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A man is sent to war and taught how to kill;


but after, the unlearning of it is left up to him.


— ELMORE LEONARD, Last Stand at Saber River


When you’re on the march, act the way you would if


sneaking up on a deer. See the enemy first.


— ROGERS’ RANGERS STANDING ORDER NO. 5
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A COUPLE ROUSTABOUTS HAD BEEN ASKING ABOUT GUNS AT THE Tibbehah County Fair, but by the time the word had gotten back to Donnie Varner, they’d long since packed up their Ferris wheel, corn dog stands and shit, and boogied on down the highway. He’d tried for them at a rodeo up in Eupora and the fall festival over in Hernando, but it wasn’t until he pulled off the highway into a roadside carnival in Byhalia, Mississippi, that he knew he had the right spot. It was late, past nine o’clock, and the edge of Highway 78 was lit up in red, blue, and yellow neon, the fairway spreading out past the gas station and into an open cow field, bursting with folks carrying popcorn and balloons, little black kids and white kids, Mexicans working the stands. The air smelled like burnt sugar and cigarettes.


“¿Dónde está Alejandro Ramírez Umana?”


A fat brown woman running a stick around a cotton candy dryer nodded to the flashing lights of a Tilt-A-Whirl called the Cool Breeze. As Donnie walked closer, he could see the little cars spinning and zipping up into a fake ice tunnel where folks would scream when getting blasted with cold air and mist. Donnie’s white T-shirt was already soaked through from his ride up from Jericho with no air conditioner in a busted-up Dodge van he’d borrowed from his church.


How the hell else could he have brought a sampling of the fifteen AK-47s, two Mossberg 12-gauge shotguns, three MAK-90 assault rifles, a Ruger Mini-14, and a .223 caliber AR variant rifle? There was a mixed bag of ammunition, scopes, magazines, and gun cases to show that he meant business and could deliver more.


A dark girl with long legs was taking tickets, black hair pulled back from her face with a pink scarf, wearing a white tank top and shorts, a fat pink belt around her small waist. She was tall and thin, with muscular brown thighs. She wore a pair of old cowboy boots.


Donnie smiled at her and repeated: “¿Dónde está Alejandro Ramírez Umana?”


“I speak English.”


“Where’s he at?”


“Who are you?”


“A friend.”


“I don’t know you.”


A couple kids muscled by Donnie and handed the girl tickets. Both boys looked at the Mexican woman in the damp white tank top and smiled at each other. Their heads swiveled as they made their way up the ramp, nearly tripping over themselves into the Cool Breeze tunnel.


“I heard he needed some guns,” Donnie said.


“That’s not true.”


“Fine by me.”


“Don’t talk so loud.”


“I’ll be getting a hot dog over at that stand.”


“What is your name?”


“Donnie Varner.”


“Alejandro knows you?”


“Just tell him about the guns.”


Donnie pulled out a pack of Natural American Spirit cigarettes and thumped them forward, ripping open the box. He fired one up and strolled over to a clump of vendors selling Polish sausages, pizza, barbecue, and Coney Island dogs. He paid two dollars for a footlong and dressed it with mustard and relish, wishing he had a cold Busch beer to wash it down.


The best thing about going to Trashcanistan and coming back was enjoying every goddamn moment you got. In the good hours, the pleasures seemed more intense. He could smoke cigarettes on his dad’s porch all night long, watch the sun rise off the hay his father had rolled and baled. During the bad hours—maybe why he didn’t like to sleep—he’d think he was still over there, hearing that market bomb explode near three of his buddies, with parts of forty civilians getting shredded with them. How do you make sense of that?


He’d had three surgeries to remove all the shrapnel that had decorated his back. But the first words out of his father’s mouth on a cell phone call from back home was: “Y’all get the bastard?” He had to tell his dad, No. This wasn’t Vietnam. These people really didn’t have no objective besides blowing themselves to heaven and screwing seventy-two black-eyed virgins.


You could smell the turn of the season mixed in the corn dogs and funnel cakes. Mississippi still had hot days, but there was a gentleness to those hot breezes, signaling fall was coming on, chillier weather. Cotton gins were running. People were turning over their crops and planting collards and harvesting pumpkins.


Donnie wiped the mustard off his chin and stood and stretched, scratching his chest and lighting up another Spirit. Down the midway in all that neon glow, he spotted that fine Mexican woman, hands in tight pockets of those white shorts, wiggling down the worn path. Cowboy boots kicking up a bit of dust till she got near him and didn’t smile but just pointed.


“And?”


“Go to the motel.”


“Where?”


She pointed again to a little, squat two-level facing a cow pasture and Highway 78.


“Oh, there.”


“Room 211.”


“Do I look that goddamn stupid?”


“I’ll wait with you.”


“I don’t know you.”


“Or you, us,” she said. “If you have a wire—”


“I ain’t wearin’ no wire.”


“But if you are—”


“Alejandro will chimichanga my ass.”


She raised her thick eyebrows and nodded, walking ahead of him, making Donnie sweat by the way she walked. He was enjoying the white shorts and cowboy boots, but he wasn’t altogether stupid, reaching up under his T-shirt and making sure the .38 Special was tucked in his branded belt.


She had a key and opened the door on the second floor. Donnie hung back, waiting to hear something, blowing out a thin trail of smoke and staring down at the neon carnival facing the cotton fields, cars headed north to Memphis.


“Come on.”


“I’m good.”


“Come on,” the girl said.


Donnie shrugged and wandered in, keeping cool, looking to other doors and then back the way he came. He walked back to the bathroom, heart jackhammering in his chest, checking behind the shower curtain and then strolling out nice and easy. He found the girl facing him, arms across her nice chest, but frowning. “Take off your shirt.”


