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“I can’t remember reading a better first novel than this one.”

—The Drood Review of Mystery

“Iron Lake is where it all began, when Cork O’Connor walked off the page, tough, vulnerable, hardened and shattered, and into our lives. His creation is a brilliant achievement, and one every crime reader and writer needs to celebrate. With this novel, Kent Krueger elevated the crime fiction genre into something very special.”

—Louise Penny, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Kingdom of the Blind

“There’s a feel that you get from a master craftsman, a saddle that sits right, a fly rod that casts with its own agility, or a series of books written with a grace and precision so stunning that you’d swear the stories were your own—Kent Krueger’s Cork O’Conner novels fit that bill.”

—Craig Johnson, author of the Walt Longmire series

“Among thoughtful readers, William Kent Krueger holds a very special place in the pantheon. Upon introducing Cork O’Connor in Iron Lake twenty years ago, Kent showed the mystery-reading world that a protagonist need not be a chain-smoking loner with lots of emotional baggage but he could be an honest and admirable family man doing his best for all the right reasons.”

—C. J. Box, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Disappeared

“For readers new to William Kent Krueger, this twentieth anniversary edition of Iron Lake will be an eye-opening discovery. For those of us who have been reading his wonderful Cork O’Connor novels since their beginning, this volume will be a welcome pilgrimage to the birthplace of one of our favorite characters, a journey down Krueger’s icy, mysterious, and singular memory lane.”

—T. Jefferson Parker, Edgar Award–winning author of Swift Vengeance

“In August 1998, the same month my own first book came out, I heard about this other debut novel called Iron Lake. I can still remember the night I stayed up late finishing it. When I closed the book, I thought two things: This is the best mystery I’ve read all year. And how in hell am I ever gonna keep up with this guy? Twenty years later, I’m still trying.”

—Steve Hamilton, Edgar Award–winning author of the Alex McKnight series

“Iron Lake is an explosive brew: one part James Ellroy, one part Stephen King, one part Jack London, and all parts terrific…. A truly remarkable first novel.”

—David Housewright, Edgar Award–winning author of Penance

“If you don’t know Cork O’Connor, get to know him now.”

—Booklist

“Minnesotan Krueger has a sense of place he’s plainly honed firsthand in below-zero prairie. His characters, too, sport charm and dimension…. This first-timer’s stamina and self-assurance suggest that O’Connor’s got staying power.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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“Krueger skillfully combines the otherworldly setting of the Minnesota wilds with Native American lore to create a winning mystery with more than a few surprises.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Kent Krueger keeps upping his game with each thriller featuring O’Connor… fans will not be disappointed.”
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“Remarkable… masterful… book from an author who never disappoints.”
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“Realistic and believable… Cork O’Connor is a worthy protagonist.”

—New York Journal of Books

“Totally un-let-go-able, a can’t-miss for fans and a new obsession for new readers.”

—Globe Gazette
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“A remarkable tale…. The characters, story and plot will haunt you long after you’ve read the last page.”

—Bookreporter

“A mystery made up of several shiver-inducing levers… [with] a plot that keeps tightening around O’Connor and the granddaughter—and the reader’s nerves. A first-rate addition to this series.”

—Booklist

“A gripping thriller.”
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—The Washington Post

“A pitch-perfect, wonderfully evocative examination of violent loss. In Frank Drum’s journey away from the shores of childhood—a journey from which he can never return—we recognize the heartbreaking price of adulthood and its ‘wisdoms.’ I loved this book.”

—Dennis Lehane
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—The Huffington Post







[image: Iron Lake (20th Anniversary Edition): A Novel, by William Kent Krueger. Atria Paperback. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]




This one was always for Diana. Because she always believed.






PROLOGUE [image: ]

CORK O’CONNOR FIRST HEARD THE story of the Windigo in the fall of 1965 when he hunted the big bear with Sam Winter Moon. He was fourteen and his father was dead a year.

Sam Winter Moon had set a bear trap that autumn along a deer trail that ran from the stream called Widow’s Creek to an old logged-over area full of blueberries. He’d found scat at the creek and along the trail and in the blueberry meadow when the berries were ripe. The trap was made as it had been in old times. Against a tree, Sam built a narrow enclosure of branches with a single opening. Over the entrance he suspended a heavy log secured to a spring pole. The trap was baited with a mash of cooked fish, fish oils, and a little maple syrup. It was the first time Sam had ever built a bear trap—a nearly lost Ojibwe tradition—and he’d invited Cork to help him with the process. Cork had no interest in it. Since his father’s death, nothing interested him. He figured Sam’s invitation had nothing to do with both of them learning the old ways together. It was just another good-intentioned effort to make him forget his grief, something Corcoran O’Connor didn’t want to do. In a way, he was afraid that to let go of the grieving would be to let go of his father forever. Still, out of politeness, he accepted Sam Winter Moon’s offer.

