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Critical acclaim for New York Times bestseller TRICKSTER’S POINT


“Although there’s plenty of excitement in this plot, Krueger is moving deeper into psychological territory with each book in this series.”

—St. Paul Pioneer Press

“While the murder mystery is an essential element of the novel, more important is the look at the relationships of the various characters, to each other and to the locale.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Krueger has crafted a strong and memorable series that never fails to surpass itself with each installment. Trickster’s Point continues that tradition, containing some of Krueger’s best prose to date in what is perhaps his strongest, most intriguing novel yet.”

—Book Reporter

“Unlike many series, Cork and company age and evolve with each book. Time does not stand still and we share in the triumphs and tragedies of Cork. We watch his children grow up and, in some cases, move away. That constant change makes these novels all the more compelling.”

—Crimespree Magazine

“Mystery fans can count on William Kent Krueger for an absorbing book with lots of twists and turns. He’s an author who isn’t afraid to take chances with his characters.”

—Denver Post

“An absorbing plot and a rewarding read.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Krueger’s intimate knowledge of Minnesota’s northern reaches and respect for Native American life, ancient and modern, provide an intricate setting for this gem of a mystery.”

—Publishers Weekly

“In addition to having a plot as cunningly treacherous as Trickster’s Point itself, Krueger’s latest mystery has that elegiac tone that’s perfectly suited to O’Connor’s character and to the harsh landscape where he lives and works.”

—Booklist




Critical acclaim for New York Times bestseller NORTHWEST ANGLE


“Well-written and suspenseful, this book contains characters worthy of our emotional involvement. Krueger, as always, spins a good yarn, somewhat in the style of Dick Francis in his heyday, where both ingenuity and endurance are necessary to sustain the hero.”

—Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“William Kent Krueger never writes the same book twice, and this one is no exception. He combines elements of mystery and thriller to make a book that is nonstop entertainment. But Krueger never forgets the human aspect, which is always the driving force of his carefully crafted novels…. This outstanding book, the eleventh in the O’Connor series, should not be missed.”

—Deadly Pleasures

“Part adventure, part mystery, and all knockout thriller…. Catch-your-breath suspense throughout.”

—Booklist

“Solid storytelling and intriguing characterizations combine for a sobering look at the power of family and faith and Native American culture. Krueger never writes the same book twice as each installment finds him delving deeper into Cork’s psyche.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred)






Critical acclaim for PURGATORY RIDGE


Winner of the Minnesota Book Award

“The kind of work that is all too rare in the suspense genre, a book that combines a first-class plot with excellent writing.”

—The Denver Post

“Mr. Krueger shows sensitive insight into the conflicts between ancient culture and contemporary economic needs. He has developed a cast with deep feelings and intelligent responses to their surroundings and their fellow humans.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“Krueger’s page-turner… opens with a bang…. The plot comes full circle as credibly flawed central characters find resolution.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Krueger keeps us so involved… [that] we get surprised by the devil buried deep in the details. Krueger has come up with a good place, good people, and some decent plotting. Purgatory Ridge is a heck of a place to visit.”

—Winston-Salem Journal (NC)

“This is easily the author’s best and most accomplished work to date. I really don’t think William Kent Krueger would mind one bit if I call him ‘the Michael Connelly of the Midwest.’ ”

—Deadly Pleasures

“A terrific read…. Krueger not only tells a cracking good suspense story, but he tells it with deep insight.”

—T. Jefferson Parker, New York Times bestselling author

“The suspense in this book is almost painful…. The final pages are the most satisfying I have read in years…. Krueger keeps getting better and better.”

—Steve Hamilton, Edgar Award–winning author
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For Diane,

who is the first blessing each morning

and the final beauty each night,

and

for June and Lloyd Peterson,

who welcomed me as a son





AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is fiction. At its heart, however, is a true story.

On November 29, 1966, while northbound on Lake Huron and making its final passage of the season, the ore freighter Daniel J. Morrell encountered a horrific gale. Battling winds of sixty-five miles per hour and seas with twenty-five-foot waves, the old carrier suddenly broke apart and sank. Of her crew of twenty-nine men, only three managed to make it aboard a small pontoon life raft. Within twelve hours, two of the men were dead, victims of injury and of exposure to both the frigid water of the great lake and air temperatures that hovered around freezing. One man endured. Dressed only in his peacoat and underwear, watchman Dennis Hale drifted for nearly thirty-six hours before he was spotted by a Coast Guard helicopter and airlifted to a nearby hospital.

In 1996, Hale published Sole Survivor, his account of the sinking, of his remarkable experiences adrift on that tiny raft in angry water, and of the effect the incident has had on his life since then. It is a book worth reading.

Of the myriad stories spawned by the infamous November storms that rail over the Great Lakes, the sinking of the Daniel J. Morrell is, in terms of loss of human life, the most tragic. In what it says about human courage and endurance, Dennis Hale’s story must surely be the most inspiring.





PROLOGUE NOVEMBER 1986

ABOVE ALL THINGS in heaven or on earth, John LePere loved his brother. It was a love born the moment he watched Billy slide from between their mother’s legs in the tiny house built in the shadow of Purgatory Ridge.

His father was dead by then, killed several months earlier while pulling in his fishing nets off Shovel Point. The rudder of his small vessel snapped during a sudden squall and the boat foundered on a shoal two hundred yards from shore. His father didn’t drown—a life vest kept him afloat in the high waves. It was hypothermia that killed him, the icy water of Lake Superior. Eight-year-old John LePere didn’t understand death exactly. Nor did he have time to grieve much, for his mother’s deep grief drove her nearly mad. She retreated into solitude and refused to leave the house at all. After that, it fell to young John LePere to hold things together.

He was alone with his mother when she went into labor. He begged her to let him get someone to help. She screamed at him, ordering him to stay. For weeks afterward, his arm carried the bruises where she gripped him during her contractions. He was scared, more scared even than when the sheriff’s men had showed up bringing the news about his father. But his fear melted when he saw the purple body that was Billy squeezed from his mother’s womb.

He laid the baby on his mother’s sweaty bosom, covered them both with a clean sheet, and walked to Beaver Bay two miles north to get help.

His story appeared in the Duluth News-Tribune. They called him a hero. An Indian hero. People who didn’t know them figured his mother must have been drunk.

He raised Billy. He taught his brother how to fish, how to throw a baseball and a football, how to fight when he was taunted about his crazy mother or his Indian heritage. As much as he could, he took the blows of life and protected Billy. Even as he suffered, he thanked God for allowing him to be the shield.

After high school, John LePere was hired as a hand on a Great Lakes ore carrier. His job took him away from Purgatory Cove for long periods, and he was concerned. His mother earned a meager living as a cook in a diner on the north shore highway, but she was a distracted woman who required the care of both boys to keep her together. John hated the thought of this burden falling to Billy alone. But the money LePere earned—most of which he sent home—was good, and as it turned out, Billy did just fine. Whenever LePere returned from a passage, he found the house on the shore of Lake Superior well kept. Billy made repairs when necessary, made sure the refrigerator was stocked, got his mother to work every day on time and home safely. He seemed to grow up quickly, different in many ways from his older brother. He was like their mother, slender and tall, with dark straight hair and dark eyes. He had an easy smile. LePere, on the other hand, was stocky and strong and given to an earnest silence, more like the voyageurs who were his father’s ancestors.

