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For Billy and Jess
Just some good ol’boys
Never meanin’ no harm.




It was too late. Maybe yesterday, while I was still a child, but not now. I knew too much, had seen too much, I was a child no longer now; innocence and childhood were forever lost, forever gone from me.


—WILLIAM FAULKNER, The Reivers


No matter whether we travel in big parties or little ones, each party has to keep a scout twenty yards ahead, twenty yards on each flank, and twenty yards on the rear so the main body can’t be surprised and wiped out.


—ROGERS’ RANGERS STANDING ORDER NO. 12
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Lillie Virgil stood high on a north Mississippi hill at daybreak listening to old Ruthie Holder talk about the man who’d run off with her grandson’s Kawasaki four-wheeler and her brand-new twelve-gauge Browning. Ruthie said she’d just gotten home from the Piggly Wiggly with a week’s worth of groceries when this skinny, bucktoothed varmint jumped out of the bushes and started in with a lot of crazy talk.


“What exactly did he say, Miss Holder?”


“He told me that the g.d. Mexican cartel was in my kitchen making chorizo and eggs and if I walked inside they’d have their way with me,” she said. “I told him it was a lot of foolish talk, but he insisted on going in without me. Next thing I knew, he was running out with my Browning and headed to the shed.”


Lillie reached down and lowered the volume on the police radio. She was tall, with an athlete’s lean muscles and lots of crazy light brown hair she kept neat in a bun and under a ball cap. That day, she wore gold aviator glasses, a Glock 19 on her hip, and chewed gum, as she asked, “Have you ever seen this asshole before?”


“This man wasn’t wearing a shirt or shoes, just a pair of ragged old Levi’s,” Ruthie Holder said. “He had a tattoo of Hank Williams Junior on his back. Do you think I’d ever consort with trash like that?”


“No, ma’am,” Lillie said. Ruthie ran the Citizens Bank for years, served as president of the local chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution, and still offered her harp-playing skills to local weddings and funerals. Lillie didn’t think she even knew “All My Rowdy Friends” or “Whiskey Bent and Hell Bound.”


“I sure love that gun,” Ruthie said. “I won it in a raffle. And since my husband died, it gave me a lot of comfort.”


“Understand that,” Lillie said. “I feel the same way about the Winchester I had at Ole Miss. I won a lot of tournaments with her.”


“Her?” Ruthie said. “Didn’t know a gun could be a woman.”


Lillie smiled and shrugged. Standing tall, feeling good after running five miles that morning, finishing it off with a hundred push-ups and a hundred sit-ups. If she was going to watch over Tibbehah County in the years to come, better be in shape. “Makes complete sense to me,” she said. “What’d this man look like and which way did he head?”


“He was ugly.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Lillie said. “But can you be more specific, Mrs. Holder?”


“Skinny and rangy. Black hair, but shaved down,” she said. “Wore an earring. And had thin little hairs sprouting on his chin. Like some kind of animal. What does all that matter? How many folks do you know riding four-wheelers without shirts and sporting a tattoo of Hank Junior?”


Lillie grinned at her. “In this county?” she asked. “About every other son of a bitch.”


Lillie told her they’d find him, already knowing they were looking for an authentic piece of crap named David John Norwood. She’d arrested Norwood for aggravated assault and drug possession a few weeks after becoming acting sheriff, back when the newly elected sheriff Rusty Wise got himself killed. Norwood only got probation and was left to raise hell and stir shit across the county as he pleased.


Lillie climbed into her Jeep Cherokee with its big gold star on the door, grabbed the mic, and called in to Mary Alice at dispatch. “Can you get me D. J. Norwood’s parole officer?” she said.


“Oh, Lord,” Mary Alice said. “What’s that boy done now?”


“Same old shit,” Lillie said. “Lost his fucking mind. Also get me Jimmy Deets over at Wildlife. I think Norwood’s headed way, way off road and into the Big Woods.”


“Which direction?”


“Headed north,” Lillie said. “I say he’s going into the National Forest, looking for the Trace.”


“Why?”


“Probably because he wants to be with the rest of the animals,” she said. “Let Deets know he is armed, dangerous, and crazy as hell.”


Lillie Virgil knocked her Cherokee in gear, following the muddy ATV tracks until they hit a dirt road into the hills. The back wheels of the Jeep spun out dirt and gravel before finding solid footing. She lowered the window and listened, chewing gum, rifle in the passenger seat at her side.


_____


So you were a cheerleader?” Fannie Hathcock asked the young girl sitting in a chair in front of her.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Don’t ‘Yes, ma’am’ me or I won’t ever give you a job,” Fannie said. “Just how old do you think I am?”


“I don’t know,” the girl said. She shuffled in her seat and glanced away. “Hate to say.”


“But old,” Fannie said. “You think I’m over-the-hill? Too old to show my goodies to fat old truckers?”


“I didn’t mean nothing by it,” the girl said. “I just was trying to be respectful, is all. You dress real nice. Smell good. And you own your own place.”


Fannie smoothed down the lace on her white Valentino skirt, black shirt open wide at the throat. She wore a bright ruby in the shape of a heart on a chain around her neck. “You like it better than the old place?”


“I never saw the old place,” the girl said. “My dad used to go there. When he’d go on a drunk with his uncle and them. My mom said it was against God. But she’s always saying things like that.”


Fannie, a true and authentic redhead cap to cat, rested her butt—nice and tight, for a woman in her forties—on the edge of her desk. Her office door was open, and from where she looked over the girl’s shoulder she could get a good bird’s-eye view of the floor of Vienna’s. Vienna’s Place is what she’d rechristened the renovated space of a true Mississippi shithole called the Booby Trap. Vienna was Fannie’s grandmother, the woman who taught her the Golden Rule—Men will do anything for pussy. Vienna sure had made her rich.


