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When grown people speak of the innocence of children, they don’t really know what they mean. Pressed, they will go a step further and say, Well, ignorance then. The child is neither.


—William Faulkner, The Reivers


When we march, we keep moving till dark, so as to give the enemy the least possible chance at us.


—Rogers’ Rangers Standing Orders No. 8
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ONE



Tanya Jane Byrd, known to her friends as TJ, never gave a damn about being famous. But here she was, four days on the run from Tibbehah County, Mississippi, with that girl Chastity passing along the burner phone to show they now had more than a hundred thousand followers on Instagram. They only had six posts, the newest one from just two hours ago after TJ cut her hair boy short, dyed it black as a raven’s wing, and made her ultimatum to that cowardly son of a bitch Chester Pratt. She called him out for not only her mother’s murder but the money she and her little brother John Wesley were owed.


On the forty-five-second clip shot outside the Tri-State Motel in Texarkana, she held up her fist on the diving board to an empty pool and said, “Fair is fair,” remembering the line from one of her mother’s old VHS tapes in the trailer.


“What do you think?” Chastity asked.


“I think I better drop that phone into the nearest creek.”


TJ saying crik as she had her whole life, never caring about talking proper or right. To hell with how other people said it. At seventeen years old, TJ had no intention of being no different than she’d always been. Famous leader of the Byrd Gang or not. Five feet tall, skin as 

white as a china plate, and eyes that folks said reminded them of a Siberian husky.


“When we gonna eat?” John Wesley asked. Her nine-year-old brother lying on the other twin bed, kicking his legs back and forth while watching a show about street racers in Memphis. The host some middle-aged douchebag in sunglasses and a tight tank top to show off his big belly and sleeve tattoos.


“We eat when it’s safe to go out,” TJ said. “Damn, John Wesley. You just downed a pack of them little Krispy Kreme donuts. I swear to Christ, your stomach is gonna get us all kilt.”


In the motel room, it was just her, John Wesley, and Chastity. Holly Harkins, TJ’s best friend since kindergarten, had decided enough was enough and left them on the side of the road, saying she planned to walk all the way home. Now it was night, they were flatass broke, and TJ’s boyfriend Ladarius had headed out to steal them another car. They stole the one they had now from a marina parking lot back in Hot Springs after escaping the cops and riding in a boat across Lake Hamilton. TJ was worried as hell about Ladarius after the news of their escape from the law had been broadcast damn near everywhere. GRISLY DISCOVERY. TEENAGE LOVERS ON THE RUN.


It had been more than a week since her mother had gone missing and five days since they’d found her body stuffed in that oil barrel over in Parsham County. The law didn’t take long before looking right at TJ, accusing her and Ladarius of things that weren’t true, had never been true, trying to make it seem like some kind of race thing, even though her mother had never been too interested in TJ’s personal business. Why they decided to up and blame her, she had no idea, but hadn’t been about to stick around and find out. Her whole life had been a struggle, trying to break free of folks trying to put her down or use her up. TJ Byrd wasn’t standing for that shit anymore.


“Hope Ladarius steals a fast one,” John Wesley said.




“Hope he steals a nice one,” Chastity said. “Maybe a Lexus. Or a Mercedes like mine.”


“Just what are you getting out of all this?” TJ asked.


“Don’t you know, TJ?” Chastity asked. “Justice. I want justice for all y’all.”


TJ looked over to Chastity, with her ringlets of blonde hair and wide-set blue eyes and that hooked nose that kept her just on the wrong side of being pretty. The makeup and clothes perfect, down to her three-hundred-dollar frayed jeans and little frilly white top. The only frayed jeans that TJ had came from her pants getting worn slap out. All this damn talk about being a social influencer and reaching the world with a message of truth was giving her a headache. The only reason they let Chastity come along with them was on account of her threatening to call the police back at that mansion on the lake. Of course, the girl did have a point, since the house belonged to her rich daddy, and TJ, Ladarius, Holly, and John Wesley had busted in and made themselves at home. Two days at the big house and an endless buffet of stolen steak dinners, smoked almonds, cocktail olives, and mini cans of Coca-Cola had allowed them to rest, catch their damn breath, hole up, and think on where they’d be headed next. California? Texas? Florida? Spin the damn bottle, boys.


“I know you’re innocent,” Chastity said.


“Good,” TJ said. “So do I.”


“Only your people back home don’t want you to be.”


“What do you know about back home?”


Chastity gave a reckless little look while she played with the tips of her hair and shrugged her shoulders, a mess of freckles across her chest and a half dozen thin gold chains around her neck. One with a diamond-crusted compass on it saying, DADDY’S LITTLE GIRL IS NEVER LOST.


“You think Holly will go to the police?” Chastity asked.




“Nope.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“Because she’s Holly Goddamn Harkins,” TJ said. “My best friend since we was five, before you showed up and damn well elbowed her to the side.”


“I think she got pissed we pretended I’d been kidnapped.”


“No shit, Chastity,” TJ said. “Why else do you think she gave me the middle finger?”


Chastity didn’t say anything but gave a small grin as TJ pushed herself up off the bed and walked over to the curtains. She looked out onto the empty pool and the abandoned storefronts across the road, not a mile over the Texas border from Arkansas, the first time TJ had been in either state. Farthest she’d ever been out of Tibbehah County was a visit up to Memphis to the zoo or Incredible Pizza on John Wesley’s birthday. He ate a million pepperoni slices and stuck his whole hand right into that chocolate fountain. He puked all the way back home.


TJ let the curtain drop and headed back into the bathroom, closed the door, and turned on the rusty faucet. She had on a flannel shirt over a red tank top from Walmart and a pair of frayed green camo pants. Her daddy’s old .38 was stuck into her waistband with plenty of bullets jangling down in her side pockets. Splashing cool water up into her face, she barely recognized the girl she saw. Her skin pale white, newly black hair up off her head. It had been Chastity’s idea to do it. She said it made her look just like some French woman who got burned at the stake.


When she walked back into the room, Chastity had taken her place on the bed, head up on the pillow and scrolling through a new phone they’d bought at Walmart right after leaving Memphis.


“I don’t think you should be doing that,” TJ said.


“Why?” she said. “It’s not registered to you. There’s no way to track 

us. Wow. You should see these hits. We added five hundred more likes in five minutes. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


TJ nodded, her mouth feeling dry and her stomach empty. She nodded to Chastity.


“And what are they saying?” TJ said. “All these people?”


“Lot of boys want to see you naked,” she said. “But mostly folks calling you a hero.”


“A hero?” TJ said. “For what?”


“For snatching me up to your cause,” she said. “For sticking it to that greasy Chester Pratt.”


“What the hell do you know about Chester Pratt?”


“Only what you told me,” she said. “And that was plenty.”


“And you’re sure they can’t track us?”


“No way,” Chastity said, not looking up from the phone. “We’re all being too careful.”


Deputy U.S. Marshal Lillie Virgil hung up the phone, turned to her partner Charlie Hodge, and said, “They’re in Texarkana. The McCade kid just got caught trying to steal another car.”


“Why couldn’t these little bastards steal a car back in Memphis down on EP Boulevard?” Hodge said. “I haven’t been home in two days. I need a shower and some decent food.”


“Kid’s in bad shape,” Lillie said. “Some dogs got to him.”


“Dogs?” Hodge said. “Holy Christ.”


For the last twenty-four hours, they’d been working out of the Marshal’s office in downtown Hot Springs, an ancient government building up the hill from Bathhouse Row and across from the abandoned veterans’ hospital. The big brick fortress with dark windows reminded Lillie of an old-time asylum.




“That’ll teach him to throw in with TJ Byrd,” Lillie said. “Ladarius should consider himself lucky.”


Lillie stood up, reached for Hodge’s black slicker, and tossed it to him.


Lillie was nearly six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a walk that some whispered looked a little like John Wayne. She’d been in law enforcement for nearly twenty years, working in Memphis, down in Tibbehah County, and now with the marshals. She was stronger than most men, a better shot than all, and suffered few fools. Lillie reached for her Sig Sauer and Winchester 12-gauge while she waited for Hodge to follow.


