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      I would like to dedicate this book to all the great people of Paradise, Michigan, who made our lives there a true Paradise in every sense of the word.  Especially Jodie and Doug Laub, John and Rhonda Smit, Mike and Joanne Cook, Sarah, Bill and Jan Dohm, Dan and Lori Maxwell, Jack and Renee Grimes, Adele and Crit Holland and their daughter, Greta, Mark and Mel Ricki and the Haunted Trail crew, Rob Harbaum, Debbie Shooltz Brown, Paul Bella, The Colonel and his wife, Ron Rix, Dave and Jane Fisher, Ken, Sonny and “Wendy”, our snow plow man, Brian, and the “Bored Bachelors”, and all the people whose names I didn't get that make that town a great place to live, even in the harshest of weather conditions!

       

      Thank you, ALL!
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      The Upper Peninsula of Michigan holds nearly thirty percent of the state’s land mass, but only three percent of the population. Winters in the Upper Peninsula, or the UP, can be brutal. With snowfall reaching as much as 390 inches, almost 39 feet, and 200 inches in a normal winter, mobility can be an issue. Add to that the winds coming off Lake Superior and the other Great Lakes, which can reach sixty-five miles per hour or more, and the wind chill can feel like sixty below zero. And those winds blow the snow into enormous drifts, burying buildings and closing roads. This is the main reason the population of the UP is such a small part of Michigan’s total, and why the number of residents who choose to live there year-round drops by two thirds once winter starts to show, usually around Halloween.

      Year-round residents need to be a hearty, resilient sort, able to survive these conditions with little or no help from authorities. In many towns and rural areas, there are no local police, fire department, or rescue squads. And those that could be sent to an emergency might be an hour or more away. Enter the Yooper, a play on UPer. That is what Michiganders call those who live in the Upper Peninsula. Most are native to the peninsula, but there are some transplants. Yoopers are uniquely capable of not only surviving but thriving in those environs. For the most part, they are friendly, helpful to a fault, and have some think-out-the-box ingenuity.

      There’s a story about one such Yooper, Bobby Bosley. He lived several miles down an unmaintained road. Snow piles up quickly in the Upper Peninsula, but people still need to get to the store, keep appointments, etc. Bobby had a plow that mounted to the front of his Ford F-250 pickup truck. But the mounting bracket broke, and he had lent his welder to a friend, and there was eighteen inches of new snow on the ground. He did have a small snow blower attached to his riding lawn mower for clearing the walkways around his house, but it didn’t have enough weight to clear his road. But Bobby figured out that, if he could rig up something to attach the mower with the blower to the front of his truck, the weight of the truck might give it enough backbone to move the snow from his road. Two hours later, Bobby’s contraption was roped and bungee-corded to the winch of his truck. He could raise and lower the mower and blower setup, and away he went, snow-blowing his road. It worked, but no one else would ever think of attaching a mower to a truck to move snow. That’s how Yoopers think. Out of the box.

      Another reason the population of year-round residents is so small, is that there just aren’t very many jobs available that far north for a full-time resident. Many of the Yoopers are retired, but most work two or three part-time jobs to be able to live the Yooper life. Large corporations tend to stay away from smaller communities. Not enough return on investment. Tourism is the biggest business in the UP, especially for outdoor-minded people. Snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, ice fishing, and snow shoeing are big attractions. Most of the UP is forests and wetlands, not to mention the Great Lakes and all they have to offer. It’s ideal for those looking to escape the busy city life many Michiganders are familiar with.

      There are over 3,000 miles of snowmobile trails in the UP. With over 200,000 snow mobiles just in Michigan, sledding is by far the biggest boon to small towns all through the peninsula. These towns live and die by the snow season. With all those people visiting the UP each year, and many unfamiliar with the area and it’s hazards, it’s no wonder so many people go missing. Over 550 people disappear each year in Michigan. That is five missing for every 100,000 people. Most of those are lost in the UP. Authorities will tell you it’s because they rode their snowmobile on thin ice and plunged through, never to be found. Lake Superior’s waters are so cold that bodies don’t decompose, so the gases associated with decomposition, the main reason they float to the surface, don’t occur. “Gichigami never gives up her dead,” a popular song once told.

      Ice fishing is also popular. People take snowmobiles out to their fishing shacks, sometimes a couple of miles from shore. Some of those simply disappear. There are vast swamps and wetlands scattered all over the UP. People can get turned around pretty easily in those swamps. Add to that the risk of exposure and the very nature of swamps—they tend to “suck up” bodies. They sink in the mud. They are eaten by predators and birds, and the swamp smell may mask the smell of a rotting body. Again, authorities will say they most likely went through the ice and drowned, or succumbed to snowmobiling injuries, and with no evidence of anything else as the cause, most people don’t give it a second thought, but some raise an eyebrow to all those official explanations.

      There are stories of supernatural happenings in places with names like the Delirium Swamp, where it is said that forces in the swamp confuse a person into wandering aimlessly into the swamp, where they meet their demise somewhere within the vast bogs and pine thickets.