Late in the afternoon, they found the trap sprung, but the bear was not in it. They could see where the animal had fallen, slammed down by the weight of the great log, which, when they’d hauled and set it, Sam had calculated at over three hundred pounds. The log should have broken the bear’s back. Any normal black bear should have been there for them, pinned under the log, dead or almost dead. The trap was sprung. The log had fallen. But the bear had shrugged it off.

Sam Winter Moon turned to the boy gravely. “I expect it’s hurt,” he said. “I got to go after it.”

He looked away from Cork and didn’t say anything about the boy going.

“A bear like that,” Cork said, “a bear that can bounce a tree off his back, he’d be worth seeing.”

Sam Winter Moon knelt and ran his hand over the deep indentation the animal’s great paws had made in the soft ground. “Risky,” he said. He looked up at the boy. “If you come, you got to do exactly as I say.”

“I will,” Cork promised, feeling excited about something for the first time in a year. “Exactly.”

They fasted the rest of the day and breathed in the smoke of a cedar fire. At first light next morning, they blackened their faces with the cedar ash, a sign to the spirits of the deep woods that they had purified themselves. Sam tied back his long black-and-gray hair with a leather cord ornamented with a single eagle feather. They smoked tobacco and red willow leaves mixed with powdered aster root as a hunting charm, then covered themselves with tallow made of various animal fats to disguise their scent from the bear. In a small deer-hide sack that Sam hung on his back, he packed more tallow, matches, a whetstone, and a box of 180-grain cartridges for his rifle. He looked a little doubtfully at the cartridges. His was a .30-06 bolt-action Winchester. Fine for deer and small bears, he told Cork. But a bear like the one they were after, a bear that could shrug off a tree, that was something else. He gave Cork a canvas pack with bedrolls, cooking utensils, cooked wild rice, coffee, salt, and deer jerky. Finally he put in several long leather cords so that if they were given the bear, they could lash its body to a travois and cart it to a road where he could retrieve it with his truck. He hung his Green River hunting knife on his belt and slung his rifle over his shoulder.

At the sprung trap, they made a circle, looking for vegetation flattened in the bear’s passage. Sam found a sign, a clear line where the fallen birch leaves were pressed into the soft earth underneath, and they followed north, where the bear had gone.

Every fall Sam Winter Moon killed one bear. The smoked bear meat he shared with the other people on the Iron Lake Reservation, especially the elders who could not hunt or trap anymore but who still enjoyed the taste of the fat, richly flavored meat. He also shared the meat with Cork’s family. Cork’s mother was half Anishinaabe, and his father, although he was white, had been Sam’s friend for many years. The skins Sam sometimes sold for bounty, but more often he kept them for himself. He was grateful to the black bears for the meat they gave to him and the people of his band, but he told Cork, as they followed the trail that fall, that he would be grateful even for just a glimpse of this great animal who’d shrugged off the log trap as if it were no more than a small bothersome thing.

Bears, Sam cautioned him, were the most difficult animals of the woods to track and to kill. They had decent eyes, good ears, and the best nose of any animal alive. They were smart, too. And if they were hurt, there was no thing a man would ever go against that was more dangerous. He loved hunting the bears. He appreciated the ritual of the hunt that joined hunter and hunted together with the land that was the mother of both man and bear. He enjoyed the challenge of tracking, using his own knowledge of the animal and the woods instead of hunting with dogs the way white men did.

Sam stopped occasionally to look carefully at the soft earth or vegetation. Near noon, they found a stump where the bear had dug for grubs, and later a branch from an oak broken off to get the acorns.

The sky was clear blue, the air cool and still, the great woods full of the russet and gold of late fall. They moved quickly and Cork was filled with excitement. His stomach growled loudly from the fasting and he rustled the dry leaves as he walked. Sam said not to worry too much about the noise he made. A bear, especially a big one, would not be much concerned with sounds. The smell of a man, that was the thing to keep from a bear. Sam hoped they would be able to come at the animal from downwind. If not, he hoped the tallow would mask them.

They were led into the late afternoon. Cork realized he had no idea where they were in the great forest. He asked Sam if he knew these woods, and Sam said no. They’d passed out of reservation land and were now in what the white men called the Quetico-Superior Wilderness. This part of the forest Sam had never been through. But he didn’t seem worried. At sunset they stopped and built a fire at the edge of a stream. Sam heated the wild rice, which they ate with the deer jerky. When the sky turned black and full of stars and the chill of the fall night crept over them, he made coffee and poured it into tin cups for them to drink.

