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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 Trick-ster’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
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“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.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer

“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)
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Booksellers Choice Award for Fiction

“A riveting thriller rich in character, incident, insight, textured plotting, and evocative prose that captures the lore and rhythms of life—and the pain and sadness of death—in America’s heart-land. It’s a novel to be savored, and one that makes the reader eager for the next installment.”

—Bill Pronzini, award-winning author of the Nameless Detective series
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To my grandson Aiden Alan Buchholz, with the hope that life smiles on him kindly.
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Henry Meloux, the old Ojibwe Mide, might tell the story this way.

He might begin by saying that the earth is alive, that all things on it—water, air, plants, rocks, even dead trees—have spirit. In the absence of wind, the grass still trembles. On days when the clouds are dense as gray wool, flowers still understand how to track the sun. Trees, when they bend, whisper to one another. In such a community of spirits, nothing goes unnoticed. Would not the forest, therefore, know that a child is about to die?

She is fourteen years, nine months, twenty-seven days old. She has never had a period, never had a boyfriend, never even had a real date. She has never eaten in a restaurant more formal than McDonald’s. She has never seen a city larger than Marquette, Michigan.

She cannot remember a night when she wasn’t awakened by nightmares, some dreamed, many horribly real. She cannot remember a day she was happy, although she has always been hopeful that she might find happiness, discover it like a diamond in the dust at her feet. Through all the horror of her life, she has, miraculously, held to that hope.

Until now.

Now, though she is only fourteen, she is about to die. And she knows it.

Somewhere among the trees below her, the man she calls Scorpio is coming for her.

She cringes behind a pile of brush in the middle of a clear-cut hillside studded with stumps like gravestones. The morning sun has just climbed above the tops of the poplar trees that outline the clearing. The chill bite of autumn is in the air. From where she crouches high on the hill, she can see the gleam of Lake Superior miles to the north. The great inland sea beckons, and she imagines sailing away on all that empty blue, alone on a boat taking her toward a place where someone waits for her and worries, a place she has never been.

She shivers violently. Before fleeing, she grabbed a thin brown blanket, which she wrapped around her shoulders. Her feet are bare, gone numb in the long, cold night. They bleed, wounded during her flight through the woods, but she no longer feels any pain. They’ve become stones at the end of her ankles.

In the trees far below, a dog barks, cracking the morning calm. The girl focuses on a place two hundred yards distant where, half an hour earlier, she’d emerged from the forest and started to climb the logged-over hillside. An hour after dawn, Scorpio’s dog had begun baying. When she heard the hungry sound, she knew he’d got hold of her scent. What little hope she’d held to melted instantly. After that, it was a frantic run trying to stay ahead.

Scorpio steps from the shadow of the trees. He’s like a whip, thin and cruel and electric in the sunlight. She can see the glint off the blue barrel of the rifle he cradles. Snatch, his black and tan German shepherd, pads before him, nose to the earth, tracking her through the graveyard of stumps. Scorpio scans the hillside above. She thinks she can see him smile, a gash of white.

There is no sense in hiding now. In a few minutes, Scorpio will be on her. Grasshopper quick, she pops from the blind of brush and sprints toward the hilltop. Her senseless feet thud against the hard earth. She lets the blanket fall to the ground, leaves it behind her. Starved for sunlight, the skin of her face and arms looks bleached. Beneath her thin, dirty T-shirt her breasts are barely formed, but the small, fleshy mounds rise and fall dramatically as she sucks air in desperate gasps. Behind her, the dog begins a furious barking. He has seen the prey.

She crests the hill and comes to a dead end. Before her the ground falls away, a sheer drop two hundred feet to a river that’s a rush of white water between jagged rocks. There is no place left to run. She casts a frenzied eye back. Scorpio lopes toward her with Snatch in the lead. To her left and right, there is only the ragged lip of the cut across the hill.

Only one way for her to go now: down.

The face of the cliff below is a rugged profile offering hand-holds and small ledges. There are also tufts of brush that cling tenaciously to the stone, rooted in tiny fissures. She spies a shelf ten feet below, barely wider than her foot, but it is enough. She kneels and lowers herself over the edge. Clinging to the brush and the rough knobs of stone that punctuate the cliff, she begins her descent.

