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“There ain’t any explanations. Not of anything. All you can do is point at the nature of things. If you are smart enough to see ’em.”


—Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men


Don’t stand up when the enemy’s coming against you. Kneel down, lie down, hide behind a tree.


—Rogers’ Rangers Standing Order No. 18




 


 


Tashi Coleman


Thin Air podcast


Episode 1: BRANDON


NARRATOR: Last year, Brandon Taylor’s sister contacted me through social media with a simple but urgent question: WILL YOU PLEASE COME TO MISSISSIPPI TO FIND OUT WHAT HAPPENED TO MY BROTHER?


It was written in all caps, with little information about who she was or who her brother had been. She said she’d heard our earlier podcasts about missing people, murders, and botched police investigations. Over the course of the next several months, Shaina Taylor messaged me with countless newspaper articles, family photos, and details of candlelight vigils and walkathons to find out who killed Brandon.


On the last day his family saw him, Brandon said he planned to go deer hunting after school, a regular pastime in north Mississippi. He came home, grabbed a cold ham biscuit and a Mountain Dew and his Remington rifle. He parked his Chevy Apache pickup off a county road and walked into a large parcel of land adjoining a national forest. He never walked out.


For days, rescue crews searched the woods, crossing over the same thick forest time and again. More than a week later, Brandon’s body was found, ravaged by animals, time, and weather. The local sheriff ruled his death a suicide after a brief investigation. His rifle was located nearby, fired once. A bullet in his skull.


His family and friends never believed it. His sister said every step of the police and forensic work had been a mess. A proper autopsy was never performed and possible suspects never questioned. Not to mention, she said, no one in their county ever wanted the case solved. The truth would only embarrass some important people and call into question the motive of the county sheriff, a good and decent old man named Hamp Beckett. Over a series of dozens of heartbreaking messages, Shaina Taylor turned to us and said we were her last hope.


We receive countless requests like Shaina’s every day from all over the country. Thousands of people disappear or die without solid answers for their families. Shaina said her brother lived an idyllic life in a small Southern town. She called him a normal fifteen-year-old boy, with loads of friends, a classic old truck, and a girlfriend he’d met over the summer. She said he was a great photographer with a keen eye, a talented guitar player who idolized Garth Brooks, and a blossoming journalist.


The last part is what got me. Brandon Taylor had been a student journalist and a valuable member of the yearbook staff. He could’ve been anyone on our team of reporters, had he grown up. His family deserved answers.


So last summer, I packed up the few belongings I have and met up with my producer, Jessica Torres, to drive from New York City down to Tibbehah County, Mississippi. It’s a rural place known for sweet potatoes and some recent sensational stories about drug dealers, bank robbers, and a young crusading sheriff—coincidentally or not, the nephew of the old sheriff. Some real Walking Tall meets Faulkner kind of stories. As always, we tried to make ourselves invisible as we worked, talking to Brandon’s family members, friends, and local law enforcement, both retired and present. What resulted wasn’t quite the story we hoped to find.


Instead, we uncovered something darker and more sinister, a true meditation on today’s society. What do we value? Lies or facts. Posturing or morality. But to explain all that now would be taking you way too far down the country roads of Mississippi.


First, I must tell you about this boy, Brandon Taylor, and his 1955 Chevy Apache truck. It was a cold, rainy day in November 1997, and there was a rumor about the largest buck in the county wandering somewhere near County Road 334 . . .




ONE


Lillie Virgil had been bird-dogging Wes Taggart’s sorry ass for most of the summer, from Panama City to New Orleans and now back to Biloxi. The top-shelf turd had left a trail of filthy motel rooms, unpaid restaurant tabs, and jilted strippers. The last one being his undoing, a cute little piece of tail named Twilight who he’d brought with him from Tibbehah County on his run from the law. He was wanted on charges of drug trafficking, racketeering, and the attempted murder of a close friend of Lillie’s, a one-armed trucker named Boom Kimbrough.


“This is it?” Lillie said, pointing to the old neon sign reading STAR INN. It was early morning, not long past dawn, the two having made the drive all the way from Memphis through the night to the Gulf Coast. With the windows open, you could smell the salt air on the hot wind.


“Yep,” Twilight said, playing with the ends of her bleached blonde hair, the tips tinged with a purplish hue. “We spent a week here last month. Eating shrimp po’ boys and drinkin’ Jim Beam. Now, do I get my money or what?”


“Depends on if he’s here,” Lillie said. “And sweetie? Would you mind not putting your feet on my fucking dash?”


The girl took down her bare feet, with those stubby purple-painted toes, as Lillie parked the gray Dodge Charger across the road, right outside the Sharkheads T-shirt shop, the entrance a wide gaping mouth with sharp teeth. Across the road, the Star Inn advertised LOW RATES. JACUZZI ROOMS. CABLE TV & SWIMMING POOL. Real class with a capital K.


“Did Wes at least spring for the Jacuzzi?” Lillie asked.


“No, ma’am,” Twilight said. “That should’ve told me something. We got a cheap-ass room overlooking the fucking parking lot. I laid out on the beach every day while he laid in bed watching goddamn cartoons and smoking American Spirit Lights. I’d get in as the sun was going down, thinking we were going for a steak dinner, and he’d just be lying there drunk as hell and wanting me to suck his peter.”


“That’s some real romance right there, kid,” Lillie said. “Bogart and Bacall shit. Now would you reach in the backseat for my binoculars? I think I spotted Romeo up there on the second floor scratching his nuts.”


Five days ago, Twilight, whose real name was Tiffany Dement but went by Twilight to avoid professional confusion, checked in with her momma back in El Dorado, Arkansas. Lillie, a U.S. Federal Marshal, had visited Mrs. Dement in June and made sure the woman kept her on speed dial if she heard a word from her daughter, a former straight-A student and churchgoer. Momma was worried sick, as her baby had left town six months before high school graduation, sometimes sending home money but more often just postcards from Audubon Zoo in New Orleans, Panama City Beach, or Graceland. The last one really impressed the woman as it contained a recipe for Elvis’s favorite meat loaf.


“Looks like your boyfriend cut his hair.”


“He ain’t my boyfriend.”


“If you suck a man’s peter while he’s watching SpongeBob playing his fucking nose flute, then y’all got some kind of personal deal.”


“Damn, you’re a hard woman, Miss Virgil.”


“Just honest,” Lillie said, turning and reaching down in the console between them for a pack of Bubblicious. She’d been chewing the hell out of it after she quit smoking. Damn, it hadn’t been easy.


“Is that him?” Twilight asked. “Is that Wes with his shirt off? Can I see?”


Lillie handed her the binoculars and reached for her cell phone, calling in the Biloxi police before making the arrest. She could easily handle it herself but would rather not have to deal with some local fuckwads complicating things. Twilight lifted the binoculars up to the railing, where it looked like Wes Taggart was licking the frosting off a donut. He used to have a shaggy seventies-style look, an uglier version of Scott Glenn in Urban Cowboy, but now he was jailbird bald. Almost like he was resigned to his fate.


“I don’t know what I saw in that man,” Twilight said, shaking her head. The early-morning light catching the glint from the ruby stud in her pug nose as she shook her head.


“Probably reminded you of your worthless daddy.”


“How’d you know my daddy was worthless?” Twilight said, still twisting at the ends of her purplish hair, her face a wide question mark.


Lillie leaned into the wheel of the Charger, eyes hidden behind a pair of Ray-Bans with big silver lenses, and just said, “Lucky guess.”


“He didn’t touch me or nothin’, if that’s what you’re saying.”


“Your daddy or Wes Taggart?”


“Daddy, of course,” she said. “Wes Taggart humped me like a mangy damn dog first night we met. Took me back to the VIP room at Vienna’s Place in Jericho and got five damn lap dances in a row. Had the DJ play nothin’ but some old band called Def Leppard. You know, ‘Pour Some Sugar on Me,’ ‘Pyromania,’ all that shit? And then didn’t pay me a dime. Said what was between me and him was personal. Wish I’d known what the arrangement was before I started shifting his gears.”