Fannie tapped at a Dunhill box and lifted a small brown cigarillo into her mouth and looked down at the girl. Bleached blonde hair, a dull, freckled face, and one piercing in her nose and one in the tongue. She also had a streak of black in the blonde. Girl said she was eighteen, but Fannie would need to see some ID. That’s the last thing she needed—trouble with the law over damn Southern jailbait.


“You know some tricks?” Fannie said.


“Excuse me?”


“I don’t mean your twat, baby,” she said. “I mean with all the cheerleading. Flips, tumbling. A damn naked handstand.”


“I was a flyer.”


“What the hell’s a flyer?”


“I was on top,” the girl said. “Bigger girls would lift me up and toss me into the air.”


“Nobody will toss you around here,” Fannie said. “We look out for our girls. Nobody gets hurt. I’m not Johnny Fucking Stagg.”


“I hear the money is real good.”


“It is,” Fannie said, spewing smoke from the side of her mouth. “But the house gets forty percent. And you need to tip your bouncer and the DJ every damn night. You need to get straight with that right off.”


The girl’s freckled face dropped. She looked down at her stubby little fingers, with black nail polish, probably thinking that she could keep all that trucker cash as long as she showed off those perky young boobies and shook that smooth, shaved tail.


“OK,” the girl said.


“When can I start?”


“When can you show me some ID?”


The young girl opened up her purse. She had on a short pink T-shirt, cutoff jeans, and cheap brown boots inlaid with cactuses and cowboys. She showed her ID. Looked to be she was telling the truth.


“Ever get nekkid?” Fannie said.


“Sure.”


“For money?”


The girl shrugged.


“All of it flashing and jiggling on a hot white stage,” Fannie said. “With nasty old truckers and gray-headed perverts wanting to lick you like a damn ice cream cone.”


“I can do it.”


“Lap dance is forty bucks,” Fannie said. “I never minded the grind. But I sure minded the smell.”


“What if they mess with you?” the girl said, looking Fannie full on in the eye now. “What if they’re wanting to touch you and all?”


“They can touch up top all they want, but never below,” Fannie said. “One of them wants to start dialing home with his digits, you just make sure Lyle knows.”


The girl looked confused. “Who’s Lyle?”


“Runs a group of Bad News Bears around here called the Born Losers,” she said. “They ride bikes and raise hell out of the motel across the street. The Golden Cherry. When they’re not too drunk or stoned, they offer us some protection. That’s the other rule—Don’t mess with the bikers. They’re hired help.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“God damn it.”


“Sorry.”


Fannie smiled while the smoke scattered from the office and out into the big open space of Vienna’s. Ceiling fans broke it apart. She’d taken down old Johnny’s place to the studs and built it back up, with a new tin roof, heart pine floors, and a long old bar she’d had shipped piece by piece from Kansas City, Missouri. Fannie “Belle” Hathcock had just upped the class in this north Mississippi town by a hundred and fifty percent.


“Whatta you say, girl?” Fannie said.


“Forty percent?”


“Let me know if you find better job opportunities in Jericho,” Fannie said. “I heard they’re hiring a fry cook down at the Sonic.”


In his previous life as the go-to Hollywood stuntman, Quinn Colson’s dad, Jason, must’ve landed on his head a few times. Ever since he’d come back to Jericho, he’d been filled with all kinds of crazy ideas, schemes, and various delusions. There was a kids’ go-cart track he wanted to open in the parking lot of the old Kentucky Fried Chicken, or bring a Hooters to the people of Tibbehah County—he knew some people in Memphis who’d back him—and, lately, he’d been talking about turning Quinn’s farm into a dude ranch.


Quinn didn’t have time for any of it. He’d been going on little sleep since returning from Afghanistan seven days earlier, where he’d been training a local police force on behalf of the U.S. government. He was in his mid-thirties now, tall and lean, with a sharp-chiseled face, the high cheekbones from some Choctaw blood mixed in the ornery Scotch-Irish. Overseas, he’d let his hair grow out a bit, and now he sported a neat dark beard. He had on an old white tee and a pair of Levi’s, as he watched the sun rise across his land, smoking a Liga Privada, with his cattle dog, Hondo, laying at his feet.


Jason rode up soon after, lashing his quarter horse to Quinn’s truck’s tailgate. “Hadn’t you shaved yet?” Jason said.


“Barbershop’s been closed since Mr. Jim died.”


“Might oughtta keep it,” Jason said. “Women sure do love outlaws.”


“That what you were?” Quinn said. “Out in L.A.?”


Jason grinned. “If that’s what they wanted,” he said. “Then, sure. Beach bunnies could call me Jesse James. Come on and walk with me, I got something to talk about.”


“We can talk right here on the porch.”


“Be better if we get up, see some things, get the old imaginations working.”


“Hell, Dad,” Quinn said. “I know exactly what you’re wanting to show me and the answer is no thank you. Can’t you just let a man rest a bit? Sit back and fire up a stick with his dog he hasn’t seen in a long while?”


“Plenty of time for Hondo,” Jason said. “But opportunity? Opportunity doesn’t come around that often. Can’t you hear that sound?”


“That’s just the cicadas,” he said. “Screwing in the trees. They sure love all this heat.”


Quinn stood up, stretched, and walked back into the old tin-roofed farmhouse that had stood on his family’s land since 1895 and grabbed a pair of beaten cowboy boots. He slid them on, broken-in and comfortable, and returned, the screen door thwacking behind him. The house had a natural shotgun cooling effect between front door and back that helped as the summer wound down.


He reached for his cigar, burning on top of a coffee mug, and followed.