“I haven’t seen Rose all week,” Lillie said. “That doesn’t exactly make me mother of the year now, does it?”


“Who’s driving?” Hodge said.


“Now you’re just trying to be cute,” she said. “With you behind the wheel, we’d be lucky to hit the state line by sunup.”


Charlie Hodge was in his last years as a marshal, nearly twenty years Lillie’s senior. A wiry fellow with flinty blue eyes, gray hair, and a thin gray beard, he’d been both a Marine and an undercover agent in Mississippi, working for years against the Dixie Mafia. They’d spent the day going over the mansion where those kids had hid out for two days on Lake Hamilton and later checking out the marina where they’d parked their boat and stolen a brand-new Kia Sorento.


“What about Quinn?” Hodge said, slipping into his jacket. “You gonna call him?”


“Rather not,” Lillie said, already headed to the staircase. “We didn’t leave things on the best terms.”


“And that Sheriff Lovemaiden in Parsham County?” Hodge said, walking in tandem with Lillie down the steps to the street.


“You trust that bastard?” Lillie asked.


“Nope.”




“Me, neither,” Lillie said. “He and Chester Pratt have gotten to be thick as thieves and neither one of them have got the sense God gave a squirrel to keep their fucking mouths shut. Gina Byrd was a good friend before she got on drugs and flushed her life down the toilet. Her people had quit on her. But I won’t.”


Lillie unlocked her Dodge Charger—a special model called the Hellcat confiscated from a drug dealer in Orange Mound—crawled behind the wheel, and pressed the starter. She revved the engine, making it growl and purr as Hodge got in. “Damn, Lil,” he said. “Can I at least buckle my belt?”


“Hold on to your nuts and call the locals,” she said. “We’re south-bound and down. These goddamn kids aren’t getting away twice.”


Sheriff Quinn Colson drove up to Olive Branch, Mississippi, to meet Holly Harkins at a Waffle House off Highway 78. He’d been up for most of the past few days, sleeping little since the body of Gina Byrd had been discovered over in Parsham County. As a retired U.S. Army Ranger and sheriff for nearly a decade, he was used to operating on little to no sleep. In fact, he prided himself on being able to keep moving while living off good cigars and black coffee.


“I’m glad you called,” Quinn said.


“You ain’t gonna arrest me or nothing?”


“There are warrants,” Quinn said. “For you, TJ Byrd, and Ladarius McCade.”


“They didn’t kill Miss Byrd,” Holly said. “You got to believe me, Sheriff. I always liked you. You were always real sharp and stand-up when you came to high school to talk to us about the dangers of drugs and staying away from Fannie Hathcock’s place out on the highway. Hadn’t been for you, I might’ve ended up working the pole like my cousin.”




“That warms my heart, Holly.”


Quinn was a trim, muscular man, now nearly forty, with a face full of sharp angles and dark hair cut high and tight like a man still in the service. That night, and as always, he had on a crisp khaki shirt with a silver star, starched and creased dark jeans, and a shined pair of Lucchese boots. Some folks said he reminded them a little of a young James Garner. He liked that, as he’d admired the man who’d marched with Dr. King and played both Major William Darby and the lead in Support Your Local Sheriff.


“I can’t go to jail,” she said. “I didn’t do nothing. I was just trying to help TJ. If we hadn’t gotten out of town, she would’ve ended up in a trash barrel just like her momma.”


Quinn knew the investigation wasn’t his yet, still officially belonging to Sheriff Bruce Lovemaiden, but there was little doubt that whatever happened to Gina occurred in Tibbehah County. The Byrd family, like the Colsons, had been in Tibbehah since well before the Civil War. Gina Byrd’s grandfather was an associate of Quinn’s grandfather, running moonshine and evading treasury agents back in the day. She’d been classmates with Quinn and would’ve graduated with him had she not shacked up with Jerry Jeff Valentine, a man ten years her senior, a part-time house painter and full-time accomplice of the biggest fence in north Mississippi.


“How about you start from the beginning?” Quinn said.


Holly looked behind the counter, all the eggs and bacon and hash browns sizzling on the grill. The air was thick with grease and burnt coffee.


“When’s the last time you ate?” Quinn asked.


“That trucker I hitched a ride with gave me some beef jerky.”


Quinn handed her a laminated menu slick with oily fingerprints.


“Anything I want?” Holly asked.




Quinn nodded. Holly Harkins sure was a goofy-looking kid, with her mousy brown hair and sad brown eyes. She was tall and gangly with a freckled pug nose, sitting there bland and awkward in a sequined T-shirt of Minnie Mouse reading from the Holy Bible.


“What they’re saying about TJ and Ladarius are a bunch of lies,” Holly said. “I saw the news. They’re trying to turn this damn family tragedy into some kind of redneck Romeo and Juliet. Miss Byrd didn’t care at all who TJ was seeing. She was always too stoned or drunk most of the time. Like a damn zombie. She didn’t know when TJ was coming and going from the trailer. You know the Byrds. You know their ways.”


“Unfortunately.”


“TJ’s not all bad,” Holly said. “She does what she does to take care of John Wesley. If she and him didn’t steal shit, they wouldn’t have anything to eat. TJ’s been keeping the lights on in that house since she was thirteen.”


“Her little brother shot at one of my deputies,” Quinn said. “Right after they broke into the old Pritchard place back in December.”


“Y’all never proved that.”


“TJ took everything they stole up to a fence in Ripley,” Quinn said. “By the time we got onto it, everything was long gone.”


“Those Pritchard boys didn’t need it,” Holly said. “One of them’s dead and the other over in Parchman.”


“That doesn’t make it free for the taking.”


“TJ may be a thief,” Holly said. “But she’s not a killer.”


Quinn nodded. The waitress refilled his cup of coffee as Holly ordered the All-Star Special. Two eggs, grits, toast, bacon, and a waffle on the side. Quinn’s phone started to buzz, a call from Lillie that he sent straight to voicemail.


“Holly,” Quinn said. “Where the hell are those kids headed?”




“I don’t know if I should say.”


“You should understand I’m the best chance of getting ’em back safe.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Quinn said. “Some folks are sure TJ did this, especially with the history between her and her momma.”


“I don’t know.”


“You have my word.”


“Your word, huh,” Holly said. “This is turning into some real Bonnie and Clyde shit out there, Sheriff. Ain’t it? That’s why I run off like I did. I didn’t want to stick around and see how the picture might end.”


“You said you knew this girl’s mother?” Charlie Hodge asked, he and Lillie halfway to Texarkana by now. The billboards and little roadside towns lit up in the dark night, whizzing past the windows, a little bit of rain tapping at their windshield.


“Yep,” Lillie said. “She was a friend until she went and fucked herself up.”


“How’s that?”


“Mainly by a real piece of shit named Jerry Jeff Valentine who sported a mullet and drove a black Monte Carlo SS. Black with red racing stripes.”


“Say no more,” Hodge said. “That the kids’ daddy?”


“The girl’s,” Lillie said. “Turned out to be a real hero himself. Drove himself off a bridge and into a creek when that girl was little. Her brother had a different daddy altogether, but don’t ask me his name. They’re just the Byrds, keeping that same family tradition going from a hundred years back.”


“And what’s that?”




“Town fuckups,” Lillie said. “Gina could’ve been different. She wasn’t like all the rest.”


“And her daughter?”


“Meaner than a damn snake,” Lillie said. “I can’t recall how many times I had to make a call on their trailer after she and her momma got into it. One time, she beat up Gina pretty good, bloodied her momma’s nose and left bruises all over that poor woman. TJ fought me, too. Kicking and scratching, while I dragged her out by her damn ear. Something’s wrong with that girl. So much meanness. I heard she and that boy Ladarius McCade sure made a pair. He got her into boosting cars and trucks, smash and grabs, and house breakins. He’s been in and out of juvie most of his life. Jesus Christ, poor Gina. Did you see the photos of her body after they poured it from that barrel?”


“Wish I hadn’t.”


“Those kids ain’t gonna go easy,” Lillie said.


“You think they have some kind of plan?” Hodge said.


“What do you think?”


