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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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