Jason was in his mid-sixties, wiry and fit, with a weathered face from years of drinking, fighting, and professionally racking up the odometer on his body. He kept a mustache and goatee, now snow-white like his longish hair. His T-shirt read STUNTS UNLIMITED, an organization he’d helped found in the 1970s with a crazy man from Arkansas named Hal Needham. As Jason walked, Quinn noted the limp in his right leg was growing worse. The ball socket in his dad’s hip and some of his femur had been telescoped when a landing platform busted on the set of The Fall Guy.


It was hard for Quinn to pass judgment on someone who punished his body. Quinn’s ten years as a U.S. Army Ranger, most of it as a sergeant in some godforsaken country, had left him with a lot of mileage and scars. The years he’d spent as Tibbehah County sheriff had earned him a couple of gunshot wounds, which the people repaid by voting him out of office a year ago.


He followed his father through a ragged, twisting trail into some second-growth woods of pine, oak, and cedar, fringes of the land being eaten up by kudzu. It had rained the night before and the air smelled of damp earth and leaves, the canopy above him a bright green, lichen on the big trunks of oaks almost glowing. Water continued to drip on pine needles.


“I know you’ve just gotten home,” Jason said, “but you need to think on the future. You need to think about what’s going to be here after I’m gone and you’re gone. Don’t you want to leave something for Little Jason? Or if you and Anna Lee start having kids of your own?”


“Nothing’s going to happen to this land,” Quinn said. “And I don’t think I’m having kids anytime soon.”


“Y’all talking?”


Quinn didn’t answer.


“I started late,” Jason said. “Missed out on a lot of things.”


“You missed out on a lot of things because you lived thousands of miles away.”


“For a damn good reason.”


Quinn just nodded, not sure if his dad had seen him or not, the older man intent on getting up the trail with that bad leg, cresting the hill over to the land that he wanted to discuss with Quinn. When the trail ended, so did the trees. And most living things. That rotten son of a bitch Johnny Stagg had strip-cleared one hundred acres of property that had once belonged to Quinn’s uncle. When Uncle Hamp had fallen behind on some gambling debt, Stagg had swooped in, taken over the land, cut down every single tree, and bulldozed what was left. Johnny Stagg was like that. Conservation and the environment were four-letter words to his kind. And the reason every morning was a little brighter now with Stagg in federal prison.


Jason walked out on the ridge as Quinn lit his cigar. Hondo trotted up behind them, sniffing the smoke on the windless summer morning. His body a patchwork of grays and black. He had one brown eye and one blue.


“I don’t want it,” Quinn said.


“Not now,” Jason said. “Not now. But in five years, nature will have taken back over out here. All this scarred-over shit will be gone. Now is when we get the property, double your holdings, and we can make some money. What’s the use of having land if you don’t use it?”


“To have some personal space?”


Jason laughed like a man who wasn’t squatting on Quinn’s back half acre in an old broken-down trailer. His only assets seemed to be a collection of belt buckles and saddles given to him by Burt Reynolds and a rusted-out 1978 cherry-red Firebird that Jason claimed had been the star of the film Hooper.


“This is something for both of us,” Jason said. “We can do this together. You got the land and I know horses. There’s nothing like this anymore. You know how many folks want their kids to learn how to ride? Down there, I thought we’d dig out a pond. It would be the center of all the cabins we’d build.”


Quinn ashed his cigar and toed the burning end in the dirt.


“Stagg will sell,” Jason said. “Look how quick he unloaded his damn truck stop and snatch palace.”


“I know he had some serious pressure on him.” Quinn blew out a long bit of smoke. The cigar was too good to put out and risk getting stale on the porch. It had been a gift from his commander in AFG when he’d gone back to work as a civilian to train the locals.


“Only one question.”


Jason looked his son in the eye and smiled big.


“Just where is all this money coming from?”


“Don’t worry,” Jason said. “Don’t worry about nothing. Leave all that piddly shit up to me.”


Quinn shook his head. In the distance, he heard the high whine of a small motor. He turned to see a shirtless man on an ATV cut through Stagg’s property and dip into his woods.


“Who the hell’s that?”
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Lillie drove for about six miles, deep into the northwest county, almost to the National Forest, until she found Deputy Reggie Caruthers stopped at the fork. She rolled down her window as Reggie walked up, letting her know that Jimmy Deets and a couple more folks with Wildlife & Fisheries were headed their way. Reggie was new, only six weeks with the sheriff’s office, and grinned as he relayed the news. Excitement at last.


“Anybody seen his ugly ass?” Lillie said.


“Not yet,” Reggie said. “But he’ll screw up. Norwood’s good at that.”


“You know him?”


“Had some trouble with him last week,” Reggie said. “He’s back on the meth. Wanted to know what the world was coming to. Me, a black man, harassing a God-fearing white man.”


It was hot as it got in Tibbehah County, nearly a hundred, and sticky humid, with the thirteen-year cicadas out in full force, escaped from the ground to copulate and make a ton of racket in the trees. Lillie had to wait until the boiling-up of their chatter died down to speak again.


“I don’t think Norwood fears anyone,” she said. “Or feels anything.”


“If we don’t snatch his ass up, he’s going to kill someone. I don’t like the idea of a paranoid meth addict zipping around Tibbehah County with a loaded twelve-gauge.”


“Miss Holder said Norwood was convinced a Mexican cartel was after him,” Lillie said. “Said they were going to kill a bunch of folks just as soon as they finished up their chorizo and eggs.”


“Sure,” Caruthers said. “Can’t shoot no one on an empty stomach.”


Lillie had known Reggie Caruthers since fifth grade. His mother had been Lillie’s teacher and she used to bring Reggie, then four, to class with her. He was twenty-nine now, but he still seemed like Little Reggie to her, with his dimples and bright smile. When he applied for the job, she had to reconcile that he was now a four-year Army vet and had done two tours in Afghanistan with the 10th Mountain Division. About every other day, she had to stop from calling him Little Reggie and pinching his cheek.