“Will the bear get away while we sleep?” Cork asked.

Sam settled the old coffeepot in the embers at the fire’s edge. He stirred the fire with a stick. “The bear’s got to sleep, too. We’ve been guided well today. I think that’s a good sign.” He paused while the flames sprang up around the end of the stick. “But, you know, I been thinking. This bear’s moving pretty good. Doesn’t seem like that log hurt it much after all. A bear like that, well—” He glanced at the boy. “I been thinking it’d be a shame to kill it. If we even could.”

“I’d like to see it,” Cork said.

“Me, too.” Sam smiled. “And I believe we will.”

Suddenly the old pot hopped and slid across the coals, startling Cork so that he jerked and spilled his coffee.

Sam Winter Moon looked around them, then up at the sky. His voice dropped to a whisper. “A Windigo’s passing close by.”

Cork wiped at his leg where the coffee had burned him through his jeans. “What’s a Windigo?”

In the firelight, Sam Winter Moon’s dark eyes were deadly serious and a little afraid.

“You don’t know about the Windigo?” he asked the boy. “You’ve lived in this country all your life and you don’t know about the Windigo?” He shook his head as if that were a dreadful thing.

Corcoran O’Connor sat on the far side of the campfire and stared at the blackened coffeepot that only moments before had jumped and rattled and moved across the coals without a human hand near it.

“I suppose,” Sam Winter Moon said, looking cautiously at the tin pot himself, “I should tell you, then. For your own good.” He carefully eyed the sky again and the stars, and he kept his voice low. “A Windigo’s a giant, an ogre with a heart of ice. A cannibal, a cold and hungry thing. It comes out of the woods to eat the flesh of men and women. Children, too. It doesn’t care.”

“Is it coming for us?” Cork scanned the shadows that jumped at the edges of the firelight.

“The way I understand it, a man pretty much knows when the Windigo’s coming for him.”

“Can you fight it?”

“Oh, sure. Can even kill it.”

“How?”

“Well, the Windigo’s a powerful creature, and there’s only one way so far as I know.” The ritual ash of the morning had worn off the smooth parts of Sam’s face, but it still blackened every deep line and crevice, so that in the firelight he looked like a fractured man. “You got to become a Windigo, too. There’s a magic for that. Henry Meloux’d most likely know the magic. But you got to be careful, because even if you kill the Windigo, you’re still in danger.”

“What danger?”

“Of staying a Windigo forever. Of being the ogre you killed. So you got to be prepared. You got to have help for what follows the killing of a Windigo. Someone’s got to be there with hot tallow ready for you to drink to melt the ice inside you, to melt you back down to the size of other men.”

“I hope I never meet the Windigo,” Cork said, eyeing the old tin pot.

“I hope so, too,” Sam agreed.

Cork was quiet a moment while the fire snapped and popped and sent smoke and glowing embers upward into the dark. “That’s just a story, right?”

Sam rolled a cigarette and considered while he sealed the paper with his tongue. “Maybe. But in these woods it’s best to believe in all possibilities. There’s more in these woods than a man can ever see with his eyes, a lot more than he can ever hope to understand.”

Although he was tired, Cork stayed awake by the fire a long time while Sam smoked and told stories about Cork’s father. Some of the stories made them both laugh. That night, as Cork lay in his bedroll, he thought about the bear they were after. He was glad Sam had changed his mind about killing the great animal, but he hoped they would at least see it. He thought about the Windigo, which was something he hoped he would not see. And he thought about his father, whom he would never see again. These were all elements of his life, and although they were separate things, they were now intertwined somehow like the roots of a tree. All his life he would remember the bear hunt with Sam Winter Moon. In some manner he didn’t quite understand, the hunt had opened a way in him for the grief to begin passing through. All his life he would be grateful to his father’s friend.

Almost thirty years would pass, however, before he would have cause to remember the Windigo. Thirty years before he heard it call his name.
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FOR A WEEK THE FEELING had been with him, and all week long young Paul LeBeau had been afraid. Of what exactly, he couldn’t say. Whenever he tried to put the finger of his thinking on it, it slipped away like a drop of mercury. But he knew that whatever was coming would be bad, because the feeling was exactly like the terrible waiting had been before his father disappeared. Each day he reached out into the air with all his senses, trying to touch what was coming. So that finally, on that morning in mid-December when the clouds rolled in thick and gray as smoke and the wind screamed over the pines and tamaracks and the snow began falling hard, Paul LeBeau looked out the window of his algebra class and thought hopefully, Maybe it’s only this.