“Based on my years as a U.S. Marshal and immense wisdom tracking felons?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’d have to say, I’ve got no goddamn idea, Lillie,” Hodge said. “Kids are like any other felon, making up the song as they go.”


“Cowardly her bringing her little brother along.”


“You got a real problem with this young girl,” Hodge said.


“Gina Byrd deserved better than giving birth to that hellcat,” Lillie said. “I can’t quit thinking about what those damn kids might’ve done to her. It’s not even human.”


“Texarkana will give us four of their units,” Hodge said. “We got six marshals from the task force. How do you want to play this?”


“That’s not up to us,” she said. “Now is it?”




*   *   *


“I got to go back with you?” Holly Harkins asked, her Waffle House plate completely cleaned. “Don’t I?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Quinn said.


“What am I being charged with?”


“Well,” Quinn said. “That depends. Where do you think they went after leaving Hot Springs?”


“They talked about Texas,” Holly said. “Maybe finding a way to get some money and head on to California.”


“What’s in California?” Quinn said.


“Swimming pools and movie stars,” Holly said, offering a sad smile. “All that shit. That wasn’t TJ’s idea. That was that girl Chastity.”


“And who’s Chastity?”


“Spoiled little rich girl,” Holly said. “Her daddy owns a Chevy dealership up in Fayetteville. She caught us squatting on her lake house. We thought the place was abandoned. Got weeds growing up all over the damn place. Didn’t look like anyone had been there for a long while till that girl comes busting in, pulling a gun on Ladarius while he was cooking up some steaks. She’s the one who talked TJ into getting on Instagram and telling her story about what happened with Chester Pratt.”


“I saw it.”


“What’d you think?”


“I think I’d like TJ to drop the act and talk sense to me.”


“She ain’t gonna do it,” Holly said. “She doesn’t trust you. She says you’re as crooked as everyone else and all you care about is throwing her ass in jail.”


“That’s not true and she knows it.”


“She may take a few things that don’t belong to her,” Holly said. 

“My momma says that girl has sticky fingers. But she has a good heart. I promise you that.”


“Where are they headed, Holly?”


“I don’t know.”


“But if you had to guess?”


“This ain’t something I want to guess on,” she said. “I’m too worried about what’s gonna happen. Now they plan to pretend like TJ kidnapped Chastity. Chastity can convince TJ of damn near anything.”


“Why would they do that?”


“More attention,” Holly said. “More views. All that stuff.”


Holly looked out the Waffle House window and started to cry, wiping the tears away with the back of her hand. Quinn drank some black coffee and waited as someone plugged a quarter into the juke-box and an old Mac Davis song came on. “Baby Don’t Get Hooked on Me.” Their waitress began to slow dance with a potbellied trucker in all denim and pointed-toe boots.


“This sure is a weird place at night.”


“Not much different in the day,” Quinn said. “A rest stop for folks wanting to be somewhere else.”


“Chastity’s dad had this room downstairs,” Holly said. “It was a secret room in the basement filled with more guns than I ever seen in my life. Chastity loaded a big bag full of them before we took that boat across the lake.”


Quinn dropped his forehead into his right hand. Sleep wouldn’t come anytime soon.


“She ain’t going quietly,” Holly said. “That’s for damn sure.”


Quinn reached for his phone and called Lillie Virgil’s cell.











TWO



Five days ago


Quinn Colson had just fallen asleep beside his wife Maggie and their four-month-old daughter Halley when he first learned Gina Byrd was missing. Maggie was nursing the child in bed, Halley’s midnight feeding, as Quinn answered his phone and heard from his second-in-command, Reggie Caruthers, that he’d just left Chester Pratt’s house where he’d taken the report.


“Pratt says Miss Byrd hasn’t been seen in days and he can’t get any answers from her daughter.”


“Maybe she got smart and ditched him,” Quinn said. “Chester Pratt’s old enough to be her daddy.”


“Pratt says he went out to the Byrd place this afternoon and saw a mess of blood on some dirty towels out in a burn pile,” Reggie said. “He tried to get some answers from Gina Byrd’s daughter, and the girl pulled a gun on him.”


“Did he say why?”


“The girl said Pratt was trespassing on her land,” Reggie said. “The kid’s only seventeen.”




“Doesn’t make her less dangerous,” Quinn said. “You know we’ve had trouble with her before. What kind of car does her momma drive?”


“Oh-seven Nissan Sentra,” Reggie said. “Blue. Already got the boys out looking.”


“And you want to know if we should wake up the Byrds?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Go ahead and make a wellness check,” Quinn said. “Let me know what you find out.”


“You know me, Sheriff,” Reggie said. “I’m not scared of nothing. But those Byrds are a different breed. Don’t know how they’ll react seeing a black man in uniform rolling up to their trailer in the middle of the night. They still fly the stars and bars out on the county road. Not just the regular one, but the one with Hank Jr.’s face in the center.”


“Hank Jr. just kind of solidifies their position on things.”


“Sure does.”


“Well, shit,” Quinn said. “You think I might have better luck?”


Reggie didn’t answer. Quinn took a long breath, already knowing the answer, and said he’d call when he got on the road. He crawled out of bed, careful not to disturb Maggie and Halley, Maggie looking up and asking what was going on in a whisper. She had bright green eyes and an upturned nose and a face full of freckles that made her look like a kid when she didn’t wear makeup. She was a free spirit who worked as a nurse, devoutly practiced yoga, and had grown things in their family garden Quinn didn’t think possible. She and her son Brandon had brought life and color back to their old farm.


Maggie had one of Quinn’s old flannel shirts open over her breast. Quinn looked over her half-naked body and smiled.


“Maybe when I get back . . .” Quinn said.


“You’ve got to be kidding, Ranger.”


“Worth a shot.”




“The Byrds again?”


“How’d you guess?”


“I heard you say Chester Pratt,” Maggie said. “I know he’s been dating Gina Byrd for a while.”


“Pratt called the sheriff’s office and said she was missing,” Quinn said. “He’s worried something happened to her.”


“Like what?”


“No idea,” Quinn said. “Sometimes I feel less like a sheriff than a damn babysitter around here. Sounds like some family business between the Byrds and Pratt. He’s too old to be catting around with that woman.”


“You’re older than me.”


“Only by a couple years,” Quinn said. “Chester Pratt is almost twice her age. And I don’t think he has any intention of making an honest woman out of her.”


“That would be a tall order.”


“Hard,” Quinn said. “But true.”


“Last time I saw Gina Byrd, I had to stitch up her forehead at the hospital,” Maggie said. “She was pretty doped up and we tried to get her to stay. I think she was on the edge of an OD. Someone had cracked a bottle over her head at the Southern Star. Wasn’t her first time in the ER.”


Quinn leaned down and pulled the sheet up around Maggie and over Halley. The little girl cuddled against her mother and nursed herself back to sleep, bow lips parted and softly snoring. Quinn gave his little girl the lightest kiss and reached for his boots and blue jeans.


A little after one a.m., Chester Pratt drove back to Bluebird Liquors to get his gun. He’d locked up and left without it earlier, clearly not 

thinking right, and knew he’d have to have some protection back home. Some crazy shit had been happening around Jericho, and he sure didn’t want to be caught with his pants around his ankles.


He parked his new black Mercedes, leased with an option to buy, behind the white cinder-block building and looked around to make sure no one had followed.


Pratt was kind of rangy looking, with a sallow face and the deep tan of a man who either owned a boat or cut grass for a living. Pratt had done both. His eyes were blue and clear, hair a light sun-faded blond compliments of Miss Nancy who worked at Shear Envy over on the Jericho Square. Miss Nancy made sure to help Chester get rid of the gray and keep the same shaggy look of the KA pledge he’d been back at Ole Miss in ’79. He’d only made it two semesters, but that had been two more than anyone in the Pratt family. Despite his short time in Oxford, he remained a true and steadfast Rebel fan, never missing a home game or a party in the Grove.


Pratt unlocked the back door and went straight for his office, careful not to cut on the overhead lights or that neon bluebird sign outside just in case some thirsty trucker over at the Rebel thought he was open. The last thing he needed was to get in a confrontation with some good ole boy begging him for a pint of Fireball. Pratt opened up his office, turned on his desk lamp, and reached into his middle drawer, looking for his big Smith & Wesson 686 loaded with seven .357 rounds.