“Come on now, sweet thing.”


“Luz.” She had a slight bead of perspiration on her upper lip and rings of sweat under her arms.


“What kind of Mex name is that?”


“An old one.”


He peeled off his T-shirt, fronting the girl so she couldn’t get a glimpse of his pistol.


“And your blue jeans.”


“Hell.”


Donnie shook his head, took the lit cigarette out of his mouth, and placed it in an ashtray by the bedside. He reached behind him slow, grinning, and showed her the gun loose in his right hand. “OK?”


She nodded.


“Be a lot easier if you’d show me, too.”


“You came to us.”


“A fella can at least try.”


She waited till he’d taken his jeans down to his cowboy boots and made a slow turn in his boxer shorts. Her face dropped when he looked at her, and he knew she’d seen the thick, rubbery scars on his back. He pulled his pants up and reached back for his .38, sliding it into his belt, and then slipped into his T-shirt.


She dialed a number on her cell and sat down on the sagging bed, the cheap bedspread stained and sun-faded. She didn’t say anything. She lolled her head in a shrug and crossed her legs, swinging her booted foot back and forth.


Donnie walked back to the front door and waited on the balcony, leaning over the railing while he smoked two more cigarettes. He’d heard about these bad dudes down in Biloxi from this fella in Jericho named Ramón, gangbangers from Mexico and out west that blew in after Katrina and decided to stick around and do business, run whatever they could back and forth to Old Mexico. He didn’t know nothing about their politics or business, only that they paid in cash.


A Mexican man turned the corner from the stairwell and nodded at him.


Alejandro Ramírez Umana’s entire face had been scrawled in jail-house tattoos. He was short and muscular, with a shaved head and small mustache. The black scrollwork on his face showed numbers and letters and drawings of demon horns.


Alejandro said something fast and harsh in Spanish. Donnie caught about none of it, watching while he pointed out to the wide parking lot, already starting to empty out for the night. She nodded. “He wants you to bring them here. To the motel.”


“Two miles down the road is a Walmart,” Donnie said. “Y’all can meet me in the parking lot for a little look-see. I got a brown Dodge van. Just you and him.”


She told him. He answered her, seeming like he was pissed off, keeping an eye on Donnie. Donnie Varner smiled and winked. Alejandro stared at Donnie, seeming kind of like he was an insect, before turning and bounding down the metal steps.


“He will want to shoot the guns.”


“That can be arranged.”


“First we see the guns. How many can you get?”


“How many y’all need?” Donnie grinned at Luz. The smile seemed to make her nervous.


“Many.”


“Baby, you’re too pretty to be at this freak show.”


She finally smiled. He handed her a business card.


“See y’all in Tibbehah County.”
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QUINN COLSON DID NOT WANT OR NEED TO ATTEND THE ANNUAL GOOD OLE Boy party out at Johnny Stagg’s property. But Chief Deputy Lillie Virgil had pointed out it was an unwritten requirement of being sheriff in Tibbehah County, even if Quinn had only been sheriff since a special election in the spring and that election had been against Stagg. And now it was fall. Stagg’s behemoth metal barn where he kept tractors and earthmovers had been cleaned out and filled with long tables covered in red-and-white-checked oilcloth and folding chairs borrowed from the three Baptist churches in Jericho. A well-known master of barbecue had brought in his crew from Sugar Ditch, and dozens of steel washtubs had been filled with ice and cans of cheap beer and Coca-Cola. A bonfire blazed at the edge of Stagg’s land, where politicians from all over north Mississippi gathered despite the lack of chill in the air.


“Johnny Stagg may be this county’s biggest asshole,” Lillie Virgil said, slamming the door to Quinn’s old Ford truck, “but he sure knows how to throw a party.”


“How long do I have to stay?”


“Do I need to remind you that sheriff is an elected position?”


“Do you recall Stagg telling everyone that I suffered from post-traumatic stress and was a loose cannon?”


“He would’ve said worse about me.”


Quinn shut the driver’s door and followed Lillie down a gravel road where conversion trucks were parked alongside Cadillacs and Mercedes. Men had driven north from Jackson or south from Memphis to check out this year’s political climate, whether it was for U.S. Senate or the coroner of Choctaw County. There would be stump speeches and political alliances made. After the speeches came the long prayer, and then the meal where hundreds, maybe a thousand, would listen to a country band down from Tupelo fronted by Kay Bain, a spitfire in her seventies who didn’t stand much taller than five feet and who could wail as good as Tammy Wynette.


“I used to come out here with my uncle,” Quinn said.


“See,” Lillie said. “He hated Stagg back then, too. But he knew it was part of the job.”


“I’d like to punch Johnny Stagg in the throat.”


“Are all you Rangers so damn charming?” Lillie asked.


Quinn stood tall and rangy, hair buzzed high and tight, wearing a pressed khaki shirt with two front pockets, pressed blue jeans, and shined boots. He kept a Beretta 9mm on his hip, the same one that had served him on numerous missions in Iraq and Afghanistan as a Ranger in the 3rd Batt, 75th Regiment. A patch of the sheriff’s office star was sewn on his left pocket.


His face was all sharp angles, a hint of Cherokee from some time back. He looked to be a hard man even though he’d yet to turn thirty.


“If I were you,” Lillie said, “I’d walk right up to Johnny Stagg and shake his hand.”


“Smile as you walk through the cannon smoke and give ’em hell?”


“Stagg would hate it if you showed you were a bigger man.”


