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News of his brother’s death came soon after breakfast.


Victor Landis went onto the porch with his coffee and his cigarette and sat on the swing seat. The morning was bright and clear. He looked towards the highway and tried to remember the last time he and his brother had spoken. He could not. It had been a number of years, for sure – eleven, likely closer to twelve now – and the words they’d shared had come to blows. Whatever fraternal bond they’d once shared had been broken beyond repair. There was a history between them, its telling all kinds of different depending on who was asked.


Little more than a year between them, Victor and Frank Landis now shared nothing but blood. That they’d both wound up in law enforcement was attributable to coincidence alone. Neither one had evidenced a hankering for such a thing in their early years. Victor had in fact shown a leaning towards music. Fancied himself a guitar player, much like their father. How the law came about – how it connected and then further separated them – was yet another twisted strand in the barbed-wire fence of their past. For both of them, that past was as good as quicksand – the harder they’d fought to escape, the harder it had dragged them back.


The news that Frank was dead seemed proof enough that persistence invariably paid off. He had finally escaped, though not as he’d intended.


‘Thought maybe a hit-and-run,’ Dade County Deputy Sheriff explained on the telephone. ‘That’s what I figured until the coroner got himself out there. Seems whoever run him down backed up and run over him again for good measure. He done moved a good deal too in between, suggesting he weren’t gonna quit until they got him flattened three, maybe four more times.’


‘Tough as cat meat, my brother,’ Victor said, thinking that some people were born to die hard.


‘Best get yourself over here soonest,’ the deputy said. ‘You bein’ next-of-kin an’ all.’


‘I didn’t get your name, son,’ Landis said.


‘Abrams. Paul Abrams. Been your brother’s deputy more ’an five years now.’


‘Well, I guess you’re gonna be the new sheriff soon enough.’


Landis took his time. He had a second cup of coffee, smoked a second cigarette, then telephoned Barbara Wedlock at the office.


‘My brother’s got himself killed over there in Dade County,’ he said. He knew he was saying the words, but it sounded like someone else’s voice.


‘Oh my, Sheriff,’ Barbara said. ‘Oh my, oh my.’


Barbara had been at the Sheriff’s Office dispatch desk for more years than Landis had been sheriff. She knew everyone’s business. Anything she didn’t know wasn’t worth spit.


‘Gonna head over there and identify him and whatnot. Any­thing comes up, tell Marshall to take care of it.’


‘Will do, Sheriff Landis,’ she said. ‘And condolences to you.’


Landis thanked her and hung up.


The distance from Blairsville to Trenton was all of seventy miles by crow, closer to a hundred by road. Landis took 76 on past Mineral Bluff, turned northwest and joined the highway that followed the Conasauga River. He headed north again until he was nothing but a loud holler from the Tennessee state line, and then he turned back down again across Whitfield County. The Appalachians were bold on the horizon, beneath them the sprawling wonder of the Cherokee National Forest.


En route Victor listened to the radio. There was a station out of Bunker Hill that aired the kind of music he wished he could play. He was working on it, but his hands were more suited to skinning rabbits than plucking strings.


Coming up on the county line, he eased up on the gas. The news had not yet sunk in. Whether it would ever sink was another matter. All he knew was that the cold, broken body of his brother would be laying up on a steel table at the coroner’s office and he’d have to say something about a man who was more a stranger than kin. Preparing something was as much use as laundering skunks. Anything planned would be meaningless when the moment came.


Outside of Wildwood he joined Interstate 24 and headed on to Trenton.


The city itself was everything northern Georgia had to offer, nestled there in a fertile valley of the Appalachian foothills, Lookout Mountain to the east, Sand Mountain to the west. Dade County was half the size of Union, maybe a hundred and eighty square miles. Named after Major Francis Langhorne Dade, the man himself killed in the Dade Massacre of the Seminole Indians way back in the mid-1830s. The Cherokee were the next to be routed, the land then raffled off in the Georgia Lotteries. For the first century, there was no road into Dade from Georgia. Anyone venturing there had to take a scenic route by way of Alabama or Tennessee.


Dade was as far north as you could get without actually leaving the state.


It was somewhere after 11.00 am when Landis gained the city limits. He pulled over at the first diner he saw. Mountainview Grill, a busted neon sign half-heartedly announced. He wanted a cup of coffee, a cigarette or two, a handful of moments to gather his thoughts.


The waitress attending his table was all sunshine and pleasantry. It took a moment, but Landis saw the light go on in her head.


‘Well, this must be the strangest thing ever,’ she said. ‘You look more like the sheriff than the sheriff himself. If you’re not his brother then your pa musta been takin’ his business elsewhere.’


Landis glanced at her badge. ‘I am, Shirley,’ he said. ‘Frank Landis’s brother.’


‘Well, my oh my, isn’t that a thing. And you’re a sheriff, too?’


‘Over in Union County, yes.’


Evidently news of Frank’s death had yet to reach the folks of Trenton.


Shirley poured coffee, still smiling like the sun had lost its way west in her throat.


‘Is that all you’ll be wantin’, Sheriff?’ she asked. ‘We have a fine selection of pies up there at the counter.’


‘Coffee is good,’ Landis said.


‘Well, you go on and let me know if you’ll be needin’ anythin’ else, okay?’


‘Thank you kindly, Shirley.’


Landis wished he’d changed out of his uniform. He wasn’t there in any official capacity, and he didn’t much care for the constant glances from those in adjacent seats.


The coffee was good. He took a second cup. He would smoke a cigarette outside and make his way over to the Coroner’s Office.


At the counter his money was point-blank refused.


‘You go on and visit with your brother,’ she said. ‘Your money’s no good here, Sheriff.’


Landis left. He drove up a block or so and pulled over once more. Being gawked at through the diner windows was something for which he didn’t much care.


Landis knew that every true story had a handful of lies woven through it. For most people, the truth was just the most acceptable interpretation of events. Whatever circumstances had resulted in the death of his brother, it would have to be investigated by Trenton officers. Even though he and Frank were estranged, they were close according to the law. Had Frank died in Blairsville, there’d be no way he could have pursued the case. Besides, Trenton not only had a Sheriff’s Office but its own Police Department. What little information Landis possessed regarding his brother’s affairs he would willingly give them, even though he knew it would be of no real assistance.


Landis smoked two cigarettes, lit a third but let it burn down to the filter while he wrestled with the fact that he was feeling nothing at all. He hadn’t missed Frank for all these years, and now he was dead there was no reason to start. A couple of hours’ drive between them, it may as well have been the other side of the world.


With his mind as empty as a fairground balloon, Landis got back in the car and headed up to see the coroner.