“Next time get paid up front,” Lillie said. “Don’t be anyone’s punch.”


“Why are you so damn hard, Miss Virgil?” she said.


“You know what?” Lillie said. “I never gave it a second thought.”


“You drive like damn Dale Junior and keep a loaded Winchester twelve-gauge in your trunk,” she said. “I seen it when you loaded up our bags up in Memphis. You’re taller than my daddy and most boys I know, got an ass like an NFL linebacker, don’t talk much except for when you’re cussin’ or telling folks what to do. You don’t back up for no man, do you?”


“That’s enough, Sister Twilight,” Lillie said. “My big ass is full of smoke. And I think I can take it from here.”


“Money?”


“In the dash,” she said.


Twilight looked kind of sheepish about it until Lillie nodded to the glovebox and she opened it to find a fat envelope inside stuffed with cash. “Can I at least stick around and see how it goes down?”


“Only if you shut your damn mouth,” Lillie said. “And promise to stay the hell out of the way.”


Senator Jimmy Vardaman arrived at the Neshoba County Fair that morning triumphant as hell after beating the establishment favorite two-to-one in the primary runoff in June. His long silver hair was slicked tight to his skull, and he’d dressed for success in khakis and a blue-and-white gingham shirt rolled to the elbows. A real man of the people, with a big toothy grin and a bright gold watch. It was a warm and muggy morning, Vardaman up on the dais as his supporters sat in church pews laid out underneath the Founders Square tin-roofed pavilion. He announced he sure was ready to dig deep into the muck in Jackson and serve the working folk of Mississippi. Yes, sir. Yes, sir.


Just the mention of the working man sent a sea of red bandannas swirling in the crowd, his symbol, worn around the necks of his supporters. Sweat spread under his arms and across his chest as he spoke like an old-time preacher. His face was flushed with sun and heat as if he worked outdoors, not hanging out at the Country Club of Jackson.


“We’re all just foot soldiers in a long history of American excep-tionalism,” Vardaman said. “This past year I’ve been called a radical and a racist. But let me tell you something, friends, don’t you listen to what the fake news tells you. We’re on a rendezvous with destiny this fall. Those people want to tear down our flags. Our statues. But that dog don’t hunt here in Neshoba. We know honor. We know truth.”


Sheriff Quinn Colson turned to his wife, Maggie, her jaw muscles clenched so tight they looked like walnuts. Her pale green eyes scanning over the crowd, in disbelief and anger at what she was seeing and hearing, spinning her wedding ring around her finger. “Jesus God.”


“Don’t give him any ideas,” Quinn said.


“I think I may puke.”


Much of the crowd was on its feet, in the shade of the pavilion’s wide metal roof, waving the red bandannas and yelling, most of them incomprehensibly, as Vardaman spread his hands wide, palms outstretched, and soaked in the praise. An elderly woman in a wheelchair, oxygen tubes going up her nose, held a WOMEN FOR VARDAMAN sign decorated with the stars and bars of the Confederate flag. Sweat trickled from Quinn’s brow and he removed his Tibbehah County sheriff’s ball cap to dry his face.


He’d been sheriff now for nearly a decade and he still wasn’t sure the state was getting any better. It was the entire reason he’d retired early as a U.S. Army Ranger, believing he could make a difference, fighting corruption, drug running, and violence in his own backyard.


“If that man is elected governor, he’ll set Mississippi back fifty years,” Maggie said.


“Considering where we are now,” Quinn said, “that’d put us somewhere during Reconstruction.”


The scene around Founders Square on the Neshoba Fairgrounds looked as if it might’ve come from a Norman Rockwell painting. Shoeless kids ran wild with packs of dogs behind them, oblivious to the speeches going on under the big pavilion. Every summer, families gathered for two weeks of horse races, livestock shows, carnival rides, and deep-fried food, culminating in the most important stump speeches in the state. Maggie’s family had been coming for decades.


Quinn was born and raised in Mississippi, but this was his first time at the fair, coming at Maggie’s urging to meet his new extended family after their wedding in June. He was a tallish, muscular man with a chiseled face of sharp planes and edges, dark green eyes with a hard glint in them. He had on blue jeans and a starched sheriff’s office shirt, despite it being nearly a hundred degrees. Compared to Camp Anaconda in Afghanistan, Mississippi in August felt like a cool spring day.


He shifted in his seat in the long wooden pew, feeling the Beretta digging into his hip.


“You think he’ll start singing some hymns?” Maggie said. The old woman beside her shushed her and held her sign even higher in her frail arms.


“Maybe ‘What a Friend We Have in Jesus.’ ”


“Jesus would think he’s an asshole,” Maggie said. “Nobody cares about what he’s done or that he doesn’t even have a real agenda. This is the most broke-ass state in the Union. How about you fix our damn roads before trying to sell me your Southern history bullshit.”


“Don’t blame me,” Quinn said. “The Colson family joined up with the Union in Corinth. They didn’t give a damn about supporting plantation owners. We were too damn broke.”


“Rendezvous with destiny?” Maggie said, arching an eyebrow.


“This is a race about conviction and moral fiber . . .” Vardaman said, continuing, shaking his fist as he spoke, talking down from the lectern on the hundreds who’d gathered to hear him speak.


Quinn looked up and locked eyes with Vardaman, the man seeming to lose his place for a beat. He glanced over to a group of men hanging outside the shade of the pavilion, several of them dressed in military-style clothes, guns on their hips. Quinn had heard of them. Folks called them the Watchmen Society.


“Moral fiber,” Quinn said. “Interesting choice of words.”


“I don’t think I can take much more,” Maggie said, tugging at his arm. Her wrist was wrapped in thin leather bracelets and chains, nails cut short and painted black. Under her right arm was tattooed the words BE HERE NOW. Back in Tibbehah she’d been a bit of an anomaly, the kind of woman old folks might call a hippie. But Maggie was Maggie and Quinn loved her for it.


“Don’t you want to hear the big finish?” Quinn said. “I think he might just be warming up.”


“Not unless his head spontaneously combusts,” she said, sliding her hand down on his knee. “Now, that’s something I’d like to see.”


Vardaman had kept a big hunt lodge in Tibbehah County for decades, the source of wild rumors and sustained fact, a place where he’d worked out deals with some of the most corrupt sorry-ass people in north Mississippi. Several times Vardaman had been on the fringe of people Quinn had either sent to jail or shot. But Vardaman always slipped clear of it, like a man who stepped in cow shit and came out smelling like Chanel No. 5.


“If we don’t see this through,” Vardaman said, “you will be forced to bury our rich history and tradition in the red clay of Neshoba. I think our moral fiber is too tough for that.”


“How about me and you take a walk, Mags?”


“They sell daiquiris and margaritas by the Tilt-A-Whirl,” Maggie said.


“Can’t have an elected official drinking during daylight,” Quinn said. “We’ll have to be like regular folks and sip whiskey when the sun goes down.”


“How about I buy you a sausage biscuit at the Piggly Wiggly?”


“Now you’re talking,” Quinn said. “And a tall coffee, too. I’d rather spend our time watching the livestock show.”


“There’d be less bullshit.”


Quinn pulled a Liga Privada cigar from his shirt pocket as he caught Maggie’s eye and nodded, both standing and making their way out of the pew and past the Vardaman supporters, who were again on their feet, waving their red bandannas. Damn proud rednecks but with few who looked like they actually did manual labor. The Watchmen folded their arms over their chests and stared from behind their dark sunglasses as they left the pavilion. Walking away, Quinn heard something about the Southerners being pushed out of their home by immigrants and gangbangers.


Vardaman said he wanted his people to stand their ground and turn back the clock to a more glorious time.


“Turn back the clock?” Maggie said. “Christ Almighty. Is he really going to win?”


“Hate to tell you,” Quinn said. “But he already has.”


*     *     *


“You’re going to kill him,” Twilight said. “Aren’t you?”


“No,” Lillie said, watching the shadowed figure disappear from the railing and head back into his room at the Star Inn. “That’s not my intention.”


