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			Prologue:

			Tanner Brogdon

			Tanner Brogdon carries a shotgun. He handles it like his riot baton, twisting and readjusting his grip, fighting against the anxious sweat under the black leather gloves. In the reflection of the driver’s side window of the dusty yellow pick-up truck, he’s a figure in a tan jacket and dark blue coveralls with an evergreen ski mask, revealing an abstract image of a face, eyes and lips protruding from holes in the appropriate places—red, white, and intent. 

			He closes in on the pick-up truck driver who isn’t looking his way. The driver’s attention is focused on Tanner’s partner, Daniel, standing in front of the truck, dressed the same as Tanner, pointing a long-barrel silver pistol. Daniel touches the tip of the index finger of his free hand to his pursed lips, shushing the man. From their surveillance, they know the driver’s name is Earl. 

			The truck is the only one with a camper shell at the McDonald’s parking lot over the highway near Vinita. The camper shell is a sun-washed white, dented and rusted, with a cardboard-covered back window. It’s early, three o’clock, still dark. Business is slow before the morning highway rush. The parking lot is nearly empty with dormant semi-trucks, like sleeping dragons, and a few cars. Light poles dot the lot like hunched sentinels and cast harsh white glares across the paint and glass of the vehicles. 

			In blue jeans and a Carhartt jacket, Earl mumbles a half-believing, “What the hell?” 

			Then Tanner’s on him, marching in giant, hurried strides. The shotgun slams into Earl’s back, Tanner’s weight and momentum behind it. It drums the driver lose from his frozen stupor, causing him to drop his hot cup of coffee, which splashes across his feet. Tanner wedges the guy between his compressed bulk and the truck. 

			Tanner grimaces like they do in the movies and makes his voice deeper, saying, “Keys? Where are the keys?”

			Earl tries to push away from the truck to turn to look at Tanner, but Tanner flicks a wrist and clips the bridge of his nose with the shotgun’s barrel.

			“Don’t you fucking move,” Tanner says, shoulder-shoving Earl into the truck. Earl groans. He tries to look without moving his body, but Tanner nudges him again, adding a knee strike to the back of Earl’s fat thigh. The blow knocks him off balance. Tanner threatens, “Don’t look at me.”

			Tanner doesn’t say, but his actions imply: Don’t fight back. Surrender. Know when you’re beat.

			The element of surprise is a powerful thing; it overwhelms. This type of thing isn’t the first time for Tanner; other drivers were like this. They start tough, then come to realize what exactly is going on. Already, Tanner can feel the shivers of fear raking Earl’s body, but he can tell Earl isn’t the type to roll over without an extra incentive. 

			Daniel provides that. He stomps forward and pistol-whips Earl in the face. Tanner pushes Earl tighter against the truck to keep him from falling to the pavement. Earl sags, and Tanner lifts. 

			“Where are the keys?” Daniel doesn’t give Earl time to answer and pistol-whips him again, opening a large gash on Earl’s head. 

			Incentive delivered. 

			Earl stammers an answer, lips quivering, snot and blood running down his face. “My… my pocket.”

			“Which one?” Tanner asks, constricting Earl’s movements. 

			“You cut me open. What the fuck?” Earl squeezes his eyes shut. “What do you mean, which one? They’re in my pocket. Don’t fucking hit me anymore. You want them; take them.”

			“Which one, dumb fuck?” Daniel demands. Eyes searching Earl. 

			“Left or right?” Tanner adds, increasing the pressure against Earl’s back. “Left or right?” Earl’s body tenses. Tanner tells him, “Don’t move for them; just tell us.”

			“Jesus,” Earl starts but then thinks better of it. “Left pocket,” he shouts. “Left pocket.”

			Daniel slips his hand into Earl’s left jeans pocket to fish out the keys. 

			Earl asks, “Do you know who owns this truck?”

			Daniel yanks the keys from Earl’s pocket, ripping the man’s pants. He shows the keys to Tanner, letting the parking lot lights shine on the metal. Daniel wraps his hand around the keys, making a fist. 

			“Why do you think we’re here?” Tanner says. 

			Earl spits snot and blood on the ground. “They’re going to kill you. Both of you.”

			Daniel laughs. He can’t help himself. 

			This load belongs to Fat Tommy and Short Philly, and from what Tanner understands, they’re running it as contractors for some Siriano adjunct. Old man Siriano is done, going to prison. Oklahoma’s quickly becoming a new Wild West.

			Daniel says, “If they are going to kill us, they would have done it the first time we did this. They would have taken some precautions.”

			Tanner adds, “But they didn’t.”

			“Because they don’t care about you,” Daniel says as if he’s offering a revelation of salvation so that a sinner may know the truth. He’s pretty convincing. “They’re like Walmart; they make money no matter. When they win, they’re making money. And when they lose, they’re making money. What they aren’t doing is paying you enough money to act like a hardass.”