For five years, LePere worked the ore boat plying the waters of the Great Lakes, and for five years, things seemed fine. Then one morning Billy found their mother floating in the cold water of Purgatory Cove. Whether she’d got there by accident or by choice was never determined, but Billy took it hard. Although her death released her youngest son in one way, it bound him in others—to grief and guilt and remorse. When LePere saw Billy sliding toward the darkness that had swallowed their mother, he invited him aboard the Alfred M. Teasdale for the last passage of the season, a run from Buffalo to Duluth. He hoped the open water and the slow crawl under a late fall sky would bring Billy around.



The Teasdale entered Lake Superior via the locks at Sault Ste. Marie under clear skies. Since leaving Buffalo, the great ore boat had encountered only good weather. This was rare for November on the Great Lakes, and John LePere, as he went about his duties as a mate, watched the horizon carefully. The Teasdale, oldest of the boats in the Fitzgerald Shipping Company’s ore fleet, was carrying her final cargo. Once she’d been unloaded in Duluth, the crew would sail her back to Detroit to be cut into scrap. LePere, whose responsibility it was to monitor the holds for leakage, knew the end was long overdue.

On the afternoon of November 16, the Teasdale rounded the Keweenaw Peninsula, that iron-rich finger of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. She was making twelve knots against a mild headwind. Within an hour, the barometer began to plunge and the wind to rise. Dark came early, hastened by a bank of charcoal-colored clouds that seemed to materialize out of the lake itself and that quickly ate the sky. The temperature dropped twenty degrees. Bow spray began to freeze on the railings, and the decks were awash in icy slush. Captain Gus Hawley came to the pilothouse to confer with Art Bowdecker, the wheelsman. In her long service, the Teasdale had weathered many Great Lakes gales, and Hawley, captain during the last fifteen years of that service, was not greatly concerned. They were less than ten hours out of Duluth, and Bowdecker was the best wheelsman in the fleet. Captain Hawley gave the order to proceed on course, and he returned to his cabin.

At eight bells, John LePere completed his watch in the pilothouse with Bowdecker and first mate Orin Grange. Billy was there, too, taking in the talk of the men, getting a lesson from Bowdecker on guiding the huge boat through rough seas. The bow leaped and plummeted, disappearing for long moments under twelve-foot waves. Along with the bow spray, snow spattered the windows of the pilothouse, making it difficult to see anything. LePere could tell his brother was scared. He himself had never been through a storm as bad as this, but the other two men were old hands. They’d seen plenty of rough seas. If they were concerned at all, they didn’t show it. As he left his watch, LePere offered to go down to the galley and bring back coffee for them all.

The cold November wind tore at LePere as soon as he stepped outside. He shielded his eyes with his hand and looked aft. The Teasdale was 603 feet from bow to stern. She was carrying a partial cargo, 221 tons of bituminous coal. On a calm day, she was a sight moving across the water, a mammoth creature of ungainly grace, ruler of her domain. As he watched the huge waves slam against her sides and flood her deck, LePere knew her greatness was an illusion. After he’d made coffee in the galley, he timed his return up the ladder to the pilothouse so that he wouldn’t be soaked by the spray of the breaking waves. Even so, water hit him in the face—but it was not the cold spray of the lake. He realized with alarm that the wind was so strong it created a vacuum as it passed over the spout of the pot and was sucking the hot coffee out.

In the pilothouse, the men were laughing.

“I’m going below,” John LePere told his brother. “You coming?”

“Ah, let ‘im stay,” Bowdecker said. “A few more hours and we’re in Duluth. He’s good company, John.”

LePere could see his brother was flattered. He nodded to Bowdecker. “Just don’t tell him about the Erie whorehouse, okay?”

Bowdecker smiled, and a gold tooth glinted in the light. “Too late. Already have. You go on and get some sleep. We’ll take good care of Billy.”

LePere went to the cabin he shared that voyage with his brother and crawled into bed. He read from a book, The Old Man and the Sea. He liked it because it was about a regular guy, a guy who knew big water and was trying to stay true to a few things. The pitching of the boat made it difficult to follow the lines of print, so he didn’t read long. After only a few minutes, he closed his eyes and fell asleep, knowing that when he woke, they would be anchored outside Duluth harbor waiting for permission to enter.

He had no idea how much time had passed when he was awakened by a great boom that ran through the ship. After that came a scream of metal, long, like an animal in pain. The ship jolted, and he was thrown from his bunk. Sparks flew from the striker of the bell as the general alarm sounded. In darkness, he flipped the light switch in his cabin, but the light would not come on.

“Billy!” he called.

His brother didn’t answer.

LePere stumbled across the tiny cabin and grabbed frantically for the life jacket in the rack over his bunk and then for Billy’s. He snatched his peacoat from its hook and headed up top. He remembered Bowdecker’s promise—We’ll take good care of Billy—and he held to that as he stumbled into the companionway and toward the ladder. When he reached the spar deck, he saw that although the rest of the ship was completely dark, the stern was still brightly lit. That gave him hope—until he realized what was actually happening. The center of the Teasdale had begun to lift, like a playing card being folded in the middle. As he watched, the inch-thick steel decking started to rip from starboard to port, and the sound of its rending drowned out even the howl of the wind. Sparks shot into the night like fireworks and great clouds of gray steam erupted. LePere gaped in horror as the Teasdale broke in half.

“Billy!” he cried and rushed up the ladder to the darkened pilothouse.

Orin Grange was at the radio, speaking frantically, trying vainly to send a message on a dead set. LePere grabbed his shoulder.

“Where’s Billy?”

Grange shrugged off his hand. LePere grabbed him and spun him around. “Where’s Billy, damn it?”

“He went aft with Bowdecker,” Grange hollered, then turned back to the radio.

LePere headed toward the lighted stern. He passed a group of men gathered at the pontoon raft between hatches two and three. The captain was among them.

“Where are you going, LePere?” Captain Hawley cried out to him.

“My brother. He’s somewhere aft.”

“You can’t get there now.” Hawley grasped his arm. “Get into the raft, man.”

LePere pulled free and ran on.

As he approached the place where the deck had split, he stopped abruptly in terror. The severed stern of the Teasdale was rising up, driven forward by the propeller that was still turning. For a moment, LePere was sure the whole aft end would ride up onto the deck where he stood and crush him. He could see the open sections of the severed cargo hold lit by lights, full of fire and swirling clouds of steam. It was like looking through the doorway to hell. He had a moment of perfect calm, sure he was about to die, and he saw, or thought he saw, silhouetted in one of the lighted windows aft, the shape of Billy standing all alone.

Then the stern veered to starboard. As LePere watched, it passed him slowly and headed off into the night and the storm like an animal crawling off to die.

“Billy!” he cried out in vain. “Billy! God, Billy!”