“But you want to?”


Lillie didn’t answer. She’d wait until the locals got there, close off any exits, and then knock nice and polite on his door. How it all went down would be up to Wes Taggart’s sorry ass.


“I’m sorry about your friend.”


Lillie nodded and, damn, if she didn’t feel herself tearing up behind her sunglasses, just thinking about the condition they left Boom in. Taggart and his late pal, J. B. Hood, had taken to Boom with a couple of Louisville Sluggers, the cowardly way of knocking a man who was six foot six and two-sixty to his knees. Nobody was sure he would make it, as he slid in and out of a coma, coming to and not being able to see or hear right for a while, having to go through therapy just to walk straight. Yeah, Twilight was probably right. She really wouldn’t get too emotional if a shitbird like Wes Taggart happened to make the wrong play.


“I’m not what you think,” Twilight said, removing the cash from the envelope and counting it out quick with a licked thumb. She tucked the wad into a pink lacy bra.


“Just what do I think?”


“I’m not damaged or trash,” she said. “I know what I want. God gave me this body to flaunt. And I’d rather eat filet mignon than a meatball special at Subway.”


“Preach, Sister,” Lillie said, watching two patrol cars show up in her rearview right by the shark’s mouth. She reached for her door handle and looked right at Twilight. “See you around.”


“Promise you won’t kill him,” Twilight said. “He’s a real asshole, but I kinda like him. He could be gentle. Said he loved me when he was real drunk on the Turkey.”


“How far can you get on that money?” Lillie said.


“Why?”


“After the show’s over, it’s time for you to start travelin’.”


“I can get drunk on less than twenty dollars.”


“Damn,” Lillie said, getting out and walking to the back of the Charger to retrieve her favorite shotgun and some extra shells. “A true talent. Good luck with that.”




TWO


Does Senator Vardaman ever come here for breakfast?” Tashi Coleman asked, not two days after arriving in Tibbehah County, Mississippi, from Brooklyn. She’d tried to keep a low profile since coming to town, renting a room at the Traveler’s Rest Motel, dressing down in jeans and a threadbare black J. Crew tee she’d borrowed from her ex-boyfriend, a disgraced writer who famously sold a false memoir to HarperCollins. Steel-toe work boots purchased at a vintage shop, black hair in a bun, no makeup, and clunky glasses to make her seem more anonymous.


“Sure,” said the waitress at a place called the Fillin’ Station diner, an old joint actually housed in an old gas station. A true and authentic greasy spoon with busted linoleum floors and a single window air conditioner. “Likes grits and eggs, sausage on the side. Decent fella. Not a bad tipper. Why you asking?”


“Just curious,” Tashi said. “His name’s been in the paper a lot lately.”


“Why wouldn’t it be?” Mary asked, her hair the color of copper wire and permed tight like Tashi’s mom from pics of her in the eighties. She wore a pale blue apron over street clothes—acid-washed jeans and a plaid top, plain white tennis shoes. “He’s going to be our next governor. The man believes in setting us back on the right course, back to the way things used to be when I was a girl.”


“And how was that?”


“Simpler times,” Mary said, her wrinkled face softening. “Much simpler times. You could sleep sound at night without locking your doors. Neighbors spoke to each other. Families damn well went to church.”


“And what’s different now?” Tashi asked, glancing around the nearly empty diner. Just an old, black farmer-looking dude by the front door smoking a very long cigarette. He seemed to be contemplating time and mortality or perhaps the incoming rain. She hoped it rained, it would make for some nice audio for the podcast. “You mind sitting down with me? I’d like to ask you a few questions.”


“Me?” Mary asked. “What do I know about any of this mess?”


“I don’t think there’s anyone better to help me figure out this town.”


“First time in Mississippi?”


“First time down South.”


“Signs and wonders,” Mary said. “I knew you wasn’t from here the minute you walked in the door.”


Tashi felt her face color as she set her iPhone on record and set it across from Mary right by the salt and pepper shakers and Louisiana hot sauce bottle. She self-consciously touched the edges of her thick black glasses. “How?”


“What’s your name?”


“Tashi,” she said.


“What kind of name is that?”


“Indian.”


“Like Pocahontas?”


“My mother was a yogi,” Tashi said. “She told me it means ‘good fortune.’ You know, ‘auspicious.’ She said she always believed great things would happen to me. I guess she’s all but given up on it now.”


“Oh, yeah?” Mary tilted her head and studied her face. “Just where are you from, young lady?”


“New York,” Tashi said. “Brooklyn, actually. But I plan to be here for a long time. I really want to settle into Jericho.”


“Why on earth would you want to do that?”


“You don’t like it here?” Tashi asked.


“’Course I like it,” Mary said, closing one eye with suspicion. “Just love it. Can’t you see it all over this old woman’s face?”


“I want people around here to know me,” she said. “I want everyone to know I’m not just some reporter passing through. I know some people down here don’t like strangers asking questions.”


“You’ve been watching too many damn movies,” Mary said, wiping her hands on her apron and taking a seat. “This ain’t no Mississippi Burning. Let me tell you, folks around here have nothing but time to talk and talk. Just don’t talk to someone about something you don’t want known. You say one thing on the Square and two hours later it’s out all over Tibbehah.”


“This is a rough place,” she said. “I’ve read a lot about it. Prostitution. Drug dealers. Wild West shoot-outs.”


“You mean those old Pritchard boys?” she said. “Unfortunate. Nicest damn boys you ever met in your life. They just got a little above their raising, trying to expand their farming on up to Memphis. Should’ve just stuck to what they knowed best.”


“And what was that?”


“Dirt track racin’,” Mary said. “Lord, Cody Pritchard could fly. Like a damn scalded cat.”


“You know some more people around here who wouldn’t mind being interviewed?”


“What kind of people?”


“People who’ve lived here their whole life,” Tashi said. “I’d like to know how this town used to run back in the nineties.”


“Way back then.” Mary tapped at her waitress pad with her pen. She closed up one eye thinking about it and just shook her head. “Lots of folks. But Mr. Stagg and some of the supervisors are all in jail. Mr. Stagg’s been gone for almost three years.”


“And who is Mr. Stagg?”


“Christ Almighty,” Mary said, setting down her pad and sliding into the booth across from her. She pulled a pack of Kools from her apron and set fire to the end of a cigarette with a bright pink Bic. “You want to know how things used to run around here and don’t know Johnny T. Stagg? How much time you got, girlie?”


“Long as you’ll give me,” she said. “I want to know everything.”


“Everything?”


Tashi nodded. “The present, the past, all of it.”


Mary exhaled a long plume of smoke, resting her arm on the back of the booth. “Tomorrow morning there’s a meeting with the supervisors about building the big cross.”


“The what?”


“Some fella from Arkansas just came to town and said Jesus Himself told him to build a sixty-foot cross in Tibbehah County. He’s already got the support of Old Man Skinner and other local wheeler-dealer types. Would it interest you?”


“You bet.”


“It’s what you’d call some real local color.”


“What do you think about it?”


“Building a big cross?” Mary said. “Oh, I don’t know. I think it’s just Skinner trying to cover up the sign to the titty bar out on the highway. I think it might just class this town up a little. Let people see what we really stand for.”


*     *     *


Wes Taggart wouldn’t open the goddamn door, and after finding it dead-bolted, the locals were more than happy to kick it in. Lillie was inside the little motel room first, moving fast and hard, as she’d learned from Quinn Colson, checking corners, watching for that son of a bitch to come out of the shitter. But instead she saw Bugs Bunny on the television, rumpled sheets under the flowered bedspread, and heard singing coming from the shower. The dumb son of a bitch hadn’t heard a thing, hitting the refrain of Waylon’s “Drinkin’ and Dreamin’.”


She elbowed through the door and slid open the shower curtain just as he got to the part about never seeing Texas, L.A., or ol’ Mexico.


“Nope,” Lillie said. “You sure as hell won’t. Either clean that little pecker or put it away, because I have warrants for your arrest, Wes Taggart.”