			Tanner doesn’t know much about Daniel. He’s seen him around, but he doesn’t know his full name and doesn’t know how Daniel likes his coffee or what, if anything, he wants on his pancakes. Outside of here, in these moments, they don’t talk. They don’t interact. All Tanner knows about Daniel is he’s old enough to have gone straight for a time, then decide to come back into the life. They don’t associate outside of these jobs; this being the third hijacking this month, they don’t associate. Daniel doesn’t know details about Tanner beyond his first name; he doesn’t know that Tanner is a deputy or that Tanner has struggled with opiate addiction. How breaking an ankle in high school football led to Lortabs, how Lortabs led to oxy, and how that eventually led to the German. Not that Tanner can’t control the addiction. Most of the time, he can. That’s why he works out. But it’s always there—an itch begging for attention. 

			The German is what connects them and their third associate, the deadbeat Jeremy, who Tanner remembers as a dirty, stringy-haired kid from high school a couple of grades back. He’s their driver, sitting in his big green boat on the other side of the building, waiting for the truck to roll out. 

			The German plans and finances these hijackings, using men he has something on. The German knows whose marijuana loads these are, and that’s why Tanner and company are hitting them. 

			Tanner shifts his weight and position and aims a second knee strike, this time at Earl’s balls while scraping the shotgun up Earl’s spine and knocking the butt against the back of Earl’s head. 

			With the pistol still pointed at Earl, Daniel reaches forward while Tanner lets off Earl some, grabbing his jacket’s hood with one hand and dragging him a step back so Daniel can open the driver’s side door. Tanner shoves Earl into the single cab pickup and prods him across the seat. Already, Daniel’s at the passenger side, the door flung open, grabbing for Earl’s arm, yanking him toward the middle of the cab while loading up into the passenger seat himself. Daniel shoves the pistol into Earl’s side and tells him to stay still. Daniel reaches across Earl and inserts the keys into the ignition, turning them. Tanner slips in behind the steering wheel. He stores the shotgun barrel down on his left side, protecting it from any brave and stupid move from Earl. Foot on the clutch, Tanner puts the truck in gear as he closes the driver’s side door. 

			The truck with the three men snuggly in the cab slips around the building, heading west toward Tulsa. The opposite of Earl’s route out of state. They followed him from the warehouse to here, where he stopped to take a piss and get some coffee. 

			Jeremy’s green Marquis falls behind them as they leave, three car lengths back. 

			Tanner takes the first country road exit and goes a ways before turning around on the semi-gravel road typical of Oklahoma backcountry. He shifts the lever to park. 

			Daniel exits the vehicle, jerking the silent, rigid Earl across the passenger seat and out onto the grass embankment. 

			“Lie there,” Daniel says. “Facedown.”

			Earl grimaces but complies on his hands and knees, looking up at Daniel. He turns face down into the grass.

			“Hands over your head,” Daniel commands. Earl obeys. “It’s just marijuana. It’s not your marijuana; don’t die over it.”

			Daniel waits to see if Earl will argue or agree. 

			When the man doesn’t say anything, Daniel tells him, “I don’t want to hear about this on the news. We know who you are. We know where you work and who lives with you. I’m not fucking with you. No news. No headlines. Your bosses don’t want the attention either. Call this the price of doing business. Count to sixty—slow—and then take your happy ass home.”

			With that, Daniel climbs back into the cab of the truck. He slams the door. He rolls down the window and pulls his ski mask off his head. 

			“Remember, sixty—slow.” Daniel pauses, staring at Earl in the grass. “Do it out loud, so I know you’re counting.”

			Earl shifts from stunned silence and voices the numbers out loud. He’s already at three. “Four … five … six.”

			Daniel says, “Good.”

			Tanner lifts his mask to his forehead and pops the clutch, letting the truck idle forward. He slips it into gear. By the time Earl should be on thirty—Tanner’s been counting at the same cadence in his head—they’re back on the highway. 
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			Chapter 1:

			Frankfort Corbin

			Oklahoma Cattle Cop Frankfort Corbin peers through the binoculars, squinting under the rising sun that washes the brown ground almost white. He is positioned high above the compound on a ridge. The reflection of the light bounces off the hard-packed dirt, nearly blinding Frank as he studies the small figure squatted on the ground below. The figure cradles an old hunting rifle against his shoulder as a crutch and for support, with the stock in the dirt, barrel to the sky, showing no respect to the rifle. The figure smokes a cigarette, with fingers of one hand cupped around his chin and lips and couches in the shade of the compound’s back fence. 

			Frank lies prone on a red patterned horse blanket next to his partner Mitchell Lamb. The compound is an illegal marijuana grow. It violates state law by shipping product across state lines. Frank’s hat—an off-white felt Stetson—rests on the blanket next to him. His badge, hung on his belt as it has been for thirty-plus years, grinds against his hip.

			“Looks like he has a rifle,” Mitchell says, pointing out the obvious. 

			Mitchell has smaller binoculars than Frank. Because they hiked into their position, Mitchell chose the smaller, lighter option, but Frank isn’t one to cut corners when proficiency and ability are the sacrifices. Frank picked his tried-and-true eyes and hung them around his neck for the predawn walk from the Ford Bronco parked half a mile away.

			Mitchell wears a beige button-down work shirt with blue jeans. Frank wears almost the same thing, but his shirt’s baby blue.

			“I can’t see shit with these things.” Mitchell lowers the smaller binoculars, adjusts, and raises them again.

