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			CHAPTER 1

			

			In the gray of early afternoon, the canoes drew up to the shoreline of the island. The paddles were stowed. The woman in the bow of the first canoe and the kid in the bow of the second stepped onto the rocks. They held the canoes steady while the men in the stern of each disembarked and joined them. The kid grabbed a rifle from the center of the canoe he’d come in, then lifted a pack. He studied the island and the great stand of red pines that grew there.

			“Where to?” he said.

			“First, we hide the canoes,” the man who was the oldest and tallest said.

			They carried the crafts from the lake a dozen yards into the trees. The tall man in the lead and the woman with him set their canoe behind a fallen pine, and the kid and the other man did the same.

			“Want to cover them with boughs or something?” the kid asked.

			“Break off boughs and someone will know we were here,” the tall man said. “This’ll do.”

			They returned to the shore where they’d left their gear. The kid grabbed his rifle and reached for a pack.

			The woman said, “I’ll carry that. You see to your rifle.”

			She shouldered the pack, and the tall man started toward the interior of the island. The others followed, wordless and in single file.

			On some maps, the island was called by its Ojibwe name: Miskominag. On others, it was called Raspberry. Words in different languages that meant the same thing. They walked inland through the pines, passed bushes that in summer would have been full of berries, but it was the first day of November, and all the plants except the evergreens were bare. They came to a great upthrust of rock, a kind of wall across the island, and the tall man began to climb. The others spread out and found their own ways up. The top of the outcropping stood above the crowns of the trees. From there, they could see the whole of the lake, a two-mile-long, horseshoe-shaped body of water three-quarters of a mile across at its widest point. The water of the lake was the same dismal color of both the sky above them and the rock outcropping on which they stood. The gray of despair.

			“Where will he come from?” the kid asked, his eyes taking in all that water and shoreline.

			“The south,” the tall man said. “Over there.” He pointed toward a spot across the lake.

			The kid looked and said, “All I see is trees.”

			“Try these.” The tall man unshouldered the pack he’d carried, set it down, and drew out a pair of binoculars. He handed them to the kid, who spent a minute adjusting the lenses.

			“Got it. A portage,” the kid said. He returned the binoculars to the man. “What now?”

			“We wait.”

			The others unburdened themselves of their packs. The shorter of the two men—he had a nose that was like a blob of clay plopped in the middle of his face—took a satellite phone from his pack and walked away from the others.

			The woman said to the kid, “Hungry?”

			“Famished.”

			She pulled deer jerky and an orange from her pack and offered them.

			“Wouldn’t mind some hot soup,” the kid said.

			“No fires,” the tall man told him.

			“He won’t be here for a long time,” the kid said.

			“The smoke would be visible for miles. And the smell would carry, too,” the tall man said.

			The kid laughed. “Think there’s anybody besides us way the hell out here this time of year?”

			“Out here, you never know. Enjoy your jerky and orange.”

			The tall man walked away, studying the whole of the lake below. The wall fell off in a vertical cliff face, a tall palisade several hundred yards long. A few aspen had taken root and clung miraculously to the hard, bare rock, but they didn’t obscure the view. There was nowhere on the lake that wasn’t visible from that vantage. The woman followed him.

			“He’s too young,” she said with a note of gall. “I told you.”

			“He’s strong in the right ways. And a far better shot than me or you, if it comes to that.”

			He looked back at the kid, who’d already eaten his jerky and was peeling the orange while intently studying the place along the shoreline where the trees opened onto the portage. The woman was right. He was young. Seventeen. He’d never killed a man, but that’s what he was there for. To do this thing, if necessary.

			“When the time comes,” the tall man said, “if he has to do it, he’ll be fine.” He turned from the woman and rejoined the others.

			The man with the formless nose said, “Sat phone’s a problem. These clouds.”

			“Did you get through?”

			“Only enough to say we made it. Then I lost the signal.”

			“That’ll do.”

			The kid sat on a rock and cradled his rifle in his lap. He leaned forward and looked at the lake, the trees, the shoreline, the place where the man would come.

			“Does he have a name?” the kid asked.

			“What difference does it make?” the woman said.

			“I don’t know. Just wondered.”

			“Everyone has a name,” the woman said.

			“So what’s his?”

			“Probably better you don’t know. That way, he’s just a target.”

			The tall man said, “His name’s O’Connor. Cork O’Connor.”

			The kid lifted his rifle, sighted at the shoreline.

			Behind him, the woman whispered, “Bang.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			

			April is the cruelest month. Some poet said that. Robert Frost was the only poet whose work Cork was familiar with, and it wasn’t Frost. Whoever it was, he was dead wrong. Corcoran O’Connor knew that November was the bastard of all months. Anyone who thought different had never been in Minnesota’s North Country in November.

			He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen the sun. Every day was like the one before it, the sky a hopeless gray, the hardwoods stripped of color, the water of Iron Lake flat and dull as an old tin roof. It felt as if all life had deserted Tamarack County, even the wind, and every morning dawned with the same dismal promise.

			Some of this feeling, he knew, was because of his own unhappy history with that month. His father, who’d been sheriff of Tamarack County four decades earlier, had been mortally wounded in the last week of October, had lingered for two days, and had finally succumbed in the first hour of the first day of a long-ago November. His wife had gone missing and, for all intents and purposes, was dead to him in a November not so long ago. His good and true friend George LeDuc had been murdered in that same November. For Cork, it wasn’t just a dreary month. It was a deadly one. Every year when it came around, it brought with it ghosts and regret.

			“April, my ass,” he mumbled. Then he heard the car approaching.

			He looked down from atop the ladder where he perched with a wire brush in his hand. He’d been cleaning dirt from an area on the roof of an old Quonset hut, which had been converted into a burger joint called Sam’s Place. He’d owned it for more than fifteen years. The Quonset hut stood on the shore of Iron Lake, at the edge of the small town of Aurora, in the deep Northwoods, in that part of Minnesota called the Arrowhead. There was a leak in the roof of the hut, and Cork wanted to get it patched before the snow came. He’d already cut a square of steel sheeting. On top of his toolbox on the ground at the base of the ladder lay a roll of double-sided butyl tape, his cordless Black & Decker drill, and a small box of metal screws.