The rock scrapes her skin, leaves her arms bleeding. Her toes stretch for a foothold but, numbed, feel almost nothing. Weakened by an ordeal that has gone on longer than she can remember, her strength threatens to fail her, but she does not give up. She has never given up. Whatever the horror in front of her, she has always faced it and pushed ahead. This moment is no different. She wills a place to stand. Her feet find support, a few inches of flat rock on which she eases herself down.

“Come on, sweet thing. Come on back up.”

Scorpio’s voice is reasonable, almost comforting. She lifts her face. He’s smiling, bone-white teeth between thin, bloodless lips. Beside him, the dog snarls and snaps, foam dripping from his purple gums.

“Hush!” Scorpio orders. “Sit.”

Snatch obeys.

“Come on, now. Time to end this foolishness.”

He lays down his rifle, bends low, and offers his hand.

In the quiet while she considers, she presses herself to the cliff where the stone still holds the cold of night. She can hear far below the hiss and roiling of the white water.

“We’ll go back to the cabin,” Scorpio says. “Have a little breakfast. Bet you’re hungry. Now, doesn’t that sound better than running over these woods, ruining those pretty little feet, freezing your ass off?”

He bends lower. His outstretched hand pushes nearer, a hand that has offered only humiliation and pain. On his wrist is a tattoo, a large black scorpion, the reason for the name she has given him in her thinking. She eyes his hairy knuckles, then looks into his face, which at the moment appears deceptively human.

“Think about it. You find a place to perch on that cliff, then what? It’s not so bad out here right now. Sun’s up, air’s calm. But tonight it’ll be close to freezing. That means you, too. You want to freeze to death? Hell, it doesn’t matter anyway. I’ll just leave old Snatch here to make sure you don’t climb back up, go get me some rope, and come down there to get you. But I guarantee if I have to do that, I won’t be in a forgiving mood. So what do you say?”

Not taking her eyes off him, she seeks a foothold farther down, somewhere out of his reach, but she cannot feel her toes. Finally, she risks a glance below her. In that instant, Scorpio’s hand locks around her wrist.

“Got you.”

He’s strong, his grip powerful. He drags her kicking up the face of the rock. She struggles, screams as he wraps his arms around her. The dog dances back from the edge, barking crazily. Scorpio’s breath smells of tobacco and coffee, but there’s another smell coming off him, familiar and revolting. The musk odor of his sex.

“Oh, little darling,” he croons, “am I going to make you pay.”

She puts all her desperation, all her remaining strength, into one last effort, a violent twist that breaks her loose, sends her tumbling backward over the cliff.

The world spins. First there is blue sky, then white water, then blue sky again. She closes her eyes and spreads her arms. Suddenly she isn’t falling but flying. The wind streams across her skin. Her held breath fills her like a smooth balloon. She is weightless.

For one glorious moment in her short, unhappy life, she is absolutely free.



Meloux would finish gently, pointing out, perhaps, that the fall of the smallest robin is known to the spirits of the earth, that no death goes unnoticed or unmourned, that the river has simply been waiting, and like a mother she has opened wide her arms.
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Renoir DuBois kept his heart in his bedroom closet, hidden in a Nike shoe box.

There was an agate he’d found on the shore of Lake Superior when he was very young, the image of a wolf so clear on its smooth surface that it seemed etched by a purposeful hand. In the totemic system of the Anishinaabeg, Ren was Ma’iingan, Wolf Clan, and he believed the stone was a sign of some kind whose full meaning he would someday understand.

In the box there was also an eagle feather given to him by his great-grandfather, who told him this story: A certain man spent his whole life searching in vain for an eagle feather, which would signify his great wisdom. He paid no heed to the needs of his family or relatives or other people. Finally he gave up and said to the Great Spirit, “I have wasted my life searching for the eagle feather. Now I will spend my time helping others.” As soon as he said this, a beautiful eagle flew overhead and a feather gently drifted down.