			“I see the rifle,” Frank says, adjusting his binoculars to get a better look, rolling a finger across the middle dial. “How far do you think he is from here?”

			“I don’t know, but I don’t have to know,” Mitchell says. “That’s why man invented rangefinders.” 

			“I think it’s about three hundred yards,” Frank says. He spent a large portion of his life judging distances, from hunting men to shooting firearms to tracking and horse riding. “Feels like three hundred—maybe not that far, but close enough.” 

			Mitchell shifts on the blanket. 

			Frank catches Mitchell lifting a rangefinder to his face from the corner of his eye to measure the distance. Lowering the device, Mitchell says, “About three hundred yards—damnit, I hate when you are right.”

			All Frank says is, “Yup.”

			“How do you do that?”

			“Do what? Figure my distances?”

			“See as clearly as you do at the age you are. I can’t see shit without my glasses, and I had to break down and buy bifocals. Bifocals, Frank, bifocals. Bifocals were what I thought old folks like my grandparents wore. Not me.”

			“You are old.”

			“Not old like they were old,” Mitchell says. “I’m in my fifties. I’ve seen pictures of my grandfather at sixty, and he looked ninety. Why’d he look so old? Think it’s the sun and all? Or do we just have an easy life where they had some hard living? Like just surviving and living sucked it out of their faces?”

			“Don’t know,” Frank says. “Old is how you feel.”

			“Well, I feel old, unable to read or see without help, tilting my head back and forth. How do you know how far it is? You can’t really see it that well, can you?”

			Frank can. Sight has never been a problem for him like it has been for others. He’s just lucky.

			Mitchell says, “How do you do it?”

			Frank mashes his lips together, stroking the stray bristles of his gray mustache back in place with his lower lip. “Practice.”

			Mitchell resettles on the blanket and comments about how he’s going to have to take a piss soon and then wonders where the cavalry is and what’s taking them so long.

			“You shouldn’t have drank all that coffee,” Frank says. 

			“You think he’s Chinese or Mexican?” Mitchell says, turning his attention to the figure outside the compound’s walls. “I bet he’s Mexican.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“The hat,” Mitchell says. “Wide brim. Mexican.”

			“He sits like a Chinese man,” Frank says. That’s how he remembers seeing some Chinese sitting on one of his many trips with Eddie. “Some squat like that when they rest. I tried it. Fell over every time. Don’t know how they did it.”

			“Guess you have to be flexible.”

			“I am flexible,” Frank mumbles.

			“Hip flexors, it’s all in hip flexors,” Mitchell says. “I wouldn’t be able to do it. I’m lucky to be able to touch my toes.”

			Mitchell’s younger than Frank by a few years, and Frank’s a decade or two into his second career—the first one being a Deputy United States Marshal. 

			Mitchell broke a hip last year, a combination of age and being thrown from a horse. This morning, after receiving their assignments, Mitchell asked if they would ride in like the old days or hike. Frank told him: “No, we’ll take the Bronco.” The Bronco is an old beat-up bear of a vehicle, brown with cream trim. Frank said they would park a-ways out and hike in. Mitchell groaned. He’s only been back a few months, and while he may be back to full duty, he isn’t back to his old self. 

			Mitchell says, “Like catchers, but those guys aren’t squatting for the hell of it; they have a job to do.” Then when Frank doesn’t respond, which is most of the time Mitchell’s talking, Mitchell clears his throat. “So you think he’s Chinese? That’s your guess?”

			“No,” Frank says. 

			“No, what do you mean no? You said he sat like the Chinese. All these growers are either Chinese from California like we’ve decided to build a railroad and shipped all these fine young men to our great state, or they are Mexicans fleeing from the bullshit on the border, which really means they’re searching for more money. They make more working at one of these hothouses in the middle of nowhere for sweatshop labor wages than most would do down where they’re from doing the same thing.”

			“Not all of these people are from Mexico.”

			“Well, shoot, Frank, I know that. You’ve got Mexicans, you’ve got Hondurans, you’ve got Guatemalans. Had some genuine,” squealing the last part of the word stressing the syllables like he’s saying swine, “Colombians. I asked the guy at the last one, the Colombian; I said, ‘You, Pablo.’ Guy just looked at me. Blinked a few times. I said, ‘You know, the guy from Medallion. Esco-bar.’ All he says is that’s not how you say it.”

			Frank sighs. Not because of Mitchell’s insistent talking but because life used to be simple. He had Eddie. He had Kelly. But the one rule of life, something Eddie said to him before she died, is things change. 

			And Oklahoma’s changed a lot in the last few years. 

			Frank guesses he’s just tired. Tired of this new Wild West. Tired of being stuck between this new green rush with the medical marijuana combined with the state’s lax drug laws and the Indians’ assertations on the land, post-McGirt.

			It feels like he’s stepped back in time a hundred years. 

			It used to be that all Frank cared about was finding the bad guy. It didn’t matter where he was. Then, when he left the Marshals and joined Oklahoma’s fledgling bastard version of the Texas Rangers, finding the rustler didn’t matter if he was in Kansas, Texas, or Oklahoma. The Agriculture Agents, the Cattle Cops, became a hodge-podge combination of law enforcement, gaining some freedom to work in the three states and coordinate between all the different agencies: feds, Indians, State Police, municipalities, and the County Sheriffs. 