It was time for a reunion, and – just the same as ever – he and Frank would have nothing to say to one another.
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Frank and Victor Landis came from a line of hard, laconic people. Their forebears were cautious of words exceeding three syllables, distrusting of banks, insurance men, automatic machinery, vegetarians, things done quickly that demanded patience and time. Their grandparents, great-grandparents before them, hailed from the Mid-West where monolithic barns – angled awkwardly between parched landscape and empty sky – were often the only evidence that man had touched the earth. Their father – Walter Landis – had been a man of deluded hope, forever certain that the future would eclipse the past. He was narrow-shouldered and angular, had never danced and never would. He wore a pawnshop wristwatch, the second hand rattling loose and untethered behind the scratched crystal. No need for seconds, he’d say. Even minutes. Have use for hours, sometimes the days for anniversaries and suchlike, but here we’re dealing with the seasons. He was no stranger to work. Labored all hours. And when he wasn’t laboring, he stood quiet and awkward as if awaiting instructions. Either that or he was out on the porch, eyes skyward as if gauging distance between Earth and some other world where he would more easily belong.


Better times and fortunes were always on the horizon, and there they stayed, waiting for the Landis family to arrive. People like Walter Landis died in mechanical accidents or drowned in flooded run-offs while driving steer to safer pastures. Sometimes they died of drink, the liver ridged and perforated, as heavy as stone. Walter was different in that the cancer got him in the fall of ’67. No one thought he’d see Christmas, but he did. Saw it twice more, in fact. He finally gave up on December 23, 1970, as bitter in death as he had been in life.


Victor, the eldest of the two sons, had not been fooled. He went east, then north, gravitating back to Georgia when his plans went unrealized. He wound up in the Sheriff’s Department, encouraged by words from his younger brother. Frank had joined up in November of ’72, just twenty-five years old. Victor followed suit in the fall of ’74. The job offered clothes that required no choice, a good salary, a house, a car, a sense of purpose. Everyone needed to feel they were walking on stable ground, and the work gave him that stability. Traffic violations, disturbances of the peace, drunks, jackrollers, conmen and petty thieves. And then there were the dead. Natural causes, a drowning or two, farming accidents, a fall, a murder, a suicide. The dead didn’t lie. Except when someone used the dead to hide the truth.


Victor Landis had never tried to guess the future, nor had he worried for the unknown. History was meant to be a lesson, but was ordinarily not. Most times he believed he favored the back of life rather than the front, but found himself drawn to the uncertain, the mystery of things unexplained. He would often say There’s never a light at the mouth of a tunnel, and he meant it. This was what he looked for, and it seemed that the looking kept him alive.


Before the Sheriff’s Office, before Blairsville, Landis had chosen a woman. Married in June of ’76, they’d done the best they knew how for a handful of years. He saw her infrequently, their time together stilted and edgy. She read snippets from magazines and newspapers aloud to him, as if these words were part of some earlier incomplete conversation. Mary Landis, née Symanski (Polish lineage he believed; immigrant farmers who’d settled in Wisconsin and then drifted for a century), never seemed anything other than pleased at her husband’s silence. She’d died in December of ’80, a disease in the blood, after close to a year of sickness. Landis and his wife never knew the magic of children, perhaps did not feel loneliness as others did. Landis believed that even a man alone could have a place in the history of things. One did not need descendants to be defined.


After Mary’s death, Victor drowned himself in work. Four years later he was Sheriff of Union County. He believed he got the job because no one else was willing to take it.


Now Victor’s company was books; he read them quietly, methodically, emptying the town library as he went. He liked Hemingway. Hemingway said One must, above all, endure, and this was a sentiment he could appreciate.


Forty-six years old – without wife or children, his parents long-dead – he knew there would be nothing left behind of him but that which people chose to remember. He would take his own memories as well, and one of them – perhaps the most vivid – would be the way he found his brother’s body on the morning of Saturday August 15, 1992.
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For a good while Landis just stood and stared at his brother’s face.


Frank’s eyes had sunk back into the skull. His features were gaunt and stripped clean of all color. Even his hair seemed lifeless, like that of a store mannequin.


Without a word, Landis indicated that the coroner should draw back the sheet that covered Frank’s body.


The coroner hesitated, and then did as he was asked.


In his time, Landis had seen no shortage of dead folk. His mother, his father, his grandparents, his wife, beyond that the victims of vehicular accidents, those that died in their sleep, those that fell from trees, from buildings, those that ran out in front of trains believing they were swifter than they turned out to be.


This was different. This was different beyond all measure.


Frank was broken in a dozen or more places. From his arms and legs, the flesh already blue-white and stiff, the snapped bones protruded like rotted teeth.


The coroner was silent, standing back and allowing Landis some time and space to absorb and register what he was seeing. Eventually, when Landis asked for details, he came forward.


‘Just as it looks,’ the coroner replied. ‘Struck at waist level by a vehicle. That first impact fractured his pelvis, shattered the right femur and tibia. From what we can discern, it seems that he was face-down, but turned over and dragged himself forward somehow. When he was struck a second time, the impact broke ribs seven to twelve on the left, also the clavicle, scapula and humerus. The third and final impact crushed the fourth and fifth lumbar vertebra and snapped both his ankles.’


‘At what point did he die?’ Landis asked.


‘Difficult to say how long he lived after that.’


Landis looked up. ‘He was still alive when the driver left?’


The coroner nodded. ‘Seems he dragged himself a good six feet before he finally gave up. How he did that is anyone’s guess.’


‘Tough,’ Landis said. ‘He may have been many things, but he was never a quitter.’


‘And then he lay out there a good number of hours before it was reported.’


‘Is that so?’


The coroner cleared his throat. ‘If I might ask a personal question, Sheriff.’


‘Ask away.’


‘Your brother’s been sheriff here for over ten years. I’ve known him all that time …’


‘And you didn’t know he had a brother.’


‘No, I didn’t.’


Landis gave a wry smile. ‘I wouldn’t feel left out. Frank spent more years than that convincing himself he didn’t have a brother either.’


After a few moments of awkward silence, the coroner said, ‘So, you can confirm that this is your brother, Frank Landis?’


‘I can and it is,’ Landis replied.


‘I’ll get the paperwork,’ the coroner said.


‘One question for you. Was he in uniform?’


‘No,’ the coroner replied. ‘He was not in uniform.’


It was a short walk to the Sheriff’s Office. Landis found Deputy Abrams packing up Frank’s personal effects.


After introductions, Abrams said, ‘I figured you’d be wantin’ to take his things on back with you.’


Landis looked in the box. It was a jumble of worthless knick-knacks, more than likely kept for sentimental reasons known only to Frank. A small, framed photograph caught Landis’s eye. It showed a woman and a young girl of six or seven.


‘Who would this be?’ Landis asked.


‘That there is Frank’s ex-wife, Eleanor, and his daughter, Jennifer. That was taken a while ago, though.’


‘They’re here in Trenton?’


‘Yes,’ Abrams replied.