He teetered at the brink of a section of ship that was tipping, preparing to slide into the deep. Hands pulled him back, and he found himself with half a dozen other men struggling to climb aboard the life raft. He moved in a daze, his feet slipping on the sharp angle of the tilting deck. Like all rafts on the older carriers, the pontoon raft on the Teasdale was too heavy to be manually launched. It was designed to float free of the deck as the ship sank beneath it. However, as the bow rose, pointing ever skyward, the raft suddenly broke loose, tumbled down the deck, and hit the water. A moment later, so did John LePere.

The icy water took his breath away, squeezed him mercilessly so that his whole body cramped at once. A wave lifted him and slammed him against the tilted hull. He managed to push off the metal and he sliced into the next wave, swimming hard away from the sinking bow section. When he lifted his head, he found that he was only a few yards from the raft. Skip Jurgenson, another of the Teasdale’s wheelsmen, leaned over the side and extended his hand. LePere fought against the waves. His fingers touched the raft. Jurgenson grasped the collar of his peacoat and helped him aboard. LePere fell against the prone form of another shipmate, Pete Swanson, a coal passer, who lay nearly motionless in the center of the raft. Swanson’s duties were in the engine room and his quarters were aft where Billy had gone. LePere grabbed him and screamed over the wind and the crash of water.

“Where’s my brother? Did you see my brother?”

Swanson was shaking violently, his face ghostly white. Although his lips formed words, no sound seemed to come forth. LePere bent close to his lips.

“I blew it,” Swanson said hoarsely. “I blew it.”

“What about Billy?” LePere shouted into his ear.

Swanson stared blankly, as if he didn’t see LePere at all, and repeated only those three words—“I blew it”—over and over again.

Jurgenson, who’d been hollering into the dark for other shipmates, quit and dropped in a dejected heap next to LePere. “I didn’t see nobody else,” he said. “Not one blessed soul.”

The storm pushed the raft far from the bow of the Teasdale. LePere and Jurgenson watched the last of the ore boat sink in a huge bloom of dark water. Then John LePere lay down and wept, crying “Billy” over and over again as he held to that tiny raft in the middle of the big lake his ancestors called Kitchigami.
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CORCORAN O’CONNOR WAS PULLED instantly from his sleep by the sound of a sniffle near his head. He opened his eyes and the face of his six-year-old son filled his vision.

“I’m thcared,” Stevie said.

Cork propped himself on one arm. “Of what, buddy?”

“I heard thomething.”

“Where? In your room?”

Stevie nodded.

“Let’s go see.”

Jo rolled over. “What is it?”

“Stevie heard something,” Cork told his wife. “I’ll take care of it. Go back to sleep.”

“What time is it?”

Cork glanced at the radio alarm on the stand beside the bed. “Five o’clock.”

“I can take him,” she offered.

“Go back to sleep.”

“Mmmm.” She smiled faintly and rolled back to her dreaming.

Cork took his son by the hand, and together they walked down the hallway to where the night-light in Stevie’s room cast a soft glow over everything.

“Where was the noise?”

Stevie pointed toward the window.

“Let’s see.”

Cork knelt and peered through the screen. Aurora, Minnesota, was defined by the barest hint of morning light. The air was quite still, not even the slightest rustle among the leaves of the elm in Cork’s backyard. Far down the street, the Burnetts’ dog, Bogart, barked a few times, then fell silent. The only thing Cork found disturbing was the smell of wood smoke heavy on the breeze. The smoke came from forest fires burning all over the north country. Summer had come early that year. With it had come a dry heat and drought that wilted the undergrowth and turned fields of wild grass into something to be feared. Lake levels dropped to the lowest recorded in nearly a century. Rivers shrank to ragged threads. Creeks ceased to run. In shallow pools of trapped water, fish darted about wildly as what sustained them rapidly disappeared. The fires had begun in mid-June. Now it was nearly the end of July, and still the forests were burning. One blaze would be controlled and two others somewhere else would ignite. Day and night, the sky was full of smoke and the smell of burned wood.

“Do you still hear it?” Cork asked.

Stevie, who’d knelt beside him, shook his head.

“Probably an early bird,” Cork said.

“After a worm.” Stevie smiled.

“Yeah. And he must’ve got that worm. Think you can go back to sleep?”

“Yeth.”

“Good man. Come on.”

Cork got him settled in bed, then sat in a chair near the window. Stevie watched his father a while. His eyes were dark brown, the eyes of his Anishinaabe ancestors. Slowly, they drifted closed.

Cork’s son had always been a light sleeper, awakened easily by noises in the night, disturbances in the routine of the household. He was the only one of the O’Connor children who’d needed the comfort of a night-light. Cork blamed himself. In Stevie’s early years, when the dark of his closet or under his bed first became vast and menacing, Cork wasn’t always there to stand between his son and the monsters of his imagination. There were times, he knew, when the monster was real and was Cork. He thought often these days of the words that ended the traditional marriage ceremony of the Anishinaabeg.



You will share the same fire.

You will hang your garments together.

You will help one another.

You will walk the same trail.

You will look after one another.

Be kind to one another.

Be kind to your children.



He hadn’t always been careful to abide by these simple instructions. But a man could change, and watching his son crawl back into his dreaming, Cork vowed—as he did almost every morning—to work at being a better man.

By the time Cork finally left Stevie to his dreaming, morning sunlight fired the curtains over the window at the end of the hallway. Cork thought of returning to bed for a little while, but chose instead to head to the bathroom, where he showered, shaved, splashed on aftershave, then looked himself over carefully in the bathroom mirror.



Corcoran Liam O’Connor was forty-seven years old. Part Irish, part Ojibwe Anishinaabe, he stood five feet eleven inches tall, weighed one hundred seventy-five pounds, and had brown eyes, thinning red-brown hair, and slightly crooked teeth. He suffered from mild rosacea that he treated with prescription ointment. In wet weather, his left shoulder—twice dislocated—was prone to an arthritic aching. He did not consider himself a handsome man, but there were those, apparently, who found him so. All in all, what stared back at him from the bathroom mirror was the face of a man who’d struggled to be happy and believed himself to be almost there.

He returned to his bedroom, a towel about his waist. The radio alarm had gone off and WIRR out of Buhl was playing Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Cork went to the dresser, pulled open a drawer, and took out a pair of black silk boxers.

Jo stirred. She took a deep breath but kept her eyes closed. When she spoke to him, the words seemed to come reluctantly and from a distant place.

“Stevie all right?”

“He’s fine.”

“Another fire’s started. Up in the Boundary Waters near Saganaga Lake.” She yawned. “I just heard it on the news.”

“Oh?”

“Get this. The guy who started it is a lobbyist for the tobacco industry. He was shooting off fireworks. In the Boundary Waters—can you believe it?”

“I hope they fine his ass big time,” Cork said.

“He’s a tobacco lawyer. He can pay from his pocket money.” The room was quiet. Bogart started barking again down the block. “I can feel you watching me.”

“What else?”

“I smell Old Spice.”

“Anything else?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say you’ve put on your black silk boxers.”

“What a detective you would have made.” He sat on the bed, leaned down, and kissed her shoulder.

“I was dreaming before the radio came on.” She rolled toward him and opened her eyes.

“What?”