Bald-headed and corded with muscle, a damn atlas of shitbirdism inked across his arms and chest, Taggart grinned and placed his right hand over his nuts. He held up the flat of his left. “And who the hell is Wes Taggart?”


“The fella who wouldn’t come clean and got his nuts shot from here to Pass Christian.”


“Are you willing to bet on it?” he asked. “You can get sued busting in here like this.”


Lillie pointed the end of her shotgun at his privates. Taggart dropped both hands to cover his rather disappointing package and gave a big shit-eating grin. “You know me now?”


“If you ain’t the famous Lillie Virgil. Calamity Fucking Jane of the Marshals.”


“Damn straight, fucknuts.” Lillie reached for the rack and tossed him a towel. “Don’t worry about covering up that Vienna sausage of yours, just show me your hands and come with me.”


“Christ Almighty,” he said. “What kind of woman talks like that? Where we going?”


“Someone wants to talk to you back in Tibbehah County.”


“The fucking Ranger?”


“You aren’t as dumb as you look, Wes.”


“You getting all this?” Mary asked. She lit her third cigarette in less than twenty minutes, sucking in the smoke with hollow cheeks and burning through nearly half of the fresh one.


Tashi didn’t answer, only shrugged. She just kept on listening to the woman talk about the Who’s Who of Tibbehah County, starting off with a man named Johnny Stagg—great name, by the way—who used to run the board of supervisors until some dumb-ass crooks broke into an associate’s house and robbed his safe full of cash and important papers. Those papers ended up landing Stagg in federal prison on corruption charges.


“Sheriff Colson sure hated that man.”


“You mean the sheriff who killed himself?”


“You don’t know much, do you?” Mary said. “Quinn Colson is the sheriff right now. At this very moment. His uncle was the man who killed himself. His name was Hamp Beckett. He was a fine man, a loving man, and lots of folks aren’t so sure he did himself in. I sure didn’t see it coming.”


“Were y’all close?”


“As close as can be,” she said. “He was what you young folks call a significant other.”


“Lots of secrets down here,” Tashi said. “Aren’t there? I heard a novelist once say Southerners don’t like to talk about unpleasant subjects. Is that true?”


“You want some more coffee?”


Tashi shook her head, not wanting the woman to quit talking. She was onto something, getting right to the heart of what she wanted Mary to say without being prodded.


“Y’all mind me asking why y’all are here,” Mary said, wiping a speck of tobacco from her lip.


Tashi swallowed and nodded. “Do you remember Brandon Taylor?”


“It’ll be twenty-one years to the day in November,” Mary said, spewing out smoke from the corner of her mouth. “The family has suffered every day since they found that boy.”


“What do you think, Miss Mary?” Tashi Coleman asked.


“I don’t know,” she said. “I didn’t know Brandon. I can’t understand why any of God’s creatures would take their own life. Young boy, his whole life spread out before him.”


“Some people don’t believe it happened that way,” Tashi said. “Some folks believe he was killed.”


“I’ve heard the same kind of talk,” Mary said. “Oh, Lord. Twenty years. It was a long time ago. So much has changed. Sometimes I don’t even recognize this little ole town on the Square.”


Quinn and Maggie headed back to their cabin, passing by the Spinner and the Tilt-A-Whirl, the daiquiri and margarita stands. They stopped briefly at a shooting game and Quinn quickly won a giant stuffed dog for Maggie. He started to go for a second prize, but the old Mexican man who worked the game, looking lonely and sad with his ancient chihuahua, finally held up his hand to Quinn and said, “No más.”


It wasn’t noon yet but damn-near one hundred. Quinn had promised to stop by a few cabins and shake a few hands. Not his favorite part of the job, but a necessary part of being sheriff.


“What are you gonna name him?” Quinn said, nodding to the big dog as they walked back toward her family cabin.


“Cujo,” Maggie said.


“That movie always scared the hell out of me,” Quinn said. “I never looked at a Saint Bernard the same way again.”


“My mother didn’t like me watching scary movies,” Maggie said. “Especially anything with the supernatural. I wasn’t even allowed to watch Gremlins until I was fifteen. I was told those little bastards were satanic.”


“Only when they got wet.”


“My daddy didn’t care so much,” Maggie said. “Especially when he was home from the road. We’d watch all kinds of movies late at night. He loved Smokey and the Bandit. Convoy. White Line Fever. Did I tell you he named his truck The Blue Mule? Just like in the movie.”


“Many times,” Quinn said.


“Well, if we stay married, we’re bound to hear the same stories,” Maggie said. “I’ve heard all about your dad and his time out in Los Angeles. About how he jumped those Pintos back before you were born and how he worked as a double for both Burt Reynolds and Lee Majors.”


“Did a lot of work on The Fall Guy,” Quinn said. “He used to always tell me and Caddy the show was based on his life.”


“Was it?”


“Hell no,” Quinn said. “If you’re ever unlucky enough to meet him, you’ll understand why.”


“I’m just proud we got through our wedding without any family drama,” Maggie said. “I won’t ever forget Lillie Virgil stepping up like she did, standing in for Boom as your best man. It was a hell of a thing.”


“Best woman,” Quinn said, walking with her side by side down a dusty path, back toward the cabins. The food trucks already starting to grill sausage and peppers, chicken on a stick, and barbecue, the air thick with grease. “She still thinks she can find the son of a bitch who did that to Boom.”


“Hope she does.”


“Me, too,” Quinn said. “I have a few questions for him.”


“I bet.”


“More than just what he did to Boom,” Quinn said. “These people from the Coast have been wiping their feet in Tibbehah County for years. They’ve been running drugs, guns, and women through here for too damn long.”


“You said it was worse under Johnny Stagg.”


“Not much difference,” Quinn said. “Stagg was just better at keeping it secret. Tibbehah County has been wild and wide open since the white man swindled it from the Choctaw. Same shit, different crooks. If I can talk to Wes Taggart, I might get what I need to stop some of this.”


“But can Lillie find him?”


“Lillie Virgil can find anyone.”


Quinn and Maggie found their way back to the Sunset Strip, a long, narrow shot of two-story cabins perched alongside a hill. All the little coves and streets had names like that. Happy Hollow. Groovy Gardens. Beverly Hills. At night, Christmas lights shone down on the dirt paths, families sitting on their mini porches with their feet on the railings, listening to music and drinking.


Tonight was their last night. Maggie’s mother and sister and her sister’s kids had gone home. There was an Uncle Paul, who didn’t do much but sit on the porch and drink beer and wander down to the track when the horses ran, but he was gone, too. Now it was just Quinn and Maggie. Quinn’s soon-to-be-adopted son, Brandon, was back home with Jean, Quinn’s mom. He was looking forward to finally being alone with his new wife.


“Oh, crap,” Maggie said.


Quinn had seen the men before she had, not slowing a single stride as they walked up onto the Sunset Strip. Five men wearing Watchmen militia gear—black pants, black T-shirts with the rebel flag, and sunglasses—gathered at the mouth of the narrow street, blocking their way, waiting for Quinn. They had short hair and unshaven faces, two of them smoking cigarettes. Their dress and their attitudes tried to imply they were former military. But Quinn knew the difference.


Quinn either had to stop walking or move right through them. If Maggie hadn’t been with him, he’d have head-butted the biggest guy and taken the next one out with a sharp elbow. Quinn had met a hundred guys like this, wannabe Special Forces operators who took online courses and drooled over gun magazines. Quinn appreciated a good gun, but it wasn’t any more than a tool for him.


He reached down for Maggie’s hand and squeezed it. She breathed a little harder and her freckled face shone with sweat. Quinn pulled the Liga Privada from his lips and blew smoke in all their faces.


The men stared at him. A short man, muscled and low to the ground, coughed and swallowed. “You know who we are?” he asked.


Quinn didn’t answer. He just placed the cigar to his lips and drew in some more smoke.


“You ain’t got no right coming to Founders Square,” he said. “You ain’t got no right trying to make Senator Vardaman uncomfortable.”