      The lakes have their own stories filled with tragedy and horror. With over 350 shipwrecks in Lake Superior, it is said the ghosts of those who perished beneath the lake’s frigid waters lure unsuspecting souls to their own watery death. Still others believe those missing people may have been taken by Mishipeshu, the water panther, the Frankenstein of mysterious creatures. It is said to have horns on its head, cat-like facial features and claws, snake-like scales covering its body, and a spiny back and tail. It stands eight to nine feet tall with a heavy build, like a bear but with broader shoulders. Legend says it lives in Lake Superior, and when winter freezes the lake over, Mishipeshu leaves the lake and prowls the shores along Whitefish Bay and the surrounding woodlands and wetlands, searching for those who don’t respect the laws of nature—to leave no trace and take only what you need. Not exactly the mantra of some who come to play in nature’s winter wonderland. Most vacationers are respectful of the area. They pack out their trash. They don’t mar the wilderness with thoughtless graffiti or wildly riding snowmobiles or four-wheelers. They respect the rules and obey the laws. Others believe that Mishipeshu is simply a hunter stalking the sparsely populated area for easy prey. In any case, there is no shortage of mysterious and ghastly legends in the culture of many UP towns. After all, many people do go missing each year, tourists and locals alike. Some say this is why most people vacate the Upper Peninsula during winter.

      The town of Paradise, Michigan, is nestled along the shore of a section of Lake Superior called Whitefish Bay. And Paradise lives up to its name. Close to the Shipwreck Museum is the final resting place of the Edmond Fitzgerald, a cargo ship that sank just outside Whitefish Bay in the 1970s. Paradise offers four-wheel enthusiasts and snowmobilers a vast system of woodland trails and wetland access, mixed in with local history and several lighthouses that can be toured. But there is little nightlife. One restaurant, the Wheelhouse, and it’s bar side, the Goat Locker, offer live music most nights. And they host role-playing games like murder mystery night. It’s a gathering place for locals and tourists alike to play cards, get a good meal, and have a few adult beverages. During the tourist seasons, summer through winter, it’s packed almost every day, all day. If anything’s happening, it’ll be the buzz at the Goat Locker.

      It’s quiet in Paradise. Even the sound of snowmobiles is muffled by the snow. It’s rare to see any law enforcement in Paradise, as there is very little crime. Not that crime would be tolerated by those who live there. They watch out for their neighbors and step up when there’s trouble or someone needs help. In fact, about the only time any law enforcement agency is in town, it’s because of an ATV, snowmobile, or boating accident, or someone’s gone missing.

      The weather is divided by four distinct seasons. Spring comes late, and summers are mild but short, with highs rarely exceeding the upper eighties. Perfect for wild blueberries. One of the main summer activities in the UP is wild blueberry picking, and they are everywhere. The colors of fall explode in Paradise, and the trails are filled with four-wheelers who come to view the spectacular colors. But winter is king in Paradise. It can, and usually does, start to show in late October and holds on into April or May. It averages ten feet of snow each year, and it takes a while for the snow to melt off. Winter is when most of the missing person reports occur. It’s difficult to find evidence of where someone went unless there were witnesses to an ice breakthrough or other accident. This is due to the nearly ever-present wind. The wind blows the snow into drifts and erases footprints and snowmobile tracks as if they were never there. It would also erase any evidence of the Mishipeshu.

      Native lore tells of the Mishipeshu living in the cold waters of Lake Superior. Those cold waters keep it from coming to the surface close to shore as it can’t survive water temperatures above 40°F for more than a few minutes. The main lake averages temperatures of 47°F . But Whitefish Bay can reach 65°F or more in the summer, with winter temps around 32°F. Plenty cold enough for Mishipeshu. Lore says that Mishipeshu comes out of the lake through the ice holes that form along the shore.

      These ice holes, or volcanoes, as they are known, are due to the cone shape that forms as water is pushed up and out of these holes and freezes, creating the classic cone-shape that resembles a volcano.   The volcanoes form along the ice mountains that form when ice accumulates along the shore and sandbars, creating a dam of ice. Waves crash on these dams and the water freezes along the top, building up the height of the dams. It looks very much like a miniature mountain range. Waves crashing into this carve weak spots in the ice, and the water bores holes into the dam. Viola! Ice holes are formed. The Mishipeshu could easily utilize these holes to exit and enter the lake without leaving any trace. No unusual holes in the ice to draw attention to its presence.

      Mishipeshu is just a theory, of course. No one has claimed to see it, at least not publicly. But Yoopers are a pretty tight-lipped sort. They don’t want any of that type of notoriety. It’s more of an unspoken understanding that there just might be something lurking in the shadows. There is at least a little truth in every folktale, after all. For this reason, Yoopers rarely travel alone after dark. People don’t disappear in groups; it’s always one here and there.
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      “Twenty-two miles to Paradise.”

      Mike and Sarah Perkins had been on the road for almost seven days. They were moving to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan to be closer to family. They had lived in Northern Idaho for the last twenty-eight years, where Mike was a sergeant with the Coeur d’Alene city police department. But there were grandchildren in the family now, and with the huge influx of people escaping the bigger cities in California, Washington, and Oregon, the city was feeling more and more like a big city. And it was getting big city problems, too. There was a lot more gang activity, and drugs were becoming more prevalent. It just didn’t feel the same anymore. So, after many late night discussions, they decided to move. Mike put in for his retirement, put the house on the market, and loaded up the U-Haul and headed east. They chose Paradise because of the slower pace of life there. With the sudden growth in real estate, they could sell their home for substantially more than they paid. They hoped to pay cash for their dream home on Lake Superior. Plus, they would be close to family, but not too close. The rest of the family lived four or five hours away. An easy commute, but far enough away that they wouldn’t get those frequent, unannounced visits family is known for. They bought a house without seeing it in person first. They relied on the photos in the posting and the inspection report. It was a fixer-upper, so the price was right, and Mike had some DIY skills, so he would be kept busy in his first few months of his retirement.

