big field with marijuana planted between them, big, healthy plants with those wild razory leaves. Out of breath, Beckett pulled a blue bandanna out of his pocket and wiped his sweating brow. He walked for twenty minutes straight through the cornfields to find the whole maze and precise coverage of the crop. Goddamn, he had the bastard.


Beckett reached for his radio to call Royce. This was more goddamn pot than he even knew how to calculate.


“What you got there, Sheriff?”


“Tell Pritchard to wipe that grin off his hick face and tighten up his asshole,” Beckett said. “Parchman Farm ain’t no county-line beer joint. He ain’t gonna get to choose his own dance partner.”
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“EVERYTHING WAS DONE WITH SECRECY,” JEAN COLSON said, frying bacon on the old gas stove as her son, Quinn, watched her and drank his morning coffee. “Elvis and some of the boys in the Memphis Mafia snuck over the fence of his house in Palm Springs to throw off the press. Frank Sinatra even let him use his private plane to Las Vegas, where Priscilla was waiting.”


“We don’t plan on getting married in Vegas,” Quinn said. “And I’m not Elvis. And Maggie’s not Priscilla.”


Quinn was a hard-looking man, not yet forty, tall and lean with a face made of bone and sharp angles. He was clean-shaven as always, with his dark hair cut less than an inch on top and buzzed short on the sides. He wore Levi’s and cowboy boots, the tin star of the Tibbehah County sheriff pinned to his khaki uniform shirt and the Beretta 9 he’d carried on thirteen tours as a U.S. Army Ranger on his right hip. His mother was in her mid-sixties, wide-hipped and blue-eyed. Her hair was the color of copper and she had a smallish nose and a wide mouth. She wore an old apron over a faded denim dress. The apron read I LIKE PIG BUTTS AND I CANNOT LIE.


“He and the Colonel kept it to just fourteen guests,” Jean said, removing the bacon and setting it on a paper towel to soak up the grease. “George Klein and Charlie Hodge acted as his best men. His tuxedo was designed by his friend Marty Lacker. Marty sketched it himself, black with paisley designs. Some man who worked at MGM made it for him. I can’t recall his name. But did you know that Priscilla’s wedding gown was just off the rack? You might tell Maggie that. She went to the Neiman Marcus in Beverly Hills and found the perfect one.”


“Next time we’re in Beverly Hills, we’ll make sure and check out the Neiman Marcus wedding department, Momma,” he said. “We only need family and some good friends to get hitched. Right now, I’m thinking fourteen may be a little too much.”


“Fourteen?” Jean said. “Elvis invited a hundred folks to join him and Priscilla at the Aladdin Hotel for the reception. They had a four-tiered wedding cake made of yellow sponge cake and filled with apricot marmalade. The frosting was some type of Bavarian cream on account of them meeting over in Germany. Did you know Elvis brought her to Memphis to finish out her senior year of high school until she came of age?”


“I always found that part kinda little creepy,” Quinn said. “Some good ole boy from Tupelo tries to pull that in Tibbehah County and I’ll put his ass in jail.”


Jean shook her head, calling for her grandson Jason and her soon-to-be stepgrandson, Brandon. Quinn’s nephew Jason was nearly ten now and Brandon had just turned seven. They’d become good buddies over the summer break. Jason had shown Brandon all the back paths and secret hiding places out on the old Beckett farm. They ran wild in the woods. They fished for bass and bluegill. They shot cans with a .22 rifle with Quinn when their grandmother wasn’t around.


The boys ran down from upstairs and took a seat on each side of Quinn. Jason smiled up at him. A good-looking boy, with the eyes and smile of his once-famous grandfather and the dark brown skin of a father that his sister never acknowledged. Brandon was lighter, towheaded, with Maggie’s bright green eyes and freckled face. Quinn didn’t see a bit of his father in him and hoped to God that he never would.


“I heard Miss Maggie won’t let you smoke in the house,” Jason said.


Quinn nodded.


“My momma hates smoke,” Brandon said.


“You keep that up, Uncle Quinn, and you’ll give Hondo the cancer,” Jason said. “I saw it on television. You shouldn’t smoke around children or pets.”


“I’ll keep it outside,” Quinn said. “Where is Hondo anyway? You boys seen him?”


The boys pointed out the front door. Quinn picked up his coffee mug and headed out to the front porch, where he lit up his first Liga Privada of the day. The farmhouse was an old classic tin-roof job, built in pieces by his great-grandfather starting back in 1895. His mother had been raised there and came over most Saturday mornings to make breakfast and talk about old times or, most often, Elvis Presley. The front and back doors were wide open, screen doors shut over the openings, creating a cooling shotgun effect even on the hottest days.