“Uncomfortable?” Quinn said, trying not to smile. “Now, that just breaks my heart.”


Another man stepped up by the sawed-off little fellow. He was a little taller, with wraparound sunglasses and a GLOCK hat. All the men wore guns on their hips and all of them probably carried permits. If they made any more trouble, he’d make sure to run all their records.


“Vardaman told you up in Tibbehah,” the man said. “You can’t stop what’s happenin’. You thought you were real clever shutting down his talk. Permits, you said. That was just a damn lie.”


Every man wore a red bandanna around his neck. Most of them tattooed, kind of shorthand these days to show folks you’re tough. The tattoos were of shamrocks and Gaelic symbols. The Punisher logo from comic books.


“Come on, Quinn.”


“Nice place you got, ma’am,” the short man said. “A real pretty shade of blue.”


Quinn slowly dropped his right hand to the butt of his Beretta 1911, slow and easy, nonthreatening. “If you speak,” Quinn said, “speak to me. And if you want to threaten a law enforcement officer, you’re gonna have to do a much better job.”


“You don’t feel threatened?”


“By you?” Quinn said. “Not at all. Only thing you boys threaten is my sense of smell.”


“It’s coming,” another man said, piping up like he’d just thought of what to say. “Ain’t nobody gonna stop it. Especially you. You ain’t got the right to wear that flag on your sleeve.”


Something broke in Quinn with them talking about his service. Pushing by Maggie, he walked up on the man, who was red-faced with spittle on his lip, and reached out and grabbed the loudmouth by his nose, twisting and pulling until the little fella dropped to his knees. The men yelling and threatening but not doing a damn thing.


“You boys can spend the rest of the fair in jail,” Quinn said, twisting the man’s nose more for good measure. “Or you can walk away. It can be all corn dogs and cotton candy. Doesn’t matter a damn to me.”


There’d been a time when Quinn would’ve taken them all on. He’d been in bar fights, hand to hand in combat, and even left in a pit to battle it out with other Rangers. But law enforcement wasn’t like being a Ranger. Assholes weren’t real threats.


Quinn let go of the man’s nose and stepped back. He hadn’t let go of the cigar in his right hand. He put it back in his mouth and took a draw. The men turned and dispersed, the short man looking hard at Quinn and spitting in the dirt. They walked toward Founders Square and the pavilion, where you could still hear the stump speeches from the PA system.


“Didn’t even drop your cigar.”


“Hope that didn’t scare you,” Quinn said.


“Would you think less of me if I said I liked it?”


Quinn drew on the cigar and squinted one eye in the harsh morning light. “Not a damn bit, Maggie Colson.”




THREE


Don’t kid yourself, Ray, this place is fucking dying,” Buster White said, adding emphasis with the bloody steak on the end of his fork. “Enjoy it while you’re here. The last days of Rome. Everything is burning. Goddamn Nemo fiddling.”


“You mean Nero,” Ray said, his petit filet in front of him untouched, a cigarette smoldering in a coffee saucer.


“Then who the fuck is Nemo?” Buster White said, chewing, reaching for a big glass of cab, wine and blood dripping down his fat chin.


“A fish,” Ray said, picking up the cigarette. “From a kids’ movie. My grandkids love all that crap. I’ve seen it a million times. Fish gets lost, gets caught, and then jumps into the toilet to save his life.”


They sat in the back room of the Old Chicago Steakhouse in the far corner of Buster White’s casino in Tunica. Officially under the ownership of Dixie Amusements, a corporation with offices in Biloxi, New Orleans, and Memphis, a front for a Syndicate of good ole boy thieves who’d been running shell games in the Deep South since the mid-1950s. Buster was getting old. Ray could see it in his dark-rimmed eyes, bad, blotchy skin, fattened jowls, and continuous indigestion. He couldn’t get through three sentences before belching.


“Are you closing us down?”


“Maybe,” White said, sawing back into the T-bone and filling his mouth, not breaking stride in the conversation. “But that’s not why I wanted to see you. Whether this place goes tits up or not isn’t up to me. We’ve tried to move our casinos off the river and inland. But the religious nutsos think by taking gambling off the water, it’ll just spread all the fucking and dancing. So we got what? The Coast. And the fucking Indians. But something else gave me a goddamn heart attack this morning.”


Ray nodded, brushing some ash off his seersucker suit, legs crossed, cordovan loafers buffed to a high shine for a meeting with the boss. “Wes Taggart.”


“You’re damn fucking right,” Buster said, belching into his fist and then running his tongue over his back teeth for some loose meat. “The dumb shit hillbilly went and got himself caught, not two miles from my fucking castle. He’d reached out to me, trying to make some kind of amends for fucking me right in the ass. Claimed stealing the tractor trailer wasn’t his idea, he’d been set up. When he got busted, he had a cute little piece of tail with him from up in Jericho. What’s her name, Amber? Cherry?”


“Twilight.”


“Oh, Christ. Are you fucking kidding me? He should’ve known the puss would be his undoing. What do I always say, don’t shit where you eat and don’t fucking let the puss go to your brain. It makes you goddamn soft and fucking stupid. Hey? Aren’t you gonna eat? Don’t you like your steak? I hired this guy right from Pascal Manale’s, doubled his salary after he cooked for me and the missus one night. Sharp black guy. Talks just like a white man.”


“Wes Taggart won’t talk.”


“Glad you got the faith, Ray,” White said. “But these younger guys ain’t from the same mold as you and me. We were all raised different, from a different time, a different era. We knew all this shit would go around and come back around. You get caught, you shut your mouth, you do your time, and when you’re out you get your reward. But Taggart and that shit-for-brains J. B. Hood . . . Christ Almighty, why did we ever send those guys up to north Mississippi? All they did was rob me fucking blind.”


Ray had to be careful of what he said. He never liked or trusted those guys or ever thought in a damn million years they could do a better job than Fannie Hathcock. But goddamn Buster was sure of it at the time, although he wouldn’t say shit now even if his mouth was crammed full of it. So Ray did what Ray had always done ever since he and Buster had been boosting cars from the airmen on the Coast and running shithole clip joints on Beach Boulevard. Back then they were full of piss and vinegar and wore crew cuts and worked out with weights and ate nothing but steak and pussy. But, goddamn, times had changed. Buster belched again and pointed to Ray again with the end of an empty fork.


“I couldn’t have Fannie try and work with the Chief again,” Buster said. “That man would’ve scalped the red hair right off her head if we hadn’t made the damn peace after what she did. Christ. I’m going to send her back to work out the details of running our shit on the Rez now that Tunica is dying this slow and painful death. Did you see the outlet mall out there? I only saw two cars in the big parking lot. Two cars. Bally’s is gone. Harrah’s is gone. We need those red-skinned Choctaw bastards.”


“Hood and Taggart couldn’t do it.”


“Those boys would’ve fucked up their own funerals.”


“Fannie’s doing a damn fine job,” Ray said. “We did good putting her in charge.”


“What goddamn choice did I have?” Buster White said. “Those boys shit the bed. And Fannie had to clean it up. It’s fine. It’s fine. At least for now.”


Ray lifted the cigarette to his lips and squinted in the smoke. It had to be damn-near sixty degrees in the back room of the Old Chicago Steakhouse, but Buster was sweating like a hog. Sure, Taggart was a liability. But how much damage could he really do unless he knew some real cruel and current shit about Buster and those Cartel folks in Houston? Something was making his old buddy shit his drawers. Something dirty and nasty.


“Not much we can do now,” Ray said, blowing the smoke from the side of his mouth.


“Would you fucking eat?” Buster said. “That’s a hell of a piece of meat. A nice char, good and bloody on the inside. Better than barely legal puss.”


Ray shook his head. As he’d gotten older and grayer, he had less tolerance for Buster’s crude talk. He hadn’t changed a bit since they were teenagers in the way he thought of money and women. The more, the better—in everything. Food, booze, pills. And Ray seriously doubted he’d ever see the businesses in Tunica close up. All of it would far outlast him. Buster sat there, a gelatinous hump, wheezing, the meat along the edge of the T-bone sliced away.