Shortly after lunch, word of the school closing came down. Students quickly put on their coats and shouldered their book bags, and a few minutes later the yellow buses began to pull away, heading onto roads that threatened to disappear before them.

Paul left the Aurora Middle School and walked home, pushing into the force of the storm the whole way. He changed his clothes, put on his Sorel boots, took five dollars from the small cashbox on his dresser, and left his mother a note affixed with a butterfly magnet to the refrigerator door. Grabbing his canvas newspaper bag from its hook in the garage, he headed toward his drop box. By two-thirty he was loaded up and ready to go.

Paul had two paper routes covering nearly two and a half miles. He began with the small business district of Aurora and ended just at the town limits out on North Point Road. At fourteen, he was larger than most boys his age and very strong. If he hustled, he could finish in just under an hour and a half. But he knew this day would be different. The snow had been accumulating at a rate of more than an inch per hour and the bitter wind that swept down out of Canada drifted it fast and deep.

He took the routes in the time when his father was drinking heavily and his mother needed money. Delivering the papers, especially on days like this that seemed impossible, was a responsibility he took seriously. In truth, he loved the storms. The energy in the wind and the ceaseless force of the drifting snow thrilled him. Where another boy might see only the plodding task ahead of him, Paul saw challenge. He took pride in his ability to battle against these elements, trudging through the drifts, leaning hard into the wind in order to complete the job expected of him.

He was an Eagle Scout. Order of the Arrow. Member of Troop 135 out of St. Agnes Catholic Church. He had made himself capable in a hundred ways. He could start a fire with flint and steel; hit a bull’s-eye with a target arrow at thirty yards; tie a bowline, a sheepshank, a slipknot; lash together a bridge strong enough to bear the weight of several men. He knew how to treat someone for shock, drowning, cardiac arrest, and sunstroke. He believed seriously in the motto “Be Prepared,” and often as he walked his paper routes, he imagined scenarios of disaster in Aurora that would allow all his secret skills to shine.

By the time he neared the end of his deliveries, lights had been turned on in the houses along the way. He was tired. His shoulders ached from the weight of the papers and his legs felt leaden from wading through knee-deep drifts. The last house on his route stood at the very end of North Point Road, a pine-covered finger of land that jutted into Iron Lake and was lined with expensive homes. The last and most isolated of the houses belonged to Judge Robert Parrant.

The judge was an old man with a hard white face, bony hands, and sharp, watchful eyes. Out of fear Paul treated him with great deference. The judge’s paper was always placed securely between the storm door and the heavy wooden front door, safe from the elements. Whenever Paul came monthly to collect for his service, the judge rewarded him with a generous tip and more stories about politics than Paul cared to hear.

The judge’s house was almost dark, with only the flicker of a fireplace flame illuminating the living room curtains. With the last paper in hand, Paul threaded his way up the long walk between cedars laden with snow. He pulled the storm door open, plowing a little arc in the drift on the porch, and saw that the front door was slightly ajar. Cold air whistled into the house. As he reached out to draw the door closed, he heard the explosion from a heavy firearm discharged inside.

He edged the door back open. “Judge Parrant?” he called. “Are you all right?” He hesitated a moment, then stepped in.

Paul had been inside many times before at the judge’s request. He always hated it. The house was a vast two-story affair built of Minnesota sandstone. The interior walls were dark oak, the windows leaded glass. A huge stone fireplace dominated the living room, and the walls there were hung with hunting trophies—the heads of deer and antelope and bear whose sightless eyes seemed to follow Paul whenever the judge asked him in.

The house smelled of applewood smoke. The sudden pop of sap from a log burning in the fireplace made him jump.

“Judge Parrant?” he tried again.

He knew he should probably just leave and close the door behind him. But there had been the shot, and now he felt something in the stillness of the house from which he couldn’t turn, a kind of responsibility. As he stood with the door wide open at his back and the wind blowing through, he glanced down and watched tendrils of snow creep across the bare, polished floor and vine around his boots like something alive. He knew that a terrible thing had happened. He knew it absolutely.

He might still have turned away and run if he hadn’t seen the blood. It was a dark glistening on the polished hardwood floor at the bottom of the staircase. He walked slowly ahead, knelt, touched the small dark puddle with his fingertips, confirmed the color of it by the firelight. There was a bloody trail leading down the hallway to his left.

Pictures from the manual for his First Aid merit badge that showed arterial bleeding and how to apply direct pressure or a tourniquet came to his mind. He’d practiced these procedures a hundred times, but never really believing that he’d ever use them. He found himself hoping desperately the judge wasn’t badly hurt, and he panicked just a little at the thought that he might actually have to save a life.