“We were trying to fly, you and I. A plane we had to pedal. But somehow we couldn’t quite get it off the ground.”

Cork reached out and brushed a white-blond strand of hair from her cheek.

She reached up and drifted her hand down his chest. “You smell good.”

“Only Old Spice. You have pedestrian tastes.”

“And, my, aren’t you lucky.”

He bent to her lips. She let him kiss her but kept her mouth closed. “I’m all stale. Give me five minutes.” She slid from the bed. She wore a gray tank top and white cotton underwear, her usual sleep attire. “Don’t start anything without me.” She smiled coyly as she went out the door.

Cork drew back the covers, straightened the bottom sheet, fluffed the pillows, and lay down to wait. The bedroom window was open. Bogart had ceased his barking and the only sound now was the call of a mourning dove perched in the big maple in the front yard. Aurora, Minnesota, deep in the great North Woods, riding the jagged edge of the Iron Range, had not yet wakened. This was Cork’s favorite time of day. Although he couldn’t actually see it, he could picture the whole town perfectly. Sunlight dripping down the houses on Gooseberry Lane like butter melting down pancakes. The streets empty and clean. The surface of Iron Lake on such a still morning looking solid as polished steel.

God, he loved this place.

And he’d begun to love again, too, the woman who now stood in the doorway with a gold towel wrapped about her and tucked at her breasts. Her hair was wet. Her pale blue eyes were wide awake and interested. She locked the door behind her.

“We don’t have much time,” she said in a whisper. “I think I heard Stevie stirring.”

“We’re the experts at putting a lot into a little time.”

He smiled wide, and widely he opened his arms.

An explosion kept them from beginning anything. The house shook; the windows rattled; the mourning dove fell silent, frightened to stillness or frightened away.

“My God,” Cork said. “What was that?”

Jo looked at him, her eyes blue and shiny. “I think the earth moved. Without us.” She glanced at the window. “Sonic boom?”

“When was the last time you heard a sonic boom around here?”

From the hallway beyond the bedroom door came the sound of voices, then a knock.

“Jo? Cork?”

“Just a minute, Rose.” She blew Cork a kiss. “Rain check.” She headed to the closet and grabbed a robe from the door hook.

Cork quickly exchanged his silk boxers for a pair of jogging shorts and went to the window. He stared north over the roofs of Aurora where a column of smoke rose thick and black somewhere beyond the town limits. Just above the ground, the air was calm and the smoke climbed straight up four or five hundred feet until it hit a high current that spread it east over Iron Lake. The sky was a milky blue from the haze of the distant forest fires. Against it, the smoke from the nearer burn was dark as crude oil.

At his back, Cork heard the door unlock. Rose stepped in, Stevie at her heels.

“Whatever that was, it didn’t sound good.” Rose tugged her beige chenille robe tight about her broad waist and stuffed her plump, freckled hands into the pockets. She was Jo’s sister and for more than fifteen years had been part of the O’Connor household.

Stevie ran to his father. “Thomething blew up.”

“I think something did, buddy.” Cork put his arm around his son and motioned the others to the window, where they huddled and stared at the huge smoke cloud fanning out above the lake.

The siren on Aurora’s only fire station began to wail, calling the volunteers to duty.

“See the direction that smoke’s coming from?” He glanced at Jo. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

From the concern on her face, it was clear to him that she was. She straightened and turned from the window. “I’d better go.”

“I’ll come with you.” Cork started toward the dresser to get his clothes.

“Cork.” Jo put a hand on his arm to restrain him gently. “I have clients to protect. I need to be out there. But there’s no reason for you to go. You’re not the sheriff anymore.” She seemed reluctant to add that last bit of a reminder, as if she were afraid that even after all this time, it still might hurt him.

He smiled gamely and said, “Then let’s just chalk it up to morbid curiosity.”
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THE LINDSTROM LUMBER AND PLYWOOD mill stood within a stone’s throw of the Superior National Forest, on three dozen cleared acres, hard up against the shoreline of a small oval of water called Grindstone Lake. Normally, the only smoke coming from the mill was generated by the kilns and smokestacks. However, as his old red Bronco broke from the pines along County Road 8, Cork could see clearly that the billow of smoke rising above the clearing came from the trailer of a logging rig parked in the mill yard and from the burning remains of a building just beyond.

At the mill gate, Deputy Ed McDermott stopped Cork and leaned against the driver’s-side door.

“Ed,” Cork said to the deputy in greeting.

“Morning, Cork.”

“What’s up?”

“Big propane tank blew, set things on fire. Murray’s men have it pretty well under control now. In this drought, lucky it didn’t spread to the woods.”

“Mind if I go in?”

“Be my guest. Sheriff’s over by that stack of logs there.” He looked past Cork and gave his head a slight nod. “Morning, Ms. O’Connor.”

Cork parked the Bronco next to a Land Cruiser with the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department insignia on the door. Jo got out with him.

Sheriff Wally Schanno stood beside a huge stack of pine logs that was awaiting milling. He was a tall man who, in his prime, had been every bit as strong and rigid as those sections of cut timber. But he was over sixty years old now. There was a slight bend to his tall frame, and time had rubbed its hand deeply into his long face, giving him a gaunt and haunted look. When he glanced at Cork and Jo, his gray eyes seemed tired.

“Heard the explosion,” Cork said.

“They heard the explosion in Brazil,” Schanno said. “Morning, Jo.” The sheriff gave her a grim purse of his lips, as near to a smile as he could apparently muster.

“What happened?”

“Ask Murray.”

Alfred Murray, the fire chief for Aurora, and only one of three paid firefighters who manned the station in town, walked toward them from one of the yellow pumpers that was dousing the last of the flames among the logs on the trailer. He wore a black rubberized firefighter’s coat, black boots, and a yellow hat that said CHIEF.

“Looks like we’ll have it all extinguished in a few minutes,” he told Schanno.

“What happened, Alf?” Cork asked.

“Well…” He seemed reluctant to commit. “To tell you the truth, at first I figured the LP tank went up, demolished part of that old equipment shed, and set the rest of it on fire. I figured burning fragments must have jumped to the logs on the trailer, and they went up, too, along with the cab.”

“At first?” Cork said.

“Yeah.”

“Then?”

Instead of answering Cork, Murray watched a dark blue Explorer swing through the mill gate and head toward them. The Explorer moved quickly across the mill yard that was becoming muddy where the water from the fire hoses ran. It stopped next to Cork’s Bronco, and Karl Lindstrom stepped out.

He was technically Karl Magnus Lindstrom III. The mill was his. Had been his father’s, and his father’s father’s, and another generation yet again. At one time, there’d been nearly a dozen mills just like it in the Lindstrom empire that had stretched across the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, northern Wisconsin, and Minnesota. But declining resources, cheap foreign lumber, and the profligate lifestyle of Karl Magnus Lindstrom II had brought the holdings down to this one.