Landis held Abrams’ gaze. ‘You’re not from here, are you?’


‘Not originally, no. Came here for school, wound up stayin’.’


‘So where was home?’


‘North. Place outside of Columbus, Ohio.’


‘Outlander.’


Abrams smiled. ‘Yep. That’s what I’ll always be.’


‘How long did it take for them to give you the time of day here?’


‘Still workin’ on it, you know?’


Landis looked back at the picture.


‘How old is the daughter now?’


‘I’m guessing ten, maybe eleven.’


‘The wife still go by Landis?’


‘No, she went back to her maiden name, Boyd.’


Landis stared at the faces. There were lives here that should have been part of his own, and yet of which he knew nothing.


‘You didn’t know you had family?’ Abrams asked.


Landis shook his head. He opened the frame, took out the photograph, put the empty frame back in the box.


‘The rest of this stuff you can get rid of,’ he said.


Abrams set the box down on the floor.


Landis walked to the window and looked out into the street. His feelings were a confusion of the unfamiliar. The sense that he was somehow connected to what had happened here was unknown territory to him. He was walking blind, unaided, and he didn’t know where he was headed.


‘Is there anything you want to know?’ Abrams asked.


‘Where did it happen?’ Landis said without turning around.


‘Up off of Interstate 24 outside of Wildwood.’


‘And what would he have been doing up there?’


‘To be straight, I don’t honestly know. He was out of county.’


‘Meaning?’


‘24 heads out of Dade, crosses the edge of Walker County, and then you’re in Tennessee.’


‘And he was in Tennessee?’


‘No, still in Georgia, but he was headin’ north.’


‘In his own vehicle?’


‘Yes.’


‘Any leads?’ Landis asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘Who called it in?’


‘Anonymous,’ Abrams said. ‘Some fella just dialed emergency and said there was a dead feller on the road.’


‘The coroner said he was layin’ up there a while before it was reported. That means he was out there late at night.’


‘Seems so, Sheriff Landis.’


‘Any notions of your own?’


Abrams paused before answering. ‘Nope,’ he said. ‘Nothin’ that ties anythin’ up.’


‘He a straight shooter?’


‘Beg your pardon?’


‘My brother. Was he a straight shooter? Law-abiding?’


‘Your brother was the law, Sheriff.’


‘That don’t mean a great deal now, does it?’


‘Well, all I can tell you is that I’ve been deputy for all of five years and he seemed like a good man to me.’


‘Five years. How’s that then? Elections run on the presidential cycle. Last election was back in ’89. You take someone else’s job, son?’


‘I did, yes,’ Abrams replied.


‘How old are you?’


‘Thirty-one.’


‘You don’t look it.’


‘Folks often say that.’


‘I got myself a deputy a little younger. Smart boy.’


Again there was an empty silence, unasked questions hanging in the air between them.


‘And so here we are,’ Landis finally said. ‘You gonna head this thing up, or you giving it to the police?’


‘The police,’ Abrams replied. ‘They got trained-up detectives, forensics and whatnot. I figured they’re better equipped and experienced for this kind of business.’


‘As you said on the telephone, this wasn’t no hit-and-run. This was a killing, plain and simple.’


‘You plannin’ on seein’ the assigned detective?’


‘Would be bad manners not to,’ Landis replied. ‘He’s gonna come lookin’ for me anyhow. Might as well save him the journey.’


‘His name is Fredericksen. Mike Fredericksen. You want me to take you up there?’


‘That won’t be necessary, Deputy. I got my own car. You just point me in the right direction.’
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The story of Mike Fredericksen’s life was etched on his face in sharp betrayals and dull failures. His soul was bruised and drowning. He’d often wondered if he should sink one more time and forget to come up for air.


He had been a good cop, a good detective, but life had battered him with hard choices.


Landis saw these things in the first few minutes of their meeting. The tell-tale signs were in his eyes, his body language, his mannerisms, his speech. Just like Landis’s own father, here was a man who’d reached a point in his life where he knew he’d never be anything more or less than what he was. To live with a profound disappointment in yourself was not living at all.


‘You’re the likeness of your brother, I’ll say that much,’ Fredericksen said as they took seats in his office.


Landis didn’t reply. Nature was set to play this hand until he returned home.


‘Bad business. He was a good man, a good sheriff.’


‘Any notion of who he could’ve crossed?’ Landis asked. ‘Someone sure wanted him good and dead.’


‘As of this moment, we have nothing. We don’t know why he was out there, we don’t have a make on the vehicle, and we have no witnesses. At least no one with a mind to talk.’


‘His deputy said he was right up near the Tennessee state line.’


‘That he was.’


‘And headed north.’


‘Seems so, yes.’


Landis waited for Fredericksen to say more, but he kept his tongue in his pocket.


‘So how are you starting in on this?’ Landis asked.


Fredericksen leaned back in his chair. He looked at the ceiling for moment, and then he sighed. ‘You came on over to ID the body, right?’


‘I did.’


‘And I’m guessing you’ll be stayin’ for his funeral and whatnot.’


‘I don’t know about stayin’. I’m just over there in Union. I got my own business to attend to.’


‘But you’ll be makin’ the arrangements, right? After all, he’s kin. You ain’t got no folks to see to it, have you?’


‘Sheriff’s Office and the City will take care of that. He was a public servant. If he’s the man you said he was, then they’ll do a better job than me on that front.’


‘You weren’t close.’


Landis shook his head.


‘Because?’


‘Because that’s the way it sometimes is with brothers,’ Landis said. ‘Not that it matters anymore.’


‘Not that it’s any of my business, either.’


‘ ’Cept if it had something to do with why he got himself killed. Which it don’t.’


Fredericksen lit a cigarette. He did not offer one to Landis.


‘Save going ’round the houses, I’m asking you direct now. You over here intendin’ on making this your business?’


Landis looked at Fredericksen for a handful of seconds. There was something about the man’s demeanor he didn’t much care for. His tone implied superiority, and yet there was nothing about him that warranted it.


‘I’m not here for any other reason than to identify my brother’s body,’ Landis said. ‘Unless you’re tellin’ me that you don’t want me here. If that’s the case then I’d be interested to know why.’


Fredericksen smiled. ‘You’re reading tracks where there ain’t none,’ he said. ‘I got no issue with you bein’ here as family. I just don’t much care for a Union County Sheriff gettin’ all up in this matter.’


‘I don’t plan to get up in anything, Detective.’


‘Good to know,’ Fredericksen said.


‘So are we done?’


‘Unless you can tell me anything that might send us in the right direction on this thing, then I don’t believe there’s much for us to converse about.’


‘You have a problem if I take a drive up there, see where it happened?’


‘Long as you don’t go messin’ up a crime scene, I see no reason to dissuade you.’