			Mitchell says, “Frank, you have to pick one. Mexican or Chinese. It’s no fun if you don’t play the game. We’ve been here all morning; play the game.”

			Frank doesn’t play. He says, “He’s just a man, no different, regardless of where he’s from or skin color. He’s a man.”

			“Frank,” Mitchell says quietly. 

			“Yup?”

			“That’s sexist … assuming that man identifies as a man,” Mitchell says, trying to make a joke. 

			“Well, if he were wearing a dress, something that indicated he wanted to be a woman, I’d say he was a woman. I’d have no problem with that.” 

			Frank hasn’t always been flexible about the changing times. He used to be pretty rigid, black and white. But then Frank loosened up. Eddie helped him with that. He figured if he could love her and it was supposedly taboo at the time, even though he didn’t really see it as a problem, then people could do what they wanted as long as they weren’t hurting others. 

			It wears on him when wrong seems right, and he’s finding himself a dinosaur of another age. Hence, he feels tired. Changing’s a complicated, exhausting process, and he feels like a dying breed. 

			Mitchell says, “I don’t care. What do I care if a man wants to be a woman or a man? Except it makes it hard to know the bad guys from the good guys when you can’t find a way to describe how a person looks. Knowing John Smith, a white male with blue eyes and brown hair, keeps you from arresting John Smith, a black male with brown eyes and hair, or John Smith, an Asian male with black hair and hazel eyes…” 

			Mitchell goes on, but Frank stops listening to Mitchell’s tirade. It isn’t anything Mitchell hasn’t said before as he’s railed against and tried to process the changing times.

			“He’s not wearing a dress,” Frank says as if Mitchell hadn’t rambled for a few minutes. “He’s wearing clothes that make him look like a man, so he’s a man.”

			“Frank?” Mitchell says again. 

			“Yes?”

			Mitchell waits a beat and then says, “You’re no fun, you know.”

			Frank knows and grumbles in agreement. 

			The man in the shade is blissfully smoking his cigarette … or is it a cigarillo? It’s hard to tell from here. Frank only sees the smoke billowing to the clouds and the orange-red glow from the tip.

			The compound is one of many that have materialized in the vast Oklahoma country. Some recent law changes and a liberated gentry ushered in a new gold rush, or in Oklahoma’s case and history, a land rush but green this time. Like dandelions on the sidewalk, legal and illegal grows have popped up in every town and county. 

			The compound is down in a depression with a good-sized pond to the west. It consists of two large structures, five greenhouses with clouded curved plastic tops, and a scattering of smaller buildings. The compound has ten-foot corrugated tin walls, making it look like an old western frontier fort. 

			To the east, Frank spots the conga line of vehicles closing in on the open main gate—a handful of SUVs and a few cars, which contain lawmen, except Frank knows not all cops are men. The vehicles look like some modern-day posse riding down outlaws, barreling toward the compound. 

			From here, the scene looks like a line of ants descending on a discarded sandwich. 

			The procession appears silent, but Frank’s spent his fair share of time as part of that law enforcement alphabet soup posse to know the engines under the hoods of those vehicles are growling something fierce as they race to close the distance before eventual discovery. From this distance, Frank hears nothing but the soft kiss of the wind biting at his earlobes intermixed with the faint rumble of the vehicles, muted as they are, making their cinematic approach nearly silent. 

			Noticing the arriving cavalry, Mitchell says, “Game time.”

			Frank sets his binoculars to the side and shimmies his rifle into place, a Henry Big Boy Carbine with a 6-to-1 scope. Nothing too fancy. Something Frank finds dependable and easy to maintain. Something he was able to carry into position from their Bronco. They hiked in on foot and settled in place before the sun broke the horizon. Their job: watch the target and report any significant movements. They’ve been here most of the morning, taking shifts watching the compound, sipping coffee from Frank’s rugged thermos, and pissing while discussing current events. 

			Frank and his partner are stationed near a back road that leads down toward the compound. A handful of vehicles hover over the ridge to their west, awaiting the frontal group’s approach before they sneak, or rush, down this road, depending on how first contact goes.

			If it goes bad, Frank has his rifle and the overwatch job while the vehicles withdraw. 

			Frank works the rifle up from between him and Mitchell, who takes up Frank’s discarded binoculars, and settles the rifle tight against his shoulder. Frank focuses the scope on one of the larger houses: the barracks for the illegals working the fields according to the surveillance. 

			During the operational briefing conducted at four this morning, Raley Freeman told Frank, Mitchell, and the others that surveillance consisted of a generator repairman and an undercover OSBI agent (Raley) visiting the compound under the guise of fixing the generator. The fellow in charge of this illegal growing operation had recently purchased it in New Orleans at an auction for a now-defunct hospital. 

			“The fellow didn’t know he couldn’t work on the generator himself,” Raley explained. “Or, in this case, farm it out to a hired hand, which resulted in a dead body. Took a crispy Mexican to figure that one out. So the fellow called the generator manufacturer and requested the company send someone out to service the thing.”