“You think he’s got a plan?” Reggie asked.


“No, sir.”


“Just keep on running until he runs out of gas or turns that thing over?”


“He’ll probably just pass out somewhere,” Lillie said. “Maybe the buzzards will start to circle. We can follow ’em to his bones.”


“You know his daddy rents some land up in the hills,” Caruthers said. “He’s got a single-wide for a hunt club. Or a drinking club. Black people don’t go up there for a reason. Those hill folks are crazy as hell. They hangin’ out the Stars and Bars just to make sure we know.”


“Can you show me?”


Caruthers walked back to his cruiser and returned with a Tibbehah County map. He ran his finger over Highway 9W, running west of where they were now. He kept on moving his finger closer to the Fate community and the Natchez Trace.


“Shit,” Lillie said. “He’d have to cut right across—”


Her cell phone rang and she reached into the console for it, recognizing the number. Reggie tilted his head at her and flashed a big smile. “Quinn?” he said.


“Yep.”


Caruthers smiled. “Maybe we better change over from a chase to a rescue mission.”


Would’ve been nice of you to stop by the SO and say hey,” Lillie said.


“Maybe bring me some trinkets from Kabul. Like a fucking scarf.”


“I’ve been catching up on my sleep,” Quinn said. His father walking along with him back to the farmhouse. Ole Hondo trotting close by, tongue lolling from his mouth.


“Sure,” Lillie said. “Yeah, I bet you’ve been catching up on a few things.”


Quinn ignored her. Lillie never liked Anna Lee or thought much of her unresolved marriage to Luke Stevens. Anna Lee and Quinn not so much living in sin as occasionally delving into it. Lillie knew. His family knew. Hell, everyone knew, including Luke.


“Listen,” Quinn said.


“You got some crazy son of a bitch on a four-wheeler raising hell out on your property?”


“Damn, you’re good, Lil.”


“It’s D. J. Norwood.”


“I thought we busted his ass two years ago,” Quinn said. “He sent me a homemade Christmas card from Parchman. Told me he found Christ at Unit 27.”


“He’s served that time and gone back for more,” Lillie said. “And now he’s back to pick up where he left off.”


“Remind me.”


“Being this county’s A-1 fuckup,” Lillie said. “Shoplifting, drug dealing, breaking into houses and trailers when the mood strikes him.”


“What’d he do?”


“Stole that ATV from Ruthie Holder’s shed.”


“That all?”


“And a loaded twelve-gauge Browning she won in a raffle at the Baptist church.”


“Well,” Quinn said, turning back to his house. “Guess we better get ’em back.”


“How about you just sit this one out until the law arrives?” she said. “He’s got no truck with you. He’s just flying high on eleven different herbs and spices.”


“Glad to show him some hospitality.”


“I really wish you’d rethink that plan.”


“I won’t shoot him,” he said. “I’m too damn tired.”


“Son of a bitch,” she said. “Quinn, would you fucking listen to me?” Quinn turned off the phone, walked down the gulley and up onto the Indian Mound and into his house. He reached for the crossbow he’d hung over the stone hearth as a decoration until deer season. He carried the bow, along with a quiver of arrows, moving outside toward the woods.


His dad stood outside by his painted horse, named Hooper. Jason held a Winchester lever-action, like John Wayne preferred. “Like some company?”


Just why did Quinn come back?” Reggie Caruthers said, following Lillie down a winding deer trail. “Heard he was gone again for good.”


“Probably to change his Jockey shorts and get laid.”


“Long way to come home and get laid.”


“Quinn’s got special motivation back here,” Lillie said. “It’s what always brings him back. He’s tough. But, in that department, the man can’t help himself. He’s got a woman who’ll destroy him someday.”


“Anna Lee Stevens?”


“Yep,” Lillie said. “Can’t anyone have a personal life around here?”


“Nope,” Reggie said. “Speaking of friends, aren’t you worried Quinn might want to run against you for sheriff?”


“He got treated pretty bad,” Lillie said. “Some real Will Kane shit. They believed all kinds of lies about both of us and voted that insurance man into office. He was a nice man. But—”


“That didn’t work out.”


“No, sir,” Lillie said. “Never saw what hit him.”


They hadn’t heard the stolen ATV’s motor since setting foot in the woods. The cicadas were louder than ever, buzzing up to a boiling point and then calming down a bit. Lillie rested the rifle against her shoulder as she walked along the worn deer trail, dead leaves and fallen twigs at her feet. It grew cooler as they walked deep into Quinn’s land. Fresh springs bubbled up out of the ground and ran in zigzagging patterns down the hill. Moss grew along fattened oaks and the warm air smelled of cedar trees.


It was almost pleasant.


D. J. Norwood was naked save for a pair of work boots, wet as a rat, on top of the ATV, rubbing down the twelve-gauge with an old T-shirt. He seemed to have gone swimming in Sarter Creek and then found a patch of bare earth to dry out in the sun. So intent on cleaning the gun and whistling to himself, he didn’t hear Quinn walk up a dozen meters from him. But as Quinn raised the crossbow, Jason called out, wanting to know if Quinn saw anything.


Norwood was surprisingly fast with the shotgun, up onto his shoulder, teeth chattering and telling Quinn to back the fuck up. His eyes zipped and darted over the rolling land around him.


“I think jail made you dumber than ever, Norwood.”


“Who the hell are you?” Norwood said. “I don’t know you.”


“Quinn Colson,” he said. “You’re trespassing. And polluting my creek.”


“I can wash my ass where I please. And you ain’t Colson. Colson don’t have no beard.”


“Damn, you are observant,” Quinn said. “Now, how about you lower that Browning you took off Miss Holder.”