			He watched the car, a black Lexus, pull into the gravel lot and park. His visitors got out and walked to the ladder. They were a young couple, man and woman. He realized that he knew them. Or knew who they were anyway, though they’d never actually met.

			“We’re looking for Cork O’Connor,” the woman called up to him.

			Even if he hadn’t known them, he would have guessed that they were family, guessed brother and sister, probably even guessed twins, their features were so similar. Both were slender, had light brown hair, and were quite good looking. Very early twenties. She appeared to be a good deal more robust than her brother, whose complexion seemed pale in comparison. But maybe that was just the effect November had on the young man. Cork could understand.

			“I’m O’Connor,” he said.

			The young woman craned her neck upward. “Can we talk?”

			“Give me a minute.”

			Cork swept the roof with his gloved hand and was satisfied that the area was ready for the patch. He glanced up at the sky, a mottled gray that reminded him of bread mold, and started down the ladder.

			“Lindsay Harris,” the woman said even before he’d finished descending. “And this is my brother, Trevor.”

			Cork got his feet on the ground and turned to them. He pulled off his gloves and accepted the hand each of them offered.

			“John Harris’s grandchildren,” he said.

			The young woman nodded. “That’s right.”

			“What can I do for you?”

			“Find our grandfather,” her brother said.

			Cork dropped his gloves on the toolbox. “I already tried. Me and a lot of other good people. I’m part of Tamarack County Search and Rescue.”

			“We know that,” the sister said.

			“So what is it you think I can do that hasn’t already been done?”

			She wore a green down vest with a gold turtleneck beneath, jeans, good hiking boots. Her brother wore a dark gray car coat that looked expensive. The pants that showed beneath were gray slacks with a sharp crease. His shoes were black and polished and soft and out of place in the North Country.

			“Could we go somewhere to talk?” the young woman asked.

			“Inside.” Cork led the way.

			In the early sixties, a man named Sam Winter Moon had bought the Quonset hut and revamped it into a place that became known for the quality of its food—burgers and fries, mostly, but also hot dogs and good, thick milk shakes. The Sam’s Special was renowned in Tamarack County, Minnesota. On his untimely death, Sam had willed the property to Cork, and the onetime lawman, whose badge had been taken from him, turned to flipping burgers. It was a vocation he’d come to love and a business he’d brought his children into. But he’d kept a finger in law enforcement in a way. He’d gotten himself a private investigator’s license.

			The front of the Quonset hut had been given over to the food business, but the rear Cork had kept as a kind of office in which he conducted much of his security and investigation work. Before beginning his repair of the roof that morning, he’d made a pot of coffee, and there was still plenty left to offer his visitors. He poured mugs for them all, and they sat at the old, round, wooden table where he often met with clients.

			“Your sign outside says ‘closed for the season,’ ” Trevor Harris said.

			“That’s just for Sam’s Place,” Cork told him. “A lot of us who cater to tourists close up in November. Once the color’s gone, the flow of leaf peepers dries up. After the snow comes, we’ll get snowmobilers and cross-country skiers, but for a while, things’ll be pretty quiet here in Aurora. What you’ve come to me for, that business is open year-round.” Cork took a long swill of his coffee. “We looked for your grandfather for two weeks solid. Tamarack County Search and Rescue. The U.S. Forest Service. We brought in trackers from the Border Patrol, K-9s, cadaver dogs. So I’ll ask again, what do you think I can do to find him that hasn’t already been done?”

			Cork had been right about the brother. Under the car coat, he looked dressed for a date or church or a funeral. In the Twin Cities, he’d have been just fine for a business meeting. But in this neck of the woods, he stood out like a peacock in a chicken coop.

			“We’ve read about you,” the young woman said. “Your wife went missing, but you didn’t give up looking, and you found her.”

			“If you know that much, then you know that when I found her she was dead.” Although their bringing up the incident had caught him by surprise and made his gut twitch with that November regret, he kept his tone flat.

			“It must have been hard,” she went on quickly, as if sensing the thin ice onto which she’d ventured. “But at least you had closure. At least you know. We’ve been left with nothing but questions.”

			In the middle of October, John W. Harris, head of Harris International, one of the largest construction design firms in the country, had entered the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness with his two grown grandchildren and a local guide. The second day out, on a lake called Raspberry, John Harris had disappeared. That morning, grandfather and grandson had gone on some kind of fishing competition, each taking his own canoe and heading in a different direction. Lindsay Harris and the guide, a kid named Dwight Kohler, had stayed behind at the campsite. Trevor Harris had returned an hour later with a near-trophy walleye. His grandfather never returned.

			The grandchildren and the guide went looking. They found his empty canoe floating in the middle of the lake, all his fishing gear still in it, but no sign of Harris. They checked the whole of the shoreline and the big island that rose near the center of the lake. There was only a single portage, which was a trail for carrying canoes between lakes, going in and another going out. They followed the portages and checked the lakes at either end. They waited a night, spent the next day searching again all the areas they’d already covered. Then Dwight Kohler went back to the entry point, a graveled lot where they’d parked their cars and launched themselves into the wilderness, driven into Aurora, and alerted the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department. Because of who John W. Harris was, the resulting search was one of the most thorough Cork had ever been a part of. Two days ago, the sheriff had called an official end to the effort.

			“And just because I found my wife, you think I can find your grandfather?” Cork said.

			“We don’t want to give up on him,” Lindsay said. “And we’ve heard you didn’t want to either. We heard that you didn’t agree with the decision to end the search. You don’t think my grandfather just vanished out there. Is that true?”

			“Who’d you hear that from?”

			“That doesn’t matter. What matters is if it’s true. Is it?”

			Cork scratched an eyebrow, considering. “You do the best you can in a search effort. But there’s always a limit to the resources, the time, the manpower, the budget. The sheriff decided she’d exhausted all of those. It wasn’t an unreasonable decision. In her place, I might have done the same.”