      As they pulled into their new driveway, it looked like the perfect setup. A modest-sized home with a large detached garage and separate shop. The house sat on a small bluff above the lake, offering spectacular views of Whitefish Bay. There were constant views of the large cargo ships that used the lakes until it froze, sometime between late December and January.

      “It’s beautiful.” Sarah didn’t even wait for the U-Haul to come to a stop before she opened the door to get out. “We have a garage, so we can park out of the weather. I’m so excited.”

      Mike was more of a realist. The first thing he noticed was that the roof was in worse shape than he thought. It would need to be completely replaced. Then there was the fact that the plumbing and electrical would have to be reworked for year-round use, as the cabin had been a seasonal home for an older couple from Traverse City. To call it rustic would be kind. It needed a lot of cosmetic and mechanical upgrades. There was only one bath, and it was a shower and tub combination. Sarah wanted a jetted soaker tub, so a whole master bath would have to be added. The list seemed endless and kept growing. But the price was right. A home, a two-car, two-story garage, and a large workshop all sitting on a half-acre of prime lakefront real estate was almost impossible to find. And at under $200,000, it was a steal. Most homes like this would be sold for over $350,000, even as a fixer-upper. They didn’t question the deal; they were just happy to find it. Maybe if they had looked into the history of the cabin, they might have passed on it.

      In the winter of 2019, Stan Bromley, the previous owner, made a rare winter trip to his cabin to open it for some snowmobilers who wanted to rent it for a week. Bromley didn’t normally rent out their cabin; it was just for family to use. But with the pandemic, the Bromleys could have used the income. So he made the 3.5 hour trip to Paradise to turn the water back on, make sure the generator was operating, and hand over the keys to the renters. He went a day ahead of them so he could get the cabin warmed up. When the renters arrived, Bromley’s truck was in the garage, but there was no sign of Bromley. The front door was open and two windows were broken. The authorities were called and an investigation was done, but Stan Bromley was never found. It was assumed he died somehow, but there was no blood, no body, and no one saw anything. That wasn’t unusual, as the closest year-round neighbor was a quarter of a mile down the road. The family hadn’t been able to bear going back to their cabin with this hanging over it.

      “Let’s go dip our toes in the lake, Mike.” Sarah was already planning out where their garden would go, what color they were going to paint the cabin, and the landscaping layout. But, first things, first. Get the toes in the lake and make it official.

      “You know, it’s only June. The lake’s still pretty cold.” The air temperature wasn’t even very warm. It was only in the upper 60s. Whitefish Bay’s water temperature is normally in the upper 50s to low 60s in the summer and only occasionally makes it to the upper 60s. But toes in the lake was a must.

      “Holy crap! That’s some chilly water.”

      “Yeah, but look at how clear the water is. It’s beautiful.” Sarah always had a way of looking at the bright side of things. They made a good couple. Mike was more of a realist, with the ability to see possibilities in his head. And Sarah was a romantic without the word can’t in her vocabulary.

      “I’ve got an idea, babe. Let’s not worry about unloading the truck today. I say we run into town, grab some hot dogs and stuff, and cook our dinner over a campfire by the lake. Just have a few beers and chill. What say you?”

      “Aye!”

      Sarah was road weary, so kicking back by a fire on the lake sounded great.

      “While we’re there, I’d like to stop in that hardware store and see what kind of supplies we can get there. We got a lot of work to do, and the more we can get in town, the better. It’ll take forever if we have to run into the Soo every time we need building supplies.” Mike was right.

      The Soo, Sault Sainte Marie, was over an hour away, and there was nothing between Paradise and there but a couple of gas stations. The Soo was the closest city that had a variety of large stores and restaurants. The town of Newberry was closer in miles, but speed limits were lower, and the road was riddled with bends and twists that made the trip just as long a drive as the Soo, and the selection for shopping was not as varied. So, most Paradise residents preferred the Soo.

      “Okay, but don’t spend all afternoon in there. I know how you like to visit. Mike did like to talk. Especially when trying get the lay of the land, so to speak. It was just in his nature. Call it a cop thing. Always curious. Always wary. Always looking for options.

      “Yes, dear. I’ll keep it short and sweet.”

      The Falls Building Supplies name was a reference to Tahquamenon Falls, just a few miles away. Tahquamenon Falls is a favored destination for tourists and locals alike. It is one of the attractions that brings people to Paradise, providing the local economy with much-needed revenue.

      Mike was anxious to see what type and quality of building supplies they might have, so he made that their first stop. Sarah, however, had no interest in building supplies. She opted to visit the Piece of Paradise gift shop next door to see what they had to offer.

      Always one to make an entrance, Mike boldly entered the store with a smile and his trademark greeting. “Hola, everybody! How’s the day going?”