After a few moments, his mother came out to join him. “Why do you continue to smoke those nasty old things?” his mother said.


“I get shot at for ten years and you never say a word,” he said. “I get back home and you don’t want me to relax?”


Quinn whistled for Hondo, the rangy cattle dog soon trotting in from the cow pasture, holding a deer bone in his mouth. He was a patchwork of blacks and grays with two different colored eyes. Shaking his dusty coat off on the porch, he set the bone down at Quinn’s boots.


“Did you find a band yet?” Jean asked. “Time’s growing short, son.”


“Working on it.”


“Working on it ain’t gonna get it,” she said. “You yourself said there’s only three weeks until the big day. And unless you want me to buy one of those karaoke machines at Walmart and start practicing ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love,’ you better get going.”


“What about Uncle Van?”


“Good Lord,” she said. “Your Uncle Van would just show up with a guitar and a pint of Wild Turkey, singing some off-key Merle Haggard about how tonight the bottle let him down.”


“I heard about a good bluegrass band out of Oxford,” he said. “Some man named Ed Dye who used to play with the Nashville Jug Band. Don’t you remember that version of ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky’ that has kind of a reggae beat? They put out a record of it. Maggie has a copy.”


“Son,” Jean said, placing a hand on her hip. “There’s only one version of that song.”


“Momma,” he said. “Before you say anything else, you really need to know something.”


Jean looked over at her son with some concern, waiting for him to ask some delicate question or relay some bad news she didn’t want to hear. Quinn tapped the end of the cigar and smiled at her. “Elvis ain’t coming back.”


Jean frowned and opened her mouth just as Quinn’s cell phone started skipping and skittering on the porch railing. Quinn saw it was Reggie Caruthers, now his number one deputy since Lillie had left for a better job in Memphis a year ago. He picked up the phone and read his text. He stood up, placing the cigar on the rim of his coffee mug.


“I gotta go,” he said, kissing his mother on the cheek.


“Music,” she said. “A wedding has to have music.”


“Working on it, Momma.”


“Are you’re absolutely sure Boom will be back?” she said. “We can’t miss the music and the best man.”


“Boom said he’ll be there,” Quinn said, walking down the front steps, heading toward his new F-150 and whistling for Hondo. “Nothing could make him miss it.”


You a goddamn inspiration,” the man said. “People out here be mopin’. They ain’t got no job. They ain’t no opportunity. But here you are, driving the ass crack of America in an eighteen-wheeler with one goddamn arm.”


Boom was a big man, six foot six and two-sixty, bearded with dark brown skin and built like an Abrams battle tank. People didn’t often approach him at truck stops for a handout or a hand job, so when the two boys ambled up to the diesel pump in Meridian, he knew they were about to talk about the prosthetic arm. Everybody wanted to know about the arm.


Where’d you lose it?


Iraq.


Were you in a big battle?


Nope. Delivering water north of a Fallujah and hit an IED.


Did you get a medal and shit?


Purple Heart. If you’re wounded, you get a Purple Heart.


And then folks, mainly kids, wanted to know how he grabbed things with the hook.


Takes practice.


One dumb son of a bitch at Club Disco 9000 wanted to know how he still jacked his monkey without his right hand. Boom didn’t answer that. He just coldclocked the motherfucker and knocked his ass out. But that was back when he was drinking too much.


“Yes, sir,” the man said. “You an inspiration. You know that?”


“OK, man,” Boom said. “OK. It was good meeting you.”


He gripped the billy club in his hand and started a slow, steady walk around the truck to thump tires and check the pressure. As he made his way, the man and his pal followed. Both of them black. The one doing the talking was a stocky little shit, wearing a wifebeater tee and saggy-ass jeans. His friend was just a teenager, skinny, wearing a blue tee that advertised THE PITTS FAMILY BBQ 2010. WHAT IT’S ALL ABOUT.


“Zero excuses. Zero,” the man said. “Ain’t none in the world. You mind if I video you working? I got to throw this shit up on YouTube.”


Boom shrugged and kept walking around the trailer, thumping the tires, waiting to hear a dull thud and not that tight thwack of the proper inflation. The two men followed, one praising Jesus as he filmed, telling everyone how this no-excuses man was getting it done.


It had hit ninety-two degrees at the truck stop pumps and Boom paused and wiped his forehead with the bill of his CAT hat. He had on a pair of khaki pants with work boots and a blue mechanic’s shirt cut off at the sleeves, hot wind billowing up off the roadside ruffling the material.


“Just doing my job, man,” Boom said.