Quinn regarded Lillie as they met the edge of Stagg’s land. He looked at her brown curly hair pulled into a ponytail and freckled face without a trace of makeup. She was nearly his height and a hell of a looker when not wearing an oversized sheriff’s office jacket and laced clunky boots.


But if he ever complimented her, she took it as an insult.


Quinn said hello to several folks who’d supported him in the election against Stagg, the boldest supporter being old Betty Jo Mize who ran the Tibbehah Monitor. With wry humor, she’d described Johnny Stagg’s entire sordid history in her columns—his strip club truck stop and association with criminals. Quinn was pretty sure that’s what won him the election.


He hugged the old woman and she winked at him, whispering into his ear. “Glad you’re here. That prick will hate it.”


“Where’s the beer?”


Betty Jo smiled and pointed the way.


Quinn found a cold Budweiser and met up with Mr. Jim, a veteran of Patton’s 3rd Army who ran the town barbershop, and Luther Varner, a Marine sniper who’d served in Vietnam. Mr. Jim was talking about shutting down the barbershop again, a rumor he’d been spreading since Quinn was a kid. Luther Varner just smiled as Mr. Jim talked, smoking down a long Marlboro red. He had a faded Semper Fi tattoo on his wrinkled forearm and a face fashioned from granite.


“God damn,” Varner said. “How long are these folks gonna talk? I’m getting hungry.”


“They hold the meal just so we have to listen,” Mr. Jim said.


“Are you listening to this horseshit?” Varner asked.


A nervous young guy in a tieless suit stood on the small stage filled with guitars and a drum set. He spoke about his love of country and his personal relationship with Jesus Christ. “I am a family man and an avid hunter. No one will take that away from me.”


Quinn drank his beer.


“This is more than an election to me,” the candidate said. “It’s a crusade. We will restore morals to our country and put God in charge.”


The speeches were limited to two minutes, sometimes Stagg having to get on stage and point to his golden watch. The Good Ole Boy was good-natured, the candidates black and white, male and female. A black woman was running for circuit judge and offered the only speech that contained facts about her office. There were coroners and county clerks, two U.S. Congress candidates trading veiled barbs about mean-spirited television ads Quinn had not seen.


The smell of the chicken smoke blew in from a cold breeze inside Johnny’s shed. A prayer was said and everyone finally lined up with paper plates and plastic forks. Quinn grabbed some chicken with baked beans and coleslaw and found a place to sit outside on a hay bale. Kay Bain and her band started into “Fist City” by Loretta Lynn, and the smell of the hickory smoke and the sparking bonfire under a full harvest moon wasn’t altogether unpleasant.


“Glad you came, Sheriff.”


Quinn looked up from his plate to see the craggy, comical mask of Johnny Stagg. Stagg wore high-waisted jeans and a white snap-button shirt. His brown dye job was slicked back into a ducktail, and his ruddy Scotch-Irish face shone from a recent shave.


Quinn nodded.


Stagg offered his bony hand.


Quinn stood. He saw groupings of people turn, watch, and whisper. Lillie stood by the mouth of the barn, nodding to Quinn as she held a drumstick of chicken.


Quinn shook Stagg’s hand.


Stagg showed off his huge veneers and laughed, holding the smile for a while and nodding with some surprise. “You ain’t gonna give me a talkin’-to?” Stagg asked.


“About what?”


“I guess you know all that mess was just politics.”


“Sure, Johnny.”


“And I figure you know that I intend to keep my position over the Board of Supervisors.”


“It’s a small county,” Quinn said. “I may have heard something about that at the Fillin’ Station.”


“Long as we’re OK on that.”


Quinn nodded. He wanted to sit back down and eat some chicken. He waited a beat, and said: “I’ve been hearing about some action out at your truck stop. Gambling, girls, and such. You wouldn’t know anything about that?”


Stagg grinned and laughed.


He turned and quickly took the arm of the U.S. senator and led him to the front of the line to get a plate of chicken.


“That was a good start,” Lillie said. She handed him a fresh beer.


“Can I go wash my hand?”


“You’re maybe the best outdoorsman I ever met,” Lillie said. “You respect the woods, and that includes the animals that could kill you.”


“If I see a rattlesnake, I blast it with my shotgun.”


“No you don’t,” Lillie said. “You kick them out of the way, knowing they’re just a part of the forest.”


“Thanks for the beer,” Quinn said. “You can keep the advice.”


Lillie smiled at him. The firelight caught the little blond hairs at the nape of her long neck and freckles across her nose and cheeks.


“What?”


Quinn grinned and looked toward the bonfire.


Anna Lee Amsden—Quinn still thinking of her by her maiden name—and her husband, Luke Stevens, stood at the edge of smoke and sparking light. Luke was a good man, having been in Quinn’s graduating class, and had come back to Jericho to serve as one of the town’s few doctors and now county coroner. Quinn never thought he’d see Anna Lee with someone else long term, but there she stood with her arm hooked in Luke’s, nearly eight months pregnant.


Quinn finished the beer and crushed the can.


The country music stopped, and Johnny Stagg again assumed the role as master of ceremonies, ringleader, and preacher, launching into a big-grinned thank-you to all the donors and politicians and cooks who made this possible. He also said he was thankful to Sheriff Colson for showing up.


Quinn stood and craned his neck over the crowd.


“The supervisors wanted to present the new sheriff with something to show a new beginning in Tibbehah County,” Stagg said from the stage. “And how much we appreciate a young man and decorated soldier coming back home.”