The blood led him to a closed door where a dim light crept underneath.

“Judge Parrant?” he said cautiously, leaning close to the door.

He was reluctant to barge in, but when he finally turned the knob and stood in the threshold, he found a study lined with shelves of books. Along the far wall was a desk of dark wood with a lamp on it. The lamp was switched on but didn’t give much light and the room was heavy with shadows. On the wall directly back of the desk hung a map of Minnesota. Red lines like red rivers ran down the map from red splashes like red lakes. Behind the desk lay an overturned chair, and near the chair lay the judge.

Although fear reached way down inside him and made his legs go weak, he forced himself to move ahead. As he neared the desk and saw the judge more clearly, he forgot all about the procedures for a tourniquet. There was nowhere to put a tourniquet on a man who was missing most of his head.

For a moment he couldn’t move. He felt paralyzed, unable to think as he stared down at the raw pieces of the judge’s brain, pink as chunks of fresh watermelon. Paul didn’t even move when he heard the sound at his back, the soft shutting of the door. Finally he managed to turn away from the dead man just in time to see the second thing that night his Scout training could never have prepared him for.
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“CORK?” Molly said from the bed.

He heard and he didn’t. Standing at the window with his hands poised at his zipper, Corcoran O’Connor watched drifts rise in the yard. His old red Bronco parked in the drive was already hub deep in powdery white. Farther down through the pines, the abandoned resort cabins by the lake were nearly invisible behind a gauzy curtain of blowing snow.

“You’re not really thinking of going, are you, Cork?” Molly asked. “Not into that.”

“What would folks say if I ended up snowbound here?”

“The truth. That you were screwing Molly Nurmi, that shameless slut.”

He turned to her, frowning. “Nobody calls you that.”

“Not to my face, anyway.” She laughed when she saw his anger. “Oh, come on, Cork. I’ve lived with that most of my life. It doesn’t bother me.”

“Well, it bothers me.”

“I’m glad it does.” She pushed the hair from her eyes, dark red hair damp with sweat. “Stay, Cork. I’ll fire up the sauna. We can get hot and wet, roll in the snow, come back to bed, and make love again. How does that sound?”

He finished zipping his pants, buckled his belt, and came away from the window. He went to the bed and took his red corduroy shirt from the corner post where it had been hastily draped. Slipping it on over his long johns, he slowly worked the buttons through. He bent and tugged on his socks. The cold floor had nearly frozen his feet. “Hand me a cigarette, will you?”

Molly took one from Cork’s pack of Lucky Strikes by the bed, lit it, and handed it to him. “They’ll kill you.”

“What won’t anymore?” He glanced around the room, looking for his boots.

“You seem distracted today.”

“Do I? Sorry.”

“Feeling a little guilty?”

“Always.”

“There’s no need to,” she said.

“Easy for you to say. You’re not Catholic.”

“Come on. Relax here beside me a minute while you finish your cigarette.” She patted the bed at her side.

He looked out the window. “I should get going. It’ll be hard enough getting back into town as it is.”

Molly drew the blanket and sheet around her and pushed herself up against the headboard. She pulled her knees up to her breasts and hugged them as if she were cold. “Why are you always so concerned with what people say about you, Cork? It’s not as if you’re still the golden boy.”

“I don’t care what people say.” He knelt and fished around under the bed for his boots. “It’s not me I’m worried about.” He found them and sat on the bed.

“Your wife?” she asked innocently.

Cork exhaled and shot her a cold look through the cloud of smoke.

“You know what I mean,” she said.

Molly took the Lucky Strike from his fingers and tapped the ash into a little tray shaped like a pair of red lips on the nightstand. She left the cigarette there while Cork concentrated on lacing his boots. She reached out and let her hand drift down the knobby ridge of his backbone. “What is it that you think we do here, you and me? I’ll tell you what I think it is. This is grace, Cork. This is one of those things that God, when He created it, said, ‘That’s good.’ ”

Cork kept lacing his boots as if he didn’t hear, or if he heard, as if it didn’t matter.

“Can I tell you something, Sheriff?”

“I’m not the sheriff anymore,” he reminded her.

“Can I tell you something,” she went on, “without you getting cold and stomping out?”

“Do I get cold and stomp out?”

“You get quiet and make excuses to leave.”

“I won’t get quiet,” he promised.

“Cork, I think you miss your family.”

“I see my family all the time.”

“This is different. This is Christmas. I really think you miss them more than you want to admit.”

“Bullshit,” he said, standing up.

“See, I’ve made you mad. You’re leaving.”