In his late thirties, Lindstrom was a tall, slender man with thinning blond hair kept short in a sharp military cut. His bearing was stiff and military as well, the legacy of Annapolis and eight years in an officer’s uniform. In the few times he and Cork had exchanged words, Lindstrom had spoken crisply and to the point. The only thing about him that had any look of softness were his eyebrows, so blond and fine they looked like a couple of delicate feathers stuck to his forehead. What kind of man he really was at heart Cork could only guess, for Cork didn’t know Lindstrom well at all. As far as he could gather, no one did. He wasn’t from Aurora. The Lindstroms had always been like absentee landlords, directing the business of the mill from their headquarters in Chicago. Karl Lindstrom had moved his family to a home on Iron Lake only a few months before. All anybody really knew about him was that he’d kept the mill open and kept a lot of people in Tamarack County working.

“Was anybody hurt?” Lindstrom asked.

“Fortunately, no,” Schanno replied. “Only person here was your night watchman, Harold Loomis. He was way over to the other side of the mill when it happened. He called in right away.”

“Did he see anything?”

“Harold?” Schanno asked it seriously. “He’s seventy-two, Mr. Lindstrom. Even when he stays awake, he probably doesn’t see much.”

Lindstrom stepped away from the others and went to a fragment of blackened metal a few feet away. He stooped and reached for it. “Any idea what happened?”

“Don’t touch anything,” Schanno warned him.

Lindstrom shot a look his way. “Still hot?”

“Evidence,” Schanno said.

“Evidence?” Lindstrom stood up quickly. “You never answered me, Sheriff. What happened here?”

“We’re not sure yet.” Schanno looked to Cork. “You ever work a bomb scene? In Chicago maybe?”

“Only crowd control, Wally. You think this was a bomb?”

“Alf sure does. And I’m figuring it probably wasn’t too far from your own way of thinking, else why would you and Jo be here? With all this ballyhoo over logging those old white pines, I’ve been worrying it was only a matter of time before something like this happened.”

Lindstrom turned to the fire chief. “Was it a bomb?”

Alf Murray looked toward the flame and smoke. “Well, like I said before you came, I thought at first the fire must’ve started with the explosion of the LP tank. That was the big bang we all heard. Blew down the equipment shed like the big bad wolf blowing down a straw house. Seemed possible anyway, the tank going first and everything else following from that. Except those tanks are plenty safe. Never heard of one going up by itself. So I did some more looking around. There’s a small crater in the ground under the cab of the logging rig. Now, when the gas tank on the cab caught fire, it made for some pretty good fireworks, but it wouldn’t account for that little crater. Only thing I can think of would’ve left that kind of scar in the earth’d be an explosive device of some kind, probably attached to the undercarriage of the cab. So if it was a bomb, and I ain’t for a moment saying it necessarily was, then I’d say the cab went up first, and everything else happened because of that.”

It was only a moment before all eyes had turned to Jo. She didn’t say anything, but Cork could feel her harden, prepared to defend.

“ ’Course, I ain’t an expert,” the fire chief hastened to add. “Mostly I deal with house fires, grass fires. We won’t know for sure until Wally gets someone up here who knows what the hell they’re doing.”

Schanno rubbed his jaw with his long fingers. “I’ve already got a call in to the BCA,” he said, speaking of the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, Minnesota’s version of the FBI.

Cork saw Hell Hanover on the other side of the demolished shed. Helmuth Hanover was publisher and editor of the weekly Aurora Sentinel. He had lost the lower part of his right leg to a claymore mine in Vietnam, and he dragged that history with him in a gait that was becoming, with time, a dire limp. He’d balded young and had chosen to shave clean what little hair remained to him, so that in the morning sunlight, his bare white skull reminded Cork of something on the desert even the buzzards would ignore. Although his byline read Helm Hanover, to those who liked him not at all—Cork among them—he was known as Hell.

Hanover had been taking photos of the men hosing down the smoking debris, but now he got into his car, a maroon Taurus wagon parked near the far fence, and came around to where the other vehicles sat.

Lindstrom didn’t seem to notice Hanover’s approach. He was intent on Jo.

“We’ve been on opposite sides of this issue, Ms. O’Connor.” Hard eyes looked at her from under those feathery eyebrows. “And I always believed we could reach a peaceful resolution—”

“Karl,” Jo said, interrupting, “before you say anything more, I just want to point out a couple of things. As the fire chief has said, the cause of all this hasn’t been confirmed. He’s only guessing. And if he’s right, there’s currently no evidence that would implicate my clients, or anyone, for that matter, who might be opposed to you on the logging issue.”

Lindstrom held off speaking for a moment. Hell Hanover stood quietly off to the side, a small notebook in his hand, taking notes. Nobody except Cork seemed to be aware of his presence.

“It’s easy for you, isn’t it,” Lindstrom finally said. “Your business hasn’t been threatened. Your livelihood isn’t at stake. In fact, you’re probably the only one who is benefiting from all this.”

“Easy, Karl,” Cork said.

Lindstrom turned on him. “I’m at a loss to understand why, exactly, you’re here. You’re not the sheriff anymore. You’ve got no business here.”

Before Cork or anyone else could reply, the insistent chirp of a cell phone cut among them. Hanover pulled a cellular from his pocket and stepped away. He listened, tried to speak, then terminated the call. He spent a moment scribbling furiously in his little notebook.

Lindstrom went on, addressing himself to Jo again. “If this is the kind of fight your people want, then this is the kind of fight we’ll give them.”

“Mr. Lindstrom,” Schanno said, “I don’t think you want to make that kind of statement.”

“Just whose side are you on, Sheriff?”

Hell Hanover came back, a look of mild satisfaction on his face. “Wally, that was a phone call from someone claiming responsibility for all this mess.”

“Who?” Schanno snapped.

“Calls himself—or herself—the voice was disguised so it was impossible to tell—calls himself Eco-Warrior. Claims to be part of a movement called the Army of the Earth. The statement read”—he glanced down at the notes he’d written—” ‘The desecration of Grandmother Earth must end. Violence toward anything sacred will not be tolerated. I am the arrow of justice.’ ”

“That’s it? All of it? You’re sure?” Schanno asked.

“Grandmother Earth.” Lindstrom cast a cold eye on Jo. “That’s how your clients refer to it, Ms. O’Connor.”

“Words are free, Mr. Lindstrom,” Jo replied. “Anyone may use them in any way they wish. Or misuse them.”

“Chief!” One of the men near the burned shed waved furiously. “Bring the sheriff, too!”

They all followed Murray to the shed.

“What is it, Bob?”

“Smell that? Made me think I’d better check the debris here carefully.”

With the head of his ax, he reached into the charred wreckage of the equipment shed, hooked a burned panel, and lifted.

“Jesus,” Schanno said.

Jo turned away.

An upper body had been exposed, most of the skin burned to char, the muscle tissue underneath visible in






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I discovered the heart of this book because of Catherine O’Geay. She shared with me the story of her father, Albert Whoeme, who was among the crew lost in the sinking of the Daniel J. Morrell. Kaye, I owe you much.

Several good men generously offered me their expertise and advice regarding issues of law enforcement. Thanks to Agent Raymond DiPrima of the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension; to Supervisory Special Agent Fred Tremper of the Minneapolis Field Office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation; and to Ken Trunnell, who has many years of experience across many levels of law enforcement.