“ ‘Just doin’ my job,’ ” the man said, laughing. “Damn. Ain’t that some real old John Wayne shit? ‘That’s just my job, sir.’ Look at you. You giving me some real joy today. The Lord done brought me some joy at the motherfuckin’ Magnolia Truck Stop.”


Boom thumped a big ole tire behind the passenger side of the cab. The two watched his every movement, the older one walking backwards to get the whole scene in the frame. “Out there, working a Kenworth, with one goddamn arm.”


“It’s a Freightliner,” Boom said. “Classic XL. With a 515 Detroit engine.”


The man looked over at the younger kid, hands in his pockets, head down. “What’s your excuse, man?” he said. “You see this shit? You see what this man’s doin’? The Lord put him here for you to see. A living example.”


Boom reached up with his hook, grabbed the door handle, and hoisted himself to grab the logbook. He stood by the pumps, writing down with his left hand the mileage, hours, and the weight he was hauling. In Amarillo, he’d picked up a refrigerated trailer full of produce he’d drive back to the docks in Tupelo. All the paperwork was a safety; he’d have to reload the same shit into the computer and GPS on his dash.


“You own that truck?” the kid asked. “That’s a big-ass truck.”


“Naw, man,” Boom said. “I work for a company. I just drive.”


“But could you own your own truck?” the kid asked. “Someday, you make enough money?”


“Yeah,” Boom said. “Someday.”


“Who’s that you working for?” the kid said. “Sut-pen?”


“Yeah,” he said, looking at the hand-painted name on the semi’s door. “Sutpen Trucking. They based out of Tupelo but roll all over the country, mainly down South.”


“What y’all haul?” the kid said.


“Every damn thing,” Boom said.


“You get your own truck,” the stocky man said, “make sure you get a bunch of flashing lights, neon and shit. Women go crazy for that stuff. You get a tricked-out truck and you get some pussy at every stop.”


“Pussy at every stop?” Boom said. “Yeah. OK. I’ll keep that in mind.”


The man fist-bumped his hook and the young dude nodded at him, heading back to their car parked outside the truck stop diner. The stocky man was praising Jesus the whole time. The fuel pump clicked off at one hundred and fifty gallons, the other tank still full. Boom moved around to the back of the trailer to check on the load, make sure the boxes hadn’t shifted too much and the temperature was still under seventy. They’d told him not to worry about it, but his own AC had crapped out back in Shreveport and he wanted to make sure he was straight.


Boom unlatched the back door and hefted himself up into the trailer, where hundreds of boxes had been stacked nearly to the roof with only narrow spaces to walk between. Everything felt cool and good inside the dark trailer, the thermometer showing seventy on the nose, but as he was about to hop down he spotted the names on the long, narrow boxes: SONY. TOSHIBA. VIZIO. LG. When he opened up a large box by the doors, he found a fat stack of PS4 game consoles. Another box had some drones, computers, and tablets. The more he looked, the more Boom felt like he’d picked up a truck headed for a Best Buy.


“I think something got messed up,” Boom said, calling to the Sutpen dispatcher. He told him all about the trailer. “This ain’t no avocados.”


“Nothing’s wrong,” said the dispatcher, a gravelly-voiced country man. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. Just don’t fuck up your delivery, Mr. Kimbrough. You got two hours.”


“ ‘Pretty head’?” Boom said. “Hey, man—”


The line clicked off and Boom got back up into the cab. He looked all around the truck stop to see if anyone was watching, rolled down the windows, and cranked that big engine, the seat shuddering under his ass.


He drove careful and slow all the way back to the Tupelo city limits.


What’s he on?” Quinn asked, driving and talking on his cell. “Not really sure,” Reggie Caruthers said. “Man’s just been hooting and hollering, sitting there, dragging his ass down Jericho Road like a dog with worms. You can’t really talk with him or reason with him. He’s making some weird sounds. It’s hard to explain, Sheriff.”


“What’s he sound like?”


“Well,” Reggie said. “The man kinda sounds like Michael Jackson. No other way to say it. Lots of high-pitched screams and moans, grabbing his pecker ever so often. Dude is definitely way messed up.”


“You know him?” Quinn asked, turning off the Square and now heading west toward Choctaw Lake.


“Never seen him before in my life,” Reggie said. “I don’t think he’s from Tibbehah. Maybe he scooted his ass down from Lee County. Hard to know, on account of the limited communication.”


“Just what’s he saying?”


“Don’t really know,” he said “Lots of hee-hees and ‘Sha, mon’ and all that shit. He told me he was the light of this world when I brought out the cuffs. That’s when he started moving on me, real aggressive-like. Tried to bite my damn ankle. May have to tase him.”