There was a small figure of the Marvel Comics character Silver Surfer, one of Ren’s all-time favorite superheroes. His best friend, Charlie, had spotted it at a swap meet in Marquette and had given it to him for Christmas.

There was the skull of a vole, small, delicate, perfect, that Ren had discovered in the meadow south of the cabins one summer afternoon. Only the skull, no other bones. So that it would not be crushed by his other treasures, he kept it in a tiny box that had once held one of his mother’s necklaces. Sometimes he opened the necklace box and spent hours drawing the skull in minute detail, imagining as he did so what kind of world such a small brain and perspective would see.

There was a newspaper article, which his mother did not know he had, cut from the Billings Gazette, about the murder of his father, and also the long, celebratory obituary that had been printed in the Marquette County Courier.

The most precious item in the box was a drawing his father had given him, done on a plain sheet of notepad paper, the kind kept by the phone to write messages. It had been created on a good day, Ren recalled, an August day. They’d spent the morning putting a new toilet in one of the cabins, and his father had talked while he worked, offering Ren his understanding about Kitchimanidoo, the Great Spirit, about life, about art. He’d said, as he put the wax ring in the flush hole and settled the porcelain bowl on top, that life was a reflection of the Great Spirit, and that art was a reflection of life. All of them were simpler than people imagined. At lunch in the main cabin, which was called Thor’s Lodge, he’d illustrated his point with a pen-and-ink drawing—two long arcs, a few easy loops. “What is it?” he’d asked Ren. Though nothing connected in a way that completed the image, Ren saw it was a bear. “There aren’t many clear connections in life. God, Kitchimanidoo, they’re pretty sketchy when you come right down to it. But you don’t need everything spelled out for you, son. Here”— and he touched Ren’s chest above his heart—“here is where it all comes together.” A week later, his father was dead.

All the treasures in his box Ren loved and in loving them found the connections simple and unseen that ran from the outside world deep into the world of his heart, just as his father had promised.



That afternoon, fourteen-year-old Ren was at work on something that would eventually find its way into his box. He had no idea at the moment of the enormity of the events that would put it there.

“On your knees with your nose in the dirt. Dude, that’s so lame, but so you.”

Ren looked up from his work, startled. Charlie Miller stood above him, her face a narrow mask of disgust. Her real name was Charlene, but she preferred Charlie. A lot about her besides her name belied her gender. She looked like a boy, dressed like a boy, and was the fastest runner in the eighth grade at Bodine Area Middle School. Her hair was shaved close to her scalp and from a distance appeared to be no more than a dusting of charcoal. Her left nostril and her lower lip were pierced and sported small silver rings. She was taller than Ren, more slender, and moved with the quickness and grace of a forest animal. Also the wariness.

“Get bent,” Ren said, and returned to his work.

Charlie knelt beside him. Ren could smell that she needed a bath.

“What’s up?” she said.

“Cougar track.”

“Bullshit.”

Two nights before, rain had turned the ground around the cabins soft. Ren hadn’t discovered the track until the next afternoon; as soon as he did, he set about preserving it. He was used to seeing tracks in the vicinity of the resort cabins. Raccoon, bear, even an occasional bobcat. They came nosing around the trash bins, which Ren’s mother kept locked. At first he’d thought the track was a large bobcat, but when he got out his copy of Peterson’s A Field Guide to Animal Tracks, he realized it was not. He’d heard stories of cougars still roaming the woods of the U.P., but he never thought he’d find the evidence. Using an old paintbrush with soft bristles, he’d gently cleaned debris from the imprint, then sprayed it with clear lacquer. When that dried, he mixed up a batch of plaster of Paris in an empty Folger’s coffee can, and he’d been pouring this into the track when Charlie startled him.

“How do you know it’s a cougar?” Charlie asked.

“I looked it up.”

“I never heard of a cougar around here.”

“They used to be all over the place, but people killed most of them and drove the others away. I heard there might not be more than twenty on the whole U.P.”

“Dude, you’re worse than National Geographic.”

She hit him hard on the arm and he dropped the coffee can.