I am indebted to Dave Loomis, who described to me in such evocative detail his dives to the wrecks in Lake Superior that I was able to accompany him to the lake bottom several times without ever leaving my armchair.

My friends and colleagues of Crème de la Crime, who help me enormously in unraveling the mysteries of mystery writing, always deserve special mention. They are Julie Fasciana, Scott Haartman, Betty James, Michael Kac, Jean Miriam Paul, Susan Runholt, Anne B. Webb, and, especially, Carl Brookins, who is our heart and our fire.

I am blessed with an agent—Jane Jordan Browne— wise in the ways of this complex business. And I am incredibly fortunate to have had in the past year the editorial guidance of Jane Cavolina and George Lucas. Not only are they savvy, but they are charming as well.

I would be remiss without thanking Megan “Doc” Gunnar for her support and encouragement over the course of many years.

To the Ojibwe Anishinaabe people, upon whose territory I timorously trespass: I thank you for your generosity of spirit; I envy your rich heritage and traditions; and I admire your perseverance in the face of so much ignorance and intolerance.

For their generous financial support as I developed as a writer, I would like to thank the McKnight Foundation, the Bush Foundation, and the Minnesota State Arts Board.

Finally, I am ever so grateful to the St. Clair Broiler, whose neon flame has found a place on the historical registry. From the bottom of my heart, I give thanks to Jim Theros and Elena Vakos, to all the staff who tolerate my long presence every morning and who keep my coffee cup filled, and to the regulars who tell me their stories and tell me I am free to use them.




Chapter 1

    I often wonder about the plan of the Creator. I’ve seen enough cruelty in this world to understand why some people don’t believe in the Great Spirit. Life is just what it is, sometimes good, sometimes bad, and there’s no rhyme or reason, no unseen hand pulling strings. Everything is simply luck of the draw. Then I look at the face of my wife, Rainy, or my children, or my grandson, and I see the true heart of the Creator reflected there. But I know that I’m one of the lucky ones. Not everyone, as you will see, is so blessed.

    Cork O’Connor is my name. I live in Aurora, Minnesota, a small town at the edge of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, a million acres of pristine forest, lakes, and fast-running streams and rivers. Across the border in Canada is the Quetico, another million acres of the same. People call this God’s country. It’s a spiritual place, absolutely. But sometimes things happen here that seem to run contrary to the nature of the Divine. The event I’m about to relate is one of those things.

    It all began on a Saturday with a vision. Two really, neither of them mine. I’m not much gifted in that way. But my son, Stephen, and my grandson, Waaboo, have been given this ability, which they don’t necessarily view as a gift because what they see is usually a forecast of something dark and dangerous.

    Waaboo came down to breakfast that morning looking troubled, his black hair tousled from a restless sleep. He was not quite eight years old. He plopped himself down in the chair between his parents. He sat mute, his chestnut-colored eyes staring at the scrambled eggs and toast and mixed fruit Rainy and I had prepared for everyone. The rest of us—Waaboo’s dad, Daniel; his mother, Jenny, who is my daughter; Rainy; and me—had only just seated ourselves at the breakfast table in the kitchen, and I greeted him with “Boozhoo, Noozhishenh,” which is Ojibwe for “Hello, Grandson.”

    He took a moment to respond, as if still coming out of his night’s dreaming.

    “Boozhoo, Baa-baa,” which is what he’s called me ever since he was a very small child and couldn’t pronounce “Grandpa.” His voice seemed raw, his words croaked more than spoken.

    “Are you okay? You don’t look well.” Jenny felt her son’s forehead.

    “Not sick,” he said, pulling away from her hand. “I had a bad dream. I saw a wolf in a forest.”

    “We’re Wolf Clan,” I said. “That should be a good thing.”

    Waaboo shook his head. “There was something wrong with this wolf. He wasn’t a good wolf. He was like a monster wolf.”

    “What was he doing?” Jenny asked.

    “There was a man on the ground and the wolf had torn his chest open with his teeth and claws and he was eating the man’s heart.”

    Now Daniel seemed almost as troubled as his son. “Did you know the man?”

    Waaboo nodded. “Uh-huh.”

    “Who was it?” Daniel asked.

    Waaboo looked my way. His little face scrunched up as if this monster wolf was right there between us. “It was you, Baa-baa,” he said, his small voice nearly cracking. “It was your heart the wolf was eating.”

    

    “He sees things, I know,” Daniel said. “But sometimes dreams are just dreams. We all have bad dreams on occasion.”

    “Waaboo’s dreams are different,” Jenny said in a stone-cold voice.

    The little guy was no longer at the table. He’d said he didn’t feel like eating and was going back upstairs to his room for a while. Jenny offered to go with him, but he said he wanted to be alone. Sometimes, after he’s had one his visions, he does this so that he can process the difficult revelation. Occasionally, he needs help doing that, and when that happens, we take him to see Henry Meloux.

    Rainy had been quiet through much of the conversation. Now she gazed at me with a clinical look in her eye. She was trained as a public health nurse. She’s also a member of the Grand Medicine Society, so an Ojibwe healer. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

    “Right as rain,” I said.

    “Still, the vision may be about your health.”

    “If it is a vision,” Daniel said. He’s a cop, an officer with the Iron Lake Tribal Police. The nature of his job causes him to look at the world in a more concrete way. I get this. I was a cop for years, and the realities of what you deal with in that job tend to shape your thinking along more solid lines.

    “Take your badge off,” Jenny said, “and think like an Anishinaabe poet.”

    Which Daniel is. Published and with awards. He also plays the accordion. So, probably not your normal law enforcement officer.

    “Waaboo’s clearly upset,” she went on. She looked at me in much the same way Rainy had. Clinically. “Don’t dismiss what he’s seen as a bad dream, Dad. When was the last time you had a checkup?”

    Age sixty is in my rearview mirror now, but when I was a much younger man, I ran the Grandma’s Marathon in Duluth, twice. I wasn’t among the front runners, but I finished in the middle of the pack. I still run fairly regularly and bike and canoe and play basketball with a bunch of guys like me. We call ourselves the Old Martyrs. So I think of myself as being in pretty fair shape, and I told my daughter this.

    “You didn’t answer my question. When was your last checkup?”

    “I don’t remember. A year ago, maybe.”

    “You saw a doctor when you got beat up at Sam’s Place last fall,” Rainy said.

    I’m a private investigator and I was working on a murder case, actually a cold case that I’d first investigated when I was sheriff of Tamarack County twenty-five years earlier. I’d ruffled feathers during that second investigation and got bruised ribs and a slight concussion for my efforts. I’d been seen in the emergency room and sent home with ibuprofen.

    “I’m sure he didn’t check your heart very carefully,” Rainy added. “He was more interested in your head.”

    “Which is pretty hard,” I reminded her, giving my noggin a little thump with my knuckles. “No lasting ill effects.”

    “You’re about to head into the Boundary Waters for several days. No clinics around the corner there,” Rainy said. “Please, see a doctor.”

    “See a doctor,” Jenny said.

    I glanced at Daniel, who gave a shrug, signaling defeat. “See a doctor,” he said.