The gun was polished silver with walnut grips and as comfortable in his hand as the fellow up at that luxury gun store in Oxford told him it would be. He knew it would take the nuts off a bull elephant at three hundred yards. The problem was he couldn’t seem to find the damn thing, reaching up into all the salesmen business cards and pens and a mound of unpaid bills.




“Quit looking,” a man said behind him. “Ain’t in there.”


A flashlight beam shot out from the doorframe and into Pratt’s eyes.


“Who are you?” Chester Pratt asked. “What the hell you doing in my business?”


“Figured I’d just let myself in, Mr. Pratt,” the man said. “That okay with you?”


“Who sent you?”


“I think we both know the answer to that question.”


“I don’t want no trouble,” he said, squinting into the bright light. “Take what you want. You like Pappy Van Winkle? Hell, I got a bottle of Pappy 23 right behind you. Take it. Take the gun. Just leave me the hell alone.”


“I’m more of a beer man myself,” the man said. “Mexican food and hard liquor’s always tough on my stomach.”


“Beer?” Pratt said, standing up. “Hell. I got a cold case in my trunk.”


“Sit your skinny ass down and listen up,” the man said.


Pratt did as he was told. “What do you want?”


“Mr. Pratt,” the man said. “It’s high time for a come to Jesus about your current and most precarious financial situation.”


Quinn drove up into the hills, well beyond the hamlets of Fate and Carthage, to a one-lane logging road that sliced a diagonal line through the northeast corner of Tibbehah County. Reggie was waiting for him by a gravel drive that ran up to the Byrd trailer, which was lit up like a kerosene lantern. The trailer was an older model, with a homemade wooden porch built out from the front door. A dozen or so broken-down cars were parked alongside and up into the eroded hills that had been logged out a long time ago. The Byrds 

were one of those families who seemed to thrive in a collection of chaos and filth.


Quinn stepped out of the Big Green Machine, a big-tired F-250 with a roll bar and KC lights, a grille guard with a winch, and a Kawasaki four-wheeler parked in the bed. His cattle dog Hondo stayed put, not being able to hop in and out of the truck like he used to.


“Hope I didn’t wake you,” Reggie said.


“I was up.”


“Halley sleeping much?”


“Every few hours,” Quinn said. “I keep asking Maggie if I can help and she keeps saying only if I can grow a set of tits. What kind of answer do you have for that?”


“I got four kids, Sheriff,” Reggie said. “Man needs to know when to keep his mouth shut. I promise that will save you a hell of a lot of trouble.”


“Appreciate that, Reggie,” Quinn said. “You ready to roll?”


“Yes, sir,” Reggie said.


They both got back into their vehicles, Quinn taking the lead and driving up the hill to the old trailer. They parked but didn’t get two paces when the front door opened and a teenage girl walked out. She was short, barefoot, and in blue jeans and a cutoff T-shirt advertising Elijah Craig overlaid with a flannel shirt. It was the second thing Quinn noticed after the double-barrel shotgun pointed right at them.


“Evening, TJ,” Quinn said.


“I was here all night,” she said. “Ask anybody. Don’t try and blame me for things I ain’t never done.”


“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Quinn said, glancing over at Reggie. “You mind lowering that weapon at two law enforcement officers?”


“I know my rights.”


Hondo started to bark from inside the truck. The cattle dog wasn’t a big fan of guns.




“I’m sure you do,” Quinn said. “And I know mine, too. I came to check on your momma. I heard she’s missing.”


“Who told you that?”


Quinn didn’t answer. His hands hung loose at his sides. In his periphery, he could see Reggie had his right hand on the butt of his Glock. But at the moment, they were all taking it cool and in stride. The girl was correct; they had no right to enter her property.


“You mind calling her outside?”


“She ain’t here.”


“Where is she?”


“Down in Louisiana someplace,” TJ said, lowering the shotgun. “Went with some friends to go mud riding down around Colfax. She’s been seeing a fella who’s got a jacked-up Mule he races in through those bayous and creeks. I didn’t ask too much. You know how Momma likes to party.”


“I thought she was seeing Chester Pratt,” Quinn said.


“Is that who told you to come out here in the middle of the damn night?” TJ asked. “Shit. That bastard’s been mooning over Momma for nearly a month now. Can’t get it through his head that she’s moved on without him. I don’t have time for this nonsense. I got to get John Wesley to bed. You do know it’s a school night?”


“Heard you dropped out.”


“I did,” TJ said. “But John Wesley didn’t. Can I go inside now? I’m freezing my damn ass off.”


Reggie glanced over Quinn. He lifted a chin. “You mind if we just take a look around?” he asked.


“I don’t give a damn,” she said. “Do as you please.”


Reggie nodded over to where smoke was coming from up behind a pile of junked cars and old appliances. The deputy walked off without saying another word, Quinn standing there and smiling at TJ.




“You and your mother been having some more trouble?” Quinn asked.


“Nope,” TJ said. “Why are you out roaming the county this late at night, Sheriff? Didn’t you get married or something?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“And got a baby?”


Quinn nodded. TJ was backlit from where she stood on the porch, and Quinn couldn’t see her face clear enough to know if she was serious or just having some fun with him.


“Maybe that’ll calm you down some,” TJ said. “Keep you from harassing good and decent people of Tibbehah County in all your spare time.”


“Is Ladarius McCade in there with you?”


“That ain’t none of your damn business.”


“You know he didn’t show up for court last week,” Quinn said.


“That’s what I’m talking about,” she said. “That was some real bullshit right there.”


“Not to the woman he stole the car from.”


“His brother loaned it to him,” she said. “Talk to his brother.”


“His brother’s up in Chicago, TJ.”


“Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” she said. “He ain’t here.”


“Can I come in and see for myself?”


“Like I said, I got to get John Wesley down for bed,” she said. “And I know my damn rights.”


Quinn nodded. Reggie reappeared from behind the mound of rusting metal. He motioned with his head for Quinn to follow him back behind the junked cars. Quinn could now smell the smoke, drifting in the cold wind.


“If you hear from your momma, tell her to call us.”


“My momma ain’t the check-in type,” TJ said. “’Night, Sheriff.”




TJ walked back into the trailer, slammed the door shut, and turned off the porch lights. Quinn marched through the trash strewn about the dirt lot and joined up with Reggie.


“That girl’s got some personality.”


“Can’t blame her,” Quinn said. “She came by it honest. Her mother’s a real piece of work.”


He kept walking with Reggie over to a pit dug down about four feet into the earth and along the hillside. The dying orange embers of a fire burning in the darkness, a few sparks catching up the cold air and flying into the distance.


“Whatever she wanted to get rid of is long gone now,” Reggie said.


Quinn unwrapped a Liga Privada and clipped off the end with his pocketknife. He grabbed a nearby stick and got down on his haunches, poking at what little was left in the firepit. “I guess it’s time to hear Chester Pratt’s side of things.”


Chester Pratt sat a long while in the half-dark, the shadowed figure telling him to stay there and keep quiet. But going on five, ten minutes, Pratt was starting to get restless, hoping the man would go and get on with whatever he was about to do. He wasn’t so much scared as he was annoyed.


“We waiting on someone?” Pratt asked.


“Shut your damn mouth.”


“You don’t like bourbon?”


“I said shut up.”


“You can take your pick,” Pratt said. “We don’t put the top shelf stuff out anymore. Goes too fast. We keep the good stuff for the best customers in the stockroom. Doesn’t hurt if you slip me or one of the clerks a twenty or fifty, if you know what I’m saying.”


“Anyone tell you that you got a face that needs punching?”




“A few.”


Something in the man’s voice sounded damn familiar, someone he’d crossed in the store or maybe out in the county. It was rough and guttural, terse and mean. He’d had some words with this fella at some point at time. But only a dumb ass would ask a man with a gun on him, Say, I know you. Don’t I? That’s a good way to get your fool head shot off.


