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About the Author
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Eli Cranor played quarterback at every level: peewee to professional, and then coached high school football for five years. These days, he’s traded in the pigskin for a laptop, writing from Arkansas where he lives with his wife and kids.

Over the course of his career, Eli’s fiction has garnered multiple awards (2018 -The Missouri Review; 2017 - Greensboro Review). Along with fiction, Eli writes a nationally-syndicated sports column, and his craft column, ‘Shop Talk’, appears monthly over at CrimeReads. Eli is currently at work on his next novel.

Visit elicranor.com for more information.




Praise for Don’t Know Tough

A USA Today Best Book of the Year (So far)
CrimeReads Best Books of Year (So far)
An Amazon Editors’ Pick
An Arkansas Center for the Book
“Arkansas Gems” Selection

“Eli Cranor’s top-shelf debut, Don’t Know Tough, is Southern noir at its finest, a cauldron of terrible choices and even more terrible outcomes . . . There is a raw ferocity to Cranor’s prose, perfectly in keeping with the novel’s examination of curdling masculinity.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Readers may think they know what happened, but Cranor has some twists in store—in a plot that calls to mind Megan Abbott’s depictions of claustrophobic competitive cultures. A former quarterback who coached for five years at an Arkansas high school, Cranor brings an insider’s understanding of the game, the region and human nature.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Takes the adage of ‘Faith, Family, and Football’ and reveals it to be a vicious canard, or at least a decent cover for the common failings of god and men, the violence on the field an acceptable proxy for the violence that exists behind closed doors. A major work from a bright, young talent.”

—USA Today, [image: ] out of [image: ] stars

“Don’t Know Tough really packs a punch. I enjoyed reading between the lines, dreading the trouble Billy was bringing on himself and his fragile life-chances. At the heart of the book is the pull of loyalties—the football team, the family and religion. The characters involved in all the stresses and strains are well drawn and convincing. It’s tough reading, but the humanity shines through.”

—Peter Lovesey, author of the Peter Diamond mysteries, in his adjudication of the Peter Lovesey First Crime Novel Contest

“Eli Cranor knows the underbelly of Friday night lights in this stunning debut that bleeds authenticity and raw emotion. This young author is a new voice of the South to watch.”

—Ace Atkins, New York Times bestselling author of The Fallen and The Sinners

“Don’t Know Tough is a searing and stunningly poignant study in what makes us and what breaks us and ultimately what brings us to a place of peace. Eli Cranor is that rare writer who can make you gasp, cry and cheer often in the same paragraph.”

—S.A. Cosby, 

New York Times bestselling author of Razorblade Tears and Blacktop Wasteland

“Compelling . . . Don’t Know Tough leads to an astounding, perfectly noir finale as Cranor shows that sometimes good intentions are thwarted by reality. Cranor is an author to watch.”

—The South Florida Sun-Sentinel




About the Book
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After his son is convicted of murder, Vietnam War veteran Jeremiah Fitzjurls takes over the care of his granddaughter, Joanna, raising her with as much warmth as can be found in an Ozark junkyard outfitted to be an armory.

He teaches her how to shoot and fight, but there is not enough training in the world to protect her when the dreaded Ledfords, notorious meth dealers and fanatical white supremacists, come to collect on Joanna as payment for a long-overdue blood debt.

Headed by rancorous patriarch Bunn and smooth-talking, erudite Evail, the Ledfords have never forgotten what the Fitzjurls family did to them, and they will not be satisfied until they have taken an eye for an eye. As they seek revenge, and as Jeremiah desperately searches for his granddaughter, their narratives collide in this immersive story about family and how far some will go to honor, defend-or in some cases, destroy it.




for Dad, who taught me how to write
with a bucketful of baseballs





This was how sudden things happened that haunted forever.

—Daniel Woodrell, Winter’s Bone






Inmate: 06-2140

Cummins Unit

P.O. Box 500

Highway 65

Grady, AR, 71644

All these letters I keep writing but I still ain’t got the guts to send them. All these questions in my head. Did you think about me before you pulled the trigger? Maybe so. Maybe that’s why you did what you did.

I’ll never know.
around say they
I’ll never know you, either. Not really. Don’t matter how many letters I write, I still got to walk around this town with everybody talking about what you done. I live in the wake of your storm. Can’t tell you how many people I heard around        say they would’ve done the same damn thing. But talking about it’s one thing, and pulling the trigger’s something different altogether. Them bullets you shot tore a hole in my life too. Ain’t a day goes by I don’t feel the weight of what you done.