“I don’t like to tase,” Quinn said. “Unless we don’t have a choice. Especially on the King of Pop.”


“Kenny said to talk to you before we did anything,” Reggie said. “Man’s not armed and not dangerous other than stopping traffic. Kenny said it’s pretty much the same when we get a cow loose and got to call animal control. You think that’s maybe something we could do, get animal control to slip that wire over this man’s head and give him a tranquilizer?”


“Y’all just hold up,” Quinn said. “Almost there.”


“Good,” he said. “Might need a few more hands, too.”


“You don’t think me, you, and Kenny can control one man?”


“He ain’t feelin’ much pain,” Reggie said. “You’ll see when you get here. Dude is flying on those eleven different herbs and spices.”


“Roger that,” Quinn said, hitting the siren and the lights on Jericho Road. Since the spring, they’d been getting more and more wild calls about folks being strung out on drugs. When Quinn had first come home it’d been bathtub meth, then bootleg prescription pills, and lately folks had been dipping into some mind-corrosive crap called bath salts. You could inject it, smoke it, snort it, or all three. The bitch of it all was that you could buy the shit at your local convenience store in the pharmacy aisle. The stores knew what they were selling and didn’t give a good goddamn, except for Luther Varner at the Quick Mart, who ran folks out of his store just for asking about it.


Quinn got about six miles out of town when he saw the gathering of patrol cars on the side of the highway. He pulled in behind Kenny’s vehicle, which he’d parked sideways with the lights flashing, and walked toward Reggie Caruthers. Dave Cullison had taken a position on the far side of the road to direct traffic around the man, who, true to Reggie’s word, was indeed dragging his ass down the road and making sounds not unlike Michael Jackson, with a few more grunts and growls in there.


“How we doin’?” Quinn said.


“Man tried to bite my damn leg again,” Reggie said.


“You up on your rabies?”


“Not funny, Sheriff.”


Kenny ran up, red-faced and sweating, as Kenny still hadn’t dropped the thirty extra pounds he’d been carrying for several years. He was a chubby, plain-faced country boy with a brownish crew cut and a constant dip in his lower lip. Reggie Caruthers was a few years younger, in his late twenties, lean and baby-faced, with light brown skin. Like Quinn, his ticket out of Jericho had been the U.S. Army, and, exactly like Quinn, family had brought him back home. Both deputies were hard workers and loyal to a fault. He needed a few more like them, with Lillie, his former assistant sheriff and trusted friend, now up in Memphis working with the federal marshals.


“Damn,” Kenny said, watching the man scooting closer and closer down the highway’s white line. “That boy’s higher than a giraffe’s pussy . . . He really bite you, Reggie?”


“Y’all watch your ass,” Quinn said. “But try not to hurt him. It’s gonna take six months to get a psych eval at the county jail.”


The man was shirtless, shorts hanging down loose past his boxers. It was easy to tell he wasn’t armed, but you never took any chances. Quinn went for the guy, again telling him to lie down, but instead of complying, the man pushed himself into a crouch, chewing on his bloody lower lip, and tried to make a sprint for it. Quinn grabbed him by one arm and the crazed man turned for him, knocking him hard in the right eye, taking off. Kenny ran after him, tackling the man to the ground, while Reggie stood over him with a taser, letting him know either he calmed down or he was gonna light his ass up like a Christmas tree.


Quinn felt the blood trickle down into his eye. He was more embarrassed than pissed, as he pressed the flat of his hand to the wound and made his way to where his deputies surrounded the man. The guy looked like a cornered dog, hissing and chomping his teeth, making a few more high-pitched MJ sounds, playing some kind of wild movie in his head that only he could see. Up in Memphis, they’d send an emergency response team to help out. In Tibbehah, it was up to him and his two deputies to clear the damn road and lock this man up for his own good and the good of the community.


“Hold it,” Reggie said, aiming his taser. “Don’t you move. Don’t you dare move.”


The man turned and spit at Reggie and then broke into another sprint. Reggie fired his taser and hit the man square in the back, the click, click, zap sound sending fifty thousand volts into him.


The man kept on walking, impervious to the zaps. Quinn wiped the blood from his brow and shook his head.


“Dang,” someone said from the roadside. “That man don’t give two fucks.”


Reggie followed the man, wires hanging from his bare back, Reggie trailing the way you take a dog for a walk. Reggie kept on telling him to comply as Kenny ran up after him with his hand on his holstered pistol. He looked back to Quinn, obviously a little thrown that Quinn could actually bleed, and tried to grab the walking man by the arm. The man turned and pushed Kenny to the ground, Reggie jumping onto the man’s back and wrapping his forearm around his throat. The man just kept on walking, whistling, and hooting, the few people on the side of the road laughing and taking video. Quinn knew none of this was gonna look good out on social media.