			“But it’s true that you didn’t agree with it?”

			“In my opinion, there were still too many unanswered questions.” Cork sipped his coffee. “Your grandfather grew up in Aurora.”

			Lindsay nodded, a piece of information not new to her. “Did you know him?”

			“He lived across the street from my house. He was kind of like the big brother I never had. I had a feeling even then that he was destined for great things.”

			“He never talks about his childhood here,” Trevor said.

			There was good reason for that, Cork knew. But this wasn’t the time to go into it.

			“You said there were still too many unanswered questions,” Lindsay said. “Like what?”

			“Okay, one of the speculations was that he had a heart attack and fell into the water. We went over that lake bottom with divers. Nothing. And that takes care of another speculation, that he committed suicide. If he did, where’s the body? Here’s another speculation, that he had some kind of stroke and wandered off. If that was the case, why didn’t the dogs pick up and follow his scent? And here’s another one, off the wall, maybe, but not unheard of. A man sometimes gets to some dark point in his life when he might think that just ending it is the answer. Or rather, ending what his life is and starting over somewhere as someone different, burying himself somewhere where no one expects anything of him. Your grandfather’s a very wealthy man. If he wanted a new life for himself, I imagine he could arrange that. When I knew him forty years ago, he didn’t strike me as a guy who’d run from trouble and try to hide. Has he changed?”

			“Grandpa John run?” Trevor said. “Christ, no. Not from anything.”

			“Someone could have done something to him,” Lindsay suggested.

			“Maybe,” Cork said. “Did you see anyone else on Raspberry Lake?”

			“Not a soul.”

			“And the sheriff’s people found no evidence of foul play,” Cork said.

			Lindsay frowned. “So what happened to him?”

			“I don’t know. But I do know that something out there wasn’t right. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.”

			Lindsay glanced at her brother again, a furtive look. “There’s something else.”

			She waited, as if expecting her brother to pick up the thread. Trevor Harris took a deep breath.

			“It’s going to sound weird, I know,” he began. “The night the search ended, I had a dream, the strangest I’ve ever had. If it weren’t for my grandfather’s situation, I probably would have written it off as— What is it that Scrooge blames his vision of the ghosts on? A piece of undigested beef?” He laughed weakly and turned his mug nervously on the tabletop. “In this dream, I was in a desert of some kind. Like in the Southwest. It was night, big moon in the sky. I was all alone, stumbling around. I think I was lost. I know I was scared, that was the big thing. Then all of a sudden, there’s this figure in front of me. He just kind of pops up. I can’t see him clearly because the moon’s behind him and the front of him, his face and all, is in shadow. He speaks to me. He says, ‘I have a message from two fathers.’ Then, honest to God, he quotes Shakespeare: ‘Mark me. Lend thy serious hearing to what I shall unfold. But that I am forbid to tell the secrets of my prison house, I could a tale unfold whose lightest word would freeze thy young blood.’ ”

			“You’re kidding me,” Cork said.

			“No. Dead serious,” young Harris said. “Are you familiar with Hamlet?”

			“Not since high school.”

			“That quote is a kind of mash-up of the speech the ghost of Hamlet’s father delivers to his son in Act One.”

			“And you remembered all that from the dream?”

			“I’m an actor. Remembering dialogue is what I do.”

			“Two fathers,” Cork said. “Your father’s father speaking through the ghost of Hamlet’s father?”

			“I can’t think of another meaning. And my grandfather is a huge fan of Shakespeare.”

			“That’s all there was to the dream?”

			“No. This figure said he had something for me, too. He said, ‘Seek and ye shall find.’ ”

			“The New Testament and Shakespeare. Quite a dream.”

			“That’s not all,” his sister said.

			Cork looked at the brother and waited.

			Trevor said, “I asked this messenger or whatever his name.”

			“And?”

			“He told me it was O’Connor. Stephen O’Connor.”

			Cork was about to take another sip of his coffee, but he stopped in midmove and stared over the rim of his cup.

			“He said one more thing before he vanished and the dream ended, something I still don’t understand,” Trevor went on. “He said, ‘There are monthterth under the bed.’ He said it like a kid with a kind of speech impediment. I don’t understand what that was all about.”

			But Cork did. When his son, Stephen, who was eighteen now, was very young and still called Stevie, he had trouble pronouncing words that included an s. The s sound came out like th. Like lots of children, he’d been afraid of “monthterth” under his bed and in his closet. Stephen also had unusual, portentous dreams. In one of those dreams, he’d seen the exact details of his mother’s death, years before that tragedy occurred. Stephen still sometimes dreamed in this way, but these days he called them visions.

			Lindsay said, “We asked around. Your son is named Stephen. And folks here say he has . . .” She hesitated. “Special gifts.”

			“This dream seemed to take place in the Southwest?” Cork said.

			“Or a place very like it,” Trevor said.

			“Any idea why that particular landscape?”

			“None. Except I live in Las Vegas, so it’s a landscape I’m familiar with.”

			“Dreams often take place in landscapes familiar to the dreamer,” his sister offered. When Cork eyed her, she said, “Psychology minor.”

			Cork sipped his coffee, openly studied them both, thought it over, and finally said, “There’s paperwork we’ll need to take care of.”

			“You’ll do it?” Lindsay seemed a little surprised and clearly pleased.

			“I’ll do my best, but I have to tell you up front that I don’t think there are any stones left unturned.”

			“So what’s the plan?” Trevor asked.

			“I’ll start by going back into the Boundary Waters to see if there’s anything we didn’t see before.”

			The young woman said, “If you do that, Mr. O’Connor, I’m coming with you.”

			Cork gave a nod. “We’ll have to leave right away, first thing tomorrow morning. We’re right at the edge of winter up here, and if we wait, snow might cover every clue we hope to find. Also, my daughter’s getting married in two weeks, so we need to be in and out quickly.” He looked at her brother. “You coming with us?”

			“The Boundary Waters isn’t really my thing,” Trevor said. “I only went in the first place to please Grandpa John, and that didn’t work out so well. Believe me, I’d only be in the way.”