			Frank knew the next part because, after stumbling across the compound tracking backwoods cattle rustlers turned meth cooks who worked as roustabouts in the area, Frank asked OSBI Agent Raley Freeman for coffee to ask him about the compound. Raley never passed up coffee while working and told Frank the compound was a marijuana grow that OSBI has been looking at for a while. He also told him about the walls and the type of generator, which Frank knew was a common brand out here, away from power grids and civilization, as he likes to put it. OSBI couldn’t figure out how to get eyes inside the compound.

			Frank said, “Why don’t you bypass the company and just get with their tech when he gets to town? Ask him to tag along or take some cameras in, and no one would be the wiser.”

			Since there was a wire up and running, it didn’t take OSBI long to figure out when the repairman was scheduled to arrive. They approached the technician and pitched their idea. The tech told them not to ask the bosses; they’d say no. He taught the state cop Raley and two others how to act like an assistant and picked the best of the three students, joking about how those boys should be glad they’re cops because they’d never make it in a field like his. Frank oversaw the ruse since it was Frank’s idea.

			A shout rings out down below.

			Frank shifts his view from the line of vehicles to a small figure at the front gate who’s yelling out the alarm. The shout of alarm won’t matter. 

			“Took them long enough,” Mitchell says. 

			Frank says, “That fellow is not a very good lookout.”

			“You’d think the guy at the gate would have seen them sooner. Good thing they’re almost on him.”

			Mitchell radios in his observations, telling those arriving in the vehicles about the shouts of alarm. The vehicles over the western ridge begin their downward approach.

			Frank listens to the faraway shouts. “What do you think he’s saying?”

			“Policia,” Mitchell guesses, repeating the word a few times. “Policia… I don’t know; how am I supposed to know? I don’t know what ‘police’ is in Chinese.”

			That’s when the shooting starts. The man at the front gate who shouted the initial alarm shoulders an AK47 rifle and fires twice at the approaching line of vehicles, striking the windshield of the front SUV. Then the man disappears into the compound. 

			The radio crackles. The voices are alarmed and distressed, but Frank can’t focus on that right now.

			Mitchell’s voice trembles as he says, “Frank,” to get Frank’s attention in the way partners communicate vast amounts of information to each other in seconds. Frank sees it but wishes he didn’t. The figure who was sitting in the shade smoking clambers to his feet. He spots the second group coming from the west and shoulders his rifle. 

			With one squeeze of the trigger of the Henry and a quick half-thought prayer, Frank drops the man before he can fire. 
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			Chapter 2:

			Jerilyn Kissee

			Jerilyn Kissee doesn’t know what to make of the deputy standing next to her laying out his pitch. The mirrored aviators he picked up at the gas station down the street hide the deputy’s eyes, and she doesn’t know what to think of the idea the deputy’s going on about. 

			“All’s I’m sayin’ is,” he says, “there’s a way to make this work. You want him gone, right?”

			She does, but she doesn’t know how foolproof this idea of his is, and he hasn’t fully convinced her of anything yet, not his qualifications, not his ability, not nothing, but he’s tried his darn hardest, laying it on thick, smiling. Cooing almost, like he’s telling her it will be okay, trying to convince her this is a good idea. 

			He dresses nicely. She has to admit he looks alright dressed in street clothes, a checkered button-up shirt—some type of faux flannel for men who want to pretend to live in the country—and blue jeans that look either new or rarely worn accented with shitkickers beat to hell. It’s nice, but it’s not a great look considering it’s just as much a uniform for him as his actual uniform. Still, it’s alright even if it’s weird when all she’s ever seen of the man has been his deputy uniform. His hair is cut short on top with the sidewalls skimmed low and a day’s worth, or so, of facial hair showing he doesn’t shave when he’s not working. Maybe Jerilyn can do that with Wayne—not shave her legs when she’s not working and ask him what’s it matter because she’s not squeezing into booty shorts today to wait tables, no one will care. 

			Even with his eyes hidden behind the sunglasses, Jerilyn can tell the deputy keeps glancing all over the place, doing that cop look, aware all the time, hyper-vigilant, worried about someone seeing him with her doing this clandestine meeting at the park. He texted from a number that’s either a burner phone or one of those internet numbers. She’s not sure who would be watching him. It doesn’t seem like the sheriff’s all too worried about internal affairs when they broke a man’s neck, threw him in a cell to die, and had a geriatric cop shoot to kill someone, confusing his gun with his taser. 

			The park’s a no-smoking area, but she’s outside the boundaries, standing on the parking barrier to put her small frame even with Brogdon. She’s far away from the playground where her two girls are playing. She takes a drag from the cigarette to buy time to think things over without showing she’s thinking things over because women don’t think, not around these parts, and not where she’s from—not women like her. Yeah, right. 

			As the nicotine hits her lungs and she feels the smooth comfort of the smoke—not caring what it is doing to her lungs after watching her granddaddy die from cancer—she keeps her eyes on her little ones. She watches Kasey on the swing set, little legs hanging down from the seat, squatty and fat, just old enough to stay upright, seated, and enjoy the ride, her mess of hair blowing in the wind. She still remembers when Kasey was so frightened of the swing she couldn’t push the thing without the girl wailing. Katherine’s behind her pushing—Katie to her friends but Katherine to Jerilyn. She’s nearly ten going on twenty and old enough to know what’s going on, clued into the world around her, far sooner than most of her peers. Her listening’s a little rough at times, but she’s a good kid, ready to please, and loves making mac and cheese, their Tuesday and Thursday staple. Jerilyn will have to be careful what she says around Katherine about Deputy Brogdon. 