      Roger Armstrong and Donna Harper were sitting behind the counter. Roger was the only full-time, year-round, employee. Donna usually got laid off around Christmas, as the hardware store business really slows down in winter. But she would be brought back in around April, when seasonal cabin owners made their way back to the UP to make sure their cabins had survived the winter. Many would need repairs from snow loads, frozen pipes, and damage from falling trees.

      “Good! How can we help you?” Donna had an air of toughness about her—most Yooper women did—like nothing could phase her. Not much did. The same could be said about Roger. Built like a linebacker, Roger was one of those Jack-of-all-trades types. He knew a lot about most things construction related. And what he didn’t know, he could quickly figure out. He was a good fit to run the hardware store.

      “I’m Mike Perkins. My wife, Sarah, and I just bought the old Bromley place, and it’s gonna need some work. I was just wondering about what kind of building materials and such you guys have.”

      “You planning on living up here full-time?” Roger’s voice had a touch of concern. He’d seen so many people who had moved to Paradise, planning on making it their year-round home, only to pack up and leave after one or two winters. Most simply said the winters were too rough. Others wouldn’t give a reason, just saying they didn’t like the area, or something along those lines. There were a few who said the area felt “off,” or that they had a bad feeling sometimes, an uneasiness they couldn’t quite explain. Cabin fever, or some such excuse. But Roger wasn’t new to Paradise, or its stories. “Winters can be pretty rough up here. Most people can’t handle it.”

      “Oh, I think we’ll be okay. We moved here from North Idaho. Winters get pretty rough up there too. Plus, my wife’s family lives down state, so we have support if it gets too bad.” Mike had to chuckle at the “winters can get rough” line. He’d seen his fair share of winter in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. And there could be ten to fifteen feet of snow on the ground where his family’s home was up in the higher elevations.

      “Well, we’ve got most everything you might need in stock. And if we don’t, we can get it from our sister store in Pickford. Usually in about a week.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll be back in a few days for some tools and supplies, once I know what I’m into. Nice meeting you guys.”

      “Good to meet you. Welcome to Paradise.”

      As Mike left the hardware store, Roger and Donna looked at each other and, at the exact same time said, “The Bromley place.” They knew the story of Stan Bromley and his mysterious disappearance. Everyone in town knew the story. Everyone except the Perkins.

      Mike went over to meet Sarah at the gift shop and head to the grocery store. The Paradise store was great for picking up things you might’ve forgotten or ran out of, but selection was limited, and items cost a little more than the stores in the Soo or Newberry. The price of living in the boonies. Not exactly where one would buy their monthly groceries. Still, the people who ran the store were friendly, and if they didn’t have what someone needed, they would order it for them. And they had the basic necessities: beer, booze, sodas, and a good selection of meat products from a local farm, even hotdogs. Just what the doctor ordered for FF—fanny fatigue, from driving.

      “Find anything interesting, babe?” Sarah already had a pile of clothes stacked up on the counter.

      “You know me. I love my comfy clothes.” Sarah was being helped by the shop owner, Julie Ward. Julie was as outgoing as they come, and her personality bubbled over. She never met a stranger and had a strong business sense. In a small town like Paradise, there was always one or two people who kept the town running. Julie Ward was that person in Paradise. If there was a committee or board, she was on it. She knew everyone and everything in town. A good contact to have for new arrivals like Mike and Sarah.

      “Your wife says you bought the Bromley place and plan on living here year-round. I hope you like winter.” Julie let out a nervous, high-pitched giggle. She knew the Bromley story. Probably better than anyone else. There were details that weren’t released to the public, but Julie knew the first police officer to arrive at the Bromley home the night Stan Bromley went missing. His name was Jimmy Sullivan, but everyone called him Sully.

      Julie and Sully knew each other all through high school and even went to prom together. Sully had been a Chippewa County Sheriff’s office deputy for fifteen years, since graduation. He would stop by Julie’s shop whenever he was in town just to say hi and get out of his cruiser for a few minutes. The night Stan Bromley disappeared was no different, except Julie could tell he was a little shaken. He had told her that, when he first arrived, everything was just as stated. Stan’s vehicle was in the garage. The front door was open. And there were two windows that had been broken. What was not released was that the windows were broken from the inside, like someone broke them to get out of the house. The other thing not reported was the footprints in the snow. At least, Sully thought they might be footprints. But they were extremely large and not shaped like a human foot. They were more rounded. But the wind had been blowing, and any defining edges or imprints were erased, so they were deemed unimportant by the lead investigator. How could they be connected, after all? They looked more animal-like in their shape. But no animal that inhabits the UP makes tracks that big.

      Sully recalled the stories he was told as a kid about the Mishipeshu. They were much like the boogeyman stories told around the campfire. The thought of this myth coming to life sent an uneasy, almost sickening feeling throughout his soul. He told Julie about the tracks and how they seemed to skirt the edge of the tree line surrounding the Bromley cabin, like it was watching or staking something.