			Cork glanced at his sister, and she gave a little nod of agreement.

			“But I’ll say a prayer or two while you’re there,” he said with a smile. “Never been very good at that either, but it’s the best I can offer.”

			Lindsay Harris put a hand over her brother’s. “We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.”

			Both men looked at her curiously.

			She gave a little shrug. “Martin Luther King, Jr.”

			“You know the poem that begins ‘We dance round in a ring and suppose’?” Cork said.

			Lindsay thought a moment. “And the next line is about something that sits in the middle and knows, right?”

			“Yes,” Cork said. “The Secret.”

			“Who wrote it?” Trevor Harris asked.

			Cork stared out the window at the cold, gray November sky, and said, “Frost.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			

			Cork parked on Oak Street in front of the State Bank of Aurora to deposit the retainer check John Harris’s grandchildren had given him. More than forty years earlier, on a gray day not unlike this one, his father and some deputies had been involved in a gun battle here, exchanging fire with some escaped convicts who’d just robbed the bank. An old woman, deaf and oblivious, had wandered into the shoot-out. Cork’s father, in grabbing her and bringing her to safety, had taken a fatal bullet. Cork generally didn’t reflect much on his father’s death, except in this bleakest of months.

			After he finished his business in the bank, he walked to the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Office, just a couple of blocks away. He could smell the aroma of deep-fry coming from Johnny’s Pinewood Broiler. He walked past North Star Notions, where the window had already been stripped of Halloween decorations and now sported turkeys and cornucopias and other symbols of Thanksgiving, more than three weeks away. He waved to Ardith Kane, who stood inside amid aisles and shelves filled with pine-scented candles and toy stuffed moose and dream catchers and Minnetonka Mocassins, and she waved back. He turned the corner at Pflugleman’s Rexall Drugs and walked another block to the Sheriff’s Department and County Jail. Behind the thick glass of the public contact desk, Kathy Engesser, who was a civilian employee and usually worked dispatch, sat bent over the St. Paul Pioneer Press, working that day’s New York Times crossword puzzle. With a pen. She looked up and smiled.

			“Hey, handsome,” she said into the microphone. She had dark blond hair with a few solidly gray streaks. She pushed back a tress that had fallen over one eye. “Long time, no see. Where you been hiding yourself?”

			“Closing up Sam’s Place today, Kathy.”

			“Already? Time does fly. What can we do for you?”

			“Is the sheriff in?”

			“She’s here. Want to talk to her?”

			“If she’s free.”

			“Working on year-end budget stuff. Wouldn’t take much to pull her off that, I’m guessing. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

			She lifted her phone and punched a button. Cork watched her lips move. She nodded, put the phone down, and bent to the microphone. “She says, and I quote, ‘God yes, let him in.’ ” Kathy reached below the desk and buzzed Cork through the security door.

			He found Sheriff Marsha Dross at her desk, awash in a sea of paperwork. She had her elbows propped on the desk and her head in her hands. She looked as miserable as Cork had ever been when he’d worn the badge that was now hers.

			“We’re broke,” she said hopelessly.

			Cork sat down on the other side of the desk and smiled at her across the chaos of documents. “You’ll find a way. You always do.”

			“We’re driving cruisers that desperately need replacement. Our radio equipment is from the eighteenth century. Because of all the overtime on the Klein case last spring and the search for John Harris, my personnel budget is a disaster. In two weeks, I’m going to have to go to the commissioners and tell them that if they want a police force in this county at Christmas, they’ve got to give me more money. Frankly, I’d rather shoot myself.”

			“They’ll probably do it for you.”

			“If I’m lucky. Old Nickerson has never liked having a female sheriff.” She finally smiled, wanly. “What’s up?”

			“In fact, it’s John Harris.”

			Dross was in her early forties, a not unattractive woman who kept her brown hair cut short and her body in good shape. She’d been the first woman to wear a Tamarack County sheriff’s deputy uniform, and it was Cork who’d brought her onto the force.

			“You found him?” she asked with a tired smile.

			“I’ve been hired to give it another shot.”

			“Hired by who?” Now she was serious.

			“His grandchildren.”

			She nodded, as if it didn’t surprise her. “They weren’t happy when I pulled the plug on the search.” She eyed him. “You weren’t either.”

			“But I understood.”

			“What do they want you to do that we didn’t do before?”

			“Like I said, find him.”

			“Christ, we did everything but consult a Ouija board. You have some brilliant idea that escaped us?”

			“Not yet. I’m going to begin by talking to Henry Meloux. Then I’m going back into the Boundary Waters, back to Raspberry Lake.”

			“This time of year? Good luck. Good chance you’ll just get yourself snowed in.”

			“Me and Lindsay Harris both.”

			“His granddaughter’s going with you? You’re actually taking her?”

			“She wants to go and she’s footing the bill.”

			Dross seemed impressed. “Lot of pluck in that girl.” She eyed him. “I understand her. But you? You don’t think we did a good enough job in our search effort?”

			“I think I owe it to her grandfather to give it one more shot. We were pretty good friends once.”

			“Long time ago.”

			“There’s a statute of limitations on friendship?”

			“When are you planning to put in?”

			“Tomorrow morning. If he’s still out there, the chances of finding him alive are pretty slim. But the longer we wait, the slimmer they get.”

			“Jenny’s wedding is in less than two weeks, Cork. Aren’t there responsibilities you’re supposed to be seeing to?”

			“We’ll spend two, maybe three nights on Raspberry Lake. If I don’t find anything, I’ll call it.”

			“And if you do find something?”

			“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”

			Dross sat back and ran a hand through her disheveled hair. “That whole thing still leaves a bad taste in my mouth. No worrisome medical history. No evidence of foul play. No reasonable suspect in a thousand miles who might have wanted him dead.”

			“Maybe his grandchildren, the only heirs to his fortune?”