“I’m not mad. I just finished tying my boots. And you know I have to leave.”

“Why? What difference would it make if you stayed and people found out about us? It’s not as if you’re being unfaithful to a loving wife.”

“It’s a small town and I’m not divorced. People would kick us around in their talk like a couple of soccer balls. I don’t want my kids having to listen to that.”

“Fine.” She slid down and pulled the covers tight around her. “Have it your way.”

He picked up his cigarette, took a last drag, and ground out the ember on the red lips of the ashtray. He slipped the pack of Lucky Strikes into his shirt pocket. “Going to see me out?” he asked.

“You know the way.”

“Now who’s cold?”

“Go screw yourself,” she said.

“The world would be a dreary place, Molly, if that’s the way things worked.” He leaned down and gently kissed the top of her head.

“Go on,” she said, pushing him away softly. But she smiled in spite of herself. “I’ll be right down.”

He walked along the hallway of the old log house, over Molly’s braided rugs, creaked his way down the stairs and into the kitchen. Molly had fed him. Some sort of light brown sprout bread and lentil soup. Yogurt and strawberries for dessert. She drank Evian springwater, but she’d given Cork a Grain Belt. A few swallows were left in the bottle and he drank that down. The beer was still cool but had gone flat. He lifted his parka from the peg beside the back door and put it on, then settled his black watch cap over his ears. As he worked his gloves onto his hands, he glanced at a small plaque that hung on the wall. It was homemade, wood-burned by Molly’s father long ago. It contained an old Finnish saying her father had roughly translated into English:


Cold, thou son of Wind,

Do not freeze my fingernails,

Do not freeze my hands.

Freeze though the water willows.

Go chill the birch chunks.



Like most magic charms of the people of Molly’s heritage, it suggested to the evil of the world—from hiccups to death—that it visit instead other things, such as the loom or the needle or the thicket or, in a pinch, one of the neighbors. When Cork turned around, he found Molly watching him from the doorway. She’d thrown on a red chenille bathrobe and pulled bright red wool socks on over her feet.

“Will I see you at the Pinewood Broiler?” she asked.

“You won’t be plowed out in time to get into town tomorrow.”

“I’ll probably ski in.”

“Waitressing means that much?”

“This time of year the company does.”

Cork went back and kissed her. “If I don’t see you, I’ll call.”

“I won’t hold my breath.”

He pushed out the back door onto the utility porch, then out completely into the hard cold and the snow. He waded to the Bronco, cleared the tailpipe and the driver’s door, scraped the ice from the windshield, and got in. He cranked the engine. Wiping where his breath had fogged the windshield, he saw Molly standing at the kitchen window, her arms locked across her breasts. The light was on at her back and filtered through her hair making it like wisps of red smoke. She was a beautiful woman, large-boned and strong, ten years younger than Cork, though she’d taken such good care of herself—didn’t smoke, didn’t drink, didn’t eat red meat—that she looked even younger. Cork was a dozen pounds overweight, smoked far too much, and was beginning to go a little bald on the crown of his head. What she saw in him, he had no idea.

Women, he thought with a warm flare of gratitude. Go figure.

He slipped the Bronco into four-wheel drive and began slowly to move through the first of the drifts toward the county road that would take him to the highway into town. As he headed off, he glanced back at the cabin window, prepared to wave, but Molly was no longer there.



The state highway was no better than the county road through the woods from Molly’s. Except for the Bronco, not a thing moved in the white hillocks the wind had bulldozed across the asphalt. From the weather reports he’d heard, Cork was pretty sure it was like that from the Canadian border all the way across the Arrowhead of Minnesota into Wisconsin. He drove slowly, steadily, a little blindly. After twenty minutes, he came on a figure hunched in a red-plaid mackinaw and wading toward town. He slowed to a full stop, stepped out onto the running board and hollered, “Get in!”

The figure, so bundled Cork couldn’t even see a face, slowly turned and came toward the Bronco. When they were both safely inside, Cork started once again for Aurora.

“Hell of a day for a constitutional.” Cork peered into the slit between the wool muffler that came above the nose and the knitted cap that was pulled down to the eyebrows.

The mittens were drawn off and Cork saw old veined hands stained with liver spots. The hands went to the muffler, whose ends were tucked securely inside the collar of the coat. As the muffler came loose, Cork recognized Henry Meloux, whom white people around Aurora sometimes called Mad Mel. Cork knew he was in fact one of the Midewiwin, an Anishinaabe medicine man, who lived by himself on a remote point around the northwest end of the lake. He must have been walking most of the day in the blizzard to have come so near town.