      There was something else. A large, fish-like scale. Just one. It was on the front porch by the open door. Fish scales were not an unusual thing to find around the cabins on the lake. Fishing leads to catching leads to cleaning. Fish scales can end up almost anywhere. Again, the investigator dismissed it as just a large fish that had been caught and cleaned. The scale being unusually large made little difference. After all, there would be no logical reason to think a fish scale had anything to do with Bromley going missing, unless he fell through the ice while ice fishing. So, it was never collected into evidence. Time and the ever-present coyotes and other scavengers made sure it would never be seen again. But that didn’t explain the broken windows and open door. Plus, there was no ice fishing shanty out on the ice. It was all just a little too weird for Sully. But there was no way in hell he was going to say anything about the Mishipeshu. He would be the laughing stock of the department. But he told his friend, Julie, what was on his mind.

      Julie knew Sully was not one to make up crazy stories or be scared over a ghost story. So when he told her what he saw and how it reminded him of the Mishipeshu stories, she listened and took him seriously. She, too, had been told the stories of the Mishipeshu, and truth be known, Julie and several others in town were intimately aware of the legend and how it would drag its victims into the lake and devour them, never to be found. The thought of it scared her, but not enough to leave Paradise. She couldn’t help but wonder if poor Mr. Bromley had fallen victim to it. It gave her a sick feeling in her stomach.

      There were many in town, mostly those with some Native American in them, who claimed every mysterious disappearance was due to the Mishipeshu. For that reason, those who believed steered clear of the lakeshore, especially at night. And they always traveled in at least pairs. Because they also believed the Mishipeshu only took those who disrespected the lands around Lake Superior or its waters, they would take special care to abide by the natural law of waste not, want not, and of only taking what you need and leaving nothing behind. Better safe than sorry, was their motto. They also lived by the World War II mantra, “Loose lips sink ships.” People in town may be friendly, but they weren’t going to share everything with strangers. Best let them figure things out for themselves. Even so, sometimes words slip out, unintentionally.

      “Shame about what happened to Stan Bromley.” As soon as the words left her lips, she knew she had over-shared. In her head, she yelled, Fuck! She also knew she would have to tell them at least part of the story if the Perkins’ asked. She hoped they didn’t catch on, but sometimes there is no hope.

      Mike picked up on it right away.

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “Oh, well, it’s really nothing to worry about. It’s just, well, kinda weird, that’s all. You see, Stan had gone to the cabin last December to meet some snowmobilers who were going to rent his cabin for a week. Only, when the renters got there, Stan’s truck was there, but he was nowhere to be found. They never did find out what happened to him. He just disappeared. Folks think he may have fallen through the ice. It can be pretty treacherous out there, you know. Well, after that, the family couldn’t bear to ever stay at the cabin again. Too many memories, and one big mystery.”

      “Man, that is weird. Never found him… at all?” Mike’s police instincts kicked in. He felt Julie was leaving something out but didn’t want to push too hard.

      “Nope. Just up and vanished. People go missing all the time up here. Usually in winter, and usually ice related. People don’t respect the ice. It may be a foot thick in one spot, and only three inches just a few feet away. That lake is cold. Doesn’t take long to go into hyperthermia. Once you sink, you don’t come back up. Gitchigumi never gives up her dead.”

      “I wonder why no one said anything about this to us. I mean, if someone died in the house, shouldn’t we have been told?” Mike was visibly pissed and saw that Sarah had gone white as a sheet, so he moved away from the subject.

      “Well, you said they never found him, so there’s no proof that he died anywhere, let alone in the house. Maybe he just disappeared on purpose. A lot of people went off the deep end, during the lockdowns. Could be he just left.” Mike didn’t believe that theory but wanted to settle Sarah’s nerves. It seemed to be working, as her face didn’t have that just-saw-a-ghost look anymore.

      Julie was eager to minimize her slip of the tongue, so she tried to make light of the subject.

      “Well, Stan was a little quirky. A lot of people up here are. Me included. Quite the introduction to Paradise, huh? You got plopped into the middle of a mystery. Well, welcome to Paradise.” They all chuckled. It was an uneasy laugh, but a laugh just the same.

      “You about ready, babe? I’m ready to kick back a bit.” Mike’s curious mind was already working on the information Julie had given them. He wanted to get home, not just to relax; he wanted to get online and see if he could find anything out about the Bromley story. Plus, he was ready for a beer.

      “Yep. Just let me pay for my stuff, and we’ll head over to the grocery store.”

      They were both a little preoccupied by their thoughts; Mike wanted to dig deeper, and Sarah wanted to forget it. They picked up their supplies and headed home. Mike knew better than to discuss it unless Sarah brought it up. She had to process things in her own way. So Mike would do most of his research without Sarah knowing. He had to admit, though, that it felt kind of good exercising his police brain. Once an officer, always an officer. It gets in the blood and never really goes away. Not even retirement can cure it.

      “I see they had a small fire ring set up, but I’m not crazy about where it is. What would you say to moving it out to that little point that overlooks our beach?”

      “Good idea, Mike. I’ll get our goods ready. Just let me know when you’re ready for the dogs.”

      Their new home sat on nearly an acre of lakefront property on an elevated bluff about twenty feet above the lake. This gave them some protection from the waves that get worked up from the occasional gale. It also allowed for great views of the lake and the large freighters that used this inland sea to deliver a myriad of goods and supplies to the numerous ports along its shores. Their property was also heavily wooded in spots, so grabbing a few logs for the fire wouldn’t be a problem, and it wasn’t long before Mike had a pretty good fire roaring.