			Jerilyn thinks over the pitch, unsure if she wants to buy in, although the offer does sound attractive. She’d have her kids, only hers, with Wayne gone and out of the picture. That’s the gist of what the deputy’s saying. He could make it happen. They wouldn’t have to break any laws; in fact, the whole thing hinges on no one on this side breaking laws, not real ones, but it seems funny, him coming to her this way. 

			She says, “How many times have you done this?”

			And there it is, that bashful look. Cheeks flushed red, lips cresting into a slight smile, a bullshitter’s smile. Her daddy had one. Wayne has one. Brogdon’s no different. He may cut his hair, shave his beard, and dress better, but he’s the same man; only a badge separates him from them. But his answer sounds real enough. “Few times, a few times,” he says. “It’s gone different ways each time.” 

			“And how’s that?”

			“Well, it’s easier in situations like this,” he says, “with people like yours. I suppose the more I do it, the better I’m gettin’.” 

			The richer too, but Jerilyn holds that back. 

			“There was one fellow who wouldn’t just stay away,” he says. “This was the first time. I push him; he’d push back. Basically, your number one fear when trying something like this. Most difficult. Maybe that’s why he was my first.” 

			Deputy Brogdon laughs as if he’s making a joke, showing that he’s juvenile even though he’s ten years older than she is. 

			“He stalked her. That’s what got me in it the first time around. I didn’t take no money, not for her. She was sweet. Beautiful even. Not after him, though. She’s something different now. And, I’m not saying I was tempted into doing anything—un-gentleman-like—but I thought about it. Not saying I haven’t done that sort of thing either.” 

			Jerilyn expects him to wink, and maybe he does behind the sunglasses. 

			“I mean, if they call, what’s the harm? But I knew a fellow got written up for just getting a girl’s number in the jail lobby when he was working the front desk. She was there visitin’ someone, dropped her number right in his lap, so to say, more like slipped it into his pocket; he told me about it later, after everything. She called him a cutie and told him to call her later. He liked her. She was a beauty; he showed me her Facebook later. The problem was when she was arrested a week later for all sorts of stuff—drugs, bringing shit into the jail—and she’s yelling his name over and over.”

			Jerilyn sighs, frustrated with his rambling, and says, “So you didn’t charge her is what you’re saying.” 

			Not saying, but thinking, but you are charging me. Then thinking, it better not be by the minute or the word. Jerilyn wouldn’t be able to afford it. 

			She smokes the cigarette as a form of biting her tongue.

			He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t charge her.” Back on track now, he continues, “That’s right, no siree… I mean, ma’am.”

			Jerilyn snorts smoke out of her nose and drops the arm with the cigarette down to her side, holding it there, supporting the arm with the other crossed over her midsection, hand on the elbow. The wind tugs at her sundress. The weather’s nice, but she’s wearing a light cotton hoodie zipped to the base of her neck to keep the nine o’clock morning chill off her skin and Deputy Brogdon’s eyes from peeking down her cleavage. The way he looks at her makes her feel naked.

			He should read her body language; it’s as bright as a neon sign. Brogdon says, “I didn’t charge her because he was a vicious son of a bitch. It was righteous what happened to him. He beat her to within an inch of her life.” He holds up his fingers width apart to make his point. “Stalked her for a while. Sneaking in, moving things around, making her feel like she was crazy. Course, she didn’t help matters. Got hysterical a time or two. Threw one helluva fit once. She loved him, don’t you all? But he was abusive. Beat her. But she was afraid to leave is what I’m saying, you know?”

			She knows. Knows the feeling. Too frightened to stay, too scared to leave. It’s a bad place to be. It’s worse than just getting a divorce and more complicated. It’s not as easy to explain to others. Not when they say, just get a divorce. Why don’t you leave? It’s all patronizing. It’s not that easy. Sure, for these people—the ones who never had to struggle—it might be easy for them. It’s not for Jerilyn. She could take off, start a new life. The thought of it causes her anxiety, and she does wonder about it. Could she really do it? She thinks yes, but it’s one of those nutcuttin’ moments; that’s how Wayne would describe it. You never know until you know. 

			“So this goes on, and I’m watching it happen,” Deputy Brogdon continues. “Oh, say my first year out on my own. I was too wet behind the ears to take it seriously or understand what was happening. At first, I believed he snuck in and replaced all her plates and dishes with paper products, crazy-sounding stuff like that. Who would report that to the police if it wasn’t true? But then I got to thinking she was making it up. That she was crazy. Paranoid. Then you get to thinking, ‘Alright, sure, some of this is happening.’ He probably is calling and hanging up, following her around, that type of stuff, but no way would someone do some of the weirdo bullshit he’s doing; he’s driving her crazy, you know?”

			Again, Jerilyn’s all too familiar. Wayne always had a way of knowing when she was with Michael. She doesn’t know how, but he knew. 