“Goddamn it, Charlie, quit screwing around. This is important.”

“Yeah? So’s this.” She hit him again.

Ren launched into her and they rolled over in the soft dirt. Charlie easily got the upper hand, straddled him, and pinned him to the ground.

“Say it,” she commanded.

“Bite me.”

She slapped the side of his head lightly. “Say it.”

“You suck.”

She lifted her butt and bounced hard on his stomach so that he grunted.

“Say it.”

“All right. I give.”

She sprang off him, raised her hands above her head, and did a victory dance. Ren got back on his knees and crawled to the cougar track.

Charlie knelt beside him again. “Cougar. No shit.”

“No shit.”

“Sweet,” she said.

Ren heard the scrape of pine wood. He glanced up as the door to the nearest cabin opened.

The man with the wounded leg stood at the threshold, looking stunned, as if the beautiful afternoon, the evergreen-scented air, the blue autumn sky, the warm sunshine were the most amazing things he’d ever seen. Or maybe it was just the fact that he was still alive. After a moment, he fell forward, tumbled down the steps, and lay sprawled facedown in the dirt.

“Jesus.” Ren sprang to his feet and sprinted to the fallen man.

“What happened to him?”

“Somebody shot him yesterday.”

The man’s pants were bloodstained. The left leg had been cut off near the crotch, revealing two wounds, one on the outside of his thigh where the bullet had entered and another on the inside where it exited. The exit wound was larger and open, fitted with a tube and drainage bag that were held in place with surgical tape. The entrance wound had been stitched, but the stitches were broken and the wound was bleeding. The man’s eyes were closed. His face had gone slack.

“Is he dead?” Charlie asked.

“God, I hope not. I was supposed to be watching him.” Ren felt the man’s neck. “He’s got a pulse. We’ve got to get him back inside. You take his left arm, I’ll take his right. Let’s see if we can lift him.”

“Unh-uh.” Charlie backed away a step. “I’ve tried dragging my old man into bed when he was passed out. You might as well try lifting a dead horse.”

“Come on, damn it, give me a hand.”

“All right, but I’m telling you, you’re better off just getting a blanket and letting him lie there.”

She grasped his arm as Ren had instructed and they tried in vain to bring the man to his feet.

“Like a dead horse, I told you.” Charlie grunted as she dropped the arm.

Ren pushed himself up. “Don’t leave him.”

“Where are you going?”

He bounded up the steps and ran inside Cabin 3. The bedding lay on the floor where the man had thrown it. Ren grabbed the blanket, then another from the closet, and raced back outside. Charlie was bent over, examining the man’s wounds.

“He’s been bleeding pretty bad,” she said.

Ren spread out one of the blankets on the ground next to the man.

“Could he, like, bleed to death?”

“Mom says it looks worse than it is.”

“She sewed him up?”

“Yeah. Help me here.”

Together they rolled him so that he was on the blanket. Ren stood up.

“I’ll be right back.”

He made for Thor’s Lodge, took the steps in a single bound, shoved open the door, and grabbed the telephone. He dialed the animal clinic where his mother worked. Dawn, the receptionist, told him she was out on a call. He tried her cell phone, got her after three rings. Her signal was breaking up, but not so badly she didn’t understand. She told him what to do and that she’d be there as soon as she could.

After he hung up, he went to the closet in his mother’s bedroom and took her medical bag from the shelf. He returned to where Charlie sat beside the man.

“You were gone a long time,” she said.
“I talked to my mom. She’ll get here as soon as she can.”

He checked the tube and bag taped to the man’s thigh.

“What is that?” Charlie asked.

“It’s called a Penrose drain. It helps the wound stay clean while it heals.” Ren dug into the medical bag, brought out a pair of latex gloves and Betadine scrub. He put on the gloves. “Hold his leg.”

Ren cleaned the area around the second wound where the stitches were broken. The fast flow of blood had subsided into a steady ooze. He reached into the medical bag again and pulled out a sterile pad, a roll of gauze, tape, and a pair of scissors. He pressed the pad to the wound, bound it in place by wrapping the gauze tightly several times around the man’s thigh, and secured it with the surgical tape.