      “Perfect. I just love it here. Just look at the view. Kinda makes the lakes back in Idaho look tiny. It’s spectacular.” Sarah seemed to have put the Bromley disappearance out of her mind and was back to being excited to be in this house.

      “Not bad, if I do say so myself. I know my bonfires. Time to pop a cold one. You know, babe, it’s kinda funny how everyone we’ve met so far seems surprised that we plan on living here year-round. Almost all of ‘em said, ‘You know, winters can be tough up here.’ It’s almost as if they think we’re stupid or something.”

      “I get what you’re sayin’, Mike. But I just think these folks up here aren’t used to newbies moving in full-time. They don’t know who we are or what our backgrounds are. In my opinion, I just think they’re worried they’re gonna have to come save us or something.”

      “You know, you’ve got a point there. I mean, they’ve got enough to do dealing with winter without having to help some rookies out, right? Good thing I know how to operate a snow blower and shovel. But I will say, we have a lot of work to do to get this place ready for winter.”

      So began their adventure. And it would be an adventure. Unexpected house repairs, high costs of building materials due to supply chain issues, the remoteness of their home, and the short amount of time they had to accomplish everything all worked to keep them so confined to the property that they didn’t really have an opportunity to make new friends. They met some of the townspeople, but many of them had left for their homes down south in the mitten of Michigan. And those they met who did stay for the winter were not very close to where they lived. It gave them a feeling of isolation. Oh, there were lots of people going by their place, and there were many family visits to their new home that summer, but they still didn’t feel like part of the community, something they were not used to.

      Back in Idaho, they had been plugged in, so to speak. They knew a ton of people and had great neighbors. They would all chip in to fix things, help with issues around the properties, and keep the roads clear of snow.

      For the most part, they would be on their own in Paradise. One of Sarah’s sisters, Cathy, and her husband, Jared, had a cabin they used occasionally throughout the year a little over a mile from Mike and Sarah. Jared was a farmer downstate, and Cathy had recently retired, so they mostly visited their cabin after planting season and once harvest was over. Winter was when they spent most of their extended stays at the cabin. So the Perkins’ would be able to rely on them if anything should happen that they weren’t prepared for.

      Another sister, Leslie, and her husband, Pete, had a cabin in the opposite direction about three miles away. But they were busy with careers and only came up for brief stays to fish or snowmobile. But Pete owned a construction company, something Mike was happy about; if he got stuck on one of his projects, Pete might be able to help or offer insight.

      And that was about it for contacts for Mike and Sarah. The only people they could guarantee would be there were themselves. It might be June, but that’s only four months from October. And winter often showed in October. They would have to hustle to be ready, but would they really be ready for the winter? There would be events this winter that there was no way to prepare for. There was no reason to even consider these events, as they were way outside the expected. Outside the norm. Hell, outside of the wildest nightmares one could conceive.

      For now, Mike and Sarah would enjoy the peacefulness of a quiet fire by the lake. Drinking beer and cooking hotdogs, as if their life was going to be one long vacation by the lake. Funny thing about life, sometimes, just when it all looks laid out and planned, it throws in a pitfall, a monkey wrench, or a tragedy or two, just to shake things up.
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      Enter monkey wrench number five.

      “What? You can’t get here until next year? I need this electrical done now. I need the generator wired in before winter. I don’t trust this old piece of crap generator to make it much longer.”

      Contractors—reliable contractors—were almost impossible to find in Paradise. The pandemic had made things worse. Many of the workers had gotten used to the stay-at-home unemployment pay and decided they didn’t need as much income to live and hadn’t come back to work. This created horrendous worker shortages and backlogs of jobs. Contractors were choosing to do the most profitable and simplest jobs first. Add to that, Paradise was well out of the way for most contractors, whose businesses were in more populated areas. Simply, it was too far to go for the money. Many of them added a surcharge to work there, making the price of doing business too steep. Mike had contacted every electrical contractor who was willing to work in Paradise. They were either booked up for the year or claimed to be short-handed. Mike would either have to do the work himself, or rely on the generator that came with the home to provide power when the power got knocked out.

      Power outages were all too common in Paradise. Gales blew up from the lake in every month of the year, but most were late fall and winter. Add heavy snow to the winds, and power could be out for days. Mike had purchased a new dual-fuel generator with increased wattage over the gas-only generator that came with the house. That old generator had seen better days. Mike had plenty of do-it-yourself skills, but electrical work was not in his wheelhouse. If he couldn’t find an electrician to redo his generator setup, he and Sarah would be stuck with Ol’ Rusty. The old red generator was faded and rust-covered. But it ran. For now.

      “Well, thanks anyway. If something changes, please call me.” Mike was starting to wonder if moving to Paradise had been a good idea.

      “Well, Sarah, I’m done. I’ve called every damn electrician in the book, and even the ones Julie told you about. Not one single electrician can get here until next year, if they’re willing to come to Paradise at all. Looks like ole Rusty’s gonna have to do until next year. Shit.”

      “It’ll be okay, hon. It’s not that big a deal. We’ll have the wood stove for heat, and we can cook on the grill and the flattop if we have to. It’s gonna be fine.”