Landis chose not to take offense at the slight Fredericksen was making. He stood up. He didn’t want to shake the man’s hand, but he made the effort nevertheless.


People stared at him as he left, perhaps fearful that Frank Landis had risen from the dead and come back to shame them for their sins.
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I-24 ran ten miles northeast to Wildwood. Beyond that a fingerprint of smaller roads led this way and that. The one he needed was clear from the crime-scene tape strung between sawhorses at the turning. He parked up and started walking.


Abrams was there in his patrol car. He got out when he saw Landis and walked down to meet him.


‘They got you up here mindin’ things, then,’ Landis said.


‘Just until forensics can come get your brother’s car.’


‘Show me where they found him.’


Abrams did so, the scattering of dried blood still visible here and there in the sandy dirt.


Landis took care to keep his distance. Irrespective of Fredericksen’s comment, he knew precisely what it meant to disturb a crime scene.


‘Did you see Mike?’ Abrams asked.


‘I did.’


‘He as brittle as ever?’


‘Like he got a hornets’ nest in his ass.’


Abrams laughed. ‘Don’t take it personal.’


‘I didn’t, and I won’t.’


Landis walked a full circle around the spot where his brother had breathed his last. He had sure made an effort to escape whatever was coming back to run him over a second and third time.


Turning north towards Tennessee, Landis knew well enough what was out there. The Appalachians crossed more than four hundred counties in thirteen states, spanning everywhere from Alabama and Kentucky to North Carolina and New York. Almost a separate culture, the mountains created a natural barrier that was nevertheless replete with mineral wealth. Exploited by outlanders, the Appalachian peoples – amongst them Native Americans, Scots, English, Irish, German and Polish – were denied the bounty of their own land and survived as some of the poorest in the nation. Communities were strong and self-sufficient; strangers were viewed with suspicion, though those in need of help were often aided beyond their expectations. If you did not come from here, you would never be accepted. If you left and returned, you would forever be known as a halfback. In his own county, Landis was just ten miles from the North Carolina state line. Up past Ivy Log you drove right into the Nantahala National Forest. There were stories of drunk, joyriding teenagers heading into that, never to be seen again. True or not, it didn’t stretch the imagination to appreciate how such a thing could happen.


‘You reckon he had some business up there?’ Landis asked.


‘Up in Tennessee? If he did, I didn’t know about it.’


‘Would he o’ told you if he did?’


‘Guess we’ll never know.’


‘Unless someone starts asking,’ Landis replied.


‘Yeah, I guess.’


‘You have much to do with these folks?’


‘In the mountains?’ Abrams shook his head. ‘Met some. Seem good folks to me. As far as anything official, never had a need to. They mind their own business.’


‘Strong community,’ Landis said. ‘They take care of their own, and if you’re in trouble they’ll take care of you.’


‘I never bought the stereotypes,’ Abrams said.


‘Good, ’cause there ain’t none.’


‘You plannin’ on gettin’ involved?’


‘I’m just here as family, son.’


‘Did Mike Fredericksen tell you to keep your snout out of the trough?’


‘Not as straight as that, but I got the message.’


‘And?’


Landis turned back and looked at Abrams. ‘If it was your brother, what would you do?’


‘I don’t got a brother.’


‘It’s a hypothetical question.’


‘I’d wanna know, for sure, but I guess I’d trust the police to figure it out.’


‘You think they’re gonna do that?’ Landis asked.


‘Any reason they wouldn’t?’


‘None that I know of.’


‘So I guess the best thing to do is let them get on with it, see how it turns out.’


‘Yes, indeed,’ Landis said. ‘And that’s exactly what I’m intending to do.’


Abrams was quiet for a moment, but there was a question in his eyes.


‘Go ahead and ask whatever you’re thinking of asking,’ Landis said.


‘Not that it’s my business, Sheriff, but I have been wondering what would keep you two apart for so many years, ’specially as how you’re both sheriffs and you both seem so alike an’ all. Livin’ so close to one another, too.’


‘What seems obvious and what is are rarely the same thing. Talkin’ about it ain’t gonna put the skin back on the cat now, is it? Any explanation I could give you wouldn’t be worth a damn, and I ain’t got a mind to figure out a better one.’


‘I’m sorry I asked,’ Abrams said. ‘I know it ain’t my business.’


‘No offense taken, son,’ Landis replied. ‘I guess as long as I stay here, there’s gonna be folks who’re asking themselves the same thing.’


‘I got a flask of coffee in the car,’ Abrams said. ‘You wanna stay and share a cup?’


‘Sure,’ Landis replied. ‘I ain’t in no hurry to be someplace.’
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As Landis headed back to Union, his thoughts were louder than usual. His head was a mess of things he figured no one would understand, least of all himself.


Hindsight was the only way to fashion something that once was into something that could have been. It was common knowledge, so much so that no one troubled themselves to say it out loud.


Landis had convinced himself that he bore no regrets for what had happened between himself and Frank. Things had a habit of turning out the way they turned out, and often there was nothing you could do to change them. The whys and wherefores seemed so much conjecture. Perhaps Fate played a part. Perhaps not.


He saw Frank’s face – as a child, a young man, as an enemy and then a corpse. Whatever had fueled his dislike now seemed to waver and flicker. The force of his animosity – something he’d carried for so many years – was now a redundant burden. Carrying it further served no purpose, but its weight was so familiar he doubted his resolve to set it down.


Arriving back at the Blairsville office, Barbara asked after news.


‘He’s dead,’ Landis said. ‘No doubt about it.’


‘Accident?’


‘Nope. Murder plain and simple.’


‘Lordy, lordy, what a business. And they got someone in their sights?’


‘They ain’t done much thus far but move his body. His car’s still out there. Got the Trenton police on it. We’ll see what kind of show they make.’


‘You want me to get Marshall to cover you for the rest of the day, Sheriff?’


‘Now why would he need to do that?’


‘Thinkin’ maybe you want some reflectin’ time an’ all. Your brother’s dead, ain’t he? Usual for folks to want some time alone to ponder things.’


‘I ain’t got nothin’ to ponder, Barbara. He’s dead and gone and that’s the end of it.’


‘Well, if you’re stayin’ on, them new folks on Garland said they got an abandoned car outside their place for three days now. Think maybe it’s been stolen.’


‘I’ll get over there and check it out,’ Landis said. He glanced at his watch. It was close to four.


‘If that’s all that’s happenin’, you may as well get yourself on home.’


‘I will, but I got a little paperwork to finish up here,’ Barbara said.


Landis put on his hat and went to the door.


‘See you Monday, Barbara.’


‘Sure as there’ll be weather, Sheriff.’


The car wasn’t stolen. Took no more than a minute to call it up and see who owned it. Landis used the phone in the complainants’ house.


‘Derry Buck, that you?’


‘Depends who’s askin’.’