Quinn’s father stepped up into the clearing, Winchester pointed direct at Norwood’s skinny white body. Norwood’s hair had been shaved as short as the stubble on his face. He had small, mean black eyes and a caved-in, hairless chest. A tattoo of a dream catcher decorated his sternum, providing a perfect target. Below the tattoo was the word PEACE.


“I didn’t steal nothing from Miss Holder,” he said. “She told me I could borrow this here gun. Shit.”


“And the four-wheeler, too?”


“Shoot, yeah,” he said. “She wanted me to kill a turkey for her.”


“Turkey season’s not until spring,” Quinn said.


“Yeah,” Jason Colson said, moving up shoulder to shoulder with Quinn. He spit on the ground. “But it looks like shitbird season started today.”


“Y’all better put down those weapons,” Norwood said. “Hurt me and I’ll hire goddang Morgan & Morgan up in Memphis to sue your ass for every penny you got. Them folks don’t mess around. You hear me?”


Norwood stood up fast off the ATV in anger, naked, limp, and moving sloppy in boots with loose laces. A leaf had stuck to the side of his head as he walked. Quinn rested his index finger light on the trigger and breathed slow and easy.


“Boy,” Jason said. “You move again and I’ll shoot that little pecker from here to Hot Coffee.”


“Why y’all putting a boot on the throat of a white man?” Norwood said. “I didn’t do nothin’. That old woman’s the one who’s gone crazy. She’s can’t remember jack shit. I cut her damn grass. She thinks of me like her own son.”


“OK,” Quinn said. “Wait till the sheriff gets here and you can explain everything.”


“Y’all called the sheriff?”


Quinn just nodded, a close eye on Norwood’s every move.


“God damn. Son of a bitch.”


“Get off the four-wheeler, Norwood,” Quinn said. “And put down that shotgun.”


“Hell with you.”


Quinn didn’t answer.


“Either pull that trigger, Robin Hood, or get the fuck outta the way.” Norwood held the shotgun in his right hand and mashed the starter with his left.


Norwood raced forward on the ATV, kicking up rock and dirt, scooting away with a rebel yell. Naked as hell and firing off the shotgun into the air. Quinn got a quick glimpse of skinny white ass, bucking up and down, and the broad tattoo on the man’s back as he drove off. Hank Williams Junior grinning at him behind enormous mirrored sunglasses, cigarette dangling from his mouth.


“Family tradition,” Jason said.


“His tats?” Quinn said, lowering the crossbow.


“No,” Jason said. “His daddy and two uncles were true pieces of shit, too.”


You hear that?” Reggie Caruthers said.


“Shotgun,” Lillie said.


“Yep.”


“You don’t seem worried.”


“Quinn promised not to shoot.”


“Y’all have that kind of trust?”


Lillie didn’t answer as she walked. The woods filled with the high whine of a four-wheeler motor, growing closer as Lillie and Reggie followed the narrow path downhill. Lillie knew the trail, linking up to the dirt road to the south and Quinn’s pond farther up to the west. The path had been smooth and well worn from Hondo, but now also from Jason Colson’s three horses.


“Norwood’s coming.”


“How do you know?” Reggie said.


“ ’Cause this is the only way out of the woods,” she said. “Quinn must’ve shaken him loose.”


“Can we shoot him?”


“I’d rather not,” Lillie said. Walking and searching, trying to find a little cover in the woods, seeing a tangle of wild privet and thinking it was a fine spot. “Too much paperwork. Unless the bastard asks for it.”


“If it wasn’t Quinn shooting,” Reggie said.


“You stand by that fallen tree,” Lillie said. “He comes up this path with that shotgun and you do what needs to be done.”


“Where are you going?”


“Advanced police tactic,” she said, reaching down and finding a fallen oak limb. She lifted it up, not rotten, with plenty of heft. She knocked the bark off the limb and found a narrow spot to grip.


“You’re going to knock his ass off that four-wheeler,” Reggie said, “aren’t you?”


“He’ll cut up this hill and be looking straight at you.”


Reggie nodded, unlatching his Glock and aiming it toward the buzzing sound. Lillie moved behind the privet with the heavy limb in both hands, chocked up high for good measure. As he hit the tree line from the open pasture, zipping up the hill, Lillie noticed D. J. Norwood was grinning and yelling, the twelve-gauge laying prone across the handlebars.


“Here we go,” Lillie said.


Reggie stepped out onto the path and yelled for him to stop. Norwood gave another rebel yell and gunned it as Lillie stepped free and swung hard.
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You think he’s come to yet?” Anna Lee asked Quinn. Both of them in his farmhouse kitchen, grilling two venison steaks in peppers and onions in a black skillet. He added a little more salt and pepper, charring them in a stick of fresh butter.


“He was awake when Reggie Caruthers hauled him off,” Quinn said. “He was making all kinds of threats to Lillie, saying that she’d broken his jaw. Calling her a crazy-ass dyke bitch.”


“Did she break it?”


“I sure hope so,” Quinn said.


“You don’t mean that.”


Quinn didn’t answer, turning the steak, checking it with a fork. Still a little too bloody for his taste.


“Something a-matter?”


“Thought you were going to bring Shelby with you?”


“Shelby’s five and easily confused,” she said. “Besides, she’s with Luke this weekend.”


“Does Luke know where you are?”


“We’re separated,” Anna Lee said. “I don’t need to check in with him. We’ve been through all this crap before. Until things are done, I don’t want her thinking that she’s got two daddies.”


“I’m not backing up,” Quinn said. He turned the steaks, getting a nice sear on both, the smell of burning meat, onions, and butter filling his kitchen. He reached for a cold Budweiser and took a sip.