			When they first met, Deputy Brogdon had told her, “Check your car; they can put a GPS tracker in it—the size of a credit card or smaller: an AirTag. Slip it right in the area around the spare tire and you’d never know. I’ve seen magnetic ones, too, seen them stuck to the underside.” But he didn’t explain how he knew. He said it like he’d done it, like he had experience. 

			Mainly, she saw that he doesn’t like Wayne’s type of man because he is this type of man. Not all cops are that way. Jerilyn knows this. Some are just jocks, wanting to be in it for the same reason they wanted to win high school football games. Some genuinely believe they’re helping. Some just do it because it’s something to do. Some do it because they were bullies or have been bullied, and now it’s time to get back at the world and confirm their view of it. Then, some are like Brogdon. Predators hunt predators while enjoying prey. 

			“He did this for about a year, and then this girl’s dad calls one day. He says he hasn’t heard from her for a day. A day. That’s nothing. I don’t call my mom for a few weeks sometimes; life gets busy. I text from time to time. I’m not heartless, but to not call for a day, that’s nothing. We go out to the house. Everything seems fine. Nothing kicked in. No windows disturbed. Come to find out later; he made a copy of the house key. By this time, she’s moved three times and changed the locks twice, but still, he made a copy.”

			“What happened to her?” Jerilyn asks, but really, she means what happened to the guy. That’s what this is. A job interview, and he’s giving his resume, trying to impress her, which should be a red flag, but Jerilyn really wants Wayne gone just as much as this deputy wants money. 

			“Dad calls a second time. He says he’s over at the house, and we need to get over there. Those weren’t his exact words, but I’ll save you what he said. When we get there, she’s naked and on the floor, head bashed in with a frying pan. It’s bent nearly in half and tossed over to the side, in the sink. It was cast iron, if that tells you anything about the beating. The worst part is her dad thinks she’s dead. We think she’s dead. She looks dead. See, the blood’s congealed all around her, and she’s stuck to the floor, like a movie-theater-floor type of sticky. And when we pull her up from the floor, it sounds like wet Velcro, an awful sucking noise. I still hear it sometimes. Makes me cringe. Worse. No one knows she’s alive until one of the others there starts taking pictures of the ‘crime scene,’” putting quotes around it while leading up to the big reveal, “and she gasps like a zombie coming back to life.”

			“Like in the movies or whatever when they get all quiet and still?” Jerilyn adds to show she’s paying attention. 

			“And then they take this huge breath of air.” He demonstrates, making an awful, strangled squealing sound, which sounds like her granddaddy when he was living with them when she was younger, and he’d stop breathing in his sleep while sitting in the recliner in the living room. Gasped for breath. “Yeah, just like that.” He grabs at his chest. “I jumped two feet in the air. ’Course, we get her help, and she’s good now, but then I was pissed. We all were.”

			“You find him?”

			“In a hotel.”

			“You kill him?” Jerilyn asks. 

			The deputy looks away for a long time at Kasey, his face softening like he doesn’t like thinking about it. There’s a difference between a killer and a man who killed; that’s what her granddaddy always said. He’s the latter. He doesn’t have the coldness. “Wasn’t the plan. Don’t feel bad about it, but…” 

			He trails off as if there’s more to the story. And with killing a man, there probably is.

			“But he didn’t cooperate?” she offers. 

			“Something like that,” the deputy says, still looking away. “He shot me. I shot him. It is what it is.” 

			“But you don’t want to do that with someone else?”

			“No,” he says, coming around again. “But being in the hospital is expensive. I had plenty of time to think things through. I thought, ‘There are others like her, right?’ I mean, there’s you. There’s dozens of you. Most deaths around here, and I’m guessing nationwide, have a domestic component. What if they paid, not much but a little, and I put some pressure on these assholes? Get them put in jail. Keep them there. Do them dirty.”

			Now she says it. “And get paid?”

			“Well, that too,” Brogdon says. “As I said, the hospital’s expensive. Have to pay for things somehow.”

			“Sheriff wasn’t willing to flip the bill?” Jerilyn asks. 

			She’s naïve, but she’s heard of workman’s comp.

			“He did, he did,” Brogdon says, “but there are other expenses. Rent, bills, those types of things. If I’m laid up, I’m losing money.”

			“How much?” she asks, cutting to it. 

			“Five thousand,” Brogdon says without a pause. 

			“That’s a lot of money for me.” She rubs her arms and stares at the girls. 

			“It’s enough to make it worth my while,” he says, “to take the risk, but low enough for someone like you to pay.”

			“Where do I scrounge up five thousand?” she asks, annoyed at the condescension. Brogdon was like that the first time they met, and now he wears it like a paternal smock. “Wouldn’t that cause alarms? Get people to take notice if I’m taking money out of the bank, that much, and he ends up dead?”

			“Woah,” Deputy Brogdon exclaims. “Hold your horses. No one’s killing no one. Not even talking about that. What I got in mind—”

			Now she’s playing with him. “But with your story—”

			“I tell you that to tell you my…” 

			He removes the sunglasses so she can look at his eyes. If she didn’t see this as a sales pitch, she could almost believe it’s genuine: the watery redness, the sincere lip quiver, the thoughtful pause. Please… She’s been beaten and terrorized, growing up with complicated men. 