“How’s the cooze?”


“Come again?”


“Fannie,” Buster White said, giving a half laugh, a half burp. “Who the fuck’ve we been talking about?”


“Good.”


“She still mad at me?”


“Fannie doesn’t get mad,” Ray said. “Fannie’s all business.”


“Just like you taught her,” Buster said, grinning, putting down his knife and fork. “I’ll never forget when you brought that little piece of country trash into my bar in New Orleans. Real Coal Miner’s Daughter shit. I thought you’d lost your damn mind. She was nineteen? Eighteen?”


“Twenty-three.”


“Twenty-three, with legs going on forever and long red hair. And those tits. Christ Almighty. The best tits I’ve ever seen. My mouth’s watering just thinking about them. I knew she was trouble then. And, goddamn, I know she’s trouble now.”


“She cleaned up one hell of a mess,” Ray said. “Wes Taggart and J. B. Hood could’ve gotten us all sent to prison. North Mississippi was her reward. We’re not going back on that. Are we?”


“I haven’t decided,” Buster said, picking up the T-bone with his hands and chewing off those last bits of gristle. “You’re pussy-blind, Ray. You’ve never seen what kind of creature you’re dealing with. I’d watch my back, if I were you. That woman will be the death of us both.”


Damn, the kid was good. Caddy Colson knew all parents thought their kids had special talents, but she’d never seen an eleven-year-old throw and catch the football like her son Jason. He was nearly a head taller than most of the kids and could zip it downfield flat-footed without much effort. He was fast, too. During the start of summer drills that night, she watched Jason lead the pack, tossing a football back and forth to his new cousin, Brandon, making sure the younger boy was feeling comfortable at practice. This was only his second year playing Little League ball, but Caddy Colson truly believed, the Good Lord willing, the boy was going to get a college scholarship. Ole Miss. Or if he got really good, Auburn.


“Did you hear from your brother?” her mother, Jean Colson, asked. Both of them sitting high in the stands at Tibbehah High stadium. “He said they were coming back from the fair early.”


“He called.”


“Did he say what it was about?”


“No, ma’am,” Caddy said, trying to watch practice. The fifty or so boys were lined up, in mismatched shorts and T-shirts, bear-crawling for ten yards. Jason again leading the pack, most of the boys a good five yards behind him.


“I hope he and Maggie didn’t get in a fight.”


“Why would you think that?” Caddy said, baseball cap down in her eyes, dressed for the hot practice in a white tank top and khaki shorts with pink flip-flops. She held her keys in her hands and they would rattle on her knee every time she got excited watching her son run.


“Brandon’s daddy’s been making trouble,” her momma said. “He’s working with some lawyer in the Delta to make sure he can appear in court. I can’t imagine that sitting well with Quinn. A filthy, no-good killer and bank robber.”


“Quinn knew what he was getting into when he married Maggie,” Caddy said. The boys ran backward in the ninety-five-degree heat, the sky turning a soft pink and blue over the metal visitors’ stands across the field. “That’s why I’m glad I never had to mess with an ex-husband or some dumb ass who wants to get to know his son years later. No, ma’am. Jason is all mine.”


Caddy knew her mother wouldn’t follow up. As much as she adored her grandson, she’d only asked once who his father might be. The hard truth of it was even Caddy didn’t know, the boy born in a wild, spun-out fucking kaleidoscope time in Memphis filled with Jack Daniel’s, little white pills, and boys. House parties and lap dances and waking up in places she never knew she’d visited. There had been a garage rock drummer, a boxer, two pro wrestlers, but all those she’d ruled out on account of Jason being half black. Caddy Colson returned home damn-near ten years ago to Tibbehah County toting a black baby and everyone wanting to know her business. But she’d gotten clean and straight after a couple of tries and God could’ve never blessed her with a better son than Jason.


“How’d you enjoy the fair?”


“It was hot,” Caddy said. “Boys didn’t want to leave. They spent all day running around without shoes in all the dust, chasing Hondo and living off hot dogs and funnel fries.”


“You think Jason is fast on account of him being part black?”


“Momma, that’s so wrong.”


“Well, tell me you weren’t thinking the same thing,” her momma said. “I mean, he didn’t get that speed from our side of the family. It’s why Quinn ended up in the recruiting office instead of signing with Ole Miss.”


“Quinn ended up in the recruiting office because he couldn’t stay out of trouble,” Caddy said. “Uncle Hamp gave him two options, jail or the Army. Do you really think he had a choice?”


“Look at those little boys run,” Jean said. “My two grandboys. I couldn’t be any prouder.”


The kids all followed a long, straight route across the goal line, waiting for the coach’s whistle, and then followed down the sidelines, up ten yards and across the field, up another ten yards and across the field again, snaking their way back and forth to the other goalpost. Caddy was glad she wasn’t down there in the heat. There was barely any shade up in the stands, her mother bringing them seat cushions and travel mugs filled with iced tea. Although if she really wanted to make an issue, she was pretty sure her momma had filled her own mug with ice, margarita mix, and a double dose of tequila. The woman never missed happy hour. Jean’s eyes shone a bit in the fading sunlight, pointing down toward little towheaded Brandon, three years younger than Jason, trying to keep up with the big boys. He reminded Caddy of herself, trying to keep up with Quinn and Boom Kimbrough when they were kids, never facing a trail or a treehouse that didn’t need conquering.


“How about Hondo?” her momma asked. “Did he bring that dog to the Neshoba County Fair?”


“Hondo won’t leave Quinn,” Caddy said. “You know that.”


An old brown GMC truck rambled down to the edge of the field and parked crooked by the goalpost. The front door opened and an old black man got out and walked around to the passenger side and held open the door. Boom Kimbrough, twice as big as his father, crawled out of the truck, his own, planting a big foot on the field and then a cane and hefting himself to his full height. He had on a ball cap, long khaki pants, and a plain white tee, loose on the right sleeve where he’d lost an arm in Iraq. He’d grown out his beard since he’d been beaten by those two thugs, walking slow and steady toward the team he used to coach.


“I can’t believe it,” Jean said, taking in a long breath of air and reaching for her special cup.


“Did you really think Coach Boom would miss the first day of full practice?”


Some of the boys broke from formation and ran toward him, the other coach on the sidelines blowing the whistle but soon stopping, seeing who’d arrived. The swarm of children enveloping the big black figure with the wide smile.


*     *     *


“Buster wants Wes Taggart gone.”


“A little late for that,” Fannie Hathcock said, on the fifth floor of the casino, looking through the windows at the flat roof over the conference center and out onto the Mississippi River, muddy and snaky all the way up to Memphis. “Don’t you think?”


“He thinks you might can get to him.”


“In federal custody?” Fannie said, resting on a little blue settee, a cigarillo lit in her long, manicured hand. “No thank you. Wes Taggart is Buster’s goddamn dog. If it’s Ole Yeller time, then he better be holding the fucking gun.”


“You’re right,” Ray said, slipping out of his jacket and setting it across the king-sized bed. The soft gold light shone into the curtains and across the white carpet and dark furniture. He walked over to the bar and scooped out some ice into a glass and filled it full with Glenfiddich.


“When Wes was at your place did he talk much about us?” he asked. “Family business and all?”


“Not really,” Fannie said, plucking the cigarillo back into her mouth and stretching out her long legs, studying the toenail job she’d gotten down at the spa, cotton still between her toes. “Man was too goddamn pussy-blind to talk about much else. He and his buddy Hood just wanted to let me know I was nothing but a yipping dog at the table. Did I tell you what they did to my office?”


“You did.”


“A couple fucking animals,” she said. “Food and cigarette butts everywhere. He screwed that girl Twilight so hard on my desk, they cracked the glass. Cost me nearly a thousand dollars to get it repaired.”


“Send me the bill.”


“I sent it to Buster.”


“Tread easy, Fannie,” Ray said, taking a seat across from her. “Buster White isn’t in a joking mood. This casino is on its last legs and it looks like he’s going to have to double down on our business at the Rez.”