‘Sheriff Landis is who’s askin’. Got your vehicle out here on Garland. Mr Prentiss say it’s been here a while now.’


‘Well, I’d say Mr Prentiss’d be right.’


‘You gonna come get it or what?’


‘It’s busted.’


‘That may well be, Derry, but you can’t leave it out here for ever.’


‘Soon as I got me the tow money, I’ll get it fetched. You got a problem with that?’


‘Not just now, Derry, but there will be if I have to ask you a second time.’


Derry Buck hung up without another word.


‘You go on and call Barbara if it’s still here tomorrow evening,’ he told Prentiss.


Mrs Prentiss thanked Landis for coming out, asked if he wanted a cup of coffee for his trouble.


‘Kind of you, ma’am, but I’d best be away.’


Back in the office, Barbara having left, Landis turned out the lights and sat alone as the dark came down. From the file cabinet he fetched a bottle of rye, poured an inch or so into his coffee cup and sipped it slow while he smoked.


When he’d been just a handful of years old, his mother told him he was destined to make a special mark on the world. It was just the kind of thing every doting mother impressed upon a child. No doubt she’d said the very same thing to Frank. The issue was not that it was a lie, nor whether a child believed it. The issue arose when people went on believing it despite all indications to the contrary.


As far as what had happened between his folks, he hadn’t appreciated the gravity of things. His father was a drunk, a violent one, on one hand seeing himself as the authoritarian patriarch, on the other wrestling with a profound and debilitating sense of worthlessness. He was all kinds of mad at most everything, and didn’t have the stamina to outrun his own fury. Most people chased something they didn’t really need, or ran from something already inside of them. Walter Landis was no different. Later, folks would wonder how he wound up so crazy. In truth, it hadn’t been so hard. In truth, he should’ve been dead a hundred times over, but he was just too dumb to realize it. As dumb as a box of sand, and with half the personality.


Everyone did wrong. It was part and parcel of being human. But what a man did wasn’t near as important as what he did next. Their father had a habit of making that next thing even worse. Walter had been his own worst enemy, yet blamed everyone but himself for his inevitable downfall. The sad thing was that his wife – bearing the brunt of all that bitterness – quit first. A suicide. Victor had been fifteen, Frank a year younger. It was only later that her death took on the color of murder. A slow-motion murder, but murder all the same.


Making sense of all that happened back then was a road, plain and simple. Whatever Landis imagined was at the end of the road, he had yet to find it. He was still trying. And if a man stopped trying, he may as well be dead.


When all was said and done, the thing he missed most about the past was not his mother, nor the fact that he and Frank had once lived out of each other’s pockets.


The thing he missed most was hope. Hope that it would all make sense when he was older.
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It was Friday morning before Landis heard word of the funeral. Deputy Abrams called him at the office, surprised to discover that no one else had kept him informed.


‘It’s tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Noon. Trenton Community Baptist Church.’


Landis didn’t respond. He was considering how little he’d thought about Frank in the previous week.


‘You’re comin’, right,’ Abrams said with no hint of a question.


‘Guess it would be wrong not to.’


‘You want me to get a wreath made up or something?’


‘Why do you care so much, Deputy Abrams?’


‘I see that you and Frank had your differences, Sheriff. That ain’t none of my business. However, I’m guessin’ a fight between two people has gotta be over when one of them is dead.’


‘You go ahead and get a wreath made up,’ Landis said. ‘Let me know the cost when I get there.’


‘And there’ll be a gatherin’ at the church hall afterward,’ Abrams said. ‘Sheriff’s Office, Police Department, even the Mayor. Figured maybe you’d wanna meet your sister-in-law and your niece.’


‘You mean the ones I never knew I had?’


Landis could sense Abrams’ patience wearing thin at the other end of the line.


‘Look here,’ he said. ‘I ain’t never had nothin’ bad to say about your brother, and I sure as hell don’t wanna get mixed up in whatever went on between the two of you. I’m just tryin’ to be decent here. If you want me to butt out then you just need to say it straight, Sheriff Landis.’


‘I apologize,’ Landis said. ‘You’re gettin’ the sharp end of a long stick, son. You done right for lettin’ me know, and I appreciate your thoughtfulness. You go on ahead and get them flowers made up, and I’ll see you tomorrow.’


That night the cold fell hard. Clothes on the drying line were as stiff as dried meat.


Landis saw them through his bedroom window, swaying back and forth like store shingles. Where the chill snap had come from he did not know, but it was unseasonal.


He had never been a troubled sleeper, but that night – thinking of Frank’s funeral, wondering whether he would find any words to share with Frank’s ex-wife – he wrestled with awkward emotions. They were sufficiently vague for him to get a grasp on nothing specific. All he felt was a deep sense of unease and disquiet. He wondered for a time if Frank was trying to tell him something. Landis had never been one for religion, had rarely attended church after the death of his mother. He afforded no time to the greater questions that plagued the minds of other men. Who are we? Where did we come from? What happened once we were dead? No one knew because no one ever came back to file a report.


Frank was dead. He was gone. There was nothing left but a uniformed corpse in a wooden box. Frank was not out there emanating messages to anyone through the ether.


Finally, between three and four in the morning, Landis found sleep. He did not dream, but when he woke he felt as if he had. It was as if there was something he was supposed to remember, but when he looked there was nothing at all.


Donning a suit he hadn’t worn for a decade, Landis looked at himself in the mirror. He appeared older than his years. He’d heard it said that everyone wore the face they deserved. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve this one.


Nevertheless, he was going there just to be seen, and he was willing to make a degree of effort for the occasion.


As he drove out to Dade for the second time in a week, he hoped this would not become a habit. For him, the funeral would be the end of the matter. He would pay as much respect as he could muster, and then he would come home. Who had killed Frank and why they’d done it was a matter for Fredericksen and his colleagues. If they figured it out, all well and good. If not, then Frank’s business would go with him to the hereafter. After all, Landis figured, if the roles in this little drama had been reversed then Frank would’ve felt no obligation to get involved.


Landis made good time. He was early enough to take some coffee at the Mountainview.


Though Shirley did not bus his table, she saw him from the other side of the room and came on over.


‘I just want to say how sorry I am for your brother,’ she said. ‘I had no idea at all … well, you know, about what had happened when you were here the last time. I found out later and I felt so darn awful about what I said. You know, how you should go on an’ enjoy your visit with your brother.’


‘It really don’t matter none, Shirley,’ Landis said. ‘You weren’t to know, and to tell you the truth, you were nothing but friendly and that was appreciated.’


‘Well, I am sorry again. Such a terrible business. He was a good man and a fine sheriff, and I’m sure that however all o’ that came about, he’s in a better place now.’


Landis doubted this was the case, but he said nothing.


‘You need anythin’ else?’ Shirley asked.


‘I’m fine, but thank you for askin’.’