“I know why you’re here,” Pratt said. “But I don’t have the money. I said it was coming and I’m doing all I can to get it. Me and you can sit here in the storeroom until the Second Coming, but it won’t make any difference. A few folks owe me, too. When I get paid, then I can make good on what I borrowed. Some folks call that robbing Peter to pay Paul. But no one ever said nothing about Paul giving two shits how business got done.”


“And what do you think is fair?”


“What do you mean?”


“Considering you’re late and all.”


“I think you should explain that I’m working on it,” Pratt said. “Hell. You can do what you want to me, but that can’t make me get what I’m owed and what y’all are owed any faster. In fact, you do something to me, and that’s gonna dry up the whole process.”


The man reached over and cut on the lights. The light was white hot after sitting in the dark so long. As Chester’s eyes adjusted, he realized he did know the man but just wasn’t sure from where. He was a thick, muscular fella with a brushy reddish beard and narrow eyes the color of a swamp. He had on a brown Mossy Oak hoodie and a pair of camo pants with lace-up military boots. He held a big black automatic pistol at his side as he stared right at Chester Pratt, studying on him and appearing to be considering his next course of action. The man was white with reddened cheeks and wore a ball cap over a shaved head. The ball cap had a gold patch with a timber rattler on it, 

the familiar DON’T TREAD ON ME written below. Only the fella had a more DON’T FUCK WITH ME look about him, spitting some tobacco juice on the floor and walking up to where Pratt sat at his desk. The man stunk of BO and cigarettes, his breath hot and spicy on Chester’s face.


“I was told to bring your pecker back on a silver platter.”


“I really wish you wouldn’t.”


“This row back here,” the man said. “On the racks? That’s all your top shelf hooch?”


“Yes, sir,” Pratt said. “Sure is. Help yourself. Some wine boxes over there in the corner, sir.”


“My name’s Bishop.”


“Take what you like, Mr. Bishop.”


“Just Bishop,” the man said. “Best not to forget it.”


Bishop walked over to the floor-to-ceiling metal storage racks and plucked a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle 23. He pulled out the cork, took a sniff, and then shook his head. He dropped it onto the concrete floor, where the glass cracked and the bourbon splattered. That bottle would’ve gone on the cheap for more than three grand. Bishop did the same thing with four, five, six of his other prestige bottles. Not smiling, not laughing. Just smelling each one and dropping them onto the floor as if they weren’t to his liking.


“Ain’t a bourbon man, I guess,” Pratt said, trying to keep it light. But it sure did hurt seeing nearly ten grand destroyed before his very eyes. Not to mention some of the finest whiskey ever made by man.


“I wouldn’t drink this shit ’less I had a Coca-Cola to mix in it,” Bishop said. “You agree, don’t you, Chester Pratt?”


“Destroying my top shelf items ain’t gonna get that money any faster.”


“Shut your damn pussy lips.”


Pratt wasn’t tied up nor had the man pointed the gun on him. But 

he was afraid just the same. Something in those swampy eyes, narrow and small, made the man seem more animal than human.


“Me and you is gonna be good friends,” Bishop said. “I’m coming back here each and every night until we get what we is owed. You decide to bring in the law, and I’ll start showing up at your house or over at that country woman’s trailer you’ve been screwing.”


“Who’s that?”


“You telling me you haven’t been knocking boots with that Byrd woman?”


Chester Pratt was quiet. The only sound came from outside, trucks coming and going from the Rebel, and the man’s slow, ragged breathing.


“Don’t be late, Chester Pratt,” Bishop said, knocking Chester in the head with the butt of his pistol. “Last fella tried to fuck me ended up getting cornholed by a cattle prod.”


“Good Lord Almighty,” Pratt said from the floor, touching the heel of his hand to his bloody temple.


“Yeah,” he said. “That fella said the same thing. But I damn sure got his attention.”


Quinn couldn’t find Chester Pratt at home or working late at the liquor store, so he headed back to the farm for a few hours’ sleep. He was back up at five, showered and shaved and cooking breakfast for his adopted son Brandon. The kid was now eight years old, tow-headed with bright blue eyes and a near constant smile. Brandon not only didn’t complain about having a new sister, he welcomed it, helping his mother decorate Halley’s room, and always happy to hold her while Maggie had to make dinner or tend to an errand.


The black skillet hissed and popped as Quinn watched a gaggle of turkeys in his back field, picking around the remnants of their corn. 

The landscape barren and shadowed in late February, the stalks brown and broken. Twin pecan trees loomed big and skeletal behind the old farmhouse that had been in Quinn’s family since 1895.


“How much longer till turkey season?” Brandon asked, standing beside him and looking out into the same field.


“Three weeks.” Quinn flipped the ham. “Since when do you care about turkey hunting?”


“Since I started practicing my call,” Brandon said. “Want to hear it?”


“Better hold off,” Quinn said. “Your momma’s still asleep. She may not appreciate it like I would.”


Quinn continued to watch the back field, the turkeys skirting the woods as he cooked up three fried eggs with ham and served Brandon on a bright blue Fiesta plate.


After they both ate, Quinn would drive Brandon to school before heading into the sheriff’s office. He’d already called in to Cleotha at dispatch to make sure he wasn’t needed earlier. Cleotha, being Cleotha, just said, “Ain’t shit going on, Sheriff. Besides a couple peckerwoods in a tussle outside the Dixie gas station last night. Both of them scattered when patrol rolled up on their ass.”


Brandon seemed to be deep in thought as Quinn joined him at the kitchen table. The kid now officially a Colson after the adoption last year while Quinn recovered from gunshot wounds from the ambush out on Perfect Circle Road. It had taken months to heal before he could take on Fannie Hathcock and her cronies ruling north Mississippi. Quinn and Brandon had spent many hours walking the woods and doing a little fishing on their private lake. The kid still trying to make sense of his biological father, who was both a decorated Marine and a criminal, guaranteed to spend rest of his life at FCI Yazoo City.


“Where’d you go last night?” Brandon asked.


“Just tending to a little business,” Quinn said.


“In the middle of the night?”




“Yes, sir,” Quinn said. “No time clocks for the sheriff. I’m on call twenty-four-seven whether I like it or not.”


“I bet someone is dead,” Brandon said. “You don’t usually go out that late unless something real bad happened. Who died?”


“No one died.”


“You sure?”


“Well,” Quinn said. “I hope not.”


The thing about living in a rural county is that one way or another, almost everyone was connected in some way, big or small. Quinn recalled Brandon was in the same grade as the Byrd boy, and they’d come to blows on more than one occasion. “How are things going between you and John Wesley Byrd?”


“Permission to use bad language, sir?”


“Sure,” Quinn said. “It’s only us.”


“That kid’s a real asshole.”


“How so?”


“He’s always messing with me,” Brandon said. “Pushing me in line. Saying that you deserved to get shot.”


“He really said that?”


“Sure did,” Brandon said. “John Wesley’s dirty and nasty. I don’t think that kid’s ever even seen a bar of soap. Smells like a skunk dipped in cow shit.”


“The Byrds don’t have much money,” Quinn said. “You might want to take that into account. Some folks aren’t as fortunate as us. He may be angry at you for all you’ve got.”


Brandon shrugged and sliced his biscuit in two, sliding in the egg and ham to make a sandwich. He took a big bite and washed it down with some orange juice. Behind him, through the big picture window, Hondo came hobbling up from the cow pasture, panting hard. Quinn let him into the kitchen, the screen door slamming shut with a creaky thwap.




“John Wesley hasn’t been in school all week,” Brandon said.


“Is he sick?”


“I guess,” Brandon said. “I got to say that son of a bitch being gone makes my world a hell of a lot better place.”


Behind them, Maggie coughed and Quinn turned to see his wife leaning into the doorway, her eyebrows raised. She had on a white terry-cloth robe, reddish-brown hair pulled up into a bun. Her eyes tired and sleepy as she stifled a yawn with her fist. Hondo snuffled up to her, tail wagging.


Brandon apologized, picked up his biscuit sandwich, and headed past his mom and back to his room to get dressed for school. Quinn rinsed off the plates and slid his stiff uniform shirt over his white tee before kissing Maggie on the cheek.


“I’d prefer Brandon didn’t talk like this was Cole Range at Benning,” Maggie said.


“We were talking about John Wesley Byrd.”