Headlights shot on from up the gravel road, and a truck rolled slow down the path, past the barbecue pit, bonfire, and stage. The horn honked, scattering the onlookers, and blue lights flashed from the dashboard. A brand-new Dodge Ram 2500 painted a golden brown idled at the mouth of the barn. The gold star of the Tibbehah County Sheriff’s Office had been painted on the door. The truck boasted a two-ton winch, dual exhaust, four-wheel drive, and roll bar decked out in a set of massive KC lights.


“Jesus Christ,” Quinn said.


“I had no idea,” Lillie said.


One of Quinn’s new deputies—he’d fired all the old ones except Lillie for years of laziness and corruption—got out of the truck and walked to Quinn, smiling and holding the set of keys. The onlookers gathered around the truck and admired the golden paint and leather seats, a big-haired woman with fake breasts tooting the horn and hitting the siren.


“Kenny,” Quinn said to his deputy. “Hand the keys back to Mr. Stagg.”


“Come again?”


“I don’t want it,” Quinn said. “Tell him I’ve always been a Ford man.”


“Come on, Quinn,” Kenny said. “Board of Supervisors approved the funding last month. It’s all legal.”


Kenny was a thick guy with a short goatee and shaved head. He was a trusted friend and a good man, but the whole idea of it made Quinn sick to his stomach.


“Tell Mr. Stagg and the board I appreciate it,” Quinn said. “But taxpayers’ money can be better spent.”


Stagg stood over by the massive truck and offered a wave, the moonlight shining off his pompadour and big teeth. Quinn just stared at him and nodded as he turned to the gravel road.


“You coming?” he asked Lillie.


Lillie put down her half-eaten plate of chicken and followed.


“Don’t I always?”
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THE NEXT MORNING, LUKE STEVENS CALLED THE OLD FARMHOUSE. QUINN had inherited the place from his dead uncle along with a stockpile of hunting rifles, rusted farm equipment, and a cattle dog named Hondo. He’d just finished eating some fried eggs with country ham and placed a black skillet on the floor to let Hondo finish off what was left. The dog’s coat was a patchwork of gray and black. He had two different colored eyes.


“Good to see you last night,” Luke said.


“Sure thing.”


“Wish you’d come over and said hello,” Luke said. “With Anna Lee pregnant, we haven’t been going down to the Southern Star much. Too damn smoky. You should stop by the house sometime for a beer.”


“What’s up, Luke?”


“Strange thing this morning,” he said.


Quinn looked at his watch, noting it was nearly 0700.


“Woman named Janet Torres. You know Janet? Used to be Janet Sanders. Clerk at the Dollar General, tips the scales at more than three hundred. She has a face that would stop a Mack truck cold.”


“Maybe.”


“Anyway, Janet brought in this little girl,” Luke said. “Child was three. She’d suffered massive head trauma, tons of bruises, and a broken leg. Janet says the girl fell out of a shopping cart at the Piggly Wiggly.”


“I bet.”


“You think you can pay a visit before I get child services involved?”


“Sounds like you better start that process.”


“Quinn?”


“Yep.”


Hondo polished off the skillet and looked up at Quinn. He scratched the dog’s ears for a job well done. He reached for his 9mm and wallet with sheriff’s star.


“I think she’s got some other kids out there,” Luke said. “Some kind of foster deal out of South America.”


QUINN MET UP WITH KENNY at Dixie Gas on the edge of the Jericho Square, and they rode out in Kenny’s patrol car, finding the Torres property in the south part of the county near some bottomland that adjoined the Choctaw Indian rez. A cattle gate fronted the highway, shut with some old chain and a padlock. Kenny searched in the pocket of his deputy’s uniform and pulled out some chewing tobacco. He offered Quinn some Red Man, and Quinn declined.


“You try their phone?” Kenny asked.


“Couple times,” Quinn said. “You know this woman?”


“I know who she is,” Kenny said. “She used to have a place called Little Angels Daycare in the city. I hadn’t seen her in a while. I know she married some Mex fella, and had an ass the size of Texas. Mean disposition.”


“Sounds like a winner. Can’t wait to meet her.”


They got out of the sheriff’s cruiser, hearing a pack of dogs begin to bark deep down through the second-growth pines and up a slight hill. Quinn looked to Kenny and hopped the cattle gate. Kenny, who was double Quinn’s size, hefted himself up onto the gate and nearly toppled over before finding his feet, some of his chew spilling on the lapel of his shirt.


“Son of a bitch.”


“If the woman says anything,” Quinn said, “we had some urgent information from Dr. Stevens.”


“Is that baby still with her?”


“Luke got the child airlifted to Memphis. St. Jude’s.”


Quinn could see the house as they got about a quarter of a mile from the highway, a ramshackle place perched on top of a small hill. A gauntlet of small cages and pens surrounded the property, the sound of the dogs barking and yipping and howling just about deafening as he and Kenny walked closer.


“Damn, Quinn,” Kenny said. “You smell that?”


“Hard to miss.”


Dozens and dozens of chain-link pens and rabbit hutches were crowded with puppies and full-grown dogs with matted fur. The ground was a sticky mud clumped with dog hair and crap. The damp dogs smelled of urine and rot. One cage held two hound puppies, both dead.


“Holy hell,” Kenny said.


Quinn walked ahead through the maze of cages and pens and yipping dogs that scratched and cried for him, looking at him with their sad yellow eyes. A crude set of steps had been fashioned with some old two-by-sixes, the façade of the house looking to have been cobbled from parts off a trailer. The house was old and crooked, with a rusted tin roof and a patchwork of blue tarps stapled on top that fluttered and bubbled in the cold morning.


Quinn knocked on the door.


“I guess Janet ain’t the homemaker type,” Kenny said.