You don’t shoot a head case. You don’t beat one up. But the man sure didn’t mind being tasered, and whatever shit he was on seemed to give him lots of strength and no pain. The three of them could take him down with some rough moves, but Quinn didn’t want that. This guy wasn’t resisting arrest. He was just flying high. They just needed a way to hold his crazy ass down long enough to cuff him.


Down the road, he saw Dave Cullison hold up his hand to stop a big red Dodge Ram. Dave was leaning into the window to explain something to the driver. Quinn saw the truck door swing open and big Chucky Crenshaw crawl out. Quinn hadn’t seen Chucky’s new truck, but the vehicle had to have a hell of a suspension to handle the added weight. At best guesstimate, Chucky was pushing the hell out of four hundred pounds, making Kenny look downright svelte. His big belly stretched his MISSISSIPPI STATE T-shirt for all it was worth, the trucker hat on his head looking like it belonged to a doll.


“What you got there, Sheriff?” Chucky said, yelling over Dave’s shoulder. “Y’all need some help?”


Quinn looked at his two deputies trying to subdue the crazed man. He was still walking, moving ahead, with Kenny following, zapping him a second time. While Reggie yelled for him to get down and stay down, Quinn turned back to the big man standing by his idling red truck.


“You know what, Chucky?” Quinn said. “You just might be the right man for the job.”
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MAGGIE POWERS CHECKED OUT THE CUT ABOVE QUINN’S right eye with a flashlight. She had a soft touch as she moved his face from side to side, her fingers long and narrow in the latex gloves. “Jesus,” she said. “You’re gonna look like hell in the wedding pictures.”


“Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?” he said. “Aren’t you worried about all the blood on my face and shirt?”


“Nope,” she said. “Not a bit. Let’s get that wound cleaned and that eye sewn up. You think you can handle the prick of a little needle?”


“I’ll try not to cry.”


Maggie pressed some gauze to his cut and began to flush it with some saline. He smiled at her as she worked under the harsh hospital lights. It was hard not to smile at Maggie Powers. She had the most wonderful face, pale green eyes, a strong but delicate jaw, and a smallish, imperfect nose that she’d broken playing softball in high school. Her skin was fair, almost milky, but in the summer turned a reddish gold color, with freckles sprinkled across her nose, cheeks, and forehead. She hated those freckles and always tried to cover them up, saying she looked like a goddamn spotted cat. But Quinn loved them. The green eyes, the busted nose, and that mess of freckles hit him just right.


“Why are you giving me that goofy look?” she said. “Did you already take some painkillers before I saw you?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Damn you,” she said. “Quit smiling and let me work. Are you sure you’re not feeling dizzy? Do I need to check you for a concussion?”


“I’ve had lots of concussions,” he said. “This is just a cut. There’s three of you, right?”


She pricked him with the needle again to numb the skin and then started to sew up the wound. As she worked, Quinn reached around and placed his arm around her waist. Her scrubs were a black print with little panels from comic books. Wonder Woman, Supergirl, Batgirl. GIRL POWER written in a big white bubble. Quinn’s hands moved off her waist and down onto her butt. It was tight and high under her scrubs, and he squeezed it a little.


“I swear to Christ,” she said. “I’ll poke you right in the eye. Don’t you ever stop? This morning in bed and then later in the shower?”


“Do you want me to stop?”


“Hold still,” she said. “Don’t grab my ass at work and I won’t grab yours at the sheriff’s office.”


“You know I wouldn’t mind.”


Maggie rolled her eyes but grinned. “Yeah,” she said. “You would. What the hell happened?”


“We had this fella under the influence walking down the center of Jericho Road,” Quinn said. “He could not, and would not, be subdued. Reggie tased him twice and it only seemed to make him madder and stronger. He was yelling and screaming, making sounds like Michael Jackson.”


“Come on,” Maggie said. “Michael Jackson?”


“Yep,” Quinn said. “He also let us know that he was the Second Coming of Christ and that we all needed to repent. We figured that’s why he was crab-walking down to Jericho, scooting his butt down the center line.”


“And he hit you?”


“I don’t know if he meant to,” Quinn said. “It was my own damn fault. I should have been more careful. The son of a bitch was strong. You can’t beat up a crazy man. You do your best to restrain him and make sure he doesn’t hurt himself or you.”


“How’d y’all finally get him down?” Maggie said, tossing away the bloody gauze and the syringe.