      There it was. Sarah’s never-ending, optimistic outlook on everything. Except, she left out that the wood stove wasn’t even at the house yet. And someone was going to have to install it, as the wood stove company said they wouldn’t guarantee installation in October, the stove’s scheduled arrival from the manufacturer. The reason? The Perkins’ had a metal roof and, in October, those roofs tended to have frost or snow on them, making them dangerous to work on. Sarah was right. They wouldn’t need the generator rewired if the wood stove was in. It would keep them plenty warm if they lost power.

      “I know. But it just seems we keep hitting roadblocks at every damn turn. First, the septic goes out. Thank God our realtor knew of someone who could do it fast. Then, the damn plumbing needs to be redone. Completely. I don’t even want to bring up the damn roof. But, holy shit—twenty-five thousand dollars! It’s a small damn house. Smaller than our Idaho house. That roof was only seven thousand. Fuckin’ supply chain bullshit. Then, we had to increase the size of our water heater, add floors, and a complete new kitchen, which they couldn’t deliver, so we had to pick it up and put it in. Again, the damn worker shortage. We picked a great time to move and buy a fixer-upper, didn’t we?” Mike was pissed. Everything seemed to be falling on his shoulders to get done, and he wasn’t sure if he had it in him to do it all.

      “I know, babe. But it’s coming together. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

      The workload wasn’t the only thing wearing on Mike. He had been looking into the disappearance of Stan Bromley. He looked on the web, and he went to the Chippewa County Sheriff’s Department and asked for any information on the case. The Sheriff’s Department wasn’t much help. They claimed it was an ongoing investigation so they couldn’t release any information. They wouldn’t even consider Mike’s law enforcement background. Mike found that unusual. Usually, law enforcement agencies gave up bits of information to other law enforcement personnel, even if they weren't active anymore. It was considered a common courtesy extended to those in the “brotherhood.”

      The internet wasn’t much better. He found the newspaper report on the incident. There was nothing new, but the reporter had interviewed several locals, including Joseph Makwa—an Ojibwe tribal name meaning bear. A comment Makwa made to the reporter when asked about the Bromley disappearance stuck in Mike’s head:

      “I don’t think he disappeared. I think the Mishipeshu got him. Someone was stealing fish from the native fishing nets in the lake. Maybe it was him. That might bring the Mishipeshu up from the lake.”

      The reporter left this in to add color to an otherwise bland story. Putting a little Native lore in the story added a larger sense of mystery to an already mysterious case. Gotta love folklore. Bigfoot, Dogman, and now the Mishipeshu. Mike wasn’t prone to putting stock in folklore. His time in Idaho had had its share of Bigfoot stories. He even had one 911 call regarding a supposed Bigfoot encounter.

      A man named Ben Walden, who lived up a fire service road off-grid, had set up trail cameras around his cabin for hunting purposes. Ben had found one of his cameras smashed and quite far from its mount. When he looked at the photo card, there was something in two of the frames that prompted him to call the police. It was a large, hairy something. It stood on two legs and, by his best estimates, was over eight feet tall.

      Mike got the call as a possible trespasser. When he got to the Walden cabin, Ben came running out in a panic, photo card in hand, screaming something about Bigfoot. At the time, Mike had absolutely no inkling of belief in Bigfoot, and he rolled his eyes at Walden’s claims. But when he looked at the pictures, even the skeptic in him had to admit there was something strange. He came up short of admitting it was Bigfoot, but one thing he knew: It wasn’t a man, and it wasn’t a bear. He took a report and advised Mr. Walden to contact Fish and Game. It was more up their alley.

      Mike never really thought about those pictures much. But the hint of an unknown creature roaming the waters and woods around his home brought back those thoughts and the question, “What if it were real?” For a second, a cold wave coarsed through Mike. But, being an ex-law enforcement officer, someone who was supposed to be grounded and not prone to baseless fears, Mike shook it off and put it in the back of his mind. But he had a nagging feeling about Walden’s story. He may have to look into it, even if just to eliminate the possibility. He had a contact at the University of Idaho in the forensics department who might be interested in seeing the photos Mike took at the scene. So he sent them to him for his input, but not even his esteemed contact could make sense of what he was looking at. So much for concrete answers.

      “I’m sorry, babe. I guess everything’s just catching up to me. And once the snow comes, we’re done until spring. And winter comes in about two months or so.” Sometimes it was best if Mike just blew off a little steam to restore his sense of balance, something Sarah never really got comfortable with.

      “I’ve got an idea. Let’s make a couple drinks and take the side-by-side up Wildcat. We could go for a walk on the beach down there. You know, take a break and clear our minds a bit.” Sarah was hoping Mike would accept that plan. She loved walking on the beach and picking up rocks. One of the great things about beach combing on Lake Superior was all the different gemstones and other interesting rocks that washed up on the shore. Not to mention, with all the shipwrecks in the lake, an artifact might just wash up too.

      “Yeah, that might just be the best thing to do. One day isn’t going to kill us. Make mine a double.”

      Sarah was excited because a double meant she was driving. And she loved going off-road.

      “You got it, mister. We might even find some wild blueberries along the way.”