“What about him?” Maggie said, grinning. “Besides the kid being a real son of a bitch.”


“Brandon said he hasn’t seen the boy all week.”


“Did you find his mother?”


“Not yet.”


“You think something happened to her?”


Quinn refilled his coffee mug and reached for his Tibbehah County cap. “Chester Pratt was worried,” Quinn said. “And now I can’t find Chester Pratt.”


“Well, you know what happened to Gina Byrd.”


“She went off with a new man?”


“Isn’t that what she always does?”


“Her daughter says she’s just mud riding down in Louisiana.”


“While leaving her kids to fend for themselves?”




“Yep,” Quinn said. “TJ may be the only momma John Wesley knows.”


“A kid raising a kid.”


“Wish I could say it was an unusual arrangement in this county.”


Quinn kissed Maggie again and headed for the door. Brandon was already outside in the backseat of the Big Green Machine, Hondo sitting up front, ready to ride shotgun.


As he walked around his truck, his cell rang. Quinn answered.


“Howdy, Quinn,” a man said. “Bruce Lovemaiden over in Parsham County. Looks like we found a vehicle y’all were looking for? A blue Nissan registered to a Gina Byrd.”


“Any sign of her?”


“No, sir,” he said. “Appears she crashed the vehicle and just abandoned it. You want to drive over and have a look-see?”











THREE



You take that dog everywhere?” Sheriff Bruce Lovemaiden asked.


“Only places he wants to go,” Quinn said.


Hondo tenderly jumped out onto the roadside, walking up to Lovemaiden. The sheriff patted the old dog’s head as Hondo sniffed his hand. “What’s his name again?”


“Hondo.”


“That’s right,” he said. “Like that John Wayne picture. The one they shot in 3D.”


Lovemaiden was a big man with a sizable belly and a head the size of a bowling ball. Despite him having at least ten years on Quinn, he had the air of an overgrown kid. His dark hair was slicked down and hard-parted like a third grader’s.


“Can’t say I blame him for wanting to get out of Tibbehah County,” Lovemaiden said. “And head on into God’s Country.”


“Never heard Parsham County called that.”


“Says it right there at the county line,” Lovemaiden said. That big shit-eating grin plastered on his boyish face. “Welcome to God’s Country, please don’t drive through it like it’s hell.”


“Ain’t that something,” Quinn said.




He shook Lovemaiden’s hand and followed him off the sloping highway lined with cedar trees and oaks and onto an unpaved road. Lovemaiden had a funny walk, loping like early man who’d yet to evolve, big hands and long arms swinging at his sides. Twenty meters off the highway and down a gravel road swallowed up by oak branches, Quinn spotted the blue Nissan hanging sideways into a drainage ditch.


“That it?”


Quinn checked out the license plate and nodded.


“I ran the record on that Byrd woman,” Lovemaiden said, spitting into the weeds. “She ain’t exactly president of the PTA.”


Quinn walked up to where the back wheel on the passenger side hung a good foot over the gravel. Lovemaiden pulled on some rubber gloves, opened the driver’s door, and hit the trunk release. It popped halfway open and Lovemaiden walked back to open it all the way. The trunk was filled with a flat spare, a cardboard box of assorted junk, and plenty of fast-food wrappers.


“I poked around a bit,” Lovemaiden said. “Didn’t see nothing of value.”


“Can you send some deputies to walk the woods?”


“Walk these woods?” Lovemaiden asked, grinning. “Why didn’t I think of that?”


Quinn didn’t answer, leaving the question hanging.


“Already have,” Lovemaiden said. “Didn’t find nothing but an illegal dump over in that ravine. Folks treating this part of my county like a goddamn toilet. You can smell it from here.”


“You mind if I have this towed back to Tibbehah?”


Lovemaiden shrugged. “Don’t make no difference to me,” he said. “One less car in our impound lot. Figured she must’ve wrecked and called someone to pick her up.”


Quinn nodded. Hondo jumped up on his front paws and tried to get at something he was sniffing in the trunk, scratching at the 

bumper and whimpering. Quinn pushed him back as the dog barked and barked, looking from the trunk up to Quinn.


“Must be smellin’ them ole French fries,” Lovemaiden said as he reached into the right pocket of his uniform and pulled out a tin of Skoal. He thumped it a few times and opened the lid, pinching a generous piece and plugging it into his lower lip. Quinn was used to dippers. Most Army Rangers he knew chewed tobacco, although he’d always preferred cigars.


Lovemaiden turned his head and spit. “Hell of a thing you went through last year,” Lovemaiden said. “First word I got sounded like you were already dead.”


“Almost.”


“But you sure got ’em,” Lovemaiden said. “Yes, sir. You sure did. That woman marshal shooting down Fannie Hathcock. I laughed and laughed when I heard about that. That Lillie Virgil don’t take no lip, shot that redheaded bitch down like a dog. No offense to ole Hondo.”


“She believed Hathcock was going for her weapon.” Quinn scratched Hondo behind the ears, the dog still wanting to get closer to the car.


“Which one?” Lovemaiden said. “A gun or a damn hammer? Yes, sir. I heard all the stories about Fannie Hathcock. Last few years, our little ole county hadn’t been nothing but a cut through up to that titty bar. Horny kids from State not being able slow down on account of those wild women.”


“That’s all over,” Quinn said.


“For now.”


“For good,” Quinn said. “Place shut down last year. County supervisors outlawed nude dancing in Tibbehah. State took over that old airstrip she’d been running. We just want that mess behind us.”


“Glad to hear it,” Lovemaiden said, slamming the trunk and removing his rubber gloves. He tossed them into a ditch and then 

turned his head and spit again. “Guess y’all got tired of being the punch line about all that’s bad down south.”


“Come again?”


“Apologies, Sheriff,” Lovemaiden said as they began to walk back to the highway, his arms again slinging to and fro like an ape. The light flickered through the overhead oak branches, buds just forming on the trees. “I know it weren’t easy sliding into your uncle’s boots. I knew Hamp Beckett well and he was a hell of a lawman.”


“He also made a lot of mistakes,” Quinn said. “And one or two moral failings.”


“Sheriff Beckett said sometimes you got to go along to get along. How about that?”


“I heard that a time or two,” Quinn said. “Not exactly original.”


Lovemaiden hitched up his gun belt and nodded, his lower lip poking out. “Maybe,” he said. “But that old man had been around a long time. That age and wisdom ain’t something you can buy. No, sir. That’s something those old boys earned. Your uncle kept that county business contained. That’s for damn sure. You might study on that sometime.”


Lovemaiden winked. Quinn stared back.


“I’ll be sending a truck,” Quinn said.


He walked off and helped Hondo back up into the Big Green Machine. The dog could get out fine, but the getting in had started to be a problem. Quinn started the engine and U-turned on the back road, a cold breeze blowing through the truck as he looked in his rearview. Sheriff Lovemaiden hung by his patrol car and waved him a pleasant goodbye.


“Where the hell you been?” TJ Byrd asked.


Ladarius, being Ladarius, didn’t answer. He just walked on into 

her trailer, opened the refrigerator, and helped himself to a gallon of milk. He drained half of it, wiped off his short mustache, and turned back to her. “Doing shit.”


“Doing shit mean you can’t answer your damn phone?”


He shrugged and leaned against the kitchen counter, playing with the keys in his hand and refusing to look her in the eye. Ladarius McCade was a good-looking kid and damn well knew it, having been with TJ off and on now for the better part of the year. They met at the church revival out at The River, both of them coming back to the cross after a few side roads over the years. Like TJ, Ladarius had left school as a sophomore, throwing in with his Uncle Dupuy down in Sugar Ditch, doing things and running games he didn’t talk about. Over the summer, he’d tried to cut it flipping burgers over at the Sonic and that had all gone south after a week, the manager calling Ladarius no-good and lazy after catching him listening to Yo Gotti and smoking a blunt in the bathroom. Ladarius took it all in stride, saying weed made him a better cook. He could feel the right time for the flipping, make sure they were crispy and juicy at the same time. Just like the sign out front promised.


“What’s wrong with you?” Ladarius asked.