Quinn knocked again. He tried the knob. The shitty, thin little door had been dead-bolted. He looked to Kenny and shrugged. Kenny stepped back to the path.


Quinn stepped back and leveled the heel of his boot at the lock, busting open the door.


The smell inside knocked them backward.


Kenny walked inside behind him, covering his face with the edge of his jacket. The big deputy didn’t make it halfway inside the house before he turned and ran back outside, throwing up his breakfast and tobacco over the railing.


Quinn kept his breathing slow and easy, reaching for a bandanna in his pocket, the stench at least better than bloated bodies and backed-up latrines. The house was dark. He tried the light switches, but there was no electricity. He turned on his Maglite and spotlighted the room. Piles of dishes filled the kitchen sink. Mounds of dirty clothes and diapers sat in heaps on the vinyl floors. A massive easy chair with large holes and tears faced a brand-new flat-screen television. Stacks of Us Weekly and People magazine littered the ground next to wrappers for Jenny Craig weight-loss bars.


Kenny ventured down the hallway. Quinn heard doors opening and closing.


The house looked to be stuck in time, with appliances nearly thirty years old. The gas oven contained half of a pizza. The pizza waited, stale but not covered in mold. It looked like some squatters had entered a time warp, not bothering to change anything, only trash what was there. An old hi-fi system sat in the corner loaded down with a Peggy Lee 33.


Quinn followed Kenny into the back rooms.


“Quinn?”


Quinn stopped at a closed door, opening it wide with his knuckles.


The room had been painted pink several decades ago and splattered with wallpaper murals of bunnies, chickens, and baby frogs. There were rainbows and big shining suns. Most of the murals hung halfway off the wall, the glue weakening from years of summer heat. The room stank of fermented urine and the open jugs of spoiled milk on the filthy blue carpet.


Kenny moved ahead, tripping on the toy trucks and stuffed animals worn down to the thread. He turned to Quinn. The big man’s eyes filling, unable to speak.


Thirteen rickety cribs patched from lumber scraps filled the room.


All thirteen were empty.
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“WHAT’D YOU DO THEN?” JEAN COLSON ASKED.


“Not much to do,” Quinn said. “They’d shagged ass out of the county, probably the state. We’ve got bulletins out on their vehicles.”


“And the children?” she asked, out of earshot of her grandson Jason, who’d wandered over to an old shed where Quinn kept the cane poles and fishing tackle.


Quinn shook his head, watching Hondo following the boy, nudging him at the butt to hurry up. Both boy and dog impatient to get to the pond.


“Memphis police are keeping watch,” Quinn said. “Girl’s in rough shape, Momma.”


Jason returned and tugged at Quinn in the fading golden light, a stretch of pecans behind him. He wore a snap-button rodeo shirt and Wranglers with knee-high rubber boots. Sometimes when he was with Quinn or his grandmother, people would stare. He was a light-skinned black child with the eyes of Quinn’s father, an over-the-hill Hollywood stuntman who no one had seen in years.


Jason had been with Quinn’s mom now for the last three weeks, left for the fifth time by Quinn’s sister, Caddy. There were excuses, legitimate reasons, and promises to return at Christmas. A cell phone number she’d left turned out to be disconnected.


“He doesn’t have to stay,” Jean said. “I know y’all are busy.”


“I’ll call if we get word on the Torres folks.”


“Is Lillie coming over?” she asked.


“Why do you ask?”


“No reason.”


“You asked.”


“She’s not as tough as you think.”


“Lillie was the top shooter on the Ole Miss rifle team,” Quinn said. “I’ve seen her knock a three-hundred-pound man to his knees. You want me to buy her roses?”


Quinn’s mother grinned and walked back to her Chevy, wearing a new sweatshirt she’d bought on a recent trip to Graceland for Elvis’s seventy-fifth birthday. After a few glasses of cheap wine, she’d recount that time in ’76 when The King touched her hand at a show at the Mid-South arena, sighing his signature finale of “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” draping a yellow scarf—that she still owned—around her neck. Romantic to a fault.


Jean waved and drove off, Quinn waving back and reaching into his old Ford to the gun rack for his Remington 870 pump. He pocketed a few 12-gauge shells, and then snatched the cane poles from the shed.


“Ready?” Quinn said, pulling Jason’s ball cap over his eyes.


Jason nodded, taking the poles from Quinn, serious on the walk down the well-worn path, through the rows of cedar and oak, scrub pines, and gum trees that had grown tall in the neglect of the old property. They stopped at the edge of the levee, sun setting over the water.


“Stay here.”


Jason stood still. Hondo stayed, panting, at the boy’s side.


Quinn crested the levee and spotted a pair of fat water moccasins sunning themselves on the banks. He moved slow and careful through the grass and blasted a fat one in half and reracked a load, sending the other one dropping in pieces into the water.


“They dead?” Jason asked in a soft country accent.


“Just scared ’em a little,” Quinn said, toeing his boot at a piece he missed, Jason not seeing the bloody parts as they rolled into the pond with a plop.


DONNIE VARNER EXPECTED the Mexicans at four, but they didn’t get to his gun range till nearly six, Donnie having to turn on the lights fashioned into his tall pines to give them a decent enough view to shoot. There were four more of them and Alejandro and the girl, the fine-looking one named Luz. She wore jeans and pointy-toed boots and a bright red leather jacket, black hair spilling over her shoulders and down her back, reminding him of a horse’s mane.


He smiled at her when she climbed out of the back of the black Cadillac Escalade and surveyed the bare hills and ruined land around the range, the trailer where he kept his shop, another he rented to Tiny, and up the hill to the small Airstream he called home. The sign out on Highway 9 read SOUTHERN COMFORT.