That little red dot’s still blinking above the junkyard office door. Sometimes, when I get in real late, I close my eyes and I can see through the lens of that rickety-ass security camera, the kind that swivels side to side but only catches half the story.

I can see what it saw that night.

The tower of cars where you sat and waited, rifle in your hands, rifle to your shoulder, and then you pulled the trigger. I blink and the camera moves on, creaking as it turns to the north where the bullet found its mark and the boy fell. Eighteen years old. And that other boy, who’d just turned fifteen, ran.

Fast.

The camera don’t linger. It don’t remember. It just keeps going, pointing toward the jagged gash in the tree line up Highway  . All that’s left from that night. The twister that tore its way across       , tossing Baptist churches and redbrick banks aside. Dollhouses in the hands of God. The funnel cloud was headed straight for the junkyard, like God knew what you were about to do, but then it stopped.

And that’s the part I’ll never understand. God knew. He knows everything. So why the hell did he turn that twister up Highway   just as the shots rang out and the one boy fell and the other ran?

Don’t answer that.

And don’t think about it too much, okay? If I ever decide to send this letter and it makes it past the prison mailroom and they don’t black out all the good stuff, then just think on this: that camera’s still out there, turning on its tracks, watching me like it watched you.

Jo




1.

The sun sank behind the ruins in ribbons of red, long shadows running the length of the junkyard. Cars stood in towers above the old man. He steered the front loader as two prongs pressed down on the hood of a rusted Crown Vic. A claw emerged and the engine block came out clean. In the distance, a hydraulic slab crunched a Ford truck like a beer can.

The last of the day’s light caught and gleamed on a small glass bottle in the man’s breast pocket. Tucked neatly behind the bottle was an envelope. Sounds of destruction crackled as the man guided the Crown Vic into the crusher atop the flattened Ford. He reached for the pocket, letting his finger slide across the bottle’s plastic lid, rough at the edges. He took the envelope instead, black fingerprints on white paper, eyes scanning the words:


Dear Joanna Fitzjurls,

We are delighted to inform you that the Committee on Admissions has admitted you to the University of Arkansas’s class of . . .



The letter crumpled in the old man’s hands. He stood in the cab, stretched, then exited. His steps stirred small clouds from the dried red dirt. He walked up close to the crusher. Close enough to see the dark splotches marring the giant slabs. In the dying light, the oil stains reminded him of blood. With a flick of his wrist, the letter disappeared inside the deconstructed Crown Vic.

Junkyards were good for that.

Still, the old man knew nothing was ever buried in the junkyard, only lessened, reduced, then stacked high to the sky, pyramids built block by block, secrets hidden deep within their tombs.

The crusher descended again and the old man limped away. He was thick around the waist. More square than round. Thick all the way through, from his ankles to his neck with skin the color of natural leather, pale but tan. The oval nameplate on his Carhartt work shirt read, “Jeremiah.”

The sun disappeared over the heap as he made it back to the office, a sheet-metal structure with concrete walls. No windows. A small patch of thorny roses grew up through the cracked earth beside the front door. Jeremiah steadied himself, the bottle quivering in his fingers.

“Drink up, Hattie,” he said, pouring the brown liquid around the base of the stems, a ritual he performed every evening.

Jeremiah tucked the bottle back in a pocket of his camouflage cargo pants and opened the door. The office was more than an office but not quite a home. A fireplace. A hearth. Two chairs around a table in what could be considered a kitchen. Cellar shadows shrouded the expanse, darkening a largemouth bass that hung above the doorway. Jeremiah closed the door, tapping at an electronic keypad welded to the wall. A red light, a green light, and then a heavy clunk—the office doors locking behind him.

Music came from the depths of the office house. The trebly tenor out of place. The walls reflected the sound in eerie echoes, the thick concrete erected for protection, not acoustics. Jeremiah tiptoed his way through the living room, glancing toward the melody. In the corner, back behind the threadbare sofa, there stood another door, this one small, barely reaching his shoulders, but thick. Six inches of steel. Jeremiah ducked as he entered the vault.

Inside there were enough guns to start a war, or end one. The room was an armory, the walls lined with friends from his past: sawed-off shotguns, Glocks hanging from their trigger guards, assault rifles with bump stocks, infrared scopes, and banana clips. An M72 LAW, an anti-tank weapon, lay atop a table in the back of the room as if it were a rusty lawnmower blade, some broken part the old man had put off fixing.