“What’s wrong with me is that the sheriff showed up with one of his deputies last night,” TJ said. “They drove up a little past midnight, giving me hell, waking up John Wesley and asking about when I saw my momma last.”


Ladarius nodded, stroking his thin wispy goatee. Cool, taking it all in. His hair shaved tight at the sides and the back, the top fade styled big and bleached blond.


“Did you hear what I said?”


“I heard you,” Ladarius said. “What’d you tell them?”


“You know,” TJ said. “Just like we talked about. I told him she was 

mud riding and partying down in Colfax, Louisiana. I said she’d gone and met a new man.”


“And who might that be?”


“Sheriff didn’t ask,” TJ said. “But if he would’ve asked, I’d’ve said it wasn’t none of my damn business. Or his damn business. Folks around here know how my momma is. She ain’t happy until she’s kicking one boyfriend out and hooking up with a new one.”


“Ain’t it the truth.”


“Ladarius?”


“Yeah?”


“What did I say?”


“You said you can talk about your momma but I can’t,” he said. “It’s cool. I get it. I get it.”


A door down the hall opened and they both turned to see John Wesley rubbing his eyes and wandering into the bathroom. That boy had stayed up late playing Fortnite and chatting with his friends. He’d been asking a lot about when he was going to go back to school and TJ made up some kind of bullshit answer about not until Momma got home and could get things straight with his teachers. He believed it. He was always causing trouble, fighting and talking back, getting sent to the principal’s office. The principal had offered to tan his hide with a big wood paddle. TJ, stepping in for her momma, told the principal that if he even thought about it, she’d break that damn paddle across his skull.


“You okay?” Ladarius asked.


“Yeah,” TJ said. “I’m fine. You get me some cigarettes like I asked?”


Ladarius reached into his T-shirt pocket and tossed her a pack of Kool menthols. “You the only white girl I know who smokes Kools.”


TJ lit a cigarette and took a seat in front of a small television they had set up on some plywood and four concrete blocks. She closed her 

eyes and inhaled, trying to get her mind right and make sense of all that had happened in the last forty-eight hours. It hadn’t been pretty. Almost like something out of a crazy dream or nightmare. But at least John Wesley hadn’t seen what they’d done and didn’t know anything about it.


“What in the hell are you watching?” Ladarius said.


“That’s Van Halen, dipshit,” she said. “We’ve been over this before.”


“That little nerdy kid in the glasses?”


“That little nerdy kid is Waldo,” she said. “Those cool kids are actors playing Van Halen. Eddie and Alex. Michael Anthony on bass. That’s David Lee Roth right there. He’s the lead singer. When he quit, they replaced him with Sammy Hagar. My daddy called that time Van Hagar. He said the music was still pretty good but he didn’t like him as much as David Lee. This is classic stuff. The big hair, the spandex, that smoking guitar.”


The black-and-white video for “Hot for Teacher” played off an old DVD. She knew every bit of it by heart from the time Waldo’s mother sent him on that bus crowded with all those crazy kids until Playboy Playmate Lillian Müller showed up in a bikini and wearing that beauty pageant sash.


“God damn,” Ladarius said.


“My granny said Daddy had her centerfold in his room,” TJ said. “He thought she was the most beautiful woman that ever set foot on God’s green earth.”


“How old is she now?”


“Now?” TJ said. “Shit. I don’t know. Probably a great-grandma by now. This was a long time back. Daddy said back then folks made good music. Before he died, I remember he used to tell me rock ’n’ roll was dead and that no one could rock it out like they did back in their day.”




“You remember all that?” Ladarius said. “You couldn’t’ve been five or six.”


“I remember every damn word that man told me.”


TJ blew out a big plume of smoke as the video headed into that epic drum solo by Alex. She still had every cassette tape her daddy owned, playing them in his black Monte Carlo SS they had out in the barn. That thing couldn’t run yet but could still play tapes off the new battery. She had ’em all. Van Halen. AC/DC. Poison. Ratt. Lots of GNR. Man, how she loved GNR. While most girls her age were mooning over Kane Brown and that dipshit with the face tattoos, Post Malone, she was steeped in the classics. Damn, she sure missed her daddy. Wish she’d known him more. The cab of that Monte Carlo was still crushed in good where he’d flipped it down in Sarter Creek when she was only five. The local law back then, Sheriff Hamp Beckett, rolling up on him first, seeing her daddy trapped inside and letting him die. Drowning in not a foot of water.


“TJ?”


“Uh-huh.”


“What are we gonna do?”


“What needed doing has already been done.”


“I mean about Chester Pratt.”


“I’m thinking on that,” TJ said. “Sheriff didn’t say nothing. Only that Pratt said Momma was missing.”


“You think he knows all the trouble she caused?”


“Hush,” she said. “Don’t say another goddamn word.”


Ladarius walked over to the couch and pulled a NASCAR blanket up over his shoulders and around his neck like he was Superman or something and came on over next to her. He wrapped her in the blanket and nuzzled his head up into her neck. TJ didn’t move an inch, sitting there straight and watching those boys dressed up as Van 

Halen rocking the hell out. She wondered what happened to those kids in the video. They couldn’t be much younger than Daddy. Probably old and gray now. Or maybe dead, too.


“We did good with those clothes and all that mess,” Ladarius said. “Right?”


“Yeah.”


“Burning that shit was smart.”


“Cleaned up the shower with bleach, too,” TJ said. “Scrubbed it till my hands bled.”


“I love you, TJ,” he said, reaching his hand up under her T-shirt and pulling her close, reaching for the hook on her bra. The toilet flushed and John Wesley wandered out. He had on that FREEZE WARNING T-shirt that they got from Goodwill. That T-shirt not worth a dime to Ole Miss after the big Christian football coach got caught calling up some hookers. The Goodwill must’ve had a hundred of them new and still in boxes.


“TJ?” John Wesley said. “Why’d the police come over last night?”


“Looking for Ladarius,” TJ said, lifting up her chin and blowing out smoke. “They’re gonna put his black ass over in Parchman for good.”


“That shit’s not funny,” Ladarius said.


“It’s kind of funny,” John Wesley said, walking toward the kitchen. TJ knew all they had left was a half box of Cap’n Crunch and whatever milk Ladarius hadn’t drunk. “Van Halen. Hell yeah.”


“See?” TJ said, removing Ladarius’s hand from her stomach. “That kid’s getting a damn fine education.”


“When’s Momma coming home?”


“Won’t be long now, John Wesley,” TJ said. “Momma called this morning and said how much she loves you.”


She took a deep breath, stood up, and held out her hand for Ladarius’s keys.




“Where the hell you going?”


“Getting some more milk at the Dollar Store.”


“No, you ain’t,” he said. “You’re going for Chester Pratt. After all the shit’s that happened, you ain’t gonna let it go.”


“No way,” she said. “No how. Like I always say, fair is fair.”


Chester Pratt didn’t get back to Tibbehah until dawn, after an unsuccessful trip up to Memphis to borrow money from an Ole Miss frat buddy who sold used cars over in Germantown. He knew he’d wasted his time when his buddy started witnessing to Chester at The Half Shell about getting his life in order and shunning alcohol and drugs. Chester tried to explain to him that he wasn’t a drunk, he was only in the liquor business and had gotten behind a few bills. His pal wouldn’t hear it, so damn superior sucking on an O’Doul’s and handing him some leaflets for a big megachurch run by Pastor Ben Quick. Pratt had known Quick his whole damn life and wasn’t in the mood for any light shows and praise music to get him through the night.


He didn’t need Jesus. He needed cash.


Pratt didn’t even think about heading back to Bluebird Liquors that bright and shiny morning, and instead drove right across the street to the Rebel Truck Stop. It was a busy day at the Rebel, the pumps jammed up with eighteen-wheelers waiting to get filled up with diesel and plenty of pickup trucks and cars pulled tight near the diner to feed on the “Best Chicken Fried Steak in Mississippi.” Pratt had eaten the chicken-fried steak. It wasn’t anything to write home to Momma about.