Shirley seemed momentarily awkward, as if there was something else she felt she should say but couldn’t get a hold on it.


Landis just smiled until she relaxed, and then she went about her business.


The Trenton Community Baptist Church was filled to capacity. Though narrow and tall, it still accommodated a congregation of two hundred or more. Seemed to Landis that every seat was filled.


Try as he did to stay inconspicuous, Abrams saw him and came over to greet him.


‘You should come on up and meet the mayor, the police captain and whoever,’ he said. ‘Everyone has come. It’s a fine turnout.’


‘If it’s all the same to you, Deputy, I’d rather just stay on back here and—’


‘Well, at least come and meet my wife,’ Abrams said.


Before he knew it, Landis was being allowed passage along the right-hand side of the room and Abrams’ wife – a pretty brunette holding a child of no more than two or three – was getting up from her seat and extending her hand.


‘This is my wife, Carole,’ Abrams said.


‘Pleasure to meet you, Sheriff Landis,’ Carole said, ‘though a shame it’s on such a sad occasion. We had your brother over many a time for supper and football games on the TV and whatnot and I did like him so. I’m real sorry for your loss.’


Landis was courteously monosyllabic.


Abrams insisted Landis take a seat beside Carole. Before he could be discouraged, Abrams was then bringing over the Mayor of Trenton, the Captain of Police, some other official whose name and title went unregistered. One by one they expressed their condolences, said as how Frank was a good man, a fine sheriff, that he would be sorely missed by anyone who’d had the good fortune to know him.


Landis accepted their words but gave none in return. There was a time for speaking and a time for silence. Most folks rarely knew the difference. Whatever he might venture to say would come out twisted in a fashion that gave it some unintended meaning. Ironically, the clearest memory of saying what he meant was in a letter he wrote to Frank, though that letter was never mailed. Just getting it down on paper had given him sufficient respite from the thoughts that troubled him. That letter was still somewhere, buried in a box alongside photos and postcards and the like.


It was then, as people made their way back to their seats, that he saw the girl.


In her features he saw his own mother, his grandmother before, even something of himself. She sat wordless and wide-eyed. She looked at Landis as if transfixed. He had the sense of being clothed in someone else’s skin. The girl kept staring. Landis mustered a faint smile, but the girl’s fixed expression did not change a whisker. Her mother nudged her. The girl looked ahead, but after a moment she glanced once more over her shoulder. After that she sat still as stone.


This was his niece, Jennifer, and beside her was Frank’s ex-wife, Eleanor.


The service began. Landis paid little mind to the words. His attention was drawn back time and again to the woman and her child.


People got up and said what they wanted to say. Some of them were emotional, pausing and breathing and repeating themselves. Others were unused to facing a crowd, their words formal and stiff and seemingly devoid of feeling.


They spoke of a man who should’ve been closer to Landis than anyone else in the room. Even the child, Frank’s own flesh and blood, should have been relegated to second position in light of the fact that she’d been around for only a quarter of Frank’s life. Landis had been there right from the start, and yet he was the most distant of all.


Whatever world Frank had created here – the things he did, the people he knew, the memories he left behind – were utterly foreign to Landis. He did not feel anything so specific as grief or loss; what he felt was far less definable. It was tantamount to being told that something you didn’t know you had was now gone.


Abrams and his wife insisted that Landis stay on after the service.


Landis did his best, but his refusal was no match for Abrams’ insistence.


Those who’d known Frank were set to acknowledge and celebrate his life. The novelty of not only discovering he had a brother, but that the brother had actually shown up, was something they couldn’t ignore.


Faces and voices came and went in a wave. It seemed endless. After a while, the novelty having worn thin, Landis headed out back of the church hall with a glass of rye than was now more ice water than liquor.


Ten yards or so from the rear of the building was a low fence. He set his glass on the post, took out his cigarettes and his lighter. Even before he’d lit one, he was aware of someone behind him.


‘I know who you are,’ Eleanor Boyd said.


Landis turned.


‘He may’nt have told that horde of peckerwoods ’bout you, but he told me.’


Landis smiled. He held out his hand. ‘Ms Boyd,’ he said. ‘Pleasure to meet you, and I’m sorry about Frank, you know? He an’ I had our differences and we hadn’t spoken for a long time, and so I’m sure your loss is far greater than mine. Your daughter, too.’


‘Jenna, sure. She doted on him. Thought he was all kinds of special. And, to be fair, we never went without. Even though he and I were all busted up, he still took care of us. Money came every month, got things fixed up right, forever seemed to have someone owin’ him a favor who could sort something out with the house. You know, plumbin’, electric fuses, whatever.’


‘Yes,’ Landis said, all the while wondering how he could extricate himself from this situation and head back to his car.


‘Anyways, I’m not here to talk about Frank. I’m here to invite you to our home.’


‘Your home?’


‘Like it or not, you’re my daughter’s uncle. She has a will somethin’ fierce like her daddy. She’ll keep hammerin’ at things until they’re bent the way she wants.’


‘I’m sorry, Ms Boyd, but you know I have my own—’


Eleanor Boyd cut him dead with a look. ‘You are so full o’ shit,’ she said. ‘I don’t give a rat’s-ass what happened between you and Frank, but you got a girl over there goin’ on eleven years old who’s kin whether you care for it or not. She said to come over here and ask you polite if you’d visit with us a while before you head on back. The day of her daddy’s funeral, that’s what this is. You gonna tell her no? Is that what you’re fixin’ on doin’, Uncle Sheriff Landis?’


‘I guess I ain’t now,’ Landis replied.


Eleanor Boyd smiled. ‘We’ll be leavin’ in a while. I’ll give you the heads-up. You follow us in your own car. It ain’t so far, and it’s the same direction as where you’re headin’ anyway.’


With that, she turned and walked away.


Landis watched her go, and then he took out his cigarettes once more.


As he lit one, he noticed his hands were shaking. Just a little, but shaking all the same.
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When his mother died, Victor Landis felt a sense of aloneness unlike anything he’d experienced before. He was fifteen years old, but he felt like a child.


No matter who you were, things changed when you no longer had a place that was home. His mother was the one who’d created that, and in her absence it all fell apart at the seams.


It was this sense of awkward separation and disconnection that he tried to recall as he followed Eleanor Boyd’s car out to her home. He was trying to imagine how Frank’s daughter would be feeling in that moment, perhaps trying to empathize with her. Landis knew he’d have to find some way to be something more than lost and wordless when they arrived.


He could see them talking in the car ahead. Landis guessed it was about him. Eleanor had not said whether the girl had ever been informed of his existence. He figured he would find out soon enough.


The car ahead slowed and turned left into the driveway of a modest but well-kept house. There was a lawn, flowerbeds ­patrolling the borders, and up on the porch was a couple of chairs and a wrought-iron table.