Jeremiah dug in his pocket for the bottle, then placed it on a shelf. The handgun went up next. He hung the belt and the holster from a hook up high. Dangling beside the gun was a Bronze Star, a thing Uncle Sam had given Jeremiah once he’d taken everything else away. In rows beside the star stood books, shelves of them: Hemingway, Faulkner, Flannery O’Connor, even some John Grisham and Stephen King. Then there were the ancient tomes, books that held the answers: Plato’s Republic, a few thicker volumes of Schopenhauer, a skinny paperback edition of the Tao Te Ching, and of course, the Bible, its spine loose and bendy—leathery—like the old man’s skin. There were more books than guns. Jeremiah learned long ago a book was a weapon, and like always, he’d gone about arming himself.

There was a single picture tacked to the wall: an old man and a child, the sun setting over the tip of a distant Ozark hill. Jeremiah lingered there, eyes falling to the lone rusty rifle in the vault. The rest of the guns were clean, spotless, even the old rocket launcher. Jeremiah closed the door on his way out.

He walked briskly through the house now, free of burden, the music growing louder the deeper he went. He stopped outside the bedroom door, peering through the crack, and watched as his granddaughter mouthed the words to a song he did not know. Her room was dull despite the pinks and paisleys, the only light coming from a fluorescent tube flickering above her head. She wore shorts and a Razorback T-shirt, the University of Arkansas mascot snorting across her chest. A full-length, fancy blue dress hung long and sequined from the closet door. It had cost more than the junkyard brought in over the last two weeks. The dress sparkled as Joanna brushed layer after layer of thick pale powder onto her cheeks.

“Can’t hide it, Jo,” Jeremiah said, standing outside the door. “You are what you are.”

Joanna glanced over her shoulder. “And what’s that?”

“My granddaughter.”

She smiled.

“Just think you might be overdoing it.”

“Go get dressed,” Jo said, leaning into the mirror. “You got to be presentable, too.”

“You sure about this?”

“Who else is gonna walk me?”

Jo turned and looked at her grandfather, her face a mixture of everything good from both her parents: steel-blue eyes, full lips, high cheek bones, and the cutest little nose that turned up at the tip when she smiled. But try getting the good people of Taggard, Arkansas, to see beyond the girl’s history, her father, or worse—her mother. Maybe tonight, Jeremiah thought, lost in those dark-blue eyes. Maybe just for tonight, they’ll forget.

“You hear me?” Jo said.

Jeremiah blinked.

“You think we could call him?”

“Already running late.”

“Shit, Pop.”

To look at her, you’d think Jo was a saint, but the girl already had a mouth on her, and Jeremiah knew right where she’d gotten it.

“Cost an arm and a leg to make that call,” Jeremiah said. “Hell, there’s no guaranteeing he’ll call back.”

“Pop.”

That was all she had to say: that one word, those three letters, and Jeremiah would do just about anything. He produced a blocky flip phone out of his cargo pants. He dialed the number, pressed the ancient device to his ear, and waited. Jo eyed only the phone. There was a silence behind the music. They were closer now, back to where it had all begun. The junkyard felt it too, despite the four-foot-thick weatherproof walls, despite the armory in the living room vault. These hallowed grounds had not forgotten the storm.

“Need to leave a message for an inmate,” Jeremiah said, breaking the silence. “Yeah, Thomas Fitzjurls. Tell him to call his daughter in the next thirty minutes. She’s about to win Homecoming Queen.”

Jo beamed and turned back to the mirror. Her hair was woven in tight braids around her head, an attempt to control her thick mane. Jeremiah knew she’d done the braids herself. A girl raised by a grandfather had to learn to do things herself: hair and makeup, cook and clean.

“You heard anything else from Tech?” Jeremiah said, sliding the phone back in his pocket.

“Tech?”

“I’d sure like to keep you close.”

“You know I’m going to the University, Pop. Going up to Fayetteville,” she said, pointing at the snarling tusker on her shirt. “They got the best pre-veterinary program in the state.”

“I could still use some help around here. And money, we ain’t even talked about the money.”

He studied her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes gave nothing away, steady and focused. He knew the school would email her—he could only crush so many letters—and then summer would come and she’d be gone.