“Jesus Christ,” she said. “Goddamn Sitting Bull and his tribe of thieves.”


“Don’t worry about all that,” he said. “We made nice with the Chief.”


“Only way to make nice with Chief Robbie is to ram a goddamn tomahawk up his ass,” Fannie said, offering a sweet smile. “Would you be so good as to pour me some champagne, doll?”


Ray stood up, feeling a little light-headed and tired, holding on to the arm of the chair, before pushing on back to the bar. Fannie was on her feet, holding his arm and walking with him. “Are you all right?”


“Fine and dandy.”


“Your face has gone a little gray.”


“Two hours with Buster, him talking nonstop bullshit, and you’d go gray, too,” he said. “Now, where’d I put my goddamn cigarettes?”


“That dumb son of a bitch,” she said, letting go of his arm and making her way to the minibar, pulling out a bottle of Veuve Clicquot rosé. She twisted off the cork and poured a glass, making her way back to the little sitting area, pulling out the cotton between her toes, before taking a sip.


“Taggart has become a real problem,” he said. “He knows stuff no one should hear about. He opens his mouth and he fucks us all.”


Fannie snorted some rosé and shook her head. “No argument from me,” she said, turning from the fluted glass. “I’d take out his ass pronto.”


“No kidding,” he said. “But here’s the thing. I need ideas on how we get it done.”


“From little ole me?” Fannie said, rolling the glass stem between her fingertips. “I’m just the hospitality queen. Or isn’t that what that tub of whale shit Buster White called me?”


“You look good, Boom,” Jean Colson said.


Boom took a seat up in the bleachers between Caddy and her mother, taking a damn long time to get off the field and make his way to where they sat. It was hard as hell watching him walk so slowly, but she knew he’d hate being helped. Boom told her he didn’t want anyone’s pity or anyone treating him like a goddamn invalid. He said he’d been hurt but it wouldn’t slow him down a bit.


“Appreciate it, Miss Jean,” Boom said. “But I feel better than I look. My therapist said it might take me six more months to get back to normal. Figure by Christmastime, I’ll be ready to hit the road again. After all the news got out, I got plenty of offers to start driving again.”


“Don’t rush it,” Jean said. “Don’t you rush a thing. Heal up. Get yourself better.”


“Jason’s looking good out there, Caddy,” Boom said, leaning his back into the bleacher behind him. “Boy sure is fast. Lots faster than your brother. Y’all know Quinn’s slow as hell.”


“I told you,” Jean said.


“You see how fast he set up in the pocket?” Boom said. “Damn. If he can get a decent receiver, these boys going all the way to state.”


Caddy looked over at Boom, the sun setting across his scarred face. The scars came from years before, back in Iraq, barely hidden under his patchy black beard. She wanted to reach out and touch his face, try to make him feel better, let him know there were better things than the meanness and violence that kept on stepping into his life. More than anything, she knew Boom just wanted to be left alone. Him and his truck and a long stretch of road in front of him.


“Wasn’t too long ago when I was watching you and Quinn play,” Jean said, leaning forward and setting her face on her hands, watching her grandsons split up into drills.


“Hate to say it, Miss Jean,” Boom said. “But that was back in the Jurassic days. You wouldn’t know from looking at this football field. Nothing looks like it’s changed.”


Jean Colson smiled, her hair getting longer and grayer over the summer. Her pale blue eyes crinkled at the edges as she smiled, putting a hand on Boom’s leg. “Looks the same as when my ex jumped all those Pintos here back in ’77. Lord, love is blind when you’re wearing hot pants and suede boots up past your knees.”


“Momma,” Caddy said, the last thing she wanted was to hear stories about the wild old days of the seventies when her father split time between north Mississippi and Los Angeles, working as a stuntman. Or the time her mother visited an aging Elvis at Graceland, talking to him in the Jungle Room about the existence of God and man’s place in the universe.


“You still seeing that nice girl from Memphis?” Jean said, having the sense to change the subject. “The one with the nice smile and all that wild hair?”


“Nat Wilkins?” Boom said, stroking his beard, the way he did when he got nervous. “She come down to visit from time to time. But she’s a busy woman, a lawwoman like Lillie Virgil. Don’t have much time for relationships. Especially with a busted-up dude like me.”


“Hush your mouth,” Jean said, taking a long pull from her tumbler. “You and Quinn have heads made out of steel.”


“Shit,” Boom said. “What you drinking there, Miss Jean?”


Boom looked to Caddy and Caddy grinned, having a little fun with her mother. At the far end of the football field, Jason dropped back for a pass but then just as fast ran it hard and quick up the middle for a touchdown.


Jean just shrugged and toasted them both with her cup. Boom looked over at Caddy and studied her face. “What?” Caddy asked.


“Saw you last night at the service,” Boom said. “You and that Bentley fella seem real close.”


“He’s just helping me with some grants,” she said, feeling her face flush, trying to keep her eyes on practice. She wouldn’t turn to Boom because he’d known her his whole life and would see it all over her face. “His nonprofit in Jackson can be a godsend to communities like us. Helping get food and supplies where they’re needed. We’re getting hamburger meat. Cheese. Clothes for the schoolkids . . . Stop looking at me like that.”


Boom laughed. It was good to hear him laugh, even if it was at her expense.


“Mmm-hmm,” Boom said.


“What are y’all talking about?” Jean asked.


“Nothing,” Caddy said. “Nothing at all. Besides, the boy is six years younger than me. He’s just a damn kid.”


Boom just grinned and the three of them sat back on the bleachers watching the Colson boys practice.
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Episode 2: THE BIG WOODS


NARRATOR: The first spot I wanted to visit in Tibbehah County was the old Hawkins place. This is where Sheriff Hamp Beckett found Brandon’s ’55 Chevy Apache the day after he disappeared, although Brandon’s body wouldn’t be found for nearly a week. The windows were open, seats covered in rainwater, according to an account in the Tupelo Daily Journal. His gun rack was empty, only his backpack and a few scattered CDs lay in the passenger seat. One of them was Garth Brooks, Fresh Horses. I’d thought about that album a lot when I first started looking into Brandon’s death, the song “Beaches of Cheyenne” particularly staying on my mind. They packed up all his buckles and shipped his saddle to his dad, the song goes, about a rodeo rider who gets killed riding a bull. His girlfriend takes the news pretty rough.


The land is in the far northeast corner of Tibbehah County, a five-hundred-acre spread that had recently been divided up into four sections after Joe and Lorna Hawkins died in the late 1970s. Their kids moved to other states and rarely checked on the property. According to the same news story, one of the children had offered hunting rights to Tim Taylor and Taylor, in turn, let Brandon use it.


My producer Jessica and I decided to drive out to the land on our very first day in Mississippi. The cattle gate was still up, chained to a rotting post, and covered in thick kudzu. It’s an eerie stretch of dirt road to the old house, much of it overgrown by weeds and partially blocked by downed trees. The house had fallen in on itself, windows boarded up with rotting plywood and the front steps broken and decayed. Brandon’s mother told us about a deer stand sitting a quarter mile down a path from the old home.




[BIRDS CHIRP. CICADAS TICK. REPORTERS’ STEPS SHUFFLE ON PINE NEEDLES.]





We followed the same path, pushing through the vines, spiderwebs, and tree branches. It was August, almost oppressively hot, but there was a soft stillness as we walked on the rust-colored pine needles, following the trail Brandon Taylor had gone down many times. Even twenty years later, it doesn’t seem like the kind of path you’d get easily lost on. We found the deer stand in about ten minutes and crawled up its old wooden ladder to see what was left. Inside, we discovered a stack of waterlogged Penthouse magazines, some empty tins of smokeless tobacco, several crushed soda cans, and two condoms.




[SHUFFLING OF DEBRIS IN DEER STAND.]


JESSICA: Brandon was here.


TASHI: Looking out on this very same field. Maybe this was his Mountain Dew? Or can of Skoal. Did Brandon use that stuff?