Landis drew to a stop against the curb. He didn’t want to park in the drive. Making as fast and clean a getaway as possible was foremost in his mind.


Getting out, he stood beside the open door of his car for a moment. Jenna stepped out of her mother’s car and looked back at him. She smiled, and it was a smile of such artless simplicity that he could not help but smile back.


Landis closed the door. Jenna walked down towards him. He met her halfway.


Holding out her hand she said, ‘I’m Jenna Landis, your niece.’


Landis reciprocated her very businesslike handshake. ‘I guess that makes me your Uncle Victor,’ he said.


‘From a distance you look like my dad,’ Jenna said. ‘Close up less so.’


‘If we’re talking looky-likes, then you have a good helping of your grandmother.’


‘Was she pretty?’


‘Pretty enough for some fellas to wish their own wives was dead an’ six feet down.’


Jenna laughed. ‘You’re funny.’


She turned towards the house. ‘Come on, let’s go inside,’ she said.


Landis followed her without another word.


The three of them sat in a bright yellow kitchen. Had Frank ever lived there, there was no evidence of it. It was very much the home of a woman and her daughter. Perhaps there was now another man in Eleanor Boyd’s life, but if so, he was a visitor not a stayer.


‘So you’re sheriff over there in Union?’ Eleanor asked.


‘I am, yes.’


‘How long for?’


‘Oh, seven and a half years or so. Been in the department since back in 1974. Sheriff since ’85.’


‘So you’re the older one, but got into policing after Frank, then.’


‘That’s right, yes. I went roaming, you know. Up north and thereabouts. Came back to Georgia, and Frank was already enroled. I could see it was doing him good, the predictability, the discipline of it. Seemed to make sense for both of us after what happened when we were younger.’


‘What happened when you were younger?’ Jenna asked.


‘Well, we lost our ma pretty early on, you see?’


‘Like me losin’ my daddy.’


‘Yes,’ Landis said. ‘We were a bit older, but not much.’


‘Did your pa die too?’


‘He did, yes, but not for a good few years after.’


‘What was he like?’ Jenna asked.


‘Jenna, sweetheart,’ Eleanor interjected, ‘I’m quite sure he doesn’t want to be hounded with questions just at the moment.’


Jenna looked at him, her eyes like searchlights. ‘Do you feel like you’re being hounded, Uncle Victor?’


Landis laughed. ‘I got to say this is all very unfamiliar to me, but I got no issue with your questions.’


‘So what was he like?’


‘Your grandfather? Well, he was a tough son-of-a … a real tough character. Yeah, he was a tough character. Someone nailed him together out of timber and saddle hide. He didn’t say a great deal. Not a talkative man, you know?’


Jenna smiled. ‘You talk funny.’


‘Jenna, really,’ Eleanor said.


‘Well, he does.’


Landis looked at Eleanor. Eleanor shrugged. Landis smiled, started to laugh.


‘Guess so,’ Landis said. ‘Only way I know how, though.’


‘So did you always want to be a sheriff?’


‘I actually wanted to be a guitar player. Like my daddy.’


‘Your daddy was a guitar player?’


‘No, but he wanted to be.’


Jenna looked at her mother. ‘See?’ she said. ‘He does talk funny.’ She turned back to Landis. ‘And you sound just like my father.’


‘Okay,’ Eleanor said, ‘I think that’s enough of the third degree, young lady. Let’s all have a drink together, and then perhaps Sheriff Landis here will be wantin’ to get himself on home.’


‘Yes,’ Landis said. ‘Maybe a cup of coffee, Ms Boyd. If it’s no trouble.’


‘You’ll be wantin’ somethin’ in that to fire it up some?’ she asked.


‘Thank you, no,’ Landis said. ‘I got a drive ahead of me.’


Jenna got up. ‘Mom, Uncle Victor and I are gonna sit out front for a while. Can you bring me some lemonade?’


‘Sure I can, sweetheart.’


She grabbed Landis’s hand.


‘Come with me,’ she said.


Landis went with her. She didn’t release his hand until he was sat out on the porch.


‘So,’ she said. ‘I know that what my ma told me ain’t true.’


Landis frowned.


‘She said my daddy was killed in a car accident. I know that’s a lie.’


‘That’s no lie. He was killed by someone in a car.’


‘But it weren’t no accident.’


Landis looked at his niece. He felt as if he’d been cornered by a bear.


‘It weren’t no accident, was it?’


‘I don’t know the details of what happened, Jenna,’ Landis replied. ‘And the police here, maybe Deputy Abrams too, well they’re gonna look into it and find out what happened to your daddy, okay?’


‘But you’re gonna help them right?’


Landis shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘Well no, as a matter of fact I’m not. I actually can’t.’


‘You can’t, or you don’t want to?’


‘Him bein’ kin an’ all means I can’t get involved in the investi­gation itself. When you’re family you have to stay out of it.’


‘Don’t you care what happened to him?’


‘Of course I care what happened to him.’


‘It doesn’t seem like you care.’


‘Well, different folks have different ways of showing their feelings.’


‘And you show yours by showing nothing at all.’


‘Look here, Jenna, I understand you’re upset an’ all, but I really have no part in this—’


‘You do. You’re his brother. He was my daddy and you’re my uncle, and I want you to find out what happened to him.’


‘The police will find out. There’s a detective called Mike Fredericksen, and he’s taking care of all of that.’


‘Well, I ain’t stupid. I know two things right now. Mike Fredericksen ain’t my daddy’s brother, and Mike Fredericksen ain’t been over here askin’ questions of anyone.’


‘I’m sure he’ll get to it.’


Jenna didn’t say anything immediately. She just fixed Landis with those searchlight eyes. He found himself inadvertently looking away. The girl had a manner about her that was invasive and direct. Like Eleanor had said, she was set to hammering on something until it was bent the way she wanted it.


‘If it was my brother,’ she finally said, her eyes brimming with tears, ‘and no matter what had happened between us, I’d wanna know why someone run him down with a car and broke him all to pieces.’


Her lower lip quivered. Her whole body was wound up tight like a clock spring.


‘And if I didn’t wanna know, I’d be askin’ myself some pretty tough questions about why.’
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After lunch on Monday, Landis called Mike Fredericksen at Trenton PD.


‘Detective Fredericksen, Sheriff Landis down in Union. Just wanted to know how things were progressing on the investigation.’


‘Well, I have to say, Sheriff, that progressing isn’t the word I’d use. We’re doing everything we can, but it seems no one saw a thing. Nothing to speak of in the way of forensics evidence either.’


‘Someone been on up in the direction he was headed and talked to the families there?’


‘Like I said, Sheriff, we’re doing everything we can, but we got ourselves a bunch of twos and threes without no picture cards, if you know what I mean.’


‘Sure I do,’ Landis said. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’


There was silence for a moment.