“Jo?” Jeremiah said, tugging at his lapels. “I’s thinking tonight, me and you could climb up Babel and watch the stars.”

“But we got the dan—” Jo cut the word short, eyeing her grandfather. “Yeah, Pop. Sure. That sounds good.”

Jeremiah grinned.

“But now I got to try and squeeze my ass in that dress.”

“Right,” Jeremiah said and turned.

“Let me know when Dad calls.”

Jeremiah closed the door behind him. He waited until he heard the security chain on the other side slide across the groove, a sturdy, secure sound, and then he limped back down the hall.

It took Jeremiah less than five minutes to shave and change into his suit. His pants were black, the blazer blue. Dangly buttons lined his cuffs like golden cicada shells. Jeremiah was unaware of anything other than his old phone, waiting for something he knew better than to wait for.

“Damn it, Jake. Call the girl back.” The old man’s voice hissed against the silent walls. “It’s the least you could do.”

He tossed the phone up, caught it, then walked back to Jo’s room.

Three knocks.

Nothing.

Jeremiah knocked again and then he heard talking, low hushed tones. He knocked twice more before the security chain slid away. Jo stood before him, the dress erasing any misconceptions he’d had of her still being his little girl: tight in the hips, the curves of a woman above and below.

“Talking to somebody?” Jeremiah said.

“Humane Society. They want me to work tomorrow.”

“The Saturday after Homecoming?”

“Said it’s the least I could do, since you’re always crunching up their strays.”

Jeremiah nodded, but his eyes were trained only on the phone in her hand. “You didn’t call her, did you?”

“Who?”

“You know who.”

“Pop, come on. I don’t even have her number.”

Jo held the cell phone at an angle where Jeremiah couldn’t see the screen. She’d heard this speech before. She turned to face the mirror, smiling at her reflection as she said, “This’ll do.”

Jeremiah had never been good with words, especially when Jo and sparkly dresses were involved.

“You hear from Dad?”

Jeremiah considered lying, telling her the prison had called back and said the phones were down, but it was too late. Jo was staring at him now. Jeremiah looked away, down at the nightstand. The stationery he’d gotten her last Christmas—and every Christmas since she’d first learned to read and write—burned holes into the old man’s memory. The fountain pen she’d bought herself with the money she’d earned from the Humane Society rested neatly on the stationery, a half-written letter to a man she barely knew.

“I’m sure something came up,” Jo said and turned from the mirror, snatching her purse as she started past him. Jeremiah caught her arm before she made it to the door.

“You check your gun?”

Jo flashed him a look.

Jeremiah wasn’t letting this one go.

“It’s in the nightstand drawer, Pop. Right where it’s supposed to be. Safety’s on and everything.”

“One in the chamber?”

Jo leaned forward on her toes, pecked his cheek, and whispered, “There’s always one in the chamber.”

And then she was gone, down the hall, halfway across the living room when Jeremiah called out for her.

“Yeah?” she said, already at work unlocking the series of bolts and chains attached to the front door.

“I’s thinking maybe tonight you should take The Judge.”

Jo stopped and turned to face him, eyes wide because she knew the reverence her grandfather held for his truck: a jacked-up, 1984 Chevy Silverado 4x4 with KC lights, a brush guard, and ribbed mud tires so thick they made short work of the Ozark hills.

“You mean it?”

“Figured you might need something mean to go with that dress.”

“What’re you gonna drive?”

“Thought maybe we could ride in together.”

Jo looked down. “But I’m already late.”

“I’m ready,” Jeremiah said, lifting his keys from the kitchen table.

“No,” she said, then caught herself. “I mean . . . All the other girls won’t be riding to the game with their parents.”

“Neither would you,” Jeremiah said, a look on his face like I’m just Pop.

“You know what I mean.”

Jeremiah tossed the keys across the living room. Jo caught them with one hand.

“But I will be the only girl rolling up in a souped-up Chevy.”

Jeremiah watched his granddaughter turn and start working the locks again. Beyond that door were bloodlines and violence that ran deeper than the limestone caves burrowing their way through the Ozarks. He’d tried to explain it all to her before, tried to drudge up their history and put what had happened into words, but it never came out right. There were no words for the past.

The old man was so lost in his memories he didn’t realize the door was open now, revealing the junkyard and all that came with it. Jo’s voice brought him back, though, just like it always did.

“See you at the game, Pop. Don’t be late.”
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