“Shoot, Henry, what could be so important it would bring you out on a day like this?”

Meloux stared beyond the wipers that shoved the snow into little heaps off to the sides of the windshield. “Snow, not snow, the day is the same to me.”

“Noble philosophy, Henry, but one that could get you frozen to death.”

“I seen more storms than you could imagine. And worse. I seen storms and other things.”

Cork reached inside his parka for his pack of Lucky Strikes. “Cigarette, Henry?”

The old man took one; so did Cork. But before Cork could light up the old man sniffed at the air inside the Bronco. He gave Cork a grin full of teeth remarkably good in a man so ancient. “You smell like the good, deep part of a woman.”

“I think that wind’s frozen your nose, Henry,” Cork told him.

“No.” The old man kept on grinning at him. “It’s a good day for a man to be inside.” Meloux laughed softly. “Understand?”

The old man lit his cigarette with the lighter Cork offered and grew quiet again. They had come to the edge of Aurora. They passed the big new corrugated fence of Johannsen’s salvage yard, put up when the Chippewa Grand Casino was being built so that the gutted frames and rusting wreckage of the junkyard wouldn’t sully the image of the town. A little farther on was the Iron Lake Best Western, brand-new, with 150 rooms and an indoor swimming pool with a Jacuzzi and sauna. The big marquee out front welcomed gamblers and informed them that Lyle Porter was playing piano in the Kitchi-Gami Room eight to midnight. The parking lot was nearly full. Next to the Best Western stood a new Perkins restaurant and across the road a glittery twelve-pump Food-N-Fuel gas station.

On the streets of Aurora not much moved except a few pickups with wide traction tires. The shops had closed early and most of the windows of the small downtown were dark. For the most part, it looked as if the town’s 3,752 citizens had simply crawled inside to wait out the storm.

The old man had been quiet a long time, smoking the Lucky Strike reflectively. Finally Cork asked, “What brings you into town on a day like this, Henry?”

The old man said, “I seen it.”

“What?” Cork asked. “What did you see?”

The old man looked straight ahead. “It jumped over my cabin two nights ago, headed northwest, going toward the storm before the storm come in. I seen the black where it ran through the sky and covered the stars.”

“Seen what?” Cork asked again.

“I heard it, too. Heard it calling names.”

From the way Meloux’s voice dropped to nearly nothing, Cork figured that was bad. “Heard what calling names?”

But the old man clammed up on the subject. “I can walk now,” he said.

“You’re not thinking of going back to your place before the roads are cleared.”

“I walked here a long time before there were roads.”

“That was a couple of centuries ago, Henry.”

The old man took one last drag on his cigarette and crushed it out in the ashtray. “Thank you, Sheriff O’Connor.”

“Christ, I’m not the sheriff anymore.”

Meloux put on his mittens, opened his door, and stepped out. “The smell of you alone has been worth the time.” He grinned once again, then shut the door.

Cork watched him tuck the ends of his muffler into his mackinaw and turn toward the lake, toward the glittery dome invisible behind the storm where everyone who came to Aurora these days was headed, where the bright neon of the huge new casino blazed night and day, and where, even in the worst of weather, the doors were always ready to swing wide in a warm, smoky welcome promising easy fortune.

When Meloux was gone, vanished in the white, Cork smiled to himself and said the name of the thing the old man had dared not utter.

“Windigo.”
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STU GRANTHAM STOOD BEFORE A large framed photograph of Split Rock Lighthouse that hung on the wall of the law office of Nancy Jo O’Connor. He clasped his hands behind his back as he stared at the famous landmark on the North Shore of Lake Superior. He’d been that way for nearly a minute—thoughtful, silent, unmoving—and Jo simply let him be. She had him cornered. She knew it, and if he thought about it awhile, he’d know it, too, and they could get on with things.

A tapping at the door and Fran, Jo’s secretary, peeked in. “Jo, I’m sorry. I know you didn’t want to be disturbed, but the state patrol’s just closed Highway 1. I heard it on the radio.”

Jo glanced out her window. The parking lot of the Aurora Professional Building was nearly empty. Her blue Toyota Cressida was covered with snow and hung with icicles and looked like some kind of Arctic beast hunkered down to wait out the storm. Beyond that the world was white and nothing moved in the sea of snow.

“Thanks, Fran,” Jo said. “Why don’t you go on home before you get stuck here.”

“What about you?” Fran asked. She glanced at Grantham, who seemed oblivious to the news she’d brought.

“I’ll finish here with Stuart and be right behind you.”

Fran stepped toward her and handed her several pages from a phone memo pad. “I held your calls as you asked. Here are the messages.”

“Thanks. Drive carefully.”