Anna Lee, in cutoff jeans and an ole miss baseball T-shirt, leaned against the kitchen counter. She’d grown her strawberry blonde hair out long that summer and her skin had a burnished red-brown glow, making the freckles even more pronounced. As she moved and stretched, the gray T-shirt rode up a bit on her flat stomach.


“I know,” she said.


“I know what I want.”


“So do I.”


“But what?”


“Luke knew you were coming back home,” she said. “He was worried you’d want me and Shelby to leave with you.”


“That’s crazy,” Quinn said. “Luke might realize I have two aging parents and a crazy sister to look after. Not to mention a wandering cattle dog.”


“He believes the only reason you came back to Jericho was for me. And, now that you have me, you’ll keep on moving.”


“Do I have you?”


“Slow steps,” she said with a grin.


“Isn’t that what we agreed?”


“I don’t like you being with Luke.”


“He’s still my husband.”


“Not for much longer.”


“I have to see him,” she said. “I’ll always have to see him.”


“But you’re with me,” Quinn said. “Right?”


Anna Lee gave a weak-as-hell smile, walking toward him. Quinn took the steaks from the skillet and set them on an old china plate to cool. He reached out and pulled her close, his hand touching the warmth of her low back, and kissed her. She kissed him back, but barely, a stiffness in her lips and back. He told her he loved her and she told him she loved him back.


They ate outside. Anna Lee cut up some heirloom tomatoes for a salad and served them with a couple baked sweet potatoes. Quinn drank his second beer and Anne Lee had a Pepsi, still too much Baptist in her. You can’t commit adultery and drink alcohol at the same damn time.


“My dad wants me to invest in some more land,” Quinn said. “Said I need to be thinking of the future. Planning a family.”


Anna Lee nearly spit out her Pepsi but caught herself and wiped off her chin. “Are you kidding me?” she said. “Jason Colson giving you advice on how to plan ahead. I really don’t think he knows what he’s going to do from day to day. All he does is play old Creedence tapes and work on that piece-of-shit Pontiac.”


“It’s something,” Quinn said. “He’s pretty much just getting to know us.”


“You know what I think of him and his excuses,” she said. “Your momma feels the same way. She doesn’t care a damn bit about how he’s trying to show off his horses to Little Jason. Acting like he’s goddamn Grandfather of the Year.”


“He’s trying,” Quinn said. “And he thinks I need to buy up that logged-out land Johnny Stagg owns.”


“Why?”


“He wants to open up a dude ranch,” Quinn said. “Well, he’s not calling it that. Basically, he wants us to double our cattle and add some horses. He thinks we can dig a big lake and maybe rent out some cabins. He believes folks would pay for lessons or to board their horses.”


“That’s crazy.”


“You know, he was the wrangler on both Pale Rider and Silverado.”


“Have you actually seen his name in the credits?” Anna Lee said, finally getting down to slicing into the steak. Bloody and nearly raw, just as she liked it. “I mean, to make sure?”


“I have.”


“Be careful, Quinn Colson,” she said. “I just don’t want that man to go and break everyone’s heart again.”


“Aren’t I always?”


Why do you keep those animals around?” Mingo asked.


The boy stood with Fannie Hathcock in the parking lot of the Rebel, watching the Born Losers race each other up and down the strip between the truck stop and the Golden Cherry Motel, where they sometimes lived. The Golden Cherry was a classic old fifties hotel, with a twenty-unit brick building surrounding a swimming pool. The green-and-bright-red neon sign flashed welcome to all the weary travelers coming off Highway 45.


“I don’t know,” Fannie said. “Maybe because they have character.”


“They scare the crap out of me,” he said. “I don’t like them in the bar.”


Mingo was a good kid. Dark, handsome, and smart as a whip. Fannie had brought him along down at the place on Choctaw land when he was thirteen. He was in his early twenties now, skinny, with long black hair and a handsome native face. More than anything, Mingo was loyal. In this business, Fannie appreciated that above all else.


“The Born Losers,” Fannie said, watching them gather by the motel pool. One of them stripped off his nasty leathers and jumped on in, to a bunch of hoots. “We do for them and they do for us.”


“Don’t like them,” Mingo said. “Don’t trust them. I don’t get it, Miss Fannie.”


She and Mingo were taking a smoke break after hanging some new light fixtures in Vienna’s. The noontime sun was harsh and the late summer was hot as hell, heat waving up off the asphalt. Across the road, the Losers were gunning their bikes and playing loud music, the doors of the units they rented wide-open. They were dirty, stinky, and mean, but they were the key to making Highway 45, from the Gulf Coast to Memphis, really work. Without them, the Mexicans would think they were weak.


“We get a lot of good stuff running through the Rebel,” Fannie said, spewing smoke from the side of her mouth. “I do a little window-shopping and sometimes they get that stuff for me.”


“That chop shop in Olive Branch?” Mingo said. “With that old trucker who busts up what you send him?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I don’t like him, either,” Mingo said. “He’s a damn crook.”


“We all are, baby,” Fannie said. “Me, the Born Losers, that old redneck in Olive Branch. We all do for each other.”


“But a motorcycle gang?” Mingo said. “Couldn’t you get someone else to do their part?”


“Crooks work in wild and mysterious ways,” Fannie said. “Nobody wants to testify that those boys hijacked your truck.”


“Guess not,” Mingo said, strands of black hair flying in front of his flat face. “But they’re really messing up the motel. Two of the doors are broken. All the TVs are gone. If I were you, I’d burn the sheets when they take off for Biloxi.”


“Good idea,” Fannie said, tossing the nub of her brown cigarillo to the ground. “Will you see to that?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I wouldn’t worry too much about TVs,” Fannie said. “Those boys just liberated a whole truck from Best Buy. You got a laptop?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Need another?”