JESSICA: I’ll ask Shaina.





NARRATOR: The view opened up into a slice of land that had at one time been clear, now filled with small trees and wild vines.


According to what the sheriff’s office said at the time, Brandon, a kid who’d been hunting these same woods since he was eight, simply got turned around that night and stumbled into the Big Woods, a twenty-thousand-acre stretch of national forest populated by oak and loblolly pine, with creeks, a river, and thick undergrowth.


Brandon’s body would be found nearly twelve miles away from where he’d parked his truck in a completely different part of the county. Was he really lost? Did he purposefully wander into the Big Woods to kill himself?


The location of the body wasn’t our only question. The idea Brandon somehow got turned around and wandered away on purpose could make sense. We do know he carried a Remington .308 on a shoulder sling, a high-powered deer rifle, the gun always cited as the weapon used in his suicide.


But what we’d later learn is the bullet found in Brandon’s skull wasn’t from a Remington .308 at all. A copy of Brandon’s first autopsy released to us by his sister says the bullet that killed Brandon was a .38 caliber, bullets most commonly used in revolvers, sometimes in semiautomatic pistols. Officials would tell the Taylor family for years it was simply a typo. A zero missing in the report.


But with all other files lost, and no evidence related to the case in storage, we couldn’t be so sure. That hot night in August, Jessica and I stayed up in the deer stand until it turned dark, listening to old Garth Brooks on our iPhones, drinking a few cheap beers, and thinking about how this fifteen-year-old boy ended up almost another county away. There was something mysterious and ominous about being so close to those Big Woods, which seem to spread out forever from the old Hawkins land.




TASHI: It’s getting so dark.


JESSICA: No streetlamps or ambient light. I hope we can find our way back.


TASHI: Brandon always had a flashlight. So do we.





NARRATOR: The only thing we could imagine driving us further into the unknown was if we’d been followed.




FOUR


Cleotha handed Quinn a cup of coffee as he entered the sheriff’s office, hot, black with one sugar, in his favorite mug. “Heard that new truck of yours from a mile away,” she said, hands on her sizable hips. “Sounds like a damn monster growling. Shakes the whole damn building, Sheriff. You got to get those pipes fixed.”


“Those pipes cost extra,” he said. “Puts fear in the criminal element in this county.”


“All it do is make a lot of racket, Sheriff,” she said. “Why do boys like them big-ass trucks?”


“Makes us feel important,” Quinn said.


He raised the mug toward her, heading on into his office right beside the entrance to the jail. The SO was pretty much split in half, with the office out front, inmates in the back. As of this morning, they had thirty-six. But he was expecting a thirty-seventh by noon if Lillie Virgil made her schedule checking Wes Taggart out of the Harrison County lockup and heading north. She’d told Quinn she couldn’t wait to make small talk with him on the way up, making a detour into Tibbehah County before getting processed onto his first appearance in federal court in Oxford. He and Quinn had a lot to discuss.


Quinn pulled out the unfinished Liga Privada from his shirt pocket and found a battered old Zippo in his Levi’s. The Zippo had been given to him by his Ranger sergeant who’d gotten it from a Vietnam-era Ranger. He lit the cigar and placed his cowboy boots at the edge of the desk.


His office was as clean and orderly as always, with a polished wooden gun rack on the wall lined with shotguns and rifles. A few framed photographs of his family. His Uncle Hamp. Caddy, his momma. Even a publicity still of his daddy, Jason Colson, as sort of a Southern version of Evel Knievel, wearing a jumpsuit adorned with a rebel flag. He’d written to a young Quinn to Stay in School and Mind Your Teachers . . .


Reaching for a file on his desk, Quinn set about looking through the incident reports since he’d been away. He’d left his second-in-command, Reggie Caruthers, in charge, and Reggie had kept him up to date on the big criminal activity since he left town. Two pecker-heads had tried to kill each other outside the Walmart. The fight had started over a Ziploc baggie of assorted pills and a case of Busch Light. The argument got down to the split of the spoils and one of them decided to make his point with the sharp end of a Case pocketknife.


“Sheriff?” Cleotha asked.


Quinn looked up. As always, his door had been wide open.


“Woman here to see you,” she said. “Said her name is Sashy Coles. Or something like that.”


“Did she say what she wanted?”


“Said she come down from New York City to ask you some questions,” Cleotha said. “Real serious-looking, with some big-ass Urkel glasses and carrying some kind of tape recorder. I don’t know. Says she’s some kind of reporter.”


Quinn said to send her on in and kept on going through the narrative on the Walmart throwdown. Banks Ellard was apparently treated and released with fourteen stab wounds in his stomach. The man had been lucky the blade had been short and didn’t hit any vital organs. Ellard was quoted in the report from Deputy Cullison as saying, “All I tried to do was chill the damn beer and the boy went off on me.”


There was a knock on the door and Quinn looked up to see a young white woman, somewhere in her mid-twenties, with black hair up in a bun and heavy black-framed glasses on her delicate face. She was wearing a blue-and-white-striped T-shirt and wide-leg jeans hitting her high on the calves.


“I’m Tashi Coleman,” she said, holding a small microphone, a recording device dangling from her shoulder on a strap.


Quinn stood and offered his hand. The office felt a little stuffy that morning, and Quinn walked over to raise the window. Outside, you could hear two of the inmates working on a new table for the break room, the saws making a high buzzing sound every few minutes. Some light hammering.


“I’m hoping you might help answer a few questions,” Tashi said. She looked pleasant and eager.


“Just a few?”


Tashi smiled. “Maybe more than that.”


“OK,” Quinn said, nodding. “Take a seat, Miss Coleman.”


“Wow,” she said. “I figured I might have to call several times. Bug you until you’d agree to talk with me.”


“Don’t you know Tibbehah County is the hospitality capital of the South?” Quinn asked.


“I thought the motto was ‘Native American name but All-American values’?” she asked.


“Maybe,” Quinn said. “But I kind of like my slogan better.”


The woman reached into her purse and pulled out a notebook and pen. She sat up straighter in the wooden chair and said, “I’m looking into an old case worked by your uncle. This was from more than twenty years ago. A boy named . . .”


“Brandon Taylor.”


“How’d you know?”


“Miss Mary at the Fillin’ Station,” Quinn said. “Didn’t she warn you news travels fast on the town square?”


Tashi smiled again. “Can you pull those files for me?”


“If I had them, I’d be glad to share them,” Quinn said. “But it seems like those files were lost long before I took over here. I tried to pull them for a friend of Brandon Taylor’s earlier this year.”


“Was there a fire or something?” Tashi said. “I always hear about these famous fires that just happen to hit sensitive files.”


“Ma’am, I’ve always found working with the press can be a two-way street,” Quinn said. “Y’all sometimes find out things we’d like to know. And to be clear, I was only two years older than Brandon when he went missing.”


“But your uncle was the sheriff.”


“Right.”


“And this is a small town,” she said. “Surely you heard things. Did your uncle ever talk about the case?”


“I know my uncle found a rifle close by and his death was ruled a suicide,” Quinn said. “And I also know Brandon’s family has never believed it.”


“Was the rifle sent off for testing?”


“I don’t know,” Quinn said.


“Was the body examined by the state?” she said. “Or just the local funeral home?”


“I don’t know.”


“Were there photos taken?” she said. “Evidence examined? Time lines established?”


Quinn held up his hands and shook his head. “I was pretty much just trying to get through my senior year and raising hell with my friends. I knew Brandon. But I didn’t know him well enough to tell you what he was going through personally.”


Tashi Coleman nodded, taking a long moment before saying, “So what you’re saying is you don’t know a whole hell of a lot, Sheriff.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Quinn said. “About all I can offer you right now is a hot cup of coffee.”


“No thank you,” she said, stuffing the notebook and pen back in the purse. “I’m fine.”


“It’s the only good coffee in town,” he said, smiling. “Much better than the Fillin’ Station. That stuff tastes like hot dishwater.”


“You have to understand how frustrating this is,” she said. “Files can’t just disappear.”
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