Charlie watched in silent fascination. When Ren finished, she looked at him with admiration. “That was pretty sweet.”

“Yeah, well.”

“Who is he?”

“Family. My mom’s cousin.”

“Has he got a name?”

Charlie pulled off the gloves and began to put away the medical things. He considered a moment before answering her.

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s Cork.”
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A mile outside Bodine, Jewell DuBois turned off the main highway and bounced up the rutted road toward the old cabins. She was not happy. She’d been on an emergency call, a horse whose symptoms made her suspect tetanus. The last thing she wanted to hear that afternoon was that Cork O’Connor needed her.

She pulled her Blazer to a stop on the lane that ran between the guest cabins, grabbed her medical bag, and hopped out. Ren and Charlie were with him, sitting on the ground on either side. They didn’t seem upset. A good thing.

Cork was awake.

“Hope you don’t charge much for a cabin,” he said weakly. “The ground out here’s more comfortable than that bunk you had me in.”

Jewell addressed her son as she went down on her knees, asking sternly, “What happened?”

“He just opened the door and fell down the steps, Mom.”

“Where were you?”

“Out here,” Ren said.

“What were you doing out here? Why weren’t you with him like I told you?”

“Not his fault,” Cork broke in. “My own stupidity.”

Jewell drew the blanket back and examined the work her son had done. “Good job, Ren.” Then to Cork: “Why did you get up?”

“Seemed like a good idea at the time.” Cork smiled faintly. “The truth is I forgot where I was and panicked. Then I fainted.”

The sun was low in the sky, the afternoon going cool. Where the sun sliced between the trees that backed the cabins, the ground was still warm, but with sunset everything would chill quickly.

“Orthostatic shock, probably,” Jewell said.

Cork looked confused. “Orthostatic?”

“You got up too fast,” Ren said.

“Nothing to worry about. Your brain just needed more blood than it had at the moment,” Jewell explained. “Happens sometimes when people have been lying down for a while and stand up too quickly. We need to get you inside. Can you help us?”

“I’ll try.”

“Ren, Charlie, take that side. I’ll help over here.” To Cork she said, “Don’t put weight on that leg if you can help it.”

“Whatever you say, Doc.”

They positioned themselves and he sat up, then they helped him to his feet. Cork grunted as he came upright, and his pasty face went even whiter, but he didn’t buckle.

“Up the steps, one at a time,” Jewell instructed.

They mounted slowly. Cork struggled not to lean on his bum leg. By the time they got him inside and laid him on his bunk, they were all breathing hard and Cork was soaked with sweat.

A bag with a drip tube hung from the curtain rod on the window next to the bunk. “I see you pulled out your IV,” she said.

He shrugged. “Don’t remember.”

“Ren, get my bag.”

Her son scurried out and came back a moment later with the medical bag and the blankets. He handed her the bag and laid the cleaner of the two blankets over Cork.

Jewell pulled the blanket back enough to expose the wounded leg. She cracked open her medical bag, took out a pair of bandage scissors, and cut away the gauze binding Ren had put on. “I need to sew it closed again. I’ll be here awhile. You guys hungry?”

“Yeah,” Charlie said quickly.

“My purse is in the car. Get what you need for a couple of burgers in town or whatever you want. Charlie, you can’t talk about this, you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Not to your father, not to anybody.”

“I won’t.”

“Good.” She thought about Charlie and about something else. “It’s Saturday. You want to stay here tonight?”

Charlie shook her head. “I’ll be all right.”

“That changes, you come on over, you hear?”

“Thanks.”

“And, Charlie?”

“Yeah?”

“When you go home tonight, do yourself a favor: take a good long shower, plenty of soap.”

“Whatever.”

“I mean it.”

“Right.” Charlie looked down.

Jewell watched the kids walk out the cabin door, then she turned back to her patient.

“Good kid, Ren,” Cork said. “Sure he won’t say anything?”

“I’m sure.”

“What about the other boy?”