Mingo smiled, his dark Indian hair nearly blue in the hot August light. He’d been full of so much potential down at the Rez. He’d been living with a crackhead sister and her mean-ass boyfriend when Fannie took him. When they came for Mingo or some money, Fannie handed over enough cash to get them high for the rest of the month.


“They piss in the pool.”


“I know.”


“Dirty bastards.”


“But they’re our dirty bastards,” Fannie said. “We just can’t let them ever forget who’s boss.”


Back when Milly Jones was a cheerleader, she’d been a Big Fucking Deal, all eyes on her as the girls would toss her high in the air, twirling and spinning, being blinded by the stadium lights and bright green of the field. The lightest on the team, a damn two-time state champion, who’d learned how quick your life could turn to shit. Not a year out of school, working two goddamn jobs, the Dollar Store in Jericho and the Build-A-Bear Workshop in Tupelo, and now thinking about scrounging for dollar bills at a titty club.


The team tossed up the new flyer that Friday night, a little girl named Tiffany, building a damn human pyramid, and Milly grinned down from the bleachers and clapped and cheered louder than anyone. She was happy for them. Really, she was happy as hell. The band from Lafayette County blared out “Party in the U.S.A.” and for exactly three seconds she forgot that she wasn’t a part of this anymore. It was a hot August night and the grass was green and cool. The lights, the players, the students and families all packed in tight. Everything so familiar.


“I hadn’t heard from you in two weeks,” Nikki said.


“I told you what I’m doing.”


“Oh,” Nikki said. “That big secret thing.”


“You remember that writer I told you about?” Milly asked. “The one that writes romance novels, but about Christians. So they talk about the Bible and Jesus more than just doing it?”


“Sure.”


“Well, she’s signing books over in Tupelo tomorrow,” Milly said. “If she can’t help me tell my story, ain’t no one can.”


“Can your car make it over to Tupelo?”


“I’ll see that it does.”


“So you’ll tell her, but you won’t tell me,” Nikki said. “Son of a bitch. I’ve known you most of my life, Milly. And I’ve never known you to act stranger.”


It was true Milly had known Nikki since second grade, best friends since they were in eighth grade and went on that mission trip to Belize. In between smoking dope and fooling around with the pastor’s son and his best friend, they’d both finally realized the world looked a hell of a lot brighter away from Tibbehah County. And they’d never be like their mommas, not knowing which way to cross the road. Nikki reached down and held her six-month-old son, Jon-Jon, tighter in her lap.


“I don’t want you hurt,” Milly said. “This thing—this secret—will turn Jericho inside out.”


“Shit,” Nikki said. “I don’t think there’s a lot that would shock this place.”


Milly looked down at the field, the sidelines crowded with players and coaches. Everyone waiting for the coin toss in the center of the field, seeing which way things would go. A hot wind blew in from the west, smelling of burning leaves and fresh-cut grass. The summer was about over.


“This will.”


“What is it?”


“Damn you,” Milly said. “Don’t you listen?”


“Oh, come the fuck on,” Nikki said.


“It’s not my secret,” Milly said. “It’s about Brandon.”


And that stopped Nikki cold from opening up her mouth. Ever since Milly’s brother had blown his goddamn head off while supposedly cleaning his .308 in the woods, there hadn’t been a lot of interest in discussion. For a long while, people would walk the other way when they’d see her. What the hell do you say to the girl who had a defect for a brother? Killing yourself is a cold, hard sin to these Baptists.


“Can you at least tell me where you’re living now since your momma tossed you out?”


“Momma didn’t toss me out,” Milly said. “I left because I was tired of all her shit. All she does is watch The View and sell her essential oils to her dumb friends. I moved in with Daddy.”


“I thought you hated your daddy.”


“When I was dating Joshua, me and Daddy butted heads,” Milly said. “He couldn’t wrap his thick redneck head around the fact that his little blonde angel was going with a black boy. You know what he called him?”


“I do.”


“But now that me and Joshua aren’t together no more, he’s not so damn pissed-off,” she said. “He takes out his shit on his new girlfriend.”


“Did you tell him what you’re doing?” Nikki said. “This top secret writing project, filling up those little journals with your book.”


“It’s not my story.”


“I know.”


“And I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “Not until things come together.”


“And you blow the fucking roof off Jericho, Mississippi?”


“That’s right.”


“Why do you need this woman to help you?”


“This isn’t the kind of thing to whisper,” Milly said. “This is something that’s gotta be told right. She’ll know what to do. She knows people. How to tell the story in the right way. I mean, do you start at the end or go back before it all happened?”


“He was cleaning his gun,” Nikki said. “Right? That part is true.”


“We all tell ourselves lies,” Milly said, reaching down and touching little Jon-Jon’s face. “It’s what gets us through the night.”
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There were times when Lillie Virgil wasn’t so sure she wanted to be sheriff. She’d spent Saturday morning hosing down the cell where D. J. Norwood had pissed himself, that turd not flushing quickly enough through the justice system and out of her jail. After, she hadn’t even had a chance to return a few calls and grab some breakfast when the local high school coach wanted to have a sit-down. Last night, Reggie Caruthers pulled over one of his former players hotboxing around the Square with a baggie full of pills, enough weed to choke Matthew McConaughey, and a loaded pistol on the dashboard.


“He’s just a fine boy who made a mistake,” Coach Bud Mills said, smiling, wanting the woman to know the ways of the world. “He’s a hard worker, tough-minded, and a good Christian. His momma is a pastor out in Blackjack.”


“Besides the weed and pills,” Lillie said, “you do know we got a loaded Smith & Wesson .357. We traced the gun back to Clarksdale, where it was stolen last year. We also have good reason to believe he’s running with a crew here called the North Side Boys. Heard of them?”


“What’s that, some kind of rap group?”