He was glad to see her. But, man, Alejandro sure was a freak show.


The tattoos of the horns and numbers and shit looked even stranger in the harsh artificial light. He burned off a cigarette and reached for another. Three of the other men were big hard-looking Mexes in T-shirts and jeans. The other was just a boy, Donnie figuring him not to be much more than fourteen, holstering a goddamn Glock 9 on his belt.


No introductions asked for or given.


“Thought we agreed on just you and Alejandro?” Donnie asked.


Luz shrugged. “They wanted to shoot.”


“What’s to stop them from shooting my ass and taking the goddamn guns?”


She looked to the tree line where Donnie had spread out his boys Tiny and Shane with deer rifles just in case the party got a little ugly. She turned to him and smiled and said, “The guns?”


He walked the Mexicans over to some tables built with scraps of lumber, a rusted tin roof nailed overhead on four-by-four posts. Donnie snatched a blue tarp from a big table and showed off the weapons along with some ammo. Right then, it started to rain.


Alejandro, who hadn’t said a goddamn word, muscled by him and picked up the Mossberg 930 and snicked open the breech, knowing how to ghost-load extra rounds. The other two men and the boy joined him, studying the fresh weapons in the light and smiling.


“Who’s Junior?” Donnie asked.


Luz stood back, arms folded over her chest. She didn’t answer him.


“Damn, he doesn’t look old enough to wipe his ass.”


“Watch him shoot.”


“That Mossberg he’s got was voted 2009 shotgun of the year,” he said. “A five-hundred-member academy made it so. Just don’t want him knocked on his ass.”


“You can bring your friends out if you wish,” she said.


“What friends?”


“The ones in the woods.”


“That’s all right, darlin’,” he said. “Excuse me if I don’t trust y’all just yet.”


She walked back to the Escalade and leaned against the grille, watching the Mexicans shoot shotguns and automatics in the light rain and bright artificial light. She had a graceful way about her as she stood with her hips forward, completely at peace in the middle of a gun deal. Donnie followed and offered her a smoke.


“How ’bout you and me get a cheeseburger at the Sonic after this deal is made?”


“Do you know who I am?”


“Does it make a difference?”


Alejandro let out six fast, thumping shots from the Mossberg, blowing thick holes in the cardboard target of the black robber Donnie had set up. He looked up the hill to nod his approval of the gun, but his smile faded when he saw Donnie close to Luz.


“You and Tattoo Boy?” he asked, lighting a cigarette with a Zippo.


“Alejandro works for my boyfriend.”


“And your boyfriend ain’t no preacher?”


Luz didn’t answer. Man, it sure was raining.


QUINN STOOD WITH JASON on the weathered dock as the rain came in. The little boy took his fishing seriously. Quinn smoked a La Gloria Cubana, Hondo sleeping at their feet.


“What do you want for dinner?”


Jason looked up at him and smiled. “Waffles?”


“I can make some waffles,” he said. “How about I fry some chicken, too?”


Jason nodded. “Chicken and waffles?”


“Sure,” Quinn said. “Why not.”


He’d inherited the property and the family farm late last year after the death of his Uncle Hamp, the former sheriff who’d died in disgrace and turmoil. Most of the acreage had been overgrown with scrub pine and privet bush, but in the summer, he and his friend Boom had reclaimed a lot of the land, putting in a new well, rebuilding a barn that had been burned by some thugs, and cutting trails into his woods. The old house had been repainted, floorboards mended, and a new stove bought from Sears. He’d planted corn, tomatoes, and hot peppers.


Quinn’s deep freezer was ready for the deer he’d kill after Thanksgiving. It wouldn’t take much to supplement what he’d shot and grown. He bought his whiskey and cigars in Memphis.


“How ’bout we head on in?” Small drops of water flecked the shoulders of his khaki shirt.


“Watch TV?”


“You know I don’t have a TV.”


“Scooby-Doo?”


“We can read books.”


Jason checked his line. A crappie had taken the cricket. He didn’t seem too worried when he turned to Quinn and handed him the cane pole and empty hook. “Call Momma?”


“Soon,” Quinn said. “She’s been askin’ about you.”


God damn, he hated to lie.


“SO WE GOT A DEAL?” Donnie asked, looking into Alejandro’s screwed-up face. The wiry little guy just stared back and nodded before walking back to the Escalade.


He returned thirty seconds later and tossed Donnie a manila envelope crammed full of cash. Donnie opened her up and poured out the money. He started to flip through the bundles of twenties and hundreds, and in a few minutes he knew it was all there. The rain hit hard on the tin roof of the range.


Donnie offered his hand to Alejandro. The little man shook it.


“Y’all want a drink?” Donnie asked. “I got a bottle of Jack in my truck.”


Luz shook her head. “They don’t drink.”


“Not even tequila?”


“No.”


“Signs and wonders.”


The boys and the kid gathered the guns and ammo and packed the car.


“A true pleasure,” Donnie said to Luz.


“He wants more,” she said.


“OK.”


“You said you could get M4s.”


“It’ll cost you.”


“That’s not an issue.”


“How many?”


“A hundred.”


Donnie laughed, feeling a smile creeping up. “Really?”


“Can it be done?”


“Maybe.”


“You will find out?”


“You have the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen.”


“You will see about the guns? Military grade. Not Chinese rip-offs.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Sure about that burger?”


Luz’s eyes wandered over his sorry ass. “You can call later if you wish.”


She walked off in the tall cowboy boots and got inside the Escalade, the wipers working overtime. A broad swath of headlights turned and passed over his face before disappearing in the rain.