He parked and walked through the main shop with aisles filled with beef jerky, soda pop, candy bars, NoDoz, and Red Bull. They sold cowboy boots and samurai swords and had a walk-in cooler with 

the coldest beer within fifty miles. He was nearly back to the toilets when he saw the big black dude who worked for Johnny Stagg, Midnight Man, coming out of an unmarked back door. He had an apron stretched tight over his denim utility suit, blackened and stained with barbecue sauce and soot. The man must’ve weighed four hundred pounds.


“Is he in?” Pratt asked.


Midnight Man grunted. He turned around to the door and knocked twice, Midnight Man telling the man inside that someone wanted to see him. Someone? Midnight Man knew damn well who he was. Chester Pratt was Somebody in Tibbehah County.


“Come in,” the familiar gravelly and countrified voice said.


Johnny T. Stagg sat behind his desk, talking on an old tan landline phone and smiling. His hair had grown back into the familiar gray pompadour he’d worn before spending the last five years in a federal facility in Montgomery, Alabama. He was little older, a little craggier, but with the same odd-shaped skeletal head and ruddy cheeks and nose that made his face appear like an old wooden puppet.


He winked at Chester and motioned for him to take a seat.


Stagg’s desk was cluttered with paperwork and framed photographs, a silver bowl filled to the brim with peppermint candies.


“Yes, sir, yes, sir,” Stagg said into the receiver. “It’s gonna be quite a place. I haven’t stopped thinking about the Wild West since I was a kid. You know, all that stuff we growed up on. Roy Rogers, Hopalong Cassidy. Dang Lash LaRue. Reason I came to the idea was that one of my grandbabies, Marla’s boy, had never even heard of Jesse James or Cole Younger. Even kids growing up behind us had the Gunsmoke and Bonanza to watch. They got a little bit of our culture and heritage in them shows. This will be a place to display it while offering the young’uns a safe place and some real wholesome family fun. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. I sure do appreciate that. Mmm-hmm. Well. When you get as 

old as me, you start looking on things, and figuring out how a man might make a real difference in his community. Yes, sir. Mmm-hmm. Sure do appreciate it. Yep. You have a blessed day, too.”


Stagg kept on smiling until he put down the phone and turned to Chester Pratt. The smile dropped. “Glad to see you, Mr. Pratt,” he said. “You got my goddamn money?”


“Almost,” Chester Pratt said.


“Almost ain’t no answer,” Stagg said. “Looks like you got my message.”


“Yes, sir,” Pratt said, touching his forehead where that man Bishop had pistol-whipped him. “I don’t think all that mess was necessary. That crazy-ass monkey destroyed some valuable inventory.”


“If this here deal was just between you and me, it wouldn’t be of any great concern,” Stagg said. “But what you asked for called for some special favors from Jackson and even help from some boys down in New Orleans. You know I don’t like to name names. But they’re not exactly the patient type. Consider me sending over Mr. Bishop just a friendly reminder of how late you’re getting on what’s come due.”


“Christmas wasn’t what we’d hoped for.”


“Christmas ain’t never what a man hopes for,” Stagg said. “Life ain’t all candy canes and cute little elves tickling our nutsacks. You came to me as one businessman to another. Besides, you see that lot out back?”


“You mean the Booby Trap?”


“Booby Trap’s long gone, son,” he said. “I’m gutting that old cat-house that Fannie Hathcock called Vienna’s Place. Took me nearly two weeks to fumigate the smell of dead shrimp and sardines from there. What I’m proposing is a world of family fun and adventure. Do you like the Old West, Chester?”


“Sure.”


“With a name like Chester I would hope you would,” Stagg said. 

“Ole Dennis Weaver. Man, he was something. Come on. Let’s go take a walk. Time for me to stretch my legs and for us to figure out some kind of payment plan to get you straight with me and my associates.”


Pratt didn’t answer as Stagg stood up and came around the desk. Stagg wore pleated khakis, a plaid button-down shirt, and a blue Ole Miss sweater-vest, as he was good friends with the new chancellor. Stagg had lobbied hard for the man to get the job even while he was still serving time in federal prison for tax evasion, bribery, drug dealing, prostitution, gunrunning, and several other crimes that Pratt couldn’t recall at the moment. Despite his time in jail, some people around here still claimed he’d been set up.


“We’re gonna call it Frontier Village,” Stagg said, clasping Pratt on his hurt shoulder. “Ain’t that something?”


When Quinn returned to the sheriff’s office, he found Lillie Virgil back in the jail talking to Kenny about why north Mississippi didn’t have a barbecue joint worth a shit. Kenny, a big-bellied, bald-headed jokester, was always happy to discuss country music or southern cuisine.


“Come on up to Memphis and I’ll show you around,” Lillie said. “Ever been to Payne’s?”


“Can’t say I have,” Kenny said.


“Then you haven’t lived,” Lillie said, sitting sidesaddle on the long desk at intake. She was flipping through some paperwork for a check forger named Boyd Hunnicutt who was wanted in federal court in Memphis. “Howdy there, Sheriff. How’s it going at home? I’d absolutely love to see you feeding that baby and changing diapers. That would truly make my day.”


Kenny snickered and then caught himself. Lillie raised her eyebrows.




“Stop by the house anytime, Lil,” Quinn said. “I’d be glad to demonstrate.


“And just why do you have one of your best deputies on jail duty?” Lillie said. “Kenny needs to be back on patrol.”


Quinn looked to Kenny, whose eyes widened as he quickly shook his head. He in no way wanted Quinn to tell Lillie Virgil, of all people, that he’d been suffering with hemorrhoids for the last two weeks and the thought of crawling into a squad car brought tears to his eyes.


“Just giving him a break is all,” Quinn said, handing Kenny the paperwork Lillie had already signed. “All my deputies rotate duties.”


“What’s that thing on your seat?” Lillie said, nodding to the donut cushion in the office chair. Kenny had stood up when Quinn had walked back into the jail.


“Nothing.”


“Say no more, Kenny,” Lillie said. “Had a problem with that myself. I would hate to see you try to patrol out on County Road 177. Until the supervisors fix the roads around here instead of spending their kickbacks at Dollywood, you’re in for a real hard ride.”


Lillie patted Kenny on the shoulder and followed Quinn through the secured door and down a long hallway with linoleum floors and fluorescent lights back to his office. It almost felt like old times, when Lillie had been assistant sheriff, working with Quinn those first few years after he’d come home and taken over after his Uncle Hamp died. She’d been a good friend and solid mentor as he made the transition from the Army into law enforcement.


“I was only messing with you,” Lillie said. “Having kids is the best damn thing in the world. I don’t know what in the world I’d do without Rose. Can you believe she just turned ten? I would’ve invited y’all up to Memphis for the party, but Maggie said you’d been short-handed around here. Do you need me to come back and get these 

sorry bastards back in line? I feel bad for Kenny, but you can’t let a man slide off his duties just ’cause he has a sore ass.”


“Offer is appreciated,” Quinn said. “But we’re doing just fine.”


“Boyd Hunnicutt,” Lillie said. “Son of a damn bitch. These white-collar criminals give me the damn creeps. Give me an honest meth head or moonshiner, house creeper, or car thief anytime. At least they put some sweat into it. A man like Hunnicutt isn’t even honest in his thieving. He does almost everything from his desk and behind a computer. I call that being a weak-ass coward.”


“It’s gonna be a long ride back to Memphis for Mr. Hunnicutt.”


“I’ll do my best to explain it all to him,” Lillie said. “And I’ll drive slow.”


Quinn walked over to crack his window, the office overlooking a small parking lot and a chain-link fence around the prisoners’ exercise yard. His office was simple and utilitarian: an old wooden desk, a rickety swivel chair, and locked rack with shotguns and rifles under a framed American flag. Since he’d come back on the job late last year, he’d barely had time to put everything back in its place. The interim sheriff, a full-time shitbird named Brock Tanner appointed by that criminal Governor Vardaman, had stepped into the job as if it would be a permanent position. After Tanner was arrested, Quinn had tossed everything the man owned into a dumpster out back.


“What’s on your mind, Quinn?”


“How’d you know?”


“You got that sullen, kind of quiet way about you today,” Lillie said. “Like someone pissed in your morning coffee.”


“When’s the last time you spoke to Gina Byrd?”
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