“It’s a gang,” Lillie said. “They’ve been known to work with some pretty rough folks up in Memphis.”


“It’s hard for my boys,” Mills said. “They come out of high school with everyone patting their back. But when they don’t get recruited or can’t get a scholarship, they’re nothing. They get chewed up and spit out. If Ordeen gets put in the system, he can’t get out. I prayed with him this morning. He’s learned his lesson. Y’all scared the hell out of him. Keep the gun. Let him move on.”


“We intend to keep the gun,” Lillie said. “It’s stolen property.”


“It wasn’t his.”


“Then where’d he get it?”


Mills shook his head. He reached for a Styrofoam cup at the edge of her desk and spit out a little Skoal. He leaned back and folded his arms over his hard, round stomach.


“It’s not easy in that culture,” he said. “You know? Most of them don’t have no good role models, with Daddy knocking up Momma and then shagging ass. Ordeen is different. His momma is a preacher. Good family, knows right from wrong. He’s just restless, is all. Can’t find his way. Can’t find any work … Thanks again for that cup of coffee. It’s real early for me.”


“Nice of you to bail him out.”


“Ordeen is special,” Mills said. “If he’d had better grades or could run just a little faster, he’d be up at Ole Miss right now instead of cleaning out toilets at the Rebel Truck Stop.”


“Is that what he’s doing?”


“That was the job I got him,” Mills said. “Before all that business happened to Johnny Stagg.”


Lillie nodded. She never thought of Johnny Stagg as anyone’s victim. Hard to feel bad for a man who’d been sucking off the county’s tit for more than two decades without anyone questioning him.


“All I ask is for you to consider the situation.”


“You want me to drop the charges?”


“Now, Lillie,” Mills said. “How long have you known me? You forget how close I was to your momma. We all miss her. She was the best damn secretary the school ever had. Every Christmas, she baked me a tin of sugar cookies.”


“We all miss her.”


“I know, Lillie,” he said. “How’s that daughter? She’s named Rose, too, isn’t she?”


“Yes, sir.”


Mills spit some more in the cup. He had on a mesh ball cap with the Wildcats logo on it, red coach’s shorts, and a gray T-shirt. Didn’t look like he’d had time to change from the season opener last night. Even if you’d never met Bud Mills in your life, you’d peg him for a coach. Ruddy cheeks, weak chin, and small, clear blue eyes. He was bald on top and graying on the sides. The way she remembered it, her mother always thought he was an asshole.


“Yeah,” Lillie said. “Y’all were friends.”


“I’m so sorry, Lil.”


“It’s been six years.”


“Your momma had a big heart,” Mills said. “Especially when it came to kids from poor homes. She knew some children just weren’t loved. They didn’t serve no purpose in their homes and got treated worse than dogs.”


Mary Alice walked up to her glass door, held up her hand holding a callback slip, and Lillie waved her away. She leaned into the desk that had once been her mentor’s, Hamp Beckett, and then had been her friend Quinn’s for a few years. The top of the desk was battered, still scarred with cigar burns from Quinn. It needed a good resurfacing.


“You keep up with most of your former players?”


“Those who want to.”


“What about Nito Reece?”


“Ole Ranito?” Mills said, laughing. “Hadn’t seen him in a long while.”


“Hard to find Ordeen without Nito nearby,” Lillie said. “When we arrested Ordeen, Nito was in the backseat. It was Ordeen’s car. He had the weapon on him.”


“Nito is another story,” Mills said, grinning. “I’m not coming here and vouching for Nito. I kicked that boy to the curb last season. He embarrassed everyone. Smokin’ dope and putting it out there for the world to see on the Internets.”


Lillie looked across the desk at old Bud Mills, hero to Tibbehah County, the name on the sign when you hit the county line. Two-time State Champs. He smiled back at her as she stared, reaching for his spit cup again, taking a big breath, waiting to hear the game plan.


“You can talk to the prosecutor, Coach,” Lillie said. “But Ordeen and Nito scare the hell out of me. They got a hell of a bad thing going. And either you’re gonna have to start mailing ’em cheese and crackers to Parchman or visiting them at the cemetery. But they’re long down a fucked-up patch of road.”


“You sure talk straight for a woman.”


“A woman should talk around the point?”


“I sure loved your momma.”


“That’s what you said.”


“And I like to believe in the good side of people, Lil,” he said. “It’s served me well in the last twenty years. People in this county look out for one another. Maybe a time when you might need to reach out to me for a favor.”


“The gun was loaded,” Lillie said. “He never told my deputy until he took it off him.”


“Weren’t you young once?” Mills said. “Running wild and free. Making boneheaded mistakes?”


“Maybe,” Lillie said. “But I was too damn busy shooting in tournaments to be fooling around with stolen guns.”


“He didn’t know it was stolen,” Mills said. “And you just might think about how people still love that boy around here. We wouldn’t have ever made the play-offs without him. I’d think on those things, Lillie.”


“Because of the election.”


“Because of the election, and because of the way people might view a woman running for office,” he said. “Has there ever been a woman sheriff in Mississippi?”


“Mississippi is a state that needs a lot of firsts, Coach.”


Coach Bud Mills stood, stretched, and tossed his Styrofoam cup loaded with brown spit in her trash. “Well,” he said. “Can’t blame me for trying to do some good around this town.”


How long?” Caddy Colson said.


“Six weeks,” Quinn said. “Maybe eight. Depends on the next job. How many trainers they need.”


“You like being a contractor?”


“I’m not a contractor,” Quinn said. “I work for the U.S. government and NATO. It’s an organization put together by General Petraeus. Men come to train and return as part of the Afghan local police. Officially, they don’t have arrest powers. But they protect small villages where we’re pulling out and the national police can’t reach. We teach ’em how to shoot, look for IEDs, that kind of thing.”
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