Shane and Tiny emerged from the woods. Shane was country skinny, with a goatee, and wore a Toby Keith T-shirt. Tiny wore Carhartt overalls, and was as big and fat as a guy named Tiny should be. Both of them had served with him in the 223rd on his first visit to the Shitbox.


“Crack open the beers, boys,” Donnie said. “Tiny, go get that bottle of Jack in my truck.”


Donnie fired up a Spirit and tossed them both a wad of money. “And y’all thought I was a liar when we were back in God’s Armpit.”


Them boys sure could grin.
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QUINN GOT THE CALL AT TEN AND DRESSED, PULLING ON HIS TIBBEHAH Sheriff’s jacket and official ball cap as the farmhouse door slammed behind him. His mother had picked up Jason earlier, and he was glad of it, hearing the urgency in Lillie’s voice when she called. Ten minutes later, he was nearing the black section of Tibbehah County called Sugar Ditch and the infamous Club Disco 9000 juke. He braked in the gravel lot, beaten jalopies and battered trucks parked at crazy angles around him. The juke wasn’t much more than rusted tin and scrap wood.


Lillie waited for him as he climbed out of his truck, already walking toward the front door and the sound of driving blues guitar.


“How bad is it?”


“Spam’s pissed.”


“Spam’s always pissed,” Quinn said. “Property damage?”


“Yep.”


“Anyone hurt?”


“You know it.”


“This makes for how many?”


Lillie held up three fingers and kept walking. The inside of the juke house was lit with Christmas lights and a few red bulbs swinging from the ceiling. An old black man sat down while playing a guitar on stage. His drummer, also black, looked about eighty. A gaunt white man in a trucker hat took a guitar solo as Quinn made his way to the bar through the overturned tables, busted chairs, and broken beer bottles. Behind the bar was a poster of a black woman in a bikini holding a Mickeys Big Mouth.


Boom Kimbrough wobbled on a stool, nursing a forty and dog-cussing a man hiding behind the bar. The man was bleeding, holding a bloody towel filled with ice to his cheek. Spam, the bartender, stood in front of the man, making a real show to Quinn and Lillie about pointing out Boom on the stool down the way. At six-foot-five and two hundred sixty pounds, Boom wasn’t too hard to spot.


“You better get his ass outta here,” Spam said, slamming shut the register. “His crazy shit ran my crowd out of here. Damn if he didn’t beat up four of my best customers. Got damn.”


Boom rambled on with some more nonsensical words. He laughed a bit at what he’d said and tipped back the forty-ounce with his good arm. His other had been lost in a roadside explosion while he’d been delivering water out of Fallujah.


“Next time he come in and act a fool, I’m gonna shoot him. I swear to it, Quinn.”


“No you won’t,” Quinn said. “Boom?”


Boom wobbled and looked at him with glassy eyes. He smiled back at him in a wavering and unknowing way. Lillie stepped up and put her arm around him. She whispered in his ear. He nodded. Boom kept drinking.


“How’d it start?” Lillie asked.


Spam twisted up his mouth. He shrugged. “Shit, I don’t know. I think one of them dumbasses said something to Boom about how at least he got one hand to jack his monkey. And that shit just kinda set him off. I don’t think they meant nothin’ by it. They was just sayin’ it was a good thing he got one arm left.”


“For monkey jackin’,” Quinn said.


“We was jes playin’, man,” said the bleeding man.


“Shut up,” Lillie said.


Quinn nodded. “Boom gets testy when he drinks.”


“No shit,” said the bleeding man.


Quinn just stared at him.


“Would you please get his ass outta here?” Spam said. “Maybe I can at least pay the light bill. Ain’t good for business to have this crazy-ass nigger charging like a bull.”


Quinn nodded. Lillie gripped Boom’s arm and whispered again into his ear.


He shook his head.


“Come on, Boom,” Quinn said.


“Naw.”


“It’s Quinn.”


“No it ain’t,” Boom said. “You the law. Quinn Colson ain’t no law. Quinn Colson a crazy-ass motherfucker.”


“Now he’s both,” Lillie said.


Quinn looked to Lillie and Lillie grinned. She hooked her arm within Boom’s and tried to lift him from the stool. He shook his head and kept drinking. A thick scar shone at the base of his skull, hair growing unnaturally around it.


Spam raised his eyebrows to Quinn. “If it was up to me, I’d say tase his ass.”


Quinn reached out and gripped Boom’s belt and pulled him upward. Boom shook his head and swung at Quinn’s head. Quinn stepped back, feeling his face fill with heat, but also seeing that day when they’d chased rabbits down by Tom Cat McCain’s place, Boom helping him waist-deep out of a frozen creek. Boom built a fire and dried out Quinn’s boots while Quinn sat there chattering and shaking in Boom’s dry jacket.


Quinn put down his hands and took a step back. Boom lunged for him, toppling over a chair and spinning in a half whirl before landing flat on his ass and passing out.


Lillie walked up to Quinn’s side. They both stared down at their pal.


“I guess that works, too,” Lillie said.


Boom snored.


“You want to carry him?”


“I’ll pull around the cruiser,” Lillie said. “Get some help.”


“I got it,” Quinn said, studying the thick scars on Boom’s face. “You get a statement from Spam and whoever else you can find.”


“Just how I wanted to spend my night.”


“Why are you all dressed up?”


Lillie wore a tight black V-neck under her sheriff’s jacket, nice jeans, gold earrings, and her good boots. Quinn smiled, taking her in for the first time.


“Hard to believe,” she said, “but I have a life.”