			“Dwight Kohler, their guide, supplied them with rock-solid alibis. And you know Dwight. That kid couldn’t lie if his life depended on it. Besides, if they had anything to do with their grandfather’s disappearance, why hire you to keep the search going? And if they want an inheritance, they’ll have to wait a good long while before he’s declared legally dead. So, yeah, I considered them, mostly because I had to, but I couldn’t really see it. You?”

			“I don’t know them well enough, but in your shoes I’d probably be looking somewhere else, too.”

			“We considered kidnapping, of course, but there hasn’t been a ransom demand, so where’s the motive?” Dross shook her head. “Not a single goddamn lead. Not even a body. The man just disappeared into thin air.”

			“Maybe you really should have used that Ouija board.”

			“Not funny,” she said. “Why are you here, Cork? What do you need from me?”

			“Nothing. Just a courtesy call to let you know what’s up.”

			“Do you actually think you can find him?”

			His reply was a noncommittal shrug. “There’s something else you should know. The brother, Trevor, claims to have had a vision. That’s what’s sparked all this.”

			“What kind of vision?”

			“Hold on to your hat. Stephen came to him in a dream, spoke some blather from Shakespeare, then quoted Matthew: ‘Seek and ye shall find.’ ”

			“Your Stephen? Seriously? And you bought it?”

			“There were some elements of the dream that were pretty compelling and not broadly known. Enough for me to take it seriously. Anyway, I’ve been hired. Just wanted you to know.”

			He stood and looked down at the work she had before her. “All things considered, I’d much rather be doing what I’m doing than what you’ve got on your plate.”

			“Tell me about it,” she said. “Look, do me a favor. On your way out, have Azevedo give you one of our satellite phones. Then promise me you’ll check in regular while you’re out there.”

			“What are you worried about?”

			“Let’s not call it worry. Let’s call it due diligence. And, hell, it’ll make me feel better, okay?” As he turned to leave, she added, “Why Meloux? Why talk to Henry about this? He wasn’t involved in any of it.”

			“Maybe not,” Cork said. “But he’s the nearest thing I have to a Ouija board.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			

			The O’Connor house had been built on Gooseberry Lane long before Cork was born. His grandparents had lived there, then his parents, and now it was his. He thought of it as his second heart. It contained several lifetimes of wonderful memories, was haunted by familiar ghosts, and held the firm promise of happiness yet to come. It was large, two-story, clapboard painted white with green shutters. A covered porch ran the length of the front, and the swing that hung there was a favorite nesting place for the O’Connor clan. Taking down that swing was always one of the last of Cork’s preparations for winter. In his thinking, it nailed the coffin shut for the next five months on any hope of balmy weather. He hadn’t taken the swing down yet.

			He parked in the driveway beside his daughter’s Forester. Then he stood for a while staring across the street at the house where John Harris had once lived. The O’Loughlins lived there now, had for years. It was a nice home, brick, a good place to raise a family. But Cork knew that John Harris had never been happy there.

			He entered the house through the kitchen. The place smelled of freshly baked cookies, one of the best defenses against the gloom of the dismal season. He heard a child’s laughter from the living room, hung his coat on a peg by the door, and went to see what was up, although he had a pretty good idea. He found his daughter, Jenny, playing with his grandson, Waaboo, who was four years old. The boy’s real name was Aaron Smalldog O’Connor, but his nickname was Waaboozoons, an Ojibwe word that meant “little rabbit.” Mostly, everybody called him Waaboo. He was half Anishinaabe and was Jenny’s adopted and beloved son. They were playing soccer with a Nerf ball, the goals created with pillows from the sofa and the chairs.

			Waaboo saw Cork enter and cried, “Baa-baa!” which was the name he’d called Cork ever since he could first speak but hadn’t been able to pronounce “Grandpa.” It had come out Baa-baa, and so it had remained, even though Waaboo could speak quite well now.

			“Who’s winning?” Cork asked. Though he was pretty sure of the answer. Waaboo was not a good loser, and right now he was beaming.

			“Me,” Waaboo said.

			Jenny laughed. “I’m too old for this.”

			“You play with me, Baa-baa,” Waaboo insisted.

			“How about we take a milk and cookie break?” Cork suggested.

			Which was an idea they all thought was grand. They sat at the kitchen table, and Waaboo chattered about the kids in his preschool class, and Cork listened with pleasure.

			When Waaboo finished his milk and cookie, he said, “Can we play now?”

			“Why don’t you go practice while I talk to your mother?” Cork suggested.

			“Okay. But you come soon.” Waaboo got down off his booster chair and ran from the kitchen.

			Jenny eyed her father and said, “What’s up?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re stiff as a broom handle. I can see you’re holding something inside, Dad. What is it?”

			His daughter was twenty-seven, blond and tall. She was a writer, could call herself that legitimately because she’d sold the manuscript for a novel titled Downwind of the Devil. It was a fictionalized account of the true rescue of a young Ojibwe girl from the hands of sex traders. Both Jenny and Cork had been at the heart of that rescue. There was no publication date for the novel yet, but in those hours when Waaboo was away at preschool or when he’d gone to bed for the night, Jenny was hard at work on her next project.

			Cork said, “I took on a couple of new clients this afternoon. John Harris’s grandkids hired me to find him.”

			“You already looked for him pretty thoroughly, didn’t you? You and just about everyone else in this county?”

			“They want me to have another go.”

			“What do you think?”

			“Probably be pissing in the wind, but it’s their money.”

			“I know you didn’t agree with the decision to pull the plug on the search. But is there something else now that’s reason enough to go back out there?”

			“Yeah,” he said and filled her in on Trevor Harris’s dream.

			She took a small bite of what was left of her cookie and considered as she chewed. “I admit it seems compelling on the surface. But before he went into the desert, Stephen posted all about it on his Facebook page. Pretty much anybody interested could have seen it.”

			“Agreed. Do you remember him and his ‘monthterth’ under the bed?”

			“Sure, that speech thing he had when he was kid. And, boy, was he always afraid of monsters.”

			“According to Trevor Harris, Stephen told him, and I quote ‘There are monthterth under the bed.’ What do you make of that?”

			She sipped her milk. “It does get curiouser. You’d have to know us pretty well to know that. Still, they could have done their homework.”