“You, too.”

Jo scanned the phone messages. One from Frank Monroe at the department of natural resources. Call him about the Rust Creek variance for the casino. Two from Judge Robert Parrant. Simply call him. One from Dorothea Hayes about the easement for the new pulp mill. One from Sandy Parrant. No message.

Stu Grantham walked silently to the small table where Jo kept a stainless steel coffee server and several mugs, poured himself some coffee, and sat down. Grantham was a realtor by profession and head of the county board of commissioners by choice of the electorate. In his late fifties, he was white-haired and still handsome. Talc softened his cheeks. He smelled of musk aftershave. Jo wondered if he’d shaved just before coming. Men sometimes did that for her, believing it might make a difference.

Jo was a rigorously slender woman. She had hair so blonde it was almost white and eyes blue-white like glacial ice. She’d been separated from her husband, Cork, for several months. Some men, Grantham apparently among them, saw that as an opportunity.

“What is it with you, Jo?” Grantham finally asked. “Whenever I try to use your services, you’re always going on how you’re so busy you can’t hardly see straight. But here you are still taking on the cases of these—” He stopped himself abruptly.

“These what, Stu?”

“You know. These pro bono Indian cases. They’ve got the casino now. Let ‘em hire their own damn attorneys.”

“The casino is owned by the Iron Lake band of Ojibwe. Louise Willette is Lakota. She gets nothing from the casino profits. She has to work hard for what the county pays her. What she doesn’t need is the constant harassment of her coworkers.”

“For Christ sake, Jo, she’s the only woman on a road crew of men. What does she expect? These guys can’t watch every word that comes out of their mouths.”

“When it applies to my client, or to women in general, they’d better.” Jo put down the phone messages and folded her hands patiently on her desktop. “Look, Stu, I could easily have started an action against the county. The evidence is overwhelming. But I brought it to you first because I’d like to save you and the rest of the board a lot of embarrassment. My client is willing to settle this quietly. Come election time next November, I’m sure you’ll be glad Louise and I didn’t splash this across the headlines of the Sentinel.”

“Doing me a favor.” Grantham grinned, showing an incisor outlined in silver. He set his coffee mug on the desk and began to twirl a heavy, gold Aurora High class ring on his finger. Class of ‘52 or ‘53, Jo guessed. Aurora good ol’ boy. “Know what I’m thinking?” Grantham said. “I’m thinking Wanda Manydeeds put her up to this.”

“Nobody put her up to anything. But, yes, it was Wanda who told Louise to see me. And why shouldn’t she? I’m the best attorney in Aurora.”

“Ever since you and that Manydeeds got together, Tamarack County hasn’t been the same,” Grantham lamented.

“And amen to that.”

Jo kept her reply amiable. She’d handled Stu Grantham and others like him since she’d first hung her shingle in Aurora nearly a decade before. But it hadn’t been easy.



They’d moved back to Cork’s hometown to raise their children in a place that was not like Chicago. Cork warned her things would be difficult; she was an outsider and a woman. She hadn’t realized just how hard it would be until she’d gone nearly three months without a single client.

Then one spring day Wanda Manydeeds stepped into her office.

She was a large woman—not heavy, but tall and solid—dressed in faded jeans and a blue flannel shirt rolled up to her elbows. Her long black hair was done in a single braid and ornamented with a feather. She wore brightly beaded earrings and a beaded bracelet and possessed one of the most confrontive gazes Jo had ever encountered in another female. A young woman, probably twenty, though she was hardly larger than a girl, stood behind her, slightly hidden.

“What kind of lawyer are you?” the large woman with the earrings and bracelet asked.

“A good one,” Jo replied.

“Are



































































Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    “What was he doing?” Jenny asked.

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

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

    Waaboo nodded. “Uh-huh.”

    “Who was it?” Daniel asked.

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

    

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

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

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

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

    “Right as rain,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    “See a doctor,” Jenny said.

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

    Chapter 2

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

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

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

    “Good trip?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    “Tell me what?” I asked.

    “We’ll talk later, Dad.”

    “Something you can’t share with everyone?”

    “Tell him, Stephen,” Belle said.

    “Yeah,” I said. “Tell me.”

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

    “A vision,” I said.

    “Yeah.”

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

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

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

    “My heart’s fine,” I said.

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

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

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

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

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    I clutched my chest.

    “You okay, Dad?” Stephen asked.

    “Something’s wrong,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    “I’m driving,” Rainy said.

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

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

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

    “Sit down.”

    “Can I get you something?”

    “Just relax, Cork.”

    “You look much better.”

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

    “Makes two of us, little rabbit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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