Quinn smiled. “You know Chucky Crenshaw?”


“Big Chucky?” Maggie said. “He’s kinda hard to miss.”


“Well, he rolled up on the scene and offered his assistance,” Quinn said.


“So he gave y’all an extra hand?”


“He gave us an extra-big ass,” Quinn said. “Reggie and I finally got the man facedown on the roadside. Chucky walked on over and sat on this crazy SOB until we could get him cuffed and transported.”


“That’s some sharp police work there, Sheriff.”


“Yep,” Quinn said. “Thank the Lord for Chucky’s momma’s fine cooking.”


Maggie smiled and stepped back, crossing her arms over her smallish chest as she checked out her handiwork. She nodded, which Quinn took to be a damn good sign. “You know I don’t cook,” Maggie said.


“I do.”


“And I don’t care for that ‘honor and obey’ shit in the vows.”


“Reverend White told me she doesn’t go for that part, either.”


“Most of this town has an issue about how we met,” Maggie said. “Lots of talk about my former husband and your wanting him to stay in jail.”


“It’s tough not having hard feelings for a man who blew up my favorite pickup truck with an RPG,” Quinn said. “I loved the Big Green Machine.”


“He nearly blew you up.”


“And now his ass is in Parchman and his ex-wife is in my bed.”


“I hope I’m more than a nice piece of tail.”


“You’re a nice piece of tail I’ve known since I was ten years old,” Quinn said. “I love you and I love your son. I can’t wait for both of you to be part of the Colson family. Although, full disclosure, the Colson family is bat-shit crazy.”


“Funny,” she said. “I keep hearing that. But I don’t see it.”


“Stick around.”


“We’ve been together a year now,” she said. “I know what I’m getting into.”


“Always time to back out,” Quinn said.


“You’re stuck with me, Ranger.”


L. Q. Smith was a shit talker of the first order. Boom hadn’t been back at the Sutpen Trucking docks two minutes when Smith came ambling out from the back office with a phony smile on his face, offering a pat on the back for doing another fine job. As with most folks, Smith was a few inches shorter than Boom. He had stooped shoulders, longish brown hair, and a droopy cowboy mustache. His face was pockmarked with acne scars and he had a voice like he’d once gargled with broken glass.


“You’re doing real fine, Mr. Kimbrough,” he said. “Come on back and let me get you paid.”


Boom nodded, holding his logbook in his good hand, heading onto the trucking company docks, not looking back once at the load of electronics he’d picked up in Amarillo and not saying shit about it. Smith knew what he’d been carrying, and if Boom had done wrong, or picked up the wrong load, he’d damn well mention it. But instead, he just headed through the maze of folks working in little cubicles and back into his glass office. He reached into his desk and handed Boom an envelope.


When Boom held on to it and sliced it open with his hook, he found a check that was five hundred dollars more than he expected.


“I hadn’t even turned in my receipts yet.”


“We know where you been,” L. Q. Smith said. “We know the fuel costs on the GPS. One thing that we don’t fuck around with is getting our boys paid.”


“Appreciate that,” Boom said.


They headed back outside to the docks, where five more trucks were being unloaded. Smith pulled out a pack of American Spirits and plugged one in the corner of his mouth. He fired it up with a Bic, cupping his hand around the flame even though there wasn’t a speck of wind.


“Jerry Colson told me that we’d get along fine,” he said. “Said you’re in real tight with his family. And if there’s anyone in this world I trust, that’d be Jerry Colson. He’s been trucking since CB radios and Billy Beer were cool. That boy used to wear the biggest gosh dang belt buckle ever seen. Indian silver with turquoise and bigger than a dinner plate. He still have it?”


Boom shrugged, placing the check in the front pocket of his old shirt.


“I never for a second doubted you could run that rig,” Smith said, flicking a long ash with his middle finger. “Jerry told me about your arm. But also told me about your experience working on engines and running trucks over in Iraq. I thought, if that ole boy can stomach folks shooting at him over there in that sandbox, he sure can handle a chicken run from Picayune to Eupora. Except for the smell. Son of a bitch, chickens smell to high heaven. Did you know those farmers snip off their beaks so they won’t fight? Cut down them claws, too. No wonder those chickens are so damn mad.”


“Appreciate you giving me a chance, Mr. Smith.”


“I don’t care what’s wrong with you or what color you is,” Smith said, letting some smoke out his nose. “All I care is that you can do the gosh dang job. You done good on that run. Go on, get yourself showered and rested up, and I’ll have something for you Monday.”