			“To what end? They clearly want me to find their grandfather. And they’re willing to pay me good money to try. If it’s a manipulation, I can’t see the dark twist to it. They just seem like grandchildren very concerned about their grandfather. And maybe I owe it to Johnny Do.”

			“Johnny Do?”

			“That’s what I called him when he lived across the street. He was a hardworking kid, had himself a little enterprise. He hired out to do anything, any odd job. Called his business Johnny Do-All. He tacked up business cards all over town. I just called him Johnny Do.”

			“You didn’t talk much about any of this while you were searching for him.”

			“No reason to, really. He and his mother left Aurora a long time ago, after his father died. They moved to California, and I lost track of him.”

			In fact, until Harris disappeared, Cork hadn’t known much about the life of Johnny Do after Aurora, except for the result, which had been wealth and world renown. The news accounts, in covering the search effort, had filled him in quite well.

			Harris had married young, only a year after leaving Aurora, and had become a father almost immediately thereafter. Although it was never spelled out, it sounded like a shotgun wedding. He put himself through night school, supporting his family by working heavy construction during the day. He was an exceptional student and went on to the Stanford graduate School of Engineering on a full scholarship. As a geotechnical engineer, he’d joined the firm of Alwon and Gale, a large construction company based in San Francisco that specialized in big projects—roads, bridges, dams. Very early on, Harris had designed what had been considered an impossible road across one of the most rugged sections of the Andes. He’d gone on to specialize in creating the designs for projects others considered impossible—roads, dams, bridges in some of the most remote areas of the world. At age thirty, he’d founded Harris International, and his star had done nothing but rise. Although a great success in business, he had a difficult personal life. His projects kept him away from home for long periods of time, and when his daughter was ten, his wife had divorced him. He’d never remarried. By all accounts, his daughter had been a rather wild and reckless youth, married, like her father, in her teens, and a mother before she was twenty. She’d been killed in an auto accident, along with her equally wild and reckless husband, who’d been driving drunk. In his late forties, John Harris had become the guardian of two young grandchildren.

			“What are you going to do?”

			“Go back into the Boundary Waters, to Raspberry Lake, see what I can find.”

			Jenny looked a little disturbed. “When?”

			“We leave tomorrow.”

			“We? You and Harris’s grandkids?”

			“Just his granddaughter.”

			“Dad, do I have to remind you that you’re walking me down the aisle in two weeks?”

			“I’ll go in, stay a couple of days, then come out. I’ll be back in time for the nuptials.”

			Her face was one huge scowl. “So you agreed to all of this just for the sake of good old Johnny Do, a man you haven’t seen in, what, forty years?”

			“He’s the only family these two kids have, Jenny. Remember when your mother went missing, all the hell we went through not knowing what had happened to her? I imagine that’s what these folks are feeling right now, don’t you?” He saw her relax just a bit, relent. “I probably won’t find anything that we didn’t find before, but I have to try, and it has to be now. If I wait, the snow’s bound to come, and it’ll cover every trace that might still be out there.” He pushed away from the table. “I’m heading to Crow Point. I want to talk to Henry.”

			“Why? He was involved in the search?”

			“No, but he understands those woods better than any man I know. Maybe he can give me a clue to what I ought to be looking for, something we all might have missed.”

			“Back for dinner?”

			“Yeah. I’ll need to pack the gear for tomorrow. By the way, where’s Rose?”

			He was speaking of his sister-in-law, who’d come from Evanston, Illinois, to help with the wedding preparations. In the absence of Jenny’s mother, Rose had often stepped in to fill the matriarchal shoes.

			“Working out at Curves. She says she wants to look svelte for the wedding.”

			“But it’s all about the bride, isn’t it?”

			“Oh, you are so male.”

			“Come on, Baa-baa,” Waaboo cried from the other room.

			“I’ll explain to him,” Jenny said. “You go do what you have to do.”

			Cork said, “I can spare fifteen minutes for my grandson.” He stood to take care of the most pleasant business he’d seen to in that whole dismal day.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			

			Henry Meloux lived on a point of land well north of Aurora, at the very edge of the Iron Lake Reservation. To reach it, Cork parked his Expedition along a gravel county road, near a double-­trunk birch that marked the beginning of a trail through a forest of mixed hardwood, spruce, and pine. He locked his vehicle, tugged on his gloves, turned up the collar of his leather jacket against a chill wind that had risen, and set off down the well-worn path. It was a hike of nearly two miles, one that, over the course of his life, Cork had taken more times than he could count or ever hope to remember.

			The trees lining the path felt like dark walls that day, and the narrow strip of sky above was like a ribbon torn from some soiled and shabby fabric. Cork hunched his shoulders and walked, lost in brooding thought, oblivious to the beauty that, in a different mood, he might have appreciated. He was thinking now of his daughter’s impending marriage, which he greatly approved of. He liked the man she’d chosen and who’d chosen her. He liked that Waaboo would have a father. What he didn’t like was that they’d chosen to wed in November, a month that promised nothing but disappointment and, if he allowed himself to sink into melodrama, doom.

			Had he said anything to Jenny about his concern? No. It wasn’t his place. The wedding was theirs, and the date they set was a decision that belonged to them alone. But it was a thorn in all his thinking. Just one of many these days. And it seemed to him as if they’d all begun to fester at once. As he walked the path toward Crow Point, he felt the poison in every part of him.

			* * *

			“We have a visitor, Niece,” the old man said. “Corcoran O’Connor.”

			Rainy Bisonette had been making bread at the table in her great-uncle’s cabin. She looked up from her floured hands, out the window, across the dead grass of the meadow where the trail broke from the trees. She saw nothing but the emptiness of a land preparing for the long sleep of winter. November—Gashkadino-­Giizis, which meant the Freezing Over Moon in the language of her people, who were called Anishinaabe or Ojibwe—was always a busy month for her and for Henry. Their cabins on Crow Point had no electricity or running water. The little structures were heated by cast-iron stoves and lit by propane lanterns. There were important preparations to complete before the deep snow of winter began its work of isolation. Cord after cord of cut and dried wood had been laid up. The roof of Henry’s cabin, which had been constructed nearly a century earlier, had been repaired with new cedar shakes. The herbs that both the old man and Rainy would need for the medicines they prepared had been gathered and dried and stored. They were Mide, members of the Grand Medicine Society, traditional healers. Even in winter, even with snow as deep as a man’s thigh and cold so bitter that it froze your eyeballs, the people who needed their skills would come to them.