      As Mike maneuvered their off-road vehicle down the narrow, winding curves and deep sand of Wildcat Road, his thoughts went to the vastness of these woods. They were thick and filled with large pines and maples, with a smattering of birch trees. There were ferns, lots of ferns. It was a primeval scene. And here it was, the height of the summer tourist season, and the town’s hotels and rentals were full. The restaurants were packed, and all manner of off-road vehicles filled the roads on their way to their own off-road adventures. And yet, Mike and Sarah had yet to see another four-wheeler on the trail. Oh, there was evidence of their passing. All different sizes of tire tracks made their impressions both on the trail and, although discouraged, some made their own trails that crisscrossed Wildcat. There wasn’t even the sound of distant engine noises. It was as if Mike and Sarah were the only ones on the trail.

      All along the right side of Wildcat Road was Lake Superior were miles of rock covered beaches that ran the entire length of the two-track road.  It seemed strange that they didn’t see anyone on the trail.  It was eerie. There was no cell signal out here, so if they were to break down or get stuck, it might be a while before someone passed by. Mike’s motto was, prepare for the worst, but hope for the best. So they had provisions and supplies to stay the night out in the woods. The only thing that concerned Mike was the bugs. The insects were relentless, especially at night. Mosquitoes, biting flies, and gnats could make an overnighter a miserable experience. But staying on the beach would minimize the bugs. Lake breezes, or more like winds, helped to keep the mosquitos and biting flies away.

      His thoughts went to Joseph Makwa’s statement in the paper: “I think the Mishipeshu got him.” It got him wondering why the reporter thought it necessary to put that in the story? After all, it was a serious story about one of their regular, seasonal residents disappearing. Adding a quote about some creature from Native folklore seemed strange to Mike. He knew that most Native folklore had some basis in actual events or people. So what was the Mishipeshu based on? Looking into the woods, Mike could see how an animal, even known animals, could exist in great numbers and not be seen. After all, there were deer, moose, wolves, and one of the highest populations of bear in these woods. Tracks were everywhere, but few people ever saw them. A moose could be just feet off the trail and be virtually invisible. He would have to look into this Mishipeshu thing.

      “You okay, Mike? You’re awful quiet.”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m good. Just enjoying the scenery. Hey, feel like walking along the beach?” Mike knew Sarah wouldn’t turn down an opportunity to look for rocks.

      “You know it. I brought the bucket just in case.”

      Ah, the bucket. A five-gallon bucket that Mike would have to carry. That bucket got heavy when the rocks started filling it.

      It was almost dark when they pulled back into their driveway, and they were startled to see a car parked there.

      “Who the hell is that?” Mike was irritated that someone would drop by unannounced at such a late hour. Being the prepare-for-the-worst type, he always carried his firearm on him, so he parked in such a way as to have the Kawasaki Mule’s headlights shining into the vehicle.

      “Stay here, hon. I’ll check it out and let you know if it’s okay.” Sarah had no intention of getting out unless everything checked out.

      “Hello? Can I help you?” Mike was using what he called his “police voice.” It wasn’t a loud voice like a yell; more of a firm lower-pitch that exuded confidence but not arrogance. He had always said the proper tone of voice, delivered with firmness, could end most confrontations before they escalated. Add to that, using his headlights to a secure his position gave him the upper hand.

      He could see a man and a woman in the car. The man seemed nervous or scared, he kept fidgeting in his seat, and he didn’t make eye contact with Mike.  Body language is the language of the subconscious and is virtually impossible to hide, and their body language was showing that they were uncertain, nervous, or submissive. The man got out of the vehicle to greet Mike, still not really making eye contact with him.  When he went to shake Mike’s hand, he glanced downward, indicating that he was uncomfortable or unsure.  This indicated to Mike that the stranger was not confident in approaching him.  That gave Mike the edge if things got dicey.

      “We’re sorry to bother you. We weren’t even sure if we should come. I’m Dave Bromley. Stan Bromley was my dad.”

      Mike was taken aback. Why would Stan Bromley’s son show up out of the blue, just a couple of months after the sale of his dad’s cabin? His first thought was there was some family issue, where selling the cabin might be contested or something along those lines. Just what they needed, another unexpected cost. But Mike didn’t like to assume anything in situations like this, preferring to let the younger Bromley explain what he was up to before making judgements.

      “Nice to meet you. What can I do for you?” Mike’s voice indicated slight irritation, and that’s exactly what he intended. Put Bromley on defense.

      “I know it’s a little late. I should’ve waited until tomorrow, but I really wanted to talk to you. My wife and I—that’s her in the car. Paula. We wanted to meet you and see if you’ve heard anything about, well, how my dad disappeared. It’s been wearing on us. The police haven’t been very helpful, and we know the townspeople know more than we’ve been told by the authorities. Didn’t know if you’ve heard anything, or what.”

      Mike thought this was weird. He had gone over the whole thing again and again in his head. And now, here was Old Man Bromley’s son in his driveway doing the same thing.

      “Oh, sorry. That’s my wife, Sarah, in the four-wheeler.” Mike motioned to Sarah that all was okay. Sarah got out and started towards the group.

      “Honey, this is Dave Bromley and his wife, Paula. Stan was his father. They’re wondering if we’ve heard anything about Mr. Bromley’s disappearance.”

      Sarah thought, Great. Just what we need. More mystery hanging over this house. She knew Mike had been digging into things but didn’t want to know what he found, if anything. It made her nervous. What if it turned out he was buried somewhere on the property? That would freak her out.

      “Oh. Nice to meet you.” She was trying to sound friendly and welcoming, but Mike could tell she wasn’t
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