Boom nodded, watching the Mexicans in coveralls working fast on that dock, nearly unloading the whole trailer in the time it took to kill a cigarette. Smith noticed Boom watching the load and caught his eye, giving him a knowing wink. And Boom knew then that’s how it all went down. You drive twenty-four hours, nearly a thousand miles, with your ass on the line and you get the wink and a little something extra in your stocking. He wasn’t about to argue. Boom needed the work.


He shook L. Q. Smith’s hand and headed back to the parking lot, where he’d left his old GMC truck. He’d planned to meet Quinn for a catfish fry at the VFW and maybe down a beer or two before getting some sleep. Quinn still worried every time Boom touched alcohol, not sure if he was going to go full-tilt drunk like he’d done when Quinn came home the first time. Back then, it had been a long path of clear liquor and weed. Damn glad none of that had gone on his permanent record or he’d have never found good work outside Jericho.


Boom opened the door of his pickup and tossed his road gear inside. He was thinking about a warm shower and shave when he spotted the electric-blue muscle car cutting across the lot.


Damn if it didn’t look just like that galaxy-blue Nova that Ordeen Davis had inherited from his friend Nito Reece. As it slowed, Boom spotted that HERE KITTY, KITTY license tag and saw Ordeen crawl out from the behind the wheel. He’d known Ordeen since that boy was born. Boom’s daddy was a deacon at the church where Ordeen’s momma was the pastor. Even coached the kid some when he was playing football at Tibbehah High.


Boom called out to Ordeen. The kid looked behind him and then back at Boom as if he might’ve been calling to someone else. But since no one else was in the lot, Ordeen knew he was caught and he strutted, cocky and cool, over to Boom’s truck. Boom slapped Ordeen’s hand back and forth and pounded his fist. Kid had a Grizz jersey over a white T-shirt, worn long over his shorts and down to his knees.


“What up?” Boom said. “Thought you still working over at the titty bar.”


“Yeah,” Ordeen said. “Just had to make a pickup for Miss Hathcock. Some new rubbers machines for the bathrooms. French ticklers, horny goat weed, and all that shit.”


Boom nodded. Ordeen not looking him in the eye, not wanting to get into why he won’t get his ass straight and get away from Vienna’s Place. There’d been a time when Boom thought that boy would go straight D1. But Ordeen hadn’t grown those extra two inches his junior and senior years and never could get faster than a four-eight forty. Two years back, his old friend Nito almost got both their asses thrown in jail. Ordeen broke free and got with Fannie. Nito got his ass killed.


“See you at church tomorrow?” Boom said, sliding it right in there, both of them knowing everything was about Ordeen getting right.


“I’ll be at church,” Ordeen said. “It bein’ Homecoming and all. Momma said it’s gonna be a throwback service. She wants folks to dress up like it was a hundred years ago. I don’t know about all that mess. I don’t think I want to step back a hundred years. Not a good place for a black man.”


“It’s Tibbehah County,” Boom said, grinning. “Not much has changed.”


Boom, leaning on the door, watched Ordeen head on up the ramp at Sutpen Trucking to talk to a couple guys working the docks. He hung there for a moment until Ordeen turned back his way and noticed him watching. Boom didn’t say a word, just got into his truck and headed on back to Jericho.


He figured he needed just to do his own thing and tend to his own damn business.


Fannie Hathcock tried not to think about the shoot-out at her titty bar too much. Dwelling on the past, talking about old events, wasn’t good for business. She’d cleaned up the blood, patched up the bullet holes, and hired some new and better men to watch the door. Since she’d taken over the bar, when it had been known as the Booby Trap, she’d had some nasty-ass bikers keep order. It’d been a fine and decent agreement until a couple U.S. Marines with a headful of snakes busted in the door, started shooting up the place, and ran off with every nickel in her safe, before they got caught.


They pretty much wiped out the entire Jericho chapter of the Born Losers MC. The only son of a bitch left, her buddy Lyle, aka Wrong Way, had shagged ass down into Lafayette, Louisiana, with rumors he’d kept on riding clear over to Yuma, Arizona, before he finally returned to Memphis. They’d shot four of his buddies dead, even shooting her damn DJ in the head. Who the hell shoots a DJ?


Fannie sat at the bar that afternoon, watching the last of the lunch crowd leave Vienna’s Place, picking all those free chicken fingers from their rotten teeth. Sometimes she didn’t know why she put up with this shit. She fired up a cigarillo with a gold Dunhill lighter. Neon beer signs and stage lights dimly lit the big, cavernous space, where two girls twirled around their brass poles to Taylor Swift’s “Ready for It?”