			This year the month of the Freezing Over Moon had special meaning. Daniel English, Rainy’s nephew, and Jenny O’Connor, Cork’s daughter, were to be married. The wedding was going to be held in the house on Gooseberry Lane. It would be a ceremony drawn from two traditions—Anishinaabe and Catholic. Father Ted Green from St. Agnes in Aurora would preside over the Catholic part; Henry was to handle the traditional Ojibwe elements. Rainy’s spirits were running high. The prospect of the marriage excited her, and she was happy for Daniel and Jenny, two people she loved fiercely. She also happened to love Jenny’s father pretty fiercely, too. And so, when Henry spoke his name, she watched for him happily out the window. But he didn’t appear.

			“I don’t see him, Uncle,” she said, though she knew that when the old man predicted a visitation of this kind he was seldom wrong. She’d asked him time and again how he knew this thing, but his only answer was “I listen to the spirits.”

			She had no doubt that he did.

			Henry Meloux was a hundred years old, give or take a couple of years. His hair was long and as white as moonbeams. His face was as cracked as dried desert mud. His eyes were dark brown, but there was no hardness to them. They were eyes in which you could lose yourself and let go of all fear, eyes soft with understanding.

			Henry was grinding herbs with a pestle in a clay bowl. Ember, an old Irish setter whose former owner Cork had helped put an end to, and whom Henry, out of pity, had adopted, lay at his feet, drowsing. Without looking up from his work, Henry said, “He is slow. He comes like a turtle in the mud, with no energy. Expect him to be no lover, Niece. This cabin is the only thing he will enter today.”

			“Uncle Henry!” she said.

			The old man laughed and went on grinding.

			She saw him then, just as her great-uncle had predicted, trudging out of the woods, crossing the meadow. He wasn’t looking her way. His head was down, his eyes on the worn path. She could see from his whole aspect that he carried some crushing weight. And she thought that maybe Henry was wrong about one thing. Maybe she would take this burdened man to her bed, and in that ancient, carnal way, offer him some comfort.

			She opened the door before he arrived, and before he could say a word, she kissed him.

			“Boozhoo, love,” she said in greeting and with such enthusiasm she hoped it would light a warming fire in him.

			He smiled, but not with his heart, she could see. “Is Henry here?”

			“Come into my home, Corcoran O’Connor,” the old man spoke from inside. “You and whatever trouble you bring.”

			Cork stepped into the doorway. “What makes you think I’ve brought trouble, Henry?”

			“You hold yourself stiff, like a wary deer. But come inside. I do not mind your trouble.”

			Cork did as the old man said, and Rainy closed the door. Ember struggled up and trotted to meet the visitor. Cork gave him a halfhearted patting, and the Irish setter went back to his place at Henry’s feet.

			“Would you like some coffee, Cork? It’s a chilly day out there,” Rainy said.

			“No, thanks. I just need to talk.”

			“Not yet,” the old man said. “Sage, Niece. We will smudge this troubled man and this place where he has brought his trouble.”

			Rainy took a sage bundle from the store in one of Henry’s cupboards, dropped it into a shallow clay bowl, lit it with a match, and waved the cleansing smoke over Cork, Henry, herself, and around the cabin saying, “Migwech, Nimishoomis. Thank you, Grandfather. Migwech, Nokomis. Thank you, Grandmother, for the beauty of this day, for the life you have given us, and for the wisdom that comes when we listen to your voices on the wind and in the water and singing among the trees. We pray for guidance from the Creator and the spirits. Let our hearts be open to all you offer us.”

			When she’d finished, her great-uncle brought out one of his pipes and a pouch of tobacco. He filled the pipe, then offered tobacco to the spirits of the four directions. He put a match flame to the tobacco, and they sat together at his table and shared the pipe.

			Only when they’d completed these preparations did Henry finally say, “And what is this trouble you bring, Corcoran O’Connor?”

			Cork explained about the two clients he’d just taken on and about the vision Trevor Harris claimed to have experienced and about what he intended to do.

			The old man nodded but said nothing.

			Rainy said, “Jenny and Daniel’s wedding is coming up fast, Cork.”

			“I’ll be in and out, Rainy. I don’t imagine I’ll find anything at Raspberry Lake that wasn’t found before.”

			“Then why go?”

			“They need help.”

			“No, they need comfort, closure. If you find nothing, which is what you seem to be expecting, how does that help them?”

			“I’m not convinced we won’t find anything. The whole time we were out there, I had the feeling we were missing something. I still can’t quite put my finger on it. There’s no harm in giving it one more try.”

			“Is this really about them, Cork?”

			He looked surprised. “I sort of think it is.”

			“Are you sure it’s not more about you?”

			“Well, I’m certainly a part of it.” His voice was hard, which was unusual for this man she knew and loved.

			“I’m only pointing out that if in the end you really can’t offer them any comfort in this way, you’re only delaying the inevitable.”

			“And the inevitable would be?”

			“Acceptance. Opening their hearts to the pain and the grief. And then to the healing.”

			“They want to be sure. I can understand that.”

			“And if you don’t find him, how will that help them to be sure?”

			Meloux had been quiet, but now he spoke to Cork. “Your father found his father.”

			Rainy looked confused. “What have I missed?”

			“Many years ago, the father of John Harris disappeared in much the same way that he has now. Liam O’Connor found him, Niece.”

			“I thought his father died in a boating accident,” Rainy said. “That’s what I read in the papers when Harris disappeared.”

			Cork shrugged. “There were things the papers missed, back then and now.”

			“So what really happened?”