			“…Tell you my motivation about why I’m doing what I’m doing. I mean, yeah, I could lose my job over this, but what I figure is, if I’m careful about who I make this proposal to, and I’m selective, following a certain set of rules, then it’s for the better. A win-win type of thing.”

			“So you won’t kill him?”

			“God, no,” Deputy Brogdon says. “Scare him, maybe. The idea is to get him sent to prison so you can file for full custody; that’s what you want, right? Get him out of the picture for a few years so you can get out of here, start a new life. Now, don’t overestimate the criminal justice system; with what I’ve seen, you have maybe a year or two at the most of freedom, so you’ll have to make the most of it.”

			“So I’m still going to have to pay for a lawyer?” she asks. “Pay for filing all that paperwork to ask the state to keep what’s rightfully mine. It’d be easier if you killed him.”

			And then there it is again, that look—the grin. The dark eyes Jerilyn can see this time. He slips the sunglasses back on and looks away from her. 

			“Might be,” he says, almost humming it to himself. 

			“But that’d cost extra is what you’re saying,” she says. 

			“I’m not saying nothing about anything like that,” he says, but the way he says it, the tone combined with the smile—that’s precisely what he’s saying. 

			“Five thousand may be doable,” she says, doing the mental calisthenics and figuring out how she could make it work. She could get it all from one place, but that’d be no good. She has to spread it around. She could sell damn near everything she owns, and she might be able to get half that. Then she could borrow some from her momma. The salon’s doing really well. Maybe she could work there in the evening, clean up, etc. Jerilyn’s never been one for cutting hair. She’s not good at it. The kids can sit at the back table, eat dinner, and watch cartoons while she sweeps, mops, and wipes everything down. Yeah, that could work. And then there’s Jeremy. Her brother’s always trying to offload a pound of marijuana to some college kids or high school kids. They don’t know any better. They pay higher prices. Jeremy loves doing it. He always talks about how pretty she is and how they’d fight one another to buy from Jerilyn if she were willing to let them slip a hand up her shorts. Jeremy could give it all to her without her selling nothing, but then he’d want to know what the five grand was for, and then he’d be involved, and that wouldn’t help anyone. 

			“I’m glad to hear that,” Brogdon says like the car guy did when she asked about taking some money off the sticker price of the one she wanted, telling him she was interested. “I’m glad. I was worried about you, to be honest.”

			“Oh, yeah,” she says. “Why’s that?”

			“First time I met you, you were beat to hell, you remember?” 

			“I wasn’t…” Jerilyn pauses to think about it. Was she? Wayne’s done it so often, not that she didn’t give him cause plenty of times. She gives just as good as she gets sometimes, but she didn’t think Wayne had gotten to her when she met the deputy. 

			“Yeah, you called about him following you around,” Brogdon says, “following you to your boyfriend.” He giggles. “You were so embarrassed to mention that like someone’s going to judge you for it. You looked tired, and when I asked you if he’d hit you recently, you lied to me. Told me no, but that look. That look said yes. I know that look.”

			Damn Wayne for doing this to her, making her second guess herself. She wasn’t beat to hell, not physically, at least. He’s just a smug bastard that thinks he’s right: further proof her read on him is correct. 

			She throws the cigarette down on the concrete barrier and stomps her foot on it. “How’s this work?”

			“Well, you pay me, and then we work on filing reports over the next few weeks,” Brogdon says. “The idea is that we start a paper trail to work up to stalking. I know he’s doing it now. You know he’s doing it now. It’s about gettin’ others to know it. You have the protective order?”

			She nods. 

			“Good, then this won’t take long. You file those reports, and then you file some of those protective order violations. He’ll do those no matter what, so we don’t have to fabricate too much. Basically, we’re going to stack the deck against him.”

			The cliché grates on her nerves, but she nods and says, “Okay.”

			“Okay, you’re on board?” he asks, voice searching her. “Or okay, you understand?”

			“I understand,” she says, teeth clenched. 

			“Okay,” he says. 

			Now she wants to do it to him, give it right back. “Okay.”

			He pauses and scratches the back of his head. “So where are we at? Okay, okay? Or Okay? Or what?”

			“Okay,” she says. “Let’s do it. It will take a few days to get the money, but I want to get started now.”

			“Wait, wait,” he says, pushing his hands out. “Just hold on. You got to pay first.”

			Jerilyn turns to face him. “No, you’re going to start it right away. He’s behind on child support, something like twenty-eight thousand. He comes and goes as he pleases. He’s found me any time I try to run away. I can’t run away. I live with him to keep him happy. But I’m tired of it. Anytime the law comes around, somehow he finds out.” 

			Brogdon considers his options. He doesn’t like it, but he’s not in a position to negotiate. She said she’d pay him. He said it would take some time. If she doesn’t have all the money in two weeks, it won’t matter. “Alright, I’ll get started.”

			Jerilyn glances at her girls. 

			“How about a peck on the cheek for good luck?”

			She anticipated this and was prepared. She plucks the cigarette from behind her ear and digs the lighter from her hoodie pocket. She sticks the cigarette in her mouth and lights it almost simultaneously. “No, I’m good. I’ll get you half next week
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