“Miss Fannie?” Ordeen Davis asked. He was a good kid, not more than twenty years old, in his red VIENNA’S PLACE tee, long cornrows shining in the neon light. “I took care of that business in Tupelo, got you set up out back. Is that it?”


She nodded, blowing smoke from the side of her mouth. He’d been a big help since her right-hand man, Mingo, had turned on her and, as a result, fell off the face of this Earth. Ordeen now managed the bar and took care of her personal errands. He helped in the count room and was trusted to make pickups and deliveries. She trusted him, and Fannie didn’t trust anyone.


“Good,” he said. “Some motherfucker just threw up all over Damika’s titties. She in the locker room, crying, getting her nekkid ass cleaned up.”


“What’d you do with the guest?”


“Tossed him out,” Ordeen said. “Did I do right?”


“You did,” Fannie said. “Does he need some attitude adjustment? ’Cause I’ll get out my framing hammer and knock that pervert senseless.”


“No, ma’am,” he said. “He was real sorry about it. Said he’d hit the buffet at the Rebel and ate a dozen fried pies. Midnight Man’s back there with the Purple Power and a garden hose.”


Fannie nodded, ashing the cigarillo. The goddamn hospitality business. There was a time when working with gentlemen meant custom suits, Sazeracs, and deluxe suites at the Roosevelt in New Orleans. Now it was fuckin’ Chicken Strip Saturday. That’s what happens when a girl hits forty, even though she still had the mouth-watering tits and natural red hair, with just the faintest crow’s-feet forming around her eyes whenever the Botox needed a refresh.


“I’m going to need you tonight,” she said. “How about you go on over to the Rebel and get something to eat? We just put the country-fried steak back on the menu. Johnny Stagg’s momma’s recipe. Or so he says.”


“Stagg wasn’t a bad man,” Ordeen said. “He treated me fair. Paid me on time.”


“He was a crooked and twisted old motherfucker, Ordeen,” Fannie said. “You think he would’ve ever trusted you the way I trust you?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Since Mingo ran off, you really stepped up, kid,” she said. “Maybe old Johnny Stagg wouldn’t be in federal prison right now if he’d trusted you with more than just cleaning toilets. He got sloppy as hell, trusting those shit-for-brains rednecks out in the county to keep his secrets. We keep a tight circle of trust. Me and you. You keep that going and there’s no stopping you, kid.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Ordeen said. “What do you need me to do?”


“We’ll talk later in private,” she said. “I need to know more about some folks giving me an ass ache.”


“Those goddamn Pritchards again?”


Fannie nodded, replacing the cigarillo back in her wide red mouth. “They’ve busted up our agreement.”


“I knew it,” Ordeen said, grinning. “I never did trust those motherfuckers.”
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THERE WAS NOTHING IN THE WORLD LIKE FLYING AROUND A dirt track at a hundred miles an hour with only a steering wheel and a prayer between you and the goddamn wall. It was a mudflying, death-defying, corn-dog-smelling race against the pack and yourself. Tyler Pritchard knew that if you didn’t beat yourself, you’d get your ass ate up real quick. Every week was about counting down the hours until you were back on the track, the minutes spent taking apart your car and putting it back together. He and his brother Cody could build a car blind, from the transmission to the tailpipe. Both of them worked on the car and whoever was flat-out crazier that week would drive it. Someday, they hoped they’d get up to Oklahoma and race the Chili Bowl on the sprint track. But right now, they were late-model boys, about to run a twenty-lap on a third-of-a-mile oval track in Columbus, Mississippi, known as the MAG.


Tyler was the taller of the two, bald-headed and brushy-bearded, with the build of a Russian basketball player. Cody was short and thick, with a full head of brown hair, and, truth be known, probably the better racer of the two. It wasn’t so much on account of him fitting better in the car as it was mainly ’cause the boy was born without a lick of sense. He was all speed and snatching up that checkered flag. The kind of man who’d be shot out of a cannon with a smile on his face.


Cody kicked back in the long, empty trailer, smoking a little weed to calm his nerves before that first race. He had his fire suit unzipped, and sat bare-chested in a folding aluminum chair with his shades on, listening to some country music. If the rain didn’t stop soon, they’d be calling off the whole Possum Town Grand Prix.


Tyler finished up grooving that last tire and slapped it back on the hub, zapping on the lug nuts. He walked to Cody and reached for the weed, took a long hit, and handed it back. The music on the earbuds was turned up so loud he could hear a little bit of Luke Bryan singing “Light It Up.”


“Man,” Tyler said, ripping a bud from his brother’s ear. “Why do you listen to that shit? That ain’t country. Sounds like a lot of nigger music to me.”
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