    Chapter 2

    We were nearing Memorial Day, and a large family gathering had been planned. My son, Stephen, and his wife, Belle, were coming up from St. Paul. My sister-in-law, Rose Thorne; her husband, Mal; and their son, Luke, were coming from Evanston, Illinois. We try to get together a few times each year, and Memorial Day is usually one of those times. It’s an opportunity to visit the graves of those we’ve loved but have lost, to place flowers there, and to share memories. The stories we tell are poignant, sometimes quite funny, and though we’ve heard them many times, they still have the power to bring back among us a sense of those beloved spirits. It’s a tradition I’ve always valued.

    That year, as part of our gathering, the men of the families were planning a trip to the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, and the boys would go along. Luke was a little younger than Waaboo. This was to be his first time in the great wilderness. Mal had told us over the phone how excited Luke was. I was pretty stoked myself. I love the Boundary Waters and have always found that time spent there is a soul-cleansing experience. A Boundary Waters trip creates a memory for a lifetime, especially if it’s your first visit. I know how sexist this sounds, but I was pleased at the prospect of an all-male excursion, an opportunity to guide our boys into an early understanding of how to navigate successfully that kind of adventure, with all its challenges. The wilderness can be a dangerous place for the ill-prepared. Waaboo had been there on several trips. He’d already been initiated, was beginning to feel comfortable with the hardships. I hoped that Luke would end up feeling the same way.

    They arrived in the late afternoon and we greeted them warmly, hugs all around. Waaboo and Luke went immediately to Waaboo’s room, which they always shared during a visit. The two boys got on well. By then, Waaboo had put his nightmare behind him. He’s pretty resilient that way.

    “Good trip?” I asked.

    “The roads were busy,” Mal said. “Holiday traffic.”

    Jenny said, “I love that top, Aunt Rose. Tie-dyed.”

    “One of the women who used to live at the shelter has started her own business. I thought I’d help. And it is fun, isn’t it?” she said, looking down at herself.

    For many years, during my marriage to my first wife, Jo, Rose had lived with us in the house on Gooseberry Lane. Rose and Jo were sisters, and when our kids were young and Rose still single, Rose helped us to manage raising the family while Jo continued her law practice and I was a deputy and then sheriff of Tamarack County. She lived in our attic, which I’d made over into a large bedroom. In those days, Rose was a plain woman in appearance, with no prospects of marriage. She was, and still is, a devout Catholic. While she lived with us, she often considered the idea that when her help was no longer needed in the O’Connor house, she would enter a religious order. Rose has a huge heart and a fine mind and, in those days, a love of bodice-ripper books. When Mal Thorne came into her life, everything changed, including how she saw herself. It was like something out of those romance novels she read so voraciously back then. Love remade Rose. In her own mind, and in the eyes of those who cared about her, she became beautiful.

    Mal, for a while, was our priest at St. Agnes in Aurora. He was a man already weakening in his embrace of the dictates of the Church, a man on the verge of becoming a cliché, a priest with too many doubts and too great a taste for liquor. In the strange way of the Creator, whose ultimate purpose is always beyond our ability to understand completely, Mal and Rose were brought together by a madman, a killer. That brush with death opened the door for both of them to see their futures differently and for their paths to merge. After Mal left the priesthood and married Rose, they moved to Evanston, where together they took over the running of a shelter for battered women and their children. They were two of the kindest people I knew.

    We were settling down on the front porch in wicker chairs, with tumblers of sun tea Rainy had made, when Stephen and Belle arrived. My son had just finished his second year of law school. His wife, Belle, who is Ojibwe, was already an attorney, working in the area of Indigenous rights. They popped up to Aurora whenever they could, which in my opinion wasn’t often enough. But children grow up and have their own lives, right? The warm greetings we’d exchanged on the arrival of Rose and Mal were repeated. Stephen carted luggage into the downstairs office, where I’d put a futon for him and Belle to sleep on whenever the whole clan gathered. It was a little cramped, but they never complained. Rainy offered them both sun tea, and they joined us, taking the porch swing, whose chains squeaked a little as they rocked back and forth.

    The sun was dropping in the western sky, which was as pure blue as a sapphire. We sat half in shade and half in sunlight, catching up. To my thinking, there’s nothing better than a gathering of family, especially if the love runs deep, and in ours it does. But I noticed Stephen casting furtive glances my way, and whenever he did, he looked worried.

    Finally I said, “Is something wrong, Stephen?”

    Then Belle said, “You need to tell him.”

    “Tell me what?” I asked.

    “We’ll talk later, Dad.”

    “Something you can’t share with everyone?”

    “Tell him, Stephen,” Belle said.

    “Yeah,” I said. “Tell me.”

    Stephen took a deep breath. “I saw something.”

    “A vision,” I said.

    “Yeah.”

    “Let me guess. A wolf eating my heart.”

    He looked at me, his surprise obvious, then the light of understanding came into his eyes. “Waaboo’s had the same vision.”

    They don’t always see the same things. When they do, it’s best to take the vision seriously.

    “My heart’s fine,” I said.

    “Maybe it’s about something else, Dad.”

    Having two members of my family, both gifted in this unusual way, I’ve come to learn that visions are a tricky business, their meanings seldom clear on the surface. Sometimes, you need to have them interpreted.

    As if reading my mind, Stephen said, “We should talk to Henry.”

    “We’ll talk to Henry tomorrow,” I said. “In the meantime, I’m going to have a beer. Anybody else want a Leinie’s?”

    

    After dinner, while the rest of the folks gathered around the dining room table for a rousing game of Uno, I went to check on Sam’s Place. It’s a burger joint on the shore of Iron Lake that I’ve owned for twenty years or so. It was left to me by Sam Winter Moon, a Shinnob who’d been my father’s good friend, and then mine. As they grew up, all my children spent time working there. The first employment for lots of young people in Tamarack County has been at Sam’s Place. They’ve gone on to college, some of them, established their own lives, and now they often bring their children back for a Sam’s Special or a Waaboo burger, fries, and a shake.

    That evening Brittany Pennington was in charge and would close up. She’d finished high school only days before—I’d gone to her graduation ceremony and the party afterward—and would be entering Macalester College in St. Paul come fall. She was bright and reliable, and her father had worked for me in his youth.

    We weren’t far from the summer solstice. At nine o’clock the sun had just set, and the sky in the west looked as if it was lit by orange flames from a fire below the horizon. When I parked in the gravel lot, I could see the surface of Iron Lake backing the old Quonset hut that Sam Winter Moon had repurposed long ago and that I have altered yet again to include an office for my investigative services business. The surface of the water was the color I imagined molten lava to be, but I knew that if I were to dive in, that lake water would chill my bones.

    I checked in with Brittany and her crew, all fine kids. It had been a busy evening, she reported, pretty typical for a Saturday night, but she didn’t need my help in closing up. I left her to the job I knew she and the others would do well, and I wandered along the shoreline.

    Except for a few years in Chicago after I trained as a cop and worked the South Side there, I’ve lived in Aurora all my life. In a way, it is my life. All that I’ve ever held dear is tied to this place, memories that play in my head like scenes from a comforting old movie. Many of those I’ve loved with all my heart have been laid to rest in this pine-scented Eden. My grandparents, my folks, my first wife, one of my children. I can’t imagine ever leaving Tamarack County. Except in death, which eventually sets us all on the Path of Souls.