She reached into her medical bag. “Charlie? Not a boy.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“She fools most everybody.”

He eyed the syringe she held.

“Local anesthetic,” she explained, and stuck him. “I should have put you in Thor’s Lodge with us last night so we could keep an eye on you better.”

“I’ll be fine here. Promise not to go wandering again.” He laid his hand gently on her arm. “I’m sorry about this. I didn’t know where else to go.”

“A hospital, for starters.”

“I told you last night. I can’t do a hospital right now. They’d have to report the gunshot wound, and I’d end up a sitting duck for the people trying to kill me.”

“Who are they?”

“Professionals.”

“You mean like hit men.”

“Yeah, like that.”

“Why do they want you dead?”

“They’ll be paid handsomely for it.”

“Who put up the money?”

“A man who believes I killed his son.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

“Why does he think that?”

“Circumstances.”

“You couldn’t just talk to him?”

“I tried. He wouldn’t listen. It’s complicated.”
“So what now?”

“There are people trying to prove I’m innocent.”

“That could take a while?”

“I don’t know. Look, as soon as I can, I’ll leave.”

She put on latex gloves, pulled an Ethilon nylon suture pack from her bag, tore it open, took out the curved needle and black thread.

“I don’t hear from you in forever, then you show up on my doorstep, shot, bleeding all over everything, expecting me to take you in. Christ, that’s just like a man.”

“You’ve cut your hair,” he said.

“Easier to keep out of my way while I’m working.”

When her hand, which held the needle, descended toward the entrance wound on the outside of his thigh, he looked away. “How are you doing?”

“How am I doing?” She squinted over her work. “I go to the clinic in the morning, come home late, fix dinner, help Ren with his homework, do laundry and what I can around the house, try to go to bed so tired I don’t have to think about anything. So I guess, all things considered, I’m doing pretty shitty.”

“Long time to be grieving.”

“What do you know about grief? Damn.” She shook her head at something she’d done. Cork didn’t look and was glad she’d numbed the area first. “I still miss him. Every minute of every day. You want to know the worst part? Sometimes I hate him. Sometimes I don’t know if I’m grieving or just royally pissed at him. There.” She clipped the thread.

“I didn’t feel a thing.”

“Because I’m good. Hungry?”

“A little.”

“I’ll fix something that’ll go down easy.” She closed her bag, stood up, and headed for the door.

“Jewell, thank you.”

She paused before stepping outside. “You can thank me best by getting better and getting out of here without bringing any more trouble around.”

“As long as no one knows I’m here, you and Ren are okay, I promise.”

“Good. I’ve had enough of people I care about dying.”

In the late afternoon air outside Cabin 3, she stood a moment, breathing out her anger, her despair, still feeling the hurt of a wound that hadn’t healed. In the cabin at her back, Cork O’Connor coughed.

Men, Jewell thought. All they’d ever brought her was trouble.
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Bodine, Michigan, was the end of the line. It lay near the terminus of thirty miles of poorly maintained county road that ran northwest out of Marquette along the shore of Lake Superior. It was Anatomy of a Murder territory, a place that despite its beauty was probably best filmed in black and white. For decades Bodine had been fighting a slow death.

To the south and west rose the Huron Mountains, thick with timber. Beyond that lay the Copper Country where the red-brown native ore leached out of the Keweenaw Peninsula and spread its veins through much of the western U.P. Stretching north all the way to the horizon was the vast blue of Lake Superior, which became, somewhere far out of sight, part of Canada. On good, clear days, you could see the Keweenaw curling out of the west, protecting Bodine from the worst of the gales that swept across the lake in late fall, storms that had spelled doom for generations of sailors. Looking east from Bodine, you could almost see the spot where the water had swallowed the Edmund Fitzgerald.

On this late Saturday afternoon, Bodine, population 1,207, was quiet as usual. Ren straddled the ATV his father had purchased for the old resort, and Charlie held on tight behind. For nearly a mile, he drove along the drainage ditch at the side of the road. Then he came onto the asphalt, crossed the iron bridge over the Copper River, and entered town. Legally, he couldn
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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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