			“They discovered his empty boat run aground,” Cork said. “They searched the whole of Iron Lake but couldn’t find him. Dad was sheriff then. He finally pulled the plug, but he didn’t give up looking. A week or so later, he located the body. It was tangled in the anchor rope of Harris’s boat in ten feet of water off Little Bear Island. He’d most probably killed himself, but that part never made it into the papers. Not then, not now.”

			“And you’re going to find John Harris, just like your father found his father?”

			“I can try.”

			“I thought they searched every inch of Raspberry Lake. Used divers, right?”

			“Maybe his body’s not in the lake. Maybe there is no body. Maybe he’s still out there wandering around in those woods. Or maybe there’s an explanation that will reveal itself to me.”

			It was clear his mind was made up, and she didn’t want to argue, so she said, “What have you come for?”

			Cork looked at the old man. “Henry’s advice. And yours, Rainy. What do you think about Trevor Harris’s vision?”

			Henry said nothing and looked instead to Rainy.

			She said, “Are you wondering if it’s real? How can we say? Stephen’s in the middle of the Arizona desert. Is it possible that his spirit communicated with Trevor Harris? Your son’s remarkable in many ways, so maybe. Have you asked him?”

			“He’s incommunicado,” Cork said. “No cell phone out there while he’s seeking whatever he’s seeking.”

			Nearly two years earlier, when Stephen was seventeen, a madman had put two bullets into him. One of them had damaged his spinal cord, and whether he’d ever walk again had been a serious concern. He’d spent a long time in rehabilitation, and the work of his therapists and his own determination had yielded great results. He did, indeed, walk. With crutches at first, then a cane, and finally with nothing except a very noticeable residual limp. He would never be an Olympic runner, he was fond of saying, but he’d never wanted to be one anyway. He was supposed to have entered college in September, but he’d put that on hold, and instead had decided on a kind of pilgrimage, a solitary sojourn in the emptiness of the Arizona desert.

			“He isn’t seeking, Cork. Nothing has been lost to him. He’s just trying to open himself to what’s always been inside him. His own strength, his own knowledge.”

			“Okay, so let’s leave Stephen out of the equation. What if Harris’s vision is real, how should it be interpreted?”

			“That’s up to the dreamer, Cork.”

			“The dream seems pretty clear to me.”

			“Seems, yes.”

			“You sound skeptical.”

			“Does it really matter what I think or Uncle Henry? You’ve already decided to go. So what is it you really want?”

			He looked from her to the old man. “I want to know what we missed. I want to know what I’m looking for. How can a man just disappear and leave no trace, not even his scent for a dog to find?”

			“Why do you ask me, Corcoran O’Connor?” Henry said. “I was not a part of your search for this man.”

			“You understand more about hunting in those woods than anyone I know.”

			The old man lapsed again into silence, and the whole of that tiny cabin seemed consumed by it. Rainy could feel, just as Henry had said, the wariness in Cork and could plainly see how rigidly he held himself. She wanted very much to be able to offer him something that would help.

			“Do not look for an answer out there, Corcoran O’Connor,” her great-uncle finally said. “Let the answer find you.”

			“How do I do that, Henry?” His voice was harsh, urgent. “Are you suggesting I just go out there and sit?”

			“Not sit. Sift. Sift all that comes to you. The answer is what is left in your hands after everything else has slipped through your fingers.”

			“That’s it, Henry? That’s all you’ve got?”

			“As my niece has said, finding is never about seeking. It is about opening yourself to what is already there.”

			Cork stood and pulled on his jacket. “Migwech,” he said. Thank you. But Rainy could tell from his tone that he didn’t mean it.

			“Don’t leave so soon, Cork,” she said.

			“I’ve got a lot to do to get ready for tomorrow.”

			Rainy drew on her own coat and said, “Let me walk with you a bit, then.”

			Outside, under the gray canopy of the sky, they walked together, past Rainy’s small cabin and onto the path through the stiff, browned meadow grass and the dry stalks of dead wildflowers. Dead only to the eye, Rainy knew. They would rise again in the spring. She took Cork’s arm and could feel his resistance.

			“What’s going on, Cork? Why are you so hard, so impatient? It’s not like you.”

			“I love him dearly, Rainy, but sometimes he frustrates the hell out of me. Why does he have to speak in riddles? Why can’t he ever just give me a straight answer?”

			“This isn’t about Henry.”

			He was quiet a long time, and she let him be with his thoughts.

			“November,” he finally said.

			She knew his history with that month, knew that for him the darkness of Gashkadino-Giizis wasn’t about the clouds or the cold or even the bitter winter that would follow.

			“Ghosts,” she said. “You need to let them go.”

			“They come to me. I don’t go looking.”

			She stopped suddenly and turned to him. “Let me or Uncle Henry do a sweat with you before you go. It would be so good for you, and I’d feel better.”

			“Like I told Henry, a lot to do to get ready for tomorrow.”

			“Then go and get ready, but come back.”

			He looked away from her, his eyes taking in the low, ragged clouds. “When this is done,” he said and walked away toward the line of trees where the path disappeared.

			Though it tore her heart, she let him go.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			

			In the dark of early morning, he left his bed and dressed. Downstairs he found a light on in the kitchen, coffee dripping into the pot, his sister-in-law, Rose, at the stove. She wore a red robe and white slippers and was scrambling eggs.

			“Bread’s toasting,” she said.

			Long ago, she’d been a part of the O’Connor household, helping to care for her sister’s children and contemplating a life as a nun when that responsibility was finished. But she’d met a man, Mal Thorne, a priest who’d lost his way. As they both were fond of saying, God gave them a new life together. She wasn’t a classic beauty, but Cork thought her beautiful in many ways. Not the least of which was that generosity of spirit which had always been at the heart of who she was. When her sister, Jo O’Connor, was killed, she’d stepped in and had often filled the maternal shoes. Now, with Jenny’s wedding so near, she’d come from her home in Evanston, mostly to help cover Waaboo while Jenny directed her energies toward the nuptials. Her husband, Mal, who ran a shelter for the homeless in Chicago, was planning to arrive just in time for the wedding.
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