    As I stood on that familiar shoreline, with the streetlights of town starting to flicker and glow at my back, the sky above me and the lake before me both beginning to turn deep amethyst, and a soft breeze warm with the promise of summer kissing my cheek, my heart gave a sudden flutter. It was like nothing I’d ever felt before, lasting only a few moments, then gone. It wasn’t something born of emotion but was very much physical. As the day became dusk, the light fading around me, I found myself thinking, with just the slightest bit of alarm, of the vision that had been visited upon Waaboo and Stephen, the nightmare of a monstrous wolf feeding on my heart.
 
    Chapter 3

    Of course, I said nothing to anyone about the fluttering in my chest. Heartburn, I told myself. Indigestion. It was there and then gone. Nothing really to worry about.

    The next morning, Sunday morning, we all went to church.

    St. Agnes has been my home parish from birth. I was baptized and confirmed there, as were all my children. I was an altar boy, member of CYO, a Boy Scout whose troop was sponsored by the church, and now I usher one Sunday a month, count the take from the offering plates, and head up the Buildings and Grounds Committee.

    St. Agnes is also where Mal served as priest for a while before he voluntarily defrocked himself. Although there were a lot of other underlying reasons for his decision, because he married Rose, there are still some in our parish, mostly older, unduly pious folks, who carry a bit of enmity in their hearts toward Mal and Rose. They’re both aware of this, and whenever they visit over a Sunday and attend mass with us, they suffer a few scowls of disapproval. They claim it doesn’t bother them. But my own guess is that there’s still some sting, especially when those scowls are turned on little Luke, who is completely innocent in all that occurred before he was born.

    But Mal and Rose always insist on attending mass with us, and that Sunday was no exception. Nothing untoward occurred, and they were both welcomed warmly by the great majority of those in attendance. Afterward, when we all had changed out of our Sunday best, we had dinner—pot roast, mashed potatoes, asparagus, and tossed salad—courtesy of the women of our family, who prepared things while the men played workup softball in the backyard with the two boys. Following dinner cleanup, which was the responsibility of the males, boys included, we made our pilgrimage to the cemetery.

    It's always a bittersweet experience standing among all those silent headstones with so many unspoken stories buried beneath. My daughter Annie, who had died less than a year earlier, and my wife, Jo, are buried side by side there. I sometimes visit their graves alone. Alone, because I talk to them and tears are often the result. I don’t know about other guys, but I don’t want people gawking at me when I cry. My parents are also buried in that cemetery, and my grandfather. But not my grandmother Dilsey. She was laid to rest beneath a small spirit house in the Ojibwe cemetery behind the old mission on the Iron Lake Reservation, which is where most of my Anishinaabe relatives are buried.

    Whenever I gather with my family in the cemetery and we share memories, it feels to me as if, for a brief while, we’ve brought our lost loved ones back to us.

    We stood around Jo’s grave and Annie’s and told stories and embraced memories. The day was perfect for such. The sky was a vault of blue and the air warm and the tall linden tree whose boughs arch overhead gave us plenty of cool shade. There was a good deal of laughter, and a lot of tears, mine included. But I was the only one whose heart began to act up in a scary way.

    I clutched my chest.

    “You okay, Dad?” Stephen asked.

    “Something’s wrong,” I said.

    Rainy, public health nurse and Mide, lifted my chin and looked into my face. “Tell me what’s happening.”

    “My heart. It feels like a galloping horse.”

    She checked my pulse and shook her head. “Come on. We’re getting you to the emergency room.”

    “Is Dad having a heart attack?” Jenny asked.

    “I don’t know. But we need to get him seen. Right now.”

    I lifted my hand to the others in apology. “Sorry to spoil the moment.”

    “Go, Dad,” Stephen said. “We’re fine.”

    We left them and quickly returned to where I’d parked my Expedition.

    “I’m driving,” Rainy said.

    “I think I’m starting to feel a little better.”

    “I’m still driving,” Rainy said. “Give me the keys.”

    

    They did an EKG, a CAT scan, took some blood. I’d been there a couple of hours when the ER doctor, a young guy named Housewright, new to the Aurora Community Hospital, sat down with Rainy and me.

    Okay, the good news is that you didn’t have a heart attack. In fact, your heart appears to be in pretty good shape. I think what you experienced was probably a mild arrhythmia. It’s not uncommon and it’s not life-threatening. I don’t think I need to prescribe anything for you at this point. But I’d like to encourage you to see a cardiologist, just to be on the safe side.”

    “I can do that,” I said, trying to sound as healthy and as positive as I could.

    “I’ll make sure he does.” Rainy gave me a pointed look.

    “All right, then. As far as I’m concerned, you’re free to go.”

    Rainy had kept in touch by cell phone with the rest of our family. They were waiting for us at the house on Gooseberry Lane. They were all way too patronizing.

    “Sit down.”

    “Can I get you something?”

    “Just relax, Cork.”

    “You look much better.”

    And this from Waaboo: “I thought you were going to die, Baa-baa.” Which was the most honest of all the comments and expressed a fear that some of the others probably shared. Then he added, “I’m glad you didn’t.”

    “Makes two of us, little rabbit.”

    In the language of the Anishinaabeg, my grandson’s name, Waaboo means, “little rabbit.” His legal name is Aaron Smalldog O’Connor. My daughter Jenny found him when he was only a few days old, shortly after his mother had been killed. She adopted him. Almost immediately Stephen had given him the nickname Waaboo. It stuck, and now that’s what we call him most of the time.

    It was late afternoon by then. But there was something I wanted to do before I sat down to relax.

    “Stephen, I think we need to talk to Henry.”

    “I’m not sure walking to Crow Point is something you should be doing today,” Rainy said.

    “I need some answers,” I told her. “The kind only Henry can give.”

    “I’d like to hear Henry’s take on our visions,” Stephen said.

    “You don’t think they’re about your father’s heart?” Belle asked.

    “Where a vision is concerned, I’ve learned to take nothing for granted,” Stephen said.

    “You want to see Mishomis?” I asked Waaboo. Mishomis is Ojibwe for “grandfather.” It’s a respectful term for men of advanced age. These days, when I’m on the rez and encounter a very young person, they often address me as Mishomis. It’s how Waaboo addresses the old Mide, and he always says it with great affection.

    “Yippee!” was his reply. “Can Luke come, too? He’s never met Mishomis.”

    “I wouldn’t mind going as well,” Mal said. “Henry often gave me good advice when I was struggling as the priest here. And I haven’t seen him since Jenny and Daniel’s wedding.”

    “All right, then,” I said, turning to the front door.

    “Dad.” Stephen put a restraining hand on my arm. “I’ll drive.”

    It’s a cold reality that as you age, your children feel a need to become protective, in the way you protected them as they grew up. I could have argued. The doc had said my heart was in good shape. But Stephen was clearly ready to battle me on this one, so I tossed him the keys to the Expedition and said, “I’ll ride shotgun.”
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