‘So?’ Landis asked. ‘That’s your sheriff you got murdered—’


‘We’re utilizing every resource at our disposal. We’ve got a reward out for information, and we have as many officers as we can muster canvassin’ every which way. We’re sure to come up with somethin’ sooner or later.’


‘Was over with Eleanor Boyd after the funeral on Saturday,’ Landis said. ‘From what I understand, no one has interviewed her.’


‘Why would we interview her, Sheriff Landis? You think she run him over?’


‘Why do I think you would interview her? Because they used to be married, Detective Fredericksen. Because she possibly knew him better than anyone else. Because he might’ve said somethin’ to her about some trouble with a case or a suspect maybe, or someone that figured he had it coming to him for a bust he did—’


‘Of course, yes,’ Fredericksen said. ‘Of course we’ll get to that. We’re following the standard protocol, as we do with any homicide. We know exactly what we’re doing.’


Landis wanted to ask Fredericksen why he had the definite impression they’d got no idea what they were doing. Either that, or they were unwilling. He kept his tongue to himself.


‘I’m guessing he had a place over there in Trenton.’


‘For sure he did. House out on Cooper Road.’


‘And you got that place turned inside out?’


‘All of that, yes. Like I said before, we’re doing everything we can. Seems the best thing you could do is let us get on with it and I’ll keep you up to speed with any new information as it comes in.’


‘That’d be much appreciated, Detective Fredericksen.’


‘Okay then,’ Fredericksen replied, and hung up.


Landis leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. The thing stuck in his craw. From the girl’s emotionally charged interrogation to the seeming nonchalance of Fredericksen, something didn’t sit right. One thing he hadn’t done was ask Eleanor Boyd what she thought. Did he actually not want to know what had happened to his own brother? That was now the question foremost in his mind.


In that moment – memory perhaps revived by the funeral – Landis remembered the last time he’d seen Frank. It was back at the start of 1981. They’d talked, argued, near came to blows again. Frank’s last words to him were bitter, hard to swallow.


‘You were never gonna be anyone other than who I thought you were,’ he’d told his brother. ‘Well, tomorrow you get a whole new day to break my heart. You’ve broke it enough for today.’


But there hadn’t been a tomorrow, and there now never would be.


Landis got up from his desk and walked through to dispatch.


‘You know where Marshall’s at?’ he asked Barbara.


‘On up at Wilbur’s. ’Nother fight last night. Some out-o’-towner got his nose busted.’


‘And do you know if Derry Buck got his car moved off of Garland like I told him?’


‘I’ll check, Sheriff.’


‘I’m gonna go over Wilbur’s then. Got something I want Marshall to do for me.’


‘Okey dokey.’


Wilbur Cobb had the least fingers of any man Landis had ever known. How he’d lost them was a different story for everyone who asked, and none of those stories were true. Men were regaled with tales of lightning-fast five-finger fillet, the women with bear-wrestling or babes-in-arms rescued from burning buildings. The truth was that Cobb had driven halfway across the mid-west to see a girl who never showed. On the way back he got caught in a Minnesota blizzard, survived four days in his car before they dug him out of a drift. Frostbite took a thumb and two fingers on the right, the last three digits on the left. His bar was called The Old Tavern. He’d inherited it from his uncle on his mother’s side back in the early eighties. It had its fair share of rowdies and drunks. Fights broke out like a rash, especially in the summer, and usually over nothing more calamitous than a lost pool game or a spilled drink.


Marshall’s car was parked down the side of the building. Landis parked out front and went on in.


Marshall was up at the bar and halfway through a sandwich.


‘Sheriff,’ Cobb said. ‘You come on over to check on your boy?’


‘He ain’t a boy and he ain’t mine,’ Landis said.


Marshall greeted Landis, asked if he’d had lunch.


‘Cup of coffee wouldn’t go amiss,’ Landis said.


‘Wilbur. Get the sheriff a cup of coffee, would you? Fresh, mind. None of this over-boiled coal tar you been servin’ up.’


Wilbur muttered his way out back.


‘This matter get fixed?’ Landis asked.


‘As good as. Usual story. Some guy runnin’ his mouth off. Took a swing at Trent Kelsey. Kelsey busted the kid’s nose, got a good kick in when he was down. Half a dozen say it was self-defense.’


‘The busted nose?’


‘Got it set this morning. Hightailed it out of here. Said he wasn’t pressin’ charges.’


Wilbur arrived with coffee, refilled Marshall’s cup too.


‘So, you know the deal with my brother,’ Landis said.


‘Yeah, I do. Sorry to hear that. I ain’t been around for the last coupla days. Got things sendin’ me here and there all over the county.’


‘No mind,’ Landis said. ‘Wasn’t nothin’ for you to concern yourself with. However, I did want to ask you about somethin’.’


‘Shoot.’


‘You got folks over east, right?’


‘Got my daddy’s brother and his kin out near Snowbird Mountains if that’s what you mean. He settled up there in Murphy.’


‘Right, right. I’m thinkin’ maybe they know some folks up above Dade County.’


‘He’s a social feller, no doubt. And all them people out there are good an’ close. Why d’you ask?’


‘My brother was out that way when he got himself killed. He was near the Tennessee state line, car headed north. It was late on Friday night, and I am itchin’ to know what the hell he was doin’.’


‘Heard it weren’t no accident.’


‘You heard right. He got run down three, maybe four times.’


‘He was a sheriff, for Chrissake. Surely they got half the National Guard and three units of Feds up there tearin’ the place apart.’


‘Well, that’s the rub right there. Seems they got one detective who’s showin’ as much interest as a sleepin’ dog.’


Marshall looked at Landis. He frowned. ‘You think he was into some bad business?’


‘I’m not thinkin’ anything right now.’


‘I can ask around and about, sure.’


‘Discreet like.’


‘Sure thing.’


Landis took a sip of coffee and grimaced. ‘Hell, it really is coal tar, ain’t it?’
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It was late on Wednesday before there was news.


Barbara had left for the day. Landis was finishing up some long-overdue paperwork when his deputy appeared in the doorway.


‘Marshall, how goes it?’


Marshall came into the room and took a seat without a word.


‘What’s up, son?’


‘This business with your brother,’ he said. ‘I made some calls, spoke to my uncle. Said he didn’t know anything directly, but mentioned someone called Jim Tom Moody. You heard o’ him?’


‘Can’t say I have.’


‘I looked him up. He got a bunch of stuff goin’ on, and way back a while too. Did a stretch for manslaughter when he was barely out of his teens. A whole grocery list of other stuff on file, but it ain’t never stuck ’cause no one’s ever corroborated or testified or been a witness. Anyways, that’s all as may be. What my uncle said is that this Moody feller’s runnin’ drugs, guns, a whole mess o’ things through Carolina, Tennessee, down here too.’
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