“You have a date?”


“I’ll get the statement,” she said. “You take your buddy to jail.”


“Just how I wanted to spend my night.”
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“QUINN?”


“Yep?”


“What are we doing?” Boom asked, raising up in the passenger seat and looking out at the acres of newly planted pine trees.


“Riding around.”


“Why?”


“Waiting till you sober up.”


“What happened?”


“You beat the crap out of four men at Club Disco,” Quinn said. “Spam wanted me to use a taser on you.”


“Why?” Boom asked. He rubbed the back of his head and let out a long breath.


“One of ’em told you that it was a good thing you could still jack your monkey.”


“What’s wrong with that?” Boom asked.


“Don’t know,” Quinn said. “But for some reason, you seemed to take some offense.”


“You gonna take me to jail?”


“Nobody seems to remember shit,” Quinn said, watching the long gentle stretch of gravel road open up in the hills. He could only see as far as the headlights. “Lillie took statements from two guys who were bleeding pretty bad. Both of them said they’d tripped.”


Boom nodded. “Folks don’t care too much for the law in the Ditch.”


“Hearts and minds,” Quinn said. “That’s where we’ll find ultimate victory.”


“Shit.”


“You been to see your counselor at the VA?” Quinn asked, taking a cut-through road down to 9W and south to Jericho.


Boom stayed silent, his head lolling with every pothole and crack on the back highway. “Stop it, man.”


“I’m not busting your balls,” Quinn said, “but we had an agreement you’d go up to Memphis twice a month.”


“Naw, man,” Boom said. “I mean, stop the motherfucking truck.”


Quinn hit the brakes, and Boom had the passenger door open even before they stopped rolling. He vomited out most of the night’s beer and then hopped to the ground to relieve himself on an old oak tree.


After a bit, Boom hopped back in the truck. “I could eat.”


Quinn shook his head and popped the truck into gear.


THE SONIC LIT UP the south end of Main Street, a couple blocks down from the Town Square, in red-and-yellow neon. Teenagers took nearly every parking slot around the drive-in, wandering from car to car as an old Tanya Tucker song played on the loudspeakers. Girls in tight jeans and cowboy boots mixed with the FFA boys in their camo ball caps and football players sporting their letterman jackets. Six girls sat together at a table in front of the kitchen, huddled against the wind and smoking cigarettes.


“Man, this shit takes me back,” Boom said.


Quinn ordered a couple hamburgers, fries, and black coffee.


“I don’t drink coffee,” Boom said.


“Maybe it’s time to start.”


Boom nodded. The waitress rolled by on skates and passed along their burgers and coffees. They sat there for a while, watching the high school kids and listening to the sheriff’s radio.


“What set it off?”


Boom drank some coffee and made a face. “I can’t drive.”


“You don’t have a car.”


“I tried to drive my daddy’s truck to the co-op for some feed and something happened.”


Quinn nodded. He unwrapped a cheeseburger and started to eat.


“Hard to explain.”


“Try me.”


“I seen something on the side of the road.”


“So you pulled off?”


Boom nodded. He hadn’t touched his food.


“What was it?”


“Goddamn trash bag.”


“But you thought it was an IED,” Quinn said.


Boom nodded again. He reached into the bag for the fries and burger. Quinn kept eating. One of the girls at the smoking table opened a small flask for whiskey from her purse and poured into a couple other girls’ cups. Quinn remembered being the one who’d go to Tupelo with his Uncle Van and buy quarts of Jack Daniel’s for field parties. He hardly seemed the right man to try and stop it now.


“You remember how my Uncle Van used to get us beer and whiskey?”


“Got me weed, too,” Boom said.


“You think that’s wrong?”


“He got paid.”


“You’re right,” Quinn said. “Had to give him twenty bucks a run.”


“Good to get the beer,” Boom said. “Makes this town more interesting.”


“Try not to make it too interesting,” Quinn said. “I can’t keep doin’ this shit. People will talk.”


“That’s all we got in Jericho, Miss-ippi.”


A silver Toyota Tundra with a roll bar and Edelbrock dual pipes circled into a slot across the way. The glare of the lights and the neon across the windshield made it tough to see. But Boom didn’t seem to have a problem, swallowing half the cheeseburger and pointing. “You know Donnie was back?”


“Heard something about it.”


“Last time I seen his country ass was at Camp Anaconda,” Boom said. “We played cards and drank some rotgut shit some of his Guard boys had made. Rough, rough shit.”


Boom was out of the truck first, with Quinn following. The teenage girls went quiet as Quinn passed, heads bowed, cups under table. Quinn hung back and watched Boom lean into the driver’s side of Donnie Varner’s Toyota and shake hands. There was a woman with him, and Boom nodded at the woman. They laughed.


Quinn walked over to the window.


“God damn, Sheriff Colson,” Donnie said. “The world’s been turned upside down.”


“What’s up, Donnie?”


“My daddy sent me newspaper clippings about what happened,” Donnie said. “Holy shit. Meth dealers, crooked-ass preachers, and here comes you, bigger ’an shit. Can’t say I was surprised about Wesley. But hey, man. Sorry to hear about your uncle. He was a good man.”


“If you say so.”


“Got to forgive, brother,” Donnie said, grinning wide. “That’s what the preacher man says.”


Quinn walked closer and noted the woman seated beside Donnie. She was very dark, eyes and hair both almost black. She had done little to acknowledge Donnie’s friends besides stealing a momentary glance. Her delicate bone structure and wide eyes reminded Quinn of something you’d see in a very old painting with women wearing black and lace and holding fans. Something almost regal about her.
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